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 One 
 
    The shadowy landscape writhed and pulsated like a living being. A lone figure sat on a log, eyes lost to the hypnotic rhythm of the world around him. It ebbed and flowed against his senses, caressing his inner world like a warm body lying next to him on a cold winter night. 
 
    Victor sighed as a crescent moon hung high in the black sky. There were no stars, only a celestial body, casting its glow on the young man. Victor drank in the stunning beauty of the moonlight when a shadow slipped past a black tree. The young man’s eyes lowered until he saw a form step from tree to tree until it stood at an opening, facing him. A black robe covered the figure but aspects touched his senses. The figure had an hourglass form. A hood covered their head but pale skin glowed against the darkness of the hood. A small smile bloomed as shadows covered the woman’s eyes. The air took on an electric current as she sauntered closer. 
 
    “Hi,” Victor said simply, heart thudding faster in his chest. 
 
    The shrouded figure said nothing as she approached and stood before him. Victor looked up into the shadow of the hood, trying to penetrate the darkness but it did not part to his gaze. Only the warm smile sent a peaceful breeze through his spirit.   
 
    “Will you be staying a little longer tonight,” Victor asked. 
 
    The figure remained silent, hand reaching up and caressing his cheek. Victor’s eyes closed, the warm touch firing off nerves while the coolness of the night washed over him like a waterfall. 
 
    A loud beeping stabbed at the serene landscape, growing louder by the moment. Victor opened his eyes and looked up into the dark hood, a single tear running down her cheek and hanging at her porcelain jaw line. 
 
    Brow wrinkled in confusion before the landscape spun away like hurricane. Victor called out as the robed woman turned to dust and blew away with the wind. Darkness drained as light blasted senses like cannon fire. The young man let out one last shout before it all fell away to a brilliant light. 
 
    Eyes blinked slowly, reality filling the light. Victor moaned as feeling returned to his body. Something hard was in his right hand. The young man looked from his position to see a game controller still clutched in his claw-like grip. The scents and sights of the couch surrounded him. Turning his head, the game system was still on, the words “You Died!” bouncing on the flat screen like a kid at an ice cream counter. 
 
    Victor took in a deep breath before moaning again. Tendrils of the dream colored his thoughts but only for a moment before they faded away to the background. 
 
    “I bet I’m late,” Victor said to no one in particular. 
 
    Lifting his head, he looked to the clock by the flat-screen and saw that it 7:40 a.m. 
 
    Victor smiled. “Twenty minutes, I have a chance!” 
 
    The young man dropped the controller and burst to his feet. Moving like a whirlwind, he flashed across the apartment. Smiling, he grabbed his toothbrush and squeezed toothpaste on it. Brushing his teeth, he ran from the bathroom to the bedroom. Hands moved in a blur, grabbing clothes as the foaming toothbrush moved about with assistance from his tongue. Victor hummed a tune as a button up shirt flowed over his shoulders and he nearly jumped into his slacks. When the foam grew too much, he rushed to the bathroom, barked like rabid dog in the mirror and spit out the foam.  
 
    Victor kept his smile as he looked at himself in the mirror. “He’s going to yell at you but that’s okay, his life sucks.” 
 
    With that, Victor ran out of the bathroom, grabbing his shoes and socks. Running barefoot through the apartment complex, he told himself he could put on his socks and shoes in the car. Time ticked away as he readied himself for a new day in paradise. 
 
    *** 
 
    The glass building loomed as Victor rushed toward it. Eyes wide, he nearly crashed into people as he darted past. Inside, he nearly vaulted past the lobby desk, his body spinning and slipping past the elevator doors before they closed. People inside looked at the young man as he smiled and fixed his collar. 
 
    When the elevator reached the 6th floor, the doors parted and Victor stepped out with his chest out. Susie behind the floor desk looked up with a smile. Victor moved toward her, his eyes glancing at the clock above her and saw that he had two minutes to spare.  
 
    “He’s going to yell at you,” Susie grinned. 
 
    “I have two minutes,” Victor said as he leaned on the front desk counter, “More than enough time to talk to my favorite person.” 
 
    Susie rolled her eyes. “You say that to everyone.” 
 
    Victor lifted an eyebrow, “How do you know that? Who have you been talking to behind my back?” 
 
    Susie couldn’t contain her smile before it cracked into a laugh. 
 
    Victor continued, “It’s going to be great day. Do you need a coffee?” 
 
    Susie kept her smile and lifted her coffee mug, “Already have my drug of choice and yes, I hope it’s a good day. The crazies keep calling about that ad campaign.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Such is the world we live in. But don’t worry; it’s only a matter of time before they complain about something else. Just know, you are the wind beneath my wings.” 
 
    Susie shook her head, “Better get inside before Bannerman finds you.” 
 
    Victor grinned and winked before moving around the counter and stepping into the office. The day had started with the entire office huddled in their half-cubicles. Heads poked up and some hands waved to Victor as he hurried through the simple maze to his desk. Karen looked up from her cubicle opposite Victor’s and Adam looked up from his cubicle to the right. Victor was about to sit down when Karen and Adam’s eyes widened. 
 
    Victor froze in his tracks. “He’s behind me?” 
 
    “Yes, I am,” said a not too pleased voice. 
 
    Victor turned around with a smile. “Mr. Bannerman, so good to see you on this bright and sunny morning…” 
 
    Bannerman shook his head, “Save it. You’re late again.” 
 
    “But if I was working the night shift, I would be really early.” 
 
    Bannerman shook his head. “Mr. Hobbs, come in on time or don’t come in at all.” 
 
    Victor’s demeanor shifted, head and shoulders bending submissively to Bannerman’s tired gaze. “I will make every effort to come in on time...no...before on time.” 
 
    Bannerman simply nodded, turned and walked to his office. Victor let out a long exhale before turning and slumping into his chair. 
 
    Adam looked over the cubicle edge, “Man, is he gunning for you.” 
 
    “I don’t know, I think he’s coming around to being my friend,” Victor laughed. 
 
    “How can you be so cavalier about it,” Adam asked. 
 
    Victor looked to his co-worker, “Life is too short to spend it dwelling on the negative. We doing lunch later?” 
 
     Adam smiled and nodded before sinking down to his seat. 
 
    Karen looked over the edge as Victor began tapping away at his keyboard. “Thanks for yesterday.” 
 
    Victor looked up with knowing eyes, “Anytime. When I have questions on the budget reports, you’re the first person I’m coming to.” 
 
    Karen nodded. “My door is always open.” 
 
    Victor smiled before tapping away again. Thoughts flowed back to yesterday, Karen nearly on the verge of tears with her reporting. Victor had stayed late and saw she was struggling. Pushing his work aside, he sat by her and helped talk her through the reporting. It took longer than he expected but when Karen finally got it, it was almost 8 p.m.  
 
    Karen’s eyes lingered on Victor before shyly looking down. 
 
    Is she hitting on me? 
 
    “No,” Victor said in the barest of whispers, his voice lost to the office sounds around him. 
 
    The moment faded away as Victor focused on his own work. Brilliant light flooded the office windows as the recycled air churned on. Thoughts stabbed at the young man as he tried to focus on his work. The dream caressed his mind as the gentle tapping of keys took on a rhythmic pulse. Reality seemed to dim as Victor’s eyes half closed. The growing tempo of his heart filled his ears. The light outside dimmed as clouds moved across the blue sky. 
 
    Loud voices cut through the hazy gloom. Victor looked up, a confusion filling his eyes. Adam and Karen both looked up, the confusion growing. A woman’s scream pierced the entire office before the air vibrated with gunshots. 
 
    Victor, Karen and Adam were to their feet as time slowed down. Susie ran into the office, blood covering her clothes before several more gunshots filled the air. Bullets rammed into Susie’s back as the force sent her flying forward and crashing into the ground. A disheveled man stepped into the main office, a semi-automatic rifle in his hands and madness in his eyes. 
 
    Karen and Adam stood frozen as Victor stepped onto his desk, hands out. The man invading their office scanned the room while his finger pulled on the trigger. The rifle went off in rapid succession as the entire office erupted into chaos. Victor was up and moving as bullets quickly filled the office. Victor’s hand grabbed Adam’s shoulder just as several bullets hit him in the chest, one bullet striking his throat. Adam gurgled a scream as blood filled his throat. Victor was still moving, his left arm out. Karen was turning away as Victor came crashing down. 
 
    Victor’s eyes were wide as he noticed his body was moving on its own. Crashing into Karen, they hit the floor hard. Adam broke free from Victor’s grip, clutching at his throat as blood stained his shirt crimson. The struggling weakened in moments before he was still, eyes gazing up at nothing. 
 
    Karen cried out as Victor grabbed her and hoisted her to her feet. Pushing his fellow co-worker, Victor eyed the emergency exit before turning his head and looking over his shoulder. The man with the rifle cursed under his breath as he attempted to load a new magazine. Crazy eyes glared down at the rifle until the magazine clicked into place and he cleared the barrel. 
 
    Don’t Die Don’t Die Don’t Die! 
 
    Victor pushed Karen to the emergency exit, senses dialed to eleven. He could feel the glare of the crazy gunman turn to him. Karen was at the emergency exit and opening the door. Victor was still moving as he looked back to see the gunman staring at him with vile hatred. 
 
    “YOU!” the man screamed as he aimed and pulled the trigger. 
 
    Victor turned just as something penetrated his shoulder. The young man didn’t cry out as he shoved Karen hard, several bullets whizzing past his side. Eyes looked down as blood spurted from Karen’s back and she went stumbling forward. 
 
    Nononononononono! 
 
    Karen let out a helpless cry as she hit the hard floor, blood spilling from her back. Victor growled a shout as his body started to seize up. Turning at the emergency exit, the gunman stepped through the office as people huddled under desks or ran off as soon the gunman stepped past them. 
 
    Victor leaned against the doorway edge, his muscles giving out. Bannerman ran toward him, eyes wide on the exit but not seeing the wounded Victor. The smell of cordite filled the air as the madman stepped closer, his barrel trained on Victor. 
 
    “No mercy,” the man in the wrinkled trench coat growled as he pulled the trigger again. 
 
    This is the end… 
 
    “No, it’s not…” Victor hissed as Bannerman came toward him. 
 
    The young man threw his arm out as his boss came running toward him like a frightened animal. Bannerman never noticed Victor as he pushed through and nearly stumbled over Karen’s cooling body. Victor turned his back to the gunman, his body filling up the doorway. Gunshots rang out before bullets slammed into Victor’s body. 
 
    Strength left Victor as he watched Bannerman jump down the stairs, unharmed. Darkness crawled into his vision as his body swayed. Falling, he heard more gunshots before he landed on Karen’s lifeless body, darkness consuming his senses before winking out into the abyss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Victor blinked awake. Cool darkness and the glow of the crescent moon chased away the chaos, replacing it with a deep serenity. Sitting up, he checked his body, seeing that it was intact and no holes that he could see or feel. Confusion ebbed on the shores of his mind as he leaned back on his palms, trying to decipher what just happened. Memory yawned as he recalled the events, senses burning from the impacts of bullets entering his body.   
 
    “I thought death would be a little brighter,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    The shadowy forest around him swayed to a breeze. Leaves rustled in the wind like whispers at midnight. The young man found himself relaxing to the sounds, trying to push away the weird events that had ended his life. 
 
    A robed figure stepped from the shadows and walked closer. Victor looked up and despite what he had just gone through, was smiling ear to ear. Heart beating in his chest, he leaned forward, legs straight out across the grassy ground. 
 
    “It must be heaven since I get to see you again,” Victor said kindly. 
 
    The woman stepped closer and sat down next to him. Shadows covered the upper half of her face while the lower half glowed in the moonlight. The black robe adhered to her form as she settled at Victor’s side, facing in the same direction he was. 
 
    “My schedule is clear so we can talk about anything,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The hooded woman turned her head slightly toward Victor, “What do you want to talk about?” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a little. “You can talk,” he stammered. 
 
    The woman nodded.  
 
    “Is it because I’m dead?” 
 
    “You’re not dead,” the woman said with a deep sigh. 
 
    “Feels like I might be dead,” Victor said as he looked up to the moon. 
 
    “They can’t snatch you away from me so quickly,” the woman said in a gentle tone. 
 
    “Say that to the guy who shot me.” 
 
    “He was merely an instrument to hurt me, to hurt us.” 
 
    Victor looked to the cloaked woman with curious eyes. “I don’t want to be rude…but I feel a little lost right now.” 
 
    The hooded woman nodded before laying the side of her head on Victor’s shoulder. 
 
    “All will come to you with time. I am here to ask something of you first.” 
 
    The air took a serious vibration as Victor listened. 
 
    “It has taken me a long time to be able to speak to you, like this. But for now, time is not our ally. You have a choice before you, and I must know your answer before we can continue our dance.” 
 
    Victor sat, eyes taking a dark edge. “I don’t even know where here is or even your name. This is a dream.” 
 
    The hooded woman lifted her head and faced the young man. The shadows covering her face were inky black but Victor could feel her stare penetrating his heart. It lay open to her, and he could not put up a single barrier to protect himself from her black gaze. 
 
    “My name is Vala. My purpose is to return from the abyss. My question…will you be my Champion?” 
 
    Victor’s heart raced as he could not break his gaze from the shadows of her hood. Pain swirled along his chest as he tried to understand what was happening. The dream seemed to spiral on, dark trees and the glow of the moon coming together like a gothic painting. Vala sat, the darkness crawling over her smooth cheeks as the pain grew with each passing moment. 
 
    “I don’t understand…,” Victor coughed. 
 
    “You do,” Vala whispered. “You understand what I’m asking.” 
 
    The pain grew louder, more defined. Victor struggled to keep it together as the dreamscape rippled. 
 
    “I…I…,” Victor tried to say but the words would not come. 
 
    Vala touched his shoulder and the pain lessened in an instant. “Take some time to think about your answer but do not wait too long, for both our sakes.” 
 
    The moment Vala let go, pain roared like a beast from the deepest pit of hell. Victor struggled against it until it grew to a maddening pitch and he screamed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Loud beeps and bright lights greeted Victor as his eyes fluttered open. Nurses rushed in; eyes filled with determination. Victor cried out as he felt needles and tubes in his body. The pain was deafening as the beeps from the heart monitor stabbed into his ears. Glancing down, thick white bandages bloomed with red. Convulsions rippled along his body as it fought to stay alive. Through flashes of pain and shouting nurses, Victor felt the cold touch of death, fingers gliding along his skin. Nurses in white tried to hold him down while one pulled out a syringe and stabbed it into a tube in his arm. Vala stood among the nurses, her dark gaze on him and no one seeing her but him. 
 
    Victor’s body stormed on, fighting for every breath as his inner self grew smaller, blocking out the pain. Reality blended into his memories and Victor looked out, silently watching grand swaths of pain and misery play like an orchestra made up of demons. A tear formed as death grew bolder, laughing at his weakness once again. 
 
    There is nothing here worth staying for. 
 
    The pain swelled and crashed into his inner world. Victor looked for Vala but she was gone, swallowed up by the nurses and a doctor rushing in. Eyes darted in his head as his body grew colder. The fountain of life drained from his wounds and into white bandages. The light began to dim. 
 
    “Yes…,” Victor managed with a weak whisper. 
 
    The light dimmed further as the pain died. Victor stared at the light until shadows reached down and caressed his eyes closed. Heart slowing, he listened to every beat until they grew further apart. When the last beat ran along his body, Victor smiled. 
 
    It’s going to be okay. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wet grass touched Victor’s body. Earthy smells rose up, blending with the grass as Victor curled fingers into the dirt. Eyes fluttered as he lay on his stomach. The night sky filled the heavens as a mist touched his surroundings. The relic of pain floated away as strength slowly returned to his body.  
 
    Victor stayed on the wet ground, senses taking inventory of his body. The bullet wounds tingled but it didn’t feel like he was bleeding. A small headache curled around his brain. Moving his head slightly, he could see and feel that he was completely naked on the grassy floor. 
 
    Victor took a deep cleansing breath before he pushed with an arm and rolled onto his back. Dew covered his body as he looked up into the night sky, tendrils of mist floating over him. A crescent moon hung in the sky, the light soothing his frayed nerves. A smile bloomed before lips parted and Victor let out a maddening laugh. 
 
    “Victor one, death zero,” the young man laughed into the night. 
 
    The laughing died down and Victor slowly sat up. The air felt crisp, like an autumn evening and just as clean. The trees held green leaves and clustered together behind him while a grassy field stretched out. The landscape was surreal as mist clouded around him. It took on an almost spooky edge as he looked into the distance. 
 
    A thick mountain stood, lights glowing closer to the top. The mist obscured any details, but the lights glowed brighter, almost calling out Victor. Looking to the left and right of the mountain, forest spread out before reaching high walls of mists.  
 
    If anyone is here, they will be where the light is. 
 
    Standing up, Victor brushed off what dirt clung to his skin. When he finished, a chill seeped into his bones. He had to start moving before hypothermia kicked in. The young man took one step when something loomed out of the mists. Looking to his left, Victor took a step back and then another. The large dark figure turned glowing red eyes in his direction, and a snarl vibrated through the air. 
 
    Victor lifted up his fists as he backed up. 
 
    You think martial arts will stop whatever that is? 
 
    The young man stared, drinking in every detail as the hunched over thing moved through the mists. Red eyes glowed brightly against its black form. Two sharp points along its head seemed to swivel. The body grew visible as it stepped out of the mists. 
 
    Victor stared in disbelief as a hulking werewolf like creature emerged from the fog. Pointed ears turned as if listening in every direction while a tooth filled maw opened with a low growl. Black fur covered its entire body as muscles bulged and twitched. It stalked forward, white locks of fur running along its head and neck. The wolf monster stopped its advance, and stared at Victor with a predatory gaze. 
 
    Victor guessed it was about forty feet from him, but judging from the thickness of its legs, it could leap across the distance in an instant. Eyes wandered down to huge hands, fingers tipped with long talons. The chill deepened into Victor’s muscles as he stood ready to defend himself. 
 
    This is crazy! 
 
    The wolf monster stared, shoulders heaving. “She finally brought you here,” the monster growled. 
 
    Victor remained quiet, mind working strategies. There was no way he could take on a monster like that. Running was his best option but the monster would overtake him easily. The thought of backing down caused a fire to light in his belly. Eyes narrowing, he kept his arms and legs loose. 
 
    “It’s been a weird day. How about we just pretend this didn’t happen,” Victor said with a commanding edge. 
 
    The wolf monster took a menacing step forward. “You think she can protect you forever?” 
 
    “Right now, the only thing I’m thinking is I’m wet, cold, and seriously need some clothes.” 
 
    The brute took another step forward, large hands curling into hammer like fists. “You escaped once and she may protect you here, but that will not deter me from teaching you a lesson from my lord.” 
 
    “Lesson learned, I won’t do it again,” Victor said not knowing what the hell was going on. 
 
    The wolf monster growled a snicker. “You may be her Champion now…but it will mean little when I lay your broken corpse on her altar.” 
 
    “I said lesson learned,” Victor shouted. 
 
    The wolf monster took another step forward. “I don’t think you’ve learned anything…yet.”  
 
    Victor took a step back when the wolf monster burst toward him. Like a comet of muscle and hair, it appeared before Victor, a meaty fist surging forward. The young man let gravity take hold as he fell and pushed his legs to the side. The giant fist missed his face by inches as he stumbled, spun and started running. 
 
    Victor burst with every bit of speed his legs could produce. A loud growl echoed through the air as the young man made a beeline for the mountain. Mist fell away as green grass and trees loomed up to meet him. Victor dared not look back as he pumped his legs. Something big appeared next to him and lashed out. The arm struck Victor and his body was lifted up and thrown. Crashing into the grass, he quickly rolled back onto his feet, and turned around but the wolf monster was over him. 
 
    “For my lord,” the monster howled as it reared back a fist. 
 
    Victor’s body was moving as the fist came in. There was no way he could block or stop something that big. He had to keep moving, and make sure it didn’t touch him again or he might not get back up. The punch powered forward and Victor curved his body, dodging the wolf monster’s fist. Stepping closer into the beast, he brought his heel up, his eyes on the side of the monster’s knee. With all his power, he brought the heel down and struck bone. 
 
     The wolf monster’s entire body shifted and turned as pain surged up its leg. Victor continued to move knowing he had to work the joints, and escape if he had a chance. Palm up, he slammed it under the wolf monster’s pointed jaw. To Victor’s surprise, the creature’s head snapped up, and it grunted in pain. He never would have thought he had enough strength to do something like that, and hoped it was only enough to knock it off balance. 
 
    A thick arm swung out and Victor crouched down. Pushing his legs up, a strength he never felt before seemed to fill all his limbs. Fingers curled into fists as he punched the monster in the mid-section, followed by another. The wolf monster stumbled back as Victor leapt up, and drove his heel into its stomach. Victor tried to push off, hoping it was enough for him to start running away when a large hand wrapped around his leg like a vice. 
 
    Victor lost all control as his body swung like a rag doll in the air before crashing down into the grass covered ground. Dirt and green grass blades went up as he was lifted and slammed down again and again. Dazed, he barely felt the thick hand let him go. Victor was on all fours when a fist came down smashing his face deep into the dirt.  
 
    His body not responding, Victor could do nothing as he was lifted up by the shoulder in one of the wolf monster’s hands and the other slammed a fist into his chest. All the air left his lungs as he hit the ground and rolled to a stop. Blood trickled out the side of his mouth as he tried to get back up again. Fear and rage spiraled together as he turned just enough to see the wolf monster’s fist hit him directly in the face. Victor was airborne, light as a leaf on the wind before he crashed into the wet grass. 
 
    Stay down! 
 
    Swirls of pain radiated along his body. Sharp points signaled broken ribs and a state of confusion took root. Fighting with every bit of strength, he slowly tried to stand up. 
 
    “Your spirit will not stop the lesson,” the monster roared before throwing several punches. 
 
    Victor felt his body take the hits before the last one sent him sailing through the air. Strength giving out, he landed like broken thing on the grass, sliding a few feet until he reached a stop. Coughing up blood, Victor growled and raged as his body refused to work. 
 
    The wolf monster bent over the damaged young man, saliva dripping from his teeth, a wolfish sneer curling. 
 
    “Her realm prevents me from killing you. Take solace in that. When we meet again, I will not be so kind. Our next lesson will be your last.” 
 
    The brutish monster stood up. With a final kick, Victor felt a few more ribs break.  
 
    “...running…off…,” Victor managed but wasn’t sure the words came out right. 
 
    The wolf monster growled his contempt before turning and bounding off. It reached the mist and leapt into it, vanishing from view. 
 
    Victor lay; his mind and body reeling from the pain. A maddening laugh croaked from his lips before he grew quieter, the sound of his laboring breath the only thing he could hear. 
 
    Darkness touched the edge of his vision. The pain and weakness rose and fell like the tides. At the edge of blacking out, he mentally called out for Vala. Staring up at the starless sky, he cried out but only a strangled gurgle rose from his lips. 
 
    She isn’t coming… 
 
    Victor felt a cold touch sink into his damaged body. Maybe death was coming after all. Fighting the looming darkness, something touched Victor’s senses. He couldn’t describe it but it was strange enough to keep him conscious. A shadowy figure stepped along, staff in their hand.  
 
    Victor tried to focus but he only saw long black hair and the faint outline of a feminine form. Her head was strange as two points stabbed out from her forehead. Trying to turn his head for a better look, pain fired along his nerves and a groan filled the air. 
 
    The woman sucked in her teeth as she looked down with a disapproving shake of her head. Reaching down with her free hand, she took hold of Victor’s ankle. The young man groaned as pain roared once again. Body being dragged over the wet grass; Victor couldn’t hold on any longer. Passing out, the last image he saw was the strange woman glancing back with annoyed eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
      Darkness parted and Victor blinked a few times. A glowing lantern stood on a small bedside table. Moving his head, pain roared along his body and he quickly settled down. Eyes turning down, he saw bandages covering his body. Hands at his sides, fingers felt along the cot he was laying on.  
 
    Letting out a tired sigh, he took inventory of the room. Designs filled the stone walls from crescent moons to vague figures locked in sensual touches and embraces. Victor likened them to cave drawings by ancient man but these were highly stylized. The room itself was small, barely big enough for the cot, the side table, and a chair right across from him. 
 
    Victor tried to move again, the flare of pain along his ribs keeping him lying down. A frustrated exhale filled the small room as he tried again. The tortuous firing of nerves kept him on the cot, wondering if this was his life now. 
 
    The door to the room opened and a head peeked in. Victor’s eyes slid to the right, taking in the image of a wrinkled old woman with a toothless smile. Long white hair tied back into a ponytail as she hobbled in with a silver tray in her hands and several vials on it.  
 
    “You’re awake,” the old woman said with a wide, gummy smile. 
 
    “Hi,” Victor managed before he let out a grunt. 
 
    The old woman put the tray down on the table by the lantern and looked down at the damaged young man. 
 
    “Don’t strain yourself. You will need time and some elixirs to help mend those bones. I set what I could but my hands don’t work like they used to.” 
 
    “Thank you…for saving me…,” Victor said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The old woman gazed down kindly, her slightly hunched form looming over him. “Saving you? No, Lily saved you. I’m merely trying to help.” 
 
    Victor gave her a questioning gaze but the old woman ignored him, frail hands reaching out and picking up a blue vial.  
 
    “This will help,” the old woman said as her shaky hands uncorked the vial. 
 
    Victor watched as she moved her hand closer, it shaking like a leaf in hard wind. He swore she was going to dump it all over his face but when she reached his lips, her hand steadied and she poured. 
 
    A flowery taste cascaded over Victor’s tongue before it turned earthy. It wasn’t unpleasant but the young man didn’t feel a need have more. As he gulped it down, the old woman pulled it away, put it on the tray and picked up another one. 
 
    “Three more to go,” the old woman cackled. 
 
    Victor parted his lips as she poured more into his mouth. The young man’s eyes widened as a foul taste stung his tongue. He coughed, but it only caused the old woman to pinch his nose and pour more into his mouth. A sickening tendril ran down his throat and into his stomach. There, it curled into a foul ichor but the pain in his sides and limbs seemed to lessen. 
 
    The door opened, and a woman stepped in. Victor looked to the woman; his breath taken away. It wasn’t so much her beauty but the fact she had smooth black horns rising from her forehead. Her smooth skin was a pale purple, almost lilac. Oval eyes peered down at Victor as a frown formed. Red irises glowed from her almond shaped eyes. 
 
    Victor couldn’t help his knee-jerk reaction, his gaze sliding down to her near perfect breasts as they defied gravity. Her outfit was leather and cloth, blended together to cover most of her body except for her cleavage, neck, forearms and shins. The white cloth mixed with dark leather complimented her body, hugged her waist while showing the slight sensual curves of her hips and strong thighs. Long black hair was tied tightly into a ponytail as she stepped in and stood by the old woman. 
 
    “Is he going to live,” the demon woman said with a serious tone. 
 
    “He will, but he will do better if you healed him,” the old woman said as she picked up a third vial. 
 
    “Cassandra, we have no idea if he belongs here. He could be just a lost soul.” 
 
    The old woman shoved the open vial to Victor’s mouth, “I’ve seen the dreams. He belongs here. I know you’ve seen the dreams too.” 
 
    The purple skinned demon folded her arms under her breasts. “It could still be a mistake.” 
 
    Victor felt the vial pull away, and he looked up into the old woman’s gray eyes, “Cassandra, what a beautiful name.” 
 
    The old woman smiled wider, a pale pink touching her wrinkled face. “That charm is proof he belongs here.” 
 
    Lily rolled her eyes. “I think you’re just happy for the company.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded as she poured the final vial to Victor’s waiting mouth. “He seems nicer than your sour attitude.” 
 
    The old woman leaned closer, running her frail hand through Victor’s short, black hair. “The potions should help you to stand, and move about. Lily is going to bring you to the springs to help finish your healing. Once you’re healthy, come back to me.” 
 
    Victor smiled and nodded. 
 
    Cassandra stood up as much as her body would allow. “Don’t let Lily’s sourpuss get to you. She’s a sweetheart once you get to know her.” 
 
    Lily stayed where she was, arms still folded and her brow tight. Cassandra picked up the tray, and hobbled to the door. The old woman gave Victor a glance and wink before stepping out, leaving the door open. 
 
    The horned demoness kept her judging gaze on Victor. The young man struggled to sit up. The pain had lessened, but it was still there. Legs moved over the side of the cot as Victor sat up. Ribs and arms ached, but he was feeling a little better. Lily made no attempt to help, standing her ground and waiting. 
 
    “I’m Victor Hobbs,” the young man said to cut through the odd silence in the room. 
 
    The demon’s mouth tightened for a moment before relaxing. “Lily Brightblood.” 
 
    Victor nodded as his eyes drifted again. Lily stood with a hard gaze but a purple tail swayed behind her with a triangular tip. Staring, he couldn’t break away from the hypnotic swaying of the purple flesh colored tail. 
 
    A vein throbbed along Lily’s forehead, “Get up.” 
 
    Lily’s words broke the trance, and Victor attempted to stand up. The first try caused pain to flare, and he sat back down. Taking a deep breath, the young man gritted his teeth and managed to stand on his own power, the small room beginning to spin. 
 
    Lily watched him and let out a sigh. Right hand out, a staff appeared in her palm. Handing it to Victor, the young man took hold and used it to help stand. The moment he touched the wooden staff, something flared deep with Victor. It lashed at his reason, unsure why it felt right to hold it. 
 
    The demon woman eyed Victor. “It seems you do belong here. No one can wield our weapons unless they are connected to Vala.” 
 
    Victor leaned hard on the staff. “And I thought you were handing it to me out of the kindness of your heart. I didn’t realize I was being tested.” 
 
    Lily nodded as she closed her eyes. “Everything is a test.” 
 
    “Well, you passed my test…with flying colors,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily opened her eyes, thin eyebrow cocked. “What kind of test?” 
 
    “Maybe I’ll tell you…once we get to know each other a little better,” Victor managed through the pain. 
 
    The demon woman growled her annoyance before turning and stepping to the door. “Come on.” 
 
    Victor gave a weak nod before hobbling along, the staff clicking against the smooth stone floor. Lily stepped along slowly, allowing for the slower Victor to follow. The young man looked around as he stepped into a large hallway. As he moved through the hallway, it opened up into a full-sized house. Stone shifted to hard, dark wood. The main room was comfortable with fur covered couches, a roaring stone fireplace and lanterns strewn about. Victor immediately thought it looked like a ski lodge he had seen in so many movies. The only thing it was missing was mounted animal horns and heads. 
 
    Lily stepped to the main double doors and opened one side. Victor tried his best to keep up, wincing and gritting his teeth, his body feeling like nothing more than broken bone and tired meat. When he reached the door, Lily didn’t look at him as she cast her gaze downward.  
 
    Victor hobbled past, onto a large porch with tables and chairs before stepping down on a stone street. The young man took a moment, his eyes drinking in the view before him. Short stone walls lined the area as Victor quickly realized he was on the mountain he saw from the mists. Stepping to the stone wall, he looked down while clutching Lily’s staff.  
 
    Mist covered the lands beyond the forests. The dark gloomy fog surrounded the area, tendrils of mists flowing across small empty fields and touching the dark forests. Looking straight down, ruins lined the mountain edge while an ancient stone staircase winded up the mountain. Victor could see he was only at the halfway point of the mountain. Turning his gaze to the left, he watched a stone path snake along the edge of the mountain, through what looked like a small village. Beyond that, the path rose a little until it spread out onto a huge, carved landing, under sprays of water falling from open parts of the mountain above. 
 
    Victor’s eyes continued to take in the glorious beauty of the place as he looked up to another set of stone stairs, leading further up the mountain and to the top where a crumbling stone building jabbed up into the night sky. The crescent moon hung above it, it’s light adding to the lantern’s glow along the mountain town. 
 
    “Where am I,” Victor asked out loud. 
 
    Lily stepped closer, her brow softening. “This is Luna Springs. It is a sacred realm to our goddess Vala.” 
 
    Victor looked from the majestic sight to the light purple demon. “This is all…real?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “It’s real. It used to be larger, her power extending the realm but since her death, this is all that is left.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “She’s not dead. She came to me in my dreams.” 
 
    Lily’s brow became smooth, eyes filled with understanding. “You really don’t know what is happening, do you?” 
 
    Victor leaned on the staff, “I…I talked with…Vala, for the first time. She used to visit my dreams but she never said anything. She spoke to me when I was dying, asking if I would become her Champion.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “She has chosen you to become one of her Lust Blades.” 
 
    Victor gave Lily a blank look. 
 
    The demon’s red eyes grew tired. “Lust Blades and Luna Shields are like high priests and priestesses of her order. You, just like me, have been chosen.” 
 
    “How many…um…Blades and Shields are there?” 
 
    Lily gave a small, wicked smirk, “Including us, two.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes shifted to the big house built into the mountain where he and Lily just stepped out of. 
 
    Lily shook her head. “Cassandra is a Keeper, a caretaker of the mountain. As you can see, she has grown too weak to do much.” 
 
    “This is a lot to process,” Victor said, his head swimming from the information dump. 
 
    “It’s going to get weirder. Come with me to the springs so I can get my staff back.” 
 
    Lily led the way and Victor tried to stay close. Head turning, he looked through the village as they walked along. The wooden and stone homes stood, empty and dark while lanterns lined the deserted street, the light playing tricks as they made the shadows seem to move on their own. It reminded Victor of a mountain resort in Colorado or Iceland, not that he had been to either of those places. All the information he could associate it with was from TV, movies, and video games. Even then, it blew his mind as he hobbled along as he drank it in. 
 
    The main street snaked on along the mountain side. Victor marched as best as he could, looking out from the mountain to the starless sky. The moon was the only celestial body against the inky black sky, its light touching everything. Looking to the waterfalls, they glowed with supernatural light against the black and gray rock. Victor and Lily stopped at a stone staircase built into the mountain. 
 
    Lily pointed down the stairs. “Down is to the ruins, forests and the mists beyond. If you ever go exploring, do not enter the mists, not until you’re ready.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Lily looked at him over her shoulder, “The mists lead to many realms. If you don’t know how to travel it, you will get lost.” 
 
    The purple skinned demon pointed up the mountain to the ruins at the top. “That was once Vala’s Temple. With her power weakened, it continues to decay. Maybe one day, its beacons will light once again.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze drifted to Lily’s neck. Just above her collar, a tip of a tattoo showed. Victor’s eyes narrowed, trying to see what it was. If he didn’t know any better, it looked like the tip of a crescent moon, just like the one hanging in the sky. 
 
    Lily let her arm drop as she stepped beyond the stairs. Victor followed. It didn’t take long before they reached another house just like Cassandra’s home against the mountain side. Next to it, many glowing pools clustered against the mountain. Water fell from the openings in rock and filled the pools. Steam and mist rose up and Victor couldn’t pry his eyes away. It appeared so welcoming, warm and beautiful. Heat touched the air and muscles relaxed. Beyond the clustered spring pools, the mountain walls seemed to curve in, an oval cave with mist flowing out stood carved into the side. 
 
    “Just like the mists at the edge, don’t enter the cave,” Lily said as hands rose up and she began to undress. 
 
    Victor stood with wide eyes, leaning on the staff. Clothes peeled off the demon woman piece by piece. Her back to him, the top of her outfit came off and she dropped it to the stone floor. Victor now could clearly see the crescent shaped tattoo just where her neck and shoulder blades meet. Fingers dug into the waist of her leather leggings, sliding her firm ass from them and letting them drop to her ankles. Tail swaying back and forth, it did nothing to deter Victor’s gaze. The demon woman’s toned curves displayed beauty and power all at once. 
 
    Lily looked back and smirked, Victor’s gaze caught in the gravity of her body. Turning around, she stood unashamed. Breasts defied physics as dark purple pert nipples stood. Smooth skin covered defined muscles but it blended together, giving her an unearthly beauty. Victor looked down to her hairless slit between two tender but strong thighs. 
 
    Lily looked down the bandaged Victor, a playful smile on her lips. “I see you like what you see.” 
 
    Victor followed her gaze, eyes widening as he realized he was wrapped in bandages but didn’t actually have any clothes on. Manhood straining against what bandages covered him he couldn’t deny the power of her allure, or how his body reacted in return. 
 
    Lily held up an open palm. The staff in Victor’s hands flew out and landed in the demon’s hand. The staff shrunk, turning into a dim ball of light and fading into her wrist. Victor stood on his own power, pain crawling up his body. He watched as Lily turned around, and walked along the small paths through the spring pools. When she reached an inner one, she slid down into the water until it reached her neck. Swimming slightly, she leaned against the pool edge and laid her head back. 
 
    “Come on,” Lily said with eyes closed. 
 
    Victor stepped along, each step a reminder that he was still broken. Seeing the glowing pools urged him to pick up the pace. Glancing down, he saw that he was covered in bandages. Not wanting them to float away and trash the glowing waters, he began pulling and unwrapping them. By the time he reached the pool edge, both hands were full of used bandages.  
 
    Lily lifted her head, eyes opening. The demon woman drank in Victor as he stood at the edge. The young man’s slender, T shaped frame barely stood, gashes and bruises all along his body. Eyes contained pain as he kneeled down, and placed the bandages on the floor. Standing up, he stepped to the spring pool edge and dipped his foot in. The water was hot and soothing, calling him in like a siren on the rocks. Lily could barely keep her eyes off of him as he stepped down into the pool. Water rose up along his strong legs and when he was waist deep, he sat down in the glowing water.  
 
    The crawling pain along his body ebbed as he relaxed. Open wounds took on a soothing warmth. Looking down, he wasn’t sure, but it looked like the wounds were closing up very slowly. The pain all but vanished as he lounged, arms along the edge and energy returning to his battered body. 
 
    “The water is blessed by Vala. The spring pools have water from the mountain filling them from above and below. The inner heat of the mountain keeps the temperature the same at all times.” 
 
    “It’s healing me,” Victor said simply. 
 
     “It does more than that but for right now, yes, it is healing your wounds.” 
 
    Lily eyed Victor as he relaxed, letting the mystical waters do its sacred work. “Who attacked you?” 
 
    Victor lounged, eyelids growing heavy, “A giant wolf monster. He said he had to teach me a lesson for his god. I had no idea I pissed off any Gods so it came as a bit of shock when he showed up, and beat me into the ground.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “Sounds like Flint Bonekeeper, high priest to Baaldir.” 
 
    Victor didn’t even pretend he knew what she was talking about and remained silent. 
 
    Lily continued. “Baaldir is the god of the hunt. His zealot followers are War Wolves and have been seen across the six realms.” 
 
    “He really doesn’t like me,” Victor said with a hand wave. 
 
    Lily’s gaze dropped to the spring water, “He shouldn’t like any of us. He was one of several Gods and Goddesses that killed Vala.” 
 
    Victor raised his head, an annoyance bleeding into his brow. “Vala is not dead. She came to me in my dreams.” 
 
    The demon woman shook her head slightly. “Gods and Goddesses don’t die like me and you. Their power is in the number of followers they have, hearts that beat with divine faith. Vala died when her people were killed for generations. Now her faithful are scattered and small in number.” 
 
    The purple skinned demon kept her gaze steady, “How many do you have to find?” 
 
    “How many what,” Victor asked with closed eyes. 
 
    “Acolytes,” Lily said as if the word had a deeper meaning. 
 
    What is she talking about? 
 
    “I don’t know much since I showed up. I was nearly killed on Earth and beaten up when I arrived here. You know the rest.” 
 
    Victor’s muscles loosened. “I feel very heavy…” 
 
    “She spoke to you. She hasn’t spoken to anyone in a long time.” 
 
    “Lily…this is…so strange…I can’t even…,” Victor trailed off as his body began to sink into the water. 
 
    Lily watched as the young man didn’t open his eyes, body sliding under the water. Head slipping under the water, Victor had never felt so relaxed in his entire life. Sound drowned out as he lay below the surface. Confusion melted to the background as warmth enveloped his body. As if passing into deep sleep, Victor wondered if he was going to drown before darkness consumed him. 
 
    Eyes opening, the young man sat up on a ruined and cracked floor. Looking around, he quickly noticed the crumbling walls, broken statues and dust covering everything. A gloomy sadness touched him as he stood up, taking in his surroundings.  
 
    Is this the temple at the top of the mountain? 
 
    “It is,” said a shadow. 
 
    Victor turned around to see the familiar robed figure of Vala as she stood in a doorway, shadows covering part of her form. 
 
    “Vala,” Victor whispered, unsure if he should bow or kneel. 
 
    The goddess stepped into the moonlight, shadows covering her eyes. “Welcome to my home.” 
 
    The young man was caught in the rapture of her voice. It was soft and melodic, but each word seemed to have a deeper, sultry edge. It set Victor’s spirit on fire, new urges wanting him to step to her, hold and kiss her. 
 
    “What you are feeling is natural. Do not be concerned.” 
 
    “I have so many questions…,” Victor began. 
 
    “You will have your answers…over time,” Vala finished. “For now, we must talk.” 
 
    Victor stood naked before the goddess, caught in the hypnotic tone of her voice. 
 
    Vala smiled slightly, “Lily will warm up to you. She will make an excellent Shield. She has great knowledge and skill, I’m sure you both will work great together.” 
 
    Vala stepped closer, pale flesh glowing in the moonlight. Victor was trembling, not because of any cold but from her power touching his skin. Goosebumps rose as he became laser focused on her lips, and her every word. 
 
    “Lily told you and it is true…I’m dead. But do not fret, my power is returning…slowly. After we speak, I will rest but I will continue to watch over you and your experiences. When you master the art of communion, we will be able to speak more as my power grows. For now, I’m afraid this time will be brief.” 
 
    “Why me,” Victor whispered, lost to Vala’s voice. 
 
    The goddess stepped closer, running a finger along his cheek. “You already have the answer. One night, you will understand.” 
 
    The shadows over Vala’s eyes shifted and writhed as her finger traced along Victor’s neck and down his chest. 
 
    “There are pieces of me….my teachings…waking up. The seeds I planted long ago are beginning to sprout. To come back from the dead…you must find those pieces and release them.” 
 
    “How many,” Victor asked. 
 
    “Seventy-seven, my Blade. Once they are woken from their deep slumber, their power will add to my own…enough to leave death’s embrace. Love and lust will return to the realms and the hearts of those who follow. 
 
    “Cassandra, my last Keeper, will aid you with what you will need for your crusade. With time, others will come to you, some to assist while others to see your downfall. It is you who must transverse such times and overcome the trials before you.” 
 
    Victor reached up, wanting to pull back Vala’s hood. The urges grew louder, telling him to gaze on her beauty. The goddess reached up and took hold of his wrist, stopping him from taking hold of the dark fabric. 
 
    “If you see my eyes, you will never know your true potential. You will be trapped in a dream, never thinking of anything beyond the power in my eyes.” 
 
    “I…want to see…the true you…,” Victor said like he was possessed. 
 
    Vala smiled and gently put his hand down. “You will…when I have returned.” 
 
    Victor’s head bowed. “I’m not sure I can…” 
 
    “Do you love,” Vala asked, cutting him off. 
 
    “I do,” Victor said, the conviction in his words filling him with new strength. 
 
    “Then you can overcome anything,” Vala said as she slowly stepped back, her robed form melting into the shadows. 
 
    “Find my acolytes…free them and you will understand what it means…to be my Champion…” 
 
    Victor reached out as the temple swirled. Shadows blended into stone and before it all spiraled into darkness, Victor’s eyes opened under water. Panic swelled as he launched his face up, breaking the surface and gasping for breath. 
 
    Lily looked on with a wry smile and half-closed eyes. “You spoke to her again.” 
 
    “Seventy-seven,” Victor coughed. “I have to find seventy-seven acolytes.” 
 
    Victor sat up in the heated water. Looking down, he saw his wounds had healed, and the bruises barely showed under his skin. New vitality ran through him like he just had the best sleep in his life. Standing up, water ran down his body as Lily looked at him, her eyes lingering on his half hard member. 
 
    “Let’s see Cassandra so she can prepare you for the next step,” Lily said with a seductive licking of her dark lips. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
     Victor cupped his manhood as Lily led the way. Walking back to Cassandra’s home, the young man found it difficult to just let it all hang out. Lily had put her clothes back on and was not bothered in the least that Victor was walking behind her, covering himself. 
 
    The air was cool against Victor’s skin as he followed Lily up the small set of stairs, across the porch and standing at Cassandra’s door. The door opened before the demon woman could knock, and Cassandra’s toothless smile welcomed them in. Heat warmed Victor’s cool skin as he stepped inside, still cupping himself. 
 
    The strangeness of the situation was not lost on Victor. Slivers of oddness invaded his thoughts, wondering if he was truly dead and this was some strange version of an afterlife. A goddess spoke to him, and charged him to resurrect her from the dead. A purple skinned demon, and an old woman living on a mountain were his new allies. Thinking back to his previous life, it was nowhere as strange but the young man found it refreshing in its oddness. 
 
    Lily gave Victor a sideways glance and a small sneer. “You don’t have to be ashamed.” 
 
    “I don’t normally walk around naked with people I just met,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Cassandra picked up a set of clothes from a nearby table and hobbled over to Victor, “These are for you so I can get some work done. Put on the leggings, but leave the shirt off.” 
 
    Cassandra thrust the clothes into Victor’s chest. The young man immediately let go and took the clothes into his hands. The old woman looked down and gave an approving nod, and a wider smile. Red touched Victor’s face but he didn’t cover up, expecting some kind of tongue lashing if he did. 
 
    “Follow me,” Cassandra said as she turned, and beckoned with a withered finger.  
 
    Victor followed, Lily eyeing him with a mischievous smile. The old woman led the man through a small corridor, and to a door covered in strange runes. Waving her hand, the door opened and she hobbled inside. Victor followed until he was fully in, and the door shut behind him. 
 
    The room was rather large. In the middle was an odd seat with cushions. Vials, tubes and various instruments lined the walls. Intermingled along the shelves, carvings were etched into the very walls. A lantern hung from the ceiling, brighter than what Victor would have ever expected. Cassandra made her way to a shelf, and began reaching about, gathering a few items. 
 
    “Put on the pants or do it naked, your choice,” Cassandra said simply.  
 
    Victor nodded as he grabbed the black leather pants and began putting them on. Bringing them to his waist, he was surprised how well they fit since she didn’t ask for a size. The black leather adhered to his body perfectly and it felt like it gave a little so he could move without any real restrictions. 
 
    Cassandra eyed the shirtless Victor and nodded. “Sit on the chair.” 
 
    Victor did as he was told, sitting down on the plush chair. 
 
    Cassandra put the items in her hands on a small table and wheeled it over. When it stood by Victor’s seat, the old woman eyed him. 
 
    “Vala has spoken to you, did she not?” 
 
    Victor nodded, “She did speak to me.” 
 
    Cassandra let out a small cackle before picking up a small ink bottle and a thin, rune covered needle. “That means she knows you and has plans for you. As her Keeper, it is my job to mark you as one of her Blades. The mark will translate your abilities into a way you can understand, but first, a kiss.” 
 
    Victor’s eyebrows shot up as the old woman who was already close, leaned in and kissed him on the lips. Victor sat; eyes wide as the old woman slipped her tongue in, licked his and pulled away. Numbness took root as his world began to spin a little. There was a taste in his mouth, like honey and cinnamon swirling together and cascading down his throat. 
 
    Cassandra took a step back, her weathered face becoming a serene mask. Eyes closing, it looked to Victor that she was savoring the moment. When her eyes opened, a new energy seemed to fill her expression.  
 
    “I understand,” Cassandra said, not looking at Victor. 
 
    The chair began to morph and change as metal, wood and cushion flowed forward. Victor found himself dazed, falling forward on the reformed chair. It held him, his back exposed. The Keeper moved to his side, and dabbed the rune needle in the small inkwell. 
 
    “Every Lust Blade and Luna Shield will have a set of powers and abilities, unique to their character. It aids in bringing an understanding as you transverse realms,” the old woman said before the ink covered needle penetrated the space between his shoulders and right below his neck. The pain was sharp and sweet. Victor was so dazed, the pain came and went, but his mind floated on fluffy, white clouds. 
 
      Cassandra’s eyes took on a faraway gaze as she worked. “I used to work with many Keepers, scribing the mark on many Blades and Shields. It was wondrous to work alongside so many beautiful artists, and terrible to know each one met a horrific fate.” 
 
    Victor turned his head to face the old woman. A tear formed in the corner of her eye and ran down her cheek. 
 
    The old woman continued, “When I finish, you will feel a little odd. The mark will bond to your spirit. It will also give you an idea of what you are capable of. The kiss spoke to me, helping me understand what I need to add to your mark, and to instruct you on how it works.” 
 
    The slight mini stabs continued with the occasional dipping of the needle in the inkwell. Victor listened; his mind surprisingly alert as Cassandra continued. 
 
    “Your duty is to unlock Acolytes for Vala. Once they are free, you will gain a piece of our goddess. When you gain enough pieces, you will be able to summon new abilities and powers.” 
 
    “Okay,” Victor said simply, unsure what to truly expect. 
 
    “Abilities and powers work off a sphere of influence. There are six greater realms so there will be six spheres that make up who you are. Now this is important, to gain an ability from a realm you must be in the realm to receive it. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I think so,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    Cassandra continued as if she didn’t hear him. “Each realm has its spheres of power, and each realm has an edge over another. Lily can teach you the realms, and how they work when we are finished. For now, you must know the basics before you begin the crusade. 
 
    “What you are going to see and feel is tailored to your spirit. It will become natural in a short manner of time. With some experience, you will understand many things as you cross the realms.” 
 
    Victor barely nodded as Cassandra continued to ink his skin. “I don’t understand how I unlock an acolyte.” 
 
    Cassandra grinned as she worked, “You have to open their heart, and nature will take its course.” 
 
    The Blade’s eyes widened a little at Cassandra’s words. “You mean I…” 
 
    “You’re not just a Blade, you’re a key as well. Acolytes are not just followers of Vala but are also locks, vessels, containing her power. Must I explain any further?” 
 
    Victor smiled. “No, I think I got it.” 
 
    “The more acolytes you unlock, the more powers you will receive. Judging from what the kiss informed me, you will be able to unlock 36 abilities or powers, six from each realm. This does not include your swords.” 
 
    “Swords?” 
 
    Cassandra continued to stab the needle in, the tempo increasing. “You will understand when I finish.” 
 
    Victor stared off, “How long has Lily been here?” 
 
    The old woman stopped for a moment before returning to her work. “I would say a few years, hard to tell time with no sun.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have a home?” 
 
    The old woman smirked. “This is her home just like it is your home. It’s not my place to say anything about her past. You will have to ask her yourself.” 
 
    “It is always night here?” 
 
    Cassandra nodded, “Vala’s realm is a lesser realm. They are smaller and don’t obey the laws of physics and quantum mechanics. Her power is what keeps it together but there are no stars beyond the moon because there is nothing there. The mist surrounding the mountain is part of the dimensional web, connecting the greater and lesser realms together.” 
 
    “If there are six greater realms, how many lesser realms are there?” 
 
    “Countless. They sometimes blink into existence and vanish without a trace. Other times they hold lost spirits for a time or create weird worlds. Only the greater realms are stable enough to create civilizations that have stood for thousands to hundreds of thousands of years.” 
 
    Victor mulled over the information dump until a hand patted his lower back. 
 
    “You’re finished,” Cassandra said with a toothless smile. 
 
    The chair morphed and shifted as Victor sat up. When the chair took its previous form, Victor stood up. The old Keeper handed him a mirror as she held up another. Victor put the mirror over his back while looking at the reflection in her mirror. A hollow outline of a crescent moon stood out against his skin. Flesh along his back began to itch as he admired the simple tattoo. Handing back the mirror to Cassandra, the itching turned into a burning sensation. 
 
    “It will pass,” Cassandra said with knowing eyes. 
 
    Victor scratched at his back when the burning flared. A sickness bled into his entire body as he took hold of the chair to steady himself. Nerves burned bright as his breathing grew labored. Victor clawed at his throat, needing to breath. Cassandra stayed where she was, watching him with heartfelt eyes. 
 
    Victor cried out as the pain reached its zenith. Light touched every cell of his body but only for a moment. When Victor thought it was too much to bear, it vanished. Strength returned to his limbs as he stood on his own power. 
 
    The old woman stepped closer, eyes narrowing. “You should be able to feel it. Seek it out, and bring it under control.” 
 
    Victor curled up an arm, fingers forming a fist. A new vibration pulsed under his skin, prickling with new sensations. It floated along his nerves, like a living thing. A thought snared it, and the young man pulled it close to his heart. Electricity filled the air around him until it sunk into his chest and along his skin. The tattoo burned but now with a comforting edge. Thoughts took hold of the energy, and it blazed into his senses. Words began to form in his vision, accompanied by numbers. Victor’s eyes widened as he read what floated before him. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 0/77 
 
    Divine Orb- 0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Strength (Gaia)- 1 
 
    Constitution (Nano)- 1 
 
    Intelligence (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will Power (Holy)- 1 
 
    Wisdom (Mind)- 1 
 
    Charisma (Shadow)- 1 
 
      
 
    Swords 
 
    Iron Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
     
 
    Victor studied each of the words and the numbers but quickly saw that his abilities and stats looked like a character sheet from a video game. Thinking back, most of his time was spent playing games when he wasn’t at work. It gave him a sense of purpose outside of his usual workdays. Now it seemed to mix with his new destiny, and the young man couldn’t help but smile to himself. 
 
    “What do you see?” 
 
    “I see words and numbers. I think they indicate my power but it shows I’m very weak. I only have ones in each category.” 
 
    Cassandra hobbled closer, lifted a frail hand and touched Victor’s cheek. Eyes closing, energy danced along her palm and fingers, Victor staring down at the Keeper. 
 
    “I think I understand. Each stat is connected to each sphere of power. The numbers are not your actual abilities…but a representation of your power of influence. I…see what Vala has done. You may spend your influence to use your powers.” 
 
    “From what I see, I don’t have any powers, only an iron sword,” Victor said plainly. 
 
    Cassandra pulled her hand away and took a step back. “Check your forearm.” 
 
    Victor looked down at his forearm, a brow rising. A tattoo of a sword appeared on the inner forearm, fully drawn and with incredible detail. The young man ran his fingers along the tattoo, marveling at it as questions filling his mind. 
 
    Cassandra could see the questions in his eyes and cleared her throat. “A Blade must have their Blade. It will be your protection, a weapon that will never leave you as you travel from realm to realm.” 
 
    Victor turned his wrist to get a better look when the tattoo slid forward. In a blink, a blade point appeared in his palm and slipped out until fingers curled around the pommel. Victor took a step back, feeling the heft and weight of the iron sword in his hand. The tattoo was gone, and it seemed the weapon was all too real. 
 
    “You are starting to understand,” Cassandra said like an old, proud mama bird. 
 
    Victor eyed the Blade, “I don’t think I do. I never used a sword before. How can I use a weapon I never trained with?” 
 
    “I’m sure you will be a quick learner,” the Keeper cackled. 
 
    Victor looked to the old woman and then back to the Blade. Part of his youth was spent learning how to fight hand to hand. Old lessons rose up from the deeper parts of his memory, his instructors telling him that if someone brings a weapon like a knife or a gun, the only true defense is to run away as fast as you could. He knew it wasn’t like in the movies. No matter how good you were, those weapons will tip the scale in a fight. Now, he had a real mystical sword that he could call upon, and he had no idea how to use it effectively. 
 
    “The best training is experience,” Cassandra said as she hobbled to the door and waved her hand. 
 
    The door opened but Victor stayed where he was. 
 
    “I still don’t understand. What powers can I gain? What does ‘Divine Orbs’ mean?”  
 
    Cassandra turned her head to the young man. “Divine orbs are mystical energies of Vala. Once you gain one, you may spend it on increasing your Spheres of Influence. The more influence you have, the stronger your abilities will become. Many of your powers will need influence to be used, depending on the Sphere of Power.” 
 
    Lily appeared at the doorway, arms crossed and eyes on the shirtless Victor. “Is he ready for his next lessons,” the demon woman said to Cassandra while still looking at Victor. 
 
    The old woman nodded. “He is. You may have to take extra care with him, he’s a little dazzled at the moment.” 
 
    Victor looked up to the two women, a small smirk appearing. The sword slipped back into his wrist, energy turning it from real, back to its tattooed form on his forearm. The whole process felt natural, almost too natural. With the sword safely in his arm, he picked up the white shirt and pulled it over his head. It fell down around his shoulders, a V cut into the chest and the fabric billowing slightly at the wrists. If Victor didn’t know any better, they gave him some kind of poet’s shirt. 
 
    “Let’s begin the next lessons,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily gave him a wry gaze before turning and walking down the hallway. Cassandra followed but Victor moved to her side, arm out. The old woman looked up at him, curling her thin arm around his. The two walked arm in arm as Lily led the way. When they reached the doors, Cassandra uncurled her arm, reached down and patted Victor on the butt. 
 
    “You two have fun. I…need my rest now. Tonight, has been a little hard on my bones.” 
 
    Cassandra turned and walked back to another corridor. Victor watched her go as she hobbled along. She did seem tired, and the young man hoped she would be okay. 
 
    Lily took Victor’s hand and pulled him out onto the stone street. The demon woman’s tail swayed hard, back and forth as if she was agitated. Victor followed along, feeling Lily’s iron grip on him. On they walked, past the empty village and toward the springs again.  
 
    “I hope you feel rested,” Lily said without looking back. 
 
    “I actually feel great,” Victor stated. 
 
    “Good to know because this is where we begin,” Lily said as they slowed to a stop right before the springs. 
 
    Glowing water fell from the mountain, filling the pools with warm, healing waters. The oval cave stood to the back, tendrils of mists floating out like gray fingers. The serenity washed over Victor again. Lily turned around, a sternness in her eyes and purpose in her stance. 
 
    “I’m sure Cassandra told you the basics to your new powers. I’m going to tell you about travelling across realms.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Cassandra told me briefly about the six greater realms, and about lesser realms but she didn’t go into a lot of detail.” 
 
    “There is a reason for that. There is a lot of information, and we don’t expect you to remember it all. That is why I am your Shield. Part of my duties is to educate and mentor you, so that you can become a true Lust Blade.” 
 
    “So, we are partners,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily’s expression remained stern. “Don’t let our partnership mean we are friends. If you die out there, Vala will pick a new Blade for me to mentor. You may be the first Blade in centuries but that doesn’t mean Vala is placing all of her hope in just you.” 
 
    Victor cocked his head slightly, “Wait a second…I could die?” 
 
    Lily ignored Victor and continued speaking, “Since you are new to Realm Walking, I will make it as simple as I can for you to understand.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I’m not an idiot. Just tell me what to do and I’ll do it.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes narrowed. “Manipulating quantum mechanics to ensure a stable bridge connects to singularity tunnels are…,” Lily was cut off when Victor raised his hand. 
 
     “You lost me after ‘manipulating’,” Victor said with a slight laugh. 
 
    A vein throbbed against Lily’s forehead as she gritted her teeth.  
 
    “Maybe bring it down twenty percent, just so we are all on the same page,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The lilac colored demoness closed her eyes and took in a deep breath. When she exhaled, eyes opened and she looked to Victor with a chilly gaze. 
 
    “If you and I are going to survive out there among the realms, we need to work together.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Honesty is the best policy. Got ya…now go.” 
 
    The vein continued to throb as Lily pulled back on the firestorm under her skin. 
 
    “The six realms are what make up this corner of the universe. Realms stay together like a cluster of islands in the middle of the ocean. Some are large clusters while others may only contain a single realm. Here, as far as we know, there are six. Once you have some experience walking among them, you will have a better understanding of what it all means, and why we must raise Vala from the dead.” 
 
    Lily’s demeanor grew calmer, the vein fading into her skin. “Now pay attention. The first realm is Eddor. It is a place of magic and monsters. Many different races live there as it is a large realm. Some have said it is a hub of all the realms, but no one has been able to confirm it. The Sphere of Power is the Mind.  
 
    “The next realm is Night Sun. It is a realm of demons and devils. It is very dangerous, and often the second place you never want to be stuck in.” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily’s horns and light purple skin. 
 
    Lily gave him a grave nod. “Yes, it is where I’m from, but I will never call that place home. The realm can forever rot if I had my way.” 
 
    Victor didn’t want to touch that with ten-foot pole. It was obvious Lily harbored a hatred for her home realm, but now wasn’t the time to ask sensitive questions. The Blade remained attentive despite the growing number of questions in his head. At this moment, he decided to ask one. 
 
    “What’s the first place we never want to be stuck in?” 
 
    Lily’s hard eyes softened as her lips formed a leer. “Dark Spire is a world filled with many horrors. You never want to go there unless you absolutely have to. When we travel in the mists, we both have to be careful, and not allow ourselves to be pulled to it, no matter what happens.” 
 
    “No Dark Spire and Night Sun, got it.” 
 
    “The fourth realm is Xull. It is a place of technology, and massive cities reaching into the sky. Machines rule that realm, controlling nearly everything. People are not people there. They are uploaded as digital versions to the computer mind controlling every aspect of the realm. 
 
    “The fifth realm is Valis, a holy realm of immense power. What they have gained in power, they have lost in people. It is the only realm where the population numbers in the tens of thousands. They have…an almost innocent view of the realms, but that does not mean they are powerless. We must show respect and honor when we are there or they will judge us…harshly. 
 
    “Which leaves us the sixth realm, Tempest. It is a primal realm with many monsters and savage peoples. What they lack in civilization, they make up in strength and power. It is a realm of chaos, and often a home for lost beings from other worlds.” 
 
    Lily pointed to the misty cave, “It is important to know, when we enter the mists, you must focus your mind on a destination otherwise the mist will take you where it thinks you should be. When you choose a destination, you will appear in the realm you wish to be in. You can even choose specific locations once you get some experience realm walking.” 
 
    Victor looked to the cave, “How do we get back?” 
 
    Lily’s face took on a serious mask as she spoke, “Because of the nature of realm walking, it puts a strain on the cosmic fabric between realms. It needs time to heal from our bodies travelling through the dimensional web.” 
 
    Lily stepped closer, and curled her hand around Victor’s neck, tapping at his fresh tattoo. “Vala has given us the gift to come back to her realm via sleep and dreams. Once we enter a realm, we must sleep to come back to her realm. At this time, we can only visit realms from Vala’s realm.” 
 
    Victor resisted the urge to place his hand on the demon woman’s hip. The way she moved spoke of sultry seduction but the hardness of her personality seemed at odds with who or what she was. Victor chalked it up to learning the ropes, but his hand stayed at his side. 
 
    Lily eyed him up and down before uncurling her arm and taking a step back. “Since you have not unlocked any acolytes and have no powers except for your sword, we are going to have to handle our journeys carefully.” 
 
    The demon woman turned and looked to the oval cave. “The first power we should find is the one to read and speak languages. There are so many dialects across the realms, and that power will help make the transition easier as we travel. That means our first stop will be Eddor.” 
 
    “It sounds a little like The Lord of the Rings, I’m in,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily reached back and took Victor’s hand. Leading him along the small paths between the springs, they covered the short distance and stood before the oval cave opening. 
 
    The horned woman turned her red irises to Victor, “Do not let go of my hand when we travel. The last thing I want to do is go hunting for you across the realms. No matter what happens, we stay together. Understand?” 
 
    “Yes Ms. Brightblood,” Victor nodded. 
 
    The demon let out an annoyed exhale, “Just Lily. Are you ready?” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened, “We’re going now?” 
 
    Lily sucked in a hiss as she held Victor’s hand tight and yanked him with her. The two marched into the misty cave. The gloom flowed over them and before Victor could say a single word, he and Lily faded away into the smoke, the only sounds left were the splashing of waterfalls into the steamy hot springs. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    The mist grew brighter with every step. Victor held onto Lily’s hand as they walked. The mists licked at exposed skin. The only thing Victor could hear was his heart beat. Lily’s warm hand helped guide him along as he followed. The initial shock of stepping into the mist cave floated away as he quickly realized he had a job to do. The demoness pulling him along, and entering his first realm coiled into his thoughts, unsure if he was truly ready. Taking a deep breath, the concern ebbed. Breathing in the mists seemed to calm his nerves, the butterflies in his stomach yawning. Was it Vala’s way of helping the transition or was it simply all in his head?  
 
    The mists parted and shafts of sunlight lit up the gloomy path. After a few steps, the mists floated away, and a warm forest surrounded the pair. Victor took another deep breath, drinking in the damp forest air, shafts of light penetrating the thin foliage. Brown bark and emerald leaves glowed in the morning air. The Blade turned his head as Lily let go of his hand. Eyes looked back to the mists, retreating to the trees and ground. After a long moment, the mists faded from sight as the realm loomed around them. 
 
    “We have a little hike before we reach the city of Loress,” Lily said simply as she began to walk. 
 
    Victor picked up his pace and walked alongside the demon woman. “What kind of city is it?” 
 
    “It’s a city of knowledge and schooling. Many races go there to improve their magical studies. It’s also a place many go for work, and to make their fortunes. Spell casters need some muscle when they take on quests to find artifacts.” 
 
    “Sounds fun,” Victor said with a small smile. 
 
    Lily’s brow hardened. “None of this will be fun. Since you don’t have the power to understand what anyone is anyone is saying, stay close to me and let me do all the talking. Vala may have a plan for us while we are here, but for now, I need to see if a friend has information we may need.” 
 
    “How many times have you come to this realm?” 
 
    Lily’s expression softened. “Many. It’s….one of my favorite realms. I know the lands here better than the other five realms.” 
 
    Victor nodded silently. He wanted nothing more than to keep talking so he could get to know the beautiful demon a little better but she was direct, each stride of her legs filled with purpose. The Blade wondered if she spent a lot of time alone in Vala’s realm. The only other person she probably talked to was Cassandra, but even that could grow tiresome, speaking to only one other person for years. If Victor didn’t know any better, Lily seemed to have some social issues and having a partner might have been the last thing on her mind. 
 
    Get to know her. Your survival may depend on it. 
 
    Victor opened his mouth, ready to talk when he noticed Lily’s form began to change. Black horns melted into her skull as her pale purple skin shifted to a pale white. The triangular tipped tail coiled and sank into her lower back. Red irises blinked from a crimson red to a pale purple. Transformation complete, the dark-haired demon now looked like a normal human. Despite the changes, her body was exactly the same.  
 
    “It’s a glamour ability, one you will learn when we visit the Night Sun realm,” Lily said with her eyes still facing forward. 
 
    Victor nodded, mind spinning. The Blade felt the war of thoughts, part of him feeling like everything was completely normal, and the other half wondering what the hell he had agreed to. When the thoughts reached a fevered pitch, the Blade smoothed it all away, placing a small amount of trust on the woman who was now his partner for a goddess. 
 
    The forest was alive with birdsong as the pair walked along. The trees became less dense and soon they hit a small dirt road. Victor looked around with wide eyes, waiting to see something out of the ordinary. As far as he noticed, the realm looked like an Earth forest. It didn’t seem weird, odd or strange. Not sure what to expect, the Blade was ready to bend Lily’s ear again when the trees parted and a city appeared before him. 
 
    Victor looked up, eyes taking in the high walls. Beyond them, tall towers of stone stood, each ring getting higher. A thick lone tower stabbed into the sky beyond the smaller rows of towers. Gargoyles stood perched along the walls, leering down. Birds flew overhead, landing on the gargoyles and tilting their heads to the side as they chirped. 
 
    Victor’s gaze dropped as voices touched his ears. Ahead of the pair, their dirt road merged with a stone street and a city gate. The doors were open as a line of wagons, horses and people moved slowly through. The longer Victor gazed at the line, the more he noticed how different this realm really was. Normal humans stood or rode through, but elves, dwarves, and orcs also made their way through in an orderly fashion. Victor blinked as he saw that it really looked like something out of The Lord of the Rings. The only strange thing about it was the orcs were in line with the other races. There seemed to be no racial hatred as everyone waited patiently to walk through the main gate. 
 
    “Are all the races here peaceful?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Magic has brought the many races together. Race isn’t an issue here as almost everyone wants to learn. The true divide is what form of magic one wants to learn.” 
 
    “Sounds like it might be a knowledge or class-based system, which may be a bigger problem than one would think,” Victor said without thinking. 
 
    Lily turned her head slightly and eyed the Blade, “Very astute. You may be smarter than I thought you were.” 
 
    “You’re not so bad yourself,” Victor winked. 
 
    Lily’s eyes took on a hard edge but before she could retort, Victor stepped past her and approached the gate. A guard turned his attention to the young man. Victor was about to ask something when Lily stepped to his side and took his arm into hers. The guard eyed them and began to speak. A string of words Victor did not understand floated out. Victor’s brow wrinkled as Lily began to speak, her words sounding similar to the guards. The guard and human looking demon talked a little while longer, the guard constantly glancing over to the Blade. Victor simply smiled as they carried on until the guard nodded and waved them in. 
 
    Lily pulled Victor along, the pair walking past the gate and into cobblestone streets. The Shield spoke over her shoulder with a smile to the guard before turning her attention forward and unraveling her arm from Victors’. 
 
    “What did you two talk about?” 
 
    Lily’s smile curved into a sinister smirk. “I told him you were mentally challenged and I was seeking a healer of great power to help mend your mind.” 
 
    “That….was mean,” Victor laughed. 
 
    “I had to think of something before you began talking about things no one here will understand. Now let’s get to the library before someone looks at us a little too closely,” Lily said before quickly pointing a finger to a large stone building right before the tallest tower in the center of the city. 
 
    It was in that moment that Lily’s words triggered Victor’s awareness. Senses alert, he took in world around him. Danger still lurked and they had to be vigilant. Images of the giant werewolf beating him to a pulp circled through Victor’s mind, and knowing he could still die made the world crystal clear. People of different races socialized and carried about their errands, no one really giving the couple a second glance.  
 
    Victor found himself turning every few streets, taking in the grandeur of the mystical city. The very air seemed to drip with energy. It caressed the Blade’s heart and mind as he stayed close to Lily’s side. Excitement rippled along nerves and the young man felt a need to explore every street of the magnificent city. If this was just one city in this realm, the Blade wondered what the rest of the world looked like. 
 
    A crumbled, weather beaten scroll barely hung against a lantern pole. Lily continued forward but it was Victor who left her side and walked closer, eyes on the scroll. A drawing stood out of a man, but there was something off about it. Unable to read the words written underneath, Victor gazed on the drawing, weirded out by the wide-brimmed hat and grizzled facial expression. Victor’s first thought was the man on the hanging scroll looked like he belonged in a cowboy movie. The drawing was complete with the hat, hard stare and cloth wrapped around his neck. 
 
    “Keep up,” Lily called back, twenty feet ahead. 
 
    Victor turned and jogged to her side. “I think I was just looking at a wanted poster. Why does the guy look like a cowboy?” 
 
    “What’s a cowboy,” Lily asked with annoyed eyes. 
 
    Victor pointed back at the poster, “That’s a cowboy.” 
 
    The human looking Lily shook her head, “That’s a Slinger and don’t dwell too long on it. We are here to start gaining your powers and don’t have time to go exploring dangerous territories.” 
 
    “Is the man on the poster dangerous?” 
 
    Lily let out an annoyed exhale. “All Slingers are dangerous.” 
 
    “What’s his name?” 
 
    Lily stopped walking, turned and faced Victor with a raging fire in her purple eyes. “I know this is all new you but can you save the questions for when we are back home. The more you talk here, the greater the chance someone or something will notice us. You must learn the art of blending in. Since your speech is not of the local people, Vala’s enemies may find us. Can you simply stay quiet until we gain what you need to survive?” 
 
    Victor felt the heat in Lily’s words and bowed his head slightly. “I’m sorry. I was caught up in the excitement. You’re right, we need to stay low key until I’m ready. Please lead the way.” 
 
    Lily’s fire cooled as she turned and began walking again. Victor stayed at her side, thoughts mulling about as he tried to understand what was happening. The walk through the medieval city was quick. Victor looked up at the spires of the library as they drew closer but when he stood before it, it took his breath away. The library was majestic, ancient and strong. It seemed like the type of building that has withstood the ravages of time with strength and power. Large doors lay open as many different robed citizens climbed the gray steps and entered. Some people lounged off to the sides of the steps, lost in thick tomes. It reminded Victor of the New York Library when he went to visit as a child. 
 
    Lily began climbing the steps. Victor followed, his dazzled senses taking it all in. When they stepped inside, the smell of books assaulted Victor’s senses. A soft feeling pressed down on his hearing as the silent air surrounded him. It reminded the young man of any library he used to visit, a pleasant calm from the storm of reality. Victor found himself yawning as Lily led the way to set of spiral stairs. 
 
    The climb up the wrought-iron stairs to the third level was quick and a little dizzying. The levels were massive, with bookshelves reaching high up that were filled to the brim with tomes. Arched ceilings were on every level and Victor could see from the staircase that there were only four levels to the library. 
 
    Stepping off on the third floor, the pair made their way through the maze of bookshelves, tables, and patrons before reaching a circular desk. Some people looked up at the woman and man before sinking back into their books. Victor looked around as Lily made a beeline for the desk, a man with long hair and gray robe smiling at her. Low voices floated into the air as Lily spoke to the man in hushed tones. Victor knew there was little he could contribute so he wandered off, feeling like he couldn’t get into much trouble in a library in a major city. 
 
    The shelves ran on as Victor explored. Hand up, he ran fingers along book spines, feeling the mystical energy as it played against his fingers. He wasn’t sure if this was normal or something he could do since he was a Blade but it didn’t make the experience be any less amazing. Soon, he found himself lost among the bookshelves and trying to understand the titles of many tomes. 
 
    A dark thought stabbed into the moment. Victor slowed his steps as jagged memories clawed from the recesses of his mind. Phantom pain curled into his chest as a flash of what happened sank into his mind’s eye. The sound of gunfire and the burning sensations of bullets penetrating his body caused the young man to stop. Eyes trembled as he relived the moment a crazed gunman entered his workplace and began shooting. The sight of Karen dying before him haunted his mind and he tried to push it away.  
 
    Don’t let it consume you. Bury it before it takes over. 
 
    Victor swallowed as he mentally buried the horrific events. There wasn’t any time to mourn his former life. The pain would only dull his senses, and since he could die in these strange worlds, he had to be extra careful. Walking again, Victor took in a series of deep breaths, calming his mind. When he turned a corner, he glanced up ahead and froze. 
 
    An elven woman with long blonde hair and glasses was partially kneeling, her hands pushing a leather book into her satchel. She didn’t notice Victor until she finished slipping the book into her satchel and had stood up. Almond shaped eyes turned and widened as Victor stood rooted there, his gaze on her. The elf wore a green tunic with brown leather leggings and high black boots. A hand moved to her belt, fingers curling around a dagger handle. 
 
    Victor put up his hands, palms out and a smile on his face. The elf’s shock melted into focus as she drew her dagger and held it to her side. Victor was about to back up when she began stalking toward him. Warning signs going off in the Blade’s head, he took another step back. 
 
    “I didn’t see anything,” Victor said not knowing if she would understand. 
 
    The elf hesitated, dagger still in hand. Peering through her glasses, she remained silent, her hand with the dagger trembling. Victor took another step back when something warmed his gaze. He couldn’t explain it, his senses taking on a warming edge like a touch from a close friend. Heart pounding in his chest, he tried to understand what was happening before the elf regained her courage and stabbed him. 
 
    The elf’s hand steadied as she gave him a hard gaze, “That’s right, you didn’t see anything.” 
 
    Victor smiled, “You speak English?” 
 
    The elf cocked her head to the side slightly before raising her free hand and touching a silver necklace. “I understand you because of this. It’s an enchanted translator. You can purchase them at any of the local shops…but judging from what I see, you don’t have any gold.” 
 
    Victor’s smile dimmed, “How do you know that?” 
 
    The elf shook her head. “Stay quiet, let me pass and we can pretend this didn’t happen.” 
 
    Victor gave a slight nod but didn’t stay quiet, “What’s the penalty for stealing from the library?” 
 
    The elf stepped closer, fingers tightening around the dagger pommel. “Severe, so are you going to let me pass or do I have to spill your blood?” 
 
    Victor couldn’t resist the warm edge running along his senses. Something was off and he couldn’t pin it down. The space between them took on a dreamy landscape. The Blade took an unsteady step closer to the bookshelf behind him when he noticed the elf’s eyes seem to grow heavy. She shook her head, trying to regain her wits but even her body wasn’t responding correctly. Taking a step closer, the elf sighed. 
 
    “What are you doing to me,” the elf asked as if she was in a haze. 
 
    “I was just going to ask the same thing to you,” Victor said in a slight state of confusion. 
 
    “Let me pass…and…” the elf trailed off. 
 
    Victor curled his fingers into his palms and then straightened them out. He did it repeatedly so he could gain some kind of control. Incoherent whispers touched his mind as the world took on a rosy hue. Blood pumped and hardness of reality lessened. The elf eyed the young man with half closed eyes. Hand moving, she sheathed the dagger in her belt and swayed slightly. 
 
    “…goddess…help me…” the elf whispered. 
 
    Victor’s ears perked up, “Goddess?” 
 
    The elf moved closer, eyes taking on a hungry edge. Victor stayed where he was, watching as she stood a mere foot from him. Energy danced between them, almost like they connected in some way. The Blade could see the elf’s demure beauty. She seemed like the elves he had seen in movies or in the streets of Loress, but there seemed to be less light in her spirit. Victor wasn’t sure how he could tell, but it seemed to burn low, as if she was hiding from the outside world. 
 
    The elf lifted a hand, and pushed her glasses back up to the bridge of her nose. Her pointed chin and smooth skin glowed from what light poured in from the library’s shaded windows. Victor couldn’t help but stare at her pointed ears. They weren’t like elf ears he had seen in movies. They were longer and pointed up sharply, past her dark blonde hair. The tall ears twitched as the elf grinded her teeth. 
 
    “Let me pass…,” she repeated. 
 
    “You said goddess, which one,” Victor asked with a soft tone, lost to the warm haze. 
 
     “Let me pass…I can pay…,” the elf said with a sultry edge. 
 
    “I’m…not in your way,” Victor said as he tried to cut through the haze, “You don’t have to pay anything…” 
 
    The elf stepped closer, her hand touching Victor’s stomach. “Then I will pay to keep you quiet.” 
 
    Victor parted his lips to say something when the elf grabbed at his belt and began undoing it. A connection blazed as the young man watched the elf move with hypnotic grace. Undoing his belt, her hands reached into his leggings and took hold of his hardening member. The touch of her smooth fingers lit a fire in the young man as he relented to her touch. His cock growing stiff, she massaged the shaft, her green eyes on Victor’s strong collarbone. 
 
    Knowledge and lust touched Victor as he began to understand what was happening. The moment had become so real; he found he could not speak, taking in the connection. The whispers grew louder as he basked in the elf’s touch. Hand moving, she stroked him slowly, making Victor’s manhood hard as steel. When he thought it would go on forever, the elf took hold of his leather leggings and pulled them down until they were right above his knees. Manhood free, it throbbed in her hand as she continued to stroke him freely. 
 
    “Stay quiet,” the elf hissed before she lowered onto her knees. 
 
    Victor did as he was told, looking down on the elf as she kissed the end of his cock and quickly wrapped her lips around the tip. The mood grew hazier as Victor leaned against the bookshelf. Inches disappeared between the elf’s firm lips, her mouth reaching the base and slowly pulling back. Head bobbing, she moved at a pleasant slow pace, her tongue gliding along the bottom of his shaft.  
 
    The Blade fought to keep quiet as bliss caressed his senses. Hips moved slightly, driving his cock a little deeper into her mouth and throat. It didn’t faze the elf, her loving strokes seemed to enjoy his need to move. Wet sounds rose up like little whispers, the elf holding onto the sides of Victor’s waist as her head continued to bob. Wet inches appeared and disappeared as the two were caught in each other’s gravity. Victor found it difficult to think or even care of the world around him, taking in the beauty of elf working his manhood. The whispers pushed him on and Victor found he was beginning to lose control of his desires. 
 
    The elf suckled on his veiny cock, tongue running along every inch. She never looked up, eyes closed in bliss. The sensual movements continued for long minutes until Victor’s jaw clenched. The urges to let the elf suck his manhood warred with the needs of release. The whispers in his mind pushed against his reason. Logic fell away and all there were was a consuming need to unleash his soul. 
 
    The elf pressed her lips to the base of his cock, tongue and throat massaging along his shaft. Victor didn’t look around as his head bent back and small groan rose from his lips. The elf pulled back halfway, Victor’s cock bulging against her tight kiss. White seed burst from the tip, splashing against the elf’s throat. A warm hum filled the still air as she suckled down his come, several more spurts filling her mouth. Oval eyes widened as she tried to milk Victor’s cock of every last drop. Heart blazing hot, she stayed on her knees until she drank down the last spurt of come. Pulling away, she looked up with wide eyes. 
 
    “She…she sent you…” 
 
    Victor stared down; heart hammering in his chest as ghostly words touched his mind’s eye. 
 
    You have unlocked an acolyte! 
 
    You have gained 1 Divine Orb! 
 
    “You…you follow Vala,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
     The elf sprang to her feet, a wide smile on her lips, “She sent you to help us!” 
 
    Victor took hold of his leggings and pulled them up, “Um…” 
 
    The elf’s eyes shined with hope when several dark shadows loomed across the marble floor. Victor and the elf turned their heads to see two men and a woman slowly approach. Their bodies moved with a threatening strength, and their eyes glowered with foul intent. The air took on dark edge as the three made their way closer. 
 
    The elf’s hand went to her dagger hilt while Victor faced the three people. Senses dialed to eleven, the Blade could see the people approaching weren’t normal. Their ears were slightly pointed and their hair was partial disheveled. Their clothes didn’t seem to fit them right and were wrinkled, almost as if they weren’t used to dressing. Hair covered the backs of their hands in thin wisps and their feet were bare, also covered in thick hair. When they were about twenty feet away, they stopped and eyed Victor and the elf. 
 
    “You cannot hide from the god of the hunt,” one of the men growled. 
 
    “Baaldir howls for your blood,” said the woman with a harsh, animalistic edge. 
 
    The elf drew her dagger. 
 
    Victor turned his head slightly, “I have a friend that can help us. She will be at the main desk of this floor. Go to her while I keep these three busy.” 
 
    The elf shook her head, “No, I won’t lose you when I just found you. We stay together.” 
 
    “Ms. Elf, I don’t wish to be rude…” 
 
    The elf cut him off, “Dawn, my name is Dawn.” 
 
    “Dawn, these people seem to have a grudge against me. Get my friend, please.” 
 
    “No,” Dawn repeated. 
 
    The larger man of the trio stepped forward; eyes filled with raging madness. “It doesn’t matter if she runs. Our people are throughout the library and our commands come from Baaldir himself. Kill the Blade, the Shield, and everyone else…for the greater good of the hunt.” 
 
      “Shit,” Victor said as the three people before him began to shift and grow larger by the moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Lily leaned in close, a playful smile on her lips as she listened to Gunther. The handsome man behind the librarian counter talked, long hair tied back and his chiseled features defining his good looks. The robe he wore was a little open at the top, showing the top of his strong chest. The demon in human form let her eyes linger as she mentally licked her lips in delight. 
 
    “A patron has been asking me questions lately. She comes in nearly every day and looking for specific books,” Gunther said in a low tone. 
 
    “Does she seem…like us,” Lily asked while not trying to hide her gaze on his chest. 
 
    Gunther smiled and leaned over the desk, closer to Lily. “I keep feeling like she might be. There is a connection, but she is very guarded.” 
 
    “It’s worth talking to her, if she might be part of the family,” Lily smiled. 
 
    Gunther nodded. “She’s here now, on the 4th floor, can’t miss her, look for the red wings.” 
 
    Lily nodded. 
 
    The librarian continued, “Who was the gentlemen you walked in with? He’s cute.” 
 
    Lily’s smile dimmed. “He’s family.” 
 
    Gunther kept his gaze steady and filled with understanding, “You don’t seem too thrilled. I thought another follower of Vala would have you excited.” 
 
    Lily looked away, her demeanor shifting. “I thought so too but…I’m not sure he will last long enough to make a difference.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound like the Lily I know,” Gunther said with a small smile. 
 
    Lily turned to the handsome librarian, eyes growing a little brighter. “Vala sent him to me for a reason. Time will tell what that reason is. For now, it looks like I’m babysitting.” 
 
    “If Vala chose him for you, it can only be for your benefit.” 
 
    Lily gave a slight nod before turning her body and eyes around. “Where did he go?” 
 
    “I saw him disappear down one of the aisles,” Gunther said as he pointed his chin in the direction Victor went. 
 
    Lily’s brow sharpened. “I told him to stay by me,” the demoness growled.  
 
    Several people in the area stood up at once. Lily’s eyes narrowed as she watched five people in disheveled clothes turn to her and the librarian. Gunther’s eyes widened as low growls filled the area. Lily faced the large room, the figures moving as one, walking in her direction. 
 
    “Gunther, no matter what happens, stay down until the Mage Authority arrives,” Lily commanded as her hand reached out and a staff appeared in her palm. 
 
    The librarian eyed the human looking demoness as she bent her knees slightly and held her staff with both hands. The people said nothing as their bodies began to contort, shift and grow larger. Clothes ripped and fell away as claws stabbed out from fingertips. Muscles bulged as snouts grew. Shoulders thickened as arms grew longer. Red eyes glowed as the people turned into snarling werewolf like monsters. 
 
    “Victor, where the hell are you,” Lily hissed before stepping toward the War Wolves. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stood, Dawn at his side. The three monsters loomed closer, saliva dripping from their razor maws and clawed hands flexing. The hulking War Wolves stared at the man and elf. The air took on a sharp edge as each side readied for the other to make a move. 
 
    The Blade thought to his sword. Hand open, he was ready to call his sword sheathed in his arm. A nervous tremble ran up his spine as he quickly realized again, he never used a sword or killed anyone for that matter. A deadly chill sank into his muscles as he wasn’t sure he could take another life but the reality of the situation spoke of dire consequences. The three monsters were there to kill him and if he didn’t fight, they would succeed on their mission.  
 
    Mentally calling on his sword, light flashed from his wrist and an iron sword with mystical runes appeared in his hand. Lifting the sword, Victor kept a steady gaze and a look of determination in his eyes. A crashing noise filled the still library air, followed by shouts and roars. Energy flared like a match going off and the three monsters charged. 
 
    “Fuck,” Victor managed before a wall of muscles and claws barreled toward him. 
 
    Dawn was first to counter attack. The elf bent low and charged the incoming War Wolves, dagger in hand. Victor could hardly keep up as she moved like the wind. A boot kicked out while a dagger aimed for a stomach. Two War Wolves stopped their charge, one grunting from the elf’s boot slamming into its stomach and her dagger penetrating the other’s belly. Dawn twisted her body away, landing on both feet and charging again. 
 
    Victor took a step forward before a War Wolf charged him. Sword up, he tried to block the incoming thick arm and clawed hand. Eyes went wide as his sword was knocked from his hands and spun away. The sword clanged against the ground and slid to a halt as Victor brought up both his arms. The War Wolf growled as it slammed an arm against Victor’s defensive posture. Brute strength pushed Victor’s entire body as he grunted from the heavy blow. The War Wolf sneered as it pushed the Blade, his boots sliding across the stone floor until Victor’s back struck a heavy bookshelf. Several tomes fell as the monster’s arm pushed against Victor’s. Despite his increased strength, the Blade could feel he was not stronger than the monster. His arms were pushed back as the War Wolf raised his free clawed hand.  
 
    Dawn spun and dodged as the two War Wolves swiped at her. Claws missed the agile elf as she continued to move like a dancer in a hurricane. Dawn’s dagger gleamed wet with the enemy’s blood as she stepped in, stabbed and spun away. The back and forth enraged the War Wolves as they pressed their attack.  
 
    Victor grunted as his own arms were pushed to his chest. The War Wolf growled his approval as its thick arm pushed harder, trying to press against the Blade’s throat. Victor gritted his teeth until the monster’s arm pressed hard against his throat. The pressure was making it hard to breathe and the Blade fought for every breath. 
 
    Red eyes looked down in amusement as Victor struggled for his life. “My lord has no reason for concern. Your light will wink out and he will praise me for the kill. It saddens me you were not much of challenge. I will enjoy seeing you choke to death.” 
 
    Breathing grew difficult with each passing moment as Victor tried to hold off the brutish monster. In the background, Dawn fought like a crazed acrobat but she began to slow, tiring from keeping the War Wolves at bay. The monsters seemed to notice and timed their attacks. Dawn landed and misjudged her step as a meaty fist caught her side and sent her lithe form into a bookshelf. 
 
    Victor fought for every precious drop of oxygen as the world slowly began to grow dark. The pressure at his neck caused his windpipe to bend in. Time slipped away as he fought. Bringing his knee up, he slammed it into the War Wolf’s stomach but the creature barely flinched. 
 
    “Die, fool,” the War Wolf growled with a deep satisfaction. 
 
    Fight! Use your strength! 
 
    Victor thought back to his abilities. A trickle of knowledge touched his mind. Desperation took root as his body began to rebel, needing oxygen. Before the darkness could consume him, the Blade called on his strength and it answered. The one lone point in Strength faded and became a zero. Power surged along Victor’s limbs and life returned to his eyes.  
 
    The War Wolf looked down as Victor took hold of the monster’s arms and pushed back. Muscles trembled as the War Wolf’s eyes widened to red saucers. Victor grinned as air quickly filled his lungs once again. The monster growled as its entire body was pushed back by the smaller Victor. When Victor had pushed him far enough, his left hand held the monster at bay as his right fist cocked back and darted out. The fist connected with the monster’s chest and sent him stumbling back a few feet. 
 
    New energy filled Victor as his hand opened and his sword flew up from the floor and into his waiting palm. The War Wolf charged with claws flashing. Time slowed down as Victor took a deep intake of breath, aimed his sword and leaned into the charge. Claws sliced across as the iron blade sank into the monster’s chest. Pain flared but Victor ignored it, pushing the sword as deep as it could go. Reaching the hilt, the War Wolf let out a sickening whine, blood pouring from around the blade and spilling on the stone floor.  
 
    With renewed strength, Victor pulled the blade out and brought it down, cleaving into the monster’s shoulder and sending the War Wolf to its knees. Madness took hold as the creature fought on, claws reaching out to tear into the crazed swordsman. Victor knew he had to end it now. Pulling the sword up, he turned it sideways and with his new strength, sliced hard across. The War Wolf’s head separated from its shoulders and went spinning to the floor. The large body slumped as Victor looked up to find Dawn. 
 
    The elf was on the ground, dagger up as the two War Wolves stood over her. Claws flexed before they each came down like savage monsters. Dawn drove her dagger into a palm while another set of claws raked across her arm. The elf cried out before blood showered her face. Wide eyes looked up as one of the War Wolves let out a final sigh, eyes rolling into its head as a sword point emerged through its throat. A hand took hold of a shoulder, shoving the monster sideways. Dawn’s eyes drank in Victor’s heaving form right before the last War Wolf changed direction and crashed into the Blade. 
 
    Victor dug in his boots as he reared back his left fist and connected with the War Wolf’s snout. The creature lashed out and Victor parried each clawed swing. Sparks flew from sharp bone against sharp metal. The Blade kept stepping back, keeping the War Wolf just out of striking distance. Sword and claws clashed in a flurry of attacks. Despite Victor’s new strength, the ferocity of the War Wolf caused him to retreat one step at a time. The sound of fighting could be heard all around but Victor knew he had to stop the War Wolf before rushing to Lily. The demoness was probably fighting for her life and he had to be there, fighting at her side. 
 
    The War Wolf howled as she pressed her attacks. A blonde elf sprang up from behind and landed on the monster’s back. Victor watched as the War Wolf’s eyes widened, Dawn driving her dagger into its back again and again. The elf’s eyes held a gritty determination as she drove it down to the hilt. When the War Wolf lifted its arms to grab at the elf, Victor took the opening and drove his sword into her exposed gut. The monster growled a whine as the sword stabbed through her body and emerged out her lower back, between Dawn’s legs. The elf continued her barrage, stabbing repeatedly into the War Wolf’s back until it sank down to its knees, head tilting forward and eyes turning glassy and dark. 
 
    Victor watched as Dawn’s movement’s slowed, tears streaking down her face with each stab. Victor let his sword slip into his arm as he rushed forward, taking hold of Dawn and pulling her from the dead monster. The elf fought his embrace, a small fist hitting his chest, bloody dagger at her side. Victor ignored the blows until she stopped and hugged him back. 
 
    Strength ebbed away as the Blade held the elf. Dawn looked up to Victor’s small smile. Weakness washed over strained muscles and Victor fought to stay standing. Pain bloomed along his side and he pulled away. The Blade and elf looked down, blood staining Victor’s torn shirt and side. Dawn pressed her hands to the wound, bunching up the fabric. Legs trembled as the young man found it more and more difficult to stand. 
 
    “Shit,” Victor managed to say before his legs gave out. 
 
    Dawn fell with the young man, hands holding his side to stem the bleeding. Victor grunted as he hit the floor, body very weak. Spending his only influence point in his strength gave him an edge but now, he felt weaker than ever. A brief moment touched his mind, knowing he just murdered two monsters but it quickly slipped away as he watched the elf he just met try to stop the bleeding. 
 
    Dawn pulled away a blood covered hand and reached into her hip satchel. Pulling out a potion, she uncorked the vial and pressed it to Victor’s lips. The Blade parted his lips and drank the contents down deeply. Warmth spread down his throat and into his stomach. It continued to warm his body as he looked down. The flow of blood began to slow and soon stop. The wounds partially closed but soon stopped. 
 
    “It’s a weak healing potion. We will need a few more to heal you completely,” Dawn said softly. 
 
    “I have a friend that can help us…” Victor trailed off when a big body slammed into a nearby wall and slumped to the floor. 
 
    Blade and Elf turned their eyes to see a woman with black hair saunter over with a staff in her hand and a fury in her eyes. Dawn drew her dagger when Victor touched her arm. The elf stayed at his side, dagger still out as the woman stood over them, a disapproving look in her purple eyes. 
 
    “I told you to stay by me,” Lily said with a dark, annoyed tone. 
 
    “Sorry,” Victor said simply. 
 
    Lily’s eyes shifted to the elf at Victor’s side. “An acolyte,” the demoness said with a small smile. 
 
    Dawn said nothing as she looked up to Lily. 
 
    “Dawn, this is my friend, Lily. Lily, this is Dawn,” Victor managed through the small flare up of pain. 
 
    Lily knelt down, purple eyes on the small wounds along Victor’s ribs. “Dawn, leave now while I help him.” 
 
    Dawn shook her head, remaining silent. The sounds of fighting rose up again in the distance. 
 
    “The library is filled with War Wolves in disguise,” Victor winced. 
 
    Lily nodded. “I know. Spell casters are fighting them back and it won’t be long before the Mage Authority shows up to stop them. We have to get out of here before we are detained. If they know followers of Vala are here, they might not let us go.” 
 
    “Is it really that bad if we are here,” Victor said through gritted teeth, the pain growing again. 
 
    Lily ignored him, reached down and placed her hand against the wounds. Golden energy bloomed, sinking into the wounds with a healing light. Muscle and flesh stitched back together until they closed up. Victor looked down in amazement as his skin returned to normal, the torn and bloody stained shirt the only indication he was ever harmed.    
 
    Lily turned to Dawn, “If you won’t leave, stay close to us until we are out of the city. We don’t want the Authority detaining you either.” 
 
    Victor leapt up to his feet, new vitality filling him. The sounds of fighting and strange flashes of light quickly brought him back to the moment. Dawn quickly rose to her feet, eyes switching from Lily to Victor. Cries, shouts, and howls filled the air as the library became a battleground. 
 
    “Weren’t we supposed to do something here,” Victor said as his sword flashed out into his hand. 
 
    Lily walked over to the edge of a bookshelf and peered out. In the distance, a spell caster unleashed lightning bolts as a charging War Wolf took each strike but didn’t slow down. The young caster cried out as claws slashed down and sank into flesh, his cries quickly dying out. 
 
    Lily turned back to Victor and Dawn, “I received information another acolyte had been visiting the library but we may have to come back another time. The War Wolves are trying to kill everyone and the acolyte might have already fled.” 
 
    “Dawn is an acolyte,” Victor stated. 
 
    Lily nodded. “She is, but not the one we are looking for. What’s important is we get out of here before the War Wolves attack us en masse. The caster’s here are having a hard time fighting them off. Stick to my side and we might be able to get out of here in one piece.” 
 
    Lily peered around the side of the bookshelf again, watching until the War Wolf was gone and the way was clear. Lifting up a hand, she beckoned Victor and Dawn to follow before stepping out, staff at the ready. The Blade and elf followed, screams echoing off ancient walls. 
 
    Magical bolts blasted out as monstrous wolves rampaged. Shelves toppled and howls sent a chill through any ears listening. Amid the chaos, three figures moved slowly, darting behind shelves when hulking War Wolves moved about, sniffing at the air. The screams began to die down as Victor held his sword at the ready. Dawn was right at his side, glancing to him as she looked around.  
 
    The library smelled of burnt hair. Victor looked down as they moved from one set of bookcases to the next. Pools of blood and cooling bodies littered the floor as roars vibrated through the air. Thinking back to his abilities, using up his strength hampered his ability to continue fighting. A ghostly image of his stats floated in his mind’s eye, the Blade wondering how he could use his other spheres of influence to gain an advantage. 
 
    A War Wolf leapt onto a thick table, staying on all fours. It sniffed at the air as Lily, Victor, and Dawn slipped behind a bookshelf. Red glowing eyes searched. Lily readied herself when the War Wolf’s head snapped in the other direction. With a heated growl, it leapt into the air. A thin stream of fire blasted out, striking the War Wolf in its massive chest, burning through and exploding out its back. Lily watched with intense eyes as the War Wolf fell to the floor with a ‘thud’ and a woman stepped out from behind another bookcase. 
 
    Victor peered over the side with Lily, both watching the woman with leathery red wings step out into the open. Slitted crimson eyes searched while dragon scales covered her forearms, hands, shins, and taloned feet. Curved red horns rose up from the sides of her head as long, lustrous red hair flowed down past her shoulders. An armored tail snaked behind her as wings flexed. She wore a black robe, but the sleeves were folded back to show her armored arms and claws. The robe barely reached down past her knees and the belt at her waist made it look like a thick dress.   
 
    Victor didn’t blink, seeing her humanoid body moving with power as she made her way down the main hall. Warmth touched his senses as he eyed her. Lily looked to Victor with knowing eyes. 
 
    “I feel her too,” the demoness in human skin whispered. 
 
    “We need to stop her before she runs into any more wolves,” Victor whispered back. 
 
    “It won’t be easy. She may think we are one of them and I’ve never fought a dragon before,” Lily said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “If she senses us, she might not attack,” Victor said as he readied himself. The sounds of fighting grew louder further down the main hall. 
 
    “That’s a real big if,” Lily shook her head. 
 
    Victor called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 1/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 0/1 
 
    Con (Nano)- 1 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will (Holy)- 1 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 1 
 
     
 
    Swords 
 
    Iron Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
      
 
    The Blade knew the spheres would influence anything he tried to do. A daring plan formed as he darted out from behind the bookcase. Lily reached out, missing him by inches as the young man stormed out into the open to the dragon woman. 
 
    “Hey,” Victor shouted loudly. 
 
    The dragon woman stopped in her tracks, upper body turning and fire leaking from her open mouth. Eyes took on a beastly shine as they spotted Victor standing in the middle of the hall, sword in hand. Fire curled and fell as she took a deep breath. 
 
    The library was chaotic, no one knowing who was friend of foe. Lily and Dawn rushed out from behind the bookcase as Victor mustered his best smile, spending a point from his Charisma. Heat flared as the dragon woman prepared to spit out a stream of flames. Victor walked toward her, a new feeling of inviting warmth and curiosity filling his entire body.  
 
    The dragon woman’s eyes widened as she gulped down the flames in her throat. Stunned, she simply watched as Victor stepped closer, his eyes and body language calm as a spring lake. Wings flexed as her body seemed to relax the closer Victor was. The Blade felt he had managed to subdue her defenses when two large brutish bodies launched into the air, claws gleaming. Their attack was so swift and silent, the dragon woman didn’t hear them, her senses all trained on the man walking toward her with a sword in his hand. 
 
    Victor burst forward and jumped. The Blade’s body soared past the dragon woman as she watched him in stunned silence. A War Wolf aimed for the dragon’s neck when it whined in pain. Victor’s sword stabbed into the monster’s chest, cutting through thick muscle like butter. The War Wolf grabbed the young man and they both spun, crashing down onto a table before sliding off and hitting the floor. 
 
    The dragon woman’s hand lashed out, grabbing the second War Wolf by the throat. Holding the struggling monster, she squeezed his neck until its red eyes popped out. The wolf monster clawed at her armored arms, sparks flying but causing no damage. Neck bones cracked and then shattered, before the dragon woman threw the dead War Wolf to the side like a sack of refuse. 
 
    Lily took a step to aid Victor but a whimper touched her ears. Glancing down, she saw Dawn fall to her knees, blood leaking from her wounds. Without thinking, the demoness knelt down beside her and touched the wound with a glowing hand. The elf looked up to the Lily with a hard gaze. The demoness ignored her stare, making sure to heal the elf. 
 
    Victor pulled his blade free as he struggled to get back to his feet. The War Wolf snarled as it slashed at him, claws ringing off iron as Victor parried with his sword. The Blade swung the sword around, grasped with both hands and drove it down. The point penetrated the War Wolf’s chest again, this time stabbing into its heart. The monster thrashed for a moment before its limbs fell to the floor and it stared out at nothingness. 
 
    Victor pulled his sword from the corpse, breath heavy and a sliver of weakness in his own limbs. The fighting was taking a lot of him but he kept the internal fire going, knowing they had to get out of there in one piece. The Blade turned and the dragon woman was at his side, hands out and helping him stand up straight. 
 
    “Only a true follower could have influenced me,” the dragon woman said with a small smile. 
 
    “We came looking for you,” Victor smiled back. “We have to get out of here before more of those War Wolves show up.” 
 
    Lily and Dawn darted to the dragon woman and Victor.  
 
    The dragon woman looked to the two newcomers, her crimson eyes widening, “You…you all follow her ways.” 
 
    “We have to go,” Lily said sternly as the noise of fighting grew once again down the main hall. 
 
    The dragon woman’s eyes returned to normal as she began walking. “I know a side stairwell to an exit. Follow me, quickly.” 
 
    Victor, Lily and Dawn followed the dragon as she led the way. Turning past a clawed-up shelf, the four made their way to a small spiral stairwell. The dragon woman went down first, Victor behind her with Lily and Dawn following. When they reached the bottom, lightning and spells flashed in the distance. Mad howls filled the air and the fighting sounded like it had reached a fevered pitch.  
 
    The dragon woman moved along like she knew every inch of the library. Reaching a small single door, her scaled hand took hold and opened it. Victor, Lily, and Dawn slipped out into the bright sunlight. The dragon woman stepped out, closed the door and twisted the metal handle, breaking the simple mechanism and locking the door permanently. 
 
    Dawn grabbed Victor’s hand and burst into a run. Lily and the dragon woman turned to see the elf pulling Victor with her. They darted forward, reaching the fleeing elf and Blade. Victor didn’t understand what was happening as they ran into an alley. Running at full tilt, they turned corners and ran down thin alleyways.  
 
    “Dawn,” Victor said while breathing heavy from the running. 
 
    The elf said nothing as she pulled him along. Victor looked to the streets as they ran, people running and chaos bleeding everywhere. The group emerged from an alley and Victor could see they were by the city wall. A city entrance stood, empty of guards as screams touched the air. Dawn darted toward the open gate, the rest of the group following.  
 
    Energy flared around the doors and they began to close. Dawn rushed past the closing doors and beyond the city walls. 
 
    A voice boomed through the air, “Loress is under attack! Stay safe! The Authority will stop the invaders!” 
 
    Victor realized what was happening and pumped his legs. The city was going into lock down. Dawn knew this would happen and rushed them along before it was too late. Lily and the dragon woman kept up. Lily looked over her shoulder at the smoke and flames spiraling up from the library in the distance.  
 
    Victor, Lily, and the dragon woman charged past the closing city entrance. Victor and Lily nearly stumbled out as the dragon woman turned her body to the side and jumped. The doors just closed, missing the tip of her tail by an inch. The dragon woman landed on her taloned feet and slid to halt. 
 
    All four turned and looked to the magical city as the doors shut and a glowing aura encircled it. 
 
    “We won’t be getting back in there anytime soon,” Lily stated. 
 
    Victor stepped to the dragon woman, “Are you okay?” 
 
    The woman nodded. “Yes, thank you for your help.” 
 
    The Blade smiled. “My name is Victor.” 
 
    The dragon woman returned his smile with her own, “Shyryth Redgem” 
 
    Shyryth held out her hand. Victor couldn’t help himself as he took it and kissed the back of her scaled hand. 
 
    “Charmed,” Shyryth said with razor toothed smile and pink touching her cheeks.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    The sun dipped low in the afternoon sky. Victor and Lily stood about fifty feet from the Shyryth and Dawn. A small breeze touched the Shield and Blade as they watched the unusual pair mull about silently. Victor had a difficult time not staring at the dragon woman. Her sensual but powerful body seemed to sing to his spirit. Shyryth seemed to feel the same because every few moments she glanced in his direction and gave him a warm smile. 
 
    “Victor, you have to focus,” Lily said with a hard edge. 
 
    “I am. I’m making sure they don’t run away,” the young man smirked. 
 
    Lily shook her head. “Vala has brought us here for a reason. Before we start interrogating Shyryth and the elf, we should understand the risks.” 
 
    “How am I able to understand Shyryth? Oh, by the way, the elf’s name is Dawn,” Victor said simply. 
 
    Lily stepped closer, facing in the same direction as her partner was. “Dragons have the gift of Allspeak. They can speak and understand all languages. It is why we are here. She may be the key to gaining your first power.” 
 
    “How come I could hear the alert in Loress?” 
 
    “It’s a spell so all will understand when there is trouble.” Lily’s arms crossed under her breasts, “Again, I need you to focus. We have a problem and it is your elf friend.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to Lily, “We helped defend each other when the War Wolves attacked. How is that a problem?” 
 
    “She’s a thief. I can see it in her aura. She has no qualms with taking what she wants. She hasn’t said a word since she met me and the dirty looks don’t help either. She knows I can see her for who she truly is.” 
 
    “How can you know that? She’s an acolyte and deserves to be given a chance.” 
 
    Lily’s hard brow softened, gaze sliding down to the ground. “There are many things you don’t understand. She may be an acolyte, but she still must earn her way into Vala’s embrace. She may have a sliver of enlightenment but that doesn’t mean she won’t sell out us or our cause for the right price.  
 
    “Right now, the best thing we can do is send her away so Vala’s power has time to fill her heart and mind.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes turned a little dark as he spoke, “I don’t think we can do that. She said Vala heard her prayers. She is in trouble and we should help her. We are after all, Vala’s Blade and Shield.” 
 
    Lily’s tone grew harder as she spoke, “And what about us? We just started this crusade and it could end as quickly as it began. One wrong move and Vala could never return.” 
 
    Victor looked to the demon in human skin and gave her a warm smile. “We can’t live worrying what bad stuff may happen. We accepted Vala’s ways and we should honor them.” 
 
    Lily leaned in close, eyes blazing red. “You don’t even know her teachings. You haven’t read the scriptures or gained knowledge through communion. You’re just a man with a sword and a foolish sense of what’s right.” 
 
    Victor rubbed his eyes and let out a small yawn. “Maybe, but we were chosen for a reason. I’m willing to bet we can help everyone, not just acolytes. When Vala returns, the realms will be different. You may be looking at the big picture but I’m looking at the bigger and smaller pictures. My gut says we should help them, both of them.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes narrowed. “I will not be the one to pull you from the fire when you’re burning.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze met Lily’s but his eyes stayed neutral. “That’s fine. Just so we are being clear, I WILL be the guy who pulls you from the fire when you’re burning.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened a hair as Victor turned from her and began walking toward the elf and dragon. The demoness’s hands formed into tight fists as she watched him go. Teeth grating, she followed, her human form flickering and her deep purple skin appearing for a few moments before blending back to pale skin. 
 
    Victor walked with a kind smile. Dawn looked up, her oval eyes softening. Shyryth stepped toward the incoming young man, eyes bright. The breeze picked up, locks of red hair gliding along the small wind. Victor tried not to stare like an enamored teen and failed. The only comfort was Shyryth giving him the same gaze. 
 
    Shyryth stood in front of Victor as he slowed to a halt. “I heard everything you said.” 
 
    Victor nodded, his eyes the same, “I wasn’t hiding anything.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded. “Your spirit is inspiring. It does indeed touch on Vala’s ways. That is why it pains me to ask something of you and your partner.” 
 
    Lily stepped to Victor’s side as the red dragon woman continued.  
 
    “My dreams spoke of Vala’s return. It was enough for me to research what I could about her. The library was lacking in any direct information so I had to piece it together from different historic tomes. It was lengthy and time consuming but I was able to understand what my heart truly desires.” 
 
    Shyryth’s eyes gleamed as she turned her gaze to Victor. “I can feel the connection…between us. I want nothing more than to explore our connection but I must complete something personal first. If you escort me to the Forsaken Lands to the east, I will be sure to reward you.” 
 
    Victor’s expression stayed the same, unsure what she was asking exactly. Lily on the other hand shook her head. 
 
    “We are not ready to go there,” the demoness stated. 
 
    Shyryth gave Lily a somber exhale. “I understand the lands to the east are dangerous. I could travel there myself but I would prefer the company. From what I know of Vala’s ways, high priests and priestesses like yourselves grow by connecting to others. I am more than willing to aid you…if you travel with me to my destination.” 
 
    The red dragon woman looked to Victor, “Or I could go alone and if I perish…” 
 
    Victor smiled. “We would never let you go alone. Of course, we will accompany you.” 
 
    A vein throbbed along Lily’s forehead. “Victor, we don’t have any sleeping gear, camping supplies or the power to be safe in the Forsaken Lands. You’re not…” 
 
    “Ready,” Victor cut her off. “I know I’m not ready, but like you and Cassandra said, I’ll learn as I go.” 
 
    Dawn stepped closer, “I can help guide you to the Forsaken Lands. I’ve been there a few times and know the towns along the border. If we leave now, I know an inn we can stay in for the night and be to one of the border towns by tomorrow evening.” 
 
    “You speak,” Lily said in a sarcastic tone. 
 
    Dawn turned her attention to Victor and Shyryth. “The only payment I ask for is when the time comes; you help me when I need it.” 
 
    “Ominous,” Victor smiled.  
 
    The elf with glasses held out her hand. “Do we have an accord?” 
 
    Victor took the elf’s hand and gave it a firm shake. “We have an accord.” 
 
    Lily rolled her eyes.  
 
    “Shall we be off,” Shyryth smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun moved slowly across the alien sky. Victor looked up, seeing the rising of a moon in the distance, followed by another. The group of four spoke little as they travelled through the peaceful forest. Lily led the way as Shyryth followed. Victor knew he was looking around like a tourist, but it didn’t really faze him as he enjoyed gazing on the mystical woods. Dawn stayed to the rear, occasionally directing where they had to go but her body language suggested she wanted to stay to the back. 
 
    Victor found in some quiet moments, his gaze lingering of each of the women in the group. A song played to his spirit and he could see a similar tune playing between them. Thoughts spiraled back to Dawn in the library, remembering her words and wondering who else she knew who needed Vala’s help. 
 
    The sun sank lower, touching the horizon. A third moon began to rise as the other two climbed the darkening sky. A chill filled the air and Victor looked down at his shirt. It was ripped and torn at his side, keeping very little warmth. If they didn’t reach the inn soon, the young man wondered if he would catch a cold in a world of myths and monsters. 
 
    “It’s not much farther,” Dawn said loudly from the rear. 
 
    The rest of the group nodded. Victor looked ahead and when his eyes lingered on Lily, she stumbled a little and quickly caught herself. The demoness in human skin continued to walk as if nothing happened. Shyryth looked to the woods around them, her wings folded back. Victor glanced back to Dawn; the elf silent as she walked. 
 
    Picking up his pace, Victor walked past Shyryth and reached Lily’s side. It was then when he noticed a strange look in her eyes. Lily continued to walk, barely acknowledging Victor as he walked to her right. 
 
    “Are you okay,” Victor asked. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the demoness said sharply. 
 
    The Blade mentally shrugged but stayed at her side. “I was able to use my influence during the fight with the War Wolves. I didn’t know it would increase my natural abilities.” 
 
    Lily glanced to the Blade before turning her gaze back to the small dirt path. “Using your spheres of influence, you can give yourself an edge in almost any situation. What you should understand is that is can be short lived unless you’re using one of your abilities. Every power, ability or feat may require some influence. The more you spend, the more powerful the actions you can take.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I used my strength and my charisma. Each point came back after an hour. Is that the normal rate?” 
 
    Lily blinked. “I think I understand what you’re asking. Yes, the spheres regenerate once per hour. I don’t understand what you mean by points. I see my abilities as orbs filled with water. Once they are used, the water in the orbs shrinks.” 
 
    “It seems like it is different for each of us,” Victor said lightly. 
 
    “We all come from very different backgrounds. Vala, like any god or goddess, allows a deeper understanding from what you know or experienced.” 
 
    Lily’s foot gave a little as she took a step. The Shield stumbled and Victor was quick to catch her arm. Helping her regain her stride, the demoness pulled her arm away and even growled a little. 
 
    Victor’s brow hardened. “I don’t want to be rude but what is your problem? You nearly fell and I wanted to help. You’ve been grumpy this entire time. Is being my Shield that much of a problem?” 
 
    Lily’s hard eyes turned to the Blade, the last rays of sunlight fading from the sky. Victor could see an internal dialogue happening behind her purple eyes. It seemed to reach its zenith and purple eyes saddened. 
 
    “I…I apologize. My upbringing sometimes gets the better of me. My people…despise weakness.” 
 
    Victor kept a stern look, “You think I’m weak?” 
 
    Lily reluctantly nodded. “You may not think it…but you are. I don’t wish to be mean…but this quest we are on can be very dangerous. The Forsaken Lands can be a difficult place. I don’t believe you’re ready for it, not yet.” 
 
    “Then help me be ready. What do I need to know?” 
 
    Lily tilted her head up, the last rays of sunlight gone and the twinkling of stars filled the clear night sky. Three moons gave the trees a glow as the air grew colder by the moment. 
 
    “The realm of Eddor has two very powerful factions. To the west are the lush, mystical lands of Casters. It is an ideology that mana and magic can be drawn peacefully from all living things. Their way has been the true way in these lands for tens of thousands of years. They draw on enough mana to weave spells and magic.” 
 
    Lily’s head tilted down, shadows covering her eyes. “To the east are the Forsaken Lands. There dwells a different sort of people who use magic in a new and alien way. They appeared over a hundred years ago but many have flocked to their side to learn the art of being a Slinger. It is a potent way of using magic and mana in a way never thought of before.” 
 
    Shyryth walked up to Victor’s right side. “Slingers are able to craft special weapons called ‘guns’. They harvest mana and distill it into a pure form not seen on Eddor. Their mana charged weapons can break magic shields and even split spells. Because of how dangerous they are, many of the kingdoms to the west have outlawed Slingers. Any who come over the border are arrested…or killed on sight.” 
 
    Victor and Lily looked to the dragon woman but Victor was the one to speak up.  
 
    “What are you looking for beyond the border?” 
 
    Shyryth looked to Victor with an almost shy, sweet expression. “It’s personal but not personal where your lives are in danger. I’m happy to have…,” Shyryth trailed off as her serpent eyes turned to the shadowy forest around them. 
 
    Lily’s eyes also perked up, hand reaching out and her staff appearing. Dawn stepped closer to the group, turning around and drawing her dagger. Victor spun around; iron sword sliding into his hand as he searched the inky darkness around them. He had no idea what the women sensed, but it was a clear threat if they all were on edge. Before he could ask a question, a patch of darkness writhed, falling from the side of a tree.  
 
    The group turned their attention to the thing mewling about like a black maggot. Small sad moans rose up as its thick form bended, shifted and moved, crawling closer to the four. Lily’s hand grabbed Victor by the arm but it was Shyryth who took a step forward, opened her mouth and blasted out a thin stream of fire. The forest lit up as dragon fire surged ahead and struck the black thing on the ground. The moans grew louder as the shadow reared up. 
 
    Victor stood, frozen. Shyryth continued to pour fire from her mouth as the shadow rippled and groaned. A face began to take shape as crisscrossed markings formed into tormented eyes and a misshapen mouth oozed clear bile. The rest of its form was black as pitch. Shyryth’s eyes widened as a tentacle formed and lashed out. It struck her across the midsection, bending her in half and forcing her mouth shut in the process. The dragon woman was thrown back like a bullet, her body slamming into a thick tree, sending shards of bark into the air. 
 
    Lily pulled Victor back as he stared at the dark monster crawling toward them. Eyes moved in different directions as it approached. The mouth gaped open and closed like it didn’t know how to breathe. Bile touched the moonlight grass and blades of dim green turned brown and white before crumbling away. A foreboding gloom seeped into the area, attaching and cooling muscles, hearts and bones. 
 
    Run before it’s too late! 
 
    Victor’s legs refused to work, his mind caught in the creatures haunting, disfigured face. Lily shouted to the Blade, trying to pull him away, but the world became silent, the horror edging closer. Time slowed and all Victor could feel was madness and despair as the thing oozed closer, rising up with thin, black hands. 
 
    Shyryth was to her clawed feet, hand out and arcane words spilling from her lips. Lightning crackled from finger to finger until mana blurred together and blasted out with a thunderous boom. Victor watched as lightning struck the shadow and it screamed. Several more black arms formed and they lashed out. Lily stepped before Victor, staff spinning and knocking away each incoming hand with incredible speed. The demoness’s staff moved in a blur, blocking the shadow as it tried to move closer, odd eyes focusing on Victor. 
 
    If you won’t run, FIGHT! 
 
    Something cracked in Victor as he spent a point of his Strength. Power surged into his limbs as he darted to the side and leapt at the shadowy monster. Iron sword flashing, he drove the point down into the bulk of its mass and twisted the blade. The shadow continued to moan as a tentacle arm lashed out, striking Victor across the chest and sending him flying twenty feet back. The Blade hit the ground, losing his sword and rolling to a stop. Strength pumping into his body, he pushed himself off the ground and back to his feet. Hand out, the iron sword flew into his hand. Before he could charge again, Shyryth let loose a barrage of lightning bolts while Lily slammed her staff into the monster again and again.  
 
    The shadow reared up again, arms spilling out and ready to overwhelm the demoness but the lightning attacks stalled it. Lily’s human looking form vanished as her demon self appeared. With a loud growl, she reared back a glowing white fist. With a defiant shout, she rammed it into the misshapen shadow. The thing roared as light burned at it. A tentacle came down like a whip as Dawn slammed into the succubus and they both hit the ground. The tentacle hit the ground where Lily had stood not a moment before. Dirt and rock shot up like a cannon blast, sending debris into the air. 
 
    Shyryth opened her mouth and blasted out a new stream of fire while her hands unleashed lightning attacks. The shadow moaned and groaned, the three attacks burning away bits of darkness. With one last moan, it turned and writhed away. The shadow splintered into several small shadows and slipped away from sight. The forest glowed in the moonlight as calm returned. 
 
    Lily looked up to Dawn as she slowly stood up. “Thank you.” 
 
    The elf said nothing as she turned away. Victor rushed to Lily’s side, taking her hand and pulling her to her feet. The Blade looked on her with concern, black horns shining in the moonlight and her pointed tail trembling with an agitated vibration. 
 
    “What the hell was that,” Victor said a little too loudly. 
 
    “A shadow,” Lily and Shyryth said in unison. 
 
    Lily continued, “They are lost spirits…or souls. They wander the realms, chaotic and monstrous.” 
 
    “They are a burden to every land and realm. Light and…,” Shyryth looked to Lily, “…and healing are the only things that seem to hurt them.” 
 
    The dragon woman bowed her head to the succubus. “Pardon my surprise, but I never knew a demon could heal.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes glowed a dim crimson as she looked away. “We can’t.” 
 
    Victor looked out to the dark trees where the shadow disappeared, “Will it come back?” 
 
    “Maybe,” Dawn spoke up, “That is why we should keep going. We will have a better chance to stay alive by the border towns.” 
 
    “Why is it safer by the border towns,” Victor asked as he rubbed his chest where the shadow tentacle had struck him. 
 
    “Slingers are the only people that can effectively kill shadows,” Shyryth said. 
 
    Dawn nodded. Victor raised an eyebrow; thoughts clawing up from the deepest parts of his logic, asking how such things could even exist. Lily moved to the Blade, touching him and pumping energy into his body. The sharp pain in his chest blunted and soon drifted away. 
 
    Dawn took the lead, pointing at the forest ahead of them. “The inn is not far. We might be safe for the night if we keep moving.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The inn was nearly empty as the group stepped through the door. A snoring lone figure slumped in a chair by a corner. The innkeeper was leaning against a counter, nearly falling asleep before standing up at the sound of the newcomers. The room was weathered and several blast marks were on the walls and even on the ceiling.  
 
    Victor took it in with cool eyes. “This place seems homey. I wonder if they charge extra for the bed bugs.” 
 
    Dawn moved to the warm hearth, putting out her pale hands and rubbing them together. Shyryth moved to the counter, snapping her fingers. A gold pouch appeared out of nowhere and several gold coins floated up and landed on the thick wooden counter. 
 
    The innkeeper smiled with missing teeth. “Welcome to the Manticore Inn. The place is empty so you have the pick of the rooms on the second floor. I can have meals made and bring you drinks to chase away the chill.” 
 
    Shyryth smiled, “Thank you. Mead for the others and rum for me, please serve us your finest meal.” 
 
    The innkeeper bowed, “Of course Mistress. Will that be all?” 
 
    “For now, yes.” 
 
    The innkeeper hurried off as Lily moved to a table by the fireplace. Dawn took another seat opposite the demon in human skin. Victor stepped over, sitting next to Lily as Shyryth sat in the last empty chair. The four sat in silence for a long moment before the innkeeper came out with a tray of drinks. Setting them down in front of everyone, eyes looked at the liquids. 
 
    Victor didn’t realize it but he hadn’t eaten since he left his realm behind. Hunger roared as his stomach made sad grumbles. Not able to wait for the food, he needed something in his stomach. Lifting up the mug of mead, he gulped it down in short order. Putting the mug down, it barely could keep his hunger at bay but his eyes lit up when the innkeeper returned with steaming trays of food. 
 
    Victor could barely contain himself as he gazed upon the freshly cooked pieces of lamb and ham laid before him, with some meager vegetables completing the meal. Without a word, he picked up a two-pronged fork and serrated knife and dug in. The others followed suit, their eyes on the young man as he chewed and swallowed like a beast after a fresh kill. The uncertain mood melted away as smiles bloomed, food and drink filling bellies.  
 
    The hearth crackled as the small group sat back, their hunger and thirst slacked. Victor’s eyes grew heavy as a pleasant fullness whispered along his senses. Dawn was first to stand up. Without a word, she moved to the stairs and began climbing them until she was out of sight. 
 
    Shyryth looked to Lily and then Victor. “I too shall retire. We will begin our journey again at first light.” 
 
    “Should we see you to your room,” Victor asked, the mead going directly to his head. 
 
    The dragon woman gave the Blade a small smile. “Normally that would be lovely but I fear I may take advantage of you in your happy state. As promised, there will be rewards, once we reach Black Stone Tower.” 
 
    “Is that the name of the town,” Lily asked, her eyes growing heavy. 
 
    Shyryth nodded. “It is. It’s not far past the border. I do believe our elf friend will know it well for I only know the name and this is my first time leaving the west.” 
 
    The dragon woman stood up and gave the pair a gentle bow. “I’ll see you both at first light.” 
 
    Victor picked up his third mug of mead and guzzled it down while waving to the beautiful dragon. Lily sipped her drink, eyes solemn as the dragon woman moved to the stairs, climbed them and was gone from sight. 
 
    Lily turned her attention to Victor as he put the mug down, a stupid smile on his face and rosy cheeks. 
 
    “That has to be the best meal I have ever had. The mead was really good too!” 
 
    Lily’s eyes looked away for a moment. 
 
    “Something you want to talk about,” Victor asked with a slight slur. 
 
    Lily’s brow hardened. Standing up, she reached down and grabbed Victor by the wrist. The Blade found himself pulled up and dragged along by the surprisingly strong Shield. The climb up the stairs was quick. Victor tried to keep his senses alert as Lily dragged him down the hall. Many rooms lined one side of the long hallway. Two were closed but the rest were slightly ajar. The Shield pulled Victor along until they reached an empty room. 
 
    Victor didn’t fight as he was nearly pushed into the room and Lily closed the door behind them. The mead was in full swing as Victor spun around once, legs touched the bed and he flopped onto his back. The bed bounced to his body and quickly settled down. 
 
    Lily stepped closer, her form shifting to her true self. Victor looked up; lantern light painting her light purple skin with shadowy touches. Purple eyes now red, they seemed to gaze into Victor’s spirit as he lay. 
 
    “Victor...,” Lily began. 
 
    The Blade sat up, eyeing the succubus with a kind edge. “Are you alright?” 
 
    Lily’s gaze met his, softness touching the corners of her eyes, “No, not at this moment.” 
 
    Victor moved to the edge of the bed, boots touching the floor. “I know it was a weird day. Sorry for not listening to you earlier. It’s just so surreal being here and I was carried away…” 
 
    Lily stepped closer, pressing a finger to his lips. “It’s not what you think. I need something from you.” 
 
    Victor nodded but stayed silent, watching the conflict in Lily’s eyes. 
 
    Lily continued, “You remember when Cassandra asked me to heal you but I didn’t? There is a reason why. The more I use my healing powers, the more my inner self wants to feed. Today, I used my healing ability several times and now I can barely keep my inner self under control.” 
 
    Victor reached out and took hold of one of Lily’s hands. “We are partners for a goddess. What can I do to help?” 
 
    Lily’s eyes glowed a darker crimson. Victor simply smiled, cheeks pink from the mead. The air grew warmer and a moment later, Lily grabbed at Victor’s shirt. The Blade didn’t fight back as the fabric was pulled over his head and tossed aside. Shirtless, the Blade watched as Lily began tearing off her own clothes. Tunic and leggings falling to the floor, she was naked before the Blade. 
 
    Victor gazed on the purple skinned demoness, her breasts bouncing to each hungry breath. Dark purple nipples stood at attention as creamy lilac skin smoothed over her toned form. Tail snaking behind her, she stepped closer, a glistening appearing along her womanhood in the low lantern light. 
 
    Victor quickly snaked out of his leather leggings, blood rushing to his manhood. The moment he had his boots kicked off and his leggings reached his ankles, the Blade’s cock stood on its own power. Throbbing, it bounced as Lily stepped closer and clawed her sharp toes into his leather leggings and pulled them off. Falling, she landed on Victor’s lap, creamy breasts pushing against his rock-hard member. Fingers glided to pointed nipples as dark purple lips closed down around the head of his cock. 
 
    The young man watched with wanting eyes as Lily’s pointed tongue slathered against the head. Pressing her firm breasts around his cock, she continued to suckle on the end while her inner heat charged the already hard cock. The excitement of the day bled away as tender touches caused hearts to soar. The tip of her horns touched Victor’s toned stomach as Lily bobbed on his manhood. Lifting up a hand, he caressed her raven black hair as her lips and breasts massaged his rigid staff. Gentle moans filled the room as Lily continued her masterful work. 
 
    Victor fought off the desire to come, enjoying the moment. The succubus had been so difficult and now she seemed relaxed, almost content. The movements grew with the tempo. Victor gritted his teeth, the seductive kiss at the top of his cock begging for his release. 
 
    “Is…this…the only way…you can feed…,” Victor asked in quick breaths. 
 
    Lily pulled her lips away but kept stroking Victor’s cock between her breasts. “No…,” she whispered. 
 
    Victor took hold of the succubus and pulled her up. Confusion colored her red eyes as he guided her into the bed with him. Laying her down, Lily writhed with needs, her breath hot. 
 
    Victor hovered over her on his hands and knees, “I want our first time to be intimate.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes took on a hint of confusion before they widened in bliss. Victor’s finger caressed her wet slit, searching and exploring until he touched her glowing nub. Staying above her; gentle finger swirls traced around her engorged clit, causing the succubus to writhe to his touch as he gave her a knowing smile. Clawed hands reached up, grabbing Victor’s back and trying to draw him on top of her but the Blade resisted, playing the succubus like a violin. 
 
    A purple tail ran along Victor’s side as her hips moved to his intimate touch. The succubus’s eyes blazed hot as she growled her needs. Wetness spilled, coating fingers and inner thighs. Victor could barely contain himself as she moved like a beast in heat. Hands took hold of his member, pulling him closer. The tip of his cock touched her quivering slit, coating it with her lust. 
 
    “Don’t….play with me,” Lily hissed. 
 
    Victor’s body grew weak as his own needs roared. Gently at first, the head of his cock speared her pink opening. Lily helped him along, her hands leaping from his cock and grabbing his ass, forcing every inch, invading her tight space. When he reached the base, their hips moved to a slow but sensual rhythm. 
 
    Bliss spiraled as Lily clamped her arms and legs around Victor. The primal dance between them ebbed and flowed to heart beats. Cock thickening, Victor grunted as Lily squeezed him tight, trying to keep him inside her. Power against power, they moaned their delight as their bodies tried to take control. 
 
    Lily’s body bounced with each thrust, her will and weakened state losing. Nerves curled as did toes, holding onto the Blade for dear life. Victor found himself thrusting gently to the base and pulling away, wetness touching his veiny cock. The tempo between them grew to a fevered pitch when Lily’s eyes widened. 
 
    Body shuddering, she cried out, fingernails digging into Victor’s back. The Blade continued, his own urges whipping at his resolve. Lily shuddered again and again as she was caught in a blissful loop of pleasure. Victor drove his body between her strong thighs, his need swelling to the breaking point. 
 
    Strong inner walls gripped the Blade as his cock thickened. White molten seed spurted into her tight space, filling it. Lily cried out another moan as her inner world massaged and coaxed more of the Victor’s seed. Hips pushed between spread legs, driving his urges until muscles gave out and he collapsed. 
 
    Lily ran her hands through his hair, hips drawing out several more drops of seed and licking her lips. 
 
    “I’m still hungry,” the succubus said with a sultry whisper. 
 
    Victor nodded against her neck, lost in her scent, his cock half hard but growing harder by the moment as the succubus whined her needs, urging him to continue with the meal. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Shafts of light filled the darkened room. Victor stood; eyes blank. A distant comfort sank into his senses as light caressed his eyes to take in his surroundings. Furniture lined the room. Light spilled in from an open window, a woman sitting on a chair and gazing out into the light. The light played tricks as Victor took a step closer, fine lines moving and pulsating. The older woman didn’t turn as he approached, her gaze on the outside world beyond the window. 
 
    Victor lifted a hand, fingers trembling and heart beating faster in his chest. Holding his breath, the young man touched the woman’s shoulder and a small, sad sigh fell from her lips. Victor’s heart nearly cracked as he looked down, unsure why he was here. 
 
    “You’re home,” said a voice from behind. 
 
    Victor turned his eyes to the door entrance, a thin black shadow with a wide, sharp smile floated in. It avoided the light as it floated closer, white eyes staring into Victor’s soul. The young man balked, standing at the older woman’s side, placing himself between the black thing and the woman. Fingers curled into fists but his eyes trembled with fear. 
 
    “Why are you looking at me like that,” the deformed shadow asked, the leer growing impossibly wide. 
 
    Victor stared at the shadow, not saying a word. 
 
    The older woman began to weep. Hands reached up and she buried her face in them, sobbing. The trembling fear in Victor’s eyes stopped, a fire flaring in his soul. The grinning shadow floated closer, white eyes peering down on the young man.  
 
    “Not another step,” Victor said; his voice small. 
 
    The black thing looked past him to the sobbing woman. A gnarled tongue snaked out and licked thin black lips. 
 
    “But…she is so delicious. Wait outside while I… tend to her,” the thing said as it loomed over Victor. 
 
    “Not…another…step,” Victor barely whispered. 
 
    “She will feel better…we all will feel better…if I can have what I want…,” the thing hissed with delight. 
 
    Victor’s fists shook as he stared hard at the black thing hovering over him. With a roar, he launched at the thing, fists pounding into soft, gooey flesh. The shadow giggled as Victor fought like a crazed animal. 
 
    “You will feel better too…after you sleep,” the thing leered as it reared back a black fist and slammed it into Victor’s nose. 
 
    Victor’s eyes shot open as he gasped for precious breath. Sitting up with wide eyes, he immediately noticed Lily topless and pulling her leather leggings up. The succubus turned her attention to the wide-eyed Blade, concern filling her thin eyebrows. 
 
    “Victor,” Lily asked as she stepped closer.  
 
    Air flowed in and out straining lungs as if Victor had been holding his breath for hours. Eyes glanced to the single window, the small dawn light filling the clear panes.  
 
    Victor threw the blanket aside and swung his legs over the side. Elbows on knees, he ran his fingers through his own hair as he tried to cut away the mental cobwebs.  
 
    “Bad dream,” the young man said. 
 
    Lily touched his bare shoulder, red irises peering down. 
 
    Victor looked up with a small smile, “It’s nothing. Time to get this day started and finish what we set out to do.” 
 
    A knock at the door caused the Blade and Shield to look to it. The door opened, Shyryth and Dawn standing at the entrance. 
 
    “I had the innkeeper make us some rations for the trip,” Shyryth smiled. 
 
    Dawn eyed the topless demon before looking to Victor’s nude body. “We better hurry if we want to get to Black Stone Tower before nightfall.” 
 
    Victor reached down to his pile of clothes on the floor and brought them up to his lap, hiding his stiff manhood.  
 
    Morning wood or is it the sight of three beautiful women? 
 
    “Shut up,” Victor mentally cursed. “It should take me only a few minutes,” the Blade said simply. 
 
    The thin rays of sunlight grew brighter along the window as a new day started. Victor began to dress, the last tendrils of the nightmare falling away like dying leaves on a river to nowhere. 
 
    *** 
 
    The forest began to thin as the group marched on. Victor watched as the woods and forests parted, patches of bare sandy earth filling in the spaces. With each passing hour, the trees became smaller clusters as sand, dirt, and rock crunched under boots. With the sun beating down on the small group and little shade, the march east grew difficult with each step.  
 
    Victor found himself wiping his brow and wishing he had a hat for some relief. Dawn stepped to his side, handing a small waterskin. The Blade nodded as he took it and drank down the cool water. Lily and Shyryth walked ahead and Victor found himself lagging behind a little. Working out was often an on and off thing in Victor’s previous life, and now he felt like he was paying for it. Victor thought driving to the gym, taking hikes and learning martial arts was enough to be extremely healthy, but out here in some alien realm, he quickly realized that it wasn’t enough. Leg cramps began to crawl up his nerves and the relentless sun didn’t seem to help. 
 
    Dawn eyed the Blade as he continued to gulp down water. “If we had time, we could have purchased some horses.” 
 
    Victor brought the waterskin down and handed it back to the elf. “I’m just glad to hear there are horses here.” 
 
    “Are you alright? You’re sweating a lot,” Dawn asked with a touch of concern. 
 
    Victor nodded weakly. “I’ll be fine. Have to work through it if I’m going to be stronger.” 
 
    Dawn nodded. 
 
    Victor eyed the elf as they walked side by side. “So, what were you stealing in the library?” 
 
    Dawn’s expression remained unchanged, “A book to help me and my family.” 
 
    Victor quickly remembered how they first met the previous day. “Is that what you meant when you said ‘us’?” 
 
    The elf with glasses nodded. “I’m on a special quest and the book has some clues.” 
 
    Victor looked ahead. “Why didn’t you just borrow it? Isn’t that what libraries are for?” 
 
    “You can’t borrow books from the 3rd and 4th floors.” 
 
    Victor scratched his head, “I suppose you have your reasons. The book you took, did it help?” 
 
    Dawn’s gaze softened. “I read it last night in my room. It provided some information but I need more. I’m sure Vala will guide me to the right answers.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I hope Vala can help all of us with some answers.” 
 
    Dawn turned her eyes to Victor, “How did you meet the succubus?” 
 
    Victor let out a small sigh. “It’s kind of a long story.” 
 
    “I only ask because they are known to engineer coincidences. How long have you known her?” 
 
    Victor looked to the elf with a touch of concern. “I’ve seen how you look at Lily and it’s not too friendly.” 
 
    Dawn looked ahead, her gaze on the demon in human skin, brow sharp. “My people were the first race to populate Eddor. Our early history is filled with stories of fighting the demon hordes from Night Sun. You can understand why I’m not too friendly with hellish monsters.” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily as he spoke, “We all can’t be responsible for what people have done in the past. Lily is a little grumpy, but she hasn’t shown anything that would suggest she would hurt any of us. She is a follower of Vala.” 
 
    Dawn’s expression remained the same. “She healed me and that is the only reason why I don’t put a dagger in her ribs.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Victor said as his mind whirled, trying to understand the realms. “Do many people know about the six realms?” 
 
    “Many of the educated do. Mages often scry into each of the realms, trying to glean information to add to their knowledge. My sister was one of them,” Dawn said, her voice softer. 
 
    “I’m a pretty good listener…if you want to talk?” 
 
    Dawn looked into Victor’s green eyes, a touch of pink appearing on her cheeks. “You’re a priest of Vala. I can trust you…to keep my secrets?” 
 
    Victor smiled. “You can, but I believe you can trust Lily too.” 
 
    The elf shook her head, “No, just you.” 
 
    The young man smiled, eyes closing. “I won’t tell anyone, promise.” 
 
    Dawn nodded. “My sister wanted to know about everything. Like our family and people, knowledge is the cornerstone to influencing your destiny.” 
 
    Dawn’s eyes grew darker, “My sister had an insatiable need to know everything. Since we were cast out for suspected worship of Vala, my sister took it as a sign to delve deeper into Vala’s teachings. I…I did what I could to make sure we were fed and had a dry place to sleep. 
 
    “I knew my sister had a gift for magical studies. Even without a teacher or master, she took to it like a fish to water. She scoured every book I brought her and explored the realms through spells, her heart set on knowing enough to help bring back Vala. She thought if Vala returned, we would have a place at her side.” 
 
    Dawn looked up to the clear blue sky, eyes living a distant memory. “Vala’s ways were outlawed, not only on Eddor but across all the realms. We all know the stories, how those who worshipped her were hunted down and slain. Men, women and children, dragged from homes and temples, slaughtered on the streets, their blood spilling down drains while the killers and murderers danced and sang.” 
 
    Dawn’s face lowered with a bleak, empty gaze. “My sister gave me hope again…until her one and only attempt to explore Dark Spire ended that hope. Even when we were children, it is taught never to scry into the Dark Spire Realm. My sister didn’t listen and she paid for it with her sanity.” 
 
    “Where is she now,” Victor asked, heart heavy in his chest. 
 
    Dawn continued to look forward as they walked. “She is someplace safe until I can find a cure for her. I had nearly given up hope…until yesterday.” 
 
    “Dawn, we will do everything we can to help you and your sister,” Victor said with confidence. 
 
    The elf with glasses looked to the handsome Blade, “I just want your help. Do not speak of this with the succubus, please.” 
 
    A sliver of darkness touched Victor’s heart, “I won’t speak of it, with anyone. I promise.” 
 
    Dawn gave the Blade a small smile. “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    Concern swirled Victor’s inner world as they walked along. He didn’t want to keep anything from Lily since it was important they work together but the way Dawn asked, he couldn’t bring himself to say no. Memories splashed on the shores of his mind and heaviness took hold of his spirit. 
 
    Lily will just have to understand. 
 
    Shadows seemed to lengthen under Victor’s eyes as they travelled under the hot sun. 
 
    “We should be passing the border soon. Then it will be a few more hours and we should reach Black Stone Tower,” Dawn said with an almost cheery edge, a new stride in her step. 
 
    Victor mustered a small smile, hoping the elf was right as his eyes lingered on Lily as she walked ahead. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor whistled as he looked around the dusty border town. A small main street ran through the town and it looked like it belonged in an old western. He could hardly believe such a thing as magical cowboys could exist. Townspeople moved about their day, not paying much attention to the man, woman, elf, and dragon as they made their way down the dirt street. 
 
    Victor eyed some of the men and women as they walked past, six-shooters strapped to their hips and wide-brimmed hats blocking out the afternoon sun. It was surreal as the Blade looked down, admiring the rune markings gracing gun handles. 
 
    Shyryth addressed the group, “Go to the tavern, and wait for me there. It’s still a few hours to Black Stone Tower so we should restock on water and supplies. Dawn, I’m not familiar here, can you walk with me so I don’t accidently cause any trouble?” 
 
    Victor wondered what the dragon meant by accidently causing trouble. 
 
    “I will join you if you buy me a hat,” Dawn smiled as she stood by the dragon woman. 
 
    “I want a hat too,” Victor said a little too quickly. 
 
    Shyryth nodded and looked to Lily. 
 
    “I’m fine,” the demoness in human skin smiled politely. 
 
    Shyryth looked back to Victor, “I’ll buy you a shirt too. That one has seen better days.” 
 
    Victor looked down at the ripped shirt and shrugged. Shyryth and Dawn walked to the general store. Lily turned and walked toward the tavern. The Blade followed. The pair moved to the open doorway and stepped inside. Victor frowned as he saw there were no swinging saloon doors. 
 
    The pair moved to the bar and sat down on stools. The bartender came over and spoke. Victor blinked as he didn’t understand a word the bartender said. It came off like garbled gibberish. It dawned on him that the magical cities may be a little better prepared for many different kinds of people and languages, but a town on the border of the Forsaken Lands might not be equipped to speak common languages. 
 
    Lily said a few words in the same gibberish. The bartender picked up two glasses, placed them on the bar, pulled out a bottle next and began to pour. The dark amber liquid filled the glasses and when he was finished, he moved one glass to Lily and another to Victor. 
 
    The Blade and Shield picked up their glasses and clinked them together. Victor took a deep gulp and nearly choked on it. Coughing, he put the glass down, eyes watering. 
 
    “That’s…that’s like super whiskey,” Victor coughed again. 
 
    Lily smiled. “I suppose so, but it just reminds me of home.” 
 
    Victor took another sip and it burned as it went down. A moment later he coughed. 
 
    Lily glanced at the room as several men and women filled the tavern, their eyes sliding to the coughing man in the ripped shirt. 
 
    “Try not to talk too much. Most locals don’t like strange people with strange tongues,” Lily said in a low tone. 
 
     Victor nodded and took another sip, fighting down the urge to cough. 
 
    Lily eyed him with an amused grin. “Not much of a drinker, that’s okay. I can’t wait to show you Cassandra’s wine.” 
 
    “I’ve had my moments, but I don’t drink too much wine.” 
 
    Lily licked her lips, “You will after we open a bottle when we get back.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “You seem…nicer today.” 
 
    The purple eyed beauty gave a slight head nod. “Last night helped fulfill my needs…and maybe a little more.” 
 
    “Glad I could help,” Victor said before he choked down another sip. 
 
    Lily’s eyes grew a little brighter. “Thank you anyway. It has been so long; I had forgotten her sacred teachings.” 
 
    “What teachings are we talking about?” 
 
    Lily smiled. “Bonds heal, feed, and cure the mind, spirit and body. She not only encourages bonding but knows its healing power. Broken spirits can be mended and hearts repaired, sometimes with just a touch of another.” 
 
    Victor returned her smile. “I will be sure to remember that.” 
 
    Lily’s smile dimmed. “I saw you and Dawn talking for a while.” 
 
    The statement hung in the air as Victor looked to Lily. 
 
    Lily continued, “I’m sure she told you of the horrible acts of my people from many generations ago. How her people valiantly fought back hordes of demons in the early days. It is all true. My people used to be about conquest, slaves, and territory before they realized it was a moot point. 
 
    “My people used to be barbaric…until they embraced status, culture, and wealth. It changed who they were and elevated them beyond the petty needs and wants to survive. The power and drive turned inward, to bring about a new society. Of course, my people don’t talk about it outside of the Night Sun Realm and they don’t need too. All the realms believe what they want to believe, and we certainly won’t waste our energy trying to change their minds.” 
 
    Lily finished her drink and placed the empty glass on the bar, eyes filled with dark light. “I don’t look forward to going back, but I know one day, you and I will visit my home. When we go, please have an open mind. I will also need something from you.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Lily’s mouth shifted from a smile to a light smirk. “Keep me calm, centered and above all, stop me from murdering anyone.” 
 
    Victor returned her smirk, “My weak ass will try to keep you centered.” 
 
    Lily let out a small laugh. “It still bothers you that I said that.” 
 
    Victor finished his drink, using every bit of his power to not wince. “Not bother me so much as it motivates me to do better. I know I’m new to all of this, but that doesn’t mean I won’t get stronger…with your help of course.” 
 
    Lily bowed her head, “Of course.” 
 
    Shyryth and Dawn entered the tavern. Dawn wore a wide-brimmed black hat while carrying a few waterskins. The dragon woman carried some neatly folded clothes and a hat. When the two joined the Blade and Shield at the bar, Shyryth picked up a black hat and placed it on Victor’s head. Next, she presented three neatly folded garments. 
 
    “I bought you three shirts so if you rip one, you have more,” the dragon woman smiled. 
 
    Victor took the shirts and returned her smile. “Thank you; I don’t know how to repay you?” 
 
    Shyryth shook her head, “No need for payment. It was the least I could do since you joined me on this small journey. Think of it as an advance.” 
 
    Dawn spoke up, “The shopkeeper confirmed we are only about two hours from Black Stone Tower. We should leave now so we can get there before sunset. The Forsaken Lands are dangerous after dark. 
 
    “Let me change my shirt and off we go,” Victor smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun hung low, the bottom touching the horizon. Shadows grew longer as the four travelers made their way along a dusty road, a small town in the distance. Victor spied a tall black tower, but it was only about fifty feet tall. Even at this distance, it was easy to see that it was the tallest structure, the rest of the town simply one floor dwellings. 
 
    The hat shaded the Blade’s eyes as they marched. Glancing down for the hundredth time, the young man couldn’t keep himself from admiring the white shirt. It had buttons along the left side, a flap of fabric covering his chest. It breathed, keeping the heat from broiling Victor alive. It did indeed remind him of the old westerns his grandmother loved to watch. A small smile bloomed from the memory of watching the look of joy in his grandmother’s eyes as she watched her westerns. The summers she used to watch him were often filled with westerns and monster movies. Victor recalled how special they were, even watching those movies long after she passed away, as tribute to a wonderful and kind woman. 
 
    “We are almost there,” Shyryth said, her eyes wide with excitement. 
 
    “Now that we are here, can you tell us why,” Lily asked as they walked. 
 
    The dragon woman picked up her pace as she talked, “Do you know Astor Korr?” 
 
    Lily and Victor looked on with blank gazes. Dawn on the other hand looked to the dragon woman with wide eyes. 
 
    “Astor Korr? She was part of the Dunkirth Massacre. She is a wanted criminal,” Dawn said with a hard edge. 
 
    Shyryth continued on, not meeting the elf’s gaze. “The authority would call her a criminal, but just like many others, her actions are left to interpretation. The town was already dying by the time she arrived.” 
 
    “I feel pretty lost right now,” Victor spoke up. 
 
    Dawn’s shocked expression melted away, doubt filling her eyes. “Dunkirth was a small trading town not far from Loress. It was a prosperous town until one night, every townsfolk were gunned down by Astor. The rumor was something evil had taken hold of the people, but there was never any proof. Astor walked into town and shot every person before emptying out the bank vaults and returning to the Forsaken Lands.” 
 
    Shyryth flexed her wings as he glanced back to the elf. “I’m disappointed Dawn. The authority allows only the truths they want to hear. Considering your background, I would have thought you knew better.”  
 
    “I may have made my travels here to the Forsaken Lands from time to time, but she inspires fear on this side of the border as well. What keeps her from shooting us as soon as she sees us?” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Are we walking into a situation?” 
 
    Shyryth stopped walking, turned and looked to her three companions. “No, we are not. Vala has come to my dreams for many, many years and now I know my purpose. I also have it on good authority that Astor is not the criminal the Mage Authority says she is.  
 
    “If you feel it is too dangerous to continue into town, then we shall part ways here. Otherwise, I do believe it is in our best interest to meet with her,” Shyryth said firmly. 
 
    Victor looked to the sun as it was halfway past the horizon. Stars appeared in the clear evening sky as two moons began their ascent once again. 
 
    “I wouldn’t feel right leaving when we have come this far. I will see you to your destination,” Victor said with an even tone. 
 
    “I have no issues seeing you to town,” Lily added. 
 
    Dawn looked to everyone in turn before settling her gaze on the red dragon woman. “You promised a reward when we last spoke. It would be rude to not see it to the end, but I must warn everyone, if the Slinger pulls out a gun, it will be everyone for themselves.” 
 
    “An agreement I can live with,” Shyryth said before turning and resuming her pace. 
 
    The small group entered the outskirts of town. The sun slid lower as street lanterns began lighting on their own. A warm glow filled the main dirt road, causing shadows to move and waver. 
 
    The first thing Victor noticed was that there were no people. Lanterns glowed in the wooden buildings and homes but there was no sign of any townsfolk. Victor adjusted his hat, lifting it up slightly and looking around. Lily and Dawn also looked into empty homes and storefronts. At the end of the long street, a lone black tower stood. A large lantern could be seen through the windows at the top of the tower. Blue light shined down, blending with the lantern light. 
 
    When the group reached the midpoint of the town with all eyes on the tower, a lone figure stepped out from the base of the tower. A dark brown hat covered the person’s head as they moved with caged power. Each step spoke of confidence and knowing. The slim, lithe woman continued to walk toward the four strangers. A brown leather jacket covered her upper body, the middle open and a tight black shirt underneath. A leather belt hung at her hips; a silver gun holstered on each side. Thigh high boots covered most of her legs, leaving bare flesh along the top of her thighs and to Victor, a black bikini bottom. A scarf surrounded her neck and the Blade wondered if she meant to dress like that or he and his friends came at a bad time between changing. 
 
    The cowgirl poked up the rim of her hat and gave the four a chilly gaze with deep, almost icy blue eyes. Stopping about forty feet away, she spoke up, gibberish filling the air between them. Victor squinted as if that would help him understand the almost guttural language. Shyryth stepped forward, flexing her red wings. The cowgirl’s expression didn’t change as the dragon woman stepped closer. Shyryth continued to talk, strange words filling the air. 
 
    “What are they saying,” Victor asked as he leaned closer to Lily. 
 
    “Shyryth is saying she knew one of Astor’s previous lovers and has a proposition for her,” Lily answered in a low voice. 
 
    The blonde cowgirl eyed the dragon woman, gaze nearly burning into the dragon. Shyryth continued to speak before her voice died down and she knelt to one knee before the cowgirl. 
 
    Astor gazed down for a long moment. Her head barely nodded and she said a single word. 
 
    “Shyryth just asked Astor if she could train her to be a Slinger. Astor just said yes,” Lily filled in the Blade. 
 
    Astor turned her gaze back up, looking to Lily and then to Victor. A warm chill touched Victor’s senses and he nearly took a step back. The young Blade knew instantly the feeling, remembering when he felt it with Dawn and then Shyryth. 
 
    “Did you feel that,” Victor asked Lily. 
 
    The demon in human skin nodded. “Vala brought us here. She must have.” 
 
    Shyryth stood up and turned with a bright smile. Victor, Dawn and Lily took a step forward before they froze in their tracks. Astor lifted a hand and grabbed the dragon woman by the side of her neck and pushed. Shyryth was thrown to the ground, eyes wild as Astor’s hand gripped a gun at each hip and drew them. 
 
    A cold wind swept through the town as the Slinger pointed both six-shooters. Lily grabbed Victor by the arm, spinning him around as a staff appeared in her right hand. Victor looked around with wide eyes until he saw them. 
 
    Three malformed shadows oozed out from behind an alley. Thin long arms with oversized hands dragged their dark bodies from the shadows. Eyes turned in all directions as they moaned. Mouths gaped and sharp teeth clicked as they slowly advanced on the group.  
 
    Victor twisted his hand, sword sliding into his palm. Ready to call on his strength, he prepared for the shadows to move a little closer so he could get a good shot in. The one they encountered in the forest spoke of the shadow’s strength, but Victor felt they had a better chance this time. Lily spun her staff as Dawn drew her dagger. Victor and Lily stepped forward while Dawn stepped back. 
 
    “Dawn, hide while we…,” Victor managed before small explosions drowned everything out. 
 
    One shadow reared up as two blasts of light struck it in the main body. Light ate away at the shadow as its moans turned to horrific screams. Victor looked back to see Astor marching forward, one gun in her hand at her hip and the other one aiming. The two remaining shadows launched into the air, arms and mouths extending as they barreled down on the Blade and Shield. Victor and Lily braced themselves when light exploded again and again. 
 
    Two bolts of energy blasted through one shadow, its body contorting in midair as it screamed. Light ate away at the darkness of its black body as the last one barreled down at Lily. The demoness looked up, eyes wide with fright when Victor spent a point in Strength and rammed into her side. The demoness went sprawling fifteen feet across the dirt road. 
 
    Lily looked up to see Victor roaring defiantly at the incoming shadow. Iron sword in hand, he stabbed into the creature’s mouth, the blade appearing out the other side of its malformed head. It writhed, grunted, and screamed as shadowy hands lashed out. Victor let go of his sword and jumped back out of range of the shadow’s hands. Calling back his sword, it launched from the shadow and back into his hand. Knees bent, he readied to launch himself again for another strike when Astor stepped past him with an amused smile.  
 
    The Slinger aimed as the shadow charged. When it was within ten feet, Astor tipped her head forward, rim of her hat covering her eyes and pulled the trigger twice. Two bolts slammed into the shadow. Inhuman screams pierced the night as it thrashed. Light ate away at its body until the thing fell to the ground. Darkness broke away from its form and darted back to shadows, away from the lantern light. 
 
    Astor turned to the group, her guns sliding into their holsters and a pleasant smile on her full lips. She spoke a word or two as Victor stood, sword in hand. 
 
    If I didn’t know any better, I swear she said “You’re welcome.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    Brilliant light stabbed out from a patchy, cloudy morning. Luis pulled into his driveway, dark circles under his eyes as birds celebrated a new day. A low sigh fell from his lips as he sat, dazed from working all night. The smell of alcohol drifted from his own breath, sending a shiver of self-disgust and tired, worn-out emotions. Turning off the car, he went to unclip his seatbelt and noticed it was never clipped in. Grimacing, he opened the car door and hurled himself out into the driveway. 
 
    The fresh air stung his blunted senses, the morning light penetrating the clouds didn’t help either. Slamming the car door shut, he looked around, thankful that his nearest neighbor was several miles away, just the way he liked it. Moving like a slow zombie, he made his way to the front door, inserted a key, unlocked it and stepped in. 
 
    Closing the door behind him, Luis leaned against the wall, waiting for the kids to run up and greet him. Mind drifting, he waited as he gathered the mental strength to give them some love before collapsing in bed. The long hours at the bar were easy; it was the drinking and drugs on the job that wore out his body. Friends and patrons loved his stories and often paid in drugs for special treatment. Luis gladly accepted, knowing there wasn’t much else going on in town. A small thought glided into his addled mind, telling him he couldn’t keep this up anymore. The sleepless days started to grind on his spirit and he knew it. With another sigh, he pushed it away, not caring. 
 
    “Kids,” Luis said with a tired exhale. 
 
    The small house was silent. 
 
    Luis mustered his senses and body as he stood up from leaning against the wall. He could hear the gentle panting coming from the kitchen. Nearly stumbling forward, he made his way down the hall, walked into the kitchen and froze. 
 
    A disheveled man sat at the small white table. Salt and pepper colored his short hair as he turned cold eyes to Luis. Max, Bella and Tywin panted happily at the stranger’s bare feet. The three dogs turned their attention to Luis but stayed where they were. 
 
    Luis’s brow wrinkled into rage, “Get out of my house!” 
 
    The man reached down and scratched behind Bella’s ear, “They are beautiful. You know how to treat your animals.” 
 
    Luis tapped the side of his thigh, showing the command for the German Shepherds to come to him. The three dogs stayed, huffing and tails wagging.  
 
    “They are excellent companions. They have a lot of love for you,” the man said with a small smile. 
 
    Luis looked down at the dogs, anger in his voice “We are going to have a long talk about letting strangers in the house.” Luis changed his gaze to the intruder, “Leave or the police will be carting your body out of here. This is your last warning.” 
 
    The man with heavy stubble on his chin and wide shoulders continued to scratch Bella behind her pointed ear. “Do you know Victor Hobbs?” 
 
    Luis took a step closer. “You fucking better leave before I…,” Luis stopped as the intruder grabbed around Bella’s neck. 
 
    “I asked you a very simple question. Please answer or she may not survive the next few moments.” 
 
    Luis eyed the man in his home, rage, fear, and panic rising. “I know him. He’s my cousin. What does this have to do with you breaking into my home and threatening my kids?” 
 
    The man nodded, hand massaging Bella’s neck. “Do you know what happened to Victor recently?” 
 
    “Does he owe you money or something,” Luis asked while his mind worked on getting this guy out of his home. 
 
    The man’s grip tightened around the back of Bella’s neck. She whimpered but didn’t try to break away.  
 
    “Answer the questions,” the man said plainly. 
 
    Luis looked to Bella as he talked, “The family has been talking about it in social media. Someone went postal at his job and he was shot a few times. Last I heard, he disappeared from the hospital. Now I’m guessing he was in some pretty bad shit if you broke into my home looking for him.” 
 
    The man’s cold eyes warmed up with a wide smile. “You could say that. How well did you know Victor?” 
 
    Luis looked to the man, “We haven’t talked in a long time and to be honest, I don’t give a fuck about him and his fucked-up life. If you came here thinking he was here or I would know where he was, you wasted your time.” 
 
    The intruder kept his smile as he continued, “You are telling the truth, as far as I can smell. You can still be useful. I delved into your dreams and studied your memories before I arrived. You two used to be very close until that fight. The memory still burns you.” 
 
    “What the fuck is it to you?” 
 
    The man held Bella’s neck tight. “I am going to ask something of you. I want you to consider it deeply before you reply. Understand that you have the freedom to say yes or no, but there will be consequences to what you say. I would hate for you to give the wrong answer, and all three of these beauties have to pay for your choice.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound like I’m free at all to say what I want,” Luis huffed deeply. 
 
    The man ignored him and continued, “My god needs soldiers, those intimate with his enemies. Victor has become a new thorn in my god’s side. What if I offer you an escape from this pathetic life to sire a greater cause? What if I offer to make you stronger, faster and filled with cunning so you could destroy your enemies and my god’s enemies? What if I take you away, so you can have a divine purpose instead of this humdrum life of boredom and decay? What would you say?” 
 
    The man held Bella’s neck with a tight grip, “Time is constant but my patience is not. You have only a moment to decide…,” the man said as his gaze drifted down to Bella, “…before her light is snuffed out.” 
 
    Before Luis could say a word, the man’s large hand began to squeeze. Bella yelped loudly, her body panicking but not breaking away. Her eyes widened as she yelped again, looking to her master with animalistic fear. The third yelp stabbed at Luis as she struggled, her brothers looking to her and not making any move to defend or safe her.  
 
    Luis’s heart leapt in his chest as the man squeezed harder. “Yes! I say yes! Please stop,” Luis screamed. 
 
    The intruder let go and began rubbing Bella’s neck as if nothing happened. “Excellent. Do not worry; you can take your lovelies with us. I’m sure the five of us will be best friends. Now, let’s prepare to leave this realm and begin your destiny,” the man smiled with bright white teeth. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lily looked up from the ground as Victor stood over her, hand out. The demoness eyed him for a moment before grabbing his hand and letting him pull her up to her feet. Victor gave a small smile before tilting his head to the demon in human skin. 
 
    “Sorry I knocked you down but the shadow…,” Victor began. 
 
    Lily’s own small smile formed. “It’s fine.” 
 
    The Blade and Shield looked to each other with understanding eyes. Behind them, Dawn, Shyryth, and Astor stood in the street lantern light. The homes and stores around them began to stir, shadows moving. Dawn looked to doorways as they opened and people began to spill out. Astor called out to the town’s folks. Many of them gathered around the small group in the middle of town. 
 
    Victor and Lily were quickly swarmed, people speaking in an odd language the Blade couldn’t understand. 
 
    “They are thanking us,” Lily said as hands patted their shoulders. “They are saying they are glad others helped Astor this time.” 
 
    Lily listened as a few town folks continued as Dawn, Shyryth, and Astor moved in closer. Many of the people also rushed to Astor’s sides, bowing and thanking her profusely. The Slinger tipped her hat with a small smile.  
 
    Victor looked around bewildered, “What are they saying?” 
 
    Lily nodded as people continued to talk her ear off. “They said Astor has been defending this town from shadows for months. It seems they keep showing up in greater numbers. Often it would be one or maybe two shadows, but tonight was the first time three appeared.” 
 
    A man who looked like he could be a mayor of the town with his hat and thick gold chain around his neck, pointed to the tower and continued to rattle off. 
 
    Lily nodded. “He says since they seem to be after Astor’s munitions machine in the tower and the mayor wants us to talk some sense into her to remove it.” 
 
    Victor’s brow went up as Astor stepped through the crowd and confronted the mayor. The Slinger’s voice seemed to have an angry edge to it as she spoke to the mayor. The town’s people seemed to split down the middle as the Slinger and mayor shot heated words toward each other. After a few moments the mayor seemed to back down and talked to Lily. 
 
    Shyryth moved to Victor’s side and leaned toward his ear. “It seems the entire town is not happy a Slinger is here, even one as famous as Astor. They have had shadow attacks, but they have only increased since Astor took up residence.” 
 
    Shyryth looked to Astor as the Slinger spoke to the crowd, her tone calm. “Some are happy she is here to defend them, but others think she should leave and take her machine with her.” 
 
    Lily spoke to Victor over the murmuring crowd, “The mayor has offered us a place to sleep in the hotel over there, as thanks for our help.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I guess that’s okay, but we didn’t do anything.” 
 
    Lily moved to Victor, “There is some internal conflict here. I think the mayor is trying to convince anyone to help gain momentum on asking Astor to leave. We cannot be part of this.” 
 
    “So, we do follow the prime directive,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily blinked. 
 
    Victor’s smile dimmed, “It’s a reference to…never mind…I’ll tell you later.” 
 
    The demoness looked away and back to the crowd as they began to disperse. Victor watched as groups formed and they began to talk, eyes darting their way every little bit. Dawn eyed the town’s folk with indifferent oval eyes. Shyryth moved to Astor’s side, speaking gently to the Slinger. Astor nodded, her eyes drifting to Victor before sliding back to the dragon woman.  
 
    Victor simply witnessed everything around him as the air took on a relaxed gloom. Scratching the back of his head, the whole situation felt weirder and weirder. Seeing Shyryth and Astor talking caused the Blade to try and digest what exactly was happening. Shyryth asked for company to a town in the middle of nowhere to become a Slinger. The town was divided on whether a hero Slinger should stay or go, and freaky shadows keep showing up, trying to do god knows what to the people of this realm.  
 
    Through the gloom of heavy thoughts, a hand touched Victor’s arm, snapping him back to reality. Lily stood with purple eyes on him, her usually grumpy exterior holding a new sense of calm. 
 
    “Don’t dwell too much on it. Remember our goal, to bring Vala back to the people of all realms,” Lily said in a low voice. 
 
    The demoness looked to Shyryth and Astor with knowing eyes. “Do you sense them?” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the dragon woman and Slinger. The air took on a warm edge as the two women continued to talk, Astor’s gaze meeting Victor’s. Senses dialed up; he could almost feel the warm glow of the pair caressing his heart. It was the same feeling he noticed when he met Dawn. Shyryth promised a reward but Astor was new and didn’t speak the same language. The Blade wondered how he could even communicate that he was sent by a goddess to help open her soul to Vala’s light. 
 
    Lily caught Victor’s gaze on Astor and Shyryth. “They know and feel what you’re feeling. Vala’s web connects all of us who worship her.” 
 
    “Is that your way of saying love is the ultimate translator,” Victor smiled wide. 
 
    Lily shook her head before she walked away. Victor looked to the Shield as she moved to a single-story wooden building. Above the doorway was a sign the Blade could not read but seeing Lily pause, looked to him and step inside, showed that it most likely was the town’s hotel. Victor was about to follow when a hand took hold of his. The Blade looked down at the pale hand holding him and then looked up to see Dawn’s intense gaze. 
 
    “I just want to remind you, you still owe me a favor,” Dawn said with a serious edge. 
 
    Victor nodded, “I haven’t forgotten.” 
 
    The elf with glasses nodded. “Good, just so we are clear.” 
 
    The Blade nodded as Dawn turned away and began walking toward the hotel. Victor stood in the street as his eyes wandered to Astor and Shyryth. The pair had moved to the black stone tower at the end of the street. The Slinger opened the door and allowed the dragon woman to enter. Victor stayed where he was, watching with a fleeting wonder until Astor looked to him and gave a tiny, shy smile. The Blade returned the smile as she stepped in behind Shyryth and closed the door. 
 
    The evening desert air flowed over the Blade as the town seemed to brighten a little. Folk moved about, some still talking in the street while others brought out bottles of liquor and began passing them out. A celebratory mood took root, the people seemingly happy that the shadows were killed once again. 
 
    Victor almost wanted to join them when weakness crawled into his battered frame. The journey and the shadows took a lot out of the Blade. The last few days were a blur of adventure but despite the excitement, he could honestly say he was exhausted. Looking to the hotel, the young man began his shambling walk to the front doors. Thoughts floated on imaginary beds. Stepping inside, he noticed the place had a front desk, a bar off to the side, and many tables and chairs filling the main room. To the back was a long hallway that appeared to lead to many rooms. Most the tables and chairs in the main room were filled with town’s people. A bartender worked the bar and a woman at the front desk simply smiled. Victor smiled back, walking past the woman and into the main dining room. The bartender spotted the young man and raced from behind the bar. He grabbed a chair and pulled it out. Victor didn’t understand why he was being so nice. Gazing about, many lifted drinks to him and smiled. 
 
    Victor smiled back when a large dish of food was served with meat and potatoes. A large wooden mug of ale was placed by his plate. When Victor looked up to thank the bartender, but he was already back behind the bar, smiling and cleaning another mug. Hunger welled up and before Victor knew it, he was cutting large chunks of meat and chewing like he hadn’t eaten in forever.  
 
    The more you exert yourself, the more energy you will need. 
 
    Victor silently nodded to himself as he continued to feast. When the plate was empty and the ale gone, the Blade barely made it to his feet, eyes getting heavier by the moment. The woman from behind the desk moved to his side and beckoned with a finger. Victor followed, assuming she was directing him to his room. The walk to the hallway was quick as the young woman moved to a door and opened it. 
 
    Victor thanked her, but immediately saw confusion in her eyes. With a small bow, he simply smiled. The woman smiled back and walked off. The Blade lingered at the door, wondering which room Lily might be in. The demoness didn’t wait for him so he assumed she might be just as tired as he was. Turning to the room, a large simple bed took up the middle, night stands on each side and an open doorway to a crude bathroom was to the right. A single window looked out into a dark alley. A lantern hung from a metal peg, giving the simple room a gentle glow. Two square wooden pillars stood before the bed, closer to the walls. 
 
    A warm dreaminess whispered to the worn-out Blade. Thoughts jumbled as he closed the door and walked closer to the large, comfortable looking bed. Mental images of Lily and Dawn drifted along the Blade’s mind, feeling the connections as they strengthened. Vala had a plan and Victor knew he was an instrument of her desires. He just wished he knew where it would lead to.  
 
    Flopping into bed face first, his tired mind rose and fell with inner tides. The Blade tried to question his role but couldn’t get a coherent thought in. He agreed to help a goddess but why did it seem more than what it was. Why did she seek him out of everyone in the universe, or realms? It was a question that touched the background of his thoughts, but only now he could even begin to ask himself. 
 
    The siren song of sleep called out and Victor’s eyelids grew heavy. The comfortable bed caressed his tired body and he passed out into the deep abyss. Points of light glowed in the dark, calling to him like lost souls in the vast ocean. A sliver of pain touched his heart and ran along his blood. Victor’s dream self swam lazily through the dark waters as a mist crawled toward him. It sang like an old friend and the Blade found himself swimming toward it. He almost reached the approaching mist when a noise invaded his inner realm. The loud noise came again and before Victor could realize where it was coming from, he was pulled back into his body. 
 
    Eyes blinking, the Blade sat up as he heard another loud knock. Stumbling to his feet, he was halfway across the room when the door opened. Astor slipped in and closed the door, pointing one of her rune covered guns directly at Victor’s chest. The Blade froze as she gave him a wicked smirk and moved with purpose, covering the short distance and pressing the barrel of the gun to Victor’s throat. 
 
    Victor stood with hands at his sides and eyes on the blonde beauty. Astor leaned in close, a mischievous glow in her blue eyes and gun barrel resting against Victor’s throat. The warm glow was back, filling the space between them but Victor didn’t back down. Instead, he kept his gaze steady as the room became still. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t offend you,” Victor said calmly. 
 
    Astor’s brow wrinkled for a moment before stepping back with gun in hand. Left hand rising up, she clicked the cylinder open and showed it to the Blade. Victor looked down to see the gun chambers were empty. Looking back up, Astor’s eyes were wide just like her smile. The Slinger closed the cylinder and shoved the gun back in its holster.   
 
    Victor kept his gaze steady until his eyes widened a hair. Astor took hold of her belt and unbuckled it. Resting the guns on a coat peg along the wall, she gave the Blade a sly grin as her hands went back to her clothes. Fingers undid buttons and soon her shirt came off. Hands moved to the thigh high boots and she slid her leg out of one and then the other.  
 
    Victor simply stood, watching the Slinger undress. Her breasts hung freely, small and defying gravity. Pink nipples pointed outward as her slender body moved, removing clothes one piece at a time. As articles of clothing fell away, Victor could not look away from her hypnotic body. Smooth skin ran along her athletic frame. When she turned slightly, Victor’s eyes lowered to her firm, round ass. Fingers dug into the sides of her bikini bottom and slipped them down. A tuft of blonde hair and blooming pink lips rewarded the staring Blade. 
 
    When the last bit of clothing touched the floor, Astor stepped closer, pressing her chest to Victor’s. Hat still on, she leaned in and licked up from his bottom lip to the tip of his nose. The Blade smiled as she eyed him like a piece of meat, the warmth in the room beginning to rise. Blood flowed unchained and the Blade noticed a stirring in his loins.  
 
    Astor said a few words but Victor didn’t understand what they meant. Seeing the confusion in his eyes, Astor took hold of his belt buckle and began to undo it. Seeing what she meant, he helped her along by taking off his shirt. Before his shirt touched the ground, Astor undid his leggings and reached down to his hardening member. Fingers caressed the thickening shaft as she looked at him, desire dripping from her eyes. Whispers touched Victor’s mind as the room began to spin. Nature roared, drowning out the whispers. Hand’s moving; he touched her thin waist, holding her to him. Astor let out small gasp, her stomach touching his. The leather pants fell around Victor’s ankles and he stepped out. 
 
    Cock rising under its own power, it touched her inner thigh and proceeded up. When the tip reached the top of her inner thighs, wetness touched him. Astor kept her hand between them, short strokes along his member. Victor cupped her firm ass, holding her and enjoying her touch. Astor’s hips moved; her womanhood gliding along the tip of his cock as her hand matched the rhythm. The longer they stood, the more Victor felt dizzy. A familiar hunger grew, causing his cock to throb in wanting desire. 
 
    Astor could see the need in his eyes. Smiling, she lowered down to her knees. Victor’s gaze followed, her lips wrapping around his cock. With a quick inhale, she wasted no time, head bobbing along his rigid shaft. Moans rolled up her throat, along her tongue and against his cock as she sucked with her own needs.  
 
    Vala’s song played on, urging Victor to move his cock to Astor’s tempo. The Slinger suckled on his member, tongue swirling. Time slowed down as passion and lust crashed into their spirits. Astor pulled away from the Blade’s cock, a string of salvia connecting his throbbing member to her lips. Standing up, she pushed the Blade hard, forcing him to sit on the edge of the bed.  
 
    Victor stayed where he was as Astor stepped to him. Knee up, she slid on top of his lap, wet lips sandwiching his cock between them. The Slinger faced the Blade with a happy smile. A hand snaked between them as thighs lifted her body up. Victor returned her smile as she pressed his cock to her wet opening. Tightness slipped down Victor as he held Astor’s waist. The Blade marveled on how tight she was, holding him in a strong grip. Astor curled her arms around his neck, her hips betraying her as she moved on his rock-hard cock.  
 
    The movements were gentle, bodies entwined. Astor pressed her face to Victor’s neck. The movement between them was sensual, slow and intimate. Wetness spilled down between them as Victor held her close. Breaths mingled as Victor squeezed her firm ass, helping her along on his cock. The connection blazed bright as no words were spoken, just the gentle movement of connected bodies. Astor moaned before teeth and lips closed on his neck. Victor grunted as she bit him and then began some gentle sucking on his flesh. He couldn’t believe how hard he was as she moved up and down on him. Soft breasts pressed against his hard chest; the tiredness Victor felt before long gone. 
 
    Astor’s tempo grew, forcing herself on this throbbing member. The heat between them turned into a fire. The moans grew louder as she continued to impale herself on the Blade. Victor couldn’t think, his mind and body focused on the beautiful Slinger as she sank down to his base, squeezing the entire time. The gentle suckling at his neck caused the walls to crack, knowing he was ready to come at any moment. 
 
    Astor’s thrusts up and down reached a fevered pitch when she lifted her head from Victor’s neck, her hat falling to the floor and her breathing getting louder. Eye closed, she rode Victor, inches appearing and disappearing between them. Body moving with purpose, she held onto the Blade forcing him to the hilt when she bit her lip. Body shuddering, she moaned in delight. 
 
    Victor tried to hold it together as she continued to ride him, milking out her orgasm with each thrust. Wetness splashed between them, Victor smiling as she squirted. The smile turned to an urging panic as that had been the last straw. Cock thickening, it pushed at tight inner walls. Astor’s eyes opened as she looked into Victor’s eyes. He held her, helping her along as she bounced on his lap. The Slinger nodded as her body shuddered again and again. The Blade let out a long groan as his cock stiffened and exploded. Vibrant seed blasted from his member, filling the tight space in a blink of an eye. Wetness surged, come mingling with her juices. Astor cried out, another shudder crashing into her thin body. Squeezing her ass, Victor took control, forcing her movements to his unspoken commands, sliding up and down on his cock, milking him of every last drop. Bodies slowing, Victor held the Slinger close as she hugged him around the neck. Astor rested her head on his, still riding his cock. Energy swirled between the couple, Victor basking in Vala’s light. Astor opened her eyes, the energy dancing along their bodies. A silent understanding passed between them, moving to their connection, their hearts filling with light. 
 
    The door opened and a body slipped in. Victor looked past Astor’s neck to Shyryth. The dragon woman was smiling as she undid her robe, opened it and shrugged it off. Astor moved, keeping Victor in her as Shyryth flexed her red wings to let the robe fall to the floor. The warmth in the room never dimmed as the Blade watched the naked dragon woman approach. Red nipples nearly glowed in the lantern light as heavy breasts bobbed with each step. Strong hips and thighs moved with caged power as she stepped closer. A tail snaked around from behind and Victor’s eyes drank in her beauty and hairless slit. 
 
    “We can’t thank you enough,” Shyryth said, reaching out and touching Astor’s hair. 
 
    Victor held Astor as she rode him, his cock not weakening. “I didn’t do much.” 
 
    Shyryth looked to the Blade with kind eyes. “You don’t understand, do you? You brought Vala’s light to our worlds. She is coming back and we are all part of it. Something we knew in our hearts has finally come to pass. Vala has chosen you, and we will be there when she resurrects from the dead.” 
 
    Astor let out a moan before pulling herself free from Victor. The Slinger crawled onto the bed, laying on her side and running her fingers between her thighs. A swirling motion caused a longer moan, her eyes closed and licking her lips. 
 
    Shyryth looked down as Victor’s stiff member with a sly smile. “A reward was promised.” 
 
    The dragon woman stepped past the Blade and crawled onto the bed. Astor continued to finger herself, lost to sweet bliss as Shyryth stayed on all fours. Victor turned to see the dragon woman bending her body, her smooth slit ripe for the taking. Shyryth turned her head a looked past her shoulder, wings molding to her back. 
 
    “Take it,” Shyryth winked. 
 
    Victor crawled onto the bed, the moans of Astor and wetness gleaming from Shyryth’s oval opening. Unable to resist, he pressed his mouth to her slit, tongue running along pink folds. Shyryth let out an amused gasp as the Blade explored. An intoxicating scent and taste took hold of the young man as his tongue moved. A soothing calm fell over his heat as his rigid member bounced. Suckling on pink lips, his hands took hold of her hips, keeping her in place. The dragon’s red scaled tail moved along his body as small coos filled the room. Wetness surged and the Blade happily lapped it up. Eyes open, he noticed her round ass around him and a tight, wrinkled hole right above his nose. The whispers called out and Victor wanted more. 
 
    Pulling away, the Blade moved behind the dragon on all fours. Taking hold of his member, he guided the tip to her wet opening. The young man admired Shyryth’s prone body. Scales covered her arms from the elbow out and from the knees down but the rest of her body was covered in smooth pale skin. The dragon’s round ass was spread open, ready for Victor to plunge his sword. Pressing his cock to her pink opening, Shyryth moved, coating wetness over Victor’s purple head. 
 
    “I…I can’t wait…anymore…,” Shyryth whined in a low voice, her eyes pleading. 
 
    Victor gave a warm smile as one hand grabbed her hip and the other held her tail. With arm and hips moving, he invaded her inner realm while pulling her to him. Shyryth relented, sliding along Victor’s throbbing member until she reached the base. A growl and moan filled the air as she began to slide on him. Victor admired the dragon as she moved with a heated need. The sound of bodies continued their dance as Astor opened her eyes and massaged her throbbing clit with renewed desire. Sultry gasps and moans sang on. 
 
    Victor’s hips pumped with power as he felt a little less sensitive. The need to come was there but it seemed so far away. Watching the dragon woman moan and push on his rock-hard cock pulled his need for release closer. The pace was slow but it was there. Hips slapped against the dragon’s ass, ramming inches into her hot, sultry space. Claws dug into the sheets, ripping them as Shyryth buried her face in a pillow, a muffled scream rising up. The dragon’s upper body pressed to the bed, her ass up and pummeled by Victor’s desires. Astor continued to rub herself, admiring Victor as he worked the dragon into submission. The Blade couldn’t help but look to the dragon, then to Astor and back to the dragon. The energy in the room was stifling. Power reached out, touching all involved and a faint glimpse of a smiling goddess touched the back of Victor’s mind. 
 
    Shyryth screamed into the pillow again and again, clutching to it for dear life. Victor grabbed each side of her hips, driving his needs to the breaking point. The dragon’s tail whipped up and caressed his neck as the young man’s inner world was rising to the top. Grunting, he pushed with all his might into the sturdy dragon. When she shuddered, all hope was lost. The dragon lifted up her upper body, gasping for breath as Victor drove himself as deep as he could go, his cock spurting molten seed. Power flared between the Blade and dragon woman, energy dancing across their eyes. Bodies moved to a symphony of lust, Shyryth unable to stop the storm of orgasms assaulting her nerves. Wings flexed up as she curved her body for maximum penetration. Victor saw nothing but beauty as he invaded the wanting dragon. Energy sparked along nerves as they continued, their connection blazing bright. 
 
    “This…this is a…good start…,” Shyryth moaned and looked over her shoulder, “But the evening has just begun.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Victor lay on his back, eyes staring at the ceiling while a Slinger and dragon woman snuggled on each side of his naked body. Soreness ran along tired muscles but Victor could not contain the hint of excitement. Mind exploding with possibilities, he called up his stats. Ghostly words and numbers formed in his vision as Shyryth snuggled closer and Astor wrapped a leg over his thighs. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 3/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 3 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 1 
 
    Con (Nano)- 1 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will (Holy)- 1 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 1 
 
     
 
    Swords    
 
    Iron Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
      
 
    Victor settled in, taking inventory of his body. Energies glowed in his mind and parts of his body. Mentally, he reached out and touched the energies, feeling them move to his will. A small smile crept into his cheeks as he understood the basics. Taking hold of two divine orbs, the power crackled in his mind and heart. Faraway eyes opened and looked down on the Blade. Victor knew he needed to use the orbs to gain his power. Eyeing the Mind Sphere, phantom fingers curled around the orbs and directed them. 
 
    Energy blazed for a moment and then faded away. Trickles of power entered the Mind Sphere and a power glowed in Victor’s spirit.  
 
    You have gained Read/Speak Languages. Passive ability. 
 
    Victor smiled wider as the ability appeared on his mystical stat sheet. Eyebrow rising, he noticed the orbs were still there, pushing on his inner self to be used. The Blade looked to his Strength stat and mentally pushed an orb to it. Power flared again as it sank down into his muscles and bones, turning the Strength stat from one to two.  
 
    The Blade looked again to his stats, wondering where to spend the second orb. As tempting as it was to put it all in strength, deep down he knew the other stats will come in handy in different situations. Remembering how he used his charisma to stun Shyryth from roasting him alive in the library, Victor nodded to himself and pushed the orb into his charisma stat. Power flared from his face and his heart, turning the charisma stat from one to two. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 3/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 2 
 
    Con (Nano)- 1 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will (Holy)- 1 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 2 
 
     
 
    Swords    
 
    Iron Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
      
 
    Victor looked at the top of the ghostly words and numbers and saw that he had one divine orb left. Mentally he tried to take hold but it didn’t budge from deep within his spirit. Brow wrinkling, he tried again. The Blade let his mind relax as he figured he needed at least two divine orbs before he can spend them. 
 
    Astor partially opened her sleepy eyes and looked to Victor in a dreamy state. “I can help you sleep.” 
 
    Victor looked to the Slinger, smile lingering as he understood every word now, “Maybe in a minute.” 
 
    Astor kept her dreamy eyes on the Blade. “You speak after all. I thought you only grunt and moan.” 
 
    Victor let out a laugh, “Sometimes.” 
 
    Shyryth was next to open her eyes. “I can feel you…getting stronger. Vala will be pleased.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Victor said with a playful edge. 
 
    The dragon woman nodded as she snuggled close. “She has come to me…in my dreams…whispering such knowledge.” 
 
    Shyryth placed her scaled hand on Victor’s chest, “A gift from the goddess.” 
 
    Red power glowed. Victor looked down as warm energy spilled into his chest, gliding across his shoulder and sinking into his right arm. The Blade couldn’t help himself as he lifted his arm, a burning sensation touching between shoulder blades where Vala’s symbol was inked into his skin. Ink swirled along his arm and pooled together next to the tattoo of his iron sword. Just below it, the ink took shape and shifted into another sword, symbols and runes covering the handle and along the blade. 
 
    Hand up, the new sword slid into his hand and when his fingers closed around the pommel, the mystical weapon anchored to his spirit. The Blade eyed the sword, looking it over and drinking in the four symbols clustered just below the hilt. The runes spoke to him and he understood what they were; symbols of fire, water, air, and earth. 
 
    “It’s an Elemental Sword. When you use it, the blade will be engulfed in the element you choose. A fine weapon for fighting with different elemental attacks,” Shyryth said with a sleepy tone. 
 
    Victor nodded as the sword sank into his palm and took its place next to his iron sword. “This is a good start.” 
 
    Astor reached over and took hold of the Blade’s half hard manhood. “Vala demands satisfaction and so do I.” 
 
    Victor smiled as she stroked him until he was fully hard. Silently the Slinger crawled onto him, holding Victor’s cock and sliding down his rigid staff. The soreness seemed to fade away as the Slinger seductively moved her hips, taking every inch. 
 
    Shyryth held the Blade close as Astor rode him. “Vala has whispered to us to go with you but we cannot…not now. There is too much to do here. Know in your heart, we will come to you when the time is right.” 
 
    Victor found it hard to concentrate as Astor moaned her delight. “Come with me?” 
 
    The Slinger looked down with sultry eyes. “I have to train Shyryth, and we can’t do it as long as you are a distraction. But, one night we will come.” 
 
    The young man simply nodded as Shyryth leaned in, kissing the Blade as Astor moved to her own needs. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor groaned as sweat covered bodies collapsed at his sides. The hue of lustful demands glowed against abused senses. Reality darkened as the Blade found it difficult to stay awake. Shyryth and Astor took turns kissing him before passing out. Victor fought the incoming darkness but his body and spirit were used up. The abyss swallowed him, and he sank like a stone into her depths. 
 
    Purple lights glowed in the deepening darkness. A mist flowed from nowhere, caressing his sore muscles. Gravity took hold and the Blade found himself moving sideways through the purple and black dreamscape. A hand reached out and took hold of his. Before Victor could respond, mist flowed around him. 
 
    Eyes blinking, the dreamscape shifted and condensed until a misty forest appeared around him. Looking to his side as he stood, Lily was there in her demoness form, giving the Blade a small smile. Victor turned his attention to the area. Looking at it, he saw he was at the bottom of Vala’s mountain. Glancing up, he could see the glowing lanterns of Luna Springs halfway up. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to linger in the dreamscape. It was better to pull you here as soon as possible,” Lily said. 
 
    “How on earth,” Victor began. 
 
    “Not on earth,” Lily stated and continued, “You will get the hang of realm walking after a few more tries. For now, let’s climb the mountain and let Cassandra know we’re home.” 
 
    The pair began walking toward the base of the mountain. Victor looked at his new tattoo, new questions rising to the top of his mind. 
 
    “I was able to use two Divine Orbs to increase my stats but how come I couldn’t use my third orb?” 
 
    Lily nodded as they walked. “Vala’s power is in companionship as well as healing, lust, love and sex. It takes two or more spirits to gain an ability or power.” 
 
    The succubus eyed Victor, “I assume you have the language ability?” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I do.” 
 
    “Good, that should make our lives easier as we travel realms.” 
 
    Victor looked ahead as they walked, “Shyryth and Astor said they couldn’t come with us, not now. What did they mean by that?” 
 
    “We are able to pull each other to Vala’s realm but we can only do it for those who worship the goddess as well. Maybe what we see next will help you understand.” 
 
    Lily increased her pace and Victor kept up. The misty forest around them began to part and odd stone structures came into view as the mountain loomed above them. Victor remembered looking down to the base of the mountain and seeing strange structures but this was the first time he walked to them. Remembering the fight with one of Baaldir’s War Wolves, he wasn’t in any condition to see where he was dragged. Now that he was up and able, he drank it all in. 
 
    Broken and shattered stone homes stood in silent decay. Roofs had collapsed and walls were cracked or open completely with jagged holes. A sense of sad dread touched Victor’s senses as he looked around. After images of a vibrant town, filled with those who follow Vala washed on his mind and then the images were gone. Heart heavy, Victor could feel the loss Vala carried as faint ghosts seemed to haunt the destroyed town. 
 
    Lily stopped and looked to the ruins. “I wasn’t here when it happened hundreds of years ago, but Cassandra told me the stories. She read the tomes, written by survivors. The Gods and Goddesses across the realms grew jealous of Vala’s power and influence. They plotted and planned before launching a war across the realms. Those who worshipped Vala were hunted down and executed for the crimes of love. Temples were destroyed and entire towns and cities were wiped out during the Rage War.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes slide downward, her gaze on the cracked stone street. “Men, women and children were slaughtered, anyone with even the slightest association to Vala. The goddess commanded many priests and priestesses to bring as many as they could to Vala’s realm for safety. They knew peace for a time, hoping to ride out the war. But, even Vala could not protect them forever. Baaldir led the assault here. In Vala’s realm, no one can be killed under her protection but Baaldir twisted and perverted the edges of her power with his own. Only a god or goddess can break another’s power but it takes a heavy toll. Baaldir was weakened but his armies were not.” 
 
    Lily stepped to a broken stone home, hand touching a cracked wall. “Most were slain and some escaped to other realms. The enemy armies were too vast and the entire mountain was set to flame. For a long time, nothing lived here. Cassandra was touched and tasked by Vala to be a Keeper. She accepted and entered the realm. It took her decades to rebuild the springs and homes halfway up the mountain before her body grew too weak to continue. She stayed and long after, I showed up.” 
 
    Victor moved to Lily’s side, hand touching her waist. The succubus turned to the Blade, her eyes glistening in the moonlight. 
 
    “Vala’s strength is returning. We can bring back it all back,” Victor said with small, confident smile. 
 
    Lily blinked away wet eyes and gave a slight head nod. “She chose us for a reason, right?” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I don’t think it was just because of our good looks.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened as Victor smirked. The succubus closed her fist and hit the bottom of it against the Blade’s chest. Lily turned away and began walking to a wide path and the stone steps leading up the mountain. 
 
    “Let’s get going. I hope you’re rested because we still have a lot to do.” 
 
    Victor followed, eyes drifting to Lily’s round firm ass and swaying tail as she took a step onto the ancient staircase. 
 
    The climb up was quicker than Victor thought. The Blade over-thought the situation and abilities to such a degree; he looked up and saw that he was at the springs. Mist and water flowed, sending a relaxing vibration along tired and battered muscles.  
 
    The Blade thought they were going to head to Cassandra’s lodge but Victor noticed Lily turn and head for the springs. Following along, they reached the edge of the heated waters and the succubus began to undress. Pale purple skin glowed in the moonlight as clothes fell to the floor. Without looking back, Lily’s nude body sank into the steamy waters and a sigh fell from her dark lips. 
 
    Victor smiled before he pulled his clothes off in quick succession. Naked, he stepped to the waters and sank down until only his neck and head were above water. Swimming along, Lily eyed him with seductive eyes, finger between bared teeth. 
 
    “I thought we were going to get back to work,” Victor said as he swam to Lily’s side, hand moving underwater along her smooth thigh. 
 
    The succubus leaned back against the spring pool. “We are, but time in the springs will replenish and heal our bodies. Aside from sleep, this is the next best thing to recover from our journeys.” 
 
    Fingers moved along inner thighs as Victor sat beside the succubus. “I hope you don’t mind. This realm always seems to…” 
 
    “Light your fire,” Lily finished. “If I minded, I would have simply told you no.” 
 
    The succubus looked to the Blade, her thighs parting and allowing his fingers to caress her womanhood.  
 
    “I enjoyed our time…at the inn,” Victor said as fingers massaged the succubus. 
 
    Lily’s eyes closed halfway, a sigh leaving her lips. “I did too. I think it’s important you…our relationship is important not only to Vala…but to me.” 
 
    “Even if that relationship is with a weak guy like myself,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Lily closed her eyes, her hand wrapping around Victor’s hard cock. “I’m sorry I said that. We all start small and have to grow. I was being foolish.” 
 
    “You’re forgiven. Don’t let it happen again,” Victor said with a playfully smug edge. 
 
    Lily’s lip curled into a wry smile as she pulled on his member hard. Victor sucked in a quick inhale and relaxed as she stroked him a little more gently. The two mutually played with each other, the warm waters massaging tired bodies.  
 
    Victor noticed that the soreness bled away. Energy returned to muscles and the Blade felt better with each passing moment. Lily’s touch helped him along, bliss wrapping around him like a warm blanket.  
 
    Lily’s breathing quickened as Victor massaged her clit. The swirling motion caused her to bite her lip as hips moved slightly to his touch. The pair lost track of time and space as their bodies moved to Vala’s whispers. When bodies were getting close to climax, a shadow touched the steamy pool. 
 
    “You’re back,” Cassandra said with a toothless smile. 
 
    Victor froze as Lily continued to stroke him. Eyes turning to the haggard keeper, she looked down through the misty waters to Lily stroking him. Victor’s face grew hot as he noticed the old woman lick her lips. 
 
    “Uh…hi Cassandra,” Victor managed as Lily stroked him a little faster. 
 
    “Don’t be embarrassed,” Cassandra cackled, “It’s nothing I haven’t seen or done before. You two enjoy yourself.” 
 
    Victor wanted to enjoy himself, but Cassandra stayed where she was, watching them. The three is a crowd feeling stabbed at Victor, but he was surprised that he didn’t wilt to Cassandra’s gaze. Lily let out a long moan, her body shuddering to Victor’s touch. Sucking in a breath, she enjoyed the orgasm as she continued to stroke the Blade. Victor noticed his needs rising and despite Cassandra’s steady gaze, the Blade’s cock thickened and white come spurted into the spring waters. 
 
    “So nice…,” Cassandra smiled. 
 
    Victor tried to not laugh, hand covering his smile. Lily sighed again and stood up, water running down her body. The succubus turned to Victor, water dripping off her full breasts and down toned, smooth skin. 
 
    “Rest is over. We need to get you to Tempest,” Lily stated. 
 
    Victor looked up, “What’s in Tempest?” 
 
    “Another basic ability you’re going to need. I do have to warn you; the Tempest realm is incredibly dangerous. It is home to Baaldir and his zealots. He is the ruling god there and his influence is everywhere. We shouldn’t trust anyone unless we know they are part of Vala’s path.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “What ability is in the Tempest Realm?” 
 
    Lily moved to the edge of the spring pool, Cassandra handing the succubus her clothes. “I noticed you were able to increase your strength and speed for a short time in Eddor. In the Tempest realm, your first ability should be the power to increase your strength and speed for a longer duration. Your influence over your body will be fine-tuned and last much longer then they currently are now.” 
 
    “Sounds great,” Victor said as she stood up, cupping his manhood and balls in front of Cassandra. 
 
    “Prude,” Cassandra cackled. 
 
    Lily pulled up her leather pants as she eyed Victor. “Our bodies are temples to Vala and…” 
 
    “I know…I know. It’s just a little weird for me,” Victor’s eyes met Cassandra’s gaze, “…it’s just…I feel I need to be respectful.” 
 
    The keeper nodded, “That’s sweet…but I still want to see your cock.” 
 
    Lily laughed as she pointed at Victor. The Blade’s face became beet red as he moved to the edge of the pool, grabbed his clothes and quickly tried to get dressed, his body still soaking wet. The Blade flailed as he tried to get dress in a hurry. Cassandra slipped a backpack from her back and handed it to Lily. 
 
    “It was nice to weave a pack again for your journeys. There are enough provisions, change of clothes and two sleeping bags for your travels.” 
 
     Victor eyed the small pack, “All of that fits in there?” 
 
    Cassandra nodded, a disappointed gleam in her eyes as Victor was fully dressed. “The pack works off the same quantum mechanics as the realms. It is bigger on the inside then the outside so you can store many items. I would suggest you don’t put anything living inside. Once the flap closes there is no air inside, so food lasts longer.” 
 
    Lily took the pack, “Thank you.” 
 
    “It’s like Dr. Who’s Tardis,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily and Cassandra blinked a few times before they looked to each other. Victor stood, mentally smacking himself in the head. 
 
    We really need to stop doing that. It just makes us sound crazy. 
 
    Cassandra blew a kiss to the Blade and Shield and began to walk away. Lily slung the pack over her shoulder and grabbed Victor’s hand. The two made their way to the oval cave opening just beyond the springs. Waterfalls fell on either side as they stood before the misty cave. 
 
    An image of Dawn floated into Victor’s mind, his mouth frowning slightly. He never had a chance to say goodbye to the elf with glasses. He wondered if she would have denied coming to Vala’s realm just like Shyryth and Astor. Glancing back, thoughts swirled with the history lesson from Lily and the ruins at the bottom of the mountain. Deep down, he knew he wanted to change it, make things better. The fire in his belly grew, the horrific imaginings of Lily’s words stoking the flames. Vala had set him on a path to resurrect her from the dead and he knew they could succeed if they stayed strong, no matter what came at them. 
 
    Lily looked to Victor’s faraway gaze, “The connections we build are real. Every person who touches Vala’s power will be there in one way or another. When Vala becomes more powerful, the faithful will be drawn to us…follow us. For now, we have to fight on.” 
 
    Victor looked to the succubus with sad eyes. “I can feel it too, Vala’s power, but it feels like it’s on a knife’s edge. What if one or both of us die? What happens to Vala?” 
 
    Lily’s head tilted forward, shadows covering her red eyes. “I don’t want to think about it. I have dwelled here in Vala’s realm for years, waiting for the time she commanded me…us to bring her back. I know in my heart, I won’t fail.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I feel it too.” 
 
    Lily looked up, a small smile forming. “I…trust you…as my Blade.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I trust you, as my Shield.” 
 
    The pair gazed into each other’s eyes, lost in the strength of their growing bond. Lily squeezed Victor’s hand before gently pulling him with her. Victor stepped along, their bodies melting into the misty cave and vanishing from sight. 
 
    Cassandra looked on the cave in the distance, her white-haired head nodding and warmth in her heart. 
 
    “Vala bless you on your journey,” the Keeper whispered and blew a silent kiss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    Victor held tight onto Lily’s hand as they walked through the black mists. Time lost all meaning and a small dizziness took root in Victor’s mind. A glow shined in the distance as the mists began to part. Lily picked up the pace as did Victor. The Blade mentally prepared himself as they rushed to the bright light. The knowledge of entering the Tempest realm didn’t sit completely well with the realm walker, but he knew that things would get a whole lot worse before they got better. It is better to grin and bear it since panicking really doesn’t help anyone. 
 
    The glow of new powers rushed into the Blade’s thoughts as they reached the light. It should be simple, find Vala’s acolytes, spend some time together and new powers should present themselves. Piece of cake on a pie, Victor thought but a darkness gnawed at him as they passed through the barrier between realms and into the blinding light. 
 
    Victor blinked the brightness away as reality fell into place. When the world solidified, the Blade’s head shot from side to side as real panic set in. A lush jungle surrounded what looked like a small village. Huts stood in small patches as wild birds flew high above. The air was heavy with humidity and warm, bordering too hot. Sweat beaded on Victor’s brow while Lily fell to a fighting stance, her skin not affected by the humidity. The succubus’s hand went out, staff appearing but Victor stood, stunned. 
 
    The village around them was filled with lizard-like people. They stopped what they were doing, slitted eyes turning to the two intruders in the middle of their village. The air became very still as Victor and Lily stared at the lizard people and they stared back. As if no one knew what to do for a solid moment, all activity grinded to a halt.  
 
    Victor drank in their appearance, small scaly snouts with almost human like heads. They had no hair as small blunted ridges ran from their forehead, over their head and connected with their spines. Small tails stiffened as scaled hands and feet flexed. Smooth, primitive clothes made from animal skins barely covered their bodies. The scales seemed to smooth out to light green flesh, similar to Shyryth’s body but they didn’t have wings and shorter tails. 
 
    Victor took a deep breath as the stunned silence between them turned into edges of chaos. The Blade was ready to yell out they come in peace but was quickly stopped as a lizard person ran from outside of the village, towards the middle where Victor and Lily stood. 
 
    “Invaders,” the lizard man screamed into the small village. 
 
    Victor and Lily shook their heads, ready to shout back they didn’t want to hurt anyone when movement from the surrounding forest shifted. Lizard people dispersed, males and females grabbing spears leaning against huts while other’s grabbed young and older lizard people, pulling them to huts for safety. Chaos rushed into the small village as bodies emerged from the jungle edge. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened as he saw people, humans bent down with spears, crude nets and rocks tied to vine-like ropes approach. Their bodies were covered in war paint patterns and an aggressive, threatening fire glowed in their eyes. The lizard people moved, taking a defensive position at the edge of the village, spear points out. A human shouted a roar and the invaders rushed forward like a living wave.   
 
    “Who do we defend,” Victor said out loud.      
 
    Lily held her staff sideways, eyes wide. “I…don’t know,” the succubus said in a low, unsure voice. 
 
    Victor noticed the lizard people seemed to ignore them as they formed a defensive line at the incoming invaders. The Blade witnessed the look of fear in their eyes as they readied for the rushing humans. Fire boiled in the Blade’s gut as chaos and confusion gave way to a need to defend. 
 
    Hand out, the elemental sword shot from his wrist into Victor’s hand. Taking a stance and a deep breath, power coiled into muscles and he bolted forward. Lily turned to see Victor rushing to the lizard people’s defensive line. The horde of savages rushing toward them cried out in war lust as the distance between the village and the jungle grew smaller with each passing second.  
 
    Make an impression! Stun them into a retreat! 
 
    Victor spent point of Strength, power rushing through his body. When he reached the defensive line, his legs bent and the Blade launched into the air. The power in his legs was enough to jump over the lizard people, their eyes the size of saucers. He landed before them and continued his charge at the incoming savage line. Men and women rushed toward the incoming man in strange clothes, weapons raised. 
 
    Power still pumping through his body, Victor knew he only had moments before it would drain away. Gritting his teeth, he held his sword to the side and when the line reached him, the Blade’s shoulder rammed into a large man and sent him crashing back into his fellow invaders. Chaos and bedlam rose up like a storm. Some of the invaders slowed while other rushed the man with the sword.  
 
    Victor moved like a typhoon, slicing crude weapons in half and driving his boot into unguarded guts. Men and women were thrown into different directions as the Blade moved with power and agility. The smell of sweat and the grunts of savages filled the area like a cloud confused beasts. Victor used his strength and speed to knock them off balance but he caught a glimpse of the invaders pushing past and attacking the lizard people. Lily was at the line, staff in hand when the savages charged and clashed with the defensive line. 
 
    Blood, shouts, and cries bloomed as crude blades, clubs, and spear points stabbed into each side in depraved indifference. Victor fought, pulling his punches but death came swooping in, taking lives on both sides. The Blade grunted as his strength faded and he felt normal again. Knowing he had another point in Strength, he could use it to keep going, but the fight had already spiraled out of control.  
 
    Lily slammed her staff into the sides of heads with nearly every strike, her body moving like a dancer against the ocean tides. The lizard people drove spear points into enemy bodies while savages jumped and threw their spears. Nets flew, entangling lizard people while other savages drove spear points into their prone bodies. 
 
    Victor could see they were hopelessly outnumbered as more savages rushed from the jungle. Ready to spend another point of Strength, the Blade kept as many savages at bay until a scream pierced the air. Victor looked up as a woman leapt over the savages and landed before the Blade. Victor kept his stance on the defensive as the woman stood with two long stone daggers. Black war paint lined her eyes like a mask as long curly blonde hair ran down past her shoulders. The woman slowly stood up, her six-foot six-inch frame casting a small shadow on Victor’s face. Animal furs barely covered her body as muscles rippled under tanned skin. 
 
    “Back down,” Victor shouted. 
 
    The woman smirked, “Why? I’ve won.” 
 
    Victor pumped his last point of Strength and readied to attack when a vine coiled around his neck. The Blade could barely see the stone at the end as it whipped around his neck twice. Sword slicing up, he wasn’t fast enough as the stone whipped around and smashed into the side of his head. Light exploded as Victor stumbled to the side. The vine around his neck was pulled, causing him to stumble and hit the ground.  
 
    Dazed, Victor looked around as bodies fell from both sides. A thick net slammed into Lily before several burly bodies launched onto her and knocked her to the ground. Eyes sliding back up, pain and confusion curled into his senses as he tried to get up. Shadows stood over the dazed Blade. 
 
    The woman with blonde hair leered at the fallen Blade, lifting her own stone daggers for the kill. Victor called on a point of Charisma, hoping it would stun her long enough to regroup. The woman hesitated as her leer melted away, eyes nearly glowing in the shadows of her face. 
 
    “Keep this one,” the woman commanded. 
 
    Victor tried to get back up when a club came down, knocking him into darkness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Pain ebbed and flowed, but before long it roared like a monster from the deep. The Blade moaned first before eyes blinked open. Tightness around his wrists caused him to struggle as the haziness fell away. Victor’s moan turned to a growl as he took in his surroundings. 
 
    A small fire lit up the inside of a huge, crude tent. Vines and ropes lashed together many skins along bent sticks in a patchwork to frame the tent. It wasn’t perfect as through a small oval hole, Victor could see it was night outside. Sitting down with his legs out, Victor looked up to see his wrists bound over his head and to a wooden pole. The Blade pulled on them again but they didn’t budge. 
 
    “Glad you’re awake,” Lily said in a low tone. 
 
    Victor turned his eyes to Lily and four others in the tent. Everyone was tied to a pole just like he was. The Blade noticed the four female lizard women turning their dark eyes to him. Lily was still in her succubus form, eyes looking to victor and horns gleaming in the firelight. The mood was somber as everyone sat, the warmth of the fire caressing bare skin. 
 
     “What happened,” Victor asked as he struggled a little against his bonds. 
 
    “The village was torched and everyone was killed aside from us,” Lily said with a defeated edge before looking to the lizard women to her right. “The four women here were spared.” 
 
    A lizard woman looked to Lily and Victor, “We were spared because we worship Vala. The Tusk Tribe wishes to defile and sacrifice us to their god, a lesson to any others who worship the goddess.” 
 
    Victor let out a long exhale, “Great.” 
 
    The Blade closed his eyes for a moment before turning it to the bound women. “My name is Victor and this beautiful demon is Lily. We are actually here to find you.” 
 
    The lizard woman nodded. “We know. Vala gave us visions of you both. My name is Hisk. The three slyths at my side are Yex, Hox and Rhass. We belong to the Talon Clan, or what is left of it.” 
 
    The slyth looked down with dark eyes. “In one moment, our lives changed for the worse…and the best. We have prayed to Vala and she answered. It only cost us our clan.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I wish it could have been different. We didn’t know what we were walking into. But I think right now we need to figure out how to get out of here. I think I can break us out but I don’t know where we are or where to escape to.” 
 
    “We’re in the middle of their camp,” Lily whispered, “Even if we break out, we are outnumbered.” 
 
    “So, it’s a challenge,” Victor smiled to the succubus. 
 
    Lily shook her head, “This is serious.” 
 
    Victor nodded, “I know, I know.” 
 
    Hisk turned her slitted eyes to the Blade and Shield. “We know where to go.” 
 
    “That’s some good news,” Victor smiled through the aching headache. 
 
    “We just have to fight through an army first,” Lily rolled her eyes. 
 
    Victor looked to Lily, “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    The succubus gave the Blade a small smile before her eyes glanced to the dried blood on the side of Victor’s head. “Free me and I can heal you.” 
 
    “In a moment, first, we need to make sure we have a solid plan.” 
 
    Hisk moved her scaled green legs under her, pushing her body onto her knees. Tail lifting up against the pole, Lily and Victor could see an odd growth just at the base of her tail. Victor stared for a few seconds until he finally saw it. Painted straps coiled around tail, looking like the slyth’s skin and scales. It blended so well, that only when Hisk lifted her tail, could the Blade and Shield see a stone dagger hilt laying at the underside of her short tail. 
 
    “We can defend ourselves but we will have a greater chance at success if we are allowed to summon allies,” Hisk stated. 
 
    Victor eyed the slyth, “What do you need to summon friends?” 
 
    “We must call on the harmony of the jungle and for that, we must use our voices.” 
 
    Victor’s eyebrow rose as he wasn’t exactly sure what the slyth meant. The look in her slitted eyes burned with cunning, but Victor was at a loss on how they could distract the tribe enough to escape. 
 
    The tent flap was pulled aside and four large men entered. Their eyes all fell on Victor as they stepped to the bound Blade. Victor looked up with an amused grin, knowing if he wasn’t shackled, he could take them. A quick glance to Lily, the succubus slowly shaking her head stopped the half-baked plan of escape. Looking back up, the Blade managed to see a thick fist before it crashed into his face. Pain roared again and the taste of blood-filled Victor’s mouth. Spitting it out, he looked up with a glare and then a sick, maddening smile formed. 
 
    One bare-chested man pulled a stone dagger from the side of his loin cloth and sliced upward. The vines holding Victor’s wrists fell away. Hands grabbed him and pulled the Blade to his feet. Victor looked at them, seeing soft spots he could strike but stayed his hand as they pushed and pulled him out of the tent. Lily eyed the slyths in the tent, heart beating faster as concern painted her heart.   
 
    Outside, the men pushed Victor along as everyone outside stood up. Victor let out a small whistle before he was pushed along. A sea of half-naked bodies stood, dark eyes on the Blade and creating a path. A roaring bonfire touched the sky as two moons glowed and stars twinkled across the heavens. Victor lost count as the tribe just seemed to keep going on. A city of tents took up the background as firelight painted them yellow and orange. Victor kept his best smile as he was pushed along. It quickly disappeared when something big huffed beyond thick trees to his left. 
 
    “What was that,” Victor asked one of his captors. 
 
    “Shut up,” the burly man said and punched the Blade in the head. 
 
    Victor’s whole body slammed into another captor and he backhanded the Blade away. Victor stayed standing but the constant strikes to the head caused a dim confusing cloud to form. In his mind’s eyes, he could see his stats had regenerated but if he started using his abilities now, he wouldn’t make if fifty feet. 
 
    The crowd parted by the bonfire, and Victor was shoved hard. The Blade stumbled forward again before stopping his momentum and standing up, chest out. Glancing around, the savages at the edge of the bonfire held weapons and nets at the ready. The Blade turned his gaze to a throne made of horns where the blonde woman from the attack sat, one leg over the other and a hard gaze on Victor. 
 
     “You impressed me when you leapt into battle,” the woman said with a bored expression. “Then you fell like a child from a tree.” 
 
    “Who puts children in trees,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    “You are a fighter,” the woman said as a small smirk formed. 
 
    “I’m a lover too,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The woman gave him an amused head nod. “My name is Luka, leader of the Tusk Tribe. My people have called for you to be cut open, cleaned and roasted over fire. I have a mind to let them do it, but I feel you need to prove yourself again. I saw a fire in your eyes and I want to see it again. I offer a challenge. If you accept and survive, you will have my favor. If you refuse or die, your body will be cooked for the feast.” 
 
    Cannibals! Fucking Cannibals! Accept! Accept! 
 
    “I bet I do taste delicious, but I will have to accept your challenge.” Victor looked to the crowd, “You’re going to have to earn your meal.” 
 
    The crowd made hissing and groaning sounds, lifting their weapons and daggers and making slicing motions. Victor grinned as he turned back to the tribal leader. 
 
    Luka eyed the Blade slyly. “A test of strength is called. My best man verses you, no weapons.” 
 
    Luka sat back in her throne, “We saw your Blade slide into your arm. If you call on it, the tribe will attack and carve you up where you stand.” 
 
    Victor nodded, “I accept.” 
 
    There is a very good chance they don’t know any martial arts. If they can be kept off balance, there’s a chance. 
 
    Luka nodded. “TRIO,” the tribe leader shouted. 
 
    Victor took a few steps forward, loosening his neck and arms. Jumping a little in place, he geared his mind for a fight. The crowd to the right of the bonfire parted and three, seven-foot men walked out. Their bodies were covered in scars and muscles no living man should ever have that big. Head sized fists hung at their sides and an animalistic growl crawled up their throats. 
 
    Victor looked at the triplets as they approached, “You said your best man. I don’t think you know what plurals mean.” 
 
    Luka gave a wicked grin, “They are my best man. They fight, hunt and live together as one. We all wish we could have a bond as pure as theirs.”  
 
    “This is bullshit,” Victor muttered under his breath as he faced the incoming thick giants. 
 
    The three men stopped their approach and glared down at Victor. 
 
    “Alright, who’s first,” Victor said as he lifted his fists. 
 
    The three men gave a sickening leer before they roared and charged. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lily looked to the shadows against the tent. When shouts, cheers, and roars filled the air, the succubus’s heart leapt in her chest. She had no idea what was happening, but a primal need to break free and help Victor pushed at every cell. Looking to the slyths, the demoness watched as they began to move. The roar outside was enough for them to take action. One lifted her tail while another reached over with her clawed toes. Toes took hold of the hidden dagger under a tail and pulled it out. Flicking it, the stone dagger shot up and buried into a wooden pole of another slyth. Yex grabbed at it, turned it in her hands and began sawing away at the thick vines. 
 
    Hisk leaned her head back as her fellow slyths worked. A vibration rose up her throat, humming with hypnotic pulses. Mouth opening, the vibrations grew in intensity, drowned out by the shouting and cheers throughout the camp. Lily turned her attention to the shadows against the tent edge, hoping Victor was holding his own against them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Trio rushed Victor as he stood his ground. The Blade kept his gaze steady as they reared back fists, ready to pummel his flesh into putty. When they were right over him, Victor spent a point of Strength, grinned, raised a leg, and rammed his heel into one of the burly men’s knee. The Trio in the middle grunted as his body came forward. Victor bent his knees while grabbing an incoming fist by the wrist. Strength powering his moves, he took the brunt of the attacker’s weight onto his shoulder as the other two men accidentally punched their middle brother in the back.  
 
    Victor smiled as he held the middle brother and pulled, swinging him like a ragdoll sideways and into one of the other brothers. Both men went crashing to the ground as the last brother standing rushed the Blade with a flurry of punches. Victor’s arm was up, knocking away each punch with ease as he brought his leg up and planted it in the attacker’s stomach. The large man bent forward, eyes bulging before Victor’s fist slammed into his cheek. The power behind the blow was enough to cause the big man to spin in the air before crashing to the ground. 
 
    The gathered crowds hissed their displeasure as Victor turned his attention to the other two standing up. Both men roared as they rushed the Blade. A fist shot out and Victor caught it open handed. Fingers crushed down, bones cracking and the Trio brother screaming. The Blade stepped back, dodging one blow and then another. 
 
    Victor’s heart beat with confidence. Despite their physical strength, they telegraphed their moves every time. The Blade found it almost too easy to dodge or counter each attack. Fist reared back; the Blade stepped to the side as a large fist passed him. Stepping closer, he powered his fist into the brother’s stomach. The large man grunted but stayed upright, looking down at Victor. 
 
    “Shit,” Victor said as his power was already used up. 
 
    Before he could spend another point in strength, a large hand grabbed the Blade by the shoulder, lifted him up and smashed his entire body down on the ground. Victor’s eyes widened as a rib cracked. Rolling away, pain flared with each turn and he quickly stood up again. Side aching, the Blade watched as the three men regrouped and charged.  
 
    “Come on,” Victor spat as the three brutes charged. 
 
    The Blade spent a point in strength and reared back a fist. The Trio brother in the middle raised his fist. As it came down on the Blade, Victor smashed his fist directly into the incoming fist. The Trio brother screamed as his arm broke in a dozen points. Clutching his destroyed arm, the trio brother pulled back as the other two were on the Blade. Victor tried to dodge but the broken rib cut away at his insides, slowing his movements. He blocked one fist but couldn’t counter another. Pain bloomed before another fist struck the side of his head. Blood filled Victor’s mouth as he stumbled to the side. The two brothers followed, ramming fists into the smaller man. 
 
    Luka watched as Victor tried to stay standing, two men beating him relentlessly. The crowd cheered the Trio brothers, weapons held high. Time slowed as Victor tried to regain his balance. Strength drained back to normal and there was no way he could match the guys beating him down. Falling to his knees, stats appeared in his mind. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 3/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 0/2 
 
    Con (Nano)- 1 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will (Holy)- 1 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 2 
 
     
 
    Swords    
 
    Iron Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
      
 
    Thinking on his knees, he had to do something. He needed time and then it struck him like a lightning bolt. Spending a point of constitution, strength returned in a different way. The raining down of fists didn’t seem to hurt. The pain from the broken rib turned into a faint whisper. Victor still felt the full force of the blows but it was enough for him to gain a moment.  
 
    Victor spent a point of Intelligence and his mind grew sharper as time slowed down. Logic filled his senses and weak points glowed like points of light. Victor managed a war cry of his own as the two Trio brothers pulled back their fists for another flurry of attacks. Constitution and intelligence blended together as Victor launched at his attackers with cold fury. A fist rammed into an unguarded throat as a foot crashed into another brother’s face. Blood spurted from his nose while the other one stepped back, clutching at his collapsed throat. Gasping for air, Victor closed the distance and rammed his foot into the brother’s balls. The saddest groan to fill the air silenced the crowd. The Trio brother grabbed at his battered balls, eyes crossing and fell over, mouth still gasping for air. 
 
    The last one standing charged, blood spilling onto his thick chest. With no pain, Victor jumped, fist back. The Trio brother grabbed him in mid-air, blood leaking from his nose and covering his mouth. Victor switched up the attack, driving his boot into the brute’s throat while clamping his hands on the sides of the brute’s head. Thumbs stabbed into eyes as a cold fire burned within Victor. The Blade could see everything crystal clear as muffled screams rose up from the last brother.  
 
    The Trio let go of Victor. The Blade fell to his feet, squared his shoulder and rammed it into the larger man’s gut. The last brother clutched at his face as he fell squarely on his back, moaning with ragged breath. The gathered tribe stared in silence as Victor stood, his body heaving, tight fists at his sides. 
 
    “Who the FUCK is next,” Victor shouted as his power melted away. 
 
    Legs trembled as some of the savages broke away from the crowd, weapons at the ready. Victor let out a small grunt as he fell to his knees, his options used up. Glancing back to the throne, Luka was gone. The Blade let out a small crazy laugh as savages moved in and took hold of him. Victor waited for the crude Blades to stab into him but when they never came, he looked up to see them dragging him along. A short moment later, he was picked up and thrown into a tent. 
 
    The Blade stayed on the ground, body not responding and pain filling every part of his body. A shadow appeared over him. Victor barely turned his eyes to Luka’s blank gaze. The tribe leader knelt down, curled her arms under and lifted him up. Victor could barely believe her strength as she carried him over and gently lay him on a thick bed made up of furs. The warm comfort of the bed soothed his battered body but only a little.  
 
    Luka stood at the edge, staring down with an indifferent gaze. “You fought well…for a Blade.” 
 
    Victor looked to her, silent as a grave. 
 
    Luka continued, “My god warned me of your abilities and cunning. He promised me greater power if you were slain.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes drifted down to a stone dagger in her hand.  
 
    Luka smirked. “I cannot understand what my god fears in you, priest of Vala. Baaldir respects strength and cunning above all else, and you showed his very tenets. We attacked the village not only to pillage, but to capture four of Vala’s acolytes. Little did we know a priest and priestess would be there waiting for us.” 
 
    “Your god is an asshole,” Victor managed before wincing in pain. 
 
    Luka leaned down, her gaze on Victor’s, “He is the god of the hunt. Vala’s ways weaken the heart. It has been known for thousands of years, that is why she was murdered by others in the pantheon, to preserve the true ways.” 
 
    “That’s some big words from a bunch of savages,” Victor grunted as pain radiated through his body like a spider web. 
 
    Luka grinned. “You think because we live this way, we don’t know the histories of the realms? The Tempest realm is only for the strong and cunning. Here, one can become a demagogue if they can survive. I have reached such status through Baaldir, I can kill every member of my tribe, and still others will flock to my side for a taste of his favor.” 
 
    Luka’s gaze travelled down Victor’s body, stopping at the bulge between his legs. “But there is a taste I wish satisfied before I spill your blood.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “You are clearly insane.” 
 
    Luka began undoing Victor’s belt, a hunger in her eyes. “To taste from Vala’s priest would be a welcome change.” 
 
    “Listen up cum slut, I’m not here for you to taste anything…,” The Blade stopped talking when Luka pulled his cock free. 
 
    The tribe leader gazed down on Victor’s hardening member, licking her lips. The Blade tried to move but his body refused to budge. Looking to his stats, he had no idea what to do with what he had left. Mind spinning, he tried to think of something when warm lips closed around his hard manhood. 
 
    “You fucking…crazy…bitch…,” Victor managed as warmth washed away some of the pain. 
 
    A sick feeling took hold of the Blade, his cock hardening in the tribal leader’s mouth. Luka sucked, up and down on thick inches while her hand with the dagger rested on Victor’s stomach. The Blade barely moved, pleasure rushing through his damaged body as Luka moaned her delight. 
 
    Closing his eyes, Victor eyed his stats, wondering what he could do. The Will stat glowed in his mind but since the power of influence was short lived; he doubted it would be enough to get him out of the tent. Having never used it before, he guessed that his body would respond if he spent the point. The Blade fought through the blending of pain and pleasure to come up with a second part of his plan. He could charm her with his charisma but he wasn’t sure if it would even be enough to let him go. 
 
    Luka’s head bobbed as she kneeled to the ground. Victor fought the urge to come, knowing afterwards she was going to kill him. Thoughts flowed to Lily and the slyths, hoping they started their plan for escape and remembered to get him while they were at it. The moans grew louder and louder, the primal urge for release pushing on Victor’s willpower. 
 
    “Dammit,” Victor croaked as the needs reached the tipping point. 
 
    Screeches vibrated through the air. Luka pulled away, dagger at the ready and eyes searching. 
 
    “I really hope that’s the sound of friends,” Victor mentally said to himself as the screeches grew closer. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    The night filled with screeches. Lily and the slyths huddled together in the tent as loud screeches drew closer. The shadows outside moved, the murmur dying down and bodies moving in confused silence. 
 
    “Our allies are coming,” Hisk whispered. “Once they come, stay at our side.” 
 
    “I have to save Victor,” Lily stated. 
 
    The slyth nodded, opened her mouth and licked the inside of her hand. Lily watched as the slyth rubbed her wet, scaled hand against the succubus’s neck. Unsure what was happening, she simply gazed at the lizard woman. 
 
    “It will mark you safe,” Hisk hissed. 
 
    Lily shook her head, “I’ll be safe, but Victor will not. I’ll go to him and hopefully we can find each other afterwards.” 
 
    Two slyths touched their clawed hands to Hisk’s shoulders. The third one made a small, sad sound. Hisk looked to her companions and then turned her attention to Lily. 
 
    “It would be wrong to abandon a lover to the enemy. We will go with you,” Hisk smiled. 
 
    Lily returned her smile when the screeches grew louder. A moment later, shouts and screams filled the night. 
 
    “Our allies are here,” Hisk said before rising to her clawed feet, stone dagger in hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    Luka was up and moving to the edge of her tent. Pulling the flap aside, the tribal leader’s eyes took in the chaos before her. Raptor like beasts launched from the darkness and into the fire light, screeches echoing as they charged, biting and clawing anything in their path. Dozens entered the camp, chasing down savages as they tried to regroup. Spears stabbed into flesh as raptors pushed on, their shrill cries sending a cold shiver down spines. 
 
    Luka jumped into the fray, a high whistle blasting from her lips. Dagger in hand, she rushed a raptor as it clawed and ripped flesh from a cooling body. Charging, she rammed the dagger point into the creature’s neck again and again in a savage display of power. The raptor tried to flee but the strong leader wrapped an arm around the creature’s neck and held it close, stabbing repeatedly until the light died in its eyes. 
 
    Victor sighed as he knew now was his chance. Spending a point of Will, feeling returned to his body as he forced himself up and to his feet. Time running out, the elemental blade slipped into his hand as he moved to the tent opening. Will power was the only thing keeping him up as he stepped out into the fray. Eyes drinking in the spectacle, he couldn’t believe he was watching actual raptors attacking the savages. Luka and many of her people counter attacked, spilling raptor blood as many people were cut down by claws and teeth. 
 
    Through the chaos, Lily and the slyths pushed, knocking aside or stabbing any savages in their way. The succubus’s gaze caught Victor standing at the tent edge, her movements turning into a whirlwind as she knocked away any bodies that stood in her way. 
 
    Victor began marching, the sword in his hand heavy. The power of the sphere began to wane and the Blade felt weaker with every step. Doubt clawed at his heart as the insanity played on. With the distance and feeling weaker by the second, he wouldn’t make it before collapsing. Pain crawled back into his senses as screams and the sounds of fighting carried on. A loud bellow filled the camp and Victor could barely believe what he was seeing. 
 
    A woolly mammoth crashed through the trees, charging and stomping raptors to broken paste. Logic burned away to disbelief as a small herd of mammoths rampaged through the camp, lashing out with trunks and massive tusks. Several raptors leapt onto a mammoth, driving their foot claws into the creature’s side. A trunk coiled around a raptor, lifted it up and slammed it down into the ground, dust and debris flying up. 
 
    Victor was frozen, seeing the mammoths fight like giants against the raptors. The creatures looked like the stuff he read in school but they were different. The mammoth’s hair was shorter and the raptors were bigger than those he remembered from books he read. It was a tsunami of madness as people, mammoths, and raptors fought each other in a frenzy of carnage.  
 
    Will power giving out, Victor fell to his knees, elemental sword sliding back into his wrist. The power of influence faded and darkness touched the edges of his vision. Unable to do more than witness, the Blade swayed on his knees. Lily rushed through the chaos, yelling to Victor. The Blade tried to speak, but his mouth and voice wouldn’t work. Falling forward, darkness closed in, the last sight he saw was Lily’s open arms as monsters and people fought in the background, blood and firelight painting the world. 
 
    *** 
 
    A dark world opened up to blinking eyes. Victor felt his body being dragged, feet sliding along the ground. Lifting his head, two slyths held him under his arms, pulling him along as his legs slid uselessly behind him. Straining through waves of weakness, the Blade managed to pick up his feet and move under his own power. The slyths noticed that Victor was walking on his own and slowed their pace so he had an easier time.  
 
    Lily and Hisk looked back as they led the small group through the thick night-time jungle. The two slyths helping Victor made some gentle coos before pressing their heads to his neck. The Blade was surprised as they seemed to snuggle him as they walked. Despite the warmth from the two lizard women, Victor uncoupled his arms and walked along. 
 
    “We don’t have far,” Hisk whispered. 
 
    Lily slowed down, moving to Victor’s side as he rubbed his head. The Blade felt better, but his body was a little weak. The Blade assumed Lily healed him, but a deep weakness sank into his muscles. Using his spheres of influence seemed to have a draining effect on his entire body. Making a note of it, the Blade knew he had to be a little more careful when he used his abilities. 
 
    “Once we rest, the waves of weakness should subside,” Lily said in a low voice as he brushed away thick vines out of her way. 
 
    “I assume our new friends called the raptors,” Victor said with lightness in his tone, happy to be out of the savage’s camp. 
 
    The succubus nodded. “When our captors were shouting for your demise, it created a distraction long enough for Hisk to summon their allies.” 
 
    “Did you know I won, against three big guys no less,” Victor smirked. 
 
    “I heard yelling before I felt you fall to your knees,” Lily returned his smirk with an amused smile. 
 
    “You can feel me,” Victor asked with genuine curiosity. 
 
    The succubus nodded again. “You will feel it too, as the bond between us grows.” 
 
    “I feel like I’m just scratching the surface of what we can do.” 
 
    Lily looked ahead, “We are. Cassandra has told me of great deeds Blades and Shields have performed over the millennia. When Vala returns, we will bring love and healing back to the realms.” 
 
    Victor nodded before memories of the battle splashed into his mind. “I don’t mean to change the subject but how can raptors and mammoths be here at the same time? Back on earth, they appeared at different times through history, never living together.” 
 
    Lily shook her head, “You cannot compare the realms to what happened from your realm. The Tempest Realm if a chaotic and savage place not only on the lands and seas but through the very fabric between worlds. Portals open all the time here, ejecting or sucking in beings from all across time and space. It’s why the people haven’t progressed beyond simple lives because the realm destroys order.” 
 
    Victor looked ahead, “Sounds like Land of the Lost.” 
 
    “Something from your home realm? You have lands that are lost?” 
 
    The Blade shook his head and tried to hold back a smile, failing, “Too long to explain. Right now, I feel like I need to lie down.” 
 
    Hisk moved to low hanging, thick leaves and pulled them aside. Victor and Lily looked past the slyth, seeing a small mountain and a cave entrance. Happy hisses flowed from the three slyths behind the Blade and Shield before they rushed ahead. Hisk walked slowly into the clearing as her fellow slyths rushed into the cave. 
 
    The slyth slowed until she was beside Victor and Lily as they drew closer to the entrance. “This is a secret place. We should be safe here.” 
 
    The three stepped to the darkened entrance. Hisk walked without fear into the inky darkness. Victor and Lily followed. Sparks fired off further in the cave before a flame took. Firelight grew as one of the slyths pushed more kindling to the tiny flames. The other two slyths pulled furs from cave crevices. Beyond them, toward the back was a large fur covering something. Hisk moved past them all and took hold of the blanket of fur, pulling it away. 
 
    Victor and Lily stopped, eyes drinking in the crude statue of a woman in a long, flowing robe. The bottom of her face was visible but shadows covered her eyes. Hands were out as if to take another’s hand and a symbol of a crescent moon was carved into the base. The work was descent, Victor thought, but cracks ran in patches along the stone robe and several fingers were missing, long broken off. 
 
    Hisk looked up to the statue with warm, slitted eyes, “One of the few remaining holy places of Vala. Some of my people have kept this place safe for many generations. Your arrival has signaled her return and as loyal acolytes, we serve her will.” 
 
    The fire grew and chased away the coolness of the cave. Light touched the walls and Victor could see the chamber, carvings and paintings taking up the walls. The scent of burning wood chased away the musty air, filling it with a welcoming warmth. Victor turned and saw that Yex, Hox and Rhass had laid out thick furs across a large section of the cave floor. 
 
    Hisk moved to Lily, taking the succubus’s hands into hers. “If you didn’t arrive, we would have been tortured and killed. We cannot thank you enough.” 
 
    “I helped,” Victor said with an amused edge. 
 
    Hisk let go of Lily and stood before Victor, eyes filled with a burning fire. “You have, Lust Blade. For that, you and your Shield have earned Vala’s favor from us. We know Vala’s dreams and visions. We know she chose us to carry her power and love until the time was right. Tonight, we bask in her glory.” 
 
    Victor’s face remained neutral as Hisk began to pull off her top. The slyth smiled as firm green breasts bounced before the Blade. Dark green nipples stood on their own, tiny against breasts slightly larger than a handful. Victor glanced back to see the other three slyths begin to undress, removing what little clothing they had. A stark hunger filled the cave, blending with the fire’s warmth and the serene, invisible glow of Vala’s statue. 
 
     A hazy warmth washed over Victor. Knowing the connection of Vala’s acolytes to him caused his heart to quicken. Scaled hands wrapped around him, taking hold of his clothes and pulled them off. Lily watched, her own hunger rising as the naked slyths undressed the man among them, pressing their heads to his body. 
 
    Hisk stepped closer, taking hold of Victor’s neck and kissing him. The Blade’s mouth opened, Hisk’s pointed tongue snaking into his mouth while clawed hands ran down his chest. The mood grew hot as Victor was quickly lost to its embrace. Weakness still filled his body, but even that could not deny his near supernatural needs. It burned, stoking his own fire and blood rushing to his member. 
 
    Lily stepped in close, eyes taking an almost innocent edge before her hands ran down Hisk’s curves. Victor watched her as the innocence turned into a hunger of her own, a need to replenish her energy and take what she wanted. Hisk hissed her approval, pale purple hands running along smooth green skin. The slyth gasped as fingers touched her hairless slit, massaging wet lips open. Another hand grabbed a full breast, fingers pinching a sensitive nipple.  
 
    Clawed hands grabbed at Victor, pulling him down. The three slyths around him forced the Blade onto his back, comfortable furs underneath. The glow in the cavern relaxed spent muscles, but Victor noticed he was standing at full attention. Yex licked her serpent lips as she knelt down between his legs, taking hold of Victor’s cock and slathering her tongue along the shaft. 
 
    Bliss pulsed as Hox and Rhass pressed their bodies to either side of the Blade, hands running along his chest and stomach. Not far away, Hisk and Lily sank down to their knees. The slyth moaned as Lily held her close, fingers playing Hisk like a musical instrument. The succubus moaned her delight, fingering and caressing the lizard woman. 
 
    Hox stared into Victor eyes, “Victor, please kiss me.” 
 
    The Blade smiled through the clouds of bliss and Yex continued to suck and slather along his rigid member. Giving a gentle nod, he thought the slyth would move in for a kiss. Eyebrow rising, the Blade watched as Hox crawled up, thick green thighs at each side of his head. Settling down, the slyth smiled as she pressed her pink slit to Victor’s mouth. Instinct took hold as Victor’s tongue slipped in, running along inviting wetness.  
 
    Moans grew louder, singing to intimate touches. Yex engulfed Victor’s cock, gently suckling as her head bobbed up and down. Rhass ran her hands over Victor and Hox while Hox moved her hips to Victor’s tongue. Hisk was first to gasp loudly, her body shuddering as Lily abused the slyth’s clit. 
 
    For a moment, Victor worried that maybe he could not satisfy all the acolytes but the more Yex sucked his veiny member, the more that feeling fell away. A power reached from the void, caressing his spirit and Victor let it take hold. Vala made him her Champion and he knew he would carry out her will. Ecstasy rose to a thunderous applause as his cock thickened in Yex’s mouth. The slyth bobbed faster, tongue pressing Victor’s cock to the roof of her mouth. The first drop of come caused the slyth to hum her delight. A short moment later, spurts of come splashed against her throat. Yex moaned loudly, her heart opening and power spilling out. 
 
    Victor grunted as energy burned from his heart. Senses dazzled; he felt the acolyte’s power merge with his body. The orgasm lasted much longer then he thought possible and as his wits slowly returned to him, Rhass was over his hips, taking hold of his still hard cock and impaling herself. Tight wetness slid down and Victor found himself able to keep going. Licking Hox and playing with her clit, the slyth moaned, her short tail slapping Victor’s chest as she increased the tempo. Bent forward, she gasped again and again as the Blade licked her just right, sending her into orgasmic frenzy. Victor looked up with his mouth full, the slyths breasts hanging over him and her eyes closed. A small cry and Hox’s wetness spilled into Victor’s waiting open mouth. The Blade noticed the change in taste as he drank down her lust. Hox peered down with sultry eyes, moving her slit and clit to his tongue, milking every last drop of pleasure. 
 
    Hisk pushed Lily’s arms away, turned and took hold of the succubus. Pulling her to the furs next to Victor, the slyth pushed open Lily’s thighs before burying her small snout between the demon’s legs. Lily gave a sultry moan as the slyth’s long tongue played with her dripping valley.  
 
    The succubus grew comfortable as Hisk continued her masterful playing. Red eyes opened slightly as a strong hand clasped onto hers. Lily looked over to Hox pulling away and Yex slithering over to take her place. Victor looked to Lily, warmth in his eyes as he squeezed her hand. For a short moment, their spirits connected before Yex sat on the Blade’s face, cooing for more. 
 
    The intimate storm flowed as bodies moved; a man and a demon still holding hands with fingers gently caressing each other in bliss. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hisk cried out as Victor drove his cock from behind. The slyth was on all fours, tail to the side as the Blade held her scaly hips and pushed to the hilt. Cock thickening, the slyth shuddered and hissed before hot come filled her thin, tight space. Victor grunted as she squeezed him, milking his cock of every last drop. Around them, Lily and the slyths lay about, exhausted and half asleep. 
 
    Hisk collapsed onto her stomach, come leaking from her womanhood. Victor swayed before his eyes saw a small space between bodies and fell a moment later. Lily and Hisk snuggled to the Blade as Yex, Hox and Rhass surrounded them, lazy eyes barely staying open. 
 
    The bonding took hours; Victor wondering if his cock would ever work again after all they went through. Sweat and the scent of sex filled the cave with a loving perfume. The Blade wanted nothing more than to go to sleep but a different energy flowed in his mind. Calling up his stats, excitement pushed at his heart. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 7/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 5 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 2 
 
    Con (Nano)- 1 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will (Holy)- 1 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 2 
 
     
 
    Swords    
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
      
 
    Victor opened his mind and heart to the Tempest Realm. Energies flowed toward him, hooking onto his spirit, waiting for his command. Knowing he can only gain a power or ability while in a realm, Victor allowed the powers to enter as he mentally released two divine orbs. 
 
    Invisible energy surged, penetrating every muscle in his body. Victor’s eyes widened as the sphere of Gaia touched him, power bleeding and cementing into his soul. Ghostly words floated in his vision as the power faded away. 
 
    You have gained Increased Strength and Speed! 
 
    Victor smiled as the words faded away and the number 2 floated before his eyes. The Blade looked at his stats, deciding where to spend the two points. Thinking back to the fight with Trio, Victor knew he used most of his influence to just stay in the fight. Despite being at the beginning of his crusade, he had to be careful how he assigned his abilities. Strength helped but Constitution and Will kept him in the fight longer. Silently nodding to himself, he spent a point on each stat. 
 
    Power glowed as he felt his influence grow brighter. The Blade looked over his stats again and saw that he had three divine orbs left. Not wanting to waste time hoarding, he opened himself to the Gaia sphere again and released two more divine orbs. Energy hooked into his spirit, but a stream of power touched his throat and ears. The supernatural energies took hold, and Victor watched the ghostly words return. 
 
    You have gained Animal Tongues! Passive Ability. 
 
    Victor’s brow wrinkled as it was an ability he didn’t expect. The powers seemed to appear, but didn’t give any further instruction on how to use them. Seeing the words fade away, the Blade assumed he would be able to speak to animals. It was a power he would have to test out when he had a chance. 
 
    Seeing two more points for spending, the Blade quickly added a point to Strength and another point to Charisma. Internally, the Blade felt those were his strengths but judging from how nearly every stat helped in some way, he would have to spend points in the others as he grew stronger. Once the spheres of influence finished filling with power, Victor looked at his stat sheet again. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 7/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 3 
 
    Con (Nano)- 2 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will (Holy)- 2 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords    
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
      
 
    Hisk snuggled closer, her breath on Victor’s neck and a sigh filling the thin space between them. Victor curled an arm around her, holding her close as Lily snuggled on his other side. The Blade looked to the slyth, her gaze meeting his. 
 
    “Victor…,” Hisk began but trailed off. 
 
    The Blade looked to her with concern, warmth between them keeping cold reality far away. 
 
    The lizard woman gathered her resolve and continued. “We have lost everything here. Is…there a place…to worship Vala in peace?” 
 
    Lily’s eyes opened, looking past Victor to Hisk. “There is a place. As Vala’s acolytes, you are always welcome.” 
 
    Hisk smiled, holding Victor and reaching across him to squeeze Lily’s arm. The Blade wasn’t sure what was happening until his mind drifted to Vala’s realm. It was a place of worship and safety. It was built so true believers would come to bask in Vala’s knowledge, as far as he knew. Questions invaded his mind as he looked to Lily. 
 
    “How do we get them there,” Victor asked. 
 
    Lily gave him a wry smile, “Through dreams of course.” 
 
    The succubus looked to Hisk with a knowing smile. “Victor and I will pull you all with us to Vala’s realm. There, you will all be safe and help bring back Vala’s power.” 
 
    The slyths moved closer, hands and legs touching the Blade and Shield as they lay. Victor had many more questions, but the evening’s activities pushed him to his limit. With the excitement falling away, exhaustion and sleep called out with their seductive song.  
 
    Eyes growing heavy, Victor looked to the statue of Vala at the back of the cave. The stone statue almost nodded before the Blade blinked, all movement from the statue gone. Heaviness crept into worn out muscles. The tide of sleep washed over the Blade, and he slipped into the dreams like a fish to water. 
 
    Floating, he looked over to see Lily at his side. She reached out and took hold of his hand. Hisk appeared next and one by one, Yex, Hox, and Rhass blinked into the dreamscape. All six took hold of each other, forming a linked chain. The dreamscape curled and writhed to thoughts, memories, and ideas. A crescent moon shined in the distance and the six followers of Vala flew toward it, hearts beating to divine light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Mists parted and six people walked out to the gentle glow of a crescent moon. Victor found himself smiling, the new feeling of home filling his heart. In the short distance, Vala’s mountain stood tall; lantern light shining down from halfway up the mountain, calling them home. 
 
    The four slyths reached out and touched each other’s shoulders, seeing the magnificent mountain stand before them instead of the version in their dreams. A tear formed at the corner of Yex’s eye, her body shuddering in sad happiness. Rhass held Yex in comfort while Hox stood by Hisk, holding hands. 
 
    Lily led the way, turning and walking backwards. “Cassandra is the Keeper of Vala’s Mountain. She will help you adjust to life here. Come on, there is much to do.” 
 
    Victor and the slyths followed the beautiful succubus as she made her way to the ruins and stone steps. A loving calm touched senses, bringing hope when there was once only despair. Victor could almost feel the emotions rolling through the slyths. They had only known hardship, and now they could rest easy in Vala’s realm. 
 
    The group climbed the ancient staircase. Before long, they were halfway up the mountain, lantern light and an older woman greeting them. Victor smiled as he and Lily approached the elder Keeper. When they were close enough to see her face, Victor’s smile melted into surprise. Cassandra stood but her body didn’t appear as haggard as it had. Her hunch had disappeared and she stood straighter. The wrinkles on her kind face seemed to have tightened, her appearance looking slightly younger. The keeper’s smile was different; her mouth was filled with teeth once again, making her grin bright and welcoming. 
 
    “Welcome home,” Cassandra smiled with bright eyes. 
 
    “Cassandra…you’re…,” Victor began but couldn’t put the rest to words. 
 
    The old woman cackled before speaking, “Vala’s power is returning, thanks to both of you. As her strength grows, so shall mine. Now before you began interrogating me, we have homes to fill with our new guests.” 
 
    Cassandra walked past Victor, but not before giving him a smack on the ass. The Blade and Shield turned to see the Keeper take Hisk’s hand into hers. 
 
    “We have homes here by the springs. You are welcome to take one for yourself or all can stay in one, the choice is yours. Let me show you around while Victor and Lily relax in the springs.” 
 
    The slyths nodded as they followed the Keeper along the stone street to the empty homes. Victor and Lily watched them go, the slyths looking around in amazement and wonder. 
 
    “How come you didn’t tell me Cassandra would grow younger as we get closer to Vala’s return?” 
 
    Lily shrugged, “You didn’t ask.” 
 
    The Blade eyed the succubus, “Anything else I should know?” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily said simply before turning, and walking toward the hot springs. 
 
    Victor stood, watching her go before the need to relax in the springs took root. It wasn’t just their healing power, but after their journeys, a dip would be just what the doctor ordered.  
 
    The Blade quickly followed the demoness. Eyes on Lily, Victor watched as she reached a steamy pool and began to undress. When she was naked, she slipped into the hot waters and swam to an edge. Victor stripped down with each step until he was naked and slipping into the waters. Muscles relaxed to the heat as he swam to an edge opposite the succubus. The Blade wanted nothing more than to be beside her, but even he knew it would lead to distractions. Lily didn’t seem to mind, resting and making no movement to be beside him. 
 
    “I can feel the questions in your mind,” Lily said with a low, sultry tone. 
 
    “How deep is the connection between us? How deep can it go?” 
 
    Lily sighed before continuing, “It will have moments like we are the same person, and there will be times we won’t connect. It’s the natural progression of all connections, as far as Cassandra has told me.” 
 
    “This is all new to you too?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “I’ve lived here for years, waiting for my Blade to arrive. Cassandra told me many stories and histories of Vala’s time during my stay.” 
 
    Victor kept his gaze steady on the horned succubus, “What happened before you came here?” 
 
    Lily’s face smoothed into a mask of indifference, “I was a mistake in a realm that did not want me.” 
 
    Victor floated in the water, unsure what to say. 
 
    Lily let out a long exhale before continuing, “The Night Sun Realm is a place of different values than the other realms. A demon that can heal is seen as an abomination and are killed immediately. I was lucky my ability didn’t manifest until I was older, or I would have been slain as a child. When your realm treats familial lineages and blood pedigree above all else, the rejects are killed and devoured without a second thought.” 
 
    “Sounds awful,” Victor said in a low voice. 
 
    Lily nodded slightly, “It is. But I can’t fault my people for how their societies developed. History speaks on how far demon-kind have come since the early days. We used to be like the Tempest Realm, chaotic, the strong ruling the weak. If it wasn’t for a miracle, the Night Sun Realm would still be just as horrific.” 
 
    The succubus raised an eyebrow, “I’m hungry. Come with me.” 
 
    Victor watched as Lily stood up and climbed out of the hot spring. Water cascaded down her smooth skin as she grabbed her clothes and dressed as she walked. Victor climbed out, gathered his clothes and followed. Dressing as he walked was difficult, walking along a thin path, past the misty cave and the pools. A small stone path wrapped around the edge of the springs. Lily followed it, turning around a corner and disappearing from view.  
 
    Victor continued following the path, looking to his right and seeing the misty ruins and forests below. One misstep and the Blade would find himself falling to certain death. Putting his back to the mountain, he turned the corner and slowly scooted until the path widened into an immense crack in the rock wall. The path led into the giant opening, dripping water falling from holes in the walls. Lily stepped further in, strange orbs glowing against her legs. 
 
    Victor followed, eyes taking in the curled vines with glowing crimson gourds at the end. They looked like veiny squash, hanging on the end of the standing vines. Lily knelt to the ground, grabbing one and pulling it off a vine. Standing up, her fanged mouth bit into it, pulling away a chunk while red liquid dripped. The succubus chewed, her eyes taking on a faraway gaze. 
 
    Victor walked to her side, looking at the gourd in her hand. Lily turned to the Blade, showing the gourd in her hand. A dark scent rose up with the similar metallic scent of blood. 
 
    “This is blood fruit. Cassandra let me plant a few vines so I would have something to eat while I was here. It is the miracle that changed a whole civilization. Before this fruit appeared, my people ate each other, and anything weak enough to appear in our realm. It was like that for a long time until this mysterious fruit appeared. It began to grow everywhere and when my people tried it, it slacked our hunger in a way my people never knew before. 
 
    “We didn’t have to drain others to feed. We had a food source that supplied all our needs. My people say the fruit was a gift from our strongest goddess, Hexnia, but there were whispers that it didn’t come from her at all. It is against the laws to speak Vala’s name but for a long time, many felt Vala was the true source, ending our primal suffering.” 
 
    Lily sat down among the blood fruit vines, placing the one in her hand on her lap. Victor sat down, facing her with open ears. A sad light glowed in her crimson eyes as she talked and looked down on the fruit in her lap. 
 
    “My realm is hellish but even amid all of the pain and torment; I knew there was something more to the universe. Vala came to my dreams and the moment I saw her; I knew I would follow. One night, my father beat me until I couldn’t stand. He screamed at me that I was a stain on the family, my beauty the only thing keeping me alive. I believe he beat me to try and disfigure me so it would be easier to kill me. But to our mutual regret, I healed every time. I didn’t know if I was cursed or blessed, but the beating that night grew to the point I was broken. My father lifted me up and brought me to my room. He laid me down and whispered ‘Come back from that and I will slit your throat to water the crops.’ 
 
    “I lay, bruised with many broken bones. I cried out to the Gods and Goddesses, any who would listen.” 
 
    Lily took a bite of fruit, chewing and gulping down the piece. Eyes watered as she continued. “Vala came. She touched me in my dreams and I woke up here. Cassandra set my bones and bandaged my wounds before the long climb up the mountain. It took some time, but my body did heal; but the inner scars are still there. I prayed to Vala every night, thanking her, but she didn’t come to me again until shortly before you arrived.” 
 
    Lily gave Victor a heartfelt gaze, the wetness receding from her eyes. “I tell you this because one way or another, our minds and hearts will connect, speaking of our pasts. I would rather tell you first, before you stumble onto it.” 
 
    Victor’s head tilted forward, shadows covering his eyes. “Thank you, Lily, for your honesty.” 
 
    Victor’s heart thudded in his chest. Distant memories and emotions crawled up from the depths of his soul, wanting their own release. An urge to speak pressed on him but his throat grew silent. The universe was filled with horrors and vile experiences. Victor wanted nothing more than to live in the moment, free of his past.  
 
    The Blade lifted his head, watching Lily eat her fruit in comfortable silence. Faces formed in Victor’s mind, a pain lashing against his spirit. The longer the silence, the more he wanted to complete the connection between himself and the beautiful succubus. He couldn’t place the exact moment his feelings grew for the demon but they were there. Vala brought them together for a reason and when his lips parted, a burst of energy touched his heart. 
 
    Lily looked up with wide eyes, “Did you feel that?” 
 
    Victor nodded quickly before looking to the entrance of the blood fruit garden. “I did. It came from the mists below.” 
 
    The Blade and Shield were to their feet, making their way onto the small mountain path before reaching the springs. Victor led the way with Lily close behind. The pair reached the ancient stone steps just as Cassandra hobbled down the street, her eyes wide. 
 
    “Stay here,” Lily shouted to the keeper. 
 
    Victor jumped several steps at a time, making his way down. Part of him wanted to draw one of his swords but the burst of energy that had touched him felt familiar and alien at the same time. He couldn’t put into words what it was but something had come through the mists on its own. A sliver of fear curled into the Blade’s heart, wondering if the War Wolf that had ambushed him when he first arrived was back. 
 
    Long minutes passed before the Blade and Shield reached the bottom and sprinted across the wet grass. Moonlight lit the way as they charged toward the mists, two shadows appearing. A staff appeared in Lily’s hand as the pair slowed to a walk. Victor looked to the shadows, hand at the ready to call on a sword. When the pair stopped, they watched the shadows grow solid and emerge from the mists. 
 
    A blonde elf with glasses walked along, holding another elf dressed in a tight black dress, a diamond shaped opening running from the top of her chest, the insides of creamy breasts and the bottom point just below the elf’s belly button. Long black hair flowed into a tight knot behind her as pointed ears framed her face. Eyes held a turbulent confusion as she clutched to the blonde elf. 
 
    Dawn looked up to Victor and Lily’s stunned expressions. “We need your help,” the elf said with urgency.  
 
    The other elf’s mouth curled into a manic smile, eyes bleeding madness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    Mist flowed along ankles as Victor and Lily stared at Dawn and the dark-haired elf with her. Dawn’s expression softened as the dark-haired elf’s gaze stayed on the Blade with hypnotic, wide eyes. Lily kept one end of her staff in the dirt as she gave the pair the once over, her lip wrinkling in doubt and concern. 
 
    Victor took a step forward when the dark-haired elf broke away from Dawn, stumbling and crashing into the Blade. Victor reached up and caught her, holding the elf steady as she stared at him with unblinking eyes. The mood shifted from concern to warmth as the elf licked her lips. 
 
    “You….feel delicious. I can use you in many different ways,” the elf said without hesitation as her hands touched the Blade’s chest. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, but didn’t let go as she leaned into him. Keeping her at half arms-length was just enough to keep her steady and at a reasonable distance. 
 
    She looks hungry….and not for food. 
 
    Dawn took two steps, hands taking hold of the elf and pulling her from Victor. “This is my sister, Night. She’s not well.” 
 
    “I can see that,” Lily said, her eyes growing hard. 
 
    Dawn turned her attention to Victor, “You promised to help if I needed it.” 
 
    The Blade nodded. “I did and I will. I just can’t wrap my brain around how you got here,” Victor looked to Night, “both of you.” 
 
    Lily moved to Victor’s side, “Acolytes can transverse to Vala’s realm just like we can, but I assumed Vala needed to become more powerful before they could do it.” 
 
    Dawn kept her gaze on Victor, ignoring Lily, “We…I was desperate. My sister…burned down the place I had bought for her. I had to take her away…and we camped for the night in the forest. I prayed to Vala to help us…and I prayed to you.” 
 
    “Dawn, he is so young and powerful,” Night said with a wide smile, “I can use his body for all kinds of rituals and potions. Thank you for such a gift!” 
 
    Dawn shook her head while holding her sister, “He’s not ingredients. He’s a friend. Do not hurt him!” 
 
    Victor’s brows went up, “She wants to use me as ingredients?” 
 
    “Is there a place we can talk? I’ll try to explain everything,” the elf huffed. 
 
    Lily lifted a hand halting the elves, “This is a sacred realm. How dangerous is she?” 
 
    Dawn’s brow formed a tight V as one of her hands dug in her belt pouch and pulled out a small vial. “She’s not dangerous if I give her medicine. I’d rather give it to her when I know I can lay her down.” 
 
    The elf with glasses looked up to the lantern lights half way up the mountain. “I see there is a town on the mountain. Let me bed down my sister and we can talk.” 
 
    Victor moved to Night’s other side. The elf reached out, hand sliding slowly across his arm and half holding it. The Blade gave a kind smile, but deep-down warning bells sounded off. The Blade could feel she was another acolyte but the way she carried herself was full of stark madness. A chill ran down his spine as a small smile formed, the Blade helping the elf along. 
 
    Lily shook her head, “I don’t…” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “Lily, they need help, and we need to help them. We can talk about it when reach the springs.” 
 
    The succubus’s eyes smoldered as she watched Victor and Dawn move the dark-haired elf toward the ancient staircase. With a low growl the demoness followed, red eyes on the elves. 
 
    The climb up the mountain was slow. Victor was gentle, holding Night by the arm but the elf eyed him with a maddening hunger. Dawn whispered to her sister, words with a soothing and kind tone. Night’s oval eyes would slowly blink as her sister’s words seemed to calm her for short moments. Lily stayed behind them, staff in hand and watching for any hint danger. Victor kept his focus razor sharp on the elf, heart pounding in his chest with every step. 
 
    When they reached the village, Cassandra was there holding a lantern and cool eyes on the newcomers. 
 
    “More guests I see,” the elderly women smiled with bright teeth. 
 
    Lily spoke before anyone could get a word in, “The dark-haired elf is suffering from some kind of madness. Do we have a place that will prevent her from being a danger to herself or others?” 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “I know such a place. Follow me.” 
 
    The small group followed the ancient Keeper as she led them down the thin street to one of the houses built into the mountain side. Taking out a set of keys from her robe, she opened the iron door and stepped inside. Dawn and Victor lead Night in as Lily followed behind and closed the door behind them. 
 
    Inside, the home was modest. A simple large room greeted them before a small hallway and several doors. Cassandra moved with a little extra energy in her step down the small hallway. When she reached the last door, Victor noticed it was made of iron as the other doors to the rooms were made of wood. 
 
    “Some of the homes here have special, reinforced rooms. I built them to help protect those who could not protect themselves if Vala’s realm is ever invaded again. You can keep her in there.” 
 
    Cassandra handed the key to Dawn. “The lock can be turned from either side with this key. It shall be your responsibility to keep her in line while you’re here. If she is dangerous and not cared for, I will have to send you and her back to Eddor. Do we understand one another?” 
 
    Dawn nodded while Night stared at Victor. The blonde elf opened the vial and brought it up to Night’s lips. 
 
    “Drink your medicine,” Dawn instructed. 
 
    Night shook her head slightly. “It makes me…so sleepy.” 
 
    “Drink,” the elf commanded. 
 
    Night pouted as she took the vial and drank down the contents. The rest watched as Dawn led her sister into the room. A small lantern glowed on a simple table by a normal bed. The room was mostly hollowed out rock. Dawn helped her sister to the bed and laid her down. The dark-haired elf slowly blinked as she gave Dawn a sad smile. Not long after, her eyes closed and she blissfully began to snore. 
 
    Dawn pulled up a thick blanket over her sister. Hand to the sleeping elf’s cheek, Dawn gazed down with sad eyes. Pulling away, she blew out the lantern, walked to the door and closed it shut. Inserting the key, she locked it and let out a long exhale. 
 
    Cassandra smiled. “Take a seat in the main room while I go and bring back some tea. I’m sure there is a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Heads nodded as the Keeper turned and walked to the front door. Victor, Lily and Dawn stepped into the main room. A simple couch took up one side while a fireplace stood cold and empty against a wall. A small table took up the middle as several chairs stood by it. The trio took seats, Dawn on the couch while Victor and Lily each took a chair. The air was heavy with a subdued gloom. Lily’s expression took on a mask of indifference while Dawn sat, head tilted forward and shadows covering her eyes.  
 
    Victor simply sat, shoulders heavy and a distant need growing louder, wanting to comfort the elf. Pain and memories clawed to the surface of his mind and heart, the Blade firming up and pushing them back down again. The Blade wanted to be suspicious but that thought quickly fell to the background. It didn’t matter what the story was, he’d made a promise and he was going to keep it. 
 
    Cassandra came back with a tray filled with a tea kettle and tea cups. Kicking the door closed behind her, the Keeper settled the tray on the small table and began pouring into each cup. Tendrils of steam rose up as the scent of jasmine tea filled the room. 
 
    “I’ll bring some supplies for our guests…after we discuss matters,” Cassandra smiled as she took a full cup and sat by the elf with glasses. 
 
    The room took on a comforting warmth, even with minds curious and wondering what was taking place. Dawn picked up a full tea cup and sipped, her eyes on the steam. Lily picked up a tea cup but simply held it, red eyes on the elf. Victor awkwardly picked up a tea cup while looking to the small group. Not looking down, the tea touched his lips and burned his tongue. Face screwing up in pain, he coughed to distract everyone as he placed the teacup down. Eyes watering from the pain on his tongue, he blinked it away as he tried to focus. 
 
    Dawn let out a sigh before she began to speak, “Thank you for taking us in. We truly appreciate it.” 
 
    “This is only on the condition you tell us everything. This is Vala’s realm and you may be an acolyte but that doesn’t mean you earned your place here.” 
 
    “Lily…,” Victor said as he saw a flash of rage in Lily’s eyes. 
 
    The succubus looked to Victor with a hard stare, “Vala may have given her the gift but that doesn’t mean she is innocent. Faith is different from survival, trust, and pain. Vala’s power is returning and that means at any time, someone could betray us and bring about her downfall.” 
 
    Lily turned her hard gaze onto Dawn, “I won’t let our faith blind us from those who may serve another or come to destroy what we are achieving.” 
 
    Dawn nodded. “I can understand your mistrust. We wouldn’t be here if events didn’t unfold as they have. It may not feel like it, but we truly are grateful.” 
 
    “How about we start from the beginning,” Cassandra smiled.  
 
    Dawn nodded again. “My sister and I were always believers in Vala, even though her worship is outlawed. Our village was a small tight knit community so we only spoke of Vala between us. Growing up, we were inseparable. Our parents were wonderful until an orc raid killed them as they defended the village. A family member moved in to take care of us and it didn’t take long before they found our hidden shrine to Vala. We were forced to run the very night we were confronted about our worship. Our aunt threatened to tell the village leaders if we didn’t stop. We knew we wouldn’t stop so we fled. 
 
    “Wandering from town to village to city, we stayed close. I had to steal for us to eat and my sister took the arcane arts, hoping if she studied enough, we could actually move into a real home and build a better life. We spent years moving around, treated like outcasts, but as long as we had each other we would be fine.” 
 
    Dawn shifted in her seat as her eyes looked away. “While I was trying to put food on the table, Night was consumed with gaining more knowledge. She talked endlessly that she was close and soon our troubles would be over. I believed in her and knew no matter how long it took; she would succeed. I just had to take care of us until that wonderful day. At the time, I didn’t know how far she would take it until it was too late.” 
 
    The elf lifted her gaze and stared at Lily, “Night wanted to learn complex magic and for that, she went searching. She scryed into the Night Sun realm, trying to gleam hidden knowledge before moving to the Dark Spire realm.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened while Cassandra’s gaze lowered. Victor raised an eyebrow as he saw the reactions but unsure what exactly was going on. 
 
    “She didn’t,” Lily said in a softer tone. 
 
    Dawn nodded. “She spent many nights peering into Dark Spire when her luck ran out. Despite the warnings, she glimpsed the knowledge in that realm and it consumed her. I came home to her mad laughter, gibbering on about things I couldn’t understand. It took months to get a normal word from her and longer to get her to her current state. She had become a danger to herself and others.” 
 
    “She looked into the Dark Spire realm and it drove her insane,” Victor said in astonishment. 
 
    Lily looked to Victor with sorrow in her eyes, “Like I told you, Dark Spire is a dangerous realm, far more dangerous than any of the other realms. If one is not careful, it can destroy you with a glance.” 
 
    Dawn sipped her tea before she continued. “I have prayed to Vala to heal my sister, but I didn’t sit around waiting. I would have someone watch Night as I travelled around Eddor, searching for spells, potions, or knowledge that could reverse her condition. So far, nothing has helped except for potions that can calm her down for periods at a time. 
 
    “Now that you have appeared and Vala is returning, I might have a chance to save Night from herself.” 
 
    Lily looked down, “I…I don’t know if Vala can help heal Night’s madness.” 
 
    “We don’t know that for sure,” Victor quickly added. 
 
    The succubus was silent for a moment before parting lips, “You don’t understand the nature of Dark Spire. I’m not even sure I can explain it right. That realm is a place of untold horrors. Night glimpsed something and it took her very sanity. The things that haunt that realm can be stronger than Gods and Goddesses, cosmic evil that can even cause powerful beings to become insane.” 
 
    Lily looked to Dawn, “I’m not sure Vala will ever be strong enough to heal the damage.” 
 
    Dawn’s expression glowed hot, “I don’t believe that. Vala allowed us to come here. She answered our prayers. She must have some knowledge to help us. I think you don’t have enough faith if you’re giving up so easily!” 
 
    Lily’s brow furled, but before anything grew out of control, Cassandra held up her hands. All eyes turned to the elderly woman in silence. 
 
    “I think everyone is tired from their recent journeys,” the Keeper turned her attention to Lily, “Vala may indeed have a plan, but it is not for us to know until she is ready to reveal it. I think it is our duty to help two acolytes in their time of need.” 
 
    Cassandra turned to Dawn, “You and your sister are welcomed to stay for as long as you need to, under the condition you both become productive and harm no one here in Vala’s realm. If Night cannot control herself, I will see you to the mist cave myself.” 
 
    Victor looked to Dawn, “We will do everything we can to help your sister, I promise.” 
 
    Lily gave Victor a sideways glance but remained quiet. 
 
    Cassandra stood up, “I think there has been a lot of excitement recently. I believe you all should rest before we continue with Vala’s will. Victor, I prepared one of the homes for you to stay in. As for everyone else, get some sleep.” 
 
    All heads nodded in agreement, Lily’s head barely nodding. 
 
    Dawn looked to Victor with wide eyes, “Thank you Victor.” The elf turned her attention to Cassandra and Lily, “Thank you all.” 
 
    Cassandra moved around the table, hands shooing the Blade and Shield, “Off to bed, the both of you. I don’t care where you sleep, but you can’t sleep here.” 
 
    Victor and Lily moved to the doorway; Cassandra close behind. The Blade’s back stiffened as the Keeper grabbed his ass on the way out. When all three were outside, Cassandra closed the door behind them.  
 
    The Keeper pointed to a home a few doors over. “Victor, your place is right there, next to Lily’s home,” Cassandra winked. 
 
    Before either the Blade or Shield could get in another word, the Keeper turned and walked toward her lodge home at the end of the street. A small breeze caressed frayed nerves. Victor closed his eyes, enjoying the cool touch. When he opened them and turned his head, Lily was already gone. The Blade turned his body to see the succubus walking down the street to a doorway, opening it and stepping in. 
 
    She’s mad. 
 
    The Blade shrugged before walking down the street. Stepping to his doorway, Victor entered the small home and closed the door behind him. Gentle light greeted the Blade as he looked around. The home was almost exactly like Dawn and Night’s place except it only had one bedroom as far as he could see. Not remembering the last time he had a quiet moment, the Blade began to undress as he walked to the bedroom. Clothes puddled on the floor before he reached the bed and flopped down onto his stomach. The recent days took more out of him then he thought. Weakness bled into tired muscles. Thoughts spiraled down the drain of his mind, seeing Dawn and Night before their images blended together into another. Victor pushed it away but almost in spite, an image of Lily’s disapproving gaze filled his mind. 
 
    She doesn’t understand. 
 
    “I doubt anyone would really understand,” Victor whispered to himself in the dark before sleep whisked him away to slumber’s warm embrace. 
 
    Eyes opening, Victor stood in his childhood yard, the sun filling the trees and grass with brilliant light. The Blade smiled as he knew instantly where he was. Looking up into a tree, he could see his tree house amid the vibrant green leaves. Turning, the smile grew broader as a two-story home stood. For a brief moment, the backyard took on happy memories of building forts, water balloon fights and pointing at the stars from a warm sleeping bag. It was a place of magic and the Blade’s heart pumped with joy. 
 
    Victor could barely keep his excitement when a shadow touched his body. Turning his attention, the Blade grinned at Lily as she approached, eyes and smile wide. The succubus moved in close, draping her arms on his shoulders. The two kept their loving gaze before Victor leaned in and kissed her, the succubus’s tail wrapped around his thigh as her hips grinded against his growing bulge. The mood turned infectious as the couple began to giggle and laugh like little kids. Lily grabbed Victor’s ass while he cupped hers. Bodies touching, clothes grew restrictive. Victor was about to undress when Lily unwrapped her arms and tail. Light purple hands undid his belt as his manhood stood at full attention. The succubus licked her lips, ready to devour his soul. The Blade was about to let her when a chill seeped into his spine. 
 
    Victor put a hand on Lily’s shoulder. The succubus looked up, confused. The Blade fixed his pants and redid his belt, turning and walking toward the house. 
 
    Don’t go inside. 
 
    “Don’t go inside,” Lily echoed. 
 
    The Blade stopped and looked back at the succubus. “Why? It’s just a dream.” 
 
    Lily’s expression changed as confusion crawled into her eyes. “Victor…are you really here?” 
 
    Confusion touched Victor’s spirit, “Lily? You’re not here…are you?” 
 
    “Victor…I….please…don’t go inside. I can feel…something…dark,” the succubus said as she looked around confused. 
 
    Victor looked back to the house, the shadows in the windows growing longer. “I have to…I have to check on her.” 
 
    Lily slowly followed as Victor walked to the backdoor and opened it. Stepping inside, familiar scents touched his senses. Energy danced along nerves as tightness filled Victor’s shoulders. Eyes growing wider with each step, he passed through the kitchen and into the dark living room. The dreamscape didn’t ripple or writhe, the place crystal clear even in the dark.  
 
    Light spilled in from a window, a woman sitting in a wheelchair. The woman didn’t turn her head as Victor stepped in further. Lily appeared at the kitchen doorway, watching as Victor moved to the woman in the wheelchair and knelt down to her side. The Blade reached out and took her hand into his. Darkness and shadow were divided by the incoming sunlight.  
 
    Victor bowed his head, fighting back the growing sadness and torment. Standing up, he took several steps backwards, a younger version of himself kneeling by the woman in the wheelchair. Lily remained frozen, seeing a younger version of Victor and his normal version stepping back to the middle of the living room. 
 
    “Is there anything I can get you,” young Victor asked. 
 
    The woman said nothing, eyes staring out the window in silence. 
 
    Young Victor gritted his teeth, “Do you need anything, Mom?” 
 
    Victor’s mother remained a sitting statue. 
 
    “How about some water, I’ll get you some water,” Young Victor said as he stood up and turned. 
 
    The front door opened and a man stepped in. Victor looked to his mother as young Victor froze. Lily looked to the man with salt and pepper hair, strong jaw and a kind smile. Closing the door behind him, the man looked to young Victor.  
 
    “Lily, leave,” Victor told the succubus. 
 
    The demoness didn’t move as the older man stepped in, eyes on young Victor. 
 
    “How is she today? Better I hope,” the older man smiled before his lip wrinkled in dismay. 
 
    Victor’s mother began to sob, rocking back and forth in her wheelchair. Young Victor stuck out his chest as his lip quivered.  
 
    “I’m getting her some water,” Young Victor said with a shaky voice. 
 
    Lily stared, seeing a skinnier version of the Blade as fear danced in his eyes. The darkness in the living room grew. 
 
    “I can do that. You shouldn’t….shouldn’t…,” the older man trailed off as his eyes darted in his head. 
 
    “Dad,” young Victor said, hands shaking.  
 
    Eyes took a manic edge as they glared at young Victor. “Why is she crying? What did you do?” 
 
    Victor moved to Lily, eyes heavy with sorrow. “Please…leave.” 
 
    The succubus didn’t budge. Peering over Victor’s shoulder, she watched as young Victor stood up to his father, fingers curling into fists. Victor’s father rushed through the living room, eyes on Victor’s mother. Young Victor stood in his way, blocking the older man. In a blink, a fist crashed into young Victor’s face, sending him to the floor.  
 
    Young Victor looked up as his father moved to his mother in the wheelchair. Victor looked to Lily, not turning to see what was happening. The room took jagged edges as Victor’s father stood over the sobbing woman, fists tight at his sides. 
 
    “That FUCKING NOISE! SHUT IT! SHUT THE FUCK UP,” Victor’s father screamed. 
 
    Young Victor jumped to his feet, hurling himself at his father. The older man turned to see his son, tears in his eyes right before he started punching him. The older man snarled as he grabbed his son and punched him in the gut. The shock caused young Victor’s eyes to widen as he bent over and gasped for air. The older man took advantage and pummeled the younger one. 
 
    “Lily…Don’t watch,” Victor whispered. 
 
    The succubus couldn’t turn away as young Victor hit the floor, coughing and spitting up blood. The older man turned to Victor’s mother in the wheelchair.  
 
    “Shut that fucking noise,” Victor’s father said in a menacing whisper before he raised his fist and brought it down. 
 
    Lily’s staff appeared in her hand as she tried to launch herself past Victor’s body. The Blade grabbed her before she could get past and pushed her in the opposite direction as Victor’s mother screamed, a fist rising up and crashing down again and again. 
 
    “NO! NO!” Lily screamed as Victor pushed her through the kitchen, out the backdoor and into the green yard. 
 
    “Please…Lily,” Victor said calmly. 
 
    “We have to stop him! We have to…” Lily tried to scream but her voice cracked. 
 
    The succubus tried to push past again when Victor grabbed the demoness and hugged her tight. 
 
    “Let go! We need to …” 
 
    “It’s already happened. There is nothing we can do. They are ghosts in my life,” Victor said in an understanding tone. 
 
    The succubus stopped struggling and stared into Victor’s dark eyes. “I…I’m so sorry.” 
 
    “I never thought…you would see that,” Victor said with a sad edge. 
 
    “Victor…,” Lily said before embracing him. 
 
    The Blade and Shield held each other as moans and sobbing spilled from the dark house. Sirens sounded off in the distance. Victor couldn’t push down the pain so he decided to wake up. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Blade opened his eyes, still lying on his stomach. Pushing up, Victor slid to the ground and began to get dressed. Memories slammed into him like a relentless tide during a storm. The edges of Zen became frayed. The Blade couldn’t calm his heart as it thudded in his chest. Fully dressed, the Blade made his way to the front door and opened it. 
 
    Lily was standing there with wide, wet eyes. Victor said nothing as he stepped past her and into the street. The succubus moved and stood before him, halting him in the street. Moonlight caused their faces to glow as they stood before each other. 
 
    “Victor…,” Lily began. 
 
    “I now understand what you mean by our connection. You didn’t want me to stumble onto your past but instead you stumbled into mine. I…I wasn’t sure I would ever tell you…but it seems fate had other plans.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” the succubus said, her head tilting forward to the Blade. 
 
    Victor gave the demoness a sad smile. “There is nothing to say. I need to take a walk, clear my head.” 
 
    Victor stepped past the demoness and started walking toward the stairs. Lily didn’t move to stop or follow, her heart beating with shards of pain. The crescent moon lit up the mountainside as Victor made his way down. 
 
    At the bottom, Victor walked with heavy shoulders. The dream played out like some twisted play. He thought he was past it, and yet it reared up like a monster from the deep ocean. The Blade walked along the wet grass, each step bringing him closer to the misty fog. Emotions spun but the Blade kept them at bay, not caring to relive them again. 
 
    There is no way to heal a scar. You learn to live with it. She will understand when she calms down. 
 
    Victor nodded to himself as he slowed and soon stood before the wall of mists. Looking into the gloomy fog, part of him wondered if he should step through and see if he could return to his realm if he really wanted. The Blade shook his head and smiled, knowing there wasn’t anything to return to. His old home was nothing more than a world filled with bad memories. 
 
    Turning around and looking to Vala’s mountain, new light breathed into his heart. Purpose had taken root and he wanted to be here, continuing the crusade to bring the goddess of love back from the dead. It was something special, a deep need to right a wrong in a universe of wrongs. 
 
    The Blade sighed, heart calming in his chest. He was at the beginning of a grand adventure, grateful to be a Champion of Vala. A faint memory caressed his thoughts, speaking of things he thought he long forgot. The glimmer of understanding touched his mind, but before he could recognize it, something cold touched his arm. 
 
    Victor turned his head, looking down with widening eyes. A black tentacle caressed his arm like a lover in the night before it wrapped around the elbow. Victor pulled before several more wrapped around his limbs and waist. The Blade tried to yell as another one coiled around his mouth. With muffled yells, he tried to fight as the black tentacles picked him up. Victor shouted for Lily, but his mouth was sealed shut and there was no one around to hear him. 
 
    The Blade struggled, ready to influence his strength when the tentacles snatched him away; pulling him into the mists and fading from sight, the glowing crescent moon the only witness in a forever night sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    Sand and dirt shifted between Victor’s fingers. Chaos stormed along his senses, the Blade desperately trying to mentally shake it off. Lifting his head, gloom, darkness, and bare lands spread out before him. A pounding headache throbbed as Victor pushed up to his hands and knees. Eyes taking it all in, he shook off the remaining mental cobwebs as he sat on his rump, head moving from side to side. 
 
    A vast black desert stretched out in all directions. Tall, craggy mountains dotted the desolate landscape while the sky was filled with stars, moons and ringed planets. The Blade blinked, thinking it was an illusion but past the many moons in the sky, several ringed planets glowed. Victor couldn’t believe what he was seeing. It was almost like the sky was crammed with as many celestial bodies as it could hold. Stars burned bright and seemed to be closer than the stars back on earth. It caused Victor’s head to spin as he basked in the light reflected off the planets and moons. 
 
    Victor slowly stood up, looking at the black sand encrusted along his fingers and palms. It was fine, almost powdery. Sliding his palms together, the sand fell away as he looked to the mountains. Massive gashes ran along most of them in crisscross patterns. The Blade guessed if he climbed one, he wouldn’t be able to climb over the gashes because they were too wide and deep. 
 
    “This is great,” the Blade said sarcastically to himself as he spun around. 
 
    The black desert went on for miles. Faint memories of the tentacles caused Victor to check himself. Looking down, his body was unmarked. A relieved sigh fell from his lips as he felt a little more relaxed. 
 
    It must be one of the realms but which one? Night Sun or Dark Spire? 
 
    “Whichever one it is, I don’t belong here just yet. Best to find a spot I can sleep and see about getting back to Luna Springs,” Victor whispered to himself. 
 
    Sleep here? 
 
    Victor started walking, eyes taking it all in with every step. “Chill out. There must be a cave or something where I can lay down.” 
 
    The Blade continued his steady pace, eyes glancing up at the moons and planets every few feet. 
 
    “I thought there would be more horrors, the way Lily talked about it,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Thoughts flowed back to Lily and Victor’s heart clenched in his chest. Watching her see what happened in his past was too much. The sickening feeling gnawed at him as he walked. Lily was his partner, but he never thought they would actually get in each other’s head. The Blade should have figured that would happen since she was first to tell her past, afraid Victor would find out anyway. 
 
    But she saw your past. We didn’t see hers. 
 
    “I don’t need to see it. I trust her enough to know it hurt,” Victor said to the voice in his head. “Important thing now is to get back home before…” 
 
    The ground shook. Victor stopped and looked around, cursing under his breath that he didn’t move to one of the mountains for protection. The ground rumbled again, and then for a short moment, silence. Victor eyed the nearest mountain and made a beeline for it, his legs pumping as hard as they could. The ground shuddered once again, sand shifting and small rubble rolling down destroyed mountains. 
 
    The Blade could see he was about two-hundred feet away from the base of a mountain. Legs pumping, he just had to reach it and maybe hide in one of the cracks. It would be his only chance if some monster was getting closer. Patches of sand bounced into the air as the ground shook like an earthquake. 
 
    “Come on,” Victor hissed through clenched teeth as he was slowly closing the distance. 
 
    Use your influence to go faster. 
 
    Victor mentally kicked himself for not doing it sooner. Ready to spend a point of strength, the Blade gritted his teeth until a sound blasted the area. Air rippled as the dark horn like sound crashed into him, tossing his body into the air like a ragdoll. The world spun before Victor crashed into the black sand and rolled onto his back. Coughing up sand, the Blade sat up when his eyes glimpsed something horrific. 
 
    A two-legged thing walked, the ground shaking with each step. It stood taller than a mountain with green skin and leaking sores covering its body. There was no head, but a gaping razor mouth on top of two massive shoulders and long flowing emerald green tentacles around it. Its arms were long and nearly touching the sandy floor as it moved with heavy steps. The things feet were like elephant feet, round with sharp claws circling around in boney toes. Puss and foul ichor slid down from the sores as the tentacles moved in all directions. The mouth opened and closed, triangular teeth sliding against each other. Sounds dripped from the giant monster like chewing meat. 
 
    Victor’s eyes were the size of saucers as he watched the thing walk indifferently. It never turned in his direction or lashed out, but fear stabbed into Victor’s mind and heart. He found it impossible to look away as reality rippled and twisted his vision. The giant abomination continued on its path, a long arm curling up and slashing across a mountain. The ground shook like a full-fledged earthquake but the Blade found it impossible to look away. 
 
    Close your eyes! 
 
    Victor couldn’t as his mind began to slip away. Red crawled into his vision as his mind’s eye took on jagged shapes. Emotions ripped at his insides as bloody tears flowed over his cheeks. Pain cut through his body as he readied himself to surrender to the abomination, his life meaningless.  
 
    A spark screamed from the void. Victor tried to listen but logic and sanity clashed like furies. The spark was still there, burning what little light it could to stay with him. Victor pulled his wits together, spending a point of intelligence. Emotions died down as logic took root. The Blade laughed for a brief moment, he understood what was happening. Closing his eyes, darkness swelled and crashed down on him. The pain and torment fell away as the Blade passed out. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor opened his eyes, a familiar face with horns looked down on him, planets and moons painting the sky behind her. 
 
    “Victor,” Lily whispered. 
 
    The Blade was silent for a moment before a small smile appeared. “How did you find me?” 
 
    “I felt you get pulled from Vala’s Realm by a terrible darkness,” Lily said as she helped the Blade sit up. 
 
    “Cassandra told me she felt tentacles and I could only guess it was to the Dark Spire Realm,” Lily continued as she wiped away dried blood from Victor’s cheek. “You saw one of the Elders?” 
 
    Victor rubbed his head, a throbbing headache pulsating along his mind. “Is that what they’re called? I just saw a giant monster bigger than a mountain walk by. It didn’t even notice or care I was there.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “Elders are cosmic beings beyond the minds of people and gods. Dark Spire has about a dozen that walk the lands. They don’t see anything beyond their mental plane of existence. Gods and Goddesses are the only beings that stand a chance against them.” 
 
    “Now I know why you were against coming here,” Victor grunted as the succubus helped him to his feet. 
 
    “The mere sight of them can cause madness. If you look too long, you can forever lose your mind. How did you survive seeing one of them?” 
 
    “I was staring at the monster and I couldn’t even blink. Something told me to use my Intelligence influence to close my eyes.” 
 
    Lily looked around while holding Victor’s hand, “That makes sense. The Abyss Sphere is connected to intelligence. That last moment may have saved your life, but we have to go before another Elder comes this way. 
 
    Lily began marching, pulling Victor along with her. The Blade’s head was still swimming in dim confusion as he kept to Lily’s pace.  
 
    “It feels like hornets had a party in my skull,” the Blade said as he rubbed an eye. 
 
    “I healed the little damage you took, but I can’t heal the mind. It may take some time before your back to normal,” Lily said with a frantic edge. 
 
    “There’s nothing here. We should find a cave and try to sleep so we can return to Vala’s realm,” Victor said. 
 
    Lily stopped and turned her head from side to side, “We can’t stay out here. It’s not just the Elders here. We need to find the city of Koth before something else finds us.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound promising,” Victor smiled before Lily pulled him along. 
 
    “I’ve been here a few times. My people from Night Sun have a resistance to the Elders and many of the horrors in this realm. We have to get to one of the spire cities before anything else notices us. We are lucky in that you were brought close to the city of Koth. I just have to remember the landmarks and we should…” 
 
    The succubus trailed off as red eyes glanced at a slightly curved mountain. “It’s over there, on the other side.” 
 
    Victor looked to the curved mountain, “We have to climb it?” 
 
    Lily pulled him along, “No, go around it. Last thing we want is to be on a mountain if an Elder walks by. They lay waste to everything within reach.” 
 
    Victor shook his head slightly before taking in the distance to the mountain and around it. The Blade guessed it would take hours to make that journey and since time was of the essence, it wouldn’t do to take their time. The Blade thought out his options before an idea formed. 
 
    Lily glanced around, “We have to be quick. It will take some time to get there, but if keep a good pace, we might make it there with little trouble.” 
 
    “I have a better idea,” Victor smiled as he scooped Lily into his arms and spent a point in strength. 
 
    Lily eyed the Blade, “What are you doing? We don’t have time for this!” 
 
     “Hold on as I test out my new ability,” Victor said as power poured into his limbs and muscles. 
 
    The Blade didn’t know the extent of his abilities, but now was the perfect time to test it. Since he gained increased strength and speed from the Tempest realm, the Blade guessed he could use it longer than when he used the spheres of influence before. Before they only lasted a few moments, but now he could feel the difference. 
 
    Legs bending, power surged as Victor took a quick breath. Winking at Lily, the Blade readied himself and burst forward like a cannonball. Black sand kicked up as the Blade’s legs became a blur. Lily clutched to Victor’s neck as his body moved like bullet train across the desert. 
 
    Victor couldn’t stop smiling as power pushed him faster than he’d ever gone before. Even with the increased speed, his arms felt strong, holding the succubus like she weighed nothing. The Blade quickly noticed that he was fast, but not fast like the Flash or Superman. It felt a few degrees less than the superheroes he read about and saw on the big screen, but it was still fast enough to cut down their trip to the mysterious city. Wind whipped at them as they moved across the black sands. Lily couldn’t hide her smirk as she held tightly to the Blade. 
 
    The mountain turned in his vision as Victor ran alongside it. Legs pumping, the Blade didn’t feel tired, as if running like this was a normal everyday jog. The pair zipped along when a light shined in the distance. Victor and Lily looked on a long spire stabbing into the sky, a glowing white crystal above the black tip. At the base of the black spike, a long circular city surrounded the spire for miles. Stone structures stood at various sizes and heights while dim white light touched the top of buildings.  
 
    Victor stared as he ran, seeing the perfect circle below the light. Turning, the Blade blazed toward the city. Once the pair cleared the mountain side, they rushed toward the city in the distance. 
 
    “Is that Koth?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “It is one of several cities here on Dark Spire.” 
 
    “I assume they call it Dark Spire because of the tall spires in the cities.” 
 
    Lily looked up while holding onto Victor, “Because of the Elders, there was no civilization in this realm for the warp spawn; people who took residence here. They functioned like beasts until a being entered the realm with a gift. Some of the first books here tell the legend of how an angel appeared and gifted them one of those massive crystals. The spawn took it as the angel showed them how it will save them from the unfeeling Elders. With a wave of his hand, a spire rose up under the crystal, thrusting it high into the sky. Dozens of warp spawn cowered at the base of the spire when an Elder walked toward them. The angel stood his ground as the Elder approached. 
 
    “The light from the crystal shined down and the Elder thing did something it had never done before in a millennia. It was touched by the edge of the light and it turned and marched in a different direction. The legends say the Elder didn’t scream or thrash. It simply turned away and walked on. This was an amazing feat for the people who lived here. They couldn’t build anything here because of the Elders, not even tunnels. The ground is too soft from the constant pounding of the Elder things. Warp Spawn moved in tribes, trying to keep their distance from the Elders. Now that they had a light that protected them from being crushed, they were able to create a society to live and grow.” 
 
    “That sounds amazing,” Victor said as the city grew closer with each step. 
 
    Lily nodded. “It was. The people here now devote themselves to gathering knowledge as the Elders walk aimlessly across the world.” 
 
    Victor nodded as they moved with accelerated speed. The Blade had lost all track of time as power pumped through his body. When the Blade and Shield were about a hundred feet from the city edge, the power dwindled and Victor stumbled forward. Catching himself, he slowed down as energy drained from his body. 
 
    “How long was I running,” Victor asked as he slowed to a walk. 
 
    “About twenty minutes,” Lily said as she shifted and the Blade set her down on the sandy floor. 
 
    “I guess twenty minutes is all I have before the power stops. I wonder if I can increase the time with spending more points.” 
 
    “I’m not sure. The spheres of influence affect everyone differently. It takes an hour for you to regenerate a point so using the power for twenty minutes might be all you can do,” Lily said as she turned and looked at the city edge. 
 
    “I’ll test it another time. Right now, I only have two more points in Strength and we have no idea what to expect once we enter the city.” 
 
    Lily stepped along, eyes on the open street, a layer of water covering everything. Victor was at her side, seeing the same thing. When they reached the street, Victor could see the entire city was flooded. Without hesitating, the succubus stepped into the clear water. The water reached up to her shins and stopped as she sloshed along. Victor followed; the cold chilly water pressing against his high boots.  
 
    Shadows and light filled the senses as the pair walked on. Buildings with strange carvings were on either side of the couple. Victor stayed frosty, not sure what to expect. Hand ready to call his sword, the Blade’s senses were dialed to eleven. Lily looked around, eyes flickering to alleys, streets, and buildings. A gloom filled the air the further they walked inward. A glowing mist hovered as the buildings took on a hazy edge. 
 
    “Stay close. It’s easy to get lost here,” Lily warned. 
 
    “You’re not leaving my sight,” Victor said, his voice heavy in the misty air. 
 
    Ripples moved along to the water from Victor’s right. The Blade turned his head to see something snaking along the top of the water. The Elemental sword slid into Victor’s hand as he gazed down at the creature swimming toward him. Lily stopped and turned to see Victor staring down at something in the water. The thing made its way and stopped, floating about two feet from Victor’s leg. It raised its head, beady lizard eyes staring up. Victor smiled as he saw it was some kind of lizard, one he had never seen before. The little creature turned its head, two big ears unfolding from the back of its head and opening toward the Blade. It made a few croaks and hisses while it lazily treaded water. 
 
    “Yea, I know I don’t look like everyone here,” Victor told the big eared lizard. 
 
    Lily’s eyes flicked to Victor, “You understand it?” 
 
    Victor nodded. “It’s the second ability I gained from the Tempest Realm. I can speak to animals now. And no, I wasn’t talking to you,” Victor said to the lizard. 
 
    The lizard creature croaked and hissed again. 
 
    “I don’t have an attitude. Why are you hassling me? I’m new here.” 
 
    The lizard swam a little closer, croaking. 
 
    “I don’t have any food but if you help us, I can find some,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The big-eared lizard shook its head and croaked. 
 
    “I’m not lying. You treat all visitors like this?” 
 
    The lizard hissed. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘only the rude ones’?” 
 
    Lily shook her head as her fingers dove into a side pouch of her belt. Grabbing something, the succubus pulled out a small chunk of blood fruit. Lily knelt into the water and held it out toward the lizard creature. It cocked its head, beady black eyes on the beautiful succubus. A moment later, it swam over and lifted its head out of the water. Lily held out the piece of fruit. The lizard creature gently took it from her hand and gulped it down. Beady eyes closed and open in contentment before it turned and slinked through the water. Croaks and hisses rose up against the sounds of dripping water. 
 
    “Yea, I know she’s awesome,” Victor grinned. “And yes, we are following you.” 
 
    Victor and Lily followed the lizard creature as it swam slowly through the murky water. The sloshing of boots echoed off stone walls as they turned and walked into a thin alley.  
 
    “Where is it taking us,” Lily asked with an alert edge. 
 
    “She says she knows someone who would be interested in meeting us.” 
 
    Lily smiled. “It seems females from all species are drawn to you.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “You giving her the fruit was what she wanted. I’m just the mouthpiece.” Victor looked to the lizard creature as it croaked again. “Private conversation, just led the way.” 
 
    The lizard thing made a sound that was almost a laugh and a hiss in one. 
 
    Lily’s smile faded as her gaze fell to the water. “Victor…about before…” 
 
    “It’s okay. What you saw in the dream happened years ago. My mother was suffering from early onset Alzheimer’s disease. It’s…um a disease that destroys your memory. We were taking care of her as she slowly lost her senses.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes took on a faraway gleam. “My dad…he was never like that as I grew up. No one knew at the time, but he was suffering from a tumor growing on his brain. I think the stress of taking care of my mother pushed it to develop faster. A few times he would get angry over little things but it got worse over time. He had beaten me up once because I didn’t clean my room. My mom was in the other room, indifferent to what was happening. I thought I was going crazy, but it was the rest of my family going insane.” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily, her eyes wide with concern. “That moment in the dream is when everything came to a head. My father was becoming more erratic, but that was the boiling point. He beat me and my mother. I had to crawl away and use my cell phone to call the authorities. They showed up and restrained him. They took me and my mom to the hospital. 
 
    “I was in the hospital bed when the doctors came to me and told me that the tumor in my father had grown too big to operate. I remember feeling cold when they came back a few hours later, telling me he fell into a coma and passed away.” 
 
    Victor walked along, eyes falling back to the lizard as it swam. “Family put my mother in a facility to help her while I went to live with one of my aunts. I didn’t have a fun time with it, but I spent my time finishing school and visiting my mother every chance I could. I started working so I could gain my independence. The first night I moved into my own apartment, I got the call that my mom passed.” 
 
    Lily looked to the Blade as he walked; darkness in his eyes. 
 
    “Sad to say, I was glad they weren’t in pain anymore. It was a relief not to see them dying. I sort of closed myself off after a visit to the doctors. They had performed some testing on me and I seemed to hit the genetic lottery. There is a high chance I will develop one, or both their conditions as I grow older. After what I experienced, I never want anyone to see me like that. I never want to be burden on anyone I love. I made a decision to have fun and have very little attachments. I only have this one life and I was going to live it to the fullest.” 
 
    Victor lifted his head and chuckled. “And then a goddess came to me after I was shot and offered me a chance to be her Champion. How could I say no?” 
 
    Lily’s mouth shifted into a shy smile. “Victor, Vala chose us for a reason. I’m sure our paths are meant for great things…and I will always be here for you…if you ever need it.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lily. It means a lot,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The lizard changed direction and climbed onto a set of stone steps. The Blade and Shield followed, stepping out of the water. A greenish light glowed along some of the building’s edges. Victor focused on it, seeing a glowing green moss clinging to stone. 
 
    The lizard thing crawled up to the top of the steps and slapped its tail against the door at the top. Lily and Victor waited on the stairs for a moment before the door opened a crack and the lizard slipped inside. The man and succubus looked to each other before walking up the rest of the stairs, opening the door and stepping in. 
 
    Lantern light touched nearly everything within. Inky dark shadows ran along walls that were covered in bookshelves of various sizes. The musty smell of old paper drifted up as delicate warmth touched chilled skin. Victor like the comfort as he and Lily walked further down a book-lined hallway and into a large room. Tomes of various sizes covered the walls on two levels as a fireplace glowed on the opposite wall. A round table took up of the middle of the room, before a woman sitting on a plush chair, face partially buried in a book. 
 
    Victor and Lily stepped in but the woman didn’t take her gaze off the tome, eyes scanning from left to right. Long black hair framed her pale face but as Victor stepped in, he noticed something was off with the woman. The big eared lizard moved across the floor to a small group of four lizards all piled on a blanket in the corner. 
 
    “I see one of my friends brought you here,” the pale woman said without looking up. 
 
    “We didn’t mean to intrude. We are new here,” Victor said as he stepped a little closer, hands up to his chest. 
 
    The woman nodded; eyes moving left to right until a small sigh fell from her lips. Putting the tome down and closing it, Victor was able to see her face clearly. The Blade kept his expression neutral as she looked up to him. Eyes were black, like a shark’s eyes. They blinked sideways. Her skin was pale and smooth as silk, like she never saw the light of day in her life. A black dress hugged her voluptuous chest, deep cleavage showing. White arms curled and elbows rested on the table. Fingers laced together as she placed her chin on them. The woman’s smile grew wide, sharp teeth gleaming in a razor smile. 
 
    The woman blinked a few times before her eyes widened. “It…worked!” 
 
    “Excuse me,” Victor said, not sure what she meant. 
 
    The woman rose up from her chair, black tentacles curling out from under the table. Victor took a step back as Lily stood to his side. Victor watched as the woman floated toward him, tentacles coiling and carrying her along like she weighed nothing. She was easily eight feet tall with the tentacles as she stood before the Blade and Shield, bending at the waist and giving Victor an eyeful of creamy white cleavage. 
 
        “The ritual connected the planes of existence to create a focal point. I was able to find and pull on the pocket dimension, creating a vortex between worlds. I thought I failed but instead I succeeded in a way I didn’t account for…,” the tentacle woman mumbled. 
 
    Victor shook his head, interrupting the woman’s mumbling. “I…I don’t understand. You brought me here? Why?” 
 
    Heat hit the Blade like a fuzzy hammer. The room spun as the woman slinked closer, eyes filled with a hungry menace. The sharp smile didn’t falter as her small, almost slit like nose drank in the Blade’s scent and relished it. 
 
    “You feel it too, Lust Blade. The connection Vala bridges from all her worshipers.” 
 
    Tentacles coiled around Victor’s legs as he gazed into the woman’s black eyes. 
 
    “My name is Vonn and I used a ritual to speak with Vala. I have performed the ritual many times with no effect until tonight. Had I known she had chosen a Champion; I would have used the ritual on you.” 
 
    Vonn turned her black eyes to Lily, “And you must be a Luna Shield. I can tell by the intricate vibrations emanating from your body.” 
 
    “My name is Lily,” the succubus stated plainly. 
 
    “My name is Victor,” the Blade tried to say with a smile but it melted away as Vonn moved uncomfortably close, red tongue sliding over pale lips. 
 
    “Victor…a powerful name, you two will do nicely, yes, very nice indeed.” 
 
    “What exactly do you mean,” Victor asked. 
 
    Vonn hovered before the Blade, hands running down his arms but never breaking eye contact. “Why to aid in Vala’s crusade of course. We must put plans into motion if Vala is to ever return from the dead.” 
 
    Vonn chuckled slightly before pulling her hands from Victor, “But first, let’s discuss how we can help each other in these trying times.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    Victor stood before the half woman and half tentacle creature, questions blooming in his head like a young forest. Lily stood at his side, arms crossed and eyes on the warp spawn as she grinned with a razor smile. The fireplace glowed with green and orange flames, giving the room a warmth and an odd coloring. An alien mood filled the room, something Victor couldn’t quite place, but the heat floating off the pale warp spawn chased away the strange feelings and chill from his bones. 
 
    “You seem to know a lot about Vala. Wasn’t her worship outlawed here as well,” Lily asked. 
 
    Vonn nodded with a mad smile. “All worship of Gods and Goddesses are forbidden in this realm but that doesn’t mean many of my people don’t worship them. Most of the population despises higher form entities because of the Elders. They rather dwell in knowledge, far from the constraints of religion. 
 
    “But unlike many of my kind, there are those who see the truth, power and wonder of Gods and Goddesses. They bring focus and hope to those who desire it. Despite being outlawed, knowledge is still knowledge. Years ago, I came across several tomes about Vala, and her ideals spoke to me on a deeper level.” 
 
    A tentacle rose up, wrapping around Victor’s wrist. The Blade looked down, seeing the tip caress his skin. 
 
    Vonn continued. “The Goddess touched my dreams and I knew I must do all I can to aid her. The rituals I performed were just enough to bring you here, but if others joined in performing the ritual, it would have improved the precision of the spells. That is why I need your help.” 
 
    Vonn’s tentacles wrapped a little tighter around Victor’s wrist. The Blade’s eyes widened as he pointed to the tentacle, as if wondering if Vonn had complete control of it. Turning to Lily with wide eyes, the succubus looked down and then back up, shoulders shrugging. 
 
    Vonn gave a sickly-sweet giggle before speaking. “On one of my travels through the city, I came across a bookstore. While I searched the rows of tomes, two women came to my aid. I was looking for a particular book and they were more than happy to aid me. I could not deny the energy and warmth I felt from them as they brushed my hand while I searched.  
 
    “There was a pull and I could not look away. When one of them leaned in, she kissed me and I understand what it meant. We shared a bond for Vala and it played on the energy between us.” 
 
    Vonn’s wide smile grew smaller, eyes losing their happy luster. “The owner of the store caught us kissing and immediately demanded payment. I didn’t know they were his slaves and he saw a chance to improve his private collection. He demanded several obscure books. When I couldn’t pay, he flew into a rage and banned me from his shop.” 
 
    The warp spawn looked back into Victor’s eyes. “The look of pleading in the two stirred me into action. I couldn’t allow the two young spawn to stay with the owner, but I knew I could not take direction action or I would be exiled to the Elder lands.” 
 
    “Books are currency here,” Victor asked while trying to ignore the tentacle on his wrist. 
 
    Vonn nodded. “Books and bartering skills or activities, the bigger your book collections, the wealthier you are. As you can see, I have a modest amount and can in no way win Yimer and Caasa’s freedom.” 
 
    “So, you want us to save the two warp spawn and bring them back to you,” Victor stated. 
 
    Vonn nodded. “I will also need a special tome from his collection. The book is titled Maladies of the Realms. Vala planted the image of the book in my dreams and she must have a need for it.” 
 
    Even from the dead, Vala is still pulling the strings. 
 
    Victor absently nodded before speaking, “Sounds easy enough. Get them out and back to you.” 
 
    Vonn eyed the Blade, “You cannot use violence. My people have a silent agreement of no aggression from any source. If a warp spawn is injured, we all feel it and will come to stop the aggressor.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Okay.” 
 
    Vonn’s smile returned. “I can sense your trepidation. Not to fear, beings from other realms often visit for short periods. You will not be questioned unless you become violent.” 
 
    The tentacle coiled tighter around Victor’s wrist and began to pull. The Blade watched as he was drawn closer to the warp spawn. Vonn sat on the edge of the sturdy table, tentacles writhing around her as she licked her lips again. 
 
    “I know the legends of Blades and Shields. I know your power comes from connections. I will not be a miser of Vala’s love. I can feel her energy in me and it cries out for release.” 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure what was happening as he was drawn into Vonn’s embrace. The warp spawn gave him a wicked smile as hands and tentacles ran along his body. The heat of the moment hit him like a hammer as she licked his neck before pulling back. 
 
    “Payment first and then you complete what is requested,” Vonn stated simply as hands and tentacles began pulling at Victor’s clothes. 
 
    Lily watched as Victor was being undressed. The Blade looked down, lost in the heat between them as his clothes were pulled off piece by piece. Vonn’s pale hands pulled away as tentacles worked. Unclipping her dress from behind, the black dress fell away, large white breasts bouncing free. Black nipples stood at attention amid creamy white skin. Victor was lost in the moment, seeing her hourglass form. White skin melded into black skin as tentacles writhed all around them. A pale hand reached down to the apex between the writhing tentacles, a pink slit blooming. 
 
    “Please take me…enjoy the embrace like a true Blade of Vala,” Vonn said as white fingers caressed her wet slit. 
 
    Victor looked down and saw he was completely naked and hardening with each passing second. Energy danced between the Blade and warp spawn. Victor couldn’t deny the alien beauty and the sheer insanity of the situation had no effect on his libido. It cried out with a hunger. Vonn seemed just as eager, pulling him in close, a tentacle wrapping around his stiff member and stroking it with ease. 
 
    “Vala will be pleased,” the warp spawn smiled as she rubbed herself and the Blade at the same time. 
 
    Pulses of pleasure filled Victor as hands moved up of their own accord. The siren song of her heavy breasts called out, Victor taking hold and gently caressing his thumbs over black nipples. A sharp gasp filled the room as the warp spawn shuddered. Vonn held the Blade close, waves of heat coming off her body like the ocean tides. Victor lifted a nipple to his mouth, strong lips closing down and tongue flickering at the sensitive tip. 
 
    “Oh…yes…,” Vonn whispered as her hips moved to her own touch. 
 
    Victor suckled and licked, a hand drifting down her stomach and reaching Vonn’s wet fingers. Brushing them aside, he let his fingers explore, touching quivering pink flesh and finding her clit. Vonn cooed her approval moving to his strong fingers as he caressed and massaged her clit and dripping valley. 
 
    Lily watched, her own world stirring. The succubus moved to a nearby chair and sat, fingers drifting into her leggings and fingers touching her wet slit. Victor pulled away from a voluptuous breast to see Lily watching, hand below the waistband and playing with herself. The heat grew tenfold as tentacles pulled the Blade closer, the tip of his member touching the warp spawn’s wet slit. Without ceremony, Vonn’s mouth made a silent O as pink lips parted to the Blades thick sword. Sliding in, she trembled in excitement, some tentacles quivering while others held onto the Blade. Pale arms wrapped around Victor as his member pushed against tight inner walls, forcing them to accommodate his size. Black tentacles smoothed over his muscled flesh while the warp spawn forced his face into her warm, inviting cleavage. 
 
    The pull between them was undeniable, hips moving to a primal need. Lily whispered prayers, her valley growing wetter as she watched Victor move with his own needs. The Blade found himself holding Vonn’s hips as she sat on the edge of the table. The touch of her tentacles sent blissful vibrations along his skin while she squeezed him. Vonn’s black eyes closed as she was lost in the tender moment.  
 
    The tempo increased and the warp spawn moaned with each deep invasion. Victor held her close, his hips forcing her walls open as she pressed back. Inches appeared and disappeared between them. The Blade wanted nothing but to bury himself inside her forever. Whines and gasps filled the room, not only from Vonn but from Lily as well. The symphony of pleasure was reaching a crescendo and Victor found it difficult to hold back. 
 
    Vonn tilted her head up, black eyes rolling into her head. “Yes…keep the melody…I will not deny….its….power…” 
 
    The warp spawn let out a soul crushing moan as Victor slid in deep, his cock throbbing against her soft walls. A tremble and a shudder ran along her white skin. Black tentacles coiled around, forcing the Blade to the hilt and keeping him there, wetness spilling from her full slit. Lily cried out from behind them, her own song reaching its zenith. 
 
    Victor held Vonn in a tight grip as he grunted. Bliss surged as lava like seed exploded from his throbbing cock. Vonn seethed as another orgasm blasted her nerves, heat surging into her belly. The Blade’s fingers dug into her hips, holding her to him as his cock pumped out another spurt, followed by another. 
 
    Energy swirled as Victor and Vonn rode the wave. The lock opened and energy passed from warp spawn to Blade instantly. Victor huffed, his cock still hard. Hips moved of their own accord while the warp spawn milked every drop of his seed. 
 
    “Vala blesses us,” Vonn said in a small voice before pulling away and gazing into Victor’s eyes, “Let us begin our work, shall we.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The submerged streets continued on as Victor and Lily walked. Glowing eyes looked down from inky dark windows, watching the pair move through the water before pulling back and vanishing in the dark. Strange hunched bodies moved through the wet streets, fish-like eyes on the couple before walking on. Lily’s senses were on full alert but it was Victor who seemed lost in daydreams. 
 
    The Blade pulled up the ghostly image of his stats and mulled them over with each sloshing step. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 8/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 2 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 3 
 
    Con (Nano)- 2 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 1 
 
    Will (Holy)- 2 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords    
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
      
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
      
 
    Victor saw that he now had two divine orbs to spend and he didn’t want to waste any time. Being that he was in Dark Spire Realm, he wondered what power he would gain if he spent the orbs here. The Blade wished he had a list to pick from and was concerned if he spent it here, he could get a better power in another realm. 
 
    You’re overthinking it. We are here. Spend the orbs. 
 
    Victor looked to Lily, “What kind of powers can I get from this realm?” 
 
    Lily continued to scan every dark corner as she walked. “The Abyss Sphere is based on cold logic and intelligence. The warp spawn like control. I assume it will be along those lines but I can’t say for sure. All powers and abilities are different for each being who decides to take them on.” 
 
    “It’s not just us who can gain abilities from the spheres, others can to?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “The realms allow those gifted by the Gods and Goddesses to gain abilities most cannot attain. It’s how they spread their influence and power.” 
 
    “Sounds like I better gain as many powers as I can,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    The Blade mentally tapped the orbs and their energy released in an internal flash. Ghostly words hovered into his vision as the abyss sphere opened. 
 
    You gain Impulse Control Touch! 
 
    Victor lifted an eyebrow. “That sounds…dangerous,” the Blade said under his breath. 
 
    Two ghostly points appeared in his vision and the Blade mentally tapped on his Intelligence and Strength. The numbers went up a point each, power and intellect taking root in his spirit. The Blade didn’t feel stronger but now he knew he could call upon it if need be.   
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    “Alright,” Victor said as they continued to walk. 
 
    Lily looked up to a two-story bookshop, a metal sign gently swinging in the small breeze. The sign read ‘Forbidden Tomes’ as a warm light glowed out onto the submerged street. A person with a fish face, wide white eyes and a thick tail stepped out of the shop and down the stone steps to the street. Victor and Lily simply stood as the warp spawn didn’t acknowledge them, splashing into the water and shuffling off. The smell of rotting fish floated down after it, and caused Victor to wince and pinch his nose. 
 
    Lily took the steps one at a time with Victor following. The pair entered, a small bell chiming their arrival. Victor looked around, taking in the two-story shop, books lining every wall. Dead center of the shop was a large concave desk behind which a fat, scaled man sat. Tentacles writhed around him as he eyed the two strangers in his shop. On his lap was another big eared lizard but this one looked old with wrinkled scales and a tired expression. 
 
    The warp spawn with tired eyes opened his mouth, “Can I help you find something?” 
 
    “Just browsing,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The fat warp spawn made a strange gurgle before petting his lizard, “I only allow those who can pay enter my stop. You do not look like you have anything of value.” 
 
    “That’s harsh. Do we look like we can’t pay,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    The fish man stared, “No, you do not.” 
 
    Lily stepped in, “We have heard of your book shop and we had to see it for ourselves. It is famous across the realms.” 
 
    The warp spawn’s demeanor shifted to a pleasant smile. “I pride myself on my collection. I adore visitors from the Night Sun realm. Please, have a look around but I must ask you not to touch anything. The books here are valuable, but I can always use more tomes from the Night Sun realm.” 
 
    Lily smiled, “I would be more than pleased for an exchange of knowledge. If we find a book that speaks to us, we are willing to conduct business.” 
 
    “That would be good business indeed. Please, take your time and call upon me to help in your quest for knowledge,” the shopkeeper said with a wide, razor grin. 
 
    Lily took Victor’s hand and pulled him away, the shopkeeper giving the Blade a hard gaze. Walking past a tall bookshelf, Lily began searching, eyes drifting from title to title. 
 
    “I was going to turn on the charm,” Victor whispered with a smile. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have done much good. Only people from the Night Sun realm are tolerated here. All others who appear are kept an arm’s distance because of…,” Lily looked to Victor with a wicked smirk, “…your volatile nature.” 
 
    “That’s racial profiling and frankly I’m offended,” Victor joked. 
 
    “Let’s stay to the task at hand. I’ll look for the book while you find our friends,” Lily said before looking at the books again. 
 
    “Then what? We didn’t really come up with a plan. We can’t exactly just take the book, girls and run…can we?” 
 
    Lily’s expression remained blank, “I don’t know, Plan A sounds like the plan.” 
 
    It was Victor’s turn to give the succubus a smirk. “Here I thought you would object to such a thing.” 
 
    Lily tilted her head, small smile on her lips. “I’m starting to see things a little clearer. Besides, the warp spawn grow tired and bored very quickly when they are not accumulating knowledge. If we do make a run for it, we have to keep them from finding us for a few hours before they move on. I had gotten in trouble once, a while back and they stopped caring to find me after a few hours.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Sounds like an adventure I want to hear about.” 
 
    Lily looked to Victor and patted his cheek. “Maybe when we have some time to talk but right now, let’s get what we came for.” 
 
    Victor nodded before grabbing Lily’s wrist and kissing the palm of her hand. The succubus looked to the Blade, pink glowing against her light purple skin. The succubus pulled her hand away and pointed for Victor to start searching. The Blade winked and turned away, one foot moving after the other. 
 
    Victor moved around, finger to chin and trying to appear as someone from a high society. The shop was nearly empty as far as he could tell but he kept up appearances as he moved to a spiral, wrought iron staircase. Taking the stairs up, he stepped onto the second floor. The shop was bigger than he thought as it extended on. Walking into an aisle, he followed it while glancing at book spines. The titles read off like Stephen King and HP Lovecraft novels. The Blade couldn’t decide if it was done on purpose or some weird cosmic joke. The titles flowed on, becoming stranger and stranger as he read each one. 
 
    Victor stopped at a shelf deep in the book maze, a title catching his eye. Focusing on it, the words “Maladies of the Realms” glowed in his mind like a lighthouse at midnight. A hand reached up and just as he touched the spine, a shadow appeared beside him. 
 
    “Can I help you?” 
 
    Victor turned to see a woman in tight black dress. Dark blonde hair spilled down over her shoulders as she gave him a cheery smile. The dress writhed around as tentacles held her up. Black eyes squinted from her smile as her hands clasped each other before her. 
 
    “Um...I think I found what I was looking for. Thank you,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The warp spawn nodded before energy arced between them. The warp spawn’s eyes opened in surprise as she stared at the strange man in the shop. Unspoken words lashed at senses as her body stiffened. Victor simply smiled, unsure if it was safe to speak. He wanted to tell her about Vonn and why they were there, but the heat between them caused the words to fall out the window. 
 
    The spawn slithered closer on coiled tentacles. “Vala,” She whispered. 
 
    Victor nodded as he glanced around. 
 
    “Vonn sent you,” the warp spawn’s eyes growing wider in excitement. 
 
    “Please, keep it down,” Victor whispered as the book and one of the spawn were together in the same spot. 
 
    The warp spawn launched onto the Blade, clutching to him as tentacles wrapped around his body.  
 
    “We knew Vala and Vonn would not abandon us. The dreams spoke of you. You have to help us escape before Blurgg punishes us. He grows crueler with each passing cycle.” 
 
    Victor held the spawn, glancing around like the police would barge in with guns drawn. “We have to keep quiet if…,” the Blade never finished. 
 
    The spawn pulled him with her, dragging him down a few aisles until they reached a door. The spawn opened it and pushed Victor inside. The Blade stood in a small room with bunk beds to one side. A single lantern lit the tiny room as a body shifted on the bottom bed. Another warp spawn stirred and looked up, body naked and tentacles for legs writhing. 
 
    “Caasa, it’s him from our dreams,” the spawn said with an excited edge. 
 
     The spawn crawled out of bed, rising up with wide eyes. Victor tried to get a word in edgewise but the naked form of the warp spawn distracted him. The heat in the room dialed to eleven and blood rushed. 
 
    Caasa floated closer. Dark hair ran down behind her shoulders as she looked the Blade up and down. A smile bloomed, showing her razor teeth. Breasts bounced slightly as black nipples pointed at the Blade. 
 
    “We have prayed to Vala for so long….and now she has answered our prayers,” Caasa said in low tone, pale hands on Victor’s chest. 
 
    “Yes, Vonn sent us to rescue you, but we have to…,” Victor stopped talking as the Caasa began undoing his leather leggings. 
 
    “So long we waited…to truly worship the goddess’s Champion and set us free,” Caasa said as her body sank down to Victor’s hardening cock. 
 
    “I don’t think we have time for…,” Victor trailed off as warm lips latched onto his rigid cock. 
 
    Small moans rose up as the other spawn held onto Victor from behind with a smile, looking down as inches stabbed into Caasa’s mouth. 
 
    “My name is Yimer and this is Caasa,” Yimer grinned. 
 
    “Pleased…to meet you both,” Victor said through gritted teeth as Caasa sucked on his member. 
 
    “We often discussed what we would do to you when you arrived. Caasa would often tell me she wanted to taste you. Do you find her attractive? Do you find me attractive? I’m sure you think we are both beautiful, but do you think you like one of us more? Of course, you do, I can see it with your hard cock. I hope you stay hard when I suck it,” Yimer babbled on. 
 
    Victor could barely keep it together to hear anything as Yimer ran her hands over his chest from behind. Pleasure and bliss spiked as Caasa suckled on his cock like a lollipop. It drove the Blade crazy as she moaned, lips touching the base of his cock and running her tongue along the veiny shaft. The eagerness of the warp spawn also surprised him. At first, he thought Vonn was simply eager, but judging from how Caasa and Yimer were acting, Vonn was holding back. 
 
    “Yimer,” Victor said as he fought through clouds of bliss, “We came to…help…but we need…a book too.” 
 
    The warp spawn nodded. “What’s the title?” 
 
    Caasa’s head bobbed, long strokes along thick inches.  
 
    Victor pulled it together long enough to say the words, “Maladies of the Realms.” 
 
    Yimer nodded. “Caasa can get the book after you spill your seed.” 
 
    Victor let out a flustered exhale as heat crawled up his neck. Caasa blissfully sucked the Blades’ member, eyes closed and tongue licking at the slit at the tip of his cock. It was like magic, turning Victor on to the breaking point. Cock thickening, the warp spawn slid slowly down to the hilt when hot, sticky seed spurted into her throat. Energy flared between them as Victor gritted his teeth, pleasure rolling through him. Caasa sucked down each spurt, running her tongue underneath and moaning her delight. When the last spurt painted her tongue, she pulled away with a grin. 
 
    “I’ll get the book,” Caasa said with an almost dizzy expression as she stood up.  
 
    Victor watched as the warp spawn grabbed a dress and pulled it over her head. Yimer slid around the Blade’s body and sank down on her coiled tentacles. A pale hand reached up and grabbed Victor’s half hard member. Pins and needles ran through the Blade before Yimer closed her lips around his cock. The soothing back and forth motion caused the pain to bleed away, and bliss rose up like a zombie from the grave. 
 
     Victor barely noticed Caasa slipping out of the room as Yimer happily sucked his hardening member. Time lost all meaning as Victor stood. Warm wet lips slid along his shaft, a new stirring rising up. Energy danced along lips and skin as Victor had to place a hand on the top bunk just to keep his balance. An intimate fog enveloped the Blade as he found it impossible to say no, cock throbbing for another release. Unable to hold back his primal needs, the Blade groaned as his cock thickened. Yimer gave a muffled squeal as a spurt of come splashed against the back of her tongue. The warp spawn looked up with wide black eyes as she gulped down molten seed. Suction taking hold she forced a few more spurts, milking the Blade for all he was worth. 
 
    The door opened and two figures entered. Victor turned halfway as Caasa and Lily stepped in. Yimer looked up, not breaking the connection as she continued to suck on Victor’s cock. The succubus gave the Blade a knowing smile, the thick book in her hands. 
 
    “Straight to the point I see,” Lily teased. 
 
    “I had very little say in the matter,” Victor smiled with tired eyes. 
 
     Yimer opened her mouth but stayed on her coiled tentacles, looking up to Victor with stars in her eyes. “It was better than I dreamed,” she said innocently. 
 
    Victor’s face glowed red as he stuffed his member back in his pants and helped the dazzled warp spawn up. “We have the book and the two of you. Now we have to get out of here,” Victor said as divine energy danced in his heart. 
 
    “It won’t be long before Blurgg comes looking for us. He won’t just let us go,” Caasa said. 
 
    Victor tried to think of something as Lily looked to the two warp spawn. 
 
    “Is there anything he values more than books,” Lily asked. 
 
    Yimer shook off the stars in her eyes as she looked to the succubus, “He prizes his books, us and his Neboo.” 
 
    “Neboo,” Victor said with a raised eyebrow. “Is that what those lizard creatures are called?” 
 
    Caasa and Yimer both nodded. 
 
    Lily nodded with darkness in her red eyes. “If we take his neboo hostage, we can bargain for your release of his servitude.” 
 
    Victor turned to Lily and put his hands on her shoulders. “I like the direction you’re going but I think I may have another plan that doesn’t involve hostages,” Victor smiled as he thought to his new ability. 
 
    The three women gathered around the Blade as he told his plan. 
 
    *** 
 
    Blurgg stroked his neboo, black eyes turning to see Victor and Lily emerge from the back. The fat warp spawn gave a slight smile to Lily before it turned into a scowl for Victor. The man and succubus walked up to the desk. Lily leaned against the edge of the rounded desk as Victor looked down at the old neboo. The lizard thing with big ears looked up with beady eyes and gave the Blade a hard scowl. 
 
    “Did you find anything interesting for trade,” Blurgg asked. 
 
    “We did not,” Lily said with a small kind smile. “I’m afraid your collection is not as extensive as we thought.” 
 
    Blurgg’s mouth melted into a deep frown. “My dear, I have one of the most extensive collections in all of the six realms. If I don’t have a copy, it doesn’t exist.” 
 
    “We could try the mage library on Eddor. I hear they have an amazing collection of books,” Victor said to Lily. 
 
    Blurgg gave a gruff exhale before rising up on thick tentacles. “Eddor’s libraries are for children just learning about the universe. The Kurggoth have collected knowledge since before the mages there learned their first spells.”  
 
    Victor smiled politely. “There are other shops here in Koth. We could check with them and see if they have anything similar to what we want.” 
 
    Blurgg’s throat gurgled in rage. “Hardly, what is the name of the book you are searching for?” 
 
    Victor crossed his arms, “We don’t wish to take up anymore of your time.” 
 
    “The title of the book,” Blurgg demanded. 
 
    “Maladies of the Realms,” Lily smiled. 
 
    Blurgg’s fiery gaze cooled and a smug smile widened. “I know my entire collection and I do have that exact tome. What shall you exchange for such a fine book?” 
 
    “I’m not sure he has it. Let’s go someplace else,” Victor said as he turned away. 
 
    Blurgg’s mouth twisted, “I’ll show you I have the tome you speak of!” 
 
    The fat warp spawn turned to the shelves. “Caasa! Yimer! Come to me!” 
 
    The book shop was silent as a grave. A few aisles over and clutching to the book, the warp spawns remained quiet, waiting for the signal. 
 
    Blurgg cupped his neboo in one arm while he picked up a whip from under the desk. “Must I do everything myself. There will be lessons for not answering my summons!” 
 
    Blurgg’s tentacles moved along, his bulky body slithering past the rounded edge of the desk. Victor was quick, moving to the warp spawn’s side as he rushed toward the stairs. The Blade’s mind glowed with his new ability. It didn’t feel like it would be simple as a touch to use it. Seeing that it was an ability connected to his Intelligence sphere, the Blade assumed he had to charge it like he did with his strength to his Gaia abilities. Spending the lone point in intelligence, the tips of Victor’s fingers itched with slivers of power. 
 
    Blurgg was nearly to the spiral staircase when Victor touched the warp spawn’s elbow. Power slipped from his hand and into the warp spawn. Blurgg’s eyes widened as his tentacles gave out from under him. The fat warp spawn fell into a heap of tentacles, hands holding his neboo up. The elderly neboo looked down as Blurgg snuggled the creature to his face. 
 
    “You are too precious for words! I could snuggle you all day you beautiful little thing! Extra food tonight because you are my special little one,” Blurgg doted over the neboo, not even noticing Victor hiding his smile. 
 
    The fat warp spawn stroked and spoke in a high-pitched voice as the neboo tried to crawl away. The heavy attention carried on as Lily lifted a hand and beckoned with a finger. Yimer and Caasa moved along the shelves, out of sight until they reached the door. Lily was there, ripping the bell from the chain above the door but careful to not let it ding. Victor backed away, eyes on the fat warp spawn as he couldn’t control himself, snuggling with the struggling neboo. 
 
    Silent as thieves, all four made their way out and quietly closed the door behind them. Rushing into the submerged streets, Victor’s heart pounded in his chest.  
 
    I can’t believe that worked! 
 
    The four turned a corner and barreled down a side street. Water sloshed with each of Victor and Lily’s steps but the two warp spawn moved with liquid ease through the waters.    
 
    “We hide and wait for all of this to blow over. Then we can…,” Victor was cut off by a deep voice. 
 
    “Hiding…That’s exactly what I would expect from you.” 
 
    The four slid to a halt in the shin deep street water. A dark figure stood, an oversized hammer in his hands and three snarling dog-like creatures at his feet. A long black trench coat covered his body as wild hair flared around his head. Eyes pierced the shadows, their gaze as hot as the sun on Victor. 
 
    The Blade squinted, unsure who he was looking at until the man stepped a little closer, lantern light touching his face. Haggard eyes blinked with contained rage as the three dog monsters growled with pent up fury. The light bleeding away the sudden doubt, Victor’s brow hardened. 
 
    “Luis, what the hell are you doing here,” Victor growled his contempt.  
 
    The man in the trench coat gave an evil leer, “Hunting you.” 
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    Water rippled as the area stirred with tension. Lily, Yimer and Caasa stayed to Victor’s side as the man with the giant hammer and three demon dogs stepped closer. Victor couldn’t stop the growing fury in his spirit as the man approached. The demon dogs growled, acid saliva dripping from pointed maws, steam rising as they touched the water. The chill in the air floated back as energies filled the area with a supernatural heat. Black eyes peered down from open windows as tentacle bodies emerged from streets and alleys, witnessing the exchange of the men from other dimensions. 
 
    Luis hoisted the oversized hammer and leaned it over his shoulder, his other hand holding the leather leashes of the three demon dogs. “You seem to be causing a lot of problems here in the realms. It isn’t too much of a surprise really, considering how you are.” 
 
    Lily’s hand opened, a staff appearing. Fingers closing around the shaft, the succubus took a battle stance while the two warp spawn backed away a few feet, Yimer holding the leather-bound book. Victor put up his hand, singling the demoness to hold. 
 
    “Get Yimer and Caasa to Vonn, I’ll keep my cousin busy,” Victor whispered with a hard tone. 
 
    Lily kept her gaze steady on the large man and his dogs. “I’m your Shield and not leaving your side.” 
 
    Victor flexed his hands. “The longer we stay here, the greater the chance Blurgg will come looking for the book, Yimer and Caasa. I can hold him off and I’ll come to you when it’s over.” 
 
    Victor eyed Luis, “Besides, I can take him.” 
 
    Luis grinned, “Ha! Like when we were kids? If I remember correctly, it was me who beat you up all the time, couldn’t hold your own, even when we wrestled.” 
 
    “Get out of here,” the Blade said out the side of his mouth. 
 
    “You can’t face him alone. The dogs…,” Lily hissed. 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the beautiful succubus, “I don’t have to beat him, just keep him busy. It’s more important the three of you make a run for it.” 
 
    The Blade’s eyes took on a warm hue, “Lily, I know we are partners, but Luis is family. If anyone is going to teach him a lesson, it’s going to be me. Please go.” 
 
    Lily shook her head slightly before glancing back to Yimer and Caasa’s concerned gazes. The succubus let out a defeated sigh before turning her attention to Victor. 
 
    “Come back in one piece,” the succubus said as she backed up to the two warp spawn.  
 
    The three of them moved off to the side and reached an alley. Lily looked back to see Victor nodding in approval, a small smile forming. With that, she reluctantly turned to the dark alley and walked into the shadows, Yimer and Caasa following. 
 
    Luis watched them go before turning his attention to Victor. “It doesn’t matter if they go. Vala has entrusted you to bring her back from the dead. My master wants you dead. Your death will end her rising cycle for a long time.” 
 
    “What the fuck happened to you,” Victor asked as the elemental sword slid out of his wrist and into his open hand. “I knew you were petty and a bully, but I didn’t know you wanted to kill me.” 
 
    Luis’s eyes narrowed. “You’re a blight on the family. So were your mother and Uncle Hobbs. The entire family would have been better off without any of you.” 
 
    A fire lit in Victor’s belly, arms vibrating in contained rage. 
 
    Luis gave a smug smirk, “I’m doing the family and the universe a favor.” 
 
    “You fucking asshole! Baaldir is using you. Take a moment and think about it!” 
 
    Luis gave a grave nod, “I have thought it over as they gave me powers and abilities I never dreamed of. Baaldir chose me to be part of his pack, with the bonus of kicking your ass as much as I want. It will be like high school all over again.” 
 
    Victor took a deep breath, letting the air cool down his inner core, controlling the flames into power and steam. Mind falling back to calming habits, he let the tension in his shoulders ease back, allowing his body to become looser. 
 
    The demon dogs pulled at the leather leashes, snarling with distilled evil.  
 
    “Now now, everyone will get their pound of flesh,” Luis smirked. 
 
    Victor’s rage dimmed as eyes grew frosty. “Luis, go home before Baaldir corrupts you to the point of no return.” 
 
    Luis’s smirk faded as he lifted his chin. “It’s too late for that. Once you become part of the pack, there is no going back. I swore a blood oath and for the first time in my life, I have meaning, purpose. You deserve this and I’m happy to deliver.” 
 
    Victor took a stance, blade at the ready. 
 
    Luis shook his head, “Aunt Mary told us how you took up martial arts because of getting your assed kicked by your dad. Your shitty skills won’t mean anything against my abilities.” 
 
    Victor kept his stance, sword at his side. 
 
    “I think this talk has gone on long enough.” Luis looked down to his dogs, “Chew him up but don’t kill him. That is my right to take his life.” 
 
    Luis let out a small whistle and let go of the leashes. The three demon dogs burst forth, charging through the water toward Victor with teeth bared. Victor stood his ground, eyes sliding down to the incoming dogs. The three hellhounds were nearly to him and the Blade parted his lips and let out a sharp whistle. 
 
    The three dogs skidded to halt, water splashing and ears pointed up. 
 
    “Your master is family,” Victor said with a calm demeanor. “Would you like it if you turned on each other?” 
 
    The dogs tilted their heads, glowing red eyes glancing to each other.  
 
    Victor smiled. “If you three are good, I’ll bring you treats.” 
 
    The three demon dogs sat on their haunches in the water, tails wagging behind them and tongues hanging out. One of the dogs made a few small barks and Victor nodded. 
 
    “Steak? I can see what I can do. But promise me you’ll be good,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Luis’ rage burned hot as he watched his three dogs behave. Victor looked up as his left hand rubbed one of their heads. The Blade knew his ability to speak to animals would shock them to stop, long enough for him to convince them that he was not a threat. Hearing the words coming from the demon dogs was unusual to say the least but once the dialogue started, they were eager for food. 
 
    Luis clicked his teeth. The three dogs looked back and bounded to his side. The tail wagging lessened as they reached his stony gaze. 
 
    “We are going to have a long talk later,” Luis said in an angry tone. 
 
    The three hellhounds slinked down a little, heads bowed. 
 
    “You said it was between us. No need to bring them into it,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Luis began stalking forward, pulling the hammer from his shoulder and holding it diagonal across his chest. The sloshing steps turned into a run. Brow tight and teeth bared, the large man charged. 
 
    Victor glanced at the ghostly mental image of his stats. 
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    He is going to use all power attacks. Keep him off balance. 
 
    Victor nodded to himself as he forced an influence point into his strength and speed. Energy and power flowed into limbs and muscles and the Blade looked to his sword. He hadn’t used the elemental abilities of the sword yet and figured now was the best time. Mentally he commanded the elemental sword to burn with fire. Nothing happened as the blades edge glimmered in the street light. 
 
    Luis roared as he raised his hammer up. Energy flared in his eyes as the hammer exploded into flames. When he was close, Luis reared to the side and brought the flaming hammer hard across. Victor leapt back, water splashing up with him. The hammer struck across the streams of water, turning them into steam as Victor landed about twenty feet back with a splash. 
 
    Luis brought his hammer back to his chest, a wicked smile blooming. “Running was your best trait growing up.” 
 
    “And whining was yours,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Luis growled as he charged again. Victor saw it, noticing that his cousin was moving faster now. Baaldir may have given him similar abilities from the Tempest realm. Strength and speed would not be the deciding factor in this fight. The Blade studied the incoming brute as his flaming hammer streaked through the air. Luis swung hard across again and Victor bent low, his face an inch from the water as the heat of the hammer passed over his head. Rising up, he stepped in close, trying to knock his cousin off balance. Luis stopped his swing and brought it back. Eyes like hot coals, Luis gritted his teeth. Victor brought up his sword and parried the incoming hammer. Muscles trembled despite his enhanced strength as Victor lifted a foot and drove his heel into Luis’s knee. 
 
    Luis stumbled back as pain flared along his nerves. Victor took advantage, closing the distance, his left fist cocked under his arm. Power flowed into muscles as he struck out, slamming his fist into Luis’s gut. The crazed cousin bent forward, shadows covering his eyes.  
 
    “That’s all you got,” Luis said with a sinister edge. 
 
    Victor backpedaled as Luis roared. The flaming hammer swung with blinding speed. The Blade dodged one and then two swings. Mind sharp, he spent a point of constitution just as the hammer struck his side. Victor’s eyes widened as his entire body was lifted up and thrown, flames licking his clothes and skin. Hurtling through the air, the Blade’s back crashed into a stone wall and he slid down to his boots, water splashing against his legs. 
 
    Victor noticed there was very little pain but glancing down, clothes and skin were singed. The sphere of Nano helped soak up some of the damage but he knew it wouldn’t last long. Even with the sphere controlling the pain, if he suffered another strike or two like that, he was done for. 
 
    Luis bent his knees and blasted forward like a flaming comet. Victor saw the sardonic grin on his cousin’s lips before bursting up into the air. The flaming hammer slammed into the stonewall, sending thick cracks along the surface. Victor was in the air, only about four feet but he saw his opening as gravity pulled him down. Leg cocked back, it whipped out, boot crashing into the side of Luis’s face. Luis stumbled back as power surged into Victor’s sword arm. Turning the blade on its side, he smacked the flat side against Luis’s face. 
 
    Luis stumbled back again as Victor pushed his attacks. Landing in the water, Victor pressed forward, sword at the ready. Luis growled as a trickle of blood flowed from a small cut on his cheek. Another roar filled the area as Luis began to grow larger. Victor reached his cousin, retracting his elemental sword into his arm and bringing his fists up. A combination of two strikes to the gut sent the shape changing Luis back. Muscles bulged as fur sprouted along his body. The trench coat ripped as a wolfish snout grew outward. Ears shifted and turned into furry points. 
 
    Victor backed off as his cousin took on a hulking wolf monster shape, flaming hammer still in hand. 
 
    “Vala’s power is nothing compared to Baaldir’s War Wolves,” Luis snarled. 
 
    Victor let the elemental sword slide into his hand again as the sphere of Nano faded from his body. “Luis, please stop this. Don’t let them control you.” 
 
    The wolfish snout leered, “Like how Vala is controlling you?  We are pawns in this game but I will be the one who becomes a king!” 
 
    The War Wolf burst forward with impossible speed. Victor turned his sword sideways as the flaming hammer rose up and came down hard. The Blade parried the blow but the strength behind it sent him down to one knee. Arms shaking, he barely could keep the hammer back as it inched closer, flames nearly licking his face. 
 
    Luis stared with intense red eyes and ears folded back, “Your death is worth it to keep the realms in war and hate!” 
 
    A flame burned at Victor’s cheek as he struggled to keep the hammer back. The power in his muscles could barely keep the War Wolf’s power at bay as Victor’s mind raced with ideas. Desperation surged up his spine as blood pumped in his ears. Seeing his stats, he pumped another point into strength. A wave of power streamed into his muscles and the trembling lessened. Victor growled as he pushed back, the flaming hammer head pushing away. 
 
    “Strength for strength,” Luis growled as his eyes flashed. 
 
    Victor noticed he couldn’t push back any farther, the War Wolf’s strength matching his own. Thinking to his sword, an answer struck him like a bullet. 
 
    “I have to charge it,” Victor said through gritted teeth as he spent a point of wisdom. 
 
    The elemental sword cooled as ice surged along the gray blade. Victor slid the parried sword up, the frost blasting cold at the flames. Luis kept his stance, driving his strength into the hammer. Victor spent a third point of strength and power surged. With a defiant shout, Victor pushed with his entire body. Luis growled as he was forced back and the connection between their weapons was broken. The War Wolf slid back in the water as Victor huffed, ice sword in hand. 
 
    “I’m guessing you haven’t been in the realms longer than I have or you would have used your influence to counter my own. I would say our strength and speed are about the same now but I’ve had a chance to grow my power. This is your last chance to run, cousin,” Victor said with cold eyes. 
 
    Luis stalked forward, “Not without your head.” 
 
    The War Wolf roared into a charge. Victor braced himself as the brute of a wolf came barreling down on him, flaming hammer raised. Sword and hammer clashed as magical sparks flew. Bodies moved in a blur, clashing and pushing to gain an edge. Victor moved like a dancer while Luis brought his hammer down and across like a bulldozer. Warp spawn watched from the outer circle, black eyes drinking in the display of powers as sparks lit up the area.  
 
    Victor moved, ice sword slashing at the flaming hammer, knocking or blocking it away. Energy swelled as hammer and sword clashed again, flames and ice splintering into the air and falling to the submerged street. Victor spent a will point and with divine might pushed against the War Wolf’s power. The strength and power blasted the War Wolf into the air, his back slamming into a wall across the street, creating a spider web of cracks. The War Wolf pushed off the wall with his back muscles when pain stabbed into his leg. Luis looked down, the ice blade several inches deep in his thigh, cold numbing the flesh and muscle. 
 
    Victor looked up into Luis’s feral gaze, “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Luis reared back his arm and brought it across. Victor pulled the blade from the War Wolf’s thigh but couldn’t dodge the monster’s reach. Lights stunned his senses as his body was thrown back and he crashed down into the water. The ice sword spread out under the water, forming larger spikes before Victor pushed himself back to his feet, elemental sword with long thick spikes along the blade. 
 
    Luis took a step forward and his injured leg gave out. The War Wolf fell to one knee, blood oozing out of the wound, streaming down his leg and mixing with the street water. Heat touched Victor’s cheek as he could feel the bruise forming. The Blade stood in the street, sword at the ready as Luis huffed, eyes filled with fire. 
 
    Luis howled as light flashed in his eyes once again. The War Wolf slowly stood up, the bleeding slowing and the wound closing up a little.  
 
    “You’re fucking dead,” the War Wolf growled. 
 
    Victor let the ice sword slip into his arm. Raising his fists and bending at the knees, the Blade kept his gaze steady. “I think it’s time we end this.” 
 
    The Blade spent his last point of strength influence. Muscles bulged with power, body coiling like a snake ready to strike. Luis brought his hammer up, flames lighting the area. Victor watched as he didn’t see a light flash in his cousins’ eyes, tilted his head toward the feral monster and exploded forward. Luis brought his hammer straight up and down. Victor’s hand reached up and caught the hammer by the handle, stopping it in mid-downward swing. Luis’s eyes bulged in his head as Victor pulled the monster closer and slammed his left fist into the War Wolf’s ribs. Bone cracked as Luis’s growls turned into a whine.  
 
    Victor raised a boot and planted it hard into Luis’s stomach, sending the furry brute into the wall once again while his hammer was wrenched from his hand. Victor tossed the hammer aside as the flames went out. Before it could touch the watery street, Victor was on Luis, fists flashing in a blur and pummeling the War Wolf in the chest and stomach. The War Wolf cried out as bones cracked and muscles took a beating. Victor’s eyes remained cold until Luis slumped down, the Blade catching the big brute and holding him to the wall. 
 
    “Luis,” Victor whispered, afraid he had gone too far. 
 
    Wolf eyes looked up as blood spilled from his mouth, “You’re…weak…” 
 
    The War Wolf’s massive fist flashed forward, striking Victor in the ribs. Bones cracked as the Blade spun from the strike and landed in the water. Luis slumped down until he was sitting, the water up to his stomach. Blood streamed into the water as the brute lifted a hand, his hammer flying to his hand. 
 
    Victor lifted himself up from the water, coughing and spitting out blood. The Blade knew his strength and speed were greater than his cousins but that didn’t mean he was invulnerable. The pain surged as the Blade struggled to stand up. Spending his last point of constitution, the pain ebbed away and he was able to stand on his own. 
 
    The influence won’t last. Finish him! 
 
    Victor raised his fists but did not advance. Luis took a shaky step through the water and then another. A red leer shined from the War Wolf as the warp spawn moved closer to witness. 
 
    “Your tough…I’ll give you that. But I can see you barely holding on. I know that look when we used to fight. One more good punch and then I’ll drag you by the hair and lay you down before Baaldir as an offering.” 
 
    “Luis…you may be an asshole…but your family. Don’t let them use you,” Victor said and coughed up more blood. 
 
    Luis’s ears bent back as he slowly stalked through the water. “Oaths were made. Our blood will not save either of us. If you truly care, you will let me end your life for the greater good of the realms.” 
 
    “You know I can’t do that,” Victor said with tight fists. 
 
    The War Wolf lifted his hammer, fire blazing from it again. “Goodbye cousin.” 
 
    Victor looked up as the hammer was raised to its zenith. The Blade took a deep breath and blasted his entire body forward. Fists pulling back, he let his inner power consume him as he surged toward the towering War Wolf. The area glowed with power as they reached each other. A figure leapt off a roof and landed in the water between them. a large clawed hand caught Victor’s fist while another hand whipped hard across, sending Luis into the water. Energy exploded from the strikes. 
 
    Victor looked up as a giant War Wolf with gray in his mane stared down at the Blade. Fist in the War Wolf’s hand, the monster squeezed, bones cracking and breaking in his hand. The Blade grunted as his influence kept the pain at bay. The War Wolf lifted Victor by the broken hand and whipped him away. The Blade flew through the air and splashed into the flooded street. Victor lifted himself from the water, eyes on the War Wolf as he moved to Luis’s side. 
 
    “Idiot, he would have killed you,” the War Wolf growled to Luis. 
 
    “I give my life for the pack,” Luis growled back. 
 
    The War Wolf opened his hand and smacked Luis against the head. “You’re not some low-level foot soldier. Baaldir has invested his power in you and you would squander it?” 
 
    Luis was silent as he lay half submerged in water. The War Wolf turned his attention to Victor, ears back. 
 
    “I have been watching you two. It seems you have grown since we first met,” the War Wolf leered. 
 
    “Flint Bonekeeper,” Victor coughed. 
 
    “I’m glad I made an impression,” the War Wolf chuckled. 
 
    “You better run…before I get mad,” Victor said as he struggled to his feet, the influence from his constitution slipping away. Pain roared against his senses. 
 
    Flint nodded, “It’s that fiery spirit Vala is attracted to. How much sorrow will she feel as you become Baaldir’s play thing before the pack devours you.” 
 
    “I’m…still…standing…take your…chance,” Victor coughed. 
 
    Flint nodded, “That’s right, fight to the end. It will make the kill that much sweeter.” 
 
    Pain pulsed as Victor looked to his ruined hand. The torment from his broken ribs ached as he tried to keep it together. Maybe it was a bad idea for Lily to leave. Thoughts flowed to the succubus, her image chasing away the pain but only for a moment. Warp spawn crowded around as the giant War Wolf stepped closer, peering down his snout at the Blade where he stood. 
 
    We are still strong and fast. Run! 
 
    Victor knew he could will his body to move despite the pain but the damage could be too much for him. Without Lily, he could bleed internally from moving at full speed. Options began to close as Victor saw no way to escape or fight on without permanent damage. He still had three points in Charisma but he doubted it would cause the War Wolf to fall in love with him. Body growing colder, he had to take the chance he would survive running away. 
 
    “Thief,” shouted a garbled voice from the warp spawn crowd. 
 
    A whip lashed out and coiled around Victor’s neck. The Blade grabbed the leather whip with his left hand just as the line went taut.  
 
    Blurgg moved from the crowd, whip in hand and neboo on his shoulder. Tentacles moved through the water as he moved a few feet closer. 
 
    “You stole my book and my slaves! You will pay as I make a book from your skin,” Blurgg shouted, froth spilling from his fish lips. 
 
    “His life belongs to Baaldir and me,” Luis roared as he lifted his hammer and threw it with full force. 
 
    Flint’s eyes widened, “Luis, you fool!” 
 
    For a second, Blurgg turned to see the massive hammer fly through the air before it crashed into his chest and face. The neboo on his shoulder leapt away as the warp spawn’s chest and face caved in. Victor stared with horror in his eyes as Blurgg fell back, scaly hand letting go of the whip. Body crashing into the watery street, a pulse blasted out in all directions. 
 
    The warp spawn turned their collective attention to the fallen War Wolf. Black eyes glowed with pale power as tentacles, claws and sharp teeth shined in the low street light. Flint turned and charged to the fallen War Wolf. Victor took one step back and then another as the warp spawn surged. The Blade turned and hobble ran to an alley, glancing back as the spawn closed in on the two War Wolves. 
 
    Flint grabbed Luis by the scruff of his neck while his other hand clawed at the very fabric of reality. A black portal opened before them. Luis called back his hammer just as Flint dragged the War Wolf into the portal. The pair disappeared and the portal sealed shut behind them just as the warp spawn reached them, missing them by a second. The neboo crawled onto Blurgg’s ruined body, snuggling at his neck as he floated on the flooded street. 
 
    Victor fought through the spasms and pain. Water sloshed around his legs as he barreled down any alley, turned and followed another alley. The Blade wasn’t sure if the warp spawn would come for him next and he didn’t want to stick around to find out. The watery pathways began to blur together. Vision grew blurry as Victor fought through the haze. The throbbing pain from his ribs and hand caused him to stumble as he made his way along. Energy waned as his steps grew slower. Left hand on a wall, he huffed, trying to catch his breath. 
 
    “Lily…I could use your healing touch now…,” Victor exhaled as he pushed off the wall and continued on. 
 
    The area began to look the same and the Blade soon found himself lost. The alien city towered over him as he slowed again, hand to wall for support. Darkness writhed at the edge of his vision as he shook it off, trying to focus. The sounds of water splashing echoed off walls. 
 
    Victor looked up to see a succubus appear down an alley. Red eyes widened as Lily rushed through the water toward him. 
 
    “We…have to…stop…meeting like this…,” Victor said with a weak grin. 
 
    Lily reached him, one hand under his shoulder while the other one touched his chest. Warmth and energy spilled into the broken Blade as the pair made their way through the water. Bones knitted together but the process was painful, Victor gritting his teeth. 
 
    “I made sure they were safe before coming back to you.” Lily looked down as Victor’s right hand as he flexed it and winced, “How bad is it?” 
 
    “You should see the other guy,” Victor coughed as pain continued to bleed into his senses as Lily healed him. The process was slower than he thought and the Blade spent his last remaining will to keep up the pace. 
 
    “We’re not far from Vonn’s home,” Lily said with concern. 
 
    “The healing is helping. I just need to lie down for a moment,” Victor managed as weakness crawled into his beaten muscles. 
 
    The succubus held her Blade close, helping him along. The pair made several turns before reaching a familiar doorway above some stairs. They climbed the stairs to the top, the door opening a familiar pale face seeing them. 
 
    “Quickly,” Vonn said as she moved aside. 
 
    The couple stepped in, the warp spawn closing the door behind them. Reality moved in flashes and Victor couldn’t keep up. They were in the hallway, turned off to the side and then they were in a room. Yimer and Caasa was there, taking hold of the Blade from Lily and helping him into a waiting bed. The Blade sank down onto his back as the two spawn looked at him with wide black eyes. Lily pushed through, crawling into bed and pressing her hand to Victor’s chest once again. Warmth pooled in his chest before spreading out to his limbs. Body relaxing, he laid still as Lily healed him. 
 
    Vonn hovered over them, her pale hand touching Victor’s head. “Maybe I can help with the pain.” 
 
    Victor let out a relieved sigh and the pain evaporated. 
 
    “It’s okay to pass out,” Lily said with a soft tone. 
 
    Victor smiled. “Not with so many beautiful women around me.” 
 
    Lily and Vonn smiled as the Blade winked at them. The Blade stifled a laugh as bones, muscle, and blood returned to working order, the air in the room tasting sweeter than he ever imagined. 
 
    *** 
 
    The room was quiet for the most part. Vonn brought out tea and placed it at the table. Victor sat, hugging his side, ribs still tender. Yimer and Caasa sat in their own chairs across from the Blade. Lily stepped to Victor’s side and sat down in a seat next to him. Vonn poured steamy tea into each cup, tentacles rising up and pushing each cup to everyone at the table. Victor picked up a cup, not sure what kind of tea would be served by warp spawn from a dark realm but since his life was crazy enough, he sipped it. The Blade smiled as he found the tea delicious, tasting a mixture of light coffee, something akin to hazelnut and jasmine. 
 
    Vonn took a seat with the other two warp spawn across from the Blade and Shield. “We can’t thank you enough. Vala’s connection has brought us all together and defined a purpose. We are but a small gathering, the beginning to something grander.” 
 
    Yimer nodded. “We never would have escaped Blurgg if it wasn’t for you. Our love for Vala made us outcasts, slaves to be used and worked. You showed us that she truly is trying to return to the realms.” 
 
    “Our faith will improve our gifts so we may aid in Vala’s return,” Caasa smiled. 
 
    Victor and Lily nodded. 
 
    “Come with us to Vala’s realm. There you will be safe as we continue to resurrect her,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Yimer and Caasa looked to Vonn. The beautifully pale warp spawn looked down, shadows covering her black eyes. 
 
    “We cannot leave yet. As far as we know, we are the only ones in Koth, maybe across the Dark Spire realm that have come together for our love of Vala. We must be ready to find others, be a beacon, showing her love has a place, even here in Dark Spire,” Vonn said. 
 
    Yimer and Caasa looked to Vonn. 
 
    “She has so much to teach us. We only know Vala from dreams and whispers but Vonn knows Vala’s teachings well. We wish to learn more,” Yimer said with stars in her eyes.   
 
    “We wish to spread Vala’s word to those who allow her into their hearts,” Caasa smiled. 
 
    Lily nodded. “Know that Vala’s realm will always be open to you, should you decide to leave or need a respite from your realm.” 
 
    The three warp spawn nodded in unison. 
 
    Victor leaned back in his chair, “Well I think I’m about ready to go if our work is done here?” 
 
    The three warp spawns centered their gaze on the Blade.  
 
    “We haven’t thanked you both properly for everything you have done,” Vonn said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “We have such pleasure to show you,” Yimer licked her lips. 
 
    “A true thanks from Vala’s teachings,” Caasa grinned. 
 
    Victor and Lily both smiled. The three warp spawn rose up from their seats and flowed around the table. Hands and tentacles took hold of the Blade and Shield, lifting them to their feet and pulling them to a large bedroom. Victor and Lily glanced at each other, feeling the love and warmth around them as they were guided to a large bed. Hands pulled at clothes as tentacles removed black dresses. Naked bodies closed in and the group crawled into bed together.  
 
    Victor let out a sigh, Lily at his side and snuggling to him. The three warp spawn closed in around them, hands and lips touching flesh. The Blade eased into the embrace, black thoughts stabbing at the back of his mind. Vonn slinked closer, her lips to Victor’s ear. 
 
    “Beware the darkness within you. It seeks your pain,” Vonn said in a light whisper. 
 
    Before Victor could ask what she meant, lips pressed against his mouth, tongues dancing to the gentle flicker of lantern light in the room. 
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    Muscles ached as low moans sang on. Vonn let out another gasp as Victor drove his manhood deep within her. Tentacles curled around tired muscles and the warp spawn’s breasts bounced with each deep thrust. The Blade carried on, his body crying out for rest and release. Urges pushed him beyond his breaking point, caught in the lustful desires of the sensual warp spawn as she held him close. 
 
    Lily, Yimer and Caasa lay in a tangle of bodies taking up the middle and left side of the large bed. Victor and Vonn carried on, hips and bodies moving to a sensual rhythm of their combined songs. Victor lamented on how his body betrayed him to the wanting advances of the warp spawn. Vonn could not contain her infectious enthusiasm. Each time white seed spurted from the Blade’s manhood, Vonn was eager to raise his spent member from its sleep to continue with further embraces. Even Lily’s demonic needs were pushed to the limit, the succubus passing out along with Yimer and Caasa as they made her come dozens of times.  
 
    The group screamed, gasped, and moaned as bodies writhed, stuck in a loop of bliss. Victor wanted nothing more than to pass out with Lily, but Vonn wanted more and the Blade thought it rude to turn her down. Hips thrusting and thick inches spearing her pink slit, the Blade let out a grunting moan. Vonn held Victor close, her body shuddering again as ecstasy bloomed between them.  
 
    Victor let out another tired groan, muscles burning. Slipping from the warp spawn, the Blade fell to the spawn’s right side, face buried in a pillow. Vonn turned Victor on his side and snuggled close, pale hand running through his hair. Victor lay on his side, enjoying Vonn’s warmth in the afterglow. 
 
    “What did you mean…before we started,” Victor said in a hushed whisper as he looked up into Vonn’s black eyes. 
 
    The warp spawn held him as she looked down to his bright green eyes. “My people can see many spectrums of reality. I see something deep within you and it has me concerned.” 
 
    A black tentacle slipped down from the bed, across the small distance to the nearby nightstand. The end coiled around the handle to the drawer and opened it. Victor was lost to Vonn’s beauty and didn’t what was happening until the tentacle came up, leather bound book in hand. 
 
    “When you sleep, you will return to Vala’s realm. I want you to take this gift,” Vonn said as she handed the book to Victor. 
 
    The Blade grabbed it with one hand and holding it, eyes growing heavier with each passing moment. “The book from Blurgg’s shop, I thought this was for you?” 
 
    Vonn shook her head, “Vala asked me to find the book and give it to you in one of my dreams. She wants you to have it. It has many recipes and cures for a cornucopia of maladies across all the realms. It is a prized book to have for occasions where Vala’s light cannot heal the mind.” 
 
    Victor nodded as he held the book to his chest between them. “Will you come to Vala’s realm someday?” 
 
    Vonn gave the Blade a kind smile, “When we have gathered more of our number so we can help bring Vala to the realms once again.” 
 
    Sleep whispered and Victor found it harder and harder to fight it off. The warmth of Vonn and the touch of naked bodies sang its siren song. Eyes heavy, the Blade wanted to kiss the enigmatic warp spawn again but his body refused to move. Lids closing, the darkness touched his spirit and mists flowed into his mind. 
 
    “I will keep the lantern burning for your return,” Vonn smiled. 
 
    “Thank…,” Victor began before the mists in his mind took hold and he drifted away. 
 
    Victor felt weightless as his body turned. Eyes opening, he was in a sea of foggy mists. The pull of Vala’s realm pulled at his senses. Boots touching solid ground he walked, head turning to see if Lily was in the mists with him. Not seeing her, he continued on, walking the invisible path to Luna Springs. 
 
    Several minutes passed and the Blade’s eyebrow went up. It never took this long to reach Luna Springs. Looking down at the book in his hand, he wondered if there was some kind of delay because of the book. The Blade quickly shook his head, knowing they brought their things with them before and it never caused a problem. 
 
    Maybe the book is magical? 
 
    Victor shrugged to himself as he walked. He didn’t begin to understand how realm walking truly worked but it seemed pretty consistent. The mists rolled on and the Blade soon found it very boring, wondering when he would reach his new home realm. 
 
    A shadow loomed out of the white mists. Victor turned to see something tall and lanky walk easily through the thick fog. Elemental sword sliding out of his wrist and into his palm, the Blade checked his stats and saw that they were all recovered. Taking a stance, he watched as the tall shadow emerged from the fog and stopped before Victor. 
 
    The creature was humanoid in shape, tall with lanky arms and legs. Leaves wrapped around hips and covering its manhood as it stood before the smaller Victor. Lean muscles and T shaped shoulders loomed over the Blade as a green, goatish beard covered its jaw, chin, and mustache. Black eyes looked down on Victor as stag antlers graced the tall man’s bald head.  Victor readied himself for an attack, sword up and at the ready. 
 
    The tall man with antlers smiled before letting out a long, deep laugh. The air vibrated from the tall man’s laughter, sending rippling currents through Victor’s body. Confusion took root as the Blade readied to spend a wisdom point to ignite his elemental sword. 
 
    “I doubt your sword will do much to me. You are welcomed to try but if you strike me then I will be able to strike you in return,” the man said with an amused gaze. 
 
    Victor held himself at the ready but did not advance. 
 
    The green bearded man smiled. “Smart decision, Vala chose well.” 
 
    “I can assume you’re the one making this trip home longer than it should be.” 
 
    The man nodded. “I wanted a moment to talk to Vala’s Champion. It has been a long time since I’ve seen one and I wanted to enjoy the novelty of it. As you may have guessed, I am Baaldir, God of the Hunt.” 
 
    Victor’s brow sharpened. “Yea, I did figure that out. You have been sending your zealots to break or kill me. You can understand why I’m not thrilled to see you.” 
 
    Baaldir kept his smile. “War and power are often at odds with desires but sometimes they come together. I will not apologize for my directives for there is a divine purpose to them. But for now, I wished to speak on matters that must be discussed.” 
 
    “I doubt anything you have to say will be in anyone’s best interest but your own,” Victor said with a hard edge. 
 
    “Take it for what it is, words on the wind. We stand at a crossroads and I am giving you this one chance to change the realms for the better. Vala was slain a long time ago but it wasn’t out of power…it was because of fear. She had grown too powerful and the Gods and Goddesses of the realms came together to end her power before it consumed all.  
 
    “Since she has chosen you as her first Champion in eons, you have taken a celebrity status among the realm’s pantheon. Many have remained quiet, but some of us are not happy with what you’re trying to accomplish.” 
 
    “Put it in the suggestion box and go fuck yourself. I don’t normally like to get pissed, but you assholes have been trying to kill me, my friends, and you kidnapped my cousin to serve you. Anything you say will not change my mind. I am Vala’s Champion and you bet your ass she is going to return,” Victor said with contempt. 
 
    Baaldir nodded his head, pinpoints of light emerging along his black eyes like stars in the night. “I admire your dedication. I am angry with myself for not seeing it sooner and bringing you to my side. When you die, you will have an honorable death and your story will carry along my followers for generations.” 
 
    Baaldir took a step closer and Victor brought up his sword. 
 
    The god’s smile faded as a serious expression filled his demeanor. “Do not misunderstand me, you will die as long as you continue on Vala’s crusade. She manipulates you from the grave but your death will silence her for a time, long enough to take her remains and release them to a deepest black hole I can find.  
 
    “Her power has sparked and because of it, I cannot touch it until all her Champions and followers are slain. My followers had undertaken such work before and now they thirst to do it again.” 
 
    Baaldir turned his antler covered head to the mist, as if looking at a faraway scene. “The laws that bind Gods and Goddesses are we cannot directly interfere in the meddling of realms…we can only influence. Our religions, cults, and schools allow for our will to be carried out. There are ways to influence many to action…through dreams and worship as I’m sure you have seen and felt from your goddess.” 
 
    “Is there a point? I have a lot of work to do,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Baaldir turned his attention to the divine mortal. “Higher powers can manipulate others and sometimes even we can be manipulated. Vala whispered to me in my own dreams, telling me she was returning. Your goddess influenced me to spread out my power to find you and put a stop to you.” 
 
     Baaldir’s starry eyes turned stormy and cloudy, “A sliver of my influence touched a damaged mind in the Earth Realm and I sent that soul to kill you. Little did I know at the time, it was Vala who duped me into action. She needed you and she needed to motivate you, otherwise you would be home, living your life without a care.” 
 
    Victor let a smirk appear, “Sounds like she got the better of you, my kind of woman.” 
 
    Baaldir’s expression soured as he glared at the Blade.  
 
    Victor continued, “I don’t know why you’re trying to make it seem like we’re bros so I can come over to your side? She may have influenced you, but it was your influence that pulled the trigger. I don’t know what cosmic hate you and the rest of the pantheon may have, but I know Vala was wronged. She chose me and I’m going to fight for her until she returns.” 
 
    Baaldir’s glare eased into sad knowing. “You do not understand the path you are on, but it doesn’t matter in the scheme of the universe. She will not awaken. She will not return to her former glory. You follow a fool’s quest.” 
 
    Victor let his sword slid back into his wrist as he looked up to the god. “Then we agree to disagree. Are we finished?” 
 
    Baaldir’s eyebrow rose, “When the pain and torment become too much, even for you, know this, I will be there as a means to return you to your home. If you accept such a gift, I will also return your cousin and his dogs with no ill effects. All you must do is enter the mists and call to me. I will take your request and send you home to live a full, long life.” 
 
    The storms in his eyes grew in intensity as the brow slid back into place. “But if you reject my offer and stay to this foolish crusade, my followers will hunt you down and devour every shred of flesh and bone. Once they are finished, they will consume every follower, lover and friend you have made in the realms until none can remember Vala ever existed. Her cycle will end and I will be the one to let her remains drift into the forever void, never to return.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “You have my answer, I reject your offer.” 
 
    Baaldir chuckled as the storms abated in his eyes. “Take some time to think about it. I will be waiting for your decision, when the time is right.” 
 
    Victor shook his head. “I don’t think you understand. I said no…,” the Blade trailed off as Baaldir stepped back and faded away into the mists. 
 
    Victor stood in the mists, alone once again. The anger subsided and logic poured into his mind. Concern touched his heart and try as he might, it would not remain silent. 
 
    Baaldir has a point. If he was telling the truth, Vala masterminded all of this, including manipulating you into working for her. 
 
    “I can never say no to her,” Victor said in a small tone, something pulling at his spiritual core. “If she masterminded all of this, there had to be a reason.” 
 
    She wants to resurrect herself from the dead. Sounds like a reason to me. 
 
    “It can’t be that simple…or that…” 
 
    Selfish. 
 
    Victor stared off, unsure what to think. The journey had become such a whirlwind, he hadn’t had time to really think about what was happening. The Blade knew he was following his heart, but the mind began to open, questioning everything that had taken place. Is what he was trying to accomplish only the selfish desire of a Goddess he didn’t know existed until recently? Is Vala just another force and Victor only a puppet in her eyes? 
 
    We can call Baaldir back right now. We can end this and return to our old life. 
 
    A fire blazed within the Blade as he turned and marched deeper into the mists. 
 
    “I’m not going to let some asshole God shake my faith. I felt it when I saw her and I know there is more then what is being said,” Victor said with confidence.  
 
    The mist parted and Victor stepped out onto grass, a mountain looming before him and the crescent moon high in the night sky. Lily stood; arms crossed until she saw Victor emerge from the mists. Arms unfolding, she stepped to him with a smile before it melted away, seeing odd look in his eyes. 
 
    “I waited for you to appear. Are you okay,” the succubus asked. 
 
    Victor looked to the beautiful demon; eyes heavy with knowledge. “I just had a close encounter of the God kind. We should talk.” 
 
    Lily moved to Victor’s side as the pair walked toward the ancient stairs of the mountain and began to climb. The Blade told Lily everything. The Shield listened intently, drinking in every word. When they reached the top, Cassandra and Dawn were waiting. The older woman and elf looked to the dark expressions in the Blade and Shield’s faces. 
 
    The four met at the top the stairs, the sound of rushing water filling the air with a small white noise. The Blade let his shoulders relax, the new feeling of home drifting over his worn-out soul. 
 
    “Welcome back,” Cassandra smiled, another level of youth filling her frame. The Keeper stood without a hunch; her facial skin much less wrinkled. Locks of vibrant red blended with grey hair. 
 
    Victor was stunned as she seemed to be growing younger every time he saw her. Lily on the other hand began speaking to the Keeper. 
 
    “We have to discuss a few things,” the succubus stated. 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “We do, but first, what happened?” 
 
    The demoness quickly told the Keeper and elf what happened to Victor and their adventures in the Dark Spire realm. During the conversation, Dawn’s eyes looked down to the book in Victor’s hand. When Lily finished, her red eyes glanced to the elf as she stared at the book. 
 
    “Is there something you wish to say,” Lily said rudely to the elf. 
 
    Dawn ignored her and looked to Victor. “What book is that,” she pointed to the tome in the Blade’s hand. 
 
    “A gift from a warp spawn, Maladies of the Realms,” Victor said simply. 
 
    Dawn’s eyes grew bigger as she stepped close, “Please, can I see it.” 
 
    Victor’s eyebrow rose as he lifted the book and handed it to the elf with glasses. Dawn took it and opened the leather-bound cover. Eyes moved from left to right, flipping pages every few moments. 
 
    Cassandra looked to the elf before turning her gaze to Lily and Victor, “Among many things, we must discuss Night’s stay here on the mountain. She has become enraged, screaming and clawing at her door.” 
 
    “She is having an episode, like I said it will pass,” Dawn said as she flipped yellow parchment pages. 
 
    “Be that as it may, she is a danger to herself and others. If she wasn’t locked in her room, she would have caused harm to anyone here. I do not want to turn you and your sister away but something must be done,” Cassandra added. 
 
    A small smile appeared along the elf’s lips as she looked up, “Vala has answered my prayers. I have been looking for a means to quell my sister’s madness and Vala’s Blade and Shield have brought the answer.” 
 
    All eyes fell to the book. 
 
    Dawn continued, “I have been searching for years, chasing rumors and speculation of a tome that can help cure madness. I thought for sure it was in my realm but you found it in Dark Spire. I never would have thought to seek it out in the other realms and Vala’s faith has brought it here to us!” 
 
    Cassandra snatched the book from Dawn’s hand in a blink of an eye. The elf looked to the Keeper as she raised a hand to stop her from doing anything rash. 
 
    “If Vala has indeed guided us to the book then as her Keeper, I must study and investigate it. I will need some time to pour over the book. If there is a cure for your sister’s madness, I will be able to root it out,” Cassandra said with kind smile. 
 
    Dawn’s gaze remained on the book, “I can help….” 
 
    “No,” Cassandra shook her head, “you must take care of your sister. Vala has entrusted me to follow her will and ensure that all those who worship her are cared for. I wasn’t sure if Night would be stable enough to stay here for long, but if Vala has provided a means to help her, I will do everything in my power to see her will done.”  
 
    “For right now, I need some time. Take care of your sister.” Cassandra turned to Lily, “I will need you to assist me as I inspect the book.” 
 
    The succubus nodded. 
 
    The Keeper turned her attention to Victor, “I’m sure you have had enough adventure lately. Go spend some time in the healing springs.” 
 
    “I can help…,” Victor began. 
 
    “Healing springs,” Cassandra cut him off. 
 
    “Yes ma’am,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Cassandra touched Dawn’s shoulder; eyes bright. “If there is way, we will find it.” 
 
    The elf nodded with a touch of sadness in her eyes. Cassandra looked to Lily before walking off to her lodge home. Lily looked to Victor and gave the Blade a small smile before turning and following the Keeper. 
 
    Dawn stepped to Victor and lowered her chin, shadows covering her eyes. “I can’t thank you enough.” 
 
    “It was Vala’s will,” Victor said, the words a little hollow in his heart. 
 
    A tear streaked down the elf’s pale cheek. “The long nightmare is almost over.” 
 
    Before Victor could get a word in, the elf launched at him, hugging him close. The Blade hugged her back, eyes wide and unsure of the depth of her pain. Dawn snuggled the side of her face to his chest, holding him tightly before breaking away, a new light in her eyes. 
 
    “I have to tell Night the good news,” the elf smiled. 
 
    Victor nodded as Dawn turned and began walking toward the row of homes built into the side of the mountain. The Blade watched her go, unsure if he actually did anything or if fate intervened. Shrugging slightly to himself, Cassandra’s words glowed in his mind. 
 
    “Doctor’s orders,” Victor smiled, then turned and marched toward the springs. 
 
    The walk was short and when he reached the springs, the tension in his shoulders bled away. Waterfalls of steamy water poured down to the edge of the pools while many of the others barely rippled. The Blade stepped to the edge of a pool and began to undress. Glancing up to the top of the mountain, a chill touched his heart as he saw the ruins at the top. Voices rose in his mind and he quickly pushed them all away as his nude body slipped into a heated spring pool. The water instantly relaxed the spent Blade as he swam to the opposite edge and sat on an underwater ledge. Tendrils of steam rose up and he took it in, letting the healing springs do their work. 
 
    Mind blank, heat filled his body as the white noise of the waterfalls lulled him into a state of relaxation. Slipping further down, the hot water touched his chin as eyes closed. The voices and thoughts returned, chattering endlessly about faith, love, and duty. Baaldir spoke to him to confuse and meddle in Victor’s faith and the Blade hated to admit it was having an effect. If Vala orchestrated the events, what would happen to him once she rises from the dead? Would she toss him aside as she regained her power? Would he simply return back to Earth, a place he wasn’t particularly fond of going back to? Or would he simply die and Vala spend her energy to gain another Champion for the crusade? 
 
    The Blade tried to fight the tide of doubt. Opening his eyes, a sliver, he noticed a figure standing at the edge of the pool. Opening his eyes wider, he saw that Dawn had let her clothes fall next to his at the edge of the pool. Victor couldn’t stop staring, seeing the elf naked for the first time. Blonde hair framed her thin face. Her glasses were off and left on the top of her clothes and pointed ears stuck out from her hair. Alabaster skin glowed in the moonlight as her breasts hung unassisted. Pale pink nipples stood at attention as Victor’s gaze travelled down her smooth stomach to her inviting hips. A tuft of blonde hair curled above her pink line. Warm thighs moved as Dawn slipped into the water. The elf kept her gaze on Victor as she glided through the water. 
 
    Victor sat up slightly, the water at his chest. Dawn swam to him, breasts and hands brushing against the Blade’s body before settling over his legs and looking up to his green eyes. No words were spoken but the energy was there as it rose between them. It caused goose bumps to rise along Dawn’s skin and blood to flush the Blade’s abused manhood. The healing energy of the pool chased away the tendrils of pain as his member grew harder due to the elf pressed against him. 
 
    “How’s your sister,” Victor asked for the sake of conversation. 
 
    “She is sleeping. I gave her medicine so she could rest,” Dawn said as her hands moved along Victor’s strong thighs. 
 
    The elf continued, “I knew…when I saw you…there was something more than this bleak reality.” 
 
    Fingers curling around Victor’s hardening cock, she stroked it underwater. The Blade watched the fire in her eyes, a wanting he couldn’t deny if he tried. It wasn’t unwelcomed and the Blade laughed at himself in his mind as a new fire burned within him. Body bending to his wants, the Blade’s manhood stiffened and throbbed. 
 
    Dawn brushed her body playfully against his, urging his full attention before she climbed him. Victor sat, watching as Dawn moved up, pushing her breasts into his face as she guided his thick sword to her valley. Spearing her opening, the elf let gravity take hold as she slid down his thick member. Inch after inch pushed at her inner walls before she sank down to the hilt. The heat of the pool and their bodies lashed together like an invisible rope. Victor’s hands smoothed over her plump ass as she moved, sliding barely an inch up and down, keeping him deep within her world. 
 
    Body bobbing in the water, Dawn let out small gasps as she tried to contain her needs. Victor did the same, taking a tight hold of his instincts and enjoying the elf bobbing on his cock. Bliss rose up, the connection growing brighter by the moment. Dawn’s small gasps turned into moans, clutching her upper body to Victor. Hands holding her close, Victor smiled as bliss sang its seductive song. 
 
    “Victor…it has been…so long…,” Dawn said in a harsh whisper. 
 
    The Blade held her, hands running along her smooth skin, lips pressing to her creamy neck. A shudder rose up as Dawn moaned louder. The Blade continued to suckle at her neck, tasting her skin and licking it like an animal and its mate in the wild. The heat dialed to eleven as bodies writhed and moved. Control fell away as Dawn upped the tempo. Moans rising, water rippled from her movements. Victor could barely hold back, the tight elf sliding down over veiny inches, faster and faster. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Victor instructed as ecstasy and energy whipped at his spirit. 
 
    “Never stop,” Dawn hissed as her nerves coiled into tight points. 
 
    Victor and Dawn continued their primal connection, bodies crying out for release. The moans grew softer as Dawn clutched harder to Victor. Cock thickening, the Blade knew he couldn’t hold back any longer. The connection nearly grew violent as the lovers matched their tempo. A whisper touched Victor’s soul and he was caught in its current. Dawn let out a long moan, her body shuddering as she reached the edge of climax. Victor looked to her; eyes lost in her beauty before his inner self cried out to be free. Dawn and Victor moaned in unison, come spurting into the elf as a string of orgasms exploded from within her world. Thoughts and feelings disappeared as the two became one for one glorious moment. 
 
    Victor floated, leaving his body. Glancing around, he noticed he was actually leaving his body and before he could act, he appeared in a ruined temple. Standing among the broken stones and long decayed wood, the Blade turned around and remembered he had done this one before. 
 
    A robed figure stepped from the shadows and glided toward the Blade as he stood. Shadows covered her eyes but her perfect mouth smiled at the sight of the naked man in her temple. 
 
    Victor knelt down to a knee, head bowed. “Vala,” he said simply. 
 
    The robed goddess lifted a hand, fingers curling. “Rise my Blade. No need to kneel for me just yet.” 
 
    Victor stood up before the goddess, a small smile appearing on his lips. 
 
    “You are beginning to understand how to commune with me. Your skills and abilities are growing at an improved rate. You are indeed a Champion, one I am proud to call my own,” Vala said in a sultry tone. 
 
    “Vala, Baaldir came to me…” 
 
    The goddess nodded her head. “I know. Even in death, I can still see much.” 
 
    “Is what he said true? Did you cause my death so I could serve you?” 
 
    “Will the answer satisfy you…or bring more questions?” 
 
    Victor’s eyes took a dark edge. “It will not stop what I promised you. I…I just wish to understand.” 
 
    Vala glided closer, hand touching Victor’s chest. The Blade felt himself hardened instantly, ready to spill his seed if she simply commanded it. Powerful urges stormed through his spirit before she pulled away and the urges calmed. 
 
    “You still do not remember. Under all the pain, lust and sorrow, you have not remembered what had come to pass,” Vala’s voice echoing through Victor’s soul. 
 
    Victor bowed his head, “It’s been a little wild lately. I have barely had a chance to sleep.” 
 
    Vala nodded as she reached out and entwined her fingers with his, “Let’s see it together.” 
 
    The temple rippled away and a forest bloomed. Stars twinkled high above as thick trees and underbrush sprouted across the dreamscape. Victor tried to concentrate, the touch of Vala’s hand like distilled bliss. A rustling in the bushes snapped his attention to the landscape again, senses dialed to eleven. 
 
    “I have merged my experience with yours so we may see it from both sides,” Vala said in a low, warm voice. 
 
    The bushes rustled again before a fox-like creature jumped into the air. The movement slowed down as Victor watched the fox creature. It had large pointed ears and face like a fox but its body was a blending of fur and scaled limbs. The tail was reptilian except for the end which was bushy like a brush. It reminded Victor of the neboos from Dark Spire but this creature was bigger and agile. As the creature reached the ground, the Blade could see the fear in its oval eyes. Time sped up and it ran through the brush at a frenzied pace. 
 
    “Pieces of me have been running for centuries, jumping from dream to dream. The sleeping minds of others being the only places where I could rest and flee from those hunting me,” Vala said in a low voice. 
 
    Victor and Vala watched as the fox creature jumped over bushes and bounded off thick tree trunks. The vision flashed ahead and a small pond gleamed in the moonlight. Victor turned his eyes to see someone sitting at the water’s edge and his heart nearly skipped a beat when he saw his younger self relaxing with his feet in the water and eyes to stars in the sky. 
 
    “I…I remember this,” Victor said as it began to come back to him. 
 
    Vala nodded her shrouded head. “Fate brought our destinies together.” 
 
    Younger Victor sighed as the dream took his breath away. Bushes rattled and the fox creature leapt from them. Oval eyes widening, it didn’t see the pond until it was directly over it. Young Victor watched in surprise as the creature hit the water with a splash. Without thinking, young Victor leapt into the water as the creature thrashed about. 
 
    “I was never a good swimmer,” Vala smiled. 
 
    “You’re a Goddess,” Victor said as if that should be answer enough. 
 
    “Any being, no matter what their power or station, has flaws,” Vala said as she kept her smile. 
 
    Young Victor went to grab the fox lizard when it burst up and into his arms.  
 
    “It’s okay,” the young man said as he waded back to the shore, the fox creature shivering in his arms. 
 
    “I was simply going to continue to run when what happened next changed everything,” Vala said. 
 
    Victor watched as his young self moved to the edge of the pond. The fox lizard jumped from his arms and landed on the pond edge. Young Victor smiled before a deep growl echoed through the area. The fox lizard shivered, backing away when something emerged from the brush. A large wolf stalked out, eyes glowing red and foul ichor dripping from its razor maw. It moved with threatening ease along the ponds edge, red eyes on the fox lizard.  
 
    Victor watched as his younger self, still in the pond waters, reached down into the water, fingers curling around something hard. Memories flooded his mind as he remembered every detail as it played out before him. The wolf bared its teeth before launching at the fox lizard. Ears pointed back, the furry and scaled creature turned to run but the wolf was much too fast. Teeth came within inches of the smaller creature’s neck when a shadow loomed over the wolf. 
 
    “Leave her alone,” young Victor screamed as he launched onto the wolf. 
 
    Pointed stone in hand, the young man landed on the wolf, bashing its head with the stone with rapid strikes. The demonic wolf growled and fought to shake the young man off it. Pointed head turning, it bit Victor’s leg, teeth stabbing into flesh. Victor grunted but fought on, smashing the stone at the monster. The wolf shook off the young man, knocking him to the ground as teeth gleamed in the moonlight before biting down on an arm. Young Victor screamed as he fought on, courage turning to fear. 
 
    The wolf whipped its head from side to side, teeth tearing into the arm and touching bone. Young Victor fought, cries turning to growls as he bashed the stone against the creature’s face.  
 
    “I remember the pain. It felt so real,” Victor said as he and Vala watched the struggle. 
 
    The wolf continued to rip at the arm, ignoring the stone as it bashed into its head. Something jumped into the air, white fur and scales glowing in the night air. Teeth bore down on the demonic wolf’s neck. The wolf let go of young Victor, howling in pain. The young man lifted the pointed stone and slammed the sharp end into the demonic wolf’s glowing red eye. Blood spurted as the little fox creature continued to bite down and Victor struck true again and again. 
 
    Victor caught himself holding his breath. The demon wolf thrashed as blood dripped from its wounded eye and from the bite at its neck. Young Victor managed to get back up as the fox lizard bit down hard. Rock up, the young man became unchained, bashing the wolf’s skull until it cracked. The monster whined as blood dripped to the ground. One more bash and it slumped to the ground, the red glow fading from its eyes. 
 
    Young Victor slumped to the ground, breathing heavy. The fox creature let go and leapt into his lap. The young man smiled as he looked down, the creature licking his wounds. 
 
    “He won’t hurt you anymore,” Victor said with small smile. 
 
    The creature looked up with concerned eyes. 
 
    “Don’t worry…this is only a dream,” young Victor said as he ran his hand over the creature’s furry head. 
 
    The dreamscape rippled and young Victor looked up. 
 
    “I think I’m waking up.” Victor looked down to the beautiful creature. “I hope you live a long life.” 
 
    The two looked to each other for a long moment. The fox lizard’s eyes glowed but only for a second. Young Victor grinned as his body melted into strands of dust and he was gone. The little fox lizard let out a small howl before jumping away into the bushes. 
 
    The scene rippled again; Victor and Vala standing in the ruined temple again. 
 
    Vala turned away from the Blade, “I travelled billions of dreams and you were the only one to defend me. I could not let such a kind act go unrewarded.” 
 
    Victor bowed his head, “Thank you for helping me remember.” 
 
    Vala kept her back to the Blade as she spoke, “You have proven your worth to me. I will always have your best interest at heart. Know this, I did orchestrate your fate only because I had seen it in my dreams. It was a wrinkle in time and space, an event that would come to pass, one way or another. I do not ask for forgiveness for if I could go back, I would choose the same course of actions. I only ask for understanding…and faith.” 
 
    Victor walked closer, taking the goddess’s hand into his, “You have it.” 
 
    Vala pulled her hand away, “Return my Blade. There is much to do.” 
 
    The vision rippled and Victor opened his eyes. Sitting in the hot spring, the Blade felt Dawn’s weight as she sat on his lap, her face snuggled into his neck. The Blade held her close, looking up to the top of the mountain, heart feeling light in his chest. 
 
    “Can we go someplace else for a few hours,” Dawn whispered. 
 
    Victor nodded as he held her close, the elf’s scent filling his nose and the warm water around them filled with tendrils of rising steam. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
    A knock at the front door caused Victor to stir. The Blade blinked before feeling Dawn’s arms and legs on him, holding the young man close. Gently, he pulled away from her near iron grip, sat up and crawled out of bed. Grabbing a pair of leather pants, he slipped them on and left the bedroom. Crossing the small home, he reached for the front door and opened it. 
 
    Lily stood, eyes on the half-naked Victor and small smile on her lips. “Cassandra discovered something in the book that we should all see. Have you seen Dawn? We have to meet at her place to discuss her sister, Night.” 
 
    The succubus’s gaze looked past Victor as the elf emerged from the room, blanket clutched to her chest and a neutral gaze in her eyes. Lily’s brow pointed for a moment before it smoothed away.  
 
    “I’ll give you both a moment to dress,” Lily said as she turned away and waited on the street. 
 
    Victor closed the door and turned to see Dawn enter the bedroom and begin to dress. The Blade followed, thoughts filled with the image of the demoness as she waited outside. 
 
    All are not happy in Vala’s village. 
 
    The Blade shook his head as he grabbed a shirt and pulled it over his head. 
 
    *** 
 
    The metal door rattled as muffled screams filtered through. Victor, Dawn, Lily, and Cassandra stood before the trembling door. The Keeper held the leather-bound book in her hand as the screams grew manic and desperate. Dawn’s eyes watered as she simply watched, fighting every instinct to go in and comfort her sister. 
 
    “Her condition is getting worse,” Cassandra stated simply. 
 
    “Do we even know what her condition is,” Victor asked.  
 
    The Keeper nodded. “I have an idea thanks to this book. Lily and I poured over it for hours before we came across what her symptoms matched. It’s not a simple madness afflicting her. We believe she is afflicted by a shadow.” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily before turning his gaze to Cassandra, “Shadow, like the shadows we fought in Eddor?” 
 
    Lily and Cassandra nodded. 
 
    The older woman continued, “Shadows are lost souls, wandering from realm to realm across the universe. They are broken, filled with madness, insanity and sorrow. They have become the bane of many, haunting and spreading their pain to any who are close.” 
 
    Lily spoke up, “Night may have been using rituals to gain knowledge, but a shadow may have slipped in if she wasn’t properly warded. Once they take up residence, they don’t leave until the person they inhabit dies. Then like a virus, they move on to another, feeding off their pain.” 
 
    Cassandra continued, “Night is an acolyte of Vala so we must do everything we can to help her. The remedy for her affliction is time consuming, but we need to gather the ingredients first before we administer the potions.” 
 
    “What do we need to do to help her,” Dawn said, wet eyes on the trembling door. 
 
    “I have some ingredients here but we need three more to complete the seven potions. Two of them can be found in the Eddor realm but the third and key ingredient is located in the Xull realm. Once we have everything, we will administer a potion a week for seven weeks. It will slowly quell her madness and either kill the shadow or drive it out. Either way, it will be dangerous. Shadows grow attached to their hosts and will do anything to stay with them, even kill them,” Cassandra said as she looked to Victor, Lily, and Dawn. 
 
    “What are we looking for,” Victor asked. 
 
    Cassandra eyed the three gathered, “The one’s we want in Eddor are relativity easy to acquire. I will need you and Lily to go to Xull and gather a moss that only grows in that realm.” 
 
    The Keeper turned her attention to Dawn, “I believe since you were able to realm walk, you will go to Eddor and gather the other two ingredients.” 
 
    Dawn nodded in agreement.  
 
    “Isn’t Xull a technologically advanced realm? Anything we should be worried about before going in?” 
 
    Lily touched his shoulder, “As long as we gather the moss and find a place to rest, it should be a quick journey. We simply have to avoid the sentries.” 
 
    “Sentries,” Victor questioned with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “Gather your things. I don’t know how long before Night hurts herself beyond repair,” Cassandra said before reaching behind Victor and giving his ass a firm squeeze. 
 
    Lily grabbed Victor by the shoulder and pulled him out with her. The Blade glanced to see Dawn speak in a hushed tone to Cassandra before turning and walking with the succubus out of the elf’s home. 
 
    On the stone street, Lily let go of the Blade as she walked ahead. Victor followed, unsure if the succubus was mad at him or simply wishing to get going. Lily walked until she reached her home. Stepping in only for a moment, she grabbed two backpacks and closed the door behind her. Walking to Victor, she saw the concern in his eyes. 
 
    “Is something bothering you,” the succubus asked simply. 
 
    “I was just going to ask you the same thing,” Victor said with wry smile. 
 
    The demoness walked up to the Blade and stood before him, her expression blank. “You’re concerned because of how I looked at you after seeing Dawn in your home.” 
 
    Victor simply nodded. 
 
    A mischievous smile spread across the lilac colored face. “Victor, it will never bother me when you sleep with others. We are followers of Vala. Love and lust are part of worship.” 
 
    “It’s not that. I know how you feel about elves and…,” Victor was cut off. 
 
    “Victor,” Lily’s expression softened, “I may have my own prejudices but it is something I’m working on. I have lived here on the mountain for a long time and now that the crusade has begun, I must put away such childish notions. They will only interfere with what needs to be done.” 
 
    Lily reached up and touched Victor’s cheek, eyes narrowing. “But if our relationship is going to work…I come first.” 
 
    A chill seeped into Victor’s spine as he silently nodded. 
 
    The demoness gave him a quick pat on the cheek before turning and walking away. “Let’s get the moss.” 
 
    The pair crossed the mountain side village before reaching the springs. Victor fixed his backpack to his back, as did Lily. The couple walked along the snaky stone path until they stood before the misty cave in the mountainside. Blade and Shield looked to one another before stepping together to the mouth of the misty cave. Victor readied himself as he held his breath. The Blade had been to Eddor, Tempest, and was pulled into Dark Spire. He wondered what it would be like in the Xull realm as tendrils of mist wrapped around the realm walker.  
 
    Lily reached through the mists and took Victor’s hand. Connected, they walked through the dark fog until colored lights glowed before them. The lights grew brighter, red, blue, and yellow lights leading the way. Victor’s excitement grew as he walked on. The fog began to part and the sounds of dripping water floated onto alert ears. The mists melted away and Victor took in his surroundings. 
 
    The Blade wasn’t sure what to expect, but it certainly wasn’t what he saw. Massive pillars stood in rows stretching on forever. Rectangular holes filled the area a hundred feet above him as glowing neon lights filled the crowded sky above. The Blade tried to understand what he was seeing as neon colored lights glowed along the pillars, giving the strange pillar-filled world a gloomy light. Beyond the long rectangular holes above were what seemed like buildings stretching up to the cloudy night sky. 
 
      “Where are we exactly,” Victor said as he spun around, looking up. 
 
    Lily looked to the Blade as he spun like a top, taking it all in. “We are in the Xull Realm. This is the sublevel that runs across most of the planet. I only know from what Cassandra has told me, but the society here reside in the buildings above the sublevel. Down here, animals and wildlife can move freely under the cities so they don’t interact with what happens above. It’s good we appeared down here. If we were on the first level or above, sentries would swarm us.” 
 
    Victor moved to a pillar as neon lights glowed. “What happens if sentries swarmed us?” 
 
    Lily moved to Victor’s side, eyes alert. “They would assume we needed to be re-linked to the network.” 
 
    The Blade let his eyes drift from neon light to neon light before he stopped and smiled. At waist level, moss grew along the pillar in swirling patterns. Victor reached down and touched the moss, fingers gliding along the plant as it clung to the massive pillar. 
 
    “Is this what we are looking for,” Victor called over to Lily. 
 
    The succubus made her way over. Fingers touching the moss, she nodded. Pulling her hand back, she un-slung her backpack and rummaged through it. A moment later, she produced a vial and small knife. Victor watched as the demoness carefully scraped off patches of moss into the wide vial. When it was halfway full, Victor thought this little adventure was nearly done. They had to find a place to rest and a dream later, they would be back on Vala’s mountain. 
 
    A whirl of machines and a bright light blasted the gloomy lit area. Victor turned toward the bright light, one hand shielding his eyes while his Elemental sword slipped from his wrist and into his right hand. An outline of a large vehicle pulled up, the floodlight aimed directly at the Blade and Shield. Lily placed the vial into her back pack before a voice filled the area, the sound of a metal door sliding open blending with the voice. 
 
    “You are in a restricted area. Please board the craft and you will be returned safely to your homes,” the robotic voice said with a calm edge. 
 
    Lily grabbed Victor’s arm as bodies poured out of the side of the vehicle. The Blade backed up to Lily’s touch, the light dimming. Victor raised his sword as armored bodies moved in formation toward them. They were black and nearly skeletal, bodies made of metal and machines. Their heads were smooth and pairs of eyes appeared along the smooth helmet shaped head, a line appeared for a mouth; their faces were nothing more than digital light to make a crude face. A rifle was attached to each right metal thigh as a pistol was attached to every left thigh.  
 
    “Run,” Lily shouted. 
 
    The pair turned and ran. The shaft of light followed them as they raced away. Black armored bodies burst into a charge, legs moving in a blur as two dozen sentries chased after the couple.  
 
    “Stop non-consumers,” the voice shouted over the loudspeaker. 
 
    Victor readied himself for a fight when a metal hand clasped on his shoulder. The hand held tight as Victor was nearly yanked off his feet. The sentry turned the Blade around and Victor looked into its digital eyes and mouth. 
 
    “Non-consumer, you will be returned to your home after an investigation is performed to understand why you left the network,” the digital eyes blinked. 
 
    “Get…off me,” Victor shouted as he spent a point of strength. 
 
    The Blade grabbed the sentry’s arm with his left hand and began to pull. The mechanisms in the arm whirled as the sentry matched his strength. Victor’s arm trembled as the digital eyes of the sentry widened in concern. 
 
    “Stop resisting. We are not here to harm you,” the sentry said as several more took hold of the struggling Blade. 
 
    “Yea…right…,” Victor grunted as he aimed his sword at the sentry’s midsection and thrust with all his might. 
 
    The Blade stabbed through the armored body, the point emerging out its back and sparks flying. The sentry’s digital eyes turned red as it peered down on Victor. 
 
    “Subdue the threat! Subdue the threat,” the voice chanted over and over again. 
 
    Victor drew back his sword and sliced upwards, severing robotic arms and carving a path through the smooth glass face. The sentry stumbled back as several more drew pistols and aimed. With the Blade’s strength and speed enhanced, he moved in a blur, slicing through one sentry and then another like they were made of cardboard. Sparks flew as Victor tried to find Lily. Eyes caught sight of the succubus as she struggled against four sentries. Gritting his teeth, he barreled toward his partner when something flashed and struck him in the back. 
 
    The force of the blast hit him dead on, sending him hurtling forward and crashing down in a large puddle. Water splashed as pain fried his nervous system. Limbs couldn’t move as the Blade barely lifted his head to see a sentry pull a pistol and shoot Lily in the chest.  
 
    “NO,” Victor shouted. 
 
    The succubus fell onto her back, a blast mark on her chest and eyes reeling. Several sentries took hold of the succubus and lifted her to her feet. They dragged her along, back the way they came. Victor fought to move but his body wasn’t responding.  
 
    Several sentries stood over the downed Blade. “Not to worry non-consumer. You will be reintegrated to the network once we…,” the sentry never finished as a bolt of the light slammed into its digital face. 
 
    Victor looked up as a hail of energy bolts crisscrossed from multiple directions, blasting the standing sentries. The armored drones pulled pistols and rifles, turning around and returning fire. The pillars lit up as bolts flew in all directions. Victor managed to turn his head to see Lily’s unconscious body being loaded onto a large, armored vehicle.  
 
     The sentries fired into the dark in all directions. One reached down and grabbed Victor just as its head was blown off. Sparks rained down as Victor spent another point of strength. Despite the added power, his body remained mostly unresponsive. 
 
    “Dammit,” the Blade grunted as his mind worked.  
 
    Seeing his stats hover in his mind, he spent a point of Will. Feeling returned to his limbs as he could move again. Glancing up, the sentries around him retreated as they fired. Energy bolts slammed into them as they walked backward to the armored vehicle. One by one they entered as they returned fire. The last one had nearly boarded when a bolt hit it in the chest, sparks, wisps of smoke, and fire emerging from its chest. It fell flat on its smooth face before the side door slid closed.  
 
    The armored vehicle backed up as the crossfire stopped. Victor was to one knee as he struggled to stand despite his will power fueling him. The vehicle turned and sped off. Victor was to his feet, stumbling toward the fleeing vehicle when shadows emerged from the behind thick pillars. 
 
    “Lily…,” Victor said as he tried to break into a run. 
 
    A shadow lifted a pistol, aimed and fired. Victor’s eyes widened as his body was hurtled forward and hit the ground, sliding a foot. The Blade groaned as shadows moved closer, pistols and rifles aimed at him. Will power giving out, the last image Victor saw was a hooded figure leaning down and pulling the trigger on its pistol.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    White light filled blinking red eyes. Lily let out a moan as she slowly sat up. A throbbing pain filled her head as she tried to shake the mental cobwebs away. Glancing around while touching her head, the succubus saw that she was in a room with clear walls and two rows of hollow circles that ran along the top and bottom of the room. Beyond the transparent walls, cells similar to hers ran from left to right. A clear door stood opposite of her bed and the demoness swung her legs over the side. Trying to stand up, the throbbing on her head grew louder and she sat back down. 
 
    Several bodies moved in the other cells, heads lifting up and turning in Lily’s direction. The succubus looked to them, taking note of their pale skin and subdued hair colors. Three women, all in different cells, stood up and moved to the glass barriers, looking at the light purple skinned demon as she remained sitting on the edge of her bed. 
 
    The white light was blinding as Lily closed her eyes to gain some relief. The room felt like a sterilized prison cell, causing her stomach to turn. The sound of mechanized footsteps caused the demoness to open her eyes once again. Down the main hall, three robot looking drones with blue coloring walked in single file. Lily was about to get up again when she noticed something heavy around her neck. Fingers touching the thick band, the succubus looked to her fellow prisoners, each one wearing the same collar. 
 
    The three blue drones reached Lily’s door and it slid upwards. The blue drones walked in, simple digital faces warm and inviting as the door slid back down behind them. 
 
    “You are awake, excellent,” the middle blue drone smiled. 
 
    “I believe there has been a mistake,” Lily stated as she readied to summon her staff. 
 
    The blue drone nodded its robotic head, “There indeed has. Your genetics don’t match our databases. The deformities on your head, tail and pigment have alerted higher levels and require more testing so we can cure you.” 
 
    Lily’s brow sharpened, “There is nothing wrong with me.” 
 
    “Despite your appearance non-consumer, we would simply connect you to the network so you may lead a happy life but your genetics are incompatible to our nano drones. It leads us to summarize more testing is required.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes narrowed. “I do not consent to more testing. Open the door so I may leave.” 
 
    The drone gave a sheepish digital expression. “We can’t let you do that. All non-consumers must be converted to consumers. It’s not safe for you beyond the protections of the network. You understand.” 
 
    A fire blazed in Lily’s eyes. “Let me out of here or I will tear this place apart!” 
 
    “We understand your confusion. Assimilation and conversion will take some time. We are here to guide you through the process.” 
 
    Lily growled as she launched herself to her feet. Hand out, she was ready to call her staff when energy blasted her nerves. The succubus clawed at her neck as the collar sent volts of power into her entire body. The three blue drones simply watched as Lily screamed before falling to her knees, smoke rising from her neck. 
 
    “Violence will not be tolerated. Allow us to do our work and we will find a way to convert you to the network. Rest now and we will begin further testing in a few hours,” the blue drone said as the door slid up behind them. 
 
    Lily huffed as the three drones turned and walked out, the door closing behind them. The demoness watched as they walked down the corridor and disappeared through another door. Slowly standing up, the succubus made her way to the glass wall and looked out to the three other prisoners. 
 
    A woman moved to her clear cell wall in a simple white gown, eyes on the purple skinned demon. “Did Vala send you?” 
 
    The fire in Lily burned out and she looked to the three women, hope in their eyes. “She did.” 
 
    “We may have a chance,” one of the other prisoners said with an excited edge. 
 
    “Why are you here,” Lily asked through the glass. 
 
    A woman pressed her head against the glass of her cell, eyes weary. “They have been studying us for weeks. The cells had more prisoners but we are all that’s left. Our bodies rejected our nano-shells and the mainframe wants to know why. The others here before us were escorted out after their tests were completed, we…believe they were euthanized for being incompatible with the system.” 
 
    “They will come for us next,” another woman said sadly. 
 
    “But Vala sent you to help us,” the excited woman beamed. 
 
    Lily’s expression softened as she heard the desperation in their voices. An image of Victor floated into her head and the succubus let out a long, deep sigh. 
 
    “Victor,” the succubus whispered. 
 
    *** 
 
    A cloaked figure smiled and the dreamscape melted away. Victor opened his eyes, a blurry reality slowly moving into focus. The shapes before him took on finer lines and after a few blinks, the Blade snapped up and crawled back until his back hit a wall. 
 
    Three women were at the edge of his bed, smiling with fanged teeth. Pointed furry ears faced the startled Blade as fur covered part of their bodies. Cat-like eyes glowed in the dim lighting as furry tails swished back and forth. Tight body suits hugged their frames as they leaned in closer. Purring filled the immediate area, the vibrations caressing Victor’s skin. The Blade wrinkled his brow as he looked down, seeing that he was completely naked. 
 
    “He’s awake,” one of them purred. 
 
    “And not so bad on the eyes,” another smiled wider. 
 
    “Can we keep him,” the third one asked. 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure why, but the way they looked at him felt like they were going to eat him. Hand grabbing a sheet, he held it to his chest, back still firmly against the wall. A shadow moved from behind as the figure of woman sauntered closer, a hood over her head. 
 
    “Maybe…if you’re good,” the hooded figure said as it moved into the light. 
 
    Victor looked to the woman as she pulled back the hood. A fur covered snout appeared as yellowish eyes looked down. Orange and white colors melded along her pointed face, pointed ears standing up. Whiskers stabbed out from each side of her wet nose as she stood, arms crossed. Victor couldn’t help but let his eyes wander to her large breasts, killer figure and bushy tail moving from behind.  
 
    She looks like a real fox. 
 
    “Give him some room,” the fox woman said with a tired tone. 
 
    The three cat girls pulled back, smiles turning to pouts. Victor looked to their coloring; one cat girl was black, the middle one orange and the last one was pure white. 
 
    The fox woman stood over the bed, a small smile along her snout. “Excuse them, they get excited with new company.” 
 
    Victor simply nodded. 
 
    The fox woman held out a fur covered hand, small claw points at the end of each finger, “My name is Wynn.” 
 
    The Blade reached out and shook her hand, “Victor.” 
 
    Wynn nodded before letting go and looking to the three cat girls. “The black one is May, the orange one is Abby and the white one is Ema.” 
 
    The three cat girls smiled and waved furry paws. Victor gave a small wave back, unsure what exactly is going on. Wynn stepped to the wall and picked up a backpack. The fox woman threw it to Victor who reached up and caught it midair. Sheet falling away to reveal his chest, the three cat girls purred their approval. 
 
    “Get dressed while I check your implant,” Wynn smirked as she moved to nearby table and opened a laptop. 
 
    Victor rummaged through the mystical backpack until he found his clothes. Pulling out the cowboy shirt from when he was in Eddor, he quickly put it on, closing the buttons to the right side of his chest. Leather pants were next and finally his boots. Slipping each boot on, he noticed the large room he was in. Beds covered one wall while crates and equipment stood in stacks in random locations in the room. Neon lights lined the edges of the room, giving it a warm glow. 
 
    “Um…I know I’m new here, but can someone tell me what is going on,” Victor asked as he stood up. 
 
    The three cat girls moved closer while Wynn typed away on the laptop. Abby moved close, rubbing her head against Victor’s arm. The other two watched, almost like they were waiting their turn. 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Wynn said sternly. 
 
    Abby pulled away and again the three cat women pouted their dismay. 
 
    Wynn talked as she typed, the glow of the screen casting her fox like face in an eerie light, “You are a non-consumer in a realm where almost everyone is part of the network. The all mighty Xull only wishes for your safety and servitude. All others shall be converted.” 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure but Wynn’s tone came off extremely sarcastic. 
 
    The fox looked up and gave the Blade a wink. “That’s what the digital intelligence wants everyone to think anyway. We down here are part of the resistance.” 
 
    Victor looked around again when something sensitive radiated from the middle of his spine. Lifting his arm up behind him, he tried to reach the spot but his fingers couldn’t quite touch it. It was right in the spot between his shoulder blades. 
 
    “That is your nano-drone shell implant. It’s connecting to your nervous system,” Wynn said as she typed. 
 
    Victor raised his eyebrow, “I didn’t ask for it to be put in. Take it out.” 
 
    Wynn shook her head, “It is there to protect you. The nano-drones introduced to your body will fool the city scans for a few days. After that, you will need that one removed and a new one implanted…unless you become altered.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I have no idea what you’re talking about but I don’t want some nano-drones in my body. And altered? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Abby slinked closer, cat-like eyes drinking in Victor’s shoulders. “If you step outside, the sentries will be able to locate you pretty quickly. This is one of the ways to protect us and yourself.” 
 
    Wynn nodded. “As for the other way, we can genetically modify you, splicing animal DNA with yours so you will be undetected by Xull scans.” 
 
    Victor simply blinked. 
 
    Wynn looked up from the laptop. Upon seeing Victor’s confused gaze, the fox woman sighed. 
 
    “Xull controls everything from street level and up. The sublevels are for animals to roam about without interfering with the society above. Through a loophole in Xull’s logic protocols, sentries do not engage with animal life forms other than human. By altering our genetics, we can roam freely along the sublevels unless we directly engage them.” 
 
    Abby nodded. “It gives us some protection, but the moment we step on level one or above, Xull will dispatch sentries to send us back to the sublevels or kill us on sight.” 
 
    Victor’s mind spun on as he tried to digest what he was hearing.  
 
    Abby moved in, furry hand touching Victor’s shoulder. “He’s so cute when he is confused.” 
 
    A stark memory of Lily being dragged away stabbed into his mind. The Blade brushed the cat woman’s hand away as he stepped closer to Wynn. 
 
    “My friend, I need to find her,” Victor said with a serious tone. 
 
    Wynn nodded. “We saw your friend, but I don’t believe you can help her. She is being kept in Tower 5455 and chances are judging from how she looked, they will euthanize her for not being human.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze hardened. He was about to open his mouth when a heat blazed into his spirit. Looking down at Wynn, something licked his inner mind and heart. Turning away, he looked to the three cat women, a hazy warm aura appearing around them. The feeling enveloped him, knocking the wind out of his sails. The Blade stepped forward, hand grabbing the top of a chair to keep his balance. 
 
    Abby, May, and Ema’s eyes widened as their tails swished behind them. Wynn looked up, her eyes steady but a light shining before it faded away. The air in the room stood still before Victor looked to each of the women in turn. 
 
    “Your acolytes of Vala,” Victor stated. 
 
    The three cat women bowed their heads but it was Wynn who gave the Blade a stern look.  
 
    “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Wynn said without emotion. 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I don’t know why you’re lying, but if you’re acolytes then you have to help me save my partner.” 
 
    Wynn’s furry brow hardened, “We don’t have to do anything but protect ourselves. You and your friend appeared while we were waiting for a shipment of weapons. Thanks to you, we used up some of our already depleted ammunition. Without that shipment, we won’t be able to fight anyone or save your friend.” 
 
    The fox woman looked back down to her laptop screen and growled. “Why are the upgrades locked?” 
 
    Victor looked to the frustrated Wynn when points of greenish light appeared in his vision. Looking at them flicker in and out, he stood with wide eyes. Random words and numbers filled the edge of his vision before they began to slowly form into coherent patterns. 
 
    “What’s happening in my eyes,” Victor said with an edge of panic. 
 
    “It’s the nano-shell,” Wynn said, “It’s calibrating to your nervous system.” 
 
    Victor watched as words filled the edges of his vision. Body temperature, highlighted scans of the women in the room and pulse rate glowed in a dim green light. Spinning around, targeting crosshairs appeared at certain objects in the room before they faded away. The Blade blinked, still seeing the information before his stat sheet appeared.  
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 10/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 2 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 4 
 
    Con (Nano)- 2 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 2 
 
    Will (Holy)- 2 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
      
 
    The stat numbers glowed as he could see everything.  
 
    “You should be able to see your personal information. It will alert you of damage and help guide you with information,” Wynn said as her eyes flicked down to her laptop. “I just don’t understand why the six upgrades are locked and your senses are only functioning at ten percent.” 
 
    Victor looked on as an idea formed, “I think I may understand.” 
 
    The Blade mentally tapped the divine orbs on his digital display. The two orbs flashed away as two points appeared, ready to be used. An alert appeared, blinking several times before fading away. The fist level was unlocked and the Blade’s senses increased dramatically. A target appeared in his vision as a fly zipped around in the corner of the large room. 
 
    You have gained Senses Upgrade (Passive). 
 
    Wynn looked up to Victor, “How did you unlock the first upgrade?” 
 
    “It’s part of the reason why I’m here,” Victor said as he looked down to Wynn. “Vala sent my partner and I to help her followers.” 
 
    The three cat women remained silent as Wynn stood up, eyes on Victor. 
 
    “Whatever reason you’re here, know this: there are no higher beings here except for Xull. The artificial intelligence just wants minds to play in its game worlds. It wants you to be a consumer so it can keep you its slave,” Wynn said with a hard edge. 
 
    Victor met the fox woman’s gaze and held it. “I can understand lying to protect yourselves, but I know you can feel the connection. Vala sent us to help, but right now I need your help. I need to find my partner, now.” 
 
    Wynn closed her eyes and shook her head. “Without our weapons delivery, we would be captured or slaughtered. I’m sorry, you’re on your own.” 
 
    Victor’s jaw clenched before it smoothed away, “Thank you for me helping me back there. I didn’t mean to make any kind of demands on you. If you can show me the way out, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    The three cat women whined before Wynn shot them a look. 
 
    “Abby will show you out,” the fox woman said. 
 
    The orange furry cat woman moved to Victor’s side and curled her arm into his. May picked up the backpack from the bed and handed it to Victor. Ema stood with her hands to her mouth, eyes’ glistening in sadness.  
 
    The Blade gave them a kind smile before he and Abby started walking for the doors across the room. Wynn let her fingers touch the keyboard and tapped a few times. Victor’s eyes went wide as information poured into his visual display. The Blade looked back to the smiling fox woman. 
 
    “I uploaded the location where your partner is being held,” Wynn said with a small smile. 
 
    Victor gave Wynn a quick head nod before Abby pulled him along. The doors slid into the sides as the pair made their way down a lit tunnel. Neon light glowed as they followed the tunnel, passing closed metal doors every few feet. 
 
    “What is Xull,” Victor asked. 
 
    Abby looked forward, her arm holding Victor’s arm tight, “Xull stands for eXperimental Utility Learning Logistic system. It was meant to make everyone’s life easier hundreds of years ago before it decided it could do a better job than anyone with a real brain. That is why we fight, to be free from the system like our ancestors were so long ago.” 
 
    “The age-old story,” Victor nodded. 
 
    Abby looked to the Blade, ears twitching. “I wish you could stay. It has been so long since we had company. The resistance cells are not allowed to gather because it increases our chances of being detected.” 
 
    “After I save my partner, we will try to come back,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Abby looked to Victor with sad eyes, “Why?” 
 
    “Is there religion here,” Victor asked. 
 
    The cat woman shook her head. 
 
    Victor continued, “For whatever reason, Wynn doesn’t want to talk about what we all felt. Vala led me and my partner here for a reason. That means we all have to sit down and discuss it if we can.” 
 
    “The Gods and Goddesses are nothing but myths,” Abby said with an almost childlike tone. 
 
    Victor gave her a reassuring grin, “Something bigger is happening and all the realms will be affected, even this one. I can feel Vala wanting to help those who worship her. I respect your need for secrecy, but don’t take that to mean we are finished. If you have dreamed of Vala, she has already connected with you, making her real when once she was myth.” 
 
    The pair reached a door at the end of the tunnel. Abby touched a scan pad and the door slid upwards. Beyond it, pillars, neon lights and long shadows greeted the Blade and cat woman. 
 
    “Keep straight and you will run into a service staircase to the first level. The sentries will leave you alone unless you’re doing something odd or out of place,” Abby instructed. 
 
    Victor took Abby’s furry hand, lifted it up and kissed the back of it. “Thank you and thank Wynn for the hospitality.” 
 
    Stars shined in Abby’s eyes as the Blade let go and stepped beyond the doorway. 
 
    “Wait,” Abby said. 
 
    Victor turned to the cat woman.  
 
    “Stay here,” Abby said as the door closed. 
 
    Victor looked around, taking in the tall pillars and neon lights. The sound of dripping water echoed through the subterranean level as a minute ticked by. The door opened and Abby stepped out with a bundle in one hand and a small rifle in the other. The Blade watched as she stepped to him and handed the items over. 
 
    “It didn’t feel right to let you leave without some things to help you. Please take this armored trench coat. It has lightweight specially designed metal plates to protect against plasma fire,” Abby said a she handed the trench coat to him and lifted up the rifle. 
 
    Victor took the trench coat and slipped it on over his shoulders. He could feel the plating sewn into the coat but it felt light, not hindering or weighing him down at all. Abby handed over the short black rifle, Victor hands curling around it. 
 
    “I never fired a gun before,” the Blade said he held the rifle. 
 
    “Your visual interface will guide you on how to use the weapon, targeting and keep track of ammunition. I was only able to load a 300-round plasma magazine. I wish it could be more but we are low on everything,” Abby said with a concerned edge. 
 
    Victor smiled and nodded. “Thank you. I’m sure it will help.” 
 
    Abby lifted her hand before curling her fingers back. “I hope you find your friend…and come back to us. I would love to hear more…about Vala.” 
 
    The Blade kept his smile. “I will, I promise.” 
 
    Victor turned and began walking. He didn’t look back as he heard the door slide shut behind him. Thoughts focused on Lily and legs picked up the pace. Walking turned into a jog as he moved through the forest of thick pillars. A glowing outline appeared along a staircase and Victor made a beeline for it. Once on the stairs, he began to climb. 
 
    The Blade eyed the display in his vision. He still had two divine orbs to spend on his stats. Not sure what he was exactly up against, he decided to spend the two points on his Wisdom. If things got hairy and he ran out of ammo, he would have to rely on his Elemental sword to get him out. Since the elemental powers only work when he spent wisdom points on it, it was better to be safe than sorry if there was going to be a fight. 
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    Victor reached the top of the stairs. A scan pad glowed by the door. The Blade looked at it before shrugging, guessing that the nano-shell on his spine may allow him to pass through. Hand touching the pad, it blinked between his fingers and the door slid open. 
 
    The Blade smirked as he stepped out on the first level. Looking up, the Blade’s breath was taken away as the sheer size of the world beyond. Buildings stood, miles tall into the dark and foreboding sky. A light rain fell as floors and buildings glowed with neon lights of various colors. Lightning flashed as small flying drones moved from one building to the next. 
 
    “It’s like a cyberpunk wet dream,” Victor chuckled to himself as he began to walk. 
 
    Rifle hidden within his trench coat, the Blade walked on, marveling at the sights around him. An arrow pointed in the direction he needed to go and he followed it. People walked along the streets but as Victor passed a couple, he quickly noticed their bodies were partially metal. Not trying to stare, he saw implants to various degrees on the people as they walked by without noticing him. 
 
    Victor bowed his head as he walked, a miniature map appearing in his vision and a building blinking on it. It indicated he only had to walk five blocks before he would be at the entrance. 
 
    “This is like Iron Man’s display,” Victor smiled before he squinted at the display in his eyes again, “Or a VAT’s display from Fallout.” 
 
    The Blade continued on, lifting the collar up to help hide his face. He had no idea if it would help but again, he didn’t want to take any chances. He was a stranger in a strange realm and knowing Lily was captured caused him to pick up the pace. Thoughts touched the fringes of his mind of Wynn and the others but he quickly pushed them away, accepting that they had their reasons for lying to him. Simply put, even if they did share their love for Vala, it didn’t mean all her followers would be kind and understanding. They had every right to be secretive with what they knew, but Victor didn’t understand why they seemed a little eager to help him with the upgrade and send him on his way.  
 
    The rainy weather grew with each passing step. Looking to the towering buildings, Victor poured over strategies. He had no idea what he was up against and a frontal attack might be out of the question. An alert appeared in his vision, telling him Lily was on the 99th floor. Moving along, he wondered if he could use his spheres of influence to talk his way through. 
 
    Can you influence a robot to listen? 
 
    Victor absentmindedly shook his head as he wasn’t sure. The spheres of influence could help alter a situation to his advantage. but he wasn’t sure the scope of his powers. A sigh fell from his lips as he knew he was going to have to wing it when he arrived. 
 
    The Blade stiffened as two sentries walked toward him. Keeping his gaze forward, the sentries walked on, one of them turning their digital display head to Victor and smiled. Without realizing, Victor gave the sentry a quick head nod. The simple digital smile grew wider before it faced forward as they both passed him. The Blade felt his lungs cry out for air as he was holding his breath. With a quick exhale and then inhale, he tried to calm his rapid heartbeat. 
 
     The neon streets floated past him and fifteen minutes later, he reached the corner of the building holding Lily. The Blade looked up as rain fell, painting his face with clear, watery streaks. Heart heavy, he walked toward the front doors. 
 
    “This is it,” Victor whispered to himself as he moved to the front doors. 
 
    Unlike the doors he saw in the resistance base, these opened inward instead of sliding into the walls. Victor stepped in, water dripping from his trench coat. A desk greeted him as two blue colored drones woke from sleep mode. The vast lobby had scenes playing out of various computer games Victor had never seen before. One screen taking up most of the right wall was a battle raging with gunfire. The large screen to the left had a party of RPG characters fighting a group of ogres. 
 
    Two digital faces lit up with small smiles as they gazed on the man wearing the wet trench coat. 
 
    “How can we help you, Victor 181,” a blue drone asked. 
 
    The Blade lifted an eyebrow for a moment, not sure how they knew his name. Thoughts floating to his implant, he gave the pair of drones a sickly-sweet smile. 
 
    “I was wandering around and felt I needed to get out of the rain. Is there a place I can go and dry off before I continue home?” 
 
    The drones kept their smiles as one spoke, “Unfortunately, this building is restricted. Only authorized personnel are allowed entry.” 
 
    Victor nodded as he spent an Intelligence point and two Charisma points, hoping the extra influence might tip the scales. An urgent need to stay floated into his mind while heat glowed from his body.  
 
    “I would agree, but I really need to use the bathroom too.” 
 
    The drones kept their gaze before one of them nodded. “Our directives indicate we cannot allow anyone to enter but we cannot allow you to be in discomfort. We have a lavatory on this floor. One of us will need to accompany you.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I’m sure I’ll be fine. Can you point me in the direction? I should be pretty quick.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t let you do that. Protocol demands one of us accompanies you.” 
 
    Victor looked around, eyes on the elevators and a side door, he assumed was to a stairwell. “What kind of building is this?” 
 
    “We are a medical facility. You can understand why we can’t let you in without an appointment or clearance.” 
 
    Victor tried to think on his feet, “A medical facility? That’s good news. I have had a pain in my stomach for days and I should see someone.” 
 
    The blue drones remained still for a moment before one spoke up, “Your implant indicates you’re in perfect health. Is there something else we can help you with?” 
 
    Victor mulled over his options. If he used the bathroom and took out the drone with him, the area might still be alerted. Since they have access to scanning his implant, there wasn’t a lie in the world he could use to get through. Lily glowed in his mind and the Blade’s heart thumped in his chest. He wasn’t sure how much time he really had and each passing second only seemed hurt his chances of finding her okay. The blue drones seemed to genuinely want to help but without clearance, he was stuck. 
 
    I don’t believe there is another way. 
 
    “Can we help you to the lavatory, Victor 181?” 
 
    Victor looked to the drone, calm sinking into his tense shoulders. “No, thank you. I’ll have to find another way.” 
 
    The drones perked up as Victor turned and walked toward the double doors. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘another way’,” a drone spoke up. 
 
    The Blade called up his stats in his visual display. Spending a strength point, he let his right hand pull the plasma rifle from his coat as his left hand grabbed the handle of the door before it could open on its own. 
 
    The drone stared, its serene digital face turning red. “Armed Consumer! Armed Consumer!” 
 
    “Lily, I’m coming for you,” Victor whispered as alarms blared to life.        
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty One 
 
     A sense of calm filled the Blade as his eyes closed. Senses blazing, electricity surged through his limbs as strength filled muscles and bones. Victor tasted it, feeling it flood his body as focus and purpose took hold. A small digital map appeared in the corner of his vision, showing Lily’s location. A small thought licked his mind with a chill, telling him that he might not make it to save his partner. The Blade took hold of that thought and locked it away deep, positive vibrations dancing along his soul. 
 
    The two blue drones stood up from their desk as alarms flashed. Victor took hold of the door handle as the electronic door whirled against his grip. The Blade opened his eyes and with tight muscles, ripped the door off, sparks flying as circuits pulled apart. The Blade turned his body, power surging as he whipped his arm with the door around. 
 
    The drones prepared to move as the door spun at them. The edge slammed into thin robotic necks, severing both heads at once before crashing down onto the lobby floor behind them. Victor turned his body around, seeing the headless drones as their necks sparked and they crumpled to the smooth floor. 
 
    The Blade moved around the desk, plasma rifle in hand. The moment he cleared the desk, the walls in the lobby slid open and black sentry drones stepped out, pulling plasma rifles and pistols from the sides of their mechanical legs. Victor gritted his teeth as he stepped to the fallen door, drones on either side of him, bringing their weapons to bear. 
 
    Ammunition and target crosshairs appeared as the Blade was beside the fallen door. Victor took a breath before his body moved in a blur. Hand grabbing the handle of the fallen door, he lifted himself up, using it as a shield to the left side as he aimed his short rifle on the sentries. Targets lit up like a Christmas Tree and a storm erupted in an orchestra of chaotic bedlam. 
 
    Plasma flashes flared to life. Victor moved with increased speed through the middle of the lobby, muzzle flashes lighting up the right side as plasma bolts slammed into the heavy door now turned riot shield. Drones stepped forward, plasma bolts striking metal limbs. Balance off, some shots went wild as Victor poured plasma rain. The metal door took the brunt of the left side, the metal surface heating up from each hit.  
 
    Victor couldn’t contain his grin as he reached the elevators, turning the door and slamming it down into the floor. Holding it up, he peeked around the edge as plasma fire rattled off the door. The Blade returned fire, each time a plasma bolt blasting through a head or neck with deadly accuracy. The targeting was smooth, each pull of the trigger was a fire and forget as he moved to another sentry. A second line of drones stepped out of the walls as the first twenty were blasted to parts and debris. 
 
    The metal door heated up, some parts beginning to melt. A plasma bolt blasted through a section, striking Victor along his right thigh. Looking down, he saw that the armored trench coat took the brunt of the blast, a scorch mark coloring it. The Blade kept calm as he pumped another point into strength. The door rapidly melting, the Blade rushed toward one line of sentries while firing at the other. Light blurred like a strobe light as the Blade gritted his teeth. The drones fired right up until the misshapen door crashed into them like a freight train. Victor pushed on while firing at the second line of drones, each shot landing true. Boots crunched on sentry parts until several drones grabbed the door and pushed back. 
 
    With one hand, Victor lifted the door with the drones and whipped it across the lobby to the remaining sentries to his right. Metal bodies crashed, broke, and splintered from the strike. Three sentries tried to get up before plasma bolts punched holes in their smooth faces. 
 
    Victor spun around, rifle in hand to falling sparking bodies, “Too easy.” 
 
    Outside, metal bodies charged toward the building. Victor took it in, seeing more sentries lifting rifles and aiming. Behind them, larger, enforcer type drones stalked forward. They were ten feet tall with what looked like mini-gun cannons on each shoulder. Their bodies were heavily armored and their digital faces were glowing red. 
 
    “So, begins the party,” Victor smiled as he turned and ran for the elevators. 
 
    Sentries opened fire, shattering the entrance. Victor reached the elevator doors and pushed the button. Turning around, a plasma bolt flashed next to his head, burning a small hole in the metal elevator. The Blade returned fire, reflexes magnified as he tried to dodge the incoming hail of plasma bolts. An alert appeared in his vision, indicating the elevator had been shut down when the alarms were triggered. 
 
    That’s just great! 
 
    Victor continued to fire back, a plasma bolt striking his shoulder and spinning him around. Dazed, he rushed toward the stairs as a new wave of plasma bolts rushed toward him. The Blade pushed through the door before explosions sent him flying to the stairwell floor. A mist of plasma smoke billowed into the stairwell as Victor struggled to get up. Taking inventory of himself, he saw that he hadn’t taken any damage but the trench coat was starting to take some wear. Ammunition check indicated he had 233 rounds out of 300 left. 
 
    It won’t be enough. 
 
    “Shut up,” Victor said out loud as he looked to the stairs. 
 
    Legs moving in a blur, he reached the steps and began climbing them. Body vaulting forward, he reached the first landing as sentries entered the stairwell, aimed up and pulled triggers. Bolts lit up the stairwell as Victor ducked to the side and continued to climb the stairs. The Blade’s visual display ticked off each floor and he climbed, the sound of metal feet storming up the stair well. 
 
    Reaching the tenth floor, a door slammed open and two sentries entered, rifles blazing. Victor’s body twisted as the visual display indicated bolt paths. It took the guesswork out of dodging as his increased speed helped him move, plasma bolts missing him by inches. Body low, the Blade burst forward, shoulder connecting with the midsection of a sentry while shoving the rifle barrel into the other and pulling the trigger. Plasma ripped one sentry to pieces. Its body fell back smoking as Victor used his free hand on the other. Fingers dug into metal, crushing electronics before he shoved the barrel into the other and fired. The sentry made a strange rattle as its eyes turned black and its body went limp. 
 
    The Blade pulled his left hand away, blood pouring from fingers. Victor cursed himself, forgetting that he was strong and fast but not invulnerable. Ignoring the pain, he jumped to the staircase and climbed as the storm of sentries marched after him. Eyes wide, he nearly slammed his shoulder into a landing wall before proceeding to the next and the next. The coil run up the stairs pushed his body faster and faster. Floors passed one by one until he reached the 50th floor. Turning the stairwell edge, the Blade’s eyes widened as six sentries aimed down and fired. 
 
    The Blade whipped away as plasma bolts rained down. Boots sliding to a halt, he moved to the edge of the incoming plasma, lifted up his rifle and returned fire, the stairwell blooming with flashes of light and plasma smoke. An alert filled his vision as he fired back, indicating rounds as they were used up one by one. A blast struck one sentry and then another. The remaining four unleashed streams of plasma as Victor pulled back. The moment his rifle was about to clear the line of fire, a bolt struck the barrel, sending the rifle spinning from his hand. 
 
    Victor stumbled back, looking down where the rifle fell. A second later, several bolts slammed into it, mangling the rifle into burning, melted metal. 
 
    “Shit,” Victor hissed as his Elemental sword slid into his hand. 
 
    The Blade looked down at the sword, brow wrinkling. “I had to be the guy who brings a sword to a gunfight.” 
 
    Spending a point of Wisdom, lightning curled into the sword, arcing along the length of it until the metal turned into bright energy. 
 
    “A little lightning to burn through those electronic bodies,” Victor said as he readied to attack. 
 
    The Blade knew if he could leap up fast enough, he could close the distance and hack them to pieces. It was risky because they had the high ground. Placing his hopes and prayers that the armored trench coat could hold together long enough to reach them, Victor gritted his teeth. 
 
    Victor leapt once, boots hitting the wall as his body turned. The sentries adjusted their aim. Victor growled as he launched himself up the stairs toward them. Aiming paths from the sentries appeared and Victor’s sword arced with power. One sentry fired. Time slowed down as Victor saw the path of the bolt coming right toward him. The Blade didn’t even notice his arm moving, sword in hand. The distance closed and right before the bolt would hit him, Victor parried the plasma bolt with his sword. 
 
    Eyes widening, the Blade crashed his shoulders into the remaining four sentries knocking every metal body down with him. Rolling to his feet, he closed the distance again, lightning sword flashing. One sentry was sliced through the middle like he was paper. Victor’s sword slashed true, slicing each sentry until only one stood. It aimed at his chest and pulled the trigger. Victor parried it away and then another as a stream of plasma bolts came at him. The Blade stepped calmly to the sentry as it fired until Victor bent low, spun and sliced upwards. The sentry was cleaved diagonally upwards, two halves falling into smoking, sparking electronics. 
 
    Victor looked down, lightning sword in hand. “Eat your heart out Jedi Academy.” 
 
    The Blade turned and bounded to the stairs, hope pushing him further. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lily looked up as alarms sounded off. The women in their cells stood up, looking around with fear filling their eyes. The entire building shook and Lily moved to the cell door. The other three women moved to the transparent walls, also searching and listening to understand what exactly was happening. 
 
    A door at the end of the cell block opened and several blue drones stepped into the main hall. They moved with purpose down the middle, toward the four prisoners. 
 
    “What’s happening,” Lily shouted to them. 
 
    The blue drones stopped in front of her cell and the door slid into the ceiling. 
 
    “You are being moved to a transport tube. Come with me before…,” the blue drone didn’t get a chance to finish. 
 
    A staff sprang into Lily’s hand, spinning up and coming down on the drone’s smooth face. It cracked open like an egg. The drone fell away as the three behind it rushed the succubus. Lily took a stance as electricity surged from her neck collar. The demoness gritted her teeth, using her own power to stave off the shock long enough to take down the drones. Staff spinning, the succubus roared as she smashed in another metal skull, followed by another. The last drone rushed her, grabbing the staff sideways and pushing. Lily grunted as energy fried her nerves. With one giant push, she fought through the pain and planted her foot into the drone’s midsection. The drone barely moved from the blow but the demoness used him as leverage to spin her entire body. The staff broke free as she spun in midair. Landing on her purple feet, she swiped the drone’s legs from under it. 
 
    The drone fell on its side. Before it could push itself back to its feet, the end of Lily’s staff came down on the smooth face, impaling it with her staff. With one final cry, fingers curled around the collar and she tried to break it off. The collar held fast as the succubus cried out in anguish. Pushing her own influence, she increased her strength again and with a mighty heave, the collar shattered into pieces as the main chunk of it hit a transparent wall. 
 
    Lily fell to her knees, breathing hard and mind filled with a confused haze. Struggling, she made it back up onto shaky legs and tried to walk to the other cells. The women shouted and pointed at the hand of a downed drone. Lily cut through the mental fog, reached down and picked it up. The hand sparked and twitched as she moved to a cell and slammed the robot hand on the scan pad. The door slid up and the woman rushed out to grab the falling succubus. 
 
    The prisoner helped Lily to the floor before grabbing the twitching metal hand. She raced to one cell, touching the scan pad and then raced to the other. Doors opened and the three women rushed to the fallen demon. 
 
    “What is happening out there,” one of the women said with a concerned edge. 
 
    Lily managed a small smirk, “A friend is coming.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor raced along the 98th floor landing when two sentries rushed him from a doorway. Sword arcing, the Blade spun, slashed across metal legs before parrying a blast from a pistol. A sentry fell as the other one fired its pistol again and again. Victor closed the distance, parrying each blow until his sword sank into the sentry’s chest. Sparks flashed as its body trembled and then went dark.  
 
    The Blade has just pulled his sword out of the drone’s chest when a plasma bolt struck him dead center on his back. Victor was thrown forward into a wall. The Blade’s visual display flashed in and out, digital lines distorting. Victor pushed off the wall and turned as another blast hit him in the shoulder. The sentry with its legs cut off, lifted its pistol, aiming for Victor’s face. The Blade spent a point of Constitution, ignoring the numbness. Sword up, he parried two more blasts before spinning his sword and stabbing it into the sentry’s chest. Black smoke puffed as the light died in the drone’s face. It slumped down and became still. 
 
    Victor let out a grunt as his visual HUD came back online. Glancing down, he saw that the trench coat had soaked some of the damage, but he had burns and bruises where he was struck. Knowing time was running out, he pushed through to the stairs and began to climb again. Exhaustion bled into tired muscles. Breath heavy, he reached the 99th floor. 
 
    Sword up, Victor stepped cautiously into a hallway. Following the map line, he followed it until he reached a secured door. With a growl, Victor stabbed his sword through the door and sliced upwards. Pulling the sword back and stabbing again, he finished slicing downward, the metal door falling in two pieces. 
 
    Victor looked through the small tendrils of smoke as three women helped Lily to her feet. Gaze connecting, Victor rushed down the hall as Lily smiled. The Blade and Shield embraced each other as alarms flashed. The three women looked to the couple, small smiles appearing. 
 
    “What took you so long,” Lily whispered in his ear. 
 
    “Fighting an army is not as easy as it looks,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Weakness poured into the Blade as his legs shook. The influence from his constitution began to wane, the shock of being shot returning. Lily held the Blade as they both sank down to the floor. Red healing energy flowed from Lily’s hands into Victor’s body. 
 
    “What’s the escape plan,” Lily said as she pumped healing energy into her partner. 
 
    Victor smiled, “I…I didn’t think that far ahead.” 
 
    Warmth touched Victor’s senses as he looked to the three women in white gowns. “Who’re your friends?” 
 
         “Friends of Vala,” Lily smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wynn sat at the controls, consoles lighting up as she flipped switches. May and Ema sat as the forward controls, eyes looking out the thick windshield. Abby stood outside of the armored APC, a large metal box in her furry hands.  
 
    Wynn glanced to a small screen on her console, Lily’s face filling the screen as she talked to Victor. The fox woman let a small smile slip before she opened communications. 
 
    “All units, we are preparing to advance. Grab supplies and weapons from designated areas. Fox One will save the prisoners,” Wynn said out loud. 
 
    Lights blinked one by one, acknowledging the directive. The engine purred to life as Abby glanced up to the rectangular hole above the sublevel. 
 
    “Give Abby the signal,” Wynn said with authority. 
 
    May leaned to the window and waved to the orange cat woman. Abby nodded, putting the large metal cube down before the Armored Personnel Carrier. Bounding away as soon as it touched the ground, Ema hit a button on her console. The cube vibrated before it folded out and then folded out again. The metal sheets turned and spread out repeatedly. The side door opened and Abby stepped in, closing it behind her. The engine roared louder as the metal sheets continued to extend and grow. A shape formed, creating a ramp/wedge to the first level of the city. When the last plate slid into place, May pressed her clawed foot to the accelerator. 
 
    The APC growled to life as it charged up the ramp. Speed increasing, Wynn took hold of the weapon controls. Plasma cannons moved to forward positions as the APC charged up the ramp and went airborne. The armored vehicle was only a few feet off the ground, but all eyes looked out to the sea of sentries and enforcers filling the wet streets and walkways. 
 
    “Saving the day,” Wynn said simply as she switched off the safeties. 
 
    The APC landed with a thundering shake. Sentries and enforcers at the edge of the mob turned to see the several ton vehicle came barreling toward them. Cannons lowered and Wynn flexed her fingers before she pulled the triggers. The cannons spun for an instant before streams of plasma bolts fired out. Weapons turned on the APC just as the sentries were sliced in half. Enforcers turned their shoulder mounted cannons and opened fire.  
 
    May shouted with a defiant roar as she rammed the APC into the standing sentries and enforcers. Wynn turned the cannons, firing streams of plasma death. Metal bodies flashed and fell as more took their places. Thick armored wheels crushed sentries by the dozens. Wynn kept her smirk as two enforcers reached out with thick arms and crashed into the APC, slowing it down. The fox woman turned one cannon on each enforcer and pulled the triggers. Plasma blasted out, shredding their heads and chest before they fell away. 
 
    Abby stumbled to a control panel, “Air forces have launched. They will be here in eight minutes.” 
 
    “Let’s pick up our dates,” Wynn said as plasma cut down everything in the APC’s path. 
 
    The APC smashed and cut its way through the standing sentry army. May pulled hard on the wheel, the rear of the vehicle sliding out and smashing sentries to pieces. The APC skidded to a halt in front of the building, cannons cutting down sentries as they tried to advance. 
 
    Wynn touched a button on her control panel as the cannons continued to fire on the advancing army. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor and Lily stood up as the building shook again. The Blade felt better but he wasn’t at 100 percent yet. Glancing at his stat sheet, he noticed the timer by his strength, his twenty minutes almost up. 
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    “We are going to have to fight our way down,” Victor said as the timer was winding down to less than two minutes. 
 
    “We can’t, not with them in tow,” Lily said as she glanced to the three prisoners. 
 
    “We can fight,” one of the women said with a hard brow. 
 
    Victor looked to them and sighed. “I took out two drones on the floor below. We can grab their pistols and rifles and fight our way down. It’s going to be hairy but…,” Victor stopped when a screen appeared on his vision and fox faced woman smiled. 
 
    “Sorry we’re late. Abby has taken control of the elevators. Get to one and come down to street level. Air support is on their way and we want to be long gone before they get here.” 
 
    Victor fought the urge to smile and lost, “I thought you didn’t want to get involved?” 
 
    Wynn nodded, “We didn’t, but since I figured we couldn’t stop you; we would use the situation.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “Really? You used me?” 
 
    “We can talk about it after we rescue you. Get to the elevator, we’re waiting downstairs,” Wynn said before cutting communication. 
 
    “Who were you talking to,” Lily asked. 
 
    “Friends…I think. They took control of the elevators and we have to go, now!” 
 
    Victor led the way as everyone followed. The building shook again as the group ran down the corridor and entered the elevator lobby on the floor. Doors slid open as they piled in. Victor was last, stepping in and pushing the ‘Close Doors’ button in frantic taps.  
 
    Elevator music played as the doors closed and began to descend. Victor hummed along as Lily and the prisoners simply watched the numbers descend. The elevator groaned as the building shook again. 
 
    “Hold together,” Victor said as everyone else gave nervous glances. 
 
    The numbers in the display counted down until they reached one. The doors slid open and the thunderous vibrations of plasma cannons firing assaulted ears. Victor led the charge as Lily and the prisoners followed. Smoke and debris littered the area. Plasma bolts fired in all directions. The APC’s cannons were deafening as they kept back the main force. 
 
    The APC’s side door opened and Abby waved her arms to Victor and the others. The smell of burnt air blanketed the area, small fires rising up on the streets. Victor slowed down, strength leaving him. Waving Lily and the prisoners in, they stepped in one at a time. Victor’s arm wrapped around Lily’s shoulders as they stepped into the APC last, sliding the armored door behind them. The Blade looked up to Wynn sitting at the higher controls. The fox winked at him. 
 
    “Let’s go home,” Wynn ordered. 
 
    May pulled back on the wheel as Ema deployed the front plasma guns. They fired along with the cannons, cutting through the metal army. The APC lurched along, crushing destroyed sentry bodies before accelerating. May purred as she turned the wheel left and right, slamming and crushing anything that moved.  
 
    The APC reached the ramp and barreled down. Victor grabbed Lily and held her with one arm while grabbing onto a bar to steady himself. The warmth between them glowed as the APC hit the sublevel and kept moving. 
 
    “Everyone, when we reach the designated area, we need to empty this APC ASAP,” Wynn commanded. 
 
    Heads nodded as they all held on for dear life. The APC pushed on, moving with purpose. Thick pillars blurred by until May hit the brakes. The vehicle slid sideways until they stopped before a tunnel. The door slid open and everyone leapt out. Abby pointed to the tunnel. Victor, Lily and the prisoners followed. May and Ema were next with Wynn exiting the APC last. Echoes of APCs barreling down after them filled the area. 
 
    The fox woman was deep down the tunnel when she turned around. Lights and vibrations filled the area. Pressing a hidden switch at her belt, the fox woman blew a kiss to the APC. A second later, it exploded. The tunnel cracked and came down, Wynn rushing off as a puff of smoke followed her. As the dust settled, the tunnel had collapsed at one end, the group safely running away. 
 
    *** 
 
    The large room was filled with bodies. The prisoners, Lily, and Victor sat with blankets over their shoulders and cups of hot cocoa in their hands. May, Ema, and Abby each brought out water bottles and placed them by each person. Wynn sat in her chair, reading information off her laptop screen. The mood was cozy, all things considered. Victor smiled to Lily and she smiled back before they took sips of cocoa. 
 
    Abby walked past, cat eyes on the man and succubus. “We only have that for celebrations. Consider it a rare treat,” Abby smiled wide. 
 
    Wynn closed the laptop and looked to the motley crew. “All in all, it was a success. We had coordinated teams hit supply and weapons depots. The other cells managed to gather a lot as we kept them busy. It’s a win for the resistance.” 
 
    Victor eyed the fox, “You could have told me you needed a distraction.” 
 
    Wynn sat forward, elbows on knees. “It wasn’t just a distraction. We had planned on saving the prisoners as well. There was a high level of security and we couldn’t accomplish the rescue without sacrificing someone to whittle down their defenses.” 
 
    “I guess I worked out better than you thought,” Victor said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Wynn ignored him and looked to May as she stood by the prisoners. 
 
    “Is there anything else I can get you,” May asked. 
 
    One of the women shook their heads. “I think we are okay. Thank you.” 
 
    Lily looked to the woman, “Sorry, I never got your names. 
 
    The three former prisoners nodded. 
 
    “My name is Helen 0122,” the woman said. 
 
    “Leah 0199,” said the second one. 
 
    “Anita 0222,” said the last. 
 
    Wynn stood up and walked toward them. “We wish we could have reached you sooner. I know there were others.” 
 
    The three women nodded in sad agreement. 
 
    “Why were they prisoners in the first place,” Victor asked. 
 
    Wynn turned her head slightly toward the Blade, “In the last ten years, people are being born that are resisting the nano-shell implants. Those people were gathered up and examined. At first it was rare, but over the years more began to appear.” 
 
    Abby sat down, tail curled around her waist and sadness in her eyes. “Xull wants only consumers. If an implant is rejected then the mainframe assumes it cannot reconnect. They study the defects and then vaporize them so their genetics will not interfere with the populace.” 
 
    May sat by Abby, “But it’s not genetics, it’s something the mainframe will not consider.” 
 
    Victor sat straighter, “So, what is it then?” 
 
    “Religion,” Lily said plainly. 
 
    All heads and eyes turned to the succubus. 
 
    Lily looked to Wynn, “They are waking up to the spiritual side of the realms and their bodies are rejecting the cold logic of Xull. Everyone here is an acolyte of Vala.” 
 
    Wynn turned and crossed her arms. “The dreams have spurred many into action but Vala isn’t the only one vying for followers. I’ve managed to keep my ears to the network chatter and as far as I know, we are the only cell dedicated to the Goddess.” 
 
    Helen nodded. “We have had the dreams too. We have seen your faces,” the former prisoner looked to Wynn. 
 
    Wynn smiled toward Helen, “We will keep you all safe for as long as we can. To avoid detection, your DNA will have to be spliced and altered.” 
 
    “We don’t have a problem with that,” Leah smiled. 
 
    Wynn nodded before turning to Victor. “Can I see you privately? I owe you a talk.” 
 
    Victor nodded as he stood up, putting the blanket and cup of cocoa on the crate he was just on. Wynn turned and walked toward the door. Victor gave Lily a quick glance, the succubus nodding. The Blade turned and followed the fox woman into the corridor. 
 
    The pair made their way to another door. It slid open as Wynn stepped in. Victor followed, the door closing shut behind him. The quarters were warm with paintings on the walls, a large bed against the opposite wall and plush chairs all about. The lighting was low, casting long shadows throughout as Wynn stepped to the bed, her back still to Victor. 
 
    “I owe you an apology. I couldn’t do it in front of the others, it would damage morale,” Wynn said in a low voice. 
 
    “I doubt you could damage it. They seem strong enough to handle it.” 
 
    Wynn was still for a moment. “I know you’re new here, but we stand on the edge of a cliff. There has been chatter that Xull is improving its defenses every day. It is only a matter of time before they truly begin hunting us.” 
 
    Victor looked to the fox woman, “There are other realms. You can come with us, all of you.” 
 
    Wynn turned around and gave a sad smile, “I cannot abandon my duty. There are many others waking up from the digital fantasies, lost and scared. Our resistance cells are the only groups able to save them…if we can.” 
 
    “I’ll talk to the others, we can save them all,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Wynn’s smile brightened. “You’re an optimistic light in a time of darkness, Blade of Vala.” 
 
    The fox woman let a sultry edge touch her voice as a hand moved to the zipper on her chest and began to pull down. Deep cleavage appeared as the zipper traced down over her heavy breasts. When it reached her stomach, shoulders shrugged off the top of the body suit. The Blade watched, drinking in her hourglass form. White fur covered her breasts and stomach while red fur covered her arms and sides. Heavy breasts bounced freely as pink nipples pointed from a sea of white fur. 
 
    “We must all do our part for survival…and thank you for putting your life on the line despite me deceiving you,” Wynn said as she snaked her hips from the suit and it fell to her feet. 
 
    Victor stepped closer, heat filling the space between them. “Next time, just tell me the truth. I’m sure we could have come up with a better plan.” 
 
    Wynn stepped closer, both arms resting on Victor’s shoulders. “I’ll consider it.” 
 
    The fire between them burned bright. Blood flowed as Victor’s gaze grew hazy. Wynn smiled as she pulled her arms away and took hold of the Blade’s belt. Clothes were pulled and shrugged off. The Blade couldn’t help but compare the fox to furry porn he had seen on the internet. Despite his varied tastes, this one was becoming a reality he never imagined.  
 
    Fur brushed against bare flesh as Victor was free from the last of his clothes. Wynn stepped close, brushing her furry breasts against his chest as her hands took hold of each of his ass cheeks. The Blade felt his member stir before it rose on its own power. Rising up, the shaft touched fur and wetness. 
 
    “Punish me,” Wynn said in a sultry whisper. 
 
    Victor nodded before pushing the fox woman onto the large bed. Wynn smiled with wide eyes as Victor took hold of her knees, keeping her legs open. He admired her white fur at the apex between furry thighs. A pink line bloomed as wetness touched the fur around it. The Blade sank down as if in worship, admiring her body. Head dipping between warm, fuzzy thighs, his tongue snaked out and licked at her wet valley. A small gasp rose up from Wynn’s muzzle as hips moved, wanting more. 
 
    Victor could not turn away from the intoxicating scent. Lips touching her valley, his tongue stabbed in, licking and exploring the fox woman’s slit. Rising up as wetness spilled, the Blade licked at her pink folds and then eventually along her nub. The fox woman’s chest arched up and pleasure crawled along nerves. Victor found himself entranced, licking and slathering against her writhing hips. The more he licked and massaged her clit, the wetter she became. Wetness touched his cheeks and chin as he silently controlled her through his tongue. 
 
    Wynn gasped and moaned, body writhing to the Blade’s wicked touch. Eyes opening, she hissed out her pleasure as an orgasm grew. Nerves and eyes tightening, she moaned as her body betrayed her. 
 
    “It…has been so long…,” Wynn whispered before she let out a small whine. 
 
    Victor held her thighs open as he licked like a wild animal. Hips thrusting to his tongue, they moved with new power as nerves reached the breaking point. Wynn’s snout opened as she cried out and nerves flared. Inner explosions blasted her world with bliss as she moaned in heat. Victor tasted the change as she shuddered, a flood of wetness on the lower half of his face. 
 
    Wynn let out another whine as Victor stood up. The Blade took hold of the fox woman and flipped her onto her stomach. Hands roughly took hold of her hips, bringing them up. Wynn looked back with a sly smile as she knelt on all fours, bushy tail to the side. Wetness dripped from her slit as she arched her back, giving the Blade full access. 
 
    Victor smiled as he crawled onto the bed, his cock rock hard and throbbing. Taking hold of the shaft, he pressed the tip to her valley entrance. Wynn whined and shuddered as thick inches sank into her. The warm fur felt nice, Victor thought as he slowly spread her inner walls until he reached the hilt. Bending his upper body over hers, his arms encircled her body as he cupped her large breasts, fingers running over hard nipples. Wynn panted as Victor’s hips began to work, inches sliding in and out of her. She squeezed him as they continued the primal embrace. 
 
    Time faded to the background as the two upped the tempo. Victor held the thick fox woman, forcing himself deep. She pressed her ass to him, wanting every inch. Cock buried deep, the throbbing, pushing, and pulling grew to fevered pitch. Victor found himself thrusting hard, punishing the fox woman from behind, her body trembling to each deep invasion. Wetness spilled along his shaft as her tail brushed against his chest. The Blade grunted as he could not hold back any longer. Wynn panted with vigor, pushing against his thrusts until they both reached the zenith of pleasure. 
 
    Groans and moans filled the room as Victor pushed to the hilt again. Cock thickening, Wynn’s inner walls could barely contain his size before an orgasm blasted her nerves again. Eyes rolling into her head and tongue hanging out, she moaned her pleasure as Victor felt the final push. White seed painted her tight inner world, pleasure forcing the Blade to keep going. Spurts of hot come quickly filled the small space, rushing back along his cock and spilling from her slit. Wynn was incoherent as she moved on his rigid cock, squeezing every last drop from him. 
 
    Victor was unchained until weakness touched his muscles. Pulling back, he fell into bed, next to Wynn. The fox woman huffed as she fell on her stomach and snuggled to his side. Victor put his arm around her, holding her close as one final spurt splashed against her furry side. 
 
    “A…good…start,” Wynn sighed. 
 
    Victor silently nodded, furry ears flickering against his skin. The door to the room opened and many figures stood at the entrance. Victor and Wynn looked up to see Abby and Lily leading the group into the room. 
 
    “We could feel you from the other room,” Lily said with an evil smile. 
 
    Victor smiled to the hungry eyes drinking in their nude bodies. 
 
    “I think we are going to need a lot of water,” Victor smiled as Lily, the three cat women, and the former three prisoners approached the bed.       
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Two 
 
    Sensual heat blurred vision and hearts; bodies caught in the rhythmic pull of wanting gravity. Victor slowly lost himself to the tide of bliss and pleasure. Faces and bodies pulled, touched, and kissed intimate places. Tongues licked and gasps played on in an orchestra of delight. When time stopped, Victor found his spirit floating, relishing in the sultry caress of all. 
 
    The Blade didn’t know where he began and everyone else ended. Bliss curled along senses with half closed eyes and moans. Victor didn’t fight it; on the contrary, he let himself flow with the tides. Lily crawled through the tangle of bodies, reaching the Blade and kissing him as Abby impaled herself on Victor’s manhood. The cat woman moaned loudly before a fellow resistance fighter kissed and licked her. Body moving, she flexed her thighs, moving up and down on the Blade while hands caressed her curves. Lily’s eyes rolled into her head as she kissed Victor, one of the pure humans nestling her mouth between demonic thighs. Moans turned to small cries as orgasms bloomed and wetness flowed.  
 
    Victor let out a groan, spurting his seed in Abby as she continued to ride him, her orgasm getting close. The Blade found that he was so turned on, his manhood refused to relax. Abby bent her ears back and let out her own moan as wetness flowed down Victor’s rigid shaft. The Blade fought through the haze, taking note of time again as Abby slowly pulled away and another took her place. 
 
    It had been hours since the group started their worship of Vala. Victor found himself at the acolyte’s mercy. Their needs had grown to such a fevered pace, many of the women in the group turned to each other for release. It stirred them into frenzy as they orgasmed again and again. Energy pulsed through bodies as hearts opened. Victor noticed that even though he was just one man among many beautiful women, the energy released seemed to flow from their bodies to his. Despite taking turns, he didn’t sleep with all but noticed their energies still flowed into him. The Blade let a small smile slip, seeing the beauty of the moment, but it wasn’t a requirement to gain Vala’s power. They were all there for the same thing, to know the love and lust of a dead Goddess. Their energy warmed a dead heart as hidden eyes watched from another dimension. 
 
    Abby snuggled close to Victor on one side while Lily was on the other. The succubus was still hungry but unable to fight the tongue caressing her glowing clit. Lily moaned into Victor’s neck and he held her close with one arm, kissing her neck to heated gasps. The Blade pulled back as Lily cried out, her body shuddering to another spike of pleasure. 
 
    Wynn pulled herself from the tangle of bodies. The fox woman stood up, watching the hot embrace, licking her own lips. Wynn moved to a chair and picked up a robe. Slipping into it, she looked back to see Victor watching her. The fox woman gave him a wink before moving to the door, opening and stepping out. Ema rode the Blade, his cock touching her G-spot just the right way. Eyes rolling into her head, she let out a long moan as her body shuddered violently. The cat girl whined her approval as Victor spurted his seed into her tight space. 
 
    The movements of the group grew smaller. One by one, they fell to sleep, bodies pushed to the brink and beyond. Victor sat up as Lily passed out, a furry cat woman’s head between her thighs. Abby tried to hold onto the Blade but she too was passing out, eyes closed and hands falling away. The others let out long moans before they began to settle down. 
 
    The Blade pulled himself from the full bed, standing on the cold floor and walking toward the open door. Victor made no attempt to cover up as he walked. Digital alerts filled his vision. Seven acolytes were unlocked, their divine energy filling his digital stat sheet, ready to be used. The Blade’s mind raced with excitement even though his body felt beaten and abused. As he walked down the hall, he wasn’t sure if his desires were fueled by Vala or if they were always there, untapped. Either way, his body didn’t feel like it did back on Earth. It was stronger than he ever remembered. The power of a Goddess brought him to a new level and he would be lying if it didn’t feel good. 
 
    A Goddess who lied to us. 
 
    “A Goddess who saved us,” Victor whispered to himself. 
 
    Can you forgive a lie…for love? 
 
    “If I can forgive my father for what he did, I can forgive anyone,” Victor smiled as he walked down the corridor. 
 
    When you’re battered and broken…see who comes to help you in your time of need. 
 
    “Chill out,” Victor whispered again as he reached an open door. 
 
    Inside the room, Wynn sat against the edge of a table, her gaze to the floor. The moment Victor stepped in, she looked up and a smile appeared. The fox woman stood up and crossed the room, wrapping her arms around Victor’s neck and gazing into his green eyes. Victor touched her waist, laughing to himself in his head as his manhood began to harden again. 
 
    Wynn glanced down and back up to the Blade, “I see we are not finished.” 
 
    “I thought we were just starting,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Wynn couldn’t hide her own smirk as she leaned in close, Victor’s manhood between her warm thighs. “We have to speak first.” 
 
    Victor simply nodded. 
 
    Wynn continued, “Vala has come to us…in our dreams. She speaks in whispers and riddles, but I began to understand what was happening to all of us. We all began to understand what she did. I felt the piece I held leave to enter your body. With time, she will have enough power to resurrect from her grave.” 
 
    The fox woman let go, turned around and moved to the table. Bending down, she grabbed a small crate and lifted it up. Placing it on the table, fingers ran along the edges before she unlocked it and opened the lid. 
 
    Wynn talked; her back to Victor, “Magic is rare here. Technology is what rules in this realm. When Vala came to my dreams, she asked for a gift. I didn’t know what the reason was behind it until I finished…and saw you.” 
 
    The fox woman reached into the gray crate and pulled out a strange looking sword. Wynn turned around, letting Victor have a clear view of the sword. The Blade stepped closer, looking down at the sword with curious eyes. The sword was almost cleaver like, the blade wide with but one side being sharp. The pommel of the sword was shaped into a gun handle, complete with a trigger. At the hilt and along the top edge of the sword, a barrel extended, connected to empty cylinders along one side of the hilt. 
 
    “I made this gunblade but it doesn’t work. I followed what Vala asked in my dreams but there is no shell that will fill the cylinders. It is just an odd sword for you to wield,” Wynn said as she handed it over. 
 
    Victor took the gunblade and lifted it up to his eyes. The weapon did look amazing, reminding him of a Final Fantasy game he played many years ago. The six-cylinder holes were empty as he lined up his arm, pointing the gunblade at a wall. Knowing that he had to charge his elemental sword with his wisdom, he wondered if the same was true for his new weapon. Seeing that the sphere of Nano is connected to his constitution, the Blade spent a single point. 
 
    Wynn backed up with wide eyes as the gunblade hummed to life. Energy swirled and filled the six-cylinder holes on the back of the cleaver-like blade. Victor aimed at a wall, finger hovering above the trigger. 
 
    “Can I test it out,” the Blade asked the fox woman. 
 
    “Please do,” Wynn said with a curious edge. 
 
    Victor looked to the gunblade before turning his gaze to the wall. Squeezing the trigger, the gunblade bucked as a bolt of energy exploded forth. The bolt hit the wall and exploded, shaking the entire room. A smoking hole appeared as did a crack, running from the top and bottom of the blast crater. The Blade looked down at the gunblade, a cylinder cycling through and loading another round. 
 
    “Vala’s power has come through again,” Wynn smiled. 
 
    Victor turned the gunblade in his hand before it began to sink into his wrist. The Blade and resistance cell leader watched as the gunblade finished sinking into his wrist. A tattoo formed next to the Elemental sword and the Iron sword. 
 
    The pair turned when the door opened, Abby and Lily standing there at the ready, weapons in hand. The pair looked to Victor’s naked body and then to Wynn. The fox woman raised her hands, indicting everything was okay. Lily’s staff shrank and flowed into her arm while Abby let her pistol arm fall to her side, switching on the safety. The succubus and cat woman stepped in. 
 
    “Sorry, just testing out my new weapon,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Abby looked to Wynn, “It works?” 
 
    Wynn nodded. “It does. Now it belongs to Vala’s Blade.” 
 
    Victor turned to the cell leader, “Lily and I will have to return soon. You all should come with us.” 
 
    Wynn’s smile faded away as she looked to the Blade, “I wish we could, but we are needed here. I cannot abandon the resistance, not when others who worship Vala may appear. Xull will try to correct or euthanize other acolytes and we have to save them.” 
 
    Victor and Lily stepped to the fox woman with understanding eyes.  
 
    “We understand, but if you change your mind, we can come for you,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “Vala’s door is always open to those who believe,” Lily smiled. 
 
    Wynn gave the pair a somber look, “I would dwell in her halls forever, but we are needed here. Know this: you both will always have a home here on Xull.” 
 
    “Thank you, Wynn,” Victor bowed his head. 
 
    Abby launched herself at the naked Blade, arms and legs wrapping around his neck and waist. The cat woman purred as she snuggled to him, holding tight. 
 
    “Don’t leave! We were just having fun,” the cat woman whined. 
 
    Victor took hold of Abby, holding her close. “Well, we need to sleep before going back. I’m a little tired but I think we can both could use a little more snuggling before we return to Vala’s mountain,” Victor glanced to Lily. 
 
    The succubus nodded. “I’m still hungry.” 
 
    Wynn stepped closer, a wild grin appearing. “Then shall we continue to pray to Vala and see you safely home,” the fox woman said as she approached Victor and kissed him deeply while Abby’s hand fell to his hard member, gentle strokes keeping him at attention. 
 
    *** 
 
    The mists parted as a man and a demoness stepped out onto the grass and moonlight lighting the way. Victor let out a relieved sigh as he looked up to Vala’s mountain and the crescent moon hanging high in the night sky. Each time he arrived, it felt more and more like home. Earth was turning into a distant memory as purpose pushed him on. 
 
    Lily’s hand took Victor’s hand, giving it a gentle squeeze. The Blade turned his head to his Shield, her red eyes filled with mischief. The succubus’s tail moved from side to side, curling around as if to Lily’s thoughts. 
 
    “Thank you,” Lily said with a shy tone. 
 
    Victor looked to her and smiled. “We’re partners. No thanks needed.” 
 
    Lily continued to hold his hand, “I know it meant more than just being partners.” 
 
    Victor walked along, squeezing Lily’s hand, “And if it did?” 
 
    The succubus gave him a girly smile before looking away and letting go. “Let’s see if Dawn has returned, so we can help her sister.” 
 
    The succubus picked up the pace, tail moving back and forth. The Blade grinned as he jogged to her side before wrapping his arm around her slender shoulders. Victor could feel their hearts opening and he couldn’t deny how he felt for the succubus.  
 
    The climb to the springs didn’t take long, Cassandra and Dawn were waiting at the top. Lily took off her backpack and opened it, looking for the container with the moss. Victor’s gaze lingered on Cassandra as she stepped closer. Every time he returned, she looked younger than before. When he first arrived, the Keeper looked like she was over a hundred years old. Now, she looked like she was in her early sixties. A dull red had returned to her hair, mixed with white locks. She stood straight, the wrinkles in her skin nearly gone. The Blade couldn’t help but notice that she seemed taller than before. She stood at five eight to Victor’s nearly six feet tall stature. Cassandra looked to Victor as Dawn moved closer to Lily.  
 
    “Dawn returned a few hours ago from her journey,” Cassandra stated. 
 
    Dawn looked to Lily with eager eyes. The succubus pulled out the container and the elf nearly snatched it from her hands. The succubus raised an eyebrow as Dawn’s face lit up in a wide smile. The three gathered noticed the tear forming at the corner of one of her eyes as she tried to contain her joy. 
 
    “How was your journey,” Victor asked the happy elf. 
 
    “It had its moments, but I managed to find the ingredients,” Dawn said cryptically. 
 
    Victor and Lily glance to each other before turning their gaze back, Cassandra taking the container from Dawn’s hands. 
 
    “I’ll start preparing the potions. It will take a few hours, but once they are done, we can begin the healing process for your sister,” Cassandra said with a kind tone. 
 
    Dawn bowed before the Keeper, “Let me assist you? I wish to learn the process.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded with a kind smile. The Keeper turned and began to walk toward her home, Dawn close behind. 
 
    “You earned your rest, Blade and Shield,” Cassandra said out loud without looking back. 
 
    Victor looked to Lily, “I could use a relaxing dip. Care to join me?” 
 
    The succubus nodded. The pair made their way along the mountain street. When they reached the spring pools, serpent eyes turned in their direction and smiles formed. Victor waved to the four slyths as they bathed in one of the larger pools. Hisk swam to the edge of the pool, eyes on the pair as they began to undress. Soon the others swam closer, slitted eyes on the naked Blade and Shield as they stepped down into the hot waters. 
 
    Victor let out a warm sigh as he sat back, letting the waters massage spent muscles. The moment his eyes closed; something touched his leg. Opening his eyes, the Blade quickly noticed Hisk and Yex by him as Hox and Rhass cornered Lily. The succubus gave them a wicked smile before the slyths ran scaled hands along her body. The four slyths looked to them with hungry eyes, hands touching and playing with them. 
 
    The Blade felt his manhood thicken as Hisk was to one side of him. The lizard woman flicked out her tongue, stroking his member underwater, Yex snuggling to his other side. Lily gasped as the other two slyths began to stroke and caress her nub, bodies pressed close. 
 
    Hisk leaned in close to Victor, her tongue licking his ear. “We missed you.” 
 
    “I see that,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Yex’s hisses grew as she ran her claws along Victor’s skin just enough to not break flesh. Hisk stroked the Blade slowly. Victor looked over to Lily. One of the slyths dipped below the water and a moment later, Lily gasped and then moaned. It brought a smile to his face to see her enjoying herself, even after all the activities they just experienced. The waters warmed muscle and bone, Victor feeling on top of the world. 
 
    We must spend the divine orbs. 
 
    “Maybe later,” Victor barely mumbled.  
 
    The slyths didn’t seem to hear him as Hisk mounted his cock, letting out a pleased hiss. Victor enjoyed the time as bodies moved. Lily moaned her pleasure as well as everyone satisfied their needs. Time bled on and as voices sang their primal songs. Victor felt better, feeling the loving warmth between everyone. When time regained a footing in Victor’s spirit, he saw that Lily was beside him. The succubus leaned her head on his shoulder as the four slyths basked in the pool. Everyone felt spent but it was only a matter of time before urges would bring them together again. 
 
    Lily stroked Victor’s arm as she leaned on him, eyes on the rippling waters. “All my time here, I never thought following Vala would feel this free.” 
 
    “You must have had an idea,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily sighed. “You can have notions, but it’s not the same as truly feeling it.” 
 
    “Is freedom the only thing you feel?” 
 
    Lily smiled but didn’t look up, “What did you mean when we first met, saying that I passed your test?” 
 
    The Blade’s smile stayed as he held the succubus close. “Part of me was being a jerk, but there was another part…that meant to say…you lit my soul.” 
 
    Lily looked up as Victor gazed into her eyes. 
 
    “I know love is infinite. I’ve seen it build all kinds of relationships but I also know…if it feels right…it is right. When we met, I knew there was something there, something profound. It was so powerful; time and barriers would melt away from its light. It was a feeling that would never blink out,” Victor said with a soothing tone. 
 
    The Blade let a grin slip before he chuckled. “Sorry if I’m being sappy.” 
 
    Lily snuggled closer, “I like it.” 
 
    “Good, because we may need to continue this talk at my place,” Victor said with a playful edge. 
 
    The purple skinned demoness pulled back to see desire in Victor’s eyes. “Are you sure you’re not part demon?” 
 
    “Can demons be happy?” 
 
    Lily nodded. 
 
    “No greater turn on then being happy,” Victor grinned. 
 
    The man, succubus and four slyths let out small chuckles and laughs when a shadow fell over the couple. Victor and Lily looked up to see Cassandra’s smiling face. 
 
    “I need to speak with you both,” the Keeper said as she stood. 
 
    The Blade and Shield stood and stepped out of the pool. Lily grabbed her clothes, as did Victor. The Blade noticed Cassandra eyeing his naked wet body. Not bothering to cover up, Victor simply grinned to the older woman. Cassandra let her gaze linger for a moment before turning around and beginning to walk. The wet pair followed and soon was at her sides. 
 
    “Dawn and I finished brewing the potions. Dawn is with her sister now, giving her the first dose. From the book, it indicates she will need a potion a week for several weeks before she should start showing some progress. The last dose will be the most crucial as…,” Cassandra stopped talking as hand touched her temple and she lost her balance. 
 
    Victor and Lily reached out and steadied the Keeper as she slowly shook her head. Cassandra leaned on them for a few seconds before standing on her own power. 
 
    “Are you okay,” Victor asked with concern. 
 
    Cassandra waved him off. “I’m not sure. This headache has been coming on over the last twenty-four hours.” 
 
    “Have you been resting? You might be pushing yourself too hard lately,” Lily added. 
 
    Cassandra gave a slight head shake, “It feels different than exhaustion.” 
 
    “Maybe we all should take it easy. I’m sure Vala won’t mind if we take a few days to ensure Night is getting better,” Victor said.  
 
    Cassandra looked to Victor and grinned. “No rest for the wicked. Dawn will watch her sister, but I will need the two of you to take turns helping her. Night has been injuring herself and we need to be there if she becomes violent again.” 
 
    The three stopped in front of Dawn and Night’s home. The lights were on, but no one came to greet them. Cassandra turned to the Blade and Shield, giving them a heartfelt nod. The pair watched as the older woman turned and walked off toward her home, leaving them to their duties. 
 
    Victor began to dress and Lily followed. Several moments later, the pair was fully clothed, their clothes only a little damp from wet skin. The two looked to Dawn’s home before they looked to each other. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened, “Shit! I gained more divine orbs, but I didn’t spend them on Xull!” 
 
    Lily gave him a smirk, “It’s okay. We were pretty busy while we were there. You did manage to gain one?” 
 
    The Blade nodded. “I have increased senses and a digital read out in my vision. I can see my stat sheet and all the numbers.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “It’s different for all of us, but our powers work on the same principles. I believe you can still increase your spheres and be able to gain powers once you enter a realm.” 
 
    Victor looked to the side of his vision, seeing the digital display of his stat sheet. He doubted it would be a waste if he spent the points to increase his spheres of influence. Gaining the powers would have to come later but for now, increasing his overall self would have to do. Spending six divine orbs, energy and power poured into his body. Victor let out a small grunt as a glow filled his eyes. Lily stood by him, watching with a knowing smirk as the Blade’s energy spiked, a tingling running along her smooth skin. 
 
    Victor immediately looked to his stats and mentally began spending each of the points he unlocked. Spreading them out to each of his stats, he tried to balance it so he could be effective in and out of battle. Strength was a priority but the other stats also played a large role. Knowing that points were needed to fuel his weapons and give him an edge, he divided the points between his six stats.  
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 17/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
    Powers to Unlock-3 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 5 
 
    Con (Nano)- 4 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 3 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 4 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch   
 
      
 
    Victor noticed two things as power surged into his body again. A new line appeared, indicating he now had 3 powers he could unlock, assuming he entered a realm to open them. The second thing he noticed was the energy arcing along his fingers. Looking to his hand, power ran along his limbs like slow lightning. The energy sank into his cells and he felt a change shift from deep within. 
 
    Lily eyed the Blade as he stood, energy arcing along him. “Did you place five or more orbs in a sphere?” 
 
    Victor nodded silently as he was unsure what was happening to his body. 
 
    Lily stepped close, fingers running down the Blade’s arm. “In the beginning, spheres can provide some influence to change or coax actions. This is called a ‘lesser effect.’ When you have five or more in a sphere, you can create or use a ‘greater effect.’ Judging from what I see, you have achieved 5 orbs in your strength.” 
 
    “What’s the difference?” 
 
    Lily looked up to Victor, hand still on his arm. “Greater effects are different for each Blade or Shield. If you use five orbs of a sphere of influence, you can do things like that of higher beings. Where once you could lift a boulder, with a greater effect, you can crush it to powder or throw it over mountains. You would be almost as powerful as a higher being, and even able to hurt a God or Goddess, or so Cassandra has told me from legends.” 
 
    Victor curled his hand into a fist as an image of his cousin Luis flashed across his mind. “I’m not the only one who can achieve such feats. I assume, any who are chosen by a God or Goddess, will be able to wield such power.” 
 
    Lily gave a sad nod. “Yes. Even your relative will achieve some kind of power, as long as he follows Baaldir. All who are chosen will have degrees of influence across the realms. When we have time, I will teach you about how those spheres of influence affect each other.” 
 
    The succubus turned to the Dawn’s home. “But your friend will need us.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, the energy arcing along his limbs fading away, “My friend? I thought we were in this together?” 
 
    Lily looked down, “We are…but even if we follow the same Goddess…some things need more time before we truly understand each other.” 
 
    Victor put his arm around Lily’s shoulder, holding her close. “Let’s help OUR friend,” the Blade smiled. 
 
    Lily gave a wry smirk before letting a sigh fall from her lips. The pair were about to walk to the front door when they both stopped. Eyes bulged in their heads as pain flowered in their minds. The Blade and Shield looked to each other, confusion filling their expressions before they turned their attention away from the mountain. The pain grew, rising and falling as they stepped to the edge of the stone street and look over the side of the stone barriers along the mountain street. The pain had grown to a dull roar as the man and succubus peered down to the mists encircling the holy mountain.  
 
    A dark figure stepped from the white mists. 
 
    Victor and Lily stared down, the pain in their heads slowly fading like a spike being pulled from their brains. They watched as a tall, muscular thin man took several steps onto the grass. An antler covered head tilted upwards and even at the distance, Victor and Lily could see the wide smile forming. 
 
    From down the street, Cassandra rushed at a hurried pace, her eyes wide in disbelief. She looked over the edge to see the same tall figure before moving to Victor and Lily’s side. The three stood, watching the tall God taking a few more steps while his gaze was firmly on the three. 
 
    “Greetings children of Vala. I, Baaldir of Tempest, have come to bring the hunt and slaughter to Vala’s realm. You have broken the accord between the pantheon and must now pay for your sins,” the God ended it with a chuckle, his voice lingering in their minds. 
 
    “How,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Cassandra spoke while her gaze remained on the god down below. “This happened once before, during the Rage War. Jealous of Vala’s love and influence, a cabal of Gods and Goddesses came together to see Vala’s religion come to an end. They began their assault across the realms and when Vala’s power dwindled because her followers were slaughtered, three came here to end her once and for all. 
 
    “They raped and killed every acolyte, priest, and priestess before setting everything to flame. When it was done, there was nothing left but to kill Vala herself.” 
 
    Baaldir gave a small nod. “Keeper, you know your history well. I was one of the three Gods who would see her dead. Now that history has come full circle again, I will be the one God who sees Vala truly dead. You will not grow her legion of lovers. You will not spread her word. You will not survive what is to come.” 
 
    “If you surrender, I promise a swift death. If you fight…,” Baaldir let the words linger in the air. 
 
    The God stood tall as shadows appeared along the white mists. Brutish bodies pushed through the thick fog, ears back and eyes glowing red. Large muscles flexed under thick coats of fur as wolfish snouts opened to emit howls. Snarls and growls flowed from the mists, up the side of the mountain and touched sensitive ears. Dark shadows formed into large War Wolves as they emerged, falling into ranks behind their God. 
 
    Baaldir centered his gaze on Victor, his small smile fading away to an unnatural rage. “You started the game well…but now, you shall pay for your crimes.” 
 
    Victor gritted his teeth. “This is not how it ends,” the Blade said in a low tone, watching the number of War Wolves increase with each passing second. 
 
    Lily’s brow hardened as Cassandra looked away from the God below and centered her kind gaze on Victor. The Keeper’s hand drifted to his and patted the back of it as he gripped the top of the stone barrier. Victor turned his attention to Cassandra, a sliver of fear sending a chill along his spine. 
 
    Cassandra smiled as she gave his hand a squeeze. “He will need a little time to gather his forces to full strength, more than enough time for us.” 
 
     Victor looked to the Keeper, shock bleeding away and a small smirk appearing, “Enough time for us to set up our defenses and counter attack.” 
 
    Cassandra gave a slight nod, her eyes bright. “Vala chose well,” the Keeper grinned as the light in her eyes turned into a fiery blaze. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Three 
 
    Mists billowed as hulking wolf men appeared, marching across the grass to stand with their brothers and sisters. The numbers swelled as Baaldir looked up with an amused smile. The God surveyed the mountain as more of his chosen formed up ranks, eyes glowing and limbs flexing, ready to tear flesh and bone to pieces. A thrill rippled through the War Wolves, the excitement of hunting, war, and blood surging along their bodies. The sensations made the air heavy, killer instincts growing with each passing moment. 
 
    Flint Bonekeeper moved to his God’s side. The salt and pepper colored War Wolf looked to his divine master, ready to lay down his life with just a whisper. Baaldir turned his attention to the War Wolf, a straining touching the edge of his black eyes. 
 
    Flint’s ear went up, “My divine master, are you well?” 
 
    Baaldir kept his grin as he spoke, the straining causing his eyes to tremble. “Vala has gained enough power to push back. Even now, it is taking all I have to allow my armies to enter her realm. 
 
    “Flint, I require you to lead the attack. Kill Vala’s followers and burn the temple. I want Victor’s head brought to me when it is done.” 
 
    Flint bowed. “Our forces number a thousand of your finest warriors. It will be enough to overwhelm them.” 
 
    Baaldir’s eyes took a mad edge. “Not with the Keeper and Vala’s Champion. We require more to gain an edge.” 
 
    The God lifted a hand and curled sharp fingers into his palm. Divine blood flowed from the self-inflicted wound, steaming as it hit the grassy floor. The very ground shook as a large shadow loomed into the mists, stalking forward with heavy steps. Flint turned around, his wolfish snout forming a confident leer. A large creature on two thick legs stepped from the mists, its maw open and saliva dripping down from six-inch teeth. Beady eyes looked around as its perverted form stepped to Baaldir. The massive creature bowed its giant head, scale and armor plates covering its twisted form. 
 
    Flint looked up in knowing astonishment as the deformed Tyrannosaurus Rex lifted its wide head and gave a roar. Odd spikes and bone-like armor melded with its skin, its tail a blunt club. It was larger than a normal T-Rex, standing at about fifty feet tall. The tiny eyes were like distilled puddles of rage and its saliva burned the grass where it dripped. The creature roared again as another twisted T-Rex stepped from the mists to stand on the other side of the God of the hunt. 
 
    Baaldir looked to Flint, “Do not waste my pets. Bring me the heads of my enemies and your ascension is guaranteed.” 
 
    Flint bowed again, “As you wish my divine master.” 
 
    Victor looked down, the touch of fear running down his spine again. Two T-Rexes joined the army of War Wolves. It was enough to question if they were truly going to survive this altercation. Fighting small groups of enemies was fine. Fighting a larger group in a city setting was fine too. But fighting on a mountain with only a handful of friends seemed just a bit too much to stay optimistic. 
 
    The slyths came running along the path while Dawn stepped from her home toward the group gathered at the town edge. Victor and Lily looked down while Cassandra looked up to the broken temple at the top of the mountain. 
 
    Hisk was first to the group, “We need weapons.” 
 
    Victor and Lily pulled from the wall edge to see the four slyths and Dawn approach. The Blade noticed that the slyths were not deterred by seeing a vast army at the base of the mountain and for that, he was thankful. Dawn looked to the Blade with wide, fearful eyes before Victor shot her a confident smile. The elf seemed to notice her panic and quickly subdued it, her eyes taking on a shared strength. 
 
    Cassandra addressed all gathered. “The mountain was taken once before and Vala was slain. We will not let that happen again.” 
 
    The older women looked to the slyths, “I have weapons stored in my home. How many are good with a bow and arrow?” 
 
    Hisk and her fellow slyths all raised their scaled hands. 
 
    Cassandra nodded before turning to Victor, Lily, and Dawn. “I will do everything I can to tip the battle to our favor, but you three must hold the mountain stairs. The sides of the mountain are treacherous but they will come up the stairs in force. You must not let them reach the town.” 
 
    Dawn shook her head, “Even with us holding the stairs, they will still overwhelm us. How can we hold off an army that size?” 
 
    Cassandra looked to Victor. “I’m sure you all will do your best,” the older woman winked. 
 
    Victor nodded. “We do have the high ground.” 
 
    You didn’t just use a Star Wars reference as your battle plan! 
 
    Victor looked to Lily and Dawn, “I’ll tank down the middle while you two stay way behind me, picking off any stragglers who get by. No matter what happens, pull back and defend the town if I fall in battle.” 
 
    Lily’s brow wrinkled, “You won’t fall. I won’t allow it.” 
 
    Cassandra turned to the four slyths. “Come with me and arm yourselves.” 
 
    The Keeper turned and began walking to her home. The four slyths followed. Victor couldn’t turn away from the older woman as she walked. She seemed taller by sheer confidence and he watched them enter the home until all were out of sight. 
 
    Cassandra moved through the lodge-like home to a locked door. Fishing out a key from her green robe, she inserted into a lock and turned. The four slyths waited eagerly as the door opened and a lantern glowed to life. Cassandra stepped into the large vault cut into the side of the mountain. Rows and rows of medieval weapons stood, oiled and not a speck of dust on them. The Keeper moved to the wall covered with bows, at the bottom of the rack was rows of quivers filled with arrows. 
 
    “Take as many arrows as you can carry,” Cassandra smiled as the slyths rushed in and began picking quivers up and slinging them over their shoulders. 
 
    Outside, Victor, Lily, and Dawn moved to the stairs between the springs and the mountain side town. All eyes looked down as the army of War Wolves seemed to fill most of the ground at the bottom of the mountain. 
 
    Dawn shook her head, “It was a mistake to come here. If I knew this would happen, I wouldn’t have brought my sister here.” 
 
    Victor and Lily turned to the elf as she took a step back. The Blade stepped closer, hands on her shoulders and peace in his eyes. 
 
    “Dawn, we can’t dwell on what could’ve happened. Those monsters down there will charge up this mountain and try to kill everyone, including your sister. I know it sounds cruel, but this is where we are here and now. If you’re afraid to fight, stay here. Lily and I will hold them off, but if they get past us, you must defend the town and your sister at all costs.” 
 
    The elf looked to Victor, warmth crawling up her neck and cheeks. “I’m sorry, I don’t mean to be like this. But there are so many. How can we stop them?” 
 
    Victor squeezed her shoulders. “We have some surprises,” the Blade winked. 
 
    Lily moved to Victor and Dawn’s side; red eyes filled with compassion. “If they get past us, lock yourself in the room with your sister. Baaldir cannot stay here in this realm for too long. It might be enough to hold them off before he is forced out by Vala’s power.” 
 
     Dawn shook her head, “Or we can all leave through the mists together. The cave is right there.” 
 
    Victor let go of Dawn’s shoulders, his eyes becoming heavy. “If you feel you have to, then take your sister and go. Give her the treatment and if we survive, we will find you to tell you everything is okay.” 
 
    Victor and Lily looked to each other for a moment before the Blade turned his attention back to Dawn. “But we can’t leave. Baaldir has already said he wants to kill Vala permanently and we can’t let that happen.” 
 
    Dawn’s eyes narrowed, “This is suicide.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “Love makes you do strange things.” 
 
    “Your love for Vala will get you all killed.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. “I was talking about my love for everyone here and Vala.” 
 
    Dawn’s oval eyes widened as Victor kept his smile and turned away. Lily smiled, looking to Victor with heartfelt warmth. The elf stayed her ground as the pair moved to the stairs and began stepping down. 
 
    She’s right. This is suicide! How can you be positive in a time like this! 
 
    “We have the high ground,” Victor whispered and gave a small chuckle. 
 
    This isn’t some movie! The hero doesn’t always survive! You can’t fight a battle with a hopeful outlook! 
 
    “Yes, you can because I have faith,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Are you drinking the Kool-Aid! Those War Wolves will tear us to pieces and do who knows what to Lily and the others. Dawn is right, we should enter the cave and live to fight another day. 
 
    “I’ve run from fights before but not today. Vala needs us. The realms need us. I’m not going to let it all die when we just started.” 
 
    Lily looked over to the Blade, “Who are you talking to?” 
 
    Victor kept his eyes on the enemy below, “My conscious.” 
 
    Lily shrugged as her staff appeared in her hand. “I think there are about a thousand down there and two giant monsters.” 
 
    Victor nodded and pulled up his digital stat sheet. 
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    The Blade let his gunblade slide from his wrist and into his open hand. Victor wished he had acquired a few more powers, but it was too late to lament on it. Spending a Constitution point, the six cylinders by the hilt glowed with power. When he tested it, it seemed to have a heavy kick to the weapon. The Blade hoped it was enough to keep the monsters below at bay.  
 
    Baaldir looked up to the man and succubus on the stone mountain stairway. “Vala’s crusade ends tonight. Your skull will be fashioned into a goblet so I may dine on your hopes and dreams.” 
 
    Run to the cave. Save us! 
 
    Victor raised his gunblade and waved it to the God below. “Are we going to fight or what?” 
 
    Baaldir’s smile faded. “Truly Vala…you chose him. You must be desperate,” the God said before lifting his hand. 
 
    The War Wolves waited, clawed fingers flexing and red eyes on the Blade and Shield. The two demonic T-rexes growled as the very air seemed to hold its breath. The slyths charged out of Cassandra’s home. They reached the wall overlooking the side of the mountain, picking up arrows and drawing them back on tight bowstrings.  
 
    Cassandra stepped out, bow and quiver over her shoulder. The older woman looked to the slyths as they lined up their aim. The Keeper reached the wall by the slyths and looked down to the side at Victor and Lily as they stood at the ready. Dawn was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Cassandra leaned close to Hisk and spoke in her ear. “Defend for as long as you can. I must call on Vala’s power to aid us. Once I’m finished, I might have enough power left to aid you but until then, keep the monsters off the mountain.” 
 
    Hisk nodded while holding a tight bowstring. “We shall defend to our last drop of blood, sister.” 
 
    Cassandra smiled, “May Vala’s light protect us at our darkest moment.” 
 
    The Keeper stood straight, her eyes closing and a hum filling her weathered throat. The slyths glanced to the Keeper as small waves of power expanded from her frail looking body, sending shudders along their scaled skin. 
 
    Baaldir felt the ping of power and his brow sharpened into a razor point. “Slay them all!” 
 
    Howls filled the air as the tide of War Wolves surged forward. Victor aimed his gunblade down the length of the stairs as the fur covered monsters charged, teeth and claws flashing in the moonlight. Target icons appeared in his vision as he aimed, stats hovering at the edge of his eye.  
 
    “No need to blow our load just yet,” Victor whispered. 
 
    It’s over. 
 
    “Either help me, or chill out,” Victor whispered with a smile. 
 
    The War Wolves reached the bottom of the stairs and began climbing up. They fell to all fours, snarling and rushing up the stairs like rabid animals. Lily held her staff as she stood behind Victor. The Blade stared down, eyes catching many more War Wolves not bothering to climb the stairs and climbing the side of the mountain instead. Claws penetrated hard stone as they half galloped and half climbed the rocky side of the mountain. 
 
    “So much for a bottleneck,” Victor sighed as the War Wolves on the stairs moved faster up the mountain. 
 
    Victor looked back to Lily and she nodded. 
 
    “I’m with you…my Blade,” the succubus said with a tender edge. 
 
    “I’m with you…my Shield,” Victor returned the sentiment before looking away. 
 
    Victor braced himself as he aimed. The War Wolves on the stairs were approaching fast, murder in their red eyes. The Blade’s finger touched the trigger. 
 
    “I HAVE THE HIGH GROUND,” Victor shouted as he pulled the trigger. 
 
    The gunblade flashed as an energy bolt blasted down the side of the mountain. The War Wolves leading the charge growled until the energy bolt slammed into one. Its eyes went wide as blood spurted from the round hole in its chest. The bolt continued, blasting holes and severing limbs. Seven War Wolves fell as many others knocked them aside or jumped over their bodies.  
 
    Victor pulled the trigger again, another bolt blasting away a wolfish head and several bodies behind it. Blood coated the stairs as bodies fell away. The surge of War Wolves did not falter as they rushed past their dying brothers and sisters. Victor gritted his teeth and he braced himself, pulling the trigger in rapid succession. Energy bolts rained down, blowing holes in thick bodies. When the gunblade clicked empty, Victor spent another Constitution point. The gunblade hummed to life again. 
 
    You have 2 points in Constitution left. Do not waste it before they reach us.  
 
    Victor nodded to himself as he fired down onto the incoming horde.  
 
    On the side of town, the slyths watched as War Wolves climbed up the side of the mountain. Cassandra stood silently at their side as they aimed. Hisk clicked her tongue and all four lizard women released. Arrows rained down, two sinking into skulls while others stabbed into thick shoulders. Some War Wolves fell while most continued to advance up the mountain. The slyths pulled arrows from quivers, pulled back on bowstrings and aimed once again. Another volley of arrows rained down, stabbing into throats and eyes. Howls travelled up the side of the mountain as the slyths reloaded and fired, reloaded and fired. 
 
    Victor pulled the trigger to his gunblade, sending his last bolt through the oncoming wave. Several War Wolves cried out as they fell away. The gunblade clicked empty with the War Wolves thirty feet away, and the Blade spent two points of Strength. Power flowed into muscles and bone as an alert filled his vision, telling him he can now lift a thousand pounds. The Blade readied himself as the snarling monsters were closing the distance. 
 
    Remember…remember when your father attacked you. Remember how you chained your rage because you loved him. Remember how it screamed in agony to be released. 
 
    Images swelled and crashed into Victor’s soul. The sights of his father coming at him with hard fists sent a shiver throughout his whole body. A slight confusion took hold and fear crawled into his nerves. Resolve weakened as he wondered why he thought of such a terrible thing during a fight for their very lives. 
 
    An inner voice spoke with the fury of a hurricane. 
 
    You do not love these monsters! Unleash your rage! 
 
    Senses snapped to full attention. Focus became hot like a laser and Victor squared his jaw. The War Wolves closed the distance, three raising their claws to slice Victor to ribbons. An inhuman growl vibrated from Victor’s throat as his eyes took on a supernatural rage. Claws flashed down but before they could connect, a blade sliced through a row of wrists, sending clawed hands spiraling with trails of blood through the air. 
 
    Victor screamed, his voice echoing off the mountain as he rushed the attackers, gunblade swinging. Lily watched, her heart beating faster in her chest as Victor moved like a monster against the War Wolf tide. The screams vibrated as his gunblade sliced through thick chests and limbs like they were water. Bodies fell to the side as War Wolves charged the unhinged Blade. Victor slashed, pushed and cut any War Wolf that approached him, spraying blood back onto the invaders as they pushed for their turn. Three at a time could attack on the stairs but several clawed up the side of the stairs. Victor moved in a blur, his strength and speed increased, he stabbed and sliced through the horde. Blood splashed against his face and armored trench coat as he cut his way down. 
 
    Lily watched as several attackers tried to take him from the side. The succubus leapt to the side of the stairs closest to the whirling Victor. Staff spinning, she brought it down, cracking skulls and kicking War Wolves off the mountain. Lily’s inner rage spiked as she shattered kneecaps with a stab of her staff and swung upwards, connecting with pointed snouts and sending howling War Wolves to their tumbling deaths.  
 
    Victor never blinked as he fought. The engine of his rage fueled heart blasted away all fear and doubt. Thick bodies fought against his power, their limbs separating from their bodies. One War Wolf screeched as the gunblade stabbed into his midsection. A hand grabbed the War Wolf’s shoulder, fingers digging into muscle and bone. It screeched again as Victor lifted up the heavy monster with his left hand and swung it around like a living club. Sword and dying War Wolf crashed into the stream as the monsters tried to fight back. 
 
    Baaldir watched as Flint stalked toward the army climbing the mountain. The God gave a disapproving head shake as his elite War Wolves were being sliced to pieces. Arrows rained down, stabbing into War Wolves on the mountain. Despite the losses, they managed to gain ground except for those fighting Vala’s Blade.  
 
    Victor growled as he lashed out, the War Wolf he held dead and limp. Sword slashing and body whipping about, the War Wolves roared to their deaths. The Blade gained a step with each swing before lifting the dead body he was carrying and throwing it down the stairs. Legs and bodies were knocked away as several War Wolves crashed backwards into their oncoming brethren. 
 
    The gunblade slipped back into Victor’s wrist and the Elemental sword slid into his open hand. Spending a point of Wisdom, the sword flashed with magical fire, the light reflecting in his raging eyes. War wolves regained their footing and rushed at the Blade. Fire sheathed blade up, Victor swung wide. The fire sword cut through and burned his enemies. Lily was close behind, knocking away any War Wolves that moved past the Blade.  
 
    Flint reached the base of the mountain, glowing eyes looking up from the side of the stairs. Victor fought on like a demon unchained. At the rate he was going, he would reach the bottom in ten minutes. The priest of Baaldir kept his gaze as a spear appeared in his large, clawed hand. 
 
    Victor sliced and sliced through the monsters until a surge pounced on him. Stabbing his fire sword into a gut, claws slashed. The Blade felt where they connected, sparks flying off his armored trench coat, but some claws cutting into his arms. Victor spent a point of Will to ignore it and fought on. He knew it wouldn’t last long but it needed to be long enough to gain solid footing. The moment he cut the three War Wolves in half, their bodies fell away and a dim pain filled his side. 
 
    Victor looked down as a spear point was impaled in his side, the point exiting out his lower back. Pain registered, but his will power kept him moving. The Blade looked down the mountain to Flint’s leering maw. The priest flexed his hand the and spear pulled from Victor, flying down the mountain and back into his hand. 
 
    Lily rushed to Victor, her hand on his shoulder and pumping healing energy into him. The War Wolves grew bold, launching up the stairs toward the Blade as his legs trembled, unable to support his weight. Victor fought for control but the wound was a life threatening one. 
 
    “Heal me enough to keep fighting,” the Blade growled. 
 
    Lily was about to pull him back when he resisted. 
 
    “Heal me,” Victor shot her a monstrous glance. 
 
    The succubus froze, healing energy pouring into the Blade, the wound closing slowly. Victor watched as a diagram of his body flashed red in his vision. Healing was closing the wound but it blinked that he needed several minutes to be completely healed. The Blade roared as he broke away from Lily’s touch, his sword slicing upwards and cleaving a War Wolf from crotch to head. The monster whimpered as it fell in two pieces. 
 
    We need more strength and speed! 
 
    Victor spent a point of strength. Power poured into muscles again and an alert appeared, saying he could lift 1500 pounds. The Blade kicked out, sending a War Wolf soaring off the mountain, but more rushed up to fight the chosen Champion of Vala. 
 
    Cassandra opened her eyes. The slyths moved with practiced ease, pulling arrows from quivers and shooting them down the mountain. Growls grew closer as the Keeper sensed the enemy was nearly to them. 
 
    Yex looked back to Cassandra, fear coloring her serpent eyes. The Keeper walked to the edge, her gaze catching the War Wolves a mere twenty feet before they climb over the short wall. 
 
    “They will overrun us,” Hisk hissed as she released another arrow. 
 
    Cassandra un-slung her bow and pulled an arrow from her quiver. “I have enough power for two, maybe three shots. Stand back as I take care of the wolves at the gate.” 
 
    The four slyths pulled back reluctantly, arrows nocked. The Keeper pulled an arrow back as she leaned over the edge to the snarling monsters ten feet away. 
 
    The Keeper lifted her head and looked back at the slyths. “Friends are on their way, Cassandra smiled before turning back to the monsters crawling up. 
 
    The Keeper aimed past the immediate War Wolves to the large patch climbing the mountain. Energy poured into her arms and sank into the arrow. It gleamed with supernatural light as orbs of light appeared around the tip. With a soft exhale, she released the bowstring. 
 
    The arrow soared down toward the thick patch of War Wolves. Heads and snouts turned toward it as it glowed brightly. When it penetrated a War Wolf’s eye, the creature howled before energy surged. Cassandra pulled back as several War Wolves climbed over the edge. A second later, an explosion rippled. War Wolves looked back to see smoke and fire blasting outwards. Limbs and bodies rolled and slid down the mountain as the large patches of wolves were disintegrated. The few that made it to the small wall, climbed over to see the slyths aiming their bows and releasing taunt strings. 
 
    A T-Rex with dozens of War Wolves advanced toward the stone steps when lights stabbed out from the mists. Heads turned and the T-Rex roared as two Armored Personnel Carriers flew through the mists and crashed on spinning wheels. The APC’s charged, plasma cannons and turrets turned and aimed at the gathered monsters in front of them. 
 
    Victor fought like a demon, slashing away with fiery death. A screen and a face appeared in his vision as he fought. The Blade gave a wicked smile when he saw Wynn’s wolfish smile. 
 
    “Heard the call, it seems you need some assistance,” Wynn smiled. 
 
    “Nothing we can’t handle,” Victor grunted as he beheaded another War Wolf. 
 
    May and Ema crowded into the screen, waving and smiling at Victor while another screen appeared in his vision of Abby. The orange cat woman smirked as three more cat women worked the controls around her. It took a second for Victor to recognize the three women they saved from the Xull tower. They all had cat-like features and tails as they manned the controls. 
 
    “Brought everyone?” Victor asked as he sliced a leg off another War Wolf. 
 
    Wynn nodded, “Just our cell. I’m sure you can handle this party, but we thought we’d help out anyway.  
 
    “Here here,” the cat women in both APCs chanted. 
 
    Plasma cannons and turrets charged up. 
 
    “Fire with extreme prejudice,” Wynn commanded. 
 
    Cannons and turrets exploded to life, plasma bolts lighting up the area. War Wolves charged only to be cut down. The demonic T-Rex roared as it charged toward the incoming APCs. War Wolves fell with holes in their bodies, but the giant twisted dinosaur opened its razor maw. Plasma bolts pelted its thick, armored hide as it rushed headlong into the two vehicles. 
 
    Wheels spun to a halt as cannons fired. Wynn’s brow went up as the monster didn’t show any signs of slowing down.  
 
    “Back up, back up,” Wynn commanded. 
 
    The two APC’s reversed as the giant dinosaur reached them with an open mouth. The cannons and turrets didn’t stop as they fired point blank into the creature, its body whipping around and tail crashing into Abby’s APC. The entire vehicle went up on two wheels before tittering and falling back to all fours. Wynn’s APC changed directions, wheels spinning forward. Dirt and grass flew up as it charged the demonic dinosaur. The T-Rex roared before the APC rammed a leg. The monster stumbled, trying to regain its balance. May hit the reverse, driving the APC backwards. A tri-talon foot went up, ready to come down on the front section of Wynn’s APC. 
 
    Abby screamed as she rammed her APC into Wynn’s, sending it spiraling sideways across the ground. The T-Rex foot came down, smashing in the front section of Abby’s APC. Leah and Anita cried out as their consoles were destroyed before them, a T-Rex foot inches from their bodies. 
 
    Victor watched as he cut away another War Wolf, seeing the APC’s rear lift up from the strike and then crash down. Wynn’s APC continued to fire on the monster as smoke rose from Abby’s APC. The second T-Rex started to move toward the other, eyes on the vehicles. 
 
    “Hello cousin.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes caught sight of a War Wolf with an oversized hammer appearing in his hand. The Blade held steady as the stream of War Wolves followed the single War Wolf with a giant hammer. Frost grew over the giant hammer as Luis leered, eyeing Victor’s side. 
 
    “It hurts, doesn’t it,” Luis grinned evilly. 
 
    Victor grunted as his will power influence began to fall away. Pain surged and he tried to keep it together.  
 
    Luis took another step closer, hefting his hammer. “Let’s finish what we started.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Four 
 
    Victor’s eyes sagged in their sockets. Luis stood in his War Wolf form, holding the ice hammer. Time slowed down as Luis took one step and then another. The pain in Victor’s side was deafening. Legs trembled as he slowly lost control of his body. The Blade heaved but his sword arm lowered as Luis stood three steps below him, hammer in his hands. 
 
    “Where are the puppies,” Victor huffed as his limbs grew heavy. 
 
    Luis shook his head but never took his eyes off Victor. “They are staying out of this because they didn’t listen.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “Too bad. They are pretty cute.” 
 
    Luis kept his evil grin as War Wolves moved to the left and right of him. “Too bad you’ll never see them again.” 
 
    Victor looked up to the gathered War Wolves and then to his cousin. “You don’t have to be on their side.” 
 
    Luis’s grin faded. “I will be on any side against you.” 
 
    “I…always knew…you were…fucked up…” Victor managed before he stumbled forward and pressed a hand to Luis’s chest. 
 
    Luis looked down in disappointment. “One spear to the gut and you’re done? You’re pathetic.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes met Luis and a smirk appeared, “You were always bad at chess.” 
 
    The Blade spent a point of Intelligence. Energy touched the War Wolf and Luis’s eyes widened. Activating his Impulse Control Touch, it sank into the War Wolf’s chest. Luis growled and then screamed as his rage took hold. It wasn’t a controlled rage like Victor but instead it was a blinding animal rage.  
 
    Victor stepped back as Luis lifted and swung his ice hammer. The Blade spent another point of Will, the pain dead to his nerves and body returning to normal. Ice hammer coming down, Victor parried the blow, magical sparks flying and arms straining against each other’s might. 
 
    Cassandra charged an arrow and aimed it at the stairs. Fingers releasing, the arrow soared until it sank into a War Wolf. The explosion ripped through the lower stairs and surrounding area, cutting off the advancing stream. Victor and Luis exchanged blows, the War Wolf off balance as he screamed with unrelenting fury. Victor kept him at bay, their power and strength matching. He knew he couldn’t keep up for long as the Will influence only lasted a short time. 
 
    A staff appeared, parrying a hammer strike. Victor turned his head to see Lily at his side. Victor let out a shout as Blade and Shield fought the War Wolf side by side. Luis was mad, striking out in rapid succession as Victor and Lily took turns blocking. Magical sparks flashed in all directions as Luis ignored his footing and nearly stumbled forward. Lily’s staff struck the side of his head while Victor brought his foot up under Luis’s chin. The War Wolf growled his contempt as he shrugged it off and continued to swing his hammer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Smoke and sparks filled the APC’s cockpit. Abby was up from her seat, gathering Helen, Leah and Anita. The four cat women turned their attention to the big gaping hole in their APC, plasma light flashing and a T-Rex leg taking punishment. 
 
    Abby moved to the side door and slammed her hand on the control. The door slid open as all three pulled out plasma pistols. Abby rushed them out and all four jumped from the APC and into chaos. War Wolves rushed their location, claws and teeth flashing. Snarls blanketed the area.  
 
    “Fight,” the orange furred cat woman shouted as she aimed her pistol and fired. 
 
    The three other cat women fired and heavy plasma fire from Wynn’s APC pelted the T-Rex. Roars washed over addled senses as plasma bolts lit up the night. Abby grabbed Leah and pulled her along, Anita and Helen following while firing into the oncoming War Wolves. Wynn’s APC started to move as it fired every cannon at the giant dinosaur. 
 
    “Abby, we’re coming around,” Wynn’s voice filled her visual display. 
 
    “They’re on us,” Abby shouted as she aimed at an incoming War Wolf and pulled the trigger. The plasma bolt bored a hole into the monster as several more pounced. Abby knocked Leah aside as she pulled back on the trigger. Blast holes appeared and blood spurted, but one War Wolf made it through unscathed. Claws flashed and blood welled up along orange fur. 
 
    “No,” Anita screamed as she buried her pistol barrel into the War Wolf and pulled the trigger.  
 
    Abby stepped back as the War Wolf slashed hard across. Pain welled up as the orange cat woman watched Anita’s head separate from her shoulders. Rushing forward, she blasted the War Wolf until it fell back with gaping holes in its body. Several more War Wolves rushed to the small group of cat women. 
 
    Helen was knocked to the ground, her pistol spinning away. Two War Wolves were on her when Abby drove her knee into one and blasted the other one in the face. The orange cat woman lifted Helen up and pushed her away. 
 
    “Get to the APC,” Abby shouted before claws slashed across her back. 
 
    Helen and Leah watched as the orange cat woman turned around and fired into the War Wolves. Blood and steam rose up as she blasted away until her pistol clicked empty. Tossing it aside, Abby’s claws flashed as several more War Wolves were on her. 
 
    “It…was…an honor…Vala,” Abby grunted as her thoughts went to Victor. 
 
    Helen grabbed Leah and pulled back as Abby slashed. War Wolves cut her down, hacking and slashing with their claws until one pulled up her severed head. Tears burst from Helen’s eyes as she fired into the War Wolves. Light flashed as heavy plasma fire decimated the standing War Wolves, Wynn inside the APC not letting go of the trigger. 
 
    The two T-Rexes moved in, roars deafening as the remaining APC fired continuously at the oversized monsters. 
 
    *** 
 
    Luis raged, hammer swinging. Victor and Lily backed up as the War Wolf lost complete control. Several more War Wolves at Luis’s side charged, joining in with quick strikes, trying to land a blow. 
 
    Emptiness flowed into Victor as he parried blows. Two lights winked out from his soul. Mental images of Abby and Anita fading away. The Blade growled in sorrow as he leaned into his attacks, trying to push Luis back. The War Wolf gave no quarter as he fought like a mad monster against the Blade and Shield. 
 
    Glancing down the mountain, Victor could see the APC fighting the two T-Rexes as a side door opened. The giant monsters were not backing off as large plasma bolts blasted craters in their armored hides. 
 
    “We have to help them,” Victor shouted as he parried a swing. 
 
    “How about we help ourselves first,” Lily grunted as she helped knock away the ice hammer. 
 
    Will power ebbed away and Victor knew he didn’t have long. Pumping another point of Strength, power surged again. He planned an attack where if he hit Luis hard enough, he could send him flying down the mountain. The War Wolf’s strength and speed was matching his, but if he timed it right, this fight could end. 
 
    Victor feinted and side stepped an incoming swing. Left fist curled back, he aimed for Luis’s throat. The hammer swung past and Victor saw his chance. Fist flying forward, he pictured the strike true. Sanity returned to Luis’s eyes as one hand let go of his hammer. The War Wolf moved his body just enough for Victor to miss. The Blade’s eyes widened as a strong hand clamped on his throat. 
 
    “Time to feed the animals,” Luis growled as he lifted Victor up and threw him. 
 
    The Blade was airborne as he fell. Eyes wide, he watched as War Wolves climbed over the rubble at the bottom of the ruined stone steps. Seconds ticked by and he knew when he hit the ground, it was going to kill him. Mind racing, he pumped his last point of Strength and a point of Constitution. Power flooded his limbs as his body hardened up. It was a last-ditch effort to survive the fall and he crossed his fingers it would be enough. 
 
    The ground raced up to the falling Blade. Victor swung his body around, legs first. With a quick inhale, he hit the ground hard. Legs bent from the momentum and he barely sprang forward into a roll. Body tumbling, he curled into a ball as he bounced and crashed along the grass and dirt. Clumps of mystical earth went flying as he bounced a few more times before hitting the ground and sliding to a halt. 
 
    Alerts filled Victor’s eyes as he had several broken ribs and internal bleeding. Knees were shot and his sword had slipped back into his arm. Victor moaned as he tried to move, pain flaring.  
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    The Blade saw that he had used most of his influence. If he used his last point of Will, he would be able to stand and fight but only for a short period. Strength still flowed through his body, but the twenty-minute time limit was almost up. He doubted very much his Charisma would be enough to sway the enemy to go home. The Blade pondered what he should do next as a horde of War Wolves moved toward him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Luis roared as Lily countered his strikes. The succubus grunted as she backpedaled up the stairs while barely holding off the burly monster. 
 
    “I hope Victor stays alive long enough so I can show him your severed head,” Luis grinned. 
 
    Lily’s movements flowed like a dancer in a storm. She kept the brute at bay, but his ice hammer had swung a little too close for comfort a few times. One lucky strike and she would be his. Luis growled as he rushed up the stairs. Lily tried to keep him at bay until her foot backed into a step. Holding her stance, she drove her staff into Luis’s midsection, bending the War Wolf in half. Eyes wide, he grabbed her staff and didn’t let go. 
 
    “Goodbye beauti…,” Luis began before a dagger sank into his shoulder. 
 
    Dawn and the slyths charged down the mountain. Lily slammed her heel into the stunned War Wolf and pulled her staff away. Hisk leapt into the air and landed on the War Wolf, dagger flashing. Luis’s eyes bulged as the dagger sank into his back again and again. Yex and Hox took hold of Lily and pulled her back as Rhass and Dawn moved in front of her. Several War Wolves rushed the two as Dawn and Rhass flashed daggers and stabbed into necks and guts. 
 
    “We have to get to Victor,” Dawn shouted as she stabbed into a War Wolf and then planted her heel in its chest, sending it tumbling down the mountain. 
 
    Hisk stabbed Luis repeatedly until a large hand grabbed her by the waist and pulled her off. Luis growled his contempt as he slammed the slyth down into the stairs and lifted his hammer. 
 
    “Vala, welcome me home,” Hisk shouted before the ice hammer came down, smashing her to scales and bloody paste. 
 
    Rhass screeched as she launched at the War Wolf. Luis swung his hammer, hitting the slyth and sending her flying back. Yex opened her arms and caught her sister in battle, the two falling to the stony steps. 
 
    Luis heaved and chuckled as he looked at Vala’s followers. “I’m going to enjoy fucking you all as I slit your throats.” 
 
    Lily threw her staff up and caught it, one end aimed at the War Wolf. 
 
    “Fuck off,” the succubus shouted before she threw her staff like a javelin. 
 
    Luis moved his hammer to block it when a dagger sank into his hand a half a second before the staff slammed into the spot between his eyes. Dawn and Lily smiled as the War Wolf went up and fell backwards. Hammer flying from his hand, the War Wolf crashed and fell down the rocky mountain. 
 
    Dawn and Lily let out a small laugh before their eyes looked down the mountain to a large crowd moving toward Victor. The swarm of War Wolves surrounded the Blade as plasma fire a little way off was blasting away at the two demonic T-Rexes. 
 
    “No time to rest. We have to get down there,” Lily shouted. 
 
    “We’re with you,” Dawn smiled as the three slyths nodded. 
 
    *** 
 
    “We’re in,” Helen shouted as she slammed the side door closed.  
 
    May reversed the APC as the two demonic dinosaurs charged into the plasma fire. Wynn’s hands were tight on the fire controls as the cannons didn’t stop firing. Screens lit up of a crowd of War Wolves moving to the fallen Victor. 
 
     “We’re barely cracking their armor,” Ema shouted before the APC lurched to the side. 
 
    A T-Rex clamped its maw on a side turret and ripped it off. Sparks and wires filled the screens as the turret went dead. Wynn continued to unleash plasma fire as the APC sped backwards. The T-Rexes charged, deafening roars filling the area. 
 
    “This is turning into a rescue mission. Make a wide circle around these monsters. We’re going to fire into that crowd and save Victor,” Wynn commanded. 
 
    The cat women nodded their heads in agreement when something pinged the radar. 
 
    “Incoming from the mists,” Ema shouted as she looked at her screen. 
 
    “More enemies,” Wynn asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. Only two life forms in the mists,” Ema said as she turned to Wynn. “The scanners can’t tell, but I think their friends.” 
 
    Mists flowed away as two figures stepped out into the night realm of Vala. One wore a cowboy hat, vest, tight shirt, a bikini bottom and thigh high boots. The rim of her wide hat was tilted forward to cover her eyes as hands hovered over a rune covered pistol at each hip.  
 
    The other figure stepped along on red armored feet. She wore a one-piece black outfit, red scales covering her forearms. Red wings flexed as she too walked with her head tilted forward and the rim of her hat covering her eyes. A thick armored tail swung from side to side behind her as she stayed at the other woman’s side. 
 
    Astor lifted her head slightly, intense eyes on the two giant dinosaurs and the APC. Toothpick moving between full lips, she eyed the situation. 
 
    “I take one and you take the other,” Shyryth said in a neutral tone. 
 
    Astor dipped the edge of her hat down to cover her eyes again, “Sounds like a plan, but leave the shooting to me. I’ll cover you.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded. Taking off her hat, she tossed it aside as her body began to elongate. Scales burst from her skin, covering her body as she grew into her true form. Astor’s gaze was cold and focused on the T-Rexes as Shyryth turned into a large red dragon. The red dragon brought her tail down, smashing it into the ground behind her. The shockwave was enough for the two T-Rexes to turn their attention to the dragon and slinger. 
 
    Wynn looked at the monitors at the dragon and woman and a smile bloomed, “Reinforcements.”   
 
    One T-Rex roared and charged toward the dragon and lone woman. Shyryth launched into the air, wings spreading wide. Astor held her ground as the T-Rex thundered toward her. The slinger stayed cool as the monster barreled toward her. When it was within a hundred feet, Astor spit out the toothpick and let her fingers just barely touch her pistols. 
 
    The slinger said nothing as the creature came for her. Hands pulled rune covered pistols in a flash. Light stabbed as two shots rang out. Eyes exploded as the T-Rex took a shot to each one. The monster stumbled as it kept to its clumsy charge. Astor stood her ground as she cocked back both hammers and fired off two more shots, one from each pistol. The magical bullets hit the demonic dinosaur, holes exploding out of its back. 
 
    The T-Rex stumbled and fell, hitting the ground and sliding forward. Its snout slid until it was three feet away from Astor. The slinger aimed one pistol at the thick skull as the T-Rex tried to get back up. 
 
    “Night,” Astor said as she squeezed the trigger. 
 
    The creature let out a whine before the shot penetrated the skull and exited out the back of it.  
 
    The second T-Rex charged. Shyryth dove down, claws out. The dragon landed on the T-Rex, claws digging in and pulling off bloody armored scales. The T-Rex tried to snap and bite the dragon but she kept well enough away from the head, slashing and pulling out chunks of flesh. 
 
    Astor looked to the dragon as she slowly pulled the monster apart. “We don’t have all night.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor moaned as he looked up to the gathering War Wolves. One with white fur along his neck stepped from the crowd, spear in hand. Flint stepped closer, the spear point down and an amused glint in his dark eyes. 
 
    “A…rematch,” Victor coughed through the pain. 
 
    Flint stood over Victor, spear point over the Blade’s heart. “The lesson is over.” 
 
    Victor gave a bloody smile, “Good thing I earned all that extra…credit,” Victor said as he looked past the War Wolf to the mountain. 
 
    Cassandra aimed an arrow, bowstring taut. “Vala, guide my arrow.” 
 
    The Keeper let the arrow loose. It soared down, curving through the air toward the large gathering of War Wolves. A wolf turned just as the arrow sank into his chest. It moaned a pathetic whine before the explosion ripped apart everything across the area. Bodies were thrown in all directions as the shockwave hit Flint and the War Wolves at the inner circle. 
 
    Fight! 
 
    Victor spent the last point of Will and Constitution. Gunblade sliding into his hand and the pain and broken bones moving to the background of his mind and body, Victor jumped up from the ground and aimed point blank at Flint. The War Wolf growled as an energy bolt blasted out and parried the bolt. Gunblade up, Victor brought it down as the War Wolf high priest parried it.  
 
    Sparks flew as the two exchanged blows, parrying each strike with their own. Victor pulled the trigger just as Flint knocked it away. Dirt and debris flew up as the blast hit the ground. The roar of plasma cannons filled the area as the APC barreled toward what was left of the War Wolves from the explosion. Victor tried to concentrate as he went blow for blow with the War Wolf as others were cut down in the background. 
 
    Shyryth took hold of the T-Rex’s head. Claws dug into flesh and bone as she pulled. The T-Rex roared and soon turned to a whine as bone cracked. The dragon pulled the top part of the dinosaur’s head clean off and threw it. The T-Rex slumped to the ground as Astor stepped closer, giving a slow clap. 
 
     Lily, Dawn and the slyths made their way down the ruined stone staircase, eyes on Victor as he fought the large War Wolf. Sparks lit up their location but Lily saw that it would take too long to reach them. 
 
    Dawn focused her eyes, her glasses glowing for a moment before the light faded away. “Victor is really hurt. He’s not going to last.” 
 
    Lily moved faster down the mountain, heart beating rapidly in her chest. The succubus glanced off to the side, her heart nearly stopping as Baaldir walked slowly toward the Blade and War Wolf. 
 
    “No,” Lily shouted. 
 
    Baaldir gave a sickly smile as he slowly approached, “Flint, stop playing with your food.” 
 
    Flint spun his spear and clashed against Victor’s gunblade. The gunblade went off, blasting a small crater in the ground as Victor tried to keep up. Body hurting and his will power burning away, he didn’t have any time left. 
 
    Victor miss stepped, his boot sliding across the grass a few inches. It was all the War Wolf needed as he spun his spear and drove the point into Victor’s stomach. The strength behind the strike brought Victor up and slammed him into the ground, pinning him. The Blade coughed up blood as he writhed, body not responding. 
 
    “Die with honor,” Flint said as he wretched the spear up for a final blow. 
 
    Time slowed to long ticks. Victor watched as death swam close, ready to take him away. Despite his power and Vala’s graces, it was not enough.  
 
    NO! FIGHT! 
 
    Victor raised a hand, darkness closing in. Pain flared as the Blade struggled to breathe and he choked on his own blood. Something in his heart writhed as it pulled away. The torment rose as Victor screamed with every last bit of life he still had.  
 
    Flint was about to drive his spear home when he hesitated, eyes wide. Darkness poured from Victor’s eyes and mouth, surging up into the air. The War Wolf growled and drove the spear toward Victor. The darkness formed arms and hands, taking hold of the spear and stopping the killing blow. Flint looked to the darkness as it formed a semblance of a body, two oval lights forming eyes and a twisted leer. 
 
    “Nobody tortures him but me,” the shadow laughed as it rushed the War Wolf. 
 
    Victor blinked, trying to keep his senses. Through hazy eyes, he watched as a shadow fought against the War Wolf. The black hands formed into sharp points, slashing away as Flint parried the shadow. Red and white sparks flew in all directions as the shadow coiled up its body like a serpent and flashed forward. Flint parried and was thrown back, landing on the ground.  
 
    Flint huffed as his legs swung around and he stood up. A magical bullet streaked across the ground and struck the War Wolf in the arm, sending his entire body spinning and hitting the ground. Astor marched toward them, gun raised and smoke coming from the barrel. The APC in the background was shooting and running down remaining War Wolves as they tried to scatter. 
 
    Lily had a clear view of Victor as he lay. “Rise…my love.” 
 
    The succubus pointed her hand as energy arced along her arm. With an internal sigh, power rushed to her hand and blasted out. A stream of white light surged from the mountain stairs, across the air and slammed into Victor’s prone form. The Blade blinked as energy poured into his body. Drowning in healing energy, the Blade smiled as his wounds closed and his influence returned. Energy continued to pour into him and he felt better than normal. The power was exhilarating as the Blade smiled wide as he launched up to his feet. 
 
    Flint was on all fours, bounding away as Astor stepped closer. Plasma cut down the last remaining War Wolves as Shyryth took to the sky, wings spread. The light coming from Lily faded and eyes rolled back into her head. Dawn caught the succubus as she fell and held her close as they sat down. 
 
    Baaldir walked closer, eyes burning with hate. “You are all full of surprises.” 
 
    Victor turned to the ten-foot God as he approached. Gunblade still in hand, he aimed and saw that he had two shots left. 
 
    Baaldir smirked. “If you attack me, I will be able to destroy you.” 
 
    “Then leave. Your army is scattered. You lost!” 
 
    Baaldir chuckled. “Despite Vala’s will trying to push me out, if I set up roots, I will poison her realm. The only thing standing in my way is you and I can crush all of you if anyone attacks me. In essence, I win.” 
 
    Astor moved to Victor’s side while reloading her rune covered pistols. “Killing a God will make one hell of a legend.” 
 
    Victor looked to the slinger and nodded. “It would…wouldn’t it.” 
 
    Baaldir eyed the Blade and slinger. “Let’s end this play.” 
 
    Cassandra pulled back on her bowstring, hand shaking. Energy weakly poured into the arrow as she fought to keep her hands steady. 
 
    “Vala…please give me the strength for…one…more…shot…,” the Keeper prayed. 
 
    Energy pulsed, her hands growing steady. 
 
    Cassandra closed her eyes. “Thank you,” She whispered and let go. 
 
    The arrow flew from her bow as her body crumpled to the stone floor. 
 
    Victor’s shadow looked up to the soaring arrow and grinned, “We fight.” 
 
    Baaldir kept his attention on Victor and Astor when his hand whipped out and caught the arrow. A second later, it exploded. Baaldir stumbled back, body smoking as his eyes blazed hot. Victor and Astor aimed and pulled triggers. Magical bolts blasted out, striking the God in the chest and face. Baaldir continued to stumble back as Astor unleashed her magical guns. 
 
    Victor let the gunblade slid into his wrist and let the Elemental sword slide out. Looking at his stats, they were full and brimming with power. One point of Wisdom slipped into the sword, the blade glowing white with electrical power. Lily’s words touched his mind and heart as he remembered what she said about using five points of his stats for a greater effect. 
 
    The shadow turned its head to Victor. “Do it,” it screamed in joy. 
 
    Victor activated five points of strength and his world was consumed with light. Muscles bulged from power. Victor never felt so strong in his entire life. An alert appeared in his vision, indicating he was able to lift ten thousand pounds and move at incredible speed. Energy arced along his body as he held his sword at the ready. 
 
    Astor fired until her guns clicked empty. Baaldir sneered as she charged. A red dragon swooped down as the slinger leapt up. Scaled hand lashing out, she caught the slinger and flew up just as Baaldir’s fist missed them. 
 
    Astor took out glowing bullets from her belt and began reloading as Shyryth flew higher. “Keep us up so we can provide some air support.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded as she flew higher and watched the battle unfold. Victor leapt into the air at the standing God. Baaldir lashed out, missing the speeding Blade. Victor slashed his sword, cutting down through the God’s chest. The wound closed as Baaldir grabbed Victor as he fell. Lifting him up, he was about to smash him down when Victor stabbed his blade into the arm holding him. Energy flared as Baaldir let go. Victor hit the ground, rolled and was back to his feet as a stream of plasma bolts hit the God. Baaldir lifted an arm to shield against the incoming plasma rain. 
 
    “Ramming speed,” Wynn shouted. 
 
    May stepped down on the accelerator all the way. The APC charged across the grassy field until the vehicle slammed into Baaldir’s legs. The God stood as hands reached down and picked up the APC. 
 
    “Brace yourselves,” Wynn shouted as her hands reached out to the sides. 
 
    Baaldir tossed the APC to the side. It flipped through the air until it smashed into the ground. Baaldir huffed a chuckle until he turned to see Victor flying at him with a fist pulled back. The punch sent shockwaves through the air as Baaldir stumbled back. Victor hit the ground but surged ahead. Sword arcing, he slashed at the God’s legs in a blur. Wounds opened and closed as the God of the hunt rained a fist down. The Blade spun away as debris ejected into the air. 
 
    Magical bullets shot down from the sky, Astor aiming and firing as Shyryth opened her maw and let out a stream of dragon fire. Baaldir lifted an arm, blocking the fire and bullets when Victor charged in, stabbing his sword deep into the God’s gut. Baaldir swung his arm out, hitting Victor and sending him hurtling back. The Blade righted his body and hit the ground, sliding back to a stop. Power curling along his body, he charged while Astor and Shyryth pinned the antler headed God. 
 
    “I admire your tenacity but you need a God’s power to stop me,” Baaldir laughed. 
 
    A shadow surged up behind the God of the hunt. Black tentacles formed and lashed around limbs. Baaldir turned his head to see a shadow with glowing blue eyes smiling at him. 
 
    “Everything dies…even Gods,” the shadow leered. 
 
    Victor jumped into the air, sword in hand. Baaldir turned to see Victor coming at him. The elemental sword stabbed deep into the God’s heart and the momentum of Victor’s body slammed into his chest. The shadow pulled as Astor fired down. Baaldir groaned as he landed on his back, a thunderous crash shaking the entire realm. A burst of light from the heavens flared as Victor felt a whisper along his heart. The Blade let go of his sword as a bolt of lightning blasted down from the black sky.  
 
    Baaldir shouted in defiance as the lighting struck the Elemental sword and blasted into the God. The explosion rippled in all directions, Victor throwing up his hands before he was thrown. The shadow curled away before it was thrown to the ground. Astor and Shyryth braced themselves before the shockwave hit them, sending them spiraling to the ground below. 
 
    Light and fire died down. Victor was to his feet, walking toward the smoking crater. Reaching the edge, he peered down to see Baaldir lying at the bottom, sword still in his chest and cuts and bruises covering his body. 
 
    “Well played…Lust Blade,” Baaldir stated simply. 
 
    Victor held out his hand and his Elemental sword pulled from the wound and into his hand. 
 
    “Had enough?” Victor asked as he raised the sword up. 
 
    Baaldir gave a slight nod. “Vala has drained enough of my power to make this fight longer than expected. I’ve misjudged you, but that will not change the path of death for Vala, you, and all those who worship her. You have only bought a slight reprieve.” 
 
    Baaldir’s form began to dissolve into smoke. “A God can only kill another God. Let that be my last advice until we meet again.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I think we were doing pretty good.” 
 
    “Champion of Vala, you have only scratched the surface of what is to come,” Baaldir smirked before his body dissipated into mist and floated away. 
 
    Victor let out a long exhale as the power in his body began to subside. A shadow moved closer and the Blade turned to it with sword in hand. The shadow lifted up black arms and waved them with wide eyes. 
 
    “Friend! Friend,” the shadow said. 
 
    Victor let his sword slip back into his wrist while eyeing the shadow.  
 
    The shadow nodded. “I know…we have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Metal creaked and Victor turned to the damaged APC. Wynn and the other cat women crawled from the wreckage. Shyryth landed next to the damaged APC and helped them out while Astor slid off the dragon’s back and also helped. 
 
    Victor was about to join them when he looked to the mountain, Dawn standing and waving her arms. The Blade could barely make out Lily’s body at the elf’s feet. Heart leaping into his throat, the Blade charged toward the mountain. 
 
    Climbing over destroyed stairs, he looked up the entire time, fearing the worst. Time spun on as he climbed in haste. When he made it over the destroyed sections, he scrambled to Dawn as she held Lily in her arms. The Blade sunk down to his knees and pulled the succubus to him. Hand stroking her black hair, he held her close and felt for her heartbeat. Moments later, her eyes fluttered and the demoness looked up into Victor’s concerned eyes. 
 
    “Who’s the weak one now,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily returned his smile, “You still are…but maybe I can…help you get stronger.” 
 
    Victor held her close as she weakly lifted an arm around his neck. Dawn sat with a smile while the three slyths moved in close, scaly hands touching the Blade and Shield, hearts soaring.      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Five 
 
    Victor held the bundled remains, eyes heavy. Lily, Wynn, Astor, Shyryth, the slyths and, the cat women stood around the open graves. Hox wiped away a tear from her scaled face while Wynn looked down to the three graves, two already filled with white wrapped bundles. The air was touched with heavy hearts as Victor lowered Hisk’s remains into the last grave. 
 
    Lily stood with white roses in her hands, ones she had plucked from a moon garden not far from the graves. The succubus looked to the small graveyard at the bottom of the mountain. The village at the bottom was nothing more than a ruin and the graveyard hadn’t been used in centuries. It pained the demon to think they had to use it now when they had just started their crusade. Fighting back tears, the succubus moved through the small group and handed out a white rose to each person. 
 
    Victor took one last long look to the bundle at the bottom of the grave before climbing out. Standing with those gathered, shadows lengthened under his eyes. Yex stepped closer, placing a hand on Victor’s shoulder. Astor and Shyryth looked down to the graves, hats dipped low to cover their eyes. 
 
    Wynn stared at the graves of Anita and Abby, her eyes containing a knowing darkness. “I didn’t know Anita long, but I knew she would be a force to remember. I hate that our time was so short.” 
 
    The fox woman dipped her head, a tear running down her furry cheek. “Abby was my second in command. I loved her just as much as I respected her. She was like a sister and I never thought the day would come where she was taken before me. Goodbye my Abby.” Wynn tossed a rose in Anita’s grave and then Abby’s grave. 
 
    Hox looked down to Hisk’s grave, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Hisk was our mother and sister. She protected and led us during many difficult times. When we lost everything to the Tusk Clan, all we had was each other. Now our clan has become one less but it is the biggest loss of our lives. We pray Vala has taken Hisk into her warm embrace for all eternity.” 
 
    Yex and Rhass moved closer to Hox, wrapping arms around her, sobbing. 
 
    Victor looked down with haunted eyes. “Hisk, Abby, and Anita were beautiful souls in such dark times. They fought bravely and they will be missed. I wish I could find the right words to say that will help us grieve, but all I can think of is how we must not let their end mean the end of all hope.” 
 
    Victor tossed a rose in each grave, “Sleep well.” 
 
    Lily squeezed one of Victor’s shoulders while Astor squeezed the other. A moment later, all threw their remaining roses on the white bundles. Cat women moved to the shovels and piles of dirt, picking up a shovel each. 
 
    “We will bury them,” Wynn said in a commanding voice. “Once we are finished, we have to return to Xull to keep fighting the system.” 
 
    Victor and Lily nodded. 
 
    Astor and Shyryth moved to Victor and Lily.  
 
    “We will have to return to Eddor soon,” Astor said with a kind tone. “If you ever need our help again, call on us. We will be there.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded in agreement. Victor and Lily turned and gave the slinger and dragon hugs. When they parted from their embrace, Astor tipped her hat before turning and walking toward the mists. Shyryth gave the man and succubus a small smile before following the slinger to the mists. 
 
    The slyths helped the cat women as they buried their dead. Victor’s heart crumbled in his chest as he watched them fill in the graves with mourning eyes. Lily wrapped an arm around the Blade’s shoulder and gently pulled him away. 
 
    The pair walked to the base of the ruined staircase and began their haphazard climb up the mountain. When they reached stairs, it was easier, taking steps side by side, the lights of the village calling to them. 
 
    “They will not be the only ones we lose in this crusade,” Lily said with a somber tone. 
 
    “Vala will bring the realms closer to peace,” Victor said as warmth filled his heart. 
 
    The succubus nodded. The pair made their way up the stairs, closer to the village. When they reached the top, Victor tried to push away the faces of those they lost. Despite having a close relationship with madness and death, the Blade knew he could never truly become numb to their cold touches. It had entwined with his destiny and he knew he must swallow his rage against such an unfeeling universe. 
 
    A shadow emerged from darkness and stepped into the lantern light. Blue eyes opened as the shadow slinked toward Victor and Lily. The pair stopped to see the shadow approach them. Lily’s sad expression melted in distrust while Victor’s eyes sagged at the thing before them. 
 
    “Care to explain yourself,” Victor said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    The shadow dipped its head, eyes closing for a moment before opening and standing straighter. “After you hear the truth, will my death be next?” 
 
    Victor and Lily stared at the shadow before the Blade shook his head. 
 
    The shadow gave a small thin smile. “Do you remember the first time your father beat you?” 
 
    Victor looked away, the memory of his father seeing his messy room and then beating him until he couldn’t stand. It was the first time he lost control but the scars would be forever there. The tumor had just begun to press on his brain and it caused a once kind man to become horrific and evil. 
 
    The shadow continued, “I was exploring…trying to find a new home to feed and live. I could feel your sadness and I came into your home. Your damaged spirit called to me and I was like a moth to a flame. I came into your room as you sobbed in the dark. You didn’t notice through the pain as I slipped into your heart.” 
 
    The shadow looked away. “I thought I could simply live and feed off you until your eventual suicide. But, despite your pain, you saw through it, even when it had become too much. I no longer thought of you as food. You had become someone to respect.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed, “And you became the voice in my head. I thought you were just another part of my mind, slowly going crazy...but you…encouraged me.” 
 
    The shadow nodded. “Part of it was survival, but the other part was to see you grow. Not many are strong enough to overcome their pain. You did. I can’t help but feel you infected me as much as I infected you.” 
 
    The shadow looked to Victor with sad blue glowing eyes. “I cannot survive and keep everything I learned if I don’t inhabit a body. Vala may have an answer for us, but I must ask to return to your heart until we find that answer.” 
 
    Lily’s brow wrinkled, “You have faith in Vala?” 
 
    The shadow nodded. “I do. After everything we just experienced, I too wish to worship the Goddess of lust and love. Maybe she can heal what I am.” 
 
    Lily crossed her arms. “Even if you do have faith, if you think I will let you return to Victor you’re sadly mistaken!” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily and touched her shoulder. The succubus turned to the Blade, seeing the answer already in his eyes. Lip curving, she barely gave a head nod before Victor let go and stepped closer to the shadow. 
 
    “Since you’re not my madness, what name shall you go by?” 
 
    The shadow let a small smile form. “Please, call me Chill. It seemed to suit me.” 
 
    Victor smirked. Chill bowed his head before his form sharpened, rose up and struck Victor’s chest. The Blade gritted his teeth as the shadow sank into his chest. When the last bit slipped into his chest, Victor let out a strong exhale, feeling the darkness settled around his heart. 
 
    “Family is getting bigger,” Victor said offhandedly. 
 
    Lily curled her arm under his and the pair walked on. They reached Cassandra’s home and stepped inside. The pair moved to the Keeper’s bedroom. Cassandra lay with a blanket over her, chest rising and falling. Dawn sat on a chair by the bed. The elf looked up to the Blade and Shield as they entered. 
 
    “She hasn’t woken up yet,” Dawn said with a sad tone. 
 
    Lily stepped closer and pressed a hand to Cassandra’s forehead. “I tried to heal her before, but what happened to her is beyond my abilities. She spent too much of her energy. The best thing we can do is watch her until she wakes…if she wakes.” 
 
      Victor looked down, “She’ll wake up. She’s too tough to stay like this.” 
 
    Dawn stood up; eyes dark. “I have to go back to my sister. She will need her next dose.” 
 
    Victor looked to the elf with glasses. “How is she?” 
 
    Dawn sighed before she spoke. “She is much better. Her madness has quelled and hopefully by the end of the treatment, she will be my true sister again.” 
 
    The elf tilted her head to the Blade and Shield. “I can’t thank you both enough. If you didn’t take us in and help find the ingredients, I would be out there still searching for a cure.” 
 
    Dawn stepped forward and wrapped an arm around Victor and Lily’s necks, giving them a tight hug. The pair returned the hug. All three stood for a long moment before Dawn broke the embrace. The blonde elf gave Victor and Lily a warm smile before leaving the room and Cassandra’s home. 
 
    Victor and Lily looked down at Cassandra as she slept peacefully. 
 
    “How are we going to feed her while she’s like this,” Victor asked. 
 
    “Here in Vala’s realm, we don’t really need food. Her power can nourish us. Cassandra has told me she has gone long periods without food and never felt weak because of it. Vala will watch over her, just like us.” 
 
    Victor nodded and looked to the sad succubus. Taking her hand, the Blade gently pulled the demoness with him. The pair made their way out of the Cassandra’s home and stepped out to the stony street. They walked until they reached the edge of the stone barrier, overlooking the bottom of the mountain.  
 
    Victor and Lily smiled as Wynn, the cat women and the slyths held up bottles and began to drink. May began to sing and the rest joined in. The graves were filled in but it seemed the acolytes were celebrating to chase away the sorrow in their hearts. The dancing and singing were infectious as Victor found himself smiling. 
 
    Lily looked over to the Blade. She took hold of his arm and leaned her horned head on his shoulder. “The pantheon of Gods will take what happened here seriously. They will influence their cults and religions to chase us, slay us.” 
 
    Victor faced the succubus and held her close, his gaze meeting hers. “When they come, we will stop them. Vala will rise again.” 
 
    The Blade leaned in and pressed his lips to Lily’s lips. Warmth blazed between their beating hearts as they savored each other. The small realm seemed to roll to a stop as they held each other close. When their lips parted, Lily pressed a hand to Victor’s chest and looked up into his green eyes. 
 
       Victor smiled. “Let’s go downstairs, enjoy good company and toast to those who will forever be in our hearts.” 
 
    Lily nodded with a small smile. The pair split except for holding hands. They walked slowly as voices sang on. A nagging doubt touched his mind as they walked to the stairs. Vala’s enemies would dog their every step. Victor squeezed Lily’s hand, knowing as long as they were together, they would defeat any foe and bring back true love to the realms. 
 
     Yes, WE will. 
 
    Victor grinned as he helped Lily down the stairs to the singing and dancing below, hands beckoning to join the celebration in the pale moonlight. 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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 One 
 
    Dark gray clouds stretched from horizon to horizon. The air took on an electrical charge as a breeze caressed large green leaves. Amid the thick jungle, two pairs of eyes stared out to a mountain in the distance. Black and gray smoke spiraled into the air, touching the already dark sky. Tall flames danced from bonfires as figures camped, ate and patrolled the area right before the mountain. Tents stood with spears leaning against wooden racks. Three mammoths picked at trees along the edge of camp, their massive trunks coiling and pulling plants before stuffing them in their mouths.  
 
    Victor never blinked as his eyes drank in the scene. The Blade stayed on his knees, information filling the sides of his vision. Nano-drones worked, scanning the camp, counting people who populated it and noting locations. Victor’s senses sharpened as data indicated probabilities of success and creating a small map in his visual display.  
 
    A purple-skinned succubus moved closer to the Blade, hand on his shoulder but red eyes on the camp before the mountain, “How many?” 
 
    Victor continued to stare as he spoke, “So far, about three hundred. There are three mammoths off to the side. The cave entrance is guarded by a dozen big guys and I have no idea how many more are inside the mountain.” 
 
    Lily turned her red eyes to the Blade, “There might be too many. How do you feel about it?” 
 
    Victor blinked and turned his attention to the beautiful demoness, “Pretty positive. They are savages…strong, intelligent savages, but I still feel we have an edge.” 
 
    Lily watched as the Blade gave a confident grin before turning her attention to the camp. “This might be too big for us right now.” 
 
    Victor reached over and gave the succubus’s shoulder a light squeeze, “This is the perfect time to get back to the crusade. If I spend another day in Vala’s realm, I think I’m going to go crazy.” 
 
    Lily shook her head, “It’s only been two weeks since Baaldir attacked. Maybe we should take a little more time.” 
 
    Victor looked to the succubus’s tail as it trembled slightly, “Cold tail?” 
 
    Lily’s brow wrinkled, “No, just uneasy. Since we are here and Cassandra…,” the succubus trailed off. 
 
    Victor gave an understanding nod. “I know you feel Vala’s realm might be open to another attack but Vala did show us this place in our dreams. I doubt she wants us to simply wait until Cassandra wakes up. Besides, the acolytes can hold the fort while we’re gone.” 
 
    Lily sat down, head tilted forward and shadows covering her eyes. “Vala has so many enemies.” 
 
    Victor eyed Lily as she sat. It didn’t take a supernatural connection to see the succubus was filled with concern and a touch of uncertainty. The last two weeks were spent in mourning and recovering from the invasion of Vala’s mountain. The Blade knew Lily and Cassandra spent a lot of time together those years before he came along. The Keeper was the closest thing to family the succubus had. 
 
    Victor sat down next to the succubus, wrapping his arm around her shoulders. “I know your worried about Cassandra, we all are. She’s going to wake up. The best thing we can do now is bring ourselves that much closer to resurrecting Vala.” 
 
    Lily turned her gaze to Victor’s, seeing a light in his eyes. 
 
    The Blade smiled. “Let’s do our job. I need my Shield, and my partner.” 
 
    The succubus gave a wry smile before nodding slightly. “I’m here for you. So, how do we want to do this?” 
 
    Victor nodded before turning to the mountain camp in the distance. “I can gain a few powers here in the Tempest Realm. Once I activate them, I’ll attack down the middle while you try to distract the mammoths.” 
 
    Lily stared for a moment before speaking, “Mammoth duty? Shouldn’t I be at your side when we attack?” 
 
    “You know I want you at my side but I can’t see myself fighting the mammoths. They are just too cool to hurt and…I would feel bad. If you distract them until I reach the cave entrance, we can meet up and I’ll close the entrance behind us.” 
 
    “There could be an army in the mountain. You feel confident we can take them all on?” 
 
    A dreamy memory touched the Blade’s mind, seeing four faces in anguish as they were whipped. They cried out as their torturers delighted in their suffering. Victor and Lily were in each other’s arms as the dreams crawled into their minds, the pair waking up as images of whips came down again and again. Victor knew it was Vala, guiding what they had to do. When they entered the mists, they arrived not far from where they currently were hiding. The goddess gave them their time to mourn but the crusade must continue, for all their sakes. 
 
          “It’s better that we try. We don’t know how long the prisoners will last and I’m tired of sitting on my hands. Let’s kick some ass in Vala’s name.” 
 
    A tiny flame ignited in the succubus and she nodded in agreement. 
 
    Victor looked to the mammoths and the camp, “How long do you think it will take you to reach the mammoths?” 
 
    Lily followed the Blade’s gaze, “Ten minutes, I think.” 
 
    “Okay, start making your way down and if I run into trouble…” the demoness cut him off. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you behind,” Lily said with a scowl. 
 
    Victor smiled. “I wasn’t going to say that. I was going to say do everything you can to rescue me. They threatened to eat me last time and I don’t feel like being anyone’s meal.” 
 
    Lily gave the Blade an evil smirk, “That’s right, you’re my meat.” 
 
    The couple’s smiles grew broader. Victor looked to the demoness as she kissed his cheek. Getting to her feet and staying low, Lily gave Victor a wink before darting into the thick jungle. The Blade watched as she was swallowed up by the trees and was gone from sight. 
 
    Victor closed his eyes for a moment, spreading out his senses and calming his heart. Despite his confidence, the young man couldn’t deny his own reservations. An enemy god walked into Vala’s realm and tried to kill everyone there. Victor opened his eyes and looked away, the images of Hisk, Anita, and Abby still fresh in his heart and their remains buried in a small cemetery. Lamenting on their deaths would only slow them down. He needed to focus on the tasks at hand if they were going to be that much closer to bringing Vala back. 
 
    Victor pulled up his stats in his vision. His gaze caught sight of the line where he had three powers he could unlock. The time he spent in the Xull realm was too short. Had he stayed just a little longer, he could have acquired three powers from that realm. The Blade knew he had to more careful since the battle in Vala’s realm nearly killed him as well. Since he was here in the Tempest Realm, this was the best time to try and max out one of his Spheres of Influence. Taking a deep breath, he mentally tapped at the Powers to be Unlocked. 
 
    Energy surged into his body as he sat, chest pushing out and eyes wide. Power crawled into his heart and snaked out to his limbs. Three points of inner light slid open and the Blade let out a long exhale as his alerts and stat sheet changed. 
 
    You have unlocked the Jump ability! 
 
    You have unlocked the Animal Shapeshift ability! 
 
    You have unlocked the War Form ability! 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 17/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 5 
 
    Con (Nano)- 4 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 3 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 4 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind     
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch  
 
    Victor studied his stats. Each sphere of influence has six powers he had to unlock. Looking to the Gaia Sphere, he saw that he now had five out of six. The Blade was that much closer to becoming a force to be reckoned with, but he knew he still had a long way to go. With six realms and six powers from each, he had to make sure he was gaining each ability as quickly as he could. 
 
    Victor focused on the Gaia Sphere. Gaining a power was pretty self-explanatory, but how to use it was another matter. Judging from his own experiences, the extent of his powers was learned through trial and error. The Jump ability seemed obvious, but he didn’t know how far or how long he could jump. The Animal Shapeshift ability seemed very interesting, and again he didn’t know what the limitations were on what animals he could change into. The Blade looked to the War Form ability and wasn’t sure what would happen, and it made him feel uneasy. 
 
    Change into a fly, and buzz into the cave. 
 
    Victor frowned. “And leave Lily out there tackling the Mammoths…no,” the Blade whispered. 
 
    She’s a big girl. She can handle herself. 
 
    “Chill, if you’re not going to be helpful, be quiet,” Victor said in an annoyed tone to the shadow lurking in his heart. 
 
    An invisible smile filled the Blade’s heart. 
 
    I am being helpful. You should use discretion when entering the camp instead of what I know you’re going to do…diplomacy and then bash your way in. 
 
    Victor shook his head. “I don’t think the savages are open to diplomacy.” 
 
    So, aggressive negotiations is your plan? 
 
    Victor looked up to the sky, time ticking away. “I’d rather not kill anyone if I can help it. Maybe a display of power will cause them to run.” 
 
    I think you underestimate the stupidity of the mob. You killed war wolves, and that didn’t slow them down. Face it; they are going to come at you with everything they have. 
 
    “Then this will be the time I show them death isn’t the only answer,” Victor smiled and stood up. 
 
    This is a mistake. 
 
    “Maybe…let’s make it a spectacular one,” Victor laughed. 
 
    Mentally taking hold of his Spheres of Influence, the Blade channeled a point of Strength into his Jump ability. Power surged into his legs as his entire body felt lighter. Victor bent his legs while keeping his eyes on the camp in the distance. A steady pulse of energy coiled into every cell as the Blade readied himself. Taking a deep breath, the energy reached a tipping point and Victor blasted off into the air. 
 
    The Blade’s eyes widened as the ground grew smaller as he launched himself skyward. Wind whipping at his trench coat, Victor looked around with a grin. A quick alert appeared in his vision indicating he was still ascending, reaching a height of two hundred feet in the air. Still climbing, eyes looked down as the lush jungle blurred past. When he reached two hundred and fifty feet, he hit the apex of his jump and almost glided forward before gravity began to pull him down. Falling, his eyes grew to the size of saucers, a thought stabbing into his mind wondering if he would survive the landing. 
 
    The Blade quickly fell and when the ground rose up to meet him, he landed with a cloud of dirt billowing up. Not wanting to slow down, he was low to the ground before launching into the sky once again. Wind touching him again, he savored it as the thrill of almost flying filled his senses. For a brief instant he nearly forgot he was jumping into battle, and when he reached the apex of his jump and began to fall, he looked down to the wide-eyed expressions of the camp as they watched, stunned.  
 
    Victor moved his legs forward as he fell toward the edge of the savage’s camp. When he landed, a cloud of dust and dirt blew up, obscuring him into a dark shadow, slowing standing up. Victor’s senses were dialed to eleven as the dust began to settle, many savages running to spears while others pulled out stone daggers. Muscled bodies quickly surged into a semicircle, a hundred feet from the Blade.  
 
    Victor held up open hands and a small smile on his lips. “I’m not here to fight. I just came for Vala’s acolytes,” Victor projected to the gathering army. 
 
    Scowls and growls greeted him as the large force began to inch closer. A menacing pulse blanketed the area as every able-bodied savage took up arms. The cloudy sky grew darker and a lightning bolt flashed. Victor kept his stance relaxed, watching the mob study him before they gained enough courage to attack. 
 
    “This doesn’t have to get ugly,” Victor said with an even tone. 
 
    A loud whistle halted the advancing savages. Victor stared as the main force parted and a strong woman barely covered in animal skins stepped through. The Blade wondered how she was able to get anything done being almost naked. Firm breasts bounced, barely contained by her animal fur top. Long blonde hair framed her face as thick thighs stepped with power. The fur bikini bottom caused the Blade to redouble his efforts to not stare. When the woman stood before the savage army, spear in hand and stone dagger at her side, she gave the Blade a lingering hard stare. 
 
    “Luka, you’re looking fit,” Victor said with cool eyes. 
 
    The tall woman kept her intense gaze as she spoke. “Baaldir warned me you may appear. I’m glad we didn’t have to wait too long. I was growing bored.” 
 
    Victor kept his hands up to his chest, “Before we continue, I want to say I’m sorry for what I said in your tent, but to be fair, you were going to have me cooked and eaten. Tensions may have been a little high.” 
 
    Luka’s face remained hard as stone. “No need. I wasn’t as impressed by Vala’s Champion as one would be from the stories told.” 
 
    Victor put a hand over his heart and wrinkled his brow, “Ouch, right in the feels.” 
 
    Luka ignored the Blade and continued, “I thought you would try to sneak into camp. I didn’t expect you to simply appear like some dim-witted fool asking to die.” 
 
    Victor nodded, “I thought would give us all a chance to talk it out before I began beating the hell out of everyone.” 
 
    Luka’s eyes narrowed before they grew tired. “There is nothing to discuss. Baaldir wants you broken and laid before his feet.” 
 
    Victor glanced off to the side, seeing the three mammoths turned in his direction, thick legs shuffling and trunks curling. The mammoths stared at the Blade and Victor could see they wanted to charge. Savages gripped their spears and daggers, bodies tense. 
 
    Head tilting forward, the Blade let his smile slide into a smirk. “I really don’t want to give you, or your people, black eyes. Send out the acolytes and we walk away. I don’t want your tribe to see you defeated.” 
 
    Luka’s thin mouth curled into a sardonic smile. “You’re Vala’s whelp, a weak fool for a long dead goddess. Baaldir is strength incarnate. You have nothing to bargain with.” 
 
    Victor’s smile faded as his hands dropped to his sides. “That’s where you’re wrong. The bargain I offer, if you bring out the acolytes, I leave with them and you stay to rule your tribe in peace. Otherwise, your tribe won’t survive seeing you defeated, seems pretty fair if you ask me.” 
 
    Luka kept her dark smile, “Bring me his head and cook what’s left. Tonight, we celebrate the death of Vala’s Champion.” 
 
    Victor tilted his head forward and sighed, “Aggressive negotiations it is.” 
 
    Muscled bodies surged into a charge; spear points aimed at the Blade. Victor held out his hand, a tattoo on his forearm sliding forward and a gun blade emerging from his wrist and into his waiting palm. Victor mentally tapped on his Constitution sphere, spending a point. The six-cylinder holes at the hilt of the gun blade glowed with power as the sword was now armed. Not slowing down, two points of Strength powered into Victor’s body. An alert appeared in his vision, showing his upper limit was a thousand pounds. 
 
    Victor aimed his gun blade at the base of the stampeding savages, finger hovering over the trigger. The gleam of the sword shined as lightning flashed across the sky once again. With cool eyes, Victor pulled the trigger. A bolt of energy blasted out along the top part of the sword and hit the ground inches from the incoming wave of bodies. Several savages were thrown back from the explosion and many others slowed their advance, wild eyes on the Blade. Victor moved his arm slightly and fired again. The energy blast sent dirt and debris into the air as the incoming line slowed further and soon stopped. Luka’s smile turned to manic rage as the tribe hesitated to advance. 
 
    Victor held his gun blade over his head. “This is my BOOM SWORD! If any of you savages touch me, you’re going to get the business end of it,” Victor projected his voice. 
 
    The gathered savages looked to their leader and back to the man with the sword. 
 
    Victor took a step forward, “I’m walking into that mountain.” 
 
    The mammoths roared as hairy bodies began their advance. A figure leapt from the trees, staff in hand. Victor looked over to see Lily land on one of the backs of the massive beasts, driving the blunt end into the back of the head of the leading mammoth. It blared out its annoyance as the trunk curled around to grab at the purple skinned demoness. Lily flipped away and landed on the same mammoth, body bending and jumping away from the trunk searching for her. The other two mammoths moved in closer, trunks trying to grab at the nimble succubus. 
 
    Victor smiled until he turned his gaze to Luka. The Tusk Tribe leader growled her contempt as light flashed in her eyes. A lightning bolt came down, splitting a nearby tree in half as rain began to fall. Victor aimed his gun blade as Luka’s body began to bulge and grow bigger. Taking a step back, he watched as she grew taller, a foot at a time. Her six-foot, five-inch stature pulsed bigger and bigger until she reached ten feet tall. Muscles and bone thickened as she roared, her face taking on an animalistic appearance. Her hair wild and eyes filled with murderous rage, she looked like a rabid Amazon on steroids. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow in concern, “I doubt this will be a death by snu snu situation.”     
 
    Luka roared and charged. The tribe around her gathered their courage and rushed alongside their leader, barreling at the Blade. Victor bent his knees as the savages charged, new found strength pushing them on. 
 
    “Let’s do this,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Luka lifted up the spear in her hand and hurled it like a long bullet. Victor’s senses saw the trajectory of the spear and the incoming savages as he bent his body to the side, gun blade slicing up and splitting the spear in half. Each piece of the spear flew in different directions as Luka was nearly on top of the Blade. Victor powered his legs, and he jumped as, a thick arm lashed out and missed his boots by inches. Victor smiled as he flew over the crowded savages. Bodies turned and arms launched spears into the air. Victor’s body was moving just fast enough for the waves of spears to miss him. Landing on the ground, the top part of his body turned, aimed his gun blade and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The explosion sent bodies hurtling into the air and down to the hard ground. The Blade spun as he was surrounded on all sides. Spinning, Victor arced his gun blade around him just as the savages reached him. Spears were sliced in half but bodies from behind the first wave pushed against their fellow tribe members. A fist shot out, striking Victor across the cheek while another fist rammed into his stomach. The Blade ignored the strikes as he grabbed a savage by the throat and swung him around, barely straining a muscle. Several savages were knocked back as Victor tossed the dazed savage he was using as a blunt instrument into the crowd, knocking down others. Legs bending, the Blade launched into the air again. 
 
    Victor spun as he saw that each jump brought him closer to the entrance. Lily was jumping and spinning from one mammoth to the next as they tried to knock her down. Savages were knocked aside as Luka charged through like a bull in a china shop. The Blade landed with a hard thud, turned and aimed at the incoming tribe leader. Luka growled her rage as she barreled toward him like a tsunami wave.  
 
    Victor didn’t want to kill the tribe leader, but felt slowing her down was completely justified. Aiming his gun blade at her leg, Victor pulled the trigger. Luka’s open hand shot down, energy bolt exploding against it. Victor clenched his jaw, hoping he didn’t do too much damage when Luka burst from the small smoke, hand black but not slowing down. 
 
    “Shit,” Victor cursed as he pulled the trigger just as Luka was on top of him. 
 
    Luka gave an evil grin as her hand blocked the energy bolt once again. Fingers curled into a meaty, smoky fist before it shot forward. Victor jumped back about ten feet, the fist barely missing his jaw. Landing on his boots, he slid back and glanced to his gun blade. It had one shot left before he had to reload. Pulling it up to get off a shot, Luka was over him, eyes blazing bright. A blackened hand whipped out, knocking the gun blade away and the shot going wild. Victor backpedaled until Luka grabbed the Blade by the head. A crushing vice-like grip took hold, and Victor spun his gun blade and stabbed into Luka’s arm. The blade point stabbed through and exited out the other side of her forearm. Luka growled a laugh as she pulled Victor off the ground, and raised him into the air.  
 
    The Blade thought fast as his hands took hold of her hand, fingers digging under her fingers. Pumping another point into strength, power surged as he pulled the fingers from around his head. Luka hissed as she brought Victor’s body down hard. The Blade spun from her grip, and landed on his feet before her empty hand smashed into the ground. Not missing a beat, the Blade rushed the giant monster woman, ran up her arm and drove his boot into her cheek. A spurt of blood shot out of her mouth as her body moved, trying to catch the quick Blade. Victor jumped off her arm, back flipping and landing on his feet as several savages grabbed him. 
 
    “This is getting out of hand,” Victor said as he grabbed one savage, and threw him at the incoming Luka. 
 
    The man screamed as Luka smacked him out of the air, and into the crowd. The monstrous woman roared as she closed on Victor, both fists rising into the air. Lightning flashed again, and rain came down. The Blade bent low with many strong arms holding onto him. With a supernatural push, he barreled toward the giant monster woman with savages still holding on. Luka’s eyes widened as Victor winked. Shoulder connecting with Luka’s stomach, Victor gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Enough,” Victor screamed as his hands took hold of those on him. 
 
    Spinning like a top, savages were thrown off one at a time. One of them crashed into the stumbling Luka, sending her falling onto her ass. When Victor was free of savages holding him, he let the gun blade slide back into his wrist and squared up his body. Luka scrambled to her feet, foul saliva dripping from her almost demonic maw. 
 
    Rain fell from the sky as Luka charged. Victor kept still, watching the monster approach. Luka’s fist blasted forward. Victor dodged to the side, and punched her elbow hard. Bone cracked as Luka let out a painful growl. Victor didn’t hesitate as he closed the distance between them. Strength powered through his body as he punched one kneecap, and then the other. Luka cried out again, her voice filled with slivers of pain. Victor picked up his leg, and drove his boot into her ankle. Luka’s body twisted, and she fell to one knee. When she glared at the Blade, Victor was already rearing back a fist, and punching the monstrous woman in the jaw. 
 
    Lightning and rain filled the area as Luka’s body snapped up before falling on her side, her eyes rolling back into her head, and blood spilling from her open mouth. The gathered savages stared with wide eyes as their tribe leader lay dazed on the ground, rain water blending with her bright blood. 
 
    Victor heaved as he turned to the army of savages. “Back off, NOW!” 
 
    The savages looked from Victor to Luka and then back to Victor. Howls and screams rose up, mingling with the sound of thunder in the distance. Victor eyed them, seeing that instead of retreating, the savages screamed into a hateful frenzy. 
 
    Now you just made them mad. 
 
    “Not good,” Victor said before turning and bounding into the air. 
 
    Spears flew past as the Blade jumped for the mountain entrance. A spear point bounced off the armored trench coat but the power behind it caused Victor to misjudge his landing. Hitting the ground, he rolled and was back to his feet, running. Savages rushed to meet him only for the Blade to slam hard fists into their bodies. Bones broke and grunts filled the air as bodies crashed into others. Victor moved like a battering ram through the waves of savages, eyes on the tunnel entrance. 
 
    Lily slammed her boot into a mammoth’s eye before vaulting off the creature. The succubus landed and rushed toward the fighting as the mammoth blindly lashed out, striking a nearby mammoth. The purple skinned demon saw bodies flying as Victor moved like a small juggernaut through the enemy. Savages stood up, cradling broken arms and ribs only to have a staff strike them across their heads and sending them back to the ground. Lily moved like storm, spinning her staff, each strike landing true. Chaos and confusion took hold as the savages backed off slightly, not sure who to attack. 
 
    Victor pushed on, knocking savages out one punch at a time. The wave began to recede as the Blade’s power became apparent. Bodies turned only for a single fist to hit exposed spines, and launch them forward. The rage and frenzy turned to self-preservation as they rushed from the incoming Victor. Lightning flashed again as the heavens poured down. The ground grew muddy, and savages slipped as they tried to run away. 
 
    Victor saw the entrance was close. Spears stood up from the mountain entrance, severed heads on each one. As the main force retreated out of fist range of the Blade, Victor looked to the severed heads on spears, eyes taking a dark edge. The three heads of Trio were on a spear top, eye sockets empty and tongues hanging out. Their faces looked pecked at, and missing bits of flesh. Victor skidded to a halt, looking to the three heads. 
 
    “Damn, sorry this happened to you guys,” Victor said as he remembered the fight, he had with all three men when he first arrived to the Tempest Realm. “I’ll pour out a little drink for you guys later.” 
 
    Victor turned to see the savages backing up, and Lily expertly bashing her way through. The Blade smiled as his Gun Blade slipped into his hand. Charging it with a Constitution point, he kept it at the ready. Backing up to the mouth of the entrance, he glanced around to see if he could use something as a barrier. 
 
    Lily darted through the remaining savages in her way, her staff cracking skulls. When her red eyes caught sight of Victor, her legs pumped harder. The Blade aimed past the incoming demon as the savages tried to regroup. When the succubus reached Victor’s side, the pair backed into the cave. The savages kept their eyes on them, regaining some courage and slowly stepping toward the cave entrance. 
 
    “They won’t stop,” Lily said staff at the ready. 
 
     The Blade and Shield stepped back further into the cave as the savages stared with fury and contempt in the rain. 
 
    Victor looked to the ceiling and then back to the cave entrance. Aiming his gun blade at the rocky ceiling, Victor gently pressed his finger to the trigger. Letting out a small exhale, Victor pulled the trigger. An energy bolt shot out and struck the ceiling. The walls cracked and shuddered from the blast. Lily saw what Victor was doing and turned to run deeper into the cave. The Blade studied the damage, and when a war cry screamed out, Victor pulled the trigger again and again. 
 
    Explosions rippled along the roof of the cave before debris, and large shards of rock started to come down. The savages rushed the entrance before they slowed, dust and smoke billowing out into the rain. Victor emptied his gun blade before turning, and running toward the waiting demoness. Cracks raced along the entrance before the entire rocky tunnel came crashing down. With a jump, Victor soared forward crashing into Lily, causing the couple to hit the ground. A cloud of dust and dirt blasted past them before the trembling, and shuddering came to a stop. 
 
    When Victor lifted his head there was dirt in his hair and covering part of his face. Looking down he saw Lily smiling with fanged teeth. 
 
    “You didn’t have to tackle me,” Lily said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Victor looked to her crimson eyes and smirked, “Better safe than sorry.” 
 
    The pair slowly untangled their bodies, Lily giving Victor a slap on the butt before they stood tall. 
 
    “There’s most likely more savages in the tunnels,” Lily said indifferently. 
 
    Victor nodded, “Then let’s not keep them waiting.” 
 
    The succubus eyed the Blade as he turned and marched down the tunnel. Shaking her head, she followed, a gentle silence filling the area before a dim rumble of thunder caused debris to shift from its power.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    The air was heavy with smoke and the scent of tobacco. An orc, halfing, dwarf, man and an elf with glasses sat around a table, cards in hand. The orc sat back with cards close to the chest. The halfling female smirked at her cards while a man in a regal red robe eyed everyone at the table. The dwarf took a long guzzle from his mug of ale, placed it on the table and wiped his frothy beard with his forearm. The elf never looked up from her cards as if lost in thought. 
 
    The man with the goatish beard tapped on the table on which gold, jewels and coins were piled in the middle. Eyes moved from side to side, taking in the expressions of the other players at the table. They seemed easy enough to read until his eyes fell on the blonde elf. Keeping his gaze on her, the elf never showed a sliver of a tick or a tell. She simply eyed the cards and never joined in on the banter between all of the players. 
 
    The orc glanced down to his cards close to his chest again, a tired expression filling his thick, green face. “Anyone going to raise?” 
 
    The halfling stood up on her chair, her body nearly bouncing as she reached into her side pouch and pulled out a fist full of gold coins. “I’m in,” she said excitedly as she threw them on the pile. 
 
    The orc looked to the halfling and sighed. “I’m out.” 
 
    The dwarf chuckled as he reached into his side pouch and pulled out a stack of platinum coins and put them on the pile in the middle of the table. “Aye, I’m in and I raise.” 
 
    The man eyed the dwarf and halfling, “I see we are upping more then what’s on the table. Shall we make it interesting?” 
 
    “It’s your game, Lord Devas,” the dwarf said gruffly. 
 
    Devas looked to the halfling and dwarf before turning his eyes to the elf. “I want to know who’s in and who’s not.” 
 
    Dawn continued to look at her cards for a long moment before lifting her gaze to the lord at the table. “This hand may be too rich for me.” 
 
    Lord Devas gave a confident smile as he leaned back in his chair. “I’m sure an arrangement can be made. It’s your first time in my private games and I wouldn’t want to scare you off.” 
 
    Dawn looked to the halfling and then to the dwarf before centering her gaze on Lord Devas. “I only have the minimum to play.” 
 
    Lord Devas’s gaze drank in the elf with glasses, his eyes taking in her smooth lines and pale skin. When his gaze dropped to her ample chest, the lord didn’t hide what appealed to him. Dawn’s expression didn’t change, cards curved in her hands and body still as an ice pond in the dead of winter. 
 
    Lord Devas gave a smirk. “You have been so quiet while we play. I’m starting to think you’re not having a good time. I host these games so I can be in touch with the people who I notice in my lands. Your people don’t often come through this territory.” 
 
    Dawn looked down to her cards as she spoke, “I don’t mingle with my people. They tend to be a bit stiff with social interactions.” 
 
    Lord Devas raised an eyebrow, “Interesting, what makes you so different from the rest of your people?” 
 
    Dawn let a small grin slip, “I worship one who we cannot speak her name.” 
 
    The players around the sturdy table looked to the elf with curious eyes. The orc let out a hearty chuckle as the halfling stayed standing on her chair, stopping her bouncing up and down. The dwarf shook his head while Lord Devas’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    “I’ve heard the whispers but I didn’t think I would have an actual worshipper in my company. You truly believe she is returning? The game has become very interesting indeed.” 
 
    The halfling looked to the other players, “Who are you talking about?” 
 
    The orc sat back, cards face down and hands on his stomach. “We cannot say her name. If the Mage Authority finds out we are talking about ‘her’, they will interrogate all of us and not in a pleasant way.” 
 
    Lord Devas nodded. “I have some friends in the Authority that would turn a blind eye. This is a safe place and I’m intrigued. Please, talk freely so we may all learn.” 
 
    The dwarf took another guzzle before putting his mug on the table and looking to the halfling, “They are talking about Vala, Goddess of Lust and Love. It has been decreed none shall follow her ways and those who do will be put to death.” 
 
    The halfling stared at the dwarf before crossing her small arms. “Vala. I’ve heard of her but I still don’t understand why her worship is outlawed. I mean, she is an ancient goddess no one worships anymore.” 
 
    “For a goddess no one worships, people are still fucking and loving each other like she never left,” the orc chuckled again. 
 
    Lord Devas closed his eyes as he spoke, “It’s more than that. Vala was a goddess with such power; she could cause other gods to fall in love with her. So many were caught in her glory before jealousy clouded their reason and the Rage War began. As I remember from what I have read, the pantheon across the six realms turned on Vala. They burned down every temple and slayed every priest, priestess, and acolyte. When her worshippers were killed and her power diminished, they attacked her holy mountain and cut her into pieces, or so the legends would say.” 
 
    Dawn nodded, “They did all those things, and more but if you have heard the whispers then you know her light is returning.” 
 
    Lord Devas open his eyes, and shook his head slightly, “The pantheon will crush it like they did so long ago. It’s a child’s foolish dream to wish her return. You place your life in danger by saying you follow her ways.” 
 
    Dawn gave a disarming smile, “But this is a safe place, is it not?” 
 
    Lord Devas gave a head nod and a small smile. “It is a safe place, a haven to the outside storms of kingdoms, realms, monsters, and shadows.” 
 
    “Are we going to play or talk about dead goddesses all night,” the dwarf said with a gruff edge. 
 
    Lord Devas looked to the elf before reaching into his regal robe and pulling out a metal key. The lord threw it on the table and sat back, cards in hand. 
 
    “I raise. The key is a master key for this very Keep. True, it is on the edge of my territory and may need some work and a few more guards but I’m looking for someone strong enough to have it and help guard my lands. Winner of this hand will become a baron…or baroness under my flag. I will add a hefty sum of gold so the winner doesn’t have to struggle with the upkeep.” 
 
    The halfling’s mouth curved into a wide smile before pushing all of her winnings to the center pot. The dwarf eyed the key before picking up his side pouch and emptying all of its contents onto the pile, platinum coins bouncing. The orc folded his thick arms and sat back, enjoying the show. Dawn simply sat, eyes on her cards.  
 
    “Like I said, I only brought the minimum.” 
 
    Lord Devas gave a wide grin, “How about you spend the rest of the evening with the winner? I’m sure if you are following Vala’s ways, you must have picked up on some of her teachings. History is filled with stories of the greatness of Vala’s worshippers, how the intimate acts were studied, and applied so one could touch the very goddess herself if one was devout enough.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the elf. 
 
    Dawn continued to study her cards before looking up, her gaze connecting with Devas’s gaze. “I’m in.” 
 
    Lord Devas gave a head nod, and tapped at the table. “Show your cards.” 
 
    The halfling put her cards down, and crossed her small arms, “Three towers.” 
 
    The dwarf gave a gruff laugh, and placed his cards down. “Four towers.” 
 
    The halfling’s smile faded as she slumped down into her chair. The orc gave her a pat on her tiny back. 
 
    Lord Devas looked to Dawn, “Show your hand.” 
 
    The elf smiled, “You first, my lord.” 
 
    Lord Devas chuckled before putting his cards down, “Five Kings.” 
 
    The table was silent as Dawn put her cards face down, “I have nothing. I surrender my hand.” 
 
    The orc, halfling and dwarf groaned. 
 
    “I thought this was going to be a little more exciting,” the orc laughed as he shook his head. 
 
    “My husband is going to kill me,” the halfling said with heavy eyes. 
 
    The dwarf slid off his chair and stood up, “Fun game, same time in two weeks?” 
 
    Lord Devas nodded, his gaze still on the elf. “Yes, same time. Maybe next time you’ll be lucky enough to win a piece of my territory.” 
 
    “There isn’t going to be a next time for me,” the halfing began to sob.  
 
    The orc helped her from her chair, “There there, I’ll talk with my tribe. We could use some more trading and halfling ale is a favorite among my people.” 
 
    The orc and halfling walked to the main door. A guard opened it as the two left. The dwarf gave Lord Devas a slight bow before following the orc and halfling out the door. The dwarf glanced to Dawn who sat silently, no emotion in her almond shaped eyes before he made his exit.  
 
    “No need to seem so glum,” Lord Devas smiled. “The rest of the night is waxing poetically about philosophy.” 
 
    Dawn stared down at the table, eyes drinking in the pile of treasure. “I’m fine.” 
 
    Devas tilted his gaze to the pile of treasure and closed his eyes, “Thinking of taking it and running?” 
 
    Dawn looked up, her smooth face a blank mask as she spoke, “That would be rude.” 
 
    “Indeed, it would be,” Devas said, opening his eyes and sitting in a chair next to the blonde elf. “Tell me your story, I’m very interested.” 
 
    Dawn looked to the lord and small smile appeared, “What is there to tell?” 
 
    Devas shook his head slightly, “I highly doubt you don’t have a story to tell. If you are concerned if I will behave rudely then put those worries away. This is a safe place and I have heard all manner of tales from this realm and others.” 
 
    “A safe place…,” Dawn said in a low whisper. 
 
    Devas sat, drinking in the elf’s beauty as she seemed to gather the words to speak. The lord didn’t wait long. 
 
    “I have spent my life stealing and whoring myself out to take care of my family. An elf is exotic, and many have paid the price to spend an evening with me. If it was just me, I would have travelled across the realms, seeking adventure but…when you take care of another, it can consume you. It can be all you think about, their safety and wellbeing.” 
 
    Lord Devas nodded. “We all have someone to take care of. It is the way of all societies and families.” 
 
    Dawn looked to the lord and nodded. “One night, I dreamed of Vala. She touched me when I lay in a stranger’s bed, swimming in despair. I saw her smile, and I knew I could overcome. I knew with my faith, I could overcome anything, healing my fractured family and maybe my own soul.” 
 
    “Vala…brought you focus,” Devas said as his eyes centered on Dawn’s cleavage. 
 
    The elf nodded. “She did. I knew if I could heal my family, I could right all the wrong I caused to save my family. All it took was…someone to care…so my pain wouldn’t be so loud.” 
 
    Lord Devas looked up, making eye contact with the elf, “We all wish to be safe and warm against the cruelty of the universe.” 
 
    Dawn watched as the lord reached over to the winning pile, and picked up the master key to the castle. Lantern light wavered, casting long shadows as Devas slid the key over to the edge of the table where Dawn sat. The elf looked to the key, and then to the lord, a kind smile on his lips. 
 
    “I have need of a priestess for my lands. I can think of no better person for the role then you. You’re pain and faith brought you focus and determination. You would be ahead of any other barons under my influence…and I would want to experience Vala’s faith first hand. Centuries ago, Vala’s priestesses would be in every kingdom, giving advice to lords and ladies to ensure the people of the kingdoms were happy. I believe those ways have been lost for too long.” 
 
    Devas leaned in closer, drinking in Dawn’s scent. “You are a treasure in these times. Let me treat you like the treasure you are.” 
 
    Dawn looked to the lord, eyes holding indifference, but her mouth curved into a grateful smile. “You would give me…a place at your side?” 
 
    Lord Devas nodded. “I would. I see potential to bring a new peace to Eddor. The Mage Authority has become fearful old men and women. They don’t believe in religion, but true lords and ladies know its place among the people. You and I could bring Vala’s faith back…if you swear loyalty to me.” 
 
    The elf’s smile grew wider, “You are most generous, Lord Devas.” 
 
    Devas gave a mischievous grin, “Let us seal our arrangement with a kiss…before we continue with Vala’s teachings.” 
 
    Dawn’s eyes closed half way, a dreamy fog filling her gaze. Leaning forward, the elf showed her plump cleavage. Lord Devas gave his own wicked smile as he leaned in. Lips touched, and heat bloomed. Energy danced along the lord’s lips as an intoxicating bliss filled his lips, and then traveled into his head and body. The moment taking him, the lord reached up and grabbed a handful of Dawn’s breasts, squeezing hard and pulling her close to him. Dawn didn’t resist as she leaned into the lord, his tongue slipping into her mouth. The moment played on until Lord Devas pulled back, head swimming. 
 
    “I...I tasted it…Vala’s power,” the lord said with sleepy eyes. 
 
    Dawn’s smile faded as she stood up. Picking up a backpack from by her feet, she pressed it to the edge the table and began shoveling treasure into the open pack. Devas looked to her, amused. The elf continued as if he wasn’t there, gold and gems falling into the almost bottomless pack. 
 
    “I will have to ask for that treasure back. You may be part of my family now, but…” Devas trailed off as his body felt heavy. 
 
    Dawn continued until nearly all of the winnings were in the pack. Picking up stray coins, she dropped them in the backpack. Devas gripped the edge of the table, eyelids growing heavier. 
 
    “What…what have you done,” Devas said in a weak voice. 
 
    Dawn slung the pack over her shoulder and looked to the lord as he struggled to stay upright in his chair. “When you follow Vala, she imparts gifts to the faithful. She came to me in a dream last night, kissing me and I fell into the best sleep of my life. I knew she gave me something special, and I had to test it out. I’m happy it works.” 
 
    Devas’s hands shook before his muscles relaxed. The lord fell from the chair and onto his side. Breathing slowly, he looked up to the elf as she stared down in indifference. 
 
    “You...you cannot…take...from me…,” Devas struggled to say. 
 
    “I just did. Sleep well Lord Devas. Maybe when Vala returns, you will be at peace enough to have another game.” 
 
    Dawn glanced to her cards facing down. Nimble fingers swiped them off the table and showed them to the sleepy lord. “I know your reputation Lord Devas. You like to pick women you desire, and when you beat them at the game, you offer your kindness so you can bed them. If they don’t comply, their bodies end weighed down in the lake. As you can see, I had the winning hand. Take comfort that I don’t drown you in the lake. This is your chance to change your ways. Consider this part of Vala’s forgiveness.” 
 
    Dawn threw the cards at the lord as his eyes closed. Snoring rose up as the elf moved to the door and opened it. The guard outside looked to the elf, and then past her to Devas snoring on the floor. 
 
    “Poor Lord Devas was exhausted,” Dawn smiled. 
 
    The guard’s hand touched the pommel of his sword. “I cannot let you leave, Lord Devas’s orders.” 
 
    Dawn smiled wider. “I know,” the elf said before her pointed hand flashed up and into the guard’s throat. 
 
    The guard stumbled back, windpipe collapsing as he struggled to breath. The elf struck out with her palm, connecting with the guard’s chin and causing his body to hit the opposite wall before crumbling to the floor. Dawn moved to the downed guard, kneeling and fishing in his belt pouch. Pulling out a fist full of gold coins, she placed them in the backpack over her shoulder. 
 
    Dawn stood up, turned and made her way down the hallway. It didn’t take her long to slip by the small amount of guards patrolling the crumbling castle. Dawn mentally laughed that Lord Devas would offer her a castle in such disrepair, not that he would really have followed through. The elf paid a lot of coin to gain as much insight as she could on the Lord. He was a predator, preying on the ignorant and desperate. If she had simply won the game, he wouldn’t have let her out alive.  
 
    Moving to a side door, the elf stepped out into the blackness of night. Running across the small side courtyard, she reached another door as a guard leaned against a wall, his snores filling the night. Dawn readied herself as she moved silently as a ghost and opened the door. The guard didn’t move as his snoring droned on. 
 
    Dawn stepped through and closed the door behind her. Sprinting across the small field to the tree line, a large creature shuffled in the dark. The elf reached the tree line and jumped. Legs opened as she landed on a saddle, the horse huffing. Reaching over and untying his reins, the horse galloped away in the dark forest. 
 
    Dawn let her mind wander as the trees bled away to a dirt road. Turning, she followed the road to a cluster of lights in the distance. The night air was fresh as she breathed in deeply. The elf enjoyed being back in Eddor. Vala’s realm had almost everything but the needed break was welcomed. 
 
    Before long, Dawn’s horse trotted into the town of Runon. Leg swinging over the saddle, the elf dismounted and gave the horse a whack on the rump. The horse huffed again and trotted off. Dawn knew after tonight she would go back to Vala’s realm, but there was something she had to do before she found a place to lay down and sleep the night away. 
 
    The elf walked past the closed storefronts of the town. It was late and no one was out in the pleasant night. Dawn stopped in front of a large shop and glanced around to see that the street had remained empty. Stepping to the front door, lock picking tools slipped from wrists and into thin hands. Dawn knelt down, little metal rods inserting into the lock and moving about. When a click filled the space between the door and elf, Dawn turned the knob and stepped in, closing the door behind her. 
 
    The shop was dark. Books and jars of ingredients filled the walls. Without a sound, Dawn cross the shop and stood before the counter. Faint memories played in her mind’s eye and a small ache touched her heart. Hand pulling the pack from her shoulder, she opened the top and pulled out a thick sack of coins. Hefting the sack in her hand, she looked to the counter and placed it on it. A small smile appeared as Dawn gazed down on the sack, her heart lifting a little in her chest. 
 
    Turning around, the elf made her way to the front door when something outside moved. Dawn froze, eyes looking past the windows to the street outside. A chill seeped into her spine as she held her breath, waiting. A creak of a floorboard caused the elf to turn around. A dark figure stood in the shadows. An arcane word rippled through the air before light bloomed and shot out. Dawn took a step back as the light struck her chest, sending her against the front door. Sliding down to the ground, her vision grew hazy as the robed figure stepped closer, arcane words filling the air. A word of power was uttered and light flashed once again, striking the elf and her world passing on into darkness. 
 
    *** 
 
    A brute of man yelled as he charged. Victor sighed as the large man was nearly on him. When his meaty fists came down, Victor punched upwards, striking the brute in the chest and launching him into a cavern wall. The large man whimpered as he slid down and passed out. 
 
    Victor looked around the large cavern, men and women groaning across the ground as torches flickered along the walls. Lily brought the end of her staff down on a skull and the savage hit the ground. The succubus turned around and wiped sweat from her brow, her tail waving back and forth behind her. Victor eyed the tail and smiled, knowing the succubus was feeling better. 
 
    The succubus noticed Victor eyeing her tail and gave a wicked smile, “You’re right, getting back in the field does feel good.” 
 
    “A little exercise always helps,” Victor returned her smile. 
 
    Lily looked down to the scattered bodies, “Should we tie them up?” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the iron door not far away from where he stood, “I don’t think we have to. That door looks pretty sturdy and I can feel the acolytes just beyond it.” 
 
    The Blade crossed his arms, gaze still on the door. “How come they don’t use iron for their weapons? I see stone daggers and spears, but clearly they know how to fashion iron.” 
 
    Lily moved to Victor’s side, “Baaldir prefers nature versus technology. I have heard it more than once from those who have visited the Tempest Realm.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I wonder what ole horn head is up to since the attack on Vala’s realm?” 
 
    Lily stepped past the Blade, making her way to the door. “He is probably recovering. It takes a lot of energy to enter another god’s realm uninvited.” 
 
    Victor followed the succubus until they both stood in front of the iron door. 
 
    “I hope it takes him a long time to recover,” Victor said as he looked down at the keyhole. 
 
    “I hope you picked up the key while you were cracking skulls?” 
 
    Lily shook her head. “I didn’t know there would be a door.” 
 
    Victor inspected the door. A small barred portal opened at eye level. Beyond it, a long corridor continued on, torches lining the walls. The Blade turned and pressed his back to the door as if in deep thought. 
 
    “Can you rip it open,” Lily asked. 
 
    Victor shook his head, “We need this door intact to slow down the tribe when they start waking up.” 
 
    Victor brought up his stats and power list. He eyed his new abilities and thought a new approach was in order. 
 
    “I gained the ability to animal shapeshift and I have one Strength point left. I assume whatever I change into will be at cost so let’s get in there,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily watched as Victor nodded to himself. Power surged as his body grew smaller, shifting and flowing onto itself. Feathers sprouted, and his body contorted. The succubus stared as Victor’s body shifted into that of a small sparrow. The bird fluttered to her shoulder, gave her cheek a peck before flying to the small barred hole. Slipping through easily, Victor saw that on the other side, multiple iron rods lined the inside of the door and stabbed into the stone. Judging from the way it looked, even with his strength, it could have caused the whole area to collapse if he tried to rip it off its hinges.  
 
    Victor mentally commanded his body to change, and it obeyed. Body morphing, he grew to his full height. Looking through the hole, the Blade waved to the waiting succubus. Lily rolled her eyes. 
 
    Victor began sliding bars across, and then turned the inside handle. The thick door opened and Victor bowed. Lily sauntered in and when she was in the corridor, Victor closed the heavy door behind them and slid the rods back into place. When it was locked, the succubus took her staff and slammed it into the locking mechanism, bending and destroying it. 
 
    “I was going to do that,” Victor pouted. 
 
    Lily gave him a sinister grin before turning and leading the way. The Blade followed, picking up the pace until they were side by side. The corridor was made of rough stone. The pair made their way along, senses alert. Victor could feel the small breeze flowing along the tunnel from unknown parts. For deep within a cave system, air flowed freely. Rooms opened up as they walked, beds and chains lining the walls. 
 
    “I’m assuming this place wasn’t used for fun,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    “The tribes in the Tempest realm can be brutal. It’s a place only the strong can survive,” Lily said as she continued to walk. 
 
    “I hope the black eyes we gave them will give them second thoughts,” Victor said. 
 
    “Maybe, but I wouldn’t count on it. Only Vala’s influence can tame so many damaged hearts.” 
 
    The Blade looked to his Shield, “Is that what happened before? Did her love bring peace?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “From what I have learned and what Cassandra has told me, her love was enough to bring peace for thousands of years. The six realms never recovered from the Rage War, not fully. It wasn’t just the people who loved her, the gods did as well. She was their mistress and she loved them the only way Vala could, with her heart.” 
 
    “Do you believe her love will repair the realms?” 
 
    Lily looked to the Blade and gave him a sly smile, “Don’t you?” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I asked you first.” 
 
    The succubus let out a small laugh as they continued to walk. The pair noticed an open entrance at the end of the corridor, light spilling out. The Blade and Shield stepped to the entrance and peered inside. Torches lined the high ceiling as thick patches of dried grass nearly covered the stone floor. A rack of torture instruments lined a wall, complete with tables stained red. Metal bars lined the entire large room at chest level, chains dangling every few feet. Further into the room, four women were on their knees, wrists chained to the walls. Bleeding cuts covered their bodies as heads hung down, hair obscuring their faces. The women were naked, bruised and cut bodies gently heaving as if they only had enough strength to breath. 
 
    Victor stepped in, elemental sword sliding from his wrist and into his hand. Hardness filled his brow just as a wave of warmth touched his senses. Seeing them as they were, lit a match in Victor’s spirit, he could feel they were acolytes, but the cuts and bruises spoke of the madness consuming the realms. The hatred for Vala was apparent, but it didn’t excuse the vile brutality of their hatred. 
 
    Pumping a point of Wisdom into his Elemental Sword, fire blazed along the blade. Victor stepped to one of the women, the swords’ flames glowing hotter. Slicing across, the chains separated into glowing broken links. Victor knelt down, catching the falling woman and cradling her to him. She barely moved, a moan falling from her lips.  
 
    Lily bent down and took the woman into her arms, hands glowing, “Free the others. I’ll heal them.” 
 
    Victor stood up without a word and moved to each acolyte before slicing the chains away and catching them in turn then laying them on the hay-like mounds. The Blade looked to some of the mounds around where the women were chained. A foul realization flowed through him as he noticed the hay on the floor was used to soak up the blood. Red painted the yellowing grass stalks. 
 
    Lily moved from woman to woman, hands glowing. When she touched them, wounds closed and cuts sealed shut. Bruises faded from tanned skin as strong bodies began to stir. Victor let his sword slip into his wrist as he watched Lily finish her work. When all four women were healed, the succubus stayed on her knees, ready to help. 
 
      Victor moved to one of women as she looked up to him. Warmth touched her eyes and the edges of her small smile. A hand reaching up, Victor bent a knee to take it, helping the woman to her feet while Lily assisted another woman to her feet. Soon everyone was on their feet, eyes focusing on the man and demoness. 
 
    “Thank you,” one of the women said, her gaze never leaving Victor. 
 
    The Blade smiled. “You’re most welcome. My name is Victor and my associate is Lily.” 
 
    The woman nodded. “My name is Nerin,” and pointed to the other three women in turn, “Ida, Halisa and Lix.” 
 
    The three women waved. 
 
     Victor smiled before it faded away, “I don’t know how much time we have before the rest of the tribe try to break in here. This may be a little weird but unless there is a secret door out of here, we are all going to have to try and get some sleep.” 
 
    The women looked to each other with concerned expressions before looking back to Victor and Lily. 
 
    The purple skinned demoness stepped closer to the four women with kindness in her eyes. “Vala has led us here and we can take you home to her realm.” 
 
    Nerin’s eyes grew a little wider, “Vala did hear our prayers. She sent you to save us.” 
 
    Victor gave a confident smile, “She did, but our priority is to get everyone out of here.” 
 
    The slyths might not be too pleased to see women from the tribe that killed their clan. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened before he looked to Lily, “Can we talk…in private?” 
 
    The Blade turned and walked toward the entrance of the room. Lily followed until they were just out of earshot of the four prisoners. Victor smiled at the women before turning to the succubus with a sliver of panic. Memories of the Tusk Tribe attacking the slyth’s homes were still vivid in his mind. 
 
    “We have a problem. The slyths might not be happy when we bring Nerin and the others to Vala’s Mountain,” Victor said in a hushed tone. 
 
     Lily glanced to the women and then back to Victor, brow creasing. “They will have to get along. We can’t leave them here.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I had no intention of leaving them, but we may have to ease them into meeting the others. When we get home, one of us should run up and let the slyths know what to expect while the other one brings the acolytes up the mountain.” 
 
    Lily tilted her head and gave Victor a warm smile, “Good idea. You’re smarter than you look.” 
 
    “Har har,” Victor grinned. “I see you’re finally letting your hair down around me.” 
 
    Lily gave him a sly smile, “Yes, only because you’re like a pet I have to save from time to time.” 
 
    Victor’s smile faded, “You do know I’m getting stronger. That means you’re going to eat those words.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes half closed, “I’d rather suck on something else.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Naughty demon.” 
 
    Lily kept her razor smile as she turned and walked back to the gathered women. Victor followed, heart a little lighter. When he reached the group, a heat touched his senses. The glow of their bodies sank into his mind and heart, the edges of Vala’s power caressing his nerves. 
 
    Lily spoke to Nerin, “How did they know you were Vala’s acolytes?” 
 
    Nerin nodded, “It has turned into a witch hunt for anyone connected to the goddess. Worship of Vala is forbidden, but…but we couldn’t help ourselves. The four of us kept it secret, but Luka was determined to find anyone who worships the goddess. There were rumors that Baaldir himself is recruiting Champions and gifting them with powers.” 
 
    Lily and Victor looked to each other before the succubus continued, “Are there any more acolytes imprisoned in the mountain?” 
 
    Ida stepped forward, “We are the only ones here. They tortured us...trying to break our spirits, but we wouldn’t give them the satisfaction.” 
 
    Nerin nodded. “They wanted to know everything about us…so they could hunt others down. Vala spoke to us in our dreams, showing your faces. We knew she would help us, but we thought she would simply be waiting for us when we died. It’s…a relief to know we can serve.” 
 
    Lily stepped closer to Nerin, almond shaped eyes taking in the woman’s sad expression, “Victor is right, the only way we can escape is if we fall asleep. Victor and I can take hold of all of you, and bring you to Vala’s Mountain. There, you can rest and acclimate to Vala’s ways…if you choose to come with us.” 
 
    Nerin’s brow tightened. The three women behind her put their hands on Nerin’s shoulders.  
 
    Nerin looked to Lily, and then to Victor. “The tribe turned on us. They spoke of loyalty, but when Baaldir commanded the hunt, Luka and the others betrayed us. Where once they spoke of companionship, they beat and whipped us. We have nothing left here, and would gladly pledge our lives to Vala’s crusade.” 
 
    Victor clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Great, now we have to get some sleep…if we can.” 
 
    The Blade stepped past the beautiful women, turned and fell on a large mound of hay. Weakness crawled into his muscles as he felt spent. He wasn’t sure he could simply fall asleep, but after all the excitement he was more than willing to try. 
 
    Nerin turned, crossed her arms under her large breasts and looked to the Blade. “I had thought Vala’s champion would be a little more…hungry.” 
 
    Victor lifted his head as the gathered women stared down at him. A predatory glow sank into their collective gaze as they eyed him. Even Lily looked down, licking her lips. The Blade knew when she used her healing powers, she was often demanding when they had quiet moments but the same look seemed to infect everyone. Nerin stood with long flowing black hair, heavy breasts and thighs that looked like they could crush a coconut between them. Ida and Halisa were redheads, with bodies a little smaller than Nerin’s but almost just as strong. Lix was the thin one with long blonde hair and athletic limbs. The Blade couldn’t help but notice the defined muscle lines along their bodies. 
 
    They have bigger muscles then you. 
 
    “Shut up,” Victor barely whispered. 
 
    Nerin stepped closer, “What was that, Blade of Vala?” 
 
    Victor gave Nerin an innocent smile and patted the hay next to him, “Plenty of room for five more.” 
 
    Lily stepped past Nerin, red eyes on the smiling man, “He can be insatiable and I’m hungry.” 
 
    The succubus stood over the Blade, hands rising up and pulling off pieces of clothing. Victor smiled at the succubus before his eyes wandered to the other four women. The air took on a warm heaviness as the mood struck out with loving tentacles. The women began to shrug off their own clothes, hard naked bodies glowing in the torchlight. They moved closer; their intentions clear. 
 
    Lily pressed her naked body to Victor’s side as the others knelt down to join the Blade. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor sighed as hands took hold, undressing him to the flickering torch light. 
 
    *** 
 
    Emerald green firelight lit up the fireplace. Vonn sat in a comfortable chair, eyes moving from left to right, a giant tome in her hands. The warp spawn’s mouth was a thin line, drinking in the words and knowledge like cool water from a stream. A black tentacle rose up, wrapping around a teaspoon and giving her tea a gentle stir on a small table to her left. Across from her seat, two large chairs were each filled with a companion. Yimer and Caasa flipped pages and read, hungrily taking in knowledge. The warp spawn enjoyed the silence, the electric heat from the magical fire soothing their bodies.  
 
    Caasa looked up from her book, black eyes on Vonn, “We should visit Vala’s realm.” 
 
    Vonn looked up from her book, black eyes blinking. “You have had the dreams too.” 
 
    Yimer put her book down, “Caasa has been feeling guilty that we did not come to their aid…and so am I.” 
 
    Vonn gave the two younger warp spawn a motherly smile. “You know we couldn’t be involved. If any of us died, others would have come searching. It is a delicate time for Vala’s crusade. We must be a safe beacon to others.” 
 
    Caasa shook her head, “A beacon none can find.” 
 
    Vonn gave the younger warp spawn a sad, understanding gaze. “The neboos are out scouting the city. They know the signs and will bring them to us. It is the safest way to ensure our secrecy.” 
 
    Caasa’s tentacles trembled in annoyance, “It has been weeks and they have found no one. It could be that acolytes are in other cities. We should travel; see the other cities…even the dead city of Normir.” 
 
    Vonn folded her hands over her book on her lap, tentacles writhing in thought. A long moment ticked by as Caasa and Yimer stared at the older warp spawn. 
 
    Yimer broke the silence, “I miss Victor.” 
 
    Vonn’s black lips spread out into a smile, “I miss him too. I’m sure we all feel the same. I don’t see the harm if we go to Vala’s mountain for a short time. I will need to research some spells to ensure none of our kind can follow us there. Give me some time and when I’m confident we can go, we will go.” 
 
    Yimer and Caasa smiled. 
 
    Vonn picked up her book and placed it on the table next to her tea. “For now, I do believe we should bed down for the night. We can pray to Vala so she may guide us to the answers we seek.” 
 
    The younger warp spawn kept their smiles, tentacles writhing in excitement. Vonn looked down at their black tentacles and then back to their dark eyes. 
 
    A knock at the door echoed through the stony home. 
 
    The three spawn looked to the hallway before Vonn spoke, “I’m not expecting anyone. Perhaps the neboos have found an acolyte? Caasa, answer the door. Yimer, prepare more tea for our guests.” 
 
    Yimer and Caasa rose up, their lower tentacles causing them to glide effortlessly. Yimer moved toward the kitchen while Caasa glided down the main hall toward the front doorway. Vonn glanced to her book, fighting the temptation to read and mentally prepared herself for guests. 
 
    Caasa moved, the lower part of her robe rippling to tentacles. The young warp spawn smiled as she reached the door and opened it. The sounds of dripping water filled the area as a man stood. Drops dripped from the bottom of a long black trench coat. Wet bare humanoid feet glowed pale as clothes covered the rest of the man. Dark shadows covered his face until he looked up, dim light painting his face. Long black hair flowed from a widow’s peak to past his shoulders. Caasa noticed the hair was beyond jet black, almost as if light could not escape its darkness. The man’s face was triangular with a large forehead tapering down to the thin, pointed chin. Wide gray eyes drank in Caasa’s face as a smile widened a little too big for such a pointed jaw. The man’s hand reached up and he scratched at his neck while staring with unblinking eyes. 
 
    “Greetings,” the man said a little too fast. “I hate to be a bother, but the trail led me here and I couldn’t stop myself.” 
 
    Caasa gave a disarming smile, “Greetings. What can I do for you?” 
 
    The man nodded quickly, the hand stopped scratching his neck and he shoved them into his pockets. “You are such a beautiful Kurggoth, but I had some questions I hope you could answer. Would you do me the honor of providing knowledge?” 
 
    Caasa smiled. Beings asking for knowledge was a normal pastime in Dark Spire, but it was often among the warp spawn. Eyeing the strange two-legged man, it did seem odd he would come to their home when there were so many libraries, he could draw his knowledge from. 
 
    “I can try and assist, but there are depositories versed in all manner of knowledge. I can give you directions to the best-informed ones?” 
 
    The man kept his wide smile. “No, they can’t help me. I much prefer learning from the source. It is the best way to understand. Will you help me understand?” 
 
    A dark tendril caressed Caasa’s mind, sending a shiver down her spine. “I’m not sure…” 
 
    The strange man cut her off, “Yes you can. I know you can. I know you can help me understand, make the doubt go away for a time. I need to know…I must know.” 
 
    Caasa stared as the man pulled a hand from his coat pocket and began scratching at his neck again. Fingers cut at pale skin but there was no blood and the marks faded after every scratch. The movements were maddening as the man stared without blinking, his smile growing wider. 
 
    “Please…you have to tell me…what is his name?” 
 
    Caasa’s expression soured into suspicion. “I don’t know what you mean.” 
 
    The man nodded as he scratched at his neck, “Yes you do. His name? I need to know his name? I need words to hold what he is? I felt his power and it delighted my hunger. I saw the strands and I wanted to know more. What is his name so I can find him? What is his purpose…so it can be my purpose?” 
 
    “There has been a mistake. Please leave,” Caasa said and tried to shut the door. 
 
    The door stopped as the man’s hand held it open. The manic wide-eyed gaze stayed on the warp spawn. Caasa tried to shove the door closed but it didn’t budge. A small cackle fell from pale lips as the stranger made sure to keep eye contact. 
 
    “You search for others and I search for more,” the man grinned as his left hand slipped from his trench coat, a dead and broken neboo in his hand. The lifeless eyes stared at nothing as big ears hung to the sides. Back broken, it curved in an unnatural angle in the man’s hand. 
 
    Caasa’s black eyes grew wider as fear dripped into her spirit. 
 
    “I followed the trail. They belong to you and others here in this dwelling. If I find the answers I seek, I can find him. I must understand. I need to understand so I can bend it to my will,” the man said and slammed the door open. 
 
    Caasa glided back as the man hefted the dead neboo and threw it at her. The lifeless body bounced off her chest as she glided back, black eyes on the dead creature. The man stepped in, points of light appearing in his jet-black hair. 
 
    “Vonn!” Caasa shouted as she turned.  
 
    The warp spawn barely moved a foot when something sharp and black struck her back. Black blood spurted from her mouth as she looked down, a black spike sticking out of her chest. Body lifted up, the spawn turned her head to the man just as he pointed down, her body sliding off the spike. Caasa hit the floor, black eyes wide as she tried to crawl away.  
 
    Yimer stepped into the hallway, eyes trembling as she watched Caasa trying to crawl and the stranger stepping in, reaching down and grabbing a tentacle. 
 
    “No need to crawl away, death will not be denied after I’m finished,” the man chuckled. 
 
    Yimer’s eyes grew wet as she was frozen. Black blood spilled from Caasa’s mouth as she continued to crawl away. The man pulled the bleeding warp spawn to him. Reaching down, he grabbed her by the neck, lifted her up and slammed her into the wall. Caasa went limp in the stranger’s hand before he let her fall to the ground. 
 
    “Tell me his name and I promise to only eat you after your dead,” the man grinned. 
 
    Yimer sobbed as she looked at Caasa’s still body. A hand curled around her arm and pulled her further into the main room. Yimer turned her head to Vonn. The older warp spawn pulled the younger spawn toward the bedroom door.  
 
    The strange man walked down the hallway and into the main room. Gray eyes scanned the room, stopping when Vonn glared back at him as she closed the thick bedroom door. A lock clicked into place and the stranger laughed loud and hard. 
 
    “Don’t be shy! I simply want the knowledge in your minds,” the man screamed. 
 
    “Caasa,” Yimer sobbed as Vonn moved to a large bookcase. 
 
    The older warp spawn ran fingers along thick book spines until her pale fingers took hold of a tome and pulled it out. Opening it, she turned page after page. Yimer looked down through tears to the light under the door, two dark shapes touching the edges of light. 
 
    Vonn spoke as she flipped pages, “We cannot save her. We must leave before he consumes us.” 
 
    “We have to go to Vala’s realm,” Yimer said through thick tears. 
 
    “No, he will follow us. We have to protect everyone,” Vonn said as she stopped flipping pages. 
 
    The warp spawn glided to Yimer’s side when a hard knock caused the bedroom door to shudder. Vonn clasped a hand to Yimer while she held the open book with the other. The door shuddered again and laughing rang on the other side of the thick door. 
 
    “What’s his name,” the man laughed. 
 
    Yimer tilted her head forward, prayers falling from her black lips.  
 
    Vonn gave the warp spawn a squeeze with her hand, “Vala will guide us, but we must save ourselves first.” 
 
    Arcane words spilled from Vonn’s lips as Yimer clutched the older spawn. The tempo and power increased as Vonn let the energies flow into her throat. The door shuddered again, but Vonn didn’t slow down the magical incantation. Holding Yimer tight, Vonn shouted the trigger phrase. 
 
    The door burst open as the stranger stepped in. Wild eyes witnessed a black rift forming. Vonn dived into the black floating shard, pulling Yimer with her. The two warp spawn disappeared beyond the rift edge before it sealed shut. The energy in the room died and a quiet gloom blanketed the area once again. 
 
    The man turned; eyes wide and a grin still on his face. Ears picked up the gentle sounds of Caasa stirring, small moans filling the air. The stranger stalked back to the hallway to see the warp spawn trying to move as black blood pooled on the floor around her. 
 
    “It would have been much easier if you simply told me what I wanted to know. Now, I must use unpleasant means to find what I want,” the man said as he stepped closer to Caasa and knelt down. 
 
    The man ran his pale fingers through Caasa’s hair as she pleaded with her eyes for him to stop. 
 
    “It’s okay little one. You will be the first I claim in my crusade. Now lie still so I may extract what I need.” 
 
    The man’s hand gripped around her head as dark energy flowed. Caasa tried to scream until the power blasted any reason or thought from her mind. She moaned as blood spilled from black lips, her eyes rolling into her head. 
 
    The stranger kept his smile, “Good…good…Let us continue…I have so much…to learn.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Bliss poured over hot bodies as moans filled the cavern. Ida clutched to Victor as his hips worked, driving himself deep into the savage’s tight valley. Scattered around the two, Lily, Nerin, Halisa and Lix laid about, breathing heavy and covered in sweat. One by one they moaned their appreciation before drifting off to exhausted dreams. Ida couldn’t stop moaning until she bit down on Victor’s shoulder. The Blade carried on, Ida squeezing him, coaxing for him to come. 
 
    Victor grunted just as the savage let go of her bite and released a surrendering moan. Eyes rolling into her head, her body shuddered and wetness dripped from their deep union. Victor looked down, ecstasy consuming the woman before a sigh dripped from her throat, arms and legs shaking. Letting go, she fell the short distance to the ground below. Victor fell with her, keeping the connection. With another thrust, his spent body cried out. White seed spurted in her loving space and she gave a satisfied smile before her eyes closed, savoring the heat of their bodies. 
 
    Victor huffed and panted until he pulled from the woman and fell sideways. Landing on his back and breathing hard, energy escaped Ida and flowed into the Blade’s heart. Victor fought through the haze, a weary spirit whimpering for sleep. Ignoring his body’s demands, he mentally pulled up his stat screen. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 21/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 5 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 5 
 
    Con (Nano)- 4 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 3 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 4 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch  
 
    Victor studied the information in his vision. Knowing he had to spend the divine orbs here if he was to gain a power from the Tempest realm had become a priority. Having five powers already, it meant he could acquire the last one before he maxed out the Gaia Sphere of Influence.   
 
    The Blade smiled lightly as he felt he was another step closer to reaching his full potential and considering how the Tempest Realm was where Baaldir resided in, the less time he spent here, the better. Mentally taking hold of two divine orbs, he spent them, allowing access to the Gaia Sphere. Heat flared along the young man’s athletic body before settling down. Words scrolled across his vision. 
 
    You have gained the ability, “Summon Monster”.  
 
    Victor’s brow wrinkled. He could now summon monsters, but he wasn’t sure that was an ability he wanted to use. Throwing himself into battle was one thing, but to call on a creature to fight for him was another matter entirely. A dark realization filled the Blade as he saw that some of his powers and abilities could have not such happy results. Thoughts flowed to his one ability from the Abyss Sphere. He had used the Impulse Control Touch, but it left him with a bad taste in his mouth.  
 
    There is no such thing as fighting dirty. There is only fighting. 
 
    Victor sighed. “Thinking like that could send us down a path I’m not sure I want to follow,” he whispered. 
 
    We are fighting gods and monsters. I doubt they will do the honorable thing when it comes to achieving their goals. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “We? I’m doing all the work.” 
 
    A good team needs a coach. 
 
    Victor felt the shadow around his heart chuckle. Closing his eyes, he knew it was useless to argue with Chill. Despite closed eyes, the stat screen was still visible. Victor saw that he had two points to add to his spheres and he decided which one would go where. Adding a point to his Strength, his body glowed with a new level of power. The second point went to his Constitution. The more points he had there, the more he could reload his Gun Blade. 
 
    Seeing the three divine orbs remaining, Victor let the screen in his vision fade away. He would save them to spend in another realm. Sore muscles cried for sleep, and the Blade found no further reason to deny them. Bodies snuggled closer; the body heat relaxing worn out muscles. The whisper of sleep touched Victor, and he fell into its comforting embrace. 
 
    Eyes opening, Victor looked to several bodies floating in a sea of darkness. A hand touched his shoulder and Victor turned to see Lily’s wicked smirk. The two silently nodded and they floated closer to the four savage women. Eyes moved side to side behind closed lids. A relieved sigh fell from sleepy lips as Victor and Lily each took hold of the floating women. Victor took Nerin and Ida’s hands while Lily took Halisa and Lix’s hands. With a mystical pull, the six floated toward a rising mist. Eyes opened and hearts soared as they moved into the rolling fog of dreams, feet touching a soft floor. 
 
    Walking, the six followed the mist that surrounded them. For a long moment, the mist seemed to stretch forever before it swirled away. Grass and earth greeted the six as they stepped from the mist. A crescent moon filled the sky, high above a thick mountain. Night blanketed the land, but no stars shined. Halfway up the mountain, a mountain side village glowed with a welcoming light. 
 
    Nerin stepped forward, eyes wet and a smile on her lips. “It’s…like my dreams.” 
 
    The three other women moved to Nerin’s side, arms and hands touching each other in a happy embrace. Victor crossed his arms, his smile wide. Lily stood at his side, staff in hand. 
 
    “I’ll go ahead and ready the welcoming party. Take your time bringing them up,” the succubus said as she kissed Victor’s cheek. 
 
    The Blade watched as the demoness sauntered off. Stepping to the four women, they broke their embrace and turned to Victor with bright eyes. 
 
    “I’m not sure it needs to be said, but here we are all part of Vala’s light,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Nerin nodded. “We know her love transcends all. We only wish to follow her will.” 
 
    Victor’s smile faded a bit. “I don’t know your history in the Tempest Realm, but Vala has chosen you…and slyths to be her acolytes. Some of them are here and what little I know, there has been some bad blood between you.” 
 
    Nerin’s bright eyes dimmed. “We…we were not part of those attacks. Luka and the other tribe leaders pushed to exterminate any who were not strong enough. Many were afraid to say no to our leaders. The four of us were lucky to mind our camps and villages. There will be no hatred from us.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Good to hear. Vala’s realm is small but she wants us here. When we reach Luna Springs Village, we can find you all a place to claim.” 
 
    Nerin bowed, “Please led the way, Blade of Vala.” 
 
    “Please, call me Victor,” the Blade smiled. 
 
    Victor walked past the four women and they turned and followed. The small group made their way to the wide stone staircase and began their ascent. Victor wished they could put in an elevator. Part way up the mountain, his legs began to cramp. He wondered if it was because of the overzealous sex, or if he needed to start working out again. Supernatural powers were great and all, but they didn’t seem to chase away normal activities like love making and climbing mountains. 
 
    The group reached the halfway point of the mountain in short order. The glowing torchlight along the village greeted them, as did a number of women at the village entrance. Three slyths stood; eyes sharp and tails low. To the right of them, Lily stood with her staff. To the left, a dark-haired elf with a rune covered robe stood, eyes containing a hint of sadness.  
 
    Victor’s gaze fell on Hox. The lizard woman had taken the role of leader for her fellow slyths. Hisk’s death seemed to push her to take on the duty, Rhass and Yex quickly falling into step. The lizard women eyed the four savages as they stood shoulder to shoulder before them. The air grew still as not a word was uttered. Energy seemed to fill the five feet of space between them. Victor wondered if it was a good idea, but when he glanced to Lily, the succubus gave him a pleasant wink. 
 
    Hox stepped forward and Nerin did the same. The two women stared at each other. The savage women gave nervous glances while Rhass and Yex held serious gazes. Time stood still until Hox and Nerin opened their arms and embraced. Lily lifted her staff and shouted. The three women behind Nerin let out their own happy shouts as Rhass and Yex hummed with approval. The elf to the side clapped and positive energy flooded the group gathered. 
 
    “Welcome sisters of Vala,” Hox shouted. “Let us guide you to your new homes.” 
 
    Nerin and the others smiled. The three slyths led the way as the savage women followed. Victor watched all of them walk to the left, following the stone street and homes lining the mountain. 
 
    Lily stepped to Victor’s side, “I’m going to check on Cassandra. Come to me when you’re finished.” 
 
    Victor gave the succubus a confused look as she stepped away. The elf with black hair stepped closer, shadows under her eyes.  
 
    “Night, I’m glad you’re out and about,” Victor smiled at the beautiful elf. 
 
    Night nodded. “It feels good to be out. I have been feeling better with each dose of the medicine. In a few more weeks, I should be free of my maddening afflictions. I…I never fully thanked you for helping Dawn find a treatment.” 
 
    Victor raised a hand and rubbed the back of his head as he tilted his head forward, “Thank you, but you don’t have to thank me. I was happy to help you and your sister. Trust me; I understand what it means to feel helpless against things beyond your control.” 
 
     Night nodded. “I do, but that is not the only reason I wanted to talk to you.” 
 
    Victor looked to the elf; ears open. Night hugged her waist, as if to find the words for what she wanted to say next. 
 
    “It has been a few days…and Dawn hasn’t come back.” 
 
    The weight of her words hung heavy in the air. 
 
    Night continued, “She told me before she left, she would only be gone a night. She went to Eddor to finish some task she set for herself. I checked the cycles of Eddor and it has been three nights since she left. I’m…worried.” 
 
    Victor nodded but kept a reassuring smile, “I’m sure she is okay. She’s pretty resourceful.” 
 
    Night looked away, “I know, but…this feels different.” 
 
    Victor stepped closer and put his hands on Night’s shoulders, “I understand the concern. When we finish setting everybody in their new homes, Lily and I will go to Eddor and see if we can find Dawn. She might be hung up on something, but I’m sure she’s okay.” 
 
    Victor could feel Dawn was still alive. A wave of memories washed over the Blade as he remembered what he felt when Hisk, Abby, and Anita died. Each death stabbed at his heart, knowing they were gone from this corner of the universe. Since the battle on the mountain, he hadn’t felt that pain again. Victor could sense she was still alive and somewhere on Eddor but he couldn’t narrow it down further than that.  
 
    Night gave a gloomy head nod. “Thank you, Victor. I’m sure you’re right and she is okay. When you do search for her, please tell her to come home. I miss her.” 
 
    Victor squeezed Night’s shoulders, “You bet.” 
 
    The moment Victor let go, the elf rushed him and hugged him under his arms. Victor looked down to Night with wide eyes as she pressed the side of her face to his chest. Instinct took over and he hugged her back. The two stood in the moon’s ethereal light for long moments before Night pulled away. Without a word, she turned and walked along the western path of the mountain to her new home. 
 
    Victor scratched his head, trying to keep gloomy thoughts at bay. An image of Cassandra appeared in his mind’s eye and the Blade soon found himself walking west. Lights were on in the village, the slyths and new acolytes talking and laughing like old friends. They had splintered off, taking ownership of empty homes and talking about the hot springs. 
 
    Victor continued his walk, making his way to the last home of the small mountain village. A lodge-like home stood, built into the mountainside. Lanterns glowed from the windows as moonlight touched everywhere else. Victor walked to the small set of stairs and climbed them, a deep sadness taking root. 
 
    Stepping into the home, the familiar scents touched his senses. Waves of memories washed on the stony shores of Victor’s mind, seeing events as they once played out. Cassandra had fought bravely during the battle of the mountain, tipping the scales in their favor with her power, but Victor remembered that she had used too much of her power. The Keeper fell after her last arrow was set loose, falling into a coma. In the last two weeks, she didn’t stir from her forced slumber, and it weighed heavy on all who dwelled in Vala’s realm. 
 
    Victor moved through the warm home to the bedroom door. Opening it, he stepped inside. A large bed greeted him, Cassandra on her back and covered in blankets. Lily was under the covers next to her, hugging the sleeping Keeper close. Victor stepped closer, looking at the succubus as she ran fingers through Cassandra’s red and white hair. Lily barely glanced to Victor before snuggling closer to the Keeper. 
 
    Victor looked to the elderly woman, eyes drinking in the change she had undergone since he first met her. She appeared like a spry ninety-year-old when they first met, but with time and freeing of acolytes, she had grown younger every time he saw her. Chest rising and falling, she looked like a young fifty-year-old. Her once white hair now had shocks of red and she seemed taller than her original hutched body. Victor wondered how such a small woman could sleep in such a large bed, but judging from her youth returning, it seemed to make sense she was taller and stronger in her younger days. 
 
    Lily snuggled close, giving the Keeper a kiss on the cheek. Faint whispers fell from her lips to Cassandra’s ear. Victor stood by the edge of the bed, unable to hear what the succubus was saying. Lily gave one final squeeze before pulling away and slipping from the bed. On her feet, she stood by Victor as they both looked down on Cassandra’s peaceful face. 
 
    “She’s still the same,” Victor said in a defeated tone. 
 
    Lily nodded. “But I think staying at her side is helping. I talk to her, telling her what we talk about and to expect new friends when she wakes.” 
 
    Lily looked to Victor, “You should do the same. It will help bring her back.” 
 
    Victor looked to the demoness, “You think so?” 
 
    “I believe so. Despite being in a coma, she seems younger than she was two weeks ago. I think freeing acolytes might be helping her grow stronger as well.” 
 
    Lily gave Victor a slap on the ass, “I think it’s your turn to help her. When you’re done, come to my place. I need a little more play time.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Again? You’re insatiable.” 
 
    “Yes,” Lily said simply before turning and leaving out the bedroom door. 
 
    Victor’s small smile stayed for a few seconds before he looked to the sleeping Cassandra. Heart heavy, he remembered how the doctors and nurses told him to physically touch his mother and speak to her as she suffered through her Alzheimer’s. It was a simple, but needed thing to do to help calm her and bring some semblance of normality. Victor remembered how he always hugged and talked to her, even when she didn’t seem to know who he was. It wasn’t a magic bullet, but there were times she looked at him, remembering who he was and smiling at the glimmer of faint memories. It was enough for Victor to know she was still in there, somewhere.  
 
    Shedding his hat, coat and boots, Victor lifted up the blanket and slipped into bed. Crawling closer to Cassandra, he hugged her, pressing his forehead to the side of her head. A warm, creamy vanilla scent touched his senses and the Blade let it wash over him. Heat bloomed between them and Victor closed his eyes. 
 
    “We are all thinking of you,” Victor whispered. “Lily has taken over your duties of smacking my butt. It’s nice, but not the same.” 
 
    Cassandra remained still, chest rising and falling to her gentle breathing. 
 
    Victor continued, “Hox is turning into a real leader. She has Yex and Rhass helping with restoring some of the village at the base of the mountain. They have been moving stones and trying to repair some of the buildings. I’ve been helping, but they sometimes don’t tell me when they are working. I think they are working out their grief next to Hisk’s grave. 
 
    “We have four new acolytes here. They are from the Tempest realm and very happy to no longer be part of Luka’s tribe. I can’t wait till you meet them. I’m sure Hox will put them to work once everyone is settled in.” 
 
    Victor let out a warm sigh, “Lily has been in good spirits lately even though she is worried about you and Vala. The attack on the mountain rattled her. This place is a sanctuary, but now I think Lily can’t relax. I’m doing my best to help give her some comfort. It would be a great help if you would wake up and back me up.” 
 
    The Blade smiled. “I know you’re in there, hearing me. Take as much time as you need to heal. The others will hold the fort while Lily and I continue the crusade. Maybe when Vala is strong enough, she will wake you from your coma. I have faith, but a little nudge would help a lot.” 
 
    Victor held Cassandra, eyes opening halfway. “We miss you. Don’t sleep too long.” 
 
    The Blade closed his eyes again, basking in Cassandra’s warm scent. Muscles relaxed and Victor found himself sleepy again. Walking between realms seemed to energize him a little, but a true night’s sleep would do wonders. A nagging thought to return to Lily’s bed called from the hazy darkness of his mind. Despite its siren call, Victor found himself comfortable. Maybe a small nap before the succubus abused him into a coma. 
 
    Victor sighed again when something pressed against his crotch. Eyes opening, Cassandra lay on her back, eyes closed but a small smile on her lips. Fingers rubbed against the firm outline of his covered manhood. The touch sent a stirring warmth through the Blade as his eyes grew wider. A small laugh rose up Cassandra’s throat as she opened her eyes and turned, facing Victor. Her fingers never stopped touching him, slowly moving over tight pants. 
 
    “Well well, what do we have here? A gentleman caller and it’s not even my birthday,” Cassandra smiled wide. 
 
    Victor’s mouth curled into a grin as he hugged the older woman close. Cassandra pulled her hand back and touched Victor’s waist, bodies pressed together. The Blade held her fiercely, heart pounding in his chest. When he pulled back, Cassandra was staring at his green eyes. 
 
    “I heard every word from you, Lily, Hox, Yex and Rhass. Vala smiles on us.” 
 
    Cassandra squeezed Victor’s butt, “And I’m ready to resume my duties as Keeper and butt slapper.” 
 
    Victor wanted to jump up, run out into the street and call everyone to the Keeper’s home. Bliss curled along nerves, but the Keeper held onto him, not wanting to let go. 
 
    “I’m young enough for you to…,” Cassandra stopped talking, her eyes widening. 
 
    Victor’s face wrinkled from joy, to confusion and then pain. The Blade yelled out as pain stabbed at his heart, drilling into his core. Thrashing, Victor grunted and yelled as his body was wracked in torment. It came out of nowhere and he couldn’t brace himself. An image of Caasa floated into his mind. She reached out to him before darkness consumed her. 
 
    Cassandra couldn’t hold on as Victor pulled away, fell off the bed and crashed onto the floor. Huffing, he tried to push away the flaring pain. A long moment circled the fallen Blade until the pain ebbed and eventually subsided. Cassandra was up, stepping around the large bed and kneeling to Victor’s side. 
 
    The Blade controlled his breathing, looking to the Keeper with stark eyes. “I…I have to go to Dark Spire. Caasa is dead.”       
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    A low moan filled Lily’s throat as her fingers played between parted thighs. The succubus’s tail curled as did her toes, strumming her clit like a violin. Gasps rose up as moans vibrated. Heat poured out of her body until she reached a flashpoint. Chest rising up, she let out a low moan as bliss spilled along bright nerves.  
 
    Falling from the heated climax, Lily sighed as she thought of Victor and prepared to go another round. 
 
    “You better show up soon,” Lily said to imaginary Victor as her wet fingers began to play again. 
 
    The massaging and playing began to ignite once again until Lily’s eyes shot open. Pain stabbed at her heart and her mouth clamped shut, not wanting to scream. Sitting up, an image of Caasa floated along her mind’s eye. The succubus jumped from the bed to the floor. Hands grabbed clothes and she dressed in a hurry. Boots barely on, the succubus darted out of her home and onto the stone street. 
 
    Victor and Cassandra were racing down the street toward her, eyes wide. The succubus felt a pang of joy as Cassandra ran along Victor’s side but it quickly washed away as cold realization touched the demoness. Seeing the look in Victor’s eyes showed that he felt it too, a sudden loss of an acolyte. 
 
    The Blade and Shield met on the street, Victor’s hands grabbing Lily by the arms, eyes manic. 
 
    “We have to go to Dark Spire! Vonn and Yimer could be in trouble,” Victor said with an edge. 
 
    Lily reached up and touched his cheek, “I know I felt it too.” 
 
    Cassandra stepped to the Blade and Shield, her eyes containing a sliver of darkness. “Go to them. I’ll commune with Vala and see if she can lend us some aid.” 
 
    Lily broke away from Victor and stepped to the younger version of Cassandra, “I…” 
 
    The older woman shook her head, “Not now my dear. We will have time to discuss later, but right now, you both must go to Dark Spire.” 
 
    The succubus nodded before turning to Victor. Without another word, the pair made their way along the stone path. Lily looked back to Cassandra’s warm smile before turning and looking forward. 
 
    Victor’s mind worked, uncertainty painting his brow. He could feel the loss, a small empty part of his heart. It was similar to the others when they died, but for some reason, it was stronger, more defined. The pair stepped along, following the small path to Vala’s cave, mist pouring out of the oval entrance. 
 
    Victor stopped right before the cave and turned to Lily, “I don’t understand, it felt like a part of me died.” 
 
    Lily looked to Victor with understanding eyes, “The longer you are Vala’s Champion, the deeper the connections will become. The passion of our connections will root into your spirit.” 
 
    The Blade looked into Lily’s eyes. “You mean it will get stronger?” 
 
    The succubus nodded. “It is one of many changes you will feel over time.” 
 
    Victor tried to mentally shake it off, his heart beating with purpose. “I think, no matter what happens, we need to bring all acolytes here to the mountain. It’s the only way we can be sure they will be safe.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “I think your right. Now that Cassandra is back, she will know how to defend Vala’s realm from any further attacks.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Let’s start by finding Vonn and Yimer.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Lily said with a kind smirk. 
 
    The couple gave a final nod before walking side by side to the mouth of the cave. Mist billowed out as the pair made their way in. Bodies fading into the mist, Victor thought of Dark Spire. 
 
    Walking through thick fog, Victor could feel Lily at his side. Hearts glowed along minds, sensing and feeling each other through the quantum fields and strands. The mist changed, parting away with each step. The pair walked on until dim light shined through the fading mists. When the fog spilled away and the night sky emerged, Victor looked up at a beacon of light. 
 
    The city of Koth lay before the man and demoness, a long spire reaching up to the black sky and a glowing crystal’s light touching each stone building. The crystal rotated, its light similar to moonlight. Further into the heavens, celestial moons and planets glowed against the inky black sky. Victor’s gaze lowered to the flooded city as strange beings carried on with their existence like nothing else mattered. 
 
    “I remember the way. We can…,” Victor began before the very ground shuddered. 
 
    The Blade and Shield looked to each other as another shudder rolled across the sandy floor. Being at the edge of the city, Victor gritted his teeth as a large shape emerged from behind a mountain. The dim light touched the giant thing as it stepped, each foot fall shaking the ground and sending ripples of water along the flooded city. Victor wanted to look up but he knew if he did, he would go insane. 
 
    Lily’s hand reached up and pushed Victor’s chin toward the city, their backs to the thundering monster walking toward them. The Blade complied, heart racing in his chest. He had seen an Elder once and it nearly killed him. The touch of insanity reached into his mind and nearly ripped it to shreds if he didn’t make a last-ditch effort to shut it down with the power of his spheres of influence. 
 
    “The light will keep it at bay,” Lily said as she reached down and took Victor’s hand. 
 
    The succubus led Victor along, boots stepping into knee deep water as the very city shook. Black eyes of the warp spawn turned, looking past the Blade and Shield as something gigantic loomed toward the city. A chill bit deep into Victor’s body as he fought the urge to look back. The thundering foot falls stopped and something made strange inhuman sounds. Victor walked with Lily, looking up at the glowing crystal above the city spire. 
 
    Another strange sound vibrated along the air before Victor heard the Elder behind them shift on its feet and began to walk off. The booming foot falls seemed to grow fainter with each step and small relief washed over the Blade. Victor let out a long exhale, his mind growing sharp once again. 
 
    The pair made their way further into the city along the main street. Wide eyes peered down from parted curtains to the man and demoness as they sloshed along. The alien-feel of the realm tried to cloud Victor’s senses as he walked along. It made the trip that much direr if Vonn and Yimer were somewhere, hiding from whatever killed Caasa. 
 
    Victor and Lily continued to walk when a cluster of bodies emerged from a side street. The Blade watched as a dozen warp spawn moved through the water on tentacle legs. Their upper bodies were strong and muscular, oversized swords and hammers across their broad backs. Fish and odd humanoid faces stared out beyond the city, not giving Victor and Lily a second glance. Slick black tentacles moved through the water without a sound as the dozen warp spawn continued past the pair, toward the city edge. 
 
    Victor slowly turned, eyeing the spawn as they marched from the streets and onto the black desert floor, scarred mountains in the distance. 
 
    “Where are they going,” Victor asked out loud. 
 
    Lily pulled Victor along, “To some trouble we don’t want a part in.” 
 
    Victor gave them one last look as they moved as one unit into the unforgiving Elder lands before turning and walking alongside Lily. The succubus gave his hand a light squeeze before letting go. Water lapped at walls as the pair made their way down a small street and then into a thin alley. Vibrant memories of his first time here filled his mind as he recognized the way. Thinking of the neboos, a small smile crept into his cheek before the dark image of Caasa loomed like a monster in the night. Smile fading, Victor mentally prepared himself for the worst. 
 
    Stairs shined from a lone green lantern over a door. Victor and Lily took each step, water painting every step until they reached the top. A gun blade slipped from Victor’s wrist and into his hand. Spending a point of Constitution, the six holes at the top of the blade glowed to life. Lily held out her hand, a metal staff extending into her palm, fingers closing around it. The pair looked to the door handle, a long gash running along the wood and the door partially open. 
 
    Victor placed his left hand on the door and gently pushed. The door slowly opened as Victor’s heightened senses cut through the darkness of the stone home. Alerts appeared in his vision as he stepped in. Aiming his gun blade, he moved slowly, each step measured. Lily was behind him, red eyes taking in the gloom and fingers tight around her staff.  
 
    The smell of ammonia caused Victor’s nose to wrinkle. It was sharp and stabbed at his senses. Ignoring the smell, he made his way down the small hallway. Black blood streaked across a wall and floor like oil stains. Chunks of tentacles lay still on the ground as Victor continued to step forward. Senses dialed to eleven, aside from the stench, nothing else moved or made a sound.  
 
    Victor was first into the main room. Eyes drank in the dead hearth, ripped furniture and something lying in the middle of the room. Vonn’s table was shattered to pieces and among the splintered wood, a decomposing body lay. Victor moved in, eyes cast down and seeing Caasa as she stared up with dead, black eyes. Tentacles were pulled from her body and lay strewn about. Her stomach was open, organs spilling out and from what Victor could guess some were missing. Pale skin glowed in the Blade’s vision, parts of her arms with chunks of flesh gone.  
 
    Lily looked down at Caasa, heart heavy in her chest. Victor stepped to the cold body and knelt down by it. Sadness touched him as he examined Caasa’s body. Pointed teeth marks highlighted in his vision as he mentally directed his nano-shell to record what he was seeing. 
 
    “Baaldir could have caused this,” Victor began. “He could have sent his followers here and dismembered her to send us a message.” 
 
    Lily stood silently. 
 
    Victor clenched his jaw as he stood up, cutting off the recording and looking away, unable to stomach seeing Caasa in such a state. 
 
    “We have to bring her back and bury her with the others. She didn’t deserve this and we need to bring her to her final resting place,” Victor said, holding back a deep sadness and flaring rage. 
 
    Lily turned her horned head to the bedroom door. It stood ajar, lantern light glowing just beyond the door edge. Something black moved to the edge of the door and then slinked back out of sight. The succubus took a battle stance and tapped her foot. Victor looked to the demoness as she pointed with her chin toward the bedroom door. Holding up his gun blade, Victor acknowledged Lily with his own nod and began stepping toward the bedroom door. 
 
    A chill bit into Victor’s soul as he moved closer. Spending a point of Strength, he instantly felt stronger and faster. Gun blade charged, he aimed as he moved silently toward the door. Left hand reaching out, he braced himself that the killer could still be here, lurking about. Touching the metal door, Victor gave it a slight push. 
 
    The door swung open as lantern light flickered against something black. It stood like an upside-down teardrop, pulsating like it was breathing. Victor’s eyebrow went up as he stared at the black thing as it stood like an abyssal ghost. A moment later, Victor recognized what it was just as crisscross marks appeared over opening, ghostly white eyes. A wide, jagged grin appeared as thin arms emerged from its black body. A chuckle and a sick, wet breathing washed over Victor’s senses as he took a step back. The shadow began to giggle, white oval eyes on the Blade. 
 
    “Kill it,” Victor shouted as the shadow launched at the Blade. 
 
    Victor pulled the trigger of his gun blade, the barrel along the top of the sword glowing and firing. An energy bolt blasted out, striking the incoming shadow, but not slowing it down. Controlled chaos bloomed as Victor back peddled, pulling the trigger again and again. Energy bolts blasted out, striking and fizzing out against the shadow as it charged with a maniacal laughter.  
 
    Lily was airborne, her staff coming down hard on the shadow as Victor pulled the trigger until the gun blade clicked empty. The thin arms of the shadow lashed out, Lily barley parrying a strike, the power behind the blow sending her across the room and into a wall.  
 
    Victor let his gun blade slid into his wrist before his elemental sword slid out into his palm. Remembering his last encounter with a shadow, they didn’t seem to like slinger bullets and dragon fire. Spending a point of Wisdom, the elemental sword exploded into fire. Victor braced himself as the shadow lunged for him. Burning blade swinging, the flames cut through the shadow as it hesitated. The laughter never stopped as it lashed out like some crazed demon. Victor parried and slashed outward, anything to gain an edge. Sparks flew as pointed shadow claws crashed against the fire blade. Victor kept moving, staying just out of reach of the shadow. When it slashed across, he stepped in closer and drove his sword halfway into the bulk of the shadow. Its cold laughter grew louder as its body shifted. 
 
    Fire burned into the black thing and just as Victor pulled back, pointed shafts of darkness burst forth from the shadow. Victor slashed two away before his left hand whipped up and caught the one aiming for his neck. Muscles bulged as Victor’s entire body was pushed back. Grunting, he held the shaft before swinging his fire sword and slicing it in half. The shadow slinked closer, white eyes gazing on the Blade as he took a stance. 
 
    Lily was flying forward, staff in hand. The shadow turned its attention just as the staff came down between pale eyes. The laughter subsided as black claws lashed out. Victor was by Lily’s side, driving his flaming sword deep into the black shadow. Its laughter rolled along, pulsating along its form.  
 
    Stab it in the head! 
 
    Without thinking, Victor pulled back his flaming sword, aimed and thrust the blade into the shadow’s malformed head. Its laughter turned to shrieks as it lashed out. Lily took a step back while Victor turned the blade in the monster’s head. It grabbed at the flaming blade, screeching as it pulled it from its head. Victor pulled the sword back, slicing across black fingers and sending the shadow into a rage fueled thrashing. A black hand lashed out at Lily, but before it reached her, Victor’s fire sword came down, severing it at the elbow. The shadow arm hit the floor and burst into smoke. 
 
    The shadow screeched again as several black arms and claw tipped hands sprouted from its bulk. Eyes separated into stalks, each one peering at the Blade and Shield. Victor pumped another point of Strength and his muscles charged with power. Lily spread her legs, red eyes on the shadow as it thrashed and screamed. Two arms shot out toward Victor while two more arms shot out toward Lily. Time slowed down as Victor burst forward to meet the incoming hands. Sword slicing in a wide arc, both hands separated from the thing’s arms. Victor kept moving, eyes on what seemed like the shadow’s neck. 
 
    Do it! Slice it across the neck! 
 
    Victor’s body surged with power as he charged the black thing. Lily knocked away an incoming hand, but before she could knock the other one away, it clamped onto her arm and bent it. The succubus screamed as her left arm was bent at an odd angle. Staff spinning in her right hand, she drove the end into the shadow’s white eye just as Victor was within striking range. The Blade’s heart clenched in his chest upon hearing Lily scream, but it didn’t slow him down as the fire sword stabbed into the shadow’s neck, the flaming tip appearing out the other side.  
 
    The shadow moaned as it let go of Lily and backhanded her across the chest into a wall. Victor twisted the blade, ready to slice outwards when the shadow turned its remaining eye stalk toward him. A cold heat flashed, causing Victor to hesitate. 
 
    “Why…,” the shadow said in a sickening dark voice. 
 
    Victor felt a pang of sorrow touch his heart as he slashed outward. Black neck partially open, the Blade swung his fire blade around to finish the job when the shadow burst forth like a dark comet. It crashed into Victor, sending his body sprawling to the floor as it charged through the small hallway and toward the front door. 
 
    Victor rolled back to his feet, turning his eyes to Lily. The succubus sat against the wall, cradling her arm. 
 
    “Go get it,” Lily shouted as her arm snapped back into place. 
 
    Victor turned and charged after the fleeing shadow. The door swung open as the Blade burst from the entrance and out onto the stairs. Eyes scanning, he looked for any sign of the shadow. Water rippled but there was no sign of it. Victor took a few steps down, ears and eyes alert but nothing moved and the only sound he heard was that of water dripping. Thoughts flowing back to Lily, the Blade turned and walked back into Vonn’s home. 
 
    Stepping into the main room, Victor rushed to Lily as she struggled to stand up. The succubus leaned on her staff as Victor was to her. A purple hand waved him away as she stood on her own power, red eyes on her now healed arm. 
 
    “It got away,” Lily said with a dark edge. 
 
    Victor nodded, concern filling his eyes. 
 
    “I’ll be fine,” the succubus stated. 
 
    Victor turned his gaze to Caasa’s corpse. “A shadow did this? I…I thought they were just mad spirits.” 
 
    Lily looked down to Caasa with darkness under her eyes, “They’re like ghostly animals of the realms…but they don’t eat physical flesh.” 
 
    She’s right. We don’t feed like you do. We take our energy by being near or inside you. 
 
    “Well it was here. Did it find Caasa’s corpse by accident?” 
 
    Lily shook her head, “Shadows do not seek out the dead. They are only concerned with feeding off the living.” 
 
    Victor rubbed his jaw, “This is getting weirder and weirder. Caasa is murdered, Vonn and Yimer are gone and a shadow just happened to be here when we showed up? It sounds like that thing was planted here, waiting for us.” 
 
    Lily nodded, “Maybe. We should commune with Vala and see if she can lead us in another direction.” 
 
    Victor half nodded before looking to Lily, brow raising, “Commune…like right now?” 
 
    The succubus let her staff shrink and disappear in her palm. Reaching over, she took Victor’s hand and led him toward the bedroom.  
 
    “Time is not on our side. We cannot waste it with drawn out romance,” Lily stated as she pulled the Blade into the bedroom. 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure how to feel. Caasa’s corpse was in the next room and his partner wanted to seek advice from Vala. In a normal, everyday world, Victor would have needed some time to process all of it. But now, he didn’t fight the beautiful demoness as she turned and began to undress. Dark thoughts stung and smoothed over fired-up nerves, lingering moments flashing onto the film of his mind of the shadow. It spoke, asking why. How could a shadow, a being made up of madness and malice ask such a simple but powerful word? 
 
    “Victor,” Lily said simply as her top fell away and fingers dug into her waistband. 
 
    The Blade’s eyes focused as he watched Lily snake out of her leather pants and boots. Lilac colored skin glowed in the dim lantern light, breasts bouncing to her movements as dark purple nipples hardened. The succubus stood up straight after stepping out of her clothes, her pointed tail snaking around her leg and touching Victor’s thigh. 
 
    “Life and death wait for no one. We enter this world screaming and we leave it with a rattle. We will pull Caasa’s body with us when we fall asleep, sending her to Vala’s realm but for now, we must speak to the goddess…for everyone’s safety.” 
 
    Victor eyed the demoness as she stepped closer, fingers rising up and unbuttoning his shirt. The Blade shrugged his shoulders, his coat falling to the floor. Shirt open, Lily ran her soft hand over his chest. The succubus said nothing, drinking in Victor’s strong form. When the last bit of clothing fell away, Lily’s hand brushed against Victor’s half hard member and it bounced in approval. 
 
    Victor felt the oddness fade to the background, the familiar touch of Lily causing his body to react. Thoughts spiraled, but soon his eyes watched as the demoness knelt before him, her fingers stroking his hardening member and her tongue licking the tip. Firm lips wrapped around the Blade’s head, gently sucking and looking up with wicked eyes. Victor watched the demoness suckle on him, moaning her pleasure. Lily reached down between her parted thighs, massaging herself and wetness touching her fingers. 
 
    A sigh filled the room, Victor trying to open his mind, heart and spirit to Vala. She often touched his mind in his dreams like most of her followers, but to create a direct connection, they needed to bridge the gap between them. He had communed with her before and knew he could do it again, with Lily’s help. 
 
    Wet sounds rose up as Lily’s head moved back and forth along Victor’s rigid manhood. Inches appeared and disappeared as she upped the tempo. Victor touched her hair as her tongue licked the underside of his shaft. Heat rising, a fever took hold of Victor. Primal needs lashed at their chains, breaking one by one. Lily moaned again, goading him on. Closing her eyes, she enjoyed his taste as heat came off his body in waves.  
 
    The image fell away from Victor’s mind as he took hold of Lily and pulled her to her feet. The succubus complied, rising up to his touch and falling back onto the bed. Victor couldn’t fight the temptation any longer as Lily eyed him, eyes begging him to take her. Legs parted; her wetness gleamed in the dim light before Victor was on her. The succubus gasped as he took his member and pressed it to her quivering womanhood. Taking hold of his hips, she pulled the Blade toward her, wanting him to stab at her with his pulsating sword.  
 
    Energy flared between them as Victor smothered the succubus with his body. Cock penetrating her thin valley, a coo rose up as her arms and legs coiled around him. Victor could feel her inner walls parting, letting him in as he pushed to the hilt. Bodies writhed to a primal dance, Lily biting Victor’s shoulder and sucking on it while he invaded her inner world. Bodies together, the tempo grew. Lily moaned against hot skin, letting the Blade drive home their needs. The grunts and moans sang like an orchestra, the pull between them undeniable. When Lily squeezed the Blade, his cock thickened. Bliss and ecstasy pulsed louder with each thrust of their bodies. Lily pushed against Victor’s deepening thrust until a light bloomed. 
 
    The light grew larger until Victor felt himself consumed by it. He looked to Lily as she started at him. The light flashed and Victor found himself in a large room. Glancing around, he waited to see if Vala would appear but instead an elf with glasses paced in a corner. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened and he rushed toward the elf, “Dawn!” 
 
    The elf continued to pace as if she didn’t hear him. “They’ll never find me. I have to think of a way out,” Dawn muttered. 
 
    “Dawn, I’m right here,” Victor said as he reached out to her. 
 
    Hand passing through, the Blade quickly realized they weren’t actually together. Pulling his hand back, he could feel he was in Dawn’s thoughts, but unable to interact with her. Black tentacles rose up out of the ground, waving back and forth. Victor took a step back, seeing the tentacles as they reached up and coiled around Dawn’s legs. The elf stopped pacing but didn’t seem to notice them. 
 
    “Victor…where are you,” Dawn asked out loud. 
 
    The tentacles wrapped around Victor’s legs and he struggled to pull back. Trying to spend a point of Strength, he noticed nothing happened. Lily appeared at his side, red eyes on Dawn as the tentacles wrapped around her body. Sad eyes looked down as the elf did nothing to stop the tentacles from coiling around her whole form. 
 
    Victor looked to Lily as tentacles coiled around her legs, “We have to wake up!” 
 
    Lily shook her head while keeping her gaze on Dawn, “We have to see.” 
 
    Dawn’s body was nearly engulfed in black tentacles when her lips parted. “Find me…,” the elf whispered. 
 
    A light touched Victor’s mind before the dreamscape spun into a vortex. Victor and Lily hurtled through the tunnel of shifting colors before they snapped back into their bodies. Victor was deep inside Lily when his cock thickened. Lily let out a loud moan as her body arched, hot white seed spurting into her tight space. The Blade and Shield let out grunts and moans, their bodies rising with the shared orgasm. When the bliss fell away, Victor fell on Lily, huffing and breathing hard. Lily held him, stroking his back and not unlocking her legs from around his waist. 
 
    “We have to go to Eddor,” Victor and Lily said in unison before darkness blanketed glowing nerves and they passed into a dreamy sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    Wavy lines of mist stretched out as far as the eye could see. Victor looked up to see Caasa’s lifeless body floating in the gray fog. Hands reaching up, he took hold of her arm as Lily floated down and took her other arm. The Blade and Shield looked to each other as they drifted along with the warp spawn between them. Edges of pain clawed against Victor’s spirit as he looked to Caasa, her eyes closed in a forever sleep. 
 
    Lily looked down, a deep sadness curling around her heart as she helped move the body. The mists parted and dark green grass appeared. Victor and Lily stepped along until they emerged from the mists and at the edge of Vala’s realm. The couple gently laid Caasa’s body on the soft grass. Lily knelt down to Caasa’s side while Victor looked up to the village halfway up the mountain. Lanterns and torches glowed against the moonlight. 
 
    Victor held out his right hand, elemental sword sliding into his open palm. Spending a point of Wisdom, the sword burst into flames. Holding it up, he waved it back and forth to signal anyone watching. Lily pressed a purple hand to Caasa’s head, whispering a small prayer to Vala. 
 
    From the village, a torch rose up and waved back. Dark shapes gathered around the torch for a moment before they began moving toward the stairs. Victor let the fire wink out on his sword and the blade slide back into his arm, a tattoo appearing next to two other blades. 
 
    Victor looked down to Lily and Caasa, heart heavy. “They are coming down.” 
 
    Lily leaned over Caasa and kissed her forehead. “Vala welcomes you home,” the succubus said as she slowly stood back up to her feet. 
 
    Victor stepped to Lily’s side, taking her hand and walking back into the mist. Lily trailed behind, her gaze moving from Caasa to the bodies moving down the ancient staircase. The succubus gave a heartfelt sigh before turning to Victor and both fading into the misty realm between worlds. 
 
    Victor’s mind became laser focused as he pictured the realm of Eddor. Lily never let go as the dim mist began to brighten. Shafts of sunlight stabbed through the parting fog until Victor and Lily emerged in a thick forest. Morning light gleamed off emerald leaves as birds sang their peaceful greetings.  
 
    For a moment, Victor’s shoulders deflated in the morning light. He wanted nothing more than to relax, but the images of tentacles consuming Dawn came back to haunt him. The immensity of the task to find pieces of Vala and protect her chosen weighed on his spirit, but in the same moment drove his resolve. With so much at stake and the sad images of Caasa squeezing his heart, Victor looked to the sky and took a cleansing breath, knowing they had a lot of work ahead of them. 
 
    Lily stood, hands together as if in prayer and eyes closed. Victor stepped closer not saying anything, watching as her eyes moved slowly from left to right before they opened. Red irises turned their attention to the young man before she looked past him. 
 
    “We are close. Dawn is in the town of Runon, about two miles away,” Lily stated. 
 
    Victor blinked, “How do you know?” 
 
    The succubus gave the Blade a wry smirk. “I gained the Soul Compass ability when we arrived here in the Eddor realm. It costs some of my power to use but it can lead us…,” Lily stopped when lightning blasted down from the clear sky. 
 
    The light flashed so quickly, Victor didn’t even notice his body moving, covering Lily and pushing her to the ground. The thundering explosion rippled along Victor’s body as he gritted his teeth. Lily looked up with wide eyes as the explosion waned and faded away.  
 
    Victor turned his body, checking to see if he was damaged but he was unharmed. Lily lifted her head and looked past the dazed Victor before pushing at his chest. Victor turned and nearly fell onto his back as Lily was up. The Blade curled his body and stood up. He noticed Lily’s gaze and followed it until he was staring just as she was. Smoke cleared as something black stood in the morning light. 
 
    A thick cylinder stood, about five feet high. It was black as pitch, tendrils of smoke flowing off the solid cylinder. Lily started to walk toward it. Victor was quick to join her, mind still reeling. 
 
    “Lightning and thunder on a clear day? This can’t be normal,” the Blade joked. 
 
    Lily walked silently until she stood before the cylinder. Eyes drinking it in, sunlight painted the metal object as it stood perfectly straight up. The ground below it was a smoking crater. The bird song had stopped and an eerie silence blanketed the area. 
 
    Victor’s senses dialed to eleven as he visually scanned the object. Information appeared in the corner of his eye, but it was quickly followed by question marks. Victor raised an eyebrow until the scan was complete. The nano-shell between Victor’s shoulder blades seemed to glow against his spine until it too faded away. 
 
    “I’m not getting much on this…other than it is Xull technology,” Victor said with a concerned edge. 
 
    Lily stared, tail flicking back and forth, “Xull doesn’t have realm crossing technology.” 
 
    Victor crossed his arms, “Maybe it belongs to the resistance?” 
 
    Lily remained silent as her hand reached up. Victor’s hand shot out just as she touched it, grabbing her wrist and pulling it back. 
 
    “That seems like a bad idea…,” Victor said until something glowed from the cylinder. 
 
    Part of the metal slid away and a glowing red dot appeared. It moved and shifted like an eye, glancing around. Victor and Lily took a step back, the pair ready to call on their weapons. The red eye moved and focused on them, their images reflecting in the glassy glowing lens. 
 
    Before another word could be uttered, energy arced along the cylinder. Victor and Lily raised their arms to block the light before the air shifted. Vibrations rippled outward from the cylinder before it flashed. Victor tried to keep watching, but the light was much too bright. Blinking away the flashbulbs, the cylinder was gone and only the smoking crater remained. 
 
    “What the hell,” Victor said calmly. 
 
    Lily looked down to the smoking crater, “That was not normal.” 
 
    Victor let out a sarcastic chuckle, “Ya think?” 
 
    The succubus turned to Victor, “We are going to have to visit the Xull realm.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “Don’t we have enough on our plate?” 
 
    Lily shook her head, “We save Dawn, find Vonn and Yimer, and then we visit Xull. It’s important we find out more.” 
 
    “Want to fill me in on why?” 
 
    Lily looked to Victor with a blank expression, “Xull is the one realm that has cut themselves off from the other realms. It is nearly impossible for any crossover except for Champions. For something from that realm to appear in any other could mean a host of problems.” 
 
    Victor blinked. 
 
    Lily’s brow tightened, “They realize a threat and they are gathering information. The Xull mainframe might be testing boundaries.” 
 
    Victor lifted his hands in defeat, “I know you know a lot of history to the realms, but I don’t understand why that is a big deal? You’ve told me yourself that beings cross over from realms all the time. Why is it different for the Xull realm?” 
 
    Lily’s brow softened, “The Xull mainframe is a logistics artificial intelligence. It might be sensing a threat and it is taking steps to gather information. If it has technology that can cross realms, it may decide to neutralize the threat or threats. Xull has a nearly limitless army and if it wanted to march across the realms, it can, even Vala’s realm.” 
 
    “I doubt the pantheon would allow that. Wouldn’t the gods get together and put a stop to it?” 
 
    Lily looked to the sky, eyes closing, “Maybe…I’m not sure.” 
 
    Victor stepped to Lily and took hold of her arms. The succubus opened weary eyes and stared into Victor’s green ones. A gentle breeze caressed the pair as they gazed into each other’s soul. 
 
    Victor smiled. “One problem at a time, let’s save our people first before we go rushing into realm politics. The gods will have to work it out.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “You’re right…I’m just concerned Xull might be another enemy who will try to stop Vala’s resurrection.” 
 
    “Not if we keep a low profile and stick to what we came here to do. Once we are done, we can go to Xull and see what’s going on.” 
 
    A small smile appeared on Lily’s lips, “You really are the calm during storms.” 
 
    The Blade grinned. “I just don’t see the reason to panic. It becomes a distraction and right now, we need as little distractions as possible.” 
 
    The succubus nodded. The pair broke apart before Lily began walking. Victor followed until they reached a dirt road. The couple continued on, walking east as the cool chill of the morning washed away to a rising warmth. 
 
    Victor looked around, taking in the beauty of the thick forests on each side of the road. He couldn’t help but feel at home, the trees reminding him of his visits to Massachusetts. Those were mystical points in his youth, feeling nature’s power as he explored on his own during family visits. Faint memories came back as he avoided the gatherings to be on his own. Cousins were often sent to search for him, but Victor enjoyed hiding just long enough to bask in nature’s wonders. 
 
    A foul thought dripped in his mind as Victor strolled along. Images of Luis kept crawling into his thoughts. The cousin joined Baaldir’s side to become his Champion, bent on breaking Victor and placing him at the god’s feet. The ties that bind was not strong enough to prevent Luis from succumbing to Baaldir’s power. It gnawed at Victor’s heart, unsure if he could ever bring himself to slay his cousin in combat. The Blade pushed away the reality that his own family member was hunting him, ready to kill him over some imagined slight from their youth. 
 
    Lily looked to Victor, seeing the darkness under his eyes growing. “Want to talk about it?” 
 
    Victor’s back stiffened a little before he walked with a more natural pace. “I was just thinking about your new ability. Can you use it to find Vonn and Yimer,” he deflected. 
 
    The succubus closed her eyes as they walked. Lily reached out and Victor took her hand, guiding her as they continued on. Lily’s brow scrunched up a few times before it smoothed away. A minute later, she opened her eyes, defeat written in her expression. 
 
    “I tried to get a sense of either of them, but the moment I had an idea, it faded away. I think they might be here in Eddor but I’m not sure.” 
 
    “That narrows it down a bit I suppose,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “I’ll try again soon, after I regenerate some of my power.” 
 
    Victor nodded, still holding Lily’s hand, “I didn’t know you can still gain powers. For some reason, I thought you were already maxed out.” 
 
    Lily squeezed his hand as she walked and looked forward. “Champions have a certain limit to gaining powers and abilities. I have some but I have plenty of room for more. The acolytes will also gain powers and abilities the stronger Vala becomes.” 
 
    “What happens if we go over that limit?” 
 
    Lily looked to Victor and shrugged lightly, “I don’t know. Cassandra told me Champions can reach a higher level of power, but even she wasn’t sure. So much of Vala’s teachings were lost hundreds of years ago, she will have to teach us again when she returns.” 
 
    Victor looked on as the conversation died. Thoughts rising up, he called on his stats. They glowed in the corner of his vision and he quickly noticed he had three divine orbs he hadn’t used yet. Since he could only spend two at a time and he was in the Eddor Realm, now was the perfect time to see what new ability he could gain. Spending two of his remaining three divine orbs, the Blade opened himself to a swirling power. Energy snaked in from the very air around him until it caressed his spirit, letting a bit of itself stay within his chest before fading away. 
 
    You have gained “Transmutation”. 
 
    Victor’s right eyebrow rose as he wasn’t exactly sure what it meant. Thinking it over, he vaguely remembered a similar ability from one of his games he used to play all the time. Looking down to the stones in the dirt road, the young man bent low, scooped up a stone and held it in his hand. Lily looked over as the Blade closed his fingers over it and spent a point of Wisdom. Energy swirled around his hand and glowed from between his fingers. Opening his hand, Victor smiled as a gold coin lay in his palm. 
 
    “I’m going to be rich,” Victor laughed. 
 
    Lily smirked and shook her head, “I have seen that effect performed by mages here in Eddor. It is temporary. With time, the coin will change back to the stone it was once before.” 
 
    Victor’s smile melted into a frown, “I just wanted to dream a little.” 
 
    Lily tried to contain her smile and failed. “Vala’s religion doesn’t condone riches or wealth. The freeing of your spirit is the reward for worship.” 
 
    Victor grumbled to himself a little before he saw he had two points to add to his Spheres of Influence. The Blade quickly assigned a point to Constitution and another point to Wisdom. Power surged under his skin as he felt himself grow a little stronger. Victor called up his stat screen once again. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 21/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 6 
 
    Con (Nano)- 6 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 3 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 5 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Summon Monster 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch  
 
    Victor eyed the numbers. Having 5 points and over in his Strength, Constitution and Wisdom meant he could create a greater effect over a lesser one. Mentally filing it away, he would take any edge he could when it came to overcoming the odds. With so many gods wanting Vala to remain dead, it seemed like everything was stacked against them. It didn’t take long before Victor felt things would get harder before they got any better. 
 
    Warmth touched the back of Victor’s head and without thinking, his hand rose up and touched his hair. Turning his head, he looked to the forest to his right. Green leaves fluttered in the small wind, sunlight bathing all. Victor continued to eye the forest as they walked. Dropping his hand to his side, he found he couldn’t look away. 
 
    A green face appeared deep in the forest. It smiled and a second later, the face disappeared in the thick, peaceful forest. 
 
    Victor was about to open his mouth to say something but he stopped himself. Seeing how disturbed Lily was about seeing the cylinder, he didn’t want to add another thing for them to think about. The Blade knew he saw a face, but why it appeared and disappeared seemed to only add to the oddness of the realms. It could have been a monster or maybe some entity trying to distract them. The Blade mentally shrugged to himself, refocusing his thoughts to the quest before them. Dawn was in trouble and so were Vonn and Yimer. Maybe when they had saved their friends, he could bring it up to Lily and Cassandra. 
 
    “We’re almost there,” Lily pointed to the town further up the road. 
 
    Victor nodded as they walked along, smoke rising from chimneys and people moving about at the edge of town. 
 
    *** 
 
    The town of Runon was bustling with activity. Townsfolk moved about, running errands and chatting with one another. Victor and Lily stepped into the town as sunlight gave the wooden and stone buildings a yellowish tint on the bright morning. No one gave the two newcomers a second glance as they made their way down the main street. Victor drank in the medieval buildings, side streets, and shops. A small smile crept into Victor’s cheek as a pleasant calm caressed his nerves. 
 
    Lily looked to her partner and smiled. “It’s just a town.” 
 
    Victor eyed the succubus with a smirk. “I know, but I like small towns. They’re peaceful and have a certain air about them. Plus, this place reminds me of starter towns in Final Fantasy, a sense of grand adventure on the horizon.” 
 
    The demoness kept her smile as she shook her head. “I wish I understood what you were talking about some of the time. The Earth Realm must be a magical place if you have towns such as these.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “It depends on who you talk to. Earth is mystical, but it has its troubles too.” 
 
    “Do you miss it?” 
 
    Victor opened his mouth to answer, but no words came out. He missed aspects of it but in truth, he didn’t miss it as all. It had become a distant part of his life, even in the last number of weeks. Memories floated along of what Baaldir offered before he attacked Vala’s mountain, the offer to return if he wished. Victor knew the god only wanted him out of the picture, but deep down he knew he had made his choice and would see it through to the end. Victor’s mind wandered for a second, wondering what would be his choice once Vala had returned. Would he stay on as her Champion or find some small, out of the way place in the realms to live out the rest of his life, if he survived the crusade? 
 
    “We’re here,” Lily said as she looked on a shop window. 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the shop. Arcane runes filled a hanging sign. Potion vials filled the window in a kaleidoscope of different colors. The morning light touched the vials, cloudy smoke swirling within each one. Thick curtains were pulled aside and beyond the glass, a woman with muted red hair was leaning against a counter, a thick tome open before her. A red robe covered her body as her eyes moved from side to side, reading quietly to herself. 
 
     “Are you sure she’s in there,” Victor asked. 
 
    Lily nodded. “I sensed her again. I can feel her down below, just like in the vision.” 
 
    Victor stepped to the side of the small building, Lily following. When they were no longer visible, the Blade turned to his Shield. 
 
    “We should come up with a plan. I don’t want to go in there and start smashing stuff. It looks like a nice little shop and we shouldn’t be dicks.” 
 
    “We should demand her immediate release,” Lily said with a hard edge. 
 
    Victor closed his eyes and rubbed the space where his nose and eyes connect. “That’s exactly what we shouldn’t do. If she is in the basement, we just have to get by, find her and get her out.” 
 
    Victor let his hand drop as he called up his abilities again. Words and numbers appeared in his vision as he gave the lists the once over. An idea formed as he remembered what he did back at the Tusk Tribe’s mountain. 
 
    “I have an idea…,” Victor began. 
 
    “You should turn into a small animal while I distract the woman at the counter,” Lily finished. 
 
    Victor blinked. “How did you…” 
 
    The succubus reached up and gave his cheek a slight pat with her hand. “You’re not that complicated.” 
 
    Victor smiled, “I would have been okay if you said we make a great team.” 
 
    “We are. I’m the leader and you’re the muscle,” Lily said with a razor smile. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “I thought…” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter what you think. Change into something and I will open the door,” Lily said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “So mean,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    Lily winked before turning and looking out to the street. Victor decided on a form, but before he spent a point he reached up and touched Lily’s shoulder. The succubus looked back to his series expression, concern filling her purple brow. 
 
    “To answer your question before, I don’t miss it because then I couldn’t be with you,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Color touched Lily’s cheeks as Victor spent a point of Strength. Keeping an image in his mind’s eye, Victor’s body began to collapse into itself. Lily turned from the shrinking Blade and surveyed the area as people went on with their day. White fur sprouted along Victor’s body as his clothes melted and disappeared. Seconds passed and before he knew it, whiskers twitched and he looked up to Lily’s gigantic form.  
 
    The large mouse stood up on his hind legs and looked himself over. Victor ran pink paws over white fur. A bare tail moved behind him and the world around him was that much bigger. Looking back up, he couldn’t keep his eyes from the bottom view of Lily’s ass in her tight leather pants. The mouse’s heart went pitter patter just as Lily began walking, her tail snaking behind her. Victor squeaked and followed. With a small jump, he was on the bare wooden entrance while Lily stepped up. The succubus made her way to the door and opened it. Victor was quick, staying on her heels as she let go of the door. The mouse jumped through the entrance just as the door closed behind them. 
 
    Lily put on a pleasant smile as she sauntered over to the counter. The woman with red hair looked up from her big book and smiled at the lilac colored demoness, horns glinting in the few stray rays of sunlight entering the shop. 
 
    “How can I help you today,” the woman asked as she stood to her full height. 
 
    “I’m just travelling through and thought I might pick up some supplies,” Lily said when she reached the counter. 
 
    Victor moved along the bottom counter edge. Furry body skittering along, red eyes looked around to any door that may lead to the basement. Stopping when he reached the edge of the counter, the mouse listened as Lily made small talk with the shopkeeper. Victor hoped she should keep her busy long enough so he could scout out the area. Moving from the counter edge, the white mouse ran along until he reached a bookshelf. Sniffing and looking around, he wasn’t sure where to go next until a thin door opened next to the bookshelf. A woman with long silver hair and a dark blue robe stepped out of the doorway, a silver tray in her hands. 
 
    Victor spotted the stairs leading down and bolted for the doorway just as the door swung closed. The mouse jumped at the last moment, his tail just in when the door locked behind him. The mouse high-fived himself with pink hands before jumping down a step at a time as lantern light illuminated the musty basement. When he reached the bottom, red eyes caught several wooden pillars dotting the basement and a body slumped against one. Food and water lay on the ground next to the figure. 
 
    Victor skittered closer, seeing Dawn’s pointed ears, glasses and dark blonde hair. The elf moaned, rune clasps on her wrists and ankles. The mouse made his way closer, looking up into Dawn’s dazed expression, salvia dripping from her partially open mouth. Letting go of his form, the mouse pulsated, grew larger and shifted. Dawn didn’t move as the small mouse turned back into Victor. 
 
    The Blade knelt at her side, delicately lifting her face up by the chin. Dawn stared into nothing as she didn’t react to Victor’s touch. 
 
    “What did they do to you,” Victor whispered as he grabbed a rune binding and tried to unlock it. 
 
    *** 
 
    The shopkeeper grabbed a few potions from the wall behind her. Lily looked on until a woman with silver hair and a long, thick blue robe walked up to the counter and placed the empty silver tray on it. The succubus gave the silver-haired woman a pleasant smile. The woman smiled back, eyes darting from the demoness to the redhead and back again.  
 
    Lily noticed a strange tension when the silver-haired woman’s gaze fell on the succubus’s firm chest. The redhead turned around, witnessing the exchange. A fire slipped into her eyes before it was quickly extinguished. The woman placed several potions on the counter a little too hard. Lily kept her expression pleasant as she noticed something odd was going on. 
 
    “Are you finished restocking the shelves,” the woman asked the silver-haired one. 
 
    She nodded. “The shelves are fine,” the woman said awkwardly. 
 
    Lily could see them speaking without actual words and decided to stir the pot. “I’m obviously not from around here. Is there any…places one can get a drink?” 
 
    The silvered-hair woman’s smile brightened along her thin face, but the redhead was the one to speak. 
 
    “There are several taverns here in Runon. Take your pick, they are all same,” the redhead said abruptly. 
 
    Lily looked to each one in turn. Leaning over the edge of the counter, she was sure to give them an eyeful of her deep, light purple cleavage. 
 
    “The road can get lonely. I could use some company…maybe this evening?” 
 
    “You will find plenty of company at the local places,” the redhead said sternly. 
 
    Lily gave them a sickly-sweet smile. “I must apologize, I’m being rude. My name is Lily.” 
 
    The redhead gave Lily a sharp look before giving her best fake smile. “My name is Skye and my partner is Kira. We are the owners of this shop. Is there anything else we can help you with?” 
 
    Lily watched them, something needling her senses. The energy in the room was guarded, but the succubus noticed there was something there. She couldn’t put her finger on it. It went beyond knowing Dawn was in the basement. The warm energy seemed to glow brighter, even if they were trying to hide what they were doing. Lily’s eyes narrowed as Skye kept her steely gaze. Kira looked away, almost fighting a need to talk. The air took on a charge before a realization struck the succubus and the silver-haired woman. 
 
    “Skye…I think…,” Kira began before the door to the shop opened. 
 
    All eyes turned to the entrance as a man and woman stepped in. The pair wore leather armor over their travelling clothes. Black boots thudded against the wooden floor. The man’s face was hawkish with a pointed nose. His hair was shaved along the sides while the top was long and pulled back tightly into a small, dangling ponytail. The woman at his side was unremarkable except for her pinched face, hard eyes and brown hair tied in a ponytail.  
 
    Lily gave them the once over, seeing that they had no weapons. Runes were burned into their leather armor, symbols she didn’t recognize. Skye and Kira stayed their ground behind the counter, but it was Sky’s expression that hardened in anger. 
 
    The man’s eyes were that of bird bearing down on its prey. The pair stopped about ten feet away, the man turning his eyes on Skye while the woman kept her gaze on Lily. The electric energy in the shop glowed hotter as a second of silence seemed to last a lifetime. 
 
    Skye broke the silence, “We have nothing to offer to your people. Leave our shop.” 
 
    The man’s expression didn’t change as he spoke, “Where is the elf and the man that changed into a mouse?” 
 
    Lily’s body tensed as Kira’s eyes widened.  
 
    Skye remained unfazed. “We have no idea what…” 
 
    The man raised his voice, cutting off the redhead. “Where is Dawn Dreamweaver and Victor Hobbs? We know you have the elf here. We have been watching your establishment for weeks. The demon here entered with another fugitive. He changed into a mouse.” 
 
    The man turned his hard gaze to Lily, “We know who you are. The Authority has a bounty for your capture, dead or alive.” 
 
    “There must be some mistake,” Skye said as she moved closer to the counter. 
 
    The man’s eyes closed, “There is no mistake. The Authority knows about your worship of Vala.” 
 
    Skye’s brow formed a hard V. “The Authority has no power over Vala, Spell Sword!” 
 
    The man’s eyes opened and a wicked gleam filled his eyes. “The Authority is the ultimate power here in Eddor. They control everything. You have been allowed to worship your dead goddess because it was harmless.” 
 
    The man took a step closer, hands out and his hard gaze softening. “I’m not a greedy man. Hand over the elf, demon and Victor Hobbs and we will not speak of your involvement. You get to go on with your lives in this beautiful shop.” 
 
    Kira stepped behind Skye, eyes on Lily. “We can’t. She is from my dreams.” 
 
    Skye turned her gaze to Lily. The succubus stood; limbs loose and red eyes on the Spell Swords. The redhead grinded her teeth as she turned her head just enough to see Kira’s pleading gaze.  
 
    Skye turned her attention to Lily, “Did she send you?” 
 
    Lily kept her gaze on the man and woman, lips parting, “Vala protects.” 
 
    The man’s hands dropped to his sides. “By order of the Authority, you’re all under arrest!” 
 
    “Fuck the Authority,” Lily said with a razor leer, hand open and her staff extending from her palm. 
 
    The man and woman stood shoulder to shoulder, hands out and energy blazing to life. Lily, Skye, and Kira watched as mana poured into their hands and formed into blades of blue-white light. The female Spell sword moved off to the side while the male took a swordsman’s stance.   
 
    “Death will take you just as it took your goddess,” the man said with an evil smirk. 
 
    Skye pulled two vials from under the counter and held them up, “Not if we have anything to say about it,” and threw one of the vials. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor tried to open the wrist bindings, but the runes along it only glowed with each attempt. Dawn remained a zombie as Victor tried again. When the metal cuffs didn’t budge, Victor spent two points of Strength. Power flowed into his body as he felt stronger, faster and a dash more agile. Taking hold of the rune covered cuffs, he attempted to pull them apart. The metal groaned as the runes glowed brighter. Victor grunted as he strained against the metal. A crack formed and a second later, the metal bindings snapped in half.  
 
    Victor smiled as he pulled the other metal cuff apart and then worked on the ankle cuffs. When the final one snapped in half, Dawn sat up, eyes wide and taking in a deep breath. Victor grabbed her and smiled. The elf looked into Victor’s green eyes, gasping for breath as she began to calm down. 
 
    “The cuffs barely kept me alive…letting me breath just enough… so I wouldn’t die,” Dawn gasped with every inhale. 
 
    “It’s okay, we’re here to rescue you,” Victor said as he took hold of the elf and helped her to her feet. 
 
    The moment Victor and Dawn were standing, a muffled explosion caused the wood above them to shake, pockets of dusts raining down. 
 
    “What was that,” Dawn said with wide eyes. 
 
    “Trouble,” Victor answered as his gun blade slipped into his hand. 
 
    Spending a point of Constitution, the six holes along the hilt of the blade glowed. 
 
    “Stay here…” Victor began. 
 
    “I’m not leaving your side,” Dawn shouted back as the room above them rattled in chaos. 
 
    Victor let out an exhale as he darted to the stairs, Dawn right behind him. The Blade charged up the stairs and when he reached the top, he rammed his shoulder into the door. The door blasted open as Victor barreled into the shop. Eyes drank in the bedlam as it unfolded right before his gaze. 
 
    Lily’s staff whipped through the air, clashing against a man with a glowing blue blade, sparks jumped from each clash. A woman with a similar blade charged into the fray, blade slicing down as Lily turned her body, staff parrying the incoming blow. Skye threw a vial at the floor. The glass shattered and energy arced up, stabbing at the two people in leather armor. Runes glowed as the energy struck shields covering their bodies. Lily didn’t slow down as she held the two spell swords at bay, her staff knocking away incoming strikes. The woman with silver hair darted behind a curtain while the redhead lifted up another vial and threw it. The vial hurtled toward the man with the glowing blade. He turned and smacked the vial aside with the flat side of his energy blade. The vial shattered and darkness jumped up, wrapping around his body and tightening. The man grunted as he brought his blade to the darkness coiling around him, the energy of the blade burning it open and the darkness vanished into a puff of smoke. 
 
    Victor didn’t know what was going on, but it didn’t stop him from lifting his gun blade, aiming at the female Spell sword as she rained down attacks on Lily’s staff. Pulling the trigger, an energy bolt blasted out. The Spell sword’s blade whipped up, parrying the energy bolt and smoldering eyes centering on Victor. 
 
    Energy fueling Victor’s muscles, he bolted forward in a blink, gun blade up and coming down. The female Spell sword parried the incoming blade with her own, arms struggling against Victor’s strength. The male spell sword came at Lily with a flurry of attacks. She parried the strikes until the sword shifted against her staff, clamping on and moving it to the side. Lily watched with wide eyes as the Spell sword’s free hand opened and he whispered an arcane word. Lightning blasted out; Lily shifted her body but still took a direct hit to her shoulder. The succubus spun in the air sideways and crashed into the corner of the counter. 
 
    Victor saw everything from the corner of his eye, leg up, he brought it down on the Spell sword’s knee. The woman grunted as her entire body shifted to the side and Victor drove his boot into her ribs. The female Spell sword was rocked to the ground as Victor turned his attention to the male Spell sword. Light flashed and swords sparked as the man was on him, pushing his blue energy sword against Victor’s gun blade. 
 
    Skye lifted up another vial and threw it at the spell sword on the ground. The female Spell sword managed to make it to her feet when a vial shattered at her side and darkness wrapped around her. Letting out a grunt, she fell sideways onto the floor. Energy glowed from her eyes as she whispered arcane words. Fire blasted out from her eyes and slammed against the darkness coiled around her body. 
 
    Lily tried to stand on her own power, pain dazzling her senses as Victor and the Spell sword went blow for blow. Blades clashed again and again as Victor tried to gain the edge. The man was skilled, his body moving like a powerful dancer against Victor’s clumsily sword play. The Blade figured his increased strength, speed and reflexes were the only thing helping him to keep up with the spell sword. Sparks flew in all directions as blades whipped at each other in small arcs. Victor took a stab and the Spell sword’s blade crashed down against it, forcing it into a nearby shelf. Victor pulled back, a book run through and stuck on his sword. Pulling the trigger, the book was blasted away as Victor spun around and barely parried an incoming strike.  
 
      The Spell sword on the floor burned away the darkness binding her. Jumping to her feet, she didn’t let the flames in her eyes die away. Instead, she turned them toward Skye. The redhead ducked down as flames blasted out, burning against the wood counter. Skye huddled behind it, hand reaching for potions stored there and taking hold of two. She braced herself for a moment, gathering her courage. When the flames and heat seemed to ease up, she jumped up and threw the vials from her hands. The world moved in slow motion as the Spell sword screamed, fire pouring from her eyes and shattering the vials in midair. Skye was about to duck down and grab more when a staff shot through the shop and struck the Spell sword in the side of her head. Body spinning, streams of fire blasted along curtains, wood walls, and shelves full of books. 
 
    Skye looked over to Lily as she stood, hand out. The staff flew back into her hand as she grunted from the blast mark against her shoulder. The Spell sword landed on the ground, clutching her face for a moment as the fire died in her eyes. Flames began to eat parts of the shop and smoke billowed. Skye looked on with wide eyes as she scrambled for more potions. 
 
    Victor and the Spell sword clashed like two titans among the growing flames. The sounds of metal against energy rang out in strange harmonic ripples. Victor took in the scene as the mad Spell sword continued his skilled attacks. The female Spell sword was crouched down, a new blade forming in her hand. Skye and Lily were backing up as the smoke and flames grew. A savage shriek filled the burning shop as the female Spell sword launched herself into the air and landed on the wooden counter. Eyes focused on Skye as the Spell sword raised her blade. 
 
    “Vala’s hope dies today,” the male Spell sword shouted in Victor’s face. 
 
    Anger flared as Victor spent another point of Strength. The Spell sword’s blade clashed against Victor’s gun blade again, but this time, Victor pushed back hard. The Spell sword’s eyes widened as pure power sent him flying backwards. Victor glanced to the female Spell sword rearing back her blade to stab Skye. Lily reached over the counter, grabbing Skye and pulling her away. A look of murderous intent filled the female Spell sword’s face as she drove her blade toward the shopkeeper. Victor turned his blade, aimed and pulled the trigger twice. 
 
    The female Spell sword roared until a blast struck her side and another hit the side of her head. The roar died as her body spun, a thin stream of blood spiraling around her body before she crashed into the wall, bounced and landed half on the counter. Body slumping down, the Spell sword’s eyes were lifeless as she fell behind the counter. 
 
    “Amber,” the male Spell sword wailed as he struggled to his feet. 
 
    Victor aimed at the Spell sword and pulled the trigger twice. Energy bolts blasted toward the man. Blue energy sword up, he parried one energy bolt but took the second one to the shoulder. Body whirling, he crashed into flames and screamed. Limbs flailed as fire consumed him. A pang of regret filled Victor as he spent another Constitution point and recharged his gun blade. Flames roared and black smoke billowed. Victor aimed at the flailing spell sword and pulled the trigger again and again. 
 
    Energy bolts struck the burning man, each one in turn until he fell in the flames, his body burning black. Victor hoped he ended his suffering when smoke filled his lungs. Coughing, he searched the black fog for his friends. A hand grabbed him from the smoke and pulled him. Victor followed, coughing and hacking. The fire was a full blaze, engulfing the shop in flames. Victor tried to fight off the stifling confusion. When it had become its darkest, shafts of sunlight lit the way. 
 
         Victor stumbled out to into the main street. A large crowd had gathered but Lily, a redhead, and a silver-haired woman stood there coughing. Victor turned his attention to Dawn as she pulled him out, ash coloring her pale cheeks. The Blade turned his head to see the shop going up in flames. 
 
    “We have to get out of here before others arrive,” Dawn hissed. 
 
    The elf pulled Victor with her toward the small group of women. Taking hold of Lily’s arm, the succubus simply coughed as Dawn pulled her and Victor away. Skye and Kira watched as the elf led Victor and Lily through the crowd. They quickly followed as several mages in the crowd held up hands and blasted the fire with streams of ice magic, black smoke curling into the clear blue sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    The forest spun as Victor coughed. Lungs ached as he tried to get a breath in. Lily pressed a hand to her partner, glowing energy flowing into his stumbling form. The coughing began to die down and Victor took the deepest breath of his life.  
 
     Dawn pressed on, Lily and Victor in tow. Behind them, two women followed, coughing and hacking. The elf with glasses glanced back to the women, her brow hardening and dragging her friends along. Victor took another deep breath before he regained his balance and pulled against Dawn’s grip. The elf slowed down with concern in her oval eyes. Letting go, she continued to walk, pillars of black smoke filling the sky behind them. 
 
    “…Wait…,” the redhead managed before her throat croaked. 
 
    Victor and Lily slowed to a stop while Dawn continued to march along the sparse forest. 
 
    “Wait…,” Skye said again before slowing down and falling into a coughing fit. 
 
    The silver-haired woman at her side patted her back, struggling against her own coughing. 
 
    Victor looked to the two women and then turned to Dawn, “Hold up, Dawn.” 
 
    The elf slowed her march and stopped, not turning around. “We need to keep moving and get as far away as we can before more Spell Swords arrive.” 
 
    “I think it’s okay to take a breather,” Victor said as his body began to feel better. 
 
     Lily moved to the two women, her hands glowing. The succubus touched their shoulders, healing their lungs and bodies. Skye and Kira looked to the succubus with thankful eyes before their coughing subsided and stopped completely. 
 
    “Thank you,” Skye said as she stood straighter. 
 
    Dawn’s fingers clenched into tight fists before she spun around with a furious gaze, “Why are you following us? Haven’t you done enough?” 
 
    Skye’s expression solidified into an angry gaze. Kira’s eyes saddened as she stayed to Skye’s side. 
 
    “I should be saying that to you,” Skye shouted. “You destroyed everything!” 
 
    Victor looked to the two women and then to Dawn before putting his hands up, “Emotions may be high right now. Maybe we should take it down a notch.” 
 
    Dawn’s eyes never wavered as she glared at Skye, “Victor, you would be angry too if you were drugged and kept tied up in a basement!” 
 
    Skye took a step forward, rage filling her eyes, “You manipulated us and stole from our shop! You’re lucky we decided to protect you or those Spell Swords would have carted you off to the Authority!” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily as she stood with crossed arms and an annoyed look in her eyes. “Calm them down while I calm Dawn down.” 
 
    The succubus exhaled in annoyance as she turned and stepped to Skye and Kira. Victor turned and walked to Dawn as she stood, nearly trembling in rage. The forest around them grew silent as birds looked down, heads cocking to the side in curiosity.  
 
    Victor approached the elf, trying to keep his demeanor as calm as possible. Dawn’s gaze shifted to him and her rage cooled slightly. When Victor stood before her, she rushed him, circling her arms around his waist and pressing her head to his chest. Victor couldn’t help himself as he hugged her close. 
 
    “Thank you for saving me,” Dawn said in a low, sad voice. 
 
    “No thanks needed...but you’re welcome,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The two held each other while the murmurs of Lily, Skye, and Kira filled the background. 
 
    “What happened,” Victor asked. 
 
    Dawn was silent before she uncoiled her arms and stepped away. “I was trying to make amends. I broke into their shop and left a pile of gold for them until they attacked me. They kept me in the basement and drugged me so I wouldn’t try to escape.” 
 
    “Tell them the whole story or I will,” Skye shouted as Lily put her arm out to stop her from advancing. 
 
    Dawn looked down but remained silent. Victor turned to Skye, Kira, and Lily with a confused raise of an eyebrow. 
 
    “I’m okay, but if you are her friends, you need to know what happened,” Skye said to Lily. 
 
    The succubus let her arm drop to her side. The redhead bowed her head to Lily before stepping closer to Victor. The Blade stayed his ground as Dawn took a few steps away, not looking in their direction. Kira stood, a backpack over her shoulders and a gloomy darkness in her eyes. 
 
    Victor waited as Skye was about to speak when a deep warmth washed over him. Skye’s expression changed from fury to warm confusion as she stood before Victor. The play of energy between them was overwhelming and Skye hesitated. Victor knew this feeling, but kept his expression neutral so not to add to the already confusing start of the day. 
 
    Skye blinked as she steadied herself, “You...you belong to Vala.” 
 
    Victor said nothing. 
 
    “I felt it too,” Lily said from the background, “We all felt it in the shop.” 
 
    “Let’s start from the beginning before we begin talking about Vala,” Victor said diplomatically. 
 
    Skye’s eyes closed slowly as if she was regaining her balance. When they opened, a new fire lit her spirit. 
 
    “Your friend seduced us and then took many items from our shop weeks ago. I placed new wards in the shop and when she broke in, the wards alerted me and I subdued her. I was ready to call the magistrates when two things happened. One, she felt…like family. Two, she was being hunted.” 
 
    Kira stepped over to Skye’s side, head bowed. “Skye tells the truth. We noticed strangers eyeing our shop. We didn’t know their intentions so we decided to keep her locked up until they moved on…but they didn’t move on.” 
 
    Dawn looked to the two women and frowned. “You should have just let me go. I would have handled them.” 
 
    Skye crossed her arms against her stomach, “Like you handled us? They would have killed you or taken you prisoner.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to Dawn as she stood. The elf glanced to him, her frown deepening before turning away. 
 
    “Dawn, it will help your spirit feel lighter if you just come clean to them,” Victor said. 
 
    The elf’s head leaned forward before she turned around, darkness under her eyes. “Fine, yes, I seduced them. When we needed ingredients for Night’s potions, I knew I could get them at their shop. While they were out one night, I introduced myself and we started to talk. One thing led to another and we ended up in their bed.  
 
    “Afterwards, when they were sleeping, I snuck down and took what we needed for the potions. I had full intention of returning and paying them back.” 
 
    Skye’s brow grew softer, but her gaze remained hard, “If you told us you worshipped Vala, we would have come to an understanding.” 
 
    Even Lily looked to Dawn with hard eyes, “You didn’t have to steal from them. We all could have worked to some kind of agreement.” 
 
    “Time was not on our side and I made a decision. The proof was there when I broke in to pay them back. As for the seduction, we were all willing partners.” 
 
    “And because of you, our shop went up in flames,” Skye growled. 
 
    Kira stepped from Skye’s side and walked up to Dawn. The elf with glasses stood with a blank expression until the silver-haired woman reached for her hands, took hold and held them up. Warmth played between their fingers as Dawn’s demeanor seemed to ebb from the woman’s touch. 
 
    “I never had a chance to thank you for that night,” Kira said softly. 
 
    Lily moved to Victor’s side as they both watched Dawn and Kira. 
 
    “I…,” Dawn began before Kira spoke up. 
 
    “Skye was going to leave me. We had been together for years and I knew it was only a matter of time before she left me for good.” 
 
    Skye stepped closer, her rage washing away to sorrow, “Kira…you don’t have to say anything.” 
 
    Kira nodded. “I do. They should understand what happened.” 
 
    The silver-haired woman continued to hold Dawn’s hands. “We toyed with the idea of opening our relationship. When you arrived and we spoke, it seemed like Vala herself was guiding our union. The night was wonderful. I knew our hearts felt better for it. When we woke and saw that many items from our shop went missing, it made our bond stronger. We realized, we didn’t need anyone else to complete us, we were already complete.” 
 
    Dawn’s demeanor grew softer as she squeezed Kira’s hands. “I meant no lasting harm. I was going to return and pay…I just didn’t have enough gold at the time. After returning the payment, I would have come to you both…to apologize.” 
 
    Skye marched over and put her arm around Kira’s slender shoulders while looking to Dawn. “You showed us what was already there. We simply needed a reminder and for that we are thankful,” Skye said begrudgingly. 
 
    Dawn looked down before pulling her hands away. “I’m sorry,” she said simply. 
 
    Skye and Kira nodded, accepting her apology. 
 
    Victor leaned in to Lily. “It’s like a soap opera,” he said out the side of his mouth. 
 
    Lily crossed her arms, “If a ‘soap opera’ is anything like an opera…then yes, it is long, drawn out and boring. We don’t have time for this. Vonn and Yimer are still out there somewhere.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “We should find a place to sit down and talk. If they are acolytes of Vala, we should discuss before…,” Victor was cut off by the sound of clapping. 
 
    “It is a fine day to put the past away,” a man said from above. 
 
    All eyes turned to a tree where a man stood on a branch, his shoulder leaning into the trunk of the tree. Victor’s hand opened as his gun blade slid into his palm. Spending a Constitution point, he charged his blade as a staff appeared in Lily’s hands. Skye and Kira took a step back as Dawn drew a dagger and looked up with a hard gaze. 
 
    The man stopped clapping, a hand taking hold of a branch and hanging from it. Victor noticed the leather armor on his body was covered in black runes, similar to the Spell swords in the shop. A thick leather-bound book was chained to his hip and a pleasant smile painted his face. The air took on a stillness as the man and the group studied each other for any hint of aggression. 
 
    The stranger spoke first. “No need to brandish your weapons, I come in peace.” 
 
    “That’s not what we’d expect since your fellow Spell swords attacked our shop,” Skye growled as she pulled Kira back with her. 
 
    The stranger closed his eyes and tilted his head forward, “While I may be like them, I am not one of them. I told them it was foolish to rush in and attack, but Arthur’s ego was too big for his body to carry. Amber was just as foolish so they deserved their fates.” 
 
    Victor lifted his gun blade and aimed at the stranger in the tree, “And what fate do you deserve?” 
 
    The stranger opened his eyes and gave an impish smirk, “A fate where my goddess can have a moment of your time.” 
 
    Victor smirked, “It’s been a pretty busy day so far. How about we reschedule and just be on our merry way.” 
 
    The man leapt off the branch, somersaulted through the air and landed at the base of the tree, palms facing out. Victor kept a steady aim on the Spell sword as Lily and Dawn stood to each side of him. Skye and Kira moved behind them to stay out of the way. 
 
    “I believe this is a conversation you must have, Champion of Vala.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes took on a steely gaze. Lily kept her stance loose while Dawn was still as a statue in a cemetery. 
 
    The Spell sword leaned against the tree; his body relaxed. “My friends call me Nebb. I hope we can be friends.” 
 
    Victor studied the Spell sword. Short brown hair covered his head as a small braid hung from his right temple. His features gave him a normal, everyday man look, unremarkable except for his leather armor and the book at his hip. Victor could swear the man could blend into a crowd and disappear without a trace. They didn’t even hear him coming or knew he was there in the tree. If he wanted to hurt them, he had plenty of moments to cripple them. 
 
    Victor lowered his gun blade and let it slide back into his wrist. The succubus and the elf glanced over to Victor with question marks in their eyes. 
 
    The Spell sword bowed slightly before leaning back against the tree. “I see you are a man of intelligence. I am happy to call you friend.” 
 
    “Friendship is earned,” Victor said with a cool edge. “You mentioned your goddess wants to speak to us and we don’t have a lot of time.” 
 
    Nebb nodded. “Time is a resource many of us don’t have, that is why our introductions must be brief. Forgive my sudden appearance but I have been watching you since you arrived in town. Where my cohorts wished for your capture or death, I was instructed by a higher power to gain your attention. Now that I have it, my goddess will want to speak to you personally.” 
 
    I don’t like this. 
 
    Victor remained silent as Nebb stared at the group. Victor gazed on the Spell sword, eyes growing wider as the bark along the tree began to shift and move. Nebb grinned as bark crawled onto his body like a swarm of brown insects. They shifted over every part of him, becoming rough scales over limbs and the trunk of his body. Lily and Dawn kept their stances, all of them watching as the Spell sword was consumed by the tree. When the bark crawled over Nebb’s neck and then face, he was covered from head to toe with bark as he became one with the tree. Vines emerged and crisscrossed over the humanoid lump. Bark fell away from his face and Victor’s eyes widened a hair. 
 
    A green skinned face emerged from the falling bark, eyes closed and mouth a thin line. Green hair flowed, taking on a mossy texture while the vines tightened. Shards of bark fell away until a womanly form pulled from the tree. She stood seven feet tall, skin and hair an emerald green while brown bark covered her body in patches. Oval eyes opened and a smile formed. 
 
    Victor stared with unblinking eyes. “I saw you,” he stated as he remembered the face in the forest on their way to Runon. 
 
    The green woman knelt to her knees, a cheery smile on her green lips. “I wanted you to see me.” 
 
    Lily stabbed the end of her staff into the ground, her face a hard mask. “Nyphy, Goddess of Plants, Seasons and Life.” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily and then to the big green goddess kneeling before him. “You know her?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “She is a powerful goddess here in the Eddor Realm. Many of the lesser gods look up to her.” 
 
    Nyphy’s smile broadened. “Then you know I took no part in Vala’s murder.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything to stop it either,” Lily sneered. 
 
    The green goddess’ smile dimmed but only for a moment. “True, I remained neutral but her death weighed heavy on myself and many others. It is part of the reason why I am showing myself to you through one of my Champions. There is some regret in the pantheon, but I wish to personally extend my hand in friendship.” 
 
    “So, you can slit our throats with a friendly smile,” Lily said with a hard edge. 
 
    Victor turned to Lily with wide eyes, “She’s a goddess. We should hear her out.” 
 
    The succubus shook her head, “She may be a goddess, but she is just as flawed as all the others. Don’t let her power fool you into thinking she wants to be our friend. Vala called her friend even when she did nothing to stop Vala being hacked to pieces. She will try to manipulate and use us for her own designs.” 
 
    Nyphy’s shoulders deflated as her gaze shifted downward. “I understand your anger and if I was one of Vala’s followers, I would feel the same burning protective passion. You are trying to right a great wrong, but you are not the only ones who wish to see a brighter future. Vala’s death left a void and it is something many want to see rectified.” 
 
    “But not all,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    The green goddess nodded. “While we speak, forces are aligning to cause great harm to many here on Eddor. Trust, much like friendship, is earned. I wish to personally give information to show I desire what you desire, Vala’s return. If I tried to pass it through one of my Champions or followers, I know it would be a mistrusted source. By showing myself, I want you to know the information is valuable and a first step to bridging the chasm of darkness across the six realms.” 
 
    She talks a good game, but I’m with Lily, we can’t trust any of them. 
 
    “It doesn’t cost us anything to listen. Let’s hear her out,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Fine, don’t come crying to me when she betrays us! 
 
    Nyphy eyed Victor with an amused smile. “Thank you, Blade of Vala. To begin, my influence is connected with plants and living beings from insects to dragons. Not too long ago, I felt the presence of two Warp Spawn entering Eddor.” 
 
    Victor and Lily’s ears and attention perked up. 
 
    Nyphy continued, “While the Kurggoth occasionally appear in the mystical cities across Eddor, it was strange to feel their presence so close to the Forsaken lands to the East. They show no interest in those lands and tend to stay away as do many others for shadows are attracted to those lands. 
 
    “I was further surprised when they vanished. Even with my power, I would only gain slight whispers of knowing they remained on Eddor but their location eluded me. I have no ill will toward them, but most of the Pantheon do keep a watchful eye on those who cross realms. But a curious thing happened; the Slingers to the East began to move toward the border, not many but enough for the Mage Authority to take note. 
 
    “My spies within the Authority prayed to me, telling me of the storm stirred by such illegal actions. They have dispatched Casters and Spell swords to march on the border town and arrest all who dwell there. I have felt the connection of the warp spawn to Vala and know you are searching for them from the whispers across realms. I have no desire for more bloodshed and only wish to see the Kurggoth reunited with Vala’s Blade and Shield.” 
 
    Victor rubbed the back of his head as he took it all in. There was no doubt the two warp spawn were Vonn and Yimer, but why they appeared here in Eddor instead of Vala’s realm was beyond him. Looking to the green goddess as she sat on her ankles, Victor couldn’t deny the feeling she was telling the truth. Glancing to Lily, the succubus kept her stony gaze on the goddess. Victor knew he didn’t know much, but his gut gave an approving nod and he decided to go with it. 
 
    “What’s the name of the town?” 
 
    “Blackwood,” Nyphy said simply. 
 
    “I know where it is,” Dawn said in a low voice to Victor. 
 
    The goddess looked into Lily’s red eyes, moved to Victor’s green ones and stared at Dawn’s brown eyes. “For now, I can assist with information. The Mage Authority has bounties on all of your heads and they already have a lead on you. I suggest you move like the wind to Blackwood.”  
 
    A vein throbbed along Lily’s forehead as her demeanor became sharp edges, “Do you think helping us is going to get you in Vala’s good graces, after everything that has been done?” 
 
    Nyphy focused her attention on the succubus and gave a warm smile. “I believe this is the first step to healing all our hearts.” 
 
    The goddess turned her attention to Victor, “Be brave and know Vala has an ally in these uncertain times.” 
 
    Cracks appeared along Nyphy’s body, snaking up to her smiling face. Peaceful eyes closed as the cracks covered her entire body. A moment later, the outer shell fell away in pieces. Victor and the group watched as the pieces of bark and green skin covered the ground, Nebb kneeling. The Spell sword looked up, giving a smirk before standing up. 
 
    “See you around,” Nebb smiled before turning and launching himself into the air.  
 
    The group watched as he landed on a tree branch before vaulting to another and another. Victor gave the fleeing Spell sword a small nod while noticing the man moved through the trees like a ninja from Naruto. 
 
    It’s a shame we won’t be able to finish the series now. 
 
    “I don’t want to talk about it,” Victor whispered to himself before turning to the small group. 
 
    The young man clasped his hands together, “Alright, it looks like we have a hike ahead of us.” 
 
    “Blackwood is about fifty miles to the South East. It will take us two to three days to get there,” Dawn said matter of fact. 
 
    “We should begin now and try to gain some ground,” Lily added. 
 
    “What about the Caster and Spell sword army between Blackwood and us? We will have to come up with some kind of strategy or it will take us longer to get around them,” Victor said as he rubbed his chin. 
 
    Lily stepped closer to the Blade and gave him a confident smirk, “I’m sure you can take them.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Don’t you mean we can take them?” 
 
     “Remember, I’m the leader,” Lily said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Dawn tried to hide her smile with her hand. Skye and Kira looked on with blank gazes. 
 
    “We are going to have to work out these team dynamics,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    “We are coming with you,” Skye blurted out. 
 
    Victor, Lily and Dawn turned to face the two women. Skye took a step closer, Kira off to the side. 
 
    “Thanks to our shop burning down, we have no reason to stay here,” Skye said with a hard edge. 
 
    Kira moved to Skye’s side and coiled her fingers between the redhead’s fingers. “We also know Vala has brought us together for a reason. We can help as well.” 
 
    Victor looked to the two women and smiled, “The more the merrier.” 
 
    Dawn turned to the south east and began walking. The rest of the group looked to the elf and slowly boots began to shuffle in her direction. White puffy clouds glided across the blue sky as the group began to march. Victor looked up to the west, seeing the clouds grow thicker and darker. The sun dimmed as some clouds floated overhead and a small shiver filled his heart.  
 
    *** 
 
    The sky grew darker as the small group made their way through the thickening forest. Dawn led the way, silent as a thief in the night. Victor and Lily walked side by side, the two of them keeping the rogue elf in view. Behind them, Skye and Kira walked side by side. Hours had ticked by as they moved through the forest, the sky now covered in a thick layer of gray clouds. The air cooled in the lack of sunlight and Victor wondered if they should make camp and build a fire. 
 
    “How long should we travel before we make camp,” Victor casually said to his demonic companion. 
 
    “When it gets dark,” Lily said with a faraway gaze. 
 
    Victor looked to the succubus, noticing she was mentally a million miles away. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    The succubus blinked a few times until it appeared, she was back in her body, “I’m fine.” 
 
    “You don’t seem fine.” 
 
    Lily gave her companion an annoyed glance before looking forward. 
 
    Victor waited for a response, but the demoness remained quiet. Feeling she wasn’t ready to talk, he decided to change the subject. 
 
    “So, Skye and Kira. They’re acolytes, but I’m not sure how this is going to work. They seem to be in a committed relationship and I sure don’t want to come between that.” 
 
    “What do you mean,” Lily asked. 
 
    Thoughts painted Victor’s mind. He was all for connecting with Vala’s acolytes, but he didn’t want to be some relationship wrecker. Glancing back, he saw they were both beautiful women, but he had a hard and fast rule of never messing with other people’s relationships. 
 
    “I mean…how do I...um...connect with them to release Vala’s power,” Victor said uncomfortably. 
 
    Lily looked to Victor as they walked, remaining silent. Victor gave her a nervous look while making a circle with his fingers on his left and pointing a finger with his right. He then stuck the finger in the hole and moved it back and forth. 
 
    Lily’s expression exploded into laughter. Victor continued with a nervous smile as the succubus laughed. Holding her stomach, she nearly stumbled walked as tears formed at the corners of her eyes. Dawn looked back as Skye and Kira turned their attention to the laughing succubus. Laughter rose up along the trees as Lily found it difficult to contain herself. Soon the laughter died down, but Lily was smiling from ear to ear.  
 
    “You never cease to amuse me,” the succubus grinned. “Vala encourages prayer through our bodies, but that isn’t the only way to unlock her divine power.” 
 
    “So…this might be a test?” 
 
    Lily shrugged, “Maybe, I’m not sure.” 
 
    The demoness was silent for a moment before speaking again, “Remember when we were on Xull with Wynn and the others?” 
 
    Victor nodded. 
 
    “I don’t believe you slept with everyone, but you managed to unlock their divine orbs.” 
 
    The young man nodded again, “I thought it was because we were all sharing a moment.” 
 
    “True, we were, but it goes beyond just our bodies. Vala’s love transcends all and we may be gifted to be her Champions but we don’t have to pray the same way.” 
 
    “I feel someone should be writing this all down,” Victor quipped. 
 
    Lily’s smile faded as she looked down, darkness covering her eyes. “There used to be. Cassandra told me stories of scribes gifted by Vala to chronicle her knowledge. The Rage War wiped out most her teachings. Books were burned and scribes slaughtered. Most of her teachings were lost long ago. It is one of the many duties we must perform before she returns and long after her resurrection.” 
 
    Victor looked off, “Sounds like we still have a lot of work ahead of us, but right now, I wish I had the ability to fly. Two to three days to reach a border town might be too long and I’m not happy with the thought of fighting a small army before we get there.” 
 
    Victor glanced back to Skye and Kira before turning his gaze to Dawn’s back. “Plus, I don’t know if we should put the rest of the group in a fight. Skye and Kira lost everything and Dawn doesn’t seem like she wants to talk either.” 
 
    “Dawn has a strong spirit, she’ll be fine. Skye and Kira held their own in the shop.” 
 
    The Blade shook his head slightly, “Yes, but a bigger fight could put us all in danger.” 
 
    “I’m open to suggestions,” Lily said as they walked. 
 
    A cool breeze washed over the Blade as he walked along. He thought back to his jump ability and surely that would cut his journey down, but there was no way he could carry all of them. The image of blindly jumping along and holding four ladies didn’t sit well with him. Mind working, he wondered what they could do to shorten the distance. Maybe buy horses at a small town or find a mage willing to teleport them to Blackwood? The ideas shined bright until they dimmed from doubt. The last thing Victor wanted was to alert anyone else to what they were doing. 
 
    Thoughts flowed back to Nyphy. The goddess made it clear she wanted to help, but if it was a ploy to set up a trap, Victor felt they would all be screwed. There was no way to know for sure, but the hint of Vonn and Yimer being on Eddor was too tantalizing to not follow up. The odds seemed to grow and that only caused Victor’s mind to work harder. Calling up his list of abilities in the corner of his vision, he went down the list until he stopped at one ability. 
 
    Victor gently grabbed Lily’s arm and slowed to a halt. The succubus looked to the young man with curious eyes. Skye and Kira slowed down seeing Victor and Lily stop. 
 
    “I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before,” Victor laughed before turning his attention to the elf. “Dawn, stop, I have an idea!” 
 
    The elf stopped her march and turned around to the smiling Victor. Walking back, the group converged on the Blade as the idea took root in his mind. 
 
    “We have to keep going if we want to make good time,” Dawn said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    “I know, but we have too many obstacles in our way if we just travel through the forests. We have to go over it,” Victor smiled as he let go of Lily and faced the small group. 
 
    Lily crossed her arms against her stomach, “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Victor paced before them, hands behind his back. “We need something big to carry all of us. I have the ability to shapeshift into animals. We just need a flying animal big enough to carry the four of you and fast enough to get there in a short amount of time.” 
 
    “A dragon could do it,” Skye said simply. 
 
    Victor stopped pacing and smiled at the red head. “Yes, a dragon could do it! I have only used my ability twice turning into small creatures, but I haven’t tried it yet to change into anything larger. Technically speaking, we are all animals, even the mythological ones.” 
 
    “Dragon’s aren’t myths,” Dawn said impatiently. 
 
    “A better reason on why we should try it,” Victor said with a toothy smile. 
 
    Lily’s eyes took on a warm hue even as her voice came out commanding, “It is a good idea. Turn into a dragon.” 
 
    Victor felt the sting of Lily taking away his thunder a little bit. Mentally laughing it off, he spent a point of Strength. The energy flowed into his body as it was released, waiting to be used. Focusing his thoughts, the image of a dragon filled his mind. Closing his eyes, he willed himself to become a mighty dragon. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    The four women stared as Victor stood like a statue. Blinking, he couldn’t understand why his body wasn’t changing. It worked automatically when he used it before but now the energy flowed and nothing came to pass. Brow wrinkling, thoughts whirled into finding a solution when it struck him. 
 
    “I need more power,” Victor whispered and spent four more points of Strength. 
 
    Energy poured into his body, connecting with the point he already spent. Remembering that if he spent five points of his influence, he can create a greater effect, the energy swelled under his skin and his body began to change.  
 
    The group took a few steps back as Victor’s body began to grow larger and longer. Scales burst from his skin, sliding down along his body. Horns sprouted from his head as did a snout and sharp teeth. Black wings burst from his back, spreading out with webbed skin. A tail emerged from his lower back, snaked into the air and came down against the ground. The transformation took mere moments but when it was complete, a black majestic dragon with patterns of green scales stood on all fours. 
 
    Victor mentally smiled to himself as raw power ran through his new form. Wondering if there was any kind of time limit to his dragon form, he tried to call up his visual display. A long second ticked by, nothing happening. Victor tried to call it up again and was greeted with the same result. 
 
    Something tells me you cannot use your other abilities in his form. 
 
    “I think you may be right,” the dragon said in a deep voice. 
 
    Skye looked on the dragon and frowned. “You’re a pretty small dragon.” 
 
    Victor craned his head down to his body. Eyes drinking in his size, he was just larger than a big horse. The main trunk of his body was streamlined with scales and muscles, but Skye was right, comparing his size to Shyryth when she changed during the attack on Vala’s realm, he was smaller.  
 
    “It’s not the size that counts,” the dragon chuckled. 
 
    Lily smirked; arms still crossed. At her sides, Dawn and Kira’s eyes widened and filled with stars. The elf and silver-haired woman rushed ahead, hugging Victor by the neck. Skye smiled as she watched Kira nuzzle her faze against the smooth dragon scales. 
 
    “I love dragons,” Dawn said as she too snuggled Victor’s neck. 
 
    “Me too,” Kira said with a girlish laugh. 
 
    “Ladies ladies, there is plenty of me to go around,” Victor said with a gentle deep voice. 
 
    “This could work,” Lily said as she stepped closer. 
 
    Skye followed. “We will need to fly above the clouds if we want to go unnoticed. Does he even have the power to carry all of us?” 
 
    The dragon craned his head and gazed on the redhead, “Climb on and we can find out together.” 
 
    Dawn and Kira were quick to climb onto Victor’s back. Lily was next, climbing up behind Dawn. Skye was last, climbing up and sitting behind Kira. Victor flexed his wings, but quickly noticed the extra weight on his back. A sliver of doubt crawled into his mind as he wasn’t sure he was big enough to carry all of them. Flapping his powerful wings, the air shifted to each stroke. Leaves and debris blasted away with each powerful flap of leathery wings. Concentrating, he pumped his wings again and again. 
 
    Lily looked down, seeing that they had not left the ground. Sighing in defeat, she was about to tell Victor to stop when the dragon’s body began to lift off the ground. The succubus’s eyes widened as a wicked smirk formed. Lily held onto Dawn while Kira held onto Lily and Skye held onto Kira. The ground seemed to shrink away as Victor climbed into the sky. 
 
    The dragon huffed while focusing his power. The weight on his back was causing him to struggle, but now that they had lifted off, he hoped it would be easier to fly when they reached a higher altitude. Grunting, he flew higher and higher. Clearing the tops of nearby trees, he continued to pump his wings. The four women held onto each other and the dragon as they slowly climbed higher and higher.  
 
    “You can do it,” Dawn said as she leaned closer, holding onto Victor’s neck. 
 
    The dragon grinned with sharp teeth as he flapped harder. The clouds hung low in the sky and when Victor flapped into them, visibility fell to zero. A chill bit at their bodies as they hugged one another until they burst from the low cloud cover. Sunlight bathed their bodies in warmth before Victor made one final powerful push and he glided into the heavens. 
 
    Huffing, Victor caught a thermal and he flew higher into the sky. Tired muscles smoothed into relief as the wind and air took over against large wings. The four women on his back patted his sides as they soared high above the dark clouds. 
 
    Exhilaration washed over the Victor’s dragon body. Flying high above the clouds, he basked in the glory of flying. Wind whipping at his scaled face, he couldn’t believe he was actually doing it. Soaring from side to side, a sea of dark clouds rolled by underneath while the sun sank low in the afternoon sky. 
 
    “We should be there by evening,” Dawn shouted through the wind. 
 
    The four women huddled closer for warmth, but soon noticed the heat coming from underneath them. Looking down, they all felt Victor’s dragon body giving off waves of heat as he flew. Victor turned his scaled snout to them, eyes connecting with Lily and giving her a wink. 
 
    The succubus gave a sultry exhale as she hugged Dawn. The elf looked back to see Lily’s eyes fluttering and she smiled. It was apparent the succubus was enjoying the ride with a hot dragon between her legs and she showed no shame in enjoying it. The elf moved her hand over Lily’s arms around her stomach. The four women felt warmer as powerful muscles flexed underneath them. 
 
    Lily is going to have her way with you when we land. 
 
    “I hope so,” Victor mentally said to the shadow in his heart. 
 
    The air felt pure as Victor drank it in. They flew on, unaware of three creatures flying in formation far behind them. Sunlight glittered off scales as hawkish eyes spotted the small flying dragon and its riders. Leathery wings flapping, they sped across the sky, snouts pointed at Victor and a heat in their gazes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    Victor’s serpentine smile began to wane. Weakness bled into tired muscles, gliding along above the clouds. The sun sank lower in the sky, hues changing with the late afternoon into early evening. Shaking his horned head, he tried to power through the weakness, but it seemed to only get stronger. Victor had been flying for over an hour and the way the weakness seemed to grow, the more convinced it was because he was losing his ability to maintain the dragon form.  
 
    “We have to land,” Victor said as he craned his head back to his passengers. 
 
    “We should be close anyway,” Dawn shouted over the roar of the wind. 
 
    Victor gave a head nod when something sparkled in the distance behind them. Keen eyes caught the glimpse of three forms before they dove into the clouds and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Victor’s dragon eyes narrowed, “I think we are being followed.” 
 
    The four women on his back turned their heads to see nothing but sky and clouds underneath them. The tiredness consumed the weakening dragon and Victor couldn’t keep his current form forever. Needing to land, he banked to the right and dived toward the thick cloud cover. The dragon and passengers were engulfed in gray clouds before quickly emerging from the other side. A light rain fell as the black dragon continued his dive and when he reached the top of trees, wings flashed out. Wings pumping, he slowed their descent until the last bit of strength left him. 
 
    Lily and Dawn looked on the dragon with wide eyes as he began to shrink under them. Skye already took hold of Kira’s waist with one hand, pulled a potion from her robe. Popping the cork, she guzzled the vials contents as Victor’s dragon form shrank with every passing second. Leaping off, Skye and Kira floated down, the silver-haired woman clutching to her fiery partner. 
 
    Lily and Dawn jumped up and launched off the shrinking dragon. Victor let out a small weak growl before his body regained his true form, ten feet off the ground. Legs swinging out, he hit the ground and rolled to a halt, arms and legs out while breathing heavy. 
 
    Rain fell from the gray sky, painting the tired young man’s face as he lay. Strength slowly returned to spent muscles, but he continued to lie on his back. Four shadows stood over him with various expressions from frowning to amused smiles. Dawn and Lily reached down and each took one of his hands. Victor sighed as he was hoisted to a sitting position and then to his feet. 
 
    “What do you think you saw,” Lily asked. 
 
    “Don’t know. They were big though. I only saw some glittering before they dived down into the clouds,” Victor said as he lifted his collar to chase away the chill. 
 
    Lily seemed unaffected by the cool air while Dawn began to hug herself. Skye and Kira had thick robes on, but it was only a matter of time before they absorbed enough water to touch their skin. 
 
    Eyes on Dawn, Victor took off his armored trench coat and put it over the elf’s shoulders. The elf with glasses closed it around her body and smiled her thanks. Lily’s tail vibrated for a moment before the succubus looked to the East. Skye and Kira stood close to one another as the rain began to fall harder. 
 
    Victor spoke up, “I’m not sure who or what is following us, but I don’t think we should wait in the rain to find out.” 
 
    Dawn took in her surrounding and pointed to the East, “We are close. Blackwood should be just past those trees.” 
 
    “Let’s not waste any more time,” Victor said to the ladies before turning and beginning to walk. 
 
    Lily watched as Victor walked past her. The succubus eyed the Blade before Dawn rushed to his side. Tail vibrating again, she began following her partner and the elf. Skye and Kira followed along. The silver-haired woman shivered and Skye put her arm around her, trying to keep her warm as they walked. 
 
    The sound of rain splashing against leaves flowed over the small group like a wondrous white noise. Victor kept his senses sharp, knowing he spent much of his Strength on the dragon form; it would be another four to five hours before he regenerated his influence. Thinking of the three things in the sky behind them, he hoped they were only spying since he would be hard pressed in a fight right now. 
 
    Dawn’s fingers slid between Victor’s fingers. The young man turned his attention to the smiling elf as she held his hand. A pleasant comfort touched them as they walked along, holding hands. 
 
    “Your sister was very worried,” Victor said, breaking the silence between them. 
 
    Dawn nodded. 
 
    “She will be happy to see that you’re okay.” 
 
    Dawn squeezed Victor’s hand. “I know. I’ll be happy to see her too.” 
 
    The rain thickened as they walked, lightning flashing in the distance. The gray clouds grew darker as the sun moved further to the west. Victor’s heart beat heavy in his chest as he looked to Dawn, words forming in his throat. 
 
    “You don’t have to go at things alone. We are all here for each other. I’m here for you,” the young Champion smiled. 
 
    Dawn looked up to Victor, rain drops sliding down the tips of her long ears. “It’s difficult…to rely on anyone. Night and I have been at this a long time, by ourselves. It’s still new to me…” The elf trailed off. 
 
    “To have friends,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Dawn gave a shy nod. 
 
    “To be fair, it is kind of new to me too. I used to just have my family and didn’t have a lot of time to hang out with people. When my parents passed, I sort of put myself in solitude to help recover from the pain. Then I just kind of stayed there…until all of this.” 
 
    Victor squeezed Dawn’s hand tight, “You are doing the best you can for you and your sister. I understand and admire your strength. I didn’t have anyone to tell me if I was doing anything right or wrong, but from my experience, you are doing an excellent job of taking care of your family. Just know we are your family too.” 
 
    Dawn’s smooth face darkened in the rain, “For the first time in my life…It feels like that. Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    Dawn looked up into Victor’s kind face, oval brown eyes blinking in the rain. Victor smiled, admiring her beauty and seeing her opening up to him. The spitfire attitude seemed to melt to the background as she gazed with surreal warmth. It was enough to feel the connection between them and it blazed bright. 
 
    The elf turned and pointed with her left hand, “There’s the town.” 
 
    Victor looked up, past the trees to the chimneys and smoke curling up into the dark, rainy sky. The group of five made their way through the trees and onto a muddy road. The squishing of mud underneath boots rose up, blending with the rainfall. It didn’t take long to reach the town edge, rivers of rainwater cascading down roofs and the streets empty. Lantern lights glowed from behind curtains of various homes and shops as five figures walked along the mushy ground. 
 
    The sounds of laughter and shouting rang out in the small town. Victor looked down the street to a well-lit tavern. The faint sound of glass shattering and loud laughter stormed on as the rain came down. 
 
    Victor eyed the establishment before turning to the group behind him. “Lily, can you use your soul compass…,” Victor trailed off as three dark figures emerged from the forest at the edge of town. 
 
    Becoming silent, the rest of the group turned around to see what Victor was looking at. A tension bloomed as the shadows melted away and three women walked toward the small town. Three pairs of eyes kept their gaze on Victor’s group. They moved with purpose, walking a straight line toward them, seemingly unaffected by the rain. 
 
    Victor stepped past his group, “Skye and Kira, find a place to wait for us.” 
 
    The two women looked to Victor as he continued to walk, Dawn and Lily at his sides. The Blade readied himself for a fight as the three women didn’t slow down. He had no idea what they were about, but with all the talk of gods, monsters, Spell swords and Casters, Vala’s Champion didn’t want to take a chance. 
 
    The three women stepped closer, water running down their travelling clothes. One had long, vibrant blue hair and pale skin. She led the trio as a green-haired woman moved on her left and a white-haired woman walked on her left. Victor couldn’t stop his gaze from shifting to the white-haired woman, her eyes half closed and yawning. Electricity sparked in the air as lightning flashed again in the distance. 
 
    The lights from town illuminated the three women’s faces and Victor would be lying to himself if he didn’t find each of them strikingly beautiful. A cloud of power and elegance seemed to flow off their forms as they stepped along the thick mud. When the two groups of three reached each other, twenty feet of space separated them. 
 
    Victor kept his muscles loose, but concern touched his spirit as he knew he wouldn’t be able to call upon much of his Strength influence. Deciding to get an advantage from the beginning, the Blade spent two Charisma points and greeted the women with a big, kind smile. 
 
    The blue and green-haired women seemed unaffected, but the white-haired one’s mouth gaped as stars filled her half-closed eyes. Slouching forward, the white-haired woman marched forward like a zombie, stars turning to hearts in her eyes. The blue-haired woman put her arm out to stop her companion from taking another step. 
 
    “Mildra, you’re drooling,” the blue-haired one said with a throbbing vein along her perfect forehead. 
 
    “He’s…just so cute,” Mildra said with sleepy eyes. 
 
    Victor tilted his head forward, keeping his smile. “You three were following us.” 
 
    The blue-haired one gave Victor a cold stare, “Hardly. You were in our way.” 
 
    “Then I take it, you’re not with the Authority,” Victor said with a calm edge. 
 
    The blue-haired woman barked out a laugh before containing herself, “The Authority has no sway in what we do. Now before you begin asking stupid questions I will not answer, step aside so we may continue.” 
 
    “Asking for the name of a beautiful woman is not a stupid question,” Victor said with a playful gleam in his eyes. 
 
    The blue-haired woman’s eyes widened a hair as pink touched her pale cheeks. The green-haired one looked away with a smile and Mildra continued to stare like a love-struck zombie. 
 
    “Tell him your name,” the green-haired women grinned. 
 
    The woman leading the trio stood silent, pink fading away from her cheeks and electric fire filling her eyes. The green-haired one sighed as she stepped past her cohorts, crossed the twenty feet between them and stood before Victor. 
 
    “My name is Izy. The one drooling over there is Mildra and my friend with the lightning bolt stuck up her butt is Vindrel,” Izy said as she held out her hand. 
 
    Victor took her hand into his and looked her in the eye. “Pleased to meet you. My name is Victor,” the young man said and kissed the back of her hand in the rain. 
 
    Heat flashed and Victor was consumed by it. The mere touch of his lips on her hand sent a wave of warmth through his senses, down his body and swirling along his heart. Looking up, he noticed Izy staring down at him with wide eyes. Pink touched her cheeks as she stood, stunned. 
 
    “You’re…,” Victor began. 
 
    “Kiss my hand next,” Mildra shouted as she moved under Vindrel’s outstretched arm, waving her arm in the air. 
 
    Izy took a step back as Mildra came running toward Victor. Mud shifted under the white-haired woman’s boot and she tripped. Victor rushed to her as she fell. Arms out, he caught Mildra and muscles burned from the sudden weight. Victor grunted as Mildra looked up with stars and hearts in her eyes. The pink bloomed wider along her pale cheeks as her breath was taken away. Victor on the other hand couldn’t understand why she was so heavy when she looked barely a hundred pounds. Grunting again, he strained trying to hold her up. 
 
    Mildra blinked before moving her boots up and standing on her own power. Victor let out a relieved exhale as he regained his composure. Dawn stared at the exchange, but it was Lily who crossed her arms and smirked. 
 
    “Acolytes,” the succubus hissed sweetly. 
 
    “How did you know we were…,” Victor was cut off by a loud voice from behind. 
 
    “Vindrel, Izy and Mildra, I told you three not to follow me!” 
 
    All heads turned to see two women approach. Victor couldn’t contain his smirk as he watched Shyryth and Astor walk through the rain in dusters, water dripping from the edge of their hats. The crimson-haired dragon woman closed the distance, giving Victor a wink before turning her hard gaze on the newcomers. 
 
    Vindrel stepped closer to her companions while giving Shyryth a stern look. “Your last letter was much too cryptic and frankly, we were concerned.” 
 
    Izy smiled to Shyryth, “Vindrel thought it would be a good idea to find you since you have been in our dreams lately.” 
 
    “It wasn’t right how you disappeared on us after everything we’ve been through,” Mildra cried. 
 
    Shyryth shook her head. “I told you three I was investigating the signs…and taking on new training. You being here doesn’t help!” 
 
    Astor moved to Victor, Lily and Dawn. The Slinger tipped her hat to Victor before reaching around and squeezing his ass. 
 
    “Been too long,” Astor said simply. 
 
    “Over two weeks is too long?” Victor chuckled. 
 
    “Yep,” Astor smirked and gave his ass another squeeze before turning to the four women. 
 
    Vindrel crossed her arms under her plump chest, eyes closed and the vein throbbing along her forehead again. “This isn’t just about us. We have seen the signs too. Vala has whispered in our dreams and the three of us agreed we could not stand by any longer.” 
 
    “Besides, we missed you!” Mildra nearly shouted. 
 
    Shyryth’s demeanor shifted to controlled annoyance. The three women began all talking at once and the red dragon woman’s hands clenched. Victor and Lily smiled while Dawn rolled her eyes. 
 
    Astor leaned toward Victor. “We have some old friends to see,” She said before addressing everyone around them. “How about we talk inside where it’s dry?” 
 
    The three newcomers stopped talking and looked to Shyryth. The red dragon woman flexed her wings before nodding, turning and walking toward the tavern. Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra soon followed while Victor and the rest followed them. Skye and Kira stood off to the side, watching everything in a state of confusion before Lily pointed her horned head toward the tavern. The couple followed along as everyone stepped through the rain and the sky grew darker by the moment. 
 
    Astor and Victor led the way through the main door of the tavern. Stepping in, warmth washed over them as laughter and shouting blasted their ears. Victor drank it in as the large main room of the tavern was filled with men and women dressed as cowboys. Some played cards while others laughed and drank large mugs of beer. The room was filled to the brim with contained chaos. A large, nervous bartender prepared drinks while his waiters and waitresses moved through the loud crowd with drink plates and wide eyes. Victor couldn’t help, but see that the room looked like something out of an old western and he was floored by the similarities. 
 
    Three men saw Astor and Victor come in from their side table. Standing up, they rushed to the pair, a drunk intensity in their eyes. Victor turned to see the three men nearly on top of them before they stopped and looked the man over from head to toe. 
 
    “Is this the guy?” One man said with an angry edge. 
 
    “This the guy that stole Astor’s heart from us,” another said and spit on the floor. 
 
    “I thought he’d be bigger,” the third one said with a salty grin. 
 
     Astor rolled her eyes before she shoved the middle Slinger back hard. The slinger stumbled back a few feet before hitting the side of the table they just left. The other two laughed and pointed at their friend and soon others laughed. 
 
    Astor turned to Victor, “These three loosely called friends are Eric, Zeb and Valen. Don’t let their attitudes fool you, they’re sweethearts.” 
 
    Victor nodded just before seeing Zeb regain his balance and his hand fell on his gun holstered to his belt. Astor’s hand shot forward, gun in hand and aiming at Zeb. Zeb’s eyes lowered until he gazed down the barrel of Astor’s gun and gave a big toothy smile while moving his hand from his own weapon. 
 
    “I was only kidding Astor. I meant no harm.” 
 
    Astor’s eyes burned with fire before they cooled. Spinning her handgun, she holstered the weapon in one smooth move. 
 
    “You see, harmless,” Astor said with a tip of her hat and moving further into the room. 
 
    Eric and Valen turned to Zeb and began laughing louder, imitating his words like scared children. Zeb laughed as he grabbed his drink and guzzled it down. The rest of the room didn’t seem to get any less rowdy as Victor stepped through, following Astor. 
 
    When the group reached the other side of the main room, Astor turned her attention to Shyryth. “Take your friends to one of the rooms upstairs so you can reconnect.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded and led the way to the stairs. Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra followed, the last one giving Victor a sly look. As Mildra passed, she touched Victor’s chest before reaching the stairs and began her ascent, glancing back. 
 
    Astor turned to Victor, “We have important friends to meet, but I don’t think we need all of us down there.” The Slinger looked to Skye and Kira.” 
 
    Dawn smiled and moved to the two women, “Let’s get some drinks.” 
 
    Skye and Kira nodded as they walked behind the elf with glasses to the bar. Lily stayed to Victor’s side as Astor moved to a door. Opening it, she stepped in and descended down the stairs to lantern light. Victor and Lily followed. When they all reached the bottom, a giant cellar spread out with thick wooden poles from the ground to the wooden ceiling. Lanterns hung from metal hooks as two large beds took up one wall. Opposite the beds on the other wall were barrels on their sides and stacked to the ceiling. In the middle of the room was several comfy red chairs, a thick table and two half women with black tentacles writhing from below their waists. 
 
    Vonn and Yimer looked up from their books, black eyes growing wider. They put down the thick tomes and flowed from their chairs, tentacles moving and their bodies gliding. Hearts leapt as Vonn hugged Victor and Yimer hugged Lily. The young man and succubus held them fiercely, happy to be reunited. 
 
    Vonn pulled away, black eyes on Victor, “How did you find us?” 
 
    “It’s a long story,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “We are happy to see both of you safe and sound,” Lily added. 
 
    Vonn’s face took on a hint of sadness, “You know what happened to Caasa?” 
 
    Victor nodded. “We found her when we went looking for you in Dark Spire. We took her remains to Vala’s realm where she will be laid to rest.” 
 
    “Her dark light had so much potential,” Vonn said as she looked away. 
 
    “We felt her death and had to come looking for you. We’re just glad you safe,” Victor said. 
 
    Vonn nodded before looking to Astor. “Thankfully, Astor was more than willing to provide protection until we came up with a solution to our mutual dilemma.” 
 
    Astor took off her duster and hung it on the back of a chair before she sat down. “We should all sit and talk. I’m sure there is much we all need to say.” 
 
    “I’ll get some wine,” Yimer said as she glided on black tentacles to wine shelves in the back of the vast basement. 
 
    Victor and Lily looked to each other before moving to chairs and sitting down. Yimer floated back, several wine bottles in hands and tentacles. Setting an entire bottle of wine in front of each person, she whispered a word and the cork popped up and fell on the table.  
 
    “We might need more than a glass,” Yimer smiled before taking her seat next to Vonn. 
 
    Victor leaned forward, elbows on the table. The chill of wet clothes seeped into his body, but he tried to ignore it. The warmth of the cellar chased away the chill a little, but the Champion thought some wine would help. Picking it up, he glanced over to see Lily gulping it down. Taking her cue, he too drank down some wine before wiping the corner of his mouth with his wet sleeve. 
 
    “Where do I begin,” Vonn sighed. 
 
    “Tell them like you told me,” Astor smirked. 
 
    The warp spawn nodded before turning her black eyes to Victor and Lily. She spoke of the strange man entering their home and acting odd. How he attacked Caasa and tried to capture them. A tear streaked down Vonn’s cheek as she explained how they had to leave Caasa behind to save themselves. Victor and Lily were silent as they drank in every word.  
 
    The cellar took on a gloom as the warp spawn continued to tell her tale. “We weren’t sure who or what that man was, but I could sense a touch of infinite power from him. I dared not go to Vala’s realm for fear he would follow us so I chose to come here to help cover our tracks. The use of magic here in Eddor tends to disrupt the quantum strands between all living life forms, especially with my kind. It is one of the reasons this realm fascinates the Kurggoth. 
 
    “Despite my intentions, instead of arriving in Loress, we appeared in the Forsaken lands. Thankfully, Astor was waiting when we arrived at the edge of her town.” 
 
    Astor nodded. “Vala touched my dreams, showing me where you would arrive.” 
 
    Vonn turned to Victor and Lily, “The use of mana here on Eddor would help hide us, but not in the Forsaken lands. The lack of life to the East made us bright beacons to any searching for us. When a Shadow attacked us not long after arriving, Astor was quick to dispatch it, but we knew we couldn’t stay there.” 
 
    “After Vonn explained what happened and what needed to be done, we made our way west, but not before sending out a signal to the Steel Coalition. Many took up the call, coming here once we crossed the border,” Astor stated. 
 
    “Steel Coalition,” Victor asked. 
 
    “We help and protect each other in times of crisis. There are about thirty of us upstairs. More should trickle in over the coming days,” Astor smiled. 
 
    “The town must not be pleased with all of you here,” Lily said. 
 
    Astor nodded. “Many of the town’s folk are hiding in their homes. The Mayor of the town has aired his grievances until he tried to bully us out. He backed down when he saw my iron. The men and women upstairs mean no harm despite their rough appearances. I trust them with my life just as I trust you.” 
 
    Vonn continued, “This side of the border will help conceal us from the strange man and any shadows. The Shadows are attracted to life and with abundant life on this side of the border, it will only aid in keeping us hidden.” 
 
    “How long were you planning to stay here,” Victor asked. 
 
    Vonn looked down, “We weren’t sure. Yimer and I had been studying tomes to find a way to conceal ourselves between realms. With the attack on Vala’s mountain, we thought to come up with a solution first before going there.” 
 
    Vonn’s black eyes watered, “We are truly sorry we could not aid in Vala’s defense. If we died trying to defend her mountain, other warp spawn would have felt it and come to investigate.” 
 
    “We managed to hold our defense and drive back Baaldir and his war wolves. I’m sure you had your reasons and I know I won’t hold it against you,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “Neither will I,” Lily cracked a small smile. 
 
    “Thank you for understanding,” Vonn said with a nod. 
 
     “Can you tell us anymore about the stranger,” Lily asked. 
 
    Vonn shifted uncomfortably in her seat, “It all happened so fast that I could not gain more than a few glimpses. The only aspects I witnessed were his dark power and madness. It nearly stunned me like it did Yimer, if not for my focus and keeping him at bay long enough so we could escape, he would have slain us as well.” 
 
    The warp spawn curled her fingers into fists on the table, dark eyes on Victor. “He was searching for you. He wanted to know your name.” 
 
    Victor’s brow went up, “Why is he so interested in me?” 
 
    Vonn kept her gaze, “It could be he touched on your power at some point but I’m not sure. Champions do exhibit brighter power due to their connections to higher beings. If the stranger is from my realm, he will be drawn like a moth to the flame.” 
 
     Victor looked down in thought as Lily picked up her wine bottle and gulped down the dark red liquid. Putting the bottle back on the table before her, she looked to everyone as she spoke. 
 
    “We are happy to know you are both alive and safe, but we should focus on our next steps. How close are you to disguising yourself and Yimer from detection?” 
 
    “We have succeeded on masking ourselves here, but we need to ensure he have several layers of mystical protection before travelling to Vala’s realm. We have two more spells to perform, but there is a third one that is eluding us.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “I can stay and help with research. The sooner we can leave, the better off we are. There has been some talk of Spell swords and Casters on their way here to arrest everyone.” 
 
    Astor dipped her hat low enough to cover her eyes. “That is not good news.” 
 
    “It’s not,” Lily stated flatly, “Time is running out and we should be leaving…tonight if possible.” 
 
    The Slinger stood up, “I’ll inform the others upstairs. It’s true a Slinger is worth four Casters but Spell swords have a refined magic that can tip the scales to their favor.” 
 
    Yimer pulled out books and placed them on the table. Lily and Vonn reached for tomes and opened them. Yimer joined them, grabbing another book and opening it. 
 
    Victor eyed the women, “How do you know those books hold the answers?” 
 
    Vonn smiled, “I pulled them from Dark Spire to me. Unless given to another, warp spawn can summon their library from anywhere.” 
 
    The young man nodded and then shivered from his wet clothes. Seeing Lily, Vonn and Yimer researching only made it apparent that he could not contribute in that way. With a gentle sigh, Victor stood up. 
 
    “Since you guys are in research mode, I’m going to take a walk and clear my head.” 
 
    Victor looked to Astor, “Any place to buy some dry clothes?” 
 
    “Across the road are a few shops. One or two of them might still be open,” Astor informed him as she reached into a belt pouch and pulled out a small stack of gold coins.  
 
    Astor slid the gold coins across the table until they were in front of Victor, “You will need some coin for any purchases.” 
 
    Victor scooped up the coins and grinned, “Thanks, Sugar Mama.” 
 
    Astor gave him a skewed look. 
 
    Victor stoop up, “It’s a term of high respect where I come from.” 
 
    Your knowledge is going to ruin all the realms. 
 
    Victor kept his grin, ignoring the shadow around his heart. 
 
    Astor smiled and tipped her hat to him. Victor yawned before giving Lily a quick wink, turned and made his way to the stairs. Climbing up, he entered the main floor where the laughter and loud conversations carried on unabated. Crossing the room, he looked over to see Dawn, Skye and Kira laughing and carrying on like old friends. It warmed his heart see them getting along. Dawn’s gaze caught Victor as he crossed the room and they each gave a heartfelt nod to each other. 
 
    Victor stepped outside and let out a long exhale. The rain had stopped and the clouds began to break apart to reveal the dying light of sunset. The faint touch of stars appeared before thick strands of dark clouds crossed the heavens. 
 
    Another cold shiver seeped into the young man as he stepped out onto the muddy street. Victor spotted a few people leaving their homes in a hurry, giving him nervous glances as they moved to other buildings and homes. A pang of sadness touched Victor as he didn’t want to scare or put anyone off. 
 
    They won’t understand. 
 
    “Maybe one day they will,” Victor whispered to himself. 
 
    Walking across the street to the other side, several shops were open, lantern light in their windows as the sky slid gently into night. Victor walked past each one, trying to get a glimpse if any were clothing shops. The chill in his bones began to seep deeper and he wanted to change in a hurry. 
 
    Stopping in front of a clothing shop, the Champion put his hand on the door and pushed. A bell rang as the door swung open. Victor stepped into the warm and homey little shop. A woman behind the counter smiled at the sight of the young man and rose up from her stool. 
 
    “How can I help you tonight?” 
 
    Victor smiled, “I need a new outfit.” 
 
    “You’ve come to the right place. I almost closed down for the evening since business has been dead today.” 
 
    “Is it because of the Slingers over at the tavern?” 
 
    The women gave a warm nod, “Yes and no. I thought for sure they would come over and buy a few things but clearly they have been spending their gold on drinks.” 
 
    Victor noticed he was staring at the shop keeper. She had blonde hair tied back tightly into a bun. Her eyes were pools of blue radiance and her demeanor inviting. Warmth touched Victor’s senses and subdued alarms went off in his mind and heart. Trying to not let it affect him, he quickly played it off as he moved to a small cluster of mannequins. 
 
    “Pardon my manners, what can I help you with,” the woman smiled and stepped from around the counter. 
 
    Victor looked to one mannequin; a wide-brimmed cowboy hat covered its blank head while a thick shirt with metal buttons lined the left side of the chest. It was black, same as the leather pants and boots. Victor liked it right away, but his attention was pulled to the shopkeeper at his side in a flowery white dress. 
 
    “This outfit seems pretty good,” Victor said while fighting the urge to gaze on the shopkeeper. 
 
    “Good eye, this one just arrived the other day,” the woman said before her eyes fluttered for a moment. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    The woman nodded, “Yes, I must be overtired.” 
 
    “What’s your name?” 
 
    The women looked to Victor with shy eyes, “Alice.” 
 
    “Victor,” the young man said with a smile. 
 
    “Please to meet you,” Alice said and held out her hand. 
 
    Without thinking, Victor took it and warmth exploded from their touch. The two stayed where they were, looking to one another in some confused disbelief. Not letting go, energy danced along skin to a symphony of heart beats. 
 
    “You…seem familiar…like from a dream,” Alice said in a low voice. 
 
    Victor forced his hand to open and pull away. The signs were all there, but he had no idea how to approach it. She seemed like an acolyte, but gave no indication that she knew she was one. With so many acolytes in one place and time running out, Victor chose to not pursue it for fear it would add to his already full schedule of fighting evil and saving his friends. 
 
    Sounds reasonable, but we will have to come back another time. 
 
    Victor pointed to the outfit, “I think I will take this one.” 
 
    Alice nodded with confused eyes. Moving to the counter, she picked up a measuring tape. Victor stood, trying to chase away the heat between them. Alice measured his shoulders, arms and waist. Her hand lingered as she continued to work, touching him and almost not wanting to let go. The connection flared to life and Victor tried to push it all away. Thoughts warred with his inner self, fighting the temptation even with Vala’s power pushing him to awaken the acolyte. 
 
    “I may have one in the back that may fit your physique. Wait here a moment,” Alice smiled before turning and walking past thin curtains.  
 
    When Alice was gone, Victor let out a long exhale. The draw of Vala’s power was potent, so potent in fact it seemed to negate all logic and reason. He wondered if he should tell her, but the scenarios in his mind came out hilariously jagged. When the mental storm reached its zenith, Victor pushed it all away just as Alice came out of the back and placed a bundle of clothes, hat and boots on the counter. 
 
    “Here you are,” Alice smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor said simply and pulled out a stack of gold coins from his pocket. 
 
    Placing the coins on the counter, he was about to pull away when Alice closed her hand over his.  
 
    “This is generous, but it is too much,” Alice smiled sweetly. 
 
    Victor remained still, enjoying her warm touch. “Better it goes to you before I spend it on something I don’t need.” 
 
    Alice’s finger moved over Victor’s hand, “You’re…not like most men I see.” 
 
    Not moving, the intoxicating touch from Alice caused Victor to remain silent. 
 
    “Most of the men I meet are angry or self-absorbed. You…seem calm and…strong.” 
 
    “Alice…” Victor said, breaking the silence, “Thank you for selling me these fine garments, but I have friends waiting for me.” 
 
    The shopkeeper's eyes widened and she withdrew her hand. “I’m sorry, I don’t normally act like this. Please forgive me.” 
 
    “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Victor said quickly. “There are a few problems I’m trying to solve and I wish I had more time.” 
 
    Alice bowed her head, her demeanor drawing back. 
 
    Victor picked up the clothes, hat and boots. “I will have to travel back through here at some point again. When I do, would you like to meet for dinner?” 
 
    Alice’s face shifted into a bemused grin, “That sounds nice.” 
 
    The young man gave the shopkeeper a nice smile before turning and stepping to the entrance door. Alice watched, heart thumping in her chest as the mysterious stranger stepped out of her shop and into the street. Heat rushed to her cheeks as she leaned on the counter and watched Victor walk across the street to the tavern. 
 
    Victor stepped up the small steps to the tavern entrance. A sign swung with the words “Black Fire Tavern” carved into it. Stepping along, he walked into the main room and was once again greeted by noise. Several slingers raised their frothy mugs to Vala’s Champion. Astor was among them, guzzling down amber liquid with many others. Victor wondered if she’d told them what to expect yet. But if she did, they didn’t seem too bothered by the prospect of being attacked. The men and women guzzled obscene amounts of alcohol, fueling the noise a few more decibels. 
 
    Victor sighed as he looked around for a place he could go and change. Alice chipped at his thoughts, but he knew he had to handle one problem at a time. Images of the many women in his love life began to assault him and just as he wrestled control, several people in the tavern whistled loud and hard. 
 
    Heads turned from the drunken revelry to see a pale white woman stepping down the stairs. White leathery wings were folded behind her with small horns gracing her head. Sleepy eyes scanned the room before a yawn forced her to close them. Victor drank in her form, quickly realizing many were whistling because she was completely nude. Firm powder white breasts hung unassisted while her feminine lines defined her sensual body. White scales covered her forearms to her hands while more flowed down from her knees to her clawed feet. Pink nipples glowed against white skin while a scaled tail swung lazily behind her. The apex between her legs was bare and smooth like the rest of her form. 
 
    Mildra’s eyes opened to small slits before she noticed Victor across the room. With a sleepy smile, she stepped off the stairs and walked through the center of the main room to the stunned Blade. Victor was caught in the hypnotic sway of her hips. When she reached him, the whistling and cheering grew louder when she draped her arms on Victor’s shoulders. 
 
    “I was looking for you. Shyryth and the rest wanted to…meet you in private,” Mildra said with a sultry voice. 
 
    Before Victor could say anything, Mildra reached down, grabbed him by the arm and pulled. The young man nearly stumbled along from Mildra’s power. Looking to the bar, Dawn, Skye, and Kira watched before smiling and lifting their drinks to him. The rest of the room gently pushed the young man and dragon to the stairs. 
 
    The warmth from Mildra’s hand blasted his nerves until they settled in blissful surrender. Victor noticed the fire burning from within and it had taken Alice’s touch to ignite it. Now helpless in Mildra’s grasp, he didn’t fight as he was brought up stairs and pulled along. A door stood partially open and sensual moans spilled out into the hallway. Mildra sauntered along until she reached the slightly opened door. Pulling Victor in with her, she quickly shut it. 
 
    Victor stood, eyes drinking in the sight before him. Shyryth was on the bed, her eyes focused down on a blue-haired woman between her legs. Vindrel licked between creamy thighs while Shyryth ran fingers through the blue dragon’s hair. On the bed next to Shyryth was Izy, watching the couple enjoy each other while she ran fingers over her womanhood, massaging herself and moaning with need. Bodies writhed to pleasure as they slowly glanced to the Victor and Mildra. 
 
    The white dragon woman took the clothes, hat, and boots from Victor’s hand and placed them on a nearby table. Turning to the dragon women on the bed, Mildra let out a happy sigh. 
 
    “I found him,” she said with a sultry sleepy tone before moving to Victor’s side and beginning to undress him. 
 
    Shyryth let out a small gasp, followed by a coo as she looked to Victor, “They…needed…worship.” 
 
    “It…has been…too long…,” Izy whined before she shuddered, wet fingers moving between her thighs. 
 
    Mildra worked, unbuttoning Victor’ shirt as the scents and warmth of the dragons nearly drowned all reasonable thought. Pulling the shirt free, she hummed a little tune as she took hold of his belt and unbuckled it. 
 
    “Shyryth told us everything. It would be an insult to Vala if we did not return her affection to her chosen Champion,” Mildra said with sleepy eyes. 
 
    Leather pants fell down and Victor moved on automatic, freeing his legs and feet from constrictive clothes and boots. Mildra stayed close, eyeing the morsel before her as white scaled hands touched his nude body. 
 
    “We worshipped in secret until Shyryth left us. When she wrote to us about her calling…we had to know why she broke our coven.” 
 
    Shyryth moaned louder as Vindrel continued to lick at her throbbing clit. “Forgive…me…” 
 
    Vindrel lifted her mouth from Shyryth’s valley with an evil grin, “When you can no longer stand, you will be forgiven.” 
 
    The room began to spin as heat pumped through arteries and veins. Victor was lost to the fuzzy sensations when bliss roared, a pale hand taking hold of his manhood and gently stroking it to life. 
 
    Mildra looked down with wanting serpent eyes as Victor’s cock thickened in her hand. “Vala chose well,” the white dragon whispered before kneeling to the floor. 
 
      The mood struck hard as the Blade stiffened before the white dragon woman. With sleepy eyes, a pointed pink tongue snaked out of Mildra’s mouth and ran along the veiny shaft. Hands took hold of Victor’s hips as the tongue drew his member to her waiting lips. Closing down, she gently suckled the tip as her eyes closed. Pleasure roared as Victor looked down at the white dragon. Mildra’s lips slid down the shaft as she hummed her delight. 
 
    The noises from the bed grew with every rise and fall of orgasms. Shyryth watched with wicked eyes, drinking in Victor’s strong body as he succumbed to Mildra’s kiss. Izy turned on her side, tanned skin pressed against Shyryth as she played with herself. The red and green dragon sucked in air as they watched Victor. Mildra’s white-haired head bobbed in long, slow strokes, the tips of horns touching Victor’s stomach before sliding back. Tongue circling at the tip, she stayed there before allowing his cock to move against her tongue and stab at her throat. Izy reached over and grabbed at one of Shyryth’s bare breasts while moaning through another orgasm. Vindrel stayed where she was, licking at the spilling warmth of Shyryth’s pink valley. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor smiled before ecstasy washed his senses. 
 
    Mildra upped the tempo, hungrily sliding back and forth on Victor’s member. Energy poured into Victor’s body as primal urges lashed at his resolve. Bliss swelled as Mildra moaned from tasting a drop of pre-come. The storm within Victor began to reach its zenith as he gazed down on the white dragon woman. 
 
    Shyryth and Izy watched with intense eyes and a moment later, Vindrel raised her head from between Shyryth’s legs. The three dragon women held their gazes as they studied Victor’s lust etched into every part of his body. Licking lips, they waited patiently until Victor took in a deep breath and grunted toward the ceiling. 
 
    Mildra’s eyes opened halfway as Victor’s cock thickened in her mouth. Victor’s hips pushed as Mildra slid her tight mouth down to his base. Come spurted from the tip, splashing against the back of her throat. The white dragon woman moaned; her mouth full before swallowing down the Blade’s mystical seed. Energy and heat flared as Mildra lazily sucked another spurt from Victor. Holding the sides of his hips, she kept him in place as she drained every drop from his throbbing cock. Energy snaked along her body and surged into Victor as he enjoyed Mildra’s sensual kiss. 
 
    The white dragon pulled away, eyes closing and savoring the taste, “Vala sings.” 
 
    Senses reeling from unbridled bliss, Victor didn’t feel Mildra pulling him along until he was next to the bed and was pushed by the sleepy-eyed dragon woman. Body falling, he landed among reaching hands, pulling him closer to fevered bodies. The energy in the room exploded as Vindrel moved from between Shyryth’s thighs, hands touching the naked man in their bed.  
 
    Shyryth took hold of Victor, pressing her firm breasts to his face as Vindrel crawled over his legs, mouth latching onto his half hard member. Izy moaned her lust as she watched the blue-haired dragon woman take Victor’s cock into her mouth and breathe new life into it. The heat burned bright as Victor found himself suckling on Shyryth’s hard nipple and nearly smothered by her comforting affection. The red dragon woman gave him a sultry gaze as he suckled and bit her nipple, sending shivers along her sensitive body. 
 
    Blood pumped and Victor noticed he was rock hard again as Vindrel pulled away and crawled over onto him. Unable to see what was happening, it didn’t take long before Vindrel took hold of his member and wetness touched the tip. Moaning his approval, Victor bit Shyryth a little harder as Vindrel slid down his throbbing manhood. The blue dragon moaned as thick inches spread her tight valley. Inner walls parted to accommodate his girth and Vindrel’s eyes rolled into her head. Shyryth’s smooth, hot flesh pressed to Victor as he was blind to Vindrel’s needs but he felt every moment. The blue dragon woman pressed her hips down, the Blade snug within her thin valley. Moans combined into a chorus of lust and primal needs. The outside world seemed to sit still as bodies moved to their intended designs.  
 
    Energy sparked as Vindrel moaned with each up and downward stroke. Wetness spilled, coating the Blade’s cock as he savored each small motion. Izy’s hands caressed Vindrel and Shyryth as Mildra simply stood at the edge of the bed, looking down with half closed eyes and licking her pale lips. 
 
    “Shyryth, I can see why you kept this morsel to yourself,” the blue dragon woman moaned as her wings flexed. 
 
    Shyryth closed her eyes as Victor didn’t let go of her sensitive pert nipple. “He is not mine…but ours.” 
 
    Cock thickening, Victor felt the familiar need for release. He pushed it down, taking hold of it as pleasure pulsed. Vindrel looked up, enjoying the connection they shared until her nerves tightened. The blue dragon woman spread out her wings as each downward thrust brought her closer to paradise. Divine energy swirled through bodies and Victor welcomed the hidden piece of Vala begging to be free. Vindrel’s moans grew louder as the orchestra of lust played on. Squeezing the young man, Vindrel slid down to the base. Nerves tightened to the breaking point before a surge of heat blasted out in all directions. 
 
    Victor suckled on Shyryth as Vindrel moaned loudly through her orgasm. The intensity caused her to shudder again and again. Energy blasted into Victor as Vala’s energy filled him once again. The joy of the moment sent Victor over the edge as his cock thickened and white seed burst from the tip. Vindrel ground her womanhood down on the surging cock, warmth crashing into her just as the dam broke. Wetness spilled from her trembling form as wings flexed. The writhing and wetness continued until Izy shoved the dazzled Vindrel onto the bed. 
 
    “My turn,” the green dragon hissed in delight. 
 
    Taking hold of Victor’s cock even as it spurted another heavy drop of come, it splashed against Izy’s tanned skin before she pressed the throbbing head to her valley. Victor pulled away from Shyryth as a sore numbness took root. Izy looked down with determined eyes, sliding on his cock and preventing it from wilting. The green dragon woman whined her needs as she slid down inches. The rush of her warmth and undeniable needs caused Victor to remain hard. 
 
    Vindrel lay sprawled on the bed as her body trembled from uncontrollable orgasmic shudders. Mildra gave a sleepy evil smile as she moved onto the bed and licked at Vindrel’s wet valley. Sloppy licking noises joined the sounds of lovemaking. Vindrel’s hips moved of their own accord as her mouth made a perfect oval shape, enjoying the white dragon woman’s work. 
 
    Victor gritted his teeth as Izy nearly abused him, riding his cock for dear life. A fire sparked and turned into a roaring flame. Victor let his needs take control causing him to sit up and take hold of Izy. The green dragon woman tried to stay on the Blade when Victor grabbed her and forced her onto the bed. Izy looked around with wide eyes and confused as Victor forced her onto her stomach. Hands took hold of her hips and lifted them up. Shyryth watched with lustful amusement as Victor took hold of his member and forced it to Izy’s prone and wet slit. The green dragon woman looked back just as Victor slowly invaded her sacred valley. Thick inches spread her open again, causing her head to snap forward and burying her face in a pillow. Sharp teeth bit into the fluffy fabric as Victor took hold of her smooth scaled tail. Manhood pushing her inner walls to the breaking point, Izy whined and writhed to Victor’s dominating mood. 
 
    A deep wanting pushed at Victor’s very being. Seeing and feeling the beautiful dragons around him caused reason to grow silent as a grave. Hips punished Izy as her body moved to Victor’s movements. The sound of skin on skin mixed with the scents of uncontrolled desire burned with each thrust. Izy’s eyes glaze over as she surrendered to his powerful desires. The animalistic side of the Blade pushed Izy beyond her own control. Biting the pillow again, she moaned as her valley surrendered with a flood of bliss.  
 
    Seeing the green dragon woman’s face buried in a pillow and her hands clutching at the bed sheets, he pulled on her tail to keep himself deep within her. Vindrel moaned as Mildra whipped her clit with a pointed tongue. Shyryth massaged her budding womanhood, intense eyes on Victor as he angrily impaled Izy. The green dragon lifted her head and moaned as her body shuddered to inner fireworks. Explosions clouded all reason as she and Vala’s Blade became one entity for a drop of time in the universe. Energy snaked along bodies and crashed into Victor. Driving his member to the hilt, he grunted while another spurt of come painted her inner valley. 
 
    Shyryth’s eyes widened as Victor huffed and pushed every drop of come into the green dragon woman. The red dragon sucked in a quick delighted inhale as Victor turned his sights on her. She could not deny the fantasies of having him once again as her thighs spread to his gaze. Izy fell away, Victor’s cock free from her grasp. The green dragon stayed on her side as Vindrel moaned to Mildra’s wicked tongue. 
 
    Victor’s gaze turned into that of a predator searching for his prey. Muscles worked as he moved toward Shyryth. Arms and legs opened as the Blade crawled to the waiting dragon. Shyryth basked in the throes of passion as Victor’s throbbing cock pushed in with little resistance. Hungry eyes bore down on the red dragon woman as she clutched to him, moving her hips against his invading cock. When they met in the middle, mouths opened before they pressed together in a passionate kiss. 
 
    Victor buried himself down to the hilt as Shyryth coiled her arms and legs around him. The sounds of bliss sang on, feeding all those caught in its web. The dragon women glanced and smiled as Shyryth buried her face in Victor’s neck, a wondrous comfort cascading over her expression in sublime pleasure. 
 
    “Victor,” Shyryth hissed as she felt herself close to climaxing. 
 
    Victor’s animalistic urges cooled as a hand rose up and touched behind the red dragon woman’s pointed ear. The touch was intimate, gently sliding just an inch but enough for Shyryth’s eyes to widen.  
 
    “Beautiful Shyryth,” Victor whispered back before running his finger along the edge of her delicate ear. 
 
    The red dragon woman let out a soul breaking moan as her body shuddered. Victor moved a little slower, eyeing Shyryth as she fell back onto the bed, unable to do more than drown in an ocean of ecstasy. Wetness surged against the slow push and retreat movements of his hips. Wet inches appeared and disappeared.  
 
    Victor continued to his slow, lazy invasion as Shyryth shuddered again and again. Three dragon women rose up behind him and before he could come, they attacked, pulling him back and smothering him in kisses. Victor tried to smile through the onslaught of attention when one of them climbed on top of his hips, taking his throbbing manhood and sliding down in lustful frenzy. Bodies blended into an intimate dance while a celestial goddess looked down with a heavenly smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Clouds drifted away in the nighttime sky. Stars shined their ancient brilliant light as the air cooled. Animals emerged from hidden burrows for their nightly hunting and foraging as the town of Blackwood stood in the small distance. Ears twitched and eyes shined in the primal darkness when heads turned to movement deeper in the forests and nearby road. 
 
    The sound of marching and the scent of people caused the animals to run and hide. From hidden shadows, wildlife cringed as humanoid bodies moved through the area. Dark eyes silently took in the town of Blackwood in the small distance. Hands flexed and whispers rose up like a mystical dirge. The forest and road were no longer empty as many shadows moved closer to Blackwood, dark intent etched into brows and incantations falling from whispered lips.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    How do you do that? 
 
    Victor opened his eyes as moans continued around him. Mildra lovingly sucked on his manhood while Shyryth, Izy and Vindrel hugged Victor and each other close. The mention of a small break touched everyone during the love making but Mildra demanded more. Victor tried to rest his eyes as the white dragon woman suckled on his cock, breathing new life into it once again. 
 
    The Blade raised an eyebrow to the shadow in his heart. 
 
    I have seen you abuse yourself many times, but it didn’t compare to what you are doing now and I’m inside you. 
 
    “I wish I knew,” Victor said in his mind. “I feel like my body becomes possessed and it never wants to stop.” 
 
    The shadow seemed to nod from within Victor. 
 
    I suppose being a Champion to the Goddess of Lust and Love has some benefits, just don’t forget why we are here. You have gained their divine orbs and you need to spend them. I can feel something isn’t right and to be honest, I’m a little concerned. 
 
    “What do you feel,” Victor mentally asked. 
 
    It feels like something is drawing closer...something alien…and familiar.  
 
    Victor pushed through the clouds of bliss as Mildra continued to suck his sore cock. With a mental command, Victor called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 24/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 4 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 6 
 
    Con (Nano)- 6 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 3 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 5 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
      
 
    Victor spent his four Divine orbs and energy surged along his body. Mildra moaned as the young man’s cock thickened in her mouth. During the new storm of energy, Victor called up the Mind Sphere list to see what new powers he gained. 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Unseen Hand (New Ability!) 
 
    Enchant Weapon (New Ability!) 
 
      
 
    Victor eyed the digital words in his vision. He had no idea what Unseen Hand was, but the more he looked at it, the more he felt it might be some kind of sleight of hand or maybe telekinesis. As for Enchant Weapon, if Skyrim taught him anything it meant that he could power up weapons to new levels. 
 
    Trying to concentrate as Mildra deep throated his cock with long succulent strokes; Victor looked to his stats and began assigning points. Mulling it over through the blissful haze, Wisdom was connected with the Mind Sphere. If he was going to be using these new abilities, he needed more influence in that area. Placing two points in Wisdom, he then placed a point in Strength and a point in Constitution. With each passing battle he found himself using those spheres the most. It made sense to continue to improve them so he would last a little longer in a fight. Energy cemented into each of their perspective spheres and Victor looked over his stats again. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 24/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 7 
 
    Con (Nano)- 7 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 3 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 7 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
      
 
    The Blade smirked to himself as he saw he could now create a greater effect with three spheres of influence. Relaxing in the bed, the urge to come touched his entire body. Mildra slowly sucked up and down on his member, eyes closed in serenity. Shyryth and Izy snuggled closer while Vindrel stayed behind Izy, her blue scaled fingers rubbing the green dragon’s clit. The energy in the room grew and Victor gave a small grunt as several spurts of come struck the back of Mildra’s throat. The white dragon woman moaned her approval as she sucked it down, continuing to milk the Blade for all of his worth.  
 
    Victor sighed in relief when a thunderous boom caused the very buildings and air to tremble. Eyes opened and bodies rose up as a voice penetrated homes and walls with a strong, deep tone. 
 
    “This is Aldus Crane, High Magistrate for the Mage Authority! We have evidence there are criminals in Blackwood. Everyone is to leave your homes and gather in the middle of town! Those who comply will be treated with respect. Any who run will receive high justice.” 
 
    Victor leapt from the bed and darted toward the window. Looking down, he saw rows of people walking in from the edge of town. Some wore leather armor with rune markings while others wore thick robes and hands out in arcane gestures.  
 
    Victor grimaced as he turned to the dragons in the room. All four were gathering their clothes and putting them on, eyes filled with dark edges. Victor crossed the room to his new clothes piled on a nearby table. Lifting up the bundle, he began to dress as concern painted his heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    The laughing died as bodies stood up from chairs and tables. Hands moving to rune covered guns, Slingers made their way to large windows. Eyes peered out to the muddy street as Casters and Spell swords made their way further into town. Several of them turned their attention to the tavern and began speaking to one another while others pointed their hands, mystical energy swirling around fingers. 
 
    Dawn stood up as Skye moved to Kira’s side. The couple looked to the elf as she watched the crowd. Astor moved with several Slingers to a large window, bodies parting so she could get a better look. 
 
    Skye turned to Kira, eyes wide, “We have to run.” 
 
    “We can’t leave them,” Kira said with a sliver of fear in her eyes. 
 
    Skye looked to the Dawn and then the Slingers before turning back to Kira, “They can handle this. I don’t want you in danger.” 
 
    Kira’s gentle features tightened at the edges, “Skye, we are part of this. We can’t run, even if our lives are in danger.” 
 
    “I don’t care about their lives…I only care about yours!” 
 
    Kira’s expression softened as she touched Skye’s cheek. “I know…I’m scared too, but we can’t leave. Vala chose us to be part of this and we can’t say no to her…or us.” 
 
    Skye’s fear and rage bled away as she hugged Kira close. “No matter what happens, stay by me.” 
 
    Kira snuggled into her neck, “I will never leave your side.” 
 
    Dawn looked to the two women, her heart warming. “I will protect you.” 
 
    Skye and Kira looked to the elf with wide eyes, but Dawn simply smiled. 
 
    “Vala protects her own,” Dawn said with confident eyes. 
 
    Zeb turned his attention to Astor at his side, “What should we do?” 
 
    “Shoot them all and let Nyphy sort them out,” Eric laughed. 
 
    Valen gave Eric a slight shove against the shoulder, “We are here to protect, not murder.” 
 
    Astor remained silent until the sounds of boots on the stairs caused everyone to turn their attention. Victor came down the stairs, four dragon women behind him. Black leather pants shined in the lantern light as a smooth leather jacket covered his torso. Thick silver buttons lined against the right side of his chest and a wide-brimmed black cowboy hat covered his head. An armored trench coat was open, hanging off his shoulders as he stepped off the stairs and walked into the middle of the room. Shyryth and Vindrel followed while Izy and Mildra followed them. Mildra yawned and flexed her wings, rubbing her sleepy eyes. 
 
    From a side door, Lily, Vonn and Yimer emerged. The lilac colored succubus already had her staff in hand. Vonn and Yimer each held a thick tome in one hand, dark eyes on Victor and the rest gathered in the main tavern room. 
 
    Victor made a beeline for Astor and when he was at her side, he peered out to the growing numbers outside. “Seems the information we received is accurate.” 
 
    Astor simply tipped her hat in agreement. Lily made her way closer and stood on the other side of Victor. 
 
    “It doesn’t look like the entire force is out there. The rest must be circling the town,” Lily said with a hard stare. 
 
    “This is going to turn into a bloodbath really quick unless we think of something,” Victor said as his mind worked. 
 
    “Fuck ‘em,” Zeb said and drew his gun. 
 
    Astor reached over, touched the side of the gun with her hand and gently pushed it down. Zeb complied but the fire in his eyes didn’t die. Victor watched the exchange and could see the eagerness for bloodshed all around him. The Slingers were ready to go out guns blazing and the Spell swords and Casters were expecting it. Glancing around the room again, a tapestry of fear and anger touched all.  
 
    The last thing Victor wanted to do was put everyone’s life in further danger. Mind searching for ideas, a small plan formed. 
 
    “Lily and I will go out there to negotiate,” Victor stated. 
 
    Many sets of eyes and heads turned to Victor. 
 
    The Blade continued, “Astor, keep all the Slingers inside while we try to talk them down.” 
 
    Victor turned his gaze through the crowd to Dawn, “Take Skye, Kira, Vonn and Yimer out the back and head east further into the Forsaken lands.” 
 
    The elf with glasses acknowledged with a nod. 
 
    Victor looked to Shyryth, “Guard them until they are all safely away.” 
 
    “What about you and Lily,” Shyryth asked. 
 
    “There isn’t a place that can hold us for long. Once we fall asleep, we can escape to Vala’s realm. But before that, we might be able to gain some intel on what’s happening with the Authority. They have a hate-on for all of us and maybe it’s time we find out why.” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily, “If you want to do this with me?” 
 
    The succubus smiled. “I thought you would never ask.” 
 
    Eric shook his head, “This is a shit plan. Astor, we can’t let these fuckers push us around. We need to make a stand against them or they will never leave us alone.” 
 
    Several Slingers murmured in agreement. 
 
    Astor stood tall and looked to the gathered Slingers. “The Steel Coalition defends those who cannot defend themselves. Victor and Lily can defend themselves against this threat. We must think of others before our own fears. We follow Victor’s plan.” 
 
    “I’m not afraid,” Eric said with a frumpy crossing of his arms.  
 
    Astor shot him a look of no nonsense.  
 
    Eric looked away and let his arms uncross and fall to his sides. “You heard Astor, follow Victor’s lead.” 
 
    Victor nodded, “Thank you Astor.” 
 
    The Slinger gave him a small smirk. “We will make sure everyone gets out safe.” 
 
    Victor gave the Slinger a smile before moving to the main doors. Lily followed, staff in hand. Victor glanced back to see all of Vala’s acolytes staring at him with heartfelt eyes. Skye and Kira held each other while the four dragon women gazed on the Blade with courage in their eyes. Dawn mouthed the words “be safe” before stepping back to Kira and Skye. Astor signaled the Slingers in the room to pull back from the windows and remain quiet. The crowd followed Astor’s commands, moving away and staying out of sight. 
 
    Lily reached over and took Victor’s hand into hers. The Blade and Shield let their eyes linger on one another before the Blade gently pulled Lily with him to the front doors. Astor gave them a silent nod as everyone else looked on with heavy hearts. 
 
    The doors opened and the couple stepped out. The muddy street was filling with townsfolk, confusion coloring their expressions and nervous glances to the force entering their town. Some eyed the man and demoness as they stepped from the tavern and made their way to the middle of the street. The air was cool and bodies mulled about as the leader of the mage force stopped walking and looked from the people gathered along the street edge to the man and succubus. 
 
    “Do you think this is going to work,” Lily asked. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Victor whispered before he took a few steps forward, leaving Lily behind. 
 
    The Spell sword eyed the man in Slinger gear, his face a stony mask. 
 
    Victor kept his hands to his side as he smiled broadly. “Greetings…Aldus?” 
 
    “Who are you,” Aldus asked with an elitist flair in his tone. Behind him, Spell swords and Casters readied themselves. 
 
    “I thought for sure they would know who I am,” Victor whispered to himself before puffing out his chest and speaking louder, “My name is Victor and this lovely demon with me is Lily. We are surrendering ourselves to you.” 
 
    Aldus kept his stony gaze, shadows under his eyes. “Step aside while we search for the criminals hiding here.” 
 
    Victor blinked.  
 
    The Spell sword pulled out a rolled-up scroll from his belt and unfurled it. “By the order of the Authority, we are here to take into custody two Kurggoth and arrest all Slingers in town. No person carrying a Slinger weapon is allowed beyond the border towns. This is a breach of Authority law and those here will be punished.” 
 
    The Spell sword rolled it up and stuck it back in his belt. “Where are the criminals?” 
 
    Victor blinked again but many townsfolk in the street pointed toward the tavern. 
 
    Aldus lifted his nose in the air but never took his gaze off of Victor, “You may be dressed like a criminal but you don’t have their weapons. Step aside while we search and if you interfere, you will be arrested.” 
 
    Victor thought fast, “We...we are the Slingers you’re looking for. There isn’t anyone else here. Take us into custody and we will tell you everything about our…um…evil plans.” 
 
    Aldus shook his head slightly, “Arrest them and search the tavern.” 
 
    Two Spell swords broke from the front line and walked past Aldus. Hands flexing, blue-white energy began to glow around their fingers as they eyed Victor and Lily. Victor cursed under his breath. He thought for sure they were actually after him. Hoping the rest made a discreet exit, Victor began walking toward the two Spell swords with a wide smile. When they were nearly to each other, the Tavern doors opened and Astor stepped out. Slingers and dragon women followed and not far behind, Dawn, Skye, Kira, Vonn and Yimer joined them. 
 
    Victor turned and waved his hands, “Go back!” 
 
    Astor gave the Spell swords a hard stare as she walked with no fear. The Slinger moved in a straight line to Victor and the Spell swords. The man and woman close to Victor backpedaled, energy snaking from their hands to form swords and shields. Lily stepped up to one side of Victor as Astor stepped to his other side. The Slingers made a line with the dragon women, forming up shoulder to shoulder. Behind them, the rest stood; eyes on the invading force.  
 
     “You were supposed to make a discreet exit,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Astor stared at the Spell sword while she spoke to Victor, “The town is already surrounded. Shyryth and Vonn were not going to leave your side and we knew this was our fight too.” 
 
    Aldus leered. “Astor Korr, you are a wanted woman just like the rest of your pathetic coalition. I’m pleased to see your surrender.” 
 
    Astor tipped her hat just enough for the rim to cover her eyes. “We will not surrender tonight or any other night. We peacefully ask you to leave.” 
 
    Aldus’s leer turned into an amused smile. “You are in no position to negotiate. The town is surrounded, you have crossed the border and entered the West illegally. This calls for your arrest and imprisonment.” 
 
    Victor waved his hands toward the Spell sword, “This could get ugly and there are innocent people on the street. Can we at least have the townsfolk enter their homes or leave the area?” 
 
    Aldus kept his gaze on Astor, “This will end peacefully when Astor, with her brothers and sisters in iron, take off their weapons and place them on the ground. That is the only option you have. Any other choice and justice will be delivered swiftly and without mercy.” 
 
        “You will take our weapons from our cold, dead hands,” Valen shouted from the line of Slingers. 
 
    Victor looked to the crowd of townsfolk to the side. Alice stared at Victor with fearful eyes and the Blade’s heart beat a little faster. 
 
    “We have to get the townsfolk out of here before everyone starts fighting,” Victor said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “There’s nowhere to go,” Lily said as she tightened her grip on her staff. 
 
    Victor looked around at the situation. Casters and Spell swords readied themselves behind Aldus. From side alleys, patches of Casters appeared. The night air took on a deadly vibration as both sides gave no indication of backing down. Victor eyed Alice, knowing he had to protect her and so many others when the fuse was lit. Fingers flexed as he readied to call upon a sword. Senses dialed to eleven, the Blade turned to take in anything he could use to his advantage. 
 
    Aldus took one step forward with a smug smile, “Tonight will go down in history as the first battle to reclaim all of Eddor from Slinger scum like you.” 
 
    Astor lifted her head just enough for her gaze to connect with the Spell sword leader, “Tonight will be the night we show the Authority no one can claim our free souls.” 
 
    Aldus nodded. “So be it. Arrest th…,” The Spell Sword trailed off when a voice boomed through the town. 
 
    “Marvelous! Simply marvelous!” the voice echoed off walls and vibrated along bodies. 
 
    Heads and bodies turned to the East end of the main street. Slingers parted to the sides slightly as Victor, Lily, Astor, and Aldus gazed down the street to a lone figure walking toward them. 
 
    Vonn turned her head, black eyes growing wider as fear clawed at her heart. “No.” 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Astor held their ground as Aldus stared with annoyed contempt. The lone figure made their way along with a relaxed demeanor before a street lantern illuminated his shadowy face.  
 
    “It’s so interesting to watch petty disputes unfold,” the man in a black trench coat smiled wide as he stopped by the street lantern. 
 
    A chill flowed over every warm body as many turned their attention on the man. Victor’s eyes narrowed, drinking in the large forehead, triangular shaped face and wide eyes. Long, jet-black hair flowed from a widow’s peak and cascaded down over shoulders. The maddening gaze twitched as wide eyes surveyed the groups gathered, the air growing cooler by the second. 
 
    Vonn and Yimer backed away, a cloud of fear filling their demeanors. Victor spotted them as they backed up and seeing the expression in their eyes, he looked to the man with a knowing gaze. Lily moved to Victor’s side, staff at the ready. 
 
    “As interesting as it is, I have questions for Vala’s Blade and will have to ask everyone to schedule this petty dispute another time,” the stranger said with a toothy leer. 
 
    Aldus was not impressed, “Arrest them all! Justice for the Authority!” 
 
    The mages and Spell swords advanced one step when the strange man sighed and closed his eyes. Incantations fell from ready lips as mana swords and shields appeared in certain hands. The mood turned jagged until the stranger took a breath and whistled. 
 
    The very air burst from the strange sharp sound, blasting anyone standing and sending them to the ground. Glass shattered from windows, spells fizzled and bodies were thrown. Victor jumped on Lily just as the shockwave hit them and sent them flying to the ground. Astor hit the muddy street as did everyone else. Townsfolk were thrown into walls or knocked to the street. Slingers drew their guns just as they were scattered. Aldus was knocked onto his back, senses reeling from the blow. The only ones still standing were the stranger and the four dragon women, their serpent eyes leveled on the stranger.  
 
    “Do I have your attention now,” the man said with smile as he stood his ground. 
 
    Shock and awe colored every person as they slowly stood back up. Victor turned his head toward the stranger as he helped Lily back to her feet. The succubus’s eyes widened as she and Victor stared at the man in black, a wry grin on his face. Townsfolk huddled together to the side as Spell swords and mages redirected their gazes to the lone man who nearly floored an entire town. 
 
    The man’s gaze cut through the crowd, eyes on Victor as he spoke, “You are a difficult Champion to track. You move from one realm to the next like a ghost.” 
 
    Victor readied himself as he kept his hard gaze. A shadowy voice from his heart spoke up, its voice growing louder with each word. 
 
    We have to run! I can sense him from here and we cannot win this fight! 
 
    The stranger’s eyes took on an amused gleam. “The shadow in your heart has been helping you. Its presence aids in your protection. This is good to know.” 
 
    Victor moved from Lily, walking down the middle of the parted crowd and standing at the edge with a clear view of the stranger in black. 
 
    “What’s this all about?” Victor said with a hard edge. 
 
    The man continued to grin as the street behind him grew darker, blotting out all but the small light illuminating his body. 
 
    “This is a learning experience. When I first saw you, my thirst for knowledge could not be contained. Some would say I am transfixed…maybe obsessed, but the truth of the matter, I simply need to know everything about you,” the stranger chuckled. 
 
    Victor called up his stats and moved it to the corner of his vision. 
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    Victor, I know you have this insane love for doing the right thing, but right now is not the time. Can’t you feel it? His power is coming off in waves. He can kill everyone! 
 
    Victor felt something as he stood. Prickling energy touched his skin as if the entire area was about to explode. Glancing to everyone around him; friends, lovers and enemies surrounded the Blade. The whole town was a powder keg, ready for anything to light the match. Confusion touched his mind, but it quickly fell away like a dying leaf in autumn. Heat pumped throughout his body as a fierce need to protect surged into every cell. Glancing to the townsfolk, Alice the shopkeeper met Victor’s gaze with pure, distilled fear. 
 
    The stranger bowed his head, “I am being rude. Social etiquette dictates I introduce myself. My name is Draygon, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Draygon looked up as he bowed slightly, eyes holding a glowing intensity. 
 
    “Do not say your name! It will create a connection,” Vonn shouted from the side. 
 
    Victor remained silent. Draygon’s smile faded as annoyance crawled into his features. 
 
    “I simply want to learn about you. Tell me your name and I will leave you all to your petty squabbles.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes became thin slits as he sized up the mystical stranger. “Leave or we will make you leave.” 
 
    Draygon’s smile returned as eyes trembled with madness. “You do not understand how this works. You tell me what I want to know and I leave without harming anyone. I would hate to extract the information from your skull, it tends to get a bit messy.” 
 
     Draygon’s face twisted into deep sadness when Victor remained silent. “Baaldir, Hexnia and Luhorr tried to fight me and they failed. What makes you think you can stop me from destroying every soul here?” 
 
    Victor’s ears perked up upon hearing Baaldir’s name. The god of the hunt was powerful on his own and the other two names most likely belonged to other gods in the pantheon. If Draygon fought them and they lost, what chance did he have against such a monster? 
 
    “From your expression I see the weight of knowledge pressing down on you. Tell me your name and I will leave,” Draygon hissed sweetly. 
 
    Victor gave Draygon a grim look, “No.” 
 
    The man in black kept a sad smile. “Then you leave me no choice,” Draygon said as he lifted his hand and stretched out his fingers. 
 
    The entire force behind Victor readied themselves. The Blade watched as Draygon’s eyes closed and his oddly long fingers twitched. The night air grew heavier with each passing moment. Energy caressed exposed skin among the crowd. The town’s folks let out scared noises and huddled together tightly. A chill sank into spines as Lily shuddered and tried to shake it off. Shyryth and Astor let their hands touch the handles to their rune covered guns, eyes sharp. A silence cascaded over the entire area as Draygon’s head twitched and opened his eyes. 
 
    There was a gasp from the town’s folk as reality shifted into crystal shards. A woman vanished from the huddled group and appeared right before Draygon; eyes wide in disbelief. Shadows leapt up and formed a sword in Draygon’s hand as he looked to Victor.  
 
    The Blade took an involuntary step forward as Alice yelped, the black sword up and held inches from her neck. 
 
    “You are one of Vala’s chosen. Call to him…say his name,” Draygon whispered darkly. 
 
    Tears filled Alice’s eyes as her lip trembled. 
 
    Victor looked to Alice, “Alice…I will protect you.” 
 
    The words slid over the woman with a sense of comforting warmth. Fear bled away as she nodded, lips sealing shut. 
 
    Draygon sighed. “If you will not say it…I will take it.” 
 
    The strange man lifted his other hand and pressed it to the back of Alice’s head. Dark power glowed before Alice’s eyes rolled into her head and she screamed. Draygon’s eyes fluttered as dark tendrils stripped at her mind, gathering points of light to form knowledge. With a dark chuckle, the words began to form when a fist slammed into his face with the force of a hurricane. Draygon was lifted up and blasted backwards, limbs and body flailing as he spun out of control. The muddy road blurred underneath him before he crashed, tumbled, bounced and crashed again. Body rolling and bouncing, after a hundred feet, he hit the ground and slid to a halt on his back. 
 
    Victor stood by Alice, fist out and energy arcing along his limbs. Power seethed under Victor’s skin as he spent five points of Strength to create a greater effect. A timer counted down in the corner of his vision, giving him a little over ten minutes before the power drained from his body. Turning to the stunned Alice, Victor took her hand and began walking her back to the crowd. Lily, Shyryth, and Mildra rushed to the stunned woman. 
 
    “No matter what happens, protect her…protect everyone,” Victor commanded. 
 
    The Blade turned around and watched as Draygon slowly stood back up, a wide leer across his face. 
 
    “I think I only managed to make him mad,” Victor said as he lifted his fists, energy arcing along his body. 
 
    Draygon began to laugh as he stood up to his full height. The maddening laughter sent shivers down spines of everyone who heard it. The darkness behind Draygon began to grow like a black cloud. It touched the edges of town, inky tendrils moving across damaged walls and broken windows. 
 
    “Victor, what an appropriate name for Vala’s Champion, now that I have it, it opens many doors, but those doors lead to new questions,” Draygon chuckled. 
 
    “Leave before I punch you again,” Victor growled loudly. 
 
    Draygon laughed. “I must rescind the previous agreement because this is much too fun. Higher beings send a sliver of their power to their Champions but Vala is not following the natural order of things. She is sending more than a sliver. She has increased your luck as well. The shadow around your heart is adding protection verses beings such as myself. You have become a perfect storm of power if you use it correctly.” 
 
    Draygon took a step forward and then another. “But I have questions that must be answered. I have seen how the gods have searched out and not killed the many vessels containing pieces of Vala across the realms. Why is that? Why not end her crusade by forever destroying a piece of her spirit? I must understand why and to do so, I must kill one of several who carry a piece of your dead goddess, in the name of research.”  
 
     Victor checked the timer in the corner of his vision. He had less than nine minutes before his greater strength and speed drained away. 
 
    Draygon continued to step forward when the darkness behind him began to move. Eyes stared at the pairs of white eyes appearing from the darkness. Misshapen mouths opened as black supernatural bodies writhed like ghostly worms.  Crisscross markings appeared around the unblinking white eyes as they moved as one behind Draygon. It seemed like the entire edge of town behind the powerful stranger moved like some cosmic monster from the abyss. 
 
    “Shadows,” Astor said as she hardened her heart. 
 
    “A thousand shadows to be precise,” Draygon seethed. “Let’s see what happens when I kill one of Vala’s chosen vessels.” 
 
    “Lily…Astor…Defend the townsfolk,” Victor said before his body burst forward in a blur. 
 
    This is a bad idea! 
 
    Draygon opened his arms wide as Victor barreled toward him, “Let’s learn…together!” 
 
    The world fell into moments before the entire town exploded into action. Victor appeared before Draygon; fists cocked. The strange man smiled as a storm of fists lashed out like machine gun fire. Arms up, he blocked Victor’s strikes, arms moving in a blur to keep up. The assault rampaged on before Victor lifted his heel and brought it down on the man’s leg. Draygon’s leg twisted out and snapped back into place instantly.  
 
    Vala’s Blade didn’t slow down as he unleashed another flurry of attacks, slowly driving Draygon back, but not landing a body blow. The very air vibrated from the strikes and parries as Draygon kept the Blade from landing a solid hit. Victor whipped his leg around, but Draygon lifted his knee, blocking each strike with his shin.  
 
    We need to move faster! 
 
    Victor spent another Strength point, increasing his strength and his speed moving slightly faster. It was enough for Draygon to miscalculate a parry, Victor’s fist hitting his cheek and sending him flying backwards. Shadows caught Draygon as they rushed past in a swarm toward the main force in town. Depositing him to the ground, the flood of shadows rushed around the Blade and Draygon as they howled for the living energy of the town. 
 
    Astor stared down the flood of shadows coming toward them. Slinger hands were on their guns, ready for the signal. Smiles formed as they watched the inky black horde rushing like a tidal wave toward them. Battle crazed insanity took root and fingers itched to pull triggers. 
 
    “Defend with extreme prejudice,” Astor spit before her hands snapped from her sides, pistol in each hand and pulling back on triggers. 
 
    A glowing point blasted out from each gun, crossing the distance in the blink of an eye. Each one struck a shadow in the center of their heads as they screeched and burned away from the mystical bullets. 
 
    “Kill them all,” Zeb shouted before pulling his guns and firing. 
 
    Slingers drew their guns and opened fire. Glowing bullets closed the distance to the incoming horde, blasting shadows to shards as more flowed past their fallen brethren. Many laughed as hammers cocked back and slammed into chambered bullets. Energy stabbed out as condensed mana-fueled power struck shadows. Wild screeches filled the night. Townsfolk dashed for the Spell swords and Casters while three dragon women launched into the air, their bodies growing bigger and scales erupting from smooth skin. 
 
    Lily turned to Spell sword Leader Aldus who already had a mana sword and shield up. “Protect them at all costs!” 
 
    Aldus simply nodded as town’s people rushed to them. Skye and Kira backed off as did Vonn and Yimer. Bullets streaked across the air, shattering and burning shadows to shards of darkness. The flood grew in intensity as they surged against the Slinger’s firepower. Shyryth stood by Astor’s side, guns out and firing, each strike true. The chaos was held at bay, but only for moments as Slinger guns clicked empty and several began to reload. 
 
    Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra turned into their true dragon forms. Leathery wings beat as maws opened. Vindrel centered her gaze on the bulk of shadows before taking a deep breath and blasting out thick streams of lightning. Shadows screeched as they were nearly ripped in half. Izy’s green dragon form hovered next to Vindrel, mouth opening and spitting out bolts of acidic mists. The bolts struck shadows, burning against their black forms as they continued to rush the Slingers. 
 
    Mildra’s sleepy eyes peered down at the small space between the incoming shadows and the Slingers. Mouth open, she hissed a stream of ice mists. It struck the ground and grew on itself, forming a makeshift barrier. Vindrel spit lightning bolt after lightning bolt, but the stream of shadows continued. Magic bullets penetrated the ice wall to slam into shadows.  
 
    Many shadows looked up at the three flying dragons. Black wings forming, they launched into the air, streaming toward the flying dragons. Vindrel swooped to the side, knocking Izy away as several shadows were nearly on her. The blue dragon blasted black bodies at point-blank range, splitting them to pieces while several more latched onto her. The blue dragon growled her contempt as claws raked across dark bodies. Izy flew back to her sister in battle, grabbing shadows and pulling them away. With powerful swings, she tossed the shadows away as Vindrel struggled to stay in the air. 
 
    Eric reloaded, clicked the chamber back into the gun and aimed just as shadows burst through the makeshift ice wall. Several Slingers opened fired as shadows came at them. The distance between them was swallowed up by the shadows until bodies leapt over the line of Slingers. Valen blasted a shadow and then another before several men and woman came down in front of him, slashing at any shadows getting too close. The slingers watched in astonishment as Spell swords sliced and cut at the incoming horde with practiced skill and unwavering courage. 
 
    “It’s about damn time you guys did something useful,” Zeb laughed before aiming both guns and pulling triggers. 
 
    Lily and Dawn fought through the chaos. The elf moved, spun and leapt from grasping shadows while Lily followed, energy filling her staff and cracking true with every strike. The succubus and elf struggled alongside Spell Swords and Slingers, trying to get a glimpse of Victor in the distance. 
 
    Shadows formed a wide oval around Victor and Draygon as they surged toward the fighting line. The Blade pressed on, each punch and kick blocked by the monster threatening them all.  
 
    “Enough of this bullshit,” Victor growled as his gun blade slid into his hand and he spent a Constitution point to load it. 
 
    Draygon backed off as Victor aimed the gun blade and pulled the trigger. An energy bolt blasted out as Draygon lifted an open hand. The bolt slammed into the open hand and fizzled, leaving a wisp of smoke. 
 
    “It’s like watching a puppy struggle for dominance,” Draygon laughed. 
 
    Victor pulled the trigger in rapid succession as shadows streamed past. Draygon moved his hand, parrying each shot like they were harmless pebbles. 
 
    “Yea, get a fucking load of me,” Victor barked as he spent five points of Constitution. 
 
    The gun blade hummed with incredible power. The vibrations pulsed outward as the Blade aimed and pulled the trigger. Draygon lifted his hand to block the blast, but when it struck him, the explosion sent him flying backwards. Victor watched as Draygon’s smoking body scattered the shadows around them in different directions before he crashed into a small building, caving in the wall and splintering wood to kindling. 
 
    A stream of shadows turned and surged toward the Blade. Victor aimed the vibrating gun blade to the point of the incoming stream and pulled the trigger. The energy bolt shattered six shadows and scattered many others. 
 
    “Fuck yea,” Victor hissed before turning his attention to the giant hole in the side of a building, Draygon standing up and stepping through it. 
 
    “You do surprise me,” Draygon said before looking to the fighting not far from them, “But I have an experiment to complete.” 
 
    Shadows streamed past, taking hold of Draygon and lifting him along toward the fighting. Victor looked around as shadows converged on him. White eyes bore down on the lone Blade when he whipped his gun blade around and pulled the trigger again and again. Victor blasted holes in shadows, shattering them to shards of darkness. When he was down to last charge, he looked to the fighting line. Spending his last point of Strength, energy fueled his ability to jump. Legs bending, he launched into the air just as a wave of shadows rushed him, nearly missing his boots by inches. 
 
    Astor blasted shadow after shadow until her guns clicked empty. Holstering one, she started to reload when a shadow flew toward her. The Slinger’s hand moved with practiced ease as six mana rounds slid into the empty chambers. The shadow was nearly on her when the chamber clicked close; Astor lifted up the barrel and blasted the shadow from beneath its distorted chin.  
 
    “WOO HOOO!” Zeb yelled as he fired into every shadow that was too close. 
 
    Slingers continued to blast the incoming wave of shadows as Spell swords slashed at any who slipped by. Aldus was cold as ice, slicing through shadows and stabbing them in their heads. Monstrous screeches rang out with the orchestra of gunfire and the hiss of burning mana. For a brief moment, it looked like the Slingers and Spell swords kept the wave of abominations at bay. Valen pushed forward, blasting shadows while Zeb and Eric flowed with him, side by side. Vindrel and Izy tore at shadows, ripping them to pieces and blasting them at close range. Lily and Dawn held the line, fighting tooth and nail as shadows pushed against them. Mildra landed to the side, wings out to protect Skye, Kira, Vonn and Yimer while her frost breath blasted out. Mages unleashed magic attacks at any Shadow airborne or crawling along the sides of the line. It appeared they could win and for a brief instant, hope glowed. 
 
    “Don’t give these fuckers an inch…,” Eric shouted before a black sword stabbed into his chest. 
 
    Draygon moved from the shadows with depraved indifference as Eric coughed up blood. Eric’s eyes glazed over as he used the last of his strength to jam the barrel of his gun into Draygon’s face and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The mana bullet ricocheted off Draygon’s forehead as the light died in Eric’s eyes. Valen shouted as he rushed the monster, jabbing his guns into Draygon’s sides. Mana bullets blasted causing Draygon to stumble aside. Shadows launched toward the exposed Slinger and Zeb grabbed Valen and pulled him back so hard, the slinger stumbled and fell. Valen looked up with wide eyes as Zeb cursed and spit, firing at point blank range before shadows enveloped him. They moved like a mass of insects, blood exploding into the air and limbs flying in all directions. 
 
    The line faltered, shadows breaking through and lashing at warm bodies. Spell swords sliced and blocked before black pointed hands slashed and ripped at their bodies. Grunts turned to screams as chaos bloomed into a storm. Aldus sliced and cut, carving his way through when a shadow stabbed his arm and another into his side. The Spell sword didn’t make a sound as he sliced a disembodied head and stabbed his mana sword into an open mouth. Jagged teeth shined as Slingers and Spell swords were consumed, one by one. Astor stepped into the storm, blasting away shadows. Hands moved, fingers pulling triggers. When the mana bullet emerged from the barrel, the rune covered gun was moving to its next target. 
 
    Draygon shook off the attack when a presence filled his mind. He barely looked up when a thick energy blast struck him, slamming him face down into the ground. Victor fell from the sky, gun blade gleaming in the light. He roared down and landed on Draygon’s back, driving his blade deep into the exposed spine. Draygon grunted as he pressed his palms to the ground and pushed up. Victor fell back onto the ground. A shadow loomed from behind before an elf launched into the air, grabbed the shadow, swung her body around and stabbed at its black neck. 
 
    Victor glanced back to see Dawn savagely stab again and again the shadow as it screeched in pain. Draygon looked to Victor just as two mana bullets struck the side of his head. Astor and Shyryth aimed and pulled triggers again. Draygon growled as he crossed his arms, mana bullets striking and forcing him to take a step back. 
 
    “How annoying…,” Draygon said just as Victor stabbed his gun blade deep into his back. 
 
    With wide eyes, Draygon turned his head as Victor withdrew his blade, swung it around and aimed for the neck. Casually, Draygon lifted his hand and blocked the incoming blade, the sharp edge sinking an inch into Draygon’s arm. 
 
    Victor pulled back his blade for another strike when strength drained from his limbs. Arms shaky, Victor cursed as Draygon lowered his arm and smiled. 
 
    “Valiant effort,” Draygon whispered before he whistled. 
 
    The air pulsed before it exploded in all directions. Slingers, casters, townsfolk, shadows, dragons, everyone in the center of town were thrown backwards. Victor’s skin erupted in patches as blood dripped from wounds. The Blade fought to stay conscious as bodies flew past in a wave of beaten flesh. Body falling, Victor gritted his teeth as he hit the ground and tumbled back five feet before stopping. Cracks formed along wooden and stone walls and a short moment later, a building collapsed on itself. 
 
    Draygon stood at the epicenter, dark eyes surveying the carnage he created. Shadows struggled to rise up, white eyes wide and stunned from the blow. Shyryth crawled to Astor who was unconscious on the ground. Mildra moaned, her white scaled body dripping blood from ruptured patches along her body. Skye, Kira, Vonn, and Yimer lay beside her, struggling to get back up. Vindrel and Izy fell from the sky, landing on a building and shattering it to dust. Lily crawled among the bodies, Spell swords and Slingers staring up with lifeless eyes. 
 
    Victor spent a Will point. Regaining the use of his body, he stood up as some writhed in pain and others were still, bodies cooling. The Blade struggled, taking a step at a time, hard gaze on Draygon as he looked around in amusement. Lily continued to crawl, wanting to call out to Victor, but her voice failing.  
 
    Draygon ignored Victor as his eyes scanned the bodies and stopped on a moving body. Alice tried to crawl away, leg broken and trailing behind her as she used her hands and arms. Whimpers fell from her lips as she crawled over dead bodies, eyes too afraid to look back. 
 
    “Lily…,” Victor said harshly, slowly moving after Draygon, “…Lily…I need…you.” 
 
    The succubus tried to stand up, but her own body wasn’t responding. The ringing in her ears prevented her from hearing Victor, but she could see he needed her. 
 
    Victor, fall to your knees. Don’t keep fighting. 
 
    Draygon stepped over the living and the dead. Taking his time, he walked toward Alice as she continued to crawl away. 
 
    “Lily…,” Victor said again as his Elemental sword slid into his open hand, “Heal…me.” 
 
    Draygon moved closer. Alice glanced back and cried out as she tried to crawl away faster.  
 
    “Do no fret little one. Your death will teach us so much,” Draygon said with a kind edge as he reached down and grabbed her broken leg. 
 
    Alice screamed as pain flared. Like a rag doll, she was pulled back to Draygon. The monster in a man’s skin reached down and grabbed the back of her neck. Taking hold, he lifted her up and held her before him like a hunter admiring his kill. Alice struggled, one hand grabbing his arm and the other hitting his chest. 
 
    “Lily!” Victor shouted as he spent five points of Wisdom, white and blue fire flaring along the sword’s blade. 
 
    The succubus exhaled as she gathered the last of her strength. Lifting a hand, she pointed it at Victor. Energy balled along her fingers until they merged and blasted out in a ray of light. Victor continued to stumble toward Draygon when light struck his back. Energy closed wounds and points returned to his Spheres of Influence. Victor’s body felt lighter as he darted forward. Flaming sword up and body freshly healed, the Blade roared as he charged. 
 
    Draygon turned to Victor barreling toward him, “Such a noble attempt.”  
 
    Draygon dropped Alice and she crumbled to the ground. Turning, he waited for Victor as he came at him. Sword up, rage took hold as Victor reached Draygon. Sword slashing, Draygon used his forearms to block the flaming blade. Fire and steel cut deep, but as soon as the blade pulled away, the wounds closed up. Victor grunted and roared as he spent five Strength points. Power booming through his body, Victor became a whirlwind of flaming sword attacks. Draygon grunted as he tried to keep up, eyes calm but his arms cut deep. The wounds closed at a slower rate, but Draygon continued to parry and fend off each blurry sword strike. 
 
    “That’s it, give me everything you have,” Draygon laughed. 
 
    Victor’s body moved with such speed, those who witnessed his power could barely keep up. Flames sparked with each strike yet Draygon continued to keep the Blade at bay. Reason fled Vala’s Blade as a primal need to protect overcame him. The flaming sword slipped into his wrist as a fist curled around and struck Draygon across the jaw. Body stumbling back, the man in black watched as Victor channeled a point of Strength into his War Form ability. 
 
    For a brief moment, Victor felt Vala’s touch. 
 
    Muscles and bones instantly increased in size. Clothes ripped and shredded as Victor’s body grew larger. When Victor reached ten feet wall, the Blade’s face twisted into a pointed chin, wild eyes, and roaring like a savage monster. Draygon grinned as the giant Victor looked down, raised a large fist and swung downward. 
 
    Draygon lifted his open hand and caught the incoming fist. Power exploded as Victor growled. Draygon’s boots sunk deep into the muddy ground as Victor’s War Form roared. Draygon’s arm trembled against the thick fist. Eyes sharp, he looked up into the animalistic rage flowing through Vala’s Blade. 
 
    “Impressive…but not impressive enough,” Draygon whispered as he pointed his free hand toward Alice. 
 
    Victor watched as Alice threw her arms up, screaming his name before darkness shot from Draygon’s hand and stabbed into her skull.  
 
    Time slowed as Victor’s heart shattered into a million pieces. Alice’s eyes rolled into her head as a thin trickle of blood streaked down to her nose. Draygon watched, hand still holding the giant fist at bay. Victor cried out as he swung his other fist. Draygon didn’t look away as he moved his hand in a blur slapping the incoming fist away like a child trying to fight an adult. 
 
    Energy glowed from Alice as the darkness retracted from her skull and back into Draygon’s hand. Slumping to the ground, the energy coming from the acolyte brightened before it shot from her body and slammed into Victor’s chest. The giant war form stumbled back while he looked down. Alice’s energy swirled and cemented in his soul. The Blade felt it deep within, Alice’s soul was unlocked and a piece of Vala had become part of her Champion. 
 
    Draygon’s smile soured as he looked to Victor’s giant heaving form. “Death is not the answer. Vala, you clever goddess, if your acolytes are killed you will still regain your power, such a disturbing turn of events.” 
 
    Shock bled away as fury took hold of Victor once again. Victor’s monstrous form stalked toward, fists the size of large boulders. Draygon looked up to Victor and let out a sigh. 
 
    “I will have to mull over this new information,” Draygon said indifferently. 
 
    Victor reared back a large fist and brought it down. Draygon’s eyes took a hard edge before he burst toward Vala’s Blade. A fist launched up connecting with Victor’s fist. When they met, the very air shook from the blow. Bones cracked and splintered along Victor’s thick arm to the shoulder. The Blade didn’t slow down as he ignored the pain and brought his other fist hard across. Draygon turned his torso, slamming his fist into Victor’s other fist. Bone and blood vessels ruptured and cracked from the blow, the air whipping outward. 
 
    Draygon centered himself and launched at the giant Victor. Fists flashed too fast to see. Victor’s stomach and chest took a barrage of strikes, bones and muscles cracking and rupturing. Victor tried to spend his influence but nothing responded in his current form. Stumbling back, pain roared as Draygon’s fist moved in rapid succession. Pain overcame rage and fear destroyed courage. With one last punch, Victor’s body shuddered before he stumbled a few feet and fell to his knees. 
 
    Draygon stepped to Victor, gazes meeting. “The only reason you’re still alive is I need to learn more. Carry on with your crusade. It will mean little in the scheme of the universal tides but you have earned my respect, Blade of Vala.” 
 
    Victor’s monster form began to shrink, mist flowing up from his body. Draygon looked to the shadows rising and blinked. Black and purple rifts opened up, sucking in Shadows before they sealed shut. Draygon gave Victor one last small grin before a rift opened behind him. Stepping backwards, Draygon disappeared into the rift before it too closed shut and disappeared. 
 
    Victor stared as Alice’s lifeless body as many others began to move. Vindrel and Izy held onto each other as they emerged from a destroyed building. Vonn, Yimer, and Mildra looked to Victor with sorrow in their eyes. Aldus sat up, shadows covering his dark expression. Dawn held Lily in her lap, tears streaking down her pale cheeks. Skye and Kira moved through the fallen, searching for anyone alive. Skye pulled vials from her robe and gave to those gravely injured. Townsfolk whimpered and cried, clutching to loved ones who didn’t survive Draygon’s whistle. Shyryth held Astor. The Slinger’s eyes fluttered, but her dragon apprentice looked to the fallen Slingers with a heavy heart. 
 
    Victor fought the growing pain as he turned his face upwards and roared into the starry night sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    Pain clawed at fried nerves as Victor stayed on his knees, arms hanging uselessly at his sides. The night grew colder, mist falling from his parted lips as numbness took root. Many people began to rise, some with tears in their eyes while others moaned in pain and loss. Others did not move, their eyes staring off indifferently to the void.  
 
    A shadow fell over Victor but he didn’t look up. A hand reached down with a vial and pressed it to his lips. 
 
    “Drink,” Skye said as she looked down with sadness. 
 
    Victor didn’t move, his gaze falling on Alice as she lay on the muddy ground. 
 
    “Victor, please drink,” Skye said in a small voice. 
 
    The young man parted his lips a little further, allowing Skye to pour the contents into his mouth. The liquid warmed his throat as it travelled down to his stomach. A tingling sensation flowed into his limbs. Jagged points of pain flared, but Victor continued to stare off. 
 
    “The potion won’t heal you completely, but it will help mend your bones. You will need more to heal fully.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Astor opened her eyes to Shyryth looking down on her. The Slinger sat up and soon stood up. Several buildings lay in ruin while some of the townsfolk gathered their dead. Spell swords and Casters helped the people of the town to their feet and to gather their dead. Astor drank it in, seeing blood leaking from ears, eyes and noses from many who would not see another sunrise. 
 
    Aldus was to his feet and directing the Spell swords, Casters and townsfolk to help gather their possessions. Valen looked to the remains of his friends, grim darkness in his eyes. The dragons had shifted back to their humanoid forms, helping where they could in the messy street. 
 
    Vonn glided on tentacles to Dawn and Lily. The warp spawn lowered her body and pulled out a small vial from her side pouch. Opening it, she looked down on Lily’s closed eyes as her head lay in Dawn’s lap. Putting the smelling salts to the succubus’s nose, it didn’t take long for her eyes to open. Sitting up, Lily’s face was frantic until she saw Victor on his knees. 
 
    The succubus was to her feet and running to Victor, Dawn, and Vonn behind her. The demoness landed on her knees behind the Blade and threw her arms around his neck, hands on his chest. Victor grimaced but didn’t move, taking in the warmth of the succubus as she held him dearly. Hands on his chest, warm energy rippled outward. Victor felt the stings and flashes of pain as bones pulled together. Muscles repaired and blood pulled back into wounds before they sealed. In several long moments, the Blade was healed of his physical pain. 
 
    Astor marched to Aldus as he shouted commands to his people. The Slinger moved with heat in every step until she reached the Spell sword leader. Aldus stopped barking and turned to the Slinger, eyes holding a sliver of sorrow. 
 
    Astor was about to say something when the Spell sword lifted a hand and began to speak. 
 
    “The people will not be safe here. We are going to escort them to Loress for their protection. Clearly there is more going on here then I was led to believe.” 
 
    Astor kept her chilly gaze, “Make sure you tell your superiors everything that happened here. We do not wish to fight the Authority, but to only live in peace and protect people from monsters like we fought tonight.” 
 
    Aldus nodded, “I will.” 
 
    Astor turned when the Spell sword spoke up. 
 
    “We were told you Slingers are animals with new dark magic. From what I saw tonight, it was a lie to manipulate us into action. I’m not sure if the Authority will listen to what I have to say, but I will not hold back on what happened here…You have my word.” 
 
    Astor turned her head slightly with a slight dip of her head in acknowledgement before moving on toward Victor and Lily. The rest of the Spell swords and Casters continued to gather the people while Vala’s acolytes surrounded Victor and Lily. Heaviness filled their hearts as they looked down on Victor’s blank stare. Kira was the only one not by the group, handing out potions from her backpack to the wounded. The remaining Slingers stood off to the side, consoling each other from their losses. 
 
    Victor reached up and touched Lily’s hand. The succubus lifted her head and let go of the Blade as he stood up on shaky legs. 
 
    “We have a lot to do,” The Blade said as he held out his hand to the succubus. 
 
    Lily took his hand and rose to her feet. 
 
    Victor turned to those gathered, “We have to return to Vala’s realm, all of us. It’s not safe in the realms and we must consolidate our power. Vala is depending on us to revive her and that monster may have other plans. We should not take the risk.” 
 
    There was a moment of silence before several of those gathered spoke. 
 
    “How do we know Draygon won’t invade Vala’s realm,” Izy asked. 
 
    “If we go to Vala’s realm, how can we protect other acolytes,” Yimer asked. 
 
    “News of this night will spread across Eddor and soon, the other realms,” Vonn stated. 
 
    Victor gave a slight head nod, “We don’t know, but right now we need to regroup. Draygon is playing on a whole higher level. Vonn is right, news of this will spread and that will make our lives harder because of it. We should be together as we share information.” 
 
    Vindrel nodded with steely blue eyes. “We had no idea to what extent this quest would bring us. My dragon sisters only wanted to find our friend, but clearly there is a cosmic play at work here. It would be wrong to abandon Vala during these dark times.” 
 
    “We’re not abandoning her…or Victor,” Skye smiled. 
 
    Victor gave Skye a small smile before redirecting his attention to Vonn. “Have you found the spells to mask you and Yimer?” 
 
    The warp spawn nodded. “We found it shortly before the town was attacked. We need an hour to prepare and the ritual should take no longer then another hour.” 
 
    Victor nodded before turning his gaze to the fallen Alice, “We can wrap Alice and bring her into the tavern. She will be buried with the others in Vala’s realm. As for the rest of us, we need to bed down for the night. From there, Lily, Dawn and myself will pull everyone to Vala’s realm.” 
 
    Astor shook her head slightly before parting her lips, “I cannot leave. I must spread the word to the Forsaken Lands so all Slingers can be ready for this new threat.” 
 
    Shyryth stood by Astor, “I won’t leave your side.” 
 
    Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra looked to the red dragon with sad expressions as Victor stepped to the two women and stood before them. 
 
    “When you’re finished, will you come to us?” 
 
    Astor looked over to the standing Slingers, their eyes watching with sad hope. 
 
    “Ask me again when we have a quiet moment,” Astor said as she tipped her hat. 
 
    Victor nodded. The Slinger stepped away and walked toward the Slingers, Shyryth close behind. Arms went up and they all embraced, a small sobbing radiating out as they mourned those fallen in battle. 
 
    Lily turned to everyone, “Let’s get to work.” 
 
    Time ticked on as the group splintered into small pairs. Izy picked up Alice’s body and carried it into the tavern with Mildra at her side. Vonn and Yimer made their way to the tavern, spell books appearing in their hands. Skye walked off as Kira handed the last of the healing potions she carried to a mage. The Spell Swords and Mages gathered the remaining townsfolk and began marching off to the road heading west. Vindrel stepped to Shyryth’s side and gave her a big hug as the Slingers broke apart and gathered their dead. 
 
    Victor shivered in the night air as he stood in torn and shredded clothes. Skye came back with a bundle of clothes in her arms and warm smile on her lips. The Blade returned her smile as the clothes were placed in his hands. Dawn and Lily stood close, watching Victor as he grimaced. Despite most of his body being healed, there was some soreness and small drops of pain. The succubus and elf gently pulled him along to the tavern. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Vonn and Yimer to prepare the ritual. Arcane circles and symbols covered the tavern’s main room. The warp spawn spoke in mystical riddles while not far from them, three dragons wrapped Alice’s body in white sheets. Astor and Shyryth said their goodbyes to the group before stepping out to the Slingers waiting outside. Kira watched from a window as the group of Slingers walked off into the cold, dark night. 
 
    Vonn uttered the final phrase and energy glowed around her and Yimer’s bodies. The two spawn glided away from the circles to Lily, explaining that they could now mask themselves from the rest of their kind and were ready to leave for Vala’s Realm. 
 
    Victor stood in the main room, fully dressed in a new outfit and cowboy hat on his head. Glancing over to Alice’s wrapped body sent a sliver of pain whipping at his heart before he looked away. Lily crossed the room to Victor, taking his hand and leading him upstairs to the rooms.  
 
    Reaching a room, the Blade shuffled like a zombie to the bed before falling into it. Lily stared at him for a long moment, his body relaxing and his face buried in the pillow. The succubus moved to his side and slipped into bed fully clothed. Pressing her body to his side, she ran her fingers through his hair, hat tipping away onto the pillow. Victor welcomed the heat of her body and the touch of her fingers as exhaustion took hold and he drifted off into a troubled sleep. 
 
    The dreamscape shifted as Victor felt lighter. Hovering along the shifting darkness, points of light appeared, one by one. Dawn floated down and soon Mildra. A body wrapped in white hovered in the darkness as Victor floated toward it and took it into his arms. Gravity took hold and soon everyone was standing on firm, invisible ground. Vonn and Yimer glided out from the darkness as Lily appeared. Skye and Kira appeared, confused eyes looking around and seeing Dawn and Lily’s smiles. Vindrel was last, appearing and smiling. Izy moved to her side and took the blue dragon’s hand into hers. 
 
    Victor started to walk and the group followed. Thin wisps of mist appeared at first, but soon the dreamy abyss was filled with a growing fog. Victor looked down at the bundle in his arms, wondering if there was anything, he could have done different to change the outcome. Mind working, scenarios played out, but there was no confidence in his heart any of those outcomes would have been the correct one. It burned at his nerves as they walked along the misty corridor. 
 
    Lily moved to Victor’s side, concern coloring her red eyes. Victor looked over and gave the succubus a weak smile.  
 
    “We…can talk about it,” Lily’s voice echoed through the misty realm. 
 
    Shadows lengthened under Victor’s eyes as a dim light appeared in the distance. An image entered his mind, words bringing comfort as he walked along. A small smile appeared before it faded away to the gloom. A stoic strength filled his inner world as he lifted his chin. 
 
    “There is a great captain back on earth, one I idolized since I was a kid. He often said many things that just made sense and now his words fill my head,” Victor said, his voice echoing off the darkness. 
 
    The others looked to Victor from behind as he led the way through the misty shadows toward the small light. 
 
    “What did he say,” Lily asked. 
 
    “It is possible to commit no mistakes and still lose. That is not weakness; that is life,” Victor said with warm conviction. 
 
    Lily nodded. “Sounds like a great captain, one who knows true wisdom. What was his name?” 
 
    Victor smiled as he looked to the lilac colored succubus, “Captain Jean-Luc Picard, the greatest captain there ever was.” 
 
    Lily returned Victor’s warm smile as the mists parted. The group stepped out onto firm ground and vibrant green grass. A single crescent moon hung high in the black sky. Right below it, a mountain stood with lantern light guiding the way home. 
 
    The solemn group made their way to the stone staircase leading up. With silent steps, they began their ascent. The climb was uneventful until they reached the village built into the mountain. Many were waiting, eyeing Victor with loving gazes and smiles for those with him. A tall woman stood in the middle with long, curly locks of orange reddish hair. Her face was kind with oval eyes gazing on Victor with the wrapped body in his arms. 
 
    Victor looked to the woman and quickly noticed she was a lot bigger than all the others around her. The emerald green robe seemed to hug her hourglass form but the height astonished him. He guessed she was about eight feet tall and built like a sensual Amazon. Pale skin and freckles covered her cheeks as she moved forward to meet him, Slyths at her side. 
 
    “Welcome home,” the woman smiled. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened, “Cassandra?” 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “Vala’s power is returning and so is my youth and power.” 
 
    Slyths moved to Victor, taking hold of Alice’s cold body. 
 
    “We will bury here in the grave of heroes,” Hox said. 
 
    Victor nodded as he let go, the slyths moving off with the wrapped bundle. An elf with long black hair stepped from the side of Cassandra, eyes wet and gleaming. Dawn saw her sister, closed the distance and they embraced each other.  
 
    “I was so worried,” Night sobbed. 
 
    “I wasn’t,” Dawn smirked. 
 
    Night didn’t let go as she held her sister close.  
 
    Cassandra looked to the all-new faces, “Welcome home. We might now have enough to begin rebuilding.” 
 
    “Rebuilding?” Vindrel asked. 
 
    “Vala’s town at the base of the mountain and Vala’s temple at the top,” the redhead smiled. “My name is Cassandra, Keeper of Vala. For now, we will provide you all with new homes here in the village. Once you are settled, we can discuss the future.” 
 
    “Can we return to our realms if we choose,” Izy asked. 
 
    Cassandra smiled with vibrant energy. “Vala’s realm is not a prison. With time, you will all learn to Realm Walk. Here is a sacred place, the cradle of Vala’s divine faith. As she is restored, we will be tasked with great things.” 
 
    The eight-foot-tall woman looked down on Victor and caressed his cheek, “But there is still much to do. For now, we all rest, regain our strength and move on with the crusade and beyond.” 
 
    Victor’s shoulders sagged as if the weight of the world was lifted off of him. A weariness flowed over his abused body. Without a word, the Blade turned and began walking toward the hot springs and waterfalls not too far away. Taking hold of his clothes, he began to undress until he was naked. Reaching the edge of a large pool, he slipped into the water, heat massaging his worn-out body. Wisps of steam rose up as he sank into the water until just his nose was above the surface, eyes closing. 
 
    The pulse of Victor’s heartbeat filled his ears. The pain was there, circling his heart. It wasn’t just the death of an innocent acolyte, the sting of being bested by some strange monster swelled against reason and logic. The Blade smiled underwater at the thought. There was very little reason or logic to any of the realms. They are worlds of different cultures, people and powers. The crusade to bring back Vala was beginning to take its toll and Victor found it hard not to admit it was tougher than he once thought.  
 
    Opening his eyes, Victor noticed several bodies moving to the nearby pools, nude bodies slipping in with sighs of relief. Nerin smiled at Victor as did all the women he and Lily rescued from the Tempest Realm. Vindrel stepped into another pool, eyes forming relaxed slits as she settled into the hot water. Water splashed and Victor turned his attention to Skye and Kira as they shed their robes and slipped into his pool. 
 
    The Blade pushed up, his face clearing the water and eyeing the two women. They acted as if he wasn’t there, basking in the hot pool. Victor could barely keep from staring at their beautiful bodies before he looked away. Seeing how they were in Eddor, it felt rude to look at them. 
 
    “It's fine Victor, we are not ashamed of our bodies but it can’t go further than looking,” Skye exhaled. 
 
    “We…wanted to talk to you…if you are ready to talk,” Kira added shyly. 
 
    Victor was silent as ripples flowed from his body. 
 
    Kira’s lips wrinkled like she fought some inner war before she spoke. “What you did…fighting that monster…we appreciate it.” 
 
    “I’m sorry your home and shop were destroyed and you were caught up in this mess,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    Skye leaned back against the edge of the pool, eyes growing heavy. “It was the best thing that could have happened to us.” 
 
    Victor looked to Skye. 
 
    The redhead continued, “We had fallen into a rut. We were wondering what life had to offer since we seemed to achieve everything we worked for.” 
 
    Kira nodded. “We pooled our gold, opened an alchemy shop and married. We were happy for a long time before...,” Kira trailed off. 
 
    “We had nothing else to achieve. We basked in our lives for a long time before we discovered Vala’s teachings on a random trip to Loress,” Skye smiled. 
 
    Kira continued, “We had dreams for a long time, but we didn’t know what they meant until we found a battered book. It was vague, but it spoke of Vala and her love across the realms.” 
 
    “We took on her religion and it brought us closer than we ever thought we could be. Dreams teased us to open our inner worlds to the mystical realms beyond…if that makes sense.” 
 
    Kira’s arms moved through the water as she sat. “We dreamed of Dawn…and we dreamed of you and Lily.” 
 
    Skye sat up slightly, eyes on Victor, “What happened was meant to happen. When you walked over here, Cassandra told us what we were meant to do for Vala.” 
 
    Kira smiled. “Skye is an alchemist, able to brew almost any potion across the six realms. I’m a scribe, able to chronicle the very word of Vala for others to read and understand.” 
 
    Skye took a deep breath before she spoke, “You were meant to find us and bring us here. You fought for us and we are forever grateful.” 
 
    “We also know what we must do,” Kira said shyly and swam toward Victor. 
 
    The Blade watched as the silver-haired woman crossed the pool, slowing down when she was two feet away. Victor wasn’t sure what to expect. Skye gave off a feeling that there would be no physical connection between them but Kira moved like she was ready to burst from the water and smother him with her body. A confused pulse ran through Victor until Kira swam close and pressed her lips to his cheek. 
 
    Energy flared as something burst from Kira, stabbed at Victor’s heart and settled within him. The heat and glow were intoxicating until he turned his head to see Skye grinning beside him. He didn’t even see her approach before her lips touched his other cheek and energy flared once again. Victor felt the second divine orb fill his heart as he looked to the two beautiful women by him. After a long, warm gaze, the two retreated. Skye leaned against the edge of the pool and Kira draped her body over hers. 
 
    “You’re cute, but we are in a committed relationship,” Skye winked. 
 
    “Maybe one night we will open ourselves to you,” Kira said with a wicked gleam in her eyes. 
 
    Skye laughed. 
 
    Victor smiled as he noticed he now had two more divine orbs. 
 
    You unlocked twenty-seven acolytes, fifty to go. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor whispered under his breath. 
 
    Skye and Kira kissed, tongues slipping into each other’s mouths, hands holding each other in the steamy pool. Victor watched them for a moment before he felt sort of creepy. He was about to get out and move to another pool when Cassandra appeared. 
 
    The Blade looked up to the giant woman and couldn’t fight the gravity of her large breasts and deep cleavage as she slightly bent over and looked directly at him. Cassandra’s gaze was playful as she eyed the Blade in the hot waters. Victor still couldn’t wrap his mind around the fact she looked like a ninety-year-old woman just about a month ago and now she looked like a young cougar on the prowl. Body betraying him, Victor noticed a certain part of him beginning to stir without his consent. 
 
     “Victor, I know you just arrive, but I wish to speak to you in private,” Cassandra said simply. 
 
    Skye and Kira continued to kiss and hold each other while some of the other women in the surrounding pools eyed the tall redhead and smaller Blade. Victor was about to climb out of the pool when he realized he was at full attention under water. Red touching his cheeks, he quickly climbed out, grabbed his clothes and held them against his manhood. No matter how much he was Vala’s chosen one, the young man couldn’t fight the embarrassment of simply letting it all hang out. 
 
    Cassandra straightened her back before turning and walking toward the main street through the village. Several women waved to the Blade as he hurried along, body hopping as he tried to slid into his pants and pull a shirt over his head. The cool air touched wet skin and Victor shivered as he ran barefoot to keep up. 
 
    Cassandra walked through the village, power in each step and her chin held high like a diva walking through a party. Green robe flowing around her ankles, she didn’t slow down as Victor rushed to her side, taking two steps to keep up with each single step. 
 
    “Is everything okay,” Victor asked as his legs nearly became a blur. 
 
    “For now, yes, it is. Lily, Dawn, and Vonn filled me in on what has been happening and your fight with this Draygon. I’ll admit, I didn’t see any of this coming and I fear Vala didn’t know as well.” 
 
    Victor’s brow wrinkled. “Vala didn’t see this? I thought she saw everything.” 
 
    Cassandra continued to talk as she walked. “Higher beings can see many things, but the future isn’t certain. It’s like a river where its course can change with time and actions. What may come to pass may not be what truly comes to pass.” 
 
    The Keeper looked to Victor with sadness in her eyes, “I’m sorry for what happened on Eddor. If I knew what was coming, I would have sent assistance. Alice paid the price for our ignorance.” 
 
    “We can’t let her death be in vain,” Victor added. 
 
    “We won’t, but I have to speak to you in a private matter.” 
 
    Victor walked on as the couple made their way across the small mountainside village and stopped in front of Cassandra’s home. The giant woman made her way up the stairs and into the lodge-like home, Victor following her. Victor wondered why such a small woman lived in such a big home, bigger than any of the other homes in the village. It was apparent that Cassandra wasn’t just larger than life, she was larger than life. 
 
    Cassandra stopped at the front door and turned to Victor, “I know you have been through a lot. I hope I can bring you some comfort during these dark times.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow just as Cassandra turned and opened the door. The pair made their way in, the door shutting behind them. Warm lantern light lit up the large home as Cassandra continued to walk. Victor felt an odd but familiar vibration. It reminded him of when Cassandra would flirt but there was a deeper fire there at first, he didn’t understand, but somehow, he understood now. 
 
    The Blade followed Cassandra until she slipped into her room. Victor hesitated before the doorway, seeing where this was going, but not sure if he was ready. Cassandra moved into the room, turned and eyed the smaller man with the familiar fire again. 
 
    “Cassandra…” Victor said before his voice trailed off. 
 
    “I know the pain you feel…and I wish to help you overcome,” The Keeper said in a small voice. 
 
    Victor watched as she seemed smaller in his eyes. Stepping into the room, a new confidence filled his entire body, a want, a need to chase away the pain of loss and defeat. A haze filled the room as Cassandra looked down on the disheveled Victor.  
 
    “Victor…as Keeper…some of my abilities will become stronger…from our union.” 
 
    The young man found it odd that Cassandra’s once brazen attitude seemed to shrink into shyness. He lost count on the amount of times she grabbed his butt and said innuendos. It was fun, but because she appeared as a much older woman, he never let it go beyond that. Now that she was here, younger and powerful, something seemed to shift. 
 
    Victor gave Cassandra a wicked smirk, “What happened to the woman who used to grab my butt all the time?” 
 
    The Keeper’s eyes widened a hair before she returned his wicked smirk. “She is still here.” 
 
    “I would be honored to fill my role as Vala’s Blade,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Cassandra dazzled Victor with a bright smile before stepping closer, eyes filling with warmth. “You are not just Vala’s Blade, you are my friend.” 
 
    “As friends, what can I do for you,” Victor said with a loving edge. 
 
     Cassandra looked down on the handsome man standing before her. Leaning closer, Victor turned his chin up so he could see into her greenish-brown eyes. Lips touched and a flood of energy exploded between them. Victor’s eyes shot open as his body instantly felt too hot for his skin. Cassandra moaned as tongues touched and danced. The power was undeniable and when it flared beyond the breaking point, Cassandra pulled away, nearly gasping for breath. 
 
    The Keeper fell to her knees, sultry eyes on Victor as now they were almost eye to eye. Her size didn’t intimidate Victor, in fact, it did the opposite. Manhood straining against his leather pants, every cell in his body cried out for release from constricting clothes. 
 
    Cassandra reached up and pulled at her robe. Thick fabric pulled away easily and Victor’s gaze lowered. Plump, large breasts bounced from their new freedom. Pale pink nipples glowed as they stood in overwhelming attention. Creamy skin begged to be touched and Victor found it difficult to think straight. Cassandra gave the Blade an enticing smile and before he knew it, hands gently caressed her oversized breasts and fingers glided over sensitive nipples. The Keeper gasped and leaned into his touch, eyes fluttering and savoring it. As Victor marveled at her size and warmth, the Keeper began to tug and undo his clothes. Nature took its course, robe, shirt, and pants falling away. Victor’s manhood sprang from its confinement and Cassandra looked down with a hunger he had never seen before. 
 
    Hands took hold of Victor’s cock, caressing and massaging it like a new toy. The Blade said nothing, hands clutching to his friend and cock bouncing to her touch. Scents rose up between them as bodies glowed. A dizziness took hold of Victor as he tried to keep his primal demons at bay. Then, like a match going off, a comfort wrapped around him. The understanding was there in its glory. They could not wrong each other or misinterpret each other. Love and friendship bloomed like an understanding flower. 
 
    “Victor…,” Cassandra moaned as one of her hands snaked between her legs, rubbing her clit. 
 
    The Blade spent a point of Strength, energy flowing into his entire body. Something a normal man found impossible was changed to something a Champion could do easily. Hand’s let go of plump breasts and Victor half kneeled. Cassandra’s eyes looked to him with confusion until he took hold of her waist and lifted her up. The Keeper giggled as the smaller man picked her up and held her for a long moment before tossing her eight-foot frame onto the strong bed.  
 
    Cassandra landed on the bed, bouncing once before falling among thick blankets. The wild redhead gave Victor a curious but sultry gaze, her eyes on fire with a lust that could not be contained. 
 
    “You worship Vala, but I’m here to worship you,” Victor stated matter of fact before crawling into the bed after her. 
 
    Cassandra’s thighs parted, reddish orange curls just above her glistening slit. Wetness flowed as Victor was on all fours, marveling at the Keeper’s body. Thick creamy thighs warranted to be touched as her budding pink valley whispered to be invaded. Victor decided he would take his time and enjoy himself. Head between thick thighs, his tongue snaked out and licked at her quivering valley. 
 
    Cassandra hissed her delight before her head fell back to his deep kiss. Lips and tongue closed and invaded her slit, exploring her inner world. Arms reached around her thighs, holding them partially open, and his strength keeping them in place. Cassandra’s breathing quickened as her head rolled forward, watching Victor lick and slather against her womanhood. Hips moved, circling against his circling tongue, sending a shudder through her body and another. Fingers dug into blankets. Cassandra wanted nothing more than to fall on her back and writhe in bliss, but she resisted, wanting to see her friend lick every drop of wetness from her tight valley.  
 
    Victor buried his face, fingers digging into creamy thighs. Despite her size, Victor found he enjoyed the tightness and her girlish moans and shudders. The way his tongue lashed at her throbbing clit sent shockwaves of pleasure. Cassandra’s mouth hung open as she tried to control her breathing. The tide of bliss was too much and she fell onto her back. One hand caressed a sensitive nipple while the other grabbed Victor’s hair.  
 
    The heat in the room grew thicker as Cassandra’s body betrayed her. The dam cracked and as she tried to hold it back, it shattered a moment later. Victor noticed the change of taste and scent before wetness flooded his tongue, lips, and cheeks. He didn’t stop licking and massaging her womanhood for more. Cassandra moaned her delight before a moment later, she came again. The orgasm was more powerful than the first and her senses reeled from the shock. Moans growing louder, she kept Victor’s head in place as her hips moved to his soul penetrating kiss. 
 
    Time lost all meaning as Victor floated on blissful clouds, cock hard and bouncing to every gasp and sultry moan. Cassandra sang on, lost to the intimate moments before another orgasm exploded, followed by another. The Keeper quickly lost track until she was a puddle of writhing ecstasy. 
 
    “Spear me…spear me Victor…,” Cassandra moaned with closed eyes. 
 
    Victor felt Cassandra’s hold on his head had weakened. Hand pulling away, Victor looked up, wetness covering his mouth, cheeks and chin. Cassandra basked in the hot bliss before Victor moved up. Eyes opened halfway as Victor looked to her, a madness taking over. She barely glanced down to his veiny and throbbing member as he pushed the tip to her quivering valley. Wetness surged as he pushed. The tip pushed against tight inner walls, forcing them to accommodate his size. Cassandra grabbed the Blade and forced his head between her large breasts while his cock invaded her valley. Thick inches sank deeper as she clutched to him. Victor touched a nipple and the Keeper gasped as her grip loosened. Taking the advantage, Victor’s mouth clamped over a nipple, tongue whipping it like it had committed hearsay. Cock reaching the hilt, the Blade stayed there as Cassandra writhed to his power.  
 
    “Victor…force me…force me to come…,” Cassandra whispered. 
 
    The Blade said nothing as his hips began to move. Inches appeared and disappeared as Victor punished her valley. Tongue lashing at her nipple, Cassandra surrendered to his power, unwilling to stop him. Bodies thrust and bounced to a primal dance. Hearts glowed with heavy gravity. Cassandra squeezed every time he pulled back and squeezed again when he thrust deep. The symphony between them played in perfect sync, their bodies matching in intensity and grace.      
 
    Victor couldn’t stop thinking and feeling how good it was. Each experience with each of his partners was wondrous, but this time, it was deeper. He quickly realized it matched with how he felt for Lily and Dawn. The unbridled comfort, love, and desire blasted every cell of his being as he speared the Keeper and she begged for more. A hand reached around and grabbed his ass, forcing his cock as deep as it could go. Cassandra’s head turned as she gasped and moaned. Tension tightened and Victor moaned as she clamped on his throbbing cock. The Blade found it was like he was pushing into a vice and it brought him closer, the need for release deafening.  
 
    “I’m…almost…there,” Cassandra moaned. 
 
    The tempo increased and Victor lost all control. Hips pushing hard, her thighs spread to allow him full reign of her valley, ready to be conquered. The crescendo of moans rose up. White touched the edges of Victor’s gaze as Cassandra’s back arched up, driving her large breasts into his face. The outside world seemed to fall away to two glowing dots in the abyss who found each other. Nails dug into Victor’s ass just as Cassandra’s eyes flashed open. Victor continued his invasion until his world opened up. Energy exploded as Cassandra’s eyes rolled into her head and Victor grunted with one big thrust. Come spurted as wetness flooded. Heat boiled against burning nerves as bodies arched and cried out in loving triumph. Bliss slammed into nerves as they continued to ride the wave. Moans carried on and come spurt again and again. Cassandra lost all control, body trembling and shuddering to a string of orgasms, one after the other. The world grew smaller as Victor and Cassandra were lost to an ocean of love. 
 
    Victor’s eyes closed, relishing in bliss. When he opened his eyes, he stood in a vast chamber stretching out as far as he could see. Thick white pillars spanned outward, holding up a white ceiling two hundred feet above him. The Blade looked around, unable to see any walls in the distance. 
 
    “What the…,” Victor began. 
 
    A cloaked figure moved into view from behind a pillar. Hood up, shadows covered her eyes as she slowly made her way closer. Victor kept his eyes on Vala as she approached him. He stared at her perfect lips and pale skin, the heat still there from his embrace with Cassandra. 
 
    Victor was about to say something when Vala turned and began walking. The Blade followed, glancing down to see he was fully clothed. Eyebrow rising, he often appeared naked before her so what was different now? He didn’t recognize this place as he looked around. Energy touched his skin, causing goosebumps and hair standing on end. The vast room seemed to go on forever. 
 
    “Vala?” Victor said as she continued to walk. 
 
    After a moment, the goddess stopped and simply stood. Victor moved to her side and looked on to where he thought she was looking at. Eyes widened in disbelief as Baaldir stood with two other beings. The horned god of the hunt crossed his thick arms as a woman with red skin, bat-like wings and black horns stood. She wore what looked like a thong and the smallest black bikini top he had ever seen. It barely covered her nipples and seemed to leave nothing to imagination. A red tail with a triangular tip swished behind her as she looked to Baaldir with bored eyes. Beside her was a mass of tentacles to a blob-ish body. Dozens of strange eyes looked in many directions but two of them turned their gaze from Baaldir to the demon woman. 
 
    “We must increase the number of our Champions as soon as possible,” Baaldir’s eyes burned like hot coals. 
 
    “Not this again,” the demon woman said in a sultry voice. “She’s been dead long enough. You barely survived your ill-conceived attack on her realm and now you want to repeat what we did ages ago. Maybe it’s time we take a step back and allow her Champion to complete his crusade.” 
 
    “I have to agree with Hexnia,” the tentacle blob said even though it appeared to Victor it did not have a mouth, “We two were the only ones to arrive when summoned for this gathering. The hatred we felt before has cooled. The indignation and rage we once knew is long gone. The realms have suffered from Vala’s loss and clearly the others want nothing further from this futile grudge you have against your former lover.” 
 
    Baaldir’s expression slipped into an annoyed grimace. “She cannot be allowed to return from the dead. If she does, everything we have worked for will be undone.” 
 
    The tentacle blob shifted, most of its eyes turning to the horned god. “It is already unraveling. The Valis realm was first to suffer the consequences of Vala’s death. By my projections, in another ten thousand years, the other five realms will suffer the same fate.” 
 
    “Luhorr speaks the truth,” Hexnia said as she looked at her black nails, “The rest of the pantheon knows this and that is why the other four are not here. I’ll admit my jealousy for Vala burned bright at one time, but even that has cooled. She was not only the goddess of lust and love, but her secrets bound the six realms into perfect harmony. A harmony we lost and are now feeling its effects.” 
 
    Luhorr’s tentacles writhed, one of them reaching over and caressing Hexnia’s thigh while eyes centered on Baaldir, “We all have had time to reflect on our actions after pulling Vala to pieces.” 
 
    Baaldir looked away, nose and chin in the air, “We all know what she is capable of. If I didn’t stop it, can you say without a doubt we would still be here. I led the charge and I stand by my convictions. She needed to die so we would all remain in power. The three of us are the last shred of reason to keep the realms whole.” 
 
    Hexnia gave a high-pitched laugh. “You called us here to lead another rage war against Vala? Have you gone mad again? Vala was smart enough to cheat death and you posture like your trying to save the realms. We know what this is truly about and many of us will not go down that path again. The balance is broken. It has been broken for a long time.” 
 
    Luhorr’s eyes blinked, “Our pawns, Champions, and priests all speak to us, telling us how Vala’s Champion is giving hope back to the people across all realms. They feel it deep in their spirit, the empty loss needing to be filled once again.” 
 
    Baaldir eyed the tentacle monster with glowing, hate filled eyes. “You know how it was before. Peace and love were symptoms to a foul disease. Vala calmed the people and they in turn fell away from conflict and war. Our power diminished as she grew stronger. If the people have everything they want, we would fade into the universe. The people and realms need us.” 
 
    “You never told us what set off that fateful time,” Hexnia said with a razor grin. “You discovered her hidden power, but I find it hard to believe that was the only motivating factor on killing love.” 
 
    Baaldir grew silent. 
 
    “Hexnia my dear, we all have our secrets and Baaldir has his. I doubt such knowledge would have changed anything. Best to move forward to a new age,” Luhorr sighed. 
 
    The demon goddess let a sultry exhale, “I’ll admit, we all loved and hated her. When she would come to the gatherings and business was concluded, she would entice us to share our forms. Very few of us could say no to her. By definition, she was an impulse to bask in warmth and lust.” 
 
    Baaldir’s eyes narrowed, “And if she returns, it will be like it once was, with the added knowledge she could replace all of us.” 
 
    Hexnia eyed Baaldir, “You know we all go through cycles of death and rebirth and yet you continue to fight our very nature.” 
 
    “The universe is our playground, but I will keep my toys where they are,” Baaldir growled. 
 
    Hexnia crossed her crimson arms, tail trembling in an agitated shudder. “I have already placed too much energy into this sad endeavor.” 
 
    Baaldir’s expression twisted into a warm leer. “Now now my dear Hexnia, we wouldn’t want to jeopardize our love, do you?” 
 
    The demon goddess’s expression shifted into a blank slate, her eyes looking off. 
 
    Baaldir stepped closer, taking her hands into one of his, using his other hand to touch her chin and making sure she looked into his eyes. “Our love is across the Night Sun and Tempest realms. I have allowed many of your people to stay in Tempest, mating with the tribes and allowing their children to grow and blend with all. Their strength has added to the might of chaos. I would hate to see the half-breeds and your people perish under mysterious circumstances.” 
 
    Hexnia was silent, looking at Baaldir with resigned love. 
 
    The horned god turned his attention to the tentacle blob, eyeing a tentacle as it invaded Hexnia’s goddesshood.  
 
    “Luhorr, how pleased would you be if I forbade you from seeing Hexnia from time to time?” 
 
    “I can find another lover,” Luhorr said indifferently. 
 
    “You could…but what will happen when Hexnia’s people stop sending those books to Dark Spire? The Kurggoth cannot stop their addiction for books from Night Sun. it could lead to war after enough time has passed.” 
 
    Luhorr’s many eyes narrowed. “You dare disrupt the accord!” 
 
    Baaldir grinned, “I dare.” 
 
    The horned god let go of Hexnia’s hands and turned his back to his fellow goddess and god. “You two are the only ones I can count on during this crisis. Vala cannot return and we will do everything we can to stop it. If you do not increase the number of Champions to fight Vala’s Blade and Shields, our alliance will come to an end.” 
 
    Baaldir turned and gave Hexnia and Luhorr a sinister smile, “And then I will start a hunt the likes none have seen in the universe. Your beloved pawns, priests, and Champions will be cut down and ripped apart. Then your peoples will be hunted like the vermin they are and when they are all gone, I will hunt you both.” 
 
    Luhorr’s eyes looked down and his tentacles lowered. 
 
    Hexnia sucked in a short breath before smiling wide with sultry eyes, “You still make me wet when you talk like that.” 
 
    Baaldir smirked. “It is not talk when I have full conviction of following through. I have wiped out civilizations before and I won’t hesitate to do the same to you both.” 
 
    “The pantheon…,” Luhorr said meekly before trailing off. 
 
    Baaldir let out a hearty laugh. “The pantheon knows better than to stand up to my might. My knowledge can destroy the feeble…,” The God of the Hunt trailed off as something caught his attention. 
 
    Victor watched as Hexnia and Luhorr followed Baaldir’s gaze to a small figure walking from around a pillar. The three gods stood about twenty feet tall, but the figure in black was about five foot ten. Body turning as he looked around, the three gods looked down incredulously on the new comer. Victor glanced to Vala as her head tilted forward, shadows covering her entire face. Turning back to the gods and the newcomer, a spike of cold fear stabbed into Victor’s spirit. 
 
    “Is this a regular meeting place? It’s hard to tell how many times you three have been here,” said the man in black. 
 
    “How did you…,” Baaldir growled before his eyes went wide. 
 
    Hexnia and Luhorr moved to either side of Baaldir, their faces twisting into shock and a dash of fear. 
 
    “I’ll admit, my abilities are growing, but even I’m not sure how they all work. It’s…a feeling if you understand my meaning.” 
 
    Draygon stepped closer as the three gods stood their ground. “The three of you are trying to keep a dead goddess…erm…dead. Such wasted potential.” 
 
    “Baaldir, we must leave,” Luhorr said with urgency. 
 
    Draygon lifted his hands, “No, don’t go. I have so much to learn and you three are prefect. I have questions and I hope you can answer them.” 
 
    Draygon put his hands behind his back and paced from left to right before the gods. “I can sense…everything, but it is difficult to put it into such a mongrel language. Knowledge must be distilled into its purest form so I may understand before I can twist and bend it to my will.” 
 
    “Abomination, you were not invited here,” Baaldir said with a deep, commanding voice. 
 
    Draygon continued to pace, “I could say the same for all or you. None of you were meant to achieve this level of evolution. It would seem this corner of the universe has been lax on its duties.” 
 
    A golden spear appeared in Baaldir’s hand. “I will slay you where you stand!” 
 
    Draygon stopped pacing and faced Baaldir. “If you could, you would have done it already. I don’t wish to start our relationships on such a negative note. I have questions and you have answers. If we come to an understanding, you will be allowed to flee to other universes when the time comes.” 
 
    Baaldir lifted his spear in a blink of an eye. The next moment, it came down, point aimed at Draygon’s chest. Hexnia and Luhorr pulled back just as the spear was an inch from the smaller man’s chest. A hand blurred and caught the spear point, holding it at bay. Draygon and Baaldir’s arms trembled as energies sparked between them. The god of the hunt grunted as he threw his back and shoulders into driving the spear into the small man. Draygon’s boots slid back slightly, his dark eyes calm as frozen lakes. 
 
    “Your power is that of stars at various stages in their cycles. Some of you are stronger than others, but you share the same paths of being born, growing, fading and dying. You may be higher beings, but you can die just like the rest of the universe.” 
 
    Draygon’s hand twisted and the golden spear shattered into shards of light. Baaldir fell forward, leg snapping out and catching himself. With wide eyes, he stepped back. 
 
    Draygon waved away the shards of light like gnats and continued. “Stars at times consume each other if they are too close. The larger star will eat the smaller one, extending their lifespan and their power.” 
 
    Draygon eyed the three gods, a sinister smile forming. “You three have burned for a long time and would be hard to digest. I need a meal and Vala has discovered how to rejuvenate her power from death. When she is reborn, I can consume her power with little resistance. The only thing standing in my way is her…Champion as you call them.” 
 
    Luhorr’s tentacles writhed in anger, “You should have been slain the moment you touched the black sands. My followers will destroy you!” 
 
    Draygon’s smile remained. “They lost their chance and now I’m here. I think I would have found a nice moon somewhere and allowed the eons I needed to reach maturity, but that is no longer an option.” 
 
    The strange man pointed at Luhorr with a flare of contained rage. “Your people have hunted and killed my brothers and sisters for far too long. I burrowed under the black sands, dreaming of your atrocities and watching as they slew every newborn without a drop of shame. I can no longer wait to reach the height of my power. I need fuel and Vala will be my meal. 
 
    “Tell me the name of her Champion so I may better understand him. Tell me his name so I can twist him to my will. Tell me so I can lure Vala from death and feast. Tell me so this universe may know its end and I can achieve cosmic justice for those slain for simply existing!” 
 
    Baaldir’s brow formed a sharp V, “You will need more than his name before you can think of destroying anything.” 
 
    Draygon gave a gentle nod, “His name is the first step in my designs. Tell me and you will live to see another universe.” 
 
    Baaldir, Hexnia and Luhorr remained silent before rifts appeared behind them. Collectively, they stepped or slid back, each filling a portal. When they passed the threshold, the portals closed and winked out of existence. 
 
    Draygon continued to look forward, his smile fading away. Turning, dark eyes searched as the glimmer of stars appeared in his long black hair. Dark eyes searched the great vast cosmic chamber, seeing and not seeing. 
 
    “I can sense you Vala. You are watching, but from a different point of time. A clever way to hide, but you now know my intentions. I will admit, I’m not good at keeping secrets, but in the scheme of the universe, it matters little. You and your Champion will not be able to stop me. I will be there when you awaken and I will consume every drop of your essence, quickening my ascension.” 
 
    Vala raised a hand and the dreamscape swirled away. Victor felt weightless until the dream pulsed back into being. The ruins of Vala’s temple rose up around them and Victor felt at home. Vala moved away from her Champion and sat on a stone bench. The goddess patted the seat next to her and placed her hands on her lap. 
 
    Victor stepped over and sat by the goddess, questions filling his mind. 
 
    Vala spoke first. “To learn what Draygon is, speak to Vonn. She will be able to share her knowledge to answer your questions.” 
 
    Victor nodded and looked down, elbows on knees. 
 
    Long shadows covered Vala’s face, her voice rising up again. “I wanted to take this moment to show what I’ve seen and to speak about your crisis of faith.” 
 
    The Blade lifted his head and looked to the darkness of her hood.  
 
    “No need to hide it. I can feel everything about you and many others. When I spoke to you on why I chose you as my Champion, I knew it would not sit well. You’re positive nature hinges on honesty and faith. You have faith in others, but a sliver of doubt has touched you.” 
 
    “I know why you did it, but I feel you could have told me the truth and I would have still become your Champion. It feels like…you didn’t believe in me.” 
 
    Vala sighed. “Gods and goddess are higher beings, but even we are prone to doubt and dismay. Your choice must be in the moment of life and death for it to be true, otherwise…it becomes fantasy, a dream on faraway clouds. How different would it have been if I came to you, asked the question and slid the celestial dagger in your chest? It would have caused me to become your lover…and your enemy.” 
 
    Victor looked away, “You’re right, I don’t understand all the rules, but it doesn’t stop me from questioning everything. Why does Baaldir hate you so much? I can’t believe they killed you just because you brought peace and love to the realms. It sounds like some sick cosmic joke of trashy jealousy and betrayal.” 
 
    Vala lifted her head up, light of the crescent moon touching her smiling lips. “As my Champion, you are entitled to knowledge that cannot be shared in the realms. For that, I will answer your question as long as you keep it in your heart.” 
 
    “I will,” Victor said warmly. 
 
    Vala continued, “Higher beings do not appear out of thin air. We grow our power, suffer through trials and ascend to a higher plane. It is a long and terrible path to follow and most do not survive the transition. It is the reason why the universe is not flooded with higher beings and maintains the balance. 
 
    “When I was amid the pantheon, I followed my duties. I brought love and lust to all. I took on many lovers across the realms and in the higher realms. Gods and goddesses playfully fought for my affections but Baaldir loved me the most. He wanted to create new realms with our love, expanding the universe further. It was a noble desire, creating a garden to grow masterpieces of songs and art. Even I was caught in his designs, wanting to help make the realms paradises for all.” 
 
    Vala looked away, “We can be childish as well.” 
 
    Victor listened intently as the goddess continued. 
 
    “On a fateful night, Baaldir sang his love for me as we entwined in loving bliss. When his cosmic seed entered my celestial womb, we did something that had never happened before in the span of the universe…we conceived a child, a child born of two celestial beings.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened before confusion took hold. 
 
    Vala let out a small laugh. “Mortals can have children, but higher beings cannot…until that night. Baaldir watched as my belly grew with new life. Time sped up as we remained locked in the child’s growth. In cosmic moments, I held life once again in my womb like I did when I was mortal. It was supposed to be a magical moment, discussed and admired for eons to come.” 
 
    A tear streaked down Vala’s white cheek.  
 
    “My son was born and Baaldir took him into his arms before vile hate filled his entire being…and he crushed him with his bare hands. He ranted and raved on how such a thing could happen! He cursed me as I sobbed, accusing me of tricking him into creating life so I could seize power from all. Madness gripped him before he fled. 
 
    “I mourned my lost child. The power of my mourning afflicted all. The rest of the pantheon felt it, but didn’t know what transpired. I collected my shattered self and prepared to resume my duties when they came for my followers. Baaldir spoke to others in the Pantheon, telling them I could create abominations and he witnessed it. Their love turned to hate and then rage. My people…my followers…my loves…were raped and slain, bodies cut to pieces and fed to animals. Temples were burned and my worship outlawed. When I had grown weak, seven of them came for me here in my realm. The last of my people I tried to save were slaughtered. This very temple burned as I lay dying.” 
 
    Victor’s heart twisted in his chest. 
 
    “I knew I could not win against their combined might so I let a piece of me slip away while they hacked me to pieces. While they raged, I grabbed parts of myself and quickly dispersed them across the six realms before the last of my essence crossed the vastness of space, jumping from one dream to the next. It was all I could do.” 
 
    “Vala…I’m so sorry,” Victor said with a heavy heart. 
 
    The goddess smiled as the tear faded away. “I lost everything when I fled, even my hope. When I entered a dream with one of Baaldir’s wolves chasing me, I thought this was my end until a young man who had no reason to fight for me, grabbed a sharp stone and defended me with his life.” 
 
    Vala turned her shadowy eyes to Victor, “You question your faith in me as all should when they face the great darkness, but know this, I will never question my faith in you, my Champion. You restored hope to me and I will always be grateful.” 
 
    Victor slid off the bench and kneeled before the goddess, head bowed. “I’m sorry Vala if I questioned your intentions before. It…won’t happen again.” 
 
    Vala smiled, “Rise my Blade, stand before your goddess.” 
 
    Victor stood up; eyes heavy in sorrow. 
 
    Vala stayed sitting, looking up to the handsome young man. “You have no need to say such things. I understand your heart and with time, you will understand mine. For now, time is running short and I require a promise from you.” 
 
    Victor kept his eyes neutral as he listened intently. 
 
    “Time flows like a river. My kind can see glimpses into the future, but they are not set. I have given more power than one would give to a Champion but there can be a terrible price. I have seen aspects of your fate and you must promise me…when darkness has consumed you…do not lose control of your heart. Can you promise me?” 
 
    “I promise,” Victor said without hesitation even though he didn’t know exactly what she meant.  
 
    Vala nodded. “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    Victor wanted to reach down, pick up the goddess and hold her tight. He wanted to show her he would forever remain at her side. Heart beating faster, his hand shook as he reached out to her. Vala’s image blended into the background as bliss flared. Victor continued to reach for her, but she seemed to move away faster even though she remained seated. The dreamscape spiraled and a moment later, Victor’s eyes shot open. 
 
    The young man sat up as Cassandra was beside him, lips wrapped around his stiff cock. The Keeper lovingly suckled on his manhood with long strokes. Victor couldn’t fight the bliss washing over him and when it reached a fevered pitch, his cock thickened and hot seed spurted into Cassandra’s throat. The Keeper continued to slid up and down, sucking down every drop of come until she pulled away with a satisfied smile. 
 
    “You saw Vala,” Cassandra said simply. “I can taste it.” 
 
    “Vala appeared and showed me the meaning behind it all. We need to get Vonn, Lily, and Dawn here. There’s a lot to talk about,” Victor said as he chased away tendrils of bliss. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Cassandra hummed as she brought a tea kettle and tea cups on a silver tray to a large table. Victor sat on one end while Vonn sat to his left. Lily and Dawn sat side by side to the right, an empty chair by Vonn waited. Victor tented his fingers, gaze cast down on the thick wooden table as a storm of information sparked across his mind. Lily sat back relaxed while Dawn took a tea cup from the Keeper.  
 
    A cup was set before Victor before steamy tea poured from the kettle. The Blade looked up to see Cassandra’s smile and for a second, it melted his heart. It still took some getting used to seeing Cassandra’s eight-foot frame, but seeing her so energetic and happy caused Victor to involuntary smile. When she finished pouring tea for everyone, the Keeper made her way to Vonn’s side and sat down. 
 
    “Okay, I’ll try to be as brief and detailed as possible…,” Victor said as he told the gathered women what happened in his vision. He explained the event the best he could up until the point where he and Vala were alone. Mouth closing shut; he would keep what she told him about her child secret just as he promised. 
 
    Lily’s expression didn’t change, eyes regarding Victor coolly. Dawn’s eyes widened a little while shadows covered Vonn’s eyes. A moment of silence fell over the table as they mulled over the information. 
 
    Vonn was first to speak, “I can understand why Vala would want you to come to me for more information. I only made the connection a little while ago and it is something we should be concerned about.  
 
    “Draygon, as he is calling himself, appears to be an Elder Spawn. On Dark Spire, there are twelve Elders walking the planet. The reason there are only twelve is because my people hunt Elder Spawn before they have a chance to grow. It takes millennia to eons for spawn birthed from full grown Elders to mature. They often fall from their creators and find a place to hide so they may take their time maturing into the giant creatures you have seen.” 
 
    “How long have your people hunted them,” Victor asked. 
 
    “It was the first thing my people performed to survive. Elder spawn provided food and their bones could be used as tools. Before we gained the crystal lights above our cities, Kurggoth were nomadic, following the Elders and eating their young when they were spawned. As we managed to gain our civilization, we continued to send out hunters to ensure no Elder Spawn would have too long to grow. Hunters are paid in books and status, but it is dangerous work. There are always casualties on a hunt.” 
 
    “It sounds like Draygon is speeding up the process,” Lily stated. 
 
    “From how he talked to the other gods, it seems like he wants to consume Vala when she resurrects,” Victor said darkly. 
 
    “Elders are stronger than gods, but several gods could become a challenge,” Vonn added. 
 
    “So far, Nyphy is the only goddess who has shown herself to be in favor of Vala’s return. We are going to need more on our side if Draygon continues. He learned that killing an acolyte will not stop a piece of Vala returning. If anything, it accelerates it,” Victor said out loud. 
 
    Lily leaned forward, “It would sound like killing acolytes will get him closer to Vala’s resurrection, but he did mention that death was not the answer. Maybe he isn’t strong enough to consume Vala if that is his end goal.” 
 
    “Vala is getting stronger with each acolyte that is unlocked,” Cassandra added. 
 
    Victor tapped his fingers against each other, “From the fight, I got the impression he is calculating his time and effort. He needed to find out key answers and discovering my name and the effect of killing acolytes seemed to play into those findings. 
 
    “Cassandra, are we safe here?” 
 
    The Keeper gave a small nod. “Vala’s power has grown enough to secure her realm against one or two gods, but I’m not sure beyond that. The protection grows with each acolyte you discover. Draygon may not be powerful enough to enter Vala’s realm now, but I can’t say for sure how long we will have that protection against him.” 
 
    Victor nodded before gazing into Cassandra’s eyes. “Something I have been meaning to ask, where exactly will Vala’s resurrection take place?” 
 
    The Keeper smiled. “It will happen here, in her realm. Now that I have become my youthful self again, I can begin the process of repairing the damage to the villages at the base of the mountain and the temple at the top. There will be protocols we will have to follow, but we can discuss it when the temple and villages are fully repaired.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I think now is the time we take stock on what is happening here. We have new acolytes and everyone will have to contribute. There has been a lot of information, but we haven’t laid out a plan for the future.” 
 
    “The War Maidens are eager to assist in the reconstruction,” Cassandra added. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “The acolytes from the Tempest realm, they wish to be called War Maidens. As for some of the others, Skye and Kira can bring their knowledge of alchemy to us. Vonn and Yimer can aid in restoring our libraries,” Cassandra said as she took a sip of her tea. 
 
    “Skye told me Kira was a scribe. Will that help us in any way?” Victor asked. 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “The old books dedicated to Vala’s teaching were lost, destroyed or scattered a long time ago. If Kira is a true scribe, she will be able to channel Vala’s word for all to read. The dragons can assist with divine scripture and aiding in reconstruction. The Slyths have already begun some work on the village at the base of the mountain and I’m sure will welcome the help.” 
 
    “My sister can help with procuring knowledge,” Dawn added. 
 
    “Is she well enough to try,” Victor said in a neutral tone, not wanting to voice his concern over the elf’s erratic behavior. 
 
     Dawn nodded. “She has become very lucid as long as she takes the potions. From what little we talked recently; she is eager to become a useful member in Vala’s realm.” 
 
    “We haven’t addressed the Xull probe we discovered on Eddor,” Lily stated. 
 
    Cassandra’s eyes remained cool as she spoke, “Xull hasn’t crossed over to any of the realms before.” 
 
    The lilac colored succubus nodded. “Victor and I talked and it seemed like they are gathering information. To what end, we don’t know.” 
 
    “As Keeper, I will have to commune with Vala for some answers. It will take some time,” Cassandra said while giving Victor a wicked grin. 
 
    “I live to serve,” Victor shot back his own warm grin. 
 
    “For now, I will speak to the acolytes, informing them of what we have discovered and the path we will be taking. I would recommend all of you get some rest. There is a lot of work to be done and I can’t have Vala’s Blade, Shield and Lover not ready to face the tasks ahead of us.” 
 
    “Lover,” Victor said with a questioning raise of his brow. 
 
    The Keeper turned her attention to Dawn, “There are many roles to fill for Vala’s resurrection. Dawn has achieved a role of one of Vala’s Lovers. Their role is seduction and assassination.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the elf with glasses as she looked away. 
 
    “I didn’t know Vala had assassins,” Victor said puzzled. 
 
    “All religions have their warriors, priests, servants, and those who walk the darker edges of reality. Vala is no different. There will be others to fit certain roles as their powers and abilities begin to grow.” 
 
    “I gained the ability to cause sleep with a kiss,” Dawn said reluctantly. 
 
    Cassandra continued, “The seductive Night Kiss is granted to those with the ability to carry out Vala’s will in discrete situations.” 
 
    Victor eyed Dawn and cracked a smile. “Congratulations?” 
 
    The elf’s smile grew wider, “It is my new duty for Vala so I may not always be around.” 
 
    “I’m sure it will be needed when the time comes,” Victor said with a reassuring smile. 
 
    Cassandra stood up, towering over everyone else, “I’ll begin informing everyone. All of you have earned your rest. When I have some answers, I will come looking for you.” 
 
    Victor’s body nearly deflated in the chair. He had been running himself ragged and some R and R was just what he needed. Thinking to the acolytes already here, he certainly didn’t want to get in anyone’s way. Thoughts shifted to the temple at the top of the mountain and the Blade sighed his need to get away for a little while. 
 
    Lily turned to Dawn, eyes holding a dark glow, “We should talk about your new status. I might have some information you can use.” 
 
    The elf nodded. 
 
    Vonn rose up on her tentacles, “Cassandra, I will assist in disseminating what we have learned to the others, if you will allow me?” 
 
    Cassandra smiled, “Please do accompany me. It has been such a long time since I have shared company with a Kurggoth.” 
 
    The warp spawn bowed with a small smile.  
 
    Victor stood up and stretched his arms over his head. “I…think…I’ll take walk. Clear my head.” 
 
    The women at the table eyed the Blade before nodding in agreement. Victor gave them a quick wave before walking away from the table and out the front door. Stepping onto the stone street, the air felt particularly pure, taking a deep breath before walking on. It didn’t take long before he reached the ancient stairway built into the mountain. With one foot in front of the other, he began the slow climb to Vala’s peak. 
 
    Mind drifting, Victor found himself lost in thought. Images of Draygon filtered into his mind’s eye and an uncomfortable feeling filled his entire body. The elder spawn was beyond his power level and Victor didn’t like the fact he would run into him in the future.  
 
    Draygon is nothing more than a child. You can take on a child. 
 
    “Thanks for trying to cheer me up, but he isn’t some normal child,” Victor whispered. 
 
    I can feel your positive light dimming. You’re really worried. 
 
    “Wouldn’t you be too? I mean, this is some next level pressure here.” 
 
    You’re not alone. 
 
    Victor sighed. “I’m never alone.” 
 
    Time bled away as Chill grew silent. Reaching the top of the mountain, Victor walked toward the cracked archway of the destroyed temple. Long shadows crisscrossed the area as pale moonlight glowed. Victor found himself moving through the decayed temple, eyes drinking in the sword marks against stone and long dried soot against some destroyed walls. Terrible images filled his mind of what happened here and he quickly pushed it away. 
 
    Something tugged from Victor’s heart. Looking down, darkness poured into his vision. Falling to his knees, he opened his mouth as darkness emerged from his eyes, mouth, and chest. It spiraled outward until it formed a thin figure made of shadow, oval blue eyes opening and blinking. 
 
    Victor stayed on his knees as he looked up to Chill. 
 
    “I thought I would give you some time by yourself,” the shadow said with a thin line for a mouth. 
 
    “Actually, it might be nice to talk to another guy…if you’re a guy.” 
 
    “I was once a man, a long time ago,” Chill said indifferently. 
 
    Victor turned his body and laid back onto the cold stone floor. Chill watched as the Blade placed his hands on his stomach, eyes looking up to the black sky and crescent moon. The shadow sank low, body morphing and changing until he too was on his back, lying next to Victor and staring up at the moon. 
 
    “Did you hear everything Vala told me?” 
 
    Chill nodded, “Every word.” 
 
    “I thought this would be tough before…now it feels impossible. Baaldir is a badass, but fighting a crazed Elder as well is just a bit too much.” 
 
    “You’re worried you’re going to fail,” Chill said in a deep voice. 
 
    Victor stared up. “It isn’t so much about me. It’s more about others dying in the crusade. Putting my life on the line is one thing, but…,” Victor trailed off. 
 
    “From what I see, everyone has already made their choices. As sickeningly sweet as you want to protect everyone, you’re just one man. Stop being a tool to your inner code of honor and accept that this is your life now.” 
 
    Victor was silent for a moment before parting lips. “You have always been the voice of reason.” 
 
    Chill blinked before crossing his black arms. “I have no choice in this relationship. As long as I’m in your heart, I have to keep you alive.” 
 
    “You say the nicest things,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    The shadow rose up and rolled onto its side, hand holding up its smooth head. “Is this some kind of pity party because if it is, I’ll just crawl into your heart and sleep it off.” 
 
    Victor stopped chuckling and looked over to the shadow, “No pity party, but sometimes it’s just nice to let the words out and be done with it. I know we will carry on like we have. I know others will die, including us if we cannot overcome. But knowing that doesn’t make it any easier. I’m just glad I have a friend who will tell it like it is.” 
 
    “Lily and Dawn will tell you the same thing,” Chill said with a small smile. 
 
    “I know.” 
 
    Chill looked up, “Have you thought it over what you’re going to do once Vala arrives?” 
 
    “Continue to follow her I suppose,” Victor said without giving it much thought. 
 
    Chill’s eyes narrowed. “Did it ever occur to you that she is in love with you?” 
 
    Victor looked over and blinked. 
 
    Chill’s eyes glowed, “You can’t see it, but I saw it. You’re performing some holy crusade for a dead goddess, but I’ve seen how she acts toward you. She loves you.” 
 
    “I just thought she loved everyone…” 
 
    Chill shook his head. “I don’t think you understand how this works. I have been a witness to your life and your dense skull doesn’t pick up on anyone who is in love with you. So many have wanted to be yours and you walk away without a second thought. I know you have commitment issues because of your parents and your old life, but that is long behind you. You’re a fucking Blade to Vala and they all want to love you.” 
 
    Victor tapped his stomach with his fingers and said nothing. 
 
    Chill continued, “Your aloofness is like a fucking magnet. I noticed your letting your true self out, but what happened with Draygon is casting doubt on yourself. You think if you separate yourself from Lily, Cassandra, or Dawn things will get better, it won’t. As your leader, you better get with the program or we all fail.” 
 
    Victor looked over to Chill again, “You may have to talk to Lily. She says she is the leader.” 
 
    The shadow blinked a few times before giving a low chuckle. “Lily can have you at this point.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “Thanks for listening.” 
 
    The shadow gave a small nod. “We all need a swift kick from time to time. You have enough people backing you and we won’t let you fail, so suck it up.” 
 
         Victor nodded silently. Chill lay back down beside the Blade. Long moments ticked by as Victor’s mind drifted away on clouds of thought. The crescent moon glowed and Victor could have sworn he could reach out and touch it. Chill’s words slipped into his dreamy thoughts and he could not deny their power. Vala loved him as did many others, where once he exiled himself from any intimate relationship, now he was in many at varying degrees. Mentally seeing Lily’s face, the doubt grew weaker and far away. The boiling of love caressed his heart and for once, he couldn’t blame the shadow for the odd feelings since Chill was next to him. Destiny had reared its head and the Blade smiled at it. 
 
    Chill sat up with a start, “Several people are approaching.” 
 
    Victor sat up just as the shadow at his side began to stream into his eyes, mouth, and chest. Victor coughed as the darkness crawled into him and nestled around his heart. Struggling to his knees, the coughing fit passed as Victor looked up to four dark figures. Moonlight cascaded down as they all emerged from the shadows, eyes looking to Victor and smiles forming. 
 
    Nerin, Ida, Halisa, and Lix walked up the stone steps and into the destroyed temple. The four women looked down to Victor as he pushed off the floor and stood at his full height. The strong women made their way closer, Nerin leading the small group. 
 
    “It’s good to have you all to ourselves,” Nerin said with a warm smile. 
 
    Victor gave a warm smirk as the four women surrounded him. “I heard you all wanted to be called War Maidens.” 
 
    Nerin nodded, “We don’t have our clan anymore so we decided to have our own clan under Vala’s power.” 
 
    “It was Lix’s idea,” Ida said. 
 
    The thin Lix nodded and licked her lips. 
 
    Nerin’s expression melted into a semi-serious demeanor. “As much as we want to play with you again, we are actually here to give you something.” 
 
    Victor stood with relaxed shoulders. “You don’t have to give me anything. We are in this together.” 
 
    “That is precisely why we must give you this gift,” Nerin said with a strong edge. “We weren’t just chosen to be locked up for following Vala’s ways.” 
 
    “We were chosen to create weapons for the clan,” Halisa added. 
 
    “What kind of weapons?” 
 
    “The kind that can bestow great power on those who wield them,” Nerin said as she stepped closer and stood before Victor. 
 
    Hand out, the War Maiden caressed Victor’s chest in a loving manner. “Vala has shown us our place in the web of destiny. We are not only to fight at your side, but provide you a gift to aid in Vala’s crusade.” 
 
    Nerin looked into Victor’s eyes. “Please, allow us to perform the ritual and we can carry out Vala’s will.” 
 
    Victor nodded even though he was a little confused on what they meant. 
 
    Nerin looked to her War Maiden sisters and gave them each a nod. Words began to spill from their lips, chants and incantations filling the destroyed temple. Victor stood his ground as a dark purple aura began to glow around each War Maiden, their voices becoming one. The tempo grew as did their voices. Uncertainty painted the Blade’s brow, but he remained where he stood, trust filling his heart. The glow brightened as purple energy flared from their eyes. The purple energy dripped as their voices went silent. It snaked down from their eyes and Victor watched Nerin as it coiled around her toned body and wrapped around her leg. Turning his head, he looked to Ida who had energy circling her thigh. Energy curled around Halisa and Lix’s forearms. The aura turned spiky before smoothing into rippling pulses. 
 
    Nerin reached down with her open hand. When she touched her thigh, fingers sank into her flesh. The war maiden didn’t blink as wide purple glowing eyes looked to nowhere. Victor grimaced as her hand seemed to disappear into her leg. Looking to the others, their hands also disappeared into forearms and a thigh. Wrists moved but the Blade couldn’t see what they were doing. It didn’t look painful, but a part of him wanted to know if they were hurting themselves. 
 
    Nerin let out a gasp as her hand pulled back, a femur bone in her hand. Victor’s eyes widened as he saw a small rift in her leg, energy replacing the place where her bone was as the rift began to seal. Ida, Halisa, and Lix also grunted and gasped as they pulled bones from their bodies. Before Victor could even react from the shock, the woman pulled away from him and stood facing each other. Halisa and Lix held up their bones, connecting them into what looked like a handle and a hilt. Ida placed her femur on the hilt while Nerin placed her thigh bone against Ida’s. Energy flared again, fusing the bones. The top part of the bone weapon sharpened on both sides. 
 
    Victor stared in curious concern as Nerin took hold of the Bone Sword, turned and presented it to him. Bowing their heads, the energy around their bodies faded away. Without thinking, Victor reached up and took hold of the sword handle and energy flared again. A connection stabbed into his arm as he looked at the tattoo swords along his forearm. The bone sword flashed again before it sank into his wrist and took its place among his other swords. 
 
    Nerin looked up, eyes returning to normal. “We were taunted in captivity that we would be used to make weapons to destroy Vala’s Blade. We are thankful we could create one for you so you can defend yourself and others.” 
 
    Victor eyed them in concern, “But your…” 
 
    Nerin smiled. “Our bodies will heal and replace the missing bone. For now, the ritual will keep our bodies functioning.” 
 
    “I don’t know what to say,” Victor said in disbelief. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything,” Nerin smiled, “just show us your appreciation as Vala’s Champion.” 
 
    The Blade let a small wicked smirk slip as the War Maidens moved in closer, a new hunger in their eyes. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor whispered before hands took hold and began undressing him with loving grace and a heated wanting.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The air was warm as Victor stood in a small room. Looking around, confused thoughts clashed with logic. Memories came off as clouds of fog as he took a step further into the room. A small bed took up a wall and a corner while a tiny bookshelf took up the other wall. A staff leaned against the bookshelf while a single painting of a blood red sunrise hung from a nail. A window looked out to a red and black forest beyond and Victor squinted to see if there was anything out there beyond the jagged red leaves and black bark. 
 
    A door swung open and Victor spun around. A little demon girl rushed in, tears in her eyes. Heart thudding harder in his chest, he rushed forward to see what was wrong until the girl passed through him and flung herself onto the small bed. A chill filled the air, hot breath steaming from Victor’s mouth. The little purple skinned girl sobbed into her pillow, tail swinging back and forth like it was on fire. 
 
    “Lily,” a voice said and Victor immediately knew it wasn’t his own. 
 
    Victor turned from the sobbing girl to see a purple skinned man walk in. The man’s face twisted and warped as horns curled and unfurled. Mouth changing shape, he stepped in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Pain will make you stronger,” the man said as he moved closer, passing through Victor like he wasn’t there. 
 
    The girl’s sobbing stopped, but she didn’t lift her head up. Victor watched as the man stepped to the edge of the bed. Lily looked like she was ten years old. Victor took a step closer as the man lifted an open hand. 
 
    “Let the lesson continue,” the twisting face man said with no emotion before he brought his hand down. 
 
    Eyes flashing open, Victor sat up. Breathing heavy, the young man looked around, caught in a tangle of bodies. The War Maidens lay against him, bodies covered in sweat and lost to blissful sleep. The body heat kept away the chill, but sleeping on the temple floor caused soreness to run through his body.  
 
    Nerin cooed as she ran her hand along Victor’s arm before passing out again. Victor recalled the hours spent showing their appreciation for each other. An image of Lily surfaced in his mind’s eye and Victor gently untangled himself and stood up. Grabbing his clothes, he dressed himself before looking down at the four women huddled for warmth on the temple floor.  
 
    Feeling guilty if he left them like that, the Blade moved to several large stones. Picking one up the side of a large potato, he called on his Transmutation ability and spent a point of Wisdom. The stone warped in his hand and flowed out until it turned into a thick blanket. Placing the blanket on Nerin and Ida, the Blade looked around and picked up a few more stones. Spending the influence, thick quilts rolled out and Victor quickly covered the naked women. 
 
    Giving all four of them a kiss on the head, Victor turned and made his way to the stairs. The climb down was easy enough as he glanced to the moon above. With no way to tell the cycles, Victor had no idea how long he had been sleeping. Shrugging it off, he reached the village halfway down the mountain and made his way to Lily’s home.  
 
    The village was silent except for the dull roar of small waterfalls to the steamy pools. Reaching Lily’s door, Victor opened it and stepped inside. Darkness and silence greeted him as he closed the door behind him. Walking through the home, he made his way to the bedroom and opened the door. A lone lantern burned low in the corner as two bodies lay on the wide bed. Lily was on her side, facing the bedroom door, eyes closed and a blanket covering part of her nude body. Another person lay on their back just beyond the succubus’s shoulder. 
 
    Victor stepped closer, eyes adjusting to the dim light. Dawn lay on her back, lips parted and eyes closed. Her chest was exposed and she snored slightly. The elf had a serene expression disrupted by small snores. Victor’s eyes turned from the sleeping elf to Lily. 
 
    The succubus lay with her hands close to her face. If Victor didn’t know any better, it looked like she was trying to hide. Tears streaked down from closed eyes and her throat made a sound, like contained sobbing. Victor closed the distance and kneeled down beside the bed. Lily’s eyes opened; her face unchanged as she looked to Victor. The two gazed on one another as Victor reached up and ran his fingers through her lustrous black hair. Remembering what she told him about sharing dreams because they were Blade and Shield, Victor simply sat down by her, comforting the demoness with his touch. 
 
    Lily reached up and took hold of Victor’s hand, drawing it close and pressing the back of his fingers to her neck. Slowly blinking, tears fell but her face was a mask of indifference. Victor smiled, enjoying her warmth. The connection between them grew warmer. Victor wanted to say something but he knew the words meant little when her touch had become all. Lily scooted back in the bed, gently tugging at Victor’s arm.  
 
    The Blade pulled off his boots and slipped into bed. When he was under the blanket, Lily clamped her hands and legs on him, holding on for dear life. Snuggling close, she gave a relieved sigh, her tail snaking under the blanket and curling around one of Victor’s arms. Tired soreness whispered in Victor’s mind as his eyes grew heavy. Slumber sang its comforting song as the Blade quickly fell to sleep. 
 
    Dreams bloomed like trees against an ever-changing landscape. In the dreamscape, Victor held Lily in his arms; her head snuggled to his chest. Looking up, a female fox sauntered toward him, eyes with a sultry edge. 
 
    “Victor…we need you…,” Wynn’s voice carried on dreamy air. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassandra walked along the stone street, taking in a deep inhale as she savored the air. The glow of Vala’s moon shined down on all and it caused a peaceful exhale from the Keeper. Eyes shifting to Lily’s home, Cassandra quickened her step. The dark cries from the dream world spoke of suffering and carnage the realms had not seen before and she knew she had to set Victor and Lily to task. Vala had spoken and as her Keeper of the goddess’ realm, she would carry out her directives without question. 
 
    Lily’s front door opened and the Keeper stopped but ten feet away. Victor, Lily and Dawn stepped out, fully dressed and eyes containing a deep strength. Victor wore his new shirt with buttons along the side, armored trench coat and wide-brimmed hat. Lily was next, wearing a tight black top, leather pants and a light, body hugging black jacket. Dawn was last, wearing thigh high travelling boots, green pants, a white and green shirt with a brown jacket. The trio caught sight of Cassandra’s tall form and closed the distance between them. 
 
    “We have to talk,” Victor began. 
 
    “Wynn has reached out to you, I know,” Cassandra smiled. 
 
    Victor nodded. “She was in our dreams, asking for us to come to her.” 
 
    Cassandra returned the nod, “She and many others have touched upon my dreams. There is something brewing and Vala is concerned. I was just coming to you with your tasks, but it seems you have the first one.” 
 
    “First one?” Lily said. 
 
    “Vala has directed me to task you to go to Xull, Night Sun and finally Valis. Each realm has become disturbed by recent events and they all mention Draygon. His presence has touched upon dreams and turned them to nightmares.” 
 
    “This guy is like some virus, infecting each of the realms,” Victor added. 
 
    Lily looked to Cassandra with concern etched into her brow, “Did Vala really mean for us to go to Night Sun?” 
 
    The Keeper nodded. “She did, but gave me nothing beyond that.” 
 
    Victor turned to Lily, “Wynn is our priority right now. She mentioned she needed us in a hurry. Night Sun can wait if you’re okay with that?” 
 
    The succubus nodded silently. 
 
    Cassandra gave the succubus a warm glance before looking to all three. “My abilities have grown since I have regained my youth. Instead of waiting for sleep to return here, I can pull you back in an emergency should the need arise. It taxes me so only call to me in dire circumstances.” 
 
    “Hopefully we won’t need to do that,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “I can also open portals to any of the realms. Are you ready?” Cassandra asked. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Ready? We should come up with a plan first before…” the Blade never finished. 
 
    Cassandra waved her hand, a black and purple rift opening beside Victor. The Blade, Shield and Lover turned their heads sideways to the black rift before it slid across and engulfed them, one at a time before it collapsed on itself and was gone. 
 
    “I’m sure you’ll figure it out,” Cassandra smiled as she began walking toward the steamy pools in the short distance. 
 
    Victor tried to talk, but the words were stuck in his throat, eyes growing wider. Massive dark pillars stretched out in all directions as neon lights glowed from each one. Lily and Dawn looked around confused before Victor turned around. A thick wall from the floor to the ceiling took up one side of the constructed underworld of Xull. Neon lights shifted colors above as a thick metal door stood closed. 
 
    “So, this is Xull. Not as technology advanced as I thought,” Dawn said as she spun around, taking it all in. 
 
    “The city is above us. This is the sub level where animals can roam from area to area without interacting with the populace up there,” Lily said. 
 
    Victor eyed the door before looking to the elf and succubus. “It looks like we are the new team.” 
 
    Lily and Dawn looked to each other, small smiles forming. 
 
    “Dawn was a quick learner from how the training session went,” The succubus gave the elf a wicked smirk. 
 
    “I didn’t know it would be that…intense,” Dawn smiled back. 
 
    “The two of you will have to…show me your training techniques,” Victor said slyly. 
 
    “Maybe,” Lily and Dawn said it at the same time and laughed. 
 
    The door behind them slid open and several figures emerged from the light behind them. Pointed ears turned in their direction as Victor, Lily and Dawn turned to the figures. Wynn, May, and Helen moved to meet the trio with smiles forming. Victor was caught in Wynn’s sensual curves as her eyes drank him in. The two cat-women, May and Helen stayed behind the fox woman, eyes glowing with kind light. 
 
    “It took you long enough,” Wynn said with a snarky edge. 
 
    “Good to see all of you again,” Victor grinned. 
 
    “Let’s step inside so we can discuss in a comfortable setting,” the fox woman said as she turned and walked back through the opening. 
 
    Victor’s eyes fell to Wynn’s fluffy tail and round ass. The jumpsuit didn’t do anything to diminish her figure and the Blade was happy to follow. Lily and Dawn smiled as they watched the Blade happily follow along, his eyes enjoying the view. When the entire group passed through the threshold, the massive doors slid closed and locked into place. 
 
    The hallway was bright and clean as they walked along. Victor tore his eyes away from Wynn, taking in the familiar corridor before they reached another set of doors. Wynn stepped up to one and they slid open. With a playful glance back to Victor, she licked her lips before stepping in. The massive room was the same from what Victor remembered. Tables, chairs, terminals, and equipment dotted the massive room. From two couches, two more cat women rose up and purred their delight when they spotted Victor. 
 
    Jumping off the couches, Ema and Leah crossed the room, pushing past May and Helen and nearly jumping on Victor. Heads rubbed against him as arms curled around each arm. Victor smiled as the two cat women stuck to him like glue, purring with every passing second. 
 
    “It has been too long,” Ema purred. 
 
    “Much too long,” Leah purred. 
 
    “Ladies, can we give him some room first,” Wynn said with a commanding tone. 
 
    Ema and Leah pouted as they pulled away and sauntered back to the couches. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” Wynn said before looking to Dawn. “Who is your new friend?” 
 
    Victor hit his forehead, “Sorry, introductions are in order, Wynn, this is Dawn. She is one of Vala’s flock. Dawn this is Wynn, cell leader in the resistance. At her sides are May and Helen. The other two on the couches are Ema and Leah.” 
 
    The elf stepped forward and bowed, “Lily told me about all of you. It is a pleasure to meet you.” 
 
    Wynn bowed her head before looking to Victor, “It seems Vala’s might is growing. You’ve been busy.” 
 
    “You could say that,” Victor said as he scratched at the back of his head. 
 
    “It’s good you all have come. As you know, it’s never a dull moment here in Xull and we have a lot to discuss. Take a seat where you can so we can get down to business.” 
 
    Victor grabbed a nearby seat and sat down. Lily and Dawn did the same not too far from him. May and Leah grabbed chairs and pulled them over, sliding one to Wynn just as she was sitting down. The fox woman leaned forward, golden eyes on Victor and his companions. 
 
    “Does this have anything to do with the Xull tech that appeared on Eddor,” Lily asked. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes took a dark edge, “It is one of many strange things happening across the realms. Information is scarce but we did hear whispers of Xull tech appearing in other realms. While we know the six realms exist, Xull was anti-realms until recently.  
 
    “From what we have gathered, Xull has been testing space-time folding technology. The probes they have sent out have gathered information and appeared back here in Xull. The only reason we know is the technology is not perfect and one of the probes appeared randomly on the sub-level. By the time it was hacked and we pulled what we could, the probe self-destructed, killing a few of our scientists in the process.” 
 
    Wynn stood up and moved to a large screen against the wall. A keyboard flipped out from underneath and the fox woman tapped at a few keys. A top view map of the sub-level appeared. As Wynn tapped a few times on the keyboard, Victor looked to Lily with concern. The succubus was right on what could be happening, but the implications seemed much bigger. If Xull was gathering information, it could be a preamble to war across the realms. 
 
    Wynn continued, “We managed to find out the true coordinates to where the probe was supposed to appear. As you see, it’s in a blackout area, a place with no information we can access. From the fragments gathered, something is being constructed in this large area and we believe it is a new weapon or a large transport. We are honestly not sure, but we believe they might be near to completion.” 
 
    The fox woman turned around and leaned against the bottom part of the screen, arms folded, “This is where you come in, Victor.” 
 
    The Blade kept his gaze neutral, waiting for the hammer to drop. 
 
    Wynn gave him a wicked smile, “I know when we first met, I couldn’t tell you everything because it could have jeopardized our secrecy. You all know, the Xull mainframe only wants to keep the populace in a pleasant and happy environment and it will do anything to keep the Xull citizens happy. I’m going break protocol because we believe the threat is bigger than what the rest of the resistance cells think it is. I had to call in favors and pay a lot of credits to prepare us and you are the final key to the operation.” 
 
    “What do you need,” Victor said simply. 
 
    Wynn nodded, “We need you to bypass the security protocols of the blackout area and assist in blowing up whatever is in there before it is finished.” 
 
    Victor’s expression didn’t change. He had seen enough weirdness to last several lifetimes and breaking in and destroying a top-secret weapon was really not that far of a leap. 
 
    “I can bash my way in if you need it,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Wynn returned his smile, “I was thinking a little more finesse might be in order. The key lies in the nano-shell on your spine. Much like your gun blade, I had seen in my dreams technology that didn’t make complete sense. Your nano-shell is part of it. I programmed six abilities into the shell so it could give you an edge, but I was surprised that you didn’t have immediate access to them until you…awakened Vala’s acolytes. One of the abilities is an Interface tool that spoofs access codes and creates a quantum dialing key.” 
 
    “You gave me the ability to hack locks,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Wynn shook her head, “It does more than that, but for now, yes. With your unusual biology you might be enough to bypass the security terminals and get us inside and we can do the rest.” 
 
    “You lost me at my biology,” Victor kept his grin as Lily shook her head. 
 
    Wynn tried to hide her smirk and failed. “When you arrived, the nano-shell updated me on your progress. Your body is changing as some of your cells are redefined. To what, I have no idea, but it can help against the security scans. I could pull up a full report for you.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I don’t think I want to know.” 
 
    Wynn tapped at the keyboard and the screen went blank. The fox woman pressed her hands against the wall as she leaned back, eyes on the Blade. 
 
    “Which leads us to our next bit of business; do you have access to the Interface Upgrade yet?” 
 
    Victor called up his Nano Sphere abilities and he saw he had only gained the Senses Upgrade. “I only have the first one.” 
 
    “Judging from our last meeting, I would have sworn you would have gained more.” 
 
    “We were sort of distracted and I didn’t realize it until I was back on Vala’s mountain.” 
 
    Wynn gave the Blade a knowing smirk. “I’m glad I took precautions. We have to access the blackout area soon and I knew we would need a little more muscle. The girls and I have scoured the resistance cells, looking for others who worship Vala. It took some time, talking in code and not letting on what our intentions were…,” Wynn trailed off as a side door open and two figures burst out in the large room. 
 
    All heads turned as two women rushed out head first and skidded to a halt. Victor focused on them, eyes drinking in their unusual appearance. They wore similar jumpsuits to Wynn but their hair was long and curly. Rounded horns curled from the sides of their heads as wet noses twitched as they turned their eyes to Victor. 
 
    “There he is,” One of them shouted before they both charged. 
 
    “Buk and Diz, STAND DOWN,” May shouted. 
 
    The two women with ram horns rushed through the room, heads bowed and vision locked on Victor as he was too his feet. Lily’s staff appeared in her hand as Dawn drew a dagger. Wynn rushed to their side, but the two women were much too fast. Lily held her staff sideways just as one of the women clashed her horns against the staff and threw her head to the side. The momentum was enough to lift Lily off her feet and send her sprawling to the floor. Dawn leapt up, but before she could do anything more, the ram woman bucked her head up, catching the elf’s feet and knocking her from the air. 
 
    Victor was about to let a sword slide into his hand when the two women jumped and crashed into him. The Blade hit the hard floor and slid, both women on him and smiling ear to ear. When he skidded to a halt, the two women with ram horns kissed and licked at his neck and face in furious delight. 
 
    “He smells so good,” one of them murmured. 
 
    “He tastes even better,” the other one laughed. 
 
    Victor didn’t know what to do as horns and hair pressed against him and the women clawed at his clothes. Wynn stepped over and grabbed each one by the ear, pulling them up and dragging them away. 
 
    “Buk and Diz, you were supposed to wait!” 
 
    “We felt him in the room,” Diz whined. 
 
    “We couldn’t control ourselves,” Buk whined as well. 
 
    Several more figures stepped from the side door as the cat women helped Lily, Dawn and Victor to their feet. The Blade thanked May as Wynn struggled to keep the ram women in line, pushing them to a couch and standing before them. Buk and Diz whined as they looked past the imposing fox woman. Buk had long, curly black hair while Diz had long flowing white hair. Their sturdy rubenesque figures bounced as they tried to look past the fox woman. 
 
    Victor tried to not smile before noticing the other figures approaching. Five women stepped closer, animal eyes on the Blade of Vala. Two were covered in orange fur with black stripes, looking very much like they were spliced with tigers. Their hard gazes studied Victor as the pair next to them was covered in black short fur. Two panther women also stared down at Victor, a low grow in their throats. Off to the side, a woman with feathered wings folded behind her with scaly lower legs that ended in thick black talons stood with wide eyes. 
 
    “This is Vala’s Blade,” one of the tiger women said with a deep voice. 
 
    “Hi,” Victor said simply. 
 
    Wynn turned around, “The two rams behind me are Buk and Diz. The two tigers are Miku and Kimi. The two panthers are Nyku and Haaki and the harpy is Sakura. All of them have had the dreams and each one is a devoted follower of Vala.” 
 
    Nyku moved closer, intense eyes on Victor as she sniffed at the air around him. The Blade stood his ground, smiling kindly. Nyku stepped so close, she was inches away from his neck before she stared into his eyes and warmth glowed. 
 
    “He is just as he is in my dreams,” the panther woman smiled. 
 
    Miku crossed her arms under her ample chest, “He was bigger in my dreams.” 
 
    “We want him now,” Buk and Diz cried in the background. 
 
    Victor tried to stifle his laughter. The situation had rapidly turned into a zoo and he could barely contain himself. The tiger and panther women stared down with questioning gazes as Victor covered his mouth and tried not to let the absurd situation get the better of him. 
 
    “What’s so funny,” Kimi asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I’m just beginning to understand what Wynn has done here,” Victor said as his smile slid away. 
 
    The fox woman approached and stood with her fellow resistance fighters. “Victor, it took a lot of time and effort to gather everyone here. We are all going against the Resistance so we can keep Vala and the realms safe. We need for you to access the Interface Upgrade so we can complete the mission.” 
 
    Victor put his hands up, “As I said, we are here to help. I just didn’t expect to…umm…move so fast.” 
 
    The Blade let out an exhale as his senses burned to life. The pulses of heartbeats cascaded across the room as a warm fuzzy feeling took root. The room began to spin as the young man saw that each one worshipped Vala. The fuzzy feeling grew infectious as furry bodies began to relax, eyes staying on the delicious male in their presence. The mood shifted and Victor glanced to Lily. The succubus stared at all the women with a hunger he had seen before. Vala’s energy came in like a tidal wave and everybody drowned in it. 
 
    The panther woman named Haaki wavered as she struggled to stand. “I didn’t believe he would have this effect. 
 
    Buk and Diz were to their feet again, moving closer as they huffed from their darker noses.  
 
    “Vala wants to be whole again,” the two ram women said in unison. 
 
    Wynn struggled against the heat burning through the room, “We…prepared the other room…for your arrival.” 
 
    The fog of ecstasy wrapped around each heart. It was so enticing, so thrilling, Victor could barely believe it. Blood rushed in his ears and to another place as he took a deep breath. Scents mixed and it only served to heighten his already open senses. Miku and Kimi tried to control their urges with low growls. The panther women breathed with a quickening pace. Buk and Diz stepped past the tigers and panthers to entwine their arms with Victor’s. Pulling him, the Blade didn’t resist as they giggled. The two tiger women and two panther women followed. Dawn watched as Lily could not resist, following them along. Wynn let the group pass before she moved to the elf with glasses. 
 
    “How about we worship Vala and get to know each other,” the fox woman said with a sultry edge. 
 
    The cat women looked on as the others moved to the open doorway before turning their gaze on Wynn and Dawn. The elf let Vala’s energy bloom as they all rose or moved to her, a lust in their eyes. 
 
    Victor let the rams guide him into the other room. It was smaller, but still large enough to accommodate many more. A large comfortable bed laid spread out as the sounds of trickling water echoed off the walls. Victor tried to find the source of the sound so he could distract himself from the primal urges whipping at his inner self. Figuring the sound was part of the background, he blinked and found himself by the edge of the large bed. 
 
    “Vala promised and she delivered,” Buk said with a child-like edge. 
 
    “I don’t think twelve hours will be enough,” Diz sighed. 
 
    “Twelve hours,” Victor asked with a heated breath. 
 
    Miku moved close behind Victor, drinking in his musk, “That is when we begin the mission. For now, you belong to us.” 
 
    “I…thought…we belonged to Vala,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge before he was lost to the symphony of desires. 
 
    Miku snuggled to Victor’s neck from behind while Diz and Buk began undressing him. 
 
    “We know the dreams and whispers given to us by Vala. After all this time, religion is returning to Xull. The mainframe is not happy with such events, but it cannot stop it. More will wake from their digital lives and embrace what was always there. Tonight, we celebrate with Vala’s chosen,” Miku smiled as her hands caressed Victor’s now exposed chest. 
 
    Buk and Diz pulled at clothes, undressing the Blade in short order. Miku pressed clawed fingertips to Victor just as Buk pulled down Victor’s leather pants. A gasp filled the room as Victor’s cock bounced free from arousal and a dash of fear. Buk blinked as she looked at his veiny member, rising under its own power. The horned woman moved in closer before Diz shoved her aside and wrapped her lips around Victor’s throbbing cock. 
 
    Pleasure spiraled upward as Victor looked down at the eager ram. Diz moaned her delight, hungrily taking thick inches. Buk’s brow hardened as she bent her head low and burst from the side. The Blade’s eyes shot open as Diz was knocked to the floor. 
 
    “I want him,” Buk whined as she took over, wrapping her lips around the tip of his head. 
 
    Miku smiled against Victor’s neck, “Buk and Diz are a little impulsive, but they are great fighters.” 
 
    Miku licked the back of Victor’s neck while Kimi moved in closer. The tiger women pulled back and unzipped their body suits, letting them fall to the floor. Victor tried to turn his head but Buk continued to moan and suckle on his cock, eyes rolling into her head. 
 
    Diz lowered her head and was ready to charge the other ram when the two black panther women moved behind and grabbed her. Victor looked to Nyku and Haaki as they had already undressed. Black fur covered their feminine bodies. Dark pink nipples pointed from a sea of fur. Hands took hold of the struggling Diz, one set holding her and the other set pulling her suit away. Heavy breasts bounced freely as Diz struggled and whined her needs. Nyku smiled as her hands caressed exposed nipples and Diz’s struggling waned. Mouth open, she sighed and whined as the panthers subdued her with gentle touches. Haaki reached to the Diz’s thick bush between her thick thighs. Wetness touched the hair before the panther woman touched and massaged her. Diz’s eyes rolled into her head, lost to a sea of bliss. 
 
    “She cannot control herself so we must give her what she wants,” Nyku grinned. 
 
    “Not that we mind in the least,” Haaki finished. 
 
    “I…want…Victor…,” Diz tried to say before her knees shook. 
 
    The energy in the room exploded into wanton abandonment. The tiger women pressed their bodies to Victor while Buk bobbed her head furiously. The soft, but intense strokes caused Victor to suck in his breath while his hips betrayed him, shoving his cock deeper into her mouth. The ram woman gave muffled moans, deep throating Vala’s chosen. 
 
    Nyku and Haaki moved the dazed Diz to the bed and pushed her down. She cried out until they smothered her with their bodies. Hands moved across her lightly furry skin and fingers caressed her pink line. Nyku slid down, licking at the apex between Diz’s legs while Haaki kissed and fondled the ram into submission. 
 
    Watching them play and tease Diz was pushing all of Victor’s buttons. Cock thickening, he wondered how he was going to last twelve hours. Buk suckled, neck and head moving like she could keep this pace up all night. The tiger women ran claws along Victor’s body without breaking skin. The sensations grew into a storm of ecstasy. Victor groaned as his body could no longer hold back. 
 
    White seed burst from the tip, striking the back of Buk’s throat. The ram woman moaned loudly, sucking it down before another spurt surged, again and again. Heat swirled between them as she didn’t slow down. Victor sucked in a breath, sensitivity clawing at him before he began to ease away. The amount of sex he had endured only strengthened his recuperation time and after a minute of Buk lovingly sucking his cock, it began to harden fully once again. 
 
    Diz cried out as an orgasm blasted her nerves, hips moving to Nyku’s tongue. Haaki smiled as the ram woman could barely contain herself. Victor felt a push and he fell into bed. A shockwave of energy struck all of them, but could not slow down the animalistic needs. Miku crawled onto Victor, took hold of his member and pressed it to her thin line. The Blade groaned his pleasure as Miku impaled herself on him, sinking down to the base and squeezing him like a vice. Hips moving, she rode his member with a sinister hard gaze. Kimi crawled in, hugging and touching Miku as she thrust down hard on Vala’s chosen. 
 
    Bodies began to blend together. Victor didn’t know where he began and everyone else ended. Time had no meaning as it seemed hours had passed as Miku rode his cock before she growled and let out a thick hiss. Inner explosions caused muscles to shudder under her fur as wetness surged. Kimi crawled to Victor, her valley over his face. The tiger woman grinned as she gently lowered onto his lips, his tongue snaking out. Furry thighs clamped to the side of his head as wetness spilled. Victor explored her pink folds with his tongue while she cooed her bliss. 
 
     Lily watched with hungry eyes as Miku pulled herself off Victor’s cock and Buk crawled on. Taking hold of his member, she slipped it in her hairy valley and slid down to the base. Lily stepped closer, licking her own lips as she watched Buk lose control, humping Victor’s cock again and again. The succubus undressed and slipped into bed, her hand grabbing Buk’s ass and squeezing it with each downward thrust. 
 
    Diz cried out as another orgasm caused her body to shudder. Nyku and Haaki continued to keep the ram woman in line, caressing and massaging her body and clit. Breasts bounced. Buk gave a twisted grin, riding Victor while Kimi moved her hips to his magical tongue. The tiger woman hissed her delight and Victor nearly drowned in shuddering wet orgasms.  
 
    “I…I…I…,” Buk stuttered as her eyes went wide. 
 
    Kimi slumped to the side and fell into the bed as Victor sat up, Buk’s large breasts in his face. He happily buried his face between them while taking hold of Buk’s hips and controlling the tempo. Lily watched Victor as Haaki broke away from Diz and pulled the succubus into the group.  
 
    Buk’s body bounced, eyes squeezing shut as her mouth made a perfect oval. Victor grabbed her ass, forcing her down to the hilt. The ram-woman’s eyes shot open before her entire body shuddered. The Blade closed lips around one of her bouncing nipples when liquid burst from it. Suckling, his eyes opened and looked to the other breast as white fluid burst forth and dribbled down from full breasts. After a long suckle, Victor pulled away to Buk’s pink cheeks and small moans. 
 
    “I’m sorry…that happens when I’m too horny…,” Buk said in embarrassment. 
 
    Victor licked at her leaking breast and smiled, “Nothing to be embarrassed about. You taste delicious.” 
 
    The ram woman’s embarrassment turned to glowing warmth before she moved again, inner walls spreading to Victor’s cock. Shoving her heavy breasts in his face once again, Buk let out a soulful cry before white fluid surged again. Victor could not lick or suckle fast enough, his body covered in creamy warmth. Tongues touched his body as he watched Miku and Kimi lap at the ram’s milk covering him.  
 
    Diz cried out again, eyes on Victor. The Blade looked down as Buk humped his cock. Diz pleaded with her eyes and Victor found himself unable to resist. Buk pulled away; her eyes dizzy from the barrage of orgasms. Bodies pulled away and watched as Diz turned onto her stomach. Victor took control, grabbing her hips and pulling them up. The ram woman looked behind with begging eyes. The Blade grabbed his shaft and pressed the throbbing head to her furry valley. Diz cried out as thick inches spread her thin line to nearly the breaking out. Heavy breasts swung as she pressed against him and he invaded her. When they met in the middle, Victor grabbed her waist and controlled the tempo. 
 
    The tiger and panther women watched and slathered over each other as Victor rammed his cock deep. Diz moaned louder with each thrust, her body moving to Victor’s touch. Lily lay with the warm fuzzy bodies, tongue licking at her valley while hands glided over her skin. Buk stirred from her torpor, fingers massaging her clit as pulses of breast milk continued to spill. Diz squeezed each deep thrust, moaning like a wild animal in heat. 
 
    It happened fast, Victor’s cock invading deep and white come spurting. Diz cried out, moving and squeezing, pulling every drop of come from Vala’s Blade. Weakness touched Victor, but the sight of naked and writhing bodies pushed him to the brink of insanity. Where once he would have wanted to take a break, desire pushed him to break from biological needs to rest and continue his lustful desires. Remembering his Spheres of Influence, on a lark, Victor spent a point of Constitution. The weakness fell away immediately. Ardor rising, new passion fueled his body once again. Cock becoming like steel, he resumed punishing Diz, hips slapping against her round ass. 
 
    Lily watched with a smile, seeing her lover renew his needs with fevered power. Victor watched with wide eyes as his body felt like it was truly rested and he could go again and again. Smile forming, he attacked Diz until his cock thickened once again and come spurted. The ram-woman’s eyes rolled into her head as she passed out, falling into a used lump. Victor pulled away, looking down as thick white seed spilled from her womanhood. 
 
    Nyku giggled as she attacked Victor. The Blade grabbed her and forced her onto the bed. The black panther women playfully struggled until Victor pressed his rock-hard cock to her wet valley. With a gasp, she growled her desire as he drove himself into her. The growls turned to moans as Victor kept her in place, holding her wrists to the bed as his hips worked. Victor’s new energy whipped the entire room into frenzy as others eyed him, subduing Nyku. The panther woman shuddered and trembled, not wanting to break away as Victor forced inches into her. Unable to hold back the dam, inner explosions fired off as she whined. The Blade was snug within the panther’s womanhood when he pulled out, come spurting onto her black fur. 
 
    Spending another Constitution point, soreness and weakness were blasted away as he turned his sights for another lover. In the corner of the room, the harpy Sakura watched like a timid creature. Through the haze, Miku called over the feathered harpy but Sakura shook her head. 
 
    “Is she okay,” Victor asked with concern. 
 
    “She’s a virgin and a little shy,” Miku said with an almost motherly tone. 
 
    Kimi licked at Victor’s slick cock while Lily moaned from Nyku’s tongue. The room was comfortably hot, but Sakura continued to watch with wide eyes. 
 
    “You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” Victor smiled to the feathered woman. 
 
    Sakura hesitated before she spoke, “I…I don’t want to be lost to the crowd.” 
 
    Miku smiled, “You can have him to yourself if you want him.” 
 
    The feathered woman slowly stood up on taloned feet. Crossing the room, shyness filled her entire body and wings curled around to hide her face. Victor’s urges subsided as the others continued with their unchained lust. In the midst of it, Victor was on his knees, looking to the shy harpy, his cock rigid. When she was by the bed, a heat filled her eyes as she looked to Victor. Energy connected and Victor pushed away a lock of blue hair. 
 
    The others made room as Sakura climbed into bed. Miku and Kimi helped the harpy undress, her small breasts exposed. Small nipples pointed as she looked down at Victor’s uncompromising member. He simply smiled, looking down on her hairless slit. Buk and Diz watched, fingering themselves and crying out. Lily snuggled to Sakura’s side, kissing her neck. 
 
    Sakura looked up to Victor, “I want you…I just...want you to worship me.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I can do that. I want to do that.” 
 
    The Blade lowered himself to the bed, his head between her thin thighs. The rest of the room was lost to each other’s touch, but Victor had eyes only for Sakura. The harpy looked to him with wide eyes until his lips touched her hairless line. Warmth rose up and she gasped as his tongue explored her. Victor felt firmly in control, looking up to see Sakura looking down, and heat in her gasps. Thin hips moved as he played her clit like a violin. One tension ebbed and another took hold. Muscles relaxed as Victor gently licked and teased at her. Thighs spread and eyes closed. Lily kissed Sakura’s neck while Victor whipped her glowing clit. Feathered wings slid out covering and holding Victor and Lily to her. The sensations along their bodies glowed. Time slowed; each tick a new sensation in a sea of bliss. 
 
    “I...think I’m ready,” Sakura said shyly.  
 
    Wings parted as Victor climbed over her. Taking hold, he pressed it to her thin line, rubbing the end. Wetness coated the head of his cock once again. The harpy bit her lip before Victor began his slow invasion. Eyes and mouth growing wider, the young harpy let out a soul crushing moan. Pain and bliss assaulted her, but could she not stop her hips and womanhood from accommodating Vala’s Blade. Inches penetrated tight walls and when Victor was halfway buried inside her, she moved against him. A hunger lit in her eyes and she whispered “More”. 
 
    With gentle pushes and pulls, Victor remained careful. Sakura’s lips parted as the pain fell away and an ocean of pleasure spilled into her being. Bodies undulated to a primal dance. Others whispered encouragement between long moans while Sakura moved to the rhythm, taking Victor’s cock in a growing uncontrollable hunger of desire. The tension grew with each thrust until Sakura’s eyes widened to the size of saucers, her body shuddering in bliss. Eyelids half closed as Victor moved his hips, taking long strokes. The harpy squeezed him before feathered wings closed on him, urging him into her again and again. With one deep thrust, come spurted and quickly filled her thin space. Sakura shuddered again while others touched her in solidarity. 
 
    “I want more,” Sakura whispered. 
 
    “The party is just beginning,” Victor said with a gentle smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sweat covered Victor as he lay amid spent bodies. Moans from the other room occasionally filtered in, Victor feeling that the other party was still ongoing. Energy sparked against nerves as Vala’s Blade felt divine orbs bubble along his spirit. He looked down to Miku on one side of him and Lily on the other side, snuggled close. Hours of lovemaking cause each participant to pass out from sheer exhaustion. Victor on the other hand felt right as rain, his body ready to continue now that he knew he could influence his own body to go beyond its limits. 
 
    That was…obscene. 
 
    “I know, right?” Victor whispered with a smile. 
 
    I don’t have to keep reminding you that you have to use those orbs now do I? 
 
    “No, I’m already checking my stats,” Victor whispered as he looked to his stats in his field of vision. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 34/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 10 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 7 
 
    Con (Nano)- 7 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 3 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 7 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    The Blade looked over the numbers. Having ten divine orbs meant he could gain the five other abilities in the Nano Sphere. Not wanting to leave anything to chance, he mentally tapped on the Nano Sphere of Influence and spent every point. Information flooded his vision as one by one they unlocked. When the information faded away, he called up his abilities in the Nano Sphere. 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Body Enhancement/Repair(New!) 
 
    Interface Upgrade(New!) 
 
    Weapon Upgrade(New!) 
 
    Armor Upgrade(New!) 
 
    Power Suit Upgrade(New!) 
 
      
 
    Warm tendrils spread out from the space between his shoulders and seemed to sink into every part of his body. He was now maxed out in two spheres and new power glowed under his skin. Victor wondered what kind of upgrades the new abilities performed. It seemed each one would enhance something he could use. The Body Enhancement and Repair seemed like the very ability he needed so he didn’t have to rely on Lily to heal him in every fight.  
 
    With ten points to spend among his Spheres of Influence, the Blade got to work placing the points where they would be most needed. When he was done, he looked it over one last time. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 34/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 10 
 
    Con (Nano)- 10 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 4 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 10 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    When the Spheres reached ten, Victor’s body convulsed. Lily’s eyes opened as Victor fought for control and a second later, muscles relaxed. Victor sank down into the bed, eyes wide with concern as he looked at his arms and hands. 
 
    “What…just…happened,” Victor whispered to the succubus. 
 
    Lily yawned before she spoke, “I’m guessing you reached a new tier. From what you told me about your point system, did you reach ten?” 
 
    Victor nodded. 
 
    “Remember when I told you about lesser and greater effects? Now you have reached a Titan tier. Spending ten points will grant you a stronger effect,” Lily said with sleepy eyes. 
 
    Victor let his arms drop and he looked up to the ceiling, “With so many powers, I feel like one day I won’t be able to contain them all and explode.” 
 
    “Oh, what an explosion that will be,” Lily yawned and she snuggled closer. 
 
    Victor grinned as he held the succubus close. Sakura stirred from her spot on the bed and crawled over to Victor’s naked body. Seeing her sleepy face, Victor’s cock rose almost instantly. The harpy rubbed her eyes before she moved to his lap and sat down. Victor’s cock was standing straight up and warmth enveloped it as she sank down to the base. 
 
    “We still have a few hours,” Sakura said with a breathy whisper as she rose and fell on his member. 
 
    “We should make the most of it,” Victor smiled before Lily kissed him, Sakura’s moans filling the air around them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    Two Armored Personnel Carriers thundered down a wide tunnel. Night vision engaged as the lights on the APC’s dimmed to nothing. The lone tunnel stretched on as the two vehicles drove on into darkness. 
 
    Inside the first APC, Wynn looked to small screens around her as May and Ema handled the controls. Screens painted the fox woman with ominous light as her eyes moved from one screen to the next. Victor, Lily, and Dawn stood around the leader, hanging onto metal bars as the APC thundered along. Strapped to each of their right legs was a plasma rifle and on their left thighs, a plasma pistol. In the back of the APC, Helen and Leah checked their weapons and holstered them. 
 
    “Fox Two has checked in and are ready to deploy when we arrive,” Wynn said while looking at the screens. 
 
    Victor eyed Dawn. The elf continued to look down at the rifle and pistol at her sides. Her smooth face wrinkled in visible discomfort as fingers ran along the butt of the rifle. 
 
    “Not feeling good about it,” Victor asked. 
 
    Dawn looked up and gave him a small nervous smile. “I’ve never handled such technology before.” 
 
    “Follow my instructions and you should be fine,” Wynn said matter of fact. “Besides, bringing a dagger to a gun fight isn’t the wisest choice. The place could be crawling with Xull sentries so we need to go in well-armed.” 
 
    Victor touched and squeezed Dawn’s shoulder, “You’ll be fine. We will all be here for each other.” 
 
    Dawn nodded, her demeanor relaxing a little bit. 
 
    Victor’s body swayed as he hung on the metal bar, “So, the plan is, we secure the area, hack the lock and inspect the area. If there is some Xull super weapon, we plant explosives and make a run for it?” 
 
    Wynn gave a small nod, “To put it simply, yes. Now that we are on our way, I have to make some alterations to the plan. Lily and Dawn will have to stay in the APC. They do not have nano-shells and will trip the area scans. Right now, the APC’s and each of our nano-shells have an uploaded program to mask us for a while.” 
 
    Lily gave Wynn a hard gaze, “You should have told us beforehand.” 
 
    Wynn’s expression didn’t change as she spoke, “I’m leading this mission and I can change the orders as I see fit.” 
 
    The APC rumbled along as Victor, Lily, and Dawn looked to each other. 
 
    Wynn’s expression softened and she turned her head to Lily, “Don’t get me wrong. I want you both in there with us, but this is a stealth mission first. I can’t leave anything to chance.” 
 
    “Anything else you’re keeping from us,” Lily asked with sarcastic edge. 
 
    Wynn looked down to the screens, “If things go sideways, you three are to retreat while the rest of us hold them off. I’ve uploaded instructions on how to drive the APC into Victor’s shell.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “It sounds like this is a suicide mission.” 
 
    Wynn tapped at screens. “It is. We all know that whatever is happening at the blackout location could be very dangerous. It could ripple across not only Xull, but the other realms. Miku and I discussed it and it is top priority to shut it down. We know your mission is to bring Vala back and that is what you will do, but we are expendable here in Xull.” 
 
    Anger touched Victor’s voice, “You’re not expendable to us!” 
 
    Wynn raised her small snout and gave Vala’s Blade a gentle smile. “Victor, we are all expendable to higher ideals. Stick to the plan and cross your fingers. I’m not ready to give up, but if objectives change during the mission, follow my orders.” 
 
    “Fuck that. I won’t let it come to that,” Victor said with a hard edge. 
 
    May and Ema glanced back. Wynn sat back in her control seat, letting out a small sigh. Lily and Dawn’s expression mirrored Victor’s. 
 
    Wynn looked Victor in the eye, “I saw you nearly throw your life away on Vala’s mountain when Baaldir attacked with his War Wolves. You punched a god and he was going to murder you for it. You’re not the only one who will make those kinds of decisions. Every day is a battle of life and death. If I could access the area without your help, I would have done it already, but here we are. Vala has a plan, but so do I. We put a stop to Xull’s attempts at enslaving all of us and deal it a black eye it has never seen before. If it goes south, I happily give my life to ensure your safety.” 
 
    Victor returned Wynn’s hard gaze before cracking a smirk. “We go home together or none of us do.” 
 
    The fox woman blinked before she shook her head, “You would have made a fine soldier if I had my claws in you early. Follow my commands. End of discussion.” 
 
    A swirl of uneasiness touched Victor’s stomach. He didn’t like where this was going. Wynn once again led them on a mission without giving all the details. It gnawed at his need to protect and only cemented the fact that he would do anything he could to make sure they all made it out alive. 
 
    “We are approaching the blackout location,” May said over her shoulder. 
 
    “Strap in and get ready to deploy on my command,” Wynn said as she tapped at her screens. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn moved to the back of the APC and sat down in empty seats next to Helen and Leah. The cat women gave the trio a nod and a smile as the APC bounced over some rubble. 
 
    Don’t do it. 
 
    “We’re on an express elevator to Hell. Going down,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The women to each side looked at the Blade before giving polite smiles. 
 
    I give up. 
 
    Victor chuckled to himself as he strapped himself in. The APC continued to transverse the tunnel. The tunnel’s edges expanded outward and not long after, the two APC’s slowed as they entered a large chamber. Wynn eyed her control screens, locking on a single thick door to the left. Tapping commands, the two APC’s drove in, turned around and slowed to a stop, the front of the vehicles pointed to the tunnel they just emerged from.  
 
    Side doors slid open and bodies emerged. The panthers Nyku and Haaki were first, rifles in hand and surveying the area. Diz and Buk were next, armored backpacks on and pistols in hand. Sakura jumped out and when her taloned feet touched the ground, she moved behind Buk and Diz. Miku and Kimi emerged, armored suits on and plasma rifles in hand. 
 
    May, Ema, Helen, and Leah pulled their rifles from their thigh holsters. Pointed ears alert, they deployed from the APC. Wynn stood up from her control chair, pulled her rifle and looked to Victor, Dawn, and Lily. 
 
    “You two stay here. I have my nano-shell connected to the APC so you can monitor events as they happen. I will call you in if things get hairy,” The fox woman informed the elf and succubus. 
 
    Wynn turned her attention to Victor, “You ready, stud?” 
 
    “Lead the way,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Lily stepped closer to Victor, her crimson eyes drinking in his handsome features, “The moment a shot is fired, we are coming after you.” 
 
    “Come for me baby,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Dawn watched silently, oval eyes on the Blade as he turned from Lily and gave the elf a wink. Victor turned to Wynn and the pair moved to the opening of the APC and stepped out. The women gathered wore body suits with armored patches. Victor couldn’t help, but notice the suits adhered to their bodies perfectly. Eyes drinking them in, he noticed the semi-bulky backpacks the rams were carrying with only pistols in their hands. He was about the ask something when Wynn charged ahead to the door.  
 
    The rest of the squad moved with military precision, rifles and pistols up in every direction. A small space was made and Victor made a beeline through it. Wynn reached the door and eyed the access panel. Victor was to her side. 
 
    “Work your magic,” Victor heard in his head. The voice was from Wynn, but she seemed to be wirelessly jacked into him. The others remained silent, but in the corner of his vision, he could see their profile pics and 100% under each picture. 
 
    Victor eyed the panel, not sure how he was going to do this. Calling up his Nano-Sphere abilities, he spent a point of Constitution on the Interface Upgrade. A tingling sensation flowed along his finger until a small cable emerged from the fingertip. There was no pain and curious shock filled the Blade’s eyes as he watched the thin cable flex. Moving his hand closer to the access panel, the cable shot forward and slipped into an input slot. Numbers ran along Victor’s vision as he could feel the tool working to break the encryption. 
 
    “Robocop has nothing on me,” Victor whispered as the numbers began to dwindle. 
 
    The small light on the panel shifted from red to green and the thick door slid open. The cable snaked back into Victor’s finger as Wynn, Miku, and Kimi charged ahead, rifles ready. Victor found himself moving with the rest of the group as they poured into a short corridor. Buk gave his ass a squeeze before moving ahead of him.  
 
     Wynn looked down at another access panel and motioned Victor over. The Blade stuck his finger out but nothing happened. Brow wrinkling as this was adding a cost to his influence, he begrudgingly spent another Constitution point. The familiar cable snaked out and connected to the panel. They didn’t know what to expect on the other side and the young man wanted nothing more than to be at full power before walking into what seemed like a trap. 
 
    Everything in these realms feel like a trap. 
 
    Wynn, Miku, and Kimi surrounded the Blade, rifles pointed at the thick door.  
 
    “Remember, scan and disable,” Wynn’s voice echoed through the squad’s heads. 
 
    The light on the panel shifted from red to green and the doors slid open. Victor looked up as the cable sunk back into his finger, eyes widening. Brilliant light flooded the small corridor before eyes adjusted to the brightness.  
 
    “Shit,” Victor said as his heart skipped a beat. 
 
    The vast chamber was metal and lights. Robotic bodies moved in teams as something similar to a large ship filled the immense chamber. Victor’s jaw dropped as he noticed it looked similar to a Star Destroyer but with two-prong points in the front and a bit smaller, but not by much. The ship’s hull was black and silver with many wicked looking spires pointing out from it like a giant, spiky covered turtle shell.  
 
    Wynn showed no emotion as she moved forward, rifle aiming at the robotic workers. The rest of the squad moved in as Victor barely took a step forward. Shaking off the moment of disbelief, the Blade moved with the team toward metal crates and a utility vehicle. For a brief instant, the workers carried on adding and welding equipment and shield plates to the hull. 
 
    “Buk, Diz, and Sakura, ready to deploy once our initial scans finish,” Wynn directed. 
 
    Victor moved behind some crates with Buk and Diz. He could see in his vision that everything he was seeing was being recorded and uploaded in real time. Peeking from behind a crate, he marveled at the size of the ship and for a brief instant wondered if he could pilot it out of there. 
 
    A worker turned its smooth head to the end of the hanger and caught sight of a man just hiding behind a crate. Scans shifted and heat signatures appeared for a dozen bodies. Alarms blared to life as lights flashed. 
 
    “Intruder Alert. Intruder Alert,” filled the hanger. 
 
    “We need six minutes to complete the scans,” Wynn said over comms. 
 
    Walls slid open at ground level and sentries stepped out, lifting up rifles. Simple digital faces glowed red as they turned their attention to the end of the hanger and began marching. The ground level of the chamber was flooded with sentries in mere seconds as they met in the middle and began to advance. 
 
    Wynn looked over to Victor, “Retreat and we will cover your escape.” 
 
    The Blade looked to the fox woman, heat rising up his neck. “Sorry foxy lady but it looks like I’m going to be protecting all of you.” 
 
    Victor stood up and stepped into the open while activating his Nano Sphere abilities. Rifle in hand, he spent three points of Constitution on Weapon Upgrade, Power Suit Upgrade and Armor Upgrade. Lifting the rifle up, a cable snaked out of his arm and connected to the weapon, plasma cartridge glowing hotter. Along the pores of Victor’s skin, nano-drones ejected by the trillions, barely past the skin but before his clothing, spreading out and connecting like armor plates. In a span of seconds, metal scales covered the Blade while several cables launched and connected to his armored trench coat. Nano-drones spilled onto the plating, making them thicker and more durable as Victor began walking toward the horde of sentries marching toward him. 
 
    “Stand down Non-Consumer,” a sentry ordered while aiming at Victor’s chest. 
 
    Victor stared; his body armored with smooth plates while he lifted his plasma rifle. “Wynn, get what you need and retreat.” 
 
    “Subdue the non-consumers,” the sentry ordered as metal fingers pulled on triggers. 
 
    “Open fire!” Wynn ordered. 
 
    The hanger exploded in weapon fire. Sentries advanced as the front line flashed with light. Victor spent two points of Strength, one to Jump and the other to his increased strength and speed. In the blink of an eye, the Blade launched into the air as blue and green energy bolts shot past, missing his boots by inches. Wynn and the squad opened fire, plasma bolts punching fist-sized holes in the front line. As they fell, more stepped over them while above them, Victor practically floated as he pulled the trigger of his rifle. A stream of hot plasma death rained down, slicing through the ranks, blasting sentries to pieces of junk. While Wynn’s squad kept them at bay, Victor’s weapon upgrade tore them to pieces. The barrel of Victor’s plasma rifle burned with intense light as it cut sentries in half as gravity took hold and he fell down. 
 
    Victor landed on the floor as a green bolt struck his shoulder. The blast didn’t register as Victor jumped again toward one of the walls. Body turning in mid-flight, he fired into the advancing sentries, slowing them down but not stopping them. Legs connecting with the wall, the Blade pushed off sideways, holding back the trigger as his rifle fired again and again. The smell of burning plasma bloomed as Victor flew across, sentries blasted to pieces. 
 
    Wynn fired into the crowd; every shot true as she picked her targets. Miku and Kimi roared as they unleashed plasma death. The cat women shouted in defiance as they returned fire. Buk, Diz, and Sakura stayed low, waiting for their orders amid the chaos. Sentries aimed at the flying Victor before plasma bolts punched through their metal bodies with ease. Metal clanged on the floor as the sound of marching sentries added to the carnage.  
 
    Victor hit another wall and bounced off, flipping through the air and landing to the side of the hanger. Rifle up, auto-targeting engaged as he pulled the trigger. Super charged plasma punched through chests and robotic limbs, but the horde of sentries barely slowed. Many of the sentries turned their attention on the resistance fighters and Victor shook his head in disapproval. Rushing in, he cleared a path through the marching army before his rifle clicked empty. Tossing it aside and opening his hand, a bone sword slid into his palm. 
 
    “Time to see what you can do,” Victor said before a blue energy bolt struck the side of his head. 
 
    Victor spun as armor plating fell away like dying leaves. His exposed eye looked down at the metal plates as they sprinkled to the floor before he regained his balance. Spending a point of Strength, the Bone Sword vibrated to life. 
 
    “They are using EMP and Neural Disruptor charges,” Wynn shouted over comms. 
 
    Victor’s brow shot up and he pointed his Bone Sword to the advancing sentries. “They are not trying to kill us?” 
 
    A sentry aimed and fired. A blue energy bolt struck Victor’s shoulder, armor plating falling away. The Blade stumbled back and then planted his feet as he aimed and roared. The bone sword vibrated before a shockwave blasted outward. The air rippled as it struck the advancing sentries like a storm surge. Sentries were flung like rag dolls by the dozens, crashing into others. Like dominoes, the whole front line crumbled from the blast, scattering weapons and many robotic limbs. 
 
    Victor looked down at the bone sword. “Yes,” He shouted as he charged it with another point of Strength. 
 
    In the APC, Lily watched the exchange of plasma fire. Hand out, her staff appeared but before she ran out, Dawn was already moving. The succubus charged after her as Dawn darted toward the hanger entrance. Thick metal doors slid out and the elf poured on the speed. Before the doors closed, Dawn launched into the air, slipped sideways through the closing doors and hit the ground into a roll. Lily sped toward the closing door, the last image she saw was Dawn bolting forward before the doors slammed shut before her. The succubus rammed her fist into the door and she shouted for Victor. 
 
    Nyku turned her panther-like head to the entrance they came through and watched as the doors were closing. Dawn launched again, slipping through the doors before they closed shut. The elf brought her rifle up and joined in the firefight, her shots clumsy until she saw Victor point his bone sword and unleash a blast of power again.  
 
    The sentries attempted to stand when the second blast knocked them down. Victor rushed into the heat of battle, sword swinging and taking off sentry heads with sparks shooting into the air. The Blade was unchained, slicing rifles, arms and heads from bodies. The sword point stabbed into armored chests, the robotic sentries sparking and falling to pieces. Blue energy bolts struck the Blade and he stumbled back, his armor flaking away from each strike.  
 
    “Scan complete,” Wynn said over comms, “Buk, Diz, and Sakura, deploy.” 
 
    The three women nodded as they activated their packs. Armor slid from the packs, covering and encasing their limbs and torsos. The plating covered their faces into iron masks and even cascaded over their rounded horns. Buk and Diz lowered their bodies as they charged into the crossfire. Sakura’s pack blazed to life as she launched into the air, wings out.  
 
    May and Ema fired into the Sentries when a green bolt struck May in the side of her head. Ema reached out to grab her friend as the light went out in her eyes. May slumped to the ground and Ema jumped on her, several green bolts striking her back. Wynn didn’t wince as her command display showed May and Ema were unconscious. The fox woman continued to fire, eyes glimpsing Victor as he cut through the enemy line. 
 
    Victor sliced a sentry in half before turning the blade sideways and blocking a blue energy bolt. Body spinning, he moved like a typhoon, smashing and slicing the enemy to pieces. Plasma bolts blasted past him, punching holes in drones. The Blade kept cutting his way through before he glanced back to see Buk and Diz rushing toward him, about fifty feet apart. The Blade looked up and saw he had sliced his way under the ship and judging from Wynn’s commands, she was going to take it out. 
 
    Buk and Diz fell to all fours, rushing forward. Sakura landed on the top of the ship. Activating the command, a square metal box launched from her backpack and landed on the ship’s hull. Spikes clamped onto the metal sheet and a red light blinked. Sakura was ready to launch into the air when a gun turret emerged from the ceiling, targeted the harpy and opened fire. Green bolts rained down just as the harpy launched into to the air and striking her back.  
 
    A screech filled the area amid plasma fire as Sakura spiraled from the air and hit the ground hard. Dawn and Leah moved forward, firing into the sentries, eyes on the fallen harpy. Haaki moved from her cover to assist when a green bolt struck her leg. The panther woman fell to one knee before several more bolts struck her dead center of her chest. Nyku rushed out, grabbing the fallen Haaki and pulled her back to cover. Dawn fired as she rushed forward when energy bolts shot past a little too close. A sentry aimed at the elf and pulled the trigger. Leah jumped in the way, taking the hit, her body hitting the floor and unmoving. 
 
    “Dawn, get back,” Victor shouted as he sliced a sentry in two. 
 
    The elf ignored him as she flipped into the air and landed by the fallen Sakura. The harpy moaned as the elf grabbed her leg and began to pull.  Victor knew she would be cut down at any moment. Spending another Strength point, he charged the bone sword and unleashed another shockwave. The blast sent sentries hurtling back. 
 
    Buk and Diz rushed until they were well enough under the forward section of the black and silver ship. Staying on all fours, commands were spoken. From the middle of their backs, square boxes launched upwards until they touched the hull. Claws clamped onto the metal hull and a red light flashed. Buk and Diz turned and rushed back, rising up on two legs and arms out to help their fallen comrades. Buk grabbed Dawn while Diz grabbed Sakura. Diz hoisted the harpy over her shoulder as they rushed back to the others. 
 
    “Pull back now,” Wynn ordered Victor over comms. 
 
    Victor saw the blinking red lights on the metal boxes and he took steps back while knocking away energy bolts. Backpedaling, Victor remained calm as parts of his armor were blasted off and falling like metal rain. The horde of sentries continued to advance, firing non-stop. Victor blocked a blue bolt when several more hit his stomach. Armor plates fell away as he stumbled back. Head turning and then his body, light flashed, striking his back as he tried to run. Victor fought to keep his balance as energy bolts relentlessly continued to fire. 
 
    A side door slid open and Victor turned his gaze to two women struggling against metal clamps on their limbs. Heat touched his eyes as he saw them pleading in a side room, their mouths gagged. 
 
    Wynn looked over to the open room, “Victor, don’t!” 
 
    The Blade saw them, his heart whispering they belonged to Vala. 
 
    Listen to Wynn! It’s a trap! 
 
    The Blade spent a point of Strength and activated his Jump ability. Without a second thought, he launched into the air. Sword swinging, he knocked a blue energy bolt away as he came down, hit the floor and slid into the room. The door slid shut behind him as enemy fire filled the hanger. 
 
    Wynn cursed under her breath as she readied to activate the explosives. Sentries turned their rifles, firing blue energy bolts at the metal boxes while turret guns fired down on the one Sakura planted. Wynn activated the command and the squad braced for the explosions.  
 
    The light on the boxes died before turrets and sentries turned their attention to resistance fighters and resumed fire.  
 
    “Victor,” Buk screamed as she charged back into the fight.  
 
    The ram rushed toward the door when blue energy bolts struck her. Armor was blasted away as she kept up her pace. When her chest plate was blasted off, green bolts rammed into her body and she slowed. 
 
    “I’m coming…for you…Victor…,” the ram woman said as her charge slowed. 
 
    Wynn and Dawn watched as Buk fell to her knees before another green bolt hit her between the eyes and she slumped to the ground. The rain of energy bolts stormed on as the remaining squad huddled, all means of escape cut off. Wynn was the only one returning fire, growling with foul contempt. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stepped toward the women bound to the wall when a side wall slid open and three sentries stepped out. The Blade flashed toward them, bone sword cleaving one in half and then beheading another.  
 
    The last one lifted its hands, digital face turning white, “We come in peace.” 
 
    Victor’s sword was an inch from the sentry’s neck, his eyes hard. The smooth face of the sentry shifted and swirled in digital light before a woman’s face appeared. Victor was stunned by the angelic beauty but he kept the sword at the sentry’s neck. 
 
    “I only wish for some time with Vala’s chosen,” the woman said in a harmonic voice. 
 
    “What is this all about,” Victor demanded. 
 
    “Please put the sword down so we may discuss in peace,” the woman asked as she lowered her hands. 
 
    Victor did not comply. 
 
    A digital screen appeared on one of the walls and it blinked to life. Victor glanced to it, seeing his friends hunkering down as the horde of sentries moved closer. 
 
    “They will not last much longer. My sentries are using non-fatal means to subdue them, but I can easily have them executed if you do not give me a chance to speak.” 
 
    Victor looked to the screen and then to the two women bound to the wall. Pulling his sword back, he let it point to the floor as he took several steps back, putting his body between the sentry and the prisoners. 
 
    “Thank you, Victor Hobbs,” the face smiled. 
 
    “You have my attention,” Victor said as he charged the Bone Sword. 
 
    The Sentry nodded. “I am Xull. Caretaker, Guardian, and Provider for all who dwell here.” 
 
    “Slave owner is more like it. I know you want to keep the populace under your control and you execute those who do not conform.” 
 
    Xull’s digital face did not change. “As with all high ideals, their meaning can be lost in translation. I only wish to protect those who cannot protect themselves. It is my directive, my sacred duty to ensure all living beings are safe from an indifferent universe. I bring order to chaos.” 
 
    “You kill those who don’t fall in line,” Victor spit. 
 
    Xull gave Victor a kind smile. “I can understand your confusion. When you saved Lily and the others from the medical tower, they informed you that those who reject their digital lives are slain which is far from the truth. I have those who reject the implants moved to locations far from the cities so they cannot infect others. The two women behind you were early discoveries of the nano-shell rejections but as you can see, they are alive and healthy.” 
 
    Xull kept her kind smile, “What you have been told has been a lie.” 
 
    The metal clamps on the two acolytes hissed and popped open. The women fell to their knees, rubbing their arms as their gags fell away, eyes filled with confused fear. 
 
    “With all beginning relationships, a display of trust must be forged,” Xull said before she turned her head to the screen. 
 
    Victor watched as the sentries stopped firing and halted their advance. Wynn fired and ducked down. The hanger grew quiet as nothing moved. 
 
    “I don’t not wish for any further violence, hear what I have to propose and we can decide afterwards the next course of actions.” 
 
    “You lured us here to talk,” Victor said with a blank expression. 
 
    “It was the only logical way to ensure we can speak. I allowed Wynn to gain enough information so she could not resist coming here. I made it difficult enough where she would need to summon you to assist.” 
 
    Xull stepped closer, walking past Victor and kneeling down to one of the women. Metal hands reached out and helped her to her feet. Xull moved to the next one and did the same. The two women eyed the sentry in disbelief as they moved to Victor’s side. 
 
    “This trying to be nice isn’t going to work,” Victor said, sword at the ready. 
 
    Xull stood before Victor, eyes bright. “Your mistrust is noted, but we must discuss the future. I am aware of all six realms and what dwells in each one. For a long time, there was a stable harmony between all. When your goddess was slain, the harmony was broken and thus began a period of discord. I was content to shut off my realm to the others to ensure those I cared for were shielded from the growing chaos. I learned that self-imposed exile only slowed down what was to come.” 
 
    Xull stepped back, hands behind her, “Your arrival has stirred many to action. The realms gather their forces for a war none have seen in millennia. You are the direct cause and key to the growing tide of chaos. My power had allowed from some protection, but logic dictates in order to survive the coming storm, one must align with those to become stronger.” 
 
    Xull smiled, “I come to you, Victor Hobbs, to create an alliance between Vala and my realm.” 
 
    “The ship out there doesn’t look like it was built for peace.” 
 
    The sentry nodded. “It is the first of many being constructed. Peace cannot be gained by words, but by actions.” 
 
    “Action huh, how about you end the war with the resistance and then maybe we can talk more.” 
 
    Xull closed her eyes for a moment before opening them again, “The resistance was built by my design. Many believe they found a loophole in my logic matrix, but I knew there must be a resistance to ensure the majority of the population would stay under my control. Many admire and hate the resistance, but seeing their actions play out keep the populace from joining except for the most determined.  
 
    “If I wished, my forces would have stormed the sublevels and executed everyone with a single command. I allow them to serve a purpose so society remains guarded under my watchful eye. But times are beginning to change. The small chess game is being pushed aside by a much larger one. For that, I ask for your consideration of an alliance.” 
 
    Victor looked away, thoughts spiraling in his mind. Not sure what to think, it seemed odd for the Xull mainframe to create such an elaborate plot just so they could meet and discuss terms. The amount of history between all the realms was mind boggling, but Victor couldn’t bring himself to completely distrust Xull. She was well within her power to slaughter everyone, but she had her soldiers firing disabling shots. Horrific thoughts swirled as Victor imagined what the losses would have been if they were firing full plasma bursts. 
 
    Xull moved to the door and it opened. “I don’t expect an answer at the moment. I’m sure you must confer with others, but to answer your previous request, the war with the resistance is over. Tonight, is the final confrontation between my forces and those who have rebelled. When we depart, I will notify all those in the resistance of new terms and peaceful resolutions. The general public will understand what has transpired as new enemies gather at the gates. Congratulations, you have assisted in ending the conflict.” 
 
    Xull stepped out into the hanger. Victor followed, the two acolytes trailing behind. Wynn, Dawn, and Diz looked over the crates and equipment to see a sentry with a woman’s face, Victor and two other women emerge from the side room. 
 
    “Victor?” Wynn shouted. 
 
    The Blade let his bone sword slid back into his wrist as he waved his hands overhead. “It’s over.” 
 
    Furry ears and heads poked up from behind cover, staring at the Blade as he walked toward them. 
 
    “Xull is ending the war with the resistance.” 
 
    “You are all free,” Xull smiled. 
 
    Wynn grimaced as she dropped her plasma rifle and pulled her pistol. Stepping from around the barricade, she marched toward Xull and lifted the pistol, aiming for her head. Victor spent a point of Strength, flashed forward in a blur, grabbed her wrist and pointed it upward as she pulled the trigger. A plasma bolt shot up, causing a blast mark on the ceiling. 
 
    “Victor, she’s lying! You can’t be taken in by her deceit. She has killed many of my friends,” Wynn growled as her eyes watered. 
 
    Victor looked into Wynn’s eyes with darkness under his. “She is ending the conflict so we can band together against bigger threats. She wants to be an ally.” 
 
    “I took no joy in the death of your compatriots,” Xull said with a sad expression. 
 
    Wynn glared at the sentry before trying to pull away from Victor’s grip. “Let go of me! I’ll shoot her and every fucking sentry until we are all free!” 
 
    Victor held fast, “You are free.” 
 
    Wynn’s eyes widened before weakness flowed into her legs. The fox woman let out a small howl before falling to her knees. Victor let go and knelt with her. Wynn gave a sad growl before flinging her arms around him as he held her close. The doors behind them opened and Lily rushed in. Buk, Sakura, and many others stirred awake. The sentries holstered their weapons, turned and marched back to the walls, taking their places on racks and sliding in as another row took their place. 
 
    Tears streaked down over fur as Wynn looked to Victor. “This…is the end?” 
 
    “A new beginning,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “You have my word; I will broadcast the end of the conflict. There will be no reason for any further internal strife. You are free to dwell in the sublevels or the cities above,” Xull said before turning her digital gaze to Victor. 
 
    “When the time comes, Victor, may we be on the same side against the darkness.” 
 
    The resistance fighters gathered their own as they slowly moved to the exit. Victor helped Wynn to her feet while glancing back to Xull’s pleasant demeanor. The sentry waved as angelic eyes blinked on a digital face. Lily moved to Victor’s side, helping Wynn walk as robotic bodies returned to work on the giant ship.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Victor sat on a wide couch, Lisa 998 and Linda 702 on either side of him. Energy swirled as the Blade tried to concentrate through the haze. Vala’s power glowed and the two women, former prisoners of Xull, could not keep their hands and eyes off Vala’s Champion. 
 
    Wynn paced as she spoke. The fox woman was clearly having a conversation with others while the main screen in the hidden base showed Xull’s angelic features as she declared that the internal strife has ended. The face spoke, pardoning the resistance and encouraging an end to the fighting once and for all. Several smaller screens to the side showed street levels, Xull Citizens holding up flags and large media pads, displaying “We are one!”, “End the real violence!” and “Peace to all!”  
 
    Lily stood off to the side, arms crossed as she looked to the screens. Dawn sat in a seat, oval eyes drinking in Xull’s words. The rest of the resistance fighters working under Wynn were scattered across the large room, watching as the end to the long war had finally come. 
 
    “Several cells have already entered the higher levels and they are not being detained or questioned. This is real,” Wynn nearly shouted. 
 
    “We dreamed about you for so long,” Lisa said with warm eyes. 
 
    “We knew you would come,” Linda smiled. 
 
    Victor glanced to each one, not wanting to be rude as he listened to Wynn and Xull on screen. He understood his duty, but he couldn’t resist trying to hear every bit of information as it was happening. Warm hands snaked into his pants as he ignored the two women at his sides and focused on Wynn. 
 
    The fox threw her hands up and turned to Victor. “I’m finished with the call, but this new peace will take some time to get used to. Nearly thirty percent believe this is a trap to lure us out of hiding and end it once and for all. Others have already left their locations and entered the higher levels with citizens welcoming them with open arms.” 
 
    “It’s okay to be cautiously optimistic,” Victor said as fingers curled around his hardening member. 
 
    Wynn looked down to Victor’s bulge, Lisa and Linda smiling as they played with him. “Time will tell. What’s next for you…after Lisa and Linda have their way with you?” 
 
     Victor grinned, “We have to go to another realm for Vala.” 
 
    Lily looked away, pain in her eyes. Dawn noticed it as she glanced to the succubus before looking down. Buk and Diz sat diagonally from Victor, hungry eyes on the Blade and the women at his sides. The large room seemed to grow warmer with lustful intent, but it was Wynn who turned away and sighed. 
 
    “You said Xull mentioned something about gaining allies. How do you feel about that?” 
 
    “It felt genuine. She could have stopped all of us, but she didn’t. She wanted a meeting, but had to lure us into it. There are bigger things going on across the realms and I think Xull is preparing for something that may affect all of us,” Victor said as his pants became undone and Lisa stroked his member. 
 
    Wynn turned back around and leaned against a nearby desk, “I’m not entirely convinced either, but it would be wrong if I dismissed the possibility.” 
 
    “For now, I say celebrate, but keep your eyes open,” Victor smiled before he sucked in a small amount of air, Lisa’s lips wrapping around his member. 
 
    Wynn looked down at Lisa’s bobbing head, “I see the celebrations are already starting.” 
 
    “It seems so,” the Blade smiled before Linda pressed her lips to his in a deep kiss. 
 
    “We want to celebrate,” Buk and Diz shouted in unison. 
 
    Lily smirked, “We will stay for a little while, but we have to move on soon. I’m sure a little celebrating is in order.” 
 
    Wynn nodded. “I’ll break out some stored wine.” 
 
    The mood shifted to a cloud of warm bliss and relief. Buk and Diz stood up and stalked closer, licking their lips at the sight of Victor being attacked. The rest of the room looked on, Vala’s touch warming their hearts. The screens in the background played on, Xull citizens and animal resistance fighters cheering in the dark and gloomy day. 
 
    *** 
 
    Deep heaviness caressed Victor’s body as he fell asleep amid a pile of bodies. Buk squeezed his hand before he slipped away and floated in a misty gloom. It wasn’t long before Lily and Dawn materialized beside him, boots touching soft, ethereal ground. Memories played out in Victor’s mind of the demanding orgy he just experienced before his body gave out. Despite the influence he had over his body, satisfying that many women had become a herculean task; one he knew with enough rest would do again. With two knew divine orbs, he was ready to move on to the next part of Vala’s crusade.  
 
    Lily’s eyes contained a sliver of darkness as she stood. Dawn stepped closer to Victor and smiled. 
 
    “Night Sun is next,” the elf said, her words echoing through the mists. 
 
    “Dawn,” Lily began with a heavy heart, “I want it just to be me and Victor for this one.” 
 
    The elf looked to the succubus, “Wouldn’t it be safer if we all went together?” 
 
    Lily crossed her arms, darkness under her eyes smoothing to sad regret. “I…don’t wish to get into the details, but Victor and I need to do this alone.” 
 
    Dawn took a step back, oval eyes taking on an understanding gaze. “I’ll return to Vala’s mountain. I’m sure Night misses me anyway.” 
 
    Victor stood, unsure what to say. 
 
    Dawn looked to Victor, “Take care of her. I’ll be waiting if you need help. Cassandra will be able to send me to you so don’t hesitate to call on her.” 
 
    The elf stepped to Lily and gave her a big hug, “We will be here for you when you return.” 
 
    Lily nodded as the elf pulled away. With a wave goodbye, Dawn stepped further into the mists and faded from sight. Victor turned to Lily, silent as a tomb. 
 
    The succubus took hold of his hand and they began to walk.  
 
    “I knew this night would come and I don’t want to drag anyone else into it,” Lily said in a small voice. 
 
    “Is it because of your family,” Victor said as he remembered the shared dream he had with the demoness. 
 
    Lily looked down, “I know you have been wondering why I’ve been on edge for a while. Vala has sent me dreams…visions of Night Sun and my family. I know I have unfinished business with them and it seems Vala is directing us to complete it.” 
 
    “We don’t have to go,” Victor said with an understanding edge. “I could go and find acolytes while you return to the mountain.” 
 
    Lily shook her head slightly, “No. Vala has been preparing me for this and I won’t let her and you down. I’m your Shield and partner. We have to do this together.” 
 
    “Lily, we can do this another time. Maybe we should visit Valis and take care of what needs to be done there?” 
 
    “Victor, I know you're trying to help, but the best thing we can do now is get it over with. I can’t run from my past any longer.” 
 
    The mists thinned as they walked. An eerie darkness touched the tendrils of mists and oval shapes of red glowed in the distance. The mists parted and before Victor knew it, he walked into a black forest, trees filled with crimson colored leaves. The bark was black as pitch and patches of dark green grass dotted the landscape.  
 
    Victor looked up, eyes drinking in an eclipse and streaks of comets in the starry sky. The air contained hints of sulfur and odd glows dotted the forest around them. Victor looked to a patch of glowing moss clinging to a tree, colors swirling in different patterns. 
 
    “Welcome to Night Sun,” Lily said with a sarcastic, sad edge. 
 
    Victor looked back up to the sky, streaking comets painting the heavens in different colors. The sun burned like embers in a dying fire, a planet or moon directly in front of it as its dim halo flared around it. It was awe inspiring and unsettling at the same time. A long moment ticked by and the sun and planet moved as one, casting a thick shadow over the realm. 
 
    Lily looked up with glowing red eyes, “The planet is tidal locked with one of our moons. The sun is dim but we only get its real light at dawn and dusk. During the day, it is a permanent eclipse every day.” 
 
    “And the comets,” Victor asked as he couldn’t stop admiring their beauty. 
 
    “Tens of thousands of comets circle our system and almost every night they fly past. They never seem to intersect with our world, trapped in a stream around our solar system.” 
 
    Lily lowered her gaze and peered into the darkness beyond the trees. “Victor, I have to tell you a few things before we continue.” 
 
    Victor looked down to the beautiful demoness. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    The succubus continued, “My family home is not far from here. I remember these woods from my childhood. When we go, understand that society and family are different here than in the other realms. I know I told you how my people preyed on each other, eating the weak until we discovered a food that could sustain us. Blood Fruit stabilized my people into a working society. Farmers are similar to feudal lords and hold a lot of power. All farmers are considered royalty and should be treated as such.” 
 
    Lily hesitated before she continued, “My father…like most of my people…will test you. Vala wants me to return here and I will follow her commands but Victor, please promise me, whatever happens, don’t let any of them push you beyond your limit.” 
 
    “It sounds like they might pick a fight,” Victor tried to smile. 
 
    Lily looked away, “They may…I don’t know. It’s been so long; I hold a spark of hope that my father will be relieved seeing me after all these years.” 
 
    “What about your mother?” 
 
    Lily gave a faint smile, “I don’t doubt she missed me. She was always so kind compared to my father.” 
 
    Victor took Lily’s hands into his, lifted them up and kissed her fingers. “I will follow your lead on this one. I know it must be hard returning home, but I will be here to support you through it.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lily said before pulling her hands away and began walking. 
 
    Victor followed, remembering the dream they shared. Vala was directing their crusade, but it seemed Lily was fighting it. The succubus was working through her inner turmoil, but seemed to only recently accept what had to be done. The only thing needling away at Victor was why here on her father’s farm? Lily was a Shield of Vala, but why direct them to this location? It didn’t sit well with him to think that such an abusive demon would be connected with Vala’s crusade.  
 
    Victor tried to rein in his thoughts. He didn’t know the whole history, but from what Lily told him, it wasn’t anything positive. They were walking into Lily’s past and Vala’s Blade had to keep himself in check. Respecting Lily’s wishes came first, but scenarios played in his mind’s eye of what he would do if her father said and did anything out of line. 
 
    They are a different people. This might be the one time you don’t follow the knight in shining armor routine. 
 
    “Easier said than done,” Victor mentally said to himself. 
 
    Do you think she will forgive you if you punch him in the face? 
 
    “I hope we don’t find out,” Victor mentally smiled. 
 
    You’re not filling me with a whole lot of confidence. 
 
    “Have I ever,” Victor mentally smiled wider. 
 
    Come to think of it… 
 
    The Blade smirked as Chill trailed off. The black forest parted before the pair as they walked out into a wide field. In the distance, gourds glowed from standing vines. A pulsating light painted the far edge of the field, a wood fence bordering it. To the right, a long, flat ranch house stood complete with a well and a barn between it and the fields. Victor thought it looked like something from a Tim Burton movie and at any moment Jack Skellington or Beetlejuice would appear. Comets slowly crossed the star lit sky as the dim sun moved across the heavens to the east. 
 
    Lily took a deep breath as she walked. Victor was by her side, taking and squeezing her hand. The succubus gave him a warm smirk before pulling away and walking ahead. A door opened to the ranch house and a woman stepped out. Long black hair flowed from a widow’s peak, over her head and past her shoulders. Pale red skin shined in the low light as a pointed tail snaked back and forth. Small black horns rose up from her forehead and a razor smile bloomed as she stepped off the porch and began walking toward them. As she drew closer, Victor noticed the striking similarity between her and Lily. If they had the same colored skin, they would look almost exactly alike. A dress with a red leaf pattern covered her womanly form, cleavage straining against the top, begging to be released. 
 
    The woman approached with outstretched arms, “My Lily has come home.” 
 
    “Mother,” Lily said as she stepped to outstretched arms and hugged her mother. 
 
    Victor stayed about ten feet away as the two women held each other. At the small distance, Victor could see the small wrinkles in the corner of her eyes. Aside from that, she was womanly with curves and smooth skin. The Blade wondered if Lily ate a little more, they would look like identical twins. 
 
    Lily pulled away and turned sideways, “Mother, this is Victor Hobbs.” 
 
    Dark eyes shined in the low light as she held out her hand, “Nyla Brightblood, Lily’s mother.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Victor said as he stepped closer and took her hand.  
 
    Eyes bulging, the Blade was caught off guard as the demon woman pulled him into her strong embrace, pressing her body to his. Arms tight around his waist, she smiled evilly as she kept him close. 
 
    “Now I understand the love in my daughter’s eyes. You feel delicious,” Nyla said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Victor’s body was stiff against the demon mother, giving her a warm smile. 
 
    Lily smiled. “Mother, you’re being a little too friendly.” 
 
    “Can you blame me? He is a looker,” Nyla said and licked the tip of Victor’s nose. 
 
    Victor’s brow shot up as a hand squeezed his ass. 
 
    “Where’s father,” Lily asked like it took all of her strength to say it. 
 
    “He’s in the barn, getting everything locked down before night fall. The imps have been raiding the stores again and he’s tired of killing them. He is setting traps,” Nyla said before turning her attention to Victor while still holding him, “I hope you like imp? We caught a few and their flesh can be savory.” 
 
    “I’ll try anything once,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Nyla slowly blinked, “Anything?” 
 
    Lily shook her head, “Mother, let go of his ass.” 
 
    Nyla pouted before she let go and stepped back. “Lily can be such an old maid sometimes, but something tells me you make her feel young again.” 
 
    Victor stood silently as he was completely unsure what to say. 
 
    Nyla turned and began walking back to the house, “Come in, come in. We have plenty of food and room now that the nest is empty.” 
 
    Lily and Victor followed the smiling succubus toward the house. 
 
    “What happened to everyone?” 
 
    “Your brothers and sister are schooling in Red Breeze city. Dreg thought it would be best to send them there so they understood who we supplied food to. Plus, they are in the best institution for a hundred miles. They should be finished in two years before they come back to work with your father,” Nyla said as she stepped up to the front door and entered the house. 
 
     Victor and Lily followed, stepping into the warm home. Pictures hung on walls while furniture dotted the open space. Food cooked in the kitchen, heat and steam rising up while blue flames licked at the bottom of pots. The air was serene as Victor immediately felt like he was back on Earth. It reminded him of relatives living in Texas and he remembered fondly on those visits when he was younger. 
 
    “Dinner is almost done. Lily, why don’t you give Victor the tour while I set the table,” Nyla smiled. 
 
    “I can help with setting the table,” Victor offered. 
 
    The pale red succubus eyed Victor with a whimsical smile, “Nonsense. You are our guest. Take a look around before we sit down to eat.” 
 
    The Blade returned her smile as Lily took his hand and pulled him along. Victor could hardly keep himself from smiling as Lily dragged him to a long hallway. Several doors lined the sides with one door at the end of it. Paintings of black trees and red leaves dotted the spaces between the doors. One door had several locks along the edge of it and a chain hanging across it. Victor noted it before the couple walked on. Lily reached a door and opened it. 
 
    Stepping in, Victor turned his head to take in the small room. A simple bed lay against the wall with a small book shelf opposite of it. Books filled the small shelf as a single window was partially open to the field and forest stretching on. Lily’s room looked just as it had in their shared dream and a darkness touched Victor’s eyes. 
 
    Lily looked to the bed, her demeanor taking on a nostalgic and dark turn. Tail hanging low, she sighed. “This is where it began. Where I lay, my body bruised as I cried out for Vala to save me.” 
 
    Lily turned from the bed and knelt down to her book shelf. Purple hands took hold of a thin book and pulled it out. Opening to dog eared pages, she turned and faced Victor as her eyes moved from left to right. 
 
    “This book mentions Vala, telling of her myth and legend. She accepted all, no matter how strange, unusual or beautiful. Her words helped me when I endured my father’s cruel behavior.” 
 
    Lily looked up, red eyes gleaming. “I wanted to show it to you, how it all started. I…I never thought I would share it with anyone, but here we are.” 
 
    Victor stepped closer, hand touching her arm, “We all have our pain. It doesn’t make us any less of a person.” 
 
    The succubus gave a slight nod, shadows lengthening under her eyes. “Because I have explored the realms, I can see how my people’s behavior is considered evil. I grew up knowing it deep in my heart, but to see families treating each other with love and respect, it was a concept I fell in love with. It was something I always wanted.” 
 
    “You mother seems to love you very much,” Victor added. 
 
    Lily’s body remained still as her lips parted, “She loves, but that doesn’t change her lack of empathy. She is trapped in obeying her husband. She didn’t try to stop him as he beat me. I love her because she is my mother, but fear kept her from doing anything about it. In my culture, family obeys the strongest member and if they challenge them, one will have to die either to keep the peace or take over as the strongest member. It has been that way for thousands of years and my mother will not change.” 
 
    “But you have changed…for the better,” Victor said with a kind smile. 
 
    The shadows pulled back as Lily’s eyes took on a warm edge. “Sometimes I don’t understand you. Death and violence surround us and yet you stay positive and kind. Sometimes I want to punch you.” 
 
    “And other times,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Lily looked him up and down before stepping closer, their bodies an inch apart. “Want me to suck your cock in my room?” 
 
    “Do we have time,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    Lily put her hands on his chest, “We should be quick.” 
 
    “Dinner is ready,” Nyla’s voice echoed through the home. 
 
    Victor and Lily sighed. The Blade put his arm around the succubus and they both left the small room. The pair made their way back to the main room. To the side, a small dining room was open, plates of meat and blood fruit stacked high as Nyla moved with delighted fervor. The smell of roasted imp filled the air and Victor found himself licking his lips. It smelt like chicken and he wondered if it would taste the same. 
 
    Nyla pointed to empty seats, motioning for Victor to take a seat at one end of the table while she motioned Lily to sit to Victor’s right. The Blade and Shield nodded as they moved and sat down. Nyla sat to Victor’s left and began picking up big spoons and piling cut meat and blood fruit onto plates. Lily helped and soon all the plates were filled. Nyla finished placing food on the last remaining plate and setting it down at the other end of the table. 
 
    The front door swung open. All eyes turned to the entrance, but Nyla was quick to sit down in her seat, head bowed. Victor looked to the entrance, a nervous energy crawling along his nerves. A purple skinned demonic man stepped in. Red eyes glowed as black horns rose from his forehead, similar to Lily’s. He wore clothes that looked like a cross between a high-powered suit and farm overalls. The outfit seemed to clash in an odd way like a lawyer and a farmer had a baby. The demon stepped in, a smile forming as his thin nose flared with a deep inhale. 
 
    “Nyla, dinner smells delicious,” the demon said as he crossed the main room and stood at the dining room entrance. 
 
    “Thank you, my love,” Nyla said with her head bowed. 
 
    The demon’s intense eyes fell on Lily and then turned their gaze to Victor. “We have guests.” 
 
    “Dreg, this is Victor, Lily’s friend,” Nyla said in a neutral tone. 
 
    Dreg stepped in and put a hand on Lily’s shoulder, keeping his eyes on Victor. Lily grimaced, but didn’t pull away as fingers gently dug into her shoulder. A flame flashed in Victor’s heart as he watched Lily become uncomfortable. The air took on a sardonic edge as Dreg leaned over and gave Lily a peck on the cheek, but never breaking eye contact with Victor. 
 
    He’s already testing you. What a fucking asshole. 
 
    Lily didn’t pull away, but kept her gaze on her food. Dreg stood up and stepped to the other end of the table. Sitting down, he took an exaggerated sniff of the steamy food in front of him. 
 
    “So good to have a home cooked meal,” Dreg grinned evilly before picking up a napkin and laying it across his lap. 
 
    No one at the table moved until Dreg took his fork and stabbed a piece of meat. The moment he placed it in his mouth, Nyla and Lily began stabbing and lifting small chunks of meat to their waiting mouths. Victor found himself staring hard at Lily’s father. When he caught himself, he had to purposely push away the growing fire and lifted a chunk of meat to his mouth. Teeth closing and succulent flesh touching his tongue, the Blade’s eyes widened a little. He wasn’t sure what to expect and he certainly didn’t expect how flavorful imp meat really was. It was seasoned and cooked so well, it practically melted in his mouth. 
 
    Dreg looked over as he chewed, “What brings you back after all this time? We thought you would never return.” 
 
    “I wanted to show my friend where I grew up,” Lily said without looking up. 
 
    Dreg’s eyes slid over to stare at Victor, “Friend? So, you are Lily’s friend.” 
 
    “Best…friend,” Victor said with a small grin. 
 
     Dreg’s eyes took on a sinister glint, “Best friend. I hope our modest home is appealing. It hasn’t been the same since the children left.” 
 
    Dreg turned his attention to Lily, “I miss your brothers and sister. They know their place in the family.” 
 
    Lily’s lip wrinkled, but she continued to eat. 
 
    “It’s so nice to have Lily back home,” Nyla said with happy edge. 
 
    “It depends. Are you still a failure?” 
 
    Victor’s fingers curled into a fist on the table. Lily gave him a look and shook her head. Nyla’s eyes sagged as she watched. Dreg turned his attention to Victor, gaze drifting down to the young man’s closed fist. 
 
    “Tell me, best friend to my daughter; does she still speak of how cruel I was to her? How I beat her routinely and cursed her because of her holy abilities?” 
 
    Victor stopped chewing, the air growing heavy. 
 
    Lily put down her fork, “Father, he is a guest. Can you save your boorish behavior for after we leave?” 
 
    Dreg picked up his napkin and dotted the corner of his mouth. “Why should I? You have been gone a long time and then return out of nowhere with…with a man clearly from another realm. Are we to put up a façade for his benefit? I’m sure you spoke highly of us while you were gone. Tell me Victor, will anything I say change the picture you have already painted of me?” 
 
    “It’s not my place to say anything about your family or your history,” Victor said with a hard edge. 
 
    Dreg smirked. “You have manners even if your attitude betrays you. But I am not being a gracious host.” 
 
    The demon stood up and crossed the dining room to a small closet. Opening it, he pulled out a bottle of wine. The rest of the table watched as he hefted it in his hand before taking out a corkscrew and stabbing the cork. A few short moments later, Dreg began to pour a thick red liquid into everyone’s glasses. Setting the bottle on the table, Dreg sat in his chair and lifted his glass. 
 
    “A 1499 vintage, it was meant to only be opened during a time of celebration. I can think of no better time than now, my daughter returning and bringing a close friend to our humble home.” 
 
    Glasses were raised in toast. All four sipped the dark red liquid in unison before putting their glasses on the table. Victor couldn’t deny it tasted delicious. He fought the urge to gulp more down. It had an addictive quality that begged for more, a mixture of berries and oak sliding down his throat. 
 
    Dreg continued to hold his glass as everyone at the table continued to eat. “Victor, I am pleased Lily brought you to meet us. She must really love you.” 
 
    “Father, please stop,” Lily huffed. 
 
    “Why daughter? It’s clear he is in love with you. Why would he brave our realm otherwise? People from other realms do not come here unless they are in love…or lust. It is one of our greatest attributes.” 
 
    “I’ve always wanted to visit. I’ve heard about how demons became civilized after cultivating blood fruit. Now I can mark it off my bucket list,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Dreg gave a deep chuckle, sitting back and taking another sip of wine. “Such a small reason for our grand realm, Lily could have told you more if she would come here more often. Our military have conquered the wilds. Education and food fill the minds and bodies of our people. We have created impressive works of art, literature and dance. It’s only a matter of time before our leaders open the borders further between the realms so we can peacefully coexist with the other five realms.  
 
    “It will be a glorious new era and our people will lead it, dispelling fear and prejudice and bringing hope back.” 
 
    Victor sipped his wine before putting the glass down, “I didn’t know the realms have lost hope.” 
 
    Dreg gave a sly smirk, “If you opened your eyes, you would see the despair across the realms. I have brokered deals with the Dark Spire realm and some locations in Eddor. They hunger for magical knowledge and history. They are just two who wish to help bring a new golden age. The hate has boiled away and a new order is in demand. We stand on the cusp of a true empire and we wish to aid in its growth.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed, “An empire needs an emperor. Who will lead this great new empire?” 
 
    Dreg gave a small nod, “The people of the realms will decide. I am just a humble farmer doing my part for the greater good.” 
 
    “I doubt that. You have brokered deals so I assume you are more than just a farmer. If I may ask, who would you have lead the six realms?” 
 
    Dreg’s eyes shined in the dining room light, “The citizens of Valis are a kind and powerful people. They would be most adept on bringing order to the chaos…if they survive much longer.” 
 
    Dreg finished his glass of wine before he continued. “But if they cannot, our leaders will be up to the task.” 
 
    “I guess the people will have their hands full on deciding who will rule them,” Victor said as he looked away. 
 
    The mood turned to undercurrents of jagged gloom. Victor could feel Dreg’s attempts at goading him on and they were not subtle. The demon took no opportunity to hide his expressions or his opinions as he spoke like a monster that feared nothing. Victor’s mind drifted to his promise to Lily and now knew why she had him do it. She knew he would test boundaries and Victor misjudged just how brazen Lily’s father could be. 
 
    Dreg picked at his food absently as he turned his chin toward Lily, “Tell me daughter, are you still worshipping that dead goddess or have you moved on?” 
 
    Lily gave her father a tired expression, “What do you care?” 
 
    “How can a father not care about what his child reads? I have spent some time reading your little library. I wanted to understand you more. When I came across the myths and legends of gods and saw the folded corner of a page, it began to make sense on what you are.” 
 
    Lily eyed her father with shadows under her eyes, “And what am I?” 
 
    Dreg leered before smoothing it away, “Why an abomination. Do you still heal the wounded like that imp caught in a trap so long ago? They are animals and it still bit you after you freed and healed it. How my intelligent daughter could follow a dead goddess is beyond me.” 
 
    “How could you not understand after reading my books? As for the imp, it was a chance I was willing to take. I would heal a thousand imps even if each one bit me afterwards. You have called me an abomination for so long, the word has lost all meaning.” 
 
    Lily stabbed her fork into a slab of meat, “You will never open your eyes to anything more than what you are! There is love…real love in the universe and you sit content to push the old ways to the breaking point. Your corner of the realms means nothing and you can’t admit in the universe that you are less than nothing.” 
 
    Lily heaved as she stared daggers into her father. Victor’s body tensed as the succubus trembled slightly from her outburst. Nyla bowed her head in sad defeat as Dreg simply looked to his daughter. A long moment passed before Dreg stood up and bowed his head. 
 
    “Lilith, I am truly sorry for how I treated you. I had to see for myself if you still held that fire in your spirit. I was cruel because I wanted to make you stronger. I knew if others found out about your abilities, they would hunt you down and kill you before killing us for having you. You may not understand, but I wanted to protect you by teaching you to be strong and I see that you are very strong. Forgive this old demon.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened in shock as she looked up to her father in disbelief. Victor couldn’t keep his jaw from dropping as he looked on from across the table. Nyla gave a shy smile, but kept her head bowed. 
 
    “You can’t mean that,” Lily said in a low voice. 
 
    Dreg lifted his horned head and smiled. “I have had a long time to think about you. I always admired your spirit. Compared to your siblings, you are the strongest among them. I was filled with sadness and regret when you left. Seeing you at the dinner table when I came in caused my heart to soar.” 
 
    Dreg turned his attention to Victor, “And I must apologize to you Victor. I hope you can understand my protective feelings for my daughter. To see her with such a strong, young man tells me you will treat her like the beautiful creature she is.” 
 
    Lily’s fingers curled into tight fists, “This…is not real.” 
 
    Nyla lifted her head, “Your father often told me he missed you. We didn’t know where you were so we could not call you back home. Your father made deals in the realms to see if he could hear anything about you.” 
 
    The succubus eyed her father, a tenderness touching her demeanor. Victor sat, unsure what to say. It all sounded so genuine and sincere, he could hardly believe it. He only knew Lily’s side, but to see them talk to her like family, it tugged at his own heart, a deep part of him missing his mother and father. 
 
    Dreg turned his attention to Nyla, “Bring out some cake. I want to talk with Victor outside. Lily, will you assist your mother?” 
 
    Lily hesitated. 
 
    “I just want to know him a little better. He is your best friend and I should know what kind of man he is to be seeing my daughter.” 
 
    Nyla stood up with a fanged smile. Lily moved on automatic, helping to clear the table. Victor watched her, seeing her heart cracking as the moment overtook her. The anger he felt before drained away as the warmth of home seemed to sink into his spirit. Was this why Vala meant to bring them here? Did she know that they would welcome her back with open arms? 
 
    Victor, don’t fall for it. Isn’t it a little odd he would test you and Lily and then change his tune? 
 
    Victor let Chill’s words swirl in his mind, but he didn’t answer. Dreg moved to the main room while beckoning Victor with a finger. The young man stood up as Nyla smiled to her daughter. Lily gave her mother a smile before turning that smile to Victor. In that moment, she danced with a happy heart. He could tell just by the childlike gaze; a weight was pulled from her shoulders as she considered her father was telling the truth. 
 
    Dreg stepped outside and left the door opened. Victor followed with cautious eyes. Stepping outside, the young man turned to see Dreg walking along. Picking up the pace, he soon reached Dreg’s side as they walked along. The barn stood in the small distance between the house and the fields. Red gourds glowed against the inky darkness of night. Dim stars twinkled as comets crossed the heavens in an endless stream. 
 
    Dreg reached into his jacket and pulled out two things that strangely looked like cigars. “Do you smoke?” 
 
    “Not really,” Victor said honestly. 
 
    “Tonight, you do,” Dreg said as he handed a cigar to Victor. “We are celebrating the return of my daughter and meeting her best friend.” 
 
    Dreg put the cigar between his lips and the end flared into a small flame. Victor put the cigar to his lips and the end of his burned into flaking embers. He took a small inhale, the taste smooth on his senses before he coughed. Dreg looked to the young man with a knowing smile as he puffed away. 
 
    The air took on scent of heavy aroma as wisps of smoke curled upwards. Muscles relaxed as the cigar seemed to the take the edge off. Victor started to enjoy it, moving it around like those military leaders in World War 2 movies. Glancing to the side, Victor could see in through the kitchen window, Lily and Nyla setting a cake and utensils down on the table. 
 
    “They are beautiful,” Dreg said with the cigar in his mouth. 
 
    Victor puffed but said nothing. 
 
    “Lily is very much like me and her mother, strong and insatiable. If you like, you can have my bed and sleep with my wife if you desire.” 
 
    Victor’s brow shot up as he didn’t believe what he just heard. 
 
    “I understand it might not be like the other realms but here, we share our bodies with visitors. It cements new and old bonds. I know my wife will not complain.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I must decline. Lily and I won’t be staying long.” 
 
    Dreg raised a bony eyebrow, “You must stay. It would be rude if you left before the sunrise. The fields and roads out here are still dangerous to travelers.” 
 
    “Thank you, but I think we only came for a short visit.” 
 
    Dreg looked up to the stream of comets and sighed. “My daughter can be a handful. I hope you are up to the task of being with her.” 
 
    “Like everything in life, we will manage,” Victor said and coughed. 
 
    Dreg looked to Victor and gave him a wide smile. “Tell me, do you follow Vala as well?” 
 
    The Blade simply nodded. They already knew Lily followed the goddess so he didn’t see why he would have to hide it from them. 
 
    Dreg’s eyes glowed before a puff of smoke clouded his face. “My contacts in the other realms have spoken of her returning. The realms will never be the same if she truly comes back. Wars will diminish and love will bloom again. That is a commodity sorely missed here in Night Sun.” 
 
    The cigar smoke floated away and Dreg faced Victor, “You seem like a nice guy. I hope you remain nice when I claim my daughter.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, slightly lost. 
 
    Dreg gave the young man a hard stare, “It is custom for the leader of the family to subject the family to their will. The best way is to ensure they understand who the leader of the family is by making them moan in submission. Lily’s mother, brothers, and sister understand their place. Lily has not been trained because I would not stick my cock in her as long as she had her holy power.  
 
    “Times are changing and if Vala is going to return, my daughter must know her place.” 
 
    Victor took the cigar from his mouth with his left hand as his right hand curled into a tight fist. 
 
    Dreg looked down at the tight fist and gave a sly smirk, “It’s so easy to manipulate women. I told Nyla how I missed my daughter just so she held some hope. In truth, my daughter is still an abomination to our kind, but maybe I can fuck it out of her. We can take turns, fucking Nyla and Lily until their moans are songs in our hearts. They will thank us even after we cover their bodies in our seed.” 
 
    “I’m not having this conversation. I’m going to go inside and get Lily. We are leaving.” 
 
    Dreg’s sly smirk turned into a hard frown, “You dare challenge me to what I can have by right. Lily belongs to me before she will ever belong to you.” 
 
    The edge of Victor’s mouth twitched as he saw the monster Dreg really was.  Trying to step past the demon, Dreg lifted his hand and touched Victor’s chest, stopping him from taking another step. 
 
    “You eat my food, drink my wine and now you want to leave, denying me what is mine? How dare you.” 
 
    Victor’s brow formed a hard, bumpy V, “Out of respect, Lily and I will be leaving. Take your hand of me now.” 
 
    Dreg kept his hand on Victor’s chest, “You have fucked my daughter and I can smell her scent all over you. How tight is she? Does she moan and cry like her mother? Do you think she will call my name…or yours?” 
 
    Victor dropped the cigar, fists vibrating at his sides. “Take your hands off of me,” he said with a deep growl. 
 
    Dreg gave a wicked smile, “I will lick her tears as I convert her to Hexnia. She will moan my name until she finally sees Hexnia is the true goddess you piece of low-grade filthy trash!” 
 
    Time stopped as a point of Strength slipped into Victor’s body. When time flowed again, the Blade didn’t feel his arm pull back and shoot forward like a viper. Dreg’s evil smile disappeared as knuckles slammed into his boney face. The Blade felt no regret or remorse as Dreg’s body slammed into the side of the home, his arm smashing the window to the kitchen and sending glass through the air. 
 
    Madness took hold as Victor stalked forward. Eyes burned with hatred, his gaze laser focused on the demon as he wiped away blood from the corner of his mouth, a sinister grin forming. Slowly standing up, the demon chuckled as Victor closed the distance, raising his arm for another punch. Dreg’s eyes flashed before his clawed hand shot up, catching Victor’s fist in the blink of an eye. Arms vibrated from power as Dreg’s pointed tongue licked blood from his own lips. 
 
    “You’re not the only Champion in the realms,” Dreg grinned before driving his fist into Victor’s gut. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    Air forced out of Victor’s lungs as his body bent and flew backwards. Tumbling to the ground, his legs bent and fingers clawed into dirt to stop his momentum. Head up, fury took hold as he took a deep breath and cautiously stood up. Twenty feet away, Dreg cracked his neck and his knuckles, grinning like a monster in the dark. 
 
    “My goddess has plans for you. She sent me a vision of beating you to a pulp and I won’t lie, I relished the thought of it. Your face has haunted my dreams and now I get to break you,” Dreg said as he stepped forward. 
 
    The front door of the house burst open, Lily darting outside, followed by Nyla. The two demon women turned their wide eyes to Dreg and Victor. Lily held open her hand, staff appearing and extending in it while Nyla took a step back, fear and sadness coloring her eyes. 
 
    “Father,” Lily shouted as she took a stance. 
 
    Dreg stopped his advance and turned his wicked smile to the succubus, “Stay out of this or I’ll beat you like the ungrateful daughter you are!” 
 
    “Hexnia made him a Champion,” Victor said with a hard tone, “She directed him to defeat me and convert you.” 
 
    Dreg turned his attention back to Victor, “Your friend is right. No need to play this deception any longer. You will both know your place and I will be teaching you the narrative.” 
 
    Dreg resumed his advance on the Blade. A foul mist rose up around the demon like a toxic cloud. The yellowish cloud grew thicker and thicker until only a faint image of the demon could be seen. Lily was about to advance when misty tendrils rolled out, stretching toward her. 
 
    Victor lifted his chin in contempt as the bone sword slipped from his wrist and into his hand. Spending another Strength point, the sword was charged as he aimed it at the cloud. With a thought, a roar blasted out, striking the cloud and blowing out all the windows on this side of the house. The yellowish mist was scattered to nothing, but Dreg was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    A chill touched Victor’s neck as the temperature dropped in an instant. Spinning around, he sliced wide with his sword until it clashed with something made of darkness. Dreg grinned as he stepped out of a shadow from behind Victor, a black mace in his hand. Dull sparks flashed as the weapons vibrated against their energies. 
 
    “Hexnia told me you had gained great power, but she has gifted me with her sphere of influence. Your end will be sweet and bloody,” Dreg grinned as the yellowish mist floated from his body. 
 
    Victor pulled away, but the mist had already reached him. A mental fog poured over his mind and the world around him began to shift. Dreg’s face lengthened and stretched and Victor tried to shake it off. Time slowed down and seemed to flow sideways as he wasn’t sure what was happening until something hard struck him across the face. 
 
    Head snapping back and body flying, pain roared against the confusion and the Blade couldn’t concentrate as he hit the ground. Struggling to stand up, a black mace flashed, connecting with Victor’s cheek and sent him spinning to the ground. Yellow mist flowed over the fallen Blade, crawling into his nose and mouth, causing him to choke on it. A hand reached from the mist and grabbed Victor by the throat. With one heave, he lifted him up, the Blade struggling in the tight grasp and gasping for air. 
 
    “You never had a…,” Dreg didn’t get to finish as the bone sword shot into Victor’s hand. 
 
    The Blade coughed as he sliced down, only for the black mace to block the incoming swing. With a mental command, the air vibrated as the bone sword roared again at point blank range. Victor and Dreg were thrown from the sonic boom, disbursing the yellow mist. Dreg smacked the side to the home again and Victor landed some distance away.  
 
    Lily watched with wide eyes, seeing how the mist was slowing Victor down. The Blade struggled once again to stand up. Regaining his senses, blood filled his mouth from the blows to the face. Swelling grew as the Blade spit out two teeth. At the very least, his skull was fractured. Spending a point of Will, the pain faded to the background as he eyed the demon running toward him. 
 
    Mist fell from Dreg as he charged with his black mace raised high. A manic gaze cried out to inflict pain as he closed the distance in a blink of an eye. Bone sword sliding back into his wrist, the Blade threw himself to the side as the mace came down and sparked against stones in the dirt. Victor rolled back onto his feet and he kept his distance from Dreg and the mist. The confusion was suffocating and he knew he had to keep his distance. With a mental command, the Gun Blade slide into his hand and a Constitution point charged it. 
 
    Dreg’s eyes flared as he stalked forward. Victor aimed and pulled the trigger. An energy bolt blasted out and before it could strike the demon, shadows swirled around Dreg and he disappeared right before the bolt of energy reached him. The young man spun around, aiming at anything that moved until another chill filled the air. 
 
    Lily took a step forward as a mace rose up behind her. 
 
    “Lily,” Nyla screamed. 
 
    The succubus spun around and parried the incoming mace. Grunting, she knocked it away and backpedaled as Dreg stepped toward her. Victor aimed his gun blade but Lily was directly in the line of fire. The very air tasted of sulfur as yellowish mist floated down from Dreg. 
 
    “Vala, your mother, nor Victor will save you from me. You are my property, to do as I wish. Kneel and I won’t scar that beautiful skin,” Dreg said with a razor grin. 
 
    “I knew it was too good to be true. I knew you would never change,” Lily spit. 
 
    Dreg stepped closer, “I did change. I became stronger and filled with new purpose. My family will bow to me and soon so will all of Night Sun. Hexnia has chosen me and I will carry out her will!” 
 
    “Lily,” Victor called out with a touch of concern. 
 
    The succubus backed up, holding her staff sideways. “Victor, don’t hold back. He’s not my father anymore.” 
 
    The Blade smirked as that was all he wanted to hear. Spending five points of Wisdom, Victor held out his left hand and curled his fingers into a fist. An unseen force clamped around Dreg, his eyes nearly bulging out of his head and forcing his arms to his sides. Lily moved to the side as Dreg was lifted into the air and pulled toward Vala’s Blade. 
 
    Victor aimed his gun blade at the approaching Dreg. The demon struggled in the iron grip of the invisible force. He cried out just before Victor pulled the trigger. An energy bolt shot from the gun blade, striking Dreg in the chest, followed by another and another. Victor emptied the gun blade of all its charges as Dreg screamed from each strike. With a flick of his wrist, the demon’s body was lifted up and slammed down again and again. Dreg grunted and cried out with each slam.  
 
    Lily and Nyla watched with blank gazes as Dreg was repeatedly thrown down to the ground. Blood spilled from his face and mouth as his grunts turned to moans. Victor let the rage and fury burn until there was an audible crack, followed by another. The Blade let his hand open and Dreg crumpled to the ground, face first. The mist dissipated and the night took a serene edge once again.   
 
    Victor and Lily each moved toward Dreg as he hissed and moaned. Limbs not responding, he simply lay like a broken doll. The Blade and Shield stood over him; eyes filled with darkness. 
 
    “I can finish him,” Victor said in a low voice. 
 
    The succubus said nothing as she knelt to Dreg’s side and took hold of his shoulder. Pulling him onto his back, Dreg’s battered and bloody face looked up. One eye hung from an exposed socket while the other one barely focused on the succubus. Lily’s face took on a kind edge as he stared down the broken monster, she once called her father. 
 
    “You…were…my…favorite…,” Dreg said with wet words as blood filled his throat. 
 
    “Shhhh…don’t speak…,” Lily smiled as she ran fingers through his black hair. 
 
    The demon coughed and sputtered blood as he lay. The fury burned away from Victor as he stared down at father and daughter. Profound sorrow touched the young man as he watched the two demons. Despite the pain of familial bonds, the connection was still there. Memories of his own family shined in his mind of the few rare good times. He wondered if that was what Lily was feeling, searching for something to give her father a sliver of forgiveness.  
 
    A tear streaked down from Lily’s eye as her hands took hold of Dreg’s horns. One boot stepped on his shoulder. The air was silent except for the wheezing of Dreg’s dying body. The shadows lengthened under Victor’s eyes as he stepped back. Lily let out a long exhale before she pulled with her back and arms while forcing her foot down on Dreg’s shoulder. Red eyes flashed as tears flowed. Muscles burned before power flowed into them, making them stronger. Nyla fell to her knees, tears streaming down her cheeks and a mad smile on her lips. 
 
    Lily grunted and then shouted to the sky filled with comets as her body pulled and pushed. Bone cracked and flesh tore. Dreg’s eye widened as he gurgled a scream. Lily shouted louder, wanting the very gods to hear her power and pain. With one last long pull, a sickening wet crunch blanketed the area before the succubus ripped her father’s head from his shoulders. 
 
    Lily’s roar carried on with the wind as she held up her father’s severed head to the sky. Tears flowed like rivers as blood and sinew dripped and dangled from the head, one eye rolled up. When the roar fell to sobbing, Lily turned and walked toward her mother. Standing before her, she dropped her father’s head at Nyla’s knees. The pale red skinned demoness bowed her head to her daughter, laughing and sobbing. 
 
    “You’re the leader of our family. Don’t let this happen again,” Lily said with a dark tone to her mother. 
 
    Victor approached the women, gun blade sliding back into his wrist. Spending a Constitution point and the Body Repair ability, the swelling in his face melted away and the two teeth he lost grew back.  Lily turned to see her friend healed, darkness and pain filling his eyes. Silently she stepped toward him before her body began to tremble. Victor held out his arms and the succubus fell into them. The couple sank down to the ground as Lily sobbed into his chest, clutching to Victor for dear life. 
 
    “I’m with you,” Victor said with a soothing tone as he held her close, the demon sobbing into the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    “There is something I need you both to do,” Nyla said as they sat in the main room. 
 
    The three were outside for an hour until the sobbing dwindled away. Nyla was first to stand and touch Victor and Lily’s shoulders, beckoning them to come inside. The three left the corpse and head on the grass, imps from the nearby woods licking their lips before flying and crawling from their hiding spots toward their unexpected meal. 
 
    Inside, the three sat, not speaking for long moments as the freshness of what just happened remained in their hearts and minds. Victor was silent, looking to Lily and Nyla, ready to help with anything they needed. The psychic wounds of slaying a family member will stay for a long time. Despite being demons, the bonds of family were strong as they were with any other creature across the realms and beyond. The healing process was just beginning and Victor was ready to assist. 
 
    Nyla continued as she looked to Victor and Lily with hollow eyes, “Dreg…kept secrets in the basement. I was forbidden to go down there, but now that he is gone, I can’t bring myself to open the door.” 
 
    “We can investigate,” Lily said robotically. 
 
    “Anything to help,” Victor added. 
 
    Nyla nodded. 
 
    Lily looked to her mother, “When you tell the others, do not speak of Victor. If they have any vengeance, I want them to come to me.” 
 
    The older succubus shook her head, “They will not seek vengeance. You are the strongest of them and they will obey my words. I believe their hearts will be relieved.” 
 
    “What will you do now,” Victor asked. 
 
    Nyla smiled. “I will continue to run the farm. When the rest of the family returns, I will ask if any wish to assist me. There should be little disturbance in the normal farm routines.” 
 
    “Will you be okay?” Victor smiled. 
 
    Nyla bowed her head, “You are a sweet morsel. I will be fine. I only ask you to keep loving my daughter. She deserves a strong, kind man like you.” 
 
    “I will,” Victor said with a faint smile.  
 
    “Once we see what’s in the basement, we will have to leave,” Lily said with a low tone. 
 
    Nyla nodded. “You are performing Vala’s work. I would be foolish to stand in the way of such divine duty. I only ask you come to visit from time to time.” 
 
    “I will, Mother,” Lily said with heartfelt eyes. 
 
    Nyla stood up and walked toward the long hallway. Victor and Lily stood up and followed. Once the three of them were halfway down the hall, Nyla stood in front of the door covered in locks. 
 
    “I do not have the keys,” Nyla stated. 
 
    Victor pumped two points of Strength into his body. Muscles glowed with power as he moved to the door and took hold of the knob. With a strong pull; metal bent and wood cracked before the door came off its hinges. The Blade placed the door to the side as he looked down. There was a long stairwell going down and a warm light flickering at the bottom. 
 
    Bone sword sliding into Victor’s hand, he began his descent. Lily kissed her mother on the cheek before following the Blade down. Nyla gazed down at the pair until they reached the bottom and walked toward the flickering light. With a gentle sigh, she picked up the door and leaned it against the opening before walking down the hall. 
 
    The older succubus moved to a destroyed window and gazed out beyond jagged glass. A dozen imps gathered and feasted on Dreg’s corpse while his head lay five feet away, untouched. The little imps ripped and pulled demon flesh while some crunched on bones. Nyla grinned with silent serenity as she enjoyed the sounds of hungry imps devouring her late dead husband. 
 
     Rock walls surrounded Victor and Lily as they moved down the stone hallway. A warm light filled the end of the corridor as they moved with alert senses. Victor wasn’t sure what to expect as he stepped along, sword at the ready. When they reached the open doorway, a room opened up and lanterns glowed along the stony walls.  
 
    The pair stepped into the room, drinking in fine furniture, shelves stocked with wine and velvet cloth covering the entire floor. A fireplace glowed at the end and before it was a small statue of a succubus with outstretched arms. Victor immediately recognized it was Hexnia from his Vala’s vision. The mad smile and naked body were a near perfect replica of the goddess. Wings stretched out and her tail was curved to the side. At her feet was a large, wide bowl filled with red liquid. 
 
    Along the right and left, lumps of thick blankets began to shift. Victor aimed his bone sword as Lily’s staff appeared in her hand. The Blade and Shield watched as blankets fell away and naked bodies rose up, hands rubbing slumber from their eyes. Chains connected to the walls clinked as they moved from metal collars around their necks. Horns gleamed in the firelight as red, purple and pale skin glowed. Glowing red eyes opened to the two strangers. At first, a drip of fear touched them before heat washed over everyone’s senses. Small smiles and inquisitive looks filled the four succubi as they eyed the man and demoness at his side. 
 
    “Your father found four acolytes,” Victor said over his shoulder as his sword slipped back into his wrist. 
 
    “He bargained for us from different vendors,” a red skinned succubus said plainly. 
 
    “He promised us work on the farm. Instead, he chained us down here while he attempted to convert us to Hexnia,” a purple skinned one added. 
 
    “Vala showed us of your coming,” a pale skinned demoness smiled. 
 
    Victor stepped to one, reached down and touched her collar. Spending a point of Wisdom, he used his Transmutation ability to change the metal collar into paper before he ripped it off. The succubus smiled as the Blade moved to the other three, doing the same to each of their collars in turn.  
 
    A red succubus looked up as Victor gazed down with wide eyes. She reached up and touched his hand, giving it a squeeze of thanks. 
 
    “You’re even more handsome then in the visions,” the red one said with a razor grin. 
 
    Victor returned the smile before a bubbling noise filled the room. Heads turned to the large bowl, red liquid churning and bubbling. The small statue was motionless as the bubbling grew in intensity. Lumps rose up as pulses filled the bowl. The demon women crawled behind Victor and Lily as they faced it. High pitched giggles filled the cozy dungeon as horns rose up, followed by red hair and unblinking red eyes. A beautiful head surfaced and the giggling grew louder. 
 
    Victor was about to call a sword when the red head spoke. 
 
    “No need for weapons, Vala’s Blade. I assure you I’m not here to fight,” the head giggled. 
 
    “What’s this about, Hexnia.” 
 
    The head let out a mirthful laugh. “You know my name! How delightful that you are learning about us. All good Champions should know who their enemies…and allies are.” 
 
    “You’re Champion is dead,” Lily said with a hard edge. 
 
    The blood head tilted to the side and gave something of a resigned shrug, thin red shoulders appeared and sinking back into the red liquid. “It was honestly expected. He was a newly appointed Champion and I didn’t have that much faith he could take on Vala’s Blade. He needed more experience and time wasn’t on his side.” 
 
    “Then why bother with all of this? Why get Lily’s family involved,” Victor genuinely asked. 
 
    The horned head gave a tired smile, “It wasn’t my idea. Baaldir’s sick fascination with Vala has driven him to the brink of madness. He wants Vala and all who worship her dead. I am simply playing along because…it’s fun to watch.” 
 
    “Why are you showing yourself to us? You’re Champion is gone and we are here to save Vala’s acolytes. There is nothing left for you here,” Victor said with a curious edge. 
 
    Hexnia slowly blinked as she looked up to Victor, “I had to meet you for myself. Champions do not fare well against gods, but you managed to make an impression. As fun as it is to watch you drive my boyfriend crazy, I only wanted a few moments to chat so maybe we can see eye to eye.” 
 
    “We’re listening,” Lily growled. 
 
    Hexnia gave the succubus an innocent grin, “As you have experienced, there is an Elder Spawn by the name of Draygon loose among the realms. He is causing a concern among the pantheon and disrupting the failing harmony of each world.” 
 
    Lily crossed her arms, “We already know that.” 
 
    The demon goddess nodded, “Yes, but since Vala is dead and cannot fully see what is happening among the pantheon, I thought I might let out a few little secrets to Vala’s chosen. But if you think I’m wasting my time…” 
 
    Victor smirked. “No, please…continue.” 
 
    “Good boy,” Hexnia giggled before she continued, “Draygon is good at hiding himself between realms, but we do get glimpses of his growing power. From what is being said, he is looking to accelerate his growth by consuming Vala when she is resurrected.  
 
    “Despite what happened to Vala a long time ago, many of the pantheon feel it was under false pretenses and outright lies. Her absence has had an effect across the realms; that is why no other Champions are hunting you. If the other gods and goddesses wanted you dead, I’m afraid we would not be having this conversation.  
 
    “Baaldir on the other hand has his own plans. I, for one, am glad you killed my recent champion. It allows me to tell Baaldir I tried and failed. He will rant and rave, but not do more than that.” 
 
    The head of Hexnia bobbed as her smile faded and her giggles stopped. “As we all know, Draygon is a threat. Of all the realms, there is only one that can threaten his rise to power. From our seers and celestial connections across the realms, some have seen glimpses of Draygon’s next move. He has set his sights on a realm, Valis.” 
 
    “That was our next stop,” Victor said. 
 
    “It would seem Vala has somehow felt it too, even from beyond the grave. What I’m sure she hasn’t told you is his power is still growing and even an Elder Spawn can have enough power to take on a god. Valis is powerful, but they lack the numbers to fight the storm gathering on the horizon. 
 
    “The sands of time are running low and whispers of a realm war are on many lips. Draygon may light the match and I, for one, do not wish it to come to that. I like my lazy, cozy realm and I’d rather not see it in flames. When the time comes, Champions will come to your aid but for now, you are on your own.” 
 
    The red head bobbed for a moment before the sinister smile returned. “Before I leave, know that when Vala rises, I will ask for her forgiveness for what we did to her. To prove my heart is true, I have a gift.” 
 
    Before Hexnia’s face, a sword pommel rose up. Red liquid streamed and dripped down as the blade floated up from the bowl. Jagged runes covered the handle and winded up the metal blade before it finished emerging from the bloody bowl. 
 
    “I found the sword among my people and thought it best to hand it to you personally,” Hexnia grinned. 
 
    The sword floated until it hovered before Victor. Senses burned with heat as he felt Vala’s connection to it. Hand reaching out, he gripped the handle and turned the sword up. The red streams faded away as something connected to his spirit. With a mental command, the sword slid into his wrist and new tattoo appeared on his forearm, next to his other swords. 
 
    “It is a Cursed Blade. When you cut a foe, you will be able to manipulate them for a moment or two. Take it with my blessing and be sure to tell Vala, I miss her sexy ass.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor said in astonishment. 
 
    Looking down, Victor watched as the red head sank down into the bloody liquid and disappeared with a final bursting bubble. 
 
    “Even Hexnia is in awe of our crusade,” said one of the succubi. 
 
    Victor smiled before hands grabbed hold of his clothes and began to pull. The Blade turned to Lily as she pulled at his shirt. When it was flung aside, fingers grabbed at his belt buckle. The other succubi in the room looked to the Shield, eyes taking on a lustful hue. 
 
    “Gods, monsters and family, I’m sick of all of it,” Lily growled. 
 
    Victor didn’t fight as the succubus shoved him. The Blade fell to the thick blankets covering the floor, the fire crackling not far from his head. He had seen her in a frenzy of desire but this was different. It spoke of wanting comfort. When the last bits of clothes were pulled off, Victor lay naked before the demoness. 
 
    Lily pulled at her own clothes, nearly ripping them off. The other demons in the room crawled to Victor’s sides, sultry eyes on him and licking lips. Time turned into a hazy blur as Lily fell to her knees and crawled over the naked Victor. Breasts were pushed into his face as Lily took hold of his stiff cock and rubbed the tip against her dripping wet valley. The closeness was there, filling the space between their bodies, but Lily’s eyes glowed red. Hands touched Victor’s naked flesh as the mood shifted to something dirty and needful.  
 
    Lily moved her hips, pressing down on Victor’s hard member. Wetness dripped down the shaft as she slowly impaled herself on him. Inches fit snugly into her womanhood as Victor took hold of her waist. The heat burned into a roaring fire as the succubus sank down to the base. Using Victor, hips moved as bliss bloomed. The other demons kissed and licked at the young man’s flesh, taking nibbles. 
 
    “Vala’s love heals all,” one succubus said before taking a playful bite. 
 
    “You all can have him when I’m done,” Lily said with authority. 
 
    Clouds of love and ecstasy floated through the Blade as Lily moved like a caged beast on him. She never broke the connection, red eyes drinking in his body while his hands helped her with the tempo. Victor sat up, holding the demon woman close. Lily curled her arms around his shoulders, pressing her face to his neck. Strong hands helped her along as she sat on his cock, moving her hips and squeezing his manhood with each tight stroke. 
 
    The succubi in the room turned on each other, spreading legs and burying faces in wet valleys. The scents and heat grew to intoxicating levels as bodies shuddered and throats moaned. Victor was lost to the storm, watching and whispering in his mind how beautiful the lilac-colored demoness was in his arms. Hard nipples pressed against his chest and around them, the soft warmth of her breasts furthered the connection. Hands cupping her round ass, he squeezed as she squeezed. 
 
    “I love you Victor,” Lily whispered. 
 
    “I love you Lily,” Victor said as their bodies continued to move to a primal song, hearts beating as one.     
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    The fire burned low as Lily moaned, her body shuddering to another series of orgasms. Victor had the succubus on all fours, driving himself deep as her tail caressed his chest. Four succubi lay in a heap, eyes closed and breathing heavy from hours of getting to know the Blade and Shield. The private party was a tapestry of bodies blending together with flashes of bliss and moaning songs.  
 
    Hips thrusting, Lily begged for more as her purple skinned ass turned a pinkish hue. Cock thickening, white seed burst forth and filled her abused valley. As Victor slowed, Lily whined her disapproval. Pushing against him, she clearly didn’t wish to stop. The Blade knew he could keep going, but with a now clear mind, they had to return to the crusade. 
 
    Looking over to the succubi, their names floated into his mind. With every bodily connection, each one whispered their names before each of Vala’s divine orbs left their bodies and entered his. Helana, Kelora, Winsha, and Zell moaned and screamed with each orgasm, the connection to Vala complete. The energy was rejuvenating and it showed as all were willing to push their bodies to the breaking point. Looking down at Lily’s curves, she was the only one who needed to work out her pain. 
 
    “Lily, we have to get the acolytes to Vala’s mountain and go to Valis,” Victor said in a low whisper. 
 
    “One more,” she moaned as she refused to let him leave her womanhood by grinding on him. 
 
    “You said that three times ago,” the Blade smiled. 
 
    “I promise…one more,” she said and gave his manhood a tight squeeze. 
 
    Victor exhaled as the succubus arched her back and slid against his cock with long, wet strokes. The fact she was a demon was not lost on the young man, but Lily seemed to have her moments where she could never be satisfied. If he was a normal human back on Earth, he was sure she would have killed him through dehydration. 
 
    “Almost…there,” Lily moaned as she quickened the tempo. 
 
    On his knees, Victor felt like a sex toy to her grasp, but that thought was not enough to sour him the pleasure they shared. Moments ticked by until Lily pushed against Victor hard. The Blade reached under her and rubbed her clit as the tempo grew to a fevered pitch. Left hand on her waist and fingers on his right hand caressing her nub, he helped her along until her entire body shuddered. Red eyes rolled into her head as she took a sharp intake of breath. Wetness flowed and dripped from her valley as Victor helped her milk every drop of distilled pleasure. When the shuddering reached its climax, the succubus fell on her stomach, making little happy noises. 
 
    Victor fell to her side, holding her close. Lily snuggled into his arms, kissing his chest. The mood glowed like hot embers and the young champion couldn’t stop smiling. The other four succubi stirred from their slumber and crawled closer. It didn’t take long before Victor was surrounded by demon women, hands caressing his flesh. 
 
    “We should get some sleep and return the acolytes to Vala’s mountain,” Victor said again. 
 
    “Let’s just stay in my mother’s basement, forever.” Lily said with a small smile. 
 
    “What about food and water?” 
 
    “My mother can bring it to us,” Lily whispered playfully. 
 
    “Tempting…very tempting,” Victor’s hand drifting to Lily’s round rump and giving it a squeeze. 
 
    Lily opened her eyes, smile fading away, “We only have these small moments in a war of life and death. I want this moment to last forever.” 
 
    Victor held her close, “I do too.” 
 
    The succubus ran a finger along Victor’s chest, “If I die…will you remember me?” 
 
    “That’s a silly question. You’ll never die.” 
 
    “We all die…even gods can die.” 
 
    Victor looked down at her serious expression, “When did this become a concern?” 
 
    Lily tilted her head, gaze connecting with the handsome Blade, “Since I met you…and…I have tasted death in my dreams. It comes and goes, but it’s there, smiling at me.” 
 
    The demoness snuggled closer, burying her face in his chest, “Promise me, when I die, you will go on to love another.” 
 
    “I won’t make that promise because you’re not going to die. We are Vala’s chosen.” 
 
    Lily’s brow hardened, “Sometimes you are just too foolish for words.” 
 
    “I thought that’s what you liked about me.” 
 
    The succubus looked up and kissed the Blade. Lips locked; Victor enjoyed the warm sensation from her near perfect lips before her body began to writhe against him. The movement caused the other succubi to stir, eyes fluttering open and hands moving again. 
 
    “I want more,” the pale succubus Winsha said as she squeezed Victor’s ass. 
 
    “Me too,” the others said as they snuggled in closer. 
 
    “Me too,” Lily said with a wicked whisper. 
 
    Victor closed his eyes and let out a sigh. “Okay, one more, but then we have to go!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The darkness spread out into infinity. Victor floated down until his boots touched something solid. Looking at himself, he was once again dressed in his gear, but his body whimpered in soreness. Waiting for the others to arrive, he wondered why when he fell asleep his clothes would appear on him when he realm walked?  
 
    Magic? Quantum science? Vala dressing you as you fall into the space between realms? 
 
    “You’re in a good mood,” Victor said, his voice echoing across the void. 
 
    Sleep, the cure for everything. I wasn’t going to sit around while you abuse yourself and shoot DNA into every hole you could find. I have no interest in watching you fornicate like some wild beast, thank you. 
 
    “Don’t you ever get…urges?” 
 
    Not like yours. When I’m hungry, I press my metaphorical mouth to your soul and suck some energy out. Thanks to your positive spirit and Vala, I feel like a fat slug. As for sex…it’s not a thing anymore. 
 
    “Was it ever…a thing?” 
 
    A long silence filled the void. 
 
    It was a thing…when I was alive. I get flashes, memories of my former life. 
 
    “What were you like…when you were alive?” 
 
    It was none of your damn business! 
 
    Victor let out a laugh into the abyssal void. 
 
    I’m glad you can still laugh when we could die at any point. 
 
    “We spend so much time worrying about death, we never truly live. Death is no different here then when we were back on Earth. One day I may understand its mysteries, but for now, I’m going to enjoy the ride.” 
 
    You must have a brain defect. No one can be this happy all the time. Carrie Fisher had a disorder of being too happy. I’m starting to think you suffer from it as well. 
 
    “How do you even know that?” 
 
    You’re going to make me say it? Fine, I used to be a therapist before my untimely heart attack. I worked myself to the bone trying to heal others in a strange attempt to heal myself. The stress eventually got to me and before I knew it, I fell over during a session. Next thing I know, I wake up and I’m starving. Not like a little hungry but fucking hungry for anything hungry. Walls and doors didn’t stop me as I fed on sleeping people. Once I was strong enough, I needed to find a home. That’s when I smelled your soul. 
 
    “You know you didn’t have to tell me, but thank you anyway,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Yea, shove it up your ass. I know we need each other, but can we get back to the real deal here. You gained Divine orbs and you didn’t spend them in Night Sun. Why is that? Shouldn’t you be preparing for when we kick Draygon’s ass? 
 
    Victor rubbed his chin, “I think I saw some of the abilities I would gain from the Night Sun Realm and frankly, I didn’t like them. They seem more like chaos and shadow abilities. Since Valis is our next stop and they are the most powerful realm of the six, I’d rather get a head start. The moment we show up, I spend the orbs and gain some pretty sweet abilities. I can go back to Night Sun another time and gain those powers.” 
 
    That’s some forward thinking. You continue to surprise me. 
 
    “If everyone thinks you’re a fool, it’s easy to impress the ignorant.” 
 
    Did you just fucking call me… 
 
    “Hey look, the others are coming,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Bodies floated down from the darkness. Lily landed next to Victor and gave him a hug. The other four succubi floated down until their feet touched the invisible ground. Wide eyes looked around in astonishment as tendrils of mist began to appear. 
 
    Victor addressed the new acolytes, “Lily and I will bring you to the edge of Vala’s realm. Once you step through, Vala’s Keeper Cassandra will fill you in and show you to your new homes.” 
 
    “What about you,” Winsha whined. 
 
    “Lily and I have to move on to another realm, but we will be back. Don’t worry, you’ll see us again.” 
 
    The four demon women pouted. Victor turned and began to walk, not wanting to stay between realms for too long incase anything was watching. The mists grew before a small portal appeared in the distance. Victor and Lily smiled as they picked up the pace, the demon women following. When they reached the portal, Lily gave them a reassuring nod before pointing an open hand to it. In turn, the succubi walked past, winking and blowing kisses to Victor before passing through to Vala’s realm beyond. Winsha was the last one, cupping Victor’s package and kissing him before parting, winking, and stepping through. 
 
    When the four ladies were gone from sight, Lily took hold of Victor’s hand and led him further into the mists. Victor focused on the realm of Valis as they walked. The mists grew brighter with each passing step. An oval portal appeared in the distance and when they stepped closer, Lily let go of Victor’s hand. 
 
    “Watch the first step,” the succubus smiled. 
 
    Victor stepped on, looking back for a moment and smiling before a boot stepped through. For a brief instant, Victor thought he touched ground when gravity took hold and he fell forward. Brilliant light blinded his senses as the wind whipped at him for a fraction of a second and water enveloped him. 
 
    Arms and legs kicking, the brightness fell away to vibrant blue waters. Holding his breath, he kicked until his head burst from the water and took a deep breath of air. A shadow fell over Victor and just as he turned his head, Lily cannonball into the water. Treading water, the Blade grinned as Lily’s head appeared in a small splash. 
 
    “You could have warned me,” Victor laughed. 
 
    “No way, it happened to me and I’ll be damned if it didn’t happen to you too,” the succubus grinned. 
 
    Something brushed Victor’s leg and a sudden urge to fly out of the water sank into every nerve. He was in some alien ocean and something big just brushed his leg. Images of giant alien sharks with lasers filled his frantic mind as he spun around. Something hard broke the water and a black eye looked to him before it dived back down. Victor watched as more hard shells broke the surface, sunlight gleaming of them. 
 
    Fear bled away as wonder curled around his heart. “Sea turtles,” Victor shouted.  
 
    The waters surrounding them were filled with sea turtles, swimming along like they barely noticed Victor and Lily. The pair watched as the turtles with strange colors and designs across their pointed shells surfaced and dived in a cloud of flippers. 
 
    “They are plant eaters and harmless to us,” Lily grinned. 
 
    “This is awesome,” Victor shouted as he spun in the water, watching the majestic six-foot-long turtles swim past them. 
 
    On one more spin, something big caught Victor’s eye. Tilting his head up, a large island lay about a hundred feet from them. A white sandy beach surrounded the coast as large stone walls stood in the sunlight. Beyond the tops of the wall, tall metallic and stone towers raised into the sky, one tower higher than all of them. Turtles crawled onto the sandy beach, sunning themselves in the warm light. 
 
    Lily began to swim toward shore, Victor following. Wide stone steps lead into the calm waters and when the couple was close; Victor put his boots down and began to take each step. Emerging from the warm waters, Vala’s Champion continued to look up in awe at the fantastic towers past the high walls. 
 
    “Is this heaven,” Victor asked out loud. 
 
    “This is Valis,” Lily said as she walked at his side. 
 
    A pair of high doors stood imbedded into the wall, glowing runes sparkling in the light. Victor closed his eyes and took in the ocean scent and air. It reminded him of when he and his family took a vacation cruise to the Caribbean in his youth. It was a magical experience where every day was more amazing then the last. Old memories washed over him as he slowly opened his eyes, basking in nostalgia. 
 
    Lily continued to climb the steps until a metal locking mechanism lurched and the giant doors parted. Light spilled out as three shadows appeared. As the light died, three stunning women stepped to the top of the stone stairs and looked down with warm smiles. 
 
    Victor was entranced as he slowly climbed the stairs. The women wore thin white and silver robes. The robes were so sheer, he instantly could see nipples pointing against the fabric. Slits ran along their legs, revealing smooth legs as the wind played with the thin fabric. The sun, surf, and beauty caused Victor’s mind to swim in mind altering delight.   
 
    “This is like a dream,” Victor whispered to himself as he stepped to Lily’s side. 
 
    A blonde woman who stood in the middle looked down with bright green eyes. “Welcome Vala’s Blade and Shield. We have been expecting you for some time. Umus has been looking forward to your visit and he waits in the citadel. Please follow us.” 
 
    The three women turned and began to walk toward the open gates. Victor and Lily followed, taking in the picturesque city as they reached the gates. Stepping across the threshold, light flashed and Victor looked down at his clothes. They were dry, clean, and even had a scent of flowers floating off of them. The Blade lifted his arms and looked himself over as Lily gave him a sideways glance and smirk. 
 
    “We need something like that on Vala’s mountain,” Victor joked. 
 
    Lily couldn’t contain her amused smile as the young Champion looked around like awestruck kid. The buildings shined and gleamed in the dazzling light. Some people emerged from open windows, smiling and waving to the man and demoness as they walked along. Victor waved back as he noticed individuals moving about their day, looking to them and smiling. 
 
    Victor smiled and waved to anyone he saw, but after a few minutes, it became apparent something was odd about the tall city. Despite running into citizens here and there, the city as a whole seemed empty. Passing street after street, many of them were devoid of anyone. Victor’s smile slowly faded as he saw the city was much too big and there didn’t seem enough people to fill it. 
 
    Victor leaned toward Lily and spoke out the side of his mouth, “Didn’t you mention there weren’t a lot of people here? I finally understand what you meant. It’s like a ghost town here.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “The Valis Realm is a water world with many islands across its vast surface. I had only been here once a long time ago, but it was the same. I didn’t stay long, but it was enough to see that their population was dwindling.” 
 
    “They just let you walk around? It didn’t bother them that you are…” 
 
    “A demon,” Lily flashed a razor smirk. 
 
    Victor laughed. “I was going to say ‘from the Night Sun Realm.’” 
 
    “Valis is very progressive. They allow anyone to visit as long as they behave themselves. To be honest, I didn’t stay long because there isn’t much to do here. How long can anyone drink wine, eat, and lounge around doing nothing?” 
 
    Victor let out a small chuckle, “I think I could give it a try. I’m more than willing to test how long it would take for me to become bored.” 
 
    The Champion gave Lily a wink, “And to see if you would grow bored with me if we made love all day and all night.” 
 
    Lily smiled and rolled her eyes, “Sweet talk? Really?” 
 
    “Nothing sweet about it, I would have you walking funny for days.” 
 
    Lily couldn’t fight the sudden pink touching her cheeks as she shook her head. Victor grinned before he looked forward. The blonde woman walked ahead, but her two friends continued to glance back and smile at the Blade. At first, he thought they were just keeping an eye on them, but the more they looked back, the more he felt they were flirting. They sometimes looked to each other and giggled, hips swaying like they were trying to attract his attention. 
 
    The hypnotic sway of the women’s plump behinds caught Victor and he was entranced. Their robes left little to the imagination and he wondered how they got anything done. Blood drained from his mind as comfort and a sultry cloud seemed to fill the wide street. 
 
    The Citadel stood at the end of the long wide street, a tower glowing like a comforting beckon to all. White, silver, gold, and grey colors and metals blended with the building’s powerful structure. It gave off an aura of power and strength like it could stand for a million years and never change. Victor’s eyes remained wide, drinking in the glory as they approached stone stairs fanning out like blooming flowers. 
 
    The blonde stopped and turned around, the two dark haired women at her sides doing the same. 
 
    “My name is Portia. To my right is Felice and to my left is Hannah. We are part of Valis’ High Guard. You are about to enter the Citadel and meet the awakened god, Umus. Aside from meeting, there is no need to stand on ceremony. Please, be yourselves and know we are all friends.” 
 
    Victor and Lily nodded. Portia turned and began her ascent, Felice and Hannah following. The five made their way up the stairs to the magnificent oval entrance. Male and female guards stood at attention, covered in light metal armor. Victor looked one guard over and though the metal was much too thin to protect anyone from anything. Lily had mentioned the people of Valis were a little naïve. Was this just an example of such childlike wonder? 
 
    The entrance yawned overhead as they group made their way into the largest hall Victor had ever seen. It seemed to stretch on, to the point he wasn’t sure he could see the end. Stained glass windows let colored light in, painting the marble floors with scenes of angels, gods, and monsters caught in battle. The further in they walked, the more the images changed to caring, healing, and laughing. The whole walk infected Victor with a lightness and warmth he never expected. Soft edges filled the corners of his vision as he enjoyed the walk, feeling like he was in one of those large cathedrals when he was younger, but grander. 
 
    To the sides and among pillars, small groups of barely clothed citizens turned and waved to the newcomers. Lily smiled while Victor made it a point to wave back to everyone. 
 
    The Champion leaned toward Lily again, “So, what’s the dark side of this place? Do they eat people?” 
 
    Lily barked out a laugh that startled a few citizens. She quickly recovered and spoke out the side of her mouth. 
 
    “Nothing dark, they are genuinely nice people.” 
 
    “There’s got be something. I can’t believe such a place exists and everyone is not trying to get in here. I mean, I don’t think I want to leave.” 
 
    “You don’t see it yet?” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow as he looked to the small clusters of people. It didn’t hit him at first, but he began to see what she was talking about. A few women in the small groups looked just like the three leading them. It was so uncanny; they appeared like sisters or even twins. 
 
    “Clones,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Lily gave a slight nod, “They haven’t been able to create offspring in a very long time. They are highly advanced and turned to cloning, but feel the genetic defects of many races would hinder their purity. They allow visitors and do not deny interactions, but their bodies are incapable of having children.” 
 
    “They can’t continue like that. Cloning degrades with every generation. They’re dying,” Victor said with an astonished edge. 
 
    “Until they decide to change their genetics to allow mixing with other races, they will die,” Lily stated. 
 
    The hall grew wider until they passed through another archway and into an immense chamber. A high throne stood at the other end with massive stained-glass windows surrounding it. A man in full armor sat, back straight and his head uncovered. A short beard covered his chin as piercing brown eyes gazed down, a smile forming. Above his head floated a halo of golden light. The armor was grey and gold with intricate runes and symbols etched into every inch of it. A pale golden aura surrounded the man as he leaned forward, his smile growing wider. Around him on the dais were more people in armor. Below them and to the sides, many women gathered, speaking, giggling, and looking in Victor and Lily’s direction. 
 
    Portia stopped and turned around while Felice and Hannah moved to the sides.  
 
    “Welcome to the Grand Throne Room. Awakened God Umus is ready to see you,” Portia said before bowing and moving off to the side. 
 
    Umus clapped his hands together and let out a hearty laugh, “Welcome! Welcome to Valis!” 
 
    “Um, Hi,” Victor said, stunned by the sheer positive blast of energy from the god. 
 
    Umus kept his wide grin, “I can feel your energy from here and I am pleased to finally meet Vala’s chosen. Your adventures have been talked about greatly among the pantheon and now I can see why. Vala has firmly touched your already beautiful heart. I am in awe of your presence.” 
 
    Victor scratched the back of his head as he smiled, “Um…thank you.” 
 
    “There is much to discuss, but that is why we are all here. We should begin our conversation, but how about in more comfortable surroundings,” Umus said as he stood up and clapped his hands. 
 
    Energy whirled up around them. Victor mentally prepared to call on a sword when the energy swirled and solidified into thick tables, comfortable chairs, and many tables filled with wine and mountains of food. The edges of the throne room remained the same, but now it looked like a vast dining room. Bodies moved to empty seats while many began helping themselves to the many tables of food. 
 
    Victor relaxed until the chairs before him slide around and moved behind him. Before he fully turned his head, the chair slammed into his legs, forcing him to sit and slide up to the edge of a large metal table with angelic designs and runes covering it. The same thing happened to Lily, but she wasn’t fazed in the least as she reached the edge. 
 
    Umus took hold of his chair, spun it and sat in it, arms folded across the back of it now toward the front. The warm smile stayed as he scooted closer, eyes beaming. Several men and woman placed large plates of food and wine before the god and Vala’s chosen. Without ceremony, many began to talk, eat, and drink wine. 
 
    Umus held up a large goblet, “Eat, eat, enjoy. We can talk while you fill your bellies.” 
 
    Not ready to turn down a free meal, Victor grabbed a fork and began chowing down. A large wine glass was filled nearly to the brim and the Blade found himself grabbing and drinking it with reckless abandonment. The moment it touched his tongue, he was blown away on how good it tasted. He guzzled it down, never having tasted anything so delicious in his entire life. 
 
    Lily continued to smile, watching Victor eat like he was a starving animal on the side of the road. Umus let out another hearty laugh as he guzzled his wine and picked up a thick meaty bone, tearing away succulent meat with his teeth. The surreal moment touched Victor’s mind that he was indeed sitting and eating with a god, but it quickly fell away as Umus seemed to be enjoying himself immensely, like sitting down and eating with a favorite uncle who can’t control himself. 
 
    “It is really an honor to meet you,” Umus grinned. “Nasty business what happened to Vala, nasty business. We here in Valis had no part in it and tried to be a voice of reason when the pantheon turned on her. It brings me great joy to know she picked a new Blade and is returning to the realms.” 
 
    “The work isn’t finished yet,” Victor said through bites of food. 
 
    Umus nodded. “No, it is not.” 
 
    Lily spoke up, “I was here before and I don’t wish to take away from the moment, but I wasn’t given an audience with you.” 
 
    Umus’ smile faded a touch, “Please forgive me. I knew of your visit, but Vala’s connection to you was tenuous to say the least. We weren’t sure what to expect or how long before Vala was strong enough to climb from death’s embrace. But now, Vala’s Blade and Shield are in my very throne room!” 
 
    Lily lifted up her glass, “So our combined presence has changed everything?” 
 
    Umus lifted his cup, toasted with Lily and they both drank down the dark red liquid. When they finished their sip, Umus put the goblet down, a trickle of wine in his beard. 
 
    “Indeed. Vala grows closer to breaking death’s bonds and that means we can start rebuilding the realms the way they were meant to be. As you may have noticed, our citizens dwindle with each passing decade even through their extended life spans. Our city contains about eight thousand of our people when it held millions before. Another two thousand live on small islands across the ocean. I won’t mince words, we are on the verge of seeing our shining light wink out, but now, everything has changed.” 
 
    Umus picked up his cup and held it out to Victor, “Because you are here.” 
 
    Victor looked up with a strip of meat hanging from the side of his mouth, “Me?” 
 
    Umus let out a deep hearty laugh, “Of course you, you magnificent bastard! You and your Shield…” 
 
    “Lily,” the succubus interrupted. 
 
    “You and Lily are our guests of honor, the humble beginning to an alliance that will stretch across the realms!” 
 
      Victor glanced to Lily before slurping up the piece of meat and looking back to Umus. “I…think I’m a little lost. We came here because we think your realm may be in trouble and to find more pieces of Vala.” 
 
    Umus leaned against the edge of the table, goblet in hand but not drinking. “I know all about Vala’s clever way to resurrect herself. It’s pure genius and I’m mad I didn’t think of it first. Well, I take it back, I’m not mad, but impressed. She was the first to die among the pantheon and she was able to cheat death in so many words.” 
 
    Umus took a long sip from his goblet before continuing, “As for our realm, I’m not too concerned. We managed to fend off hordes of invaders, beasts, and monsters for eons. Even at our diminished capacity, we could defend against the combined might of the other five realms and remain victorious. No, the time has come to revitalize the realms and Valis is ready to lead the charge.” 
 
    The god sat back with a confident smile, “With Vala returning, the forces of darkness will not stand a chance against our light.” 
 
    Victor and Lily nodded, but said nothing. The Blade sometimes felt like he walked into the middle of soap opera and today was no different. The histories and stories were endless and everyone seemed to have their version of truth. A touch of uneasiness caressed the Champion’s heart as he took another sip of wine. 
 
    “Some of my people have whispered about you…seeing you in their dreams…Victor...is it Victor?” 
 
    The Blade nodded, “Victor Hobbs.” 
 
    Umus returned a bright smile. “Victor Hobbs, a strong name for Vala’s champion.” 
 
    The god turned his gaze to the side before returning it to Victor, “Tell me Victor, did you notice Vala’s touch when you arrived?” 
 
    The Champion chewed for a moment before shaking his head. 
 
    “It would seem we still have the ability to hide otherwise you would have noticed you already met a few of Vala’s acolytes.” 
 
    Victor and Lily turned their gaze to another table, Portia, Felice, and Hannah raising their glasses to them. Felice and Hannah giggled while Portia’s gaze was like a hunter’s eye on the Blade. An instant later, their bodies glowed in Victor’s vision as Vala’s touch warmed the insides of his heart and whispered in his mind. 
 
    “They are beautiful,” Umus continued, “Prized leaders here in Valis. Their strength knows no limits and neither does their capacity to love. I wish you well when they, among many, give themselves to you.” 
 
     “I don’t know what to say,” Victor said in a low voice, unsure what the god was driving at. 
 
    “Then don’t say anything, show it! Stand up and let me get a gander.” 
 
    Victor froze, unsure what he meant. 
 
    Umus nodded his head, “Come on boy, stand up and let me see your sword!” 
 
    “My sword,” Victor said as if saying out loud would make it any clearer.  
 
    Umus laughed, “The perfectly designed weapon between your legs! Come on and give us a peek.” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily and the succubus gave him a wide, mischievous grin. 
 
    “Go ahead. You have nothing to be ashamed of.” 
 
    The Blade felt a pang of discomfort until the wine eased away the tension. With a shrug, he stood up, undid his pants and let them slide down to his thighs. Umus sat with an observant eye, mouth turning to a grim line before widening into a hearty, infectious laugh. 
 
    “Look at that beautiful piece! I must say, Vala chose well. You can damage a lot of hearts with that sword. I salute you!” 
 
    Victor’s face burned bright red before he redid his pants, sat down and took a long guzzle of his wine. 
 
    “I hope you plan to stay awhile because there is a lot of work to do!” 
 
    Victor and Lily gave the god a blank gaze. 
 
    “Where are my manners, we are talking about a negotiation between Valis and Vala’s chosen. When Vala died, our population began to decline. The purity of Valis is built on only the chosen of a certain goddess. Vala often sent her chosen to Valis to rest and recuperate safely within our city walls. In exchange, her Blades would fill many bellies with their seed and on the cycle went. We didn’t know that her death would doom our realm to extinction. Now that she is returning and she has chosen a new Blade, we can pick up where we left off.” 
 
    “You…want me…to have sex with your people?” 
 
    “Handsome, smart, and carrying a heart slayer. You are truly beyond words,” Umus laughed. 
 
    “Beyond words,” Victor whispered he looked around, taking in the many pairs of hungry eyes. 
 
    “For taking on this epic task, you will have the support of Valis and its people. We will assist in matters that require a show of diplomacy and protection. Our laws will not allow us to attack or invade, but I doubt that was a question.” 
 
    Umus looked away as he was thinking and talking, “The population here is seventy percent female so you will have roughly 5,600 women who will require your attention. Don’t look like that; we don’t expect you to do that in a day. I suggest you take your time, finding Vala’s pieces among the many who wish to share a bed…or any other place you wish to make a connection. You may have to make multiple visits and I know your time is precious, but we can work out the details.  
 
    “Tonight, on the other hand is cause for celebration. The streets will fill with wine, food, and heavenly bodies. The only thing I must stress is the need for you to impart your seed directly. No showering them in your love, am I right!” 
 
    Victor simply stared, mind reeling. 
 
    Lily put her hand on his shoulder while smiling to Umus, “He is in shock of you and your people’s generosity. As his Shield, I’m sure he is up to the task.” 
 
    “Excellent! I’ll coordinate with my people and we will create a celebration none have seen in several lifetimes! Victor, my prized commanders, Portia, Felice, and Hannah will accompany you as we prepare, but don’t wait for the celebration to begin. Enjoy what our city has to offer and rest up.” 
 
    Umus stood up and walked to several people coming toward him. He directed with his hands and boisterous words what he wanted and how it was going to be done. Victor on the other hand simply sat, numb as possibilities ran through his mind. Lily pulled her seat closer, wrapped her arms around his neck and licked his ear. 
 
    “I…I don’t know if I can do this,” Victor whispered. 
 
    “With Vala returning, we do have to build alliances. Besides, I’ve seen you in action,” Lily grinned. 
 
    “Yes, with small intimate groups…not thousands! I’ll die.” 
 
    “Stop being dramatic,” Lily said while trying not to laugh. 
 
    Umus clapped his hands and everyone in the throne room turned their eyes to their god. 
 
    “Victor has agreed to reforge the alliance between Valis and Vala! Tonight, we will celebrate the holy union with a celebration not seen across all six realms! Let the word reach every citizen! Tonight, we dine in paradise!” 
 
    The entire room roared with clapping and cheers! Victor looked down as Lily clapped along. A shadow in his heart laughed as Vala’s Champion wondered if this was truly his end. 
 
    *** 
 
    The room was white, a soft glow filling every inch of the chamber. A breeze flowed through the wide archway window as the sun began its slow descent beyond the horizon. Victor sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on knees and a crease in his brow. A shadow swirled around his heart as he sighed in the white room. 
 
    I don’t understand why any of this would bother you? You have been jumping into bed with every hot woman you come across. I doubt James Bond ever had any concerns, considering if he was real, he would be riddled with STD’s. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Victor whispered. 
 
    The point is, treat this like a long, sexy vacation. Vala wouldn’t have sent you here if you weren’t up to it. 
 
    “With the added pressure of trying to save an entire realm’s worth of people. You see why it’s a little unnerving.” 
 
    You’re overthinking it. Treat every moment like a special point in time with Ms. Right Now. 
 
    “There are a lot of Ms. Right Now’s.” 
 
    And you have an insatiable appetite. Eat, drink, and laugh as you sex up the Valis Realm.  
 
    “Why are you being so…positive?” 
 
    I know I’m just a shadow living in your heart, but even I can feel your concern. It’s a little odd for me since you are pretty positive all the time. 
 
    Victor smirked. “Sounds like I’m rubbing off on you.” 
 
    I think you should focus on rubbing other people. But I cannot lie and say your spirit hasn’t brought a sliver of peace to me, something I never thought I would ever find. You have been fighting for a while now and you should get a break. 
 
    “Thank you, Chill,” Victor said simply. 
 
    Don’t mention it. Really, don’t mention it. I have a rep to keep. 
 
    Victor kept his gaze down but the small smirk melted into a smile. A knock at the door caused his head to snap up. A second later, the door slid to the side and Portia stepped in with a kind smile. Victor stood up, eyes a little wide as the platinum blonde woman stepped into the room, hands at her sides. The robe she wore was different as in it had different designs of gold and silver, but the fabric was white and still just as see-through as the other outfit she wore. 
 
    “I hope I didn’t come at a bad time,” the angelic beauty smiled. 
 
    “No, not at all. Sorry, I haven’t looked in the closet for an outfit to the celebration,” Victor said with wide eyes. 
 
    Portia gave him a shy smirk before she stepped closer. “You won’t find anything in the closet. That is part of the reason I’m here is to help dress you.” 
 
    Victor looked down at his armored trench coat, tight shirt, black leather pants and boots. He knew he should wear something other than his travelling clothes, but he couldn’t get his mind together before Portia arrived. 
 
    “I guess I’m just wearing this then,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Portia stepped closer, several inches of space between them. Delicate hands rose up, but one had a thin silver band. Victor looked down with a raised eyebrow and the angelic beauty continued to smile. 
 
    “It’s a gift, something to help you blend in,” Portia said as she took hold of his coat and pulled open the inside of it, near the chest. 
 
    Victor watched as she placed the silver band to the inside of his armored trench coat. The edges began to wrinkle before the silver band melted into the coat and disappeared from sight. Victor waited as Portia took one step back. 
 
    “It’s a device that can change your clothes with a thought. You never have to worry about not having your clothes or if they are ripped to shreds. The band will change and repair your clothes, as long as you are not in combat.” 
 
    “Can I create any outfit I want?” 
 
    Portia nodded, “Yes, you can create any kind of normal outfit. You won’t be able to create any armor or weapons except for what you already have. It’s an aesthetic device. Picture the outfit you wish to wear and the device will change what you’re wearing to it.” 
 
      Victor pictured a V-neck flowing shirt. Instantly, the armored trench coat folded into itself and melted into his shirt. The top shirt shifted and morphed until it became the V-neck shirt he pictured, the end of the V below his chest and touching his stomach. 
 
    “It seems to be in working order,” Portia smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” the Champion said with a kind smile. 
 
    An awkward silence filled the space between them. Heat rushed into Victor’s face as he found himself looking away. Portia’s outfit was revealing enough and he didn’t want to stare, but he also wasn’t sure how to behave since the realm was looking to throw themselves at him. It was pretty obvious he could do no wrong as long as he was assisting the realm, but he couldn’t fight the small disbelief swirling around his stomach.  
 
    “We understand your task,” Portia said, breaking the silence, “You will not be pressured into anything you do not wish to do. We only hope you will want to help us in our time of need.” 
 
    Victor sighed. “I do want to help. I always want to help. I just don’t want anyone doing something they may not want to do. I don’t want your people engaging in something they may not want to.” 
 
    Portia nodded with a solemn expression, “I understand your plight. There may be some who do not wish to mate with you, but I can assure you, there are many who do.” 
 
    Victor scratched his head, “Are there married couples or some who are in relationships? I don’t want to be…” 
 
    Portia interrupted Victor with a small smile, “The people of Valis are open in many ways. There is no need to chain ourselves to each other like many do from the other realms. Jealousy and envy are outdated concepts here in Valis. Anyone who approaches you will be a willing participant.” 
 
    Victor’s shoulders relaxed. “Good to know.” 
 
    Portia bit her lip before standing a little straighter, “I can feel the shard of Vala, pressing on my spirit, but I must tell you, it does not influence me. I have complete control of my intentions and my body…but…” 
 
    Victor blinked as Portia seemed to be fighting some internal war. 
 
    “I saw you, in my dreams. I knew what it meant and I looked forward to seeing you when you arrived. I…wasn’t prepared for what I felt when I saw you emerging from the water.” 
 
    Portia’s fingers curled together tight, “Because of my station, I have not taken to the pleasures of the flesh. I thought it would be a distraction since I am the High Commander of Valis. I hope…when you have a moment… You can show me what it means to truly share our bodies.” 
 
    “You…haven’t…,” Victor trailed off. 
 
    Portia shook her head lightly. “I didn’t allow distractions. Now that I stand before Vala’s Champion, I feel ill equipped to satisfy your varied experiences.” 
 
    “Portia, you don’t have to say anything. We are both learning from this experience and I can say without a doubt, you are not ill-equipped. You’re quite beautiful and it is I who feels like he doesn’t measure up.” 
 
    Portia’s eyes took on a glimmering sheen. “Thank you, Victor. You are truly a bright spirit.” 
 
    The angelic beauty bowed her head, “Shield Lily should be on her way down to the main entrance of the Citadel. I received a report the city is ready. Valis’ citizens should be currently filling the streets. If you’re ready, we can join them. I believe Umus will want to say a few words before the festivities.” 
 
    Victor watched as Portia spoke. Her demeanor switched from shy to a serious edge in the blink of an eye. The Blade felt she must be a demon in battle, but when it came to affairs of the heart, she was like a babe in the woods. The quality was endearing and before Victor knew it, he took a step closer to the High Commander. Portia looked up into his green eyes, her breath taken away. 
 
    “May I kiss you,” Victor asked with warmth bleeding from his body. 
 
    “Please,” Portia whispered. 
 
    Vala’s Champion leaned in and pressed his lips to hers. Portia let out a small sigh before a strong hand touched the small of her back and pulled her in close. Arms shot up grabbing Victor’s back and holding him as he held her in one arm. Lips pressed and parted, tongues slipping into mouths. The heat and wanting was there, burning like a wildfire. Portia moaned, fingers digging into Victor and not wanting to let go. As for the Blade, fear and doubt washed away as their kiss played on.  
 
    When the two parted, Portia’s eyes remained closed as she basked in the moment, her cheeks pink. Hands moved onto Victor’s shoulders, not wanting to leave the inviting warmth. Victor found himself staring with half closed eyes, the attraction sending shocks of need through his entire frame. 
 
    Hate to interrupt but you still have to become stronger. 
 
    Victor looked away and let out a small exhale. “Portia, can you wait outside for a moment. I need to do something first.” 
 
    Portia opened her eyes, “I can stay and help with whatever you need.” 
 
    Victor looked confused for a second before he understood what she meant and smiled. “I would welcome your help, but this is something I should do before we go.” 
 
    The angelic beauty nodded before letting go of him and stepping back. “I’ll be right outside when you’re ready to come down.” 
 
    Portia smiled as she moved to the door. When she was gone, Victor called up his stat screen. 
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    “Let’s see what the Holy Sphere has to offer,” Victor said and spent his remaining six Divine Orbs. 
 
    Energy swirled through his body as white-hot vibrations burned against nerves. A moment later, it subsided and disappeared as words filled his vision. 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield(New!) 
 
    Soothing Touch(New!) 
 
    Healing(New!) 
 
      
 
    Victor looked it over and gave himself a nod of approval. The young man had seen enough Dragonball Z to know that the Aura Shield might work the same as Goku’s shield. Soothing Touch might be just a way to calm someone down and Healing seemed to speak for itself. With six points to spend among his Spheres of Influence, the Champion began assigning numbers. When he was done, he looked at his new stat screen. 
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    Strength filled Vala’s Champion as he stood. Reaching the Titan Tier of his powers, he began to feel like he could really do some damage if it was called for. Strength, Wisdom, and Constitution were the only spheres to reach that level of power, but he finally felt like he had an edge in a fight. Memories of Draygon washed on the stony shores of his mind and deep down, he looked forward to a rematch. Another image crawled into his mind, one of Alice being killed right in front of him and it tempered the fire in his belly. 
 
    “One day soon, love and peace will return to the realms,” Victor whispered to himself. 
 
    Lifting his head, he walked toward the door and it slid open. Portia was outside, turning to the Champion and smiling. 
 
    “Let’s get to the party,” Victor grinned. 
 
    *** 
 
    The air pulsed with excitement as Victor and Portia stepped out of the Citadel. Lily stood at the top edge of the stairs. The succubus turned and watched with a pleasant smile as the Champion and High Commander reached her side. 
 
    The streets surrounding the Citadel were filled with bodies, all heads and eyes turned to the three at the entrance. Tables filled with food, spirits, and wines lined every street while performers played music. Streamers turned and floated in the air as flower petals fell from the sky. The final rays of sunlight touched the top of buildings as many watched with bright smiles. A hush had fallen across the streets as they all marveled at Victor who stood awkwardly with Lily and Portia at his sides. 
 
    From behind the trio, an imposing figure emerged from the shadows of the entrance, his armor beginning to glow and hum with power. Umus stepped out of the citadel with a warm smile, halo glowing over his head. Despite wearing what looked like full plate mail, it didn’t make a sound as he stepped past Victor and the others and stood before them, facing the crowd. 
 
    Victor didn’t seem to notice before, but Umus was at least ten feet tall and built like an armored freight train. His size seemed to meet his larger than life personality as he raised his arms and addressed the crowd. 
 
     “Citizens of Valis, the sun sets on another night, but tonight will not be like any other night. Tonight, we celebrate our union with Vala once again. She has seen fit to send her Champion to us in our time of need. Such an act will not go unnoticed and will be forever documented in our histories. I will not bore our celebration with needless rhetoric for our realm shall be saved from the tendrils of death.  
 
    “Welcome Victor, Champion of Vala! Let love rule this night as we pray with our bodies to a brighter future!” 
 
    The crowd erupted in cheers. Lily glanced to Victor, his head bent forward and face red. In the crowd, drinks were passed around as music echoed off high walls. Umus grinned as he turned and walked to Victor. Standing over the Blade, Victor felt small to the holy god before him. 
 
    “Don’t be shy Victor. The celebration will last for weeks so take your time. If you wish to sit and talk between your celebrated duties, my throne room is always open to you.” 
 
    Umus stepped past the Blade and open-handed smacked the Champion in the rear. It was so powerful that Victor was launched forward and stumbled down the stairs. Lily and Portia watched with amused smiles as a large group of beautiful women rushed up the stairs with their arms out. Umus gave a hearty laugh as he walked back into the citadel. 
 
    Hands caught Vala’s Champion as he floated into the crowd. Several women kissed him on his cheeks, neck and one went for his lips. Lost in wet kisses, hands ran along his body with playful teasing and pulling on his clothes. Just when he thought it was going too far, many stepped back and drinks were put in his hands. The abrupt suddenness changed the mood to a relaxed atmosphere as they chatted and some engaged him in small conversation. 
 
    “It’s so nice for you to visit us,” one woman smiled. 
 
    “What do you like,” another woman asked with innocent eyes. 
 
    “Some of us have talked and we would like to be the first to invite you to one of our homes,” another woman beamed. 
 
    Victor smiled politely between heavy gulps of wine. The sheer amount of people crowding around him was a little off-putting, but the wine began to fill him with relaxing warmth. The sun sank lower, the final rays touching the sky and fading away. Victor looked up to the gentle glow filling the streets of Valis. Laughter and conversation washed over the crowd like a seductive tide.  
 
    Portia turned her attention to Lily who stayed where she was, watching as Victor was nearly swallowed up by the crowd. 
 
    “He is in good hands,” the High Commander said. 
 
    Lily nodded. “I know. I’m just biding my time until he needs me.” 
 
    “What will he need you for?” 
 
    Lily gave the angelic beauty a wicked smirk, “When he needs me to heal his abused body. He is Vala’s Champion, but he is also my friend.” 
 
    Portia nodded. “I too wish to be his friend. Maybe you can help me understand what he likes?” 
 
    Lily gave the innocent angel a smoldering gaze, “It might entail a few hours and me showing you exactly what he likes.” 
 
    Portia smiled. “I welcome any and all of your teachings and advice.” 
 
    “Let’s go inside and find some place so I can…,” Lily trailed off. 
 
    A cold breezed rushed through the city, a shiver running through the crowd. Victor looked up, something sinister touching his senses. Many others looked around in confused expressions, the cheering and music dying down to the sounds of wind. 
 
    “What was that,” Lily said out loud. 
 
    Portia’s face took on a grim mask as energy swirled around her body. Armor plates appeared and connected to her frame. Wings of energy unfurled from her back as her body was covered in rune covered armor. A shard of light appeared before it lengthened into a glowing spear. The High Commander stepped to the edge of the stairs and looked up as a shadow appeared on the roof of a nearby building. 
 
    “We have an intruder,” Portia said as her mind connected to Valis’ Royal Guard. 
 
    Victor looked up as the shadow flared for a moment and faded away. A figure moved to the building edge and put his boot on the small railing. Wild eyes looked down and a creepy grin appeared. Black hair flowed, but not from the breeze as it moved in many directions. Points of light appeared in the flowing jet-black hair as the wild eyes scanned the crowd and zeroed in on Victor among them. 
 
    “People of Valis, I’ve come to relieve you of your failing lives! Rejoice for your end has come!” 
 
    Draygon licked his lips as he stared down at Victor’s hard expression, “Victor, I decided to help you complete your crusade. Let’s bring Vala back together. Our first step is killing everyone and freeing Vala’s pieces from the shells populating the realms.” 
 
    The Elder Spawn closed his eyes as if basking in the torment he was about to inflict, “Tonight, the Valis Realm dies, my gift to Vala!” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    Victor glared up to Draygon’s smiling face, heart hardening. “You picked a bad time to show up,” the Champion shouted. 
 
    Draygon nodded as he looked down in amused contempt. “Nonsense, this is the perfect time to arrive. Most of Valis is gathered here in Bright Tower City. By my calculations, most of Vala’s pieces are here among the crowd. It will make my work easier so you can be closer to raising the dead goddess. You and I shall be that much closer to our goals.” 
 
    Portia pointed her spear, “Foul thing! You have no power here in Valis! Leave or you shall be destroyed!” 
 
    Draygon pursed his lips before a pointed tongue slipped out and licked them. “Tempting, I do admit, your people do have great power even if their numbers are small and dying. That is why I brought my own forces to smother your light.” 
 
    Draygon’s face brightened in a sickening light as several angels floated up silently. Felice and Hannah held glowing spears, several more angels behind them. The royal guards moved through the air, eyes on the back of the Elder Spawn and energy pooling in their muscles. Determination and discipline filled their hearts as they moved closer, boots a foot above the rooftop. 
 
    Lily opened her palm, staff appearing and extending in her hand. Portia kept her hard gaze on the spawn while Umus stepped from the shadows of the citadel and on to the dais. The god looked up with a stern gaze. 
 
    Victor’s heart beat like a drum as his thoughts flowed like a raging flood. Draygon was here and by just looking at his smug expression indicated he wasn’t bluffing. The Elder Spawn seemed fully committed on attacking the most powerful realm in the six realms and Vala’s Champion knew he could pull it off.  
 
    Victor turned from Draygon and pointed his gaze to Umus. “You have to evacuate the city.” 
 
    Umus stood his ground, eyes on Draygon as he addressed Victor, “Valis’ power is beyond what this mongrel thing can perform.” 
 
    The god smirked, but his eyes held a focused power, “Go back to your hole Elder Spawn before I teach you a much-needed lesson.” 
 
    Draygon’s grin grew wider, “I would take what you say seriously if the other gods of Valis were woken from their slumber, but they’re not awake, are they? I can sense them sleeping deep in the planet’s core, waiting for their turn to govern. Your outdated laws will be the end of your civilization and I will be the one who does it.” 
 
    “Umus, he has an army of shadows. Evacuate the city now,” Victor shouted. 
 
    Draygon closed his eyes, “Victor, they won’t listen. They believe their power is all, but there are other things in the universe stronger than gods.” 
 
    The Elder Spawn opened his madness-filled eyes, “And I don’t have an army. I have legions.” 
 
    “Umus…” Victor said before night bloomed into shards of chaos. 
 
    Felice and Hannah bolted toward the Elder Spawn, glowing spears up. When they were within striking distance, Draygon whirled around, shadows jutting from his hands and forming black blades. Light and darkness clashed as several more royal guard circled around and above, spears at the ready. Draygon laughed as his black blades clashed again and again at glowing spears. Felice and Hannah moved like dancers, each strike close, but none landing. Bodies bent and swirled as they adjusted their attacks, getting closer and closer to making a strike.  
 
    Draygon laughed as his body spun like a tornado. Black blades struck and shattered glowing spears. Felice and Hannah backed up, but reality shifted and Draygon was on them. Spears of energy reforming in their hands, it wasn’t enough as black blades penetrated their bodies. Draygon pushed, driving the blades deeper as the two angels grunted. The dark blades spiked and shot out in all directions. Thick black spikes stabbed out of their bodies, cracking armor. Felice screamed before a spike stabbed out of her mouth. Hannah moaned as several spikes sprouted from her neck.  
 
    “Feels…so good…,” Draygon grinned before whipping his blades away, the two angels falling in large chunks to the rooftop. 
 
    Angels attacked with the fury of storms before Draygon turned to them and whistled. The spear points were within inches of his body when the sonic explosions sent them hurtling in all directions and falling from the sky. 
 
    Victor’s heart pumped with slivers of pain. Two bolts of energy shot from the roof and dived down toward him. Portia’s eyes darkened as she looked at the two bolts of energy. Victor’s eyes widened as the bolts struck him and blended with his soul while releasing two points to the goddess he served. 
 
    The crowd around Victor rippled before light burst into view. Golden wings formed as spears, swords, maces, and crossbows appeared in hands. Halos shined above heads as much of the crowd shifted from calm to contained fury. Those who did not have wings and halos, stepped back while those with warrior spirits flexed golden wings, ready to charge the dark thing who claimed their sisters and brothers in battle. 
 
    Draygon rushed to the side of the roof and looked down with insane eyes. “Victor! This is my first of many gifts! Let’s destroy the Valis realm together!” 
 
    Before Victor could respond, Umus bent powerful legs and burst upwards like a comet. Hand open, a thick mace the size of large car appeared as immense wings flashed out. The god reached above the height of the building in a blink of an eye and looked down on Draygon in judgment. 
 
    “You have forfeited your existence. What are your last words before I carry out judgment,” Umus boomed. 
 
    “Valis dies tonight,” Draygon seethed before dark power surged around his body and exploded. 
 
    The shockwave struck Umus, sending him flying backwards before his wings stretched out and he hovered high in the sky. Victor looked up as a hand touched his shoulder. Looking down, he saw Lily’s firm expression as she stood at one side of him. Next to her, Portia stood with her gaze on the swirling darkness above. 
 
    “We have to get the people out of here before it becomes a bloodbath,” Victor said with a dark edge. 
 
    “We can stop this madness,” Portia said with a strong tone. 
 
    “I’m with you,” Lily said with conviction. 
 
    High above, Draygon stood with bent knees, shoulders heaving as black and purple energy flared around his form. Eyes bled darkness as he grinned at Umus. 
 
    “Death and madness for all,” Draygon shouted before black energy streaked out in every direction. 
 
    Amid the empty streets across the city, rippling black portals appeared. They hovered a foot off the ground, pulsating with unnatural light. Black hands and arms stretched out before drops of abyssal black bodies poured out. White eyes burned hot as jagged mouths gaped and gasped. Haunting shrills and screams echoed off walls and down streets as many more poured out. Across the city, thick streams of shadows entered the Valis realm, howling for blood and warmth, some cackling in mad delight. The nightmarish spirits turned into floods and they darted forward, snaking through streets and searching for living warmth.  
 
    Bright Tower citizens at the edges of the celebration ran for their lives, swaths of shadows rising up and coming down like a dark tide. Screams burst along faraway streets before bodies were sliced, cut, eaten, or pulled apart. Blood splattered and smeared walls before the shadows raced along, looking for more. 
 
    Angels charged in all directions, bodies taking flight and glowing spears in hands. Many caught sights of the shadows and shot at them like cannon fire. When they reached the howling spirits, light cut into darkness and the shadows screamed in agony. Black bodies were cut into pieces, but the flood of spirits continued, unabated by the fighting light. 
 
    Umus gave an annoyed huff before charging toward the mad Elder Spawn. Draygon kept his wicked grin as darkness continued to fall from his eyes. 
 
    “Let’s keep you busy, shall we,” the Elder Spawn said before his dark power surged. 
 
    At the edge of the city, a line of darkness appeared before it began to stretch out. Something pale stabbed out of the long, thin portal, foul energy falling like mists. Umus halted his charge as his senses blared to life with uncompromising evil. Cold blasted across the tropical air, plants withering away as a stench floated over the city.  
 
    Umus turned his body, a halo appearing above his head with spikes, forming into a glowing crown. Ancient eyes stared as the god squared his jaw. The pale tendrils continued to stab out from the darkness until the very fabric of the portal stretched wider. Something pushed at the opening and as it pushed through, horrific slathering sounds filled the chaotic air. 
 
    A pale white humanoid creature pushed through the portal. A long white leg stepped into the waters surrounding the island city. Tentacles writhed from the mid-point of its scaly face while large black oval eyes vibrated with power. Long arms and a torso made of skin and bones entered the Valis realm. White leathery wings were next, flexing through the portal. The monster was as large as the citadel as it stepped into the water. It moved with little urgency toward the city, alien eyes seeing only the glow of a god angel. 
 
    “An Elder…,” Victor whispered before he looked away, the sight of it trying to crawl into his mind. 
 
    Umus spun his giant mace before he flashed forward, his angelic form streaking across the sky toward the giant abomination. “I haven’t fought one of your kind since my youth. Have at you!” 
 
    The Elder was silent as it moved toward the city. Umus roared as he lifted his mace and slammed it against the monster’s chest. The force of the blow was enough to send a shockwave, blasting the ocean outward and forming huge waves. The Elder stepped back with one pale white foot before it leaned forward and slashed at the flying god. Umus chuckled as he blasted upwards, out of the swinging monster’s hand. Streaking up and then down, he brought his mace hard into the Elder’s face. The strike blasted air outwards, but this time the horrific creature did not stumble back. Long white fingers and hands reached up to grab at the annoying god angel while Umus continued to fly like an iron insect in a storm. 
 
    On the streets, angels fought like golden soldiers against the tide of darkness. Shadows leapt, only to be stabbed and cut down. The flood grew as shadows pushed at each other, trying to taste the bleeding warmth of bodies, madness consuming their screeches. A panic began to fill the area around the Citadel as angels began to fall one by one to the ravenous hordes. 
 
    Portia turned her head, her gaze marking choke and defense points before she spoke. “Engage internal defenses,” She commanded as her halo flared with power. 
 
    Victor and Lily looked around as parts of the buildings glowed with golden light. Cubes of energy separated and shifted at dozens and dozens of places along the walls and on top of small buildings. Portia stared out, information filling her mind. The cubes reformed and melded together, taking the shape of white cannons and turrets. Angels backed off as halos glowed brighter. Shadows pushed at the edges, trying to spill their blood with every rake of black claws. 
 
    Turrets and cannons targeted the shadows as they whirled to life. A breath later, they exploded in bursts of light. Shadows screeched as they were cut down almost instantly. Black shadows were torn apart by light, large holes in their forms before they fell into writhing heaps of darkness. The counterattack was brutal, light filling the streets as the darkness was torn asunder. 
 
    For a brief instant, Victor thought they had a chance. Heaviness filled his heart as shadows broke away from the main forces and glided up or crawled toward the turrets. The white machines turned, blasting anything that moved too close, but even with their power, the shadows surged, ending their shattered lives but drawing closer. When one took hold of a turret and bent the white metal, it sparked and exploded. Portals across the streets surged with more and more shadows and they moved with a single purpose to kill and maim everything. One by one, the cannons and turrets blinked out, no longer functioning as the impossible river of darkness spilled into the realm. 
 
    “No,” Victor said as he grabbed Lily by the shoulders and looked into her wide eyes. “We can’t win this! We need to evacuate the city before everyone is killed. Contact Cassandra and have her send everyone who can fight.” 
 
    “How is that going to help,” Lily with an edge. 
 
    “We can’t stop the shadows, but you and the others can help defend Valis’ people while they escape,” Victor nearly shouted above the mayhem before turning his gaze to Portia. “Can everyone swim when they reach the water?” 
 
    The angel turned her attention to Victor, “The walls of the city will reconfigure to escape ships on my command.” 
 
    “Do it! If we don’t get the people out of here, the shadows or that Elder thing is going to kill everyone!” 
 
    Lily gripped Victor’s arm, “What are you going to do?” 
 
    The Blade looked into the succubus’s red eyes. Fear mingled with her crimson gaze, giving off a glimmer that she already knew the answer, but didn’t want to believe it. 
 
    Victor smirked. “While Umus is keeping the Elder thing busy, I’ll keep Draygon busy.” 
 
     “You ca…,” Lily began before Victor pulled her in close, embracing the demoness. 
 
    “Please, call the others. Don’t fight me on this. Our priority is to save the people.” 
 
    “Your priority is to stay with me,” Lily said, her voice cracking. 
 
    Victor held her close, lips to her ear, “I need my Shield to help the people. When they are safely away, come back to me and we can finish this monster, together.” 
 
    Lily was silent for a few seconds before she barely nodded her head and pulled back. Victor watched as she stepped back and stood next to Portia. The Champion gave the succubus a warm smile before turning his back to her. A point of Strength flowed into Victor’s Jump ability. Legs bending, energy surged until he pushed off the ground and bounded up into the air, flying higher and higher toward the tendrils of darkness spilling from the building. 
 
    Lily’s eyes watered before she closed them, letting her voice cross realms, her heart aching with fear and the unknown. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassandra walked along the stone path of the village. A voice touched her mind, words cascading along her spirit. The tall Keeper gave a small nod before her own power flared across dimensions and worlds. When the ropes of power connected with Vala’s chosen, they listened intently. 
 
    Dawn and Night stepped from their home and into the street, walking toward the giant woman. Others appeared from their homes, making their way closer as others in distant realms looked to the skies, listening for the Keeper’s words. 
 
    Cassandra turned to face the slyths, war maidens, dragons, succubi and warp spawn. Beyond the veil of reality, slingers and resistance fighters listened with every fiber of their spirits. 
 
    “Our Blade and Shield are fighting to save Valis from Draygon’s power. They have asked for any who can and will assist with defending the people of that realm from extinction. We are here to serve Vala, but we are here to serve those who would love,” Cassandra’s voice vibrated along time and space. 
 
    The Keeper lifted her head, eyes scanning across faces of those gathered. “There will be no judgment on your decision. Time slips away. Who will go and fight?” 
 
    Vala’s realm rippled as many bodies stepped forward, their hearts glowing with protective might. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor soared upward, glass windows blurring past him as he ascended. The air on his face calmed his spirit, drinking it in for a moment of peace. Thoughts quieted as a rush of purpose caused his heart to beat with power. When he cleared the roof, it almost seemed like he hovered before he fell and landed on the stone and metal surface. 
 
    Draygon had moved to the center, black and purple power pulsating around him. The sound of shockwaves could be heard in the distance as Umus continued his relentless assault on the Elder thing. Blending with the shocks of power, screeches and screams played on like a demented symphony in the bowels of Hell. The wind picked up, stirring Victor’s hair as he glared at Draygon. 
 
    The Elder Spawn kept his manic grin as he held his hands out to his sides, power nearly engulfing his form. “Come to watch the play with me?” 
 
    “I’ve come to end it,” Victor said as he called up his stat screen and shifted it to the side of his vision. 
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         Draygon gave a small nod. “Too bad you don’t understand what I’m trying to do for you…for us.” 
 
    “I understand. I understand you’re insane and I need to put you down like a rabid animal,” Victor said sternly. 
 
    “If you understood, you would know I have trillions of shadows at my command. I called an Elder Thing to this realm and set it loose. My power grows with every moment and when I’m strong enough, I’m going to consume your goddess. I will ascend and I will bring peace by murdering those who oppose me and madness to those who love me. I will be the point in time where everything changes. My rule will last until all heat leaves every universe and then I can rest on my throne of souls.” 
 
    Victor, I am with you, but don’t say what I think you’re going to say. 
 
    The Blade smirked, “Alright Vegeta, time to cave in that fivehead of yours.” 
 
    Draygon’s brow raised, “Vegeta? Who’s Vegeta?” 
 
    Vala’s Champion stepped forward, mentally spending influence. One Constitution activated his Power Armor ability. Nano-drones ejected from skin pores and spread out, connecting under his clothes to form a flexible metal skin. Victor stepped closer, armor covering his head and face, leaving only slits for his eyes. One points of Strength channeled into his muscles, making him stronger and faster. A point of Will energized his new Light Aura ability, a golden light engulfing the Blade. Right hand out, a bone sword emerged from his wrist and slid into his hand. 
 
    “You’re holding back,” Draygon said as he stood his ground. 
 
    The Blade said nothing as he approached until he was within five feet of the Elder Spawn. The wind touched them as fighting glowed down from below on all sides. A trickle of fear touched the champion but a fury boiled in his stomach. Death and Love watched as Victor took a short breath. 
 
    Kick his ass! 
 
    Victor nodded and flashed forward. In a long blink, he was before the Elder Spawn, left fist pulled back. Draygon smirked as the Blade blasted his fist forward and was stopped short in the Elder Spawn’s hand. 
 
    “You disappoint me,” Draygon grinned. 
 
    Victor smiled as he channeled ten points of Strength. Power blasted his muscles and rode his body like a hurricane. An alert appeared in his vision, indicating he could lift twenty-five thousand tons. The titan tier power level flared as he flicked one finger in Draygon’s hand. 
 
    The shockwave boomed as the Elder Spawn was hurtled back. Draygon’s eyes widened as his left hand lashed out and grabbed the railing on the opposite side of the roof, metal bending. Body floating for a moment, the Elder Spawn flipped his body and landed while his right hand dangled like a broken thing.  
 
    Draygon’s hand snapped back to normal but Victor moved like he was teleporting. Darkness surged as Victor landed a punch in the spawn’s stomach. Draygon bent forward as Victor’s bone sword flashed up and then down, too fast for the human eye. A shadow stabbed out and Draygon parried the blow, his black sword cracking. The air blasted out in all directions. 
 
    “You’ve become stronger,” the Elder Spawn grunted. 
 
    Victor let go of his sword, hands grabbing the spawn by his shirt. Muscles glowed under skin as he lifted him up and smashed him down on the roof, caving it in. The Blade followed Draygon down as they smashed through two more floors before stopping. Fists flashed like pistons, punching the spawn in the chest and face. Draygon roared as power burst. Victor was lifted and thrown against a wall, crashing through into another room. 
 
    Draygon flashed through the hole just as Victor summoned his bone sword. It flew into hand just as Draygon was bearing down on him. The bone blade parried the black sword, arms on both vibrating as energy arced along their bodies. 
 
    Draygon was about to say something when Victor’s heel slammed on the monster’s knee, kicking it out and knocking him off balance. Falling to the side, Draygon watched as Victor’s left hand grabbed his neck and threw him like a rag doll. The wall exploded as Draygon’s body landed and rolled. Arms and legs working, he was back on his feet, a black sword in each hand. 
 
    Victor stood up and marched toward the hole. “The one thing I have learned about you so-called higher beings are that when you spend your energy on grandstanding, you use a lot of power. I assume the portals and summoning an Elder Thing must be draining you. That makes you meat for the grinder.” 
 
    “Vala chose well,” Draygon cackled. 
 
    Victor stepped through the hole when Draygon burst forward like a shotgun blast. Swords whipped at each other, creating sparks the size of hailstones. Furniture around them was blasted or sliced away. The fury of attacks cracked walls and blasted out windows.  
 
    Draygon laughed as he parried each blow. “Let’s give history something to remember!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Lily and Portia moved along the edge of the crowd. The succubus glanced to the side as warrior angels fought like demons against the tides of shadows. The numbers continued to grow and the demoness watched as angels gave their last breath fighting the incoming abyss. 
 
    “Convert weapons to ranged attacks. Keep them at bay,” Portia said calmly as her halo flared. 
 
    Angel soldiers pulled back, spears and swords turning into cubes of light, shifting and changing until they formed rifles of golden energy. Fingers pulled back on triggers and thick bolts of energy blasted out. Shadows moaned as light punched through their bodies. A second later, they burst into shards of darkness.  
 
    The crowd moved through the main street toward the gate in the distance. The pace was slow as shadows flooded in from side streets, leaping and attacking as bolts of light cut them to pieces. Golden wings of energy slashed out with razor precision as light rifles blasted apart of shadowy bodies. 
 
    Portia leapt up, wings spreading out. Information fed into her mind as her spear shifted into a rifle. Hovering above, she fired long range shots, blasting shadows. A ping touched her mind and she turned her gaze down the main street. A massive horde of shadows burst out before them, mouths gaping and white eyes staring. 
 
    “Defend along the edge while I lead the charge,” Portia commanded Lily before bursting forward. 
 
    The angel became a bullet of light as she rushed to the front of the fleeing crowd, aimed and fired. Boots touching the ground, angels moved to form an A at her sides. Light rifles firing, they pushed forward with Portia leading the charge.  
 
    The advancement slowed as shadows came at them with brute force. The charge became small steps, the fight turning to feet and soon inches. Lily readied as shadows pushed against the sides, killing angels left and right. The succubus took a deep breath when something caressed her heart. 
 
    Mist flowed in patches across the area. Time slowed as dark forms appeared and stepped out on all sides of the fleeing cloud of citizens. The succubus grinned, giving a silent thanks to Cassandra and Vala. 
 
    Three dragon women stepped from the mists, serpent eyes on the chaos. Behind them, large Amazonian women stepped out, hefting swords, axes, and clubs, crackling with power. In another patch of mist, a woman and dragon woman with cowboy hats stepped out. Astor gave the area a glance over as she adjusted a pack over her shoulder. Shyryth growled as her scaly hands fell to pistols on each hip. Lizard women emerged from another patch, spears in hands and energy dancing along the shafts. From behind them, four succubi sauntered out with whips and chains, licking their lips. 
 
    From a small patch of mist, Dawn and Night stepped out. The elf with glasses hefted up a plasma rifle while Night’s delicate hands glowed with arcing power. 
 
    Lily turned around and raised her staff. “Save the people,” she shouted with all her might. 
 
    Astor tipped her hat as she turned to a horde of howling shadows before her. “Shyryth, let’s light it up.” 
 
    The Slinger’s hands moved in a blur, drawing rune covered pistols and cocking back hammers the moment they cleared their holsters. Arms flashed upwards as eyes picked targets. The flood of shadows roared as they approached and when the wave of darkness crested above them, fingers fell on triggers. 
 
    Mana bullets stabbed out of rune covered guns, blasting holes through dozens of shadows in an instant. Astor and Shyryth moved like robots, their aim true and deadly as shadows burst into shards of darkness. Light flashed against walls as Astor’s expressionless face remained as she fired and moved to her next target, forgetting the shadows she just killed as they fell to pieces. Mana bullets tore through dozens of shadows, tearing them to bits but the flood continued, rushing to their deaths. 
 
    The slyths and succubi screamed battle cries and they launched into the fray. Angels continued to fire and provide cover as lizard women and demons hacked, stabbed and slashed at the hordes. Citizens watched as Vala’s acolytes rushed into battle, fighting with every fiber of their beings. 
 
    Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra looked to each other before they launched into the air. Leathery wings spread out as their bodies grew larger. Scales stabbed out and clamped down along skin, rippling along as limbs stretched. Necks lengthened as snouts pushed out. Lighting, acidic fire, and ice poured from the sides of their mouths. Maws opening in their true dragon forms, they split up, soaring above the streets, spitting streams of destruction against the seething hordes of shadows. 
 
    “Stay close to me,” Dawn ordered her sister as she took a position at the corner of street.  
 
    Night moved to her sister’s side as the blonde elf lifted her plasma rifle, aimed and pulled the trigger. Plasma bolts blasted holes in shadows, their screeches echoing off walls. Dawn aimed methodically and with grace, blasting anything that moved too close, but even from her vantage point, the hordes moved like a boulder down a mountain.  
 
    Night’s eyes glowed with power, arcane words falling from her lips. Body hovering above the ground, mana glowed along her hands. The mage floated above her sister and into the middle of the street. Dawn turned her head, watching as her sister shouted out words of power. Lightning blasted out in thick streams, hitting a shadow, arcing to another and another. The display lit up the night as Dawn added to the carnage by pulling the trigger into the dying shadows. 
 
    “Maybe you should stay by me,” Night said with a smirk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Draygon grunted as sparks showered into his eyes. Swords clashed as walls crumbled from the shockwaves of their battle. Victor took the advantage and slammed his left fist into the spawn’s stomach. Spending a point of Will, the Soothing Touch ability channeled into his fist and flowed into the spawn. Draygon’s eyes half closed as he stumbled back.  
 
    Victor growled and stabbed his bone blade into the spawn’s stomach and spent his last point of Strength. Draygon looked up as the power blasted him out of the building and through the air. Victor followed, reaching the edge of the ruined building and jumped. 
 
    Draygon fell, eyes widening as the soothing effect slipped away. Turning in the air, he crashed into another building, rolling through furniture and walls and coming to a stop. The spawn giggled until he heard boots landing on the floor. The spawn was to his feet and raising swords as Victor barreled into him instantly. Swords and power rang out as the Blade kept up his relentless attack. Victor felt the power begin to slip away and he was running out of time. 
 
    “Ha,” Draygon shouted as he let his swords fade away. “You’re running out of time; I can feel it.” 
 
    Victor didn’t stop, slashing with all his might until Draygon lifted his arm and blocked the sword. Not slowing down, he pulled back and slashed again and again. Draygon blocked each incoming blow, clothes and arms cut but not slowing down. 
 
    “Like a babe in the woods,” Draygon grinned before his fist shot out like a viper. 
 
    The fist shattered Victor’s aura and cracked his armor, body flying back. Heels digging into the floor, it ripped two swaths of damage before he stopped right before falling out of the building. Victor shook it off and advanced when Draygon was on him. The Blade grunted as each punch the spawn threw was like a truck crashing into him. Alerts filled his vision as parts of his armor was shattered and fell like chunks of dust. A fracture formed along his arm as he swung his sword. Draygon caught the Blade’s wrist and squeezed. Pain surged as Victor cried out, the bone sword falling from his hand. 
 
    “It was a valiant try,” Draygon smiled as he lifted Victor by his arm. 
 
    The Blade kicked out, slamming his heel into the spawn’s face and neck. Draygon barely moved, shrugging off the attacks like an adult with an angry toddler. 
 
    We need more power! 
 
    Victor grunted as he spent the two divine orbs. Mind racing, he shoved two points into Strength and gained a new ability from the Holy Sphere. 
 
    You gained Energy Craft! 
 
    “Struggle…struggle for your life,” Draygon laughed. 
 
    “Eat shit,” Victor grunted as his gun blade slipped into his left hand. 
 
    Stabbing the blade into Draygon’s chest, the tip sank in inches, but the spawn didn’t flinch. Victor charged the blade with five points of Constitution. The six energy chambers glowed with vibrating power before Victor spent another point of Constitution into his Weapon Upgrade Ability. 
 
    The gun blade glowed white hot as Draygon looked down with wide eyes. Victor hissed out a laugh when he pulled the trigger. The spawn released the Champion as his body was thrown from the energy blast. Victor landed on his feet and advanced, pulling the trigger and blasting the spawn as he hurtled out of the building and fell to the street. 
 
    Draygon crashed into a wall and bounced, free falling until he slammed into the street below. Victor reached the edge of a destroyed wall and jumped. The Blade landed on the street, the last of his increased Strength and Jump ability wearing off. Having three more charges in his gun blade, he stepped toward the spawn as he tried to get back up. Large holes closed as Draygon laughed. The moment he was almost to his feet, Victor pulled the trigger three times. 
 
    The bolts slammed into the spawn, pinning him to the wall as his body shuddered violently. Steam and a burning scent filled the area as Draygon’s shoulders heaved with laughter. 
 
    “You are a delight,” Draygon giggled like a mad man. 
 
    “I’m not finished,” Victor sneered before spending a point of Strength. 
 
    A large portal appeared behind Victor. Draygon’s smile faded as something big charged through the portal and it instantly closed behind it. Using his Summon Monster ability, a giant woolly mammoth thundered across the short distance as Victor darted to the side.  
 
    Draygon was barely to his feet when the mammoth coiled its trunk and slammed into him, grinding him into the side of the building as it crumbled down. The mammoth lifted its thick front feet and stomped down like giant hammers, pulverizing the falling debris covering the buried spawn. When the smashing reached its zenith, the mammoth stepped back and let out a huff. 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor smiled to the giant creature. 
 
    The mammoth huffed and shuffled its feet. 
 
    Victor’s smile faded and he raised a brow, “I know it was a surprise. Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you.” 
 
    The mammoth huffed again. 
 
    “I said I was sorry,” Victor repeated when the rubble began to move. 
 
    The mammoth and Victor backed up. Draygon’s head appeared from the rubble and he slowly stood up. Hands dusted himself off as mad giggles echoed off walls. 
 
    “This certainly has been entertaining, but I have had enough fun for the evening,” Draygon’s smile fading away. 
 
    The spawn looked up to the sky and sighed. “You never had a chance and now I shall complete what I set out to do.” 
 
    Raising a hand, Draygon’s power curled around his arm and formed into ball amid his fingers. “Let the final chorus commence.” 
 
    Closing fingers around the ball of darkness, there was a flash and dread flowed outward. Victor couldn’t fight the chill as he looked up. High in the night sky, a line rippled into view. It cracked the night and balls of bright light appeared. They glowed brighter with various colors and for some reason, they seemed familiar to Vala’s Champion. 
 
    The horrific realization washed over Victor like freezing cold water. Draygon smiled and nodded as he watched the knowledge fill Victor’s eyes. 
 
    “Yes, they are streams of comets from Night Sun. I knew even with my power and legions of shadows; it would be a hard victory. But with hundreds of comets directed at this very planet, not even Valis has the power to stop such an attack,” Draygon smiled.  
 
    Victor looked up in awestruck disbelief. The sheer power barreling down on the planet would wipe out all life. Even if Valis’ people reach the ships, there will be no place to hide from the tsunamis and maelstroms to come. 
 
    Draygon put his hands on his hips. “It is done. And now to make sure you don’t become any more of nuisance,” The spawn snapped his fingers. 
 
    A shadow appeared, rising up with a twisted mouth. Pale eyes bore down on Victor as it reached its height of about seven feet tall. The Blade lifted his gun blade but a tremor ran along his spine, something from deep within his heart. 
 
    Draygon crossed his arms. “Your first reunion didn’t go as I thought it would so I decided to give you both a second chance.” 
 
    The Shadow grinned as it stared. “You have grown…I’m happy we can spend some time together…,” The shadow said with a dark, sardonic tone. 
 
    Victor took a step back, hands shaking. Parts of his mind tried to push it away, trying to shove his feelings deep within a vault and throw away the key. The same feeling he felt before caused his body to shudder in fear as he fought logic’s grip. Memories of the shadow in Vonn’s home came rushing back. 
 
    “Give your father a hug,” The shadow leered with long, thin arms spreading out.        
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    “Dad…,” Victor whispered, heart breaking. 
 
    The shadow slithered forward, arms reaching out. “Son, come to me. It’s sooo cold. I need your warmth. I need you to help me feel better.” 
 
    Victor took a step back. “No…I can’t…” 
 
    The shadow nodded. “You can son. Come to me. Your warmth will heal me. Heal your father so we can catch up.” 
 
    Victor pointed his gun blade and charged it with a Constitution point. “You’re gone. This is just what’s left of you…” 
 
    The shadow looked down at the gun blade, slithering forward and touching it with his black hands.  
 
    “Your mother would not approve…” 
 
    Victor’s lip trembled, scenes of his father changing from kind man to monster, punching him until he spit up blood. Images of bruises colored his thoughts as he fought to stay strong. 
 
    “I was sick…but Draygon has shown me the true path. Let him finish his work…and then we can be together…,” the shadow whispered with ghostly words. 
 
    Pain welled up as Victor tried to keep his arm steady. 
 
    “Victor, listen to your father, he knows the truth,” Draygon said with an uncharacteristically serious tone. 
 
    “I…I…can’t…,” Victor whispered. 
 
    “My strong son…yes…you can…,” the shadow blinked innocently. 
 
    Victor’s arm and head lowered; the pain and regret sinking deeply into his spirit. 
 
    “That’s my boy…,” the shadow said sweetly as he approached and stood before Victor. 
 
    Victor kept his gaze to the ground before a thin black hand reached down and lifted his chin. Pale, mad eyes filled with edges of serenity as the shadow kept its jagged smile.  
 
    “Come with me and we can talk until the end of the universe…” 
 
    Victor sighed when something balled in his chest. A stream of darkness poured out, forming a fist. Victor’s father looked down just as the black fist slammed into its misshapen face and sent the shadow floating back. Victor watched as darkness pooled at his feet and Chill rose up, oval blue eyes on the shadow Victor once called father. 
 
    “Victor, this isn’t your fight anymore. Take down Draygon while I teach this monster what it really means to love,” Chill growled with contempt. 
 
    Victor’s father screeched as it launched at the shadow. Chill’s black fingers formed into points right before both shadows clashed. The shadows spiraled together like black snakes. Clawed hands slashed at each other as screeches blanketed the area. The feral slashing continued, each one landing blows and shards of darkness slicing off black bodies. 
 
    “Fight me Victor. Show the universe how weak you really are,” Draygon chuckled. 
 
    Victor’s internal sorrow switched to a rage. Fury burned in his eyes as he lifted his gun blade and aimed. Behind him, the mammoth roared as it lifted its front legs and slammed them down into a charge. Draygon beckoned with his hands as the mammoth charged and Victor pulled the trigger again and again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Portia looked up at the comets streaking toward the planet. The High Commander’s eyes widened as information filled her vision. The fighting began to grow desperate as small feeds filled the corner of her vision, angels dying by the dozens as they moved closer to the city entrance.  
 
    A thundering shockwave passed through the city as Portia and many others turned to see Umus flying backwards and crashing into a building. The god brushed off debris from his shoulders as the Elder Thing stepped into the city, its foot crushing several smaller buildings in its wake. 
 
    “Is that all you have,” Umus shouted before bursting into the air, giant mace in hand. 
 
    “Activate planetary shield,” Portia commanded as she marched forward, blasting shadows to dust. 
 
    A grid formed from one horizon to the other. Once the lines connected, the shield solidified and faded from view as points of light grew brighter. Lily looked up, astonished at the power as the fighting grew to a fevered pitch. 
 
    The succubus looked down and charged, standing with the angels, her staff flashed out at any shadow penetrating the weapon fire. Grunts and yells rang out from the deafening violence. The crowd marched slowly, but the shadows seemed to surge, their numbers growing as they blindly floated into the line of fire. They filled the last remaining streets before the gate, creating a wall of darkness as they pushed back against the advancing angels and citizens. 
 
    Portia stopped her advance, never letting her finger off the trigger as she fired into the horde. Calculations appeared in her vision, chances of success counting down in percentages. The longer they stayed, the lower the probability they would make it to the water. The number of citizens outweighed the number of soldiers. Turrets and cannons blinked out one by one as the flood of shadows continued to pin them down. 
 
    Dragons flew down, blasting the shadows but the moment a path was cleared, shadows surged back in to replace their ranks instantly. Time slowed and chaos bloomed as the shadows pushed at the sides and from the front, testing the ranks for a single moment they can surge in. 
 
    High above, comets rained down toward the planet. The shield glimmered for a moment before the first comet struck. Energy rippled along the planet’s shield, distributing the energy before another comet struck and then another. Cracks miles long appeared in the sky as comets crashed into the shield. At least several dozen slammed into the shield, punishing it before the cracks grew wider. 
 
    “We push forward, NOW,” Portia screamed as she took one step forward. 
 
    Off to the side, Astor and Shyryth blasted shadows to nothing, arms rigid and aiming. Shyryth fired her last shot and then began to reload. Astor stepped to her side, firing perfectly aimed shots, mana bullets striking between the eyes. The slinger moved like a machine, but even she could see that the fight was beginning to turn. 
 
    Shyryth flicked her wrists, chambers sliding into place and locking. She moved and fired while Astor reloaded. The dragon slinger remained calm, following her master’s teaching to the letter. Never panic, even when death is an inch away from snatching you away. 
 
    Astor finished reloading and holstered her guns. Shyryth glanced to her master with a touch of concern. 
 
    Astor knelt to the ground and un-slung the pack from her back. “Shyryth, fly with your friends.” 
 
    “I won’t leave your side,” the red dragon woman said as she pulled triggers, six shadows dying one after the other. 
 
    Astor opened the long pack and pulled out a metal cylinder with small cylinders packed together at one end. A lever crank was at the end of it and to the side. The slinger reached in and pulled out a long belt of glowing mana bullets. Hands moved with expert skill as she loaded the chain belt to the weapon and locked it into place. Taking the strap connected to it, she put it over her head as she stood up, hand on the crank. 
 
    “Shyryth, fly. Burn a path from above while I cut one from below.” 
 
    The dragon woman shook her head slightly, “No.” 
 
    Astor stepped to the dragon and placed a hand on her shoulder, “You promised you would take my direction. I am directing you to fly and burn a path.” 
 
    Shyryth glanced to Astor’s serious expression. With a growl, she holstered her guns and leapt into the air. The red dragon woman let her body convulse and change until she morphed into her true dragon form. 
 
    “That’s my girl,” Astor smirked before turning her attention to the front of the crowd where angels tried to blast through the shadows. 
 
    Breaking into a run, she raced along the outskirts of the crowd but behind the angels fighting shadows. When she came toward the front, she aimed the Gatling rifle. Portia glanced back to see the Slinger step to the line and shoulder her way through. 
 
    “I’ll clear a path and you lead them to safety,” Astor ordered when she pushed past Portia. 
 
    The angel commander watched as the Slinger planted her feet, grabbed the handle and began to crank it. The cylinders toward the front began to spin and immediately fired mana bullets. Shadows cried out as each bullet shredded their bodies like paper. The roar of the rifle clanked on, spitting out mana in its purest form. Astor began to advance, leading the way as Portia and many others joined in the carnage. A red dragon flew overhead, blasting out a stream of molten fire at the shadows, burning them to ash. 
 
    Overhead, the shield glimmered before a fatal comet struck it. Energy rippled and shattered as the shield collapsed from the onslaught. Comets fell from the sky, barely touching the atmosphere when Portia’s senses picked up an energy signature. 
 
     “Are we too late,” an angel shouted to Portia. 
 
    The angel looked up and smiled before turning her attention and firing into the line of diminishing shadows. 
 
    A wide portal appeared and something sharp and black emerged. Spikes pointed in all directions along the hull of the massive ship as it cleared the portal. Black metal with gray edges gleamed in the light as comets rained down from high above. The ship was the size of the city, floating a hundred feet above the citadel. 
 
    “We are the Xull,” boomed from the ship, “We are here to provide protection and assistance to the people of Valis. Prepare to be extracted to safety.” 
 
    Lily raised a fist to the air and shouted. 
 
    Comets fell from the sky, burning toward the giant ship and the city below it. Missile hatches opened by the hundreds and giant plasma cannons rose up and came to bear. Power hummed along the gigantic ship before plasma cannons roared to life, followed by salvos of missiles firing into the sky. Plasma streams struck comets and shattered them to pieces as missiles targeted large chunks and rammed into them. The sky lit up in a cacophony of light and explosions. 
 
    Under the ship, bay doors opened as a dozen battle suits moved to the edge. Each one was similar save for the metal animal heads. A battle suit with a fox head looked down. 
 
    “Secure the area and make room for the drop ships,” Wynn commanded. 
 
    Two power suits with ram’s heads high-fived each other. Others with tiger, panther and cat heads hefted up large plasma rifles. Wynn gave a nod before stepping off the edge and falling. The others followed, stepping off and falling toward the fighting in the streets. Behind them in the bays, drop ships hummed to life. 
 
    Wynn watched as she free-fell, a symphony of light played out below. Shadows moved like worms against the angels, both sides fighting at point blank range. The fox gave the command and her thruster pack flared. Controlling her descent, targeting scanners picked up shadows and she aimed. Pulling the trigger, plasma bolts rained down, adding to the fighting as bodies turned and slowed their landing. 
 
    Metal legs bent when they hit the street. Joints whirled as the power suits moved to the edge, towering over angels by several feet and blasting into the tide of shadows without mercy. Shadows screeched before plasma death silenced them. 
 
    “Don’t give them an inch,” Wynn commanded as she held back the trigger, plasma light flashing against her black visor. 
 
    Above, several large spikes from the ship blasted out in four directions. They soared down until they were right above the buildings and exploded. Oval pieces fell from the sky before lines of light ran along them. Sections of the oval pieces separated and expanded until sentries fell into the river of shadows from all sides. Sentries pulled rifles from the side of their legs and fired into the crowds. Simple digital eyes took in the scene as they landed and blasted at shadows. Light sparked as some sentries had their limbs torn off the moment they landed while others drilled plasma holes in everything around them. 
 
    In the distance, Umus continued his relentless assault on the Elder Thing. The god slammed his shoulder into the monster’s massive chest but it barely moved. The monster’s alien eyes looked to the floating ship above the citadel and stepped forward, a long arm reaching out to rip it from the sky. Several plasma cannons aimed at the giant abomination and fired. Umus shouted with glee as he joined the hailstorm of plasma bolts striking the Elder Thing. 
 
    Dawn and Night fired down a thin street, blasting anything that moved when something moved above. Dawn glanced up to see a shadow crawling along the wall and launching toward her. The elf lifted her plasma rifle and shot into it. The moment it was on her, a staff flashed forward and slammed into the shadow’s misshapen face. Night turned her attention to the shadow and blasted it with lightning as Lily moved to Dawn’s side. 
 
    “Thanks,” Dawn said as she fired into the shadows. 
 
    “Don’t mention it,” Lily shouted. “Xull is providing defense and rescue. We have to pull back.” 
 
    “We have to find Victor,” Night said before whispering a word of power and blasting another shadow. 
 
    Dawn touched her glasses as Lily called on her soul compass ability. The elf’s glasses shined for a moment, the shadows and walls bleeding away. The mystical glasses saw through ghostly walls until she spotted a few streets away a giant mammoth and Victor fighting Draygon. 
 
    “He’s in that direction,” Dawn and Lily said at the same time. 
 
    Night nodded. “I’ll get us closer.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The mammoth roared as it charged, Victor at its side. The Blade fired the remaining rounds from his gun blade, Draygon laughing as his body shuddered from each strike. Chill and Victor’s father swirled, tearing at each other while the mammoth reared up, ready to stomp the Elder Spawn to dust. 
 
    “It’s over,” Draygon chuckled as he opened his hand and darkness blasted out. 
 
    The mammoth roared before darkness stabbed into its underside as it reared up. The prehistoric beast’s eyes widened before it was lifted up and crashed into a nearby building. The ground shook as the structure crumbled, a final whimper falling from the majestic beast before it slumped. 
 
    Victor’s eyes blazed as he charged his gun blade again. Charging, he blasted at the spawn until he was within several feet. Draygon’s hand flashed out, slapping energy bolts away. Victor leapt with gun blade in hand and sliced downward.  
 
    Draygon parried the sword with his forearm and simply stared at Vala’s Champion. “This is getting sad.” 
 
    The spawn’s hand whipped away, the shockwave blasted away the last pieces of Victor’s armor and his body crashing into a wall, cracking it. The gun blade fell with a clatter as Victor slumped down from the wall. Warmth leaked from the back of his head as pain and confusion rippled. Darkness flashed repeatedly as the Champion fought to stay awake. Draygon laughed as Chill was knocked down, Victor’s father ripping him to shreds. 
 
    “No…,” Victor said weakly before he saw a flash. 
 
    An elf with long black hair and wearing a dark robe stood with her arms out. Lily and Dawn were before her. Eyes glanced around, seeing the fallen Victor and then turning to Draygon as his mouth moved but no words came out. The silence seemed to only grow as Victor fought to stay awake. Lily, Dawn, and Night launched at the crazed spawn, plasma bolts, lightning, and a staff crashing down on the laughing monster. 
 
    “Girls…I’m…coming…to…help,” Victor thought he said, but even he didn’t hear his own words.  
 
    Darkness closed in and then there was nothing. 
 
    Eyes opening, Victor stood in a forest clearing. A shimmering pool glowed in the moonlight as Vala stood to the side, darkness covering her eyes. The goddess was still as a statue in graveyard. 
 
    Victor stepped toward the goddess; eyes wide. “I have to get back into the fight!” 
 
    “Valis is lost,” Vala whispered. “I can see the branches of fate and they all show the realm dying. I have brought you here to ask you to retreat so you may fight another day.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I can’t. I won’t.” 
 
    “Victor, I can feel the chains of control slipping away from your spirit. Do not let Draygon destroy your light.” 
 
    “Everyone I love is fighting for their lives. I can’t…,” Victor trailed off when heat surged into his heart. 
 
    Vala’s head bowed. “An acolyte from Valis has died. Her divine orb has joined you and I am closer to life. I take no solace in what transpires, but you must retreat for the benefit of others.” 
 
    The Blade’s eyes widened as he felt another surge of warmth, followed by another. “They’re dying! I have to get back into the fight! I must…” 
 
    A vibration ran along Victor’s spine and a familiar feeling latched onto him once again. A faint memory of his previous fight with Draygon glowed in his mind’s eye. A tingling he now understood washed over his soul with knowledge. 
 
    “I understand,” Victor said in a low voice. 
 
    A tear streaked down Vala’s pale white cheek. “Death whispers.” 
 
    Victor looked to the goddess. “I’m sorry. Please forgive me.”   
 
    *** 
 
    Drop ships floated down as several areas cleared of citizens. The black ships landed and doors slid open. Sentries beckoned people in while other sentries jumped out and fired at shadows crawling across the side of buildings. Battle suits fired with impunity as angels helped citizens to board the ships. 
 
    Astor stepped back, one foot at a time while she cranked the Gatling rifle. Portia gave commands as dragons swooped down and blasted shadows to dust. The Slinger sprayed mana bullets in wide arcs, her face blank and her heart made of stone. The roar of plasma and energy fire blanketed the area as many stepped onto ships. Above them, the Xull warship continued to fire at the incoming comets as missiles blazed into the sky. 
 
    Shyryth turned in the air to make another pass when her keen eyes caught shadows surging. The red dragon’s eyes widened as the shadows pressed hard, their bodies blown apart by the Slinger’s rifle. Astor stopped spraying, concentrating fire at the incoming shadows when the rifle clanked and the cylinders grinded to a halt. Shyryth turned and barreled down, fire leaking from the sides of her mouth as her heart screamed. 
 
    Astor dropped the rifle, hands moving on automatic. A flood of shadows bore down on the Slinger as she drew her pistols and pulled triggers. Shadows screeched as magical bullets blasted through them. The Slinger didn’t make a sound as the shadows rushed her instantly.  
 
    Blood flashed as Astor grunted and stepped back. Razor sharp darkness slashed at her as she shot through shadows. When one died, two more crashed into her. Like feral monsters they clawed at her, but the Slinger fired until her rune-covered pistols clicked empty. 
 
    Shyryth landed with a thunderous boom, fire and wings filling the area. Clawed hands grabbed at shadows and threw them into walls while angels shot at them. Tears streaked dragon scales as Shyryth pulled the last of the shadows off Astor and burned them to ash. Body shifting, she shrunk down to human size as angels fired into the wall of shadows. Scaled arms grabbed at the fallen Slinger and held her close. 
 
    “Astor…,” the red dragon woman cried. 
 
    The Slinger opened her eyes, kindness touching the edges. “I’m happy the last person I see is you.” 
 
    “Lily can heal you. We have to find her,” Shyryth cried. 
 
    “No…it’s over for me. I need you to do one last…thing…before I go…” 
 
    “Anything,” Shyryth sobbed. 
 
    “Tell Victor…to find…Dorian…Reins. Do that…for me,” Astor smiled. 
 
    “I will,” Shyryth said through the tears. 
 
    Several dragons landed around the dragon and Slinger. Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra blasted the shadows, their hearts aching for their dragon sister. 
 
    “See you in the next life…,” Astor whispered before her eyes closed. 
 
    Shyryth clutched her friend close, heat leaving Astor’s body and the dragon’s sobbing lost to the sounds of plasma fire. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor’s eyes opened as pain writhed along his senses. Spending a point of Constitution, nano-drones began repairing his broken body. The process was slow as he called up his stats. 
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    Strength and Constitution nearly used up; he knew he couldn’t last long in a fist to fist match. Eyes looking up, he watched as Dawn, Night, and Lily fought the spawn. Draygon lashed out while the three women kept him at bay. Night fired lightning bolts while Dawn sidestepped, firing plasma bolts. Lily was close, her body moving like a dancer, her staff connecting but doing little damage. Off to the side, Chill’s glowing blue eyes widened as Victor’s father slashed at him.  
 
    Feeling returned to Victor’s muscles. The Blade slowly stood up and stumbled before catching himself. Struggling, he moved slowly toward the fighting. 
 
    “Draygon,” the Blade shouted. 
 
    Draygon’s eyes slid to the side, the sight of Victor hobbling toward them. “Still have some fight in you.” 
 
    Lily brought her staff down and before it connected, Draygon’s hand blurred up and caught it. The succubus struggled until the spawn lifted her up and threw her. Night gasped as she opened her arms to catch the demoness. Lily hit her hard, the two falling to the street in a tumble. 
 
    Dawn advanced, finger firmly on the trigger. Draygon blocked each bolt with his forearm as he grinned. The elf moved with determination as she closed the distance. Victor pushed himself to walk faster. 
 
    “Dawn, get back,” Victor shouted. 
 
    The elf ignored him until she was right on top of the spawn. Draygon’s fist flashed out, hitting the plasma rifle and shattering it. Dawn didn’t slow down as she leapt at the monster and clamped her legs around his waist. Draygon backhanded wide, but the elf let her torso fall back while holding herself around the spawn’s waist. The fist swung inches from her face and when it cleared, she snapped up onto the spawn like a viper. Draygon’s brow rose up as the elf grabbed his head and pressed her lips to his. 
 
    The spawn’s eyes widened before they half closed. Dawn pulled back with a wicked smile until pain shattered her soul. Victor watched as Dawn whimpered, a black blade sunk deep into her side. 
 
    The elf turned her gaze to Victor. “Kick his ass,” she said as she fell away. 
 
    Victor’s heart took on jagged edges as a fire roared into a blaze. Spending ten points of Wisdom, the Blade’s hand lashed out with his Unseen Hand ability. Dawn was pulled from Draygon with an invisible force and placed by Night and Lily. The elf with dark hair grabbed at Dawn as she struggled to breath, blood soaking her clothes. 
 
    “What did she do to me,” Draygon said as his legs began to shake. 
 
    “Night night,” Dawn seethed with an evil grin. 
 
    Victor struck out his open hand and a force slammed into Draygon, smashing him through a wall and then another wall. The tingling in his body grew to a fevered pitch. Lily placed a hand on Dawn, energy flowing into her. Night looked up to see Victor’s body begin to heave, power surging into his body. 
 
    “Night, take them home,” Victor growled a command. 
 
    Lily turned her head, “I can keep fighting!” 
 
    “I will finish this fight,” Victor said in a dark tone. 
 
    Night held her sister as her hand touched Lily’s arm. Arcane words fell from her lips, but before the word of power could be uttered, Lily knocked the mage’s hand away. Light engulfed the sisters before they winked out of the realm. Lily stood up, staff in hand and determination in her brow. 
 
    Victor ignored her as the rubble moved in the building and Draygon stood up.  
 
    “What a waste. All of that to slow me down for a few seconds,” the spawn chuckled.  
 
    Victor stayed his ground, “It was enough time to know what I have to do.” 
 
    The Blade lifted his hand again. Draygon looked through the hole of the building and began to walk when the very structure began to creak. Glancing up, walls cracked and the entire building fell in. Victor controlled the devastation as it crashed down on the Elder Spawn. Dust flew up, but every brick and steel beam crashed down onto Draygon, forming a giant, pointed pile of rubble. 
 
    Victor let out a sigh as he calmed his heart. Senses dialed to eleven, he could feel Draygon move, clawing his way up through the debris, but it didn’t matter anymore. The Blade took hold of the key of knowledge and inserted it into his connection with Vala. The tingling in his body grew with each passing moment until he held his breath and turned the key. Spending every last point of his influence, a tether expanded and power flooded Victor’s heart and spread out into his body. Knowledge poured into his open mind, filling it with light. The illusion of control, pain, joy, and sorrow was blasted away as Victor understood what it meant to be a Champion. Energy penetrated every cell of his body as Vala’s power drowned every thought. It was all and nothing, life and death. The universe made sense and chaos taught lessons across all beings.  
 
    “So…this is what’s it is to be a god,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Chill tried to crawl away as a larger shadow clawed at his back. Light flashed and a blade of light penetrated the side of the larger shadow. Its eyes widened as it turned its misshapen face to Victor. 
 
    “I’m sorry Dad, but you’re hurting my friend,” Victor said sadly. 
 
    The shadow roared before it splintered into a thousand pieces of darkness.  
 
    Victor turned to Lily who stood with staff in hand and shock in her eyes. “Take care of Chill. I have to take out the garbage.” 
 
    Draygon burst from the rubble and looked down on Victor. The spawn’s maddening grin melted away as golden light bathed the Blade’s form. Pulling his legs free, the spawn slid down to the base, eyes drinking in the confidence rippling off Victor in waves. 
 
    “You…you did it. Now…I can consume you and ascend!” 
 
    Victor smirked. “No, now I finish what I promised.” 
 
    “Come on then,” Draygon hissed. 
 
    Victor’s body blurred forward, his fist crashing into Draygon’s cheek. The spawn’s face twisted away, eyes round from the impact and surprise. Catching himself, he ground his boots into the street, concrete flying. Victor pushed on, his fists drawing back and slamming again and again into the spawn.  
 
    Lily watched as the very air and ground shook. Draygon punched back and the air ignited in fury. Black aura blazing, the spawn struggled against Victor’s light. Fists crashed and pounded into each other as the entire island began to tremble. Victor smiled, showing all of his teeth as he grabbed Draygon and burst forward. The spawn’s back smashed through wall after wall. Draygon could barely move as his body was used as a battering ram. Victor pulled back an arm, a blade made of light appearing. He pushed the spawn through walls and buildings, stabbing with each passing second.  
 
    Draygon put his lips together to whistle when a golden fist slammed into his jaw, breaking it. 
 
    “Not a chance,” Victor grinned before halting his advance.  
 
    The two titans were on a deserted street when Victor lifted Draygon and smashed him into the middle of it. Not letting go, he lifted him up and pulled back a fist. Fingers opening, a ball of light appeared in his palm. 
 
    “Too strong…,” Draygon gurgled as black blood leaked from his mouth. 
 
    “Maybe in a few thousand years, you’ll understand the light and the dark,” Victor grinned. “But for now, remember this moment…HADOUKEN!” 
 
    Victor slammed the ball of energy into Draygon’s chest and it exploded. Draygon’s fiery body arced through the air and crashed into another building. Cracks webbed out as Draygon fell. Before he reached the street, Victor was there, violently grabbing the spawn and slamming him into the street. The entire area rumbled and several damaged buildings fell in the distance. 
 
    “How…,” Draygon gurgled as he looked to Victor in disbelief. 
 
    “Love..uh..finds a way,” Victor laughed before driving his fist into Draygon’s forehead. 
 
    A fist-size hole smashed in and darkness poured out as Draygon wailed. The debris in the area levitated up as pulse of power rippled. Victor looked down with confident eyes as Draygon screeched in agony. 
 
    “We were meant to do great things! Victor! We were meant…,” the spawn trailed off before his body cracked and shattered in black, wet chunks. 
 
    The Blade stood up, “No, this was how it was supposed to play out. Goodbye you piece of shit.” 
 
    The sounds of plasma fire and the shockwaves of power vibrated along the city. 
 
    “Time to save the realms,” Victor smiled and shot up into the air. 
 
    Columns of smoke rose into the air. The Xull warship fired into space as comets exploded. Umus tried to land a blow on the Elder Thing when its hand snapped out and backhanded him. The god flew back and stopped in midair, a hand rubbing his jaw.  
 
    “Tougher than you look,” Umus shouted before he dived back toward the abomination. 
 
    Umus readied his giant mace when a figure appeared at his side. The god looked over to Victor’s smiling face, golden body, and grin. 
 
    “Can I join you,” Victor asked. 
 
    “Of course, my lad, of course,” Umus laughed. 
 
    Umus and Victor dived down toward the giant monster. Umus lifted his mace while Victor pulled back a fist. The monster reached out to grab and crush them when their lights shot past and struck it directly on the chest. The Elder Thing stumbled back, but not before the god and Champion slammed into it again. With an odd moan from nonexistent lips filling the sky, the thing fell and crashed into part of the city, the wall and then into the ocean. 
 
    Umus stuck out his chest and cheered. “Thank you, Victor, but it’s not finished. Save my people while I teach this monster several more lessons.” 
 
    Victor nodded and flew off as Umus hefted his mace and flew down with courage in his heart.  
 
    Drop ships filled to capacity and began to float up. Many pulled back to the last remaining ships while firing at shadows. The enemy became disorganized, lashing out at everything, the streets turning into a foaming frenzy of violence. Wynn fired into groups of shadows when a light flashed and she was suddenly on a drop ship. The fox woman looked around as light flashed again and again, her team appearing aboard with confused expressions in their video feeds. 
 
    Angels, succubi, women, and dragons were all aboard the last drop ships, bewildered looks on their faces. Shyryth held Astor’s cold body in her arms, but wet eyes could not hide the shock. Drop ships lifted off and floated up to the Xull warship. 
 
    Across the city, Lily helped Chill to stand up. The shadow’s eyes sagged as he clutched at the Shield. 
 
    “We have to make it to one of the drop ships,” Lily said as she pulled him along. 
 
    The shadow let out a grunt, “Victor…is in trouble…” 
 
    Lily looked to the shadow, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Light flashed and Victor stood before them. 
 
    “Time to get you both on the ship,” the golden Champion smiled. “The portal allowing the comets to come through is closing but slowly. I’ll have to…,” Victor grunted and clutched at his chest. 
 
    Lily reached out but Victor stepped back. 
 
    “I can feel it…the strain…,” Chill said weakly. 
 
    Lily turned to Victor, “Your body is not meant to have so much power.” 
 
    Victor kept his smile, “I just need to save everyone. Hold tight.” 
 
    The Champion scooped up the demoness and shadow and launched into the air. Light streaking across the city, a drop ship’s doors were about to close when Lily and Chill appeared inside. The metal doors locked shut as many others looked to the succubus and shadow in surprise. 
 
    Chill fell to the floor as Lily rushed to a window. She watched as Victor streaked off. 
 
    “Victor,” Lily screamed. 
 
    Victor flew through the air, the wind caressing every glowing nerve. When he flew to the edge of the city, he watched as the Elder Thing slowly began to get up, Umus wailing on it with his mace. The god angel turned his gaze to Victor’s floating form and smiled. 
 
    “It’s okay boy, I’ll keep this monstrosity busy. Take care of our people until I return.” 
 
    “Umus I…,” Victor began before another sharp pain stabbed at his heart. 
 
    The fatherly god nodded his head, halo burning bright. “You’re running out of time. Save our people. Build from the ashes and never let them destroy your spirit!” 
 
    Umus let out a hearty laugh and dove down to the rising Elder Thing, mace glowing with celestial light. 
 
    Victor nodded before turning and looking up. The drop ships docked and the bay doors closed. Cannons continued to fire into the sky as the rain of comets continued. Beyond them, the black portal began to close. Thoughts rushed through Victor’s mind as the Xull ship’s engines burned to life. The ship began to move, blasting at the comets and firing missiles. The ship began to ascend, but now that they were moving away, the comets came roaring down. 
 
    “This is going to hurt,” Victor said as his light grew brighter. 
 
    Vala’s Champion burst forth like a small comet. Streaking into the night sky, he aimed with a fist out toward the nearest comet. Light and sound boomed as the Champion shattered the comet from the sky. Flying through the debris, he smashed into another, followed by another. Pain stabbed again, but Victor ignored it. He had to destroy them all or the realm, even the planet, may never recover. He spiraled upwards, smashing comets to dust. The power, the energy, the knowledge filled his core with such light. He never wanted it to end. 
 
    When Victor reached space, the silence cooled his spirit as the portal closed and three remaining comets fell toward him. Power leaked away as the pain grew to a point, he could not ignore it. Clutching at his chest, senses felt the Xull ship leave the atmosphere.  
 
    “I’m sorry Vala,” Victor said in his mind as he flew toward the remaining comets. 
 
    Fist out, he smashed one to dust, followed by another. The last one loomed over him and he surged toward it, the pain in his chest nearly too much. Victor faltered as the pain stabbed into his mind and radiated throughout his body. The comet smacked into him and he was knocked away so hard, his body went spiraling through space. 
 
    “No…,” he whispered in his dying mind. 
 
    The Xull ship came up from below, Victor’s body tumbling through space. The comet fell from the sky and toward Valis’ greatest city. Umus looked up as he stood on the Elder Spawn’s massive chest, wiping his brow. The brightness of the comet bathed everything in white light. 
 
    “It will all be okay,” Umus smiled as the comet struck the city. 
 
    The bay doors were open as a shield prevented the vacuum of space from sucking the people out. Portia stood, watching as a huge explosion rippled through the atmosphere, her heart heavy. Lily watched as Victor’s tumbling body floated closer to them. Wide red eyes stared as the ship moved closer and in the last moment, Victor passed through the shield and tumbled onto the cold metal bay floor. 
 
    A crowd rushed to the fallen Champion but Lily was already there, turning him onto his back and in her arms. Victor’s eyes stirred as the golden aura faded away. He focused on Lily’s face and a weak smile bloomed. 
 
    “Hey you,” he whispered. 
 
    Lily poured healing energy into him, “Don’t let go!” 
 
    “Too…late…love…you…,” Victor smiled before the light faded from his eyes. 
 
    The succubus shook her head as tears flowed, “No! Victor NO! I won’t let this happen!” 
 
    Buk knelt to Lily’s side and placed an armored hand on her shoulder. Lily’s shoulders trembled before he knocked the arm away.  
 
    “Cassandra! Bring us home,” Lily shouted to the universe. 
 
    Mist appeared around the demoness and Champion. The crowd stepped back as the two were enveloped and faded from view. Portia continued to stare down at the planet, tsunamis radiating outward as the sky filled with black smoke. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hard stone touched Lily from underneath. The succubus held Victor close, putting an arm under his legs and lifting him up. The mists parted and Cassandra stood with sorrow in her eyes.  
 
    “We have to bring him back before his soul is gone,” Lily shouted. 
 
    “Take him to the springs. Get in the water,” Cassandra instructed. 
 
    Lily moved with Victor in her arms. In moments, she was by a hot spring and stepping down into it. Healing energy flowed from her arms and hands, but Victor was cold to the touch. Body sliding down into the water, Lily held him close, tears staining her lilac colored skin. 
 
    “You can’t die…I won’t let you die. I love you Victor. Please…wake up,” Lily sobbed. 
 
    Cassandra stepped to the pool’s edge, shadows covering her eyes. “Lily…” 
 
    “He…can’t…,” the succubus cried. 
 
    Lily looked up to the crescent moon. “Vala, I give my life for his! I give it all! Don’t let the man I love…die…” 
 
    Dawn, Night, and Chill moved and stood to the right and left of Cassandra. Lily wailed, Victor’s body slipping under the water. The succubus was about to let go when a fire burned bright. Hands holding Victor’s body, she spent every drop of influence and right before the last point was gone, lightning stabbed from the clear sky. 
 
    The bolt arced down and struck Lily. Energy boiled and swirled around her as she pumped every drop of life into the dead husk. The energy never stopped, Lily screaming. Victor’s body convulsed and convulsed again. Cassandra, Dawn, Night, and Chill looked down with wide eyes. The spring boiled as Lily’s screams echoed off the mountainside. 
 
    Victor’s eyes shot open and he burst from the water, taking in the deepest breath of his life. Energy dying, Lily fell forward, Victor catching her. A lock of white crawled along her raven black hair from her right temple to the end of her long hair. Victor caressed her face as she slowly blinked. Cassandra, Dawn, and Night cried as Chill gave a wide smile.  
 
    Victor held the demoness close, stroking her cheek, “Hi.” 
 
    Lily snuggled closer in the water, “Hi…yourself.” 
 
    “You didn’t give up on me,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “And I never will,” Lily said with a weak smile. 
 
    The Blade and Shield kissed while Cassandra fell to her knees, Night and Dawn hugged each other and Chill gave a small clap of his black hands. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    Victor lifted a heavy stone and placed it off to the side. Wiping sweat from his brow, he watched the slyths and War Maidens clearing away rubble while Vonn and Yex were painting a statue of Vala. The Blade could see that Vala’s temple was starting to look better. With a little more work, the temple would be fit for worship in a few days. 
 
    Lily sauntered in with a glass of wine in each hand. Victor smiled as she handed one to him and they both drank deeply. Eyes looking up, Helana and Kelora crawled along the damaged wood and stone roof, pulling out the decayed pieces while Vindrel hovered above with new boards. The succubi threw pieces away before signaling the dragon to hover closer with the supplies. 
 
    “Where’s Shyryth,” Victor asked. 
 
    Lily’s eyes darkened. “She is still by Astor’s grave. I think she will need more time.” 
 
    “I think we all will,” Victor swirled his drink. 
 
    Lily reached out and took Victor’s free hand. Leading him outside, the demoness stared up at the black sky. 
 
    Victor took another gulp before he spoke, “Has anyone been able to commune with Vala yet?” 
 
    “We have all tried, but nothing. She hasn’t appeared or whispered in our dreams. I think…bringing you back weakened her. Cassandra said to be patient. She will return when she is strong enough.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I woke up to having more Divine Orbs.” 
 
    Lily sighed. “While you were recovering, I slipped back to the Valis Realm. I spoke with Portia. The single comet that struck the planet nearly destroyed it. She told me that the other locations faraway took serious damage and few survived. The atmosphere has turned toxic but Xull has offered to help. They will keep the ship in orbit and they are designing equipment to terraform the realm to the way it was.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “They can do that?” 
 
    Lily nodded. “In the Xull realm, there are many planets with Xull civilizations. It may still take years, but Valis will return to what it was.” 
 
    “What about its people?” 
 
    “Some are still on the Xull ship while many more are in the Xull Realm, separated from the populace so they can recover in peace. Wynn and the others will be diplomats when they decide to interact with others in the realm,” Lily said and took a drink. 
 
    The crescent moon glowed with ethereal light as the man and succubus stared up at it. 
 
    “Kira and Skye have begun recording Vala’s stories and teachings. Cassandra has been talking their ears off, telling them everything she knows. When the town at the base of the mountain is restored, we will have books to add to the library.” 
 
    Victor reached over and curled his arm around Lily’s waist, glancing at the lock of white hair, “Are you…okay?” 
 
    Lily was silent for a moment before her lips parted. “I feel a little weaker, but I should be fine. No more dying.” 
 
    The Blade nodded. “No more dying for any of us…promise.” 
 
    Lily looked down. “We are closer to raising Vala from the dead. Vala’s enemies will grow as it draws closer.” 
 
    “One problem at a time,” Victor said as something caught his gaze from beyond the moon. 
 
    It was faint at first but soon, they began to dot the sky. Victor tapped Lily’s hip and she looked up. Smiles blooming, the Blade and Shield gazed on twinkling stars in the distance. Shining like diamonds, they covered the black sky in wondrous, dreamy light.  
 
    “Vala is still out there,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily turned and nestled her body against his, hand on his chest. Victor held her close as they basked in the moon and star light. 
 
    “Victor…,” Lily began. 
 
    “Yes,” the young man smiled. 
 
    “Before we rush off to the crusade, can you tell me more about Captain Picard? He sounds like a hero worth knowing.” 
 
    Victor’s grin widened. “I’d be happy to. Captain Picard is the Captain of the USS Enterprise and some would say, the greatest captain there ever was…” 
 
    Lily leaned her head on Victor’s shoulder as his words carried on the wind. A celestial goddess peered down with warmth as stars shined in the vast distance, the crescent moon growing brighter to the symphony of hearts and light.  
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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    One 
 
    Victor wiped beads of sweat from his brow. Muscles ached as he pushed a pillar into place. Cool air washed over his body as he stepped back to admire his work. Torches flickered along the walls of the temple. Bending down, he picked up a hammer and several metal spikes. Remembering what Cassandra showed him, he began to hammer the spikes into the base to secure the wooden pillar. When he finished with the base, he grabbed a nearby ladder and climbed it. At the top, he hammered just enough for the metal spike to penetrate the wood but not loud enough to wake the mountain. 
 
    When the last spike was successfully hammered in, the Blade climbed down and moved the ladder away. Picking up a nearby bucket and trowel, the Champion knelt to the base of the pillar. Tipping the bucket, a gray cement-like substance slowly poured out against the base of the pillar. When enough had circled around it, Victor took hold of the trowel and began shaping it so it would hide the spikes and base, giving it a professional appearance. 
 
    The last few nights it had been like that. The young man found it difficult to sleep for extended periods. While the village and town below the temple slept, Victor was getting up night after night, climbing to the nearly finished temple of Vala and helping with touches here and there. Acolytes had worked tirelessly over the last month to rebuild and repair the temple and town at the base of Vala’s mountain. It was welcomed work as Victor and many others tried to work through the grieving process of those they had lost. 
 
    Victor’s mind drifted as he worked. Images of the graveyard at the base of the mountain pulled at his heart. The beautiful image of Astor touched his thoughts and fell away like dust on the wind. It was enough to slow down the shaping of the cement, causing him to sit down and look around. The temple had grown, filled with corridors, a large sanctuary and stained-glass windows with images of Vala’s robed form. Many of the acolytes made their way to each of the realms to gather supplies and work with skillful artisans. Word of Vala returning caused many to rejoice and happily work in secret, knowing that the goddess could return soon. The work was fast and beautiful, so many were working together to repair the temple and the town at the base of the mountain. It brought a small smile to Victor's face as everyone focused on their jobs and duties, nearly forgetting the trials they had to endure to make it this far. 
 
    You really need to get some sleep. 
 
    The voice in Victor’s head yawned and the Champion stayed where he was on the cool stone floor. 
 
    “I'd rather be here then lying in bed, staring at the ceiling,” Victor whispered. 
 
    I’m sure Lily, Dawn and any of the others would be happy to tire you out. 
 
    The shadow coiled around Victor’s heart as if trying to become more comfortable. 
 
    “Maybe I just need some time to myself,” Victor said with a small smile. 
 
    Fine. I’ll leave you to your work, but we can’t have our star player exhausted. Get some sleep soon. 
 
    “Chill, you’re not my coach,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Yes, I am.  
 
    Victor felt the shadow around his heart settle down and soon it was fast asleep. The young man was about to get back to work when memories washed up on the shores of his mind. Chill was half-right. The acolytes would have been more than happy to help him sleep if he wasn’t mentally and physically exhausted. For seven days after the destruction of the Valis Realm, Portia brought a single acolyte from that realm to his bed. Each night was blissful and sad. The Valis acolytes wanted to help by releasing a piece of Vala. Some nights it was simple love-making and other nights, Victor consoled those who lost family and cried into his shoulder. Seven angels came to him, but only four slept with him. The other three talked and sobbed, a tear or a touch releasing a piece of Vala and Victor growing stronger. 
 
    The words of the women haunted him. Despite saving many, many more were lost when a single comet penetrated the defenses and destroyed most of the planet. The more they spoke, the heavier their loss weighed on him. Images of Umus, Valis’s god, fighting the Elder Thing were burned into his thoughts and the Champion wondered if they survived the impact. 
 
    Victor looked up at the nearly finished temple and simply took it in. It was the first step to bringing peace back to the six realms. Vala’s mountain would be a beacon for those who worship her, and a starting place to bring her influence back to the realms. The long crusade was coming to a close and Victor wondered if he was ready for the end.  
 
    Mentally he called up his stat screen. Words and numbers formed in his vision as he looked it over. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 60/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 18 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 15 
 
    Con (Nano)- 11 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 6 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 10 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Unseen Hand 
 
    Enchant Weapon 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Summon Monster 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Body Enhancement/Repair 
 
    Interface Upgrade 
 
    Weapon Upgrade 
 
    Armor Upgrade 
 
    Power Suit Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
      
 
    By not leaving Vala’s realm, the Champion had freed the pieces of Vala, but had not spent or gained any new abilities. It floated in the back of his mind that he and the others had to return to the crusade, but with Vala silent once again, they worked and waited.  
 
    Glancing to an open archway, the Champion gazed on the new stars dotting the black sky. The realm was growing and the young man dreamed of a sunrise. He had no idea if there was ever a sun in Vala’s realm, but he liked to think about it. It would help pass the time when he lingered in the hot springs or snuggled with Lily and Dawn. 
 
    “There you are,” Lily’s head appeared at the bottom of the archway. 
 
    Victor stayed sitting, watching the lilac colored demoness rise up from the main stairs and stepped into the temple. The Champion’s gaze fell on the long white lock of hair that rose from her right temple and flowed down to the end of her jet-black hair. She wore nothing more than a long black shirt. Bare feet stepped along cold stone as she entered the temple, making her way to the sitting Victor. 
 
    Lily’s beauty took his breath away, but the mark of her giving up a piece of her soul to save his, chained to his heart. Tangled emotions plagued his thoughts and part of him wondered if that was why he couldn’t sleep. 
 
    Lily looked to the new pillar. “Still working on the temple, I see.” 
 
    “This was the last pillar to install. It was bothering me and I just wanted to get it done,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily sauntered over and sat beside her friend and lover. “You haven’t been sleeping. Dawn and I keep waking up to you not in bed. At first, I thought you were visiting some of the other acolytes, but when I asked a few of them, none had seen you.” 
 
    Victor looked down, shadows covering his eyes. 
 
    “We can talk about it?” 
 
    The Blade turned his gaze to the beautiful demoness, torchlight painting his blank expression. 
 
    “It’s complicated and I don’t want to you to worry.” 
 
    Lily gave Victor a wicked smirk, “Thankfully you’re not that complicated. I’m sure I will understand since I’m smarter than you.” 
 
    Victor let out a small chuckle. “Ouch.” 
 
    Lily touched his shoulder. “What’s on your mind…or your heart?” 
 
    Victor looked up at the ceiling, various images of Vala carved into the stone. “Valis is destroyed, you lost a piece of your soul to save me and we lost Astor. I sometimes wonder what I could have done to stop all those terrible things.” 
 
    “We all make sacrifices for the greater good, but I don’t think those are the only things keeping you up at night.” 
 
    Victor looked down, “Seventeen more acolytes and Vala will be able to resurrect. When that happens, does everything become normal? Will the realms become peaceful or will it start more wars? I know not everyone will be happy with her return and I don’t want any more sacrifices. I just don’t know what’s going to happen, and for the first time in a long time, I’m concerned about the future.” 
 
    Lily leaned back, her hands and arms propping herself up as her feet playfully moved side to side. “There is no grand peace and magically all our problems will be fixed. Vala, like all the pantheon, have their influences across the realms. Her return will bring back a balance the realms lost when she died.” 
 
    “I’m sure the seven gods who killed her won’t like her return,” Victor added. 
 
    Lily nodded. “Hexnia seems fine with Vala’s return. We know how Baaldir feels and Luhorr seems indifferent from what you told me.” 
 
    “What about the other four? I don’t even know their names.” 
 
    “Would it help you if you do know them?” 
 
    Victor grew silent. Seven gods came together under Baaldir’s leadership to eradicate Vala’s followers and then slay her. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Thoughts clawed at his mind, hints of memories that were not his cycling through his dreams and turning them to nightmares. Was Vala showing him what they did? Was she trying to prepare him for what was to come? 
 
    Lily leaned against Victor, her arm curling around his. “Where’s the bright spirit I know and love?” 
 
    Victor’s fingers entwined with Lily’s fingers and he held her tight. “He’s still here, somewhere.” 
 
    “Would Captain Picard brood like this?” Lily asked innocently. 
 
    Victor let out a laugh. “No, he would talk it over with his Number One and have some Earl Grey tea.” 
 
    Lily lightly pulled at his arm, “You can talk to me about anything. As for the tea, I don’t know what Earl Gray tea is, but Cassandra has plenty of teas we can choose from. Maybe when everyone wakes up, we can brew a pot?” 
 
    Victor smiled as Lily pulled a little harder.  
 
    “Come to bed. We can talk about it after you get some rest,” the demoness said as she slowly stood up, pulling Victor with her. 
 
    The Champion rose and stood next to Lily. He didn’t let go of her hand as he stared at her beauty. The white lock glowed against her raven black hair, but the Blade pushed away the sick feeling in his stomach. He didn’t want anyone to hurt anymore, but wishful thinking never solved anything. 
 
    Wishful thinking leads to positive change. Don’t sell yourself short. 
 
    “Thanks,” Victor said to Lily and Chill. 
 
    “Dawn is keeping our bed warm. Let’s not keep her waiting,” Lily said as the couple made their way down the stone steps, Vala’s majestic temple taking up the entire top of the mountain. 
 
    *** 
 
    The ether swirled, tendrils of mists rising and falling against the abyss. Victor floated, mind and body lost to the gentle ebbs of the dreamscape. Anxiety ran along his nerves, causing his body to twitch while his eyes stared indifferently into the void. 
 
    “Vala…” the Blade called out, but the abyss did not answer. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me, but we are getting closer to your resurrection. You just have to hold on a while longer. We will bring you back. Rest and know we are here for you,” Victor whispered to the abyss. 
 
    On he floated, lost to the currents of dreams when the abyss slowly began to brighten. Victor’s eyes slid upwards, gazing at the black sky and seeing it fade to a dim gray. The mist still floated, but the abyss brightened a moment at a time. A sliver of excitement ran through Victor and a small smile formed. The brighter it became, the wider his smile. Soon, all the darkness melted away as a ball of light rose up, illuminating the dreamscape in brilliant radiance. 
 
    Victor’s eyes slowly blinked opened. The light was still there, partially in the dreamscape and partly in reality? Blinking faster, he hoped it would further wake him up. Instead, his heart began to quicken. Eyes wide open, he felt Lily to one side of him and Dawn on his other side. Lily slept with her mouth open, drool spilling onto her pillow while Dawn made a small moan and tried to pull Victor to her. 
 
    The Blade sat up; eyes wide as light streamed in from outside his home. Rays touched the wooden floor as warmth spread throughout the dwelling. 
 
    “Turn out the lantern,” Dawn said, squeezing her eyes shut and pulling at Victor’s arm. 
 
    “It’s not a lantern,” the Champion grinned as he grabbed the thick blanket and whipped it off the three of them. 
 
    Lily groaned while Dawn rubbed her eyes and slowly sat up. Blinking away sleep, the elf’s oval eyes opened and she stared at the window in disbelief. Victor vaulted out of bed and grabbed at some of his clothes on a nearby dresser. In a flash, his leather pants were on and his shirt was mostly on as he darted for the door.  
 
    The Champion raced out of the bedroom, down the small hallway and grasped at the doorknob. The front door swung open and the young man stepped out into the first rays of light. The night sky had bled away, the crescent moon still hanging in the air, but dawn approached, the top part of a sun rising in the east and painting the mountain and realm in living light.  
 
    Victor stepped out to the cobblestone street and gazed at the horizon, drinking in the brand-new sunrise. Misty mountain tops appeared in the light as the realm glowed with a new morning. When the sun was halfway above the horizon, another edge of a small sun appeared beside it. Two suns rose up and a warmth glowed across the realm. 
 
    Dawn and Lily stepped out of the home and stood on either side of Victor. Eyes drank in the cosmic spectacle as it played on before them.  
 
    “I…didn’t know there were suns here,” Victor said out loud. 
 
    “I didn’t know either,” Lily said while she stared. 
 
    Bodies stirred and rose up as light filled the realm. Doors opened and women stepped out, hands shielding their eyes from the new sunrise. Acolytes gazed up in wonder and amazement as day had come to Vala’s realm. 
 
    “Yes! I did it,” a voice shouted from down the small street. 
 
    Victor, Lily and Dawn turned their heads to see the silver hair and dark blue robe of Kira running toward them with a small book in her hands. The woman was nearly jumping as she ran along the cobblestone street. Skidding to a halt in front of the trio, she held up the book and shoved it close to Victor’s face. 
 
    “I managed to scribe Vala’s teachings! My hands are cramping, but it’s finally done!” Kira shouted and jumped with exuberant excitement. “It’s the first book, but I managed to collect her stories and the stories of her followers. Now we have something to give to the masses. I’ll have to find a press or we could build one!” 
 
    Victor smiled as he watched the scribe hop excitingly. “Um, Kira, do you see the sunrise?” 
 
    Kira stopped jumping, glanced over her shoulder and then back to her book. “Yes, it’s quite beautiful.” 
 
    Dawn gave a wry smirk. “Kira, there has never been a sunrise here before.” 
 
    “Yes, but can a sunrise compare to the teachings of Vala, I think not,” Kira giggled. 
 
     Victor leaned toward Lily, “She’s normally the shy one. I’ve never seen her like this.” 
 
    Before Lily could respond, Skye marched down the street toward them. 
 
    “Kira! We need to keep that book safe until we make copies,” the redhead scolded her wife. 
 
    Kira hugged the book to her chest. “It is safe, with me! I have all the pages and words,” Kira laughed maniacally. 
 
    Skye walked up to the group gathered and have them all a tired look. “She’s always like this when she finishes writing something.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing to be excited about,” Victor smiled politely. 
 
    Kira continued to talk, muttering mostly to herself as Skye stood by her. All of them marveled at the sunrise, the warm light on their skin. A long moment past before a tall figure walked toward them. Victor turned his attention to Cassandra’s eight-foot form. The giant Amazonian woman held a small smile as she walked. A dark green robe covered, but couldn’t hide her hourglass figure. Long curly red hair framed her alabaster white face as she made her way to them. When she towered over the small group, she turned her attention to the rising suns and sighed. 
 
    “Vala spoke to me. We should gather in the temple. We have a lot of work ahead of us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pew like benches ran to the right and left of the altar. Colored sunlight filtered through the stained-glass windows, casting reds, yellows and blues in small patches. The altar room was nearly cathedral-like in size. Victor looked around, caught in the beauty of it while the small logical part of his mind wondered why it was so much bigger inside than outside. Lily and Dawn walked at his sides as they made their way through the middle aisle and sat toward the front. 
 
    Cassandra stood on the small dais steps, her towering form glowing with warmth as she watched Vala’s chosen, her Blade and Shield sit down. Over thirty acolytes took seats toward the front and keeping to small patches. The Slyths sat to one side while the War Maidens sat next to them. On the other side, four succubi sat with the dragons in their humanoid forms. Vonn and Yimer sat a row behind the dragons and succubi, black tentacles politely curled in so they weren’t in anyone’s way. 
 
    Victor turned his head and all the women looked to him and smiled. Kira and Skye made their way in and sat behind the Slyths. Kira was still beaming as she clutched her book to her chest while Skye gave Victor a head nod. The Blade was about to turn around when a glint of red scales caught his attention. Shyryth stepped in, thin shafts of sunlight touching her crimson scales and fading away as she walked. The red dragon woman took a seat in the back, her eyes containing a hint of darkness as her wings folded against her shoulders. Victor’s head snapped forward when Cassandra began to speak. 
 
    “Welcome all. I have news from our beloved Vala and it will require all of us to help with the final preparations of her arrival. As you all know, Vala hid many pieces of herself throughout the six realms. Thanks to Victor, Lily, everyone here and those still among the realms, most of her pieces have been freed and her power has begun to grow at an accelerated rate. 
 
    “The last battle in Valis took its toll, not only on all of us, but the people who lived there. The realm was nearly destroyed but, Xull has agreed to help terraform the planet to what it once was.” 
 
    Cassandra looked to everyone gathered as she continued, “Vala is still gathering her strength and because of this, she may not show herself too much in our visions. That is why she gave me directives for our next course of actions. Once the final pieces of Vala are freed, there will be a ceremony here in her temple. Some from the pantheon will be invited to the ceremony.”  
 
    A hesitation filled the grand altar chamber, but it was Lily who spoke up.  
 
    “Shouldn’t it be a private affair so we can ensure she is strong enough to return?” 
 
    Cassandra nodded, her eyes taking on a tired edge. “I thought so too, but Vala insisted a number of gods and goddesses should be there when she returns from the void. Much of the pantheon is not invited, but she wanted a number of them to be there when she resurrects.” 
 
    The Keeper reached into her emerald robe and pulled out a stack of letters, bound in twine. Stepping down from the dais, she stepped to Victor and held them out to him. 
 
    “These are invites to the resurrection. Once you accept them, I will anchor them to your spirit. When you are close to a god or Champion, the invite will appear by your shoulder. You are to hand them over to the guest,” Cassandra said with a small smile. 
 
    Victor looked to the bundle and then back up to Cassandra. “I’m with Lily. I don’t think this is a good idea. The whole point of the crusade was to resurrect her, not bring her back and possibly put her in harm’s way.” 
 
    Cassandra gave a slight head nod, but didn’t pull back the stack on invites. “Vala wishes it to be done and when I asked, she didn’t give me an answer. She did tell me to tell you, she has faith in you and all her disciples.” 
 
    A wave of unease washed over the Blade as he sat. After all they had been through, to invite others from the pantheon with their agendas could put them all in danger. Victor didn’t like it one bit, but his hand moved of its own accord, taking the invites from Cassandra and holding them. The Keeper gave Victor a long gaze before her hand waved over him. Lily and Dawn watched as the invites disappeared from Victor’s hand. The Blade felt something anchor to his spirit and then the feeling fell away. 
 
    Cassandra stepped backwards until she stopped before the dais steps. “With the return of Vala so close, many of her enemies have located and imprisoned the remaining fifteen acolytes. Vala whispered to me that the remaining acolytes are located on Eddor, Dark Spire, Night Sun and Tempest. Everyone here will have to make a choice on what we do next.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze shifted downward. Knowing where the acolytes were was probably the easy part, getting to them was something else entirely. As for the number of acolytes, the Blade knew the true number was seventeen. He had not connected with Night or Portia. It was something he was going to have to make time for. 
 
    Cassandra looked to Dawn and then Lily, “You two will lead the rescue mission of the acolytes on Eddor. The Mage Authority has taken them hostage in Loress. The city has become a fortress, so stealth may be preferred over might. Pick those who will join you on the mission and we will come up with a strategy before you begin.” 
 
    Lily and Dawn’s eyes widened before they turned their gaze to Victor.  
 
    The Blade looked up in disbelief, “I’m sure the three of us can come up with a strategy?” 
 
    Cassandra shook her head. “Vala has other plans for you. When we are finished here, talk to Shyryth. I believe she has something to ask of you.” 
 
    Victor sat bewildered. He couldn’t understand why he was being benched from the rescue mission. Mind working, he tried to come up with a reason for it, but came up empty. The goddess was silent for over a month and now she was back, but why the secrecy? Did she not trust him after he channeled her power to save everyone back on Valis? Was this a kind of punishment for taking her power when she didn’t want him to? 
 
    “As you can see outside, the twin suns have returned to Vala’s realm. The land, sky, and space beyond will spread out, forming a small interdimensional realm. Their power dimmed as Vala’s followers were slain, but now with new faith filling all the realms, her power is growing.  
 
    “With this new power, we must prepare. Once Vala returns, many will flock to her religion again. They will need places of worship and the gifted will begin to appear here. The temple, village and town on the mountain is a good start but we will need to move with the growing lands, building temples and dwellings for Vala’s chosen. Half of you will go with Lily and Dawn. The other half will stay with me as we prepare for Vala’s return and the future of her faith.” 
 
    A murmur filled the area as acolytes turned to each other. Lily and Dawn looked to Victor as he sat, mind lost to inner thoughts. The mood had shifted to something dire and dark, hidden under the need of splendor for a goddess’s return. 
 
    “There must be a reason,” Lily said knowing full well what Victor was thinking. 
 
    “Vala wouldn’t split us up unless it was important,” Dawn added. 
 
    Victor looked to each beautiful woman in turn, “There must be a reason and when she’s ready, she will tell me. I’m more concerned about your rescue mission. Everything I have heard about the Mage Authority says they are dangerous. I feel I should be there.” 
 
    Dawn touched Victor’s shoulder, “We are experts when it comes to the Authority.” 
 
    “We’ve dealt with them enough times to know we can rescue the acolytes. Besides, you would just slow us down,” Lily said with an evil smirk. 
 
    “You’re on fire today,” Victor teased while a sliver of concern coiled along his spine. 
 
    Lily kept her smile as she looked to the back of the altar room. Shyryth stood up, turned and walked out, her thick red tail swaying behind her.  
 
    “I think you better talk to Shyryth,” Lily said kindly while squeezing Victor’s hand. 
 
    “Come back to us before you go, for luck,” Dawn smiled. 
 
    Victor nodded before he stood up. Walking down the main aisle, Cassandra took questions about what was expected. The Keeper answered them, but her gaze was on Victor’s back, her heart beating a little faster. Lily and Dawn looked to each other before turning their attention to Cassandra, the temple filling with ideas and strategies for what was expected and what needed to be done. 
 
    The Champion exited the main altar chamber, making his way along stony corridors until he reached a balcony. Shyryth was there, her back to the edge and lifting her gaze to meet his. Sunlight glittered off the crimson scales along her forearms. A cowboy hat graced her head while her long red hair was tied back into a ponytail. Her outfit was a white shirt, thin brown vest and pale brown pants. Black boots and a pistol at her hip completed the look. 
 
    Victor stepped closer, noticing the darkness in her eyes and a gleam of wetness at the edges. When he stood before her, Shyryth maintained her gaze, but the corner of her lip quivered first before it smoothed away. A cool breeze washed over them as they stood in the brilliant sunlight of the twin suns. 
 
    “Astor didn’t talk much, but when it was just the two of us, she did talk about you a lot,” Shyryth said, the words heavy in the air. 
 
    Victor said nothing, the weight of Astor’s death a burden on his heart. 
 
    Shyryth continued, “It has taken some time to mourn my mentor’s death. Astor showed me what it means to be a Slinger. I know the code by heart and will dedicate my life not just to Vala, but to protect all those who cannot protect themselves. It is a duty I swore to when my pistol was handed to me.” 
 
    Shyryth’s tail twitched before she continued. “When I held her in my arms as she was dying, she had one last wish. I thought it was going to be something sentimental, but she surprised me even at the end. She asked me to take you to Dorian Reins.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The dragon woman gave a sad smile. “Dorian Reins is the first of us. The first Slinger. He formed the Steel Coalition and put down the code for all Slingers to follow. He mentored Astor and many others.  
 
    “I…I didn’t know why it was so important for you to meet him. As I lay on Astor’s grave, talking to her, I pushed away her request because at the time, it seemed to pale against what had happened. Last night, Astor came to me, telling me once again to take you to Dorian. My mission is clear.” 
 
    Victor watched as tears rolled down Shyryth’s cheeks, drops forming along her smooth jawline. Sadness flowed and instantly she bolted forward, wrapping her arms around Victor and burying her face in his neck. The Blade hugged her back, holding her close as she sobbed. 
 
    “It…still hurts that she’s gone. She loved you as much as she loved Vala.” 
 
    Victor remained silent. Inner sorrow rose up as he cursed himself for not being faster. If he had used Vala’s power a moment sooner, he could have saved her along with everyone else as shadows tore into their ranks. The Elder Spawn, Draygon, had kept him occupied long enough for Astor to meet her end and that very thought haunted him. 
 
    Shyryth pulled back slightly, tears running down her face as she pressed her hand to Victor’s chest, feeling his heartbeat. “I know there is nothing we can say to change what happened. All we can do is move on, fulfilling the wishes of those no longer with us.” 
 
    The dragon woman wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes. “We have to go to Eddor. Dorian is far to the east, deep within the Forsaken Lands. Since he moves around and doesn’t stay in one place too long, we will need to portal to him. Astor told me of several locations he visits, but I know time is short. 
 
    “When I learned Night can open portals, I asked her to join us. We will arrive at Black Stone Tower first and then portal to Dorian so you can meet him.” 
 
    Victor held Shyryth’s waist as he looked to the side. Night was a little unpredictable with a shadow living in her heart. She had been taken potions to help control and maybe even expel it from her body entirely, but as far as he knew, the shadow was still there within her. 
 
    “When do you want to leave?” Victor asked. 
 
    Shyryth looked into his green eyes, strength returning to her spirit, “Now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Victor, Lily, Dawn and Shyryth stood by the misty cave entrance, steaming hot spring pools surrounding them. The babbling of hot water churned as tendrils of steam rose up into the air above each pool. The suns had moved to midday, light painting the mountain in pale yellows.  
 
    Victor stood in his armored trench coat, gray shirt with buttons lining the side of his chest, black pants and black boots. The aesthetic band Portia had given him back on Valis worked like a charm, changing his clothes to what he desired and repairing any damage they had taken. Now he stood in his chosen uniform and ready to take on the realms. 
 
    Shyryth moved off to the side as Lily and Dawn stepped closer. The elf with glasses hugged him first and then Lily hugged him next. 
 
    “I hate splitting up the band,” Victor joked. 
 
    “Time apart will make the heart grow fonder,” Lily smiled. 
 
    Victor looked to Lily, “My Lily is angry and not poetic. What have you done with her?” 
 
    The lilac colored succubus let out a small laugh. “Maybe you’re rubbing off on me.” 
 
    “We tend to do a lot of rubbing,” Victor winked and smirked. 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll get yourself out of any trouble. I would say don’t do anything stupid but we both know you can’t help yourself.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I can handle this stable and fun you. It’s a little unnerving.” 
 
    Lily leaned in and pressed her dark lips to his. The couple held each other as tongues danced. The moment played on until Lily pulled back and slapped Victor’s ass. 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” the succubus leered as she looked him up and down. 
 
    “Don’t get mad if I have to bail you out of the fire,” Victor said and gave her butt a slap. 
 
    Lily sucked in a gasp before biting the edge of her lip and stepping back. Along the path to the misty cave, Night walked in her dark blue robe. Pointed ears graced the sides of her head as pale skin glowed in the sunlight. She was nearly identical to Dawn, but was slightly taller and thinner. Almond shaped eyes glanced to Victor before she turned her gaze to Dawn. The elves stepped to each other and gave a sisterly embrace before they pulled back, hands holding on to each other. 
 
    “Are you well enough to make this journey?” Dawn asked. 
 
    Night nodded. “I have been here a long time. I think the shadow inside of me is weak enough not to cause any trouble. It will be nice to return to Eddor again. I miss the air there.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she’s okay,” Victor added. 
 
    Dawn ignored Victor and squeezed her sister’s hands. “Keep Victor out of trouble. He can be a handful.” 
 
    Victor’s jaw dropped. “I’m right here!” 
 
    Night, Dawn and Lily smiled. Shyryth looked away, hiding her smile from the small group. The scent of mineral water floated on the breeze, bathing the area in calm serenity. Victor took it in, enjoying the moment as he looked from one beautiful woman to another. Their adventures had so many unexpected twists and turns and yet, they made it through them for the most part. The Champion’s mind shifted to the graves at the bottom of the mountain and he promised himself to fight harder and smarter, making sure everyone left would be there for when Vala returns. 
 
    “Are we ready,” Shyryth asked gruffly. 
 
    Night and Victor nodded. The dragon Slinger dipped her hat and stepped toward the misty cave. Dawn and Lily watched as Night was next and Victor third. The Blade turned to the two women and gave them a slight head nod and a small smile. Lily eyed him with a new brightness in her spirit while Dawn waved. 
 
    Shyryth stepped into the misty cave, her body melting away from sight. Night was next, stepping in and glancing back to her sister as she faded from view. Victor was last, hesitating at the cave entrance and looking back at the pair of women seeing him off. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor said to both of them. 
 
    “I love you,” Lily and Dawn said in unison. 
 
    The Champion smiled before he turned to the mists. Stepping through, the ethereal smoke parted and soon darkness consumed him. 
 
    Thick mists writhed like tentacles against the abyssal background. Victor walked, Shyryth and Night just ahead of him. Realm Walking had become second nature as the Champion made his way. Focusing his thoughts, he pictured the Eddor realm. In the far distance, an oval opening of light appeared. It glowed like a beacon in his mind and in his eyes.  
 
    The trio made their way until one by one, they stepped through the glowing portal and light flashed. Blinking, the three emerged onto sandy ground. Sunlight bathed the area as a small town with a tall tower stood in the distance. Victor looked up to see the sun was moving to the west and it appeared it was late afternoon. The dry air tickled his nose as Shyryth turned her head slightly, one eye catching Victor and Night. 
 
    “We will stay in town for the night before we portal further to the East,” Shyryth stated before she began walking. 
 
    Victor and Night followed. The walk to town was quick, entering on Main street. Some townsfolk were moving about with their day while others sat in chairs and waved at the red dragon woman. Shyryth tipped her hat and kept leading the three of them to the tall tower at the end of the long street. 
 
    Victor noticed how Shyryth adopted Astor’s mannerisms. When they first met, she was a bookworm, searching for truths in the vast library of Loress. Now, she was a Slinger, protecting the many from shadows that occasionally appeared in the Forsaken Lands. Even for a dragon, she took the cause seriously. Lily often spoke of dragons in their quiet moments, telling of how they were the first race to create civilizations across many universes. They were the architects to achieving a higher state of being. A faction stayed on Eddor and grew, wanting to watch the growth of magic and seeing how long mortals would take to achieve complete mastery over it. 
 
    The longer Victor stayed within the six realms, the more he felt like his very soul was weaving into the tapestry of this corner of the universe. Earth had become such a faraway place in his heart, a home he never felt he truly belonged. Purpose of taking care of his parents consumed him, but when they passed on, he was lost in an indifferent universe. 
 
    Memories stroked his mind as he tried to keep them at bay. The whispers grew, telling him he would no longer be of any use to Vala once she returned from the dead. The robed image of Vala sent a shiver up and down his spine. Heart beating, he wanted to see her again, but doubt washed over him again. Images played on like a fragmented movie, taking Vala’s power against her wishes and using it to save his friends and the people of Valis.  
 
    Victor sighed. He knew Vala was a goddess and he was just her loyal servant. As long as he did his job, he would be in her graces. Inner nature spoke of loyalty and faith, but deep down, Victor wondered what would happen next? Once she returned, would a goddess need a mortal man beyond protecting and spreading her word? With the crusade over, would he just be another cog in a celestial wheel? 
 
    Shyryth stopped at the entrance to the black tower and turned around to face her companions. “I have some preparations to make before we begin tomorrow morning. Rooms will be ready for each of you, but for now we have some time to kill.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I think I’ll have a drink at the tavern.” 
 
    Night looked over and gave the Blade a small smile. “I can join you?” 
 
    Victor returned her smile. “Please do.” 
 
    Shyryth gave them a small head nod and headed inside. The young man and elf turned and walked back down Main Street until they reached the tavern. Stepping insides, the place was nearly empty expect for a few older men in the corner, playing cards, drinking and talking.  
 
    Victor and Night moved to the bar and sat down on tall stools. The Champion loved the old west aesthetic. The bartender came over and even had a handlebar mustache. 
 
    “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “Two whiskeys,” Night said and put down a few pieces of gold. 
 
    The bartender nodded and stepped to the wall of liquors. 
 
    “Thanks, I seem to have lost my wallet,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Night bowed her head as two small glasses of whiskey were placed before them. Lifting each glass up, they downed the amber liquid before putting it down on the counter. The bartender filled them once again as Night gave Victor a warm gaze. 
 
    “This is a small payment for all you have done for myself and my sister,” Night smiled shyly. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’m not looking for any payment. You both needed help and I was happy we could help.” 
 
    “Vala has such a love for you and I can see why. To be so positive to an indifferent universe, it has become such a rare commodity.” 
 
    Victor lifted up his glass and sipped his drink. “Night, you don’t have to sing any praises. We can let our hair down and enjoy each other’s company.” 
 
    The elf held her glass, swirling the drink within. “I’m not sure how to behave out in the open. The shadow in my heart made it difficult for social interactions. Dawn would not let me leave our temporary homes; in case I was not myself.” 
 
    “Do you feel more like yourself?” 
 
    The elf nodded. “I do. The shadow is sick and weak, thanks to the treatments. Soon it will either die or leave. Considering how attached it had become, I think it will die soon.” 
 
    Victor lifted his glass, “To ending the nightmares.” 
 
    Night lifted her glass, “To ending the nightmares.” 
 
    The pair took long gulps until the glasses were empty and placed on the counter. The bartender poured again as the two fell into small talk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure when the alcohol hit him, but it hit him hard and fast. The elf in the dark blue robe giggled to his antics and stories. The tavern filled up a little bit at a time as the sun sank lower in the sky. Victor found himself grinning while Night continued to touch his leg after he said something funny. The swirls of haze floated on and before Victor knew it, he and Night had stumbled out into the dusty street. 
 
    The sun had just set, the sky blazing with yellows and pinks before the shroud of night consumed the heavens. The air grew cooler but Victor felt warm, the liquor doing its masterful work. Night was close, her arm entwined around his. The pair walked slowly, the tall black tower standing at the end of the dirt road.  
 
    You know, we are in Eddor. Have you tried maxing out your sphere of influence here? 
 
    Victor stopped dead in his tracks, eyes widening. “Damn it, I nearly forgot.” 
 
    Night stopped and gave the Blade a bewildered gaze. Victor pulled away and concentrated through the drunken haze. Stats pulled up and populated the edge of his vision as he activated the Sphere of Mind. Spending four Divine Orbs, a surge of power energized his body. 
 
    You gained Enchant Armor! 
 
    You gained Portal Weaver! 
 
    The alerts scrolled across his vision before Victor distributed the four points to his Wisdom stat. Seeing as how he now had all six powers for the Wisdom Sphere, he knew he had to increase it so he could wield the powers effectively. Seeing the Portal Weaver ability, a drunken smile crept into his cheeks. 
 
    “It seems you’re not the only one who can open portals.” 
 
    Night smiled. “Can you show me?” 
 
    Victor gave a sloppy nod as he spent a point of Wisdom and activated the ability. A black and purple portal appeared before him, swirling in the night air. Without thinking, he stepped right up to it and inside. Darkness flowed over his gaze, unsure what to expect until another portal appeared. Taking a few steps, he saw the dark desert spread out before him and when his boot stepped through the portal, it touched nothing but air. 
 
    The Blade’s eyes widened as he fell forward and crashed onto the sandy ground. Sand bloomed in his face and particles flew into his nose and mouth. Coughing, he turned over and stared up at the star filled sky. A figure ran over and fell to her knees at his side. Night looked down on the champion with wide eyes. Above her head, the portal was ten feet off the ground and collapsing in on itself. 
 
    “I seem to have miscalculated,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    Night’s expression softened. “Portal Weaving isn’t as simple as stepping through a door. You have to focus on the destination and maintaining the portal before your forced out of it. I thought since you gained the power, you would have known the answers. For the rest of us, it takes a long time to master such abilities.” 
 
    Victor stayed on his back, turning his attention to the beautiful elf. “I have to learn through trial and error. It’s not pretty sometimes.” 
 
    Night leaned down closer, eyes filled with warm understanding. Victor kept his attention on her, seeing the look he knew too well. Nature was taking its course and he wasn’t about to fight it. With the piece of Vala inside her, it required release and the gravity of wanting touched both of their hearts. 
 
    “Always on your back I see,” said a voice from the darkness. 
 
    Night’s back straitened but it was Victor who became a blur. Points of influence slammed into his strength and speed while his gun blade slid into his hand. A Constitution point charged the gun blade as the Champion whirled around and aimed, finger over the trigger. 
 
    A man stepped from the inky darkness, hands up to his chest. A small braid hung from his right temple as the man stepped closer. Leather armor covered his body, but even in the dark of night, Victor could see black runes along the dark brown leather. A book hung at his hip, chained to his belt. 
 
    Victor lowered the gun blade as he remembered Nephy’s Champion, “Nebb? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Nebb let his hands fall to his sides as he smiled. “To see you of course. My goddess thought it would be prudent if I aided you while you are here in Eddor.” 
 
    Night slowly stood up next to Victor. Vala’s Champion didn’t call back his gun blade as he eyed Nebb. 
 
    “Well thanks for stopping by, but I think we’re okay,” Victor said with a not so warm edge. 
 
    Nebb parted his lips to speak when a small band of energy swirled above Victor’s shoulder. The Blade glanced over to it when the light flashed, a sealed letter appeared hovering in the air. Without thinking, Victor grabbed it from the air and turned it over in his hand. The name “Nephy” was printed on it. 
 
    Victor let out a sigh before the gun blade slipped back into his wrist. Stepping over to the other Champion, the Blade extended his hand and the letter to Nebb. 
 
    “It would seem Nephy is invited to Vala’s resurrection,” Victor said with a confused edge. 
 
    Nebb nodded before he bowed and took the invite with both hands. “She will be honored to attend.” 
 
    Victor backed up, a sliver of suspicion still in his gaze. “Did you know about the invite?” 
 
    Nebb stood up and placed the invite in his breast pocket of his armor. “I did not. I’m here to accompany and assist you as you travel further into the East.” 
 
    “We didn’t ask…” Victor began before he was cut off. 
 
    “My goddess felt your presence here in Eddor. She insisted I aid you on your journey.” 
 
    Victor shook his head. “Who says we’re on a journey? We’re just here hanging out and you appeared out of nowhere.” 
 
    Nebb didn’t hide his smirk. “I see you think me a fool. The pantheon cannot stop talking about Vala’s resurrection. It’s filtering down to all their Champions. As Nephy said before, she feels terrible that she did not interfere when Vala was slain. She wished to make amends and sent me to aid and teach you.” 
 
    Victor lifted a brow, “Aid and teach me?” 
 
    Nebb crossed his arms. “Your sword technique needs work. Nephy showed me your fighting style and it looks like a butcher on a pig farm. Your hand to hand is much better, but if you want to be a true warrior, you need to adopt grace and finesse.” 
 
    “No thanks…” Victor said when Nebb held out his hand and energy spiraled into it. 
 
    Arcane words touched the air before a blade of blue and white energy formed into a glowing sword. Nephy’s Champion gave Victor a wicked smirk before he launched at the Blade. Victor brought up his gun blade for a parry when Nebb’s sword was an inch from striking it. Body turning, the blade flashed before the flat side of it hit the side of Victor’s knee. 
 
    Victor crumbled down to one knee as pain flared. A hand touched his back and another arcane whisper caused the air to vibrate. Victor pulled away, rolled and was back to his feet, gun blade out. The Blade noticed the drunken haze had completely vanished and he felt like his sober self again. 
 
    Nebb moved with liquid ease, rotating his shoulders. “No need to take advantage of your inebriation. It should be as close to fair as possible.” 
 
    Night stepped back, energy pouring into her hands as she locked her gaze on Nebb. 
 
    The Champion looked to the elf and smiled. “I will not harm either of you. I just want to show why you need me.” 
 
    “Night, stand back. I need to show him we don’t need him,” Victor said as the gun blade slid into his wrist and the iron sword slid out. 
 
    Victor knew he could wipe the floor with Nebb if he used his abilities, but clearly the other Champion wanted to show just how skilled he was. Victor knew he wasn’t a swordsman, but since he arrived in the realms, he had used a sword enough to get the gist of how to fight with it. 
 
    This isn’t like fighting war wolves. 
 
    Nebb eyed Victor as his feet moved with careful precision. “How about a wager? If I beat you in fair combat, I accompany you on your journey. If you win, I will return to Nephy and tell her you don’t need any assistance.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can agree to that,” Victor said as he circled around while facing Nebb. 
 
    “Nephy only wishes to aid,” Nebb reaffirmed. 
 
    “That’s nice and all, but we can’t risk it.” 
 
    Nebb slowed his movements, sword to the side. “Nephy can feel you in her realm. No matter where you go, she and I will find you. I would much rather be at your side then waste precious moments trying to reach you.” 
 
    “What part of no don’t you understand,” Victor said harshly when Nebb flashed at him. 
 
    Time slowed down as blades clashed. Mystical sparks flew as Nebb threw his shoulders into the attack before relenting and spinning away. Victor charged, iron sword swinging at the spinning champion. Strength and speed increased, Victor burst forward, sword up and slashing downward. Nebb stopped spinning, parrying the incoming blade and stepping in closer. 
 
    Victor’s eyes rolled into his head as Nebb’s elbow blurred upwards, connecting with the Blade’s chin. Victor stumbled back and brought his sword up just in time to parry Nebb’s sword. The swordsman yawned as he lazily brought his sword down and across to Victor’s parries. Sparks flew as Victor tried to keep up. Speed and strength were just enough to keep Nebb at bay, but clearly the other Champion wasn’t even trying. 
 
    “Just as you have done, I have increased my strength and speed as well. I admire that you haven’t fallen into any temptation to use more of your power. You are a Champion of honor.” 
 
    Victor growled as he came at Nebb like a hurricane. Night could barely keep up as Victor’s sword slashed and clashed while Nebb put his left arm behind his back and fended off each incoming strike. Sparks lit up the area as the two moved, one with power and the other with grace. 
 
    “Sword fighting, much like any true artform, has rules and moves you must follow in order to win,” Nebb spoke like an instructor. 
 
    Victor continued to attack, his sword clashing against Nebb’s blade. “You mean it's not just about sticking the pointy end into the other guy?”  
 
    Nebb brushed away sword attacks without breaking a sweat, “That is the basic tenet. I’m glad you get the idea on a fundamental level.” 
 
    Victor continued to pour on the attacks when his boot flashed forward. Nebb’s body twisted away as the boot heel came close to his leg, Victor stepping in and driving his attacks. Nebb parried the incoming blows while his leg lifted up and blocked Victor’s foot. Swords and legs turned into a disjointed dance before Victor brought his blade and foot up at the same time.  
 
    A simple thought to overwhelm the swordsman filled Victor’s mind as his body obeyed. Nebb took a step back, parrying Victor’s sword but not stopping his boot. The Blade kept a serious look as his boot slammed into Nebb’s thigh, forcing it out from under him. Nebb’s body twisted as his leg shot straight out behind him while his left leg kept him up. Victor was about to capitalize on the attack when Nebb’s sword spun like a sideways tornado. In a blink, energy slammed into Victor’s sword and whipped it from his hand. 
 
    The sword flew and Victor could not tear his gaze away from his weapon. Nebb launched off the ground, spun and slashed his blade across Victor’s thigh. The Blade grunted as he stumbled back, pain flaring. Looking down, wetness appeared along the cut, but that was all he could see before a shoulder slammed into his chest. 
 
    Vala’s Champion stumbled back a few steps and his eyes went wide, the tip of Nebb’s sword an inch into his shoulder. The shock of the attack caused Victor to jump back, blood coloring the tip of the mystical sword. Hand up, the iron blade flew through the air and into Victor’s waiting hand. Nebb was on him and Victor managed to parry the attack. Nebb smiled before he stepped back, his mystical blade fading away. 
 
    “Well done, but clearly, I…” Nebb stopped short as a hand was by his head, a ball of fire glowing. 
 
    Night was standing next to Nephy’s Champion, her arm extended and a fireball hovering an inch from her hand and several inches from Nebb’s head. Victor looked to the elf, her face a mask of determined power. 
 
    Nebb raised his hands. “I mean no harm,” the Champion said before he whispered a few calm arcane words. 
 
    Flowers bloomed around Victor, petals opening and bits of white energy floating upwards. Night moved an inch closer, but Nebb simply smiled. The points of energy fluttered until they sank into Victor’s small wounds. The cuts sealed closed and vitality filled the champion. 
 
    Victor relaxed his stance, iron sword sinking back into his wrist. “Night, it’s okay.” 
 
    The elf kept her hard gaze before the spell fizzled and the fireball winked out of sight. 
 
    Nebb bowed. “Truly a worthy experience. I look forward to travelling together and showing you some of my fighting techniques.” 
 
    Victor shook his head. “Nebb, I’m sure you and your goddess mean well, but you still can’t join us. We will not risk anything that may interfere with Vala’s resurrection.” 
 
    Nebb stood up with a sheepish smile. “When the time is right, you will understand.” 
 
    Victor and Night watched as Nebb leapt into the air, flashed into a bat and flew off into the inky darkness of the desert. 
 
    Night made her way to Victor’s side, fingers touching the hole at his shoulder but feeling the smooth, healed skin underneath. “Are you well?” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Physically I feel better then fine.” The Blade looked to the dark desert, “I just think more Champions are going to come out of the woodwork the closer we are to bringing Vala back.” 
 
    “I have faith,” Night smiled. 
 
    Victor looked to her and returned her smile with his own. “Me too. Let’s get to Shyryth and tell her what happened.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Victor and Night stepped into the tower, the door closing behind them and locking into place on its own. A sense of homey comfort washed over the Champion and acolyte. The outside tower was made of stone and mortar but the inside was cozy main room with several comfortable chairs and a fireplace. Shelves lined the walls while a fire crackled. A stone staircase wrapped along the side of the room to an upper floor. 
 
    Victor breathed it in. This place was Astor’s home. Like after images of a long-lost ghost, Victor could see Astor sitting in the chairs by the fireplace, drinking whiskey and silently contemplating the universe. The shelves held rows of books and it just now occurred to Victor that Astor was an avid reader. A glint of metal caught his eye and he saw a small statue of Vala on a higher shelf with her arms out. 
 
    “I’m up here,” Shyryth called down from the second floor. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to her,” Victor told Night before moving toward the stairs.  
 
    The elf looked to him as he climbed each step until he reached the second floor. Once Victor was gone from sight, she moved to the bookshelves, gaze drinking in the many titles. 
 
    On the second floor, the stairs continued to the third floor, but before him was a wall and a thick door. Victor was about to knock when he saw the door was already ajar. Pushing against it, he stepped into the room. 
 
    Shyryth stood with her back to him, scaled hands working with a strange machine. Turning her head sideways, the Blade noticed she was wearing thick goggles as the machine vibrated before her. Shyryth took hold of a lever and pulled it down. The black and gray machine pulsed before it clanked. Pushing back the lever, a slot opened up and six glowing bullets shined in the dim torchlight. 
 
    “Slingers must keep a Munitions Press. With these, they can create mana rounds for their weapons. Astor showed me how to make one, but we didn’t have enough time to actually build one.” 
 
    Shyryth’s demeanor shifted to a sorrow’s edge. “I suppose this is now my press.” 
 
    Victor stepped closer, “We all miss her.” 
 
    The dragon woman turned away, grabbing a large green orb and placing it on a funnel on the top of the press. 
 
    “Each bullet is made with refined mana. That is why the Mage Authority doesn’t like them. They work with mana in its natural form, but Slingers must distill it so it has more power. It’s the reason why Slingers can take down shadows with one or two shots. It also means that life will be ripped from the ground so it can be made into a weapon.” 
 
    Victor moved closer, seeing the green orb drain into the press with a swirl.  
 
    “Many will not understand the need for Slingers until they are in danger. Our code dictates that we must take on this work for the greater good. Maybe when Vala returns, so will the balance.” 
 
    Shyryth pulled down the lever and the press clanked and whirled. “Then we don’t have to rip from nature to make weapons to protect it.” 
 
    “Shyryth, we had a situation at the edge of town,” Victor said before explaining what happened. 
 
    The dragon woman continued to work, six new bullets appearing, her hands taking them and dumping them into a wooden box. The bullets glowed with supernatural light as Victor finished explaining what happened. 
 
    Shyryth stopped, turned around and pressed her butt against the edge of the thick wooden table. “With Vala’s resurrection, we may see more Champions and others from the pantheon.” 
 
    “I have to ask, with her resurrection so close, do we have to meet with Dorian Reins?” 
 
    Shyryth looked up with wet eyes. “It was Astor’s dying wish. I can’t…” the dragon woman trailed off. 
 
    Victor stepped closer; eyes filled with sad understanding. “Shyryth, it’s okay. I’m sorry for what I said. With the resurrection so close, I think we are all feeling the pressure.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for taking so long to finish her final request. Her death stabbed deeper than I thought.” 
 
    The two hugged each other, a mutual loss filling their hearts. 
 
    Shyryth pulled away and quickly wiped away tears. “Your rooms are ready on the third floor. They are small, but they have comfortable beds. I’m sure you can find your way up. I have to stay here and keep creating ammunition.” 
 
    Victor nodded and gave her a reassuring smile before stepping toward the door. The dragon woman turned to the press, adding another green orb and pulling the lever. The sounds of clanking metal carried on as Victor made his way back to the first floor.  
 
    Night sat in a chair, rising up the moment she saw Victor’s boots. The dark-haired elf looked to him with wide eyes as he came down. Little was said as he asked her to come with him to the third floor. The pair made their way up, bypassing the second floor as metal worked behind a closed door. 
 
    On the third floor, the stairs spiraled up, but another doorway stood. The pair opened the door and stepped through to a tiny corridor. Three doors greeted them, one to each side and one at the end. Victor moved to one door and opened it. The room was small, almost like a glorified closet. It held a bed, a small chair and table and an archway window with a thick curtain covering it. The Blade turned his head to see Night stepping into an identical room.  
 
    The elf looked back to Victor, eyes containing a shyness. Victor gave her a small smile, watching as pink touched her cheeks and she slowly closed the door. The Champion let out a small sigh, emotions running from high to low. 
 
    You’re not going to invite her in or chase her? 
 
    “Sometimes it's okay to dream,” Victor whispered before he closed his door. 
 
    We’re on the clock! Things are going to get a whole lot worse before it gets better.  
 
    “You’re such a fountain of positive inspiration,” Victor smirked before he jumped, spun and landed on the bed. 
 
    The bed creaked and groaned before he settled down. It was comfortable even if it was a little small. Thoughts floated on, images of Lily and Dawn touching his mind. He couldn’t deny he missed them. They were on a mission to save acolytes and the Champion wished he was with them. 
 
    We don’t know when we will get a chance to rest again. I think you better enjoy this moment before we are fighting through armies. 
 
    “Chill, can I ask you something?” 
 
    The shadow around his heart was silent for a long moment. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “When I was dying, what did it mean to you?” 
 
    I don’t understand. 
 
    “You’re separate from me, but if I died, what would you do?” 
 
    I try to not think about it. I’ll admit, I’m comfortable here and I don’t want you to die. It would become a huge hassle for me to find a new host. 
 
    “Are you going to stay with me forever?” 
 
    The shadow was silent. Weariness soothed strong muscles and Victor was ready to let the question go so he could get some rest when the door to his room opened. Eyes turned toward the room entrance, Night staring at him. The elf stepped in and closed the door behind her. Victor said nothing as she moved to the edge of the bed and looked down at him. The Blade could see the internal dialogue she was having before her lips parted to speak. 
 
    “I…wanted to know if I could sleep here? I don’t want anything more…but to lay with you, if that is okay?” 
 
    Victor gave the elf a small smile before moving close to the wall and patting the small space on the bed. Night slipped in with her robe on and nestled against Vala’s Champion, pressing her cheek to his chest. Victor couldn’t help himself as he hugged her, holding the thin elf to him. 
 
    “I had a good time talking and drinking with you,” Night said timidly. “I was lying in bed and knew I didn’t want to sleep alone. I hope you don’t mind?” 
 
    Victor closed his eyes as he held her. “I will never mind. I had a good time too. It’s nice to just relax. We all have been so consumed with bringing Vala back, I don’t think any of us have had a moment to take it easy.” 
 
    Night gave a slight nod, the intoxicating heat of Victor’s body easing the tension in her body. Molding her body against his, the elf snuggled closer, her breathing slowing down. 
 
    “I just want to sleep tonight,” Night whispered. 
 
    “I’m okay with that,” Victor said with his eyes shut. 
 
    Night bit her lip for a moment before taking in a deep breath. “My sister made me promise to watch over you. I said I would, but I think I’m not keeping her promise.” 
 
    Victor barely opened his eyes as Night continued. 
 
    “You are Vala’s chosen, but if you take away the title and powers, you’re still you. I see it when you smile. I see it when you talk to others. You’re a good man and I’m lucky to have such a quiet moment with you. I thought I had to protect you because my sister asked, but after a few hours, I knew I was here to protect you, not because of my sister, but because I want to. Does this make me selfish?” 
 
    Victor gave a small smile. “No more than me wanting to protect everyone else. I may have been chosen, but so were you, Dawn, Lily and the others. We are here to help each other and bring Vala back. I never thought I would have met so many amazing people and I can’t picture my life without any of you.” 
 
    Night looked up; eyes soft. “When the time comes for us…will you love me?” 
 
    Victor’s arms held the thin elf close. “It would be my honor to love you.” 
 
    Night’s mouth shifted to a happy grin as she snuggled closer. The pair lay in bed, the soft touch of slumber caressing nerves. The Blade couldn’t deny Night’s alluring touch, but the moment didn’t feel right. He could tell she simply wanted comfort and he was more than happy to provide what he could. The realms here and beyond were such chaotic places of warring gods and monsters, but here, in this tender moment, the Champion allowed himself to relax. 
 
    Sleep touched the mind and Victor fell into its warm embrace. The darkness swirled with gray wisps of smoke. When the dreamscape morphed into a forest clearing at night, the Champion smiled. It was the very place he met and saved Vala as she ran from one of Baaldir’s war wolves. A small pond shimmered as moonlight caused it to glow in the primal darkness. A figure stepped from the inky shadows of the trees and Victor found himself grinning. 
 
    “I missed you,” Victor said to the robed figure as they emerged, a warm smile forming with red lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dawn ran across rooftops in the dead of night. The moon was high, giving the top of the city an ethereal glow. The lithe elf jumped from one roof to the next with expert ease. The city of Loress was quiet, the lone tower in the middle standing like a fortress.  
 
    Dawn landed on a roof and stayed low. Touching her glasses, she stared at the giant tower, the lens giving off a slight glow. Stone melted away as the elf stared at floors. Guards and mages walked along halls and corridors. A large chamber filled the base of the tower with many empty seats. Scanning upwards, the glasses cut through stone to reveal many floors. Some rooms held couples engaged in intimate acts while many more held sleeping mages. Three floors could not be seen, Dawn guessing they were warded against magic and magical items like her glasses.  
 
    The elf continued her surveillance, her gaze stopping at the vast floors on the top of the giant tower. Fountains flowed and plants grew to magical orbs of light. Three women bathed and talked in the large indoor garden. Dawn memorized what she was seeing, noting the thick doors and the dozen guards on the roof of the tower. When she had seen enough, she jumped, her body spinning until she landed on a small balcony and leapt again.  
 
    Dawn reached the street level, silent as a shadow. Moving in long strides, she maneuvered down alleyways and small side streets until she reached a non-descript tavern. Climbing the side of it, she reached an open window twenty feet off the ground and slipped in. Closing it behind her, she turned to the six women gathered there, Lily approaching the elf with determined eyes. 
 
    “How does it look,” the succubus asked. 
 
    “They are on the garden level toward the top of the tower. I think we can take the guards and make our way in, but the doors are thick and most likely warded,” Dawn stated. 
 
    A woman with blue dragon scales running along her forearms and down her shins stepped to the two women, a sly smile on her lips. 
 
    “We can get you in,” Vindrel said and glanced to Izy and Mildra. 
 
    “We can handle the doors,” the War Maiden Nerin said as she stood next to Ida. 
 
    Lily nodded with confidence as she looked to the woman gathered. “Tomorrow night, we free three of our sisters from the Authority.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
      The dreamscape pulsed and flowed as Victor stood, his warm gaze on the robed Vala. The goddess stepped closer, darkness covering her eyes, but pale light illuminating her lips, cheeks and chin. The air took on an electric current and Victor found it impossible to deny the shiver of power running up and down his spine. Each heart beat filled his ears as his shoulders relaxed. 
 
    Vala moved closer until she stood before her Champion. Energy caressed his nerves as Victor fought the temptation to take hold of her waist and press his lips to hers. The song of love played on, but the Blade knelt before the goddess so he would not be tempted by his basic desires. The warmth gnawed at him until a hand touched the back of his head and he looked up. 
 
    “The crusade is nearly over and I have you to thank, my Blade,” Vala said with a seductive whisper. 
 
    Hand falling away, Victor stood up and gave the goddess a small smile. “We still have a lot to do, but I’m feeling pretty confident.” 
 
    Moonlight glowed across the small clearing; pale light reflected in a small pond. The trees swayed slightly as stars twinkled high above. 
 
    “Cassandra has given you the invitations. Once they are handed over to the guests and you free the remaining acolytes, we can begin the resurrection ceremony. The time is vastly approaching and even I cannot hide my excitement.” 
 
    Victor let out a small sigh before he spoke, “I know Cassandra asked you, but she never received an answer. I’m going to ask now, why are we having guests to your resurrection? Some or all could take that moment to…” Victor stopped when a single finger touched his lips. 
 
    “I can understand the singular notion of simply wanting to exist, but my return will have further complications. I can feel the paths diverging, but we must stay true in our hearts,” Vala said as she pulled her finger away. 
 
    Victor’s head bowed slightly. “I don’t want to take any unnecessary chances. We are so close and I could never forgive myself if…” 
 
    Vala turned away as her voice filled the air around them. “Do you have any small regrets?” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Small regrets?” 
 
    Vala’s hooded head nodded. “Yes, small regrets. All beings have some kind of regret. The large ones often consume us, but the small one’s needle at our souls. We don’t appreciate the small ones, the ones that change us in subtle ways. I want to know about your small regrets. I want to know what touches your mind and heart when no one is watching.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze lowered. Until recently, he hadn’t much time to think of anything else besides the crusade. Even now, his mind worked to say something to the goddess he followed. The deep questions swirled as Vala turned to him with a smile warm enough to melt metal. 
 
    “I have a few, I think,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    “My power continues to grow as I prepare for my return. Tell me so I have something of you to warm me before the trail of rebirth.” 
 
    Victor scratched his head before parting lips, “There is a small feeling that I will never return home. I won’t be able to order take-out or sit at home, playing video games. My old life has become a dream. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to go back, but I think about it from time to time.” 
 
    The Blade let his hand drop to his side as he kept his gaze on Vala. “I miss my movie collection. They brought me comfort on lonely nights. Getting lost in so many movies helped me to not think about the crappy turns in my life.” 
 
    Vala was motionless as Victor’s lips spread out in a wide smile. 
 
    “The last regret I have, and I’m not sure you will understand what I’m saying but here goes, I will never see the Avengers End Game movie. You pulled me here months before it was supposed to come out in theaters so there is zero chance of completing the epic series.” 
 
    Vala stepped closer, raising a hand and touching Victor’s cheek. The energy between them exploded and the young man was caught in its power. Every cell in his body danced as the goddess seemed to dive into his soul. Time no longer existed as the two seemed to swim through infinity, spiraling around one another. When time began to flow once again, Vala pulled her hand away and took a step back. 
 
    Victor swayed before he caught himself. “What just happened?” 
 
    “You opened up to me and gave me a chance to dive deeper. Victor, love is powerful, but it can burn as much as it can heal. I now understand and I’m happy.” 
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    The hooded goddess nodded. “Happy to know we have made the right choices.” 
 
    Victor’s small smile faded as darkness touched his eyes. “Vala, what’s going to happen when you return? What will happen to all of us? What will happen between me and you?” 
 
    Vala turned away and tilted her head slightly up to face the moon. “All will be revealed. For now, see Dorian Reins, hand out the invitations and free the remaining acolytes. Beyond that, our faith in each other will bring us to our moment of fate.” 
 
    Victor tried to penetrate the darkness around the goddess’s eyes. She told him if he ever saw her true gaze, he would fall forever in love with her power. Despite the warning, the Champion wanted to know, wanted to see the true goddess. Urges welled up and as the moonlight seemed to show her eyes, the Champion looked away out of respect despite what his heart desired.  
 
    Vala’s head bowed, darkness covering most of her face once again. “Victor, you continue to surprise me. You had your moment to see me and you let the chance go.” 
 
    Victor lowered his gaze and bowed his head. “Love is respect, my goddess” 
 
    Vala nodded with a divine smile. 
 
    The dreamscape bled together until it began to swirl. Victor watched as Vala slipped away, melting into the background. Shafts of light filtered in before heat bloomed into a blazing fire.  
 
    Victor blinked, light penetrating the edges of the curtains. Night was snuggled close to his chest as the warmth of their bodies prevented any need of blankets. The Blade held her close as he stared at the stone ceiling, images of Vala appearing and disappearing in his mind’s eye. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor whispered to Vala’s after images. 
 
    “I love you,” Night whispered as she snuggled closer. 
 
    The Champion held her close, a smile on his lips and renewed vigor touching his spirit. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor, Shyryth and Night stood on the bottom floor of the tower. The trio faced each other as the dragon woman slipped an arcane pistol into its holster with one hand and placed her hat on her head with the other. 
 
    “We are going deep into the Forsaken Lands. The town we are visiting is as far to the east as we can go before the Molten Desert and the Leviathan Ocean. The town of Brimdark is a small settlement surrounded by canyons and jagged mountains. I believe Dorian is still hidden among the canyons.  
 
    “When we arrive, I’ll seek out a few Slingers Astor told me about that reside there. One of them may have an idea where Dorian is or will be. Any questions?” 
 
    Victor raised his hand to his chest, “What will we be doing while you’re asking around? Time is kind of short, maybe we can help.” 
 
    Shyryth shook her head. “Thanks, but no Slinger is going to talk to you about Dorian. I’m not even sure they will talk to me since I’m new to the Coalition. Stay at the Inn and out of sight until I get back.” 
 
    Victor gave a slight nod, his brow betraying how he felt. Night looked over and touched his hand, fingers sliding along his skin before pulling away. 
 
    Shyryth continued, “The important part is to find and see Dorian. After that, we can move on, Astor’s last request complete.” 
 
    The dragon turned to the elf with long black hair, “Are you ready to transport us?” 
 
    Night nodded. “I scryed the location and see it clearly in my mind. I’m ready.” 
 
    “I’m ready. Let’s go find us a cowboy,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Shyryth nodded as Night lifted her pale hands. Fingers moved in arcane gestures as incantations spilled from her lips. The very air began to vibrate and Victor braced himself. Realm Walking and creating portals were similar but portals had an extra kick he barely understood, even after creating one himself. The Champion studied Night as she continued to draw on mana and hissed the word of power. 
 
    Reality rippled before a jagged line formed and opened. Black and purple energy flowed from the portal as a small chill filled the area. Shyryth didn’t hesitate as she stepped in and disappeared from sight. Victor looked to Night as energy danced along her fingers. With a wink, he stepped in next and disappeared. The elf took three steps, entering the portal. The black opening snapped closed and the vibration faded from the room. 
 
    Victor tried to take it all in as his mind and body crossed massive distances. When several seconds passed, the flowing abyss ripped. Boot out, the champion stepped out into the sun-drenched land, a small town to his right and jagged mountains surrounding them. The dryness in the air sucked away so much moisture, Victor blinked several times to make his eyeballs wet again. When the blurriness faded, the young man saw Shyryth looking around and Night standing next to him. 
 
    “Go to the Inn. I’ll be back when I have the information,” Shyryth ordered before walking off without looking back. 
 
    Victor watched her march off before turning to Night. The elf gave him a shy smile before she took his hand into hers. The Blade let her pull him along as they walked toward the small town. Much like most of towns in the Forsaken Lands, Brimdark looked just like any town you saw in every cowboy movie. The backdrop of the mountains added to the picturesque beauty and Victor found himself caught in its glow. The sun was high above, showing the land for miles in every direction. The air and land spoke to him on a deeper level, visiting family on the west coast and always seeing the Sierra Nevada mountains in the distance. 
 
    Entering town, no one gave the man and elf a sideways glance. Victor thought it odd since he figured not many people make it out this far. An orc in a cowboy duster saddled his horse while a man and woman danced while no music played. A tower similar to Astor’s home stood at the end of the dirt street while shops and homes lined the left and right sides of town.  
 
    Night pulled Victor along until they reached the Inn. A sign hanging from chains creaked in the breeze, the words 'Lizard Song Inn' painted on the sun-bleached wood. The pair made their way inside and were greeted by the innkeeper who quickly questioned if they needed a room. 
 
    “One room with one bed,” Night said a little enthusiastically. 
 
    Victor turned to her, but she kept her pleasant smile on the innkeeper. Gold touched the counter and a key slid forward. The Blade felt the eagerness from the elf, but before he could dwell on it, she grabbed his hand and pulled him along. Climbing a set of stairs and following a long hallway, Victor could barely process what was happening until he was pulled into their room, the door closed and the lock slid into place. 
 
    Arms flew around Victor’s neck and soft lips touched his. Night’s eyes closed as their tongues danced. A manic energy wrinkled across flaring nerves. Victor could barely contain her as hands grabbed at him. When fingers coiled into his belt and undid the buckle, Victor pulled away with an amused smile. 
 
    “Night, are you sure?” 
 
    The elf eyed him like he was the only source of water for hundreds of miles. “The way my sister spoke of you, I have to know. You could have taken me last night, but you didn’t. I have been fighting myself since I met you and now, I cannot think of any other reason why we should be apart. Take off your clothes!” 
 
    Victor’s smile grew as he shed his trench coat and tossed his hat to a nearby chair. The pure lust in Night’s eyes was more than enough to let nature take its course. The elf couldn’t wait any longer as she helped him out of most of his clothes, tossing them to the floor with reckless abandonment. One boot flew against a wall while another bounced across the floor. When Victor was naked, soft hands pushed at him until his legs touched the edge of the bed. 
 
    Night opened her robe down the middle, creamy breasts appearing with dark pink nipples. Smooth skin shined in what little sunlight entered through the curtained window. Victor’s gaze drifted down to her perfectly smooth stomach and lingered on her hairless valley, wet pink lips blooming. Night stared down at Victor’s member as it grew to attention, veiny and hard. The moment fell away as she sank down to her knees, taking hold of his member and licking the tip before devouring it.  
 
    Victor tried to stay steady himself as the elf sucked back and forth, the head of his member touching the back of her throat. Night was not shy, moaning loudly while her head bobbed along Victor’s rigid member. Bliss coiled along both of their bodies, the connection blazing true between them. The Champion tried to concentrate but clearly there was no romance in this moment, only unbridled wanting between two souls. 
 
    The Blade reached down, trying to pull the open robe from Night’s shoulders, but her hands quickly slapped his away. Wetness coated his cock as the elf’s tongue ran along it. Victor quickly noticed Night and Dawn had almost the same technique before pleasure soaked into his mind and body. The brutal lust glowed as Night tasted pre-come and upped the tempo.  
 
    Heat grew as tensions coiled. Victor was about to release his soul when Night pulled away, stood up and pushed him. The Blade fell onto the comfortable bed, the elf already on him and crawling over his body. Madness filled her eyes as she moaned. It was a little unnerving until her soft hand took hold of and stroked his cock. The tension bled away as she played with him, soothing away any concerns. The robe opened and breasts bounced slightly as she stroked and moved over him. The Blade let out a warm sigh as Night pointed his cock straight up and rubbed her elfhood against the tip. 
 
    “No matter how many times I come, don’t stop,” Night commanded before she let gravity take hold. 
 
    Victor said nothing, wetness and pleasure cascading down his manhood. The elf’s inner world was tight, barely budging until she slowly forced her hips down. Inner walls parted to his throbbing power and when the elf reached the hilt, a moan rose up from the deepest parts of her being. It continued as Night’s eyes rolled into her head. Hips moving of their own accord, she bounced slightly, the fullness from within drowning her in bliss. 
 
    Victor took hold of her small waist, helping her to find the rhythm, but she moved like a caged beast, squeezing him for dear life. Pleasure roared and the Blade found it difficult to hear with the sound of blood pumping into his ears. Night and Dawn felt similar, but the crazy edge of the dark-haired sister seemed to put her over the top. The tempo grew as mad eyes slid back into place and looked down with wicked lust. 
 
    Hands pressed against Victor’s chest as hips worked. The elf impaled herself again and again, squeezing with each intimate slide. Victor basked in the connection between them, but something felt off. He couldn’t understand the sliver of doubt touching his heart. They were meant to be together, but at the same time, it was odd, almost unnatural.  
 
    Night’s fingers curled and clawed across Victor’s chest. Sharp pain rose up as trickles of blood bloomed. The Champion had had rough moments with lovers before, but again, the vibration of uneasiness grew louder and louder. When he questioned it, it seemed Night became unchained, slamming her hips down and taking him to the hilt. The sounds of their union filled the room until the elf let out a muffled scream, squeezing the Champion like a vice. 
 
    Bliss exploded and a deluge of wetness spilled. Victor noticed he was quickly drenched between his legs as she continued to ride him. The urge for release grew closer, each second a painful reminder to let his love fill her already full womanhood. When the tempo grew to the breaking point, Night’s hand slipped into her robe and drew a long dagger. 
 
    Time fell into moments as her hand went up, blade gleaming in a shaft of sunlight. Victor’s body shuddered as the piece of Vala dwelling in Night was freed and a shadow loomed. Come spurted as the dagger flashed down, directly over his heart. Hand snapping forward, he grabbed Night’s wrist just before the dagger’s point plunged into his chest. An inch of space separated the point from Victor’s toned chest. Night screamed in defiance as she tried to force the blade. The Champion’s other hand took a firm hold of her waist and with power, threw her from the bed. 
 
    Night crashed to the floor, rolled and tried to get back up when Victor’s shadow was over her. Grabbing her wrist again, he bent it away. Pain flared as Night screamed again. The dagger fell from her hand and a growling rumbled. Victor watched as a black arm emerged from her chest and slashed at the naked Blade. Stumbling back, Victor barely dodged the strike when darkness spilled from his chest. Chill emerged, blasting forward as a shadow with red eyes emerged from Night’s chest. Sharp, black hands slashed at each other as Night went limp. A gun-blade slid into Victor’s hand and he charged it with a constitution point. Six slot holes glowed to life as the two shadows slashed at each other like rabid animals. Victor aimed, trying to get a clear shot but the shadows seemed to melt into each as they fought. 
 
    “Chill, get down,” Victor shouted. 
 
    The blue and red eyed shadows spun around, hacking and slashing at each other until Chill coiled, closed his hand into a fist and slammed it into the side of the other shadow. The red eyed shadow crashed into the wall. Hissing, it turned to attack Chill once again when light flashed and a bolt of energy slammed into her chest. 
 
    The female shadow let out a sad moan as smoke rose up and it slumped to the hardwood floor. Chill slinked closer, as did Victor, his gun-blade aiming at the shadow’s head. 
 
    “No…no…it must end. The pain and suffering…must end,” the shadow said with hysterical weeping. 
 
    Chill glowered as he looked down on the fallen shadow. “She is too weak to keep fighting. The treatment has drained her.” 
 
    Victor was about to pull the trigger to end the shadow’s suffering when red eyes centered on the Champion. 
 
    “You…did this to us…all of us! They cry out from the voids…unable to be free of their prison. You trapped them and I feel their suffering!” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Victor asked. 
 
    “End it,” Chill said darkly. 
 
    “You broke our master…you shattered him to pieces,” the shadow wept. 
 
    Chill glanced to Victor, “They are all mad. Kill her before she tries to get away.” 
 
    The shadow’s sobbing faded away and she glared at the man and shadow before her. “Fate will not be denied.” 
 
    Victor’s finger fell on the trigger and just as he was about to pull it, the red-eyed shadow’s featureless face began to change. It morphed and shifted, taking on a new face but remaining black as pitch. The shadow slumped further with new features and took on an amused smirk as it stared at Victor. The darkness could not hide the familiar features as Victor’s brow hardened. 
 
    “I killed you,” Victor growled. 
 
    “After all this time, you still don’t understand the rules of the cosmos,” Draygon’s features wrinkled in amusement. 
 
    Victor’s finger stayed on the trigger, but it was the shadow of Draygon who bowed and raised sharp fingers in surrender. 
 
    “I’m not here…to fight. I’m showing myself because you have set in motion things that cannot be undone,” Draygon whispered. 
 
    Victor smirked. “Tell me something I don’t know. Vala is coming back and you lost your chance to do anything about it. I suggest you climb back to whatever hole your hiding in so I can finish her will.” 
 
    Draygon looked up, his amused expression melting into a serious mask. “Begrudgingly, you have earned a sliver of respect from our interactions, something I do not take lightly. True, I lay in the voids, floating pieces of my former self, but I have enough power to show myself before I sleep again. I still hear the whispers and your once doomed crusade has now reached the upper echelon of the pantheon. Many thought you would fail and I thought you would fail by my hand, but here we are.” 
 
    The shadow slinked a little closer, thin black arms hanging at its side and an intense glare in abyssal eyes. “Our conflict will continue at another time, but for now, I wish to give you a small warning. The universes are older than even the gods and there are things that even the pantheon cannot fight. A cosmic balance must be struck and we all have our part to play in it. If you survive what is to come, there will be trials. With the return of Vala, those trials will quicken and fates sealed. I have seen fractured possibilities and you will lead the forces of light.” 
 
    Victor aimed at the shadow’s head, “I don’t have time for this nonsense, Agent Smith. Spit it out and disappear.” 
 
    Draygon closed his eyes and shook his head, “Yet another pop culture reference from your world, how drool. But I digress, I look forward to the future so I tell you this, there is no greater power than your will to overcome. Vala has given you much, but your will to use it will be the deciding factor.” 
 
    The shadow oozed back, gaze still on the champion. “It was nice to see you again. When I resurrect, we will have such stories to inspire.” 
 
    Before Victor could speak a rebuttal, Draygon’s face melted away and a blank shadow stood with glowing red eyes. The twitch of those eyes slid to the side, seeing the crumpled form of Night. A screech filled the room as the shadow leapt for the elf. 
 
    Victor pumped five points into Strength and launched forward like a bullet. Left hand clamping on the back of the shadow’s neck, he lifted her up as she thrashed like a snake. The screeches continued as grim shadows filled Victor’s face. 
 
    “She belongs to me! I will never let you have her! I will never,” the shadow screamed until the gun-blade slid into her black chest. 
 
    Red glowing eyes widened before Victor pulled the trigger, again and again. At point blank range, energy blasted at the black shadow six times. The thing stopped writhing, its mouth a perfect oval in a silent scream. Chill stood off to the side, watching with glowing indifferent blue eyes. Victor pulled his sword from the shadow as a gaping hole filled its chest. 
 
    The Blade let go, the shadow falling and shattering into black shards. Each shard hit the wooden floor, bounced and faded away from sight. The last piece was the shadow’s head as it hit the floor, breaking into clumps of black sand before fading from sight. 
 
    Chill gave a grim nod before swirling into darkness and arcing into Victor’s chest. When the last hint of darkness sank into his skin, the Champion let his gun-blade slide into his wrist. Turning his attention to Night as she lay, he knelt down seeing tears forming at the corners of her oval eyes. The moment his hands touched her, eyes blinked open and sobbing filled her form. The champion sat down as she crawled into his arms, clutching at him like their very worlds will fly apart. 
 
    “She’s gone…” Night sobbed. 
 
    “She won’t bother you anymore,” Victor tried to reassure her. 
 
    “I feel so empty…like a piece of me died.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “It did. That’s why we are here to help pick up the pieces and fill the missing part.” 
 
    Night cried into Victor’s chest as he held her, thin shafts of sunlight touching their naked bodies. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shyryth walked up to the door and gave it a gentle knock.  
 
    “Come in,” Victor said from the other side. 
 
    The dragon woman opened the door and stepped in. Victor and Night sat on the bed, fully clothed and looked to be having a conversation. They turned their attention to the dragon as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    Shyryth took in a deep sniff at the air and gave the couple a confused expression. “I smell sex, but I also smell energy and darkness.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “We should update you on what happened, but did you find out where Dorian is?” 
 
    The dragon woman nodded. “I have an idea. An old Slinger told me where we may be able to find him. Night will transport us when we are ready.” 
 
    Victor gave Shyryth a small smile. “Okay…” the Blade said before explaining what happened in the room. 
 
    The sun sank low in the afternoon sky as Shyryth listened intently. When Victor and Night finished, the dragon eyed them with concern. 
 
    “Do you think Draygon will further hamper our crusade?” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I’m not sure, but we can’t really do anything about it. Let’s find Dorian first before we even bother with the possibility of Draygon’s return.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded before turning her attention to Night. “Are you able to transport us?” 
 
    Night gave a confident nod. “I am. I haven’t felt so ready in my life.” 
 
    Victor stood up and smiled, “Then let’s go meet the first Slinger.” 
 
    Night stood up, her robe smoothing out as her fingers made arcane movement. Incantations spilled from her lips as hidden power rolled in her chest. When the last word of power was spoken, a black and purple portal opened in the middle of the room. Shyryth was first to step through and Night followed. Victor hissed a small sigh as events played out in his head. The feeling of no turning back washed over his nerves like cold water. With one foot, he stepped into the portal and disappeared. The portal closed and silence filled the room once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    A cool breeze snaked along the canyon floor. The trickling of a small stream played on, echoing off the high walls. The sun sank lower in the sky, long shadows stretching from cliffs in the dying light. Small animals moved about, gathering food before the blanket of night covered the lands. 
 
    In one vast canyon, a small pond had formed between thin streams while strange cacti-like plants grew. Tall grass touched the edges of the small pond and the air held a calming serenity. A foxlike creature drank at the pond’s edge when its ears twitched. Lifting its pointed snout, it looked around for the strange disturbance touching its little heart. The pulse seemed to grow before a black rip appeared in midair.  
 
    The creature bounded away as people stepped through the jagged hole. A dragon woman was first, followed by a pointy eared woman and finally a man. The fox-critter looked back to them before disappearing into a bush along the canyon wall. 
 
    Victor looked around, the still air soothing his nerves. “This is the place?” 
 
    “It’s one of the places. The Slinger informed me that this is a watering hole for many creatures and there is a chance Dorian would come here to replenish his water supplies.” 
 
    Night eyed the small pond and looked around at the high canyon walls. “Such a place of solitude. Does Dorian not like society?” 
 
    Shyryth stepped forward, the sandy ground shifting under her scaled feet. “With so many hunting him, he prefers to be alone so no one would get hurt.” 
 
    “Like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude,” Victor said absentmindedly. 
 
    “Have you met him before,” Night asked. 
 
    Shyryth shook her head. “No, very few have. This is a special circumstance and I wouldn’t have gotten this far if I didn’t mention it was Astor’s dying wish.” 
 
    “Why did you want me to meet him, Astor? Why was this so important?” Victor whispered under his breath.  
 
    Shyryth unslung a pack from her shoulder and let it drop to the ground. “Cassandra gave me one of her special packs. It is filled with camping gear. We should set up here and build a fire. We may be here a few nights.” 
 
    Victor turned to the two women, “A few nights?” 
 
    Shyryth nodded. “No one has any idea when he will appear. We should…” the dragon trailed off as her scaled hand fell to her rune covered gun. 
 
    A shadow appeared from around the edge of a canyon wall and stepped into view. Victor’s hand was out, but a sword did not slide into it, his gaze focusing on the man in a cowboy hat, black clothes and dark brown duster. A bandanna covered the midpoint of the man’s face and flowed down to his neck. Hard eyes drank in the three standing by the pond as hands were at his sides, one by the pistol holstered at his hip and the right flap of his duster pulled behind it. 
 
    Silence filled the canyon floor until a small fox-creature appeared by the masked man’s side. 
 
    Victor relaxed as he eyed the man. The eyes reminded him of the poster he saw in Loress on his first trip to Eddor. Was this the man so many were afraid of?  
 
    “State your business,” the masked man said to Shyryth. 
 
    The dragon-woman took a step forward, palms out at her sides to show she not armed. “Dorian Reins, I have come as one last wish from Astor Korr.” 
 
    The Slinger kept his diamond cutting gaze, “Astor is gone?” 
 
    Shyryth’s eyes saddened as she nodded. “She died defending the people of Valis from a shadow army. She followed your teachings to the end, her last wish was to bring our friend, Victor Hobbs, to you.” 
 
    Dorian turned his hard gaze to the Blade. “What was Astor to you?” 
 
    Victor stayed his ground as his gaze dropped. “Astor was my friend…” 
 
    Dorian cut him off. “What was she to you?” he repeated in a dark tone. 
 
    A chill ran down Victor’s back. The Slinger’s gaze bore holes into his soul and he felt he was on a cliff’s edge, one wrong answer and there would be a smoking hole in his chest. Mentally preparing a defense, he spoke the truth and hoped it was enough. 
 
    “Astor was a friend and lover. She followed Vala’s ways, as do we all. We fought side by side against Baaldir and she fought with all of us against the shadows threatening the Valis Realm. She was not only a hero, but a force of nature and lover to many.” 
 
    Dorian’s arms relaxed and a duster flap covered his gun. Even in the dying light of the day, Victor witnessed a single tear form and slip down from the corner of the master slinger’s eye. A breath later, it was gone. Shoulders deflated an inch. The slinger moved to a large rock and sat down, head bent forward and the wide rim covering his eyes. 
 
    “She completed her quest. I’m so proud of her.” 
 
    The three stood, looking to the slinger as cool air caressed the entire canyon floor. 
 
    Dorian looked up, a new, gentle light in his eyes. “I trained many slingers over the years. She was one of the best. It was almost like the gods carved her from pure metal. She held a hardness no one could match. It was that hardness that led to our last lesson and her final quest.” 
 
    Victor, Shyryth and Night stepped closer as the Slinger continued. 
 
    “Astor never knew love. It showed in her dedication to gun-craft. On our last day, I gave her a quest to follow her heart. I told her never to return to me until she found her matching flame. It wasn’t a love you find for a lifetime, but a single spark that brought two souls together.” 
 
    Dorian looked to Shyryth and gave a small nod. “How lucky she found two sparks that matched her own.” 
 
    Shyryth’s head dipped as pink colored her cheeks. 
 
    “You sent her to find love,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    The slinger nodded. “It’s easy to stray from the path of righteous protection if you don’t know what the heart can do. Our weapons are part of who we are, but so is the capacity to understand the heart. We are a sum of our parts, but each one can be powerful if you experience and understand it.” 
 
    Victor mulled over the slinger’s words while trying to get over the easy-going nature of the man. He wasn’t sure what he expected which deep down was a lie. The mental picture he painted was a hard man with a big gun, maybe two guns. Instead, Dorian Reins seemed like a normal man who wanted the best for people. The slight differences from what he expected and what was before him seemed to meld together and gentle understanding whispered in his heart. 
 
    “I thank you for coming to me,” Dorian said while looking to Victor and Shyryth in turn, “Astor was a remarkable woman. I will mourn for her like I do for all those who fight and die for the greater good.” 
 
    Victor parted his lips, ready to speak when an envelope appeared over his shoulder. All eyes turned to the floating invite before Victor grabbed it and saw “Dorian Reins” written on it. 
 
    No wonder why Vala wanted you to meet him too. 
 
    Victor’s lip wrinkled for a moment before he stepped closer to Dorian and held out the envelope.  
 
    “It looks like you’re invited to Vala’s Resurrection.” 
 
    Dorian reached up and took the envelope. “Vala…is returning?” 
 
    The very air turned into a haze. A dreamy vibration ran along all gathered. Victor tried to blink it away, but it seemed to grow and grow. Night’s arms and legs began to shake as Shyryth leaned on one leg, barely able to stay standing. Victor fought through the misty haze until his senses touched on something beautiful. 
 
    Mists flowed together until the robed form of Vala stepped from it. Victor, Night, and Shyryth watched with wide eyes as Vala stepped past them and moved closer to the slinger on the rock. Dorian stayed where he was, looking up with the invitation in his hand, but peace in his eyes. 
 
    “The dreams were true,” Dorian said in a low tone. 
 
    The dark hood of Vala bowed slightly. 
 
    “What’s happening right now,” Victor tried to say, but his words came out garbled.  
 
    Dorian stood up and faced Vala, eyes holding a deep sorrow. “I never thought this day would come.” 
 
    “I knew we would be reunited, thanks to my Champion,” Vala said in an other-worldly voice. 
 
    Victor cut through the hazy fog, “Vala? What is happening?” 
 
    A pale hand touched Dorian’s shoulder as she spoke. “Dorian is my son.” 
 
    Hearts stopped as all looked to the goddess. Victor opened his mouth, but no words came out. Shyryth and Night looked on like moths caught in the glow of flames. The world seemed to stop as the sun just touched the horizon. 
 
    “I could not reveal myself unless my Champion was here to act as a conduit, his small regrets allowing me to be here, now.” 
 
    Victor took a shaky step forward. “You…told me your son died.” 
 
    Vala nodded. “He did…but his twin brother was still in my womb as Baaldir murdered him. It was for his survival why I didn’t allow him to be born until Baaldir left in a mad rage. The span of time was so great as the gods hunted down my followers, more than enough time to hide Dorian amongst dreams so he would be strong enough to fend for himself.” 
 
    Vala reached up and touched Dorian’s covered cheek. “I have missed you for so long.” 
 
    Dorian wrapped his hand over Vala’s hand, eyes closing. “I have missed you, mother.” 
 
    “Dorian, you’re a god,” Victor said in astonishment. 
 
    “He is a fledgling god,” Vala corrected. “I locked his true power until I could return. It was a measure to ensure he remained hidden until I was ready to protect him.” 
 
    Vala’s voice lowered as she continued, “Our reunion is close. Victor and many others have been fighting for my return. I could not bear to come back and not see you there when I arrive.” 
 
    “Mother, I’ll be there to welcome you back.” 
 
    Vala smiled. “I know my son. For now, hold onto the invitation and appear when you are summoned. Because my Champion had to meet you, I could not let the moment pass without saying I love you.” 
 
    “I love you,” Dorian said with heartfelt warmth. 
 
    Vala pulled away from the slinger, turned and walked to Victor. The goddess bowed her head to the Champion. 
 
    “Victor, my love, you have proven your worth more than any who have walked the realms. Despite your doubts, you carried out my will. My power grows closer to my resurrection. This will be the last time we meet until the crusade is complete. Be the hero I know you to be. Fight with love and honor. I will be waiting, ready to enter the realms and be with all.” 
 
    The goddess leaned forward, red lips touching Victor’s. A surge of unimaginable bliss flared, nearly engulfing the Blade before it faded, as did Vala’s form. Victor stumbled back from the power; every nerve lit to seductive pleasure before it faded to the background. The mists parted and clarity returned to the darkening canyon floor.  
 
    Dorian eyed the Blade, dragon, and elf as they seemed to regain their wits when a sharp pain touched his neck. In a blur, the slinger’s hand slapped at the back of his neck and something crunched. Pulling his hand back, he saw a crumpled, monstrous insect, twitching and dying.  
 
    Turning his attention up, he watched as four shadows emerged over a canyon edge and manic giggling bounced off stone walls. Weakness flowed into muscles and the slinger fell to one knee, hand on his one rune-covered pistol. 
 
    “We got here too late!” a man covered in shrouded robes shouted. 
 
    “You just had to murder that family before we left,” a woman with blonde hair laughed. 
 
    “Can you…do this without me. I’m…so sleepy,” said a tired man with nearly closed eyes and short gray hair covering his head. 
 
    “The insect did its job. He won’t be much of a threat now,” said a large brute of man. 
 
    Victor tried to push away the confused haziness when the four figures at the top of the canyon jumped. When the last tendrils of confusion parted, the four intruders landed on the other side of the canyon floor. Shyryth pulled her pistol and aimed while Night held up her hands, balls of fire glowing just above her palms. The gun-blade slid into Victor’s hand and he spent a Constitution point to charge it. Six holes glowed as power infused the weapons. 
 
    The four newcomers stood nearly shoulder to shoulder, their horrific features coming into view. The shrouded man stood, small horns on his forehead and flesh missing from the side of his cheek. Teeth clicked as decayed flesh and muscle moved around it. Skeletal hands flexed while nearly white eyes bore down on the all those gathered. 
 
    Next to the shrouded man was a warp spawn woman, blonde hair flowing from the top of her head and down past her shoulders. She wore a tight top against her small chest. From the waist down, her body was nothing more than black tentacles, coiling and holding her entire body up. The crazed grin she wore left stretch marks along her cheeks as her eyes blinked sideways, small giggles bubbling up her throat. 
 
    The gray-haired man next to the warp spawn looked nearly normal except for his extremely sleepy gaze. To Victor, it looked like he was about to pass out and fall over at any moment. The gray robe he wore was thick and it appeared a little ragged like he never took it off. 
 
    The brute to the right of the sleepy man was large, nine feet tall and built like truck. Shoulders heaved as thick arms hung down, nearly touching the ground. His face was a mask of scars, tusks jutting up from behind his lower lip and three eyes. Two eyes appeared in their normal places, but above them, a third eye blinked and looked around in all directions. 
 
    The decayed and shrouded demon stepped forward, white eyes on Victor. “It’s so wonderful to finally meet you, Vala’s Champion. In our line of work, it’s rare when we come across other Champions across the realms so this is a big treat for us.” 
 
    “You’re such a liar, Xix,” the blonde warp spawn giggled.  
 
    “Shush Vayne, you’re taking all the fun out of this,” the demon tried to hide his decayed smile and failed. 
 
    Victor glanced to Dorian as he stayed on one knee, hand touching his pistol but not drawing it. Shyryth and Night moved to either side of the Blade, eyes and hearts hard. 
 
    Xix continued, “Your name is being whispered across the realms. How fortunate we get to end the legendary Blade in some nameless canyon in the Forsaken Lands. I wonder what the wildlife will leave behind when we are done?” 
 
    “I want the marrow in their bones. You promised,” the three-eyed brute growled. 
 
    Xix turned to his companions. “You guys are really messing this up. I had it all planned and your talking through it. How are we to be the ones who killed Vala’s Champion if you keep interrupting with inane chatter? Shut up so I can enjoy this!” 
 
    “Guys, I really want to lay down,” the sleepy one said. 
 
    Xix rolled his eyes before he composed himself, turned and looked to Victor. “As I said, we are here to murder all of you. My name is Xix Blight. The warp spawn over there is Vayne Whisper. The gray-haired one is Lexx Hollow and the large fellow is Kaiser Zul. We are the champions of Redarr, Tantia, Ibris and Roohr.” 
 
    Victor blinked. “I don’t know what any of those names mean nor do I care.” 
 
    Xix’s decayed smile faltered. “Not care? Don’t you understand the courtesies? Champions must reveal themselves and their gods before they do battle. It’s a standard practice.” 
 
    Victor shook his head. “You’re talking to the wrong champion. All I see is a sad imitation of Gwar. You could have put in some better thought when it comes to your costumes. I wouldn’t even let you in the door if you were playing in a dive bar.” 
 
    Xix’s face shifted to annoyed confusion. 
 
    “I think he’s making fun of us,” Vayne laughed. 
 
    Victor glanced to Shyryth, “I finally understand why Lily is always mad about the gods and their Champions. This amount of annoying behavior is enough to drive me insane.” 
 
    “They are dangerous,” Shyryth said while never taking her eyes off the four Champions. 
 
    “So are we,” Victor smirked before turning his attention to Dorian. 
 
    The slinger remained on one knee; eyes shut like he was fighting some kind of internal battle. 
 
    “Dorian, we can get you out of here,” Victor said coolly. 
 
    “No…they won’t allow it. Buy me…some time,” the Slinger said with a grunt. 
 
    Kaiser turned his three eyes in Xix’s direction. “He’s fighting the poison. We only have a few minutes left before he overcomes it.” 
 
    Xix grinned, decayed flesh stretching unnaturally. “Then, let the play begin!” 
 
    A broadsword appeared in Kaiser’s oversized hand. A staff appeared in Lexx’s hand and the Champion promptly leaned on it. Two curved blades appeared in Vayne’s hands and she spun them around like they weighed nothing. Xix took a step forward, spiked ball and chain dangling from a short rod. Victor eyed the morning star as the spikes appeared rusty. 
 
    “Stay close and don’t let them break us up,” Victor said over his shoulder before laughter filled the canyon. 
 
    Xix shot forward like ghost, spiked ball spinning. Victor pumped five points into his Strength and Speed, raising it to a greater effect. Gun-blade shot up, smacking the spiked ball away and bringing his blade down. Xix was already spinning away, spiked ball lashing out and Victor barely parrying it from the air.  
 
    Shyryth stepped forward, rune-covered gun in hand as Vayne and Kaiser charged. Finger gently resting on the trigger, she picked her target and squeezed the trigger. A mana-bullet exploded from the barrel, streaking forward. Kaiser growled as he leapt in the bullet’s path and turned his broadsword sideways. The deflection caused the giant brute to stumble back as the bullet slammed into a canyon wall and cracked it.  Shyryth was already re-aiming when Vayne leapt into the air over her large companion. The dragon-woman didn’t hesitate as she squeezed the trigger twice. 
 
    One mana bullet and another slammed into the warp spawn, causing her to spin. Shyryth lowered her gun and reached out with her left hand, catching the warp spawn by the neck and squeezing. 
 
    “Harder…” Vayne hissed before tentacles wrapped around the dragon woman. 
 
    Shyryth saw that this was the warp spawn’s plan the entire time. She tried to pull away, but the tentacles took hold, wrapping around her and forcing her gun to her side. 
 
    “Now it’s my turn to squeeze you harder,” Vayne laughed as the coiling tentacles squeezed like several vices. 
 
    Victor knocked away Xix’s spinning spiked ball, but every time he tried to get a shot off, the demon seemed to move faster. Stepping back, he was on the defensive until fire glowed. Xix glanced to Night and spun away just as one fireball streaked by. The shrouded demon landed and slid before jumping away to avoid the second fireball. Night hissed incantations as another set of fireballs appeared in her hands. The span of time was enough for Victor to aim and squeeze the trigger. 
 
    Energy bolts blasted out and Xix dodged both of them. The decayed demon grinned as he charged, his body low and eyes sharp. Victor spent a point of Will and a glowing aura appeared around his body. The rusty spiked ball spun around in blinding speed as the Blade parried two strikes, but didn’t see the third. The spiked ball slammed into his aura, cracking it before it once more sealed shut. 
 
    “You’re holding back. That is a mistake,” Xix said with a wicked grin before his white eyes flashed. 
 
    Victor couldn’t think as a whirlwind slammed into him from all sides. Aura cracking, he barely stepped back as the energy around him shattered. Despite his increased strength and speed, Xix was moving faster and harder. Sparks flew as the Blade tried to parry each blow and before he could spend more points to keep up, the spiked ball slammed into his arm and sent him crashing to the ground. 
 
    Pain flared as something sickly slid into his bloodstream. Victor cried out as jagged pain welled up. A shadow fell over him, Xix raising his morning star up and swinging it around, ready to strike when a fireball slammed into his side. The demon flipped through the air and landed, turned and glared at Night as she stood over Victor. Tendrils of smoke rose up from the burnt shrouds, but the demon didn’t look like he was slowing down. 
 
    Alerts filled Victor’s vision; a poison had entered his bloodstream. Spending a point of Constitution, nano-drones moved through his blood to neutralize its effects and repair the damage. The pain ebbed and Victor was back on his feet. 
 
    “Victor?” Night said while staring at Xix. 
 
    “We can’t hold back. Give them everything we have,” the Champion shouted as he aimed and pulled the trigger on his gun-blade. 
 
    Xix once again turned into a blur, flipping and dodging each energy bolt. Shyryth growled as flames poured from her mouth. Vayne giggled with mad glee before a tentacle wrapped around Shyryth’s throat and squeezed. The motion caused the dragon-woman to struggle to breathe, fire stuck below her throat. 
 
    “Not very nice to burn me when all I want to do is hug you to death,” Vayne laughed. 
 
    Kaiser appeared next to Vayne and Shyryth, a fist pulled back and slamming into the dragon woman’s face. Shyryth’s hat flew off her head as she took the blow and snapped her head forward into Vayne’s laughing face. The force of the blow was so much, Vayne stopped laughing as a bloom of black blood spurted into the air from her nose and mouth. Despite the brutal blow, tentacles clung on tight as she tried to collect her wits. 
 
    Lexx walked in a straight line through the fighting, sleepy eyes on the kneeling Dorian. “I…just…need…a…nap…” 
 
    Time slowed as Victor eyed the situation. The battle had just begun and he could already see it was going to turn badly for them. Lexx stumble walked to Dorian while Shyryth was fighting Vayne and Kaiser by herself. The Blade and Night were just holding their own against the sickly demon moving in quick flashes. With Champions gathered, Victor made up his mind and he could no longer let it continue. 
 
    Victor spent five Constitution on his Power Suit Upgrade. Nano-drones ejected from pores in his skin, flattening out and connecting in the blink of an eye. Nano-drones continued to work, connecting, increasing thickness of armor and adding strength and speed engines to joints. The once simple body armor upgraded to an advanced version. With a burst of power, Victor propelled forward, slamming his armored shoulder into the decayed demon and sent him spiraling to the sandy ground with a bounce. 
 
    Xix rolled back to his feet, swinging his spiked ball and chain. “Now you’ve become a challenge!” 
 
    Victor spent two points of Constitution, one to recharge his gun-blade and another for his Weapon Upgrade ability. Cables emerged from his arm and connected with the gun-blade. Power hummed as the gun-blade charged with power. The Blade glanced to his stats floating in the corner of his vision before he gritted his teeth and launched himself again at the demon. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
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    Divine Orbs- 15 
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    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Xix waited as the armored Victor barreled toward him. Licking his rotting lips, he grinned before darkness rose up and he stepped into it. Victor felt nothing but air as he flashed past, missing the demon. A shadow rose up and a spiked ball swung out, slamming against Victor’s head. The force behind the blow was enough for Victor to stumble. Swinging his gun-blade around, he tried to find a target when a shadow loomed up from behind. 
 
    Xix emerged, swinging his morning star when fire glowed behind him. The demon turned just as a fireball streaked toward him. Sinking back into the rising darkness, the fireball glanced off his shoulder. Singed cloth rose up and the momentum sent him flying from the shadow he had created and crashing to the ground. Victor leapt at the chance, aiming and squeezing the trigger. Xix cried out as he took a direct energy blast to the back before he sank into another shadow. 
 
    Victor landed and spun around, looking for Xix. Shyryth struggled against Vayne while Kaiser’s body began to grow. Lexx was nearly on to Dorian, hand out and a sleepy smile on his lips. 
 
    “Sleep…forever sleep…” the drowsy Champion said as he was inches from Dorian. 
 
    Energy blasted out five times. Lexx’s eyes widened when the first one struck. Dorian looked up through the pain to see the Lexx’s body thrown in the air like a rag doll, energy bolts punching holes in his body. Victor’s legs bent and he launched himself to Dorian’s side. Lexx lay on the ground moaning as wisps of smoke and the scent of burned flesh filled the air. 
 
    Xix appeared, swinging his morning star, “Lexx!” 
 
    Kaiser’s form grew bigger and sharper. Boney knuckles exploded into sharp points as he grew fifteen feet tall. The giant monster charged toward Victor and Dorian while Vayne continued to struggle with Shyryth. Chaos bloomed as everyone on the battlefield picked their targets. Tides of power shifted, but Victor grew deadly serious as he charged his gun-blade again with a Constitution point. 
 
    “I’m coming,” Kaiser roared as he charged toward Victor and Dorian. 
 
    Night continued to throw fireballs at the disappearing and reappearing Xix. Shyryth growled her contempt as she let her body change into her true dragon form. Vayne’s laughter died as the dragon woman shifted and changed, causing tentacles to loosen or be ripped off. The warp spawn launched off the changing body when a scaled hand grabbed her from the air, lifted her up and slammed her down hard.  
 
    Vayne moaned before she was lifted up again. Shyryth was in mid-swing when reality wrinkled. The warp spawn was suddenly not there and appeared ten feet away.  
 
    “Time for a little control,” Vayne laughed before launching toward the large red dragon.  
 
    Claws flashed as Shyryth tried to slice at the warp spawn. Reality wrinkled again and suddenly the warp spawn was on her, tentacles coiling around her armored head. Energy welled and Shyryth’s movements slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Burn your friends,” Vayne commanded with a manic grin. 
 
    Victor squared up as Kaiser in war form came barreling toward him. He knew if he dodged, the monstrous Champion would slam into Dorian. Not wanting to chance it, five more points of Strength flowed into the Blade. Strength and speed increased to Titan level, with the added power of his power suit. Kaiser’s thick sword rose up and swung down just as he was over Vala’s Champion. 
 
    The clash of blades sent a small shockwave out in all directions. Victor just managed to stay his ground, armored boots sliding back two inches. The monstrous form of Kaiser loomed overhead, his shadow blanketing the smaller Champion. Strain whirled against the added upgrades as Victor held his ground. 
 
    “I can smell your marrow,” Kaiser grunted like the monster he was. 
 
    “Funny, all I smell is an asshole,” Victor grunted before side stepping and letting his sword sink into his wrist. 
 
    The movement was so quick, Kaiser stumbled forward over Dorian. Before he could right himself to strike down the Slinger, a bone sword slid into Victor’s hand and a Strength point charged it. In a blur, the Champion was on Kaiser’s back and driving the bone sword home. Kaiser grunted as the blade sank in halfway. Barely a second later, Victor activated the Roar. 
 
    The explosive blast sent Kaiser face down to the sandy floor while Dorian managed to roll away. The ground trembled from the strike and blew Victor back into the air. The Champion landed, armored legs absorbing most of the shock.  
 
    Xix moved like a dancer, dodging fireballs. Night threw each one with mystical determination until the decayed demon landed and slid to a stop. 
 
    “It’s a shame we must burn such beauty,” Xix leered. 
 
    Night’s brow wrinkled until she felt the rising heat. Glancing to the side, she witnessed Vayne riding on Shyryth’s neck while the red dragon drew back a deep breath and spit a stream of fire. The elf turned toward the incoming flames and whispered words of power. A mana-shield formed just as the flames reached her. The shimmering field flickered in the path of dragon fire. When the stream stopped, the mana-shield collapsed and so did Night. 
 
    Xix stepped into a shadow and appeared next to the elf as she struggled to stand back up. “Vala wept.” 
 
    Night mustered another incantation just as the spiked ball came swinging hard across. Mana flared and created a shield just enough to take the blow, but sent her body flying across the soft ground, bouncing twice before she slid to a halt. 
 
    Kaiser stood up, the hole in his back closing at an alarming rate. 
 
    “Shit tits,” Victor growled as he readied to go against the giant brute once more. 
 
    Dorian struggled to stand when something crawled toward him. The Slinger looked down to see Lexx sliding across the ground with sleepy eyes and outstretched hand. Exposed bone glowed in the dying light of the day as the Champion reached out to touch the slinger. 
 
    “Sleep…” Lexx whispered before something glowed. 
 
    Dorian watched as an energy blade penetrated the top of Lexx’s head and pinned it to the ground. Over him, a man with a single braid hanging down from one temple and an amused smile on his lips. Leather armor covered his body but the sword was made of pure mana.  
 
    “Please to meet you, Mr. Reins. My name is Nebb, Champion of Nephy,” the spell sword grinned before pulling the mana-sword from the dead Lexx. 
 
    Victor glanced over just as he parried a blow from the larger Kaiser. “Nebb? How did you find us?” 
 
    The spell sword stood up and grinned. “The same way they found you, a whisper from divine lips.” 
 
    Xix’s mood soured as he saw the spell sword. “Vayne, kill all of them. I’ll take out the Slinger.” 
 
    “With fire and brimstone,” the warp spawn cackled as she directed Shyryth to lay flame to all gathered. 
 
    The red dragon reared up, flames gathering in her throat and mouth. Victor’s bone sword clashed again and again against the monstrous Champion. With their attacks fighting each other to a standstill, he couldn’t break away. Night lay on the ground unmoving. Nebb rushed to Dorian’s side, a mana-shield forming on his left forearm. The canyon floor shook as the dragon’s eyes blazed with power. An instant later, a thick plume of flames streaked forth. 
 
    Victor readied to launch into the flames to stop them from hurting his friends when a canyon wall exploded outwards, showering the area in rocky debris. Victor’s eyes widened as a colossal worm crashed into the middle of the battlefield, flames striking its side. The giant creature roared as the bulk of its body coiled and lashed out, dwarfing Shyryth and slamming into her. The dragon and warp spawn went flying, crashing into an opposite wall and crumpling to the ground. 
 
    Victor bent his knees and launched, slamming his shoulder into Kaiser’s chest with such power, it sent the giant Champion stumbling and falling onto his back.  
 
    The Blade lifted his bone sword to the giant worm and shouted, “He who controls the spice, controls the universe!” 
 
    The worm turned it’s pointed head toward the decayed demon. Xix sneered before he jumped into a shadow. A swath of darkness appeared next to Dorian and a swinging morning star emerged. Nebb and Victor blurred forward to intercept, but it was Dorian who rose up, no pain in his eyes. 
 
    Xix followed through, emerging from the shadow and trying to land a blow when a hand caught him by the wrist. White eyes widening, the decayed demon was hoisted up and thrown like he weighed nothing. Dorian watched as the decayed demon hit the ground, bounced and landed next to Kaiser. Victor and Nebb were on either side of the Slinger, but Dorian took a step forward, hand hovering over his pistol. 
 
    “Last and only time you will ever get the drop on me,” Dorian said coolly. 
 
    The Slinger’s arm moved in such mechanical precision; Victor could hardly keep up. The pistol blinked forward as a finger squeezed the trigger. In another instant, the rune-covered pistol was back in holster like it was never touched. A mana-bullet streaked toward Kaiser as he slowly stood up. The brute’s sword turned sideways, deflecting the bullet. Time seemed to stop but the bullet didn’t. Victor and Nebb watched in astonishment as a single mana-bullet curved in midair and came back toward the towering monster.  
 
    Kaiser grunted as he deflected the bullet again, but it continued to fly off, turned and come right back. The air took on a stream of light as Dorian’s bullet came back again and again. The giant three-eyed brute took a step back and another, using all of his power to keep the persistent bullet away. 
 
    “I can’t stop it,” Kaiser growled as each slam of the bullet forced him to retreat step by step. 
 
    Xix watched was happening and spit in disgust. Skeletal hands up, shadows engulfed him. Vayne stirred from the floor when shadows wrapped around her body and she sank into the darkness, gone from sight. Kaiser grunted again and again as he tried to deflect the bullet. He misjudged a step and the bullet blasted through his forearm. The giant monster screamed until shadows engulfed him and he was gone.  
 
    The mana-bullet slammed into a canyon wall, cracking it for twenty feet and silence fell across the darkening battlefield. Victor let his armor crack and fall away as his bone sword slid back into his wrist. Running, he fell to Night’s side and lifted her to his chest. The elf’s eyes slowly opened before giving him a reassuring smile.  
 
    Putting her down, the elf stood on her own power. The two turned to see Shyryth walking toward them, a scaled hand to her head. She had transformed back to her humanoid form and made her way to them. 
 
    “The warp spawn…she took control of my mind,” Shyryth said with some difficulty. 
 
    Victor and Night rushed to her side. 
 
    Shyryth looked to Night, “I’m sorry, I couldn’t control myself.” 
 
    The elf gave her small hug and a faint smile. “I understand. The Dark Spire realm has the power to manipulate minds and bodies.” 
 
    Seeing that Night and Shyryth were okay, Victor turned to see Dorian standing alone and Nebb standing by the gaping hole where the worm came from. The giant worm was off to the side, silent and watching. 
 
    A figure appeared from the hole, walking slowly into the last hint of light from the day. Victor stepped forward while Nebb knelt down to one knee and bowed his head. A woman with green skin and brown dress stepped into view with a kind smile. Twigs filled her hair as moss covered almost every inch of her skin. 
 
    Victor smiled. “Hello Nephy.” 
 
    The goddess gave a small head bow as she emerged from the giant hole, the last rays of sunlight vanishing and night casting her shroud across the lands.  
 
    *** 
 
    The final rays of sunlight disappeared over the horizon and darkness covered the lush lands and mystical city of Loress. A dark blue dragon and two dragon-women flew silently over the rooftops before lanterns in the street glowed to life. Lily and Dawn peered down while holding onto Vindrel’s neck. Behind them, Nerin and Ida stayed close while Izy and Mildra glided next to their fellow dragon. 
 
    Dawn eyed the approaching tower, her glasses seeing through the stone to the inner garden on the top floor. Three figures remained by one of the small ponds that dotted the large tower floor.  
 
    “They are still there,” the elf said into Lily’s ear. 
 
    The demoness turned her head to the group with a small nod. The rest nodded back. In mere moments, they landed on the top of the tower. Vindrel lowered the bulk of her body allowing Lily, Dawn, Nerin, and Ida to slip off. Izy and Mildra landed next. When everyone was off, Vindrel’s body convulsed and trembled as she reverted back to her dragon-woman form. 
 
    Lily glanced to Dawn and noticed the strange belt and plasma pistol against her hip. “Is that new?” 
 
    The elf nodded. “I enjoyed using the plasma rifle from the Xull realm so, I had Wynn send me something smaller.” 
 
    Lily gave a nod of approval before she addressed her sisters in battle. “Rescue the acolytes and we fly away. We don’t want to get into a prolonged fight.” 
 
    Mildra turned her eyes to the dozen gargoyles lining the tower edges. “I sense something is amiss.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “There is probably detection magic. They might be on their way already. Let’s finish what we came here to do.” 
 
    The group of women rushed to the lone door. Dawn was first to it, pulling out a small lock-picking kit from her leather belt. Glasses shining, she noticed the lock was mechanical and she didn’t detect any magical traps. Inserting the thin rod and needle, she worked the lock until it clicked open. 
 
    A staff appeared in Lily’s hand as the door opened. “Stay close.” 
 
    The small group made their way into the darkened entryway. The climb down was quiet. Torches lined the stairwell before they entered the top floor. Light flickered as they moved as one, reaching another door and finding it unlocked. Lily’s brow hardened as they stepped into a lush garden, the sound of trickling water echoing off walls. 
 
    The tension amid the group grew thicker until they made their way further into the garden. Lily pushed away a thick leaf to see a pond with several figures by it. A woman with faint blue skin and webbed hands lay against the edge of the pond while an orc woman and a female halfling sat back to back with books in their hands. All three were silent, lost to the serene garden. 
 
    “I smell a trap,” Vindrel said in a low whisper. 
 
    The three women by the pond turned their attention to the invading group. A long moment past before their bodies began to shimmer and they faded away. 
 
    Lily growled her contempt when a voice filled the garden. 
 
    “The bravery of Vala’s chosen is not exaggerated,” said the disembodied voice. 
 
    The seven women put their backs to each other, forming a tight circle. 
 
    “No need to defend yourselves just yet. My name is Damon Royy, Master council member for the Mage Authority. I commend you on your bravery, but the three acolytes you seek are here in the council Meeting Hall on the street level. I would not attempt to retreat just yet, the gargoyles on the roof have been animated and are waiting for you.” 
 
    “Why let us get this far if you could have stopped us on the roof.” Lily asked with a hard edge. 
 
    “Excellent question. One I will gladly answer when you make your way down to the council chamber. My fellow mages do not seem to agree on allowing you to make your way down here peacefully or through violence. We are voting on it as I speak.” 
 
    The group turned their eyes to the lilac-colored succubus. 
 
    Lily was silent for a moment before her lips parted, “We committed to their rescue and we must not fail, for Vala’s sake.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” the voice chuckled. “The council past the vote, seven to six in favor of violence. I wish you the best of luck surviving your descent,” Damon said with an amused edge. 
 
    “We fight,” Lily commanded before leading the group to the main doors, concern touching her heart as she readied for battle. 
 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Victor closed the distance between him and the goddess. Nephy stood, oval eyes drinking in Vala’s Champion as he approached, the invite in her hand. The goddess bowed her head before the invite floated up and disappeared from sight.  
 
    The group gathered around the goddess as she smiled politely. It was Victor who turned his attention to Nebb and then back to Nephy. The sun had set beyond the horizon and the cool evening descended on all gathered on the canyon floor. 
 
    “I’m pleased your relativity unharmed from your recent encounter,” Nephy said with a kind edge. 
 
    “Thank you for the assist,” Victor smiled. “The giant worm really helped turn the tide.” 
 
    Nebb coughed. 
 
    Victor looked to the spell sword and his smile grew wider. “I suppose you helped too.” 
 
    “These are truly strange times we live in with unlikely alliances,” Nephy said, her mystical eyes giving a slow blink. 
 
    “I know you mentioned you wish to help the great wrong that happened to Vala, but I have to ask, are you going to stay true to your word?” Victor asked with watching eyes. 
 
    “Little rude to ask that after we saved your asses,” Nebb scoffed. 
 
    Nephy looked to Nebb, “He has every right to be suspicious. What happened to Vala was a grave mistake, felt throughout all of the realms.” 
 
    The goddess turned her attention back to Victor, “Know this, Champion of Vala, I pledge my power to the resurrection of the Goddess of Love. What she endured cannot happen again. We must right the great wrong across the realms.” 
 
    Victor acknowledged with a head nod. “I’m glad. Right now, she needs all the friends we can get.” 
 
    Nephy reached up and touched Victor’s cheek with her mossy hand, “I am not the only one watching your movements. The gods and goddesses across the realms are preparing, some to stop you and others to aid you. I fear this is only the beginning of your trials.” 
 
    “Clearly. The four Champions that showed up weren’t here to give us a pat on the back,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Nephy nodded. “Redarr, the demon god of disease, is helping Baaldir. As is Tantia, Ibris and Roohr. From what I know, the four gods helped Baaldir, Hexnia and Luhorr to storm Vala’s realm and put her followers to flame before killing her. Baaldir is the strongest of all of them, but their combined might will be a challenge.” 
 
    “Are there others in the pantheon who are siding with Vala?” 
 
    Nephy pulled back her hand, sorrow touching her eyes. “I cannot say. Many of the pantheon have grown silent, content to watch as it unfolds. Only Baaldir and his fellow conspirators are against the resurrection. Luhorr is the only one who seems to be pulling away from their group. Hexnia is still madly in love with the God of the Hunt. Her unstable nature will not give room for a true judgement of her intentions.” 
 
    Victor looked away, “It seems we are still on our own.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Dorian said as he stepped closer. “With my gun arm, your skills, and the combined might of Vala’s Champion, even the gods will thick twice. We simply will not allow any to stand in her way.” 
 
    The Blade smirked as he looked to the Slinger, unable to stop the positive energy rising up. Victor felt doubt linger in his heart after every achievement and battle won. The closer they were to bringing Vala back, the more he doubted he would be strong enough to protect the goddess he loved. It was easy when he had to only care for himself, but now his heart was filled with so many beautiful souls, all worshipping a goddess who could reunite the realms, and it made him feel powerful and weak at the same time. Astor’s death clawed at his heart, as did the deaths of several friends and lovers. Victor’s mind drifted to Lily and the thought of something happening to her gnawed at him like a hungry rat. The deaths of his parents showed that he could still love despite the darkness at their perspective ends and for a faint glimmer of a second, the Champion truly opened his heart to loving once again. 
 
    Nephy noticed the moment and gave Victor a gentle smile. “You are beginning to understand what it means to no longer be mortal. Vala chose well.” 
 
    “No longer mortal,” Victor repeated, trying to understand what she meant. 
 
    Nephy turned and stepped away, Nebb joining her side. “I must prepare for the resurrection. When the time comes, know I am an ally of Vala.” 
 
    The small group watched as Nephy and Nebb entered the cave. Nebb shot back a look and a head nod before he and his goddess disappeared into the darkness of the cave. The giant worm moved and followed, its giant bulk slipping into the hole and the tail knocking against the roof. The group backed up as stone and debris fell, caving in the worm tunnel. 
 
    Victor waved goodbye before turning to Dorian, Shyryth, and Night.  
 
    “We finished what we set out to…” Victor stopped as pain stabbed into his soul. 
 
    Night and Shyryth rushed to the Blade as he screamed in pain. Victor couldn’t control himself as pain flared across his nerves. An image of Lily touched his mind and the pain ebbed. Trying to catch his breath, the elf and dragon stared down on him in concern. 
 
    “Lily’s in trouble,” Victor said with wide eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arrows, lightning bolts, and crossbow bolts filled the wide corridor. Energy blasted at stone and wood while Vindrel blasted back with her lightning breath. Lily stood before the blue dragon woman, staff spinning and knocking out arrows and bolts from the air. Dawn was behind Vindrel, plasma pistol out and firing down the corridor. 
 
    A dozen gargoyles held their ground as they fired back magical weapons and wands. Another dozen broken gargoyle remains littered the corridor. Lily’s body didn’t stop moving, sweat covered her brow and clung to her limbs as she fought tooth and nail to protect the group. Vindrel wheezed as she pulled in a deep breath and fired another lightning bolt. A gargoyle shattered on impact, but several more took its place. 
 
    Lily eyed the way forward as plasma and lightning bolts shot past her. Nerin and Ida were in a side room watching Izy and with Mildra watching the door. A short time earlier, Izy had taken several arrows to the back as she tried to protect Nerin and Ida. The arrows were magical, exploding against her body and sending her to the floor. Mildra chose to stay behind to watch over them as gargoyles attacked from the rear. Lily and the rest spent the last twenty minutes fighting their way down to the halfway point of the tower and their side was taking having damage. Vindrel continued to fight, but Lily could see she was exhausting her dragon breath. At this rate, they wouldn’t make it another floor, let alone to the council chamber. 
 
    Dawn continued to fire back, plasma bolts blasting holes in gargoyle heads. The elf’s aim was true and her glasses saw through stone to see the enemy move directly into her shots. The blonde elf looked to Vindrel and the blue-haired dragon faltered and fell to her hands and knees, gasping for air. 
 
    “Lily, Vindrel cannot keep fighting!” 
 
    The succubus ignored Dawn as she knocked arrows and bolts from the air. Lily felt the tide turning against them. She lost her biggest guns and now Vindrel was too exhausted to continue. Thoughts flowed back to Victor and she pushed on against the rain of magical of attacks. The thought of disappointing him and Vala was too much to bear. It crawled under her skin like a knife’s edge and she refused to back down. 
 
    “Dawn, get Vindrel out of here. I’ll go the rest of the way,” Lily shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    Dawn stepped past the gasping dragon-woman and stood by Lily’s side. “I’m not leaving you!” 
 
    The succubus couldn’t hide a small grin as her staff and arms whipped around like a hurricane. The pair advanced another ten feet, Dawn firing away as Lily defended her. Stone gargoyles bunched up, ready to advance when plasma bolts cracked their bodies and a moment later, they shattered into heaps. For a brief second, Lily saw an opening when an arrow slipped past her staff and sunk into her shoulder. The succubus cried out and she shoved Dawn away, the arrow exploding a half a second later. 
 
    Dawn slammed into a wall, watching helplessly as Lily’s arm was blown off from her shoulder. The elf hit the ground and charged as Lily fell, her eyes in a daze. Dawn caught her with one arm and fired her plasma pistol with the other. Vindrel was on them, wings circling around and taking explosive damage. 
 
    Lily looked up, her mind screaming. She saw Dawn’s frightened expression and her lips moving, yelling words she couldn’t hear. Darkness touched the edges of the succubus’s vision and her mind and heart went to Victor. Disappointment filled her soul as she could no longer feel her left arm. 
 
    “Victor…” the succubus mentally sighed as darkness consumed her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor moved on automatic. Hands up, he called on his new power to weave portals. Singular determination filled him as he spent five points of Wisdom and activated the power. A purple and black portal appeared in midair, pulsating like a living thing. 
 
    Victor turned to Dorian, Shyryth and Night, “Lily and the others are in trouble. We have to go to them now!” 
 
    No word of protest rose up as a bone sword slid into Victor’s hand and he jumped into the portal. Shyryth, Dorian and Night stepped through, the portal closing behind them and vanishing from sight. 
 
    Tension spilled into Victor as he flashed forward through the portal. Another opening parted and the Blade launched himself through it. A slight haze of confusion assaulted his senses before they became razor sharp. The corridor was filled with smoke and flying arrows. Vindrel grunted as her wings were shredded, Dawn on the ground and holding Lily. Madness touched the Blade as he saw Lily’s arm lying two feet away from where it should be. 
 
    Dorian stepped out of the portal and drew his pistol. One squeeze of the trigger blasted out a single mana-bullet. Night and Shyryth emerged from the portal to see Dorian’s bullet shatter gargoyle after gargoyle in seconds. Shyryth moved forward, a stream of fire pouring from her mouth as Night held up her hands, fireballs appearing above her palms. 
 
    Victor was diving for the floor, one hand snatching Lily’s arm and the other one out. Calling on his healing ability, he pumped his remaining five points of Will into it. Dawn looked over to see Victor sliding to Lily, pressing her arm to the stump and white energy pouring from his hands. The power pulsed and feed into the succubus. Victor watched as veins, bone and muscles connected and began to pull together. Skin regenerated and melded together. After a long moment, the arm appeared normal and Lily opened her eyes. 
 
    “What took you so long,” the succubus said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “I thought you had this,” Victor grinned back, his heart elated. 
 
    “There were complications,” Lily said as she was stood up and her staff appeared in her hand. 
 
     Dawn smiled as she stood back up and fired at what was left of the gargoyles. In mere moments, the gargoyles were decimated, broken stone scattered across the floor, Victor, Lily, and the group standing. Dorian holstered his weapon as the mana-bullet slammed into a stone wall and cracked it. 
 
    “Where are the others,” Victor asked. 
 
    “We left them a way back. Izy was hurt. Mildra, Nerin, and Ida were protecting her and us from the rear,” Lily answered. 
 
    Victor called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 61/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 15 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 4/15 
 
    Con (Nano)- 4/11 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 0/6 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 9/14 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    The Champion saw that he hadn’t had enough time to regenerate his power.  
 
    Lily spoke to him as if reading his mind, “The three acolytes are held in the council chamber on the main floor. We were fighting our way there.” 
 
    Victor gave the group gathered a wide smile, “It looks like we arrived just in time to finish the job. Stay behind me while I clear a path.” 
 
    “Path is already cleared,” Dawn added. 
 
    Victor shook his head, “No, I’m clearing a path all the way to the council chamber.” 
 
    Before anyone could say otherwise, Victor charged. The sound of boot steps echoed off walls as he rushed ahead, jumping over mounds of broken gargoyles and sprinting toward the stairs. Mind working, he knew deep down that he had to truly become a force to be reckoned with if he was ever able to protect Vala when she returns from her celestial grave. Gritting his teeth, a bone sword slid into his into his hand while he mentally called up his stats. Holding back on spending Divine orbs was a mistake and he needed the boost if he was going to show the Mage Authority not to fuck with him and his friends. 
 
    Unlocking 14 points, he started placing them in several stats. Five went to Strength, four went to Constitution, four went to Will and one moved to Wisdom. Power surged through the champion as a growl turned to a shout of power. 
 
       Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 61/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
    Powers to Unlock-7 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 9/20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 8/15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 4/10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 10/15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Reaching the stairs, Victor jumped down a flight at a time while one point of Strength charged the bone sword and four points of Will powered his Aura Shield. A white and yellow aura surrounded his body. The four points wasn’t enough to grant him a greater effect, but he figured it would be strong enough to protect him.  
 
    Reaching the main floor, Victor burst through the entryway, senses dialed to eleven. He hadn’t encountered a single enemy and that only meant they were waiting for him. The faint shuffle of creatures caught his attention and he charged toward it. Turning into another wide corridor, the Blade drank it in as animated bodied turned in his direction. 
 
    Two large doors were locked, taking up the entire end of the corridor while roughly forty gargoyles turned their haunting gazes to the lone man with a bone sword and glowing aura. A seething hiss filled the air as bows and crossbows came to bear. Swords and axes glowed as the small army stood between Victor and the council chamber. 
 
    “Just to be safe,” Victor whispered to himself as he pumped five points of Strength into his power and speed. 
 
    The moment turned into a storm as the gargoyles unleashed their power. Victor took a deep breath and charged. Time glowed into prolonged moments as the bone sword was raised as arrows and bolts flew toward the Champion. With a mental command, the bone sword vibrated and blasted out a roar of power. The contained space of the wide corridor caused a ripple effect as the roar knocked arrows and bolts from the air, bounced off walls and slammed into the gargoyles gathered. Bodies flew into walls and each other, some smashed to pieces while others cracked. Victor smirked as he blazed forward into the fray. With a leap, the bone sword glowed in the torchlight as Victor stared down at the mass of tangled gargoyle bodies. Time resumed and he crashed into the group like a freight train.  
 
    Gargoyles barely had a chance to counter as a bone sword sliced through bodies like water. Stone limbs and heads separated from bodies. Victor let the inner beast out, hacking and slashing through magical blades. The energy from the gargoyle blades surged and exploded, debris striking Victor’s aura and the Champion shrugging it off. The stone constructs showed no fear as they were sliced to pieces, several falling into heaps as Victor cut through their ranks like a swordsman through a butcher’s warehouse.  
 
    The fighting grew to a fevered moment and then it died with each gargoyle falling apart until none stood. Victor turned his attention to the thick double doors just as his friends reached the other end of the corridor. With a shout of power, Victor rammed his shoulder into the doors, blasting them off their hinges. 
 
    Lily, Dawn and the others ran to catch up, but it was Victor who couldn’t wait. Charging into the council chamber, Vala’s Blade stared up at the high seating of thirteen mages in various colored robes. One sat in the middle with an amused look and stroking his goatish beard. The others to his left and right stood up from their seats, hands making arcane gestures and incantations filling the air. 
 
    Victor charged his bone sword with another Strength point, aura glowing and determination filling his brow when the mage with the goatish beard held up a single hand. Mystical words stopped as all turned their attention to the council master, confusion filling their eyes. Victor aimed his sword, ready for anything when the master levitated up from his high seat and floated down to the main floor. 
 
    Tapestries of mages covered the walls of the large, circular chamber as tiled runes stretched across the floor. The mage landed with gentle grace before taking a few steps toward Victor, the sword point three feet from his chest. 
 
    “You have finally arrived. What an honor it is to meet Vala’s Champion,” the man said with blissful wonder. 
 
    “Where are the acolytes and this doesn’t have to get messy,” Victor said with conviction. 
 
    Lily and Dawn stepped through the council chamber entrance, the rest following. Dorian eyed the mages, hand hovering close to his pistol.  
 
    Vindrel’s gaze locked on the mage talking to Victor and her eyes widened, “No…it can’t be.” 
 
    The mage ignored the rest, keeping his gaze on Victor. “I’m Damon Royy, Master council member for the Mage Authority. I assure you, Vala’s acolytes are safe and close by. I simply must have this moment to gaze on Vala’s chosen.” 
 
    Lily looked over to Vindrel and raised an eyebrow. The blue-haired dragon woman folded her wings back and knelt down to one knee, darkness covering her eyes. 
 
    “We must kill them all,” a mage said in outrage. 
 
    “They have violated the laws! They must be punished,” a female mage shouted. 
 
    Damon kept his smile, “Don’t listen to them. They dwell in fear.” 
 
    One mage spotted Dorian and slammed his fist down on the armrest of his seat. “The criminal Slinger is here! We must end this once and for all!” 
 
    “ENOUGH!” Damon shouted, power crashing into everyone in the room. 
 
    Victor, as was the rest of his friends, were knocked to the floor while the mages by their seats were forced to sit down. Eyes widened in disbelief before murmured confusion filled the grand chamber. Only Vindrel stayed on her knees. 
 
    Victor couldn’t believe it as he slowly sat and then stood up. The aura shield should have blunted the blow, but it barely held on as he was thrown down. Checking himself, he wasn’t hurt, but the sheer power caused him to hesitate. 
 
    Damon nodded slightly. “The conflict is over. I decree all shall be forgiven. The time of wars has come to an end and a new peace will fill the realms once again.” 
 
    A mage shook their head. “You don’t have the power to make such a decree!” 
 
    Damon’s eyes slowly closed and opened. “I do have such power. It has been so long since I have allowed my true self to come out. So long in fact, I almost forgotten who I was.” 
 
    Victor held his bone sword at the ready, “I just want the acolytes.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “You shall have them and so much more.” 
 
    A side door opened and three women stepped out. One was an orc in pigtails, body muscular but her expression, innocent. Another was a blue skinned woman, petite with webbed hands and feet. The last one was a halfling, eyes wide and head bowed.  
 
    Victor gave Damon a confused look. 
 
    Damon smiled. “A small gift, one of many to help mend the broken realms.” 
 
    “What is this about,” Victor asked, not sure what it all meant. 
 
    Damon chuckled. “Let me show you.” 
 
    Energy swirled around his body, whipping at the very air. Mages raised their arms to block out the wind and light. Victor stared, holding his ground as Damon’s body grew bigger and bigger. Wings burst from his back and flexed out. Silver scales covered his skin as his body shifted and morphed. Talons the size of swords clawed at the thick stone floor. Victor took a step back as the man changed and shifted into a large silver dragon. Four oval eyes stared down and a long neck swiveled to get a better look. A serpent grin formed along the snout as the four slitted eyes blinked in unison. 
 
    “Drogoss,” Vindrel stated simply, not lifting her head. 
 
    Lily and Dawn’s jaws dropped as they looked up to the majestic silver dragon. Mages sat, eyes wide with fear and disbelief. Victor was the only one where his expression didn’t change. 
 
    “Drogoss who?” the Blade questioned. 
 
    The silver dragon laughed, his voice vibrating along every soul gathered. “I can understand your confusion, Vala’s Blade. It has been a very long time since I have revealed myself. I spent much of my time trying to live as a normal mortal, experiencing lives at an intimate level. It has been so long; I assumed most think of me as nothing more than a legend.” 
 
     Lily stepped to Victor’s side, her gaze still on the magnificent dragon. “Drogoss is the first god of the pantheon. He created the realms and allowed others to ascend to become higher beings.” 
 
    “The beautiful succubus is correct,” Drogoss nodded his serpentine head. 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as he looked up and stuck out his chin, “You allowed what happened to Vala. You let the pantheon kill her!” 
 
    Sorrow touched the dragon’s four eyes, but it was Lily who touched Victor’s hand. 
 
    “He didn’t allow it. Drogoss has been gone for tens of thousands of years.” 
 
    Vindrel stood up and stepped closer, a solemn expression on her pointed features. “Drogoss set the realms in motion. Once he finished, he stayed to ensure others would care for the realms. When the pantheon was established, he left to explore the universe. He is the one, true god.” 
 
    Drogoss settled down, an arm crossing over another like a cat would. “I have explored much, but my heart missed the six realms. I often found myself coming back, living a simple life one moment or a greater one the next. The stories and experiences fulfilled me like a fine wine and I could not break away for long.  
 
    “I sometimes glanced into the higher levels, watching my adopted children as they played and schemed. But like any proud parent, I let them continue and I returned to living lifetimes among the many.” 
 
    Drogoss peered down at Victor and kept his smile. “It pained me to witness Vala’s death. For such a horrific event to take place, I found myself unable to interfere for I would undo everything I had set into motion. But Vala was always a clever goddess. Despite her death, she hid parts of herself among the realms and she chose a Champion from a distant world so they would not be tainted by legends and myths. She orchestrated her return like a true symphony, but she hasn’t come back yet.” 
 
    The dragon god lowered his pointed snout until all four eyes were on the same level as Victor’s gaze. “I cannot stop those who wish her ill will, but I can help her resurrection along. The acolytes here are free to go and the Mage Authority will do everything it can to assist in her return.” 
 
    A mage stood up with his chest out. “We cannot allow this! Vala worship is outlawed! The Slingers are criminals! Everything we have built will…” 
 
    Drogoss turned his snout to the mage, eyes containing a hint of menace. “Everything will be just as it was except for a new peace. Your petty desires to hold onto the illusion of power have corrupted what I taught eons ago. I have been a council member for years and none here ever discovered my true power. You call yourselves master mages, but none had the presence of mind to unlock hidden mysteries, even one among your ranks.  
 
    “No, Master Wick, you and the rest will aid Vala’s chosen and reinstate her worship or by my word, the people of Eddor will burn down your cities and slaughter all those who dwell in petty hatred and fear. Do we have an accord?” 
 
    The mage fixed his robe, hands trembling as he kept his chest out. “I don’t see why we cannot enter a new enlightened age of peace and love. Do we all agree?” 
 
    The other members of the council raised their hands as did Drogoss. 
 
    Victor couldn’t hold back his smile. Lily wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her smiling lips to his cheek. Dawn crossed her arms and grinned, with Night at her side. Vindrel smiled. Dorian gave a quick nod of his hat. Behind them, Izy, Mildra, Nerin, and Ida appeared, smiles blooming as they helped Izy along.       
 
     A pleasant haze took root, as if a great burden was lifted from many shoulders. Victor was about to kiss Lily when an envelope appeared over his shoulder. The Blade took hold and saw that it was addressed to Drogoss himself. 
 
    “It would seem you are invited to the resurrection,” Victor said and he lifted it up to the immense dragon. 
 
    Drogoss lifted a clawed hand and the invite flew up into his scaled palm. “It would be an honor to witness such a grand moment. Thank you, Vala’s Champion.” 
 
    “Please, call me Victor.” 
 
    Drogoss closed all four eyes, “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    The mage who was standing opened his arms to the entire chamber, “We must celebrate the new age! The city of Loress welcomes all who worship Vala’s ways!” 
 
    “Here here!” the mages shouted. 
 
    “Here here!” Victor’s group shouted. 
 
    The three acolytes rushed across the room, eyes and arms wide. Victor turned his attention to them just as all three crashed into him, the Champion falling on his back as the three women held him close. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    The green chamber was filled with plants, steamy ponds and naked bodies. Victor sat in a misty pool, eyes filled with amused bliss as a halfling moved up and down on his steel hard member. The halfling woman tried to speak, her small breasts bouncing along as she clutched to Victor. 
 
    “My name is…my name is…my name is…” she tried to say, but the intimate moment seemed to keep her in a blissful spiral. 
 
    “Take your time,” Victor smiled as she rode his member, squeezing each time she sank down to the hilt. 
 
    Around the couple, a water nymph swam lazily through the water. Many naked mages walked around, talking, kissing or engaged in sensual acts. Lily and Dawn sat not far away in the same pool, running wet hands down the female orc’s strong curves. The orc in pigtails was caught in the sensual touches, breathing hard while dark green nipples pointed just above the water. Lily gave the orc a wicked smile before her hand snaked between thick green thighs and caressed her sensitive flesh. Dawn was close, touching a pert nipple and squeezing it, causing the orc to gasp in pleasure. 
 
    Victor had one hand on the halfling’s hip while he let his other arm lay on the pond edge. It was just an hour before when they were fighting to save the acolytes and met Drogoss. Now, the entire city was celebrating in the streets, their cheers heard just beyond large, arched windows. Victor and his friends had become celebrities, the mages quick to make them happy. The ascent was a whirlwind to the top floor. Clothes were removed and naked bodies stepping into the peaceful garden. 
 
    The three dragons played in another small pond, splashing water at each other. Night sat on the edge of the pond Victor was in, only her legs in the water and a small smile on her lips. Nerin and Ida wrestled on green grass before their lips locked in a seductive touch. 
 
    “My name is…Oh goddess…I’m coming,” the halfling gasped before her body shuddered. 
 
    Victor helped her along, her eyes squeezed shut and moving like she wanted to milk every drop of her own orgasm. Energy bloomed between them and something separated from the halfling and entered Victor. 
 
    Lazy eyes partially opened as the halfling gave Victor a warm smile. “My name is Hani.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you Hani,” Victor said as she continued to slide up and down on his rigid member. 
 
    Hani cooed as she stayed impaled on Vala’s Champion when his cock thickened. Eyes widening, she let out a long moan as her inner world had to accommodate his size. The moan grew louder and she threw her head back and another orgasm blasted her frayed nerves. Victor’s eyes half closed before he grunted, white seed surging into the tight space between them. Urges cooled until Victor spent another Constitution point, his manhood remaining hard. 
 
    Webbed hands grabbed Hani from behind and lifted her up. The halfling gasped before she was thrown a few feet and into the warm waters. The blue-skinned nymph swam closer until she was between Victor’s legs, fingers taking hold of his member. 
 
    “My name is Lula. Vala had shown you to us in our dreams. We fantasized about this moment for too long.” 
 
    Before Victor could say anything, the nymph’s head dove under water and her lips wrapped around his manhood. The Blade leaned his head back, smiling to himself as the nymph’s head bobbed on his cock, suckling and licking at it like a hungry beast. 
 
    Lily looked over without taking her hand away from rubbing the orc’s engorged clit. “I know we earned a little rest, but we have to continue.” 
 
    “Priestess, don’t stop,” the female orc cried out, lost to tendrils of paradise. 
 
    “I know,” Victor sighed as tight lips pressed up and down against his veiny member. 
 
    Hani emerged and swam over until she was sitting next to Victor. Hand between her small thighs, she massaged her clit as Lula continued her masterful work. 
 
    “I think the three of us should continue, together,” Dawn said in a sultry tone as she licked at the orc’s nipple. 
 
    “We do work better, together,” Lily said as her finger controlled the orc’s pleasure. 
 
    Victor lifted his head and looked to the beautiful women. “I didn’t like us apart. I agree, let’s stay together.” 
 
    Lily nodded as the orc let out shrill gasp, her thighs trembling underwater. “We will bring the acolytes to Vala’s realm before we go to Dark Spire. Cassandra told me we should visit the dead city of Normir. She had received information from the Dead King that he has located several acolytes and wants to assist with the crusade.” 
 
    “Dead King? Sounds ominous,” Victor sighed as his cock thickened in the nymph’s mouth. 
 
    “Not so much,” Lily said as the orc grabbed her wrist and kept the succubus’s finger right where they were. “The Dead King is a respected member among the cities of Dark Spire. Normir is his kingdom and he keeps the dead from infecting all the cities in the realm.” 
 
    “I hope it's less exciting than the last few days,” Victor said before he grunted. 
 
    Lula pressed her lips to the base of Victor’s cock, hot seed painting the back of her throat before she lovingly sucked it down. 
 
    The Champion looked around, “Where’s Dorian?” 
 
    “He’s speaking with some of the mages to ensure a peaceful transition between the Slingers and Mages. He told me he wanted to ensure all slingers are exonerated and can return without any further trouble,” Night spoke up. 
 
    “We need to get him back to Vala’s realm,” Victor said as he spent another Constitution point. 
 
    Night leaned back, her legs kicking in the water, “I can stay and make sure to portal him back to the realm.” 
 
    Dawn looked over to her sister, seeing the confidence return to her once damaged sibling. The elves exchanged a warm glance before the orc’s moans grew louder and louder.  
 
    Lula emerged from the water, licking her lips and energy passing from her and into Victor. The Champion was ready to go again when the orc stood up, water running down her muscled body and large breasts. Lily and Dawn smiled as the orc in pigtails stalked over to Victor and glared down at him. The Blade looked up and saw the wet hunger in her eyes. Gulping in some air, he wondered if she was going to be gentle. 
 
    “I’m Zetah,” the orc woman stated before she sat in Victor’s lap. 
 
    Giggles rose up as Victors manhood was grabbed and pressed to her tight line. Despite the number of orgasms, she received from Lily and Dawn, it seemed she needed more. Powerful thighs nearly engulfed Victor’s legs as she forced herself down, thick inches opening her tight valley. Large breasts bounced in Victor’s face while the orc moved like a machine on him. Large hands grabbed his head and forced it between her large, full breasts while strong hips kept him in place. 
 
    Dawn leaned her head on Lily’s shoulder while the succubus held her close. The pair watched in amusement as Victor struggled in the orc’s grip. The sounds of moans filled the air as Zetah nearly crushed Vala’s Champion in the throes of heat and lust. 
 
    *** 
 
    The place between realms writhed as mist coiled. Victor opened his eyes to see many bodies floating in the dark void, their eyes slowly opening. Arms and legs kicked as the Champion swam to the floating, slowly spinning bodies of Lula, Hani, and Zetah. Lily and Dawn emerged from the darkness and behind them, three dragon women and two muscled ladies appeared.  
 
    Bodies moved and hands clamped to one another in pairs. Victor pulled Lula along while the others followed. Soon, everyone was standing on a misty floor and walking. Victor mulled over the recent experience on Eddor. Before everyone fell to slumber’s embrace, they discussed their next course of actions in finer detail. The dragons, with Ida and Nerin, were to take the new acolytes back to Vala’s realm. When they were safely gone, Victor, Lily, and Dawn would proceed to Dark Spire for the next leg of their quest. Night agreed to stay behind to help portal Dorian to Vala’s realm when he finished working out the details for peace between the Slinger's and the Mage Authority. 
 
    Victor stepped along the misty path his thoughts floating back to Drogoss. During the celebration, the all-powerful god vanished. At first, Victor figured this was because he was an all-powerful god that he could do whatever he wanted, but something about the encounter didn’t sit right with him. A god that chose to not interfere for such a long time and then appears during a fight to interfere and declare peace? It bordered from welcomed to something bat-shit crazy. Was the resurrection so important that even the strongest god of the pantheon wanted to be a part of it or was there something else going on? 
 
    The realms are all bat-shit crazy. Why would this be any different? 
 
    “That’s funny coming from you,” Victor whispered under his breath. 
 
    I stopped trying to make sense of all of it a long time ago. Considering he is the first god of these realms, could we stop him from coming even if we wanted to? 
 
    Victor shrugged, unsure what else to say. 
 
    The group reached the edge of Vala’s realm. Victor, Dawn, and Lily waved to the others as they marched along and stepped through the oval opening, one by one. The three new acolytes gave Victor a shy smile before stepping through. Vindrel and Shyryth waved while Izy and Mildra blew kisses. Ida and Nerin smacked Victor’s butt on the way out, giving him a wink. When everyone was gone, the oval portal closed and darkness swirled once again. 
 
    Victor took one of Lily's and Dawn’s hands into each of his own and the trio walked along the misty void. It didn’t take long before another oval portal appeared and the three stepped through it. A starry night greeted the three as black sand shifted under boots. Victor took a deep breath, the oddness of realm walking no longer feeling odd. It had become second nature and he rather enjoyed the different scents of each realm. Eddor had a milky lavender scent he liked, while Dark Spire had more of a black cherry scent, mixed with edges of sulfur. It was not unpleasant, but it was interesting. 
 
    Turning his head to the right, Victor drank in the large circular city before him, a black spire rising up high in the night sky and a white crystal slowly turning. The crystal’s light beamed down until the edges touched the high walls surrounding the city. Victor could see tall, black buildings beyond the walls and when his gaze fell to the actual walls of the city, he noticed they were made of skulls all facing outwards, hollow eyes peering into his soul. 
 
    “Welcome to the Dead City of Normir,” Lily said and began walking. 
 
    Victor and Dawn followed, the man and elf studying walls and the large arched gate before them. 
 
    “Never been here before, what should we expect,” Victor asked as they walked through the open gate. 
 
    Lily led the way as they walked onto a cobblestone street. “The Dead King and Queen have resided here since the beginning of time. They stay neutral in the affairs of the realms and kingdoms, herding the dead to their next destinations. Since we are invited, they might have information on the reaming acolytes here on Dark Spire.” 
 
    Victor nodded when his entire body tensed. Several decaying people emerged from an alley and walked onto the street next to them. Blank eyes turned in their direction for a long moment before they continued on, almost indifferent to the three living souls walking next to them. 
 
    Lily glanced to Victor and smiled. “The dead don’t hurt anyone here, it is forbidden.” 
 
    “A dead city on a world where giant Elder Things walk, you think I would be less jittery by now.” 
 
    Dawn’s eyes held a glimmer of disgust as the dead turned and walked down another street. 
 
    Victor looked ahead to the giant spire in the distance, “It’s going to take us hours to reach the center. You think we could hail a taxi or something.” 
 
    Mist glowed along the streets as blue flames filled street lanterns. Hollow faces peered from open windows before the gentle rapping of hooves echoed off stone structures. Victor looked ahead, skeletal horses coming toward them, pulling a large carriage behind it. A man sat on the coach, flesh missing from his face and skeletal hands holding the reins. The ghostly carriage circled around the three and stopped, facing the spire in the distance.  
 
    A side door opened and a skeleton in a thick robe stepped out. “Welcome Vala’s chosen. My name is Neville Arclight and I have come to escort you to the King and Queen. Please step inside and we will be off.” 
 
    “Thank you, we would be happy to accept a ride,” Lily said, but Victor was already stepping inside. 
 
    The Blade stepped in and smiled at how roomy it was. Sitting down, a side cabinet opened with an assortment of crystal vials filled with various colored liquids. Lily and Dawn stepped in before Neville followed and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Please help yourself to any refreshments we have to offer,” Neville said kindly. 
 
    Victor grabbed a large bottle, unplugged the stopper and poured into empty glasses sitting around the bottles. Hands moved with ease, placing a full glass in Dawn’s hand and then Lily’s hand. The carriage began to move as the three settled in, made a silent toast and drank in the amber liquid. 
 
    Victor’s nerves immediately relaxed. Neville sat, his skull giving no hint he was even watching them. The longer Victor looked at him, the more unnerving it became. Lily sat comfortably, but Dawn appeared tense, barely sipping her drink. The carriage began to move to the clip clop of skeletal hooves. 
 
    “Are you okay,” Victor asked the elf. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dawn said flatly. 
 
    “Elves naturally don’t like the dead and death. They have spent their lives being near immortal so death isn’t something they dwell on,” Lily answered. 
 
    Dawn gave Lily an annoyed gaze before taking a drink. Victor glanced to Neville, but he seemed indifferent to Dawn’s demeanor. 
 
    “Is there a protocol we should follow when we meet the Dead King and Queen,” Victor asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Neville’s boney jaw began to move in response, “No protocol needed. The King and Queen know of your coming and wish to make it as seamless as they can. You will be brought to the throne room to speak with them.” 
 
    Victor nodded when a question popped into his mind, “So, Neville, how long have you worked for the King and Queen?” 
 
    “Over a thousand years,” Neville answered simply.  
 
    “Do you get any vacation time?” 
 
    “There will be plenty of rest for me when I move on from this realm to another,” Neville stated with no emotion. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow before Lily spoke up. 
 
    “Normir sits on a nexus point between realms. The dead often find themselves here for a time before they move on. Some stay for hours while others stay for tens of thousands of years.” 
 
    “Lady Brightblood is correct. Normir is home to lost souls. The King and Queen are the caretakers of these souls before they move on. It is a city of peace amid the chaos of the universe.” 
 
    “Since there is so much death, they must be busy,” Victor joked. 
 
    “Quite,” Neville said with nod of his skull. 
 
    Victor settled into his seat and took a sip before turning to Lily, “How did you…” the words hung in the air. 
 
    “You know I read a lot,” the succubus grinned before taking a long sip of her drink. 
 
    The rest of the trip was in silence, the only sound was of hooves on the stone street. Twenty minutes later, the carriage pulled up into a vast courtyard and slowed to a halt. Victor looked out the window to see an immense gothic castle against one side of the giant spire. Steepled towers rose up like black spikes into the air while intricate stonework gave the structure an almost Catholic and Egyptian architecture.  
 
    The door opened as Neville stepped down and held out his boney hand. Lily was first, taking the skeleton’s hand and stepping onto the courtyard. Dawn was next, waving away the skeletal hand and Victor emerged, drinking in the massive castle. 
 
    “If I had goth friends, they would be in love with this place,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Neville raised a skeletal hand to beckon the three towards the vast steps leading to the castle. Victor looked around, admiring the stonework until he noticed skulls of various sizes made up the archway and the castle beyond. Light blue carpet created paths, leading to other areas but the main part of it led on down a cathedral sized hallway. Lanterns and chandeliers glowed with blue and yellow light, strange shadows running along walls as they made their way deeper. 
 
    The air was a little musty as the four entered the main throne room. Lanterns lined the walls but the room was so large, they appeared like small points of light amid the darkness. A raised dais stood with two thrones, side by side. Above them, a skull of a dragon floated, a ball of glowing light in its maw. On the thrones sat a man and a woman, dressed in fine crimson robes. Their heads were adorned with simple crowns while long white hair covered their shoulders and white skin glowed in the supernatural light. Black as pitch eyes peered down at them, but tiny smiles formed when they saw Neville brining in their three guests. 
 
    Victor looked up at the King and Queen before his gaze drifted to the side where five women stood. At least, the Champion thought they were women at first. With each step, their features and bodies sharpened into focus as they stood, heads bowed and gaze to the floor. Two stood out right away, mirror images of each other, they had gray wings, gray skin and long black hair. Thick tails hung down, touching the floor, but their feet held large two toed talons. At first, Victor thought they might be dragons, but they didn’t appear to have the same markings. Continuing to stare, he thought they looked more like the gargoyles he fought on Eddor but there was wisp of life to their bodies. 
 
    Next to the gargoyles, two more woman floated. One had long ears sticking out of long black hair. She wore a white dress that covered the rest of her except for her glowing white cleavage and neck. Next to her was a ghostly form of woman, but she had white hair and a sad expression on her face. Finally, there was a thin woman in black leather. Victor couldn’t tell if it was just stylized leather or battle leather. She clutched an arcane staff and a floppy wide-brimmed hat covered a direct view of her face. The sound of a clearing throat caused Victor to snap his attention back to the lord and lady sitting on their thrones. 
 
    “King Anubis and Queen Kali, I present you Vala’s chosen, Victor Hobbs, Lily Brightblood and Dawn Dreamweaver,” Neville announced. 
 
    Victor leaned toward Lily. “Did Neville just clear his throat? How did he do that if he’s just a skeleton,” the Blade whispered out the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Lily jabbed her hand hard against Victor’s hand while keeping herself poised. 
 
    Lord Anubis gave the three a gentle smile. “Welcome to Normir, we have been expecting you.” 
 
    Victor’s mind worked as he took a step forward, “Thank you for having us, Lord Anubis…like the Egyptian god, Anubis?” 
 
    The pale king gave an amused nod. “It would seem the best translation of who we are matches with your history from your realm. Lady Kali and I are more servants to the greater power of death and have had many transformations over the eons. I do not doubt we have visited your realm at one time or another, as such is our design.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the pale lady at Anubis’s side, “Lady Kali, the Hindu goddess of life, death and change. The two of you are rock stars of the gods back where I’m from. It’s amazing to meet you both!” 
 
    Lily and Dawn looked to Victor with curious eyes.  
 
    The Blade turned to his friends and gave them a wink and smirk. “I did a report in high school on the history of the gods. Earned me a B plus. I should have gotten an A, but I think the teacher didn’t like me.” 
 
    Victor turned back to the King and Queen. “It’s an honor to meet you,” Victor said and bowed. 
 
    “The honor is all ours,” Anubis kept his kind smile. “Tales of your crusade have reached across all the realms and even to us. The Queen and I have discussed on many occasions about the return of Vala and her chosen champions.” 
 
    Queen Kali leaned forward a little, her hands neatly folded on her lap, “You are the…rock stars of the realms, as you have put it.” 
 
    “We’re just trying to do our jobs,” Victor said with a confident smirk. 
 
    Kali’s smile grew a little wider as her eyes half-closed with degrees of warmth.  
 
    Anubis spoke up, “It is why we are elated you have taken time to visit our city. I had sent a message to Vala’s Keeper after we discussed how we can aid in Vala’s return. Once it was clear to us Vala had placed pieces of herself throughout the realms, we assisted on searching for each piece.” 
 
    Kali continued, “We had our servants searching all of Dark Spire to find Vala’s hidden acolytes. Little did we know five of them dwelled here in our city.” 
 
    Queen Kali held out a white hand to the five women gathered at the edge of the dais. “These five have resided here, under our protection, awaiting for your visit.” 
 
    The five women looked up, stark gazes all on Victor. 
 
    The Champion looked to them with a warm smile before returning his gaze to the King and Queen. “We thank you, but I do have to ask, why?” 
 
    King Anubis nodded. “An understandable question. Death is the natural counterpoint to life. One cannot exist without the other. Despite the plots and moves of the pantheon, Normir is a neutral city. We take no part in any squabbles among the many gods, but Vala’s death has added a wrinkle to our convictions.” 
 
    “Vala’s death had caused an imbalance, one felt throughout the realms. We here in Normir noticed the surge of deaths outnumbered those being born. Many who transverse death and end up here had no intentions of moving on to their next lives, forcing themselves into a celestial exile.  
 
    “Our city has slowly filled with those who refuse to move on. In time, the city will grow beyond the light of the spire and be in peril of the Elder Things that walk our realm,” Queen Kali stated. 
 
    Anubis leaned back, arms on the throne armrests, “We respect balance. That is why we could not sit back and risk others trying to steal away Vala’s precious acolytes.” 
 
    “We thank you for your help,” Victor bowed, unsure what else to do. 
 
    “Despite the outward appearance of Normir, we are not all gloom. You three shall be our guests tonight. Neville will show you to your rooms. We prepared a private wing for you and Vala’s acolytes. We will dine in our private dining chamber and see you off when you decide it is time to leave.” 
 
    “Sounds good to us,” Victor said out loud, but his mind wondered what did the dead eat? 
 
    Kali centered her gaze on Victor, “Tell me Champion, do you look forward to Vala’s return?” 
 
    Victor grinned, “With every beat of my heart.” 
 
    The Queen nodded.  
 
    Neville bowed, “Please follow me and I will escort you to your chambers.”            
 
    The trio followed the robed skeleton as they walked toward a large, half-moon opening. The corridors beyond twisted and snaked off in many directions. Victor found it harder and harder to keep track of where they were going. The insides of the palace turned into a maze, blue and yellow torches lighting the way. After fifteen minutes of walking, they reached a set of thick doors. 
 
    Neville waved his hand and the doors opened. “This is the guest wing. Vala’s acolytes will join you soon. Please choose a room or rooms and make yourselves at home. I will come to you when dinner is prepared.” 
 
    Neville turned and walked away, not giving them a second glance. 
 
    Victor was first to step beyond the wing entrance. The corridor was wide enough for ten men to stand shoulder to shoulder. Long tables ran along the corridor on each side while vibrant tapestries covered the walls. In between each tapestry was a solid door. Despite the slightly musty air, Victor found the guest wing welcoming. There was a warmth here like heat was being pumped into the area. The Blade wondered if it was meant for the living and less for the citizens of this city. 
 
    Lily took Victor’s hand and pulled him along. Dawn followed, the tension in her shoulders easing down.  
 
    Victor knew what was coming. When she was silently bossy, it meant she was hungry and it wasn’t for food. The succubus pulled open the door and stepped inside, pulling Victor with her. Dawn followed and closed the door behind them. 
 
    The room was warm as a fireplace crackled within. Paintings covered the walls and a wide canopy bed filled the center. Lanterns glowed from the corners as a table held wines, breads, fruits, and cheeses. Gray stone walls were barely noticed as the room gave off a comforting warmth. The room held no windows and for a brief instant, Victor considered it was by design to keep the guests in or other things out. 
 
    Lily pulled Victor to the side of the bed, turned him around and began unbuttoning his shirt. “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    “I thought we were working,” Victor smirked as he shrugged off his coat and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    “We are,” Lily said matter of fact as she helped him undress. 
 
    Dawn poured herself a glass of wine, picked up a piece of cheese and made her way around the bed. She didn’t give the Blade and Shield a second glance as she sat on the other side of the bed and leaned against the backboard. Sipping wine and nibbling on cheese, she settled down as the Blade and Shield pulled their clothes off. 
 
    Victor eyed Lily as she knelt down before him, his manhood rising to the occasion. “It’s because of my B in my high school report on gods, isn’t it?” 
 
    The succubus took hold of Victor’s member and gave it a playful lick before looking up to him. “It’s a fucking turn on when you’re a knowledgeable gentleman.” 
 
    Victor sighed. “Thank you, but since we are here, we should work.” 
 
    “Discuss with Dawn. I can listen,” Lily said before wrapping her lips around his member. 
 
    The Champion let out a small blissful groan as the succubus slowly suckled on his cock. The press of her lips and the soothing touch of her tongue nearly blanked out Victor’s mind as he stood. It was hard to think as all the blood in his brain went elsewhere, but the Blade muddled through. 
 
    “While we’re here,” the young man whispered as he called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 64/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 4 
 
    Powers to Unlock-7 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Spending fourteen points to increase his stats allowed him to gain seven powers. Checking his powers under the Abyss Sphere, he quickly noticed he only had one power. An uneasy feeling crawled along his spine as he wondered if he even wanted the powers from this realm. They seemed to be the kind of abilities you use for manipulation and deep down; he didn’t feel comfortable about it. 
 
    The Champion paused in his thinking as pleasure rode him. Lily increased the tempo, head bobbing and wetness covering the length of his manhood. Tongue pressing and snaking along his rigid member, bliss crashed into him like waves on hard rocks. Mustering everything he could, he tried to speak while the demoness continued her pleasurable onslaught. 
 
    “I don’t know…how I feel about gaining abilities from this realm,” Victor managed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Dawn sipped her wine before leaning her head back. “Vala had a reason to allow you to gain from all the realms. From what I know, usually Blades only gained six abilities. I think Champions are only allowed a certain amount so Vala may be breaking the rules with you. I can see why, considering she is dead and trying to return.” 
 
    Dawn turned her gaze to see Lily lovingly sucking on thick inches while Victor looked down at her work.  
 
    “How do you know,” Victor asked while still watching Lily. 
 
    Dawn closed her eyes. “Cassandra and I have talked at times. Since I became a Lover, I wanted to know more and she didn’t hold back on telling me about the realms and Vala’s past.” 
 
    “I don’t feel good about this,” Victor huffed. 
 
    Lily looked up and Victor shook his head slightly. 
 
    “You feel great. I don’t know about gaining abilities from the Abyss Sphere,” Victor clarified. 
 
    Mentally, the Blade tapped on the Abyss Sphere. Things were going to get a lot worse before they became any better. Despite his misgivings, he knew they were going to need every edge they could if gods were going to storm the gates to Vala’s realm. 
 
    Spending the points, powers unlocked and a surge of power filled the Champion. 
 
    You gained Body Control Touch! 
 
    You gained Mind Control Touch! 
 
    You gained Harvest Thoughts Touch! 
 
    You gained Possession! 
 
    You gained Bend Reality! 
 
    The surge of power was overwhelming as Victor fought for control. Lily working her magic and power coursing through him, the very walls to his spirit blasted apart and his control vanished. Cock expanding, Lily moaned loudly. A breath of a moment later, white seed blasted her throat like cannon fire. The succubus moaned louder, drinking it down before a second and third blast followed.  
 
    Victor staggered back, trying to regain his mind when Lily pulled her mouth form his throbbing member, pressed her hands to his chest and pushed. Confusion took root as Victor tried to cut away through the mental chaos. Hands pushed and guided him until he lay on his back, head resting on Dawn’s thigh. The elf smiled through the haze before Lily was on him. Hand taking hold of his still standing member, she impaled herself on him, letting out a sexy cry. Inner walls quickly accommodated to the Champion’s girth as she sunk down, inch after inch. When she reached his base, hips moved like they were possessed, keeping him snug and never fully letting go. 
 
    Dawn ran her hands through Victor’s hair while Lily became unchained, orgasms rising to the top and exploding. Moans turned into needy grunts as she abused the Blade for her own delight. The bed absorbed most of the movement, hot thighs pinning Victor to the bed, play thing to his partner and lover. 
 
    Fighting through the blissful haze, Victor called up his stats again. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 64/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 4 
 
    Powers to Unlock-2 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality 
 
      
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow as he looked to the new abilities. They were almost exactly like he thought they would be. The Bend Reality power might be useful but the others seemed a little too evil for his tastes.  
 
    Lily’s eyes rolled into her head as she lost count of the number of orgasms she had. Dawn continued to run her fingers through Victor’s hair, a small smile on her lips. 
 
    Victor exhaled as bliss curled around his heart and cock and he looked to the beautiful elf. “What do we think of Drogoss?” 
 
    Dawn’s expression slid to uncertainty, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Victor’s hands took hold of Lily’s waist, holding her up as she continued to impale herself on him. “Isn’t it a little weird that the first god of the pantheon, who exiled himself to search for meaning, happened to be the leader of the Mage Authority and stopped the fighting between the Mages and the Slingers? For someone who said he didn’t want to interfere, he interfered plenty just yesterday.” 
 
    “It could be because of Vala’s coming resurrection,” Dawn said simply. 
 
    Lily’s eye rolled back into place and she looked down, her body not slowing down. “Drogoss was the first. He created everything. He has every right to see Vala return and balance renewed.” 
 
    Victor shook his head slightly, “Am I hearing this right? All I have heard since I arrived is you can’t trust any of the other gods and goddesses from the pantheon. You both seem to be perfectly fine with Drogoss coming back when he didn’t do anything to stop Vala’s death in the first place.” 
 
    Dawn’s expression took a dark edge. Lily slowed down, concern touching her eyes. 
 
    Victor continued, “Is there something I’m missing?” 
 
    Lily stopped moving, hands on Victor’s chest and a serious look in her eyes. “Drogoss is worshipped across all the realms. He is the definition of balance. Since we were children, we were taught he is above the petty actions of the pantheon. It is why he created it and then moved on. He takes no part in…” Lily trailed off. 
 
    Victor watched as logic seemed to war inside the succubus. For the first time ever, she didn’t seem like herself. Where she often showed distrust for any of the gods, she seemed caught in the divine faith of Drogoss. 
 
    Dawn spoke up, “Victor, Drogoss is the one true god among all of them. He has stood for honor and respect. We have grown up hearing of his power and kindness. It’s a little strange to think of him otherwise.” 
 
    Victor sat up. Lily crawled off the Blade and sat on the bed, her eyes looking away as if searching for something. Dawn sat up as well, pressing her glasses up and blinking like Victor said something that didn’t feel right. 
 
    “Maybe because I didn’t grow up here, his influence never affected me. I don’t know, but what I’m seeing and hearing is everyone has drunk a little too much of the Kool-Aid. For an all-powerful god, his actions don’t match up. He didn’t interfere in Vala’s death, but because Vala is coming back, he decides to end the conflict at the drop of hat? If he was truly leading the Mage Authority, shouldn’t he have wiped out Dorian when he arrived and hunt the remaining Slingers?” 
 
    Lily and Dawn remained quiet, eyes looking away. The mood shifted to a dark confusion. Victor eyed the two women, not sure what to think. Was it part of their upbringing? Was he really in the wrong here, not understanding their culture? Was he just being paranoid? 
 
    Victor reached out with each hand. Fingers curled around Dawn and Lily’s hands. The succubus and the elf looked up Victor’s kind smile, their hearts warming. 
 
    “Hey, look, I’m sorry. I’m not from here so I didn’t realize how important Drogoss was to your cultures. I should have an open mind…” Victor was cut off by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Dinner is prepared,” Neville said through the thick door. “I will escort you to the private dining chamber.” 
 
    Victor’s smiled broadened. “Let’s go to dinner and we can talk more afterwards,” the Blade smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    The dining chamber was filled with hanging chandeliers, white marble statues flanking the right and left walls, a thick wooden table covered in various meats, breads, fruits, and wines. Candles covered small shelves above the statues and many more filled the sockets of the hanging chandeliers. Candelabras ran the middle length of the sturdy table while goldware lay next to white porcelain plates. A roaring hearth glowed from behind the two large high-backed chairs as Anubis and Kali motioned for everyone gathered to take a seat. 
 
     Victor, Lily and Dawn sat to the right of King Anubis while the five acolytes sat to the left. The five women bowed their heads, but it was the one with the wide brimmed hat who lifted hers up to meet Victor’s gaze for a moment. 
 
    Skeletal servants rushed in with practiced flair. Boney hands placed several more dishes of food while others picked up napkins and placed them on laps. Victor watched as the skeletons moved like dancers along the table, each placement perfect and every napkin on bare laps. Nearly as soon as it began, it ended with the skeletons disappearing through doors and vanishing from sight. 
 
    “Before we begin, I believe some introductions are in order,” Anubis smiled gently before nodding his head slightly to the five women sitting. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn looked over as the woman with the wide brimmed hat stood up, her staff still leaning against the edge of her chair. 
 
    “My name is Szura, Grandmaster Lich of the Abyss College here in Normir,” the thin pale woman said before bowing her head. 
 
    Anubis leaned forward, a goblet in his hand. “Szura had to give up her teachings when it was discovered she was an acolyte to Vala. With Normir a neutral city, her influence would not sit well with the other masters at the college. It is a shame to lose her, she had taught the dead so much and eased many into moving on to their next life.” 
 
    Szura sat down and the pointy eared woman with black hair and white dress stood up. 
 
    “My name is Vissi, singer and performer for the Dead Writer's Society.” 
 
    Anubis kept his small smile as he spoke, “Vissi is a fantastic performer. Her voice and singing could bring even the most hardened soul to tears. Her performances have moved me many times. Being a banshee, it only aided her already mystical voice.” 
 
    Vissi sat down and a ghostly woman floated up from her seat. 
 
    “Anima,” the sad ghost said simply and sat down. 
 
    “A lost soul,” Anubis said tenderly. 
 
    Two beautiful gargoyles stood up and bowed their collective heads toward Victor, Lily and Dawn. 
 
    “Avo,” the blonde gargoyle said in a low tone. 
 
    “Nobo,” said the dark haired one said, mirroring Avo. 
 
    “Avo and Nobo are among a race of gargoyles that call Normir their home. They are the only living creatures here among the dead. These two served in the royal guard before they were discharged. Again, due to their connection to Vala, we cannot allow them to serve their positions. Unfortunately, they will be missed by many.” 
 
    Victor nodded and was about to stand up to say his name when Anubis raised a hand, stopping him part way. 
 
    “No need to introduce yourselves. Everyone here knows who you are and happy to know you have come with Vala’s light,” Anubis smiled. 
 
    “Please, everyone eat. We had the servants use portals to visit most of the realms and gather such delightful food. Enjoy the feast,” Kali smiled. 
 
    The dinner fell into quiet moments, disrupted by the occasional clink of metal forks and knives against porcelain plates. The five acolytes said nothing as they ate their food. Victor couldn’t resist glancing to each of them as they ate. The ghost woman Anima simply held the food close to her mouth, meat turning gray and falling away to ashes. Tears streaked down Vissi’s eyes as she put small morsels into her mouth. Avo and Nobo didn’t even pick up the goldware as they took hold of large chunks of meat and began chewing on them like hungry animals. The two gargoyles often looked up from their meals, hungry eyes on the Blade. 
 
    Szura ate delicate little bites, her dark eyes looking up from her meal and gaze connecting with Victors’. The Champion noticed she seemed to give off an annoyed look before smoothing it away and looking down at her plate.  
 
    When Anubis and Kali picked up their wine glasses, the rest of the table followed suit. Red liquid spilled down throats for many while Anima simply held the glass, the dark crimson wine turning to dust. Lily and Dawn clinked their glasses before nearly pushing them into Victor’s face. The Blade clinked his glass against theirs, seeing the humor in their eyes. All three drank deeply. When the glasses were nearly empty, skeletons appeared from nowhere with wine bottles, pouring into glasses and vanishing once again. 
 
    Victor looked up to say something a few times, but Szura’s gaze seemed to stop him in his tracks. The Lich’s gaze was unnerving and he wasn’t sure if she was warning him or she simply didn’t like him. The Champion mentally laughed at himself because before today, he thought everyone liked him. At least, everyone who mattered. 
 
    The mood began to lighten as the wine flowed. Anubis’s white cheeks turned a dim pink after a few glasses. Kali’s entire body language eased as she drank down the delicious wine. It wasn’t long before Anubis began talking about adventures he and his Queen had across the universe. It was then when Victor stopped eating and simply listened. The fascination spread to the whole table as Anubis spoke of his death masters and journeys to realms beyond the six. The Dead King seemed to notice Victor’s unwavering eyes and recalled his time in Egypt when the pyramids were built. Victor’s eyes widened and leaned in a little as details spilled out between sips of wine. 
 
    Despite the myriad of tales and adventures, the dinner began to wind down. The five acolytes seemed a little more at ease. Lily leaned her head on Victor’s shoulder, the wine causing her to yawn.  
 
    Kali noticed the relaxed guests and raised a glass, “We don’t have to bore you with so many stories. We understand your time is precious. If we are finished, you may all retire for the evening and we can discuss further when you wake.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Anubis stood up and nearly stumbled, chuckling to himself. Kali took hold of his arm and helped steady the King of the Dead. Without another word, the King and Queen crossed the chamber to a door and silently left. 
 
    Lily looked up at Victor with drunken and adoring eyes. “I think I drank a little too much. You may have to carry me.” 
 
    Victor grinned, feeling a little tipsy, but in control, “I’m never going to let you live this down, my drunken Shield.” 
 
    “Just take me to bed…and do what you want,” Lily said and burped. 
 
    The Blade found it enduring that his once angry lover and partner had become so comfortable that she could be so relaxed around him. Taking hold of the inebriated succubus, Victor lifted her up and cradled her to his chest. Spending a Strength point made it easier as she now weighed nothing to him. 
 
    The Champion started walking, Dawn at his side and the rest of the acolytes following. Once they exited the dining chamber, Neville was waiting to lead them down corridors until they reached the guest wing.  
 
    Lily snuggled to his chest as the main doors closed behind the group. Dawn stepped closer to Victor and Lily, her hand out to squeeze Victor’s shoulder. The acolytes stood all around, looking to the sleeping succubus with light amusement. 
 
    “I’ll take her to our room,” the elf smiled warmly. 
 
    “I can…” Dawn stopped Victor mid-sentence. 
 
    “You have work tonight. I’m not feeling it tonight myself,” Dawn said and glanced over to the three dead women and two gargoyles.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Keep her on her stomach in case she gets sick. I don’t want her drowning in her own puke.” 
 
    The elf nodded as Victor put Lily down. The succubus stood on shaky legs before Dawn was next to her, arm round her waist. With a small smile, Dawn shuffled along with Lily until they entered the guestroom. A moment later, the door closed behind them. 
 
    Victor looked to the door with a warm edge when hands gently took hold and marched him down the corridor. Attention turning to the acolytes, they moved as one, surrounding the Blade. Szura’s fingers entwined with Victor’s as they walked down the corridor. When they reached another set of doors, they seemed to magically open to their presence. The group stepped in, Victor feeling the wine edge take further root in his senses. 
 
    The room was majestic with a very large bed and cushioned seating in every nook and corner. Two fireplaces, each on opposite walls glowed with warm light. Colored lanterns hung from thin pillars, casting shades of reds and yellows. The warm air relaxed the Blade further as he was pulled in before hands let go.  
 
    Szura gave the room the once over before turning to Victor, her eyes sharp. “I think we can talk now.” 
 
    “I was wondering why all of you were so quiet during dinner?” Victor scratched at his head. 
 
    “Despite their generosity, Queen Kali is particular when it comes to certain discussions,” Anima said in a sad tone as she floated. 
 
    Szura nodded. “Anima is right. The Queen does have volatile moods.” 
 
    The lich woman gave Victor the once over, “We’ve had the dreams. Vala calls to us and we wish to go to her. The sooner, the better.” 
 
    “Sounds like all of you weren’t too happy here,” Victor said as the room began to spin slightly. 
 
    Vissi moved closer with sad eyes. “We have felt Vala’s light. It makes this place dull and gray compared to the light of love.” 
 
    “It was almost like we woke,” Avo began. 
 
    “From a bad dream,” Nobo finished. 
 
    “You are Vala’s Blade and we wish to leave,” Szura said matter of fact. “I know about the Realm Walking ability Champions have. We should leave tonight after the ritual.” 
 
    “What’s the rush? It seems okay here,” Victor said as he tried to get a handle on his senses. 
 
    Szura shook her head, “We can talk about it when we are far away from this city. For now, the ritual begs to be completed.” 
 
    Victor parted his lips to speak and soon closed them. The haze grew thicker and his gaze drifted to the five women. In unison, they all began to disrobe. Anima floated, her clothes melting away to reveal a ghostly nude body. A translucent form hovered as she looked away shyly. Vissi pulled at her white dress, letting it fall to the floor as alabaster white breasts bounced with a heavy edge. Pink-white nipples pointed and long, luscious legs stepped from the dress pooled at her feet. Avo and Nobo nearly ripped off their small amount of clothes, revealing smooth pale gray skin. Wings flexed as clothes fell away like leaves in autumn. Hairless slits budded between thick gray thighs and tails trembled in subdued excitement. 
 
    Szura leaned her staff against a pillar before taking off her hat. Short white hair framed her face as she began to pull off her leather top and then her pants. Small breasts glowed in the lantern light as her thin framed moved with expert ease, glancing to the Blade. 
 
    Victor began to undress through the foggy haze. He didn’t remember drinking as much as Lily since he spent the time listening to Anubis. It seemed to hit him harder than he thought. When the room seemed to shift underneath him, strong gray hands caught him. 
 
    “Hold him,” Szura commanded. 
 
    Victor’s brow went up when the two gargoyles held him with added strength. Vissi and Anima stood naked behind the lich. Szura stepped closer, her eyes with no hint of emotion until she reached up and touched Victor’s chest, right above his heart. Energy flared and the lich gasped, pulling her hand away like it was burned. Victor wasn’t sure what was happening and was going to apologize when Szura’s blank gaze took on a lustful glow. The difference was stark, turning from cold and emotionless to something hot and burning. Limbs fell into a liquid grace as she moved close again, licking her lips and peering down at Victor’s hardening member. 
 
    “Life…can be such an aphrodisiac…here in Normir,” Szura said while failing to hide the hunger in her eyes. 
 
    Avo and Nobo’s hands ran along Victor’s strong body. The gargoyles licked and nibbled on his neck, the heat in the room growing with each passing second. Victor simply grinned. If this had been his first time in the realms, he might have been unnerved, but now it seemed standard practice along the crusade. Not wanting to spoil the fun, he simply let them do what they wanted. Shoulder’s relaxing, the nibbles and licks seemed to grow. 
 
    Anima floated, her cold hands caressing herself as she watched the gargoyles treat the Champion like fresh meat. Vissi simply stood, dark eyes drinking in the sensual spectacle, a shiver running along her body. 
 
    Szura was the one who became unchained, lowering to her knees, eyes drinking in the Blade’s veiny member. “Vala guide me.” 
 
    “We will guide each other,” Victor said with a drunken smile. 
 
    The Blade’s member bounced and it was soon engulfed. The lich’s small mouth clamped down with firm lips, bliss raging through her cold body. Moans floated up as her head slowly bobbed. The gargoyles giggled as they tasted the Blade. Strange, scents rose up and Victor found it difficult to stay focused. 
 
    “I must touch him!” Anima cried out before her ghostly form shot forward and sunk into Victor’s chest. 
 
    The Champion’s whole body glowed with power. Eye’s wide, pleasure roared under his skin. Clouds of bliss drifted on the current of his soul as Victor’s body felt crowded. Losing control of his limbs, they moved of their own accord. Arms broke free and hands clamped on Szura’s head. Hips pushed gently, thick inches sinking deeper into Szura’s mouth and throat. Avo and Nobo pressed their warm breasts to the Champion, tails rising and falling with seductive mood. 
 
    “He…he…feels wonderful!” Victor cried out. 
 
    “What the hell is happening!” Victor said in his mind. 
 
    It seems Anima has taken possession of your body. I think we are going for a ride. 
 
    Pleasure swirled like a storm. Victor’s body could not stop, holding Szura and enjoying her lips wrapped around his possessed cock. Victor and Chill eased back in the darkness, a waterfall of pleasure crashing down. 
 
    “Is this how it feels to you?” Victor asked the shadow. 
 
    Yep. 
 
    “I feel like I should take control.” 
 
    Why? They seem like they’re having fun. 
 
    Victor thought Chill was not wrong. The eagerness grew as did the tempo. Szura could not stop herself, deep throating the Blade as Anima tried to steer the body toward climax. Wetness dripped from between the lich’s legs as muffled moans vibrated against the thick member. A pressure began to build and Victor’s possessed eyes widened. 
 
    “He’s coming! I’m coming!” the ghost cried out. 
 
    Inner worlds erupted in magical explosions. Szura’s eyes widened as the meaty cock was half way in her mouth and it bulged. Living life burst forth, striking her wanting throat and was gulped down with passionate desire. The energy from Victor’s orgasm blasted long dead nerves and for a moment, the lich felt alive once again.  
 
    Falling away, Szura’s own orgasms fired in rapid succession, nerves firing again. Eyes rolling back into her head, she collapsed onto the thick carpet, body shuddering uncontrollably. Energy snaked up and burst forth, slamming into Victor’s chest. 
 
    Anima, in full control of Victor’s body, gasped loudly as the living body shuddered. The urges and bliss were so overpowering, she lost all control. Falling out of the Blade, she sank a few inches into the floor, ghostly gasps rising and falling as her senses reeled from the power. 
 
    Victor was back in his body just as he shuddered, a burst of come shooting from the tip of his cock. Vissi was there, falling to her knees, long tongue out. The white seed struck her open tongue and she moaned before her lips wrapped around his cock. Avo moved to Szura and picked her up. Bringing her to the bed, she laid the lich down.  
 
    Szura shuddered, her eyes not returning to normal. The gargoyle watched over her while Nobo reached around and took hold of the base of Victor’s cock. Nobo stroked while Vissi suckled. Energy filled the Blade’s member as he allowed the hungry desire to continue its lustful onslaught. Vissi fingered her pink lips, reaching her clit and rubbing it with reckless abandonment. Anima laid on her back, ghostly hands rubbing herself. 
 
    Vissi’s moans grew louder before she pulled away and stood up. Victor wasn’t sure what was happening until she floated up, and then curled her legs around his waist. The throbbing head touched her quivering valley before she forced herself on him. Melodic sounds rose up from her throat as hugged the Blade, forcing her body to take his full member. Nobo was closer, one gray hand grabbing Vissi’s plump behind and the other holding Victor.  
 
    The Champion was sandwiched between them, bliss binding them together. Vissi’s body was light but she moved with purpose and power. Tears streaked the banshee’s cheeks as a small smile bloomed. The tempo of her hips increased and Victor held her close. Movement began to slow as Vissi was lost to living sensations. She rode the Champion until the space between them was nothing more than skin to skin. Eyes rolling into her head as her mouth made a perfect oval, she screeched as she and Victor came together. 
 
    Victor grunted, but it was lost to a scream. Vissi sang Vala’s name as white-hot seed filled her thin space and leaked out. The two held each before the banshee’s arms and legs began to quiver. Sliding off, she stumbled on shaky legs until she collapsed in the bed. 
 
    “My turn,” Nobo growled before picking Victor up and then jumping. The Blade laughed as they soared through the air and landed in the middle of the bed. Avo’s eyes took on hints of anger as Nobo forced the Blade down and took hold of his cock. Victor exhaled as the strong gargoyle sank down on his member. The tightness was too much until Victor exerted his power. Spending a point of Constitution, his cock expanded. Nobo’s aggression turned to bliss and surrender. With Strength still fueling the Champion, he turned his hip and pinned the gargoyle to the bed. Hips worked as his mouth clamped on an exposed nipple. Warmth touched his face as his hips moved in slow motion, torturing the gargoyle. Nobo cried out sweetly, her body betraying her. Hips moved to Victor’s motions and spirals of paradise touched frayed nerves. 
 
    “Vala…” Nobo whispered before her whole body shuddered. 
 
    Victor smiled before Avo nearly crashed into them. A strong hand pushed, knocking the young man from the trembling gargoyle. Victor landed on his back as Avo was on him. 
 
    “No need to romance,” Avo leered. 
 
    Victor’s smile grew wider as he grabbed her by the neck and forced her off. Avo hissed in delight as the Blade turned her around and forced her stomach to the bed. Looking back, Avo smiled as Victor grabbed her hips and hoisted up her firm ass. Taking hold of his cock, he speared her opening and giggles turned to heated gasps.  
 
    “Plenty of time for romance, later,” Victor smiled before hips thrusted with power. 
 
    “Fuck me, Champion! Don’t hold back, punish me with Vala’s love!” 
 
    Thrusts grew harder and the gargoyle whined her delight. Eyes turned and watched as the sounds of skin on skin filled the large chamber. Victor continued to punish the gargoyle, hips slamming into her ass as his cock tamed her spirit. 
 
    The evening bled on, gasps and screams filling the room in lust. The drunken haze remained as bodies joined and mouths locked. Tongues slathered in wet places as breasts bounced. Tails moved lazily while a ghostly body sank into others and shared orgasms.  
 
    The haze reached a tipping point. A dream touched Victor’s addled mind before one by one, they fell into sleep’s embrace. A warm voice caressed the Blade’s heart before he too passed out amid a bed of now warm and wet bodies. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cold touched a heart and Victor’s eyes shot open. The young man sat up among a tangle of bodies. Despite the warmth of the fireplaces, a cold seeped into the room. Exhaling, the Blade’s breath turned frosty before dissipating. Throbbing pain pulsed as he pulled from the acolytes and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    Unsure how much time had passed, the Blade stood up and tried to shake the cobwebs of his mind, which only made it worse. The throbbing continued until he glanced up to see the door to the chamber slightly ajar and a pale face looking in his direction. The flimsy lantern light caused shadows to move and dance as the face backed into the darkened hallway and faded away. 
 
    Body already moving, Victor began to pick up his clothes and dress. Once the last boot slid on, he moved to the door and pressed his hand to it as he peered out. The corridor was still, light dancing to lantern flames. Stepping out, he looked to the left and right.  
 
    At that moment, there was nothing. 
 
    Victor scratched at his head, unsure if he actually saw anything when a door opened not far away. It was to a room he hadn’t explored and a pale face appeared at the door’s edge, eyes filled with sorrow. 
 
    “Astor?” Victor said to the woman before she slipped back behind the door. 
 
    Victor moved with caution, down the hallway and to the open door. Hand at the ready, he prepared to summon his Elemental Blade if something was going to jump out at him. Stepping into the room, it appeared as your average guest room. Taking another step in, he quickly noticed the bookcase was slightly away from the wall.  
 
    Elemental sword sliding from Victor’s wrist and into his waiting hand, he approached slowly, senses dialed to eleven. Left hand up, he took hold of the bookcase and pulled it aside, the heavy shelf moving with ease. Behind it was a long dark tunnel, a woman standing just at the light’s edge. 
 
    Eyes adjusting to the dark, the Champion could barely hide his surprise. Astor stood, her gaze connecting to his, but she was different. The longer Victor stared; the more horrific details began to show. Forearms were skeletal, no flesh or muscle on them. The same for her shins. The clothes she wore were drab and muted. Where flesh showed on her upper arms, it looked like rotten flesh. Astor’s thin face was pure white and her long hair framed her face, nearly as white as her skin. The warm blonde hair seemed to drain away to a sickening pale yellow.  
 
    “Astor?” Victor said again, unsure what was happening. 
 
    “Victor, please follow me,” The decomposed Astor whispered before turning around and walking further down the dark tunnel. 
 
    Victor followed, sword still in hand. Despite the darkness of the tunnel, Astor’s pale skin seemed to glow with ethereal light. The sounds of his boots echoed off the walls as they continued on. Spending a point of Wisdom, flames raced up the Elemental blade and bloomed into fire. The light shined, showing decaying tunnel walls and thick layers of dust on the ground. 
 
    Astor continued to walk, not looking back. 
 
    A creepy feeling crawled along nerves as Victor wondered if he should go back and get Lily and Dawn. The moment passed as he knew if he did that, Astor might be gone.  
 
    The haze drifted back into his mind as he kept up. Thoughts warred against his commonsense, feeling the edges of a trap closing in. Since they arrived, everything felt off kilter. The Blade couldn’t put his finger on it and even now, he wasn’t sure why Astor was here and leading him down a dark tunnel. Did her death lead her here? Was she being punished for the life she lived? 
 
    A new conviction formed as Victor decided he would help her any way he could. Maybe talk to the King and Queen and see if she can be coaxed to move on? The thought rattled him. Why help her move to her next life? Maybe the King and Queen could allow her to come back? The mere thought of her resurrection caused the young man to pick up the pace. Just as he was about to reach her side, the tunnel opened up into a large cavern, ghostly blue torches dotted the immense chamber. 
 
    “Astor, what is this about?” Victor said as he followed her. 
 
    Astor moved until the rough stone turned into a stone platform. Runes and symbols were etched into the stonework. They were worn down, giving the entire platform an ancient appearance. The air grew colder, frost breath spilling from Victor’s lips. 
 
    “Astor, stop so we can talk,” Victor said and when he blinked, another person was there, sitting on a stone symbol and head bowed. 
 
    Victor approached as Astor moved to the figure clothed in a white robe. The person had their back to Victor as Astor knelt down and pressed a white hand to the person’s shoulder. The air sank down as did the temperature. A terrible heaviness dragged Victor down as he took a shaky step forward.  
 
    Go back to Lily and Dawn! 
 
    Victor ignored the shadow as he stepped closer. A head rose up, long brown hair touching the top of shoulders. Even from what little he saw; Victor could make out the familiar wavy brown hair and thin shoulders. Heart hammering in his chest, his grip slipped and the flaming sword clattered on the rune covered stone floor. 
 
    The head turned around and a faint sad smile appeared, “Victor…” 
 
    “Mom,” Victor said, his voice cracking. 
 
    Astor helped the woman to her feet as Victor stepped closer. The maddening pulse in his ears turned into a storm. Raising a trembling hand, he stepped closer, wanting nothing more than to touch her. 
 
    The woman turned around fully, sorrow and happiness coloring her gaze. “My son…” 
 
    The flames from the sword continued to burn, creating a warm light. Victor stepped closer and closer until he stood before his mother. Drinking in her form, she looked just as she did when he was ten, years before her Alzheimer’s began taking her mind. Skin glowed with warmth and her smile grew slightly. Astor stood off to the side, her face and gaze pointing to the floor. 
 
    Victor’s outstretched hand coiled back a few inches before his other arm rose up and he rushed her. Hugging his mother, pain and happiness spiraled upwards into a supernatural dance. The Champion was taller than his mother, but Victor felt small in her presence. The woman hugged her son, pressing the side of her head to his chest and a weeping shudder touching her shoulders. 
 
    A tear streaked down Victor’s cheek as he held her fiercely. “I’m…so sorry. I’m so sorry I wasn’t strong enough. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more to protect you.” 
 
    “Shhh, my son. It’s okay. I saw and felt you do everything you could.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I should have done more. I couldn’t keep him back. I couldn’t protect you.” 
 
    Tears flowed from the woman’s eyes as she buried her face in his chest. “It’s okay. Astor has been taking care of me.” 
 
    Victor pulled back, eyes watering, “How? How did you get here? Why are you here?” 
 
    “I, don’t know. I was in such terrible darkness and then I was here. Astor told me about you. She told me how you’re a hero. How you’re trying to save these realms. I’m so proud.” 
 
    “Mom, I love you so much,” Victor wept as he fell to his knees and hugged her around the waist. 
 
    A warm hand touched Victor’s head, “I love you, my beautiful boy.” 
 
    Victor held her, never wanting to let go. Warmth and love cascaded over his body as grief and sorrow pulled at his spirit. She had become such a distant stranger in the end, but his love never wavered, even when she passed. It stung with joy and confusion as he resigned himself to never seeing her again. 
 
    The moment began to drain away as her warmth turned cold. 
 
    Victor pulled back, but didn’t let go, looking up in horror. His mother’s face turned pale white. Brown hair frayed into white. Warm eyes grew distant and she stared off to nothing. Astor’s shoulders sunk down as Victor shook his head. 
 
    “No…Mom…No…don’t go away. I need you. I need you to stay with me! Don’t go! You can’t go again!” Victor’s voice grew harsher by the moment. 
 
    A figure stepped from the darkness, regal robes covering her body and a sad smile on her lips. 
 
    Victor turned his attention, eyes wide as Queen Kali stepped to them and bowed her head. The cavern grew colder and the flames dimmed from the sword lying a few feet away. 
 
    “Victor, I have a proposition for you. Listen to what I have to say and your mother will be like her old self for as long as you both may live,” Kali said before looking up, her intense gaze meeting Victor’s stunned expression. 
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    Victor’s expression hardened as he held up his hand. The flaming sword on the ground flew up to his palm, fingers closing around it with cool strength. Astor swept closer, taking Victor’s mom’s hands and leading her a few feet away. The dead Slinger’s gaze held nothing, but resigned sorrow as the Blade’s mother looked away with a blank stare. 
 
    The air sharpened, filling’s Victor’s lungs with icy frost before the rage in his heart warmed it once again. Thick plumes of warm air touching the growing cold fell from his nose, giving him the appearance of a dragon ready to rend flesh and break bone. 
 
    Queen Kali stepped closer, her demeanor calm and her dark gaze staying on the fuming champion. “I don’t have to remind you, if you lay one finger on me, I will be able to call upon my power to destroy you. Now, shall we discuss terms?” 
 
    “Why is she here?” Victor said with dark menace. 
 
    Kali stopped walking, a space of four feet between them. “The dead travel across realms, worlds, and dimensions. It could be she was drawn to your growing power or simply a wisp of luck brought her to us. It doesn’t matter, she has been here for months, lost on the streets and saying your name.  
 
    “Once I heard of your adventures, it didn’t take long to know who she truly was. I brought her here, caring and protecting her so when we met, I could offer her back to you.” 
 
    Flames licked the air as Victor held the sword down and to the side, eyes filled with protective madness.  
 
    Kali continued, “As I said, I have a proposition for you that will benefit all the realms. Please take a moment to listen.” 
 
    “Listen?” Victor growled. “You have my mother and you think using her to bargain with me will work in everyone’s best interest?” 
 
    “I do not wish for any ill will, but there are greater things at stake than the love of your mother. I knew I needed your attention and now I have it. I don’t wish to mince words so this is what I’m offering.  
 
    “I can restore your mother back to life and return the two of you back to your world. You can live out your days, death waiting a very long time so you can enjoy your mortal moments in peace. You can start again and live the life you always wanted.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed, “If I give up the crusade.” 
 
    Kali gave a small nod. “You don’t understand the implications if Vala returns. Some of the Pantheon are not pleased and there are whispers of war. Many are watching, trying to gleam what they can so they may use her mysterious power to resurrect herself. If that knowledge becomes commonplace, there will be no need for laws or order among the pantheon. Drogoss set the realms in motion, but he also created the law of death. Even we can die, but if the law can be cheated, many, if not all will take advantage and the realms will become battlegrounds.” 
 
    Victor’s head leaned forward a little, shadows covering his eyes. “Vala was murdered because she could create gods. Her first born was slaughtered before it had a chance. Now, you bring my mother into this to entice me to leave? I don’t think you understand what it means to be truly loyal.” 
 
    The Champion turned his attention to the gray form of his mother, eyes heavy with sorrow. “The doctors told me she wasn’t who she was anymore. My mom had become a shell, dying a confused and slow death. I could have given up. I could have just left her in the home, the staff seeing to her needs, but I stayed. I stayed because she was a lost cause to everyone…but me. I didn’t care how long it took. I was there when she took her last breath and felt the cold seep into her body.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention back to Kali, a growing flame in his eyes. “And if you think this pathetic attempt to change my mind had a chance of working, you fucking don’t understand what it means to be loyal. You don’t understand what it means to give of yourself, selflessly for another’s benefit. For such fucking higher beings, you act like petty, selfish little monsters.” 
 
    Kali’s face remained blank as her lips parted, “If Vala returns, balance will be restored and war will begin. My city needs the influx of dead to staff our armies. With Vala resurrected, many of the dead will move on and we will be ill-prepared for the coming war. You doom my city and my people. Your loyalty will destroy the realms and us with it.” 
 
    “Release my mother and I will convince Vala to aid you in any war that comes,” Victor demanded. 
 
    Kali’s expression shifted to annoyance, “Vala doesn’t have the power to unite the realms. The hounds will sniff at her weaknesses and exploit them. You’re on the losing side.” 
 
    Victor’s lips twisted into a maddening smirk. “I’m not the one trying to stop the crusade because I feel so weak, I can’t defend myself.” 
 
    Kali’s annoyance furled into rage. “You forget your place, Champion.” 
 
    “And you forget yours. I’m a guest in your realm and you hold my dead mother for ransom. I’ve been here long enough to know this is complete bullshit. Since your husband is not here, I can assume he doesn’t know anything about this. How’s he going to take it when he finds out his wife and Queen has been doing dirty deeds behind his back?” 
 
    “I don’t answer to my husband,” Kali’s eyes flashed with malice. 
 
    “If it was a real relationship, you wouldn’t have to hide from him,” Victor said harshly before moving his body between Kali and his mother and Astor. 
 
    “I’m going to take my mother from here and I will keep my promise to convince Vala to aid all her allies. All you have to do is step aside,” Victor said with a heated edge. 
 
    “I will not place the future of my kingdom in the hands of a lowly Champion,” Kali hissed as she opened her robe and shrugged it off her shoulders. 
 
    Victor’s body remained loose as the Queen of the Dead turned to him. A skintight outfit covered in runes adhered to her body. The air shifted as an invisible power began to pulse and grow. White skin rippled before dark blue flooded it with azure color. Kali’s eyes began to turn in different directions while a wide grin began to form. From her sides, a new pair of arms appeared and unfolded. Swords slid into her main two arms while balls of fire appeared from the palms of her new hands. Bending her legs, she took on the classic form of Kali from Victor’s studies, a long tongue unfurling and hanging like a suspended worm. 
 
    Victor’s body stayed frosty as he looked to the goddess with contempt, “You already did when you used my mother.” 
 
    “Astor, I need you to get my mother out of here,” the Champion said over his shoulder. 
 
    Astor looked up with sad eyes, “I can’t. She is confined to this platform. She can’t step beyond the edge.” 
 
    “It is for her protection,” Kali said with a sickening slathering of her words. 
 
    “I fought Baaldir and Elder spawns. I can fight you too,” Victor readied himself. 
 
    Kali let out a hysterical laugh, shoulders shaking. The air vibrated from her power before she glared down. 
 
    “You don’t have any friends or gods here to help you. You are but a gnat to my power.”  
 
        “Come get some,” Victor sneered as his Elemental sword slipped into his wrist and the gun blade emerged. 
 
    Kali watched with amused eyes as Victor spent all fifteen points of his Constitution and channeled the power into his Gun-blade. The surge hummed like a nuclear reactor as Victor knew he never spent that much of his power at once. A “Divine Effect” flashed in the corner of his vision. One point meant a lesser effect, five points meant a greater effect, ten points was a titan effect and now, he surged with enough power to make the gods blink. 
 
    The four-armed goddess’ laugh faded slightly as she felt the power filling the Champion and the air around him. Standing her ground, she watched as Victor aimed his glowing white Gun-blade, finger hovering over the trigger and grim determination in his eyes. 
 
    “You pull that trigger, I will kill your mother again, right before your dying eyes,” Kali hissed. 
 
    Victor glanced down and smiled. “Who said this was for you?” Victor lowered his aim to the platform and pulled the trigger. 
 
    A bolt of energy blasted down from the Gun-blade, striking the rune covered stone platform and exploded. The energy released was enough for Kali to stumble back, but Victor was thrown backwards. Pumping five points of Strength into his body, he barely righted himself before his boots hit the ground and slid back ten feet. 
 
    The runes glowed as a crack formed along the platform. A breath later, the energy died. Astor held Victor’s mother, feeling the ward dissipate. Instantly, she pulled the gray form of Victor’s mother to the edge and they both stepped off with no ill effects. Astor glanced back to Victor, giving him a weak smile before moving toward the tunnel they entered. 
 
    “You fool! You wasted your shot,” Kali screeched. 
 
    Victor stepped back, Gun-blade up, “I’m no fucking fool. The moment I attack you, you can use your full power. You’re right, I don’t have back up, but I didn’t come here to fight you. I’m here to bring peace to the realms.” 
 
    The Champion let a smirk slip, “Plus, I didn’t waste my shot, I have five more just like it ready to punch holes in anything you send after me. For now, we are leaving. I will still tell Vala your city will need protection, but I’m taking my mother with me.” 
 
    Kali looked to the tunnel beyond the Champion, lifted an arm with a fireball and threw it. It soared across the cavern until it hit right above the tunnel edge. The explosion caused it to cave in, dust and debris blowing up at Astor and Victor’s mother. 
 
    “We are not finished,” Kali screeched. 
 
    Victor backed up, Gun-blade at the ready. Strategies formed as he readied himself when mists billowed from the ground. Energy swirled in with the mists. Kali turned her attention to the swirling mists, fear bleeding into her eyes. Victor kept his cool when the mists parted and three figures stood. 
 
    Lily and Dawn stood, staff in the succubus’s hand and a plasma pistol in the elf’s hand. They were in a fighting pose with Anubis in the middle of them, dark eyes on the four-armed goddess. 
 
    “Kali, enough!” 
 
    The goddess turned to her husband and gave a furious hiss. “Vala’s crusade will end the realms! I am doing what you’re not strong enough to do, bringing an end to the conflict!” 
 
    Anubis stepped forward, eyes taking on a sad edge, “This isn’t our way. We cannot interfere in the affairs of the realms. We can only watch and guide those lost to new shores.” 
 
    Kali’s arms trembled as tears streaked her blue cheeks, “Our masters fear what is to come. We have to break the old ways and do something before it is too late.” 
 
    Anubis stepped close to his wife, calm understanding filling his pale face. “Kali, Vala’s return will bring balance. That is all the masters want. After that, fate will decide what happens next.” 
 
    Lily and Dawn quickly crossed the damaged stone platform and stood by Victor’s side. The Champion smiled at his companions and friends. 
 
    Lily gave him a sideways glance, “Kali spiked the wine. That is why it affected us and Anubis so much. He told us what happened and was barely able to fight off the effects.” 
 
    “He was coming to you and we insisted we join him,” Dawn smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor said. 
 
    Anubis put his hand on Kali’s shoulder, “We have done what the masters have asked us to do, care for and protect the acolytes for Vala’s Champion. Beyond that, it is up to the pantheon what happens next.” 
 
    The swords in Kali’s hand slipped into her wrists while the fireballs vanished in a puff of smoke. The blue goddess of death hugged her husband with all four arms, holding him tight. Anubis held his wife, her face buried in his neck. 
 
    “The war will destroy our city and so many beautiful souls,” Kali sobbed. 
 
    Anubis stroked her hair as he held her close. “Not if we stay true to the balance. Don’t let the paths of fate spoil the moments we live now.” 
 
    Anubis lifted his gaze to Victor, Lily, and Dawn. “Besides, I’m sure the goddess of love will be thankful for us aiding in her eventual return,” The Dead King winked. 
 
    *** 
 
    The throne room held an uncomfortable gloom for most, but not all. Vala’s acolytes mulled about in a small group while Lily and Dawn stood off to their side, eyes on Victor. Anubis and Kali sat on their thrones, the King of the Dead holding his wife’s hand and caressing it with his thumb. Kali sat, gaze downwards as she could not bear to look at the loving King at her side. 
 
    Before the thrones and small groups, Astor stood with a small smile as Victor held his mother close. Color had returned to her gray form and she lovingly held her son, her cheek pressed against his chest. 
 
    Victor couldn’t stop smiling as he held his dead mother. Seeing the light in her eyes was enough to bring a sense of peace to his soul, even if only for a moment. Her hugs felt the same as he remembered and the thought of pulling away was the furthest thing from his mind. 
 
    Victor’s mother was first to partially break the embrace, but still holding her son’s hands. “You have done so much. I wish you could stay, but I know you have so much to do.” 
 
    Victor smiled as he looked down to his mother’s warm gaze. “I do, but we have so much to talk about. I don’t want to leave your side, not again.” 
 
    Victor’s mom let go of his hand and reached up, touching his cheek. “We never left each other. Death could not keep me from finding you again, with a little help from your friends,” Victor’s mother looked over to Astor and smiled. 
 
    Anubis turned his attention to Victor, Victor’s mother, and Astor and smiled. “I know there is still much to do for Vala’s Champion. Beverly will be safe here, a royal guest and under our protection while you carry on with Vala’s crusade. I swear an oath to ensure no harm will come to her.” 
 
    Kali looked up with a sad smile. “We swear an oath.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the King and Queen, a weariness under his eyes. “I know what you were trying to do. If I was in your position, I can’t safely say I wouldn’t do the same thing. But I promised to speak to Vala and encourage her to aid in any way we can and I’m sticking to that promise.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention back to his mother, “Now, it’s as important as ever to bring balance to the realms.” 
 
    Beverly smiled with love. 
 
    Kali stood up from her throne, white regal robe covering her once again pale body. The Queen of the Dead made her way down the dais steps and walked to Vala’s Champion and his mother. 
 
    The queen bowed her head to Vala’s Champion and spoke, “You are truly a clever and honorable Champion. I was wrong to bargain during a time where allies are needed most.” 
 
    Kali held out an alabaster colored hand, a purple and black sword emerging from her wrist. Victor stood his ground, body at the ready and eyes filled with protective defiance when they widened in shock. Kali knelt down, head still bowed as she held the sword sideways, presenting it to Vala’s Champion. 
 
    “I give the Phantom Sword freely to Vala’s Blade. A mystical weapon found in the black sands, it has the power to drain strength and intelligence from any who are cut by its sharp edge. Take it with our gratitude and use it to ensure Vala’s crusade is won.” 
 
    Victor reached out and took the sword into his hand. Energies burned as a connection formed between the weapon and Victor’s soul. Holding it up, he marveled at the lightness of the weapon. Giving it a quick slice through the air, he looked to it again before it slid into his wrist. A tattoo of the sword appeared next to the other six swords as its power glowed and faded away. 
 
    “Thank you, your highness,” Victor said as he bowed to her. 
 
    Kali stood up and looked to the Blade with an endearing gaze. 
 
    Victor stood up, a small smile forming.  
 
    Astor stepped closer, her hand touching his shoulder. “I will stay by your mother’s side to make sure everyone keeps their oaths.” 
 
    Victor turned to Astor’s pale form, reaching up and taking her hand into his. “Thank you, Astor.” 
 
    The dead Slinger nodded before her eyes began to water. “Did you meet him? Did you speak to him?” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I met and spoke with Dorian Reins. He told me he was proud of you.” 
 
    A single tear streaked down Astor’s cheek as she gave a small nod. “I wanted him to know how special you are to me. I’m happy you carried out my dying wish. I will watch and protect your mother for as long as it takes.” 
 
    The Blade and Slinger hugged each other for a long moment before eventually parting. Astor moved to Beverly’s side and bowed her head to her friend and lover. 
 
    Beverly stepped closer and fixed Victor’s collar. “I’ll be waiting for your next visit. You have so many girls who care about you, it can make a mother jealous.” 
 
    “Mom…” Victor groaned. 
 
    “You know I’m only kidding. It warms my heart to see so many love you and you love them. Promise me you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “I promise,” Victor said in a small voice. 
 
    Beverly gave her son a quick peck on the cheek before stepping back and standing by Astor.  
 
    The throne room took on a warmth. Victor gazed on his mother, her rosy glow filling the cold air with a hazy energy. The Blade stepped back as Lily, Dawn, and the acolytes stepped to his sides. Anubis watched as Kali took her seat at his side. The King and Queen smiled and gave a simultaneous nod to Vala’s Champions and acolytes.  
 
    Victor smiled, his heart glowing in his chest. Channeling five points of Wisdom, the Blade lifted a hand. A purple and black swirl appeared before forming a portal. Lily took hold of one of Victor’s hands as Dawn took hold of the other. The two Champions gave Victor a loving squeeze before they let go. 
 
    Acolytes moved toward the swirling portal, bowing to the King and Queen before stepping through. Szura the lich gave the King and Queen a shrewd glance before stepping into the portal and disappearing from sight. Dawn was next, stepping into the portal. Lily looked to Beverly and Astor, smiling and bowing before stepping in and vanishing from sight. 
 
    Victor moved to the portal edge and turned his head to his mother. It burned at his soul that he had to leave. Seeing her, even in death, strengthened their bonds beyond anything he had ever known. Thoughts swirled and urges cried out for him to stay. Fighting them down, honor demanded he finish the crusade. A happy image of returning when it was all over so they could sit and talk caused his heart to tremble in his chest. Fate brought them back together and Victor knew he had to keep going, it was the only way to ensure everyone was safe. 
 
    With a deep breath, Victor smiled to his mom. She blew him a kiss. The Blade’s cheeks burned bright before he looked away and stepped into the portal. The swirl of energy closed and the portal was gone. 
 
    Astor put her arm around Beverly’s shoulders. The dead mother leaned into the Slinger, happy sobs filling the throne room. 
 
    *** 
 
    A portal appeared in the village, sunlight bathing the mountainside in brilliant light. Cassandra stepped out of her home, a small smirk stabbing into her cheek as newcomers stepped out of the portal, followed by Lily and Dawn. Victor was last to emerge, the portal sealing shut behind him and vanishing. 
 
    The air was crisp as acolytes emerged from their homes. Smiles bloomed as they welcomed the new acolytes. Szura’s lip wrinkled before she tipped her hat forward to cover her expression. Anima and Vissi floated forward, sad smiles on their lips. The gargoyles Avo and Nobo smiled from pointed ear to pointed ear as several slyths greeted them. 
 
    Cassandra stepped off her porch and walked along the cobblestone street. Lily and Dawn stood side by side while Victor approached them, an arm wiping across his eyes. The succubus and elf gave him an understanding gaze while Cassandra walked to their little group. 
 
    “Welcome back,” the Keeper said while never taking her eyes off Victor. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” the Champion sniffled before taking a breath and relaxing his shoulders. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cassandra asked with a kind edge. 
 
    Victor nodded. “I’m fine. How’s it going with the preparations?” The Champion asked, quickly changing the subject. 
 
    “Well. The time is drawing close and we are nearly ready for Vala’s return. After you rest, we will need to move on to something that has come to my attention.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “What happened?” 
 
    The eight-foot tall Keeper’s eyes darkened as she looked away. “It can wait.” 
 
    “Cassandra, what is it,” Victor asked with a firm edge. 
 
    The Keeper turned her gaze to Victor. “Portia sent me a message through my dreams. She asked for you to go to the Valis Realm and come alone.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a hair, “The Valis realm was almost destroyed. Why does she want me to go there alone?” 
 
    “She needs your help to save what’s left,” Cassandra said with a low tone and a sliver of fear in her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Hexnia’s eyes nearly rolled into her head while fingers dug into the damp ground. Dirt caked hands and knees while Baaldir punished her from behind, strong hips slapping against her firm, round ass. The demon goddess gave a wicked leer before her breath came out in heated waves as the God of the Hunt held her firmly in place. Thick inches speared her sensitive inner world while she gasped with each powerful thrust. 
 
    “Fuck me my god! Fuck me until I can’t walk,” Hexnia cooed with a sultry edge. 
 
    Baaldir said nothing, his hips and godhood forcing the demon goddess closer to another climax. The God of the Hunt reached over and grabbed a fist full of hair and shoved Hexnia’s face into the damp ground while his mighty spear continued to send shockwaves along her perfect ass. Hexnia gave a muffled squeal in delight as Baaldir continued with their game. 
 
    The tempo increased as the Baaldir’s godhood thickened. Hexnia could not fight the barrage of pleasure as celestial nerves tightened and released with a cascade of inner explosions. Nirvana lit up her world as she tasted muddy dirt. Baaldir’s grip tightened before he gave a loud grunt. God seed spurted and splashed while a star went supernova somewhere in the universe.  
 
    Hexnia forced her head up, heaving from the torrent of bliss. Baaldir continued to push every drop of his seed into the demon goddess before the two pulled apart. 
 
    “I love when you’re rough,” Hexnia said with a faraway gaze. 
 
    Baaldir said nothing, his demeanor grim. 
 
    Hexnia stayed on all fours, turning around like a feline and moving toward the sitting god. Pressing her horned head to his chest, she purred while her tail snaked back and forth. The night air was cool against their naked skin, but the heat of their union still burned in their chests. 
 
    Hexnia looked to the brooding god and frowned. “You’ve been distant since I arrived.” 
 
    Baaldir continued to look forward as if she wasn’t there. 
 
    The demon goddess bared her fanged teeth and bit the god on the chest. Baaldir didn’t even wince as he continued to stare at nothing, his mind lost to inner thoughts. 
 
    Hexnia sat down and pouted. “Can you stop thinking about Vala for a few moments. I don’t mind if you fuck me while thinking of others, but right now, it’s killing the mood.” 
 
    Baaldir’s eyes turned to the crimson colored goddess, mood shifting to mild annoyance. “She will rise soon and you don’t seem too concerned.” 
 
    Hexnia gave the god a lazy smile. “Why should I be? Why should you be? Her return will bring balance back to the realms.” 
 
    Baaldir’s eyes narrowed. “Since when did you care about balance?” 
 
    Hexnia’s fingers traced down her stomach until she touched her wet slit, massaging her clit. “Since this obsession with Vala turned the pantheon into a bunch of squabbling children. I’m personally sick of it. Let her return and then you can go back to your feud. Until then, spend time with me and hate fuck me into submission again and again.” 
 
    Baaldir watched as Hexnia grabbed one of her perfect breasts and lifted it up, her pointed tongue swirling against a pert nipple. 
 
    “You have yet to pledge your followers to the cause,” Baaldir said with cold eyes. 
 
    Hexnia bit her nipple before letting it fall with a small bounce. “Redarr is busy with his annoying crusade against love. Speak to him if you want to form an alliance. I don’t care to be involved anymore.” 
 
    The God of the Hunt gazed on the demoness for a few seconds before taking her hand into his and standing up. Pulling her to her feet, Hexnia followed and stood before the taller god. 
 
    “Redarr is not as strong as you nor holds as much influence. All of Night Sun will follow you if you pledge to the cause.” 
 
    Hexnia let out a cackle. “And here I thought you loved me for my body.” 
 
    Baaldir let a small smirk slip, “I do love you for your body and much more.” 
 
    The demon goddess let a frown form. “I’m sick of this. There was a time I thought you would have moved on from Vala after we killed her. I helped tear her to pieces right before your eyes and it still wasn’t enough. You love and hate her so much; it has consumed you. We are divine beings and yet you continue to chase after her because of some fear she will replace us all with her children. It’s pathetic and beneath us.” 
 
    Hexnia pulled away and sauntered a few feet away. “Let Vala return. Speak to her and work out your differences. I will no longer entertain this petty and misguided revenge.” 
 
    Baaldir’s head lowered, shadows covering his eyes. “I’m disappointed.” 
 
    Hexnia turned her head and stuck out her chin. “It’s often disappointing when we don’t get what we desire. You want Vala dead. I want your attention. As of this moment, we are all lost.” 
 
    The god stepped closer to the demon goddess. Hand out, he grabbed her arm and turned her around. Hexnia looked up with lust filled eyes. Baaldir stepped closer, his thick chest pushing against Hexnia’s chest. The demon goddess stepped back while Baaldir gazed down on her with amused eyes. Each barefoot backpedaled until Hexnia’s smooth back touched a tree. Pinned, she curled a leg around the god’s hips and licked her lips in seductive delight. 
 
    “Are you going to punish me?” Hexnia asked with wicked innocence. 
 
    Baaldir’s gaze turned cold, bearing down on the goddess. “I will not allow Vala to return. Merge your power to mine and our armies will become stronger.” 
 
    Hexnia rolled her eyes. “No.”   
 
    “It was not a request.” Baaldir’s gaze remained the same.  
 
    The mood shifted as Hexnia’s amused expression melted away. A sliver of panic filled her heart as she tried to break away from Baaldir. The god remained, his chest and arms keeping the goddess pinned to the tree.  
 
    “You can’t. The pantheon will not…” 
 
    Baaldir cut her off, “The pantheon knows I can kill gods. They have grown cautious and fractured, taking sides in a war I will win. You have been an amusing distraction, but you will aid me in the cause. Vala’s return will begin the new age and I will not allow any divine being to have an edge over me.” 
 
    Hexnia struggled as Baaldir kept her pinned against the tree. The goddess grunted until tendrils of energy latched onto her energy. Needle like pains sharpened and the goddess let out a painful moan. Claws burst from her fingertips, but before she could slash at the god, strong hands grabbed her wrists and held them in a vice-like grip. 
 
    “When the war is over, I will consider letting you return. Until then, your power will serve mine,” Baaldir said in a low, dark tone. 
 
    Hexnia’s moans turned into tortured screams. Wisps of energy struck out in different directions as Baaldir pushed against the goddess. Skin merged, blending together in a kaleidoscope of furies. Hexnia’s screams grew louder as she tried to fight him off but the God of the Hunt was determined, pushing harder against her form. 
 
    “No! Stop! We…can’t…we…” Hexnia screamed before her mouth melded into Baaldir’s chest. 
 
    The god eyed the goddess as her body sunk deeper into his. The struggling lessened and the goddess melted deeper into Baaldir’s flesh. After a few long moments. Hexnia’s limbs slipped into the god and she was gone from sight. 
 
    Baaldir’s body grew slightly bigger, darkness filling his eyes. The white antlers on his head turned black while dark streaks filled his moss green goatee. The god took in a deep breath while power surged under his skin. The air around him vibrated with new power and for a moment, he was lost to it. When the power ebbed, the god fell to his knees, a sardonic grin forming. 
 
    “Vala, your end is truly at hand,” Baaldir laughed into the starry night. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Okay, can we talk about this again, but a little slower,” Victor said as he scratched at his head. 
 
    Cassandra poured a second helping of tea into each cup while Lily and Dawn sat with attentive eyes. Shafts of light poured in from a nearby window, giving Cassandra’s home a warm, homey feeling. 
 
    The Keeper put down the tea kettle and picked up a larger than average teacup. “As I said, Portia requires your assistance in the Valis Realm before they can begin setting up the Xull technology so they can terraform the planet.” 
 
    Victor lifted up his teacup and took a sip, grimacing as he burned the tip of his tongue and setting the cup back down. “I understand that. It’s the part where you said I have to go alone and it is extremely dangerous. I thought we were focusing on the last seven acolytes. There’s nothing on Valis but a ruined planet. Also, I thought they already started terraforming? What stopped it?” 
 
    Cassandra sat down in her large seat, taking another sip before holding the teacup before her. “Portia didn’t give me too many details but it was urgent you meet with her. You won’t be doing this alone as she will personally be there on the Xull ship Avatar. Meet with her and help where she needs it before returning to the crusade.” 
 
    Lily spoke up, “If it’s dangerous, shouldn’t the three of us go together?” 
 
    Cassandra put down her teacup and let out a sigh. “With the resurrection so close, I will need you and Dawn to find the remaining acolytes while Victor helps Portia. I have vague notions on where they are on Night Sun and Tempest, but I cannot trust anyone else to scout for them. Unlike on Eddor, you both are simply locating and reporting back to me so we can prepare how to rescue them.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be splitting up the group again,” Victor said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Lily’s red eyes slid over to gaze on Victor. The Champion’s fingers were crisscrossed and tight, shoulders holding an obvious tension. Reaching over, she placed a lilac colored hand on his thigh and gave him a gentle squeeze. 
 
    Victor looked to the beautiful demoness, the tension bleeding away a little and a sigh falling from his lips.  
 
    “The pressure isn’t only on you,” Lily said with an understanding tone. 
 
    Victor tried to smile but it came of as a wry smirk. “We are so close. We can’t risk any mistakes. Vala is depending on us and I couldn’t…” 
 
    “Forgive yourself,” Cassandra said with warmth. “Neither could we. That is why it is important that we remain vigilant. With seven acolytes left, Vala’s enemies will look for every opportunity to hinder the crusade. They will be looking for Vala’s Blade, but they may not notice a pair of Shields scouting their realms.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “So, right now, I’m just a big target, that’s what your trying to say?” 
 
    Cassandra gave a slight nod. “Many of the pantheon will not be able to watch or hunt for you if you’re in the Valis Realm. You will have some degree of safety in the Xull realm as well. From what I could gleam of your adventures on Eddor, many different gods and Champions were able to find you. We have to slow down their efforts at this time, so close to the resurrection.” 
 
    “I’m being benched,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    “Misdirection would be a better choice,” Cassandra smiled. 
 
    Lily nodded, “Besides the seven acolytes, you still have to spend time with Portia to release her divine orb.” 
 
    Victor sat back, an amused grin forming. “You’re sending me out to sleep with someone else. Do you know how many guys would kill for a girlfriend like you?” 
 
    “Many, I know,” Lily returned Victor’s grin. 
 
    Cassandra stood up and looked to Victor, Lily and Dawn. “I know the last few days have been trying. We can have a small break before we continue. I recommend we go to my bedroom so we can relieve some of the tension.” 
 
    Victor looked up to the full-figured Keeper, his smile remaining. Lily and Dawn stood up. The three women gazed down on Victor, a heat and hunger filling their eyes. Lustful energy filled the large room and the Champion found it harder and harder to think. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” he managed before Dawn and Lily pulled him to his feet while Cassandra walked to the hallway and towards the large bedroom. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stepped out of Cassandra’s home, the suns setting against the horizon. Vitality filled his spirit even if his muscles felt a little sore. Spending a Constitution, nano-drones healed his body by pulling acidic pain from his muscles and healing him in the process.  
 
    The last number of hours played out in his mind, Cassandra, Lily, and Dawn taking turns with him and soon, he taking turns with them. The heat of the moments brought them together, each flash of ecstasy coiling their souls into a web of friendship and love. The thought of going off on his own needled at him amid the pleasant memories. The Champion wanted nothing more than to travel with his friends, but there was something foreboding, a thought that if he failed, he might not see them again. 
 
    Lily stepped from the front door, walked across the small porch and draped an arm around Victor’s neck. The Champion slid his hand along her waist, holding her close. The two stared at the horizon, the last rays of sunlight slipping below the mountains and evening filling the sky. Stars appeared, blending with the dying light. 
 
    “Feel any better?” Lily asked. 
 
    “A little,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “It will be lonely without you at my side.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Same here.” 
 
    Lily reached up and caressed the Champion’s chin. “When it is all over and Vala returns…will there be time for us?” 
 
    Victor looked to the succubus with a confused expression. “There will always be time for us. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Lily’s brow eased, “Everything will change with Vala’s return. I just want to know we will always be there for each other.” 
 
    Victor turned and faced the succubus. Lifting up her other hand, he kissed the back of it before holding it to his chest. 
 
    “You’re my partner. There will always be time for us,” Victor said in a low, reassuring voice. 
 
    Lily pressed her forehead to the champion’s forehead, closed her eyes and sighed. “Promise me you’ll return in one piece.” 
 
    “I promise,” Victor said as he closed his eyes. 
 
    Lily bit her lip before parting them. “I promise to always fight by your side, my Blade.” 
 
    The couple held each other, lost to each other’s touch. Victor felt the succubus’s concern and he couldn’t bring himself to be cavalier about it. Splitting up and taking on dangerous missions felt like a bad idea, but he remained quiet, not wanting to ruin the moment. Lily and Dawn were strong. The acolytes here and across the realms were strong too. Despite the foreboding gloom around his heart, Victor felt the small hopeful glow keeping it at bay.  
 
    Victor pulled away, holding Lily’s hand for one last second before letting go. “I’m going to go. Tell Dawn and Cassandra I said bye.” 
 
    Lily watched, a sadness touching her eyes as Victor stepped down the porch steps and onto the stone pathway. The succubus watched as the Blade began walking, glancing back and giving her a reassuring smile before turning his head. The night air was warm as Lily’s heart pumped in her chest and her tail hung low. A hand reached up and when fingers trembled, she let it fall to her side. 
 
    Victor walked on, heart heavy and a sliver of fear cutting at his thoughts. The path continued along the mountain side village. The homes lining one side stood, some with lantern light glowing and others dark. After a while, Victor spotted Szura. The lich leaned against the stone wall overlooking the town at the bottom of the mountain, staff leaning against her shoulder and wide witch hat tilted forward, the brim covering her eyes.  
 
    Victor was about to say something when the lich raised her head, her pale features blank. 
 
    “I never thanked you,” Szura said without a hint of emotion. 
 
    “Thank me?” 
 
    The lich nodded. “Kali can be controlling and direct, but she does care for the dead…and the living. You didn’t behave like most would, standing up to her with respect and not resorting to violence. I thought Vala’s Blade would be some angry man, bent on conquest, but you showed that you are beyond such things. For that, I thank you for not hurting my mistress and showing even the dead can love.”   
 
    “I think Vala wants everyone to love. I’m glad I could help in some small way,” Victor said with a genuine smile. 
 
    Szura’s expression warmed with an angry edge. “I haven’t felt the warmth of love in a very long time, but don’t think because we share the same goddess, I will be fawning over you.” 
 
    “Never crossed my mind,” Victor said, keeping his smile. 
 
    Szura’s anger bubbled away to a knowing smirk. “I can see why Vala chose you. Even now, I can feel her pulling herself back together in the great void. When she returns, death will hover over this realm with waiting hands.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Then we will protect her and each other, together.” 
 
    Pink touched the lich’s cheeks as she dipped her head, hat covering her expression. “Safe journey, Vala’s Blade.” 
 
    “Protect the mountain until I come back,” Victor said with a kind edge before turning and continuing to walk toward the springs. 
 
    Szura lifted her hat just enough to watch Victor walk away. “I will.” 
 
    The night air flowed down from the top of the mountain. Victor looked up to see light glowing from Vala’s temple. Taking a deep inhale, he savored the unique air from the realm before stepping along the small paths between spring pools. Water bubbled but the pools were empty. An oval cave sat against the mountain, tendrils of mist spilling out and blending with the steamy heat of the springs. 
 
    Victor stepped along until he stood before the cave. He knew he could open a portal to any of the realms, but he figured against it, saving his power for when it would be needed. Turning his head, he took one last long look at the mountainside village, his heart lingering on all the beautiful women he loved and fought side by side with. The dark foreboding was still there, under his skin, but he pushed it down, ready for what he had to do next. 
 
    Victor took a deep breath as he looked to the misty cave. With one foot forward, he started walking as misty tentacles caressed his body. Darkness loomed as he marched into the cave and vanished into the mists without a sound. 
 
    The abyss yawned as the Champion walked. Thoughts drifted as cool air washed over him. Images of Lily and Dawn swirled along his inner thoughts before a ghostly image of Vala appeared. The Blade wanted to believe it was the goddess, coming to speak to him but he knew deep down that she wasn’t there. With a thought, the image of Vala’s robed form melted away and he continued to walk along the misty abyss. 
 
    You’re not alone.  
 
    “I know,” Victor said, his voice echoing through the darkness. 
 
    An oval light appeared in the small distance. Victor picked up the pace, making his way to the portal and mentally preparing himself. A thought flashed of his mother and his heart hardened with confidence. The mystical journey continued but it wasn’t over. The realms hung in the balance and he wasn’t going to let his friends and family down. 
 
    Stepping through the oval portal, Victor emerged. Bright light died away as a metal corridor surrounded him. The Champion craned his head around to see he was aboard the Xull ship. Letting out a small huff, he had no idea where in the ship he emerged. 
 
    A clanking sound emerged and Victor turned his gaze. Three worker drones moved in unison. Simple digital red eyes stared forward as they marched as one. Victor was quick to stand aside as the drones approached him. Two continued to step past him while the third slowed and turned its digital eyes to the man standing in the corridor. 
 
    Victor waited until the drone stepped closer and the digital face pixilated. The red eyes and thin line for a mouth changed and reconfigured, several more colors appearing on the smooth helmet-like head. When the colors and light changed into a beautiful woman’s face, she smiled as she stood before the Champion. 
 
    “Victor Hobbs, good to see you once again,” the face of Xull said with a small smile. 
 
    “Xull, good to see you too,” Victor grinned. 
 
    The drone glanced around before looking to Victor again, “I assume you’re here to see Portia. I will escort you to the Bridge.” 
 
    Victor nodded as Xull began walking again. He quickly hurried to her side and stayed in step as the drone marched on. 
 
    “How is everything?”  
 
    “The Seproh of Valis are adjusting to the designated area on Xull Prime. Wynn has been instrumental in helping them acclimate to my realm. She is a skilled diplomat.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I take it, things are not going well here?” 
 
    Xull nodded. “We have come across a problem that has halted terraforming Valis. I will leave the details to Portia for she has been monitoring the situation.” 
 
    “How have you been?” Victor asked innocently. 
 
    The Xull drone stopped its stride and simply stood for a few seconds. Victor watched her, unsure if he asked something wrong. After another second, Xull began walking again. 
 
    “I’m fine. It is the best description I can give with the information I have. My probability algorithms dictate in the near future the Realms will be in dire need of support and currently, this is the calm before the storm.” 
 
    Victor gave a tired nod, feeling the weight of the crusade on his shoulders. 
 
    Xull continued, “All is not negative outcomes. I currently have four Dreadnought ships nearing completion. They will be just as strong as the Avatar and allow quick insertion and defense across the realms. The Dimensional drives have been perfected so as to allow easy access to each Realm.” 
 
    “Are you going to police the six realms?” Victor asked not completely sure of the artificial intelligence’s motives. 
 
    Xull turned her head and gave Victor a warm smile. “With the return of Vala, we are staying true to the agreement. My ships will only aid in defense. I see no advantage to securing more territory when each realm has vast territory beyond their home worlds.  
 
    “The Xull only wish for peace.” 
 
    Victor returned her smile with his own. To hear the word “Wish” and “Peace” from an artificial intelligence blew his mind in a good way. Despite her robotic nature, the Xull Mainframe was staying true to what she agreed to. It was nice to hear it and he hoped Xull will keep her word. 
 
    An envelope appeared at Victor’s shoulder. Xull and Victor turned their eyes to it as it floated unassisted in the air. The Blade grinned as he plucked the letter from the air and extended it to the drone. 
 
    “It seems you’re invited to the resurrection.” 
 
    Xull reached up and took hold of the envelope. Mechanical fingers deftly opened the envelope and pulled out the invitation. Digital eyes scanned the document before Xull let her robotic arm drop and bowed to Victor. 
 
    “I will be honored to attend the gathering,” Xull said before standing up and walking again. “I will prepare a suitable body for the affair, one to mark the occasion.” 
 
    Victor gave a polite smile as they continued on. The corridors made sharp turns and before Victor felt truly lost, two doors slid open and a Bridge Command center spread out before him. Robotic and humanoid bodies stood at stations while a blonde-haired woman gazed out the giant screen to a planet below. 
 
    Victor’s heart leapt in his chest as he stepped onto the Bridge. Stars in his eyes, he couldn’t hold back the excitement. The Xull ship’s Bridge looked almost like Star Trek the Next Generation’s Bridge. Geeking out, he drank in the glowing consoles, stations and there was even a Captain’s chair. Fingers shaking, he moved to the back of the Captain’s chair and pressed his hand to it, letting the wondrous nostalgia wash over him like when he first watched the series. 
 
    “Victor, be well. I will leave you in Portia’s capable hands,” The Xull drone said before it’s face turned back to two simple red eyes and thin line for a mouth. 
 
    The double doors slide closed as the drone stepped out. Portia turned around and gave Victor a smile before stepping closer. The Blade looked up, a new light in his eyes, but his hand didn’t let go of the chair. 
 
    “Welcome to the Avatar,” Portia smiled. 
 
    “It’s good to be here,” Victor said while his hand continued to caress the chair. 
 
    Portia glanced to the Blade’s hand and nodded. “Do you want to sit in the chair?” 
 
    “Do I!” Victor said without a second thought. Whipping his body around the edge, his rump slammed into the seat and rested his arms on the armrests.  
 
    A cool satisfaction washed over the Champion as he sat back. It was just as he imagined. A sense of power and duty filled his beating heart. Resisting the urge to shout out commands, he allowed himself a chance to enjoy the moment.  
 
    Portia eyed him with a gentle smile, watching as the young man enjoyed the seat. “It’s an observation chair. Xull had it built so I could watch what was happening on the surface.” 
 
    Victor looked to the angel, “Where I come from, this is a Captain’s Chair. The commander of a star ship who gives orders to their crew so they can overcome any hostile threat. It is a seat of great honor.” 
 
    Portia nodded. “There is no Captain here. The ship is fully automated and follows Xull’s commands. Myself and the few Seproh here are merely observers and advisors.” 
 
    Victor closed his eyes for a moment, “It still feels like a Captain’s chair.” 
 
    Portia stood patiently as Victor’s eyes opened. The Blade’s demeanor shifted from the geeky moment and looked to the beautiful thin woman. Remembering why he was here, he stood up reluctantly from the chair and stood before the angelic beauty. Portia leaned forward, hugging the Champion close. Victor returned the hug as they continued their embrace. Breaking away at the same time, the pair stood before each other. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” Portia said, her tone making her smaller. 
 
    “It’s good to see you. How is it, living on Xull?” 
 
    Portia’s smile faded. “I wouldn’t know. I have spent most of my time here on the ship, observing Valis below. I receive reports of my people adjusting to their new lives on Xull, but I have had time only for short visits before returning here.” 
 
    “I heard that the terraforming isn’t going so well. That’s why I’m here to help.” 
 
    Portia’s demeanor took a dark edge before she turned and walked to the large viewscreen. Victor followed and stood at her side. The image shifted, dark clouds completely surrounding the planet below. The cloud cover masked everything, turning Valis into a dark Venus. 
 
    Portia spoke as she looked to the shifting sea of clouds. “I’m happy to know my requests to Cassandra were answered. A few weeks ago, the terraforming machines anchored to the planet began production. They started to filter the toxic air and everything seemed in working order until one by one they began to fail or blink out. Xull assured us it not due to the equipment for they were in working order.  
 
    “Scans and remaining bits of data collected showed that each of the machines were destroyed. Since they are built to withstand the toxic and violent environment, Xull calculated it was not due to the planet, but something else.” 
 
    Victor’s mind worked but before he could say anything, Portia pointed to the cloudy planet. 
 
    “Watch. It should happen again,” Portia said with unblinking eyes. 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed, watching the surface of the planet. All he saw was shifting and rolling dark clouds. Lips parted, ready to ask what he was looking for when light flashed. A patch of dark clouds lit up with a symphony of patterns, lightning arcing across the cloud cover. A pulse touched Victor’s spirit and he couldn’t believe it matched the flashing light among the black and gray clouds. 
 
    The dance of light faded away and the morphing surface returned to normal. 
 
    A thought stabbed into Victor’s mind and heart as he stared down in disbelief. “Was that…Umus?” 
 
    Portia nodded with grave eyes. “Xull managed to clean up some of the data collection. Umus is still on the surface, continuing to fight the Elder Thing. The flashes of light appeared a week after the battle with Draygon. Despite the size of Valis, Umus and the Elder Thing have moved from location to location, clashing for moments before blinking out. They appear in different locations. I assume they are fighting and hunting each other.” 
 
    Victor remembered how comets barreled down on the planet. Umus fought the giant Elder Thing while Victor saved everyone on the surface. A sharp pain stabbed at his heart as he pictured Astor, one of the few he could not save. The god Umus fought until the very end, keeping the Elder busy until the Avatar was safely off the planet’s surface. Victor thought Umus and the Elder might have died during the cataclysmic event but clearly, the two of them hadn’t finished what they started. 
 
    Portia turned away from the viewscreen and looked to Victor. “I prayed to my gods and goddesses, but they have not answered. Many of them sleep, deep below the planet’s surface, waiting for their time to rise and watch over Valis when their turn comes.  
 
    “Umus has not answered my prayers, I assume because he is focusing all of his power on fighting the abomination on our planet. The only one to answer my prayers was Vala.” 
 
    Victor listened intently as the angelic beauty continued. 
 
    “Vala told me she would answer my prayers before she could no longer communicate with her followers. She whispered to me that you could help Umus and rid the planet of the Elder Thing at the same time. She spoke of your abilities before she faded from my dreams. That is why I called out to Cassandra for your assistance.” 
 
    Victor rubbed his jaw. “You know I will help, but I don’t understand how I can. Umus is a god and the Elder Thing is…well…an Elder Thing. I’m severely lacking on the god power needed to help Umus.” 
 
    Portia nodded. “True. The environment is another factor. The air is not only toxic but acidic. The few armored drones sent to explore the surface functioned only for twenty minutes before they succumbed to the environment. I can only imagine what it must be doing to Umus as he fights the monster. 
 
    “Vala told me of abilities you recently acquired. Xull and I ran through the calculations and we believe you have a better than average chance of surviving and helping Umus, if you agree to the mission.” 
 
    Victor stood straighter, “I’m here to help.”  
 
    Portia gave the Champion a warm smile before her expression slid into a serious tone. “You have an armor ability from the Xull Realm and an aura ability from the Valis Realm. On their own, you wouldn’t last too long on the surface.” 
 
    Victor smiled as he saw where she was going. “But if I have them both up and pump enough power into them, they should be enough.” 
 
    Portia nodded. “We calculated your Self-Healing ability with the nano-drones housed on your spine. All three should let you survive on the surface for an hour. That should give more than enough time to help Umus.” 
 
    Portia looked to the viewscreen as a small image of something similar to a harpoon gun appeared. Victor eyed it as the Seproh continued. 
 
    “Part of the reason we have been unable to assist Umus is the scans cannot penetrate the cloud cover due to heavy metal particles in the air. With this weapon, you only need to shoot the harpoon at the Elder Thing. Once it penetrates the Thing’s hide, we can point every plasma cannon and missile on its location and hopefully turn the tide against it. Umus may be given enough time to either help fight the Elder Thing to submission or give him enough time to escape the planet and recuperate on the ship. 
 
    “We have noticed a pattern to their altercations and we believe we know the location of their next one in twelve hours. I will pilot a dropship to the upper atmosphere and you can jump down to the surface. You have to simply shoot the monster and we will bring everything we have down on it.” 
 
    Victor rubbed his jaw again. It seemed like a solid plan except he had witnessed the Elder Thing’s before. Even Draygon, who was an Elder Spawn, was extremely powerful. With the might of the Dreadnought, the champion wasn’t sure it would be enough to stop a full grown one. Last he saw of the one on the surface, it was trashing Umus despite his brave front. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the most effective plan?” 
 
    Portia nodded. “It is the best we have with the people and tools at our disposal. I know we are asking much from you but…” Victor cut her off. 
 
    “Portia, I will do everything in my power to help Umus and the Valis Realm.” 
 
    Portia’s demeanor relaxed. “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    The angelic beauty’s eyes gleamed as they lingered on the Blade. Victor could see a small doubt but her conviction remained true.  
 
    “Victor, come with me,” Portia said and turned away. 
 
    The Blade watched as Portia moved to a side door and it slid open. Victor followed as she stepped inside. Stepping beyond the threshold, the door slid closed behind him. Dim light filled the spacious room, a long window showing the starry cosmos beyond. A large bed took up the space below the window while a terminal stood off to the side and a table stood off to the left with two chairs. The walls were less metallic with smooth angles and warm, dark beige colors. 
 
    Portia stood in the middle, turning around to face Victor, her head bowed. “We have some time before we begin the mission.” 
 
    Victor noticed shyness bleeding into Portia’s demeanor. Since he met her, she gave off an air of authority and confidence. Now, she seemed less so and unsure of herself. He remembered when they had a moment in his room back on Valis when they first met. She was the same, shy, but bright eyed. The way he saw her in battle and how she was now, it was almost like she was two different people in the same body. 
 
    “Portia, we can still go over plans. You don’t have to do anything you’re not sure of,” Victor said with a disarming smile. 
 
    Portia’s face remained the same as she spoke, “It’s not that. I know you need Vala’s piece to help bring her back.” 
 
    “There are other ways, if you’re interested,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Portia bit her lip before speaking again. “No, I’m interested in Vala’s true way. The way of spirits meeting to become one.” 
 
    The angelic beauty took hold of her top and pulled it over the edges of her shoulders. Victor watched as she snaked out of it, the fabric bunching up and moving down her slender form. Full breasts emerged as pale skin glowed in the dim light. Pink nipples stood at attention as the Seproh moved down to her waist.  
 
    Victor admired Portia as she snaked her hips from the single piece body suit. Blood pumped and he found it difficult to think as her suit fell to her ankles. Smooth curves showed themselves and the Blade saw that the suit did not do her body justice. The outfit made her seem thinner than she was and now that she stood naked, her true self glowed. 
 
    Victor tried to not let his gaze linger at her bare womanly valley. Even in the dim light, he could see the apex of her sex and pink glowed from between sensual thighs. Her body was flawless like refined porcelain but when he looked up, the shyness remained in her eyes. 
 
    Feeling like he was being rude, he grabbed at his own clothes and began to undress. Portia watched him, drinking in his male physique. When his trench-coat, shirt, pants, and boots littered the floor, Victor stood straighter as they looked to each other. A sense of vulnerable innocence played out between them, like they had stumbled onto each other and had to admire what they saw. The room grew warmer as did the mood. 
 
    Portia was first, stepping closer, her eyes taking in every strong muscle along his body. Victor stepped closer, admiring her body like a glass of wine on a cold winter’s night. The two met, hands reaching out and touching each other. Senses flared as fingers glided along bare skin. The air grew warmer as they touched. Victor could not control himself as his manhood rose to the occasion. Portia stayed close, feeling a hardness rising along her inner thigh and soon touching her wet valley.  
 
    “I have known pain. Do not be gentle with me,” Portia said in a heated whisper. 
 
    Victor kissed her neck, holding her close before putting his lips close to her ear. “We don’t have to rush. Let me show you gentle first before we move on to not so gentle.” 
 
    Victor’s arm whipped against Portia’s legs as he scooped her into his arms. She was tall, but he immediately noticed she was light as a feather to him. Walking to the bed, he gently placed her into the middle and slid in after her. Portia’s eyes held a warm glow, eyelids half closed and her breath heavy. 
 
    Victor kissed and nuzzled at her skin, lips touching her neck before trailing down to her shoulder, the edge of her breasts, a nipple and then to her smooth stomach. Portia’s breathing quickened as he made his way down, his entire body moving and sliding over her long leg. Nestled between warm thighs, he gently kissed her budding line, taking in her womanly scent and manhood hardening to granite. 
 
    Portia lifted her head slightly to watch before bliss touched her sensitive nerves. Victor’s tongue ran along her line, touching in intimate places before he closed his mouth over her clit. Thighs spreading, Portia’s breathing grew with each passing moment. Time stood still as lips and tongue latched onto her, caressing her sensitive nub. Chest rising up and head falling back, eyes closed as blissful shockwaves rolled through her entire body.  
 
    Victor stayed where he was, arms coiling around her legs and hands squeezing Portia’s thighs. Honey flowed and the Champion greedily lapped at it, drinking down her lust with eager intent. Hips moved, pushing against his mouth in circular motions while the Blade moved his tongue with the motion. It was enough for Portia to gasp, followed by another. 
 
    Watching and feeling the angelic beauty, Victor stayed to her rhythm and tempo. The dance of pleasure continued until a small tremble filled Portia’s thighs. Victor settled in, eyes closed and enjoying the moment when her thighs clamped onto his neck, holding him in place. He didn’t slow or stop what he was doing as ragged moans rose up from Portia’s lips. The heat between them grew into a fever, Victor staying to task.  
 
    Portia’s fingers dug into the blanket. The bliss whipping at her spirit was too much. The dam began to crack as she chased pure pleasure. When it reached the tipping point, tight nerves flashed before an ocean of paradise collided with her soul. Magical sparks blasted frayed nerves as her body shuddered. Unable to control the deluge of bliss, Portia let out a long moan, hips pressing upwards to Victor’s delightful tongue play. 
 
    Victor wanted to smile, but his mouth was flooded with passion. The taste changed and he sipped from Portia’s valley. When her hips slowed, he remained, licking and lapping at her like a true servant of lust and love. 
 
    Portia let out another moan before she sat up and grabbed Victor’s hair. Pulling hard, the Blade had no choice to break the connection, following her iron grip and coming face to face with the angel. Lips locked as Portia kept her hold on his hair. Her other hand reached around and grabbed Victor’s ass, pulling him close. When the Blade’s manhood touched her wet valley, sparks of lust danced on singing nerves. 
 
    “Do it,” Portia commanded in a heated whisper as she pulled away from Victor’s kiss. 
 
    Unable to say no to such beauty, Victor’s hips nestled closer, his throbbing manhood touching the thin valley entrance. Portia bit her lips again until her eyes widened. Lips parting and forming a perfect oval, the angel let out a long hiss as Victor’s member pushed at her. Lips and inner walls spreading to his slow invasion, Portia let out heated gasps while moving her hips, helping the Blade’s spear along. Inches sunk into pink folds and deeper into Portia’s inner world. When their bodies met in the middle, it was Portia moving her body to Victor’s rigid cock. 
 
    Pain spiked and quickly withered away as Portia worked with determination. Victor’s body betrayed him, moving to her tempo. The couple entwined, hips moving of their own accord as they embraced each other. The space between them filled with heat and lust, bringing them closer while bodies burned with passion.  
 
    Victor felt lost; his only guide was Portia holding him close. The Champion tried to stay in the moment, but bliss surged as he moved with the angel. Lips touched and hands caressed bodies. Victor squeezed her full breast while Portia squeezed his ass. The pawing and suckling on one another reached a fevered pitch. 
 
    “Victor…” Portia whispered as pink touched her cheeks and her body shuddered from a string of orgasms. 
 
    “Portia…” Victor said as his tempo increased and the familiar need for release reared its head. 
 
    The sound of bodies filled the room as the scent of sex blanketed their senses. Victor drove himself deep, again and again. Portia cried out, clutching to him as her body shuddered from another orgasm. Inches thickened and inner walls spread to accommodate Vala’s Champion. When the rhythm reached its zenith, Victor drove his manhood as deep as he could go. Molten seed burst from the tip and quickly flooded Portia’s thin valley. The angel’s eyes rolled into her head as another orgasm struck her spirit, followed by another. Victor grunted, unable to hold back as another spurt of come filled the angel. 
 
    Energy swirled between the loving couple before a piece slipped from Portia and entered Victor. The power released, an orb latched onto Victor’s soul and it settled in. When bodies cried out for the pair to stop, Victor collapsed on Portia. The angel held him, hips still moving and his half hard cock still inside her. 
 
    “Thank you…Victor,” Portia smiled as fingers ran through his hair. 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor said as Portia’s movements were quickly restoring life to his member. 
 
    “I will need you to be a little rougher,” Portia smiled. 
 
    Victor smiled. “Right now?” 
 
    Portia nodded as she continued to breathe new life in the Blade’s cock. 
 
    “As you wish,” Victor smiled as stars shined from beyond the room’s celestial view. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The dropship shuddered as Victor sat. Glancing to a small portal, the ship had just touched the upper atmosphere. The tops of dark clouds seethed in the distance as they continued their slow descent. Turning his eyes, Victor looked to the open cockpit as Portia and a drone sat at the controls. The drone was flying the ship as Portia checked the sensors. Screens flicked as the ship glided down. 
 
    Pressing the back of his head to the ship wall, Victor pulled up his stat screen. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 70/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 10 
 
    Powers to Unlock-2 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
      
 
    With a slow exhale, he studied the numbers and ran through the situation. He had two powers to unlock and he was technically in the Valis Realm. Gaining them now will be his only chance. Mentally tapping at the Holy Sphere, he spent the points. 
 
    You have gained “Summon Guardian”! 
 
    You have gained “Bend Time”! 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a hair. The upper tier of abilities was near god-like. Heart beating a little faster as the alerts faded from his vision, the Champion called up his list of Holy Sphere abilities. 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Summon Guardian 
 
    Bend Time 
 
      
 
    Despite the new abilities, the Blade felt like it still wasn’t enough. Doubt and concern spiraled against his mind as he tried to calm his nerves. The gravity of the situation weighed on him. He was going into a toxic environment to save a god and fight a monster from the deepest, darkest parts of the universe. It wouldn’t have been his first choice of the day’s events, but as he sat, it was the only choice at the moment. 
 
    Not wanting to be ill-prepared for a fight that might be out of his league, the Champion spent the ten Divine Orbs and looked to his stats. Power surged along his body, muscles flexing as the orbs blended with his soul and streaked into every cell. Taking another look at his stats, he spent the points where they would help him most. 
 
     Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 70/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-5 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
      
 
    Victor looked it over as he diverted five points to Will and five points to Constitution. Not wanting to be stuck on a toxic planet, he hoped the extra power in his Constitution will help him last a little longer. The other five points to Will might be what he needed to use the high-level abilities from the Holy Sphere. 
 
    “One is a lesser effect. Five is a greater effect. Ten is a titan Effect,” whispered like a mantra to himself before trailing off. Thoughts swirled to divine effect he could use if he spent fifteen points of influence. 
 
    Portia stood up from her seat and the dropship slowed its decent. The Seproh picked up a mask from a nearby peg and a harpoon rifle before stepping out from the cockpit. Walking along, she looked to Victor as he sat up straighter and turned his attention to her. 
 
    Portia reached the Champion and held the odd-looking gas mask before him. “This mask will help filter out the toxins so you don’t overload your nano-drones.” 
 
    Victor took the mask in one hand as Portia held out the harpoon rifle. 
 
    “Remember, make sure the harpoon stays in the Elder,” Portia said with serious eyes. 
 
    Victor took the harpoon from her and placed it sideways on his lap. “Shouldn’t I have more than one shot?” 
 
    Portia nodded. “Xull and I discussed it and decided we didn’t want to weigh you down. Besides, the Elder Thing is the size of a large building,” Portia said with a small smile. 
 
    Victor gave an uneasy nod as he lifted the mask and placed it over his head and face. Light glowed from the inside; atmosphere levels normal as the text projected onto his eyes. The Champion breathed normally, adjusting the mask to fit his head and not dig into his face. 
 
    “Extraction?” Victor asked while his voice and breathing sounded a little like Darth Vader. 
 
    “Use the communications in your mask to alert us. The dropship cannot go any lower without taking damage so you will have to use your Jump ability to reach us. We will be tracking you at all times. When you’re ready to jump, we will be waiting.” 
 
    Victor stood up, harpoon rifle in hand. Looking to the angel, his heart beat a little stronger. She eyed him like a commander but the edges of her gaze wrinkled in concern. It was obvious she was worried and didn’t want to let it on. The time they had spent together since he arrived was magical, and in the sense, they grew closer. When they laid in each other’s arms, the angel didn’t talk about any pain or loss she felt when Valis was destroyed. Instead, she spoke of it rising from the ashes and becoming beautiful once again. Victor very much wanted to help make that happen. 
 
    The back of the dropship opened. A wide ramp slid out to a sea of black and gray clouds covering the planet from horizon to horizon. The wind picked up and Victor hardened his spirit for what he was about to do.  
 
    Stepping onto the ramp and holding a bar along the ceiling, Victor picked the abilities he wanted to use and began charging them from their spheres of influence. Not wanting to taking too many chances, five points of Constitution channeled into his Power Armor ability. Nano-drones ejected from pores and flattened out, connecting like hexagon scales along his body. Energy arced and kept the nearly microscopic plates in place, giving Victor a gray, metallic skin. The power armor ability covered his entire body except for two slanted holes for his eyes. The greater effect increased the thickness of the power armor, metal sliding over metal to give him extra protection. 
 
    Channeling five points of Will to his Aura, a white and golden energy field surrounded him. The smooth aura shined like a candle in the dark, inches from his armor. Power swelled and settled into place as Victor flexed a hand and swiveled his head. The armor and aura were a part of him and didn’t hinder him in the least. The gas mask was the only thing feeling odd over his face. 
 
    Not sure what to expect when he would reach the surface, Victor spent a point on his Strength and Speed while spending another point on his Jump ability. He hoped it would be enough to cushion his landing. 
 
    “Victor,” Portia called out as the Champion moved a little further out onto the ramp. 
 
    The Blade turned his head to the beautiful angel. 
 
    “I believe in you,” Portia said with glowing confidence. 
 
    “Keep the meter running. Hopefully, I should be back soon,” Victor smiled, but his face was covered in gray armor. 
 
    Portia stared at the Champion as he moved closer to the edge, the wind picking up and causing his armored trench-coat to flap. 
 
    Don’t think about it. Just jump. 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Easy? I’m with you. If you go splat on this dead planet, I won’t have anyone to feed on. Stay alive! 
 
    “Great pep talk,” Victor said as he peered over the edge of the ramp and stared at the sea of darkness. 
 
    Just be careful… 
 
    Chill stopped talking the moment Victor stepped off the ramp and fell. Wind roared against his aura as Victor freefell. The clouds slowly raced up to his descending form. The sliver of fear he felt just as he stepped off was blasted away by sheer excitement. Smiling from ear to ear, the Champion shouted as he fell toward the black cloud cover and then through it. 
 
    A smoky abyss consumed him as he continued to fall. Alerts appeared, indicating speed and a timer before he reached the ground. A sideways map appeared in the corner of his vision, showing the cloud cover reaching all the way to the surface and a glowing dot of where he was. In forty seconds, he was going to hit the ground and he had to be ready. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as he lost all visibility. It felt like he could fall forever and if he didn’t have the readout in front of him, he would never see the ground until his body smashed against it. Thoughts turned as he glanced to the aura surrounding his body and thin tendrils of smoke reaching out to touch him. It didn’t occur to him that the aura was not airtight. The thin wisps of toxic air reached out, only to slowly touch his power armor. The mask blinked with a toxicity alert, giving it a range of 2%. After another ten seconds, it rose to 3%. 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure he would have an hour against the toxic environment. Pushing those thoughts away, he was rapidly reaching the surface. Running the plan through his mind one again, a bad feeling struck him, not sure it was going to work. 
 
    Focus on the landing! 
 
    Chill’s words snapped the Champion out of it as he swung his legs under him, power coursing them. Alerts blared, telling him he was reaching the surface. Victor took a deep breath and gritted his teeth as darkness raced past him. Spending a point of Constitution on his increased senses, simple sonar pulsed and created a digital view in his eyes to see the approaching surface. 
 
    A moment later, he hit the rocky ground. 
 
    Victor cried out as his legs took the brunt of the fall, bending until his knees were an inch from the ground. Grunting, he strained against the momentum and sprung back up, jumping about ten feet in the air before landing again and stumbling to side. Knees aching, the Champion wondered if he should have spent more than one point on his Jump ability. 
 
    Regaining his balance and hoisting up the rifle, Victor spun around. The atmosphere was thick, but his heightened senses were able to make out the terrain. It was a shattered landscape, destroyed by a single comet that had made it through the planetary and Xull defenses. The sound of Victor’s own breathing was all he could hear in the vast, smoky darkness. 
 
    “Victor, we are moving the dropship away from your location so we are not in the line of fire. We calculated Umus and the Elder Thing should arrive in the next few minutes,” Portia’s voice came over the mask’s communications. 
 
    “I made it to the surface okay. Thanks for asking,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    “We have your location and vitals on screen. We know you made it okay. Be prepared…LOOK OUT!” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened as a dark shaped hurled through the swirling fog. Metal gleamed as Victor dove to the side, the thing missing him by a foot. The Champion hit the ground and watched as a humanoid man in thick armor crashed into a sharp stone spire and shattered it. The man with angel wings hit the ground a few more times before rolling to stop and slowly rising up. 
 
    Victor was back to his feet, watching as Umus lifted his head, glowing halo pushing away the cloudy darkness. Red tears streaked from his eyes and down his cheeks. A madness gripped his gaze as his wings flexed and hands hefted his giant mace. The god stumbled forward a step before righting himself, shoulder’s heaving and his breath labored. Black colored the white of his eyes and a glowing yellow filled his irises. The god stepped forward again when his eyes locked on Victor. 
 
    “Lad! What’re are you doing here? I told you to save my people and yourself,” Umus shouted with an insane grin. 
 
    “I came to save you,” Victor said as a cold chill seeped into his spine. 
 
    “There’s no saving today. I got that foul thing begging for mercy! In another eighty years, it’s going to surrender!” Umus laughed. 
 
    “We have a plan to save you and fight the Elder Thing. We just have to…” Victor was cut off when a shadow passed over his body. 
 
    The cold seeped into his bones and he was frozen. The aura flicked, but before he could regain his control, Umus barreled toward him, arm outstretched. The god coiled his arm around Victor’s waist as both Champion and god went crashing to the ground. A sickly white, long-fingered hand appeared from the black mists and came down hard on the spot Victor was just a few seconds earlier. Hand cracking the ground to dust, it reared up to the long shadow in the gray fog. 
 
    Umus slowly stood up over Victor, head turning to the tall shadow. “You better get off this planet while you still have the chance. That Thing won’t stop and neither will I! Once I beat it to submission, I’ll mount its head on the next Citadel as a warning to those monsters. I swear it!” 
 
    “Umus, you’re not at a 100%! We have a plan…” Victor shouted as he stood up but the god was already taking flight, swinging his mace in wide arcs.  
 
    “Shit,” Victor growled as he took a quick breath and charged into the fog, following Umus’s light. 
 
    Alerts appeared in the corner of Victor’s vision as he raced after the god. Toxicity levels were at 10% and climbing. Aura flickering, Victor wondered if the toxic air was doing greater damage to his aura then he thought. He still had plenty of time, but with Umus determined to keep fighting, it didn’t seem likely he was just going to leave the planet. 
 
    The god of light rushed into the swirling fog as the tall shadow turned. Halo light stabbed at the darkness as Umus roared. The mists parted and the tall, thin frame of the Elder Thing stood. Tentacles writhed from its sides as black oval eyes peered down on the god of light. A mouthless face gazed down on the smaller god with cosmic indifference, lifting a pale hand and ready to swat the god from the sky. 
 
    “You won’t hit me with the same move twice!” Umus shouted as the hand swiped hard at him. 
 
    The god dove down and up like a bird, the giant hand missing him by feet. Umus laughed as he charged, mace glowing brighter. With a mighty swing, it struck the Elder’s chest with such power, the shockwave blasted away the fog around them before it slowly sank into the space. 
 
    Victor stared in astonishment, watching the god dart around like an armored sparrow. Umus laughed as he attacked, moving with quick arcs and striking the giant monster each and every time. Despite the power behind each blow, the Thing didn’t wince or stumble. It simply continued to swat at the god again and again. 
 
    “Umus, this isn’t working!” Victor shouted, but the shockwaves from each strike drowned out his words. 
 
    Hoisting the butt of the rifle to his shoulder, the Champion aimed the harpoon at the giant abomination’s chest. Light flashed again and again as Umus continued his barrage. Victor could see he didn’t have a shot without risking the harpoon bolt being struck from the air. Umus moved much too fast and the Elder Thing was quicker than its size would dictate. 
 
    “Umus isn’t listening. I can’t get a clear shot,” Victor said over comms. 
 
    “The Avatar has plasma cannons trained on your location, but the interference is not giving us a clear shot. We need the harpoon signal,” Portia crackled over communications. 
 
    Victor’s shoulder’s deflated. “I will be happy to fire it, but Umus is like a rabid priest. I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    The comms were silent for a few seconds before Portia’s voice came through. 
 
    “Tell him ‘Nydia needs him.’ She is a goddess who sleeps deep in the core and his true love. He will listen,” Portia said, her voice soft. 
 
    Victor nodded. Bending his legs, he launched into the air toward the god and thing. Black and gray fog continued to try and roll in, but each strike from Umus sent the edges back. Victor had mostly a clear view, but Umus moved like a miniature comet, slamming into the Thing and flying back and slamming into it once again. The shockwaves nearly caused Victor to wobble as he reached his zenith and just began to fall. 
 
    “Umus! Nydia needs you,” Victor shouted with all his might. 
 
    The god halted his attack, black and yellow eyes turning to Victor’s falling form. “Nydia,” the god whispered, his mad grin softening and reason flooding his mind. 
 
    A pale hand reached out for the winged god. Umus turned his attention to it and darted away. Victor was still falling, aiming the harpoon rifle when shock filled his eyes. The pale hand reached for the fleeing god when reality shifted and bended. Umus’s eyes went wide as he instantly in the Elder Thing’s grasp, long white fingers closing around his body.  
 
    “No!” Victor shouted, aimed and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The harpoon launched like a small spear. The Elder’s fingers began to squeeze as Umus grunted. The grunt turned into a shout of pain as his armor cracked. The harpoon soared through the tendrils of fog and sank deep into the wide space between the monster’s black eyes. The Elder didn’t make any other move aside from holding Umus and squeezing. Armor cracked again and a plate blasted off. Umus struggled, his halo glowing brighter. 
 
    Victor landed on the hard ground, bent his legs and launched again toward the giant monster. Cold seeped into his mind the closer he flew toward it while a fire burned deep in his belly. With grim eyes, he let the rifle fall away and his Bone Sword slipped from his wrist and into his hand. Time moved in timid moments as Victor landed on the giant's wrist, back to the Elder and facing Umus in its grip. The god cried out as he was slowly being crushed.  
 
    Victor spent five points of Strength as he raised the Bone Sword up. Energy fueled the blade as Victor brought the point down on the wrist, driving it to the hilt before he unleashed a roar. The Bone Sword’s power glowed before it blasted out in all directions. Putrid flesh and alien blood shot out in all directions from the Thing’s wrist. The Elder didn’t wince as its wrist was hollowed out like Swiss cheese.  
 
    Umus’s mouth snarled into his own roar, arms bulging against the fingers before they opened from his might. For a shining moment, Umus’s power flared with divine power and just as quickly, shadows touched his eyes as he fell.  
 
    Victor jumped off the monster’s wrist, sword sliding back into his wrist. The Champion fell, arms out as Umus slowly blinked, his golden wings close to his body. Victor gritted his teeth as he clasped onto the falling god. Legs swinging out, he pumped another two points into his Jump ability. When they reached the ground, Victor held Umus as he let the momentum carry through him and he launched into the air, away from the immense abomination. 
 
    “Take the shot,” Victor growled over communications. 
 
    Portia looked down at her control panel, the Avatar’s weapon’s systems tied to it. With a tap of her finger, the heavens lit up with blaring light.  
 
    The Avatar’s plasma cannons moved slightly, aiming at the harpoon signal. Energy whirled and glowed before cannons spit out thick streams of plasma. A dozen streams of energy crossed space and entered the planet’s atmosphere. The thick black and gray cloud cover was blasted away as energy rained down. 
 
    Victor hit the ground hard, he and Umus tumbling to a stop. Umus moaned as Victor struggled back to his feet. Looking up, the dark sky was filled with light. The Elder Thing lurched forward in their direction before it turned its pale head to the thick bright dots in the sky. A second later, plasma streams struck it. 
 
    Explosions bloomed like flowers as Victor raised both of his hands to the light. They were still too close. Spending five points of Will, he activated his Bend Time ability. Time slowed to a crawl as explosions rippled along the giant monster. Victor was stunned by the terrible beauty of the explosions blooming along the monster’s head and shoulders. Not sure how long the effect would last, the Champion turned to Umus on the ground. The god struggled slowly to get up, the time dilation slowing him down too. Victor moved normally while time flowed into slow moments. Grabbing Umus, he pulled the god with him. At first it was like moving through molasses as he pulled the heavy god when an instant later, Umus was moving with him with no ill effects. 
 
    “Time means little to those monsters but for us…it's just enough to get away,” the god grunted with a crazy grin. 
 
    God and Champion clasped an arm to each other’s shoulders as they raced away from the spreading explosions. Victor felt the power weaken and a blink later, time returned to normal.  
 
    Explosions ripped through the area, sending Victor and Umus forward and crashing into the ground, the shockwave of the explosions causing their bodies to slid another twenty feet. 
 
    Victor rolled onto his back, his aura flickering. Alerts blinked in his vision, indicating toxicity levels were at 79%. The fighting and jumping around may have sped up the effects of the atmosphere. Victor tried to shrug it all off as he attempted to sit up and stand. The Champion looked up in the medium distance to see if the plan worked. Horror colored his gaze as he watched in stunned terror. 
 
    The Elder Thing stood, thick plasma streams striking its body, but the monster continued to stir. It lurched forward, one thick foot at a time, hand outstretched to the Champion and god and soulless eyes not blinking. 
 
    “Plasma cannons are overheating. Victor, is it dead?” Portia said over comms. 
 
    “It didn’t work,” the Blade huffed as the monster took another step forward. 
 
    The Avatar’s cannons slowed their output and the energy streams winked out. The Elder Thing lurched again as the streams of energy against its head and back died out. The toxic fog bellowed back in, filling the space created by the shockwaves. 
 
    Umus slowly stood up, mace in hand. “Valiant effort my lad, but it looks like I will continue the dance from here. Get back to the ship. I’ll keep this monster busy for as long as it takes.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “No, we can’t.” 
 
    “These Elder Things are not like gods or divine beings. They are incarnations of the deepest, hellish holes in the universe. Walking natural disasters on a cosmic scale. Even with all of your tricks and abilities, these things will consume all of us at the end of time,” Umus said with a fatherly tone as he stepped to Victor’s side. 
 
    Victor looked up to the giant monster as it made its way closer, one step at a time when an idea formed. “We…we don’t have to kill it. We just have to get it off the planet.” 
 
    “What’s that, Lad?” Umus asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Victor looked to his armored hands and then back to the giant abomination. “If I can create a portal big enough, we can send it back to Dark Spire.” 
 
    Umus’s brow softened as he let out laugh. “Smart thinking. My power is for fighting and keeping me functioning, but you don’t have that restriction right now. Can you do it? Can you create a portal that big?” 
 
    Victor eyed his stats in the corner of his gaze. He had fifteen points in Wisdom. He hesitated spending so much at one time. When he spent for Greater or Titan effect, the drain was a little harder on his body. When he spent that much on his gun blade to keep Kali at bay, it was contained power. He had no idea how it would affect him if he spent it on creating a giant portal. 
 
    “I don’t know. But we have to get this thing out of here or Valis will never return to what it was,” Victor said with concern. 
 
     Umus clamped a thick hand on Victor’s shoulder. “I believe we can do it. You create the portal and I’ll beat the monster into it.” 
 
    The giant monster stepped closer, tendrils of fog and mist giving it an even weirder and demonic appearance.  
 
    Victor mulled it over in his mind. He could create a portal to anywhere but he wasn’t sure he would be able to hold it open. The other time he used it, he needed a destination that he was sure of. Sending it to Dark Spire was the easiest way to accomplish it and the Champion clenched his jaw, the decision made. 
 
    “Don’t worry Lad, we will be victorious!” Umus shouted before launching into the air and spreading out his golden wings. 
 
    The Elder swiped at the glowing god as Umus began his hit and run attacks, mace swinging and bashing against its chest. Shockwaves blasted out like bells, the air and ground trembling from the terrible power. 
 
    Victor took a deep breath, closing his eyes an focusing on Dark Spire. Armored hands up, he channeled all fifteen points of Wisdom to his Portal Weaving ability. Power blasted his entire body, eyes opening wide and glowing like flaming torches in the night. An alert appeared “Divine Effect” for only a moment before it was lost to the glowing energy.  
 
    The shock and awe were powerful, but Victor found it familiar. It instantly reminded him of when he tapped Vala’s power to fight Draygon. Was this what it was truly like to be a god? Was this the level of power he would reach? 
 
    Black and purple energy rippled and cascaded down behind the giant Elder Thing. Hundreds of feet tall, the portal seethed with power and beyond it, the black mountains of Dark Spire stabbed into the night sky. 
 
    “You’re doing it!” Umus shouted with the might of a titan. 
 
    Victor fought for control, wielding the energy of the gods. The monster stepped forward and was immediately struck in the chest. Umus laughed like a mad man as he came at the monster like a hammer. Despite his attacks, the abomination did not step back. 
 
    “No foul beast, you will not go home without knowing my true power! Tell your brethren, Umus will smite you all from the stars!” 
 
    Energy snaked and stabbed outward as the god of light’s body glowed like miniature sun. Power leaked from his eyes and mouth as he howled with holy wrath. Swinging his mace, wings spread out. With a thunderous shout, the god blasted forward like a lightning bolt and slammed dead center at the Elder Thing’s chest with a BOOM! 
 
    The Elder Thing’s entire body stumbled back, cracks splintering out from the spot where Umus struck it. The giant portal glowed with ethereal light. Umus roared with unchained power, slamming into the Thing with righteous fury. Two, four, eight strikes later, the Elder Thing fell back into the portal. Umus cried out with a divine shout when a pale hand reached out and smacked him from the sky. 
 
    Victor’s power ebbed as Umus fell, armor cracked and broken, his eyes closed and the glowing energy around his body dying. The Elder Thing didn’t make a sound as it fell further into the portal, the edges closing in around it. When its body passed the threshold, the portal sealed shut and it was gone. 
 
    The ground cracked and trembled as the energies of the portal leaked into everything. Victor channeled ten points of Strength into his Jump ability. With a mighty jump, he blasted off the surface as the ground fell in around him. Umus fell until a small body slammed into him, changing his fall to an ascension. Victor held the god as they blasted up through the lower atmosphere. 
 
    Portia looked to the sensors, seeing Victor’s signal. Turning her gaze to the window, Victor and Umus shot past them like a bullet.  
 
    Victor held the god close as his power propelled him past the upper atmosphere and touched space. It was then, Victor’s energy gave out. Weakness poured into every cell of his body as he and Umus drifted into the edge of space. Thoughts crawled along, relief filling his used-up body. A light flashed. Victor slowly blinked, lost to the beauty of space. A door opened and Portia floated out with golden wings and halo over her head. Delicate hands touched the weakening Victor, pulling him and Umus to the open Dropship doors.  
 
    Once inside, the hatch closed and oxygen flooded the ship. Portia placed the Champion and god on the floor, side by side. Victor’s aura faded away as his armor slid back into his body. Portia kneeled and took the mask off his face. Victor took in a deep breath; happy it was all over. 
 
    Umus turned his head, a weak smile on his lips. “Good job, Lad.” 
 
     Victor gave a weak grin when an envelope appeared by his shoulder facing Umus. 
 
    The god of light’s brow wrinkled, but Victor simply smiled. 
 
    “It looks like your invited to a resurrection,” Victor said before he passed out into blessed darkness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    Victor floated in the abyss, misty tendrils caressing his naked body. Despite the lack of light, the champion stared out, watching the gray curls of smoke against the purple and black vastness of the nearly empty plane. 
 
    “Here again,” Victor sighed, his voice echoing off nothing. 
 
    Realms pulled at his spirit, wanting him to fall in their directions. One pull led to Vala’s Realm but the Blade ignored it. A weariness sank into his bones, questions touching his mind in abstract patterns. The crusade weighed him down, rooting him in the void. 
 
    “Vala, if you’re out there…I’m very tired,” Victor said and a sense of shame filled his heart. 
 
    Deep down, he knew she could hear him. Deep down, he knew he could tell her anything. Despite knowing he could, he regretted saying anything. Fighting to bring her back had taken its toll and now, small thoughts grew louder, telling him to stay in the abyss a little longer so he could rest. 
 
    Heat burned around his heart. Victor looked on, embarrassed that he could not be as positive as he wanted to be. Memories played out, optimism and fire coloring his soul as he fought for a goddess. Now, it burned low, doubt whispering in his ear, wondering if he was just a tool to bring her back and keep him as a servant or pet. 
 
    The crusade was nearly over and thoughts about the end constricted his very being. 
 
    “I won’t give up, but…we will have to talk once it’s over,” Victor whispered to the unfeeling abyss. 
 
    Shadows curled and surged from the darkness. A robe formed, covering a pale, heavenly body. Victor looked up to see Vala gliding toward him, arms out. Limbs moved on automatic as he reached for her. Bodies joined in a loving embrace and Victor’s heart beat a little faster. Vala smiled, shadows covering her eyes. The goddess leaned in and kissed her Champion. A deep connection burned bright enough to outshine most stars. When they parted, Victor gave the goddess a weak smile. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Vala said nothing as dark lips shifted into a warm smile. 
 
    Victor’s smile faded away as he floated. Logic cut into the wondrous moment, speaking louder, telling him she is a goddess and why would she bind herself to such a small mortal man. The scale of divine power was as wide as ten oceans and he was nothing more than a small ship, caught in her waves.  
 
    Thoughts sank back to his mother. When the crusade was over, maybe he could convince Vala and Anubis to return her back to Earth. Maybe he would follow, living a new life and turning back all the time they lost. It was a warm thought, the pain and weariness fading to the background. 
 
    Vala held out a hand. Victor looked down at it and smiled. Instinctually, he reached out for it, but stopped when a dagger appeared in her palm. Fingers closed around the pommel before the dagger shot forward in a blink, stabbing into his chest and penetrating his heart. Victor’s eyes widened to the size of saucers, pain filling his entire body. 
 
    “Vala?” Victor said softly, confusion and pain painting his expression. 
 
    Vala leaned in closer, full lips pressing against his, a tongue snaking in. The pain filled every cell in his body as the abyss turned black. A moment later, the Champion was gone. 
 
    Victor gasped as he sat up with wide eyes. Portia and Umus looked up from chairs and stood up. Victor gasped again, hand rubbing his chest. The dreamy pain fell away and he slowly felt normal.  
 
    Portia and Umus stepped closer, concern on their brows. 
 
    “Victor?” Portia asked. 
 
    Victor leaned back, hands and arms propping himself up as his breathing returned to normal. “I’m…okay.” 
 
    “You gave us a start, Lad. You have been unconscious for six hours,” Umus said with a warm grin. 
 
    Victor gave a sheepish nod. “Six hours? I guess using all that power drained me.” 
 
    Portia sat on the edge of the bed, her hand resting on the Champion’s covered thigh. “Are you well?” 
 
    Victor looked to the angelic beauty and gave her a small smile. “I’m okay. Just a little nightmare.” 
 
    Umus stepped closer and peered down on the Champion. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did. You’re truly a Champion in my eyes. Vala chose well!” 
 
    Victor nodded, unsure what to say, the nightmare still fresh in his mind. 
 
    Portia spoke next, “Now that the Elder Thing is back on Dark Spire, Xull dropped terraforming equipment on the planet. It may take about three years for the atmosphere to clear up and we can rebuild. We owe you our thanks.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “No thanks needed. I’m happy to help.” 
 
    Umus cleared his throat as he shuffled slightly by the bed, “You did a brave thing down there, charging in and saving the day. Before Draygon attacked, I had a gift for you. I was going to give it to you after you spent a few days with us, but as it happens, fate was unkind to us at the time.” 
 
    Victor and Portia looked to the barrel-chested god as he held out his hand. A white and golden sword appeared in his palm, fingers closing around the pommel. Tiny runes covered the handle, but aside from that, the sword looked like any other sword except for the supernatural glow. 
 
    Umus continued, “I forged this weapon when Vala whispered to me from beyond the grave. I promised I would complete it and hand it over when the time was right. I can think of no other time than the here and now.” 
 
    The god held the sword sideways with both open hands and bent down to one knee. “Take it. You have earned to wield such a fine weapon. It is a holy sword, some of my finest work. It can slice through almost anything short of divine power. But, don’t let that stop you from using it against any gods or goddesses who threaten you. It won’t kill them but it will sting and maybe make them think twice.” 
 
    Victor sat up, eyes on the glowing sword. Reaching up, he took hold of the pommel and held it up. Energy reached out from the sword and anchored to the Champion’s soul. The connection established; the sword felt like it had always belonged to him. Victor smiled as he let the sword sink into his wrist. An image of the sword lay next to the other six swords, the collection of weapons complete. 
 
    A sword from every realm. Everyone is going to think twice about fucking with you. 
 
    Chill chuckled along Victor’s spirit as he ignored the shadow and turned his attention to Umus. 
 
    “Thank you. I will use it with honor and respect.” 
 
    Umus smirked. “I know you will.” 
 
    Portia smiled as she spoke, “If you’re ready, there is a dropship prepped. We used the Dimensional drive to come back to Xull. The Avatar is stationed high above Hope City. I will bring Umus to Xull so they can speak, but I know a few acolytes who are waiting to see you.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “The city is named Hope?” 
 
    Portia nodded. “We thought it fit for the time being. The Seproh will have to live there for a few years until the terraforming is complete and we can return to the Valis Realm.” 
 
    “It sounds perfect,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Umus clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Alright, enough of this resting nonsense! Get up so we can be off this ship. Our people await!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The ramp to the dropship opened and extended until it reached the floor. Smoke billowed down, disinfecting the three figures as they walked down. Emerging from the smoky mists, Victor, Umus, and Portia stepped out onto the landing pad, several drones, a white furred cat woman in fatigues and two women with ram horns waiting for them about twenty feet away. Beyond them, a tall city of buildings and lights shined against the dark sky, their glow diffusing the heavens and only allowing the brightest of stars to shine. 
 
    Buk and Diz bounced and waved to Victor while Ema held her arms up so they wouldn’t run forward and mob the Champion. The thick ram-women wore tight black and white dresses and Victor wondered if they were dressed up for him. A drone broke away from the others, it’s digital face changing to that of a beautifully pale woman. It stepped up to the trio until they all met. 
 
    “Welcome to Hope,” Xull directed it to Umus. 
 
    The god of light bowed. “The pleasure is all mine. Portia has informed me of your kindness to our people, allowing us to stay here. I have not forgotten your role during the attack on Valis and wish to offer any assistance I can for all of our peoples.” 
 
    The drone bowed slightly before striating up. “No thanks are necessary during these troubling times. I know there is still much to discuss. Shall we sit someplace a little more comfortable to discuss our alliance further in depth?” 
 
    “I’m all yours,” Umus said with a heavy grin. 
 
    Xull turned her attention to Victor, “Thank you for saving Umus. I’m sure the discussion will not be a best use of your time, Blade of Vala. I have been informed there are several acolytes who are looking forward to seeing you. Ema, Buk and Diz will escort you to their location.” 
 
    Victor scratched his head and smiled. “If you think that’s best.” 
 
    “Come with us!” yelled Diz. 
 
    “We missed you!” yelled Buk. 
 
    Ema smiled and fought the urge to roll her eyes at the two rams. A futuristic vehicle stood over to the side, giving the appearance of an armored limousine. A drone stood by the back door, red digital eyes on the group. 
 
    Ema put her arms down as Buk and Diz burst forward. Victor’s eyes widened at how they barreled toward him in those tight dresses. When they reached the Champion, one curled her arm around Victor’s right arm and the other curled her arm around his left. Lovingly, they pressed their bodies to his sides and looked up with adoring eyes. 
 
    Ema stepped forward and stood before the Blade. “It’s good to see you again,” the cat-woman said with a dash of shyness. 
 
    Victor grinned. “It’s good to see all of you again.” 
 
    “Wynn is waiting at the club,” Ema said with warm-slitted eyes.  
 
    “Club?” Victor said as he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Ema nodded before turning away and walking toward the limousine. Buk and Diz held onto to Victor tighter and pulled him along, their energy infectious. 
 
    “It’s the hottest place in Hope,” Diz squealed. 
 
    “Anyone who is anyone will be there!” Buk squealed as well. 
 
    Portia watched in amusement as the two genetically altered ram-women pulled Victor to the vehicle. The drone opened the door before Ema stepped in. Buk and Diz pulled Victor and nearly stuffed the Champion into the backseat, their giggling and singing escaping into the night air. With the door closed, the vehicle drove off, Umus standing next to Portia and clasping his big hand on her shoulder. God and angel watched silently as the car turned onto a street and drove off. 
 
    *** 
 
    The armored limousine stopped. Victor tried to look out the shaded window as Buk and Diz were all over him, kissing and touching him. Ema sat opposite of the trio, shaking her head at the two rams. 
 
    “Can’t the driver make a few loops around the block,” Buk whined. 
 
    “The night’s just starting!” Diz whined as well. 
 
    “Wynn wants to see him,” Ema hissed. 
 
    The two ram-women pouted, but didn’t take their hands off of Victor. 
 
    Victor turned his gaze to the cat-woman, a small smile appearing. “Why here?” 
 
    Ema leaned her head forward and closed her eyes, “Wynn felt it would be nice to meet in an informal place. Altered Humans have been helping the Seproh adjust to living on Xull, but it seems both sides like to party. Club Angel Light is one of a few places where both meet to unwind. Buk and Diz will take you in to see Wynn.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Ema opened her eyes, “I’m on duty. Wynn and Xull still feel the Xull Realm is not completely safe. Not everyone who was part of the Resistance trusts the ceasefire. Some cells have gone into hiding while others have shown their disdain toward the new peace. Hope is a fragile place, even with Xull drones and soldiers guarding it.” 
 
    “I wish you could come in with us,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Ema let a small smile slip. “Me too. When you come out, maybe we can sit and talk for a little bit. These two heifers aren’t the only ones who miss you.” 
 
    Buk and Diz laughed and started mooing like cows. Victor couldn’t fight the energy in the vehicle, his laughter joining the mooing rams.  
 
    Ema opened the door, but stayed inside. Buk and Diz pulled at the Champion, dragging him out into the street. The cool night air was chased away as the two rams stayed on either side of Victor. A gentle thumping of music radiated from a nearby building. It had no windows and a single door at street level. A tall, imposing minotaur stood at the entrance, thick arms folded and curved white horns shining in the street light. 
 
    The walk across the street to the front door was quick, Victor smiling as his ass was continuously grabbed and squeezed by the ladies to each side of him. The minotaur at the door looked down his short, squarish snout to the trio walking toward him. When they stopped before the bouncer, the bull huffed, eyes as cold as stone. 
 
    “Private party,” the minotaur said in a deep voice. 
 
    Buk looked up with amused eyes. “Cebelius, you know it’s us and Wynn is waiting.” 
 
    The minotaur closed his eyes and shook his head, “I know you and Diz. I do not know him.” 
 
    Victor broke away from Diz’s grip and held out his hand to the bouncer. “Victor Hobbs, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Cebelius looked down at the outstretched hand and then back to Victor, arms still folded.  
 
    Victor let his hand drop to his side. “Tough crowd.” 
 
    Buk’s amused expression turned hostile as she stepped up to the minotaur and rammed her curved horns into his chest. The move was so quick and blunt, Cebelius took a step back, nostrils flaring. Diz moved to Buk’s side, eyes narrowing. The two women glared. 
 
    “Don’t make this a fight you can’t win,” Buk and Diz said in perfect unison. 
 
    The bull huffed before taking hold of the door handle and pulling it open. The two ram-women went from ready to brawl to sweet as pie as they stepped to Victor and entwined their arms around his. Giggling, they pulled the Champion along to the doorway. 
 
    Victor looked up to Celebius’s hard expression. “If I don’t make it out, send help,” Victor winked. 
 
    Celebius’s hard brow raised and a small smirk slipped. Buk and Diz laughed as they pulled Victor along, the smirking minotaur closing the heavy metal door behind them. 
 
    Smoke and flashing lights filled the short hallway. Music vibrated loudly as the trio made their way down the short corridor to the larger room beyond. Once they stepped into the main room, Victor’s senses were assaulted with pulsating rhythms and gyrating bodies. Fog billowed as colored lights stabbed through the smoke. Arms, legs and bodies moved to the beat. Altered humans with animal traits danced with each other and angelic humans. Tails whipped as golden wings flexed. Air swirled in the beautiful chaos as patrons danced to demanding music. 
 
     Buk and Diz broke away from the Champion, entering the main dance floor and beckoning the Blade to join them. Victor smirked as he stepped into the fray. Buk was first, thrusting her body against his and grinding against him. Diz laughed as she joined, the two women trapping him between them. 
 
    Victor laughed, but it was lost to the loud music and billowing smoke. A shadow emerged from the crowd, furry hands reaching out and tapping Buk and Diz on the shoulders. Victor, Buk, and Diz turned their attention to the fox-woman standing before them, a wicked smirk along her small snout. Even in the foggy darkness, Wynn’s foxlike features were unmistakable. Orange and white fur covered what was exposed beyond her tight black dress. The length of the dress stopped just above the knees and a fluffy tail peeked over her shoulder.  
 
    Buk and Diz saw their cue and separated from the Champion, bodies joining the large crowd. Wynn stepped closer, eyes shining in the flashing lights before she raised her arms and encircled them around Victor’s neck. Hips touched and the rhythm took root, their bodies moving as one. 
 
    “I missed you,” Wynn said with cool eyes. 
 
    Victor immediately noticed that he could hear Wynn perfectly, despite the thumping music. 
 
    The fox-woman noticed and gave a sly grin. “I wirelessly connected to your nano-shell. We can talk without shouting over the music.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I missed you too.” 
 
    Wynn nodded before her foot missed a step and she slid. Quickly, she corrected herself and followed the rhythm. Victor’s hands were on her waist, holding her steady as he noticed the somewhat blank gaze she was now giving. Wynn held onto the Champion and when her face was close to his, he could smell the subtle hints of alcohol. 
 
    “I think about you…so much,” Wynn said with a slight slur. 
 
    Victor held her, eyes shifting to slight concern. “Has it been difficult with helping the Seproh adjusting to life here?” 
 
    Wynn gave a sheepish shake of her head. “No, it’s been a breeze. They are good people. I almost wish they came here sooner.” 
 
    The party vibe fell into the background. Victor looked to Wynn, holding her close as she looked away. It was obvious something was bothering her. Remaining silent, he simply listened.  
 
    “Vala is coming,” Wynn said as she closed her eyes and snuggled her face into Victor’s neck. “I wish we had more time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Wynn gave Victor’s neck a light lick before speaking. “She is going to take you away from all of us…from me. With her return, I will no longer be useful.” 
 
    Victor didn’t let the concern he felt bleed into his expression. Arms holding the fox-woman close, their bodies moved slower, a gentle swaying taking over. They no longer moved to the party atmosphere, lost to closeness. Warmth and intimate scents swirled from their union. 
 
    “I don’t believe Vala would take anyone away from anyone.” 
 
    Wynn was silent for a long moment before speaking. “The war here on Xull is over. I…no longer have purpose.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You’re a diplomat for the Seproh and Xull. You’re needed here and with us. When Vala returns, we will have to bring balance back to the realms. You’re more important than ever.” 
 
    Wynn sighed. “I’m a traitor to the cause. There are many from the Resistance that will no longer speak to me. Without the fight, they are losing their way…and so am I.” 
 
    Victor took hold of Wynn’s arms and pulled her from his neck and chest. The Champion looked into her addled eyes, a fire lighting in his mind. 
 
    “Wynn, you can’t be serious? The fight is going only going to get bigger and we are all needed, every one of us.” 
 
    Wynn’s blank expression turned hard as she shrugged Victor’s grip off. “I have spent my life fighting Xull’s control. Family and friends have spent their entire lives fighting against that kind of control. Many have died, trying to free everyone. Xull played us, letting the game continue until she needed something else. Now we have peace because bigger threats are on the horizon. What happens when those threats are gone? Will she engineer a new conflict to keep us all busy?” 
 
    Eyes glistened for a brief second before Wynn blinked them away and continued, “I get messages from former resistance members, telling me this is the perfect time to strike and destroy Xull once and for all. My instincts agree with them…but I do nothing. 
 
    “Instead, I play babysitter to people who don’t need a babysitter. They don’t need diplomats. Xull is still controlling our lives, giving us meaningless jobs so we can remain useful. I was…never meant for this. I was meant to fight. All my life, I was meant to fight against tyrants.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes took on a kind edge. “You were meant to love.” 
 
    Wynn looked to Victor, sadness touching her expression. “Vala is just another force, wanting control. I’m just a soldier in her army. I would still be fighting Xull if…” Wynn trailed off. 
 
    Victor’s head leaned forward, shadows covering his eyes.  
 
    Wynn touched his chin and lifted his gaze up so she could see his eyes. “I stopped fighting Xull because of you. The time we shared haunts me. I would have fought to my dying breath in that hanger, but you opened my eyes to peace.” 
 
    “Change is always hard, at first. I panicked when I was first brought to the Realms. I tried to joke and remain upbeat, but I was terrified. After a while, it started to feel normal. I felt normal. Now, we fight for Vala to bring her back and restore balance to the Realms. We may have been chosen but that doesn’t mean we don’t have our doubts.” 
 
    “You have doubts,” Wynn asked in slight astonishment. 
 
    Victor nodded. “I do, from time to time. When Vala returns, will she even need me anymore. Will I be sent back to my world or maybe, I will just be a soldier in her army? I don’t know. All I do know is, I made a promise to help her. I love her like I love so many. I can’t believe the goddess of love would only want us to just bring her back.” 
 
    The Champion took hold of Wynn’s hand and lifted it to his lips. With a light kiss to the back of her hand, he gazed into her wide eyes with love. “I need you, not as a warrior or soldier…but as my friend.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” Wynn said as she looked away. 
 
    Victor used his fingers to guide her chin and eyes back to him as he smiled. “Once I love someone, I love them for forever.” 
 
    “Lily? Dawn?” 
 
    Victor smiled, “You forgot to add your name, Buk and Diz and the rest of our friends.” 
 
    Wynn fought her forming smile and lost. “You truly are a Champion.” 
 
    “I’m just a guy trying to do the right thing,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes took on a sultry edge as she gave the Champion a wicked smirk. “There is a fire I may need you to put out. A request I can only ask a friend.” 
 
    Victor gave a slight nod, “We have some time before I have to go back to Vala’s realm. I will do everything I can to…put out the flames.” 
 
    Wynn stepped closer, wrapping her arms around Victor’s neck once again before kissing him deeply. Victor held her waist, enjoying the intimate kiss. Hearts sang as bodies continued to move and shift along the dancefloor.  
 
    *** 
 
    Ema glanced out the car window to the club. Cebelius continued to stand like a statue, the street otherwise empty. Turning from the window, she listened in on Victor and Wynn’s conversation. Heart beating a little faster, the cat-woman with white fur couldn’t stop the warmth filling her ears. Thoughts shifting to a location where she could take Victor, Wynn, Buk, and Diz to, she figured they all would want to have some time together before Victor left the realm. Calling up a 2D display, she plotted out a short route to a safehouse for some much-needed private time. 
 
    Outside, black lines rippled over the empty street. The bull bouncer looked up to see a dozen black misty lines create a semi-circle in front of the club. A thick hand reached behind to a plasma pistol in his belt, the bouncer watched with intense eyes. 
 
    The shifting lines grew wider, purple energy flickering along the darkness. When they widened into oval holes, bodies emerged. Horns gleamed in the streetlight as long, black trench coats flapped to moving legs. Guns and rifles rose up as eyes hot as coals glared on the bouncer.  
 
    Cebelius activated his communication implant as he pulled his pistol and aimed. “We have guests! I repeat, we have guests,” the bull said as he pulled the trigger to his pistol. 
 
    The area lit up in plasma fire. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wynn pulled back from Victor as the music immediately died. Victor looked around as did a number of club-goers. Several altered humans moved in Wynn’s direction while others started to move many of the Seproh to the exits. The smoky air took on an electric current, Wynn moving from Victor and shouting to the crowd. Buk and Diz moved toward Wynn. 
 
    “Move to the exits! Take the Seproh to the designated safe locations,” Wynn ordered. 
 
    “Wynn?” Victor asked when an explosion rocked the area.  
 
    “We have to go,” Wynn said as she grabbed Victor’s hand and turn her attention to Buk and Diz. “Make sure everyone gets out.” 
 
    The rams nodded when an explosion rocked the building. From the corridor they entered, doors swung back as a large body stepped in, plasma fire lighting up Celebius’s form. Bolts rained against the edge as he promptly stepped back until he reached the corridor edge of the giant room. 
 
    Victor held out his hand as his gun-blade slid into it. Spending a Constitution point, the blade was charged with six rounds. Around him, many moved to the back exits while Wynn continued to shout orders. The minotaur continued to return fire, plasma bolts blasting holes into walls before one was too close. The explosion sent the large bouncer to the floor, smoke rising from his arm and pistol sliding across the floor to a halt. 
 
    Victor was already moving as Buk reached down for Celebius’s pistol. The Champion ducked down and slid across the floor as plasma fire entered the club. Reaching the bouncer, he pumped a point into Strength. Taking hold of the dazed minotaur, Victor was back to his feet, pointing his gun-blade at the entrance and pulling the trigger. The explosion was enough to silence the plasma fire for a breath of a second. 
 
    Buk appeared next to Victor and Cebelius, pistol up and firing into the black smoke. The ram-woman didn’t hold back, firing at any shadow until enemy plasma bolts fired back. Diz raced to Victor’s side. Strong hands took hold of the dazed minotaur. Victor watched as Diz helped the bouncer along, bringing him along to one of the back exits. 
 
    Victor tapped Buk’s shoulder and she began to step back. Victor held his gun-blade up but didn’t take any shots due to the smoke from the plasma fire. He wanted to make every shot count and firing blindly wasn’t going to help. Wynn appeared at his side and tugged at his arm. 
 
    “We have to evacuate,” Wynn ordered when an explosion ripped through the front entrance. 
 
    The shockwave knocked everyone down, Victor throwing his arms around Wynn as they hit the floor. Buk was knocked back, but kept her arm up and aiming at the now destroyed entrance. Seconds felt like hours as they attempted to get back to their feet when bodied rushed out of the smoke and destruction toward them. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a hair as demonic men and women rushed in. Horns gleamed in the stabbing lights of the club while armored coats flapped. Plasma rifles aimed as wicked and sardonic smiles formed. Gloved fingers pulled on triggers as manic laughter rose up.  
 
    “Kill them all!” a demon shouted before firing into the fleeing crowd. 
 
    The small horde of demons burst through the thick smoke, eyes wild and weapons firing. A seproh screamed as she took a bolt to the back that sent her crashing to the floor. Bedlam stormed as the demons rushed in, several of them aiming at Victor, Wynn and Buk. 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as he spent five points of Will and an aura appeared around his body. Demons licked lips as they fired on the now glowing Champion. Wynn and Buk stepped behind Victor as bolts slammed into his aura. Energy flared as Victor was forced to take a step back. The Champion noted that even with a greater aura, the plasma weapons could still break through if they hit him enough. 
 
    Victor spun his gun-blade around and held it behind him. “Wynn, take it!” 
 
    The fox didn’t hesitate as she took hold of the gun-blade from Victor and aimed it over his shoulder. Pulling the trigger, the energy blast hit a demon, blasting him into flying limbs and striking the one behind him with equal power. Buk knelt down to one knee and returned fire into the approaching demons. 
 
    A bone sword slid into Victor’s hand as he charged it with a point of influence from his Strength. Aiming, he blasted out a roar, sending every invading demon to the floor. Walls and floor cracked from the roar as plasma bolts went wild. 
 
    The demons struggled to stand while more poured in from the entrance. A shadow appeared over them before they fired up at it. Victor came down, bone sword stabbing into a demon. Time fell into moments as Victor’s blade pulled from the dying creature and he charged into the fray. Plasma bolts struck faces as Buk continued with fire support. Wynn pulled the trigger of the gun-blade, demons blown into pieces. 
 
    Victor growled as he came at the invaders like a freight train. Aura flickering, bolts slammed into it at point-blank range as he sliced hard across chests and necks. Bodies were thrown or fell apart as the Champion crashed through them. Plasma bolts exploded against his aura and just as it was about to go out, Victor pumped five more points into it.  
 
    No time to think, Victor cut down each demon with little effort. Soon, all enemy rifles and pistols aimed on the advancing Champion. The force of the barrage slowed Victor down until Buk and Wynn cut down the enemy, one by one. The rain of plasma fire caused Victor to stop his advance and whip his body away. More demons charged in from the street, firing indiscriminately as Wynn and Buk backpedaled while looking for cover. 
 
    Victor’s mind became razor focused as he landed. Spending a point of Will, the Champion activated his Time Bend ability and gave the advancing demons a wicked grin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ema tapped a code under her seat as the horde of demons nearly filled the entire street. Tapping into Wynn’s visual feed, the cat-woman watched as Victor moved like a juggernaut through the demons. Touching the last digit to the code, a compartment slid out from under the seat. An armored vest and heavy plasma rifle gleamed in the small light.  
 
    Ema grabbed the vest and put it over her head. The vest adjusted and snapped into place around her torso and abdomen. Clawed hands reached down for the heavy plasma rifle while the drone driver turned its head to Ema in the back. 
 
    “Drones are on their way to your location,” the drone stated as it lifted up a pistol. 
 
    “Stay here while I even the odds,” Ema commanded as she opened the side door pointing away from the street. 
 
    “Do not engage,” the drone said before Ema slammed the door shut.  
 
    Ema hoisted up the heavy plasma rifle as it charged to life. Stepping around the rear of the vehicle, she aimed the barrel at the writhing horde of demons. At a quick glance, there was roughly a hundred demons in the street, all trying to enter the club and even firing plasma weapons at the structure.   
 
    The cat-woman picked her targets as her finger hovered over the trigger. A window slid down from the armored vehicle. Ema firmed her resolve as she squeezed the trigger. Thick plasma bolts blasted out, joining the roar of battle. From the open window, the drone assisted by firing into the crowd. Demon bodies lit up as energy blasted holes through them. Ema kept her stance, legs wide and arms tight as she methodically fired into the demon crowd. 
 
    Enemy demons turned their attention to the white cat-woman with the oversized plasma rifle and returned fire. The street flashed with deadly exchange of plasma bolts. Ema bent her body slightly, using the vehicle for cover while making sure every shot count. Energy bolts slammed into the vehicle, denting and blasting holes into it as the firefight fell into controlled chaos. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time slowed as weapons moved like snails across a thick sidewalk. Victor moved normally, bone blade slashing and separating arms from bodies. Using a single point of Will caused time to slow down to a crawl. The Champion flowed into the standing demons, slicing limbs in quick succession. Powerless, the invaders could do nothing as an unseen force cut them up like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    Victor’s brow furled as he worked, decimating the invaders. An alert blinked in the corner of his vision and time sped up back to normal. Victor slid to a halt and pointed his sword down when a dozen demons screeched, limbs flying off their bodies. Black blood bloomed or squirted as they fell, clutching at bloody stumps. 
 
    “Surrender,” Victor shouted as more demons rushed in, and some of those he had missed, re-aimed at him. 
 
    The cold, terrible evil in their eyes spoke volumes as they continued, indifferent to his words. 
 
    “You fucking morons,” Victor hissed as he spent a point of Will. 
 
    Time slowed once again. Wynn watched with hard eyes as she aimed the gun-blade. Victor moved like a stream of light, cutting through the demons without remorse. Bodies exploded and, in a blink, all the demons inside the club were cut down. Many cried out in pain while others laughed in macabre indifference holding up bloody stumps. Wynn had seen this behavior before. The demons didn’t care that they were being killed. They fought like their lives no longer mattered.  
 
    Time returned to normal and Victor burst from the destroyed entrance and into the demon horde. They cackled and laughed, firing at the Blade. Victor’s aura held as he crashed into them and sliced through their bodies. 
 
    Ema saw Victor entering the fray and stood up to her full height, shooting into the crowd. The drone stepped out of the vehicle; every shot true as it assisted Ema. In a span of moments, the demons fell. 
 
    A demon growled its contempt as it waved a hand. A sliver of a portal appeared. The demon glanced back as Victor cut down two demons with one strike. The demon turned back to the widening portal when a plasma bolt struck it in the shoulder. A cry screeched as the demon was thrown. The portal flickered and closed in on itself a second later. 
 
    The demon whined, hands clawing at the street as it tried to crawl away. Seeing a darkened alley, he tried to crawl toward it when a boot stepped on its leg. The demon turned his head to see Victor staring down, the tip of his bone sword inches from the creature’s demonic face. Glancing to the side, he watched as Ema and a drone stepped closer, weapons trained on him. 
 
    “What’s the hurry? All this effort to come here, you might as well stay awhile,” Victor said with a wicked smirk.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Armed drones filled the streets while worker drones began the grisly task of removing the bodies. Mechanical limbs worked, picking up bodies and body parts, placing them in a truck, ready to haul them away. 
 
    Inside the damaged club, smoke still rose up from holes as drones moved to injured Seproh and altered humans. Drones administered injects to any wounded living creature, nano-drones rushing to affected areas and weaving them closed. Normal lights glowed on as a small cluster of bodies surrounded a demon tied to a chair. 
 
    Victor rubbed his jaw as Buk and Diz stood on either side of the demon. The foul thing hissed and growled, glaring at Victor with vile contempt. Wynn and a drone stood on either side of Victor as the demon continued its impotent growls. 
 
    Wynn stepped closer, eyeing the captured demon coolly. “As far as anyone knows, demon-kind on Night Sun do not have plasma technology. Where did you get the weapons?” 
 
    The demon grinned and snarled before cackling a laugh. 
 
    “Answer her,” Victor said firmly. 
 
    The demonic creature continued its snarling and giggling. 
 
    The drone’s digital face changed and Xull’s feminine features appeared. “Reports have finished coming in. Multiple areas were attacked across Xull Prime. Casualties are at two hundred and thirty-four individuals from indiscriminate weapon’s fire. Drone casualties number over two thousand as key areas were attacked.” 
 
    “Which key areas?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Better to show you,” Xull said as the smooth glassy surface of the drone’s face turned into a video feed. 
 
    Victor and Wynn watched as demons surged into a hanger where a dreadnought was housed. The feed flashed with plasma fire before the demons boarded the ship. A cloaked figure led the attack, firing into the drones before making their way inside. The feed changed to another hanger, a thick monster of a man with three eyes storming in with hundreds of demons at his back. The feed changed a third time, a blonde warp spawn laughed as she attacked drones. The video ended as she boarded another dreadnought. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Victor said and whistled. 
 
    Wynn looked to the Champion, “Who are they?” 
 
    “Three Champions. The robed one is Xix, he works for the demon god Redarr. The large guy with three eyes is Kaiser. He is Roorh’s champion. The warp spawn with the crazy laugh is Vayne. She follows Tantia.  
 
    “I tangled with them on Eddor. There was a fourth one, but he didn’t make it.” 
 
    Xull continued, “The enemy Champions knew the locations of the three dreadnoughts. Once they boarded the ships, they were able to overcome my defenses and activate the dimensional drives. Calculating the severity of the attack and the locations and defenses, the demons and Champions had prior knowledge and access codes. There is a seventy four percent chance the demons and Champions were aided by those who were formerly part of the Resistance.” 
 
    Wynn’s ears bent back as she turned her attention to Xull. “The Resistance never made deals with any other realm, especially demons from Night Sun. Your calculations are off.”   
 
    “The invading force used Xull technology and weapons. All weapons and codes are accounted for except those stolen by the Resistance before the cease-fire,” Xull said without emotion.  
 
    “They wouldn’t do this,” Wynn growled before Victor moved to her side. 
 
    “Wynn, we have to get to the bottom of this. We don’t know the whole story.” 
 
    The fox shook her head, “This is what Xull wants. A reason to stop the cease-fire and go back to hunting my people down.” 
 
    “I have no desire to hunt allies. Logic and evidence dictate the enemy has received an edge and are using it to their full advantage. Three dreadnoughts were stolen and in the hands of the enemy. We are now at a disadvantage.” 
 
    The demon laughed long and hard. All heads turned to the prisoner as he continued to chuckle his amusement. 
 
    “The mighty Xull and Vala’s Champion have lost. Praise Redarr!” 
 
    Victor eyed the demon. Wynn stepped over and punched the prisoner in the face. The demon’s laughter stopped as he licked black blood from his split lip. 
 
    “Say Redarr’s name one more time and I’ll break your jaw,” Wynn growled. 
 
    “Redarr,” the demon grinned. 
 
    Wynn lifted up a fist when Victor caught it by the wrist. 
 
    “Let’s get any information we can before we beat him to a pulp,” Victor said with a frosty edge. 
 
    Wynn pulled her arm away. “I doubt we will get much from him. The way they attacked; they were throwing their lives away. If I hazard a guess, this was a suicide mission. They were trying to keep us busy while they went through with their plan to steal the dreadnoughts.” 
 
    “I concur,” Xull added. 
 
     Victor turned his gaze to the prisoner. “You tried to run while your brothers and sisters in battle tried to stop me. What made you think you could run?” 
 
    The demon met Victor’s gaze; eyes unblinking. “Someone had to report back our victory.” 
 
    Victor took a step closer. “I doubt that. It may have been a suicide mission, but you had second thoughts. Share what you know and maybe my friend here won’t beat you bloody.” 
 
    The prisoner kept his evil gaze on Victor before his smile melted into a thin line. The dark red skin glowed in the light as he remained still as a frozen pond.  
 
    Victor could see that this was not some unintelligent creature. The eyes gave off a sinister intelligence as it studied Victor and those around him. It was watching and waiting for a moment so it could take advantage in some way. 
 
    I feel the same. I… 
 
    Victor felt Chill trail off. The air cooled as frost fell from lips. Buk shuddered while frosty air fell from Wynn’s nose. Diz hugged her arms as the chill deepened around them. 
 
    “I sense a dimensional vortex,” Xull said with an even tone. 
 
    Victor continued to eye the demon as their face took on a deadly serious edge. The laughter and giggling were gone, replaced with some new intelligence as the prisoner sat. Confident eyes stared at Victor as the demon relaxed in his bonds. 
 
    “Xix was right to be concerned about your power,” the demon said, it’s voice different, darker. 
 
    “Redarr,” Victor stated as his brow formed a hard V. 
 
    The demon gave a slight nod. “Truly, you are a Champion to be reckoned with. Watching you fight was the highlight of my evening.”  
 
    Victor, Xull, Wynn, Buk, and Diz stared down at the demon. No one made a sound as the prisoner looked to each one in turn before centering his gaze back on Victor. 
 
    “Vala has lost,” Redarr said with a frosty edge. 
 
    “You didn’t have to appear just to tell us that,” Victor said with an equally cold tone. 
 
    The demon prisoner gave a small nod. “You are correct. I simply had to meet you. Xix was so impressed, he begged me to try turn you to our side. My Champion loves a challenge, but I denied him, not wanting to spend so much energy on a man in love with a goddess.” 
 
    The prisoner shrugged in his bonds before he continued, “It doesn’t matter, in the end. I have four of Vala’s acolytes while Baaldir has the remaining three. We know about Vala’s little trick. If we kill them, pieces of Vala’s essence will flow back to you and help the goddess return from her grave. We cannot have that. 
 
    “I have mages loyal to me working on sealing them away from you. They have nearly completed their work. In a few hours, Vala’s crusade will end. You have lost. All of you have lost.” 
 
    Anger bubbled under Victor’s skin. Eyes shifting away, thoughts went to his swords as scenarios played out of the Champion slicing off the demon’s head. 
 
    Redarr’s lips twisted into a small smile. “There it is, the pain of defeat I so wanted to see. Thank you, Victor, you made the evening a perfect end. I will toast to your defeat. While you’re still enraged, please kill this prisoner. He tried to run and I will not tolerate weakness in my armies.” 
 
    Victor stepped closer to the prisoner. Anger turned to a muted rage. Thoughts flowed to Vala and he refused to believe this was how it ended. The Holy Sword slid out of his wrist and into his waiting palm. Redarr smiled, showing all of his razor-sharp teeth. Victor’s grip tightened along the handle when four envelopes appeared over his shoulder. 
 
    All eyes widened, even Redarr’s gaze at the floating invites. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Victor cursed as he looked to the invites. 
 
    The four envelopes floated down and hovered before the demon possessed by Redarr. The paper flaps opened and four letters floated out and unfolded. Redarr’s expression turned curious as he began to read. When he finished reading all four invites, the paper and envelopes flashed into small flames and they were gone. 
 
    “Vala has seen fit to invite Tantia, Roohr, Ibris and I to her resurrection. How interesting since it will never come to pass. The Goddess of love will only be a ghost of her former self as long as we have her acolytes. When she visits your dreams, tell her thank you for the invite, but the party will never happen. So long, Vala’s Blade.” 
 
    The demon’s eyes rolled back into his head. Victor could feel the cold slowly leaving the area and his mind went into action. There was no time to question or plan, he had to find out where the acolytes were or they will never complete the crusade. Vala would remain in limbo and it was only a matter of time before he and the acolytes were hunted to extinction. 
 
    Grinding his teeth, he called up his abilities from the Abyss Sphere of Influence. 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality 
 
    The Champion hated what he was about to do. The Spheres of Influence used abilities from each of the realms, but Dark Spire’s abilities were of a darker nature. Remembering when he used one of the abilities, it left a bad taste in his mouth. Time was ticking away and if Redarr was telling the truth, the crusade was nearly over, their side lost. 
 
    Victor lifted his left hand and clamped it over the demon’s head. Spending a point of Intelligence, he activated his Harvest Thoughts ability. Shadow energy rippled before it stabbed into the demon’s head. The prisoner let out a moan, half pain and half ecstasy. Wynn reached up with concern in her eyes, ready to touch Victor’s shoulder when Xull lifted up a metal arm to block her path. 
 
    The shadowy needles penetrated the demon’s thoughts and Victor’s own eyes rolled into his head. He could see the foul thing’s mind and feel Redarr’s presence leaving. The celestial strands broke away, one by one, but Victor pushed, clamping on fleeting thoughts as he straddled the line between the demon prisoner and the demon god, Redarr.  
 
    Energies clashed as Victor tried to go deeper. Feeling the thoughts slipping away, the Blade spent the remaining two points of Intelligence and cemented his hold. He wished he had more influence and hoped it would be enough. 
 
    Mental walls began to crack and Redarr attempted to break away quicker. Victor pushed and the protective layers of the mind parted to reveal inner thoughts. Victor took hold of those thoughts, pulling them into his mind like wet sinew from a dying body. Chunks of memories flooded him as he continued his grisly work. The last strands of Redarr broke away and Victor mentally snapped at the fleeing god, hungry for more. 
 
    The shadowy energy dissipated and Victor was back, letting go of the demon’s head and stumbling back. The prisoner’s head lolled to the side, white foam leaking from the edge of its mouth as eyes remained rolled back in its head.  
 
    “Victor?” Wynn said as she stepped closer. 
 
    “I know where they are. I have to go to them, now,” The Champion said with a dark edge before he spent five points of Wisdom and activated his Portal Weaving ability. 
 
    A swirling vortex appeared with black and purple energy surrounding it. 
 
    “We have to come up with a plan,” Wynn said as she looked to Victor with wide eyes. 
 
    “No time. They are performing the ritual right now. If I don’t go, Vala’s Crusade ends.” 
 
    “I will go with…” Wynn was cut off. 
 
    “No. Tell Cassandra the acolytes on Night Sun are located on the southern continent, by Razor Maw City. If I don’t return, that is where they have to go.” 
 
    Wynn’s eyes hardened as did her spirit. No words were spoken as Victor moved to the portal and stepped inside. The black and purple vortex fell into itself and vanished from sight.  
 
    *** 
 
    A demon in black leaned against the battlement edge. Eyes heavy, the demon fought through the sleepy haze to stay awake. Shouldering his plasma rifle, he blinked while searchlights moved in a steady pattern.  
 
    The sky was thick with clouds stretching from horizon to horizon. The dark sky gave off an ominous mood while a fortress stood in the middle of a clear plain. Spotlights stabbed into the darkness, scanning in circular patterns. Gigantic walls stood in a circular pattern, demon troops moving along the battlement walkways. Plasma cannons rotated slowly along the top of the protective walls while their gunners scanned the darkness. 
 
    The lone demon yawned. He waited for others to relieve his shift. Looking around sheepishly, several demons walked along the battlements but none looked his way. Frustrated, the soldier was ready to storm down off the walkway and inform his commander that his relief didn’t show up when he spotted something appearing in the distance. Blinking, he focused on the pale figure emerging from the darkness with something in his hand. When the demon noticed it was a sword, his mouth dropped as a chill touched his spine. 
 
    “He’s here…the…Champion…is…here,” the demon whispered with a fearful edge and reached for his communication amulet. 
 
    Victor stood at the dark edge of the field, eyes drinking in the high walled fortress in the distance, plasma cannons and searchlights scanning the area. Holy Sword in hand, it glowed with a golden aura as if it was trying to burn away the very darkness of the field around them. 
 
    We need backup. You’re not at 100%. This is suicide!  
 
    “You saw the memories and images. We don’t do this now, it’s over,” Victor stated and called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 70/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-5 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 0/3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 5/15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 14/15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
    Holy Blade 
 
      
 
    It had only been an hour since the attack at the club. Looking at his stats, his Will influence was low but everything else was full or nearly full. Eyeing the Intelligence influence, he knew it wouldn’t need it for this type of encounter. A simple strategy formed, Victor knowing he had to hit them hard and fast. 
 
    Seeing the five powers he could unlock from the Shadow Sphere of Influence; the Champion spent the points. Dark energy swirled around his body, the holy sword in his hand glowing brighter to combat it. When the energy sank back into his body, Victor checked the alerts filling his vision. 
 
    You have gained Seductive Whisper! 
 
    You have gained Illusion Glamour! 
 
    You have gained Chaos Gloom! 
 
    You have gained Shadow Minion! 
 
    You have gained Shadow Craft!  
 
    Victor noted the new abilities as he stared at the fortress in the distance. He had five out of the six abilities from Night Sun and was only one power away from having each of six powers from the six realms. A small smile crept into his cheeks as he was nearly maxed out. 
 
    Focusing his attention to the fortress, horns blared to life as searchlights swiveled in his direction. Plasma Cannons glowed as they prepared to fire and shadowy figures shouted orders to each other, many taking their places along the battlement edges. 
 
    It’s been nice knowing us. 
 
    Victor smirked as he spent six points of Strength, five points channeling to his strength and speed while one point went to his Jump ability. Five Constitution points went to his Power Armor ability. Nano-drones ejected from skin pores and connected together. Metal skin flowed over the Champion’s body as he spent a point of Will, sending energy to his new Holy Blade. The sword hummed with vibrant power as the darkness around him recoiled from its light. 
 
    A searchlight stabbed out, nearing his position while cannons came to bear. 
 
    “Time to be a hero,” Victor whispered as he bent at the knees. 
 
    Victor launched into the air just as the plasma cannons fired. The night lit up in flashes of light. Explosions rippled along the empty field as a small glowing spec flew through the air. Cannons readjusted while they continued to unleash burning plasma. Targeting scanners tried to lock on the flying man, but could not adjust for his small size and speed.  
 
    Victor drank in the air whipping at his body, cannon fire lighting the dark night. Holy sword in hand, he saw that he was going to land just before the main gate. Demons across the battlements raised their rifles and opened fired. Streams of plasma bolts filled the wide spaces between heavy cannon fire. Glowing eyes blinked and a sliver of fear stabbed at spines as the Champion landed, dirt and dust billowing up. Aiming over the edge, they continued to fire at the floating dust. 
 
    Victor was already moving, sword at his side as he barreled toward the front gate. With a smirk, he reached the thick, metal gate and sliced across. Sparks flew and metal groaned as Victor’s Holy Sword flashed with wide arcs. Left fist reared back, the Champion punched the twisting metal, shattering the thick door to massive shards. 
 
    Chaos bloomed just beyond the falling gate as demon soldiers opened fire. Victor leapt again, body spinning as plasma bolts missed him by inches. Sword flashing, he came down and sliced hard across. Three demons yelled before their bodies fell in half. Victor kept moving, holy sword cutting down any demon in his way. Strength and Speed amplified, he moved as a blur, cutting demons in half before a large plasma bolt hit the ground next to him and sent the Champion flying to the side. 
 
    Victor’s boots hit the ground and he slid to a halt, looking up at the cannons turning around and aiming into the courtyard. The Champion took in his surroundings and noticed metal barricades around him and demon soldiers taking cover behind them. A single armored building stood in the middle of the area, cannons on top aiming at him. 
 
    Victor thought this was a fortress to house an army. As a new realization cascaded over his mind, he saw that it was not a fortress but an arena. 
 
    Of course, it had to be a trap. 
 
    “Either help me or shut up,” Victor hissed as he bent his legs and launched into the air again. 
 
    Body soaring, the Blade landed on the battlements. Power pumping into his legs, he charged along as demons turned their rifles on him. Holy Sword flashing, he parried several plasma bolts before he cut down demons two at a time. Cannons turned, but one made a strange groaning sound as Victor sliced through its base and the two operators at its side. The cannon slid off, falling to the other side of the wall and exploding.  
 
    Demons shouted to one another as Victor blurred through them, their words going silent before their bodies fell in half. The Champion cut through another soldier before a bolt struck his chest, followed by two more. Victor grunted as he slid back, glancing down to blast marks on his armored chest, but no further damage. Sword up, Strength and Speed powered his limbs, parrying energy bolts and moving like a fish through a raging river. 
 
    “Time for some back up,” Victor whispered as he spent a Will point and activated his Summon Guardian Ability. 
 
    Never having used it, he wasn’t sure what to expect. A ball of energy appeared and spread out in a matter of seconds. Victor cut down demons and glanced to the glowing energy as it formed an angel. White wings spread out as a blindfold covered her eyes. A glowing yellow sword appeared in her hand and small armor plates appeared along her shins, mid-section, shoulders and forearms. Golden hair spilled out as the guardian dove down, sword flashing. 
 
    Victor grinned as he and the guardian cut through the demon horde with little effort. Screams filled the night as plasma cannons exploded and demons jumped off the battlements to escape holy death. Plumes of fire rose into the sky as Victor methodically cut through bodies. Demons in the courtyard fired up at the battlements, trying to hit the angel and Champion. The guardian spun, dipped, and dived, sword slicing through warm bodies and black blood painting the battlements. Victor sliced through another cannon and another, explosions lighting up behind him. 
 
    The Champion and angel had made their way around the entire battlements leaving bodies, blood, and explosions filling the sky with black smoke. When the last cannon was destroyed, Victor turned his attention to the courtyard and jumped. When he hit the ground, some demons fired at him while others dropped their rifles and ran for the destroyed entrance. 
 
    The two cannons on top of the lone building fired off until Victor’s guardian flew past, her golden sword slashing through them. Explosions sent flaming debris to the ground while demons continued to fire on the Champion cutting down their ranks. 
 
    “Why are you running?” Victor asked as he sliced across the demon’s neck, sending its head flying through the air. 
 
    The Champion stalked forward; eyes hard behind his armored face. Demons backed up, tails trembling and eyes wide. Rifles shook as the lone man approached a cluster of them. 
 
    “Redarr will kill us if we don’t fight back,” one demon shouted to his brothers and sisters at his sides. 
 
    “If you keep fighting, I’m going to kill you,” Victor’s tone holding a menacing darkness. 
 
    The cluster of demons hesitated before dropping their guns and running. Victor smiled behind his armored face, turning his attention to the lone building while his guardian flew in wide circles. The remaining demons in the courtyard rushed toward the entrance, not looking back as they cleared out, leaving smoke, flames, and dismembered bodies behind them. 
 
    Victor began walking toward the structure when a large figure appeared at the top. An arm pulled back as a gleam of a spear point appeared. Victor bent his legs to launch into the air, but he was too late. The spear launched like a cannon, flying silently through the sky and stabbing deep into the flying guardian. Golden blood spurted from its mouth as it spun out of control and struck the ground hard. The dark figure jumped from the top of the structure and came down with both clawed feet, crashing into the guardian as she tried to get back up. Clawed hands grabbed her wings and ripped them from her back before a foot came down, smashing the guardian’s head to pulp. 
 
    Victor stared as a hulking wolf creature grabbed the spear and pulled it from the guardian’s body. It turned around, ears back and eyes glowing. Salvia dripped from the corner of his mouth as locks of white fur ran along its head. Closing its maw, it stalked forward while a voice rose up from behind Victor. 
 
    “Hello cousin.” 
 
    Victor turned sideways, making sure he kept both in sight as darkness filled his eyes.  
 
    “Do not fail Baaldir this time,” Flint growled to Luis as he stalked toward Victor. 
 
    The Champion glanced to Luis in his human form. “Where are the puppies?” 
 
    Luis’s smug expression shifted to pain and hatred. 
 
    “They paid the price for not carrying out Baaldir’s wishes,” Flint scoffed. 
 
    Victor made eye contact with Luis, “You let them kill your dogs?” 
 
    “Luis killed them to prove his worth. He is a Champion of Baaldir and we all must earn our positions at his side,” Flint growled before he slowed to a stop. 
 
    Victor turned his back to Flint, his gaze on Luis. “I have been thinking about you, about us. You don’t have to be Baaldir’s Champion. There is a safe place at Vala’s side. Help me stop Flint and I can take you from here. Vala may be able to return you to Earth.” 
 
    Luis took a step forward, hefting a giant hammer. “Like I told you before, it’s too late for me. I’m going to enjoy turning your body into a red spot on the ground.” 
 
    Victor lowered his sword, “Luis, we can’t go on like this. I…don’t even know what I did to make you so angry. The realms hang in the balance and you’re a Champion to a monster who killed your dogs.” 
 
    Luis stopped his advance, annoyed rage filling his brow. “How can you say that? You know what you did!” 
 
    “Luis, I…” Victor barely had time to raise his sword as Luis and Flint were on him. 
 
    Holy sword parrying Luis’s hammer, his arms shook as sparks flew. Flint’s shadow covered Victor. The Champion raised an armored forearm and parried the spear point, causing it to slide off. Arm whipping out, he bashed it against Flint’s snout, but the war wolf barely moved. Claws flashed and Victor jumped. 
 
    The Champion flew straight up as Luis and Flint were on the ground, looking up with hungry eyes and weapons at the ready. When Victor reached the zenith of his jump, he began to fall toward them, Luis’s body shifting and growing with each passing second. When he was halfway to them, Luis had changed into his monstrous wolf form, hammer at the ready. 
 
    Victor let out a strong exhale as he landed and bodies blasted into motion. Holy Sword up, Victor turned into a typhon, parrying each hammer swing and spear thrust. Sparks and energy showered the area as the Champion moved against their attacks, parrying and stepping away to gain some room.  
 
    Luis growled as he launched at his small cousin, hammer coming down in hard strikes. Despite Victor’s strength, he felt Luis had become stronger. Each blow sent a foot back and another to remain standing. At this rate, Victor knew they would overcome him soon if he didn’t up his power. 
 
    Spending a Will point for his Bend Time ability, time slowed down. Victor tried to take the advantage, but saw Luis and Flint were not moving as slow as he hoped. Either they had some resistance or they were pumping influence into their speed, they came at him like two comets. Victor’s sword parried blows before launching backwards and landing fifty feet away. 
 
    “I’m strong enough to end your life now,” Luis said with an evil grin as he advanced. 
 
    Flint flexed his shoulders as he approached alongside Luis’s. 
 
    Victor stayed at the ready. “Luis, we can’t go on like this. I don’t want us to kill each other.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m just going to kill you,” Luis grinned and burst forward. 
 
    Victor parried the incoming hammer, arms shaking. A spear slammed into his side; metal plates blowing off. Victor readjusted to knock away Flint’s spear when Luis’s hammer came hard across. The power in the blow knocked Victor into the air, metal plates flying in different directions before hitting the ground and rolling to a stop. Checking his Armor status report, he had lost about 37% of his armor. Another hit or two like that, and it would be gone. Exposed clothes showed where he was struck and Luis gazed down at them, plotting out his moves. 
 
    Victor backed up as the war wolves stalked closer, a deadly menace in their eyes. “Luis…tell me…tell me what I did that wronged you?” 
 
    “Finish him so we may bring his head to Baaldir,” Flint growled. 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the older war wolf, “You beat me when I first arrived in Vala’s realm. I won’t let you get another chance. Tell Baaldir to fuck off.” 
 
    Flint gave a wolfish grin. “You’re pathetic. How could such a weak man kill a legend.” 
 
    “Kill a legend? What the fuck? Are you guys reading from a different script? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Victor said as he backpedaled, his back to the lone building in the middle of the courtyard. 
 
    Flint’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t even know what you did. What you set into motion from your dreams. You saved Vala but you killed…” Flint’s growl began to grow. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened as he remembered the dream. It flashed before his mind’s eye, the rock in his hand as he brought it down on the wolf chasing Vala’s animal form. The blood staining fur and the protective fury fueling his dream self as he rammed the sharp rock into the giant wolf.  
 
    Flint gave a grave nod as he saw the realization in Victor’s eyes. “You killed my father. I swore a blood oath to slay the man who murdered him. I could not kill you in Vala’s realm, but I wanted you to feel my fists so you will always know, I beat you before I slayed you.” 
 
    Victor took another step back, heart growing heavier in his chest. Fire lit and touched the Champions eyes as he took another step back. The scene played out in his mind again, pouncing on the wolf and striking it with the stone. Never in his life had he raged as he protected such a small creature from the jaws of death. He didn’t know it was Vala. He had no idea about realms, monsters, angels, and demons. All he knew was he had to stop death from taking an innocent, even if it meant his own life. 
 
    Victor looked down, “I’m sorry I killed your father.”  
 
    “Keep your pathetic apology. I want retribution,” Flint growled as he stepped closer. 
 
    Victor looked up with a growing storm in his eyes, “But if I had to do it again, I wouldn’t change a thing.” 
 
    Flint howled with rage as he and Luis launched at the Blade. Victor spent ten points of Constitution and reactivated his Power Armor Ability. The Titan effect caused energy to super charge his body. The armor plates across his body doubled and tripled in size. Hydraulics unfurled from the metal and clamped onto joints. Victor’s armored body grew squarish at the shoulders as he slashed out with his holy sword. Flint and Luis brought their weapons down and when they clashed, the entire area trembled. 
 
    Victor moved like a titan against the two war wolves. Luis could barely keep up as he parried the holy sword. Flint moved like a dancer through the metal storm, body twisting and avoiding strikes and stabbing with his spear. The point bounced off the hardened metal, sending sparks into the air. 
 
    “Luis! I’ll stop Baaldir! I’ll save you from his influence!” Victor yelled as he backed up, sword swinging. 
 
    Luis launched at the metal juggernaut, ice covering the hammer head and the war wolf screaming. “I DON’T NEED SAVING!” 
 
    Victor turned his sword sideways, parrying Luis’s blow. Flint was airborne over Luis’s shoulder, spear point aimed for Victor’s un-armored eye. The Champion yelled as he pointed his left hand and spent a point of Will. Using his Energy Craft ability, golden energy surged into his hand, but before Victor could change it to something useful, instinct took over and a stream of energy blasted out.  
 
    Flint turned his spear sideways, taking the brunt of the blast, but it still knocked him from the air. The war wolf spun away, landing awkwardly and stumbling off as he tried to right himself. 
 
    Luis brought his hammer up and down, again and again on Victor’s holy sword. Power exploded as Victor tried to fend off his attack. A divine rage took hold of the war wolf as he brought the hammer down like a blacksmith at an anvil. The ground cracked and hydraulics kept Victor up and holding back the power. 
 
    “I’ll kill you like your dad should have done when he went crazy!” Luis screamed.  
 
    Victor took a step back when the ice hammer struck the blade again. The power in the strike cracked the Holy Sword and pain touched Victor’s soul. Energy whirled and before Victor could recover, white hot power slammed into every cell of his being. 
 
    Time slowed and Victor could see every motion as it was happening. Rage poured out of Luis as he lifted his hammer for another blow. Flint charged with snarling fury and spear in hand. The energy touching Victor’s body blasted him beyond his mortal senses as he felt peace.  
 
    Victor, it is like it was before. 
 
    The Champion nodded in his mind. He knew what Chill was saying. It was just like before when he tapped Vala’s power against Draygon. Wondrous power filled every last bit of his vessel and the universe made sense. 
 
    Victor’s left hand formed an armored fist. In a blink, the fist crashed into Luis’s chest and he flew backwards, his wolfish eyes wide. Flint was stabbing outward when Victor flashed before him, punching the war wolf and sending him flying back just like Luis.  
 
    Victor sighed, knowing he could end it with just another action when reality fell back into place, the crack along his sword sealing shut. Weakness poured into muscles and Victor found it hard to stand. The power he felt was gone. Groaning, he watched as Flint and Luis hit the ground and tumbled like they were hit by trains. 
 
    Turning, Victor tried to run, but instead hobbled quickly toward the lone building. Reaching the door, he looked back to see Luis and Flint shaking off the dazed confusion and slowly getting back to their feet. The Champion lifted the Holy Sword and slashed at the metal door. It split in half and fell with a thunderous bang.  
 
    Charging his left fist with his remaining Will point, Victor pointed up as he stepped in. Energy blasted out at the top of the entrance, cracking it. The metal and stone fell in as the Champion made his way deeper into the building. The front section of the building caved in as Victor rushed down the long corridor and stopped at a set of double doors, debris and dust flying. Sword up, he carved through the doors and rammed his shoulder into the falling shards. 
 
    Stumbling into the large circular room, Victor stared as his hulking armor took up the entrance. Four women lay, a robed figure over each one. Green energy spilled form hands as incantations filled the air. The mages didn’t break their ritual as they whispered arcane words over the women. One woman was demonic with leather covering her body. Her skin was a dark blue and her horns were tiny, smaller than Lily’s horns. The other three women were similar as they looked like a cross between a woman and a hound. Fur covered parts of their limbs and long hair covered their heads. Dog-like ears graced their heads while fangs stuck out from their mouths. Tails lay limply to the side while ashen skin covered their bodies not covered by fur. 
 
    Victor heard a thunderous rumble from outside. Moving with subdued urgency, the Champion raised his sword and cut down the first mage, cleaving him in two. The mage didn’t make as sound, his incantations going silent. Victor moved and cut down another and another until he reached the last one. With a small heave, he sliced the mage in two, blood spurting and spilling on the rune covered floor. 
 
    The four women opened their eyes at once. Victor went to the demon one. She looked to him with sultry eyes and a devilish smirk. 
 
    “Greetings Vala’s Blade. I was starting to wonder when you would arrive to save us,” The demon woman said as she sat up. 
 
    Victor was about to say something when clawed hands grabbed him from behind. Power diminishing, the power armor began to flake off and fall to the floor. Weakness took root as the Champion found it hard to move. Tongues licked at his face and neck as the hound women lapped at him.  
 
    Outside, another thunderous rumble shook the building. 
 
    “Ladies, we have to go,” Victor said as the women continued to lick at him. 
 
    “The hellhounds have wanted to meet you for a very long time,” the demon woman smiled evilly. 
 
    Victor tried to concentrate so he could open a portal when two pieces of Vala slipped into his soul. It was quick, the energy dispersing and two new Divine Orbs filling his body. 
 
    “My name is Lucretia Winter and these are my dogs. They serve me, but they can be a little eager to please if I let them,” the devil woman grinned. 
 
    Victor didn’t waste any more time. Spending the orbs, they flashed away and a new power sank into his bones. 
 
    You have gained Shadow Walk! 
 
    Victor placed one point in his Intelligence and the other point in his Charisma. Another pulse caused the building to shake. 
 
    Lucretia looked to the corridor and the caved in debris. “It’s safe to assume you have enemies at the gate.” 
 
    Victor weakly broke away from the hellhounds. Hand up, he spent five points of Wisdom. A portal appeared, growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Everyone in,” Victor commanded as another shockwave from outside caused the walls to crack. 
 
    Lucretia pulled a whip from her hip and cracked it in the air. The three hellhounds looked to their mistress with wide eyes. 
 
    “Into the portal. Vala’s Blade is going to take us to our new home,” Lucretia said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Without a second thought, the hellhounds leapt into the glowing black and purple portal. Victor put his hand on the demon-woman’s hip and she quickly knocked it away. 
 
    “I control our actions,” the demon winked before stepping into the portal and disappearing. 
 
    Victor sighed in relief before the caved-in entrance exploded. The Champion turned around to see Luis and Flint walking in, Luis’s gaze connecting with Victor's.  
 
    “I’ll save you,” Victor whispered before he stepped into the portal and it collapsed behind him, vanishing from sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    A black and purple portal appeared above dark green grass. Four figures stepped through with ease. A fifth one stumbled through the swirling portal, took three steps, spun as he fell and landed on his back with a “thump”.  
 
    Victor looked up to the starry sky. Muscles burning and his energy low, he continued to lay, admiring the inky dark sky with diamond shaped stars. The familiar scents of the realm washed over his senses and despite the pain, he managed a small smile. Eyes turning to the left, he saw Vala’s Mountain, glowing lights among the town at its base, the village halfway up and the flaming torches along the temple at the top. Images of his friends warmed his heart, but the song of weakness continued to play as he lay in the grass. 
 
    Four figures surrounded and stood over the weakened Champion. Lucretia gave a wicked grin while the three hellhounds turned their attention to their mistress. 
 
    “It would appear our savior is very tired,” the devil woman said with a wicked smirk before looking to her three hellhounds. “Muz, Glokk and Rozull, please disrobe our savior.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the devil as she methodically began to take off her leather outfit. “We should…” the Blade began. 
 
    “Hush now,” Lucretia said with half closed eyes. “Vala’s power begs to be free and I have waited for this moment for too long. You do not understand what we have gone through, bringing our bodies to climax and not being satisfied. To lust for something, we can’t have for so long. Now, we have you. Vala demands worship and we demand you.” 
 
    Victor lay like a stone as the hellhounds pulled at his clothes. Muz lifted his upper body to help pull off his coat and shirt while Glokk and Rozull took off his boots and soon, leather pants. The night air touched Victor’s exposed skin as he was laid back down. Despite having points in his influence, the inner fire of spirit burned low. It reminded him of when he would start working out after not working out for a long while. Body wasn’t used to spending that amount of energy, but a spark glowed from within, a deep knowing that he would become stronger because of it. 
 
    Leather hit the grass and Victor turned his gaze to Lucretia. The dark-blue skinned demoness stood naked over his head. There was no shyness in her eyes. Instead, Victor saw a hunger that needed to be satisfied. Azure colored breasts hung unassisted with dark blue nipples pointing in desire. Smooth skin covered most of her body except for a few scars at her arms and inner thighs. Wetness gleamed in the dim light from her hairless slit. Clawed finger tips ran down her body as she stared, nails caressing the pale scars. 
 
    “The pain helps control desire, but there will be no pain this evening,” The demon woman smirked. 
 
    Victor parted his lips when a warm mouth closed down on his half-hard member. Heat and wetness caressed his manhood before lips and tongue stroked it. Victor barely lifted his head to see Glokk and Rozull naked at either side of him while Muz was between his legs, eyes closed and enjoying the taste of his now rock-hard member. 
 
    “Glokk and Rozull can barely control themselves at times. Muz has been a good girl and gets your cock first. When we are all finished, we can climb the mountain to our new home,” Lucretia said with a sultry command. 
 
    The blue-skinned devil turned her body and stood over Victor, his head between her clawed feet. Legs bending, she lowered herself to her knees, her rump resting on the Champion’s chest. Warmth touched Victor’s body, soothing his weakened spirit as the devil let a single finger caress herself, inches from the Blade’s mouth. 
 
    “I have many experiences I want to show you, but for now, please me so the nagging desire will stop haunting my body,” Lucretia sighed before moving her warm thighs to either side of Victor’s cheeks and sliding down until her womanhood touched his mouth. 
 
    Energy swelled as Victor happily let his tongue and lips begin their work. The demoness watched for a long moment before bliss ran along every nerve and she closed her eyes. Hips moved as thighs held Victor in place. Champion and demon matched the motion and small moans fell from Lucretia’s dark lips. Glokk and Rozull ran their hands all over Victor, Muz, and Lucretia. Tails wagging, they licked black lips while Muz gave muffled cries. The hellhound was insatiable, the tip of Victor’s cock touching the back of her throat and she refusing to gag on it. Long strokes of her lips caused the throbbing member to pulse. Alternating her rhythm, Victor found it harder and harder to keep his urges at bay. 
 
    “Rozull, touch me how I like to be touched,” Lucretia said in a heated whisper. 
 
    The hellhound moved to her mistress, clawed hands moving from behind and running fingertips along standing nipples. The sharp tips of the claws touched the demoness in odd ways and Lucretia let out a sultry moan. 
 
    Despite the weakness in his body, the spirit was willing. Arms slowly rose up and his hands grabbed at the demoness' waist. The demoness opened her eyes as Victor took control. A whine fluttered up her throat, but she didn’t say anything as Victor buried his face and mouth at the apex of her sex, licking at her like she was the only source of water for miles. 
 
    Muz’s tail wagged faster as she upped the tempo. Inches of Victor’s manhood appeared and disappeared along her lips. Nuzzling her mouth to the base of his cock, her tongue slid along the shaft, calling for him to nourish her inner fire. The sound of their connections filled the air around them, small moans adding to the loving symphony. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Lucretia said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Rozull and Glokk said at the same time. 
 
    Muz said nothing, moving her head quicker, her heart crying out. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor mumbled as his tongue touched Lucretia’s clit in just the right way. 
 
    Lucretia’s body trembled and then it shuddered. The demoness let her moans grow louder as her inner world sparked in divine bliss. Hips still moving, she stayed in that internal place, using the Champion until she was ready to let it all go. Victor looked up with intense eyes as wetness flooded his mouth and her taste changed. Lucretia’s body shuddered again and again as she fell forward, her hands and arms keeping her up as she gasped for breath. Energy swirled and left her body to enter his. The demoness basked in the storm of orgasms, but remained over him, hips moving to Victor’s blessed tongue. 
 
    Muz upped the tempo until Victor’s cock thickened in her mouth. Slowing down, she continued to stroke him. Claws dug into the Blade’s legs, causing his hips to thrust. Pleasure blasted the Champion while white seed spurted into the hellhound’s throat. Muz’s lips touched the base of his cock while another spurt painted her throat. Energy bloomed between them before it sank into Victor’s spirit, another piece of Vala returning to the void. 
 
    Muz, unable to control herself, let Victor’s cock fall from her mouth as she climbed on him. Taking hold of his half-hard cock, she pressed it to her valley and moaned her approval as she slid down, the used-up member growing hard once again. 
 
    Victor let the symphony between them sing on. He had only three pieces of Vala left to find and the crusade would reach its end. Settling in as Lucretia demanded more, the Champion carried on with his sacred duty. Glokk and Rozull whining that they wanted their turn. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor sighed as the hellhounds each fought over who was to hold his hands. The lanterns of the village glowed with ethereal light as they stepped off the stairs. The entire walk up the mountain was fine except the hellhounds argued on who wanted to be with him. Even when Victor said he could hold a hand from each, the third one whined that it was unfair. Lucretia seemed not to care, her eyes distant and a dark smile on her lips. 
 
    Stepping onto the stone street, Victor felt his muscles begin to give out. The evenings activities had used up the last of his energy. A thought touched his mind, wondering why his regeneration wasn’t picking up the slack. Calling up a status screen in his vision, a small alert appeared, telling him that his nano-drone regeneration was offline. When he pulled up the details, it informed him the surge of energy knocked the drones offline and the system needed a few more hours to reboot. 
 
    Victor struggled to stand. When his sword cracked and he felt he surge of energy, it caused more havoc then he realized. The hellhounds reached out and helped steady the Champion just as Cassandra walked along the street toward them. 
 
    The eight-foot tall Keeper gave a welcoming smile as she approached. The demoness and hellhounds looked up to her tall stature and smiled. When the Keeper stood before them, her gaze moved to Victor as he struggled to stand. 
 
    “Welcome to Luna Springs Village. I summoned Yex to meet with you and she should be on her way. She will show you to your new home or homes here on Vala’s Mountain.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucretia said with a warm edge. 
 
    Victor tried to stand on his own power. Taking a step toward Cassandra, the Champion gave her a weak smile before his legs gave out. The Keeper’s arms swept out and caught him. Lifting the Blade up, she held him to her large chest. 
 
    “Hi,” Victor whispered. 
 
    “Hi,” Cassandra said with a concerned smile. 
 
    The Keeper turned from the small group as Yex approached. The Slyth beckoned the devil and hellhounds to follow her while Cassandra carried Victor to his home. Darkness touched Victor’s gaze in waves. The last few hours had taken its toll and he was barely able to stay awake. Images of his surroundings pulsed and before he knew it, Cassandra was placing him down on his bed. 
 
    “I saw what you did, from my dreams. I’m not happy you went to Night Sun without any assistance,” Cassandra said softly while she began to take off his clothes. 
 
    “We…didn’t have time,” Victor managed. 
 
    The Keeper nodded. “I know, but I’m still not happy. You are important not only to Vala, but to us as well.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Cassandra finished taking off Victor’s clothes and pulled a blanket over his nude body. Standing over him, she pulled at her emerald green robe and shed it from her shoulders. Victor looked to her as her alabaster body glowed in the limited light. It was warm and inviting, but he wasn’t sure he was up to the task of spending time with his friend. 
 
    The Keeper stood by the edge of the bed, “Not to worry, you need rest and restoring your energy. I’m here to help quicken your recovery.” 
 
    The tall woman picked up the blanket and slipped into bed. Pressing her body to Victor’s, she snuggled close while her arms and a leg held him to her. Warmth crawled along his body as he nestled in. Cassandra ran her fingers along his skin, energy dancing with each smooth touch. 
 
    Victor wanted to fall into slumber’s warm embrace, but he fought it. Questions raided his thoughts and he couldn’t keep them at bay any longer. 
 
    “Cassandra…why are some of the dark gods invited to Vala’s Resurrection?” 
 
    The Keeper’s expression didn’t change as she held Victor close. “I don’t know. Vala gave me instructions, but when I questioned her, she simply smiled.” 
 
    Victor stared upwards, “Drogoss…I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “I have seen the events on Eddor. He has ended the war between the Mages and the Slingers. There is a new peace.” 
 
    Victor turned his gaze to meet Cassandra’s dark eyes. “You…don’t trust him either. I can…feel it. For an all-powerful god…he hasn’t done anything until we showed up. He’s hiding…something.” 
 
    “Shhhh, try to get some sleep. We can talk more in the morning,” Cassandra said with a soothing tone. 
 
    “We shouldn’t…have the enemy…at the…” Victor tried to speak, but the warmth and comfort of the bed and Cassandra’s body against his was too much. 
 
    Eyes fluttering closed, Victor fell from the waking world and slid deep into the dreamscape.  
 
    The darkness caressed his mind and body as he floated in an ocean of black. Energy burned low like coals in a fire pit. Small thoughts carried on the tides of his inner world, wishing he could sleep like this forever. Tendrils of fear nipped at his dreamy skin, concern and worry for his friends and Vala herself filling him with dread.  
 
    Eyes opened as he floated. Two figures emerged from the darkness, walking toward him without making a sound. Smiles bloomed as a lilac-colored demon and a blonde elf walked toward the floating Champion. Hearts soared as the trio met, facing each other. Victor was so happy to see them, but noticed they had dark circles under their eyes and their smiles weren’t as bright as he had known them to be. 
 
    Victor reached out with both hands. Lily took his right hand while Dawn took his left. The elf and demon then held each other’s hands, forming a triangle in the abyss. 
 
    “Where are you?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Sleeping in the Tempest Realm,” Lily answered. 
 
    “We found the remaining three acolytes,” Dawn said, the darkness growing under her eyes. 
 
    “This is good news?” Victor asked while trying to remain upbeat. 
 
    Lily and Dawn looked to each other before turning their attention to Victor.  
 
    “There is a wide valley. Baaldir has the three acolytes tied to posts. They are surrounded by thousands of his War Wolves,” Dawn began. 
 
    “They aren’t like the war wolves we have fought in the past. They hold a demonic power to them. They stand like statues, staring out in all directions and surrounding the acolytes. Baaldir is there, standing among them, but not moving. He looks different.  
 
    “I’m not sure this is a fight we can win,” Lily said with a grim edge. 
 
    “He knows we’re coming,” Dawn said, her voice echoing through the abyss. 
 
    “We have to save them,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Lily and Dawn nodded but the shadows didn’t leave their eyes. 
 
    The three floated in the abyss, holding each other’s hands as loving warmth touched all their hearts. Victor didn’t know where it was coming from, but it seemed to grow with each passing second. In a blink, three women floated, their bodies tied to incorporeal posts and heads lifting up. 
 
    A gray-haired young woman looked up to Victor and gave a hard smile. “I see them.” 
 
    A green-haired young woman lifted her head, eyes on Lily, “We can smell you on the wind. Baaldir knows your coming.” 
 
    A blue-haired woman strained against her post, “We are ready to love or die to bring Vala back. Tempest is no longer our home.” 
 
    The gray-haired woman looked to her fellow acolytes. “Stay strong my sisters in battle. Our prayers are answered…” 
 
    Victor’s heart clenched in his chest as the three women faded away to the darkness. 
 
    The warmth of his spirit turned into a storm. The long fight had pushed him and his friends to the breaking point too many times. With the end so close, not even Baaldir himself could stop what was to happen. 
 
    “Lily, Dawn, when I wake, I’m coming to you,” Victor said with courage. 
 
    The demon and elf looked to Vala’s Champion. 
 
    Victor continued, “This crusade has gone on long enough. I’m going to come to you and we are going to liberate the last of Vala’s acolytes.” 
 
    “Even with our power we…” Lily trailed off as if ashamed to say anymore. 
 
    Victor squeezed her hand. “We have fought through the realms with every bit of our power and our wits. I’m not giving up and none of us are going to die. I won’t allow it. Vala’s ex-boyfriend isn’t going to stand in our way. I’m coming and I’m bringing hell with me.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened a hair as she saw Victor’s conviction. A fire burned brighter as the shadows left her eyes and a new glow rose up. Dawn nodded, color filling her cheeks. The trio held onto each other tighter, the power of their union glowing like a new star. 
 
    “Rest up and I’ll come to you,” Victor said with a confident smirk. 
 
    Dawn spoke up, “Stop by my room. Wynn had sent me two gifts some time back and this might be the perfect time to use them.” 
 
    Victor nodded toward the elf before looking to them each in turn. “Love is about to beat the shit out of evil!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun set behind the horizon with a brilliant flash before the sky glowed like embers. Shadows grew longer as the jungle shifted to the waking song of nocturnal creatures stirring from their slumbers. A demon and elf peered from the thick jungle’s edge, staring down at the wide valley. No tree or bush stood, instead the valley was filled with hulking demon wolves, still and silent as a grave at midnight.  
 
    Lily watched the valley, staff in hand. Dawn was at her side, staring as her thin hand caressed the plasma pistol at her hip. The two women looked for any movement or weakness along the valley, but none appeared. The war wolves stood, eyes glowing with dark blue light and spines poking out of their backs, shoulders and arms. The pairs of glowing eyes spread out along the valley like points of candlelight. Dawn thought it would have been beautiful if only the lights didn’t belong to Baaldir’s monsters. 
 
    Baaldir stood not far from the three posts. The god stared at nothing as the women tied to the posts were still, their heads hanging forward and hair covering their faces. 
 
    Mist flowed at the women’s feet. Lily and Dawn turned to see a figure emerge from the mists with a cocky smirk. Victor walked toward them, a backpack in one hand and a plasma rifle in the other. Without a second thought, they were standing up and throwing their arms around the Champion. Victor dropped the backpack and rifle to the floor, his arms holding them close.  
 
    “I missed you both,” Victor said. 
 
    The embrace lasted for a long moment before all three parted. Dawn grabbed the backpack off the ground and slung it to her back. There was a whirl of machines as it seemed to tighten to her body, metal sliding down over the straps and securing to the thin elf. 
 
    Lily gave Victor a demonic smirk. “It’s about time you finally do some work around here.” 
 
    Victor returned her smile. “When this is all over, I’m putting you to work…in my bed!” 
 
    Lily licked her lips. “Good, because I need be taught some lessons.” 
 
    Dawn lifted up the plasma rifle and checked it, “Do we have a real plan or are we just going in guns blazing?” 
 
    “Cassandra and I came up with something that I hope…erm…will work.” 
 
    Lily’s smile dimmed. “You’re not sure?” 
 
    “Are we sure of anything in the universe,” Victor grinned. 
 
    “I’m starting to lose confidence,” Lily said as she closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    Dawn hoisted the butt of the rifle to her shoulder. “I’m sick of being in this realm. What’s the plan?” 
 
    Victor nodded and began detailing the plan. In the back of his mind, he called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 74/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 2 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 5 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
    Holy Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Unseen Hand 
 
    Enchant Weapon 
 
    Enchant Armor 
 
    Portal Weaver 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Summon Monster 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Body Enhancement/Repair 
 
    Interface Upgrade 
 
    Weapon Upgrade 
 
    Armor Upgrade 
 
    Power Suit Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Seductive Whisper 
 
    Illusion Glamour 
 
    Chaos Gloom 
 
    Shadow Minion 
 
    Shadow Craft 
 
    Shadow Walk 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Summon Guardian 
 
    Bend Time 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality  
 
      
 
    Victor kept talking as he glanced at his stats. The two extra points he received from Lucretia and Muz went to his Intelligence and Charisma Spheres of Influence. Knowing he had all the abilities and powers he could accumulate, he hoped they would be enough and maybe they could make it out of this fight without a single causality. 
 
    “Do we all got it,” Victor finished. 
 
    Lily and Dawn blinked. 
 
    “You think this will work,” Lily said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Victor gave her a sarcastic hurt expression. “It was me and Cassandra’s idea.” 
 
    “Cassandra and I,” Lily corrected. 
 
    Victor fought back a laugh. “I come back, missing you both like crazy and you’re already riding me about my grammar?” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not all the riding we’re going to do,” Dawn said with a deadpan expression. 
 
    Victor and Lily blinked before they started laughing. The sound of their laughter rose up, touching the valley walls and echoing down to the monster army. Glowing blue eyes all turned in unison, staring up at the jungle covering the valley edge. 
 
    Victor wiped away a tear before letting his Bone Sword slide into his hand. “I’m sure they heard us so, let’s get this party started.” 
 
    The trio turned and walked. Stepping out from the jungle edge, Victor eyed the sea of demonic war wolves as they all stared in their direction. Dawn’s face was a serious mask as she marched, plasma rifle pointing in her arms. Lily’s staff stabbed at the firm ground as she walked, tail moving from side to side. Victor walked along, sword pointed down and an amused smile on his lips. When the three of them were about a hundred feet from the jungle edges, they looked upon the monster army facing them. 
 
    Baaldir’s blank expression shifted to mild amusement. Glossy black antlers shined in the evening light as his black and green goatee glowed with ethereal light. A fur loin-cloth covered his godhood while a golden spear stood straight up, the god’s fingers curled along the shaft. 
 
    “Welcome, Champions of Vala,” Baaldir’s voice boomed. 
 
    Victor took two steps forward from Lily and Dawn. Stabbing his Bone Sword into the ground, the Blade cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted back. 
 
    “Not nice to see you, asshole!” 
 
    Baaldir’s smile remained. “Courteous as ever.” 
 
    “You should fire the general who came up with your plan! Who puts their forces at the bottom of a valley? You don’t have the high ground!” Victor shouted and fought the urge to smile. 
 
    Baaldir eyed the Blade as he held out his hand. A demon war wolf brought a head to his god. Baaldir took hold and lifted it up for all to see. Victor’s smile diminished as he saw it was Luka’s severed head, eyes rolled up and mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Luka and her tribe paid the price for not killing you,” Baaldir bellowed. 
 
    Hundreds of war wolves lifted up severed heads, showing them to the champions. 
 
    Victor’s mood darkened. Lily and Dawn stared down, humor bleeding to anger. 
 
    Baaldir threw the head to the ground before lifting up his arms. “You think I am at a disadvantage. You are mistaken. Even from this standpoint, we hold all the power. My Devil Wolves are the perfect combination of nature and corruption. They know no pain and are loyal to their dying breath. They are stronger than any force across the realms!” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as he let his hands fall to his sides. 
 
    “He wants us to think it’s just strength. I think he wants us to fight our way down so he can play an ace card,” Victor whispered over his shoulder. 
 
    Victor shook his head. “His strategy doesn’t affect the plan.” 
 
    Baaldir kept his gaze on the three Champions. “Tonight, Vala’s chance at resurrection dies with you.” 
 
    “You would like to think that you murdering son of a bitch,” Victor growled before he cupped his hands around his mouth once more. “Cassandra,” the Blade shouted. 
 
    The air rippled behind the Champions. Across many realms, The Keeper fell to her knees as she raised her hands, power pouring forth. Time and space shifted and twisted. A wide portal appeared in Vala’s realm, acolytes standing with rune covered weapons and determination etched in their brows. Marching, they stepped into the portal and appeared in the Tempest realm. Three dragons lurched forward, after the main force. When everyone was through, Cassandra cried out and closed the portal, her body falling to the floor. 
 
    Acolytes stood at attention. A blue, green, and white dragon flexed their wings while slyths, succubi, war maidens, angels, several undead, two gargoyles, hellhounds, a demoness, and a team of altered humans with plasma weapons stood, eyes filled with fierce determination. 
 
    Baaldir chuckled. “Is this rag-tag force here to overcome my power in my realm? Even if Vala herself were here, you would still be at a disadvantage. This will be a fitting end to this weak attempt to bring Vala back.” 
 
    Victor rolled his head, flexing his neck. Hand reaching down, he pulled his Bone Sword from the ground and held it at the ready. Lily and Dawn stepped closer to his side; eyes sharp. 
 
    “I have been stressing out about this whole mess between gods and realms. It really brought me to a dark place. But the thing I kept forgetting was we have love on our side. I know it sounds corny, but it touches all of our lives at one time or another. Right now, love is what’s driving us to bring Vala back.  
 
    “Baaldir, you murdered your child. There’s no coming back from that. When Vala returns, maybe she will forgive you. As for me, I hope I’m there when I slice your head from your neck and kick it into a black hole where it belongs!” Victor shouted with a snarky edge. 
 
    Victor turned to the gathered acolytes. “Tonight! We complete Vala!” 
 
    The acolytes shouted and roared! 
 
    Victor smiled as he turned around and bent at the knees, confidence in his eyes.  
 
    “WAKANDA FOREVER!” Victor shouted and charged. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn charged down the sloping valley edge. The acolytes charged as well, voices rising up like a hurricane. Devil Wolves growled before they charged. Like a sea of monsters, they surged forward, claws flashing and legs propelling them like the incoming tide.  
 
    Victor spent five points of Strength to increase his strength and speed. Bone sword sliding back into wrist, he smiled as he led the charge. Lily and Dawn stayed at his sides. The Blade held out his open hands behind him, Lily reaching out and taking one hand while Dawn took the other. 
 
    Baaldir simply smiled before he nodded his horned head. Along the valley cliffs, men and women emerged from their camouflage, raising longbows and notching arrows.  
 
    “I knew it,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra took flight and separated. The blue dragon took the cliff to the right while the green and white dragons took the cliff to the left. Bows lifted up and aimed at the approaching dragons when an orb of darkness appeared high over the valley. The orb grew bigger with streams of purple energy blending with it. From the orb, an elf in a black robe appeared. 
 
    Night held out her hands, incantations spilling from her lips and a moment later, shouting at the sky. Clouds appeared, filling the sky with a menacing darkness as the dragons reached the tribes along the edge, lighting blasted down from the heavens. Bodies were blown apart or thrown as the lightning struck down from the sky. 
 
    Vindrel took a deep breath and unleashed her lightning breath. Izy and Mildra did the same. Gas, ice, and lightning lit up the area before a handful of arrows left their bows. Mildra’s dragon head laughed as the arrows bounced off her scales and fell to the valley floor. 
 
    “Not enough,” Baaldir said before nodding again. 
 
    From a mile away in each direction, pterodactyls took flight with riders on their backs. The stormy sky was filled with winged dinosaurs as they banked and made a straight line for the dragons and floating elf. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn charged at the incoming line of Devil Wolves.  
 
    “Victor,” Lily said as the monstrous wolves closed the distance. 
 
    “No one dies today,” Victor reaffirmed before spending five points of his Charisma and activated his Shadow Walk ability. 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure how exactly it worked but he had an idea when he used a single point earlier on Vala’s Mountain and appeared at her temple to test it.  
 
    The Blade stepped onto his shadow and fell in, taking Lily and Dawn with him. The trio held each other as they ran through the gloom, clawed feet above them in some ethereal dimension. Victor laughed as they pushed on, the greater effect already starting to weaken. When they saw the bottom of the posts stabbing into the darkness, Victor took a breath and jumped up. 
 
    From the shadows of a post, Victor, Lily, and Dawn rose up and stood on solid ground. Baaldir turned his attention to the three, raising a single eyebrow. 
 
    “Keep them busy,” Victor shouted as nearby Devil Wolves turned their attention to the trio and bared their teeth. 
 
    Dawn smirked as she tapped at a spot on the straps. The backpack shifted and changed, two plasma cannons unfurling from it and moving in different directions. The cannons picked their targets as the elf aimed her rifle. In a moment, a wall of muscle, teeth and claws came at the three. In a blink, cannons and rifle roared to life. 
 
    Baaldir watched as Dawn’s body shifted her stance, the cannons acting independently and blasting holes into the incoming monsters. Rifle up, she pulled the trigger, each bolt slamming into a Devil Wolf and exiting out their back to slam into another wolf’s face. The carnage played on like a mad symphony as Dawn blasted holes in anything that got too close. 
 
    Lily rushed to a post. Claws flashing, she cut at the ropes. A woman fell, but was quickly grabbed by the Shield. Lily put the woman’s arm over her shoulder as she moved to the next post. A green-haired woman looked up and smirked as the demon cut the ropes. 
 
    Victor raised his hands, one pointed to the ground near them and another pointed behind the acolyte army. Vala’s forces slowed, smiles appearing as the devil wolves charged up toward them. There was still a hundred feet before Baaldir’s forces would clash with them.  
 
    Victor calmed his mind and heart as he spent fifteen points of Wisdom and activated his Portal weaving ability. He wasn’t sure he would have the power to create two portals at the same time and of varying power but he was damn sure he was going to try. Behind the acolytes, a wide portal unfurled while not far from Victor, another small portal appeared. 
 
    Night controlled the storm until she saw Victor’s portals. Changing incantations, the elf held up her hands and weaved her own. Vindrel barreled down on a large group of men when a portal appeared before her and swallowed the dragon whole. Izy and Mildra flew along as they eyed the incoming pterodactyls when a portal swallowed their bodies. Night winked at Victor before opening a portal and disappearing from view. 
 
    The acolytes on the ground turned their direction and ran back to Victor's large portal, Devil Wolves on their heels. Chaos bloomed as the tide of wolves rushed after the fleeing acolytes, only to see them reach the portal and dive in. Vala’s force leapt into the open portal until everyone was gone from sight. A Devil Wolf rushed ahead to leap in after them when the portal closed and he crashed face first into the ground. 
 
    Baaldir looked down at Victor in incredulous astonishment. “This…this was supposed to be our final battle!” 
 
    Lily threw an acolyte into Victor’s portal, followed by the second one. Dawn blasted at Devil wolves, their bodies littering the area around them. Victor moved to Lily’s side as the demon swiped her claws against the post and grabbed the last acolyte. They both took hold and pulled her to the portal. Lily took it from there, stepping with the last acolyte and disappearing into the portal’s swirling power. 
 
    “Dawn,” Victor said and the elf started to backpedal to the portal, rifle and cannons blazing. 
 
    A golden spear struck the ground near Victor’s boot. The Champion looked up to see Baaldir’s heaving shoulders as he glared down. 
 
    “You…cheated!” The god’s voice boomed. 
 
    Victor smiled. “More like played to your weaknesses. Just because you’re here doesn’t mean you can do anything. I know the rules, gods can’t attack unless a mortal attacks them first, right? Well, no one is going to touch you so you just stand there looking stupid while we take Vala’s chosen home, K?” 
 
    Dawn backed up until she was close to the portal, cannons keeping the wolves at bay. 
 
    Baaldir took a menacing step forward, “I will tear Vala to pieces! I will drown you in her blood! I will…” the god stopped when an envelope appeared over Victor’s shoulder. 
 
    The Blade looked to the floating invite, eyes widening. “Are you fucking kidding me! Your ex-boyfriend is invited to the resurrection?” 
 
    The invite floated up and Baaldir grasped it in his large hand. “It seems our dance shall continue, Blade of Vala,” the god chuckled. 
 
    “I’m going to have to have a long talk with Vala. It seems like everyone is invited, even the trash,” Victor shouted as he stepped back to Dawn’s side. 
 
    Dawn stepped backwards into the portal. Victor reached in but looked back at Baaldir’s amused smile. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Victor shouted like a supervillain before stepping into the portal and disappearing in its rotating swirls. 
 
    Baaldir clutched the invite in his hand as the portal collapsed on itself. “No, it is not.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stumbled out of the portal. A cheer rose up as he was mobbed by acolytes. Lily and Dawn were at his side as the crowd smothered him. Cassandra stood off to the side as Yex helped her to stand. Sunlight bathed the mountain village with warm light as the crowd surrounded Victor, Lily, and Dawn. 
 
    Victor laughed as the cheering grew louder. “We did it!” filled the mountain air, the chant growing louder by the second. 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked,” Lily smirked as she held onto the Champion. 
 
    “I know, right?” Victor laughed. 
 
    Hands grabbed at the Champion and he could do nothing as he was caught in their hold. All he could do was laugh, the weight of the crusade reaching the end and that much closer to raising Vala from her celestial grave. 
 
    “We did it!” Victor chanted with all the smiling acolytes.  
 
    Cheers roared louder, screaming to the bright and sunny sky. 
 
    “We did it,” Cassandra smiled from a short distance, her heart lifting in her chest as a goddess smiled over all of them. 
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    Excited chatter filled the hot springs as a single moon hung high in the night sky. Acolytes sat in each of the pools, some engaged in discussion while others touched each other in intimate places, gentle moans filling the air. The mood was light and full of energy. The thrill of knowing the crusade was reaching its end affected everyone and they reveled in it. 
 
    Victor sat in one of the pools, surrounded by beautiful acolytes while one with green hair faced him, sitting in his lap and taking his manhood with each slow move of her hips. Bliss spiraled as her moans grew in intensity. By their side, Lily played with Dawn with a devilish smirk. The elf cooed her affection as the demon kissed her neck. 
 
    At the edge of the hot spring, Cassandra sat, robe parted and legs in the water. She watched Victor and the last acolyte as their song was reaching its zenith. The Keeper’s heart swelled, watching Victor with a small smile on his lips and eyes drinking in the moment Vala would be free. 
 
    Victor looked up to Tyress as her body bobbed in the water. The Blade smiled as his energy grew with each stroke from the beautiful acolyte. Glancing over to the other two women they saved from Baaldir, the grey-haired one was named Nyx and beside her, the blue-haired one was named Leeza. Nyx and Leeza relaxed by the edge, soaking in the healing energy of the pool after having the Champion first. Nyx would glance over to Victor while Leeza would glance at Tyress and frown. Victor found it odd since the mood was so infectious, but he stayed at the task at hand, the urge for release calling out like a siren on the rocks. 
 
    “I…I feel Vala’s touch,” Tyress moaned before her eyes rolled into her head. 
 
    Victor felt the squeeze of the strong woman before he too could not hold back Vala’s song. The moment Tyress slid down to the base and squeezed again, Victor’s manhood swelled. The opposing forces meeting in the middle caused the Champion to groan while Tyress bent her head back and let out a long moan. A wave of bliss crashed into their souls as they held each other. Hips didn’t stop as they milked each other, come spurting into the beautiful acolyte while her orgasm blasted sensitive nerves. Magical fireworks filled them and not long after, Tyress settled down and leaned onto Victor, keeping him inside and in place as her hips moved barely an inch, enjoying the comfort. 
 
    Cassandra watched as the last piece of Vala was released, energy only she could see, shooting into the sky and vanishing. The tall Keeper slipped off the edge and stepped deeper into the pool, her open green robe floating behind her as she made her way to the Champion. 
 
    Victor looked up to Tyress’s satisfied expression before glancing to Leeza’s frown again. “Is everything alright between you and Leeza?” Victor asked. 
 
    Tyress gave a sultry smirk. “It’s fine. We’re friends, but we don’t like each other,” the acolyte whispered. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Tyress gave a small giggle. “Nyx is the hub between us. She keeps us in line.” 
 
    “Why don’t you like each other?” 
 
    Tyress leaned her lips close to Victor’s ear. “It’s because we’re shapeshifters and in the wild, I would be hunting Leeza.” 
 
    Victor’s lips parted, even more questions filling his mind when Cassandra waded to them and touched Tyress’s bare shoulder. 
 
    “May I have a moment with Victor,” the Keeper asked with a polite smile. 
 
    Tyress nodded before slipping away and swimming backwards, her spirit light as air. Cassandra sat down next to Victor, her robe soaking in the hot water while she pressed her chest to his side. Victor looked over, face nearly red from all the activity and hot water. 
 
    “It is done,” Cassandra said softly. 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Seal Vala’s resurrection with a kiss,” The Keeper smiled before she leaned in. 
 
    Victor and Cassandra kissed, energies glowing from within their hearts. Victor wasn’t sure what was happening, but the kiss was like distilled ecstasy. Lost to the touch of their lips, power swelled until it struck its zenith and exploded outward. All acolytes turned their heads to Victor and Cassandra as a delicate shockwave passed through them. The moon shined just a little brighter and Vala’s realm sighed. 
 
    Cassandra pulled back as Lily and Dawn swam closer. The four of them basked in the loving energy before the Keeper began to speak. 
 
    “It is midnight. In twelve hours, Vala will resurrect in the temple. We must rest and prepare for her arrival.” 
 
    Victor nodded before glancing to Lily and Dawn and looking back to Cassandra. “I don’t have a good feeling about inviting Vala’s enemies to her resurrection. I’m sure we all feel the same way.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “Neither do I, but it is her request. Certain events among the pantheon require witnesses. I’m not sure, but Vala maybe be following the laws, ensuring her resurrection is known to those selected so they can spread the word.” 
 
    “Please tell me there’s a plan if they get out of line? I can understand some of the invites but Baaldir isn’t just going to stand there and let it happen?” 
 
    Cassandra stayed close to the Blade, her hand stroking his thigh. “Vala’s power is growing even as we speak. I can feel it as my own power is growing with hers. When Vala’s guests arrive, they must follow the laws governing her realm. If any of them step out of line, Vala’s power will force them from the realm instantly. Baaldir will not have enough power to resist it, not now since all her pieces have returned to her.” 
 
    “Vala’s power was weakened when her followers were killed. It took several gods to add their energies just so Baaldir, Hexnia and Luhorr could enter this realm and kill everyone here,” Lily added. 
 
    Victor shook his head, “Need I remind everyone that four gods were invited to the Resurrection that helped kill her? What if they combine their energies and force themselves to stay here? I don’t even want to get started about Drogoss.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns, I have them too. We do have the advantage of Vala’s realm and her growing power. It took the death of every one of her followers before she was weak enough to be killed. My power has come full circle. The acolytes will be armed with weapons to ensure security and we must remember, allies have been invited to the resurrection as well.” 
 
    Victor looked to Cassandra with a heavy heart. “I know we are following protocol, for what it is, but I wish it was a smaller, more intimate resurrection.” 
 
    “I have faith in Vala,” Cassandra smiled. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a little before he let out a laugh. “I have faith too. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt. We’ve come so far.” 
 
    The Keeper squeezed Victor’s thigh. “We will prepare for what we can. For now, we all need our rest. Once the suns rise, we will finish the last of our tasks in preparation of Vala’s return. After that, fate will decide.” 
 
    Cassandra stood up and looked to all the springs filled with acolytes. “Vala’s chosen! We must retire for the evening. At noon tomorrow, Vala will return to us and we must be well-rested for her arrival.” 
 
    Heads nodded and lips shifted into understanding smiles. Naked bodies rose up and many began the trek to the paths leading into the village. Victor, Lily, and Dawn stood up and began to follow the crowd. Cassandra stayed standing in the steamy pool, looking up at the moon’s glow. 
 
    Lily put an arm around Victor’s waist, as did Dawn. The trio walked naked along the path, following the crowd. Acolytes splintered off to their homes, some by themselves and others in small groups. It didn’t take long before the village grew quiet again, the three Champions strolling along in the night air. 
 
    Lily saw Victor’s brow was creased and she put her hand to his chest. “I know you’re worried, but Vala’s return is assured.” 
 
    Victor looked to the beautiful succubus and gave a grave nod. “I know. I want to believe everything will work out, but Vala may be at her weakest when she arrives. Baaldir may try something. I…I don’t know how I will handle it if they try to kill her again.” 
 
    “We will be there, protecting her and each other,” Lily smiled. 
 
    Victor gave Lily a weak smile, “We will.” 
 
    The three stepped onto a small path to the home they now shared. Entering the small home, they moved to the bedroom. Victor’s mind swirled as doubt lingered.  
 
    Dawn looked to Victor as they entered the bedroom. Lily sauntered to the bed and slipped in. Victor moved to the edge before hands touched his shoulders and turned him around, his back to Lily. The Blade looked to Dawn’s green eyes; his concerned expression reflected in pools of radiance. 
 
    “We have come so far, together. I know you have doubts, I have them too. If I never met you, my sister might have become insane from her shadow and I could be dead in some gutter. Vala’s faith carried us through. Despite everything, I have faith in us.” 
 
    Victor touched the back of his fingers to Dawn’s smooth cheek, drinking in her beauty. He wanted to say something, but no words came. He could see in Dawn’s eyes; she understood the bond between them and the gravity of the situation. They all understood the risks, but the reward was much greater. Vala was returning and balance would be restored. Victor let a small smile slip as he wondered how different their lives would be once the goddess returned. 
 
    The Blade barely felt Dawn push at his chest, forcing him to sit down on the edge of the bed. Kneeling before him, she licked at his half-hard member while looking up with warm, oval eyes. 
 
    “I thought we had to get some rest,” Victor said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “We are,” the elf smiled before licking his hardening member into her mouth. 
 
    “She has been insatiable lately,” Lily said from the bed as she parted her legs and touched herself. 
 
    The lantern in the room burned low as the sound of Dawn’s loving touch sent tendrils of bliss through the Champion. Victor didn’t say anything further, letting the elf show her appreciation and her love. 
 
    Calling up his stats, he glanced to them while enjoying the waves of bliss. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 77/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 5 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 5 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
      
 
     Seeing that he had five Divine Orbs to spend, he eyed his stats. For a moment, he admired that he had completed the crusade, the number seventy-seven glowing. The long journey was over and he had maxed out his power.  
 
    A dark tendril touched his mind and heart, wondering what he should spend the last five points on. Going over his abilities, he kept glancing back to his Abyss Sphere of Influence. The Bend Reality ability spoke to him despite not liking any of the other powers. They manipulated in a wrong way for him, but if there are going to be gods and goddesses at the resurrection, Bend Reality might be just what he needed against their power, if it came to that. 
 
    Making the decision, he spent the last five Divine Orbs and funneled all five points to his Intelligence Sphere. Power cemented into his spirit as he felt complete. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 77/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 10 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
      
 
    Victor let the stats fade away from his vision as he looked down at Dawn. The elf moaned as inches appeared and disappeared between luscious lips. Lily’s fingers touched Victor’s shoulder, pulling him down. The Blade lay on his back and the succubus kissed him.  
 
    The three of them basked in the loving warmth, a dreamy haze touching their hearts and wet sounds of their unions singing to Vala’s teachings. 
 
    *** 
 
    Twin suns rose, one after the other beyond the horizon. Morning light touched Vala’s temple first before it slowly sank down, painting the mountain in a warm, yellow hue. Doors opened and bodies stepped out among the stone village street, breathing in the glorious morning. 
 
    Victor stirred as rays of light touched him from the window. Blinking, he focused on two shapes not far from the bed. The sleepy haze drained away and the Blade turned on his side, admiring Lily and Dawn as they got dressed. 
 
    Lily looked over to Victor as she slipped her tight leather pants on and gave him a warm smile. “We have a lot to do today. Time to get up.” 
 
    Victor returned her smile as he threw the blanket aside and swung his legs over the bed edge. Standing up, Dawn admired the Champion as he grabbed clothes and began to dress. 
 
    “Am I the only one really excited?” Dawn said as she watched Victor. 
 
    “I think we are all pretty excited,” Victor said, not bothered by the elf’s gaze. 
 
    “The end we have all worked for is here. It will be a moment I’m sure none of us will ever forget,” Lily said as she smoothed back her raven-black hair. 
 
     Victor finished putting on his outfit and slipped his armored trench-coat over his shoulders. “I feel a little strange dressing in the same outfit I always wear.” 
 
    Lily sauntered closer and touched his rugged cheek. “By the end of this day, I’m sure no one will be wearing any clothes.” 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor grinned. 
 
    The trio gave each other one long once over before they moved out of the bedroom and toward the front door. Victor’s mind whirled with possibilities and his heart ached. He missed the beautiful goddess. She hadn’t visited any of their dreams for some time now and he longed for her beautiful smile and sultry voice.  
 
    Door open, Victor, Lily, and Dawn stepped out to see a large crowd had gathered. Smiling faces glowed in the morning light as Cassandra stood among the acolytes, a large leather bag over her shoulder. Victor looked to the crowd and saw almost every acolyte that lived here on the mountain were carrying either large leather bags or sheathed swords and spears. 
 
    “Good morning Vala’s Champions,” Cassandra greeted them with a head bow. 
 
    Victor was first to walk up to the tall Keeper. “What’s first?” 
 
    Cassandra gave the Blade a warm smile as sunlight caused her fiery red hair to shine brighter. “We can discuss on the way up and at the temple.” 
 
    The gathered crowd shifted as Cassandra turned and began walking toward the wide steps. Victor stayed at the Keeper’s side, reaching up to take the leather bag she was holding but Cassandra waved his hand away. 
 
    “You have done enough work for now. Enjoy this time while we prepare,” Cassandra said with a kind tone. 
 
    Roughly forty acolytes followed Cassandra, Victor, Lily, and Dawn up the wide steps. Victor looked up, Vala’s temple glowing in the morning sun light. Calling up his updated time display, he saw that it was 7am here in the realm, five hours to showtime. Iron butterflies began to flutter in his stomach as he realized the time had finally come. Vala was going to return to the realms and balance would be restored. The concerns he held before vanished as the growing excitement of what was to come had consumed him. 
 
    A sliver of doubt touched his logical mind and the Blade turned his attention to Cassandra. “How are we going to keep some of the guests in line?” 
 
    The Keeper took each step easily as she spoke, “Vala’s realm, like any of the pocket realms controlled by divinity, has certain rules in place. The law of Respect and Hospitably will bind all who enter here. If one or all god's break the law, Vala’s power will push them out to their perspective realms or homes.” 
 
    Victor nodded as questions filled his mind. “Baaldir, Hexnia, and Luhorr managed to enter and stay in the realm when they first killed her. How can we prevent that again?” 
 
    “Baaldir and the others had to kill every follower and worshipper across the six realms before they had enough of an edge to enter and stay here,” Cassandra said before she gave Victor a loving gaze, “But times have changed since that fateful night. You and everyone here have crossed the realms, bringing Vala’s light back to those who were lost. Your adventures have reignited her religion. Small temples are being built across each realm. 
 
    “It took a long time to extinguish Vala’s love. The gods and goddesses coming here will not have the edge they once had. They will not have the time or resources to hunt them down before Vala returns. Our goddess will return and the realms will feel her love once again.” 
 
    Victor looked up as they continued to climb the stairs. “I hope so. I know I said this before but I don’t trust some of the guests.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “We aren’t going into this blind. Every acolyte will be armed with magical weapons from the armory. My power as Keeper has reached its full potential. You have mastered your spheres of influence and gathered every weapon you were meant to wield.” 
 
    “Sounds good except many of the guests are gods. Do we stand a chance against them if they decide to stop the Resurrection?” 
 
    “I have faith,” Cassandra winked and squeezed Victor’s butt. 
 
    “Faith isn’t a very good battle plan,” Victor said with a polite smile. 
 
    “Would you rather I say we are all going to die?” 
 
    Victor let out a loud laugh. “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    Cassandra leaned in a little, an impish wink in her eye. “Vala has a plan. I can feel it in my heart. Stay true to your faith and convictions and we will see it through together.” 
 
    Victor nodded even if the sliver of doubt remained. 
 
    The crowd reached the top of the stairs and moved into the grand foray. Colored stones filled the walls with various depictions of the Goddess of Lust and Love. Cassandra beckoned with a twirl of her tall frame and many followed. Victor felt Lily’s hand touch his and he grabbed it, glancing back to her shy smile. The succubus was happy, happier than he had ever known her to be. It caused his soul to burn with passion and love as they walked side by side from the foray and into the main temple. 
 
    It continued to astound Vala’s Champion as they entered the main temple chamber. It stretched out, farther than it actually did on the outside. Walking up the stairs, the temple looked small enough to hold maybe fifty people. Inside, it looked like it could hold hundreds. Light spilled in from the east, some of it through stained glass windows while larger shafts filled open archways to the sky. The floor was a smooth stone pattern and thick pillars lined either side down the middle. At the end of the rows of pillars, a dais stood with a glowing crescent moon hanging above it. Behind it, an archway with clear glass framed it. 
 
    Victor stepped from the crowd, eyes scanning the room and settling on a nearby pillar. Carved designs of people depicted in various intimate acts lined the surface. It was enough for Victor’s inner 15-year old to laugh and bring a smirk to his lips. Stepping away from the pillar, Victor stepped through the grand chamber, Vala’s power touching everything like she had never left.    
 
    Cassandra faced all the gathered acolytes, “We have but a few hours before the time will come for Vala’s return. Guests will arrive here when they activate their invites. They are allowed to wander inside the temple, but nowhere else. We are to entertain them until the moment of fate.” 
 
    Victor turned to see Cassandra’s red hair nearly glow with its own power. 
 
    The Keeper smiled as she addressed the acolytes, “Make no mistake, this will be a crucial time. As Keeper, I can sense and know all that happens here in Vala’s Realm. Do not engage a divine being if they are behaving badly. I will address and correct their behavior.  
 
    “For now, we will add the final preparations to the temple. You have your assigned tasks. Let’s make the temple a true home for our goddess.” 
 
    Heads nodded before groups splintered off. Thick wooden tables lined the walls under open archways. Slyths and War Maidens removed sacks from their shoulders and gently placed them on the ground. Hands pulled out bottles of wine and glassware cases. Succubi and hellhounds took out food from seemingly bottomless sacks, placing them on silver trays and arranging them on the tables with the wine.  
 
    Victor eyed the food, seeing everything from fruits and nuts to meat and a strange red jelly substance. Stepping over, he couldn’t take his eyes off of it. Not thinking it would be a big deal, he reached out to touch the red jelly when Lucretia stepped to his side and smacked his hand away. 
 
    The devil grinned as she eyed Victor. “This is ambrosia. Only higher beings may dine on it. If you or any of us have it, it would quickly overwhelm us and maybe drive us mad.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Victor said as he rubbed his hand. 
 
    “Move along,” Lucretia said as she shooed him away. 
 
    Victor wandered the grand chamber, watching as the food was set up by some and others began to pull out weapons. The two gargoyles, Nobo and Avo put on silver chainmail over their bodies before picking up crossbows and swords. The three dragons, Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra, helped arm and armor an orc, halfling, and water nymph. Dawn dropped her pack and fished out her rifle and plasma cannon pack. The elf checked to see if the rifle was in working order before putting it down and strapping a plasma pistol to her thin waist. 
 
    Cassandra directed and moved with the crowd. The Keeper sent Vissi and Anima to hang new tapestries on the small wall spaced along the chamber edge. The banshee and ghost complied, rising up with rolled fabric and placing them on newly installed hooks. Lily rushed to their side to help. 
 
    Victor couldn’t help, but notice no one from the Xull or Valis realms were here. He wondered where was Wynn and the many Seproh who called the Xull realm home were? Not sure if they were going to show up later, the Champions eyes quickly fell on Szura as she leaned against a stained-glass window, her wide brimmed hat tilted forward and covering her eyes. 
 
    Victor began walking toward the cute lich and Shyryth stepped in front of him and bowed her head.  
 
    “Lily told me you saw Astor,” the red dragon-woman said with wet eyes. 
 
    Victor nodded, shadows under his eyes. “I did. She is in Normir, with my mother.” 
 
    Shyryth’s eyes trembled and a tear rolled down her cheek. Victor couldn’t help himself as he hugged the dragon close. 
 
    “She is doing well for what it is. She promised to look after my mom,” Victor said as he tried to keep his spirits high. “You know she wouldn’t want us to cry about it. We are here and we need to be strong for them.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded, “I know. I’m just happy she is still around, even if she is dead.” 
 
    “Me too,” Victor said as he kept his own sadness at bay. 
 
    Shyryth pulled away and wiped away tears. “I’ll help set up. Victor, thank you, for everything.” 
 
    The Blade simply smiled as the red dragon-woman walked past and gave him a peck on the cheek before stepping to Cassandra. Victor quickly pushed it away so he wouldn’t dwell on the fact his mother was still here among the realms. Walking on, he stepped to Szura’s side and leaned against the wall next to her. 
 
    “I saw you standing here looking cool so I had to come over,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Szura lifted her head, pale skin glowing in the morning light. “I have issues with the guests coming here.” 
 
    “It seems there’s some of that going around,” Victor’s smile melted away. 
 
    “The masters of death have mixed feelings about Vala’s resurrection, but they will not stop it.” 
 
    “How do you feel about it?” 
 
    The thin lich lowered her head, hat rim covering her eyes. “There is a scar across the realms and Vala is going to heal it. I held a piece of her and worshipped her, not thinking the dead can truly love. I was wrong. Death cannot stop love just as love cannot stop death. They exist in a dance.” 
 
    The lich hesitated before she continued. “I drank the potions and followed the recipes for my current state. I killed myself, thinking my heart would be free of love. Even in this undead form, I still know love and heartache. I left Eddor to dwell in Normir, but even there, I saw love glow among ghosts.  
 
    “I want the realms to heal. I want love to touch every being once again. I want to know we can be free to love again.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Szura look to Victor, her lip wrinkling in dismay. “How can you be so cavalier at a time such as this? Enemies will be here and they will…” Victor cut her off. 
 
    “Szura, you touched love, I know you did when we were together. I have some of my doubts too, but I know all of us together will see it through.” 
 
    The lich eyed the Champion before letting out a long exhale. “We will be victorious.” 
 
    “Or we will all be dead and meet back in Normir,” Victor winked before he stood up and walked away. 
 
    Szura continued to eye the Champion as he moved to a few slyths and the lizard women stopped what they were doing to give him a big hug. 
 
    The lich let a smirk appear. “Vala chose well,” Szura whispered as she held her staff at her side, the sun touching her pale skin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours floated by as the final preparations fell into place. The holy chamber was ready as the suns moved over the temple. Acolytes added their final details while the last of them armed themselves for the guests. 
 
    Victor eyed the dais as Cassandra stepped to his side.  
 
    “Is there like, anything we need to do? Chants we have to learn or special incantations?” 
 
    Cassandra let out a small laugh. “No, Vala is pulling herself from the void. We simply have to be here to welcome her home.” 
 
    Victor nodded. 
 
    A cool breeze flowed through the temple, caressing all who stood at the ready. Cassandra looked down as if reading something and then looked up and turned around to the acolytes. 
 
    “Our first guest is coming,” the Keeper said with a touch of revered excitement. 
 
    The air rippled in the center of the vast chamber before a leather covered leg stepped through. Victor smiled as Dorian appeared in the middle of the chamber, duster and hat on. The Slinger looked around, a black bandanna covering half his face from the nose down. 
 
    Victor walked toward the first Slinger, Shyryth joining his side. The pair reached him and looked to the Slinger with warm smiles. 
 
    “Welcome to the Resurrection,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Dorian took hold of his hat and tipped it. “Good to be here.” 
 
    Victor was a little awestruck as the Slinger looked around. He couldn’t believe the man before him was Vala’s child, one of twins. The fact that he survived for so long on Eddor showed how strong and clever he was when the rest of the realm wanted him dead. 
 
    “And back home?” Shyryth asked with an uncertainty in her eyes as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear any news. 
 
    Dorian nodded. “The mages have kept true to their word. The war between us is over. Slingers have made their way west to be part of society once again. I have signed the agreement. A new peace has come and I believe it is here to stay.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded, relief filling her eyes. 
 
    “Anyone wants a drink,” Victor asked so it would give him an excuse to drink so he could calm down his nerves. 
 
    The Slinger nodded. 
 
    Victor made his way to a table with Dorian at his side. The two men picked up glasses as Victor poured into them. Glasses up, Victor pictured that the Slinger would only drink hard whiskey. When the glass was close to Dorian’s bandanna mask, the slinger reached up and pulled it down, pressing the edge of the glass to his lips. 
 
    Victor’s arm hesitated as he stared at Dorian’s uncovered face. Warmth crawled up his neck as he couldn’t look away. The man with the mask now looked like something else. Unable to put it into words, Victor continued to stare until the Slinger put down his glass and pulled up his mask once again. 
 
    “The wine is good,” Dorian said before he noticed Victor staring at him. 
 
    Victor tried to talk, lips moving but no words coming out. 
 
    Dorian nodded. “I should have warned you. It’s the reason why most of face is covered. It doesn’t matter if you are male, female or animal, any who look at me can’t turn away.” 
 
    Victor slowly gathered his composure and barked out a laugh. “I…can’t even say what you look like! It’s like…it’s like…” 
 
    “I am Vala’s son,” Dorian’s eyes squinted as if he was laughing behind his mask. 
 
    “You are!” Victor laughed again and downed his wine. 
 
    “I do have to thank you, for everything you have done for my mother,” Dorian said simply. 
 
    “No thanks needed,” Victor poured himself a little more wine. 
 
    “I am indebted to you. Always know, my iron will always be at your side.” 
 
    “Just as my sword is at your side,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The air in the center of the chamber rippled again. All eyes turned to a female figure stepping through. Vines, leaves, and moss interconnected into a lavish dress. Mossy hair flowed out as green skin glowed in the warm light. Nephy flowed along, gaze meeting Victor’s, the goddess giving a light curtsy. 
 
    Victor stepped away from the Slinger and crossed the room. The Blade was happy to see here and gave the goddess a bow. 
 
    “Good to see you, Nephy.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine. I am happy I could attend such a momentous occasion. I wish I was allowed to bring Nebb, but the invite dictated that Champions were not allowed. He would have enjoyed this moment.” 
 
    Cassandra moved through the chamber to Victor and Nephy, bowing to the goddess of nature. “Please, make yourself at home. We have about thirty minutes before the suns reach their zenith and Vala returns to us.” 
 
    “How exciting,” the goddess said as she moved with Cassandra to the tables of wine and food. 
 
    Victor looked across the room to Lily, the succubus holding a glass of wine and licking her lips at him. The Blade wanted nothing more than to go to her side and drink some more when the air rippled again. 
 
    A ten-foot tall man in white and gold armor stepped through. Halo glowing, Umus looked down on Victor and his smile widened. The large god stepped closer and clamped two large hands on Victor’s shoulders, nearly flooring him and causing the Champion to grunt. 
 
    “Lad! So good to be here! Give me a hug!” Umus commanded and grabbed Victor. 
 
    The Champion could barely breathe as the god crushed him in his arms and then placed him on the floor. Victor held it together until the god slammed a hand on his shoulder and caused the Blade to grunt again. 
 
    “Where’s the food? I’m starving…” Umus trailed off when he spotted the ambrosia. “Excuse me, I need some of that.” 
 
    Victor fought to regain his composure as the giant god stalked off, eyes on the table with plates of ambrosia. The air took on hints of electric fire. Two gods had already arrived and the area seemed to vibrate with their coming.  
 
    Air rippled again and a man in a silver robe stepped into the chamber. Kind eyes drank in the surroundings. All heads turned to the newcomer and an instant later, everyone bowed. Victor glanced around, seeing Nephy, Cassandra, Dorian, Lily, Dawn, and everyone else bowed but him. Victor looked to Drogoss, body rigid and unsure what to do. 
 
    Drogoss simply smiled. “You don’t have to kneel. Follow Victor’s example. I have been away for a long time and must earn my way back to your hearts.” 
 
    Umus stood up, a fistful of ambrosia in his hand. “It has been so long,” the god said before stuffing it in his mouth. 
 
    “Too long,” Drogoss said he looked to everyone gathered. “It would have been much longer if not for Vala’s Champions and acolytes coming together to bring her back from her grave. The realms owe them a deep gratitude as do I.” 
 
    Nephy crossed the room and stood before the ancient god. “We were concerned you had moved on to new universes.” 
 
    Drogoss gave her a kind smile. “I exiled myself for longer then I should have. I transverse the realms, hiding myself so I may understand what it means to be like mortals again. I wanted to be among the people and for a long time, I was.  
 
    “I could feel the loss of Vala as I experienced mortal woes. Her light is greatly needed and I am humbled to be here for her return.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stop it in the first place,” Victor said with a hard edge and narrowing his eyes. 
 
    A gasp filled the immense chamber. 
 
    “Victor,” Nephy said in astonishment. 
 
    Drogoss lifted his hands. “No, Vala’s Champion is right. I had exiled myself and placed restrictions on my being so I would no longer be among the pantheon. It is a regret I share with many here. I felt her loss, but did nothing, not wishing to break my pact. I was wrong and when I saw Victor fighting his way to save Vala’s precious acolytes, I knew I must change for the coming times.” 
 
    Victor kept his hard expression as a sigh of relief filled the chamber. Drogoss’s words came out like honey, but the Blade wasn’t buying it. Great power meant the god could break his rules at any time. 
 
    Victor…I..can’t…think…straight… 
 
    “Chill? What’s wrong?” Victor said in his mind. 
 
    I…don’t…know…it…hurts… 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Drogoss said with a warm smile. 
 
    Victor opened his mouth to speak when the air vibrated and flashed with bright light. The crowd turned their attention to a metal woman. A bald, metallic head turned with female features. Eyes moved, taking in the crowd while a metallic corset integrated with her form. A white and gray metal dress flowed out from her waist to her ankles. The dress shifted with her movements. A low glowing rhombus diamond shape took up her entire stomach area. 
 
    Victor and the crowd stared in amazement as the face of the metal woman looked around and gave a robotic smile. 
 
    “Transport success. Dimension Drive powering down,” The woman said as she turned her attention to Victor. 
 
    “Xull,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The metallic woman nodded before performing a curtsy. “I created this body for the occasion. I hope it is satisfactory?” 
 
    Victor stepped closer, “It’s amazing.” 
 
    An odd expression fell over Xull’s face. “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    “How are you able to…” Victor trailed off. 
 
    Xull nodded and touched the glowing diamond symbol at her stomach. “I have created a portable fusion core strong enough to power my smaller Dimensional Drive. Due to my power needs and lack of connection to my mainframe on Xull, I required a body to meet those needs.” 
 
    “I’m happy you’re here,” Victor said and gave the metal woman a hug. 
 
    Xull’s arms were up for a moment before they returned Victor’s hug. “I’m pleased to be here as well.” 
 
    Victor broke away, head spinning from so much energy in the air. He wasn’t sure if it was the proximity of so many divine beings or that Vala was coming closer. The Blade nearly stumbled when Lily was at his side. Eyes looked to the Champion as Lily helped him stand. 
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” Victor said. 
 
    “I feel the same,” Lily whispered. “We’ve never been around so many higher beings at once.” 
 
    Victor felt the power around him begin to ebb. When he felt strong enough to stand, the chamber vibrated with energy again and bodies stepped out of nowhere. The mood shifted as brows furled and eyes narrowed on the five beings. Acolytes took a step back as Baaldir looked around the room in disgust. At his sides were a cloaked figure with long horns sticking out from the darkness of his hood, a giant barrel-chested monster with twelve eyes looking in all directions, a humanoid figure made of smoke and woman’s head along a long black neck connected to two dozen tentacles. 
 
    “We have arrived,” Baaldir sneered as he looked around at the gods and acolytes. 
 
    Cassandra moved through the crowd and stood before the tall gods and goddess. 
 
    “Welcome to Vala’s realm. I don’t have to remind you of the law of respect and hospitality, do I?” 
 
    Baaldir crossed his arms. “No, Keeper of Vala.” 
 
    Cassandra turned her back to the god and addressed the room. “Welcome Baaldir God of the Hunt, Redarr God of Disease, Roohr God of Monsters, Ibris God of Slumber and Tantia Goddess of Madness.  
 
    “They are aware of the law and are here by Vala’s invitation to witness her return.” 
 
    Victor stared at the five gods, a crawling disgust clawing at every fiber of his being. Seeing Baaldir only made it worse. The antlered god turned his attention, an eyebrow rising as he noticed the Slinger by the wine giving him a hard stare. 
 
    The smoky god Ibris floated next to Redarr and whispered in his ear. 
 
    Redarr nodded. “Yes, so many enemies in one place. The temptation is succulent.” 
 
    Victor’s fingers curled into a fist as Lily leaned close to his ear. 
 
    “They can’t do anything without breaking the law. They will try to tempt us into action so we break it first. We can’t give them the satisfaction,” Lily whispered. 
 
    “I fucking want the satisfaction,” Victor growled as he stared at the evil gods. 
 
    Cassandra addressed the room again, “The time is nearly upon us. Gather before the dais. Vala is coming.” 
 
    The gods, goddesses, and acolytes moved closer. Victor and Lily stayed at each other’s side as they approached and stood in front before everyone else. Sunlight glowed from the arched window behind the floating crescent moon. Dorian moved to the side, gaze sliding across the room, but always ending up on the antlered god. Drogoss watched with kind eyes as Umus stood among the crowd, giving the acolytes a warm smile. Xull moved up, standing behind Victor and Lily while Cassandra knelt onto the dais steps, eyes closing. In the back, an elf with glasses put on her backpack and hoisted up a plasma rifle, her dark-haired sister next to her. 
 
    A silence filled the chamber. All watched the dais, many with hope and several in feigned interest. Victor’s heart began to race. Lily pressed her hand to his and they squeezed each other in comfort. Points of light appeared over the dais and all gathered watched. 
 
    Light spilled in, snaking forth and connecting to the glowing dots. The miniature stars were bridged together in streams of light. A wave of heat rolled out as the lights moved closer together, the connections glowing brighter and brighter with each passing moment. Hearts lifted in chests as no one blinked. A symphony all could feel, but none could hear played on, tugging at parts of the soul and beating hearts. Shadows fell away and the light grew brighter. 
 
    “Vala…” Victor whispered. 
 
    Mist flowed up from the dais, the floating crescent moon growing brighter. Tears fell from Cassandra’s closed eyes while Lily held onto Victor’s hand tightly. Energies swirled and flowed like a playful dance until they sank into themselves. The lights converged just as the suns reached their zenith. When the floating lights touched one another, they grew bigger until they formed one large glowing ball. It sank down until it touched the stone dais and the light darkened until it turned black. 
 
    A figure melted from the darkness. It lay on its side as bone formed, followed by muscle and finally skin. Darkness shifted into long flowing fabric, covering some of the womanly body on the dais. A hood rose up and covered her head as black hair unfurled. The light pouring in shined with crystal clarity. The robed body finished forming and lay, unmoving. 
 
    Victor took a step forward when the robed head moved and a gentle gasp touched the entire chamber. 
 
    The body floated up, arms spreading out, white and blue flames rising up from open palms. Darkness floated over the eyes as full, luscious lips parted. Everyone gathered watched before a shockwave of power blasted out, touching all. Hearts sang as pure joy touched many and even caused a few black hearts to smirk. 
 
    “I…have…returned,” Vala said in a delicate voice before she fell to the dais. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Cassandra rushed up the dais steps to Vala as she lay in a heap. The flames in her palms gone, her arms and legs trembled. Victor fell to his knees, taking hold of the goddess and lifting her up to his chest. Hair and shadows covered her eyes but the sweet smile of her lips caused Victor’s heart to leap in his chest. Tears trailed down Cassandra’s pale cheeks while a single tear rolled down Lily’s lilac colored skin. 
 
    “Vala,” Victor said again, unsure what else to say or do. 
 
    The goddess reached up and touched his cheek. “I’m here…my love. I’m…here.” 
 
    Acolytes and Umus cheered! Nephy clapped her hands and sobbed. Xull bowed her metal head. Redarr, Ibris, Roohr and Tantia looked on with stony expressions. Baaldir stood with cold eyes. Dorian stepped closer to the dais; eyes wide. The energy in the temple touched all those who would allow it. In the center of the love and hate maelstrom, Victor held his goddess close and she snuggled her face against his chest. 
 
    Drogoss stood amid the crowd, time slowing down. With a thought, his voice touched all the minds gathered. The move was so quick and powerful, all turned their attention to the first god of the pantheon. 
 
    “It is done. Vala has returned from her celestial grave. Now begins the culling of divinity. Such an act cannot be allowed to continue for you do not have the divine right to wield such power.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as fury and rage filled his heart. 
 
    Drogoss centered his gaze on Victor and Vala, “I have come to end it all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    “I fucking knew it,” Victor seethed. 
 
    Acolytes and gods stared in disbelief, the temple taking on a shadowy gloom. Bodies moved away from the first god as he stood in the center, his gray eyes centered on Victor and Vala. Acolyte hands moved to weapons while Nephy, Umus, Xull, Dorian, Cassandra, and Lily stood by the dais, turning their attention to Drogoss. 
 
    “Of course, you would, Vala’s Blade. You have not been influenced like all who are here and across the realms. My power has been meticulous, spreading influence not only among the pantheon, but to every living being from all six realms. Even now, they fight their confusion to make sense of what is happening, but you do not. You see it for what it is and for that, I must commend Vala again on her choice of champions,” Drogoss said with a mischievous gleam in his eye. 
 
    Behind the first god, Redarr, Ibris, Roohr, and Tantia moved with evil gazes, standing behind Drogoss. The gloom in the temple took on sharp edges as confusion bled away. The only being standing by themselves was Baaldir. The God of the Hunt was transfixed, concern in his brow and eyes slightly wide. The god turned his attention from Drogoss to Vala and then back to Drogoss.  
 
    Victor’s muscles tensed but before he was able to get up, Vala touched her hand to his chest. The Blade looked down at the goddess, her expression blank but her eyes glowing through the darkness of the hood. 
 
    “We…don’t have much time,” Vala whispered. 
 
    Drogoss’s mouth slid into a wicked grin. “Vala is right, you all don’t have much time. I shall wipe out the mongrel divinity that infects these realms before taking my dark crusade across all universes. When the last star is snuffed out, only then will the chaotic universes know peace.” 
 
    “Vala…” Victor whispered as he ignored the god, eyes only for the goddess in his arms. 
 
    “Drogoss is not what he appears. You must lead the acolytes and defend the mountain until more of my power returns. No matter what happens, do not engage Drogoss,” Vala whispered weakly. 
 
    The first god took one step forward and the sound of blades were drawn from the acolytes.  
 
    Umus stood before Vala and the others, wide eyes on the first god. “Drogoss, what has happened that would cause you to want to destroy us? We used to create, fight, and drink together so long ago. What has changed?” 
 
    The first god centered his gaze on the armored angel god. “You cannot see because I haven’t allowed you to see. Let me clear your confusion.” 
 
    Drogoss lifted a finger and swiped a few inches across the air in front of him. The chaotic confusion in the temple died. Umus’s wide eyes narrowed before a golden mace appeared in his large hand. Halo burning bright, the god of light squared up his shoulders and hefted the mace in his hands. 
 
    Nephy’s expression melted from shock to anger with hints of fear. The goddess of nature held out a green hand, thick brown vines snaking out from her wrist and entwining into each other. When the vines formed a point, the edges sharpened into a tri-edge blade, the edges curving into serrated downward curves. 
 
    Xull continued to stare at the first god, her mechanical body unmoving and her expression as blank as stone. 
 
    “You see me as I allow you to see me,” Drogoss smiled with kind eyes. 
 
    “What’s happening,” Victor asked as the mood took a dark turn. 
 
    Umus squared his jaw. “Lad, listen to your goddess. We don’t have a lot of time. If we are going to survive what is to come, we need Vala at her full strength.” 
 
    Dorian stood by Victor and Vala, hands at his side but a steel glare in his eyes.  
 
    Drogoss remained calm, his body relaxed but eyes containing a strange gleam. “It is clear now. No need to hide behind masks any longer. I was sorely disappointed that many of you didn’t see it sooner. Vala was the only one to glimpse my true self and for that, among several reasons, is why she had to die.” 
 
    Tantia giggled as tentacles writhed. The mad goddess turned her attention to the gathered acolytes and licked her lips in anticipation. Redarr floated, a foul darkness dripping from his covered form while Roohr huffed like a bull ready to battle. Ibris’s smoky form curled as makeshift hands formed and reformed with different ghostly swords. Baaldir stood, black antlers gleaming in the light, but his body still as a frozen lake during the dead of winter. 
 
    Drogoss looked past Umus and stared directly at Victor. “It has taken me a long time to lower my intelligence so I could keep the madness of all knowing at bay. To be truly divine is to understand every inner and outer working of the universe. I can feel the ebb and flow of my greater self, growing restless with each moment of time.” 
 
    “What…” Umus fought through the pain before clenching his jaw and releasing it. “What…did you do to Drogoss? What…did you do to my friend?” 
 
    Drogoss turned his attention back to the god of light. “I killed him. I fought and slew your first god. He was a challenge and fought to the bitter end but like all of you mongrel divine beings, his power never held a candle to our might. 
 
    “Despite your narrow view of history, the first god to truly die was Drogoss. I slew him and ate his celestial corpse. When his memories blended with the tapestry of my being, I had become curious about lesser gods Drogoss created and allowed myself to enter this tiny span of the universe. I was surprised such a being would create a pantheon and have them influence the insignificant lives of lower creatures. It is barbaric and beneath us, but I had a thought, what if I broke this meager collection of gods?” 
 
    Drogoss returned his gaze to Victor, “After I killed Drogoss, I let my influence affect everything he created. It was simpler than I thought at the time, but so delicious. To bring madness to the realms was a meal I could feast on for eons. The only counterpoint, something that can heal madness was love.” 
 
    Victor looked down at Vala and a tear emerged from the darkness of her hood and streaked her smooth cheek. 
 
    Drogoss looked to each of the gods standing before Vala. “Drogoss never exiled himself. He left to fight me. I was coming for your worlds and he challenged me. We fought for years until he was beaten down. When he could no longer lift his divine sword, I ripped him to shreds, eating him like a fat beast in a cave.” 
 
    Umus looked away for barely a moment,” Your kind should be wiped from the universe.” 
 
    Drogoss kept his kind smile. “If you had the power to do it, you would have done it a long time ago.” 
 
    Victor held Vala close, hard eyes staring at Drogoss. “You’re an Elder.” 
 
    The god gave a small nod. “Vala chose well. Not only am I an Elder, I’m one of the most powerful ones across this universe. Lowering my intelligence so I can interact with these realms was difficult but necessary. I would have continued to play the game, but one of my children, I believe you call him Draygon, disturbed my plans. His power alerted you to greater threats and I knew I must begin the cycle of madness sooner than I had anticipated.” 
 
    Umus hefted his mace again. “What’s your name so I can carve it into your corpse!” 
 
    Drogoss slowly blinked and when eyelids pulled back, nothing but darkness and starry points looked back. “I must have a name to soothe your end, so be it. My name is Thulu, True God of Madness.” 
 
    Redarr spoke, “Baaldir, send in our forces so we may end this.” 
 
    The God of the Hunt didn’t move, confusion filling his eyes. 
 
    Redarr floated, turning his dark hood to Baaldir’s direction. “Follow the plan.” 
 
    Baaldir did nothing. 
 
    Thulu shook his head. “He is questioning what has happened.” 
 
    The Elder Thing looked to Vala, “It is hard to believe, a god of hunting and packs would turn on his lover and kill their child. Baaldir is fiercely loyal and if I hadn’t infected his divine power, he would have welcomed a child with open arms. Instead, I turned him, driving madness into his heart as he slaughtered his child.  
 
    “It was a necessary act. Only Elders are allowed to bear cosmic children. Your kind were never allowed to create divine life. Vala broke the cosmic balance of light and dark. Her child slain…” Thulu looked over to Dorian, “But one survived.” 
 
    “No…I had to…stop…Vala,” Baaldir said, eyes looking away. 
 
    “Baaldir, don’t let this vile thing control you any longer!” Umus shouted. 
 
    The God of the Hunt looked to Umus and then to Vala. “I…can’t.” 
 
    Vala looked to her Keeper, “Cassandra, rescind their invitations.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded, held up a hand and closed it. 
 
    Thulu, Redarr, Roohr, Ibris, Tantia and Baaldir remained. 
 
    “Your power here is great, but even your realm is not powerful enough to expel me and those I wish to keep here,” Thulu smirked. 
 
    Vala turned her attention to Victor, “Thulu is right. His power is keeping them here, but there is a price. He cannot expend too much of his power or he will revert to his true self and be unable to hold the other gods here in my realm. We don’t have to kill them but we have to disrupt their energies long enough so they will be forced from this realm.” 
 
    Vala touched Victor’s cheek, “My Champion, defend the mountain until I call upon you. Come to me when I whisper your name and not a moment before.” 
 
    “I…can’t leave your side,” Victor said with sorrow in his voice. 
 
    “You must. If you stay, Thulu will kill you and the acolytes. I need your power, your life…your love. Promise me you will defend the mountain and come to me when I call. Promise me.” 
 
    Shadows covered Victor’s eyes. “I promise…my love.” 
 
    Vala sighed in relief, “Thank you, my Champion. Now, take the acolytes and go.” 
 
    Pain surged along Victor’s soul as he hesitated. All the suffering they endured to reach this point and it was dashed on the rocks. He didn’t have a drop of power that could match the gods and monsters in the temple. Deep down, he knew she was sending him away for his benefit, for all their benefits. Her voice sent tendrils of bliss along his heart but the act of leaving cut at him like a rusty knife. 
 
    Victor squeezed Vala’s shoulder before he slowly stood up. Vala’s hands touched the dais, head bowed and a tear touching the stone floor. The Champion stood to his full height and began walking. Umus and Nephy looked to the Champion and gave him a nod. Xull did nothing, her artificial eyes staring at Thulu and the gods surrounding him. Dorian moved closer, standing by his mother. 
 
    Victor stepped down the dais steps, Lily at his side. The pair walked to Cassandra and she gave them a warm smile. 
 
    “My place is here, by Vala’s side,” the Keeper said with light in her eyes. 
 
    “Stay safe,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily gave the Keeper a warm hug before breaking away. Blade and Shield stepped along, hard eyes on Thulu.  
 
    “Prudent choice,” Thulu said simply. 
 
    Victor stopped and looked at the ten-foot-tall Elder in human form. “When I come back, I’m going to go full fucking God of War on your ass.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you will try,” Thulu nodded before turning his gaze back to the dais. 
 
    Lily took hold of Victor’s hand and pulled him along. Victor felt his heart tear in two as each step away from Vala meant he could not be there to defend her. Acolytes moved to his sides, most looking to him while others looked back at the enemy gods in contempt. 
 
    Dawn and Night stepped from the entrance of the temple and reached Victor, Lily, and the rest of the acolytes. 
 
    “We can’t just leave,” Dawn said as she held her plasma rifle. 
 
    “We have to, for now. I think another fight is on its way,” Victor said with a dark edge. 
 
    Redarr floated closer to Baaldir and a decayed reached out. “Call our forces,” The God of Disease said. 
 
    “Redarr…I…want to kill Vala,” the God of the Hunt said with further confusion. 
 
    Redarr nodded his hooded horned head. “Now now, dear Baaldir. Let me help you.” 
 
    The cloaked god took Baaldir’s hand into his and squeezed. Energy blasted Baaldir as Redarr’s grip became a vice. Divine energies clashed, but it was Redarr who took the advantage. The cloaked god pulled back and Baaldir looked at his hand as it lifted of its own accord and two fingers snapped. 
 
    “Now, we end it all,” Redarr laughed. 
 
    Outside the temple, high in the bright and clear sky, vortexes formed. In a perfect triangle, the vortexes flashed with dark light before they faded from the sky. Three Xull Dreadnoughts floated, large metal spikes running along the ships as large plasma cannons came to bear. Hanger doors opened as dropship engines glowed with power. The sunlight bathing the black ships glittered as cannons all aimed on the temple far below. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn moved to the archways edge and peered up at the dreadnoughts. A chill filled their collective hearts. Victor’s chill dissipated to a growing fury.  
 
    The Champion turned to the gathered acolytes; eyes filled with protective heat. “We don’t have time for speeches. Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra, you’re with me. The rest of you move down to the village and be prepared to repel the invaders. We need to fight for every ounce of time we can give Vala.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Lily stated. 
 
    Victor turned to the succubus and put his hands on her shoulders. “I want you to come with me, but I need my Shield to direct our forces here on the ground. They need you to lead them.” 
 
    The succubus’s lip trembled. “No, we are in this together. I won’t lose you again.” 
 
    Victor gave Lily a confident smile. “You won’t lose me, I promise. Lead our forces and we will meet back in the middle.” 
 
    Dawn and Night moved to Lily’s side.  
 
    “We got this,” Dawn smiled. 
 
    “They will not make it into the temple,” Night said sternly. 
 
    Victor looked to the acolytes, a brightness in his eyes. “I love you all. Let’s show the darkness what love can do!” 
 
    The acolytes cheered and raised their weapons. Victor smiled as Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra stepped closer. The three dragon women flexed their wings before reaching the edge of the large window archway. With talon covered feet, they stepped onto the edge and jumped. Wings spread out just as their bodies began to change. Scales burst from skin and cascaded along their bodies. Necks grew longer and snouts formed. Tails lashed at the air as wings grew longer. In seconds, their bodies became that of their true forms, catching a thermal and swinging around. 
 
    Victor grabbed Lily, pulled her close and kissed her. The succubus held him, savoring his taste before the Champion pulled away. Lily watched as Victor leapt onto the archway edge, turned his head and gave her wink. Turning his head back, knees bent and he jumped. 
 
    Lily, Dawn and Night moved to the archway edge, smiles forming as Victor was on the blue dragon’s back. The three dragons and Champion glided for a moment before wings pumped. They began to ascend as the hum of power filled the sky. 
 
    Lily turned back to the acolytes, “Defend the Temple! Defend Vala!” 
 
    “Defend the Temple! Defend Vala!” the acolytes shouted before they all rushed to the temple entrance and began their descent to the village, Lily and Dawn leading the way. 
 
    *** 
 
    Umus stepped forward, mace over his armored shoulder. Nephy and Xull stood at the bottom of the dais while Dorian stood by Vala’s side. 
 
    Redarr, Roohr, Ibris and Tantia moved, flanking each side of Thulu as the Elder simply stood with an amused expression. 
 
    “You abominations are a blight on the universe. Good thing I like to clean up the trash,” Umus grinned. 
 
    “Drogoss didn’t talk as much as you, but he did cry out when I killed him,” Thulu stated. 
 
    Umus kept his leer. “You killed my friend and my god. The other gods of light may forgive but I will not.” 
 
    The god of light lifted his mace and let it dangle at his side. “The difference between your fight with Drogoss and the fight you're going to have with me is, Drogoss didn’t have us fighting at his side. Your power is great, but it doesn’t compare to ours.” 
 
    Umus looked to the four gods at Thulu’s side. “You know my power. Which one of you wants their head bashed in first?” 
 
    The four gods didn’t move. 
 
    “I thought so,” Umus smiled wider before he burst forward like a flaming comet of light. 
 
    Roohr launched at the incoming god, a clawed hammer appearing in his large hand. The two met in the middle and when their weapons clashed, a shockwave blasted out. Cassandra was thrown to the floor as Nephy and Xull advanced. Cracks appeared along pillars before the tide of battle crested and came crashing down. 
 
    Redarr floated forward, sickle in hand as Nephy cried out and launched at him. Tri-blade sword clashed with his sickle before their bodies became furies, clashing and slashing at each other with divine power. Each blow rocked the temple as Umus and Roohr clashed together.  
 
    Ibris floated closer to Nephy, misty blade slashing out as the goddess of life spun away, knocking away each attack like a skilled fencer. Bedlam erupted as the gods and goddesses slashed with divine might at one another.  
 
    Tantia’s head launched forward, tentacles spiraling behind her. The goddess of madness kept her crazy gaze on Vala before a metal woman in a metal dress stood before the weakened goddess. 
 
    “Initiate defense measures,” Xull said as her hands shifted and changed.  
 
    Metal and mechanisms reconfigured along her arms, growing slightly larger. The metal dress changed and curled into itself, shifting and re-clamping onto her metal frame with precise movements. After a second, the dress had formed armored plates, giving the artificial body a slightly thicker frame. Arms had turned into plasma cannons and they aimed with deadly accuracy.  
 
    Tantia screamed as Xull stood her ground and opened fired. Thick plasma bolts shot out in rapid succession as Tantia spiraled and spun like a snake flying through the air. The swirling form of the mad goddess screamed on until a plasma bolt struck her face and sent her spinning upwards. Xull re-aimed as the head with tentacles trailing behind it moved along the wall and ceiling like an eel in the ocean. Plasma bolts cracked temple walls as Xull followed the tentacle goddess. 
 
    Dorian’s hand fell to his gun when a voice touched his mind. 
 
    “My son, I free you from your mortal bond and unlock your power,” Vala whispered. 
 
    The Slinger looked down at his mother before turning his attention to the tentacle goddess snaking her way closer. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother. I won’t let them touch you,” Dorian said and drew his pistol. 
 
    The blur of his arm was quick, even for a divine being. The Slinger was already re-aiming at another god as a mana bullet streaked through the air. Tantia laughed as her weird tentacle body shifted to the side and the bullet streaked past. When she resumed her advance, Xull re-aimed both plasma cannon arms and unleashed plasma bolts. 
 
    Tantia laughed as her body twisted, dodging each incoming strike until something touched her senses. Turning her head, she barely caught the hint of a streak when something struck the back of her head and blasted out her eye. The goddess screamed before a barrage of plasma bolts slammed into her face and along her tentacle body. The screams turned to shrieks as Xull fired, each bolt striking true. Tantia was blasted against a pillar, a mana bullet striking her again and again before it entered her mouth. 
 
    The goddess of madness let out a gurgled moan before lightning struck her body from all sides and she was gone, sent back to Dark Spire. 
 
    Umus and Roohr clashed again like titans. The temple shook as the monster god pushed at the god of light. Grunts and growls filled the air as another shockwave spider cracked pillars. Umus grinned as his mace swung hard. Roorh’s hammer came down in savage swings. When they met, mini explosions filled the temple.  
 
    “I never liked you,” Umus grunted as he was slowly pushed back by the monster god. 
 
    Sparks filled the air as Roohr growled with greedy fury.  
 
    Umus’s boots dug in as he glared at the monster god’s many eyes. “You never had a chance.” 
 
    Roohr pushed again, driving the power of his shoulders forward before Umus rammed his boot into the monster god’s stomach. A star winked in the universe as Roohr stumbled back, holy pain touching his nerves. Seeing a shadow, he looked up to Umus’s spiked mace swinging down. The strike was so hard, Roorh’s face buckled under the power, several eyes shooting out and landing on the floor. Umus kept his grin as his left hand grabbed Roorh’s shoulder, fingers digging into his body and holding him still as he raised his mace again. Divine blood spurted as Umus brought his mace down again and again. The god of light cackled before letting go of the monster god’s body. Roohr stumbled back, fell to his knees and lighting struck from all sides, sending him back to the Tempest Realm. 
 
    “Who’s next?” Umus smiled before setting his sights on Thulu.  
 
    “You’re next,” the god of light grinned as he advanced on the Elder. 
 
    Nephy moved with the grace of a bird and stabbing with the accuracy of a wasp. Redarr tried to fend her off but for every two strikes he blocked, a third one would get through. The cloaked demon god retreated until a sinister smile formed. Nephy advanced before she whirled around and blocked Ibris’s misty swords. For a moment, the god of life kept the two gods just at bay, her sword arm moving in blinks, parrying incoming swings. 
 
    Ibris let a few more arms of smoke appear, misty blades forming when plasma bolts struck his form. Xull advanced, firing in rapid bursts. The ghostly god of sleep tried to move but the energy from the plasma bolts disrupted his form. Nephy smiled as she pressed her attack on Redarr. 
 
    “Your… not like us,” Ibris said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    Xull advanced, each plasma strike hitting the ghostly god. “Energy is universal.” 
 
    Ibris turned into a stream, snaking through the air when a mana-bullet struck him. The god let out a sad moan before plasma bolts rained from the artificial construct. Power and plasma burned at him before he cried out. Lightning blasted his incorporeal body, sending him to Eddor. 
 
    Redarr backed up, his sickle barely keeping the goddess of life at bay. Sickle and sword clashed with power, but the god of disease moaned his discomfort. 
 
    “I will not be bested by you!” Redarr shouted as his sickle swirled into a blur. 
 
    “Life overcomes disease,” Nephy said before letting go of her sword. 
 
    Green hands grabbed at Redarr’s cloak as the sickle point stabbed into her side.  
 
    “You lost,” Redarr laughed. 
 
    Nephy said nothing as bugs, worms and green energy swelled along her arms and clasped onto the god of disease. Redarr’s laughing died as living energy crawled onto him. Trying to pull away, the god hissed as he could not break Nephy’s grip. 
 
    “Life is greater than holy power. Life can overcome death,” the green goddess smiled. 
 
    The creatures latched onto the cloaked god, tearing at him. Redarr tried to smash them with a skeletal hand but the creatures simply crawled onto his hand and up his arm. For every few dozen he killed, hundreds and soon thousands tore at him like a piece of meat left on a forest floor. 
 
    Nephy let go and the god of disease fell to the temple floor. He reached out, his deformed body showing through his destroyed cloak. Nephy picked up her sword, stepped to the god and drove the point into his celestial skull. Redarr let out a whimper before lightning lit up his body and sent him back to Night Sun.  
 
    Baaldir stood, watching as it played out. Umus stepped to Thulu, mace at the ready. Nephy stood up, sword in hand and facing the Elder. Xull turned her plasma cannons on the Elder in god form. Dorian remained at Vala’s side, gun in hand but he had only fired a single shot, the mana-bullet still streaking around the temple. The god’s gaze fell on Vala and the gloom in his mind grew thicker. 
 
    “Vala…I must…kill…Vala…” Baaldir said before his eyes widened. 
 
    A scream filled the temple as Baaldir fell to his knees. The God of the Hunt looked down as a hand burst from his chest, followed by another. Energy spilled out of the god’s chest as a horned head pushed out into the air and let out an animalist screech. 
 
    Hexnia struggled, pulling her body from the god. “You fucking asshole! I’m going to kick your ass,” the demon goddess shouted as her upper torso emerged. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stared as Vindrel approached a Dreadnought. Docking bay doors open, drop ships emerged by the dozens. Underbelly spikes of the ship launched, streaking down until several were mere feet from the mountain and they exploded into falling mechanical bodies. Drones with digital blue eyes pulled plasma rifles before their feet touched the sloping ground of the mountain. Curved spikes extended from metal feet and clamped onto the mountain before they began their advance up. 
 
    Dropships floated down as Victor looked to the dreadnought closest to him. “Time to tear it up.” 
 
    The Champion called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 77/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 10 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
    Holy Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Unseen Hand 
 
    Enchant Weapon 
 
    Enchant Armor 
 
    Portal Weaver 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Summon Monster 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Body Enhancement/Repair 
 
    Interface Upgrade 
 
    Weapon Upgrade 
 
    Armor Upgrade 
 
    Power Suit Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Seductive Whisper 
 
    Illusion Glamour 
 
    Chaos Gloom 
 
    Shadow Minion 
 
    Shadow Craft 
 
    Shadow Walk 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Summon Guardian 
 
    Bend Time 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality  
 
      
 
    Channeling influence, he spent five points of Strength to increase his Strength and speed while five points of Will flowed to his aura ability. His Holy Sword emerged from his wrist and slid into his waiting palm, spending another Will point to power the mystical blade. 
 
    “Victor, what’s the plan,” Vindrel said as she craned her head to him. 
 
    “Fuck them all up,” The Champion smiled before pressing his boots to Vindrel’s back, spending a point of Strength to activate his Jump ability and launched himself into the air. 
 
     Vindrel smiled as she opened her maw and lightning blasted at the floating dreadnought.  
 
    Victor soared upwards like a bullet. Gaze hard as stone, he pointed his Holy Blade and braced himself before stabbing through the hull of the ship. The sword cut through like it was water. Inside, drones moved through a corridor before metal exploded at them. Plasma pistols fired as a man came at them. Sword slashing, bodies burst into sparks as they were cleaved in two. Drones fell as more emerged, firing down the corridor. Victor turned toward them, plasma bolts bouncing off his aura for a microsecond before his body launched at them like a truck. Sword slashing, drones were cut to pieces in a blink of an eye as Victor barreled through them. Sword swings cut at the sides of the corridor, the Champion causing as much damage as he could as he made his way to the Bridge. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lily, Dawn, and the acolytes watched as blue-eyed drones made their way up the mountain. Rifles pointed up and mechanical fingers pulled on the triggers. Plasma bolts rained upward as Lily and the acolytes ducked down against the walls edge. Pieces of stone wall were cracked or blasted off as the barrage of plasma hammered at them. 
 
    “Return fire!” Lily shouted before getting up and running for the stairs. 
 
    Dawn nodded as she activated her backpack while hoisting up her plasma rifle and aiming down. Cannons unfurled from her back and over her shoulders. They hummed with power before the elf pulled the trigger. Plasma rifle and cannons exploded as bolts rained down on the advancing drones. 
 
    Night stood up, lightning arcing along her arms as she whispered command words and pointed her fingers. Lightning blasted out, striking drones and shorting them out, their bodies falling. 
 
    Two gargoyles raced behind Lily while a banshee floated into the sunny air, took in a deep breath and screamed. Vissi’s voice sent a cone shaped shockwave down the mountain and shattered drones to pieces.  
 
    Slyths pulled back on bowstrings and released magical arrows into the advancing army when more spikes from the dreadnaughts blasted down and exploded before they hit the ground. Drones fell and opened fire by the hundreds. The mountain was lit up by plasma and magical fire when the drop ships hovered close to the village. 
 
    Nerin the War Maiden eyed the demonic wolves jumping from the opening bay doors and landing on the streets of Vala’s mountain village.  
 
    “To me,” Nerin shouted as Ida, Halisa, and Nix were to her side, swords and axes in hand. 
 
    The War Maiden's rushed down the village street as a horde of Devil Wolves came at them, eyes glowing and claws flashing. Nerin let out a war cry and she launched into the incoming wall of muscle, her axe swinging and blood spurting from a split head. The Devil Wolves howled as they clashed with the War Maidens. The street was full as they fought like beasts, the Maidens keeping the enemy from advancing. Drop ships moved in closer, more Devil Wolves launching out and landing. 
 
    Ida fought like a demon when a claw slashed across her leg. Blood spilled as she stumbled and whipped her sword across a Devil Wolf throat. The Maiden stumbled back again when four succubi were at her side. 
 
    “You fight like us,” Helena the succubus smiled before driving her rune sword into a Devil Wolf stomach. 
 
    Succubi and War Maidens slashed and stabbed at the incoming horde. The demon women laughed as they cut at the burly beasts, using their smaller sizes to dodge against long wolf claws. Maidens brought blades and axe heads down, foul blood spraying them as they screamed for more. 
 
    Lily jumped a number of steps at a time before she stopped on the ancient staircase. Staff in hand, she watched as drones marched up the mountain, plasma rifles firing. The succubus spun her staff, knocking bolts from the air. The gargoyles at her side launched over the lilac-colored succubus, gray wings flashing and crossbows firing. Magical bolts struck drones in the chest, their bodies exploding and parts tumbling down. Despite the attacks, the enemy Xull drones continued their advance with little slowing them down. 
 
    Three women stood among the many acolytes, watching the carnage as it happened. 
 
    Nyx looked to Tyress and Leeza, “You know what we have to do.” 
 
    Tyress looked to Leeza and Leeza looked to Tyress, brows hardening. 
 
    Nyx continued, “We have to do this for Vala and everyone here. I know you both don’t like how you are when you change, but I will be there to make sure you don’t hurt each other.” 
 
    “You have always been the voice of reason between us,” Tyress smiled at Nyx. 
 
    “As long as you keep us in line, I’ll do it,” Leeza followed up. 
 
    “We do it for Vala,” Nyx nodded. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Tyress and Leeza said before their bodies began to grow larger. 
 
    All three women began to change, bodies morphing and bulging. Nyx gave a wolfish smile before fur sprouted along her body. Sharp teeth grew and a wolf snout extended. Leeza’s body fell onto all fours, her hands and feet taking on a round blunt shape as her skull shifted and horns stabbed out of her forehead. Tyress let out a roar as her arms shrank but her legs and body grew bigger. The sounds of battle continued until all three women changed into their animal forms. 
 
    Nyx stood like a slender werewolf with long, gray hair. At her side, a blue triceratops stomped on the ground. A green and brown skinned Tyrannosaurus Rex stood, salvia dripping from her open maw.  
 
    “For Vala,” Nyx growled before she and Leeza charged down the mountain. 
 
    Tyress roared as she turned to the attacking dropships. Stomping forward, the T-Rex bashed her head at a close dropship and sent it spinning from the sky. Devil Wolves that slipped past the War Maidens and the succubi attacked the T-Rex only for her to open her mouth and clamp down on bodies. Blood spurted as lower halves fell. Tyress chomped down on other Devil Wolves and threw them off the mountain with a swing of her massive head. 
 
    Lily knocked away plasma bolts as Avo and Nobo fired at climbing drones. A shout from behind caused the demoness to glance back. 
 
    “Out of the way!” a monstrous roar filled the air. 
 
    Lily stepped aside as a triceratops came down the ancient staircase, a werewolf on its back. The succubus smirked as they charged down at the approaching drones and smashed into them, breaking them to pieces. Nyx launched off the dinosaur shifter’s back and brought her claws down on drone’s faceplates as she fought like a wild animal. 
 
    Lily charged to join their side when she saw more drones and Devil Wolves joining the advancing army. 
 
    “Vala help us,” Lily said before screaming defiantly and leaping into battle. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor sliced and bashed his way through the ship. The design was the same for all of them from what he remembered aboard the Avatar. Making his way, he cut down any drones that came into view, his aura still holding. 
 
    Turning a corner, he stepped back as six drones opened fired. The Champion shook his head as they continued to blast away. The moment the firing died just a little, the Blade slipped around the corner and bolted for them. Rifles went off, but the Champion was already on them, slicing drones in half before the corridor floor was littered in parts. 
 
    Looking to the Bridge door, Victor stalked forward. The doors didn’t open as he hefted his Holy Blade and sliced through in a triangular pattern before kicking it in. Two halves blasted out and landed on the floor as Victor made his way onto the Bridge. 
 
    The Captain’s chair turned around and the sickly demonic smile of Xix greeted him. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Talon! I was hoping we would meet again and here we are,” Xix laughed. 
 
    “Call off the attack and retreat,” Victor demanded as he didn’t slow his walking. 
 
    Xix tapped his cheek. “I think not. I positioned the ship closer so I hoped you attacked it first. My hunch was right.” 
 
    The ship shuddered as a blue dragon flew past the view screen, spitting lightning. 
 
    “Don’t worry about your dragons. We haven’t even used all the dreadnought’s firing capabilities. But I think you have other things to worry about,” Xix said before turning the chair back around and giving orders to the drones under his command. “Prepare all cannons to fire on the temple.” 
 
    Victor looked to one side and then the next as two doors opened. A War Wolf with a lock of gray fur along his neck stepped out of one door while Luis stepped out of the other. Flint held his spear while Luis hefted his large hammer. 
 
    “Hello cousin,” Luis grinned as frost grew into spikes along his hammer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassandra stirred from the temple floor. Blinking, she looked to Thulu standing in the center of the temple chamber. Umus, Nephy and Xull stalked forward while Dorian stood by Vala’s side. The Keeper let her senses fan out, drinking in the energies and shying away from the deep, cold darkness emanating from the Elder. Senses continued to fan out, feeling and seeing the battle as it was taking place outside. Dragons blasted at ships as smaller plasma cannons fired in all directions. Drones and Devil Wolves attacking acolytes with power and greater numbers.  
 
    Ida, a War Maiden cried out before claws slashed at her body, an arm flying off. The Maiden fought on until teeth and claws ripped into her, her heart stopping and her body falling to the stone floor. 
 
    Cassandra let out a small moan as she felt the rapid heartbeats of Kira and Skye locked in a vault deep in the mountain with two warp spawn, Vonn and Yimer. Fear colored their souls as Vonn tried to keep a brave face, unsure if she would be strong enough to protect them if the enemy began invading homes and finding the vault door. 
 
    Perception changed and she was back in the temple, seeing Hexnia falling from Baaldir’s chest and screaming like she was newly born. The God of the Hunt looked down before the demon goddess turned her hatred filled eyes to him and drove her heel into his chin, sending him flying onto his back. 
 
    The Keeper tried to get up, her senses touching on Victor aboard one of the ships. She heard what he heard and felt his concern as two war wolves stalked closer, ready to tear him to pieces. The words “Prepare all cannons to fire on the temple” floated through her mind and she snapped back into her body. 
 
    “No!” Cassandra shouted as she stumbled.  
 
    Outside and high above, main plasma cannons came to bear on Vala’s temple. Energy pulsed as all three dreadnoughts aimed and locked on target. A glow appeared at the mouth of each cannon as the fighting all around grew to a fevered pitch.  
 
    “I am Vala’s Keeper!” Cassandra screamed as she fell to her knees and crossed her arms. 
 
    Cannons roared to life as plasma bolts filled the sky. Streaking down, they raced towards their targets when they exploded before they hit temple. Xix looked to scans, mouthing a curse as the dreadnought’s sensors detected a barrier around the temple. 
 
    Cassandra’s eyes shot open and pain stabbed at her body. Streams of invisible energy shot out in all directions. The light engulfed her soul as she gave a small smile. A second barrage of plasma fire came down and another. The barrier took the strikes, flickering under the incoming enemy fire.  
 
    Pain stabbed again at her heart. Cassandra let out a small moan as plasma fire battered her barrier. Gritting her teeth, she held fast, faith guiding her power. Thoughts flowed to Lily and Victor before they settled on Vala. Heart swelling, she would not fail her goddess, even if it meant her life. 
 
    Plasma bolts hit the barrier and exploded. Pain stabbed at Cassandra once again, but it surged up her neck and she coughed up blood. The Keeper stayed on her knees; arms crossed as her energy began to weaken.  
 
    “Vala…I love you,” Cassandra said before pain surged and she coughed up another mouthful of blood.  
 
    Body sinking lower on her knees, the Keeper could barely stay upright. Blood dripped from her chin as phantom stabs struck her soul, pulled out and stabbed again. 
 
    Vala watched, feeling Cassandra’s pain as power slowly returned, helpless to aid her loyal Keeper in that moment. The goddess tried to stand up, legs shaking like a newborn fawn. Pain stabbed at her just as it stabbed at Cassandra. Rhass, a slyth in battle, let out a grunt as claws stabbed at her chest. Fingers wrapped around a heart and pulled. Vala felt the candle of Rhass’s soul wink out and she was gone. 
 
    Umus eyed the Elder before him with a sardonic grin. “Time to end this misadventure.” 
 
    The God of Light lifted his spiked mace as Thulu stood without a hint of emotion. The mace came down and slammed into the Thulu’s head. Umus’s smile faded as the spike on his mace didn’t even penetrate the Elder Thing’s hair. 
 
    “You are strong, God of Light, but as you can see, your power is beneath me,” Thulu said as he flicked one finger against Umus’s armored chest. 
 
    The shockwave blew out stained glass and cracked the very foundation of the temple. Umus was thrown back, hitting a pillar and shattering it, his armored body hitting the floor and sliding to a halt. 
 
    Xull clanked forward, plasma cannons firing in rapid succession at the Elder Thing. Thulu stood his ground, not even wincing as plasma bolts flashed and fizzed with ever strike. 
 
    Nephy held up two of her hands, green energy balling before her palms and blasting out. The two streams hit the Elder Thing and Thulu winced. Nephy took a step forward, pouring on her power as Thulu lifted an arm to block her streams. 
 
    “The tenacity of life,” Thulu growled before black lightning surged in his hand. 
 
    Nephy’s eyes drank in the monster’s actions as he pointed a finger and thick lightning blasted out. The Goddess of Life spun like a ballerina in a gunfight. Black lightning shattered everything it touched, but the goddess moved with liquid grace through the storm. 
 
    Umus sat up, a blast mark across his chest and slowly made his way to his feet. “Life and light to kill this monster!” 
 
    Umus left his mace on the ground as he pointed both of his hands and bright light blasted out. Thulu’s body stumbled as two beams of healing life slammed into him. The Elder Thing growled as streams of light and life struck him with uncompromising force. 
 
    “He’s resisting,” Umus bellowed as he poured all his energy into the streams. 
 
    Dorian eyed the Elder Thing, picking his targets. Hand moving in a blur, it seemed like he only fired once but his finger and power was so quick, five mana-bullets shot out. All five, joined by the sixth circling the temple came together in formation and in a blink, slammed into the Elder Thing. 
 
    Dorian let out a grunt as he controlled the power of the bullets. Each bullet hit the Elder but bounced off and came at the monster again. All three continued to pour it on as Vala watched, her power slowly growing. 
 
    Dorian flipped out the pistol chamber and pulled six mana-bullets from his belt. “I never had to reload during a fight before,” the First Slinger whispered as he reloaded. 
 
    Thulu’s face returned to a calm mask, but he took a step back. The energies hitting him burned at his darkness and he redoubled his efforts. The mask began to bleed away as edges of madness began to show. 
 
    “He’s allowing himself to have more power,” Vala said as she took a shaky step to the dais edge. 
 
    “If he goes mad…” Umus grunted as he continued to pour on the light. 
 
    “He will destroy this realm,” Vala said with a breathy tone. 
 
    Xull looked to the Elder Thing, halting her attacks and letting her cannons return back to normal hands before turning her attention to Cassandra on her knees. The artificial drone turned and raced toward the Keeper as blood dripped from her mouth, eyes dazed in pain. Feet clanked across the stone floor before she moved behind the Keeper and put her hands on Cassandra’s shoulders. 
 
    “I shall upgrade your defenses and initiate our counter attack,” Xull said plainly as metal forearms opened and cables snaked out and connected to Cassandra. 
 
    The Keeper’s eyes took on new life as energy pumped from Xull and flowed into Cassandra. Two rods, one on each shoulder of Xull, emerged. When they fully extended upwards, power hummed.  
 
    “Initiate counter measures,” Xull said as her portable fusion core glowed against her stomach. 
 
    Cassandra’s back straightened as new power surged into her body. The shield outside took on hexagon shapes, connecting to each other as plasma bolts rained from the sky. It did not flicker, but held like a brand-new shield, ready for war. 
 
    Aboard the Talon, Xix looked to the viewscreen and slammed his hand on the armrest of his seat. “How!” He shouted as he commanded the drones to use every last bit of power. 
 
    Victor stood with Flint to one side and Luis at the other. The Champion wasn’t sure what was going on outside, but it seemed that the good guys gained a reprieve for a short while. Turning his attention to Luis, the Champion lowered his sword. 
 
    “Luis, don’t do this. I know it’s tempting to want to hurt me for whatever I did, but it's not worth it with so many lives at stake.” 
 
    Luis hefted his hammer covered in frosty spikes. “Always the good guy. There is no going back for me. This is the end of you and Vala.” 
 
    Luis lifted his hammer and charged. Flint growled as he launched at Victor, spear in hand. The two sped toward the Blade, weapons closing in for the kill. 
 
    Victor spent a point of Will and time slowed down. Flint and Luis moved a little faster than the world around them, but Xix and the drones piloting the ship moved at a snail’s pace. The clock ticked in his vision as he knew he had to make it quick. Body shifting as Flint’s spear point was nearly on him, Victor sliced hard across Flint’s side, spun away and stood by the Bridge entrance. 
 
    Time snapped back to normal, Flint grunting as he fell to his knees and Luis’s hammer nearly striking the older Champion. Luis glanced down at Flint and turned his attention to Victor. 
 
    “You don’t have enough influence to fight forever,” Luis growled. 
 
    Victor looked to his cousin with kind eyes. “Luis, whatever happened between us, let’s just talk about it and end it?” 
 
    Luis stalked forward, “There is nothing to discuss! You’re dead!” 
 
    Victor brought his sword up, parrying the incoming hammer and sparks flying. Victor moved like a skilled fighter, no emotion in his moves as Luis’s rage grew into a storm. Hammer and sword clashed and clashed again. Movement’s turned into a blur as Victor stayed on the defensive while Luis pressed his attack. The battle outside seemed to fall to the background as Victor kept his cousin at bay. When sword and hammer clashed again, Luis raged. 
 
    “You fucking asshole! Your father should have killed you!” Luis screamed. 
 
    The words slid off Victor like summer rain. Warmth caressed his heart as he let the Cursed Blade slide into his left hand. 
 
    “Luis…this fight is over. Surrender and we can talk about it,” Victor said with a serene tone. 
 
    A shadow loomed up over Victor. The Champion turned his attention just enough to see Flint flying through the air, spear over his head. The mad War Wolf glared down as thin streams of salvia flowed from his open maw. 
 
    “You’re dead Champion!” Flint roared before Victor spun, the Cursed Blade slicing across the War Wolf’s neck and sending it flying from his body. 
 
    Streams of blood followed the severed head before it crashed into a wall and fell. Victor and Luis looked to the wolf head as it rolled to stop, eyes sliding up and tongue leaking out between its open snout. 
 
    Luis’s eyes bulged in his head as a shoulder rammed into him and sent him to the floor. Victor stood over the fallen Champion of Baaldir and held both swords to Luis’s neck. Luis looked for his hammer but it lay a few feet away, out of reach. 
 
    “We can still talk,” Victor said with a welcoming grin. 
 
    Luis looked to the swords and then back to his cousin. Death stared him in the face and the War Wolf could not hold back any more. Eyes watered before they streaked down his cheeks, lip twisting into defiance. 
 
    “I never understood…how grandmother loved you best!” Luis said through the tears. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened. “All of this hate is because Grandma loved me?” 
 
    Luis’s hand made a fist and slammed it down on the deck. “She talked about you endlessly with the family. She praised you at every turn. None of us could live up to her expectations because she talked about how every little thing you did was amazing.” 
 
    Victor tried to hide his smirk and failed. 
 
    “This isn’t funny!” Luis shouted. 
 
    Victor nodded. “I know, it’s not funny. But you have to know, she talked to me about everyone else in the family. She was the matriarch for the family while she was alive, but when she was around me, she talked about all of your accomplishments. It’s funny because I thought I could never live up to the rest of the family.” 
 
    Victor lowered his swords an inch. “I know I’m the firstborn of all the grandkids, but I never set out to be a leader in the family. I couldn’t understand why you and so many cousins hated me. Now it all makes sense why my mom, dad, and me were shunned by everyone when grandma died.” 
 
    “The rest of us never had a chance to show her how much we loved her before she died,” Luis sobbed. 
 
    Victor lowered his gaze, “She knew. She always knew.” 
 
    Xix turned his head from his seat as the entire ship shuddered again. “Luis, stop being a fucking child and kill him already!” 
 
    Luis looked up to Victor. The Blade eyed his cousin before pulling back his swords. 
 
    “Run Luis. Run away so we can talk another time,” Victor said as he looked to the red sword in his left hand. 
 
    Luis hesitated, “What…are you going to do?” 
 
    Victor eyed the red sword, “It seems to all make sense now. Love and death are such personal experiences. Power comes from our experiences, even if they are different. Vala, I understand.” 
 
    Luis scrambled back as Victor eyed the Cursed sword. 
 
    The Champion felt the weight of memories press on his being. Images dueled against one another, showing the Blade when he first arrived and how weak he was to now, strong enough to take on an army. Cold memories of defeat fell away like dying leaves in autumn while warm memories floated in his mind’s eye. Advice, love, and power swirled along his soul as he finally began to understand what he should have believed all along. 
 
    “Vala…I understand it all,” Victor shouted before taking his Holy Sword and slicing across the Cursed Sword, shattering it to pieces.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    Vayne looked to the viewscreen. The dreadnought Malice floating high above the battleground while her cannons fired on the temple below. The warp spawn licked her lips as tentacles writhed along the seats edge. The battle was turning to their favor as thousands of drones and Devil Wolves crawled up the mountain. Lightning, magic, and plasma bolts lit up the mountain as Vala’s few fought for their very lives. 
 
    Vayne checked the status of the Talon and the Spear. The Talon dreadnought was taking heavy damage from a blue dragon while the Spear was barely holding back a green and white dragon. Information played out in the corner of the viewscreen, calculations indicating an eighty eight percent chance of success. 
 
    The warp spawn licked her lips again, enjoying the comfort of her seat high above the battle. Her goddess may have been sent back to their realm, but Vayne would continue the work until every last follower of Vala was dead. 
 
    An alert flashed as a drone turned to face Vayne. 
 
    “A vortex is forming,” the drone stated. 
 
    “Where?” Vayne asked before the very air shifted outside the ship. 
 
    The warp spawn eyed the darkness clouding the sky before it flashed away, a dreadnought floating barely a hundred feet away. Cannons aimed at the Malice and before Vayne could shout orders to redirect their attack, the other dreadnought opened fired. 
 
    Plasma cannons roared at point-blank range, striking shields with merciless power. The two ships hovered close, the Malice re-targeting its guns on the Avatar and returning fire. The exchange carried on, each side blasting at their shields until Malice’s shields flickered and faded away. Plasma bolts opened up sections of the massive hull before the Avatar’s shields faded. Explosions lit up the sky as each dreadnought struck true, burning through thick hull plates and opening up with flames and debris. 
 
    Avatar’s bay doors opened. Battle suits with animal heads jumped from the open doors, thrusters firing. The battle suits hovered down toward the battlefield, firing plasma rifles at Devil Wolves and enemy drones. Massive black spikes fired from the Avatar and screeched down until they were close to the mountain. The spikes shattered as red-eyed drones fell onto the mountain, firing at blue-eyed drones and Devil Wolves. 
 
    Wynn held onto her seat as the Avatar shuddered. The fox-woman checked the scans and saw the Spear had turned its cannons in their direction and opened fired. The Malice continued to fight at close range, but the added cannon fire from the Spear ripped into the Avatar with streams of plasma death. 
 
    Wynn opened a channel. “Victor, I think this is the third time I had to save your ass. I do believe you owe me dinner.” 
 
    Aboard the Talon, Victor’s body surged with power as parts of the Cursed Sword vanished before they struck the floor. Divine energy filled every pore of his body just like when he used Vala’s power to destroy Draygon. The key difference he noticed was that it was contained and easier to manage. 
 
    Wynn’s words touched his mind and the Champion smirked. “Dinner is fine, but I think it’s time I saved everyone.” 
 
    Xix was up from his seat and glaring at Victor. “You are a Champion to be reckoned with but I will have to end you…” Xix never finished. 
 
    The enemy Champion’s hood fell back as he gagged and coughed up blood. Victor’s arm was through his chest and his hand exited out the back, covered in gore. The gore covered demon looked into Victor’s eyes, body sagging. 
 
    “I…may…have misjudged…you,” the Champion said before he went limp. 
 
    “You did,” Victor said before letting the body slide to the floor. 
 
    Drones stood up and pulled pistols. Victor stood as his aura glowed. Plasma bolts struck the aura with little to no effect. 
 
    “I’m coming, Vala,” Victor said before he blasted forth like a comet. 
 
    Vindrel flew through the air, blast marks along her thick blue scales and lightning pouring from her mouth. She had managed to take out a number of medium range cannons, but several more aimed and fired at her. The dragon grunted as one struck her tail and she wobbled in the air. Weakness bleeding into her form, a moment of doubt touched her heart until light burst from the Talon Dreadnought and streaked around.  
 
    The comet slammed into the ship and emerged out the other side. On it spiraled, slamming and crashing until the dreadnought began to tilt. Metal groaned as the comet of light continued to hollow out the ship until it turned and began to fall. Vindrel let out a shout before shooting her lightning breath. The ball of light emerged out of the middle of the falling ship, Victor floating like a god. 
 
    “Victor,” Vindrel shouted with glee before blasting towards the Spear Dreadnought. 
 
    On the mountain, acolytes fought on, blood and cuts covering their bodies. Lily slammed her staff into a drone head, arms growing weaker from the extended battle. Wiping away sweat from her brow, she let a smile slip as battle suits landed and fired into the hordes. Buk and Diz landed next to the succubus, shoulder cannons firing into the oncoming horde. 
 
    “Let’s fuck them up,” Buk shouted. 
 
    “Fuck them up,” Diz shouted as well. 
 
    Lily, Avo, Nobo, Buk, and Diz advanced against the incoming enemy troops. Plasma rifles and crossbow bolts ripped and burned bodies as the drones and Devil Wolves continued their upward advance.  
 
    Diz laughed. “We should get some drinks when this is…” a Devil Wolf launched into the air and landed on the ram in the battle suit. 
 
    Buk turned her head just as claws penetrated the armor and pulled out wires, metal, and blood. A wet cough filled the communications as the ram-woman’s vitals flatlined. Buk let out a whimper as Diz fell forward with a crash. Lily was already on the Devil Wolf, slamming her staff into its skull and coming away bloody. 
 
    Buk’s body trembled as she turned her sights to the stairs, the enemy coming for them with bared teeth and metal bodies. 
 
    “DIZ!” Buk shouted as she threw her rifle away and bent her head. 
 
    Lily tried to stop her, but it was too late. The armored ram charged down the ancient steps, crashing into the advancing enemy line and splintering their forces in two. She screamed like a hell demon, bashing her way down the stairs and armored feet caving in chests and skulls from fallen enemies. 
 
    On the mountainside village, Szura peered down at the fighting and despite the appearance of battle suits, the enemy continued to vastly outnumber their forces. 
 
    “And so, we turn the tides,” the lich whispered before raising her staff in the air. 
 
    Arcane words filled the area as incantations spilled from pale lips. Dark energy rippled along her skin as the words grew in intensity. The lich looked down, energy wrapping around her staff. 
 
    “I call to those you who lie beneath the holy ground of Vala’s realm! Rise and stop those who would harm our goddess! Rise and know that death cannot stop love!” Szura shouted before the dark energy curled along her limbs and splintered out into a storm. 
 
    Bolts rained down, striking the ground all across the mountain. Energy rained down, touching the base of the holy mountain. Szura screamed as her body was consumed. Thoughts invaded her mind, knowing what was to come, but could never prepare for it. Eyes looking up, she saw Victor moving like a titan among the warships and Szura let a smirk form before darkness consumed her mind. The lich stumbled backwards and fell, staff clattering at her side.  
 
    Anima rose up from the stone and looked down at the badly burned lich. The ghost floated down and stayed by her side as the battle raged on. 
 
    Along the mountain, the ground shifted before skeletal hands burst free from their graves. Hundreds of hands rose up and soon thousands more. The area around the mountain seethed like a living being before skeletal bodies rose up. Rusty weapons in hand, the undead lover's army turned hollow eyes to the invading forces. Silently, they advanced, walking and climbing. 
 
    A Devil Wolf looked to the hordes of skeletons before hands burst from the ground and clawed at exposed feet and legs. The mountain rippled again as Vala’s long dead chosen rose up and attacked the army. Screams and grunts filled the air as Devil Wolves fought for their lives while drones were smashed and clawed to pieces. The skeletal horde swarmed the enemy, biting, clawing, and killing in Vala’s name. 
 
    Along the edge of the battlefield, a portal opened. A humanoid man with a dog’s head and fine Egyptian clothing stepped out. At his side, a blue-skinned woman with four arms stepped with him, swords gleaming in each hand from the sunlight. Astor stepped through and looked up as another woman in white bone armor stepped out last, the portal closing behind them. 
 
    Victor was flying around before smashing into the Talon one last time. The ship fell away, gliding sideways until it hit another mountain and exploded into fire and black smoke. Vindrel let out a roar before joining her fellow dragons in battle. Victor waved her away before turning his attention to the newcomers at the edge of battle. A sliver of familiar energy touched him and he flew down in a blink of an eye. 
 
    Anubis and Kali waved at the incoming Champion as he landed.  
 
    Victor landed and looked to the god and goddess. “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
    Anubis smiled. “These are our realms too. We thought it foolish to stand back and remain neutral when what happens here could affect us in the future. The Masters of Death gave us permission and we came as soon as word reached us. We fight on Vala’s side!” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to Astor and the white armored woman. Victor smiled as did Astor. 
 
    The woman in white armor lifted her visor up and beamed. “No son of mine is going to a fight without his mother!” 
 
    “Mom, I love you, but keep your distance from the fighting. I need you to be okay,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Astor stepped to Beverly’s side. “I will keep her safe.” 
 
    Beverly lifted up a crossbow with a glowing bolt. “And I’ll keep everyone safe.” 
 
    Victor was about to laugh when weakness touched his body. Feeling the divine energy bleed away, Victor called on two swords. The Phantom and Bone swords each slid into a hand. A sentimental feeling washed over alert nerves before he slammed the blades into each other. The two swords shattered into floating sparks. Divine energy doubled and Victor’s body burned with power. 
 
    “I have to go,” Victor said as he looked to his mother. 
 
    Beverly nodded. “Go, go my son. Be the hero I always believed you to be.” 
 
    Victor nodded and shot into the sky. 
 
    A staff appeared in Anubis’s hand while Kali’s swords flashed. The god and goddess gave each other a loving glance before rushing into battle. Astor and Beverly followed. Astor unslung her own crossbow as Beverly aimed. Triggers were pulled and their aim true. A drone and Devil Wolf exploded. Beverly smiled as she rushed in with the skeletal army and seeing her son fight on. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alerts rang out as Wynn stayed at the controls. The Avatar had taken heavy damage and began to tilt.  
 
    “Portia!” the fox-woman shouted to the comm. 
 
    Outside, a vortex opened and another dreadnought entered the fray behind the Spear. Portia gave the command as cannons trained on the Spear Dreadnought and opened fired. 
 
    Plasma fire lit up the sky again. The four ships exchanged fire but the Malice and the Avatar began to fall. The Spear returned fire against the Sword, but the former was taking heavy damage. Cannon’s blared with each shot, both sides taking damage. 
 
    Wynn looked at the screens and saw that most of the cannons aboard her ship were destroyed. Tapping at the commands, she gave a final order to the ship. Tapping the last command, the fox-woman darted off the Bridge as consoles exploded. Racing through the damaged ship, drones continued to try and enact repairs. Fire and sparks splashed at the fox as she made it to a side room, pulled her pistol and aimed at the window. 
 
    “Vala, I have faith,” Wynn whispered as she pulled the trigger. 
 
    The plasma blasts hit the window, cracking but not shattering it. Crossing her furry arms, she ran toward it and smashed through. In free fall, she turned to see the Avatar smash into the Malice. Fires and explosions rippled along the hulls until they reached their crescendo and exploded.  
 
    Wynn fell, the realm quiet as the two dreadnoughts fell from the sky. She closed her eyes and left herself to her goddess’s hands. 
 
    The air felt wonderful along her fur. Time slowed down as she wondered if this was her true end and what waited for her on the other side. When a sigh fell from her lips, something hard grabbed her and stopped her fall. 
 
    Wynn opened her eyes to see a battle suit with a cat’s head. 
 
    “I will always be there for you,” Ema said. 
 
    Wynn touched the metal cheek of the suit. “And I will always be there for all of us. Now, let’s get back into the battle!” 
 
    Ema’s head nodded before the battle suit glided down to the battle below. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor launched up like a white-hot fireball. Crashing into the dreadnought Spear, his divine body blasted through the thick hull with ease. The other dreadnought piloted by Portia aimed all its guns on the enemy ship. The two attacks caused the ship to groan and then break in half.  
 
    Victor felt Vayne’s life snuff out in the Malice as it crashed into a mountain. Turning his senses to the Spear, Kaiser roared from the Bridge until the ceiling was blasted in and sharp metal ripped his large body to chunks of flesh. 
 
    Looking to the battlefield, he watched as the enemy forces dwindled. The dead and acolytes swarmed the drones and Devil wolves, slicing, beating, and destroying them until bands of the enemy began to wink out. 
 
    “Vala, we did it,” Victor said as he watched Lily run back up the mountain toward the temple. 
 
    Concern colored his brow when a voice slammed into his spirit. 
 
    “Victor, we need you!” Vala’s voice touched his heart. 
 
    “I’m on my way,” Victor whispered and blasted toward the temple. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thulu pushed back at the holy and life streams eating at his arm. The Elder eyed the gathered gods in contempt as mana-bullets slammed into his frame and bounced off. The temple writhed with power as divine beings tried to hold back the monster from the dark.  
 
    Thulu’s features began to sharpen as madness took root. “This pantheon dies and it will be by my hands. Drogoss was deluded by his own power that your might could stand against the darkness of the universe.” 
 
    “Nephy…stay…strong,” Umus shouted. 
 
    The green goddess poured on streams of life, her arms beginning to tremble. Dorian fired his rune covered pistol, sending another six mana-bullets against the Elder Thing. Xull looked down at Cassandra as her power faded. The Keeper fell to the floor, unconscious. Hexnia straddled Baaldir, punching him again and again.  
 
    Vala looked on as Thulu began to surge with power. “To me!” the goddess shouted. 
 
    Thulu’s dark power swirled before it reached its zenith and blasted out. The mana-bullets shattered in the air. Umus and Nephy were thrown to the floor. Sharp stones were blown off damaged pillars. Xull threw her body onto Cassandra’s, shielding her from the blast. Energy hit the Xull construct so hard, her arm blasted off, sparks dying in the wind. 
 
    Thulu stood up to his full height. “All shall know the cold dark. Every sun will be wiped from the sky and only then, will every soul know the truth.” 
 
    Vala looked over to Dorian as he was on one knee and clutching at his side, divine blood leaking between his fingers and a stone shard sticking out of him. The goddess looked to Umus and Nephy as they tried to get back up. Baaldir stayed on his back while Hexnia rose up, hand to her head as if to wipe away mental cobwebs. The vibration of power was apparent as Thulu stepped closer to the dais, starry eyes on the goddess as she stood to her full height. 
 
    “There is no need to keep fighting. Your allies are defeated. Your power has not fully returned. Your return has come to an end, as all stories should end. Once I consume you, I will consume all and this realm will be the first of countless to feed my hunger,” Thulu said darkly. 
 
    “Fat chance!” Victor shouted as he blazed in with his fist cocked. 
 
    Thulu turned his head just as Victor rammed his fist into the Elder’s eye. The shockwave bounced off the Elder and struck Victor, sending him spiraling through the air and hitting the floor with a bounce.  
 
    Thulu looked to the Champion as he rose back up, “Gods could not stop me. What chance does a Champion have?” 
 
    Victor stood up and eyed the Elder. There was not a single mark on him. The punch drained his power and weakness filled his muscles. Shoulders sagging, Victor found it harder and harder to stand. Looking to Vala, his heart ached as she gave him a small nod. 
 
    “Victor, come to me,” Vala said, her voice melodic. 
 
    Thulu stood with a small, madness filled smile. “Go to your goddess for one last touch before I consume all.” 
 
    Victor made his way, body sagging further. Thoughts went to his remaining swords. If he shattered them, he would become very powerful, maybe strong enough to do some damage. Fingers flexing, he readied to summon them so he could give one last punch, anything to save Vala, his friends and lovers. 
 
    Vala beckoned with outstretched hands. Victor felt lighter as he took each step until he stood before his goddess. Weakness reaching the tipping point, he collapsed in her arms and the goddess held him close. 
 
    “I can…use my remaining power to…” Victor tried to speak but his voice was failing. 
 
    “No, love. You have done more than I could ever ask for many lifetimes. I wanted to hold you like this one last time before I ask you for one last thing,” Vala’s words soothing the pain and weakness away. 
 
    “Anything,” Victor said with wide eyes, “anything for you. I love you. I will always love you until the end of time.” 
 
    The darkness around Vala’s eyes bled away as Victor stared into her soul. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Victor whispered. 
 
    “Will you surrender?” Vala asked as she stroked his cheek. 
 
    “I surrender,” Victor smiled as darkness closed in around him. 
 
    A tear streaked down Vala’s cheek. Hand up, a dagger appeared. Victor stared at Vala’s eyes, lost to their beauty when the dagger tip stabbed into his chest, penetrating his heart.  
 
    Blood rose up, coloring Victor’s shirt crimson as the light in his eyes died.  
 
    Umus, Nephy, Xull, Hexnia, and Dorian looked on in shock as Vala held Victor to her, cradling him and tears streaking her smooth cheeks. 
 
    “My love,” Vala said as she gently lay Victor on the floor of the dais and folded his arms over his chest. 
 
    The goddess rose, new power filling the temple. Stepping down the dais steps, she moved with liquid grace, hands out to her sides and energy sparking across the temple. 
 
    Thulu stood. “You could not bear to see him consumed so you ended his life. Commendable in these end times.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Vala whispered as a whip unfurled from her open left hand and a white sword slid out of her right hand. 
 
    Umus and Nephy struggled to stand up. Dorian stood up, clutching his side and glancing down at Victor’s cold body. A whip appeared in Hexnia’s hand while Baaldir sat up and gazed on Vala. Xull pulled Cassandra away, her eyes watching and recording the events as they played out. 
 
    Vala continued as her sensual hips moved from side to side with each delicate step, “Drogoss gave us the ability to die, but no god or goddess would dare risk it. It was his final lesson to us among the pantheon. Death is never the end, but a new beginning in our evolution.” 
 
    Thulu looked down as the goddess stepped closer. “Death is the end. That is the lesson.” 
 
    Vala stood before the Elder Thing and looked up, shadows covering her eyes. “It is not. My time spent in death’s embrace opened knowledge I would have never discovered otherwise. I finally see why the Elders are mad and I prevented the madness from infecting me.” 
 
    “You cannot stop madness,” Thulu said with dark hiss. 
 
    Vala smiled. “Love is madness. That is why you fear me…why you fear us. You have no power over love. We are part of the same coin. You feared my power and had me killed for it. Life, death, and madness are all the same and it frightens you.” 
 
    Thulu raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Vala’s smile took a manic edge. “My power has taken a long time to return because I’m not what I used to be. I have grown, the flood of power soaking into my new body.” 
 
    “You cannot kill me,” Thulu said with a deep voice. 
 
    “For the universe to function, there must be a balance. I respect balance, that is why I won’t kill you…only defeat you.” 
 
    Thulu sneered. 
 
    “You question the new Queen of the Pantheon?” Vala smirked. 
 
    Umus smiled. Nephy grinned. Hexnia licked her lips and Dorian stared with love towards his mother. 
 
    “I question it,” Thulu said with manic smirk. 
 
    “So be it,” Vala sighed. “I, Vala of the seven realms decree, Victor Hobbs shall be my consort! To serve at my side if he wishes! He has shed the mortal coil! By right, I grant him the power of divinity! Rise my love!” 
 
    Light blasted out across the temple. Umus pumped his armored fist while energy swirled and sank into Victor’s body. Lightning arced along his torso and limbs. Heart beating with divine blood, his eyes flashed opened. Chest rising up, darkness blasted out and a shadow landed on the dais. 
 
    Chill cowered, the light burning his body. “Victor!” 
 
    The Champion rose up, light burning away all his doubts. Golden energy glowed along his skin as a pure white smile formed. Victor looked at his hands, new power pulsating like a new engine, ready to go for a test drive. 
 
    Victor looked to Vala and she turned her head to look back to him. Divine hearts soared as they connected across time and space to form an unbreakable bond. 
 
    “I’M BACK!” Victor shouted. 
 
    “No…no…you cheated! I will not let this mongrel divinity take root!” Thulu screeched before lifting his fists. 
 
    Vala twirled away as two fists came down, blasting debris into the air and shaking the entire mountain.  
 
    Time slowed down as Victor smiled. Thulu roared as he rushed the smaller goddess. Vala’s body moved like a dancer made of air. Body bending, turning, and twisting, she dodged every fist aimed at her by the mad Elder. Stone shattered and walls cracked as Thulu unleashed his madness. Umus aimed his hands and unleashed a torrent of holy power while Nephy did the same with life energy from the opposite side. Dorian pulled his pistol, mana bleeding from his life force into bullets. With a squeeze of the trigger, divine bullet after divine bullet blasted out of the barrel. 
 
    Thulu took one step forward and stumbled back as god energy slammed into him. Vala turned and jumped, her body spiraling before her whip lashed out and followed up with a sword strike. The tip of the whip struck Thulu’s eyes while the sword slashed at his cheek. Vala floated past him with a confident grin before spreading her legs and landing on the floor. Spinning away, she dodged the hurricane of fists Thulu blasted out. 
 
    “I want some meat!” Hexnia laughed as she launched into the air, whip swirling. 
 
    Vala and Hexnia moved under streams of energy like a divine ballet, whips and sword landing and power exploding against the Elder Thing. The goddess of love and the goddess of seduction moved in perfect sync, cutting and blasting away at the monster. 
 
    Victor smiled as power swelled from within. “Papa’s got a brand-new body!” 
 
    The newly divine Victor launched forward like a comet, fist up. Thulu lashed out, trying to hit the two goddesses when light filled his gaze and divine knuckles crashed into his jaw. The Elder stumbled back before regaining his composure, Victor floating before him. 
 
    “You vile pieces of dust,” Thulu growled before tentacles burst from his body. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened as dark power caused time and space to wrinkle and fold. The divine beings in the temple tried to pull away, but a gravity well took hold. Vala lashed out her whip and it coiled around Victor’s leg. Victor tried to fly away, but the gravity held him in place. A vine shot out from Nephy and coiled around Hexnia’s foot. Umus resisted, but his boots slid across the floor inch by inch.  
 
    “Now you see my true power! Madness will consume me, but it will be worth it to take you all with me,” Thulu cackled darkly.  
 
    A shadow appeared above the Elder Thing. Thulu looked up as a spear point stabbed into his damaged eye. Baaldir grunted as he twisted the spear, the point barely breaking through a half an inch. 
 
    Thulu laughed as dark power swirled around his body. Baaldir’s feet were on the Elder’s shoulders, throwing power into his shoulders and arms, driving the spear point in another inch. 
 
    “Your pathetic attempts will do nothing, NOTHING! The Black hole will consume you all you!” Thulu laughed as his face looked up. 
 
    Tentacles wrapped around Baaldir’s legs and he struggled. 
 
    Umus looked to Victor, “We have to hold him in place! Remember on Valis! Make a big one!” 
 
    Victor fought against the gravity’s pull as he understood what Umus meant. Vala looked to Victor, holding on for dear life. Hexnia screamed as divine skin along her legs began to rip and tear. Baaldir grunted as flesh peeled off and sucked into Thulu’s form. Stone cracked and flew toward the orb of darkness beginning to surround the Elder Thing. 
 
    Victor turned his body and held out his hands. He had no idea if he could use an ability he used before when he was mortal. Focusing his mind, a black and purple portal swirled into being behind Thulu. It grew larger with every second until it nearly filled one side of the temple. 
 
    Energies continued to blast at Thulu, but he stood fast, his body not moving. “You cannot stop MY POWER!” 
 
    Victor readied to add his energy to all others when a lilac-colored succubus soared through the air and landed on Baaldir’s shoulders. 
 
    “Lily!” Victor shouted. 
 
    “I will never abandon my Blade,” the succubus smiled before leaping into the air and letting gravity pull her down. 
 
    Thulu stared up as the succubus fell toward him, Baaldir’s spear still in one eye. Lily took a breath as she came down, slamming a boot on the Elder’s nose. Staff sideways, she broke it over her knee and flipped the ends around. Energy exploded, filling the succubus with divine power as she roared. Taking a jagged end of her destroyed staff, she plunged it into Thulu’s other eye. Baaldir raised a damaged foot and stomped on it, forcing the divine power into Thulu’s celestial skull. 
 
    Thulu screamed as power exploded. Lily and Baaldir were thrown from the explosion, but the demoness didn’t make it far before she was caught in Thulu’s gravity well. 
 
    “Now!” Vala shouted as she pointed her hand. 
 
    Victor did the same and red power curled and exploded forth. Their streams of energy slammed into Thulu’s chest, adding to Umus and Nephy’s power, the Elder Thing stumbled back toward the portal. Power caused the temple to shudder and tremble as gods and goddesses poured all their energy at the Elder Thing. 
 
    Thulu’s hands lashed out and clamped onto the edge of the portal, holding him. The power blasting at him cracked his skin, but he did not fall into the portal. Lily spun, falling towards the Elder’s gravity well. 
 
    “Lily!” Victor shouted as he was ready to go after her when a shadow shot past him. 
 
    Chill’s shadow arms were out. Lily fell toward Thulu with wide eyes when the shadow grabbed her, turned slightly and threw her. Energies rippled along his body, resisting the black hole’s power just enough for Lily to hit the ground. Xull was already moving, her mechanical body jumping on the succubus, taking hold and dragging her away. 
 
    Victor watched as Chill fell toward Thulu, glowing blue eyes wide and heart leaping in his chest. 
 
    “I was tired of saving you. I had to save someone else,” the shadow smiled before touching Thulu’s power and slipped away to nothing. 
 
    “No!” Victor screamed as his power tripled. 
 
    Energy slammed into Thulu and the Elder grunted. Fingers slipped one by one from the portal edge. Feet sliding, the monstrous thing with tentacles gave Victor a hard gaze. 
 
    “The war is just beginning…” Thulu grinned before he let go. 
 
    The Elder Thing fell into the portal. The gravity well died and Victor shut the portal closed. The black and purple swirling collapsed on itself and winked out of existence. Bodies fell to the destroyed temple floor and heavy breathing filled the air. 
 
    Victor turned onto his stomach, his body already regaining energy it had lost. Seeing Vala on her back, Victor began crawling through the rubble to her side. Umus sat up and shook his head. Nephy groaned, as did Hexnia. Baaldir stirred as Dorian walked toward them, the wound to his side fading away. With one arm, Xull helped Cassandra sit up and then Lily. The succubus and Keeper blinked, looking on the destroyed temple and a small smiled forming as Victor crawled to Vala’s side. 
 
    Victor crawled until he reached out and touched Vala’s cheek. The goddess was still as a statue. Victor pressed the back of his fingers to her cheek, giving her gentle strokes as he moved to her side and pressed his body to hers. Energy rose up, a fire blooming as the goddess turned her face to him and smiled, darkness covering her eyes. 
 
    “Vala…” Victor whispered. 
 
    “Kiss me you fool…my love,” Vala smiled with full lips. 
 
    Victor pressed his lips to Vala’s, energy swirling against their bodies as their hearts became one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    Plumes of smoke rose from craters along Vala’s Mountain. Some acolytes sat and stared at the bodies littering the ancient stairs and sloping land. The suns shined brightly, casting light on carnage of battle in all its terrible truth. 
 
    Destroyed ships lay in large pieces along nearby, smaller mountains. Drones and dead wolf shifters lay, some in heaps and others by themselves, eyes staring at nothing, their souls long gone. The dead sank back into the ground, their love glowing as they returned to the soil whence they came. 
 
    Buk pulled parts of a damaged battle suit while her suit lay a few feet away. The ram-woman moaned in sadness as she opened the torso and then pulled off the helmet. Diz stared up at nothing, her body cold and unflinching. Buk reached in and pulled her from the damaged suit. Blood covered her from Diz’s wounds as she clutched her dear friend to her chest and cried out in weeping sorry. 
 
    Szura opened her eyes but could not move her limbs. The power she exerted was too much for her even her undead body. Anima floated by her, looking down with sad eyes. The lich looked to the ghost and gave her a weak smile before she closed them again and rested, waiting for her energies to replenish themselves. 
 
    Nerin, Halisa, and Lix sobbed by Ida’s body as she lay. They touched her, praying to Vala and wishing their fellow War Maiden a safe passage to her next life. 
 
    Wynn and Ema walked up the stairs, seeing Buk sobbing and holding Diz. The fox and cat moved to her side and sat down, tears running down their furry faces as they all held each other. 
 
    At the top of the mountain, bodies moved among the ruined temple. Xull stepped along, picking up her damaged arm and touching it to the metallic stump. Wires and circuits joined, internal systems beginning their repairs. Umus was up and helping Nephy to her feet. Hexnia sat, tail curled around herself as her eyes gazed like daggers to the antlered God of the Hunt. 
 
    Baaldir stood, eyes heavy and shadows covering part of his face. The god was silent as he stood, his mind a million miles away. Lily was up and walking toward Victor and Vala. The succubus gave a warm smile as she approached. When Victor and Vala looked to the approaching succubus, Lily noticed the heat between them and it grew with very step closer. When she stood before them, Victor took her hand and kissed her. Vala watched before she took Lily’s other hand. When Victor and Lily parted, the goddess leaned in and kissed the succubus deeply. 
 
    Dorian stood, watching the trio and smiling behind his mask. 
 
    Dawn and Night entered the temple, stepping over rubble, but their gazes firmly on Baaldir. Dawn hefted up her rifle while Night prepared spells. They approached on either side of the god, Dawn aiming her plasma rifle at his head and energy bleeding into Night’s hands. Umus looked to the elves and stared hard at Baaldir. Stepping closer, he too gave the God of the Hunt a stern gaze, mace at his side.   
 
    Baaldir looked down and saw his spear twenty feet away, but didn’t make a move toward it. Instead he simply stood, eyes lost once again. 
 
    Cassandra was to her feet, cuts along her skin and some of her fiery red hair slightly disheveled. The Keeper smoothed it down as she looked to Vala, Victor, and Lily. Making her way closer, she stood at their side. Vala turned to the tall Keeper and hugged her. Cassandra held her small goddess with loving care and affection. 
 
    Umus kept his hard gaze on Baaldir. “You may have turned at the end, but you cannot be excused for what you did to bring us here. Despite Thulu’s influence, you still had the power to resist. We all do.” 
 
    Baaldir raised his head and stared at Umus before turning his gaze and looking past the god’s shoulder to Vala as she looked to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the god said with subdued sorrow. 
 
    Umus squared his jaw and hardened his brow. “Sorry isn’t going to cut it.” 
 
    Vala moved from the small group and when she reached Umus, she touched his shoulder. The god of light looked down at her hand before stepping to the side, but staying close. Nephy, Xull, Victor, Lily, Cassandra, and Dorian moved closer standing behind the goddess as she looked to the taller God of the Hunt. 
 
    Baaldir lowered his head in shame. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what I did. I’m sorry I killed…our boy.” 
 
    Vala stepped closer, hand rising up and touching the god’s cheek. Baaldir stared at the darkness of her hood before the shadows began to part. Eyes glowed with loving brightness and the god’s eyes widened. All watched as tears slipped down from Baaldir’s gaze and he fell to his knees before the goddess. 
 
    Vala placed her hand on his shoulder as she spoke, “There is no punishment I can administer that will wash away the pain you feel. You must forgive yourself before any healing can begin. For such healing, I exile you from the realms so you may search for your own forgiveness. When you find it, only then may you return to us so we can heal the rest together.” 
 
    Baaldir nodded as tears flowed. The God of the Hunt stood up. Not looking at anyone, a portal appeared behind him and he stepped back into it. Vala watched as the swirling purple and black energy closed in around him, the god giving her one last long gaze before the portal sealed shut and he was gone. 
 
    Umus nodded before he turned his attention to Vala. “Did you mean it when you said you were the new Queen of the Pantheon?” 
 
    Vala looked to the taller god and nodded. “I discovered when I died, Drogoss was long gone. Even from my celestial grave, I saw that if it was ever discovered, the pantheon would turn on each other and the realms would fall into chaos. We need a new leader and I wish to take the mantle, if you will have me?” 
 
    Umus rubbed his jaw, “I don’t know. A sexy goddess in charge could be distracting.” 
 
    Vala smiled. 
 
    Umus clapped his hands and rubbed them together, “I’ll follow you, my goddess.” 
 
    Nephy smiled. “I’ll follow you, my goddess.” 
 
    Xull stepped closer, “I’ll follow you, my higher being.” 
 
    Hexnia lazily stood up, lifted up her heel and brushed debris from underneath. “Yea, yea, I’ll follow you.” 
 
    Vala nodded. “This is a beginning to bringing balance and love back to the realms.” 
 
    Bodies entered the temple. Vala looked to the large group coming in. Acolytes and the human forms of Anubis and Kali stepped in. Victor smiled as he moved to Vala’s side, his eyes on his mother and Astor as they walked alongside the ruling King and Queen of the dead. Beverly looked to her son with proud eyes. Victor smiled at her, seeing she had regained some of her youth, enough to fight. 
 
    “We felt your return and your new power. We wished to add our kingdom to your growing rule,” Anubis said with diplomatic ease. 
 
    “I welcome the King and Queen of the dead with open arms,” Vala smiled. 
 
    Anubis and Kali bowed before the goddess before standing up again. 
 
    Astor gazed past the crowd to Dorian. The Slinger lifted a hand, touched the edge of his hat and give it nod. Astor’s face melted into a bright smile before looking away, new life filling her undead heart. 
 
    Vala turned, looking to all those who surrounded her. “I know the battle is won for now, but there is still much to do. We must bury our fallen and provide some repairs to the mountain before we celebrate tonight. I ask everyone here to stay and help before we rejoice.” 
 
    Heads nodded before bodies began to move toward the entrance. 
 
    Victor stood, as did Lily and Cassandra. The temple began to empty out, Dawn and Night staying behind and guarding the temple. Vala turned and sauntered toward Victor. Arms rising, they glided over his shoulders and wrapped around his neck. Lily and Cassandra eyed them with loving amusement. 
 
    Victor smiled as he looked to his goddess. “So, I’m a god now.” 
 
    Vala let a small giggle filled the air before she spoke. “A demi-god. You have risen above the mortal coil, but you still have a long path before you can reach godhood. It’s a path only the strong or most cunning can survive.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Even as a demi-god, I can still die?” 
 
    Vala nodded. 
 
    Victor held her close and began to laugh. Mirth rose up as a slight madness took hold. When the laughing fit died down, he pulled back and gazed on the darkness of Vala’s hood. 
 
    “Okay, I’m over it,” Victor grinned. 
 
    The two held each other before Victor’s lips parted again. “Consort, like a husband?” 
 
    Vala nodded. “Like a partner from now on.” 
 
    Victor’s smile faded as his mind worked. “Does that mean no hanky panky with anyone else,” the demi-god said before he glanced at Lily. 
 
    Vala’s lip wrinkled in amusement. “I’m the goddess of love and lust. Do you think I would stand in the way of love, no matter where it comes from?” 
 
    Victor and Lily smiled to each other before Victor turned his attention back to the goddess. 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    Vala kissed the demi-god before pulling away and addressing her loyal few, “There is much to do before sundown. Let’s bring our light back to the realms.” 
 
    The small group agreed before they began walking toward the temple entrance. Victor held Vala’s hand as they walked. The aches and pains of living were gone and energy flowed through his new body. It all paled in comparison as he looked to his goddess, heart lifting to a heavenly glow. 
 
    *** 
 
    The twin suns set behind the mystical horizon. Lanterns and torches burned brightly, along the base town of the mountain, the temple at the top and the middle village next to the springs. Some acolytes stayed in the base town, unable or unwilling to stray far from the graves of their fallen sisters. Others felt the pull of divine love and moved toward the springs. 
 
    Food and wine were brought out as naked bodies slipped or splashed in Vala’s springs. Excitement and relief filled hearts as they enjoyed the heat of the springs and warmth of bodies. 
 
    Victor, Vala, Lily, Dawn, Night, and Cassandra took one of the higher pools. The group looked down as their bodies soaked in healing steamy waters. Umus sat in a pool, acolytes surrounding him as he told stories. Nephy lay in a pool, her head back and staring at the starry sky. Xull had departed an hour earlier, taking the Avatar and the Sword Dreadnoughts back to Valis so they could supervise the terraforming. She was optimistic that the realm would be repaired in a few years and gave her goodbyes. 
 
    Dorian and Beverly sat at a table not far from the springs, talking about the Earth Realm and Victor’s mom schooling the Slinger on old cowboy movies. Anubis and Kali sat at another table, the King of the Dead poking a piece of fruit on a fork and feeding it to his smiling Queen. 
 
    Victor looked to all those gathered with a loving gaze before turning to the women in the pool with him. Dawn and Night talked, the dark-haired sister laughing while Dawn told her about her adventures. Gaze turning, he caught Cassandra and Lily eyeing him like a piece of meat, but remaining respectful as Vala’s hand caressed his chest. The demi-god could read their minds and before he knew it, he connected with them. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor said to Lily and Cassandra. 
 
    “I love you,” Cassandra said through the connection. 
 
    “I love you,” Lily said with her mind and whispered between lilac-colored lips. 
 
    Vala kissed Victor’s neck and the demi-god turned to his goddess. 
 
    “You still don’t know how to use all of your powers. Do you wish to step away for a little while?” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I’m all yours.” 
 
    Vala grinned. “I know.” 
 
    The goddess stood up and took Victor’s hand. The others watched as the goddess and demi-god floated up out of the pool and soared upwards. Clouds drifted by in the cool night air. Victor was light as a feather, barely holding onto Vala as his own power allowed him to float further and further upwards. 
 
    The couple reached a thick cloud and flew threw it. When they emerged above it, starlight dazzled senses as a crescent moon glowed with mystical beauty.  
 
    Vala let go and floated down to the cloud. Victor followed. Naked bodies touched as they floated on the puffy cloud, arms encircling and each one holding the other. Despite his new senses, things appeared differently as he touched the naked goddess. Her hood gone; a simple blindfold wrapped around her head. Luscious lips parted as her divine body glowed in the moonlight. Energy bloomed between them as they matched in intensity. 
 
    Victor could not resist himself, his divine member hardening to the goddess’s touch. Vala gave a wicked smirk, touching his hip and guiding him to her. A connection formed, blissful wetness and hardness meeting. The power from their bodies was overwhelming, but they could not stop what they both desired.  
 
    Love flooded their bodies, their embrace blazing bright as a new sun formed amid the cosmos. Victor never knew such delight and Vala moaned her wanting and approval as the couple continued with their embrace. Time lost all meaning and when arching backs slowed and divine seed filled tight spaces, the couple let out long moans before they held each other in the starlight. 
 
    “That…was…indescribable,” Victor sighed. 
 
    “It will only become greater the longer we are together,” Vala sighed. 
 
    Victor and Vala stayed close as they lay on their sides, facing each other and holding each other close. 
 
    “I can’t believe we're here, together,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “I knew we would be,” Vala said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    “You really had this planned from the beginning?” 
 
    Vala nodded. “For the most part. I didn’t expect Draygon but otherwise, it flowed together.” 
 
    Victor ran his fingers along Vala’s curves. “What did Thulu mean, about a war?” 
 
    Vala’s small smile faded. “A celestial alignment is approaching. Battlegrounds will be chosen as the divine forces of light and dark choose their armies and champions. It will be a period of great violence and great reward. Should one side win, the victor will influence every realm across this universe.” 
 
    Victor stared. “I take it we don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Vala shook her head slightly. “No, it will be thrust upon us and we must fight or realms will suffer extinction if the darkness wins.” 
 
    “I had a feeling this was not the end,” Victor smirked. 
 
    “It is only the beginning, my love,” Vala said with a soothing edge. 
 
    The couple held onto each other, the night spiraling on. Victor pulled the goddess close when she smiled and sat up amid the puffy cloud. 
 
    “I have a gift for you,” Vala smiled and raised her hand to the heavens. 
 
    Victor sat up and wasn’t sure what she meant when a rift appeared before them. Chairs lined in rows as people sat down. A big screen appeared in the dark room while Victor and Vala stared into the rift. Confusion circled the demi-god as he wondered what was happening until he saw it for what it was, a theater back on Earth. 
 
    The screen lit up and the crowd settled down. Previews played and Victor’s divine heart began to beat a little faster. 
 
    “Are you…serious!” he nearly shouted with a smile. 
 
    It’s taking some effort, but I believe I can hold this one-way rift open for a few hours while we enjoy the movie,” Vala smiled. 
 
    Victor looked to the goddess, “I fucking love you!” 
 
    Vala kept her smile. “I fucking love you too.” 
 
    The couple settled into the floating cloud, holding each other and watching as the title “Avenger’s End Game” appeared on the screen, a whisper of undying love and sweet affection connecting their souls like twin suns across the universe. 
 
      
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
 
       Thank you for reading! 
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