
        
            
                
            
        

    

 Lewd Knights 3.0: Serpent Horizon 
 
   
  
 

 One 
 
    The air filled with excited chatter as several more bodies joined at the bar. Music played and drinks were served with a wicked smirk. The Friday vibration had taken hold and everyone was preparing for their evening, drinks first and dancing later. A polished wood bar shined from medium light. Outside the large window, the sun slowly disappeared behind tall buildings and the comfort of night crept over the darkening city. 
 
    Jason sat at a wooden table, his backpack on a chair next to him and a leg curled around another chair. He kept his expression neutral as tables filled up around him, but shot a look to anyone who eyed the seats to the left and right of him at his small table. Senses were dialed to eleven as he tried to keep his heart from beating right out of his chest. Across the room, a bartender served drinks and engaged in small conversation, oblivious of the friend in the room. 
 
    The door to the bar opened once again. Jason once again turned his eyes, like he had done the last forty times, to the bar doors. This time, a small smile filled his cheeks. A woman stepped in; her hair was black and short, framing her face. Thick black rimmed glasses covered her eyes. She wore a short black dress that adhered to her hourglass figure. Behind the glasses, eyes searched the room and almost instantly fell upon the young man sitting by himself in the corner. With a loving grin, she crossed the bar floor to him. 
 
    Jason looked up into Rachel’s beautiful face and pulled his backpack from the chair. Rachel slid into the seat and leaned in. Despite the glasses, the glow of her blue eyes seemed to radiate in the young man’s presence. Jason couldn’t resist as he leaned over, pressing his lips to hers. The two lingered for a long moment, tongues dancing to a private rhythm before they uncoupled their connection. 
 
    Rachel kept her smile as she turned and eyed the bar, “He’s here tonight.” 
 
    Jason nodded, “I know.” 
 
    Rachel turned back to Jason, seeing the uncertain hint in his eyes, “Are you nervous?” 
 
    The young man gave a silent nod. 
 
    Rachel snuggled in closer, “We can do this another time. He doesn’t know we’re here.” 
 
    Jason eyed the rather normal looking bartender with a shaved head, “No, we have to do this. It wouldn’t be right if we just left.” 
 
    Jason turned his head to Rachel, “Are you nervous?” 
 
    Rachel smiled, “A little, but I’ve been here before to see him. I think I will start to really panic when we actually try to talk to him.” 
 
    “Then let’s do this together,” the young man smiled. 
 
    Rachel nodded.  
 
    Jason stood up and placed the backpack on the seat. Circling the table, Rachel was up and to his side. Fingers curled into each other as the two friends held hands and walked up to the bar together. The pulse between them grew frenetic with each step. A space opened at the bar and Jason made a beeline for it. When he was within a foot, two people stepped in filling the space. Panic reared its ugly head as hesitation took hold. Was that a sign they should stop, turn around and forget the whole thing? 
 
    Rachel looked to her friend as his eyes betrayed him. With a squeeze of her hand, she pulled Jason with her to another open spot at the bar. Jason could feel his confidence growing as the beauty in the black dress guided him along. When they reached the bar, eyes widened as the bartender turned his head and made his way to them. Two hearts thumped as the bartender smiled and stepped over. 
 
    “What can I get for you?” The bartender asked with a happy smile. 
 
    Jason and Rachel had rehearsed what they were going to say for a solid month, in and out of the game. Eyes drinking in the fit bartender, throats closed up and minds went blank. Jason and Rachel silently cursed themselves as everything they prepared for went completely out the window. 
 
    The bartender stared at the two mute patrons. Uncomfortable seconds ticked by but it was Jason who noticed the strange recognition in the bartender’s eyes. A thought, maybe even full awareness seemed to slide across his mind. Eyes cast downward as if doubt crawled in and nestled against primal instincts. Another few seconds ticked on and the bartender’s smile slowly faded. 
 
    “I can come back if you’re not ready,” The bartender said and began to turn away. 
 
    In stunned silence, the two friends watched as the bartender moved away from them to another patron signaling for a drink. Jason looked on, feeling foolish as their chance was slipping away. Fire burned deep and the young man’s energy shifted to determination. Jason liked this feeling. Faint memories rose up like ghosts, remembering how closed off and awkward he once was. It was such a long time ago, but the memories pushed at his newer self, his confident self of when he met his new best friends and lovers in the virtual world of Lewd Knights. He and Rachel had met in the real world several months ago. Lance was aware of their meet up in the game, but didn’t know when they would all three be together in the reality. They all cared for each other so much in game and Rachel and Jason knew another day couldn’t go by without seeing him and discovering what would happen next. 
 
    Leaning forward against the bar, the young man raised a finger to draw back the attention of the bartender, “We’re ready.” 
 
    The bartender turned his head and eyed Jason, the same feeling gliding over his eyes. Finishing a drink for another patron, the bartender stepped over with a renewed smile on his lips. Rachel stood, her shoulder touching Jason’s with wide eyes behind her glasses. Low music played around them and then the world seemed to quiet as the three looked at each other. 
 
    Jason took in a deep breath, “Can you make a drink called a Jayson Reed?” 
 
    “And can you also make a Blue Sonja?” Rachel blurted out as the rehearsals kicked in and red touched her cheeks. 
 
    Stark realization filled the bartender’s eyes like a cold waterfall. There he stood, staring at two people he never met in the real world but knew intimately in a virtual one. The silence between them was deafening. The music seemed to grow and the echo of conversations broke the spell. 
 
    “Do you have table? I can bring those drinks to you,” The bartender smiled. 
 
    Jason and Rachel smiled. 
 
    “We have one over there,” Jason pointed to the table with a back pack on a seat. 
 
    The bartender nodded, “I’ll be right there.” 
 
    The glow was intoxicating. Jason and Rachel watched as the bartender stepped away, ignoring several patrons and going through a door at the side of the bar. Rachel squeezed Jason’s hand and gently pulled. The two friends left the side of the bar and stepped over to their table. Sitting down, the two were speechless as they waited. 
 
    Moments passed until another bartender stepped out from the door and took over, taking drink orders. A short time later, the door opened again and the bartender stepped over with a tray, three glasses and a bottle of whiskey. He crossed the bar floor to the table, his free hand taking hold of a chair. In one smooth move, he sat down and slid the tray onto the table.  
 
    “I wish you guys warned me you were stopping by,” the bartender picked up the bottle of whiskey and began pouring into each glass. 
 
    “We thought surprising you would be a little more fun,” Sonja said as her fingers curled around the whiskey glass. 
 
    The bartender smiled and looked to Jason who sat silently, “Still adjusting?” 
 
    Jason smiled and nodded, “You know me too well.” 
 
    The bartender finished pouring into his glass and put the bottle down, “I assume we’re not going by our gamer names.” The bartender lifted up his drink, “Trevor Foster.” 
 
    The dark-haired beauty raised her glass, “Rachel Conner.” 
 
    Jason looked to Trevor and then to Rachel before lifting up his glass, “Jason Booth.” 
 
    The three friends nodded with smiles and put the edge of the glasses to their lips. With one quick motion, all three downed the whiskey and placed the glasses back on the table. Trevor picked up the bottle and poured again into each glass. 
 
    “I don’t know what to say other then I’m really fucking happy to see you both in person,” Trevor smiled as he finished pouring the drinks. 
 
    “Rachel and I have been planning this for the last month. We thought it would be fun to sit down and finally meet,” Jason said in a low tone. 
 
    Trevor eyed them with a playful gleam, “I wondered a few times why you both had to sneak off during our adventures sometimes.” 
 
    “It’s hard to plan when you’re fighting monsters,” Rachel grinned and took a deep sip. 
 
    Trevor looked to Jason but the young man was silent as he took a big gulp of his drink. Jason noticed and put his glass down, fingers still holding on. 
 
    “I’m just taking it all in. I was never sure the day would come where we’d meet in reality.” 
 
    Trevor eyed him and kept his smile, “Is it everything you hoped it would be?” 
 
    Jason grinned, “It’s pretty cool.” 
 
    “How long do you have before you have to get back to work?” Rachel asked as warmth crawled up her neck. 
 
     “Whenever, my fellow bartender owes me several favors so I can stay as long as I want.” 
 
    Jason leaned forward, picking up his drink and resting his elbows on the table, “It’s good to see us…all together.” 
 
    “Here here,” Trevor lifted his glass and all three drank down the contents. 
 
    As soon as the glasses touched the table again, warmth rolled up from their stomachs, up their necks and into their cheeks. The room took on a comforting glow as the whiskey worked its magic. Tension bled away and the three friends could feel the warm fog push down tendrils of anxiety. It didn’t take long for tongues to loosen and simple conversation to blossom. Moments turned into an hour and the three began to laugh. Trevor’s face grew redder as he poured into each glass. Jason sat back with an amused expression painting his face and Rachel couldn’t stop giggling as she eyed the two handsome men to her right and left.  
 
    Jason watched as his vision turned hazy. He didn’t like to drink too much in reality but this was a special occasion. As the whiskey continued to cast its foggy spell, the three friends carried on, discussing their lives outside of the game. Trevor talked about stabilizing his shifts at the bar to dedicate more time to game play. Rachel talked about wanting to write a book on her passion for the fashion industry. Jason managed to fight through the hazy fog to talk about his promotion to supervisor at the coffee shop. It began to flow naturally between them as they gazed on one another with intermitted laughs here and there. Soon others in the bar looked over, smiling at the nearly vibrant connection between the three. 
 
    “We….we should talk about…the quest…” Jason managed through the whiskey induced cloud. 
 
    Trevor and Rachel turned their attention to their rosy cheeked friend. 
 
    “I knew you wouldn’t last too long before we got down to business,” Trevor grinned. 
 
    Rachel leaned forward, eyes on Jason, “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Jason sat up, pushing away at the haziness, “I thought since we’re here, we could talk about reaching the end. We only have about a week in game before we reach the west coast of Lukken.” 
 
    Trevor took a sip before putting his glass down, “You think we’re going to run into something nasty?” 
 
    “Probably but it might be worse than that. We have been fighting our way west the whole time in game. The Middle Kingdoms are still being held by the trolls and last time I checked, we are the only players to make it out that far west,” Jason managed through the warm haze. “We have no support and we are reaching the end.” 
 
    Trevor smiled, “We have an army of concubines between the three of us. I’m sure we can take on whatever comes at us. I mean, you guys have been feeling it too, right? We’ve gained dozens of techniques and the enemies haven’t been as hard as we thought they would be.” 
 
    “It has been pretty easy. Worst thing we ran into were those Fire Worms of the Nok Desert,” Rachel chimed in and raised a shaky glass to her lips. 
 
    Jason tried to navigate his thoughts in a sea of whiskey, “I know but since the fall of the Kingdoms, most players have been fighting to liberate or control them. I keep checking rumors and all I find are that most players are stuck in the middle. Whatever we are moving toward is not going to be a piece of cake.” 
 
    “Jason, we can overcome it,” Trevor leaned over and clamped a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    The touch flared as Jason quickly noticed it was just like in the game. The sensation of his hand on him raised many wondrous memories. Despite spending so much time in the game, the player would visit Rachel from time to time or she would call and ask him to come over. Reality seemed to take a strange bend as their time in the virtual game and the real world started to blend together. Trevor’s hand on Jason’s shoulder spoke volumes between them and the young man seemed to lose track of his thoughts. 
 
    Rachel eyed them and licked her lips, “You both look hot together.” 
 
    Trevor and Jason looked to each other and laughed.  
 
    Trevor eyed the dark-haired beauty as he pulled his hand back, “You say that every time we drink.” 
 
    Rachel gave him a sloppy smile, “Well it’s true.” 
 
    Jason’s face turned red and continued talking, “I think we need to be ready for anything that may happen. This is the main quest and we have been on the road for so long, everything happening in the middle kingdoms will have a direct result on our actions.” 
 
    “Sounds like you want to go back to the Middle Kingdoms,” Trevor said with a serious tone. 
 
    Jason shook his head, “It’s too late for that. If we went back, we would be stuck in the war. I think….we need to find more allies and concubines before we reach the coast.” 
 
    Trevor and Rachel looked to each other before they leaned in toward their friend. 
 
    “Jason, we have been on this quest for Lady Slytha for over 12 months. We have fought everything from trolls to giant worms. We have only died a handful of times but managed to beat most of our enemies. I think we are strong enough to take anything on,” Trevor said with a small smile. 
 
    “I don’t think we’re going to find many concubines and allies just a week from the coast,” Rachel finished. 
 
    Jason looked to his friends with a serious expression, “We could go back to the human capital and try to recruit others. Maybe even put out the word that we are so close to the end. It might get out and some players will make the march west.” 
 
    “We kept our movements as secret as we could; now you want to tell everyone? We still have bounty hunters trailing us,” Rachel said as her face grew flush. 
 
    “Even if they do decide to march west, they’ll still be months away from reaching us. We can recall back to our keeps but we can’t take anyone to our save points unless they are a concubine or ally.” 
 
    Rachel reached across the table and took Jason’s hand into hers, “Lance….I mean…Trevor’s right. We could go back and refill our supplies and get our concubines ready but we can’t bring anyone else with us. We took this quest to discover what was on the west coast. Once we know, we can report it back to Lady Slytha and move on.” 
 
    Jason looked into her eyes, “Move on to what?” 
 
    The three friends were silent for long moment, eyes cast downwards.  
 
    “I heard they’re upgrading the guild system. We could form our own guild?” Trevor smiled. 
 
    Shadows covered Jason’s eyes. Strange knowledge pulled at his heart. Maybe it was the whiskey or maybe it was the fact they were all together in reality but Jason wanted nothing more than to spill his guts. They had been playing a game together for over a year but all the strange incidents over that year started to pile up. He thought back to Oksuna, his beautiful and mysterious pink haired troll. Memories rose up of Rujin and what he said back at the battle of the kingdoms. The weird feelings he had when he spent time with his concubines, how they seemed to become alive and more aware the longer he was with them. 
 
    The table was silent except for the music and laughing patrons around them. The three friends barely looked up. It was Jason who pushed away the mental gloom. 
 
    “I’m sorry. We’re supposed to be celebrating and I’m getting caught up in the game. It can wait till we log on and we can figure it out as we go,” Jason smiled, the shadows on his face disappearing. 
 
    Trevor and Rachel looked up to their friend and pleasant smiles appeared. 
 
    “Let’s do another round,” Jason said as he took hold of the whiskey bottle and poured into each glass. 
 
    “That’s the confident knight we know and love,” Trevor smirked as he lifted up his glass. 
 
    “Till the end,” Rachel managed with pink cheeks. 
 
    “Till the end,” Jason and Trevor said in unison. 
 
    The three friends clinked their glasses before taking deep gulps. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason and Rachel held onto each other for dear life. Jason turned back to see Trevor moving behind the bar and serving drinks again. The bartender waved goodbye to them before getting back to work. Jason waved back, or at least he thought he did through the hazy mist of whiskey. The room began to spin but Jason held on as Rachel nearly draped herself on his shoulder. Arm around her waist, the young man stumbled out through the main bar doors and into the street. 
 
    A wavy hand up, he flagged down a cab. The entire street was moving under his feet but he kept his balance. If he was by himself, he would have fallen asleep on the street by now but bleary eyes looked to the beautiful face snuggled into his shoulder, hands holding onto him, never wanting to let go. He pulled it together because he could never forgive himself if anything happened to her. 
 
    A cab pulled up and honked the horn. Jason took hold of the door, opened it and guided the inebriated Rachel into the back seat. Rachel let out small moans as she crawled in, eyes half closed and arms shaky. Jason slid in behind her and barked out Rachel’s address. The cab driver looked into the rearview mirror, nodded and shifted into drive. 
 
    Jason leaned into the space between the plush seat and the door. Rachel crawled closer, her body collapsing onto him and snuggling her face into his chest. The young man looked down at her as her eyes closed and she pressed her hand to his chest. Turning his head, he looked out to the streaming lights of the late spring night. Rolling down the window a little, he hoped the air would help him keep a clear head. The night air was warm and inviting. Summer was just around the corner and the city was alive with people enjoying the seasonal break after the long winter.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Jason felt the night caress his face as lights continued to flow past them. Rachel’s warmth pressed against him as she snuggled closer. The night had gone from awkward to amazing in the short moments after their meeting. They finally met one of their best friends in the real world and the bond between them felt stronger than ever. Jason wanted to bask in the warm feelings but slivers of his virtual life crawled up into his thoughts. The excitement of reaching the end of their quest was somewhat anti-climactic, not having encountered any really difficult enemies. He wanted nothing more than to have a purpose to achieve and feel fulfilled. One of his personal desires was to find love. Looking down at Rachel in his arms and thoughts of Trevor, he felt he’d found what he was looking for in that arena until thoughts of his virtual love, Oksuna also filled his mind. The troll had become more than a simple concubine. She challenged him and loved him all at once. The unknown bonus skill slipped into his wavy thoughts, filling him with new questions on what was in store for the knight and troll. Now that the quest was almost over, he hadn’t thought much beyond that. It all turned into a simple goal of adventuring and fulfilling his duty set by a beautiful frost dragon when he started the game. 
 
    Lewd Saga burned deep in his drunken mind. The game helped him overcome some of his social awkwardness, find love and gave him purpose. Now it seemed some of it was coming to an end and he didn’t know what he was going to do next. It was turning into a bitter pill to swallow and faint questions began to rise on what he would do after reaching the end. 
 
    The warm mental fog enveloped the young man as the cab drove on through lit streets and happy laughter. Time lost all meaning and before he knew it, the cab parked in front of Rachel’s address. 
 
    “Please stay. I’m going to bring her up and I’ll be back down,” Jason said as he opened the door, not waiting for an answer. 
 
    Rachel was nearly dead weight as he pulled her from the cab. Several people walking by looked at the young man pulling a nearly unconscious woman from the yellow cab and eyebrows were raised. Jason hoisted up Rachel and put an arm over his shoulder and neck. Turning, he managed to see the few people eyeing him. 
 
    “She’s a friend,” Jason said with a drunken smile. 
 
    The few people stopped and stared at him, their expressions showing they were not convinced. 
 
    Rachel’s eyes fluttered as Jason held her. She barely heard what he said and looked at the people across the street,  
 
    “He’s….my…knight….in shining…armor…” the woman in the black dress slurred before lifting a hand and patting the side of Jason’s face hard. 
 
    It seemed to be enough because the people watching moved on without a word. Jason grunted a stifled chuckle, turned and moved toward the building entrance. After a fumbling of keys, the longest staircase in the world and another fumbling of keys, Jason managed to make his way in while holding Rachel up. Stumbling in, he guided her limp body to the bedroom.  
 
    Jason lay Rachel onto the bed and began undressing her. It wasn’t that hard, all she wore were shoes and the black dress. The shoes came off easy. The dress required him to turn her onto her stomach. Rachel was like a mannequin doll and Jason did his best to be gentle. When she was down to her bra and underwear, he unhooked her bra and laid her again onto her stomach. Pulling a blanket over her, he kissed her forehead. 
 
    Jason hung the bra on the doorknob, left the bedroom and went to the small kitchen. Getting a glass, he filled it with water before returning to the bedroom. Rachel lay on her stomach; blanket pulled up to her chin and her eyes half open. Jason moved to her side and set the glass of water on the floor by the bed. 
 
    “There’s a glass of water here for you. Stay on your stomach. I’ll call you in the morning,” Jason said as he brushed away a lock of hair from her forehead. 
 
    “You can stay….” Rachel said softly. 
 
    “I really want to but we have a big weekend. Plus, we won’t get much sleep.” 
 
    Rachel looked up into Jason’s soulful eyes, “Is it because it’s different now that we all met?” 
 
    Jason ran his fingers along her smooth cheek, “No, I just don’t want you puking on me.” 
 
    Rachel smiled, “Or you puking on me.” 
 
    “Rest up and we can talk tomorrow in game,” Jason whispered, bent down and kissed her cheek. 
 
    Rachel snuggled in her blankets as Jason saw himself out. With the door locked behind him, he made his way downstairs and out onto the sidewalk. Astonishingly, the cab was still parked and waiting. Jason moved to the door, wretched it open, slid in and slammed it shut. 
 
    The ride home was smooth as Jason stared out into the dark night. When the cab pulled up to his apartment building, he was sure to leave a healthy tip and stumbled out of the cab before closing the door behind him. Taking in a deep breath, the cab behind him sped off into the night. Images of his bed filled his hazy mind and the young man took a step forward and then another. He wanted nothing more than to lay down and pass out for a hundred years. The moment his foot touched the first step to his apartment building, a shadow moved behind him. 
 
    Jason took another step; ignoring the feeling he was being watched. Picking up the pace, he climbed a few more steps to the front door when someone behind them cleared their throat. 
 
    “Jason Booth?” said a feminine voice. 
 
    Jason froze with his hand on the door handle. He turned his head to see a woman standing at the bottom of the steps. She was wearing a light jacket, black jeans, and black hair with one pink stripe tied back in a ponytail, eyes filled with a nervous energy. 
 
    “Do I know you?” Jason asked while a familiar feeling flowed over his addled senses. 
 
    The woman took a step up, “You might. Can we go someplace to talk?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Jason stared down at the mysterious stranger at the bottom of the steps. Adrenalin spiked and he managed to fight through the haze clouding his mind. Turning his entire body, he faced the woman but remained at the top. 
 
    “I…don’t know you. What is this about?” Jason asked simply. 
 
    The woman kept eye contact as she spoke, “You’re right, you don’t know me, the real me. I can better explain but we should go somewhere to talk.” 
 
    Jason didn’t move, “I’m sorry but it’s been kind of a wild night and I should get some sleep.” 
 
    The woman’s lips tightened for a moment, “It’s about Oksuna,” She blurted out. 
 
    Jason’s mind woke up as he stared down with wide eyes, “What is this about?” 
 
    “Can we go someplace?” 
 
    Jason couldn’t believe he was considering going with a stranger somewhere. Mind working, he tried to come up with something to make sure he was safe.  
 
    “There’s a diner around the corner,” Jason said in a low voice. 
 
    The woman smiled, “Perfect.” 
 
    Jason stepped down the stone steps and began walking. The strange woman followed close behind. The alcohol swam in Jason’s blood stream but he managed to keep it at bay. Senses dialed up, he glanced back to the woman every few seconds. He wasn’t sure what to expect but he imagined a gun or a knife being pulled. The scenario played out over and over until they stood in front of the diner’s neon sign. Jason looked up in relief. They knew him there and if he ran into any trouble, there would be plenty of witnesses. 
 
    Stepping in through the door, the place looked like a 1950’s joint with cushioned red seats and small jukeboxes on the tables. A waitress behind the counter pointed to any of the empty tables. Jason knew it would be full with hungry party people in an hour. Making his way to a table, he sat down. The woman followed and sat across from him, her body giving off an uncomfortable vibe. The waitress came over and Jason ordered a coffee, black. The woman ordered a green tea. When the waitress walked off, Jason simply looked across the table to the stranger. 
 
    “Okay, we’re here. Now can you tell me what this is about?” 
 
    The woman shifted in her seat, “This is going to be a little weird but I had to meet you in person. My name is Andrea and I was on the Lewd Saga design team and now I’m a GM.” 
 
    “You’re one of the Game Masters?” 
 
    Andrea nodded, “I spend most of my time fixing game errors, item glitches and such, pretty normal MMO stuff. Sorry, I’m getting away from the point. I flew in to NYC because I had to talk to you about something very sensitive.” 
 
    Jason sat with his back to the cushioned seat, drinking in Andrea’s words and to a greater extent, her appearance. She seemed too familiar and yet he knew they had never met before. Her facial structure caused his heart to swell but he couldn’t pin down exactly what it was. 
 
    “You could have e-mailed me,” Jason said as he continued to scrutinize her. 
 
    Andrea shook her head, “No way, too many people watching. I had to do this in person.” 
 
    Jason leaned forward, “This is a lot of trouble just to see me. I don’t understand all the cloak and dagger stuff and I don’t understand what this has to do with Oksuna.” 
 
    Andrea nodded and let out a deep exhale, “I’m sorry. I never did anything like this before in my life. I don’t mean to sound mysterious but I’m trying to be careful. There have been a few strange things happening in the game and I had to warn you.” 
 
    Jason waited in silence. 
 
    Andrea continued, “Have you noticed anything odd about Oksuna? Like she has been acting different each time you interact with her?” 
 
    Jason said nothing as flashes of memories filled his mind’s eye. Images bloomed of the sensual troll wanting to learn how to fight. How she never left the keep, as if she was afraid. How she would look at him, confused and a little lost before she would fall back onto love making. Jason couldn’t get those strange quirky things out of his head and then he looked up at the woman across from him and it hit him like a tidal wave. 
 
    “You look like her…..Oksuna.” 
 
    Andrea’s cheeks glowed pink as she tilted her head forward, “I don’t know how much you know of the inner workings of the game. Many of the initial NPC’s were designed from real people. I volunteered to model for one of the Rose Seers. They obviously made some changes since I’m not as tall or have blue skin.” 
 
    Andrea looked down at her chest, “And clearly not as big as her.” 
 
    Jason leaned forward with a hard stare, “Can you just tell me all if it?” 
 
    The waitress came over and placed a hot coffee in front of Jason and a hot green tea in front of Andrea. Jason was quick to pick it up and take a sip, burning his tongue. He needed something to help focus and took another burning sip. The waitress smiled and walked off. 
 
    Andrea held the cup in her hands as her gaze fell to the yellowish tea, “Okay, as I said, I was part of the initial design team for Lewd Knights before it upgraded to Lewd Saga. They brought in a bigger team to handle the influx of players. We knew it would be big but we didn’t think it would become a global phenomenon. The servers could barely keep up with the demand. We spent weeks barely sleeping just to make sure everyone was having a smooth experience.” 
 
    Andrea took a sip and put the cup down on the table, “Not many people know how sophisticated the programs and algorithms really are. We were using state of the art AI programs and it worked out better than we thought but we were still coming up short. Manufacturing an AI from the ground up would have taken another five years at best.” 
 
    The strange woman leaned forward, a seriousness bleeding into her eyes, “What I tell you next must be kept a secret. Don’t tell your friends or family any of it or real and digital people could be affected. The design team I was working on couldn’t build AI’s in time for our game release. We wouldn’t have had enough funding if it took another five years before the game was ready. The team leader found a shortcut. 
 
    “The NPC programs needed gaps filled, to help them become more lifelike. We all volunteered during the Beta to have our brains scanned. The data was translated to code and programmed into the Non-Player Character programs. It worked and the NPC’s began behaving like real people. I was the model for Oksuna and a number of other NPC’s in the game. They took to Lukken and followed their routines perfectly.” 
 
    Jason eyed her, trying to keep everything objective. The whole thing felt a little too sci-fi but there had to be a reason Andrea tracked him down to talk to him. He wasn’t sure he believed any of it but he couldn’t fight his own curiosity. 
 
    Andrea continued, “After the beta, Lewd Knights was upgraded to Lewd Saga. The team grew bigger and I helped with design and being a GM in the game. Like anything you create, I kept track of Oksuna’s adventures.” 
 
    Jason raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Andrea noticed it, pink filling her cheeks, “Long story short, she is in love with you. I know it from how she acts with you. I know because it’s the same way I act when I’m in love.” 
 
    “You have been watching me?” Jason asked with a hiss. In the back of his mind, he knew there wasn’t one hundred percent privacy but now that it was confirmed, he did feel a little exposed. 
 
    “I try not to watch when you’re with her, most of the time I watch her when she wanders your keep. She’s afraid to leave and she has good reason.” 
 
    Andrea shifted again, eyes looking around and over her shoulder before turning back to Jason. 
 
    “About a month ago, I was examining an alert. A player was complaining about a blue dragon that was going off script. The dragon is a quest giver. Instead of following his routines, the NPC dragon tried to leave his kingdom.” 
 
    “I don’t understand. The NPC just wanted to leave, like walk away?” 
 
    Andrea nodded, “He simply stood up from his throne during a conversation and began walking toward the doors. The players followed, trying to get to the next stage of the quest but the dragon ignored them. After a little while, the dragon said he had to find his love to the west. After it was reported, I followed the NPC. The farther he walked away from the kingdom, the more he spoke of his true love. He travelled for the entire day and into the night. He would have kept going but part of the quest is that he will always be attacked by assassins once part of the quest was completed. 
 
    “It was then I checked his interaction files. That quest giver had often tried to break his scripted routines. Last count I had, he tried 49 times to do something different. I began checking other NPCs and for every fifty programs, one would try to break from their scripts.” 
 
    Jason’s eyes narrowed, “So you’re telling me that NPCs are waking up? This sounds a little farfetched and doesn’t completely tell me why you made a trip to see me.” 
 
    Andrea nodded, “I had to come because I had to warn you. Oksuna is a piece of me and you can understand why I would be interested in her survival. The longer she remains alive, the more her AI will mature. I checked the logs on the blue dragon, he is destined to die and resurrect over and over again but with each death, his awareness takes a step back. He falls back to his normal routines for a while before something in his program tries to wake him up. But Oksuna hasn’t died and she started at the beginning of the beta. She has been with you from day one. She is becoming more aware and she’s scared.” 
 
    Jason gazed into Andrea’s eyes. He sensed she was telling the truth but it just seemed so out there. He did notice the strange happenings with Oksuna but he couldn’t put his finger on it. If what she was saying was true, then that just opened a whole new set of problems. 
 
    Andrea continued, “There is a small group of GM’s watching over the NPC’s that have awakened. We are keeping it from the bigger teams because we don’t know what is truly happening. It might be enough for them to close down the game or try to wipe the affected programs. Many of us had ourselves scanned because we really wanted to pour our soul into the game. We just didn’t know we were actually putting a piece of ourselves in there.” 
 
    Jason took another sip of his coffee, mulling over the information for a moment before speaking, “This sounds really interesting, like a sci-fi novel but do you have any proof that this is actually going on? I mean, we just met and you spilled your guts about AI’s waking up in a sex fantasy game. You can understand why I’m a bit skeptical.” 
 
    Andrea fished in her pocket and pulled out her cell phone. Tapping at the screen a few times, light glowed and she turned the phone to Jason. The young man looked down to see his avatar in bed and Oksuna lying next to him. Her fingers were running through his hair while he snuggled into her voluptuous chest. The scene was serene, playing out how he and Oksuna behaved every time they finished making love. A blanket barely covered them as they lay. Then she sat up and clutched the blanket to her chest. Dark eyes widened as if something startled her and she looked around confused before laying back down and snuggling close to Jayson’s digital body. 
 
    “The only other way to get a recording like this is if you did it yourself. You can see she is not acting normal.” Andrea said simply. 
 
    Jason stared at the phone. He knew you could record your lovemaking but the game wouldn’t allow you to export it for fear of exploitation. The safeguards would ensure everyone to privacy but the player also knew he never made a recording in the game. Now here he was, watching his digital self on a stranger’s cell phone and worrying about the pink haired troll. 
 
    Jason sighed, “Okay, let’s say everything you just told me is true; what am I supposed to do? I’m just a player in a fantasy game.” 
 
    “You’re a player who has almost reached the western coast of Lukken. Scripted events are going to play out because you have made it this far, events that could have repercussions across the virtual continent. Oksuna will be directly affected by those events so you have to keep going to keep her safe.” 
 
    “Shouldn’t I just stay with her and make sure she’s safe until you figure out what to do next? By the way, what are you going to do next?” 
 
    Andrea’s gaze lowered, “We’re not sure. We have a private testing environment that we may be able to import those NPC’s that have awakened. Other than that, we are trying to come up with ideas. As for staying with her, she can’t stay in the keep forever. Sooner or later a script will activate. She is a Rose Seer and needed for the storyline you’re currently on. When will you log on again?” 
 
    Jason gave Andrea a sheepish look, “Tomorrow, why?” 
 
    Andrea reached over to a napkin dispenser. Pulling out a white napkin, she placed it on the table. She fished into her pocket and pulled out a pen. Jason watched as she wrote out a string of numbers and letters. When she was finished, she slid the napkin across the table to Jason’s hand. 
 
    “When you see Oksuna, recite this code string. It should activate her speech commands.” 
 
    “She has always been able to talk?” 
 
    Andrea shook her head, “Her character is not meant to speak, only sing, but she does have the ability. The code will unlock her speech capabilities and make it easier for her to tell you what is happening to her.” 
 
    “How come you don’t just activate it?” 
 
    Andrea gave Jason a tired look, “If I met with her in game or tried to activate anything, she would have brought it to your attention. If you reported it, then someone I don’t know may try to reboot her algorithms. That is why I had to see you. I can’t leave a virtual trail and chance wiping Oksuna in the process.” 
 
    Jason looked down at the napkin. He couldn’t believe what he was hearing but thoughts of his pink haired troll rolled through his mind and his heart. He could never admit out loud that he had fallen in love with a digital monster girl but here he was stuffing a napkin in his pocket with a code to unlock her speech while listening to a complete stranger talk about possible self-aware AI’s. 
 
    Andrea watched Jason put the napkin in his pocket, “Have you seen the question mark skill in your skill list?” 
 
    Jason remained silent. Two months ago, a skill with three question marks did appear in his skill list. It happened after a long night of love making with Oksuna. Every time he tried to activate it, nothing happened. However, a percentage appeared by it and has grown over the last few months. Last time he logged on, it was at 86%. He hadn’t thought much more of it until now. 
 
    Andrea continued, “We don’t know what it is either. About two dozen players have received the same skill. Yours is at the highest percentage.” 
 
    Jason lifted up one hand and massaged his closed eyes with his fingers, “I don’t know what to say and this is a lot to take in.” 
 
    The woman with a pink streak in her hair looked to Jason with kind eyes, “I know; it was a lot for me to process as well. I just had to come and tell you everything. Oksuna is special in more ways than one. I have been with her since years before the game ever went live. After each of our characters were created, we were able to interact with them to ensure they were convincing enough and an acceptable representation of our own psyche. Many of us formed intensely close bonds and fondness for our counterparts. They are our children. Oksuna has become a daughter to me. I will do everything I can to help you both but you have to keep going west. Once you complete the quest, she will be free of the scripted events.” 
 
    “And then what? Will you take her away to this phantom server? Take her away from me?” Jason couldn’t hide the worry and anger rising to the surface. The thought of losing Oksuna burned more than anything else in his life. 
 
    Andrea’s eyes took a deep soulful gloom, “We don’t…I don’t know. We’re trying to figure it out as we go. I would never want her to leave you. You make her very happy and she is…like a daughter to me. I know this is strange but we can figure it out after the quest is finished. I promise I only want the best for her…and you.” 
 
    Andrea stood up from her seat, her hand diving into her pocket. Pulling it out, she had a folded ten and placed it on the table. Jason looked up to her, his mind still reeling from the info dump. This was so beyond the normal scope of his life that he questioned everything. He even questioned if this was some practical joke at his expense. 
 
    “I know this is all hard to believe. All I can ask of you is to keep doing the right thing, for her and for you,” Andrea said simply. 
 
    Jason looked at the stranger across from him and couldn’t help but see the beautiful pink troll he had fallen for staring back. His unconventional love for Oksuna ran deep, and the thought of her being harmed, or possibly wiped out pushed him to react. 
 
     “What if I have more questions? What if I need to get a hold of you?” 
 
    “I will be watching you in the game as much as I can. Since your party is close to the end of the quest, many others may be watching too. I can’t do anything overtly but look out for messages. I will do my best to help but this is the only time we can talk until you finish the quest. After that, I will reach out with anything new.” 
 
    Andrea turned and began walking toward the front door. Jason sat and watched her leave, the stormy cloud of doubt and reflection spinning on in the neon glow of the diner’s light. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Eyes fluttered open and a small groan rose up into the air. Jason turned on his side, away from the bright shafts of sunlight in his tiny studio apartment. Try as he might to shut out the morning sun as it poured in, the blooming whiskey headache only adding to the uncomfortable feelings throbbing along his nerves. Facing the wall, the dullness of his mind shifted to fractured memories. Like holding back a dam with just his two arms, he tried to not think about the events from last night. 
 
    Mental arms straining, they collapsed and flooded his head with memories, throwing him down as the images from last night began to piece together. Drowning in knowledge, he sighed and sat up. A small piece wanted to question what happened last night, but deep down he knew it had all taken place. Turning, he swung his legs over the side of the bed and looked down. The floor was littered with his clothes, pants and underwear right by his feet. Reaching down, he picked up his pants and searched his pockets. Fingers grazing a soft napkin, he took hold and pulled it out. Unfolding it, he stared down at the letters and numbers. Memories floated up of Andrea and her almost desperate pleas to take care of Oksuna. The information was still fresh even after all the drinking. 
 
    Standing up, he let his pants fall to the floor and walked over to his small alcove kitchen. Hands moved robotically, grabbing juice, milk, fruit and a box of cereal. Jason walked over to the tiny kitchen table and set everything down. Moving to a cabinet, he pulled out a big bowl and tablespoon. A happy thought caressed his mind as he looked down at the fruit. Spending time with Rachel helped opened his eyes to eating better. She was insistent on adding fruit to his diet and encouraged him endlessly to be healthy. Jason liked how they acted like a real couple, even though neither of them said the actual word. Thoughts shifted to Trevor. Could the three of them have a happy and healthy relationship together, not just in the virtual world but in the real one as well? The meeting last night was the first step but beyond that, Jason couldn’t say. 
 
    Thoughts swirled on to Andrea. She warned him about so many things but asking him to not speak about it to his friends felt wrong. He thought that maybe he should talk to them. They would understand and the three of them could come up with better plans around protecting Oksuna. Jason wondered if what was happening to him was happening to them as well. Did they have concubines that were waking up? If they did, the three of them would have to protect them and other NPCs waking up in the game. The weight filled the young man’s shoulders as he poured cereal and then milk into a bowl. Adding the blue berries and strawberries next, Jason sat down and began to shove spoonful’s into his mouth, eyes lost to possibilities and worries. 
 
    Jason looked over to his desk and computer chair. The game console sat on the desk. The Mind’s Eye Gear helmet sat on the seat while a white suit with blue lines lay over the back the of chair. It took some time of saving, selling his car and a little help from Rachel to buy the full MEG suit and put the rest away for a rainy day. The first time he had it on; it was like the game was brand new again. The robotics, sensors and tactile micro fibers pushed the immersion level to beyond eleven. Entering the world of Lukken became vibrate and overwhelming at first but soon grew wonderfully normal. It was a much better addition to the fantasy game and Jason now couldn’t play without it. Remembering back to when he first played, the love box strapped to his inner thigh and basically had shape shifting tentacle mechanisms to stimulate, which seemed almost barbaric today. Now, the love box connected to the suit, and the sensors and robotics were streamlined for a better experience. Looking over at the gear, the familiar itch to play began to rise. 
 
    Jason shoveled cereal into his mouth as he eyed his cell phone on the table. With a quick scoop, he tapped at the screen and checked the time. It was 9am and he didn’t have to meet his fellow knights until 12pm. Three hours to figure out what he was going to do. Seductive urges whispered in his ear as he put the phone down. There was no reason to not log in early. He could get some things done, see his harem, and maybe even try the code with Oksuna before he met up with Lance and Sonja. He wouldn’t be rushed to preparing for the final leg of their long journey. Lunatina would be fine camping out until they returned to their save points. Picturing the pale alchemist in her purple and black jester clothes did cause a certain heat to rise to the surface. She is an NPC but the journey from the Middle Kingdoms to the far west did bring her closer to the group. Jason smiled to himself as he felt certain affection toward the alchemist but never acted on it. With the demand of a large harem, Sonja, Lance and Oksuna, there wasn’t enough time in the day or night to take on new lovers.  
 
    Looking down, Jason gazed on his empty cereal bowl. Time seemed to slip away once again. Fire lighting under him, he put everything away except for the juice container, which he gulped down until the carton was nearly empty. The drama and strangeness from last night washed away as desire and purpose pushed him into action. Putting the last of the juice away, Jason turned to his gear with a small smile. 
 
    A blissful cloud fell over the player as he slid the suit onto his naked body. Pulling the Velcro along his back together, the suit hugged his form, conforming to every bend, length and inch of skin from the neck down. Gloves were built into the suit and the love box adhered comfortably to his manhood. Hands moved to the MEG helmet and the player stepped over to his bed. Lying down, he put the helmet on and touched the activation button on the side. The helmet glowed red along the rim above his eyes while the console hummed to life. The wireless connection between the helmet and console pinged. The suit wrinkled and then smoothed out. Another ping indicated everything was working properly. The lights on the console turned green, and then the lights along the rim changed from red to green. Jason mentally kissed reality as he closed his eyes. The darkness around him fell into strange waves before light appeared. The lights grew brighter until they merged into a blinding brilliance. Jason let the light wash over him as reality shifted and the light faded. 
 
    Blinking, his small smile was still there. Jayson stood in the small courtyard to his keep. The sun hung high in the blue sky. Seagulls glided along toward the beach in the distance. The knight took in a deep breath, filling his lungs with virtual pure air. The MEG helmet massaged certain areas of the brain and a simulated experience of clean air washed over the player’s senses. To Jayson, it was another beautiful day in Lukken. 
 
    Eyes looked past to the human capital Valliser in the distance. It stood against the blue-green ocean, like a beacon to the world. It was where the first people landed on the strange shore and from there, they built their kingdoms. Jayson loved the history as his angelic guide, Sil, would speak to him every time he asked. 
 
    Memories flowed over the knight as he turned and took in his surroundings. The outer half walls of his keep could not hide the vibrate town that sprung up around him. When he first played the game, there were only a few keeps scattered about around the capital. Now that many players had flocked to the game, entire towns were born. Keep after keep lined the cobbled stone streets. Around corners, streets of vendors, restaurants, bars, shops and taverns rose up to gain gold from adventurous players. Jayson didn’t have the glorious view he once had but the new bustling town of Tandar added a new flare of excitement when he recalled back here. The concubines enjoyed leaving the keep to shop, talk or interact with the new locals. It added to their overall satisfaction and in turn, took some of the pressure off Jayson having to entertain them every time he came back. 
 
    Looking to the main keep doors, warmth crawled around the player’s heart. His harem had grown to nearly twenty concubines. They all had their talents and would have become unmanageable without Dalya’s help. Promoting her to Chosen Lady of the Harem, she kept the concubines in line, one way or another. She saw to their needs and the decision making when Jayson wasn’t around. The thought of walking in was exhilarating and off putting at the same time. If he went too long from seeing them, they often rushed him at once. Jayson rubbed the back of his head at the memory of being knocked down a few times. 
 
    The sound of giggling rose up from behind. Jayson looked over as Dalya, Gorganna and the hydra Kara and Nara stepped around a corner. They knew he had returned but had not seen him yet and were making a quick attempt to greet him at the door. Dalya’s cat like ears perked up and her eyes locked on her lord trying desperately to open the door. The kitra broke into a run and leaped over the half wall. Jayson turned around with a smile on his face as the kitra was airborne once again. The knight turned with arms up. The kitra crashed into him but the knight braced himself. Legs curled around his waist as clawed hands held onto his shoulders. Dalya mashed her lips against his, spearing her tongue past his lips. Kara and Nara folded their arms as they looked on. Gorganna moved in closer, her snakes for hair wriggling against each other for a better look. 
 
    “Goommmd tu…sthee u…” Jayson managed with a mouth full of Dalya’s tongue. 
 
    The kitra ignored him, lips pressed against his and her tail moving around with trembling enthusiasm. The display went on for a solid minute before Jayson pulled away for some air. 
 
    “It hasn’t been that long,” Jayson said as his hands cupped her round bottom. 
 
    “Any time away is too long,” Dalya smirked. 
 
    “We are happy to see you,” Kara said and Nara nodded.  
 
    Jayson looked to the Hydra in her almost humanoid form and then looked to Gorganna. The gorgon slinked closer, serpent eyes on Jayson’s strong collarbone. Dalya rubbed her head against Jayson’s cheek. The knight gave her bottom a gentle squeeze before putting her down. This didn’t stop the kitra from wrapping her arms around his neck and rubbing her head against his chest. Even the light armor covering him couldn’t stop the waves of loving bliss. 
 
    “I’m happy to see all of you. I’m sure there will be many more of you happy to see me once I walk in the front doors. Dalya, think you can keep them at bay?” 
 
    The Kitra’s ears perked up again as she looked up, “Of course my lord!” 
 
    Dalya let go of her lord and marched to the front door. Kara, Nara and Gorganna stood to either side of him. Door opened, the knight and concubines stepped inside. A feeling of home washed over the player as he stepped inside. Down the main hall, doors opened and heads poked out. A moment later, the hallway was filled with female concubines as they rushed along to see their lord. Dalya took a firm stance in front of Jayson, her gaze dictating what was to come next. 
 
    Crowding into the foyer, smiles beamed back as concubines created a semi-circle. Jayson spotted the dryad Petal and the elf twins, Lina and Fay. Among the crowd stood six female elves, several female hell hounds, two lamias and a pair of Nalik lizard women. The lizard women were recent additions during their trip through the Cambian swamps. Jayson tried to refuse but the tribal leader was so thankful for retrieving their sacred stones from a bog creature that he practically forced them on him. It was only after their initial night together during the celebration that he discovered they were concubines. Jayson smiled to all of them, but his eyes couldn’t find a certain pink haired troll.  
 
    A hell hound stepped forward, her eyes red and dog like ears pointed up. A dark red bikini top and bottom held tight against her body as fur ran along her forearms and shins, her skin was nearly charcoal black as a thick tail moved from side to side. Jayson smirked as she eyed him like raw meat. 
 
    “Good to see you my lord. May I be the first to welcome you back home,” the hellhound licked her lips, pronounced white fangs gleaming. 
 
    Dalya took a step forward, “Sardyna! We agreed to give our lord more time to adjust when he visits home! Step back.” 
 
    The hellhound ignored the kitra as she stared at Jayson. Her two fellow hellhounds stepped up from behind, the same look of intent filling their glowing red eyes. 
 
    “My lord, why have a kitra boss us around when I’m much more suited for the position. You know I will bend to whatever desire you would have of me,” Sardyna smiled evilly. 
 
    Jayson kept his gaze gentle, “You know Dalya is in charge and what she says goes. I would hate to create an actual dog house for you in the back.” 
 
    Sardyna turned her attention from her lord to Dalya and then back to him, “For now, but you can always change your mind, my lord.” And with that, the three hellhounds stepped back into the semi-circle. 
 
    Jayson wasn’t much of a dog person but since meeting the three hellhounds they grew on him. The bickering between all of them was few and far between except for Dalya and the hellhounds. They literally fought like cats and dogs. At first, he thought it was a mistake and almost dismissed the hellhounds except when they fought the fire worms. Their pack mentality and power helped turned the tide when giant worms spitting fire almost proved too much. The longer they stayed, the more he found he couldn’t part with them, much to Dalya’s annoyance. 
 
    Jayson turned his attention to the whole harem, “I’m back for a little while before I head out to the west again. I will need to gather supplies but I want everyone to know that I may call on some, if not all of you for what may lie ahead. I want you all rested and ready.” 
 
    Heads shook in unison. 
 
    “Now I must go to my room. Please, give me a quiet moment,” Jayson said knowing full well they would try to barge in if it wasn’t said. 
 
    The semi-circle of beautiful monster girls parted, eyes looking to him adoringly. Jayson nodded and walked past. The coolness of the main hall flowed over him as he walked. Thoughts of reality long buried, he took in his virtual home with pleasant distraction. Reaching the end, he looked at the double doors to his bedroom. Hand reaching out, he took hold of the knob and pulled. 
 
    The door opened easily. Stepping inside, he closed it behind him and darkness filled the room. The curtains were drawn and slivers of light barely illuminated the dark shroud of the master bedroom. The knight could barely make out the outline of his oversized bed and several lumps along the sheets. A smile blooming, Jayson stepped closer, wanting to pull the blanket and look upon the beautiful pink haired troll taking up permanent residence in his bed. 
 
    Hand reaching out, the knight’s smile faded when a dark shadow moved into his peripheral vision. A glint of steel gleamed in what little light penetrated the darkness. Jayson froze and a sword blade came down. The knight whipped away, hand reaching up and grabbing a sword handle from over his shoulder. The intruder rushed the knight, slamming their shoulder into him. Jayson stumbled back and drew his short sword. A smile once again appeared on his lips as the intruder rushed him again with blade held high. 
 
    The knight brought up his sword, parrying the incoming blade. A metal song filled the dark room as swords clashed again and again. Jayson moved with ease, dodging and blocking each incoming sword strike. The intruder grunted in frustration but continued with their attacks. Despite the ease of blocking his opponent’s moves, their strength caused him to step back one foot at a time. If it continued, his back would be against the wall in six more parries. 
 
    Jayson activated his Disarm technique. Sword slashing upward and curling around the blade, a quick snap of his wrist and the enemy’s sword was knocked from their hand. The sword twirled and stabbed deep into a wooden wardrobe. Jayson rushed forward putting the sword to a feminine blue neck. 
 
    Oksuna eyed him; her long pink hair tied back and nearly glowing in the sliver of light. Dark eyes stared without a hint of fear. She wore a white dress, the top barely containing her large chest. It hugged at her thin waist and curved down powerful but supple legs. A slit ran along each side up to hips, showing her blue legs. 
 
    “You’re getting better. I’m glad you took my advice to use your strength. You had me at a disadvantage,” Jayson smiled. 
 
    Oksuna continued to gaze upon her lord as her hand rose up. With two fingers, she pressed them to the side of the blade and pushed it away. Jayson let the blade down for a moment before reaching up and sheathing it over his shoulder. Oksuna stepped closer, slender hands reaching out and tugging at his armor. 
 
    Jayson looked down with a happy smile, “I want to but we should….” The knight didn’t finish. 
 
    Oksuna leaned in, pressing her body and lips to her lord. Jayson muffled something as the troll wrapped her arms around him and held him close. The heat between them bloomed and Jayson was having a hard time keeping to his thoughts. Urges pressed on him to undress her and spend quality time but memories from reality filtered in. The code he memorized blazed in his mind and the stark meaning of his beloved Oksuna, that she may actually be awake, caused the knight to take a firm grip on her arms and push away. 
 
    Oksuna pulled back with questing eyes. Jayson kept his hands on her arms, head tilted. With a word, the lanterns in the room blazed to life. The knight pulled away and sat on the edge of the bed, patting the spot next to him. The nearly seven-foot-tall troll sat down next to her lord, eyes filled with curiosity. 
 
    “I wanted to…talk for a bit…” 
 
    Jayson took in a deep breath and continued, “I know you spend almost all of your time here in the keep. Are you afraid of leaving it?” 
 
    Oksuna’s gaze lowered. 
 
    “It’s okay if you’re afraid. I just want you to be happy. The other concubines go out around the town. I want you to know that you have that freedom as well.” 
 
    Oksuna folded her hands in her lap, silent. 
 
    “I know you can sing…but can you talk?” 
 
    The pink haired troll shook her head. 
 
    Jayson kept his loving gaze, “What if I can help you to speak? Will that be okay?” 
 
    Oksuna’s eyes widened but the rest of her remained still. 
 
    The knight looked down at the pink heart necklace around her neck, “I always want you to know, I love you and will do anything for you. Do you understand that? Is that something…special to you?” 
 
    Oksuna’s body seemed to relax. She lifted up a hand and placed it over her heart and then moved her palm over to Jayson’s chest, over his heart. A small shy smile appeared as she looked to him with loving intensity. 
 
    Jayson curled his fingers over her hand, keeping it to his chest, “I don’t want to do anything you don’t want to do. I can help you to speak but I will only try it if you want to.” 
 
    Oksuna kept her gaze for a long quiet moment. Jayson waited patiently. Despite his feelings and wants, if she was truly awake, then it would be her decision and only hers if she wanted the ability to speak. If she chose not to, then he would honor it the same either way.  
 
    The pink haired troll let a smirk slip as she watched her lord look to her. A moment later she gave a gentle nod, her eyes showing she was happy with the decision. Jayson returned her smirk with a broad smile. The code floated in his mind’s eye and his lips parted to recite them when there was a knocking at the master bedroom door. 
 
    “I said I wanted a quiet moment,” Jayson shouted while Oksuna smiled. 
 
    “I know my lord but messenger has arrived with an urgent message. She says she must see you immediately,” said the muffled voice of Dalya from the other side of the door. 
 
    Jayson hung his head. Oksuna leaned in and kissed his cheek before climbing into bed.  
 
    “We can continue this in a little while,” the knight said as he stood up. 
 
    Oksuna blew him a kiss and snuggled into the blankets. Jayson grinned as he turned and walked toward the door. Taking hold of the handle, he opened the door to see Dalya standing there. Right behind her stood a female dark elf in light leather armor, sword at her hip and a metal tube in her hand. 
 
    “Sir Reed, I have an urgent message for your eyes only,” The dark elf said matter of fact. 
 
    She reached up and held the metal cylinder with runes carved along it. Jayson reached out and took it from her. Grasping at the end, he twisted it until it opened. The dark elf bowed, stood up, turned and walked toward the front entrance. Fay met with the dark elf and escorted her out the front doors. 
 
    Jayson turned the cylinder in his hand. A scroll and a stone spilled out into his waiting hand. Handing the tube to Dalya, the knight unfurled the scroll while holding the stone between his fingers. Eyes moved from left to right, drinking in the words. When he was finished, he rolled up the scroll as Dalya watched him, her tail swishing back and forth. 
 
    “It’s from Lady Slytha. She has asked for my immediate presence,” Jayson said with a sliver of curiosity crawling into his mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    Jayson stood by an arched window, sunlight flooding in the small meeting hall. The player had it built so he could talk to his concubines without distraction. The meetings in the main play and sleeping rooms always seemed to give way to their desires. Building a room with nothing but chairs seemed to do the trick, even if it was for only a little while. 
 
    Concubines sat in some of the chairs while others leaned against the bare walls. Dalya stood to her lord’s side. The hellhounds took up a back corner, red eyes on the kitra. Oksuna sat with her fellow concubines, attentive and ready in the front row. 
 
    Jayson addressed the crowd, “I have to meet with Lady Slytha in a few minutes so I need everyone on their best behavior, gathering supplies and arming your selves. I have already talked to Dalya and she will hand out your duties. I don’t know what this meeting is about but I want everyone ready. Hopefully it won’t take long and I should be back soon.” 
 
    “What are we preparing for?” Petal spoke up. 
 
    Jayson nodded, “As you know, Lance, Sonja and I are nearly to the west coast of Lukken. That is part of the reason I stopped here for a while before heading back to our last save point, so we could gear up. We don’t know what to expect when we get there and I have a feeling it might be big. That is why we need potions, arrows, weapons, everything we need to take on whatever threat we may run into.” 
 
    “It sounds dangerous. We should go with you,” Sardyna said with arms crossed and eyes closed. 
 
    The gathering of concubines nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    Jayson looked to them with understanding, “I know you all want to protect me but if we go as an army, every monster or creature for miles will come right to us. I hate to say it but from this point on, it’s a scouting and stealth quest.” 
 
    Sardyna kept her arms crossed but opened her eyes, “Then you should bring me, Rala and Fos. We can best scout out and move faster than anyone here. The pack can watch over you.” 
 
    Jayson looked to the female hellhound, “I know you want to help. Be ready when I call on you and then you can protect me.” 
 
    Sardyna shrugged and closed her eyes again. The mood in the room clouded into concern. Jayson watched them as they looked to one another. Their actions were so life like that it was unnerving. Everything he learned about the NPC’s awakenings caused him to question all of his concubines and the digital world as a whole. Pushing away those maddening thoughts, the player fell back to taking control of the room again. 
 
    “I love all of you,” Jayson’s eyes fell on Oksuna for a split second before looking to the crowd again, “and because I love you, I want you all safe just like you want me safe. I hope it doesn’t come down to calling you into the heat of battle but if it does, we will work together to defeat it.” 
 
    The concubines shook their heads with conviction. A wave of confidence rolled through the knight as he gazed upon his concubine army. Twenty concubines and they could take on an army nearly ten times their size. Each held a different set of powers and abilities. Combining them with Sonja and Lance’s harems, they could take any threat head on. 
 
    Jayson continued, “Lance and Sonja will be stopping by later. If I’m not back by then, be sure to make them comfortable and ask them to wait. Tell only them about my meeting with Lady Slytha and no one else.” 
 
    A serious tone filled the room as the concubines agreed with a simple nod. 
 
    The knight turned to Dalya, “Make sure everyone gears up and keep Lance and Sonja happy.” 
 
    “We will,” Dalya said with confidence. 
 
    Jayson reached into his belt pouch and pulled out Lady Slytha’s recall stone. 
 
    “I’ll be back as soon as I can,” Jayson said to Dalya. 
 
    The kitra nodded. The knight turned his gaze to the pink haired troll sitting in the first row. He nodded to her and she gave a slight nod back. Smoothing his thumb over the carved rune on the stone, the space around him vibrated. The virtual reality warped and a flash of light consumed his vision. A second ticked by before it faded nearly instantly. Looking around, the knight took in his surroundings. 
 
    The large stone and crystal room stretched out in all directions. Curtains billowed in the afternoon breeze from several balconies. A large oversized bed took up the center while a library of books filled one wall between balconies. Cabinets and wardrobe closets filled in the rest of the gaps as tapestries covered every wall not occupied with furniture. A table with two lavish chairs stood not too far from the bed with two glasses and three bottles of wine. The floor was a mosaic of tiles, forming into a map of Lukken under the knight’s booted feet. 
 
    “I’m happy you made time to see me,” said a kind, soft voice from a nearby shadow. 
 
    Jayson turned his head and smiled. Lady Slytha stepped out, her own smile greeting his. She wore a sheer light blue dress that nearly acted as a second skin adhering to her hourglass form. A plunging neckline showed the inner sides of her breasts and reached all the way down to her exposed belly button. Alabaster skin glowed against the darkness and silver white hair flowed from a widow’s peak, over her head and past her shoulders. Elven ears pointed up with her hair right behind them, helping to frame her face. High cheekbones and almond shaped eyes looked over the young knight as she sauntered forward and then past him. 
 
    Jayson noticed she didn’t have her wings out as he stared at her exposed bare back. The bottom of the dress covered her firm backside and little else. The dragon in elven skin walked over to a bottle of wine. Whispering a word, the cork moved up and fell into her waiting hand. Putting the cork down, she poured into each glass. Putting the bottle down and picking up each glass, she spun around, stepped over and handed one to the knight. 
 
    Jayson took the glass by the stem. Lady Slytha held up her glass and they both toasted before taking a deep sip. With an outstretched pale hand, she pointed to one of the chairs. Jayson made his way over and sat down. The lady moved to the other seat and sat down. 
 
    “I will always make time for you. What can I do for you, Lady Slytha?” 
 
    The dragon took a sip, eyes on the attentive knight, “We are alone. You don’t have to call me by my title. Please, call me by my first name, Myn.” 
 
    Jayson’s mouth melted into a smirk, “That is a lovely name. I don’t know why but I thought you would have….” 
 
    “…An extravagant regal name? I can understand why that may enter your mind. I have been a diplomat between the dragon and human kingdoms for so long that I sometimes forget my first name.” 
 
    Jayson took another sip before speaking, “It’s beautiful and suites you.” 
 
    The lady bowed her head slightly, “Thank you kind knight. How goes your quest?” 
 
    The knight swirled the wine in his glass, “Well. We are about a week from the coast. Once we are there, we can scout around and find out about the mysterious threat, if there still is one.” 
 
    “Do you believe there is no threat?” Myn asked as she took a sip. 
 
    Jayson looked to her, “I’m not sure. I feel like I’m assuming here, but the last few weeks, we haven’t encountered anything too tough. It leaves me feeling that something really bad might be waiting for us.” 
 
    Myn put her glass down on the table, “Your intuition may be correct. I must confess something to you and I do hope it will not strain our…budding friendship.” 
 
    The knight looked to the pale beauty but remained silent. He never thought of her as a friend, only a quest giver. She seemed important but the oddness of what she said about friendship caused the player to listen intently. 
 
    Myn continued, “When you first came to me, I admired your bravery and handsome charm. You not only pledged yourself but you fought to protect me and then you asked for one of my newest concubines as payment. I would have parted with any of my other concubines but you chose the one I knew had a deep history. I relented because I could see the loving beauty in your eyes and heart as you took to her and she to you. My people call it ‘Vuss’. It means ‘fated to be’. I, nor any of my people could ever stand in the way of such a powerful attraction. It would be a sin.” 
 
      The dragon in elven skin picked up her glass and took a deep sip before setting it back down and continued, “Your original quest was to find out what strange threats loomed to the west of Lukken. You and your friends have braved many trials and even fought in the first battle for the Middle Kingdoms. My people have taken note of your heroism.” 
 
    Jayson looked down, “We failed.” 
 
    Myn shook her head slightly, “You fought for the greater good and that is all we can do in these times. When you took on the quest, all I could hope for was for you to stay true to it and you have. The lovely Oksuna was a happy gift to you and I never regretted my decision. But now, I fear we all may be in danger the closer to the coast you reach.” 
 
    Jayson looked down at his wine, “I know Oksuna is a Rose Seer. Her voice is somehow connected to the strange serpents I found carved along walls deep within a dungeon. She has a power but I don’t know if it’s to stop them or help them. I think the closer we get to the coast, the more danger she is in.” 
 
    Myn’s small smile faded, “Your instincts hold the truth, which is why you are here now. Lukken’s history is rich and vast. What I will share with you is forbidden to speak of and the mere act of telling you can place my position in jeopardy but I cannot keep these secrets any longer. I wish for your success, not only for me but for all of Lukken.” 
 
    Jayson gazed upon the beautiful dragon, “I will never give up until the quest is complete. You have my word and my honor.” 
 
    Myn nodded and took a deep sip of wine, “Thank you Sir Reed.” 
 
    “Jayson,” the knight said simply and direct. 
 
    A small pink color filled the lady’s high cheeks, “Jayson it is.” 
 
    The lady picked up a second open wine bottle and poured into each of their glasses before setting it down. Her eyes seemed to glow as her mind worked to find the right order of things to say. After a short pause, she looked to the patient knight and began. 
 
    “Dragons were among the first races to populate Lukken. The lands were vast and unexplored except for a number of humanoid tribes. The elders saw potential in some of them and we helped them to grow. Dragons showed them the skills of metal working, writing, math, stone and wood work. We brought the ancient teachings of magic and spell craft. It was a wondrous time of mutual cooperation. Our kind had reached these shores from the great beyond and we looked forward to building a paradise.” 
 
    “The great beyond?” Jayson asked. 
 
    Myn smiled, “The elders are not sure but they have dreams that our race flew among the stars. When we came to these lands and interacted with the young races, our memories of the great beyond faded. It is believed that our interaction and focus caused all our celestial knowledge to disappear until we decide to return to the stars. Little did we know, we were not the first powerful beings to appear on Lukken. 
 
    “The oceans are immense and bottomless. My kind spent our early days exploring, flying for weeks and months to record all land masses. It was then we found the temples on secluded islands. Lukken is one of the larger continents but many more dot the vast oceans. Upon further exploration, we encountered the beings and the temples used to worship them.” 
 
    “Sea serpents,” Jayson said with a soft tone. 
 
    “In our tongue, they are called ‘Sormir’ but in your tongue, it loosely translates to ‘Leviathan’. There was brief contact with them over a number of years, barely a drop in our history. That is how we learned they were the first true race. They created the small tribes on land as an experiment to see if leaving the oceans was worth the trouble. And then, new creatures from the beyond appeared and threatened their continued work. The small encounters between their kind and ours were difficult at best. They were so ancient that it was difficult to bridge our people together. After a few gatherings, my people showed concern for our very safety.” 
 
    Jayson leaned forward in his seat, all his attention to the dragon as her eyes looked away to far off memories. 
 
    “We didn’t know at the time but we saw hints of madness. Their ancient bodies were powerful but their minds strained against the march of time. During one gathering, a leviathan grew agitated and without warning attacked our delegates. Those who escaped spoke of unhinged power and insanity. Their breath attacks of steam were so hot, it melted rock and dragon scale. Unsure what to do next, the remaining delegates fought back as they retreated. It was a slaughter as the madness seemed to infect every Sormir. They rose up and burned holes through dragon bodies. When the delegates returned with their own breath attacks, they were out matched, not just by power but by circumstance.” 
 
    Myn took a big gulp of wine and continued, “The very oceans offered a protection to the Sormir that we could never defeat. Dragon breath attacks are powerful but even their power cannot penetrate the ocean shielding the ancient Sormir. The leviathans knew this and dived down, escaping the delegate’s attacks only to resurface and melt our people from the very sky.” 
 
    Myn’s eyes moistened, “Out of twelve delegates, only two survived to tell the tale. It is difficult to talk about due to the immense sadness the elders felt when they told us long ago. Historic knowledge is free among dragon kind but to speak of it to other races is forbidden.” 
 
    Jayson couldn’t hold back his own sadness, watching the powerful lady becoming vulnerable in his eyes.  
 
    The lady continued, “Both sides agreed to leave the other alone. My kind met with the Sormir one last time to dictate laws so both races could live peacefully. The Sindrell shall have the land and sky while the Sormir control the oceans.” 
 
    “Sindrell? Is that the name of dragons?” 
 
    Myn nodded, “It is our true name with variations for each of the elements and abilities. Forgive me; I misremember that not all the races know our true names.” 
 
    “Lady Slyth…Myn, are my friends and I walking to our deaths? I don’t know how we can go against such power. I’m not even sure how Oksuna fits in with all of this.” 
 
    The lady was quiet for a moment before she continued, “Times have changed since those events so long ago. Over time, a few of the Sormir ventured secretly onto land to explore the growing cultures and cities. They disguised themselves among the races, learning and befriending some. It was only a matter of time before they fell in love and children were born. Since they could change into any race, the children would be born of that race but they would have sormir blood in their veins. Those children seemed to have a greater understanding of the world and how they fit into it. 
 
    “What I tell you next is speculation and legend. We are unsure if these events actually transpired and that is what makes your quest so important. Those very children explored a way to bring the Sormir and the Sindrell together. They grew to adulthood and sought each other out. They struck out to the west, determined to find any ancient secrets or knowledge to aid them. The deserts and lands to the west of Lukken were far too dangerous and meddlesome to be tamed but that did not stop them. There were whispers that all of Lukken was once under water and when it rose, it brought some of the Sormir secrets with them. The legend says that those children of Sormir blood searched and found them, and decided to put them to use. When they reached the western tip of Lukken, they used those secrets to build a means for Sormir and Sindrell to coexist peacefully.” 
 
    “What did they build?” 
 
    Myn’s gaze turned downward, “We don’t know. There were a few attempts to verify the rumors but those dragons never returned. The western coast was deemed too dangerous and it was abandoned, left to the other races for them to tame. But this is where Oksuna or the Rose Seers fit into the legends. 
 
    “The Kunarr, or trolls as they are called, discovered the special children that remained in the east. They were treated as royalty among their race at first, and it was soon realized that if they mated with trolls, they could carry down pieces of their Sormirian power. The trolls discovered that females with Sormir blood could sing a song to temporarily quell rage, and even madness. The only noticeable difference was their pink hair and inability to speak. They were bred under strict secrecy, and were only rumor until one was delivered to me. That’s when we met for the first time.” 
 
    Myn finished her wine and sat back, her cheeks glowing pink, “And that is why your quest is vital. You are close to discovering what they built long ago. The trolls are bent on controlling all of Lukken. They are uncovering long buried secrets and creating magical weapons to subjugate all the races to their will. I fear if they continue to grow their power and somehow bridge with the Sormir, dragons and humans will become slaves to their will.” 
 
    Jayson stared at Myn as she picked up the last bottle of wine and began to pour into her glass. Gone were her poised movements and regal stature. Before him sat a dragon drowning herself as if she had committed a heinous act. Lifting up the glass, Myn took another two gulps before putting it down. Wine sloshed up and over the edge, running down her pale fingers. 
 
     “I could never forgive myself if you died because of me. While you made your way west, I uncovered secrets and allies to help you on your long journey. I have used a great many resources and favors to assist you for your quest.” 
 
    The moment caught him off guard. The game had become too real and emotions swirled with the digital wine. The player wanted nothing more than to comfort the dragon as the wine seemed to take effect. Her words and actions spoke volumes but it was Jayson who felt inadequate to the feat before him. Death didn’t bother him because it was just a gamer’s inconvenience but to an NPC AI, it was obvious it affected her down to the core of her being.  
 
    “Lady Slytha, I am simply a knight. My death would be in service of you just as I promised in your throne room.” Jayson said with a soft tone. 
 
    Myn looked up, her gaze meeting his, “You are no ordinary knight. I remember how you showed me your love for Oksuna. It spoke deeper than any words ever could. The dance between your bodies revealed truths I hadn’t witnessed in a long time. It has powered my resolve. My fellow dragons refuse to act because of fear and regret but there are some among us who know we must act.” 
 
    Myn pulled back her hand, licked the dripping wine from her fingers and continued, “Lukken has many secrets. One of them is strange empty portals scattered across the continent. We thought they were nothing more than old designs from ancient ruins. The dark elves were the ones to discover their true purpose. Much like the magical recall stones, those portals still function but must be activated first.  
 
    “I searched for those that would aid me. I hired thieves to steal that knowledge and sent emissaries to a lost tribe of dark elves, searching for a new home. I have even spoken with those who practice the necromantic arts. I have broken almost every Sindrell law while……thinking of you…crossing the western lands with your fellow knights. It haunted my dreams thinking that you would be swallowed up and never seen again.” 
 
    Jayson stood up from his chair and stood before the inebriated dragon. Bending a knee, he bowed his head to Myn. The dragon in elf skin looked down with astonished eyes as the knight spoke. 
 
    “Lady Slytha, I have not forgotten my pledge. On my honor, I shall see the quest to the end.” 
 
    Jayson looked up, his gaze meeting hers, “I swear it to you with all my mind, body and soul; we will bring peace to Lukken.” 
 
    A genuine smile bloomed from Myn as eyes half closed, “Rise good knight. I once again accept your vows as we face this terrible darkness and bring light back to the world.” 
 
    Jayson stood up before the dragon, heart thudding with renewed excitement. Myn let her gaze travel along Jayson’s shoulders, up his neck and then down his body. It was enough for her face to turn completely pink but her eyes held a degree of mischief. 
 
    “Sir Reed, before we continue with our plans and perpetrations, I have need of a strong knight to see to another matter,” Myn said with a wanting gaze.  
 
    “Anything,” Jayson said innocently. 
 
    A small smirk slipped into Myn’s cheek as she stood up. Facing the knight, she looked to him for a moment before turning her back, “Please assist me with removing my dress.” 
 
    Jayson’s eyes widened but barely for a moment before they returned to normal. Stepping forward, the knight lifted his hands to the straps over her slender shoulders. They slipped off easily but the dragon held the dress up to her chest, her head turned to the side. 
 
    “I still remember your time with Oksuna. How your body moved to a loving passion. I would be remiss if I didn’t tell you it haunts my dreams.” 
 
    Myn pulled her hands away and let the dress fall to her hips, her back still to the knight, “I have needs young knight. I can think of no other at this time who can attend to my needs. Please continue to remove my dress.” 
 
    Jayson stepped close, hands on her hips. Heat crawled up his neck as digital and real blood drained from his mind. Touching her skin, he thought she would be cold but instead, she burned like a hot summer day. Pale skin glowed as the knight gently smoothed the dress past her hips. The sheer fabric pooled at her feet and the lady stepped out.  
 
    “Does my form please you?” 
 
    “It does, my lady,” Jayson said simply as he gazed upon her firm bottom. 
 
    “I must warn you, the throes of passion can affect my kind…in a strange way.” 
 
    “What do you mean, my lady?” 
 
    Myn looked away, “We sometimes have difficulty……have an open mind.” 
 
    Jayson stepped closer, hands smoothing around her and pressing against her soft, pale stomach. The energy between them spiked and Myn made a small gasp. The knight pressed his nose to her hair and neck. A scent swirled, filling the player with exotic smells and a burning heat. 
 
    “My mind and heart are open to you. Myn, what would you have of me?” 
 
    The dragon pressed her back to the knight’s armored chest, “Join me and see to my needs.” 
 
    The player silently nodded to himself. Taking a quick step back, he let go of the dragon and pressed his palm to his chest. Clothes faded from sight and the knight quickly stepped back, his arms around her stomach once again. Heat grew and the dragon found it difficult to control herself. Feeling the knight’s manhood hardening between her cheeks, she writhed against him. 
 
    Jayson fell into the dragon’s spell. He had never slept with a dragon before and wasn’t sure he ever would. Now here he was, pressed against a beautiful dragon and maddening urges taking control. Hands on her stomach moved down until fingers touched the top of her valley. A small moan vibrated up the lady’s throat as she reached back, fingers gliding into the knight’s hair. 
 
    “Don’t stop. Play with me Jayson. Make me sing to your touch,” Myn said in a seductive whisper. 
 
    Fingers moving downward, they grazed her glowing clit and the lady let out a seething moan. Wetness flowed as Jayson continued to run fingers along her nub and lips. With his manhood straining, the knight found it difficult to think as the dragon pushed against him, preventing his cock from standing straight up. Like a snake to a snake charmer, Myn moved her bottom, sliding against him and teasing the knight. Jayson couldn’t keep his hands off the alabaster beauty. Fingers massaged the dragon and she moaned her approval. The caged movements between them only grew as desire tried to tip the scales. 
 
    Thought penetrated the thick lustful cloud of Jayson’s mind. He wondered again if Myn was awakened like Oksuna? Was she in control or was her programming telling her what to do? Did she really want the knight and was this part of the quest line? The questions rose and fell like the ocean until primal desires pushed them away. The questions would have to wait. The pressing matter against him had shouted down all reason. 
 
    One hand continued to massage the lady while another hand slid upwards against her smooth skin. Hand reaching up, the knight took a handful of the lady and made swirls along a pointed nipple. This caused Myn to shudder to his touch. Writhing in heat, Myn’s hand reached down past Jayson’s hand and touched the tip of his cock between her thighs. Fingers graced the end and massaged it just so that the player could barely keep back his small groan. He couldn’t believe it but her touch made him as hard as steel and just as unforgiving. Hips moved along, pressing him between her creamy thighs. 
 
    “I…need you…to kneel….” Myn gasped as she writhed against him. 
 
    Jayson lifted his head and the dragon broke from his grasp. Turning around, she stepped backwards and revealed her body. Pale pink nipples pointed and breasts bounced. Her bare valley showed wanting pink lips. Wetness touched her inner thighs as she stepped back to the bed and sat down. 
 
    Jayson’s eyes narrowed as she spread her legs. Stepping forward, the knight knelt down between her creamy thighs. Bending his head down, the lady leaned back and lay on the oversized bed. Eyes closed, shutting out the world until warm lips kissed her pink lips. A moment later, a strong tongue snaked out, licking at her until it reached her blissful zenith. Jayson watched as his tongue worked. Myn shuddered to his touch and her chest heaved upward. Sounds touched the calm air as hearts swirled to bursts of bliss. 
 
    “Sir Reed, break my walls and slay my heart,” Myn gasped. 
 
    Jayson stayed where he was, determined to help the dragon overcome her stress. Tongue playing with her clit, the player slathered against her. Arms coiled around her thighs, keeping her in place. Another gasp filled the air as Myn’s hips bucked under the deep, growing pressure from within. 
 
    A hand reached out and took a fistful of the knight’s hair, “Sir Reed…..I….” 
 
    Myn couldn’t form anymore words as a short fuse lit. Bucking to the magical touch of the knight’s tongue, Myn let out a long sensual moan. Jayson kept toying with her as she bucked again and again, bliss causing her pale cheeks to glow red. Trying to sit up, she pulled the knight by the hair. Jayson didn’t know how it was possible but her strength was evident as he could no longer lick at her dripping valley. His own desires propelled him up as Myn moved back further onto the bed. Letting go of his hair, the knight was on her, his manhood pressed against her stomach. 
 
    Inner fireworks dazzled the dragon as she tried to speak. The blissful explosions slowly died until something hard pressed against her quivering womanhood. Jayson couldn’t hold back his needs as he pressed against her. Wetness coated the end of his manhood and he pressed on to fill the needy dragon. 
 
    Myn let out a breathy exhale as a wave of pleasure surged. Inches sank into her and she tightened. Jayson could feel it become more and more difficult as he invaded the dragon. Myn looked up with a mischievous grin. The knight was half buried but ran into firm opposition. 
 
    Myn lifted the top half of her body up, shoving her breast into Jayson’s face, “You must conquer me dear knight.” 
 
    Jayson held onto her hips as he pushed with all his might. The dragon’s womanhood didn’t budge. She squeezed him enough that Jayson felt he couldn’t even come if we wanted to. She teased with small moans, making sure her nipples grazed his lips. A madness took root as Myn continued to toy with him. Jayson had always liked the submissive kink but often found it too easy. The lady seemed to thrive on a desire for him to dominate her anyway he could. Thick inches pressed at her valley but inner walls held him like a vice. 
 
    “Your strength is firm my lovely knight but can you do whatever it takes to break my walls?” 
 
     The madness thickened as did Jayson’s need to take her. Logic and reason fell to the background as sheer need took hold. The knight grabbed the dragon by the throat and held her down. Myn let out a playful yelp. Jayson took firm hold of her throat and her hip as his own hips moved with purpose. Driving himself against strong inner walls, they nearly vibrated against him until they parted slightly. A long moan escaped Myn’s lips as the knight, fueled with aggression, fought to drive himself to the hilt.  
 
    “That’s it! Take me Sir Reed! Slay me with your powerful sword,” The lady’s voice straining against Jayson’s firm grip on her throat. 
 
    Thick inches spread her walls as the knight drove himself to the hilt. A satisfying grunt filled the area around them. Unable to control himself, the knight pressed on, moving himself back and forth against the lady’s tight slit. Holding him, Myn cooed as the knight was unchained, dominating her and forcing her legs to open wider. The lady smiled and soon sang her satisfaction as the knight continued to spear her. Raised veins moved along tight lips, causing waves of bliss to crash into the frost dragon. 
 
    Jayson tightened his grip against Myn’s throat as she curled her legs around his thrusting hips. It was then that Jayson noticed the more he squeezed, the more she relented. Pressing on with long strong strokes, he squeezed her throat until the lady was gasping. Myn’s eyes rolled into her head as she smiled. The lady shuddered to each powerful thrust until she grew silent. 
 
    “Jay…son….” Myn strained to speak as her eyes went wide. 
 
    The knight pushed and thrust with all his might as inner walls tightened around him. The movements slowed between them as they moved with loving purpose. Myn pushed her hips up as the knight pushed down. When their bodies met, digital nerves tightened and then exploded. Myn whimpered against Jayson’s grip. Jayson couldn’t stop himself as he watched her struggle. Cock thickening, primal urges slammed into the last bit of his resolve. Molten spurts of come quickly filled her pink tight space. Myn’s moans grew louder and louder. Jayson let go of her throat and deep shudders ran along the pale beauty under him. Myn lifted her arms up and threw them around his neck, pressing her face to him and holding him close. Jayson coiled an arm around her, holding her close as their bodies moved of their own accord. Bliss spiraled between the couple and they moved to ancient rhythms. 
 
    When the waves of bliss began to ebb, Jayson and Myn let go of each other. The dragon fell to the bed, their bodies still connected by Jayson’s cock. The player was breathing heavy, feeling like he climbed a mountain. Before he could even get a word out, a slender pale hand touched his chest and shoved hard. Jayson’s cock slipped from her valley as he was airborne and landed on the bed. Jayson’s eyes could barely take in the blur as a white hand pushed at his chest and held him down onto the bed.  
 
    “Well done Sir Reed,” Myn grinned. “Most lose their nerve but you managed to….take control. Now lay there and have a lady love you.” 
 
    Jayson looked up with a grin as fingers coiled around his half hard cock. Glancing down, the knight watched as the dragon held him down with one hand, stroking his cock with the other. Myn cast a knowing smirk as the knight’s cock hardened in her hand. Eyes turning, she looked to his member as it thickened. Jayson could see the storming desire rolling through the lady but dared not to interrupt. 
 
    Myn licked her lips as she brought her head down. Lips engulfed the knight’s purple head as a sensual tongue played along the tip. Jayson felt like his body was possessed as his manhood hardened fully once again. Myn moaned her pleasure as she licked up wet come from his shaft. Lips moved down the veiny shaft until she reached the base. Jayson sat up slightly as Myn pulled her hand from his chest. The player watched as Myn’s head bobbed up and down, inches appearing and disappearing in her mouth. The tempo increased and Jayson could already feel the internal build up.  
 
    The lady whipped her head up, releasing Jayson’s cock with a deep inhale. Eyes shifted, taking on a serpent gleam as she looked to Jayson like a piece of meat. The knight could do nothing as she climbed over him. Alabaster skin vibrated as she moved with liquid grace. Scales formed along the back of her hands and up her forearms. Claws grew from her finger tips as she growled her needs. Skin along her back shifted and strange limbs burst upward from shoulder blades. Limbs extended and fanned out, white webbed wings spreading out.  
 
    Myn looked down as her body partially transformed. Jayson stared at her with wide eyes. A shyness bled into her face as she realized that she was changing. Looking away, she tried to take control before her urges completely took over. Instead, a hand reached up and smoothed along her cheek. Myn turned her face to the knight’s touch. Jayson eyed her with confidence. 
 
    “Never turn away from me. You are beautiful,” Jayson said with harsh whisper. 
 
    Myn stared, heart melting. Hands reached up and took hold of her hips. With strength, the knight pushed the dragon down on his standing manhood. Myn impaled herself on Jayson’s spear with breathy moans. Wet inches pushed against her as gravity helped the dragon woman to sink down to the knight’s hilt. Myn gazed upon the handsome knight as he held her down, not letting her move. Seconds passed before he controlled her movements with his strong hands. The tempo started slow at first but soon the knight and dragon could not hold back the wanting desire between them. 
 
    The white dragon flexed her wings as hips rose and fell to their rhythm. The sounds of bodies filled the air. Jayson reached up, gently grasping at her bouncing breasts, thumb moving over her pointed nipple. Moans fell down, the vibrations touching Jayson’s chest. Myn moved with subdued but gentle power. It was Jayson who dug his fingertips into her hips and forced her down on his rock-hard cock. 
 
    The sexual tension grew with their mutual lust. The white dragon squeezed as the knight forced her onto him. Myn’s eyes closed as she hissed her delight. Wings flexed up and out as nerves bunched up. Myn let out a little cry, followed by another as bliss swirled. Jayson watched as she rode him, on and on. Cock thickening, the knight could barely hold back his urges. 
 
    Myn moved, squeezing and firmly caressing his cock with her inner walls. Breasts bounced to their connection and the dragon opened her eyes. Looking down, she could see the pure want in Jayson’s eyes. Lips half parted, groans rose up the closer he was. She could see and feel that he was reaching his breaking point. Unable to deny her own sensual begging, she increased her tempo. 
 
    “Slay me…..good knight…” Myn said with a seductive whisper. 
 
    “Yes….my lady,” Jayson managed before his will power failed him. 
 
    The dragon sunk down to the base of his member just as it thickened. Squeezing, she let out moan as spurts of come erupted. The sensations of internal heat cracked her own will power. Floods crashed into their spirits as orgasms bloomed between the lovers. Bodies shuddered and bucked as the two grunted and cried out. Wetness flowed along their connection until muscles quivered. With one last lustful cry, the dragon collapsed on the knight, his member still impaled in her pink valley. 
 
    Jayson held the quivering dragon close, her hips still making small movements, milking every last drop of come and her own orgasm. The flashes of bliss between them swirled downward, cementing their bond. 
 
     The player could sense the unspoken words between them. Myn snuggled closer, her hands on him and hips moving slightly, teasing for more. Jayson felt a sliver of soreness but it didn’t stop his cock from rising to the occasion. Jayson wanted to talk but the dragon was beyond talking. The connection between them seemed to grow as if he could read her very mind. Thoughts swirled to Sonja and Lance but they fell away like floating leaves in a river. The player knew there were no boundaries between him and his fellow knights but something deeper began to express its self. Thoughts of Oksuna and now Myn seemed to hook into his very heart. If they truly are awakened, then the game took a serious turn. They were not simple AI’s there to please the gamers. Now, they were living beings in a virtual world. How long before everything changed? How long before they shut it down or something happens to the very NPC’s he was falling for? 
 
    “Myn….,” Jayson began. 
 
    Myn lifted her head and eyed the handsome knight, “No words my beloved. Let us have this moment until the next one.” 
 
    Jayson nodded before the dragon moved closer, pressing her lips to his. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    The sun sunk low in the afternoon sky. Two knights strolled down the cobbled street toward a familiar keep. Sonja took in their surroundings as Lance hummed a small tune. The streets were sparse, a few people walking about in the warm afternoon light. The air was calm and clear as the blue knight looked to the well-made homes and keeps. With the sun sinking in the sky, the knight pictured a beautiful evening. Sonja wondered if they had to rush back to their save points a world away? Maybe they could stay and spend some time close to home, enjoying each other’s company. 
 
    Lance glanced to the blue knight and could see the faraway look in her eyes and the small smirk on her lips. The white knight stopped humming and turned his head to his friend and lover. 
 
    “What are you thinking about?” 
 
    Sonja woke up from her daydreaming, “I was thinking about our quest. Do we need to rush back so soon?” 
 
    Lance nodded, “It seems like it’s pretty important. I’m sure the rewards are going to be worth it.” 
 
    The white knight glanced back to the silent blue knight, “Not in a rush to get back to the front lines?” 
 
    Sonja let out a sigh, “Last night was so magical between the three of us. I thought maybe we could spend some time here before getting back to the quest.” 
 
    Lance let a small grin show, “Last night was pretty special. I can’t stop thinking about it.” The grin melted away and the knight took a more neutral gaze, “I hope you and Jayson felt the same.” 
 
    Sonja nodded, “I know I did. I wasn’t sure what would happen once all three of us were together. I felt stupid for worrying so much. I thought it would be too much for me to handle but last night, it felt natural.” 
 
    “I feel the same. Seeing you and Jayson in reality, it was such a wonderful surprise. I didn’t want the night to end.” 
 
    The two knights continued to walk; Jayson’s keep appearing down the street. 
 
    “I’m worried about Jayson,” Sonja said flatly. 
 
    Lance remained quiet, waiting for his friend to finish. 
 
    “I’m worried that Jayson may not be able to handle our relationship in the real world.” 
 
    Lance’s eyes darkened, “Is that something you want?” 
 
    “I want the three of us to want it. I want to know that we can be ourselves, in and out of the game.” 
 
    The darkness pulled back from Lance’s eyes, “We should ask him when we see him. I’m sure he will tell us the truth.” 
 
    The knights fell silent as they walked side by side down the cobbled street. Lance could see doubt loom in her eyes but the knight knew her well enough. Her mind was working out the possibilities and her thinking tended to focus on the negative. Lance knew it when he saw it and would gently talk her off the ledge on occasion. Sonja was strong but her heart was fragile. The stories she told of her upbringing with a strict and slightly crazy mother were apparent. Her fear of becoming that person seemed to show through the cracks from time to time.  
 
    “What if…” Sonja began. 
 
    “Sonja, don’t go down that path. After all we’ve been through, do you believe Jayson would question the three of us and what we want?” 
 
    The blue knight looked to the handsome knight, “I’m worrying too much, aren’t I.” 
 
    Lance gave a slight nod. 
 
    Sonja smiled, “Thanks for being honest.” 
 
    “It’s what I’m here for. You and Jayson seem to need it from time to time. I think the last time he and I talked; he was worried you might run.” 
 
    Sonja’s lips curved in embarrassment, “He’s not wrong. You both are my forbidden fruit.” 
 
    “You know when you talk like that, all I want to do is take a taste,” Lance said with a laugh. 
 
    The two knights stopped at the front gate to Jayson’s keep.  
 
    Sonja turned and faced the handsome white knight, “I love you both. It’s all I think about. I have spent time with Jayson in reality but I also want to spend time with you. It gets so confusing sometimes. I like the one on one but I also like when we are all together.” 
 
    Lance put his hands on Sonja’s shoulders, “You have to be the most beautiful woman I have ever known. You have a true heart and you worry about us, even in a game. No matter what happens in reality or in the game, we will always be friends.” 
 
    Sonja looked up into Lance’s kind eyes, “I know and I’m grateful.” 
 
    “Let’s go see Jayson. Maybe we can get some time together before we head out.” 
 
    The two knights smiled and turned to the gate. Stepping through and into the small courtyard, the knights moved to the front door. Lance reached up and knocked before stepping back to Sonja’s side. Long moments passed before the door opened and they were greeted by Dalya’s smile. 
 
    “Lance and Sonja,” The kitra said as she stepped forward and wrapped an arm around each of their necks, planting kisses on their cheeks. 
 
    “Happy to see you too, where is your handsome lord,” Lance smiled. 
 
    The kitra broke away and beckoned in with her clawed finger. Lance and Sonja stepped in before Dalya closed the heavy door behind them. The afternoon light filtered in through windows, casting their glow across the stone floor. 
 
    “He informed me to tell you that Lady Slytha needed to see him. He would speak with her and return soon but that was two hours ago. He said to make you feel at home and wait for him to return.” 
 
    Lance nodded to the kitra, “It must be related to the quest.” 
 
    Sonja looked around for a moment before reaching out and taking Lance’s hand. The white knight looked to her but she turned and pulled him along. The white knight followed, a small smile appearing, knowing where this was going. 
 
    “We can wait in his room,” Sonja said as she pulled the knight down the hall. 
 
    Reaching the doors to the master bedroom, Sonja reached out and pulled the door open. Inside, the curtains were pulled and a certain pink haired troll turned her gaze to the blue and white knight. 
 
    “Hi Oksuna, Lance and I are just going to wait here for Jayson,” Sonja smiled. 
 
    The troll nodded, her own mouth curving into a sly smile. Jayson’s bed was huge and the troll lay on one side. Sonja pulled the white knight to the edge and turned him around. Lance continued to smile as the knight pushed at his chest and he sat down on the edge of the bed. Lance reached up and pressed his palm to his chest. Armor and clothes faded from view. 
 
    Sonja eyed him, her needs dictating her actions. She wanted Jayson there with them but the love she felt for Lance soon overtook her. The pleasant bond they shared only emboldened herself to take what she wanted, just like the many times one or both of her lovers would take her without a word. Memories of past encounters floated in and only further stoked her fire. Sonja remembered seeing the hungry look in their eyes as they forced themselves on her on a whim. She happily let them, lost to hours of bliss. But now that they had met in person, it seemed to only further inflame her desires. 
 
    The blue knight could see Lance’s cock hardening as it hung between his legs. The blue knight pressed her palm to her chest. Armor, weapons and clothes faded from view. Lance drank in Sonja’s beautiful body. Breasts defied gravity as nipples pointed. Blue hair hung past her shoulders as she looked to him with hungry eyes. The knight knelt down before his spread legs, fingers curling around the knight’s thick shaft. 
 
    Oksuna watched as Lance caressed Sonja’s cheek. The naked knight leaned in, lips wrapping around Lance’s throbbing head. A small moan fell from his lips and inches disappeared into her mouth. The pink haired troll gave a genuine smile as the knights spent time together. 
 
    “Sonja……when I saw you and Jayson…..I kept saying in my mind…how beautiful you both are.” 
 
    Sonja’s head bobbed on the knight’s manhood, eyes turning up. 
 
    Lance’s eyes took a warm gleam as he looked down on her, “I had to fight the urge to pull you both into the back. I was hard just looking at you.” 
 
    Sonja could feel Lance’s manhood harden in her mouth. She continued to suckle on him, the taste of pre-come touching her tongue. Heat bloomed as the familiar taste of Lance’s cock caused wetness to flow between her legs. It was almost reactionary when they were together but the knight’s words filled her heart with beautiful knowing. Emptiness yawned in her core and she needed it to be filled. 
 
    The knight pulled back, her hand still stroking her fellow knight’s cock, “Maybe next time,” She winked. 
 
    Oksuna watched as the blue knight stood up and crawled into bed. Lying on her stomach, the bed moved as Lance crawled over her. Arching her bottom into the air, the knight snuggled closer, his throbbing member touching her wet, pink lips. Sonja moaned her approval as the knight drove his spear into her, inch after inch. When his hips touched her ass, she grinded against him, making sure he fit in her tight space. 
 
    Dalya and Gorganna watched from the doorway as Oksuna lay on her side. All eyes watched the two knights love each other to the sound of playful moans and bodies moving to a not so private dance. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jayson touched his palm to his chest. Clothes, armor and weapons appeared over his body. The soreness was deep as he gazed upon Myn. The dragon in elf skin slipped on her dress, covering her body, but her eyes wandered to the handsome knight watching her. When the fabric adhered to her body, the dragon moved over to a small table and opened a drawer. Hand dipping in, she pulled out a scroll and a small box. Stepping over to the small table with the empty glasses and wine bottles, the dragon whispered a few words and they disappeared. Unfurling the scroll, she laid it across the table and placed the box on it. 
 
    Jayson stepped closer, eyeing the map laid before them. It wasn’t a complete map but it did show a main road and a number of designs along the triangular point. The player guessed it was a map of the western coast from the looks of it. 
 
    “Is that a map…,” Jayson began. 
 
    “Of the western coast,” Myn finished. 
 
    Myn sat down in a chair and Jayson took the other seat. Moving in close, he sat to Myn’s side as they both looked over the map. It was crude and he couldn’t understand some of the writing but it looked like a western tip of Lukken. 
 
    “My people located this map from ancient archives deep in the dragon city of Noryth. They were lucky and skilled enough to make an exact copy, bringing it to me in the last few days. I will hand it over to you to help you on your quest.” 
 
    Jayson listened as Myn continued. 
 
    The lady pointed at a strange triangular symbol with a circle in it, “I told you of portals. I believe this is one of them. When you reach here, you must activate the portal. Then I can send aid for your quest.” 
 
    Myn lifted the lid on the small box. Jayson peered in to see a simple red ruby connected to a thin metal chain. Myn reached down and lifted it from its box. The red gem hung, a small glow surrounding it before it faded away. Myn handed the gem to Jayson and the knight took it into his own hand. 
 
    “The gem will activate the portal and close it. Whisper your destination and it will activate the closest exit portal to that destination. Make sure the gem does not fall into enemy hands. I do not have another to spare.” 
 
    “What help can we expect on the other side?” 
 
    Myn smiled, “Allies ready to help turn the tide of war. Right now, they are moving to this very castle to answer my call.” 
 
    “Thank you, my lady,” Jayson said as he put the chain around his neck and tucked the gem into his shirt. 
 
    “It is you I must thank. I wish there was more I could do, but I must now cover my tracks or the plan may fail. When you reach the portal, activate it and wait. I will send the allies through to aid in your quest.” 
 
    Jayson stood up and noticed the quest update symbol in his vision before it faded away. The knight reached down and curled up the map. With practiced ease, he slipped the map into a side pouch and added it to his inventory. 
 
     Myn eyed the handsome knight before she too rose to her feet, “I have one last thing to show you before you leave.” 
 
    The dragon moved with grace toward the main doors. Jayson followed, his mind drinking in every bit of information for the quest. Moving through the ancient keep, Jayson couldn’t help but notice paintings and tapestries of a silver dragon. It seemed the halls were filled with this specific dragon as they moved to the stair well and down the steps. When they reached the bottom floor, Myn moved with dignified purpose as the humble knight followed. Several more paintings hung on the walls of the same dragon. 
 
    “His name is Mylfor the Gray. I spent a large portion of my wealth to obtain this castle from him. He was a bit stubborn but eventually relented when his greed began to show. That is another reason why you’re here. The old dragon didn’t know what treasures he had under his nose.” 
 
    Myn led the knight to a set of large double doors. Opening them, she waltzed out into the late afternoon light. A vast garden spread out for what seemed like miles. An assortment of strange and beautiful flowers bloomed in various colored patches. Jayson could not help but marvel at the brilliance of the garden. It was when he looked further down the patches of flowers that he saw an odd stone structure. 
 
    Vines crisscrossed across the ancient stone. Flowers bloomed along the vines. The structure was triangular with a round empty circle in the middle. Myn made her way down stone steps to the pebble path. Jayson could see that the structure was the same as the one on the map the dragon had given to him. Stepping down behind the white-haired beauty, he followed until they stood before the structure, petals falling one by one and filling the air with color. 
 
    “The old dragon thought it was a sculpture. He didn’t spend a lot of time on this magical knowledge, preferring to fill his home with vain artworks and this beautiful garden. He left me the paintings as a gift. Tomorrow, Lucius will burn them to ash.” 
 
    A sliver of dread rolled along Jayson’s spine, “You have done so much at the expense of your own wealth. You have put yourself at risk for me and my friends. I don’t know what to say or do that can repay you.” 
 
    The lady looked to the knight and gave him a whimsical smirk, “Jayson, we are fighting for peace. You have already paid by taking on this quest. What you find will help turn the tide and prevent evil from destroying everything dragon and human kind has built. I would sacrifice everything to bring back peace.” 
 
    Myn moved in closer, reaching down and taking Jayson’s hand into hers, “You have made me realize it is all worth it, my dashing knight. Your strength and perseverance has prevailed and I will not abandon you at the most crucial time. My heart could never allow it.” 
 
    The knight and dragon looked to one another, a small breeze caressing their faces as they gazed into each other’s eyes. Unspoken words passed between them until they leaned in and kissed each other under the falling pink petals. 
 
    The lady broke away first, her eyes casting a downward stare, “Go my knight. I will wait patiently until you activate the portal gate to the west.” 
 
    Jayson gave her hands a firm squeeze before letting go. Turning, he walked toward the main doors while fishing out a recall stone. When he reached the top of the steps, he turned back to see Myn as she smiled in the garden. Running a thumb over the stone, the stone flashed and the world around him was engulfed in light. 
 
    A long moment passed before the light faded and Jayson stood in his keep. Heart heavy, he couldn’t shake the feeling that the dragon he made love to was awake. The way her eyes showed so much emotion and how she seemed to actually care for him. It was almost too much to think about. Pushing it away, he reaffirmed his resolve and turned to head toward the master bedroom.  
 
    The light from the windows grew darker as afternoon slipped into evening. The knight walked down the hall until he spotted a few concubines at his bedroom doorway. Stepping closer, he could hear their giggles and beyond that, the sounds of seductive moans. Dalya was first to perk up her ears and turn around to see her lord stepping closer. Turning, she rushed to his side. 
 
    “Sonja and Lance wished to wait in your bedroom,” The kitra smiled. 
 
    Jayson smiled and nodded. Walking over, the concubines parted. Jayson stepped beyond the threshold and into the master bedroom. Lance lay on the giant bed, Sonja riding him with joyful moans. The white knight turned his head and gave a slight wave. Sonja turned her head and smiled, moans still spilling from her lips. Jayson strolled over, his eyes moving from his friends to Oksuna as she lay on her side, watching the show. 
 
    “Join us,” Sonja said in a breathy whisper. 
 
    Jayson crawled into bed while tapping his armor away but keeping his clothes on, “I’m a bit sore, maybe in a little while.” 
 
    Sonja pouted but didn’t slow down.  
 
    Lance kept his hands on Sonja’s hips as he spoke, “Sounds like you had a fun time.” 
 
    Jayson lay next to Oksuna, his back to her. The troll moved in closer, draping her arm and leg over him and snuggling into his neck. 
 
    “She showed her appreciation and shared part of her plan to aid us in the west.” 
 
    Jayson informed his fellow knights of the portals, the activation gem and the map. They listened as they continued their intimate embrace. The comfort between them was euphoric as Jayson watched. The ease and wanting only showed how much they cared for each other. Jayson knew with them, they could take on any threat and win. 
 
    Oksuna kissed the back of her lord’s neck. Jayson reached up and caressed her arm. Sonja’s mouth formed a perfect O and then she let out a deep, soul bleeding moan. Lance grunted and they both slowed down, milking the bliss cascading over their senses. After a few more bounces and thrusts, the blue haired knight rolled off and lay between Jayson and Lance. The white knight turned on his side and caressed Sonja’s trembling form. Jayson reached over and did the same as the four of them basked in the sensual glow. 
 
    “Let’s enjoy tonight together. Tomorrow we can start back on the quest,” Jayson smiled, his mind falling back to the beautiful troll pressed against his back. 
 
    *** 
 
    A knight stumbled along the nearly deserted street, a dark elf under each arm. Laughter filled the evening as the sun faded from view and purple sky filled the heavens. The dark elves giggled and laughed with the drunken knight, the three of them trying to keep their balance. 
 
    “I have a buddy down the street we could visit……He likes to share his harem…” The knight blurted out as the cobbled stones seemed to move under him. 
 
    One of the dark elves pulled out a small pouch, “Does he like fairy dust because we were going to use this on you,” A dark elf giggled. 
 
    “You are such bad girls. I don’t know what I’d do without you,” The knight said red faced. 
 
    “Instead of thinking of what you’d do without us, think of the things you could do to us,” the other elf smiled evilly. 
 
    The knight gave the dark elf a wicked smirk, “Maybe we should just go home. I can think of a few things we can do to make the night memorable.” 
 
    “Oh master, please do bad things,” the dark elf giggled while pressing her chest to his arm. 
 
    “Show us your wicked ways,” the other one giggled. 
 
    The knight couldn’t stop smiling as the two elves pushed their bodies against him, their skimpy tops nearly falling away. Something clattered against the cobbled street not too far from them. The knight lifted his head from the giggling dark elves as the sky grew dark. Eyes adjusting, the knight could only make out a moving cloud against the dark sky. 
 
    Eyes widening, the knight grabbed the two dark elves, brought them close and turned his back. The rain of arrows came down hard. The elves yelped as the knight held them close, his back riddled with arrows. Hit points draining to less than ten percent, he started to pump his legs as the two dark elves put their hands to his chest and shoulders, helping him stand up. 
 
    Another volley of arrows came raining down. One elf turned and blasted the air with a stream of fire. The other cried out as several arrows hit her leg. She faltered and the knight grabbed her. 
 
    “I’ll hold them off!” The dark elf said as she began incantations. 
 
    The knight turned to see another volley fill the sky. Monsters and players looked out of their keeps or along the streets to see a large cloud of arrows rain down. Despite many taking action, some were struck while others took cover. The knight drew his word and slashed at the air. A shock wave burst forth, shattering part of the cloud but not all of it.  
 
    Arrows rained down once again against shuttered windows and those walking along the streets. The dark elf barely finished her incantation but it was too late as arrows slammed into her, her spell going wild. The knight shielded his concubine until arrows stabbed into his form once again. Falling, he watched in horror as his concubine mouthed a scream but no words came out. Darkness filled his vision. The last thing he saw was another volley filling the purple night sky. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Jayson lay in his bed, mind drifting too far off lands. Sonja snuggled in closer while Oksuna pressed her body against his back. The heat from the two of them caused the player to stir from his partial sleep. Opening his eyes, he watched as Sonja snuggled to his chest, her hand on his waist next to Oksuna’s arm. Lance lay on his back, eyes closed and fingers laced over his stomach.  
 
    The short rest was needed because Jayson felt renewed energy as he lay. The soreness had ebbed and now a primal heat started to flow. The knight looked down at Sonja’s naked body and his hand drifted to her firm bottom. Hand squeezing, it caused the blue haired knight to snuggle closer. Movement from his waist caused the knight to look down, seeing Oksuna’s delicate hand caressing the growing bulge, straining against the fabric of his leggings. 
 
    Street light filtered in through the window as night blanketed the land. They still had the whole night before they would resume their quest. No time like the present to spend it with the people he loved. With a gentle exhale, the knight moved his hand along Sonja’s strong lines. Lance stirred and turned his head, a small smile appearing. 
 
    A loud boom filled the world beyond the window. Heads lifted and turned when something flashed. Jayson pushed Sonja away, turned and stood straight up. Hand touching his chest, armor and weapons appeared and he leapt into the air. The flash struck the window and glass shattered. Debris shot toward the bed but Jayson landed on the floor taking the brunt, his body between the sharp glass and Oksuna’s prone body. 
 
    Lance and Sonja were to their feet on the bed, armor and weapons appearing. The blue knight drew her sword over her shoulder. Lance stood with his hand on his rapier and a large white sword strapped to his back. Jayson eyed his hit points as they dropped a few points. The damage was small but something else was going on. Outside there was a clatter of weapons and marching boots. Jayson turned to see Oksuna at his side, her sword in her hand. 
 
    Dalya and Gorganna burst through the doorway. The kitra was armed with a metal staff, the ends blazing with fire. Gorganna surveyed the room, the snakes for hair twisted in all directions, making sure the room was safe. 
 
    “My lord,” Dalya shouted. 
 
    Jayson moved through the room while he spoke, “I think we are under attack. Dalya, make sure the concubines stay inside.” 
 
    “We should be by your side if the town is under attack,” Dalya said firmly. 
 
    “Stay here. We don’t know what we’re up against. I’d rather keep you all safe if a fight can be avoided.” Jayson looked to Sonja and Lance, “Let’s check it out.” 
 
    The knights nodded and jumped from the bed. The three knights made their way down the hall to the main doors. Stepping outside, they quickly ran back in as flaming arrows fell from the sky. Some clattered against stone while others whistled through windows and set furniture on fire. Jayson watched from the edge of the door as knights and guards rushed down the street to the song of battle. 
 
    “They’re running south. It must be trolls, how did they get so close,” Lance said and he drew his rapier. 
 
    Jayson thought of his harem. If it really was a troll attack, it was calculated. The player knew that keeps could be destroyed and would take time to rebuild. It wasn’t a coincidence that they have almost reached the western coast and now they are under attack. If any of his concubines were killed, it would take ten days for them to resurrect. Thoughts flowed to Oksuna and actual fear gripped his heart. If she died, she would never be the same when she returned. 
 
    “We have to stay here,” Jayson directed. 
 
    Sonja and Lance looked to their friend, uncertainty filling their eyes. 
 
    Jayson glanced to them and continued, “If this is a troll attack, they are going to move through here. We need to set up the fortifications and defend this place. We can’t risk losing anyone or it will lower our chances to complete the quest.” 
 
    Sonja’s lip curved downward, “Our keeps and concubines are further in. They may be in trouble.” 
 
    “We should call them here to help fight back,” Lance added. 
 
    Jayson shook his head, “No. We need to treat your keeps as fall back positions.” 
 
    The knight looked past his fellow knights as his concubines emerged from their rooms and crowded around behind the three of them. They all carried a look of concern but Jayson’s eyes fell on Oksuna. The seven-foot troll stepped closer with blade in hand and determination in here dark eyes. 
 
    “They are coming for Oksuna. We have to get her to safe…” the knight stepped back as several flaming arrows struck the open door. 
 
    The march of boots and ringing of steel grew with each passing second. Sticking his head out, Jayson could see large dark bodies as they moved down the street with purpose. Knights and guards attempted to hold them at bay but were cut down one by one. Several keeps burned and smoke billowed into the sky. Sparks and ash rained down with arrows, killing or maiming anyone in the street. 
 
    “Damn it,” Jayson cursed as he stepped back and closed the heavy door. Taking the thick wooden bar, he laid it across to bolt the door. 
 
    Jayson turned to his fellow knights and harem, “It’s a death trap out there. Shutter and bar the windows and doors. Grab your weapons and group up in the side rooms. We are defending ourselves here and now.” 
 
    “We can call our concubines to help,” Sonja said as concubines started to move. 
 
    Jayson moved to Sonja and put his hands on her shoulders, “There isn’t enough room for all of us to fight. My girls know the keep like the back of their hands. If they start to fall, bring your concubines as reinforcements.” 
 
    Jayson turned to Lance, “You may have to use Shatter Light tonight.” 
 
    Lance glanced over his shoulder to the pommel of the blade strapped to his back, “We will use everything to defend the keep but I’m not sure we can win this.” 
 
    Jayson felt the pressure as all the recent events weighed heavy on his soul, “They want Oksuna. If they take her, then our quest will fail.”  The knight wanted to tell them that she is alive. That she is a living digital being but it fell away to the growing chaos outside the walls. 
 
    Sonja’s eyes widened. She stared as Jayson’s mood grew dark, a tendril of worry bleeding into the corners of his eyes. She had seen the look before; when he worried deeply about those he cared about. She felt it when he worried about her. She felt it when he worried about Lance. The blue knight turned to see Oksuna standing, her eyes filled with determination. Sonja felt the connection between her lover and the digital pink haired troll. 
 
    The blue knight closed her eyes, “Then we fight.”  
 
    Lance put an arm around Sonja and looked to Jayson, “We will bring in our concubines should the battle turn. Is there someplace we can hide Oksuna?” 
 
    Jayson shook his head, “I never thought we would be attacked here. There is the basement but if the enemy breaks in, it will be at a dead end. We have to try and fight our way to your keep if things go south.” 
 
    Oksuna stepped forward, shaking her head and glaring at Jayson. The knight knew the defiant look too well. She wasn’t going anywhere and was ready to fight at his side. The knight tried to fight back his protective urges but he knew it would be a lost cause. He taught her how to use a sword and now she was ready to prove herself.  
 
    Jayson stepped to the beautiful troll and looked up into her dark eyes, “You stay by my side the whole time. Never leave unless I fall. Go with Lance and Sonja and we can meet later, I promise.” 
 
    Oksuna remained mute, maintaining her glare when Dalya came rushing back into the main hall. 
 
    “The windows and doors are barred on the first floor. Everyone is in position,” The kitra said and nodded. 
 
    “Let’s not give these bastards an inch,” Jayson said and drew both short swords from over his shoulders. 
 
    *** 
 
    Floating embers filled the sky as the force moved as one. Guards and knights cried out as they were hacked to pieces before falling and shattering into greenish light. Muscled bodies kept their ranks as they moved down the wide street. On a hill outside of town, archers kept watch on their forces before releasing another volley of flaming arrows.  
 
    A scarred troll led the force, taking down anyone foolish enough to rush them. If several came at once, he more often than not would cut them down before his forces grinded up the rest. Once they passed a dwelling, torches were thrown in to prevent any counter attack. A stream of billowing flames followed the large force as they moved, forming a serpent of fire behind them. Dark eyes looked up on occasion to a volley of arrows raining down in front of them and side streets. Many pulled back but the occasional fool would rush in to their death. 
 
    The scarred troll eyed every corner and street until the prize loomed into view. With two hand signals, the force behind him picked up the pace. A troll on a nearby roof witnessed the signal and gave his own to the archers on the hill just outside of town. Archers shifted their position slightly, pulled back flaming arrows and let them loose. The flaming arrows rose into the air and fell to gravity. Flaming arrows struck buildings and roofs. Flames caught and spread, forcing knights and town denizens to flee their homes. Another volley filled the sky and another. The troll scout on the roof looked on with a devilish smile, a circle of roaring flames surrounding a certain keep. 
 
    Marching, the force made their way up the street. Weapons out, they could see their destination. A half wall surrounded the stone keep, easy enough to step over. The doors and windows on the first floor were sealed shut. The windows on the second floor remained open. 
 
    The scarred troll smiled as he lifted a thick blue hand and gave two signals. When he finished, he pulled his thick sword from over his shoulder. Three rows of trolls to the back of the force sheathed their melee weapons and unslung bows from their shoulders. Pulling arrows from quivers, they notched each bow, lifted them up and aimed at the open windows on the second floor. The scarred troll picked up his pace until he was running, a flood of muscled, thick bodies following behind. 
 
    An elf looked over the edge of the window, eyeing the troll force as they split into two. She ducked down with her own bow in her hand and eyes to the two-headed hydra cloaked in the room’s shadows. 
 
    Kara and Nara kept their stance as still as a statue, two sets of eyes staring out the window to the hints of trolls aiming in their direction. 
 
    “They don’t see you,” the elf said with a whisper. 
 
    “Let’s welcome them….”Kara said. 
 
    “….with lightning and arrows,” Nara finished. 
 
    The elf nodded and smiled. 
 
    The serpentine necks of Kara and Nara moved up for a better angle. A troll archer stared into the darkness beyond the second-floor window. Two glowing orbs of light appeared. The troll felt his instinct kick in to release his arrow but he knew he had to wait for the signal. The glowing orbs pulsed before two thick streams of lightning blasted out from the darkness. Both streams slammed into the archer ranks, and bodies went hurtling in several directions. Trolls that were not thrown gritted teeth and let their arrows fly. Kara and Nara shifted and moved to the side as dozens of arrows flew in, striking the wall behind. 
 
    Lina and Fay stayed low as six elves stood up among the same several windows, arrows notched and ready. A small whistle and they all unleashed with a twang of their bowstrings. Arrows struck trolls and their ranks broke as they moved for cover. One troll moaned as the arrow in his shoulder glowed hot and then exploded. Shattered shards slammed into fellow trolls as they fired at will. 
 
    Fay watched as her fellow elves fired, took cover, fired and took cover. The hydra moved to a nearby window and unleashed lighting attacks, one after the other. The troll archers continued to return fire with now flaming arrows. An elf took an arrow to her chest and stumbled back. Fay crawled forward, touching her hand to the elf and healing her. The archer whispered her thanks, stood up and returned fire to the trolls in the street. The keep walls provided excellent protection but Fay continued to crawl and heal any fellow elves struck. 
 
    Kara blasted out lightning with supreme accuracy while Nara shouted her lightning like she was trying to deafen the world. The force of troll archers pulled back but continued their barrage. The elves fired arrow after arrow with grim determination. Despite the skilled attacks from both sides, the attacking force on the ground had overcome the half wall and spread out along the base of the keep. 
 
    The scarred troll rushed the main doors while some of his forces broke left and right. Sword in hand, he slashed upward. The shockwave of light hit the strong doors and splintered them to kindling. Shards of wood barely touched the ground as the force charged the now open entryway.  
 
    “Slaughter everyone but bring the Rose Seer to me unharmed!” The scarred troll shouted just before he entered the keep. 
 
    Trolls stormed the entry way with swords, maces and clubs. Blood curdling shouts echoed off walls until they abruptly stopped. In the main hall stood a scantily clad gorgon in a red dress, she looked to the invading force and her eyes glowed white, as did the eyes of the snakes writhing on her head. 
 
    “Shields!” the scarred troll shouted before turning his blade flat. 
 
    Gorganna smiled as beams of light blasted out from her eyes and those of the snakes for hair. Trolls pulled shields from their backs to ward off the paralyzing gaze. Rujin pulled off to the side, the flat side of his blade reflecting the paralyzing gaze away. Several were not quick enough and stiffened when the light struck them. The trolls quickly stepped around their frozen few and stood shoulder to shoulder with shields up. They moved as one across the main entry hall and pushed toward the gorgon. 
 
    “My turn,” Petal said as she leaned against a wall twenty feet from Gorganna’s back. 
 
    Trolls pressed forward, blades over shields. Below their feet, thin brown vines moved along the crevasses of the stone floor. A troll tried to step forward when his foot wouldn’t budge. Glancing down, brown vines wrapped around their feet, holding most of the force in the hall into place. The scarred troll growled as muscles bulged and he ripped his feet free. The other trolls filled the entry hall, pulling at their feet with a sliver of panic racing through their ranks. 
 
    Gorganna turned and rushed to the dryad’s side. Taking her by the arm, she pulled Petal with her. The dryad separated herself from the vines and the two concubines raced back, past the white knight to the master bedroom. 
 
    The scarred troll stepped before his struggling troops, eyes taking in the white knight. Lance stopped walking, his sword Shatter Light in hand and grim eyes on the troll. Recognition filled the player as he stared hard at the troll’s smug smile. 
 
    “Lance Rook. It fills my heart with joy to know you are here with your fellow knights.” 
 
    “Rujin, I can’t say the same.” 
 
    Rujin stepped forward, “Did you come to face me for killing that pathetic lust slave?” 
 
    Lance continued to stare as memories washed over him of Lorn. The troll followed him and helped saved them in the middle kingdoms. He pledged his life and love to the white knight before Rujin cut him down mid battle. The player wanted to forget but deep down he knew he could never forget. The moment they shared still blazed in his heart, his grip tightening around his sword. 
 
    “Shatter Light will not save you, we will storm this keep and kill everyone.” 
 
    Lance looked at his blade and then back down the hall, “I’m not meant to stop you, just slow you down.” 
 
    Lance lifted up the blade and pointed it down the hall. Rujin’s eyes regarded him as the white sword glowed to life. Trolls struggled, breaking free from the withering vines but it was too late. Lance braced himself and activated the swords special ability. Light filled the long hallway and exploded. The shaft of white light barreled the short distance to the invading force. Rujin whipped away from the entrance while trolls looked to the shaft of light and screamed.  
 
    The light shattered them not to shards but to specs of white and green light. Bodies disintegrated in an instant and the shaft of light continued on, past the main doors and into the street. Bodies exploded and fell away as most of the force at the front of the keep was turned to broken shards. 
 
    Smoke and black scorch marks filled the entryway; weapons lay along the floor in disarray. Rujin stepped from the side, eyes calm and sword in hand. Lance sheathed Shatter Light over his shoulder and then drew his rapier from his belt. A timer appeared in his vision, showing that Shatter Light could use its special ability after twenty-four hours. 
 
    Rujin eyed the knight and nodded. Lance said nothing as he stepped forward. The troll and knight picked up their pace as they charged at each other. Blades to their sides, they came up and clashed, showering the hallway in sparks. 
 
    *** 
 
    Trolls moved along the sides of the keep. The sound of screaming trolls filled the night and then grew silent. Trolls moved to shuttered windows. Clubs and maces raised, they began bashing at the thick wood. With their size and strength, they made quick work of the barriers. Sheathing weapons, big hands grabbed the edge of the windows and they climbed in. Once they were on the ground, the trolls unsheathed their weapons once again. Darkness filled the large rooms as they trickled in. Eyes adjusting to the lack of light, something big moved just out of sight. 
 
    Large bodies tensed as they moved further in. The darkness shifted and something big lashed out. A thick serpent tail struck along knees and sent every troll in the room to the floor, trying to get back up, a thick tail and then another lifted into the air and came down hard. Bodies shattered as trolls stumbled from the melee. Two lamias slithered forward, evil glint in their eyes. One end was of a beautiful woman in skimpy armor. From the waist down, a thick serpent tail moved along underneath them. Reared up, they hissed and lashed out with their thick tails. Some trolls tried to slice back, blades glancing off thick scales. Two lizard women appeared from the shadows. As the trolls tried to dodge the massive serpent tails, the two lizard women moved silently with daggers in hand. One by one, daggers sank deep into troll flesh before they burst into jagged light. A few trolls spotted the scaled rogues, only to have a massive tail come crashing down on them. 
 
    On the other side of the keep, trolls climbed through shattered windows only to be met with deep growls and red eyes. Sardyna stepped from the shadows, her pointed dog ears lying flat against her head. The trolls stayed wary as two more hellhounds moved to Sardyna’s sides. 
 
    “You can go back the way you came but you have to leave your bones here,” Sardyna said with an evil grin. 
 
    The trolls firmed up their ranks, swords out. The hellhound growled her approval. Bending at the knees, she and her fellow hellhounds launched themselves into the air. Blades went up but the three hellhounds were already opening their mouths, three streams of flames coming down. Fire burned the trolls as they tried to stand up to the hellhound attack. Once the three crashed into the trolls, claws flashed and limbs went spiraling in several directions. 
 
    “Bones are back on the menu, girls!” Sardyna laughed as she sliced through the trolls. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wood and glass showered into the master bedroom. Trolls climbed in, eyeing the darkness in the room. After three stepped down, three more climbed in and then three more. Spreading out, they managed to make it a few steps before several glowing eyes appeared in the darkness. Blades up, they turned their attention to the glowing group of eyes. One troll took a step closer and beams of light flashed out. Trolls grunted as they were paralyzed. Others circled around to charge the darkness. The light from outside filtered in past big bodies as they charged.  
 
    Gorganna stepped from the shadows, eyes streaming her paralyzing gaze. So many were stunned that they formed a semi-circle of frozen bodies but trolls from the windows kept pouring in. Blades appeared in the dark for a brief instant before they flashed forward. Jayson closed the short distance, a blade in each hand. When he reached the line, he whipped around, slicing through stunned trolls. Other trolls tried to engage the knight only to be met with ghostly blades striking out from the darkness. Sonja stepped from the shadows, whipping her sword back and forth, ghost blades crossing the short distance and shattering trolls left and right. 
 
    Fire bloomed in the shadows as Dalya stepped forward. Her fire staff twirled in her hands as she charged into battle. Trolls climbed in and barely pulled their blades when the fiery ends of her staff slammed down on their heads, cracking their forms and shattering them away. The room lit up as both sides clashed. 
 
    Petal stayed by Oksuna’s side but the pink haired troll eyed the battle. Watching her lover and lord taking on several trolls at a time caused her free hand to twitch and the grip on her sword to tighten. Jayson moved easily through the ranks. Fighting trolls had become nearly too easy for him. They often employed the same tactics, using their size and power to overwhelm their opponents. Jayson knew if he simply kept moving, their size would work against them. Even if some of them wore armor, they had too many exposed spots to exploit. With each shattered troll, the knight pushed back the invading force. Sonja kept her distance, providing support to her fellow knight but the sound of heavy clashing spilled in from the hallway. 
 
    Lance and Rujin’s blades sang with deep impacts. The white knight kept moving like a dancer but the troll was nearly equal in dexterity. The only difference between them was the troll’s brute strength. Rujin continued his barrage of attacks, pushing the knight back one step at a time, neither managed to land a blow on the other as swords clashed and sparked. 
 
    “Lay down your blade and I will send you to your dead beloved,” Rujin said with a sardonic grin. 
 
    Lance grunted as he parried the trolls’ downward swing. 
 
    The troll’s eyes held a manic gaze as he threw his shoulders into the next swing. Sparks blasted out as Lance barely held him at bay. The scarred face of the troll was inches from him, grinning savagely, causing the white knight’s boots to slide inches on the stone floor. 
 
    “Trevor…..I will never stop….I will come for you over and over until you leave my world,” 
 
    Lance glared back into the troll’s mad eyes, “My name’s not Trevor. It’s Lance Rook!” 
 
    Lance bent his knees and let the troll’s power carry through. Rujin’s sword slid across the length of the knight’s blade. Tipping forward, Rujin brought a foot forward to stop himself. Lance moved with grace as he kneeled, let the troll past him, whipped around and slashed across the dark blue thigh. Rujin grunted as he regained his balance but Lance was already moving. The sharp end of the rapier was already stabbing through the air. The point entered the troll’s back, the end slicing through and exiting out the other side. Lance smiled until the troll turned his upper body and clamped a hand over the knight’s head. 
 
    “We are not done yet,” Rujin growled. 
 
    Lance was lifted into the air and before he could do anything, the troll hurtled him down the hall. The white knight hit the master bedroom doors with a “Slam!” and fell to the stone floor. Rujin reached behind him and pulled the rapier impaled in his body. With a flick of the wrist, the blade landed on the floor several feet behind him. Taking his time, he stepped to the knight as he was back to his feet, drawing Shatter Light from over his shoulder. 
 
    “His memory will not save you. Nothing will,” Rujin said and charged. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jayson whipped his blades hard across. The final troll fell in three pieces before shattering into greenish light. Turning around, there was a loud clatter before Lance burst through the master bedroom doors. The knight hit the ground and rolled back onto his feet, Shatter Light in hand and shoulders heaving. Sonja was to his side and Jayson watched as Rujin stepped in with a smug grin. 
 
    “All in one place,” The troll smiled before centering his eyes on Oksuna, “I’ve come to take you home.” 
 
    The pink haired troll lifted her sword and held it before her, hands steady. 
 
    Rujin’s grin softened as curiosity filled his dark eyes, “Interesting, I assume Jayson has taught you to fight. Such a thing is forbidden, Rose Seers are not supposed to be warriors. You will be greatly punished, little one.” 
 
    Jayson took a menacing foot forward, “She’s not going anywhere!” 
 
    Rujin kept his stance relaxed, “I only needed my forces to get me to this point. I can dispatch all of you here and now. You didn’t fare to well the last time we met. Now that Lance has used up his best attack; you will not get the drop on me again. I am taking Oksuna home.” 
 
    It was Jayson’s turn to smile, “We have been out west. We have become stronger since we last met. After tonight, you won’t be hunting us any longer.” 
 
    Rujin eyed the knight and then glanced to Sonja and Lance, “Jason Booth, Rachel Conner and Trevor Foster, three people who think they can be heroes.” 
 
    “Why does he know our real names,” Sonja asked as she kept her sword steady. 
 
    “How could I not know who you are,” Rujin said with a sickening smile. “I see beyond the veil. I see your hit points, skills, weapons and kinks. They shine as bright as the day. You three….like many of the players here…have slaughtered my people for over a year. I have seen knights fall and yet they come back, over and over again.” 
 
    Rujin turned his scarred face to Jayson, “I even killed you and yet here you stand. What sick cruel gods allowed the humans to resurrect but not my sacred people?” 
 
    The troll’s eyes seethed hatred as he continued; “Now I can see humans with skins of many races here in Lukken. Some even take troll bodies but underneath, I can still see your filth. You have brought some dark magic with you and if my leaders will not hear my words, then I will strike out on my own and kill all of you over and over again until you lose your taste for this life.” 
 
    Jayson’s swords lowered an inch as Andrea’s words swirled in his mind, “Rujin, retreat and never cross paths with us again.” 
 
    Sonja and Lance looked over to the knight with disbelief in their eyes. 
 
    “This fucker has been trying to steal Oksuna and kill us again and again. Do we really want to let him go?” Sonja said with a hard edge in his voice. 
 
    “He’s hunted us down and killed Lorn, we can’t just let him go,” Lance finished. 
 
    “He’s having some kind of code malfunction. We should leave it to GM’s to handle it,” Jayson said as he tried to think on his feet. 
 
    Rujin closed his eyes and shook his head, “No Jayson Reed. I will only leave with your deaths and Oksuna on my arm. There will be no negotiation.” 
 
    “Don’t do this,” Jayson pleaded. 
 
    Rujin opened his eyes and regarded the knight. A small smirk curved into his cheek before the troll lifted his sword and charged. Lance and Sonja charged and the room fell into a maelstrom of chaos. Rujin moved with supernatural speed, his thick blade knocking away the blue and white knight’s attacks. Jayson rushed to their side and all three slashed at the troll. Rujin kept them at bay, his sword becoming a blur. The air vibrated from metal on metal as the skilled troll continued to keep them at a distance. 
 
    Dalya and Gorganna watched, waiting for an opening to join their lord in battle. The spinning of bodies and clashing of swords left no room for anyone else to join in the melee. Rujin’s brow formed a sharp V, concentrating on the incoming blades. Jayson, Sonja and Lance moved as one, anticipating each other’s moves and filling in the exposed gaps. When Sonja was open, Lance’s sword blocked an incoming blade. When Lance was open, Jayson and Sonja parried incoming attacks. When Jayson was exposed, fellow knights clustered to protect him. 
 
    Rujin growled as one of Jayson’s blades sliced at his thigh. The troll activated his shadow move attack. An aura of darkness flowed around the troll as he bolted forward. Rujin’s sword slashed out in quick bursts. The tide shifted and the knights raised their blades to parry each incoming blow. Stepping back, the three knights could barely keep up as Rujin pressed his attack. 
 
    As soon as the shadow attack finished, Lance planted his feet and activated his 32-point sword attack. The white knight moved so fast that Jayson and Sonja couldn’t keep up. Rujin blocked each incoming blow until he faltered at the 25th sword slash. Lance pressed on, the end of his blade slashing seven times before his stamina gave out. The white knight fell to one knee as Rujin stumbled back, seven bleeding cuts distributed across his stomach, chest and thighs.   
 
    The troll brought a foot up and slammed it down. Energy rippled as shockwaves knocked everyone off their feet and cracked the very floor and walls around him. Sonja landed on her back, twisted to her side and was back up again. Rujin fell to one knee and the blue knight took the advantage. Sword slashing out, ghostly blades crossed the space between them. Rujin lifted his blade to block each of them in turn but the blue knight was already charging. When the last ghostly blade was knocked away, Sonja was airborne, screaming with her blade pointed at Rujin’s heart. The troll lifted off his knee and spun away as Sonja stabbed at air. His free hand swung wide and hit the knight in the shoulder, sending her sprawling to the floor. 
 
    “Pathi….” Rujin began to say when pain welled up and he looked down. 
 
    Jayson was close, both blades buried deep in the troll’s gut. Rujin’s free hand clamped on Jayson’s shoulder while he brought his sword hard across, aiming for the knight’s exposed neck. With a heavy heart, Jayson activated his spin attack. Rujin pulled back and screamed as blades spun like a saw against his gut. The troll’s hit points drained as Jayson became a blur, spinning around and shredding the troll’s insides right before his digital spine.   
 
    Rujin stumbled back, his free hand holding his sliced-up stomach. Sonja was charging as Jayson fell to one knee, his stamina spent. The troll blocked the blue knight’s attacks while holding his insides. Dalya and Gorganna rushed in to join the blue knight. Lance was back to his feet and waited as Dalya slashed with her flaming staff and Gorganna tried her paralyzing gaze. Despite the grievous damage Rujin had taken, he moved with no ill effects and kept the three warriors at bay. 
 
    Gorganna’s eyes blazed as beams of light burst forth. The troll spun away as the beams hit the wall. Dalya brought her flaming staff down but Rujin was quicker. Using his mass, his shoulder bashed into the kitra, sending her falling back and swept her leg from under her. The kitra landed on her back. Jayson was rising to his feet when his eyes went wide. 
 
    Time slowed down to a crawl. Rujin smirked as he raised his blade. Gorganna rushed the troll. Sonja moved to keep up with the gorgon. Lance was to Jayson’s side. Dalya lay on her back, arms crossing over her face. Jayson could see the intent in Rujin’s eyes as he was bringing his sword down. The troll glanced past all the bodies around him to make eye contact with Jayson. The blade shifted its direction in midair and came hard across. Gorganna was within striking range, her eyes blazing toward the troll. The blade touched her neck and continued its path across. The concubine’s paralyzing stare was an inch from striking the troll when it dimmed to nothing. Jayson stared, horror filling his gaze as the gorgon’s head tilted and fell in one direction as her body fell in another.  
 
    Rujin moved so fast as if time had little meaning. With his blade already moving, he aimed it for Sonja who was nearly on him. The blue knight brought her sword close. The knight’s blade parried the strike but could not stop the momentum. The blue knight was thrown by the force, her body impacting against a cracked wall. She was sliding down as Rujin continued to roll his blade back to himself. Jayson and Lance were moving, bolting toward the mad troll. Rujin brought his arm back and swung outward, releasing his blade. The sword shot like a bullet toward Jayson. The knight could not stop his action as the end of the blade pointed at his chest. A white streak moved in front of the knight just as the troll’s sword was a foot away. Lance grunted as he took the sword to the shoulder. The power behind the sword changed the white knight’s direction as he spun away. 
 
    Gorganna’s body had just fallen to the floor and burst into shattered light when Jayson reached the troll. The knight brought his blades down. The troll turned sideways and drew a dagger from his belt. Swords struck the stone floor and sparks flew up. The troll drove his dagger upward, burying it into Jayson’s stomach. The knight’s eyes widened as hit points drained. He had plenty to keep fighting but his limbs grew heavy and he couldn’t lift his swords. 
 
    “Poison…a means to an end. Remember this moment as I take Oksuna away. You will never see her ag…..” 
 
    Rujin’s eyes widened as a sword point stabbed out of his chest. Turning his head, his gaze drank in Oksuna’s determined expression. The pink haired troll kept her firm grip on the sword and twisted it.     
 
     Jayson stared as his hit points, strength and stamina drained away. Spending the last of his strength and stamina, feeling returned to his limbs. Lifting up a short sword, the knight brought it hard across Rujin’s neck. 
 
    “And so, my pain ends…..” Rujin gurgled. 
 
     The troll kept his wide-eyed gaze on the pink haired troll before they rolled into his head. Body and head falling away, Oksuna let go of her sword as it fell with it. Cracks of light crisscrossed the troll’s body and head as it fell to the stone floor. Upon impact, the body burst into shards of light and faded from view. 
 
    Oksuna’s eyes welled up and her lip trembled. Jayson fell to his knees, the last of his strength gone. Hit points continued to drain as the poison moved through his body. He had a minute or two before he reached zero. Lance and Sonja were to their feet and moving to their fellow knight. Oksuna fell to her knees, arms taking hold of the knight as he fell forward. Tears streamed down her light blue skin as she gazed down on Jayson. Dalya was up and stepping closer, sadness filling her eyes.  
 
      “It’s alright….you did great…” Jayson said but the words came out strange, a side effect of dying in game. 
 
    Through the bedroom doors, elves and a hydra stepped through; eyes falling to the group, taking in the sight of their lord in Oksuna’s arms. Lina and Fay rushed forward, their hands glowing with healing magic. Once they touched Jayson, energy flared, consuming the poison and burning it away. Jayson watched in his eye display as the poison status effect blinked away and his hit points and attributes began to rise once again. 
 
    Kara and Nara walked over with small smiles, “The town guards and knights pushed back the invading force with our help. The trolls are in full retreat.” 
 
    Jayson could feel his limbs once again and attempted to sit up on his own only to be smothered by the crying pink haired troll. She pressed his face to her oversized breasts and the player couldn’t hide his relief. Sonja and Lance stood up with their own smiles. Dalya touched her lord’s hand, grinning like a fool.  
 
    The knight gently pushed at his troll lover to gain some air. Making his way to his feet, he held his hand out to help Oksuna stand. Everyone in the room crowded around the knight, spreading out their arms and embracing in a group hug. 
 
    *** 
 
    Guards marched through the streets and spell casters blasted roaring flames with ice magic. Reed Keep stood against the dying flames and smoke still filling the air. Walls were cracked and chunks of stone debris lay about. Weapons, gold and gems littered the street but players did not greedily take their share. The human kingdoms were so far away from the conflict, they couldn’t process yet that their sacred lands would be hit while most were gone at the front lines, trying to reclaim the middle kingdoms. 
 
    Jayson stood in his harem’s sleeping chambers with Dalya, Oksuna, Sonja and Lance. All five looked down on the resurrection coffin belonging to Gorganna. A time glowed above it, counting down from ten days. Pulses of sadness dripped from his heart. He was close to everyone in his harem. They spent so much time being intimate that when they died it was always difficult to wait the ten days until their resurrection. Now that Jayson knew about NPC’s awakening, death was different, and changed everything on a sub conscious level. The player didn’t know if when she returned, she would be the same. Andrea’s words haunted him. Her death could only mean she would step back from the chance of waking up. Her death would cause her to…..not be reborn as a living digital entity. 
 
    Dalya moved in close to her lord, eyes still on the coffin, “The damage to the keep was extensive but it can be repaired. I’ll make sure everyone is doing their part. 
 
    “Thank you Dalya,” Jayson said simply, trying to hold back his own tears. 
 
    The kitra bowed her head and turned to leave. Lance and Sonja looked to Jayson as his eyes glistened. Stepping closer, Lance put his hand on Jayson’s shoulder. 
 
    “She’ll be back,” the white knight said reassuringly. 
 
    “Not in time to help us,” the knight said softly. 
 
    Sonja moved to the other side of Jayson, her hand taking his, “We know this is hard but….” 
 
    “We need to log out and meet up,” Jayson cut her off. 
 
    Sonja and Lance looked to one another before turning their eyes back to Jayson. 
 
    “I need to speak to you both. We can’t do it here. Let’s meet at the bar in an hour,” Jayson said as he resisted the urge to touch the coffin. 
 
    Sonja looked to her fellow knight for a long moment before nodding her head. Lance squeezed Jayson’s shoulder and nodded as well. 
 
    “Give me a minute alone,” Jayson said with his voice cracking. 
 
    The two knights let go of their friend and turned for the door. Oksuna lingered, her eyes wet and hand reaching out before fingers curled back. Turning, she moved to the door. Glancing back, she looked to her lord as he stood over the coffin. Shadows covering her eyes, she stepped through the doorway and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Jayson reached out and touched the coffin, tears streaming down his cheeks.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    Jason stepped out of the cab, darkness under his eyes. Closing the cab door behind him, it quickly sped off. The neon sign “Shadow Bar” glowed red. Through the windows, the place was packed with bodies and music thumped to rhythmic vibrations. 
 
    The night air was cool as Jason stepped forward to the entrance. A short moment later, he was inside and pushing through the thick crowd. He had spent a good portion of the day in game but when he pulled the MEG helmet off, the sun had just set outside his window. Getting dressed in a hurry, he raced down the stairs of his apartment building and into the street. Waving down a cab, he tried to keep calm and organize his thoughts. 
 
    Now in the bar, he pushed through tangles of bodies, drinking, talking and dancing to the deafening music. A hand reached out from the crowd and took hold of his shoulder. Jason turned to see Trevor’s smile and concerned eyes. Jayson returned the smile. Trevor let go and led Jason through the crowd. They stepped beyond a doorway to the back room where the music was toned down, tables and chairs dotted the main floor and comfy couches lined each of the walls. Rachel sat at a table with a drink, her smile bright when she looked up to see her friends. 
 
    Trevor and Jason made their way in and sat down. Trevor signaled one of his fellow coworkers to supply them with drinks. The server nodded his head and headed to the bar. Jason looked to his friends, a good feeling filling his heart and chasing away the darkness, even if only for a moment. Rachel barely had any make up on and it looked like she had barely brushed her hair. Trevor wore a simple black T shirt and jeans. Jason had run out of his apartment so fast, he had no idea how he really looked and didn’t care. 
 
    “I’m glad you made it out to meet,” Jason said it simply. 
 
    “We knew it had to be important otherwise you would have talked to us in the game,” Trevor said. 
 
    “We have to talk out of the game. Our actions and discussions are logged. I didn’t want to talk about this if anyone was listening.” 
 
    “Is it because Rujin knew our real names?” Rachel said with concern. “We could see how affected you were when he said them.” 
 
    “He even tried that with me when we fought one on one,” Trevor added. 
 
    Jason nodded, “There’s something deeper going on. I was sworn to secrecy but I can’t keep it from either of you. You both are my closest friends and what I have to tell you is important. We have to keep it between us and cannot discuss it in the game. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Rachel reached across the table and took one of Jason’s hands into hers. Trevor reached forward and took the other hand. The three friends squeezed in confidence as Sonja and Trevor nodded their heads in agreement. 
 
    Jason took in a deep breath before spilling his guts. He spoke of Andrea and how she explained what was happening to NPC’s in the game. He told them of the strange experience he encountered with Rujin during the Battle of the Middle Kingdoms. He informed them of how Oksuna had been acting strange for months, and more about his meeting with Lady Slytha. The only thing he left out was the unknown skill in his skill list. Thinking to just before he logged out, the unknown skill had reached 90%. 
 
    Trevor and Rachel kept their faces blank, drinking in everything their friend had to tell them. Jason could see that they took it seriously, not questioning him and giving him time to tell his version of events. When Jason was finished, he sat back. Drinks were served and the young man took his and drank it down in several gulps. With the glass empty, he set it down and the table was silent. 
 
    “We have to get to the west coast and end this quest,” Trevor said simply. 
 
    Sonja pressed her elbows on the table and looked to Jason, “Are you sure it will free her?” 
 
    Jason hesitated before he nodded, “Andrea seems to think so.” 
 
    Sonja nodded but maintained eye contact, “We don’t know who this Andrea is but I know I will do everything to help you and Oksuna. Should we continue to the west or find another way?” 
 
    Jason looked to his friends, “I think we should keep going. It might be our only chance.” 
 
    “Then we do it, all of us, till the end,” Sonja smiled. 
 
    “I’m in,” Trevor smiled. 
 
    Jason nodded and smiled. 
 
    “What’s our next move?” Trevor asked as he leaned in. 
 
    “With the recent attack, I don’t think Oksuna will be safe back at the keep. As a matter of fact, I don’t think any of our concubines will be safe,” Jason said with an edge. 
 
    “We can’t move west with all of our concubines. That would be inviting every monster within miles to attack us,” Lance said. 
 
    “We could bring a select few, just so we can keep an eye on them. Didn’t Lady Slytha say she was going to send us some help?” Rachel asked. 
 
    Jason nodded, “We have to reach a portal and activate it, and then she will send help to us. She didn’t say how many would be coming but we can’t count on that.” 
 
    “Are ‘they’ other players?” Trevor asked while signaling for more drinks. 
 
    “She was sort of vague. They very well could be other players. If they are, then we will have a better chance at handling this threat to the west.” 
 
    Rachel’s eyes lowered, “Ancient sea serpents, I don’t even know how we are going to fight against something like that.” 
 
    Jason leaned in, “We have to discover what is happening. I’m hoping it won’t come to a fight. Lady Slytha told me of beings born from Sormir mating with the land races. She told me that they made their way across Lukken, finding and taking ancient magic as they travelled. My guess is there is something waiting for us at the western tip. Something built to bridge the races of the land and sea.” 
 
    A second round of drinks was placed on the table. All three friends picked them up and took a deep sip before putting the glasses down. Ideas swirled on as they tried to come up with a plan. 
 
    Jason was first to break the small silence, “We should each bring two concubines. It will still keep our party small enough to manage. We can reevaluate when we meet with our future allies.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me, I’m sure Lunatina would like some extra company. She has been with us for months without anyone but us to talk to,” Trevor said. 
 
    “Shit, I forgot she was out there at our last save point. We have to log back in tonight and get to her,” Jason said. 
 
    Rachel nodded, “I will bring Leaf and Kell. They have been a little demanding lately but their power has grown.” 
 
    “I can bring Balog and Batty. Batty can scout ahead and report back. Balog’s fire abilities have become pretty powerful.” 
 
    Jason was quiet as he weighed his options, “I’m bringing Oksuna obviously but I can’t bring Dalya. She needs to keep the harem in line and ready. I think Sardyna might be strong enough for the trip.” 
 
    Trevor eyed Jason, “Are you sure you want to bring Oksuna. We don’t know what we’re going to face out there.” 
 
    “I can’t leave her behind, not after everything that happened tonight.” 
 
    Rachel watched as Jason’s eyes moved and warmth filled his face. She noticed that look before, when he was with them during their trysts. She knew it well but kept her thoughts to herself. She felt it wasn’t her place to tell her friend that he was deeply in love, at least not yet.  
 
    Jason stood up, “Let’s get back to our homes and log in. We have a lot to do before we recall back to the west.” 
 
    Trevor reached over and took hold of Jason’s forearm. Jason looked down as the large bartender pulled his friend down back to his seat. 
 
    “We just had a huge battle and found out something pretty incredible. I think that deserves one more drink. Besides, I can’t get enough of seeing you two,” Trevor grinned. 
 
    Jason’s anxiety slipped away. Sonja smiled as pink touched her pale cheeks. Trevor picked up his drink and held it out. The three of them toasted before putting glasses to their lips and drinking deeply. A stab of heat rolled through Jason, the touch of alcohol hitting him. He was so wrapped up in the game that it didn’t dawn on him that he was seeing his two friends in real life. The comfort rolled through as he looked to them and they looked to him. 
 
    For the time they sat, they made small talk until they finished their drinks. Jason was first to get up and say his goodbyes. Rachel and Trevor eyed him and reassured they would log in soon. Jason bent down to kiss Rachel. Their lips met and warmth spread between them. When the young man stood up, Trevor was up and circling the table with his hand out. Oddness rolled through Jason as he looked down at the out stretched open hand. 
 
    A touch of bravery caused the young man’s heart to beat rapidly in his chest. With a sly smile, he took Trevor’s hand and pulled the bartender close. Trevor’s eyes widened slightly as Jason pressed his lips to him. Tongue slipped in and the familiar feeling and comfort rolled through the two friends. Trevor felt his knees weakened a little and then Jason pulled away. 
 
    “See you both soon,” the young man, turned and headed through the bar. 
 
    Trevor stood, stunned. Sonja looked to him and gave a wide smile as the bar music thumped on in the hazy background. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Shadows lengthened as the sun set close to the horizon. Leaves rustled to small breezes and birds called out, signaling the coming evening. Two travelers walked along the wide cobble stone road. One wore gray armor with gold lines running along the edges in strong designs, a hammer hanging from his belt. The other was subdued with travelling clothes and a light leather corset.  
 
    The man with short blondish hair, thin mustache and small goatish beard looked over at the green haired beauty at his side. Pulses radiated under his skin as she looked on, lost in thought. Her beauty continued to pull his attention and they both knew it. Sensing the paladin’s eyes, the woman let a small smile creep and then quickly smoothed it away. 
 
    “Something you wish to say, Paladin,” the green beauty said with a stern tone. 
 
    “Nothing I haven’t said before, Dragon,” the paladin smiled and turned his gaze to the road. 
 
    The green beauty raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “If you keep calling me by my title, I’m going to call you by yours,” 
 
    Thorrin glanced again to the dragon in elf-ish skin. Their journey together had been filled with adventure, heroic deeds and intimate nights. Together they fought off the undead and secret troll attacks north of the road. It had been an amazing few months and the player had made it a point to game regularly, if not for the adventure, for the company. 
 
    “We should have waited with Lyra back at the monastery,” Emma said, changing the subject. 
 
    “She said she would catch up. I mean, we don’t have much longer to go. We will be at the edge of the dragon cities by tomorrow.” 
 
    Emma nodded, “And then what will you do?” 
 
    Thorrin looked to the road, his own mind wandering. The way she said it was sort of abrupt but she did have a point. His main quest was to escort her to the dragon cities. Now that it was coming to a close, he hadn’t thought much of what to do next. 
 
    Emma glanced over and saw the paladin was thinking, “I didn’t mean it the way it sounded.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “I know. To tell you the truth, I hadn’t given it much thought. I assume your wing must be almost healed by now.” 
 
    Emma nodded, “It is. I tried it out last night while you were sleeping. I could fly the rest of the way there.” 
 
    “Maybe you can give me a ride?” Thorrin grinned. 
 
    Emma’s lip curved downward, “It is forbidden for any of the other races to ride dragons. 
 
    Thorrin let out a sigh, “I was kidding.” 
 
    A cloud of silence fell between them as they walked. Thorrin couldn’t understand why she was being distant lately. They had spent so much time together but the last few days, she had been quieter. The player assumed the closer they were to reaching the north, the greater their chance of splitting up. He knew she had obligations to her order but the player did wonder if he could stay and help them with their cause. 
 
    The paladin let his mind wander. The trolls have increased their attacks and kept a strong hold on the Middle Kingdoms. Despite the best efforts of the humans and other races, they couldn’t recapture the kingdoms. The war had been raging for months and the player wondered if he should bring his hammer to the fight. 
 
    Emma glanced over a few times, the silence beginning to unnerve her. 
 
    “I’m sorry if I’ve been a little distant. I keep thinking once we reach the dragon cities, you will leave to continue on your journey.” 
 
    “I don’t have to. I was thinking of how I can help you and your order.” 
 
    The dragon stopped and turned to the paladin. Thorrin turned his gaze to her, watching as she thought of what she was going to say. 
 
    “My order will not allow any race to help or join. They have let their name slip into the world but nothing more beyond that. I’m afraid when I return to them; they will have new missions and quests to complete.” 
 
    The edge of Emma’s lip quivered, “Tomorrow will be our last day, together.” 
 
    Thorrin stared as Emma tilted her head forward, not looking at him. A brief swirl of emotion danced along his heart but it quickly faded. Instead, the paladin lifted a hand and touched her shoulder with a gentle firmness. 
 
    “Emma, if tomorrow is our last day then it was an honor to spend time with you. I’m happy I was able to go this far and I look forward to seeing each other sometime in the future.” 
 
    “We might not….” 
 
    Thorrin cut her off, “I believe we will. I have hope.” 
 
    “You are truly too good for this world,” Emma smiled. “I only hope you can find what you’re looking for once we part.” 
 
    The paladin gazed upon the beautiful elf-like woman, “I found her. Now I wait for the next time to find her again.” 
 
    Pink colored Emma’s cheeks. With great difficulty, she turned and continued walking. Thorrin followed, his heart swelling slightly. The player never thought he could have such feelings for an NPC but he couldn’t deny it either. Whether it was programming, algorithms or super science, the dragon walking a few feet ahead of him filled his heart with loving vibrations.  
 
    Thorrin picked up the pace and was by her side again, “I might lend my hammer to the war. The Middle Kingdoms still need to be liberated.” 
 
    “I know you will,” Emma said with a sad touch to her voice. 
 
    Thorrin knew they couldn’t have their last day together like this, “I’m sure we will run into an inn soon. We could spend the night together with a bottle of wine and light conversation.” 
 
    Emma looked over to the handsome paladin, “That sounds wonderful.” 
 
    “It’s a date,” Thorrin smiled. 
 
    The two adventurers walked on as the sun set lower in the sky. When it touched the horizon, blue sky bled away to yellow and orange. Shadows engulfed the area but the dim light of an inn shined in the distance. 
 
    Thorrin turned to Emma and witnessed a crystal stone appearing in mid-air before her. The dragon stopped walking, reached out and grasped the stone. Without a word, she slipped it into her pocket and continued walking. 
 
    The paladin eyed her for a moment as he continued alongside, “Message stone from the order?” 
 
    “You know I have to listen to it in private,” Emma said simply. 
 
    “You have been receiving one every few days. They must be happy to have you back.” 
 
    Emma kept her face blank, “You received a few yourself.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled as he thought of the trolls he helped saved by Apple Shire, “Talisa has been sending me updates from Talon Guard. She has been busy taking care of Pike and Melina.”  
 
    “Now will be your chance to go visit her,” Emma said with a hard edge. 
 
    Thorrin tried to hold back a smirk, “It bothers you that she keeps in contact with me?” 
 
    “She should be spending her time enjoying her new life. You have quests to fight evil. She shouldn’t be distracting you,” Emma fumed. 
 
    The paladin continued to walk, the inn moving closer with each step, “How about we don’t talk about anyone else tonight but us?” 
 
    Emma glanced over, her face red before it drained away back to a lighter shade, “Agreed. You can get the room while I check this message. I’ll bring a bottle of wine when I’m finished.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” Thorrin smiled. 
 
    The two adventurers reached the inn as the sun disappeared behind the horizon. A flash of pinkish red filled the sky before fading into night’s cool embrace. The paladin looked north to dozens upon dozens of twinkling lights. The dragon kingdoms shined their beacons, nearly taking up the entire northern horizon. The player knew they were but a few short miles from their magnificent cities and kingdoms. With time on his hands, he may explore a few of them before setting south to join in the war. 
 
    Thorrin and Emma stepped up the small steps and opened one of the double doors to the inn. Warmth and cheer greeted them as they stepped in. The inn was full of different races, sitting and drinking to their heart’s content. For a war going on, Thorrin thought the crowd was pretty joyful. Eyes turned sideways to the paladin and the cheers and murmur of conversation dimmed in his presence. 
 
    The paladin ignored it as he walked to the bar and asked for a room. The change in mood had become pretty common when he entered a room. Despite the fact that he was chasing down undead, he was pretty relaxed when it came to other crimes. During his travels, he had come across other paladins with an insane need to deal out justice. Not Thorrin. It was the undead he was after. After what happened in Apple Shire, the player knew the dread lords were going to be trouble. Images of Mad Morgan seeped into his mind. The dread lord had resurrected and continued his path of destruction. Thorrin had heard reports that he was driven south of Journey Road but the destruction he left behind was heart breaking. Entire towns were destroyed overnight until several guilds banded together to push him back. The player was glad Apple Shire was untouched. He would occasionally receive letters from the town folk, asking him to visit. The player considered it, maybe on his way back south. 
 
    A barkeep brought over a key and Thorrin handed her two gold coins. Turning from the bar, he watched as Emma stepped through the doors to the outside. The paladin figured she didn’t want any chance of anyone eavesdropping. With a slight shrug to himself, the player made his way to the stairs and the rooms on the upper floor. 
 
    A short walk and turn of a key, the paladin stepped inside the cozy room and closed the door behind him. A lantern glowed as Thorrin tapped at his armor, causing it to fade away. When he was down to his travelling clothes, he turned and fell back into the wide bed. Eyes looking up, he admired the complicated game simulation as dust motes floated and the flicker of lantern light. The bed underneath him was firm and comfortable, almost soothing. He thought he could get some shut eye until Emma came to wake him up. Lids growing heavy, they nearly shut when there was a knock at the door. 
 
    Thorrin sat up and was to his feet. Stepping over to the door, he grabbed the knob and opened it. Emma stood, her eyes bright. The paladin took a step back and let her in with a slight bow. The green haired beauty stepped in and Thorrin closed the door. 
 
    “I hope they…” Thorrin never had a chance to finish. 
 
    Emma latched onto him, drawing him closer and pressing her wet inviting lips to his. The paladin’s blonde eyebrows went up but he didn’t fight back. Emma’s tongue slipped into his mouth playfully.  
 
    Thorrin pulled away just enough to breathe, “I thought we…,” and was quickly smothered again by the dragon woman. 
 
    Hands groped and pulled at his clothes. Hot, wet confusion rained down on the paladin. He never knew her to be this aggressive. When Emma couldn’t get his clothes off, she pulled back for a moment and began ripping her own clothes off. Thorrin watched as she ripped her shirt and it fell away, revealing firm breasts and pointed pink nipples.  
 
    “Undress or I will undress you,” Emma commanded with a sultry hiss. 
 
    Thorrin was so caught up in the whirlwind that he raised his palm to his chest. Travelling clothes faded from sight, revealing his muscled and toned body. Emma snaked out of her boots and white leggings. She stood for only a moment, her pale flesh glowing in the lantern light. Her womanhood was bare and pink lips glistened with intent. Coiling like a tiger, she launched herself at the paladin. 
 
    Thorrin caught her midair and threw her onto the bed, “Emma, we don’t have to be so eager.” 
 
    The green haired dragon crawled forward, turned and lay on her back. Her head hung over the edge of the bed and her hand reached out to grab the paladin’s thick manhood. Thorrin stepped closer as her strong grip would not be deterred. Mouth open, she closed her lips around the tip and gently suckled. Bliss bloomed along nerves as the player found it difficult to pull away. Emma lay with her legs spread and mouth working. Breasts bobbed to slight movements and her valley lay open, away from him.  
 
    Thorrin reached over her, touching fingers to her wet valley. A muffled moan filled the room. Wet sucking sounds reached Thorrin’s ears and his manhood stiffened in response. When Thorrin touched Emma’s throbbing clit, teeth grazed his shaft playfully. The player sucked in a breath as his mind tried to work. She was unchained and needing him in the worst way which was different from their past time together. Before he could utter a word, Emma pulled away and rolled onto the bed. 
 
    “I want this to be special,” Emma said with a whisper. 
 
    Doubt faded as he crawled into bed. It was their last night together. She might have wanted to do this for a while. The player smiled to himself that he was being silly. The game was meant to be played so sex was easy to come by. Thorrin moved in close and Emma took hold of his cock with both hands. Guiding him to her wet slit, the tip brushed against her nub and sent a shudder along her body. Letting go, she grabbed at his ass and pulled him close. The paladin’s spear penetrated her thin space, spreading inner walls to accommodate him. Emma moaned louder and louder, driving him to the hilt. She squeezed in such a way that Thorrin found it difficult to concentrate. She throbbed and massaged him along the shaft, almost like she never wanted to let him go. 
 
    “You’re so tight,” Thorrin said through gritted teeth. He said it more like a question then the fact. He didn’t know she could get this tight. 
 
    “Please, fill me with your seed. Fill me until it overflows,” Emma said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    “We have all night,” The paladin tried to take his time. He liked the buildup but this was happening too fast. 
 
    “Please….fill me…..we can slow it down….afterwards…” Emma begged as her arms and legs closed around him. 
 
    Thorrin pressed against her body, his manhood deep in her valley. The dragon held him in a vice, barely letting him move. The primal need reared its head as Thorrin couldn’t stop the seductive hold she had him in. Moments passed as he stiffened, the urge much too great to hold back. 
 
    “Please….” Emma said before her eyes and mouth made perfect O’s.  
 
    Nerves flared as the dragon in elven skin bucked underneath. Clutching at the paladin, her siren touch was too much for the player. Cock thickening, spurts of molten come burst forth, filling her tight space. The paladin grunted as he drove himself deep, spurting every drop of seed. Emma smiled as she moaned her delight, bodies moving to primal instincts. 
 
    A knock at the door caused the paladin to lift his head. 
 
    “Open the door, I have a bottle of Fire Belly wine ready for the evening,” said a voice from the other side. 
 
    Thorrin turned his head and stared down at Emma. The green haired beauty gazed up at him with a wicked smile. Teeth sharpened to points and her smile grew broader. The paladin pulled back but Emma’s arms and legs grew longer, holding him to her. Arms pinned to his sides, Emma’s nose lengthened and curved into a hook. Hair went from light green to dark, entwined with vine like water plants. Her pale skin shifted to a forest green. Pointed pink nipples turned a dark green and breasts expanded to be fuller. 
 
    “Are you in there?” asked the voice from the other side of the door. 
 
    Thorrin stared down in horror at the hag under him. Memories splashed against the shores of his mind of the three nymphs he first encountered when he started playing Lewd Saga. They tried to seduce him and when he didn’t give in, they attacked, telling him how they were going to fuck him and eat him when they were done. When he killed each one, their mother rose up, attacking and poisoning him. 
 
    A spindly hand grabbed the back of the paladin’s head and forced his mouth onto hers. Thorrin tried to break free and call out to the dragon just on the other side of the door. Unable to move, he fought with all his might to break free. 
 
    The door knob turned. 
 
    “The door was open and….” Emma began until she saw the demonic hag holding Thorrin to her. 
 
    Emma’s eyes narrowed as she stalked forward, wine bottle up. The hag untangled her arms and legs while picking up Thorrin and throwing him at the incoming dragon. Emma’s eyes went wide as she changed her stance and lifted her arms up. The paladin’s body struck her with such force, she stumbled back and they both tumbled to the floor, wine bottle flying through the air and crashing against a wall. 
 
    Thorrin rolled to his feet, palm pressing against his chest. Clothes, armor and weapon appeared over his body. The paladin unhooked his hammer from his belt and held it at the ready. Emma was to her feet, wings unfurling from her back and the glow of fire in her throat. They both stared as the hag stood by the window, her body getting larger and limbs longer. 
 
    “You killed my daughters! Now I will have new daughters from your seed. They will come for you. They will punish you, paladin!” The hag screeched as a spindly hand closed into a fist and smashed the window. 
 
    Thorrin and Emma rushed the hag as she turned to escape. A spindly hand opened and a stone fell to the floor. With a lurch, the hag launched through the window, her big form breaking the edges and taking part of the wall with her. The stone rolled to Thorrin and Emma’s feet. The paladin dropped his hammer, grabbed the dragon and threw her back as purple energy rolled along the stone. A moment later, purple gas exploded, filling the immediate area. Emma fell backwards over the bed and onto the floor. Rolling to her feet, she was up and moving. 
 
    Thorrin fell to his knees. In his eye display, he could see a “Poison” status effect blinking. Strength dwindled as the paladin fell forward and darkness consumed him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Darkness gave way to bursts of light. Blinking, Thorrin tried to open his eyes but the light was too bright. Amid the blinking, Emma gazed down on him, concern written in her brow. Eyes opened wide as realization fell over the paladin. Sitting up, he quickly glanced around. Sunlight shined through the window and the room was neat and orderly. 
 
    “I moved us to another room once a cleric from the bar healed you of the poison,” Emma stated. “How do you feel?” 
 
    Thorrin lifted his hand and pressed fingers to his eyes, “Okay, I think. I was out the entire night?” 
 
    Emma nodded, “Your strength was weakened. The cleric said it would take hours for you to return to normal. The hag used a powerful poison spell.” 
 
    Thorrin’s thoughts went to the hag as he put his hand down, “I take it she got away.” 
 
    Emma reached over and placed her hand on his, “I couldn’t leave you behind.” 
 
    “I know,” Thorrin said simply. “Sorry our last night together was so eventful.” 
 
    Emma let a small smile slip, “I wouldn’t say that.” 
 
    Thorrin looked up with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Emma continued, “The message last night was new orders. I’m to escort you to a high-ranking diplomat at the outer edge of the dragon kingdoms.” 
 
    Thorrin pulled the blanket away to reveal he was nude. Swinging his legs over, he stood up and looked to the green haired dragon woman. 
 
    “Did they tell you why?” 
 
    Emma tried to look the paladin in the eye but her gaze fell downward, “No. They just told me it was important to get you there.” 
 
    Thorrin gave Emma an amused smile, “You still want me after last night?” 
 
    Emma returned the smile, “We never had our time together. I understand if last night was traumatizing but…..” 
 
    “When do we have to leave?” The paladin said with a small smile. 
 
    “We can leave this afternoon. The location is only a few hours from here.” 
 
    Thorrin circled the bed and stood before Emma, “That leaves us the morning.” 
 
    The green haired beauty looked up and smiled, “I don’t want to rush.” 
 
    “You told me that when a dragon’s fire is burning, nothing will stop it until its desires are met.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed her. He could see it in her small movements and eyes looking away. Her breathing was deeper and her cheeks glowed pink. She had on numerous occasions barely contained herself except through sheer willpower. Now, she gave off a hungry energy and dragons did not like to be denied. 
 
    The paladin nudged her with a hand. Emma crawled into bed as Thorrin slipped in beside her. A hand touching her, he smoothed it along her clothed body. Emma whispered a few arcane words and her clothes peeled off, turning into smoke and fading away. As she lay nude, the paladin touched her burning skin.   
 
    Thorrin told himself it was just a game. Last night was something strange but he pushed it from his mind. Emma’s body trembled to his touch and he wanted to wash away any thought of the hag. Moving in closer, fingers glided over smooth skin as Emma’s lips parted and the paladin pressed his lips to hers. Fingers curled around his member and it twitched to the dragon’s hot touch. 
 
    “Thorrin…..when I saw that thing…all I could think about was….,” Emma’s voice trailed away. 
 
    The paladin gazed into her emerald green eyes, “You don’t have to say anything.” 
 
    The player felt the same thing but couldn’t bring himself to say it. The feelings stepped over a line he wasn’t sure he was ready to cross. To love a digital NPC was off putting to say the least. For now, paladin and dragon continued their sensual embrace but a dark pulse filled the player as bodies moved to a primal rhythm. Was what he felt real or just a simulation?  
 
    The player drowned those nagging thoughts in puddles of bliss as their moans sang with the sunrise. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The castle doors closed ominously behind the paladin and dragon. The air contained a relaxed cloud but guards along the walls watched with hawkish eyes. They gave off a vibration of expecting the worst blended with powerful confidence. Thorrin looked down the cobbled street to a man in a fine red robe casually walking in his direction. Emma was by the paladin’s side as the sun shined bright in the afternoon sky.  
 
    The man approached and bowed slightly, “Welcome Thorrin River and Emmazulla. I am Lucius, Hand to the Lady. She is expecting you in the garden. Please follow me.” 
 
    Lucius turned and began walking. The paladin and dragon followed the regal hand down the main path to the castle’s open doors. It didn’t take long for the three to move through the castle’s interior to the rear doors. Lucius said nothing as they strolled along but Thorrin took in his surroundings, making note of exits. Deep down he felt he had nothing to fear but one could never be too cautious. He had heard of the frost dragon diplomat during his travels but never expected to meet her. 
 
    Lucius opened the doors and stood off to the side, bowing with his hand out. Thorrin and Emma stepped through the open doors to the magnificent garden before them. A lush garden lay before them with odd sculptures dotting the pathways. Flowers of many varieties bloomed in the shining light. White tables and chairs were at junctions along the paths as well as several gazebos. A strange triangular structure took up the center of the garden. In its center was a hollowed-out circle. Runes covered the stone structure mixed with vines and pink flowers. Thorrin noticed several figures dotted the garden, each caught up in conversation. 
 
    “Don’t you dare miss,” a dark-haired elf said as she stood against a tree with three apples perfectly balanced on her head, glaring at another man dressed in a dark cloak, dagger in his hand. 
 
    “I can’t believe your letting me do this,” the man said with a sly smile; a single blonde curl on his forehead and dark hair slicked back. 
 
    “What?” the elf said incredulously. 
 
    “Nothing…nothing….hold still,” the man said and flicked his wrist. 
 
    The dagger spun through the air and the elf shut her eyes. The dagger stabbed into the second apple, knocking the other two off to the floor. The elf opened one eye. Stepping away, she looked to the apple impaled in the tree. 
 
    “Was it the second one? Good throw,” The elf said. 
 
    The other man shook his head, “I was aiming for your eye.” 
 
    The elf’s eyes widened as she drew a dagger. The man turned and ran, cloak billowing behind him as the elf in black playfully chased him through the garden. Thorrin smiled as he looked to the other figures. An orc with a large hammer across his back smelled some roses. In a darkened gazebo, a pale woman in an open cloak and skimpy two-piece outfit sat along with a troll. The troll regarded the paladin and nudged the scantily clad woman with nearly glowing white skin and long lustrous black hair. She looked over to Thorrin, her hand holding a staff with a skull on top and Thorrin felt something odd yet familiar. 
 
    The paladin and dragon stepped down the steps to the garden. The two individuals in black stopped chasing each other, turned and smiled at the newcomers. 
 
    “More meat for the grinder,” the man laughed. 
 
    The elf punched his shoulder before smiling to the newcomers, “Don’t mind him, he’s off his medication.” 
 
    The man looked to the elf and grinned, “Great, now they’ll think I’m crazy, first impressions!”  
 
    Vass gave Renner a shrug before turning to the two newcomers again. Seeing the paladin, her eyes widened. Rushing forward, she threw her arms around his neck and kissed him on the cheek. The paladin hugged the elf close before pulling away. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here!” the elf smiled. 
 
    “I can’t believe you’re here,” Thorrin grinned, actually happy for once to see his sister in game. 
 
    The man in black and Emma each raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The elf glanced over to Emma, “He’s a close friend.” 
 
     Thorrin, Vass and Emma stepped into the garden but stopped part way through. The sound of the doors opening again caused everyone to turn their attention to the stairs. Lady Slytha stepped out, wearing a fine blue and white robe. Lucius was seen for a moment as he closed the doors. The dragon in elf skin walked to the edge of the stairs and descended down, a pleasant smile on her lips. 
 
    “Welcome everyone. Please have a seat at the center table,” The dragon pointed. 
 
    Thorrin didn’t remember seeing a center table. Turning around, before the triangular structure was the stone pathway, a rectangular table and enough chairs for everyone. Thinking better of questioning it, the paladin moved to one seat and sat down. Emma moved and took a seat by him. The pale woman and troll took a seat across from Thorrin and Emma. The man in black moved to the other end of the table, the elf to his right and the orc to his left. A glowing fairy appeared and sat on the man’s shoulder, her eyes drinking in the paladin. Lady Slytha moved to the empty seat at the head of the table and sat down. Bottles of wine appeared with glasses. The three at the end grabbed glasses and wine and began pouring, not waiting for anyone else. 
 
    “I’m glad to have you all here. I’m sure there are many questions and I will try to answer all of them. To prevent any awkwardness, I shall speak your name and title before we begin our important work.” 
 
    The lady started at her left, “Thorrin River, Paladin and adventurer. His companion is Emmazulla, House Shadow Emerald.” 
 
    Slytha turned her attention to the end of the table, “Vass Mistglow, Rogue. Renner Wulf, dashing Rogue and Rekt Bloodhammer, Rogue.” 
 
    The three on the other end of the table raised their full wine glasses to their hostess. 
 
    Slytha turned and looked to her right, “Wynter Nightkiss, Necromancer and Kai Woodstride, Ranger.” 
 
    Thorrin turned his attention to the necromancer and immediately felt slivers of dark power radiating out. The player knew something was off the moment he laid eyes on her. It was the stench of death. It made his skin crawl and the player couldn’t tell if it was the suit or what he was actually feeling. Wynter eyed the paladin with a reserved gaze but even she couldn’t hide the slight dip of her brow. 
 
    Lady Slytha continued, “Everyone at this table has been summoned here for a purpose. Your experiences had directly connected you to a quest I set into motion a year ago and it is vitally important that I ask for your assistance in what’s to come.” 
 
    Everyone at the table remained silent as the white-haired dragon continued. 
 
    “To spare any misgivings, I must tell you all what has directly brought you to my attention.” 
 
    Lady Slytha turned her attention to Thorrin, “Paladin, you and Emmazulla discovered and fought a Dread lord north of Journey road. The Dread Lord’s awakening was only the beginning to something dark and foul rising from the depths of Lukken. Your heroic battle slowed down an enemy that was behind our borders. If the Dread Lord continued his rampage, he would have weakened our tenuous hold of the North East of Lukken.” 
 
    The dragon lady turned to the end of the table, “Renner, Vass and Rekt, your deeds helped procure knowledge that will aid our cause. Procuring the books I needed, you helped us reach the point we are at today. I have poured over the tomes and now have knowledge that could tip the war in our favor. I will explain all shortly but thank you for your service.” 
 
    “Happy to help,” Renner said and guzzled down his wine. 
 
    The lady turned to Wynter and Kai, “Your raid on the Harkkon dungeon was instrumental in your defection from the Kunarr. You have obtained the very Eyes of Harkkon, the most powerful Dread Lord among the eight. His rise can only signal a shift in the balance of power. The Kunarr, with the help of the Dread Lords, will lay waste to every village, town and city north of the road if not stopped. Thankfully, you have Harkkon’s Eyes as part of your staff. As long as you keep them from him, he will never reach his full potential.” 
 
    The Lady sat back and looked to everyone across the table, “A year ago I sent three knights to the west to discover a lurking threat. They were at the battle of the Middle Kingdoms and moved on to find out what menace shadowed the western coast. They are nearly to the end and I fear they may not be fully equipped to take on what is to come. That is why you are all here. 
 
    “You each possess talents that can fortify their strength and perhaps overcome a great evil. Of course, I wouldn’t ask such deeds of you without rewards. Some will be rewarded with gold, others with pardons and for all, a chance to end this war once and for all,” Slytha eyed the paladin with the last bit. 
 
    The troll shifted in his seat, “I have heard of the three knights. They come up as whispers but they aren’t the only ones who ventured out there.” 
 
    The lady nodded, “You are correct Kai. Others have gone to the west but nothing has returned on their whereabouts. It would seem they have vanished without a trace. The three knights have been prudent with their decisions and that is why they haven’t fallen victim to what lurks.” 
 
    Wynter leaned forward, elbows on the table, “I still have contacts in my old circles. There is rumor that a great dead city lies right before the coast. Is it true?” 
 
    Slytha nodded again, “From the information I gathered, the city is the ancient city of Nekross. Beyond the name, I don’t know much more other than it was once a bright and beautiful city before succumbing to a great darkness. Very little information has survived the centuries and that is why I sent my knights to find what is out there.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to the Lady, “I admire your need to find the truth and help those that may need it but we are in the North. It will take months for us to get to their location to offer any kind of help.” 
 
    Slytha smiled and nodded her head to the stone triangular structure behind them. All eyes turned to it, as the lady continued. 
 
    “Through a series of events, I have been able to rediscover an ancient portal system. With the aid of the dark elves, I have managed to get this portal functioning. It will transport you across Lukken to the west coast. The only thing preventing me from sending you right away is that the portal must be activated on the other end. They have been asleep for so long, they must be reawakened to be used once again.” 
 
    Thorrin let a small smile slip, “Your three knights are almost to it.” 
 
    Lady Slytha nodded, “They are and that is why you are all here. Once they activate the portal, I will activate this one and send you through.” 
 
    “Will they be expecting us?” Thorrin asked. 
 
    “They will. I must stress the importance of working together. Despite your varied backgrounds, you all share a common thread. Banding together will only help to possibly stop the war.” 
 
    Renner put his glass down and poured wine into it, “I’m still a little fuzzy on how this will stop the war. We don’t know what to expect, except to help some knights out. I don’t want to be rude but I don’t see what that will do to stop anything, your grace.” 
 
    Slytha nodded once again. Remembering her conversation with Jayson, the frost dragon began telling those gathered what she had told the brave knight. She spoke of the Sormir and their enlightened offspring. She told them of the first interactions of dragons and serpents. She finished with what she speculated, of something off the west coast that could bridge all races together. The players leaned forward and drank in her every word. When the lady was finished, everyone sat back and Renner poured himself another glass of wine. 
 
    “I’m not sure the word ‘Epic’ can cover everything just said,” Renner said and gulped down wine. 
 
    Lady Slytha turned her attention to the dragon woman at Thorrin’s side, “Emmazulla, I know you have travelled far with Thorrin but when the time comes for all to go, I must ask you to stay behind. I will require your council in some matters.” 
 
    Emma shot Thorrin a glance before bowing her head to the Lady, “As you wish, my lady.” 
 
    “Until the portal is activated, you will all be my guests.” 
 
    Small screens appeared before each player, asking to join a raid group. Renner was first to tap at the screen before falling back in his seat and putting his booted feet on the table. Vass and Rekt tapped at their screens next. Thorrin lifted a hand but hesitated as Wynter and Kai each tapped at the floating screens. The paladin could feel the story take hold but the fact that a necromancer was joining his party caused him to question how it was going to go. The player had managed to gain points to the sphere of light but he knew if he didn’t destroy the undead, it may cause points of light to be taken away and add to the sphere of darkness. Even though necromancers were technically alive, they followed the abyssal path. 
 
    The paladin turned to Lady Slytha, “I don’t wish to be rude but I’m not sure I can take this quest.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the paladin. 
 
    Thorrin continued, “I follow the Sphere of Light. Taking a quest when clearly a necromancer is part of the group could damage my growth.” Thorrin looked to Wynter, “No offense.” 
 
    Wynter shot Thorrin a tired gaze, “None taken.” 
 
    Slytha nodded, “I understand your concerns but Lady Nightkiss is a special circumstance. She has defected to our side and only wishes to help fight the troll threat. In these times of war, her knowledge and skills have been invaluable. I know you follow the Sphere of Light but there will be times when we must walk the shadowed road between light and darkness.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed the white-haired dragon woman for a long moment before speaking, “I will accept the quest but I cannot be held responsible if she does anything to jeopardize our group. It will be my duty to slay her just like any agent of chaos.” 
 
    Kai shot the paladin a dirty look while Wynter tapped her staff against the stone floor. Thorrin looked over and the necromancer gave him a long cold stare. 
 
    “I’m right here. You can talk to me directly. And as for the raid group, I know we are all players but this goes beyond petty good and evil. We are trying to save Lukken.” 
 
    Thorrin held Wynter’s frosty stare, “That is where our play styles are different. Good and evil are not petty sides. They are important. I’m sure you are a good player but don’t let that make things too comfortable. I heard about what happened on the Harkkon Raid. Your teams managed to just reach the end when a troll master betrayed everyone but the necromancers who followed him. It’s also out there that the raid released Harkkon, a Dread Lord, from his prison. I fought a Dread Lord and it wasn’t that easy. Your raid only added to the misery Lukken is currently suffering. You see why I find it important to keep to the path of light.” 
 
    “Wynter is not a spy for the trolls or dread lords,” Lady Slytha said with confidence. 
 
    Thorrin turned to the Lady, “We don’t know that for sure and with all due respect my Lady, you’re not joining our group. You don’t have to watch your back but the rest of us do.” 
 
    “Watch what you say!” Kai growled. 
 
    Wynter put a hand on Kai’s shoulder, “Don’t let him get to you. He is taking the game way to seriously.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed the troll but kept his face a blank mask, “I’m all for team work but this raid is a mess. A necromancer, a troll and three rogues on the team doesn’t mesh well.” 
 
    “I wish we had some popcorn,” Renner said as he, Vass and Rekt sipped wine and watched the drama unfold.   
 
    “What would you suggest to help balance the team,” Lady Slytha asked. 
 
    Thorrin sat back, “Since Emma won’t be joining us, I will need a companion to help even the odds. Just to make sure we are all keeping the balance.” 
 
    “Do you have one in mind?” Slytha asked simply. 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “As a matter of fact, I do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    A breeze flowed into the master bedroom. Curtains rustled as sunlight poured in and painted the floor with yellow light. The very air carried a hint of dying smoke but it wasn’t enough to deter the outpouring of warmth in the room. 
 
    Jayson sat on the edge of the bed, Oksuna sitting next to him. The two faced each other, their gaze gliding over their bodies. The knight couldn’t stop staring at the beautiful pink haired troll. She sat with white leather armor covering her mid-section and shoulders. Her deep blue cleavage heaved as she smiled at her lord. A sword handle was over her shoulder, the metal pommel gleaming in the light. From the troll’s thin waist to her white boots were covered in white leather leggings. Shapely thick thighs touched as she folded her hands over one another in her lap, fighting the temptation to reach out and touch her lord. 
 
    Jayson looked up once again but stopped short at the pink heart stone around her neck, inches above her voluptuous chest. He never thought a day like this would come where she would travel with him. Eyes moving up, he looked up to her beautiful smooth blue face and into her dark eyes. The troll felt her heart skip a beat as her lord eyed her with such tenderness. 
 
    “This will be dangerous but I cannot leave you here in case the keep is attacked again,” Jayson said with loving warmth. 
 
    Oksuna nodded but kept her gaze on the handsome knight. 
 
    Jayson let out a sigh before speaking, “Where we are going is also pretty dangerous. I don’t know what to expect. I wish there was another option but, we’ve run out of time.” 
 
    Oksuna’s lips curved into a shy smile. 
 
    “I know before everything happened, I asked if you wanted to speak. I have heard you sing a word or two but I can unlock your ability to speak fully. You will be able to say whatever you want. Do you still want me to do it?” 
 
    The troll nodded and her shy smile grew broader. 
 
    Jayson stared into her eyes. Remembering the string of letters and numbers, he began saying each one. When he was done, the player stared at the beautiful troll. Oksuna’s eyes lowered and she parted her lips. The very air grew still and the only sound the knight heard was his heart beat in his ears. 
 
    “Jay….son….” Oksuna struggled to say, her eyes widening. 
 
    Jayson reached over and touched her arms, “Keep going.” 
 
    “I…..love…you….” Oksuna said and her eyes welled up. 
 
    Jayson’s heart hammered in his chest as his own ears filled with those beautiful words. Moving closer, his gaze was steady and his smile, bright. 
 
    “I love you too,” Jayson said and it came out as natural as falling rain. 
 
    Knight and troll leaned in and kissed, arms holding each other tightly as tongues played. The heat between them bloomed and the tongue play grew frantic. Each pulled back at the same time, a dizziness filling their senses. 
 
    “It’s…hard…but I feel like…I’m…getting better at it,” Oksuna said with a small struggle. 
 
    “Take your time. I’m just amazed it worked. I can’t believe you’re actually speaking to me.” 
 
    “There’s…so much…I want to say,” Oksuna said with some difficulty. 
 
    Jayson was nearly beside himself as he talked, “I know but don’t worry. We will be travelling together. You can tell me anything you want. I will be all ears.” 
 
    Oksuna smiled. 
 
    “Wow, I could stay here and let you talk to me forever but our friends are waiting. We have to leave soon for the west. Are you sure you want to go?” 
 
    “Yes,” Oksuna said and nodded. 
 
    The troll stood up to her full seven-foot height. Jayson was up and standing before her. His six-foot frame was dwarfed by the lovely troll but the player didn’t care. Tingles ran along his spine and finger tips as he gazed upon the beautiful troll. Reaching out, he took Oksuna’s hand into his and they walked toward the doors of the master bedroom. 
 
    The couple made their way down the long stretch of hallway to the main hall. Lance and Sonja stood with their concubines. Eyes turned and smiles bloomed as they watched their friend and lover stroll out, holding Oksuna’s hand. Lance stepped over and clamped a hand on Jayson’s shoulder as Sonja moved in and hugged Oksuna. The couple let go and basked in the loving haze. 
 
    “The deed is done? She can….” Lance trailed off. 
 
    Oksuna hugged Sonja and looked to the white knight, “I can.” 
 
    Sonja let go and backed up, all smiles, “This is amazing. I can’t believe how excited I am for all of us.” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “Me too but remember, we are still going someplace dangerous. We have to be on our toes and watch each other’s backs.” 
 
    “Till the end,” Lance chanted. 
 
    Jayson, Sonja and Oksuna all nodded in unison. Jayson’s harem had gathered in the hall, all eyes on the group that would continue on to the west. Sardyna stood with her back to the wall. Lance and Sonja’s concubines stood at their sides, ready and waiting. A certain kitra stood off to the side, head bowed and eyes sad. Without a sound, she took several steps forward and stood before Jayson. 
 
    “I know it’s important I stay and organize…but I want you to know….I love you my lord,” Dalya said with wet eyes. 
 
    Jayson curled fingers around her arms and drew her in closer, “You are my first. I love you and hopefully we can get through this with little bloodshed.” 
 
    The kitra looked up to Jayson with starry eyes. Leaning in, she pressed her lips to her lord’s, tongues swirling. When the moment passed, they parted and the kitra looked to the hellhound leaning against the wall. 
 
    “You take care of our lord,” Dalya commanded. 
 
    The hellhound had her arms crossed but looked up to make eye contact, “I will keep him safe for all of us.” 
 
    “We will miss you!” the harem said at once. 
 
    “I will miss all of you. Keep safe and be ready should I need to call you,” Jayson said with a gentle smile before turning to his fellow knights. 
 
    Lance and Sonja each held out a hand. Jayson moved in and took their hands. The concubines all touched their lord’s and lady’s shoulders, Sardyna being the last. With a simple nod, the three knights activated the recall to their save points. The air vibrated for a moment and all vanished in a flash. Dalya tried to hold it together as several elves moved to her side, touching her shoulders in comfort. 
 
    Digital reality shifted as light streamed past. Several seconds ticked by before the area spouted up around the party, filling it with the wide road, rolling green hills, small forests and a camp ground just off the road. The knights turned and faced outward, taking in their surroundings. The sky was cloudy and coolness filled the area. 
 
    Jayson looked over to camp ground they set up for Lunatina before they left. Two tents stood and an empty fire pit. The party walked over, eyes searching for any movement. The flaps to the tents were open and the tops sagged a little. As Jayson stepped closer, it looked like the camp had been abandoned. 
 
    Lance drew his rapier and rushed forward. Looking into one tent and then another, he turned back to the party. 
 
    “Nothing here, they’re empty,” Lance said with rapier still in hand. 
 
    Sonja stepped closer to the cold fire pit, “We were gone for two days in game. You don’t think….” 
 
    “Fan out and search,” Jayson ordered. “She might still be here somewhere.” 
 
    The crowd began to spread out when the air wrinkled next to Jayson. Oksuna spotted the strange lines in the air and drew her sword from over her shoulder. She took one step forward when something burst from thin air. It was airborne and crashed into the knight. Jayson was knocked off balance and fell on his back, hands holding arms as frantic eyes gazed at his. 
 
    “Never leave me here alone again!” Lunatina said in a harsh hiss. 
 
    Jayson gazed up at the pale jester in her black and purple outfit. Her eyes stared at his before looking off in one direction after another. Lance and Sonja stepped closer as Jayson sat up, still holding the frantic jester’s arms. 
 
    “What happened?” the knight asked. 
 
    Lunatina sat back and pulled her arms from the knight’s grip, “There’s something out here, watching me. It started last night and it hasn’t gone away.” 
 
    The jester dug into her pouch at her hip. Pulling out a potion, she heaved it back and threw it at the camp site. The potion shattered and purple mist flowed up. An instant later, the camp site looked like new, a warm fire burning in the pit. 
 
    “I had to cover it up. Make it look like it was abandoned. It was watching, waiting. It’s strange howl echoing through the night. I knew the tents couldn’t protect me. I knew the fire wouldn’t keep it at bay. I needed to hide or it would get me!” 
 
    Jayson stood up and put a hand out to the jester, “Slow down. We’re here.” 
 
    Lunatina looked to the knight’s hand, almost disbelieving he was real. After a long second, she reached up with a black gloved hand and took hold. Jayson helped her to her feet and the jester immediately hugged him. 
 
    “Never leave me out here by myself again. Promise me,” the jester nearly sobbed. 
 
    “I promise. I will never leave you alone again,” Jayson said with wide eyes. 
 
    “If you didn’t come back, it was going to come for me. I could feel that it would have come for me. I miss being in a castle. I miss being safe,” Lunatina continued.   
 
    Sonja reached over and touched the jester’s shoulder, “You didn’t see it?” 
 
    The jester shook her head while still holding onto Jayson, “I only saw its eyes in the darkness. It circled the camp and sniffed at the air. I barely slept as it made strange noises. I think it was trying to figure out if it wanted to eat me. I thought I would be fine out here but…..” 
 
    Jayson pulled her away and held her at arm’s length, “It’s okay, we’re here. We will not let anything happen to you.” 
 
    Lunatina took in deep breaths, trying to calm down. Glancing about she noticed the group had expanded to include six concubines along with the knights. Seeing the large group seemed to help as her shoulders relaxed. Jayson let go but eyed the pale jester as she continued to take deep breaths. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I haven’t been myself since last night.” 
 
    Jayson remembered how they left. The jester/alchemist insisted she would stay and watch over their camp. Since it would only be two days, she was going to check the area for ingredients and continue to craft potions. Despite Jayson’s better judgment, he relented because she kept saying she wanted the alone time. They all had been travelling together for months and she showed she was little more than annoyed when the knights would spend quality time together. 
 
    “I used an invisibility potion and waited to see if the thing would come out. I don’t know if I could hurt it but if I knew what it was, maybe I could find a weakness,” the jester said as sanity oozed back into her mind. 
 
    Jayson looked to the group. Everyone seemed a little concerned as the jester quieted down. Things were starting to ramp up and the knight knew this was just a prequel to things to come. Trying to stay positive, the knight took charge. 
 
    “Let’s break down the camp and start moving. We still have plenty of daylight and we need to keep moving if we want to make it to the coast in a week.” 
 
    Everyone nodded their heads and spread out. It didn’t take long to break down camp and douse the fire pit. Twenty minutes later, the tents were stowed in packs and the group looked down the wide road to the west. Without fanfare, the party began their trek. In the vast distance, a dark mountain range stabbed at the sky and forests covered the land before it. Jayson mentally went over the map Lady Slytha provided, wondering if the portal was still standing. 
 
    A cold wind swept through the group as they marched. Oksuna was to Jayson’s right but the rattled jester was to his left, eyes darting from one side of the road to the next. An eerie gloom had taken root and the player was having a difficult time pushing it away. It wasn’t so much that Jayson was concerned about himself and his fellow knights, it was a deep concern for all those travelling with them. If they were awakening in the game, then the player was responsible for them. With thoughts weighing heavy on his heart, he pushed forward, silently promising himself to defend all of them, no matter how many times he died.     
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The edge of the forest stood before the party, a weather-beaten sign stabbed into the roadside dirt. Jayson scanned the tree line from right to left as the rest of the party fanned out a little to take it in. A chill crawled with ankle deep mist. Even as the afternoon sun hung low in the sky, its light couldn’t chase away the cold oozing from the forest edge. The main road cut down the middle of the forest but even that provided little solace. 
 
    Jayson stepped closer to the sign. It read “Stay to the Road” in jagged letters.  
 
    Jayson pulled out Lady Slytha’s map. “According to this, the portal should lie just north of the forest on the other side. 
 
    Lance moved along the edge for about twenty feet. He stopped when he saw that most of the trees still had leaves, but a few were leafless. Those naked, black trees stood silently with long ropey vines hanging from their branches. The white knight stared at them, a shadow touching his spirit. The place gave off a wave of foreboding. Before the knight could turn away, a small scrawny rat bounded along exposed roots. Vines trembled before several of them shot down. Lance backed up as the vines stabbed and curled around the pathetic creature. The rat gave a high-pitched squeal before it was pulled into the air. A line appeared along the trunk and split open. Rows of sharp jagged teeth yawned open and the rat was quickly stuffed in. There was a horrific “Crunch” before the line closed and the vines pulled back. 
 
    Lance turned his head to the left, Sonja by his side, her face pale. The knight moved closer, taking her hand and leading her back to the main road. Jayson turned his head to his fellow knights. Lance had a grim darkness under his eyes and Sonja’s face had gone white with concern. The white knight looked over to the sign once again and then to Jayson. 
 
    “The sign is right. We need to stay on the road and avoid any naked black trees.” 
 
    “They’re carnivorous,” Sonja said simply. 
 
    “Good to know,” The knight said as he turned to the group. “We have to stay to the road and possibly camp on it soon.” 
 
    Kell, Sonja’s dark-elf mage concubine shook his head, “Why not stay here and travel in the morning? Any manner of beast could be using the road as a means of transport.”   
 
    Sardyna sniffed at the air, her red eyes taking in the area, “No, Lord Jayson is right. Something is here. The forest can offer some protection.” 
 
    “We can better defend against the east and west of the road then from all directions out here,” Jayson added. 
 
    “The road is wide enough for us to all be together, and easier to take turns guarding the camp during the night,” Sonja said as she shook off the horror induced images from before. 
 
    “Let’s keep going. We can set up camp in an hour,” Jayson said and began walking. 
 
    The party followed, eyes moving in all directions to ensure nothing could sneak up on them. The hour passed quickly as they marched along. Occasionally someone would point out one of the black trees but there was little else to report. The forest was silent. No birds sang and it only added to the creepy vibration.  
 
    Lunatina was practically glued to Jayson’s side while Oksuna walked ahead, her eyes sharp. Lance had taken lead, walking with his chest out but his senses open. Sonja took the rear with Leaf and Kell, but behind them all was Sardyna. Her ears were perked up and swiveled in all directions. Brow wrinkled, she sniffed at the air and listened for any signs of life. The trees kept their dark secrets as they stood, indifferent to the party’s passing.   
 
    Jayson was about to lift his hand and inform everyone to make camp where they stood, but something caught his attention further along the road. Continuing along, the knight stared as something gray came into focus. The trees parted north of the road and a stone archway stood. Lance was already picking up his pace; Jayson assumed he was heading directly for it. Jayson turned around and gave everyone a quick signal with his hand. The party looked to him and nodded silently. 
 
    “Stay with Oksuna,” Jayson said to Lunatina. 
 
    The jester gave him a fearful gaze as the knight strode forward. Oksuna heard Jayson and backed up, giving the pale jester a comforting smile. Lunatina ignored her, eyes on the knight as he reached Lance’s side. The two knights stepped closer to the archway, observing vines crisscrossing across cracked ancient stone.  
 
    Jayson fished into his side pouch and pulled out the map once again. Unfurling the parchment, he could see the old drawing had the forest edge a few miles from where the portal would be.  
 
    Lance looked to the map, “It looks like the forest has grown some since this was drawn.” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “It did, but not by much. However, our path appears to be unkempt from this point on.” 
 
    Both knights looked down the overgrown path and could make something out in the distance. The trees swayed to another cold wind and the faint mist around their boots swirled and rippled before smoothing out once again. Jayson knew if they travelled in further, they would be setting up camp surrounded by overgrowth. The thought unsettled him but they had travelled so far and their destination was so close, the temptation to see if the portal still stood was overwhelming.  
 
    “Let’s move in. We can see if it’s safe to set up camp,” Jayson said. 
 
    Lance looked to his fellow knight and smirked, “You are so different then when we first met.” 
 
    Jayson eyed the white knight and returned the smirk, “I’m turning you on, aren’t I.” 
 
    Lance gave a slow nod, his eyes drinking in Jayson’s confident smirk. Jayson turned to the rest of the group and signaled that they were all heading through the archway and into the forest. Heads nodded in acknowledgement. Jayson took lead and Lance followed. The party moved into a single line, making sure to give themselves plenty of room in case of an ambush. 
 
    Jayson moved ahead, eyes alert. Mentally he commanded three fighting techniques at the ready, their names in the corner of his vision and ready to activate. On they walked as the sun dipped lower and lower in the sky. Oksuna walked along, her eyes looking from left to right until something moved closer behind her. The troll glanced back to see Lunatina had moved so close, she was inches away from the troll’s back. Oksuna smiled and returned to scanning the forest around them. 
 
    Sonja kept to the rear, her eyes spotting two large white shapes amid the trees. They were far away and she could barely make them out. They were still and long. Narrowing her eyes, relief washed over once she decided they looked like nothing more than long boulders amid the dark forest. Turning back to the path, she stepped carefully through the overgrown grass. 
 
    The sun touched mountain range to the west. Bright light flashed across the heavens and then dimmed with each passing moment. Jayson picked up his pace. The last thing he wanted was the party to set up camp in the dark. Pushing along, minutes passed before the path opened up into a large clearing. 
 
    Jayson stood as the rest of the party moved in closer from behind. Eyes took in the triangular structure as it stood in the dying light. Vines ran along the rune covered stonework. The clearing around the structure was wide, wide enough if they needed to camp for the night. Knights and concubines gathered around Jayson and looked on with wondrous excitement. 
 
    Jayson looked to Sonja and Lance before stepping forward. The white and blue knight trailed behind, their formation a triangle. The knights stopped before the hollowed-out circle within the stone triangle. Jayson reached into his collar and pulled out a red pointed gem. Stepping forward, he unhooked the necklace over his head and held out his arm. The gem pulsed and pulsed, a red aura appearing around it. When the knight was a foot away, he positioned the gem and his hand within the circle. 
 
    The gem vibrated as red light shined. Runes glowed, matching the pulses from the gem. The sun was halfway set when the pulsing rapidly increased. Jayson was concerned for his hand and as his nerve was about to give out, the pulses had a machinegun like vibration before immediately becoming still. A dim red light filled the center of the portal and there it remained. 
 
    Jayson pulled back his arm and eyed the light. It was transparent and glowed with crimson power, but beyond that, nothing more happened. 
 
    Lance stepped closer, observing the red light, “Hmmm, I thought there would be more.” 
 
    “Let’s set up camp. I assume now that the portal is open, Lady Slytha will send help our way,” Jayson commanded, turned and walked back to the concubines. 
 
    Lance watched the knight as Sonja moved to his side. 
 
    “He’s been pretty bossy lately. It’s pretty hot,” Sonja smiled. 
 
    “Yes, it is,” Lance said with his own smile blooming. 
 
    *** 
 
    Night smothered the world in soothing darkness. Stars shined in the clear sky as a fire burned in the middle of camp. Tents were set up and the concubines pulled out rations to share among themselves. Jayson sat off to the side, his right to the camp and his left to the glowing portal. It had been a few hours since it was activated but nothing came through. The player wondered if Myn had trouble gathering others to help. 
 
    Oksuna stepped over and sat to the knight’s right. The chill in the air was nearly too much and Jayson found himself moving closer to her, taking in her burning body heat. The troll in white snuggled inward, enjoying the company of her lord. 
 
    “We may have to wait here a while,” Jayson said in a low tone. 
 
    “I’m…happy to wait with…you,” Oksuna answered. 
 
    The knight turned his attention to her smiling face, “I’m still getting used to you talking. I’m sorry for all the previous one sided conversations.” 
 
    “I’m not. I like listening to you,” Oksuna said perfectly. 
 
    “I love your voice…..I love everything about you…” Jayson said as his gaze turned downward. 
 
    “I feel the same,” the pink haired troll snuggled closer. 
 
    Old questions bloomed in the knight’s mind, “What was it like for you…when you were in the troll kingdoms?” 
 
    Oksuna’s smile faded slightly, “They treated me well, most of the time. I was taken cared of but sometimes the masters were a little demanding…with their time.” 
 
    Jayson listened intently as the beautiful troll continued. 
 
    “It was considered a sacred duty for Rose Seers to please the Masters. Some were gentle but others…they enjoyed inflicting pain then pleasure.” 
 
    “I’m sorry you went through that.” 
 
    Oksuna bowed her head, “It was my duty to please and follow their commands.” 
 
    “Well, now you don’t have to do anything you don’t want to,” Jayson said with strength in his tone. 
 
    “I know,” Oksuna said and brought her mouth to her lord’s ear. “But you can have me do anything for you and I would gladly accept.” 
 
    Jayson grinned, “It goes both ways.” 
 
    “I know,” Oksuna smiled and kissed Jayson’s neck. 
 
    Jayson looked off to the fire pit in the middle of camp, his mind picking out what he wanted to say, “I always felt that I would become like you….or like you were before. I was quiet and introverted, even at parties. But when I met you, I instantly knew we were alike. Even though you didn’t speak, I could tell you had a wanting that needed to be satisfied. I found it, here in Lukken with you, but what do you want? What are you searching for?” 
 
    Oksuna stayed close as she spoke, “When we met, your boldness to Lady Slytha…caused my heart to quicken. You showed strength and to a dragon. I must admit….it stoked my fire in a way I had never felt before. She could have denied you but….you wanted me and I saw that you would not leave unless she relented. I still think about how you asked to claim me. I sang my answer and you fulfilled your promise.” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “Yea, I still think about it too.” 
 
    Oksuna felt the knight put his arm around her. Despite her size, she felt smaller around him. His needs and wants were so strong, even thinking about it caused a wet feeling to flow. Jayson eyed the troll as her eyes glittered in the camp fire light. He wanted nothing more than to lay her down and snuggle close under the stars. The dark forest around them was the only thought keeping him from carrying it through.  
 
    The long-haired troll looked to her lord, “I could please you while you watch the forest,” she said as if reading his mind. 
 
    Jayson’s expression didn’t change as he considered it. It wouldn’t be the first time she pleased him in front of others, even if they were forty feet away. He did wonder how she seemed to know every time. 
 
    “I’m a Rose Seer. I have the ability to feel your wants and your lust. I can feel without touching you that you are hard as stone. I only ask to wrap my lips around you so that you can feel better,” Oksuna said in a not so innocent tone. 
 
    Jayson couldn’t hold back a certain leer, “Let’s talk a little longer and then we can…be intimate while someone else takes watch.” 
 
    Oksuna nodded and snuggled against her lord. 
 
    By the fire, Lunatina had several bowls out and was pouring small vials of liquid into each one. When she was done, she pulled out other ingredients and sprinkled them into each of the bowls before taking a mortar and pressing it to the inside. Sardyna stepped over and sat by the pale alchemist in jester clothes. The hellhound’s red eyes watched as she worked but she also noticed the small glances to her lord and the troll at his side. 
 
    “What are you doing?” the hellhound asked. 
 
    “Making more invisibility potions for the journey, I need to be well stocked at all times,” the jester continued to mash ingredients. 
 
    Sardyna gave a wicked smile before shaking her head slightly, “Not that. Why do you keep looking to my lord?” 
 
    Lunatina’s brow formed a light V as she continued her crafting, “I’m not looking at your lord.” 
 
    “Are you looking at Oksuna?” 
 
    Lunatina’s brow hardened into a sharp V, “I’m not looking at her either! Don’t you have a bone to find?” 
 
    “Why? It’s fun to watch you be jealous,” Sardyna sneered. 
 
    Lunatina stopped her crafting and sat, her brow softening, “It’s not what you think. I’m not jealous. I was trying to think of a solution to my problem.” 
 
    Sardyna sat; her black furry tail wagging as she waited. 
 
    The jester continued, “Spending the last few nights out here by myself only showed that I’m not as strong as I thought I was. My previous lord gave me work but I also took care of his concubines. I’m fascinated with their ability to resurrect. I have potions that heal and elixirs that can cure most known diseases but I cannot bring back the dead. This quest we are on is a little too dangerous and if I could, I would make my way back to the kingdoms and find a new lord or lady to serve.” 
 
    Sardyna gave the alchemist a hard stare, “You don’t believe in Lord Reed?” 
 
    The jester let out a frustrated exhale, “You don’t understand. This quest is a death sentence for me. Lord Reed will resurrect. Sonja and Lance will resurrect. All the concubines here will resurrect….” 
 
    Lunatina’s head lowered, “….I will simply die.” 
 
    Sardyna tilted her head, “You cannot stop fate. If it is destined, then so shall it be.” 
 
    Lunatina turned her eyes to the hellhound, black lips curling into a crazy smile, “You don’t get it and I don’t expect you too. I need a plan….” The jester stared at the hellhound for a long moment, “….And I think I just came up with one.” 
 
    Sonja was by the forest edge, eyes peering in, trying to penetrate the wall of shadows. A hand touched her shoulder and she nearly jumped out of her skin. Sword drawn, she looked to see Lance at her side, a smile on his face. 
 
    “I nearly cut your head off,” Sonja said, flustered. 
 
    The white knight ignored the threat, “I think we need to do something about Jayson.” 
 
    Sonja looked past Lance’s shoulder to see Jayson and Oksuna snuggled together and talking, “Like break them up or something?” Sonja said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Lance let out a small laugh, “No. I think we need to go over and spend some quality time.” 
 
    Sonja’s eyes softened as she saw the look in his eyes, “You’re horny aren’t you.” 
 
    Lance continued, “We don’t know when we are going to get another quiet moment. The concubines can watch the camp while we go into a tent.” 
 
    Sonja sheathed her sword, “He’s been turning you on and now you can’t think straight.” 
 
    Lance eyed her and smiled, “Hasn’t he been doing the same thing to you?” 
 
    Sonja opened her mouth but no words came out at first. Then she shook her head and smiled. 
 
    “Yea, you both have been driving me crazy. I was just trying to be patient because this quest was so important.” 
 
    “We could have Oksuna join us. I know they seem to be getting closer,” Lance said as he looked over to Jayson and Oksuna. 
 
    Sonja snapped her fingers and Lance turned his attention to her, “Lance, focus. I’m sure when he wants to, he would be happy for all of us to be together. For the moment, I think he’s enjoying his time with Oksuna now that she can talk.” 
 
    Lance’s eyes sagged a little as a sudden realization fell over him, “I don’t mean to be selfish. Since we all met in reality, I can’t stop thinking about us. I…..” The white knight trailed off as his eyes looked past Sonja. 
 
    The blue knight turned her head to the forest. Two wet dots gleamed among the dark trees. They were high, almost to the tree branches. They hovered, the glint of firelight touching them. A crawling fear snaked up her spine as she took a step back. Lance’s hand landed on the pommel of his rapier and he slowly drew it from its sheath. Sonja’s hand moved to her shoulder, fingers curling around the pommel of her blade and half drawing it out. 
 
    “Back up to the camp,” Lance said in a harsh whisper. “I’ll…..” The knight never finished. 
 
    The gleaming dots seemed to flare open as something big bolted toward them. The thing crashed through the trees, uprooting them or splintering them to pieces. Sonja drew her sword but Lance planted a hand on her armored chest and pushed. The blue knight fell backwards as something big and white broke from the tree line. 
 
    Time slowed down as Sonja fell. Not in control, she stared at the four-legged horror emerging from the forest. Its skin was a pale white, wrinkled and sickly. Black eyes stared down a long, hound-like snout as dagger sized teeth vibrated from a sickening growl. From its shoulders, a long white tentacle whipped about from each one. At the ends of the tentacles were savage looking hooks like a scorpion’s stinger. The thing stood at twenty feet tall at the shoulders. Its paws unsheathed thick claws as it continued its charge, dirt spraying into the air with each foot fall. 
 
    Lance charged the creature. With one sideways slash of his blade, a white light cut outward. The thing leaped into the air as the thin razor light cut across a section of tree trunks, splitting them in half. The creature came down on the white knight, its chest crashing into him and forcing the knight to the ground. Tentacles whipped out and stabbed downward. Lance brought his rapier up, his blade clashing with hard stingers and parrying them away. The knight fought them away as he focused on each lightning attack from the creature. 
 
    A ghostly blade struck the monster’s side, stabbing deep. As the ghostly blade faded away, the creature lifted its head to see Sonja as she was slowly standing up. Lance took the chance and drove his rapier into the creature’s leg. The monster winced before hefting up a paw and slashing at the ground. The white knight was lifted and thrown from the strike. He landed on the ground, sending up chunks of earth.  
 
    The giant monster set its sights on the blue knight when a fire ball streaked through the sky and crashed into the creature’s shoulder.  Lance’s concubine, Balog came to their aid with fireballs appearing in his hands, throwing them one after the other. The fire elemental in man form continued his barrage as the whole camp charged. Sardyna was on all fours, rushing toward the beast while Luk, Lance’s elf healer, rushed to his lord’s side. Kell whispered incantations, pointing his dark hand and a stream of fire bursting forth. Leaf, Sonja’s concubine, stomped forward. The dryad’s arms lengthened as vines burst forth. 
 
    The pale monster roared as fire balls struck it and exploded. Extended dryad hands slashed at wrinkled skin while a hellhound leapt into the air, a stream of fire blazing from her mouth. Smoke and blast marks appear along the monster but it did not step back. Sonja was close to it and could see what little damage they were doing. Small marks appeared but the monster looked like it wasn’t truly being damaged. 
 
    Sonja lifted her sword up and activated her Shadow Warrior technique. Two grey versions appeared next to her, identical in every way down to their armor and swords. Sonja took a deep inhale and rushed forward with her shadow clones by her side. The three slashed at the air, sending ghostly blades into the monster, three at a time. 
 
    “Mistress! The monster is magic resistant!” Kell shouted and then began another incantation. 
 
    Sonja and her clones focused on one of the monster’s legs, blades coming down, hacking and slashing. The blue knight noticed it was like striking tree bark. Blades shivered from each strike but the monster wasn’t slowing down. Tentacles whipped out and one came down on one of Sonja’s clones. The point slashed into it, splitting it in half and it faded from existence. Sonja and her remaining clone fought on, slashing and slashing as a light to her right caught her attention. 
 
    Jayson was by the creature’s other leg, one sword blazing with fire and the other white with frost flowing off of it. Activating his technique, he spun like a top, fire and ice slashing at the monster’s leg. It let out a nightmare inducing screech as it pulled back and lashed outward. In mid spin, Jayson was lifted off the ground and thrown thirty feet. 
 
    Hooked tentacles came down on Leaf as he rushed to his mistress’s side. The dryad grunted as the bark across his chest was slashed and pieces broke off. Sonja pressed on, slashing over and over again. The monster’s hit points were still in the green as she and her clone drove the attack. Panic started to set in as the monster continued its own barrage. It was too strong, much too strong. 
 
    Jayson and Lance were back to their feet, rushing forward. Sardyna leapt into the air and landed on the creature’s leg, slashing with her thick claws. At point blank, she spits fire and leapt off. A tentacle whipped around at the spot Sardyna was just a moment ago. The battle raged on but the monster showed no signs of tiring. 
 
    Jayson and Lance charged, hacking and slashing at the monster’s legs once again. Tentacles whipped about. Jayson ducked as a white tentacle went over his head and smashed two trees at the edge of the forest. Lance reached behind to take hold of Shatter Light but wasn’t fast enough. A tentacle struck out, hitting his chest and sending him back thirty feet. Sonja backed up just as a leg rose up and stomped her second gray clone. The blue knight could feel the desperation fill her being as the monster advanced on them, no fear in its demonic eyes. 
 
    A song filled the night air. The blue knight turned to see Oksuna stepping calmly forward, her mouth open and the most beautiful song flowing forth. The monster gnashed its teeth before its eyes widened. The beast’s movements slowed and the concubines stopped their attack. Everyone watched as the pink haired troll moved forward with graceful steps, sword at her side and a song on her lips.  
 
    The pale monster stopped its attacks, gazing on the singing troll. It lowered its head and stared as she stepped closer and closer. It looked to be under her spell and all it wanted to do was hear her song. Oksuna lifted her blade as she stopped before the creature. With all her power and strength, she drove her sword under the creature’s jaw. The tip of the blade stabbed out the top of its snout. It attempted to roar when Jayson flashed forward, driving each sword into the monster’s neck. The knight twisted his blades and the thing’s hit points bar went from green to yellow. 
 
    A paw reared up and slammed into Oksuna, sending her rolling across the ground. Jayson looked back to see her sword no longer in her hand and rolling to a stop on her back. A tentacle came down, stabbing into Jayson’s back. The knight felt his body being pulled upwards and he was whipped from the monster’s stinger. Jayson could see the poison status effect blink in the corner of his vision as he struck the ground and rolled to a stop, next to Oksuna. Lifting his head and chest, he crawled toward the troll as she lay with her eyes closed. Purple and black moved toward the downed knight. Jayson turned his attention to Lunatina and Sardyna as they rushed to his side. The jester had an open potion in her hand. She fell to her knees before him and poured the contents onto his back. Jayson watched as the poison status effect faded. Sardyna stood in front of her lord as a tentacle came down. 
 
    “YOU WILL NOT HAVE HIM!” The hellhound shouted as she lifted her clawed hands in defiance. 
 
    The tentacle came down and clashed against something hard. Jayson looked up to see a large orc with a hammer in front of Sardyna. The orc’s muscles bulged as he held a large hammer sideways, parrying the incoming tentacle stinger. 
 
    “Pull your lord back,” the orc said calmly as muscles strained. 
 
    Sardyna turned and grabbed Jayson’s arms. Lunatina stepped back, her eyes drinking in the large orc holding the monster’s tentacle at bay. From behind, a beam of light shot forth, striking the pale monster in the face. It roared as its pale skin burned. Arrows shot one at a time, stabbing into the creature’s flesh and exploding.  
 
    Sonja looked over to the glowing portal as figures stepped through. A man in gray armor with gold lines stepped forward with one hand pointed at the beast, golden light streaming forth. A troll ranger unleashed arrow after arrow, each one striking true. Two figures in cloaks rushed forward into the battlefield, grabbing the hurt dryad and pulling him back. A scantily clad woman with a billowing cloak stepped out from the portal, her hands holding crystal shards and her mouth twisting to incantations. Black rune circles appeared along the ground and black skeletons rose up. Four ebony skeletons rushed into the battle, two each taking hold of one of the monster’s legs while a woman in black and white stepped forward, with a mace in one hand and an empty hand raised. A lock of red hair spilled from her habit as she stared. Golden light shot from her hand, just like the armored figure with the hammer. The light burned as it struck. The beast screeched as holes appeared along its snout and face. Black skeletons stabbed boney fingers into the creature as it struggled. 
 
    The man with the hammer continued to pour light as he charged. Tentacles whipped about but the man kept his body low. When he was within twenty feet, the armored man made an impossible leap. Sonja watched as the man raised his hammer and brought it down hard on the creature’s head. The monster’s hit point bar went from yellow to red as it made one last pathetic howl. The man held on with a fistful of wrinkled skin. He lifted his hammer up and brought it down hard, a golden aura appearing around it.  
 
    The shockwave caved in the monster’s demonic skull. Cracks of light appeared along its grotesque body. A moment later, it shattered into greenish light. Jayson stared with Lunatina by his side as Sardyna pulled Oksuna back to them. Lance was slowly getting to his feet as he stared at the armored man. Sonja kept her stance as she watched the man hook his hammer to his belt, turn around and step over to Jayson. 
 
    The man bent down slightly and offered his hand, “My name is Thorrin River. Lady Slytha sent us and it looks like we got her just in time,” The blonde-haired man smiled. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
           Jayson took Thorrin’s hand. The paladin pulled the knight to his feet and the two players looked to each other with a mixture of relief and curiosity. Thoughts flashed across the knight’s mind and heart. Turning away, he looked down to Oksuna as she slowly sat up, with Sardyna’s help. The knight knelt down next to the pink haired troll, eyes filled with concern. Oksuna rubbed her head but shot her lord a small smile. 
 
    The newcomers moved closer, mixing with the concubines and knights. Sonja and Lance stepped closer, looking to all the new people. Thorrin and the cleric in a seductive version of a nun’s outfit stepped into the group, hands glowing with golden light. Thorrin touched Sonja’s arm and hit points healed. The cleric touched Lance and his hit points began to rise. Lunatina pulled out potions and started to hand them out to any who needed them. Soon everyone was healed and to their feet. The mood calmed and questions began to paint brows. 
 
    Jayson stepped to Thorrin with a disarming smile, “Thank you for the help.” 
 
    The paladin nodded and smiled back, “No thanks needed. We were on our way to assist anyway.” 
 
    “I’m sure introductions are in order but would all of you mind if I spoke to my fellow knights for a moment?” 
 
    “Take your time,” a cloaked man with a blonde curl said, smiling wide. 
 
    Jayson moved off with Lance and Sonja close behind. They reached the edge of the forest, well out of listening range. The knight turned to his friends and let out a long exhale. 
 
    “I’m not going to sugarcoat it, we nearly lost against that monster,” Jayson said in a low tone as he continued, “I know we have been holding back and we may have been a bit distracted but we can’t hold back anymore.” 
 
    Sonja and Lance nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It may have been my fault. I thought we were safe and I was distracting Sonja,” Lance added. 
 
    Jayson looked to Lance and clasped a hand on the white knight’s shoulder, “Let’s not look for blame. We’re still here and we didn’t lose anyone. I know we agreed to hold back on all our techniques so no one could know our full potential. We are at the end of the quest and now is the time to use everything we have in our arsenal. If we are going to fight more monsters like that, we need to go in with everything we have.” 
 
    “What about our new friends?” Sonja asked as she looked past Jayson’s shoulder to the group mulling about. 
 
    “I trust Lady Slytha to send us good allies. We should trust them but only so much. We can’t risk losing everything we’ve done should one of them try to sabotage us. Remember, we made our way out here. They’re here because we put in the work.”  
 
    “Then we need to make sure when we need to discuss things, it’s just us,” Lance said. 
 
    Jayson and Sonja nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Let’s go meet our new allies,” Jayson said with a small smile. 
 
    The three knights turned and walked back to the group. The seven newcomers created a semi-circle, facing the three knights. Thorrin stood with the cleric. The three cloaked figures stood in the middle and the woman and troll stood to the right. 
 
     Jayson looked to the group with Lance to his right and Sonja to his left, “Thank you all for showing up in the nick of time. My name is Jayson Reed, this is Blue Sonja and Lance Rook, knights for Lady Slytha.” 
 
    Thorrin stepped forward, “It might be easier if I introduce everyone. I’m Thorrin River, Paladin. The cleric to my left is Lyra Purebreeze. The three rogues in the middle are Vass Mistglow, Renner Wulf and Rekt Bloodhammer. The necromancer is Wynter Nightkiss and the troll ranger at her side is Kai Woodstride.” 
 
    Jayson took in their appearances. It was certainly a motley crew. Thorrin wore gray armor with golden lines running along the edges. He had short blonde hair and a goatish beard. The player couldn’t help but think he looked sort of like Thor from the movies. Lyra stood at his side, wearing a nun’s habit and clothes but they were cut to reveal the sides of her legs. Her chest was barely contained as cleavage showed. A single curly lock of red hair spilled from the habit by her temple. Her eyes were the most off putting because they were a blood red and wide. Jayson noticed she didn’t blink. 
 
    The rogues stood side by side. Vass pulled back her hood to reveal a beautiful thin face and pointed elf ears. Her hair was black and reached the top of her shoulders. She wore black leather armor but it fit her like a corset. She had a slender hourglass figure and bright green eyes. Renner stood in the middle, pulling back his hood to reveal dark hair and his signature blonde curl. His stance was relaxed and smiling but his eyes seemed to observe every detail. To his left was a rather large orc. Rekt had a cloak but his leather armor and clothes could barely contain his muscles. His head was bald and small pointed ears graced the sides. Over his shoulder, a rune covered Warhammer glowed with dim supernatural light. 
 
    Jayson turned to the necromancer and troll. A sliver of concern ran up his spine as he eyed the scantily clad woman. Wynter’s skin was nearly pure white. She wore a two-piece black bathing suit and thigh high boots. A cloak covered her shoulders but down the middle, there was little left to the imagination. White cleavage glowed in the firelight and her hips carried sensual curves. The lower piece of her suit was almost a thong and in her hand, was a metal staff with a carved skull at the top. The eyes of the skull glowed as Jayson looked to them and a creepy vibe crawled along his senses. Turning his attention to the necromancer’s companion, a troll in a dark green cloak and leather armor stood, his face a mask of indifference. 
 
    Renner stepped forward, “Just so we’re all clear, the paladin isn’t the leader. We are all players and here to help each other out.” 
 
    The rogue looked to Jayson, “We know you did a lot of work to get here. We promised Lady Slytha we would assist and that’s what we’re going to do.” 
 
    The necromancer stepped forward, “Renner is right. We all have our stakes in the quest but we are here to help all of Lukken.” 
 
    Thorrin tilted his head but kept a small smile on his lips, “They are all right but for all of this to happen, we have to work together. I’m not claiming leadership status but someone needs to be in charge to help direct the quest.” 
 
    Renner grinned, tipped his head to Jayson and coughed, “He seems like the one, since they came all this way.” 
 
    Jayson looked to Lance who nodded and then to Sonja who also nodded, “Thanks but we should all just work together. I’m not looking to boss people around.” 
 
    Renner stepped closer to Jayson and looked him in the eyes with a broad smile, “Sounds like leadership material to me.” 
 
    Jayson could barely hold back his smile, “We can discuss it later. How about we set up a look out schedule and rest the night?” 
 
    The players nodded in agreement but all eyes were on Jayson. The player felt a nervous twinge but quickly soothed it away. Off the top of his head, he began delegating the schedule. 
 
    *** 
 
    The morning came with gloomy clouds and mist in the air. The sun was nowhere to be seen but its light caused the cloudy sky to brighten from dark gray to light gray. Camp was broken down quickly. As the group stowed their gear, Jayson looked to the portal one last time. The faint red light was there but once it was activated, it couldn’t turn off. Remembering Myn’s words, it would take a long time before it would go cold again, but as long as it was in use it would stay active. 
 
    With the fire pit doused and their gear packed up, the group made their way to the road. The Jayson took point and Oksuna was at his side. The troll looked to her lord with the pommel of her sword over her shoulder. Jayson wanted to be some fearless leader but he found himself melting to Oksuna’s eyes. Seeing her knocked down last night stressed the knight like no other time. She seemed fine but the player swore to himself he would do a better job at defending her. No more holding back. 
 
    Tendrils of mist seeped out onto Journey Road. The party made its way west with some murmurs filling the area. Lunatina walked with Sardyna, engaging the hellhound in conversation. Sardyna wasn’t much of a talker but seemed to make an effort since the jester was all eyes on the hellhound. Thorrin and Lyra walked side by side. The paladin carried a stoic stature but the cleric seemed to give off a silent creepy vibe. Behind them, the rogues walked along, engrossed in talk of gold and summer homes. Jayson glanced back to them and saw a strange golden fairy fluttering around Renner. She would zip about or sit on his shoulder. Renner carried himself like the most relaxed player in the world and the rogue elf couldn’t take her eyes off of him. The orc silently walked beside them, eyes glancing to the forest. Sonja walked, her eyes alert and Lance was behind her, watching the dark tree line. 
 
    To the rear, the necromancer and troll walked, silent as the grave. They were the two players that actually made Jayson uneasy, keeping up on events while outside of the game, the necromancer class and troll race were firmly entrenched in the southern kingdoms where one couldn’t really defect to human or dragon kingdoms. The rules were sometimes bent but not really for those to the south. Humans had the most flexibility to choose whichever side but troll players stayed true to their cause. Necromancy is outlawed in the dragon and human kingdoms so that prevented players from choosing any side except the troll kingdoms, or solo play. Jayson hoped Myn was right about them wanting to help. They must have something at stake for their cooperation but for now, the knight had to put his faith in the beautiful frost dragon. 
 
    Jayson and Oksuna continued their stride until several flashes of light appeared. The knight and troll reached for their swords as the light faded and angels appeared around them. Jayson eased his hand down as he looked up at Sil, her body hovering and wings gently flapping in the breeze. With a quick glance around, angels appeared before each player in their group, hovering just like Sil, eyes filled with sadness. 
 
    “Sil?” Jayson asked as he looked up to her magnificent form. 
 
    “Hello Sir Reed. I have been chosen among my fellow angels to speak to the group and gain your approval for what is to come.” 
 
    The party stopped in their tracks, looking to their own individual angels as they nodded in agreement to Sil’s words. 
 
    The angel continued, “You all have reached the edge of the western coast of Lukken. Because of the nature of the quest you are currently on, the rules must change to ensure your achievements are rightfully earned. Much like during the war for the Middle Kingdoms, you are now faced with a choice. 
 
    “If you continue on, death will have a greater impact. Concubines will continue to have a ten day cool down and resurrection but should any player perish in battle, you shall be locked out of Lewd Saga for 48 hours. Once the 48 hours has elapsed, you may only recall back to this very spot. Save points will only work from this point on if you log out but will not be saved if you are slain. 
 
    “The purpose of Lewd Saga is to provide adventure and seductive encounters. Due to the erotic nature of the game, you must provide permission for these encounters. It is ultimately your choice but the game will change depending if you sign or don’t wish to sign.” 
 
    Glowing screens appeared before each player. Everyone looked down at a line where they could sign their name and some text about agreeing to erotic encounters and strange seductions. Every player looked to each other and then turned to Jayson, the knight looked to them and lifted a finger. Writing his name along the line, it glowed with white light. Once he finished, the screen closed up and disappeared from sight. A moment later, every player signed their name along the glowing line. As the screens disappeared, the angels smiled down on the players. 
 
    Sil continued, “Thank you brave adventurers. We wish you the best on your journey and you’re coming victories.” 
 
    The angels blinked away one by one until they were all gone. The players looked to one another again. Some shrugged while others smiled. The only one who seemed excited was Renner. The rogue leapt into the air, doing a flip and landing back on his feet with a toothy smile. Vass gave a girlish laugh at the rogue. Soon the group was moving again, minds wandering to what unknown encounters they might expect.  
 
    The day pressed on but the sun never showed. Ominous gray skies covered from horizon to horizon. The banter between some seemed to lessen and senses dialed to eleven. The forest to the right and left seemed to breathe with each step, as if the entire area would rise up and swallow them whole.  
 
    Jayson wanted to talk but second guessed himself. It wouldn’t have made the situation any less foreboding. They were moving into dark territory and now their save point anchors had become less effective. They were on their own and despite the added numbers to their group, it didn’t relieve the feeling that something horrific waited just down the road. 
 
    The gray skies began to darken. Sonja increased her pace and walked to Jayson’s side. 
 
    “We should set up camp soon,” The blue knight said simply. 
 
    Jayson nodded and was about to give the signal to set up camp when a plume of smoke caught his attention. The knight pointed with his chin and Sonja turned in that direction. There were actually several plumes of smoke and the blue knight could just make out the pointed top of a building.   
 
    “It might be a town,” Jayson said in a low tone. 
 
    “Or a war camp,” Sonja added. 
 
    “We should check it out anyway. We might be able to sleep on actual beds and get some supplies.” 
 
    The knight whistled and pointed in the direction of the plumes of smoke. The party nodded and they all moved as one force further down the road. Jayson stared at the smoke until the trees began to part. Several pointed roof tops shined like beacons to the party. The knight checked the time in the corner of his vision. It was late afternoon and they still had plenty of time before evening was on them. 
 
    After ten minutes of walking, a populated area did spring up into view. It was separated by the road with the north and south side of it giving way to a modest town. Several homes ran along the road’s edge, with a few large buildings toward the middle. People moved along the road but stopped and stared at Jayson’s party as they walked along. Some ran into buildings while others simply stood and watched. The first thing Jayson noticed was that they were all human. 
 
    From a larger building, a man stepped out with two people that had darted into the same building. He made a beeline straight for the incoming group as they just entered the town’s border. The man was fit and carried a sword at his hip. He had long brown hair tied back and a cautious smile on his lips. The party stopped as the man strode up to the Jayson and Sonja. 
 
    “Greeting adventurers, how can I assist you today?” The man said with his hand close to the pommel of his blade. 
 
    Jayson showed his hands as he spoke, “We are just passing through and were hoping you might have lodgings to accommodate our party?” 
 
    The man looked Jayson up and down before eyeing the group behind him, “We may. My name is Isaac Runefield. I’m the mayor of Dark Hearth. We do have an inn but it is small. Your party may have to share rooms if you come in peace.” 
 
    Jayson gave a genuine smile, “We do come in peace. Our party was attacked by a monster about a day from here during the night. We would like to know we can sleep somewhere safe.” 
 
    Isaac’s eyes narrowed, “As long as you come in peace, you can stay in our town but tell me, what monster attacked you?” 
 
    Jayson described the pale four-legged monster with tentacles coming out of its shoulders. Isaac listened intently and waited for the knight to finish. 
 
    “The thing that attacked you was a Wither Beast. Foul creatures that prowl the forests. They tend to avoid the road. Their white wrinkled skin makes them noticeable that is why they prowl the shadows of the forest.” 
 
    Jayson glanced at the town around him, “How do you stay safe from those monsters?” 
 
    Isaac turned and pointed between two houses along the road. Behind them in the forest were dozens of black leafless trees. The same ones they noticed earlier when they entered the forest. 
 
    “Those are Reaper Trees. Carnivorous plants with a taste for blood, bone and meat. The wither beasts tend to avoid them, especially if they grow in clumps. They aid in our defense from the forest so we only have to defend the east and west of town.” 
 
    “Sounds prudent,” Jayson said as he looked to the mayor. “I didn’t know any humans were out this far to the west.” 
 
    The mayor nodded and watched as Thorrin and Lyra step closer, “Our ancestors made the journey here. We are seventh generation but managed to be the last town before reaching the Cursed Coast. I’m sure there is much you want to know but I must ask your companions behind you if they are clerics?” 
 
    “I’m a paladin,” Thorrin said as Lyra silently nodded next to him. 
 
    “Then perhaps we can aid one another. Some of my people have contracted a sickness and would require special healing. We have no church or clerics and we could use your healing powers.” 
 
    “Please lead us to them and we can see if we can help,” Thorrin said with kind eyes. 
 
    A woman by Isaac’s side nodded, turned and led the way. Thorrin and Lyra followed, the paladin giving Jayson one quick look before continuing. 
 
    “The rest of you, come with me. We can see about getting food and ale in your bellies.” 
 
    Isaac led the way down the road about forty feet before stepping to a large nondescript wooden home. Stepping through the main doors, Jayson could see that it was simply a house made into an inn. The main room had several small tables, a small bar and a staircase leading up to the second floor. Townspeople moved with the crowd and split off to don aprons. Some went into the back while others went upstairs. A thin woman stepped out with a tray filled with wooden cups, each sloshing around with amber liquid.  
 
    Hands reached up and took a cup, thanking the woman. Jayson took his and took a sip. The ale was refreshing. Vass and Kai moved to the bar and asked if they could aid with serving drinks and food. Another woman nodded and began giving them orders. The elf and troll followed along. Renner moved to a seat and sat down, putting his booted feet on the table. Rekt sat next to him. The concubines moved about, taking a seat or standing. The necromancer moved to the back of the main room and sat by herself. 
 
    “You don’t have a gate at the east and west of town. How do you defend yourselves?” Jayson asked. 
 
    “We put large torches at each side of town. The fire will keep most creatures at bay. You used the word ‘safe’ before. I must address it. Although we have been here for generations, we are not always safe. We have come across many threats over the time since the town was founded. Lord Thorne has come to our aid many times when a threat grew bigger than our meager defenses.” 
 
    “Lord Thorne?” Jayson asked with curious eyes. 
 
    Isaac nodded and gulped down some ale, “He is the lord of this land. He controls from the edge of the forest to the city ruins of Nekross. His castle is to the west, south side of the road.” 
 
    Jayson remembered seeing a small drawing of what looked like a city before the mountain range, “Is Nekross right before the mountain range?” 
 
    Isaac nodded, “It is a dangerous place where the dead walk among ancient ruins. If you are journeying in that direction, the only way to reach the Cursed Coast is to pass through the ruins and follow a thin pass between the mountains. I would recommend if you must go, to circle and climb the mountains. It will add two weeks to your journey but you will still have your lives.” 
 
    Lance moved in and stood to Jayson’s side. Sonja stood off, drinking her ale and eyeing the people as they worked. There was a certain hollow look in their eyes, like they had seen more than they ever bargained for. 
 
    The mayor continued, “I would recommend you pay your respects to Lord Thorne before continuing on your journey, if you must continue. He may be able to assist you with wisdom and knowledge.” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “We cannot thank you enough for taking us in and the valuable information.” 
 
    Isaac’s brow hardened, “I don’t tell you this out of the kindness of my own heart. It is a fair trade for your paladin and cleric to help my people. The lands around here are death incarnate. You are not the first band of adventurers to pass through and you won’t be the last. I warn you like I warn everyone that passes through, turn back now and never come back.” 
 
    Jayson eyed the mayor and bowed his head, “I meant no disrespect.” 
 
    The mayor’s brow stayed hard, “None taken. Kindness will get you killed out here and I rather not see people walking to their slaughter. Stay the night if you are going west. Stay longer if you want to gather your strength to return whence you came.” 
 
    The mayor finished his drink and set down his cup. Without further word, he turned and walked out the front door. Jayson stood with cup in hand. Lance and Sonja moved in closer. 
 
    “Anyone else getting a bad feeling?” Lance smirked. 
 
    “Should we take time to meet this Lord Thorne? It will slow us down if we have to pay our respects?” Sonja said and guzzled down her ale. 
 
    “I don’t think we have much of a choice. He might be able to help us find another way to the coast. Climbing mountains wasn’t exactly part of the plan,” Jayson said and took a sip. 
 
    A shadow touched the three knights. They turned to see Renner step closer and lean against the small bar. He put his hand out and the thin barmaid pressed a fresh cup of ale to his hand. The rogue shifted on his feet to face the trio of knights. 
 
    “I couldn’t help but overhear the conversation. It seems that if it is this bad for a town in the middle of nowhere, maybe we should head out to this Lord Thorne’s castle now. It might be safer than staying here,” Renner said and gulped down more ale. 
 
    “Evening is coming. We can’t risk travelling in the dark and there is no guarantee he will take us in. The safer bet would be for us to go in the morning,” Jayson said. 
 
    Renner nodded, “Normally I would agree but something tells me that this place isn’t right.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Lance asked. 
 
    Renner grinned as a golden fairy appeared by his head and sat on his shoulder, “Call it lucky intuition. This is Gylda, a luck fairy. Gylda this is everyone.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Thorrin and Lyra stepped into a small house. The paladin and cleric drank in the beds clustered in the main room, all of them filled with pale townsfolk. Around them, several women attended to them with cups of water and spoons of honey. The people laying in the beds had faraway stares and blank faces.  
 
    Instinct took over as the paladin and cleric stepped over to separate beds. Thorrin placed his glowing hand on a pale woman. She took a sharp intake of breath before her eyes fluttered and she fell fast asleep. Thorrin glanced up to see Lyra healing with one hand and holding her other hand over the sick person. The cleric’s eyes stared off as the person let out a strangled moan before falling asleep to her healing touch. Thorrin moved to another person and laid his hands on them. 
 
    The paladin and cleric healed everyone in the room and soon they were all sleeping, relief washing over their caretakers. 
 
    Thorrin stepped to one of the caretakers, “What happened to them?” 
 
    The woman with darkness under her eyes simply shrugged, “They woke up like this, one every night for the last six nights.” 
 
    “No cause or strange occurrences?”  
 
    The woman looked away, “No, nothing.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed her for a moment before Lyra curled her arm around his. 
 
    “We should return to the others and rest for the evening,” the cleric said almost robotically. 
 
    Thorrin nodded and then said their goodbyes to the caretakers. Once outside, Lyra’s blank demeanor melted into concern. The cleric leaned in, putting her head on the paladin’s shoulder while holding him close. 
 
    “They weren’t sick. They were drained,” The cleric said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “They had no marks on their bodies and the people didn’t seem like they wanted to talk about it,” Thorrin added. 
 
    Lyra squeezed his arm, “We should leave. If something is draining townsfolk, then there is a chance it or they will come for us.” 
 
    Thorrin’s brow creased, “Then shouldn’t we stay and help them?” 
 
    Lyra’s eyes looked off as they walked, “We can’t help them. I had visions of this very town burning. We should leave if we want to survive.” 
 
    Thorrin gazed ahead, “Your visions are not one hundred percent. Maybe we can change the outcome?” 
 
    “When I was at the monastery, I prayed for our future. I saw this town among several visions. It will burn and I saw you….” The cleric trailed off. 
 
    “Lyra, are you sure?” 
 
    The cleric nodded silently and said no more. Together the paladin and cleric strolled to the inn as the sky grew darker with the approaching evening. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sonja smiled at Gylda, “I’ve never heard of a luck fairy. She’s cute.” 
 
    Gylda zipped up and pressed her tiny hands to Sonja’s cheeks, “And you’re beautiful!” 
 
    Jayson smiled, then he turned his attention to Renner and his smile dimmed, “The whole west side of Lukken doesn’t feel right. We are safer here then travelling in the dark. We don’t know how many wither beasts are out there.” 
 
    “Jayson, can’t you see that the people here are barely being polite? They don’t want us here. If Thorrin and Lyra weren’t with us, they would have sent us on our way. Maybe we should take the hint and keep going.” 
 
    Jayson put his empty cup on the counter, “Perhaps your right, but we should see if everyone is onboard with travelling through the night. Let’s wait till Thorrin and Lyra return and then we can all discuss it.” 
 
    Renner eyed the knight before nodding. The rogue drank the last ale in his cup and put it on the counter before walking to a nearby table. Gylda fluttered before Sonja, giving her a kiss on the cheek and fluttering back to Renner’s side. 
 
    Jayson turned to the bar, mind working out what to do next. A full cup of ale was pressed to his and another hand grabbed his wrist. The knight looked up into the thin woman’s eyes as her hand held him in a vice like grip. The woman’s eyes were wide and her irises changed from brown to a light pink. 
 
    “Run. They’re coming,” The woman said in a harsh whisper. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun was setting behind the darkened, cloudy sky. Several men carried two thick wooden poles with bulbs on the end. Two men carried buckets and poured dark liquid over the bulbous ends. They all reached the eastern edge of town and the men carrying buckets put them down and pulled out stone and flint from their pockets. The other men waited patiently as the two men struck the flint against stone, sending sparks. 
 
    The sky turned a deep dark gray just as one of the massive torches was lit. The men braced themselves as they slipped the end into a hole in the ground and prepared too heave it up to standing position. With their attention on their work, they didn’t see the two large white creatures slink from the forest edge.  
 
    Another man was having a difficult time lighting the other one when a sickening “Crunch” filled the area. Lifting his eyes up, his mouth hung open as one of the men was stabbed through the chest and lifted into the air by a white tentacle. Screams and shouts filled the area as the sun sank below the horizon and cold night descended across the lands.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Thorrin and Lyra had just stepped into the inn when screams chilled the air. Jayson tore his arm away from the woman, the pink in her eyes fading away. Everyone in the inn burst from their seats, knocking over chairs. Barely able to process what was happening, duty took over as the party rushed the entrance.  
 
    Thorrin and Lyra were already backing out the door. Players rushed the entrance and spilled out into the street. Night had fallen but lanterns were lit. Looking to the east side of town, eyes watched in horror as townsfolk were swung about in the air before thrown into the forests. Two pale monsters were at the main entrance of town. Teeth dripped wet as black eyes stared with demonic malice. White tentacles whipped about as stinger like ends stabbed into anything that moved. Town’s folk shattered into greenish light as sharp points punctured their bodies. 
 
    People were running toward them, terror filling their eyes as they tried to get away from the beasts. Thorrin and Lyra were already barreling toward the creatures. Jayson broke from the stunned silence and burst into action. Sonja and Lance were close behind. Chaos bloomed as the wither beasts killed the last of the townsfolk close to them and began stalking further into town. 
 
    With hammer in hand, Thorrin’s brow was wrinkled into determination as he cast Holy Protection on himself and Blessing on his hammer. Lyra had her mace in hand, a golden aura surrounding her body. An arrow flew overhead of the paladin and cleric, followed by another and another. The paladin glanced back to see the troll, Kai, releasing arrow after arrow. 
 
    The beasts growled as they moved in, arrows sinking into their wrinkled white flesh. Arrow points under foul skin burst into light but were quickly snuffed out, scorch marks appearing but seeming to have little effect on the monsters. Tentacles reared up as the paladin launched himself at one of the beasts. Hammer swinging down, a tentacle lashed out, striking the paladin across the waist and sending him spinning to the ground. Lyra reached one of the creature’s legs and brought her mace hard across. Light burst and the creature pulled back its leg in howling pain. It brought the same leg forward, trying to stamp out the cleric. Lyra spun aside as the creature’s monstrous paw slammed onto the dirt street, sending plumes of dust. 
 
    “Pull back!” Jayson shouted as he nearly to them. 
 
    Lyra ignored him, spinning her body and slamming her mace into the creature’s leg again. It growled its contempt as tentacles rained down. One tentacle slammed against the cleric’s holy shield but another came sideways. The one two strikes made the cleric fall to one knee with a grunt as the tentacle coming at her side sent her sprawling into the ground.   
 
    Thorrin was back to his feet and running full tilt toward the monsters. Hammer in hand; he darted toward a creature’s leg. Black eyes turned to him as tentacles slipped low. The paladin dove to the ground as hooked tentacles came in low from the side. The paladin pushed his arms and legs against the ground after the tentacles cleared over him. Keeping his focus, he rushed the monster’s leg when the tentacles came down low again. Thorrin leapt over one but the second one flashed at his legs. Thorrin spun through the air and landed on his back with a thud. 
 
    Thorrin could see that the creature was being extra careful with him, as if it was anticipating his attacks. Jayson, Sonja and Lance were to them, pushing their backs to each other with swords drawn while Thorrin and Lyra struggled to stay alive. 
 
    “Get them out of here! I’ll keep the beasts busy until you can come back!” Jayson commanded. 
 
    Lance and Sonja nodded before all three split from their formation. Thorrin swung out with his hammer, knocking away the beast’s tentacles while Lyra stumbled back as a stinger slammed into the ground a foot in front of her. The blue knight darted to Thorrin’s side, sword slashing and ghostly blades stabbing into the thick white tentacle. As it curled away, the blue knight grabbed hold of Thorrin’s armor and hoisted the paladin to his feet. Thorrin eyed the blue knight in amazement as she circled in front of him, sword out and slashing at an incoming tentacle. 
 
    Lyra jumped back as a tentacle unfurled and whipped hard across. The cleric braced herself but the strike was much too precise. Power rippled along her holy shield as it cracked and shattered. The tentacle continued its path, hitting the cleric across the midsection. Small pain registered as hit points drained. The cleric tumbled through the air until hands reached up and snatched her midflight. The cleric looked up to see Lance’s grin. The white knight spun his body around, gently placing the cleric on her feet before letting go and spinning toward an incoming tentacle. Rapier out, the white knight activated his 7 Point Strike technique. The knight’s rapier became a blur as it slashed at the tentacle, leaving thick groves along wrinkled flesh, clear pus spilling out.  
 
    Jayson took a deep breath before charging down the middle. Sword in each hand, he watched as Sonja and Lance kept the monsters at bay, leaving the space between them open. A technique glowed in the knight’s vision. Moving closer, the knight gritted his teeth, let out a growl and activated the technique. 
 
    Rekt ran through the town with his hammer in hand. The orc eyed the events as they played out. His fellow rogues, along with the pink haired troll and concubines, were helping get townsfolk to safety. The ranger was releasing arrow after arrow while the necromancer stepped out into the middle of the street, whispering incantations. The white knight was stepping back while keeping tentacles at bay, the cleric by his side. The blue knight did the same as she and the paladin fought side by side. The knight charged down the middle, arms out. Time slowed down and the orc skidded to a halt, eyes taking in what played out before him. 
 
    Jayson roared as he charged. Activating his Blade Whirlwind technique, the very around air around him charged and spun. The knight’s body was swallowed up in a tornado about forty feet high. It twisted and spun as it moved in between the two wither beasts. Points of light stabbed out in all directions from the mini tornado. The beasts turned their black eyes to the moving tornado but it was too late to react. Blades twisted among the focused winds, slicing along the sides of both creatures. The beasts screeched their pain as Jayson bore through them, cutting open wrinkled white skin. The blade whirlwind continued its relentless assault. A tentacle curled into the whirlwind. It tugged and then sliced off from the trunk. The hooked tendril flew through the air and struck a black leafless tree that quickly lashed out and devoured the pale monster flesh. 
 
    The whirlwind died down until air bled away. Jayson had fallen to his knees, body heaving and swords at his sides. The technique drained him of his strength, stamina and dexterity, making him vulnerable. The monsters had stumbled off in opposite directions, their sides open and bleeding pus. The knight knew once they regained their senses, there was little he could do to stop them. 
 
    One wither beast with the torn stub where a tentacle was a moment ago, stumbled off, making strange sounds as it fled. The other gnashed it’s dagger like teeth, turning its attention on the prone knight. Jayson turned his head to see the monster lurch toward him, maw open and ready to clamp down. Ghostly blades slammed into the creature’s neck and it turned its attention to Sonja. The blue knight whipped her blade, ghostly swords soaring out and stabbing at the creature. Lance, Thorrin and Lyra were rushing forward, weapons at the ready. 
 
    Sonja activated a technique and threw her sword into the air. The blade hung in the air for a moment before it pointed at the monster and flew forward. The blue knight made quick hand movements and the blade followed each direction. The beast lashed out only to have the sword move to its mistress’s commands. Jaws snapping, the blade pulled back and then spun forward, stabbing into the creature, pulling back and stabbing again. The blue knight’s Possessed Blade technique moved with grace and finesse as it slashed at the monster, keeping it busy as fellow players moved in. 
 
    Lyra and Lance pumped their legs until they were by Jayson’s side. The knight raised a wobbly knee up as their hands grabbed hold and began pulling him back. An oversized paw reared up when Thorrin jumped. The paladin brought his hammer hard across as the clawed paw came down. The strike exploded with golden light and the beast stumbled back, screeching. Thorrin landed on his feet, in between the monster and the knights and cleric.  
 
    A shadow melted from the background, someone jumping up to the creature’s rear and running along its spine. The monster turned its eyes just as legs clamped around its neck and daggers flashed.  
 
    “Giddy up!” Renner shouted as he drove each dagger into the sides of the monster’s neck.   
 
    The beast screeched as Renner held on for dear life. The rogue’s eyes went from confident to uncertainty in a blink. The daggers were buried to the hilt as he held on. Sonja’s sword slashed and slashed and slashed. Jayson checked the monster’s health bar and it was in the yellow. It still had some fight in it. Lance was about to pull Shatter Light from behind his back when black runes formed circles all around them. 
 
    The beast thrashed and tentacles whipped about. Thorrin tried to keep them at bay but when he knocked one away, another slammed into his chest, sending him to the floor. The paladin turned to his side, ready to get up when he froze, watching black skeletons rising up from the ground. A small army of ten ebony skeletons rose up to their full height before they bent their knees and moved in. Some grabbed hold of the players, pulling them back from the battled field. Boney hands dragged Jayson and Lance. The knights looked to Thorrin and Lyra. Steam rose up from where the skeletons took hold of the paladin and cleric. Thorrin and Lyra struggled as the dead pulled them away, the skeletal hands sparking with smoke as they held on firmly. The rest of the undead moved in, clustering at the wither beast’s legs. Clawed boney hands dug into the monster’s pale flesh, attempting to hold it in place. 
 
    Sonja turned her attention down the street. An orc was half way to their location, standing like a statue. Behind by at least twenty feet, Wynter stood with her palm out stretched and pointed at the monster. Dark energy rippled around pale fingers while her other hand clutched at the skull staff. The eyes of the skull glowed with eerie light as black energy circled the necromancer’s hand.  
 
    “Get away from it!” Wynter shouted with dark authority. 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me twice,” Renner said as he pulled his daggers from the creature’s neck. Feet planted firmly on the monsters back, the rogue somersaulted through the air and landed not far from the blue knight.  
 
    The rouge and knight turned and darted away, as Jayson and the others struggled to their feet, retreating back with black skeletons escorting them. The wither beast brought up a paw and slammed it down on a black skeleton, causing it to shatter to pieces. Ebony skeletons continued to hold onto the monster, keeping it in place. 
 
    The vibration of shadow energy swirling the necromancer’s hand unnerved the player. Wynter never poured this much of her strength into her shadow bolts. The bonuses from her staff caused the air to vibrate pure power. Seeing that her servants had pulled back the rest of the party, she centered her hand at the thrashing monster. With a mental command, the necromancer let out a haunting scream as shadow energy surged and exploded. The black lightning streaked feet above the road, arcing toward the monster. The wither beast stopped it’s trashing long enough to see the thick black lightning bolt cut through the air and strike it in the throat.  
 
    The impact was enough to cause a blustery wave of air in all directions. The players held up their arms and hands to block from the powerful wind before it died a second later. Eyes turned to the creature as it lumbered forward, a smoking crater in the creature’s throat plain for all to see. The beast’s health bar turned red but the monster continued to stand. 
 
    Jayson was back to his feet and stepping forward, sword in each hand. Lance and Sonja were to his sides. To their sides, Thorrin and Lyra stood at the ready. Renner was behind them all, sheathing his daggers and pulling a crossbow from his cloak. Wynter’s hand dropped to her side and she leaned heavy on her staff, her strength spent. Kai pulled back his bowstring, arrow pointed at the creature’s eye. 
 
    The wither beast eyed the group as they stood at the ready. A low growl fell from its open throat. Just as the creature’s brow formed ripples of rage, it turned and shambled off into the forest.  
 
    Jayson couldn’t hide his relief as his shoulders sank. The feeling was mutual as every player let their guard down. Oksuna watched with worried eyes from the distance. The pink haired troll left the town’s folk and rushed across the town to her lord. Jayson smiled as Oksuna came in close, arms curling around him and holding him close to her tall frame. Lance smirked as Sonja smiled. Thorrin dusted himself off as Lyra placed her glowing healing hands on herself. 
 
    Oksuna let go of Jayson as he struggled in her grip. The knight slid down to his feet and turned to the group. Thorrin stepped forward, eyes on the knight and tilting his head to him. 
 
    “Lyra and I should have waited. I didn’t think they’d be that tough.” Thorrin said simply. 
 
    Jayson nodded, “We hurt the one by the portal by the time you showed up.” The knight paused before continuing, “We’re going to have to work on our team work.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “Yes, yes we do.” 
 
    The mayor walked with purpose down the street, sword in hand. Jayson turned his attention to the mayor, seeing the look of fury painting his face. The knight sheathed his swords over his shoulders and turned to face the incoming leader of Dark Hearth. 
 
    “All of you are to leave Dark Hearth, immediately,” the mayor said with restrained anger. 
 
    “No ‘thank you’ for a job well done?” Renner smiled. 
 
    “No, there will be no thanks tonight,” The mayor seethed. “Those beasts attacked because of all of you. You killed their mother or pack leader and now they won’t rest until they devour you. I hoped the one you killed was a loner but clearly that wasn’t the case. It’s not safe for anyone here. You must leave this instant!” 
 
    “Isaac, we….” Jayson was cut off. 
 
    “Leave now! We must mourn our dead and prepare incase those monsters come back. If you wish for a safe haven, go to Lord Thorne’s castle. His walls can keep you safe for a night or two. Now go!”  
 
    Jayson wanted to ease the mayor’s anger but it looked like no words would calm him down. The players sheathed their weapons and looked to one another.  
 
    “We’re sorry for everything. We will leave,” Jayson said and began walking, Oksuna at his side. 
 
    The players and concubines moved as one following Jayson, as they walked the center of the road. Before long, they reached the western edge of town. The townsfolk gathered from behind, watching and ensuring the visitors to their small town left. Jayson led the way, the dark night spreading out before him. Dark clouds parted to show the dim shine of stars as the party departed. Soon they were swallowed up by the night as townsfolk cried for their lost loved ones. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two crescent moons hung high in the black sky, their light drowning out the twinkle of many stars. Journey Road stretched on with a glowing, ankle deep mist, wispy tendrils rising up and down like gentle ocean waves. A crowd of adventures walked on, eyes alert and senses dialed to eleven. A gloomy mood had taken hold and uncertainty filled their hearts as they marched down the ominous road. 
 
    Jayson lead the way, eyes drinking in every wisp of mist and gentle shudder of tree branches. The rest of the group followed, glancing to their left or right, searching for any monsters that may jump out from the black shadows. The glow from torches helped to keep the darkness at bay, but barely.  
 
    Thorrin eyed up and down the road, looking to each of the party members. Despite their numbers, there was a sliver of uncertainty coiling around their movements. The hellhound sniffed at the air every twenty feet. The paladin eyed her for any recognition of a threat but none came. Turning his attention, his eyes fell on the necromancer. Wynter moved with ease through the mist. She seemed the least worried in the group, her stride steady and face blank. The ranger troll at her side seemed more concerned, his eyes taking in every shadow but occasionally glancing to the scantily clad necromancer. 
 
    Thorrin slowed his pace until he was at Wynter’s side. The player noticed his skin began to crawl and he tried to ignore it. Wynter looked to the paladin for a moment before turning her eyes forward. The troll glanced at Thorrin before his brow sharpened to a point and then went back to scanning the area. 
 
    “I wanted to thank you,” the paladin said softly. 
 
    “We’re travelling together, no thanks needed,” Wynter said with an expressionless mask, her eyes still facing forward. 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes glanced to the skull staff with the glowing white eyes. The crawl along his skin continued as he tried to not think about it. 
 
    “I know we started off on the wrong foot…” Thorrin began. 
 
    “Forget it,” Wynter cut him off. 
 
    Thorrin looked forward, “How much do you know about the paladin class?” 
 
    Wynter was silent. 
 
    Thorrin continued, “The character class is very specific on certain things, destroying undead and those who perform necromancy is a top priority.” 
 
    Wynter kept her gaze forward. Kai looked to the paladin, a growing rage in his eyes. 
 
    “By being here, with you, it will have a negative impact on the Sphere of Light. I’m telling you this because the longer we are in the same party, the more effect it will have on what my class does in the game. Clearly, you’re not one of those necromancers who want to dominate everyone, and I can appreciate that. Lady Slytha must have known that too otherwise she wouldn’t have us in the same party.” 
 
    “Thorrin, what’s your point,” Wynter asked with bored eyes. 
 
    Thorrin gave a slight smile, “You sent your minions to save me and Lyra. Despite that, the paladin code dictates that I must slay you but I cannot follow the code since you saved us. I just wanted to tell you, I will defend everyone here to my last breath…even you.” 
 
    “You’re a piece of work,” Kai growled. 
 
    Thorrin ignored him and stepped in front of the necromancer. Wynter stopped as the paladin gazed into her eyes. 
 
    “Don’t take what I’m saying the wrong way. In a world of beautiful people, monsters, dragons and trolls, the heart wants what the heart wants,” Thorrin said with warmth in his tone. 
 
    Wynter eyed the paladin, an eyebrow rising, “What does your heart want, to wipe out darkness?” 
 
    Thorrin’s smile shifted to a smirk, “My heart wants to know you better.” 
 
    Wynter was about to say something when the paladin turned and began walking. The necromancer stared at Thorrin’s armored back as he moved on and stepped to Lyra’s side. Kai eyed the paladin but his anger melted away as he gave a knowing nod. Wynter wasn’t sure what to think as she looked to him.  
 
    The annoyance she felt before for the paladin ebbed but only so much. He took the game a little too serious for her tastes. Thinking back, she remembered how serious her ex-boyfriend took the game and it left a bad taste in her mouth. When Leopold betrayed her, and tried to convince her to join his side while wanting to wipe out the guild, it left the necromancer with mixed emotions on whom to trust. Glancing to Kai, she trusted the troll with her life, but the time they spent together was not as fulfilling as she thought it would be. The magic they felt was wonderful but short lived. Wynter remembered back to her bouts of over thinking her feelings. A worry cut into her heart that she may have treated Kai as a temporary distraction after her ill-fated break up. It caused her heart to harden not only in reality but in the game as well. She often asked herself why she continued to play with so many negative things from her past cropping up. The only answer she came back with was that she felt she was needed here. How long before that need faded away and she returned to being the damaged person she always felt she was? 
 
    Thorrin and Lyra walked side by side amid the misty gloom. 
 
    “It will never work. Your classes are directly opposite each other. She will lead you down a dark path,” Lyra said in a light neutral tone. 
 
    Thorrin watched as an alert appeared in his vision. 
 
    -1 to Sphere of Light.  
 
    “Spoken like someone who has never trusted their heart,” Thorrin said. 
 
    Lyra’s gaze turned downward but only for the barest of a moment, “You think I have never loved?” 
 
    “The months we have travelled together, I have seen you love but I have never seen you in love.” 
 
    “I’m a cleric and my duty is to heal,” Lyra said matter of fact. 
 
    “Go beyond your duty. What does Lyra want for herself?” 
 
    The cleric kept her gaze forward and steady, she opened her mouth and then a moment later closed it. Thorrin continued to walk, his eyes taking in their surroundings, but thoughts fluttered to the necromancer at his back. There was a swirl of emotion in his heart but he kept it at arm’s length, unsure how to proceed. The player was brave with anyone he was interested in, but the necromancer took him by surprise and the game imposed rules he had to think about. He promised himself to do good in this virtual world but it seemed the very game caused a wrinkle to his holy goals. It was something the player would have to decide upon when the time was right. 
 
    Jayson kept his pace steady and soon a black spire rose up in the distance. To the south side of the road, a dark tower stood above the tree line, beckoning like a port in a turbulent storm. It was then that Sonja gasped slightly behind Jayson. The knight turned his head to see something big and white move through the darken forest. It was deep within the forest and upon hearing Sonja’s gasp, it moved further in, darkness swallowing it up whole. 
 
    “They are still following us,” Sonja said with sword in hand. 
 
    “I see Lord Thorne’s castle. We just have to keep going,” Jayson said as he searched the shadows for another hint of the monster. 
 
    “They may try to take us out before we get to the castle,” Lance said with a hand on the pommel of his rapier. 
 
    “Not much we can do about that. They are badly injured so they may give up,” Jayson said, trying to be positive. 
 
    “They would have given up already if that was true,” Renner said as he moved up from behind. “We could take the fight to them and end it.” 
 
    Jayson looked to the forest and dread cascaded over his nerves. It felt wrong and a bit overzealous. Since he learned about NPC’s waking up from their programs, he began second guessing his decisions. It used to be simple to take out an enemy. They would re-spawn at another time and the cycle would continue. Now, thoughts were different. Looking to Oksuna by his side, the player knew he couldn’t risk taking a chance like that. They all had to be extra careful or the whole party could be wiped out, and if Oksuna was killed… The knight quickly pushed away the thought and firmed up his jaw. 
 
    “We press on to the castle,” Jayson said with authority. 
 
    Renner eyed the knight as he walked up to Jayson’s left side, “They are injured. I’m sure their hit points haven’t regenerated that quickly. Let’s have some fun before we get to the castle.” 
 
    Jayson shook his head, “We can’t risk it. There are things going on, not just reaching the west coast.” 
 
    “What things? Another storyline within the quest?” Renner asked simply. 
 
    A shadow fell over Jayson’s eyes, “You could say that. I can’t get into it but we have to reach safety, all of us.” 
 
    Renner nodded, “Does it have anything to do with the strange AI programs going rogue?” 
 
    Jayson’s brow shot up as he looked to the rogue. 
 
    Renner kept his face blank as they walked, “There have been rumors the last eight months about NPC’s acting strange. The rogue network has been passing those rumors and any information along. You three must have been out here for too long, you don’t know what is happening back in the kingdoms.” 
 
    Renner turned his attention to Oksuna, “Is she one of them?” 
 
    Jayson walked silently, shadows continuing to cover his eyes. 
 
    “You don’t have to answer, but now I know how important this quest is. I thought it was just a story line and I was going along with it but the way…..Lady Slytha spoke to me a few times. It made me curious. I had to be sure, when we met, what kind of raid this was going to be. The gossip is all over the place and if you know where to listen, it can be very enlightening.” 
 
    “Do you believe it?” Jayson asked simply. 
 
    Renner continued to look forward, “It’s not a question of whether I believe it. It’s more, if you believe it. I don’t judge people for what they do or what they want, but if we are on a raid and your pink haired troll is one of them, it just raised the stakes.” 
 
    Jayson fell silent again. 
 
    “My fellow rogues have their own ideas on what is happening but I will be sure to inform them that they need to take this a little more seriously. We will do everything we can to help you and Oksuna. Our lives we can throw away, but I have a feeling it’s not the same for her.”  
 
    Jayson gave the barest of nods. It seemed to be enough for Renner. 
 
    “I’ll make sure Vass and Rekt stay in line. My only concern is Thorrin, he seems to be taking the game seriously and I’m not sure if he will believe any of us about the NPCs.” 
 
    “We can’t doubt ourselves,” Jayson said in a low tone. 
 
    “It’s not doubt, just an observation. He seems like a good guy and will fight alongside us but I’m not sure he will be open to the idea of sentient NPCs. Don’t concern yourself too much about it, stay true to the quest. There are enough of us who know that make a difference.” 
 
    “Renner…thank….” 
 
    The rogue waved him off, “Just take care of Oksuna, and we will take care of you.” 
 
    The knight and rogue continued on with Sonja and Lance behind them and Oksuna to Jayson’s right. Toward the back, Vass and Rekt walked along, eyeing the drama between everyone. The elf was holding her hand over her mouth and the orc had a broad smile. 
 
    “This is turning into high school,” The orc grinned. 
 
    Vass pulled her hand away, “I didn’t know my little brother was into goth girls.” 
 
    Rekt raised an eyebrow, “The paladin is……” 
 
    Vass nodded, “He’s my brother in reality. Wasn’t sure I would run into him again until this quest. He can be pretty private sometimes.” 
 
    The elf folded her arms as they walked, “I know he likes MILF’s but Wynter is no MILF.” 
 
    “You did tell me how you and your musical tastes are a bit alternative in reality,” the orc chuckled.   
 
    Vass let a sly smirk slip, “Little brother, you pervert.” 
 
    Rekt let out a deeper chuckle and Vass grinned. The sudden growl behind them caused the elf and orc to whirl around with weapons in hand. Down the road, a wither beast stalked out, a large hole still in its throat. The growl was not contained as it echoed off trees and across the players. The entire party turned to see the lone beast in the middle of the road. Weapons drawn, the mood shifted from tense to battle ready. No words were spoken as everyone moved into formation. 
 
    The wither beast, a hundred feet away from the group, slowly stepped forward. Its black eyes staring menacingly as tentacles moved slowly in the air. A confidence rolled through the group, knowing that they could take on one of these monsters and come out unscathed. Hearts dropped and confidence swirled down the drain as three more wither beasts stepped out from the forest. 
 
    Jayson glanced over his shoulder to the castle tower in the short distance before turning back to the party, “Everyone….RUN!” 
 
    The party turned and bolted west. The wither beasts growled and charged after the fleeing adventurers. Legs pumping, players looked back to see the large creatures gaining on them. A sudden horror blanketed their minds as they clearly saw they could not outrun them. 
 
    Wynter pulled out several soul shards and began her incantations. Runic circles appeared on the ground and the shards faded from her hand. Black skeletons rose up from the road and advanced on the incoming beasts. The monsters seemed like they were ready as tentacles lashed out. Black skeletons were smashed to pieces or thrown into the forest, barely slowing down the beasts. Wynter pulled several more shards and began reciting the dark spell lyrics again.  
 
    Kai turned with bow in hand and letting an arrow loose. The run covered arrow shot across the distance in a blink of an eye but was quickly batted from the air by a white tentacle. The arrow spun into a tree and exploded into a fireball of flames. Several more ebony skeletons rose up and were trampled under wrinkled monster paws.  
 
    Lance looked over to the side where trees lined the side of the road, “Everyone keep going! I’ll slow them down!” 
 
    Jayson and Sonja turned their heads to the white knight as he stopped and turned around to face the monsters. 
 
    “Lance! We need you!” Jayson shouted, stopping on the road, as did Oksuna. 
 
    The white knight looked over his shoulder to his companions, “Don’t worry. You won’t lose me, now keep going!” 
 
    The party continued to run. Oksuna looked to her worried lover. Taking hold of his armor, she pulled, hoping he would go with her. Jayson resisted at first, but his priorities shifted when he turned to the pink haired troll, and an awful feeling caressed the knight’s honor. 
 
    Lance sheathed his rapier and pulled Shatter Light from over his shoulder. The thick white sword felt like a feather in his hand as he hefted it. The monsters barreled down the road toward the white knight, teeth flashing wet. Lance turned to the tree line and put the white blade a foot from a tree trunk. The knight cycled through his techniques until he reached “Pure Slice”. Activating the sword technique, his body turned into a white comet. Shatter Light cut through tree trunks like water. Lance smiled when he cut through six trees and kneeled down onto one knee. 
 
    For a moment, the trees stood. Another moment later, they fell one after the other. Thick branches reached up like a makeshift barricade. The monsters reached the edge and hesitated except for the one with a gaping hole in its throat. The wither beast launched into the air, tentacles out and razor maw open. 
 
    Lance spun up to his feet and pointed Shatter Light at the monster barreling through the air. With a thought, the white blade glowed to life. A second later, a thick white shaft of light blazed forth. The wither beast roared as the light slammed into its horrific chest. Black eyes went wide as the light punched through and exited out its back. Lance watched as its yellow health bar turned red and then turned black. The monster fell from the sky, cracks of light appearing all over its body. The knight stared as the light dimmed from the sword. The wither beast fell onto the fallen trees and shattered into shards of greenish light. 
 
    The death of the monster seemed to embolden the remaining three. The beasts stalked onto the fallen trees, their growls growing louder with each step. Kai had stopped running. Turning around, he had an arrow notched and ready. Runes glowed along the shaft as he aimed at the fallen trees. With a small exhale, the ranger let the arrow loose. It cut through the air almost instantly, the arrow point sinking into a fallen tree and exploding. 
 
    Fire engulfed the trees and flames roared up. The wither beasts hesitated and turned as fire raced along limbs. Lance watched as the monster’s roars turned to screeches of pain. The white knight turned and ran back to his group. Reaching Kai, he looked to him and nodded. 
 
    “Thanks. I thought the trees would be an effective barricade. I didn’t think to set them on fire.” 
 
    Kai smiled, “Trees don’t normally burn so easily in reality. Good thing this isn’t reality.” 
 
    Lance clamped a hand on the ranger’s shoulder. The two players made their way back to the group and pushed on to the castle. 
 
    *** 
 
    Eyes turned upward to the castle as they approached the main gate. A lone tower rose up, but below it was many black spires. The castle had an odd shape, almost like that of a spiked pit. The black stone walls surrounded the many spires and buildings just past the battlements. Some windows glowed with light while many others were dark. No one patrolled the walls and Jayson wondered how they were going to signal anyone inside to open up. 
 
    Around the fortress, the forest had given way to clear barren lands. From the north and south, no tree stood. Tall grass grew in patches but little else filled the land. Down the road to the west, the mountains stood, dark and ominous in the moon light. 
 
    As the party moved closer, Jayson brought up his hands, ready to cup them and shout for someone to open the gate. As if expecting them, the large metal doors pulled back, a creaking metal filling the areas. The party stood at the ready as soldiers in wicked pointed armor marched out. Ten soldiers stepped out, eyes drinking in the group. They marched in formation and halted feet from the travelers. One stepped forward and gave a salute with his hand over his heart. 
 
    “Welcome to Black Spire Castle. Lord Thorne has been expecting you. Please follow me.” 
 
    The soldier turned and all ten soldiers marched back past the gate threshold. Everyone in the party glanced at each other except Jayson. The knight stepped forward with Oksuna at his side. The rest of the group followed suit.  
 
    Sonja looked around once they passed the gate. There was a small town just inside the walls but the small houses were dark and appeared empty. Some soldiers stood to the sides of the main road inside the castle walls. The first thing she noticed was that they seemed severely understaffed. The entire castle and town came off abandoned. Even in the moonlight, the blue knight could see the lack of upkeep to the buildings. Looking to the main keep, large cracks ran along some of the walls and ancient tattered flags moved lazily in the small breeze.   
 
    The guards split up to flank the sides of the stairs leading up to the main keep, save for one. He continued on and the party followed. Glowing lanterns filled the main hall, giving it a shadowy, haunted look. Jayson looked around as they proceeded deeper inside. Occasionally he saw a castle servant look to the group with haunted eyes but they quickly scurried away after a moment. 
 
    A red rug stretched out up a series of steps and ended at a large archway. The soldier stepped through and Jayson followed, along with the group. The arch way gave way to a cathedral sized chamber. Pointed windows filled the walls to the left and right, black glass shining in the lantern light. At the end of the massive chamber was a gold throne. Before the throne, a man stood. Long blonde hair framed his thin face, the hair curling into waves just below the jaw line. Sharp eyes regarded the group as they entered, his mouth a thin emotionless line. The lord’s outfit was black leather. Around his neck, a collar stood straight up with golden metal running along the top of the collar. White cloth ruffles bloomed from his wrists. Black leather boots completed the outfit. Jayson was quick to notice he was covered completely except for his pale face, neck and hands. 
 
    “Lord Thorne, I presume,” Jayson said as he stepped forward. 
 
    The lord bowed his head slightly, “And you are Sir Reed. I have heard of your exploits recently. I welcome you to Black Spire Castle.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    Lord Thorne stepped down the stone steps with ease toward the knight and his party, “You are welcome to stay as long as you wish in my home. You are free to walk the grounds but only if you agree to no violence within the castle walls.” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “Thank you Lord Thorne. We only wish to spend a night or two before we continue our journey to the western coast.” 
 
    Lord Thorne nodded before his thin mouth curved into an amused smile, “No need to stand on royal courtesy here. We are on the edge of civilization and courtesies can slow our future discussions. I am Drakkus, Drakkus Thorne.” 
 
    Jayson’s eyebrow went up as did several members of the party. Renner was the only one to cough out “vampire” before covering his mouth and chuckling to himself. Vass gave him a punch to the shoulder, trying to hide her own smile. 
 
    Jayson ignored his own party as he continued, “Thank you Drakkus.” 
 
    The pale lord looked to the group with emotionless eyes before his smile broadened, “You have arrived just in time for supper. My servants are preparing the dining hall.” 
 
    “Dinner in the middle of the night?” Renner asked, out loud. 
 
    Several servants appeared from side doors and moved to the group. 
 
    Drakkus continued as if he didn’t hear the rogue, “They will show you to the sleeping quarters. Make yourselves comfortable. My servants will come to gather you when the hall is ready to accept guests.” 
 
    Jayson nodded his agreement. Watching the lord, the player couldn’t shake the creepy vibe he gave off. Lord Thorne’s appearance was that of stone, carrying a regal and stoic demeanor, but the moment he spoke, it was almost like someone trying to be positive as they fought through crippling depression. It came off strange and clashed with his appearance. Jayson couldn’t fault Renner for making light of the lord and his black castle. Drakkus did look like Dracula but with the flowing blonde hair of Lestat. It gave him a powerful visage but something odd called out with every word he spoke. 
 
    Drakkus observed as the servants crowded around the party, directing with their hands on where to go. His eyes fell magnetically on a blue haired guest and gently glided over to take in the knight’s smooth features. Stepping forward, he entered the gathering of adventurers and took Sonja’s hand. The knight gazed at the lord as he bent at the waist and kissed the back of her hand. 
 
    “I have not seen such enchanted beauty grace this hall in many moons. I must insist you dine at my side,” Drakkus smiled as he slowly stood straight up, eyes never leaving the blue knight. 
 
    Sonja was taken aback as the lord continued to hold her hand. The group looked to the lord and the knight as they stood, still as graveyard statues. 
 
    A smile bloomed across supple lips, “How can I say no to such a gallant request.” 
 
    “It is decided then. Please go with the servants. I look forward to gazing upon your beauty once again,” Drakkus said with a smooth whisper and released Sonja’s hand. 
 
    The blue knight couldn’t hold back the pink color filling her cheeks. Jayson eyed the lord and blue knight but Lance smiled, folding his arms across his chest. The rest of the group gave knowing smiles. The only two not amused were the paladin and cleric. 
 
    Jayson was first to notice that the two holier classes were clearly uncomfortable with Drakkus’ advances. As the servants continued directing everyone, Jayson could see the realization of Lord Thorne’s attraction flow over the two players. Thorrin eyed their host with a questioning gaze mixed with a growing tension. Lyra lowered her eyes but her brow formed a hard V. The knight could feel this was going to be a problem and made a mental note to address it when they reached their rooms. 
 
    Drakkus entered a doorway and disappeared into the shadows just beyond it. The rest of the party followed the servants to an archway and then to a spiral staircase leading up. 
 
    *** 
 
    The guest wing was a long hallway with many doors lining each side. Servants moved with purpose, directing the party to each of their rooms. There were far too many rooms. The hollowed eyed servants even directed concubines to each have their own rooms, with many doors still left over.  
 
    Jayson could see that this was meant to house royal visitors as he stepped into his room. The chamber was immaculate. Walking further in, he ran his hand over the bed and not even a mote of dust appeared. Despite the crumbling castle outside, the inside was warm and welcoming. The furniture was polished metal and the wardrobe closet was made of sturdy oak. Lanterns hung, casting their warm light in every direction. The knight managed to turn around and fall back onto the bed. Arms out, he gazed at the fabric canopy top. A sound of shifting feet floated toward the relaxing knight and he raised his head. 
 
    Oksuna stood at the doorway with Sardyna. The troll and hellhound stepped in. Oksuna had eyes on her lord while Sardyna began inspecting the surroundings. She sniffed at the air and eyed every corner, and quickly noticed there were no mirrors in the room, only paintings of people she had never met. 
 
    Oksuna crawled in next to her lord and lay next to him, pushing her full chest into his face. The knight let out a comforting sigh as he snuggled into her warm cleavage. With all the recent events, it was nice to just lay and relax, even if it was only for a few moments. A knock at the open door caused the knight to listen, while remaining calm and close to the troll. 
 
    “Who is it?” the knight said with a muffled tone. 
 
    “We have to talk,” said a stern voice. 
 
    Jayson pulled away from Oksuna and looked up to see Thorrin and Lyra standing at his doorway. The knight let out another sigh before sitting up and scooting to the edge of the bed. Oksuna sat up next to him. Sardyna leaned against a wall and crossed her arms, eyes watching the paladin and cleric as they stepped in and closed the door behind them. 
 
    “I had a feeling we would be talking soon,” Jayson said as he looked to the agitated paladin. 
 
    Thorrin flexed his fingers as he spoke, “This place reeks of undead. We can’t stay here.” 
 
    “Is it because Drakkus reminds you of Dracula?” Jayson smirked. 
 
    Thorrin shook his head, “It’s not just that. Lyra and I are sensitive to the undead. The longer we do no act on wiping it out, the more it will drain our sphere of light. Even now I can feel a crawl across my skin. The MEG suit is giving an annoying vibration. I’m sure this is part of the story but we can’t rest here.” 
 
    “We can’t go back out there,” Jayson said flatly. “ Dark Hearth was the last town before the coast. We still have to travel through the ruins of Nekross. If we power through, we’re going to be exhausted by the time we get there.”  
 
    Thorrin stopped flexing his fingers and stared at the knight, “I’m all for being practical but we could be in real danger here. Lyra and I will become less effective the longer we stay.” 
 
    Jayson nodded but his lip wrinkled, “I understand but we can’t go.” 
 
    Thorrin tried to visibly hide his displeasure and failed, “If this is a place filled with vampires then we are all in danger.” 
 
    Jayson thought of Lance and what he would say, “That is why you’re here. Keep us safe from the vampire threat.” 
 
    Thorrin’s brow smoothed out as if he mentally told himself to calm down, “Okay, then that is what I will do. But being a leader is more than having the final say. I know you and your fellow knights have been battling your way west since the beginning. I can respect that. Just know that if Drakkus does one thing to put anyone in danger, we subdue the threat and we leave.” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “I can agree to that.” 
 
    The paladin regarded the knight for a moment before turning and leaving, Lyra close behind. Jayson rolled his eyes and fell backwards onto the comfortable bed. Sardyna stepped over and sat on the edge as Oksuna moved to her lord, lifted his head and placed it on her lap. 
 
    “He’s a hard ass,” Sardyna said in a mocking tone. 
 
    Jayson looked up at Oksuna as she ran her fingers through his hair, “At first I didn’t mind being leader but the politics involved do take some of the fun out of it. I wasn’t meant to lead. I just want to do the right thing.” 
 
    Oksuna smiled, “Leaders are not meant to be selfish. A good leader takes care of their people. You have taken care of us.” 
 
    Jayson let a small smirk slip, “That’s different.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t,” the hellhound said matter of fact. “We love and follow you not because you are our lord. We do it because you are our loving lord.” 
 
    Jayson turned his eyes to the hellhound. The way they looked at him soothed his internal struggle and even pushed it from his mind for a moment. Sardyna gave her come hither eyes. It was then that Jayson drank in her form. Unlike Dalya who wore a skimpy top and bottom, Sardyna preferred the nude. Her dark, almost black skin, made her look like she was wearing a full body suit. Black fur ran along her arms and legs but everything else was smooth. Her nipples were black as pitch, you almost didn’t see them due to her overall dark appearance. Her valley between her legs was covered in hair but when she was aroused, her pink line would show. The only stark color anyone ever focused on was her burning red eyes. 
 
    The knight turned his head and looked up at Oksuna. The pink hair and smooth blue skin set his soul on fire. Her smile was genuine and that alone was enough to want to press his body to hers. She would gladly accept him and they would make love until their bodies cried out to stop, and then they would continue, pushing past the pain to a nirvana only they knew. As wild urges pressed at him and he wondered if there was time to take a moment to enjoy some privacy. A knock at the door dashed those urges on the rocks. 
 
    “Lord Reed, we are gathering everyone for the dinner,” said a meek voice on the other side of the door. 
 
    Jayson looked up at Oksuna and sighed, “Duty calls.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The dining hall was vast, just like every chamber in the black castle. Tapestries hung with red flare. Paintings of royalty graced the places between tapestries. A long table ran the length of the giant hall, covered in candelabras, silver plates of food, wine bottles and glasses. The party sat at the long table along with their host. 
 
    Drakkus sat at the end, eyes drinking in his quests as they sat stiffly in their high-backed chairs. Sonja was to the lord’s right and Jayson was to his left. To the left of the blue knight was Lance, Renner, Vass and Rekt, with Sonja and Lance’s concubines taking up several more chairs. 
 
    To Jayson’s right was Oksuna, Lunatina, Sardyna, Wynter, Kai, and several more concubines. Thorrin and Lyra sat at the very middle of the table, in seats on either side facing each other. The rest of the table was so long that despite food and wine covering it to the opposite end, the chairs stood empty. Servants moved with ease along the sides of the table, picking up open wine bottles and pouring into empty glasses. Red flowed until the glasses were brimming with wine. 
 
    “Please, eat and drink your full. There is more than enough for any appetite,” Drakkus said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    The party looked to each with discomfort. Jayson looked down at the pork, beef and assorted vegetables. Taking his fork, he stabbed into a chunk of beef and put it in his mouth. The game couldn’t feed you but it didn’t lack on sensations. Jayson’s eyes widened as the mouthwatering meat nearly melted in his mouth. He instinctually stabbed another piece, enjoying every bit. With all eyes on the knight and seeing no ill effects, the rest of the party began trying the food. It wasn’t long before they reached for the glasses filled with wine. 
 
    Drakkus picked up his glass and cleared his throat. The party stopped with glasses nearly to their lips, eyes turning to their host. 
 
    “A toast to a warm and fortunate visit to my home, may your journey be filled with fortune and victory.” 
 
    Everyone raised their glasses up and then quickly gulped down the wine. Renner pulled back his glass and Gylda appeared next to him. The golden luck fairy zipped to the glass and dunked her head into the red liquid. After what seemed like long seconds, she pulled back for air with a toothy smile. 
 
    The rogue smiled at her as he turned his gaze to their host, “So Drakkus, do you think capes will come into fashion here?” 
 
    Vass coughed and used her knee to knock it into Renner’s leg under the table.  
 
    Drakkus took a sip of wine as he eyed the rogue, “I do not follow the trends, being so far removed from the eastern part of the continent.” 
 
    Renner nodded, “They are all the rage. I see you have great tastes and couldn’t understand why you didn’t have a cape. I mean…all the vam…Counts wear them.” 
 
    The elf rogue tried to stifle her laugh as her hand reached down and dug her nails into Renner’s thigh. Jayson looked to the rogue and shook his head. Sonja drank some wine to hide her smile. Lance looked up as if something was on the ceiling. Wynter rolled her eyes but smiled at the same time. Kai gobbled down a piece of meat, trying to hold back his own smile. The concubines looked around confused and Thorrin and Lyra remained quiet and stone faced at the other end of the table. 
 
    “I am not a Count, I am a lord,” Drakkus said with a sliver of a smile. 
 
    Renner nodded, “Do you like to count? I love to count. I can count the number of wine bottles on the table…” the rogue was cut off. 
 
    “I think the wine has already gone to his head,” Sonja said politely. 
 
    Drakkus eyed the rogue and shifted his eyes to the blue knight, “It does not bother me in the least. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had a bit of fun at my expense. I’m sure lord, Wulf is it, has a sense of humor. To be a man walking around with such a dreadful hairstyle, speaks to his bravery, sense of humor and lack of common sense.” 
 
    Eyes darted to the rogue and laughter rang out. Renner smiled; lips peeling back to show his teeth. The wine continued to flow and within twenty minutes, the entire table was caught up in conversation. Even Thorrin and Lyra were smiling as the mood shifted from unease to blurry warmth. Vass leaned an elbow on the table with her other hand reaching under it. Renner was talking but couldn’t finish his thoughts as the elf moved fingers over the straining bulge between his legs. Wynter sat, her pale cheeks glowing pink from the wine as Kai talked on. Lunatina laughed as Sardyna gulped down glasses of wine to the jester’s urging. Lance and Rekt were talking, the orc telling of the biggest heist he ever helped to complete. Oksuna was leaning her head on Jayson’s shoulder as he watched the lord and blue knight caught in conversation. 
 
    “You have the beauty of a waterfall made of sapphires,” Drakkus said with confidence. 
 
    Sonja tried to hide her girly side but couldn’t stop shifting in her seat. The knight instead leaned in closer, eyes on his pale neck and strong collarbone. Every now and again, she would gaze at his blonde hair and start twirling her own around a finger. Jayson had only seen her like that when she watched him and Lance together. The knight smiled as he watched her flirt with the lord. 
 
    “Thank you, Drakkus,” Sonja said with a nearly sultry whisper.  
 
    “I do hope you do not find me too bold. I find I have little restraint since your beauty stabbed at my heart.” 
 
     “Would it be too forward if I requested you to continue?” Sonja said with a nearly drunken smile. 
 
    Drakkus’ eyes held a caged heat as he gave a small smile, “A woman who knows what she wants is a treasure in these times. I often meet guests that only see a lord, but your eyes speak differently. Am I incorrect in that assumption?” 
 
    Sonja eyed him, her own internal heat blazing to life, “You see the truth. Your charm is deadly like a razor, but it cuts with the softness of a rose petal.” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “The writer in you is coming out.” 
 
    Sonja looked over to her friend and lover, “It could be the wine,” Sonja said but her eyes spoke of something else. 
 
    Jayson gazed at the blue knight sensing guilt filling her eyes. He knew she was smitten with the lord but he didn’t feel any jealously. As far as the player could tell, she was having fun. The blue knight kept her eyes on Jayson as he gave a slight approving nod. Sonja smiled and turned to Lance. Rekt continued to talk as Lance looked to Sonja, raising his glass also in approval. The guilt ebbed away and she turned back to the lord, who only had eyes for her. 
 
    Gylda fluttered above the table in strange zig zags. She sang a drunken tune before crashing into a bottle. The fairy landed on her back as the bottle fell and wine poured across it. Renner picked up the fairy and held her close as Vass continued to work his manhood out of his leggings. The mood went from rosy to full on singing. An hour later, the servants were clearing the table. 
 
    Drakkus stood up and tapped his glass with a fork, “Thank you for dining with me tonight. I’m sure everyone here wishes to rest up from your long journey. Please enjoy the rest of your evening. My servants are here to fulfill anything you may require.” 
 
    “Anything?” Renner said with a hazy slip of the tongue. 
 
    Drakkus smiled, “Anything, Lord Wulf.”   
 
    A murmur fell through the crowd as everyone stood up on shaky legs. Jayson stood and nearly fell from his chair as Oksuna took hold of him. Despite her blue skin, she could not hide the warm color in her cheeks. Jayson’s heart beat rapidly in his chest as he looked to her through a haze. Turning his attention, he watched as Drakkus put out his arm and Sonja curled hers around his. The two walked off without as much as a goodbye. Oksuna pulled at her lord and Jayson followed along as they made their way to the stair cases. 
 
    The party dispersed from the table and moved along as servants rushed to their sides, helping them along to the stairwell. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jayson stumbled up the stairs as Oksuna held him up. The servants tried to intervene but the pink haired troll shot them a polite but decisive look. The servants seeing her gaze quickly backed off. Once they reached the bedroom door, Oksuna helped her lord in and shut it with her leg on the servants. They looked to the shut door, clearly seeing they were not wanted or needed and shuffled off. 
 
    The knight struggled onto his feet. The game did send signals to the areas of the brain to induce the same feeling as drunkenness but without the negative hang over effects, and the option of instant sobriety at will. The player willed the feeling to subside and it did, but only partially. For some reason, it wouldn’t fully go away. The player found it a bit odd but was lost to Oksuna’s touch. 
 
    The pink haired troll took hold of her lord and began undressing him. Kneeling down, her eyes were still level with his chin. Hands worked with expert skill, undoing his shirt and then moving to his belt and leggings. Jayson couldn’t keep his eyes off of her as she worked. The rosy feelings returned and he wanted nothing more than to spend time with his beautiful troll. 
 
    Oksuna bent down and pulled off his boots one by one before helping him step out of his leggings. Looking down, she could see her lord’s spear hardening right before her eyes. 
 
    “Do you really….love me?” Jayson asked as his mind worked against a flood of information, and thoughts of reality crossing into this digital world. 
 
    Oksuna looked up and gave him a gentle smile, “I have never loved anyone like I love you.” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “I don’t know what the future will bring for us? I don’t know if I can always be there to protect you?” 
 
    Oksuna grabbed at the white straps over her shoulders and pulled them aside. Taking hold of her dress, she pulled it down, the fabric stretching over her oversized chest and pointed nipples. Once the fabric cleared, her breasts bounced seductively and she wiggled the dress down past her thin waist with the white leggings pushed down next. The white dress and leggings pooled at her knees and she stood up, letting them fall to her ankles and she stepped out of them. 
 
    Jayson’s thoughts swirled down the drain as Oksuna’s beauty shined. Dark blue nipples pointed as the knight’s gaze glided over her body. The troll did the same, taking in Jayson’s handsome features, toned muscles and throbbing manhood. Gravity was losing the fight as his spear stood up on its own. Jayson’s eyes lingered on her thick thighs and clean-shaven valley. Pink supple lips glistened in the lantern light before she moved closer. Fingers curled around Jayson’s rock-hard member and gentle strokes caused a small groan to drift up the knight’s throat. 
 
    “We will protect and love each other for as long as we can,” Oksuna said with a sultry whisper, her hand moving to a tantalizing rhythm. 
 
    Unable to control himself, hands reached up and took hold of Oksuna’s waist, drawing her closer to him. Lifting his chin up, he kissed her moist lips. The two stayed close, their bodies touching and tongues playing through parted lips. The haze deepened but it was Oksuna’s knees that weakened. She slid down his body, lips falling away from her lover and lord. Jayson watched as she fell to her knees, her lips finding a new home. Gentle groans filled the lavish room as the troll’s lips wrapped around her lord’s cock. Inches pushed past sensual lips until most of him was deep within her mouth and touching her throat. The gentle bob of her head only caused the knight to gaze down with loving eyes. Oksuna closed her eyes, deep moans rising up her throat to vibrate against Jayson’s member.  
 
    Suckling sounds and moans played their passionate song. The tempo increased and Jayson was finding it difficult to concentrate. He was never this drunk before in the game so why now? Why here? Those thoughts fell away like dying leaves as Oksuna hungrily sucked on his manhood, trying to draw his very seed. The moans grew louder and she worked her magic tongue, caressing his veiny shaft and pushing it to the roof of her mouth. 
 
    Jayson gave a groan that Oksuna recognized. She knew if she kept going, he would come in her mouth. A wanting took over and she pulled her mouth from him. Jayson eyed her, unsure what was happening until she stood up, moved past him and slipped into bed. She partially covered herself but her eyes looked to her lord with heated desire.  
 
    The knight knew his lover’s sign that she wanted to be conquered. She would part the gates and let him invade her, taking whatever spoils he wished. Unable to control himself, he crawled into bed. Legs parted and blue fingers touched her budding flower. Jayson drank in her thighs and pink valley. A hunger rose up and he knelt down, pressing the side of his face to her inner thigh and tongue snaking out. Oksuna wanted him to take her but her lord changed the plan. She reached for him and then hesitated with a gasp as his tongue ran along her pink line. Oksuna’s hands fell to her sides, fingers digging into the blankets and bed. She let out a heated gasp as his tongue knew all of her secrets and exploited them. Jayson could feel her taste change and he continued to his sensual conquest. Oksuna couldn’t control her hips as they moved, grinding her glowing nub to his tongue. A vast wanting yawned inside her but the teasing of her lover only pushed tingling sensations among digital nerves.  
 
    “Jayson….” Oksuna begged as he punished her with delightful caresses. 
 
    The knight ignored her plea as his tongue slipped among her folds and then moved up to slather against her clit. Long moments passed before nerves tightened. Oksuna’s moans fell silent as something grew internally, begging for release. Jayson continued his maddening work, feeling light shudders among her thick thighs. A soul searing moan rose up from the troll’s throat as her eyes squeezed shut. Hips bucking, she cried out as explosions ran along tight nerves. The impacts caused the dam to break, bliss and wetness spilling unchecked. Jayson gave a small smirk as wetness flowed, touching his lips and dripping down his chin. The knight snuggled his face deeper into her valley, feeling the heat rush to his cheeks. Oksuna cried out again and again as sudden explosions took hold, one after the other. Thoughts were engulfed in a cloud of bliss and confusion wrapping her like a loving blanket. Chest heaving, sensitive nipples touched a toned chest. 
 
    Jayson watched as the sensual troll squirmed from flashes and flashes of bliss. He crawled over her as she bit her lip with closed eyes. When his chest touched erect nipples, she tried to regain some semblance of awareness only for it to be drowned out as the tip of his cock touched her quivering valley. 
 
    The knight gazed at her lovingly as hips moved. Oksuna gasped as her lord’s manhood pushed at her tight opening. Strong knees pushed her legs aside as he invaded her valley with one long slow thrust. Inner walls spread to accommodate her lord as she sheathed his thick sword. Happy tears welled up as bliss clouded her mind. Jayson snuggled closer, his cock buried to the hilt and hands clutching at large breasts. Holding a nipple between fingers, Jayson licked at it before closing his mouth and suckling on her. The troll squirmed and that caused the knight to move his hips. Inches moved back and forth between them. Oksuna squeezed him with each stroke and soon Jayson found it harder to think.  
 
    A needy insanity took over as Oksuna reached around and grabbed her lord’s ass, forcing him as deep as he could go. She moaned and whimpered her delight as she helped him along. Jayson nibbled her nipple and another moan fell from her parted lips. Time lost all meaning as they connected, deeper than ever before. Jayson pulled his upper body up as his hips worked. Oksuna curled her long legs around his waist as her hand held onto the sides of his ribs. The look they gave each other was beyond words. 
 
    Jayson’s member thickened and Oksuna’s inner walls tightened. Bodies vibrated as they could not hold back the urges that whipped at their very beings. A fever bloomed between them as movements grew rougher. The sound of their lovemaking bounced off stone walls as their vision and hearts became truly focused. Moans and grunts rose up and the tide of bliss came crashing down. Oksuna let out a deep whimper as nerves exploded one again. Jayson’s cock thickened, spreading her pinks walls. White molten seed burst from his manhood, filling the tight space between them. Paradise and bliss held hands as bodies moved to their own accord. The knight mashed his upper body down on her as she enveloped him with her arms and legs. Pressure increased and the player could feel each push of his seed. Oksuna held tight as warmth filled her womb. Bodies quivered but on and on they pushed. Oksuna squeezed, milking every drop from her lord’s cock while coaxing out every bit of her own orgasms. When the fog lifted slightly, Jayson collapsed onto Oksuna’s warm chest. The troll held him close, fingers in his hair as she kept him inside her, lovingly squeezing him. 
 
    Jayson stared off as the bliss rolled over his senses. A blinking three question marks appeared in his vision. The number beside it was up to 98%. Jayson couldn’t think and quickly mentally tapped it to disappear. Oksuna held him close. A moment passed and the knight’s cock slowly grew harder. Oksuna felt new wetness rise up to coat her lord’s cock. Bodies moved once again to their endless appetites. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sardyna and Lunatina laughed as they held onto each other, legs moving in all sorts of directions. The jester and hellhound crashed into walls and rolled off, trying to make it to their rooms. Lunatina looked over at the concubine but of the two, it was clear that Sardyna had too much. 
 
    “I….I need…to get…to my lord…” the hellhound said in a deep haze. 
 
    Lunatina smiled, “I..I thought…we were having fun..(hic)..” 
 
    The hellhound gave a sloppy grin, “I am….having fun…” 
 
    “Then show me..your room…” 
 
    The hellhounds ears perked up, “You want to go to my room?” 
 
    The jester gave a wide grin and nodded, “It has been so long since I felt another’s touch. I hear hellhounds have great tongues.” 
 
    Sardyna returned the smile, “We…do. My lord has told me he likes my mouth and tongue.” 
 
    “Then show me,” The jester cooed with sultry eyes. 
 
    Sardyna smiled. The two continued their pin balling until they reached a room. The door opened and they slipped in, giggling. Lunatina looked around as the hellhound took her by the hand and pulled her to the bed. 
 
    “Is this your room?” the jester asked as the hellhound pushed her to the side of the bed. 
 
    “I have no idea. Does it matter?” Sardyna grinned as she fell to her knees. 
 
    Lunatina smiled, “I suppose not.” 
 
    The jester reached behind and grabbed hold of the buttons along her back. One by one she undid them until the fabric at her shoulders loosened. Sardyna looked up with hungry red eyes and tail wagging as the jester took hold of her one-piece outfit and slipped it over her shoulders. Black and purple fell away to reveal smooth, dead white skin. Sardyna watched as pale pink nipples were exposed among sensual curves. Lunatina lifted herself up just enough to slip the bodysuit under her rump. She sat back down on the edge and let the outfit pool at her feet. 
 
    Sardyna was patient as Lunatina reached down, picked up her outfit and put it on the bed. Next her hands went to her headpiece, unbuckled the tiny straps in the back and pulled it off, exposing short, white hair. At first, the concubine thought the jester was wearing makeup, but much to Sardyna’s surprise her black lips, eye shadow and liner were actually part of her face. 
 
    Lunatina could see the questions form in the hellhounds face and smiled, “When I studied alchemy in my youth, there was an accident. This is how I look now.” 
 
    Sardyna nodded approvingly but her eyes lowered their gaze to her hairless valley and pink lips. Tail wagging, she moved forward, pressing her nose to the jester’s pink line. Lunatina watched with curious eyes until the hellhound’s tongue slipped out and tasted her. A sudden touch of bliss ran along nerves as Sardyna took hold of her hips and pressed her mouth against the jester. Tongue running along her wet pussy, the scent alone was driving the concubine nuts. Red eyes widened as she licked and slathered against the jester. 
 
    Lunatina closed her eyes, “I never…had anyone…touch me before….” She cooed. 
 
    Sardyna ignored her, lost to the rapture inducing scent. She worked harder, licking and licking, not being able to stop herself. The jester looked down with half parted eyes, taking in the blissful tingles running through her. Sardyna huffed and licked until shadows touched her vision. Instinct kicked in and she tried to pull away but the intoxicating scent and taste was too much to ignore. 
 
    Lunatina scratched the scruff at the hellhound’s neck amid blissful sensations, “I managed to find jord root. I was able to make a potion and poured it over my pussy. It’s kind of like catnip but for hellhounds. Some of the side effects are memory loss so you won’t remember what is happening right now and you will not be able to resist me.” 
 
    The jester let out a shudder as Sardyna lapped hungrily at her nub, “Don’t worry, Sardyna. You’ll be fine. I just need something you have.” 
 
    Sardyna continued to lap and lap and lap at the jester until her eyes rolled into her head. Shadows grew, covering her vision in a dark haze. The concubine finally pulled away and fell backwards onto the rug in the middle of the room. Lunatina looked down, her hand touching herself for a moment. The hellhound lay with closed eyes and lips parted, breathing softly. 
 
    Lunatina pulled her hand from between her legs and reached into her side pouch of her outfit on the bed. She pulled out a syringe. Standing up, she stepped over the unconscious hellhound and knelt down. The syringe gleamed in the lantern light as the jester moved the point to Sardyna’s arm. 
 
    “I just need a little,” the jester smiled with black lips and half-closed eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lance was smiling as his concubines, Luk and Balog carried him to their room. Several servants followed behind. The female servants peeled away and back down the corridor while three males followed the inebriated knight. Lance glanced back as they gave him smiles, darkness under their eyes. 
 
    Lance moved his legs and stood under his own power but couldn’t stop his slight swaying. He turned to the three servants and eyed them, Balog and Luk at his sides. 
 
    “You don’t have to follow me. My concubines know the way,” Lance said politely. 
 
    One of the servants stepped forward, “We want to follow. We want to please.” 
 
    The white knight gave a smirk, “Party in my room?” 
 
    The three servants nodded and grinned. Lance turned around and stumbled forward. He would have hit the floor if the elf and fire elemental didn’t catch him. Dragging their lord along, they slipped into their room. The servants followed and closed the door behind them.  
 
    Lance managed to stand up again, stumble forward and crash into the bed. Lying on his stomach, he could hear movement behind him. Turning over, he watched as the servants began undressing. Luk and Balog also undressed but kept wary eyes on the servants. 
 
    “I think they’re safe, aren’t you guys?” Lance laughed. 
 
    “We are here to please,” one of the servants said when they were fully naked. Strong toned bodies glowed in the lantern light. Luk had revealed his slender body while Balog showed his wide shoulders and thick muscles. Lance moved to the edge of the bed and watched as the servants split up, one to each concubine and one before the knight. The room took on a sultry vibration as servants knelt before the elf and fire elemental. Balog’s bronze skin shined as one of the men wrapped their lips around the elemental’s thick human like cock. Another knelt and took hold of Luk’s cock, licking the end before suckling on it. Another servant moved to Lance’s feet, eager to please. 
 
    The knight put his palm to his chest. Clothes faded away and the knight’s manhood slowly stood up under its own power. Without a word, the servant closed his mouth over the end and suckled. Lance let out a deep exhale as he watched the tension in the room bleed away with every lick and swirl of tongues. The knight thought of Jayson and Sonja but those thoughts were flooded away as the tempo grew. 
 
    It didn’t take long before grunts filled the room and come burst into waiting mouths. The servants continued to suckle, drinking down come and using their skills to harden their guests once again. 
 
    Lance gave a small grin, “Everyone on the bed. There are still several hours till dawn.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Wynter weaved as she walked the long hallway to the guest quarters. Eyes glazed over, she tried to keep herself upright. A faint memory swirled in her mind of her telling the several servants not to touch her. They quickly fled when she threaten to raise the dead. Alone, she tried to remember which door was to her room. Eyes gazing at the floor, she managed to see a pair of boots. Slowly looking up, she saw someone was in those boots. Taking in the gray and gold trim of his outfit, Wynter stood up to her full height and saw Thorrin leaning against a wall by a room. The paladin had his arms crossed but a pleasant smile on his lips. 
 
    “Lost your way, Paladin,” Wynter said dead pan. 
 
    Thorrin kept his smile, “No. I wanted to make sure you got to your room okay.” 
 
    Wynter gave him a sarcastic smile, “I don’t need you looking out for me. Why don’t you bother someone else?” 
 
    The paladin unfolded his arms and bowed before her, “I know I have been a jerk but I wanted to apologize, nothing more.” 
 
    Wynter eyed him for a moment before hardening her brow, “Apology accepted, now go away. I’m sure Lyra could use your comfort.” 
 
    Thorrin continued to smile, “She’s praying with the orc.” 
 
    The necromancer looked to him fully knowing that Lyra was on her knees communing with her sex goddess. Wynter had considered taking the cleric class but felt it was much too submissive. After her last break up, she was not going to be submissive to anyone any more. 
 
    “I’m sure the servants will gladly suck your dick,” Wynter said with a hard edge. 
 
    Thorrin’s brow formed a sharp V, “I have never met anyone in this game with as many hang ups as you. I’m not looking to fuck. I like to get to know people. You are beautiful and I can’t help myself but clearly, you’re damaged. Forget I said anything. Have fun in your angry prison.” 
 
    Wynter stood with a sliver of shock in her eyes as the paladin turned and stormed off. Anger burned and fueled her rage as she stomped after him. 
 
    “Don’t you dare tell me what to do! You act like a rude jerk and think just because you want to be a nice guy that I should spread my legs. Think again!” 
 
    Thorrin felt a hand on his shoulder. The necromancer took a firm hold and whipped him around to face her. The two stared daggers into each other as fury skirted between them. 
 
    “Go have one of your zombies fuck some sense into you,” Thorrin growled. 
 
    Wynter’s eyes blazed as she pulled back her arm and made a fist. Thorrin’s head moved slightly as the necromancer’s fist connected with his jaw. The player noted the one hit point damage and turned his hard gaze to the necromancer. Wynter’s arm was shaking as she reared back to punch him again. A foul rage had taken root as she remembered all of her bad relationships. The poison was there, seething under her skin as control fluttered away. She growled hatred as she swung at him again. 
 
    Thorrin caught her arm mid swing and held it. Wynter’s eyes blazed as she brought her booted foot into his stomach. The paladin bent and fell back as she rushed him. Dark energy swirled around fingers as she pointed a hand. Thorrin activated his Holy Shield, a glowing golden aura surrounding him. A black lightning bolt flashed forward and bounced off the aura, striking the wall. Servants rushed to either end of the hall to see what the commotion was. 
 
    Thorrin regained his balance and rushed at the mad necromancer. The two clashed as hands grabbed at each other. Wynter struggled in the paladin’s grip as he fought to contain her. Bodies were so close that the struggle slowed and stopped. Wynter gazed into the paladin as his rage bled away and was replaced with sorrow. He immediately let go and backed off. Wynter rubbed her arms as the paladin backed up a few steps. 
 
    Glancing to the servants, the paladin raised his hands, “Sorry, nothing to see, just a misunderstanding.” 
 
    Wynter looked to the servants as they stayed where they were, watching unconvinced. “It’s fine. We were having a discussion on right and wrong.” 
 
    The servants sheepishly shuffled away. The paladin and necromancer stood, eyeing one another, a foolish feeling cascading over their hearts. 
 
    “I’m really sorry. I never lose control like that. The weird vibration here isn’t letting me calm down,” Thorrin said calmly. 
 
    Wynter hugged her waist, “I’m sorry too. I had a bad break up two months ago and…..and I haven’t been dealing with it well. I thought I could just let it go but it keeps showing up.” 
 
    Wynter bit her lip, “I can sense it here too. I can sense death and darkness but it has a calming effect on me. I didn’t think about how it would affect you and Lyra.” 
 
    Thorrin stepped closer, reaching over and taking her hand into his, “We….we can talk about it…if you want?” 
 
    Wynter’s lip wrinkled into a half smirk, “That’s all Kai and I ever talk about. I’m sick of talking about it.” 
 
    The necromancer eyed the paladin as he stood with kindness in his eyes. A heat took hold and in a blink of an eye, Wynter pressed her lips to the holy paladin before her. Thorrin’s eyes widened but only for a moment as tongues slipped over one another. Hands grabbed at each other fiercely as the remnants of their rage shifted into uncontrolled wanting.  
 
    The paladin pushed the scantily clad necromancer against the wall. Bodies grinding, they moved as if they were possessed. Wynter gasped for air while Thorrin kissed and licked at her alabaster neck. A thigh high booted leg curled around him, passion inflaming every action. Wynter felt the paladin harden against her and she let out a small cry. Hand reaching over, she grabbed the door handle, turned and shoved the door inward. Seeing what she was doing, he held her close as they clumsily moved over and nearly fell into the bedroom. The paladin kicked his foot out, trying to close the door. It came close but a sliver remained open and unnoticed. 
 
    Wynter broke free as hands worked to remove her cloak. Thorrin grinned as he pressed a palm to his chest. Clothes faded away and he stood nude before her. Wynter grinned back as she put her palm to her chest, cloak, boots, bikini top and bottom fading from sight. The two players stared at each other, taking in their beautiful bodies. Thorrin moved closer, his manhood fully standing up. Wynter met him halfway. Taking hold of the paladin, she shifted him on his feet and curled a leg behind his heel. Thorrin wasn’t sure what was happening until pale hands touched his chest and pushed. The paladin fell backwards onto the bed and Wynter leapt. 
 
    Thorrin’s hands rose up and caught her waist as she landed on him. Breasts bounced as pink nipples pointed. The paladin let his hand slide down to her long leg as she hungrily lifted herself up onto her knees and took hold of his hard cock. 
 
    “I can take care of you first….” Thorrin said before the necromancer’s hand mashed his mouth closed. 
 
    “Shut up. No more talking,” Wynter said as she pressed the head of his cock to her wet opening. 
 
    Inches spread open her tight space as gravity did the work. The necromancer impaled herself on the paladin’s rigid member, sliding down inch after inch. Inner walls spread to accommodate the veiny shaft as pale, pink lips squeezed. Thorrin said nothing as she pulled her hand away and placed both hands on his chest. When she reached the hilt, she began moving, slowly at first, on his manhood. Blissful sensations bloomed between them as the necromancer took control. Thorrin watched as she closed her eyes and let out small sensual moans. Cupping her round bottom, he helped her along as wet sounds filled the chamber. 
 
    The bed began to shake as Wynter increased the tempo. Breasts bounced more and more as she forced herself to the hilt over and over again. The player didn’t know if it was pent up rage or simply fucking a hated enemy but whatever it was, her nerves blazed brighter and brighter with each thrust down. Squeezing him, her whimpers turned to grunts and soon heated hisses as ecstasy filled her form. 
 
    Thorrin could barely hold back his urges as the necromancer bounced on his cock with reckless abandonment. Wetness dripped down his shaft and was quickly forced down further with each downward motion. There was no love between them, only un-bridled fucking like two beasts finding each other in the wild. Thoughts fell to the wayside as the tempo grew rigorous and the heated breaths between them louder and louder. 
 
    “Don’t..you fucking come until….I come…first…” Wynter heaved as her hips punished the paladin’s lap. 
 
    Thorrin said nothing as the sound of skin on skin rose to a fevered tempo. Cock thickening, he tried everything to hold back but it was Wynter who let out a seductive moan. The necromancer bit her lip as mini explosions ran along frayed nerves. Eyes squeezing shut, she thought of anyone else that she could and not the handsome paladin under her. Eyes opening, she came again as he grunted with confident eyes. 
 
    Molten come burst from the tip and quickly filled her tiny space. Wynter squeezed, milking him of every drop and continuing to ride him. After long moments, their bodies slowed but the heat was still there. 
 
    -1 to the Sphere of Light 
 
    Thorrin watched as the words crossed his vision and faded away. 
 
    “Worth it,” the paladin whispered with a smile. 
 
    The door to the room opened and someone stepped in. 
 
    “Wynter, I thought I….” Kia stopped as he got an eyeful of the necromancer riding the paladin. 
 
    Wynter turned her head and looked back as Thorrin lifted his head to gaze at the rather large troll. 
 
    “The door was open. I just wanted to make sure you were okay,” Kai said as his face became a blank mask. 
 
    Silently, Wynter beckoned the troll with a single curling finger. Kai stared for a long second before stepping in and closing the door behind him. Touching his palm to his chest, clothes faded away to reveal a muscled blue body and hanging thick cock. The necromancer lifted herself off of the paladin’s cock and crawled to the edge of the bed on all fours. Kai stepped closer and his cock was snared by her hand. He knew this well as she often used him to work out stress. Mouth closing around his cock, she sucked, her head bobbing as he stood. 
 
    Thorrin propped himself up on his elbows and stared at Wynter’s ass moving. Her pale cheeks were spread and her pink valley was unguarded. White seed and wetness dripped down her inner thighs. Sitting up, the paladin moved onto his knees. The player smiled to himself as his cock began to harden once again. Taking hold of the shaft, he pressed the end at her wet opening and invaded her space. Wynter gave a muffled moan as both males filled her. Hearts beating, they carried on with sensual fucking, drowning out the pain with blissful explosions. 
 
    *** 
 
    “We never talk….” Renner breathed as Vass was on her knees, sucking on every inch of his manhood. 
 
    Gylda lay on the bed, her tiny fairy body spread eagle because of the wine. She snored like a full-sized person and held no shame as her little skirt lay up around her waist, showing her little shaven golden womanhood. 
 
    The elf sucked with eyes closed, taking thick inches past her tight lips. She was partially clothed but a full breast was bare and her panties were pulled aside, fingers massaging her glowing clit. 
 
    “Yea…suck on it like my come is the last drop of come on the planet,” Renner said with a dirty edge. 
 
    Vass moaned her delight and upped the tempo. 
 
    Thoughts reared their head as the rogue tried to enjoy the amazing blow job, “I…I was thinking…..” 
 
    Vass held up a wet finger, signaling him to stay silent. Renner shut up and she lowered her finger down to her valley, massaging herself once again. The heat between them glowed. Head bobbing a little faster, Renner couldn’t keep his eyes off Vass’s pointed ears and dirty mouth. Cock thickening, the rogue felt the damn begin to crack. Pure needs pushed at him and a seductive lick and suckle sent the rogue over the edge. Vass increased her own tempo, her orgasm rising up and exploding just as spurts of come painted the back of her throat. Vass happily sucked down the salty white seed as she eased her own touch against her clit. When it subsided, she pulled back and looked up at the smiling rogue. 
 
    “You were saying?” Vass smiled. 
 
    Renner took a deep breath as bliss washed along his senses.  
 
    “I think we should go exploring. Never know what we’ll find in Dracula’s castle,” the rogue said with a wicked grin.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    Sonja held onto Drakkus’s arm as they walked, her vision focusing and un-focusing with every shaky step. The blue knight giggled as the lord held her upright, a small smile on his lips. A long hallway stretched out before the lord and knight as they strolled along. Sonja would glance up, taking in her host’s thin but strong jaw, eyes moving to his long, lustrous blonde hair. 
 
    “I think I had too much….wine,” the knight slurred as she held on for dear life. 
 
    “I can escort you to your room if you wish?” Drakkus said with an amused smile. 
 
    The blue knight shook her head, warmth filling her chest, “Is that part of your plan? Be a nice guy and then…have your way with me?” 
 
    “I would never take advantage of anyone, especially one as beautiful as you.” 
 
    “What if I want you to have your way with me,” Sonja said playfully. 
 
    Drakkus looked to her with smoky piercing eyes, “Then I would. I could never deny such a request but I must warn you, I have specific tastes.” 
 
    The blue knight gave a drunken smile, “Now you’ve stirred my curiosity. Oh, what could a lord of a dark castle want with me? I’m sure my blood must sing to you.” 
 
    Drakkus tilted his head, shadows covering his eyes but not his confident smile, “We are here.” 
 
    Sonja turned her attention to the double metal doors. As if on command, one of them opened silently on its own. The lord led the way, Sonja clutching to his strong arm. Stepping through the threshold, the metal door closed behind them and a lock shifted into place. 
 
    Sonja’s senses perked up, “We are locked in?” 
 
    Drakkus shook his head slightly, “The rest of the world is locked out. You may leave anytime you wish.” 
 
    Sonja was about to say something when she turned and took in the room with warm surprise. The chamber was large, almost cavernous. Pillars held up the vaulted ceiling as candles burned on tables along the walls. Paintings of different sizes hung on gray stone walls as a red carpet covered the floor. A canopy bed sat in the middle of the room on a raised platform, small steps leading up to it. 
 
    The blue knight marveled at the warmth it presented. Turning her eyes, she could see there were no windows or balcony. The walk to the bedroom seemed like they were heading deeper in. The player assumed this may be the center of Drakkus’s castle and a faint grin bloomed. 
 
    Sonja’s eyes shifted to the paintings. Many different women sat posed in fine dresses, small smiles on their lips. They all had different hair styles and colors but as Sonja’s eyes narrowed, she could see the bright blue in all of their eyes. 
 
    “Is this a collection of your conquests,” Sonja said with dripping sarcasm. 
 
    Drakkus led her closer to the bed as he spoke, “They have all been my muses. I paint from memory. Something of each told a story that I wished to capture.” 
 
    Sonja turned to the handsome lord, pressing her body to his, “Am I your muse for the evening?” 
 
    Drakkus said nothing as he gazed down into her azure eyes. 
 
    Sonja’s smile faded, “I…I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.” 
 
    The lord continued to gaze upon the beautiful blue haired knight as he spoke, “You have not offended me. I can understand how this may appear but my sacred duty keeps me here, in this place. It is inspiring to have such beauty here in my chambers. I want nothing more than to bask in your living glow.” 
 
    Sonja’s brow wrinkled in concern, “You….don’t know anything about me. I’m just a knight on a quest.” 
 
    Drakkus’s eyes darkened, “Do not belittle yourself. I was enraptured by your beauty when I first saw you. I witnessed the loving respect you have with your fellow knights and lovers. I can see the free spirit playing in the field of your light. Beauty is not earned or won. It is there for all to see. I could not deny my intentions if you chained me to a wall in the deepest darkest dungeon. You have snared my heart and now, I wish to create a private song…between us.” 
 
    Sonja gazed into his haunting beautiful eyes as warmth filled her womb and between her thighs, “You have a way with words but what makes you think I will surrender so easily?” 
 
    Drakkus’ eyes remained dark as his hand reached up, caressing Sonja’s cheek with the back of pale fingers, “You already have. Your heart has spoken.” 
 
    Sonja felt a shiver run down her spine as the vibrations of his voice tickled her. She couldn’t deny it if she wanted to. The handsome lord with dark eyes seemed to know everything she was feeling as she was feeling it. Any other time she may have pushed back, letting the shame she endured from her mother take control, but the game allowed for the player to be herself. Her time with Jayson and Lance only showed her that she just wasn’t a woman for them to spill their seed in. They loved her and trusted her and she knew, deep down that she wasn’t a broken thing.  
 
    Power crept into her limbs as she knew what the lord and she both wanted. The strong pulse of her heart sent tingling sensations throughout every cell of her being and the lord eyed her like a meal, ready to suckle and devour every wanting piece. 
 
    Drakkus leaned in close, his breath warm. Sonja thought he would be cold but his body burned with feverish intent. He was right, the decision was already made and she laughed at herself internally, one of her favorite fantasies playing out at this very moment. 
 
    “Let me remove your clothes,” Drakkus said with a commanding whisper. 
 
    Sonja stood, transfixed on the lord as his hands moved to her sides. Nails lengthened from pale fingers and Sonja could not turn away from the dark light in his eyes. The knight wore a blue dress, adhering to her body like a second skin. A plunging V neck showed her ample breasts as they stood, defying the laws of gravity. A sharp clawed finger touched each side of the cloth and silently slice downward, just below her arms. Sonja felt nothing as the lord’s hands moved down her sides and ended at the slit in her dress at her hips. Air touched the knight as the dress fell away, revealing her body. The two halves of the dress pooled at her feet. The only thing she was wearing now was her blue heels. 
 
    Sonja’s mind and heart swayed to the heat between them. Nipples pointed and she tried everything she could to steady herself. Drakkus knelt down slightly and scooped her into his arms. The player pressed her hand and head to his chest and he brought her to the large bed and gently laid her down. 
 
    Drakkus ran his eyes along her nude body. Sonja could see the dark intent as if he was holding back. Unable to control her own desires, her hand moved over her supple thigh, over a tuft of blue hair and fingers ran sensually between wet lips. Lips parting, she let out a long exhale as her fingers touched her glowing clit, massaging it to the lord’s hungry gaze. 
 
    Drakkus moved from the side of the bed and stepped over to the foot of it. Sonja spread her thighs, looking to the lord as she played with herself. Drakkus whispered a word and his regal clothes turned into a whirlwind of bats. They fluttered away with small squeaks and disappeared into the dark corners of the room.  
 
    Sonja gasped as she witnessed it, a burst of wetness flowing. Drakkus stood at the end of the bed, pale muscled body practically glowing in the candle light. Hips moved as she continued to watch him, muscles moving under skin as he bent low and crawled onto the bed. The lord moved like a hunting tiger, eyes unmoving but limbs moving with perfect, confident ease. The lord’s face moved closer to the apex between her legs and Sonja couldn’t look away. 
 
    With the lord’s head bowing down, Sonja lost sight of his eyes for a moment and she threw her head back. A gasp filled the chamber as a strong tongue touched her glistening pink lips. Chest rising up, she gasped again as the point of his tongue ran sensually along folds and graced her fingers. Sliding between them, the tip touched her clit and nerves blazed. 
 
    Eyes wide and mouth forming a perfect O, Sonja breathed as wave after wave of bliss crashed into her. Nerves blazing hot and growing sensitive with each passing breath, she couldn’t believe how good he felt. Pulling her hands up, she caressed her nipples, giving the lord full access to her womanhood. Wetness flowed down warm inner thighs as Drakkus licked and explored with his magical tongue. 
 
    “No….no…I don’t…want to…come yet…” Sonja gasped with heavy breath. 
 
    The knight knew she couldn’t hold out much longer. Emptiness yawned and urges pulled at her to be filled. Hips moving, she raised her head to see the lord of the castle kneeling, pleasing her with every lick turned slather. It seemed more and more that Drakkus could not contain himself as hands curled around her thighs and held her in place. Sonja’s heated gasps rose up like blissful fog and she knew he could anything to her and she would never say no. 
 
    Drakkus pulled his head up. Red eyes glowed as his gaze met Sonja’s wanting stare. Wet lips parted and fangs lengthened. Sonja’s eyes half closed as the lord watched her before snapping his head down and burying it between her warm thighs. Sonja let out a scream as two points stabbed on either side of her pink valley. Tongue snaking out, the tip massaged her clit and life flowed. Sonja’s eyes were wide as she lay, the lord suckling her life as his tongue tamed her. Never had she experienced such a thing, slivers of pain mixing with crashing waves of ecstasy. Hazy white bliss touched the corners of her vision as she was pinned down by the lord’s powerful grasp. 
 
    Time lost meaning as the bliss washed over Sonja again and again. The room spun as Sonja grasped at the bed for dear life. Hit points drained one point at a time but the player couldn’t move. Nirvana touched her in such a way that reminded her of times with Jayson and Lance but this was slightly different. It had become an almost religious experience and now she knew why she was the way she was. She knew in the deepest parts of her heart that she was a person locked away in a shell, chains coiling around her every move. Hit points continued to drain as the chains to her self-imposed prison snapped, one by one. Memories floated up of her upbringing and how damaging it was. Now it floated away like a bad dream. Images of Jayson and Lance poured into the loving bliss and a tear formed at the corner of her eye. They were the other halves of her soul, the truth stabbing at her beating heart. 
 
    Sonja stared at the fabric canopy over the bed as her hit points drained to ten, nine, eight, seven, and then it stopped. Weakness weighed on her as she lay, unable to do anything. She wanted to worry. She wanted to tell herself that this was a trap and she just failed the quest to the beautiful lord between her thighs. But those thoughts never came as she stared unblinking. 
 
    Drakkus pulled up his head, blood dripping from the corners of his mouth, “I will not make you like me. Love, lust and life are most precious when they are nearly taken away. I shall show you what it means to truly….be alive.” 
 
    Sonja lay like a doll as her eyes moved. Drakkus stood up on the bed, his naked body for her to see fully. His thin frame glowed with power as his manhood thickened and hung. A hit point disappeared and now she was down to six. She was still dying and unable to do anything more than swim in her blissful state. 
 
    Drakkus knelt down once again, sliding himself close to her as a pointed tongue licked at her pert nipple. Sonja stared in a dead gaze, another hit point fading away. The lord took hold of his thick spear and pressed the end to dripping wet lips. Sonja moaned as he pushed at her, her womanhood opening with caged hunger to devour his steel hard cock. Lips parted and inner walls stretched as inches invaded her. His lips kissed and tongue caressed a sensitive nipple. The very light dimmed but Sonja was lost to something on a profound level. 
 
    Drakkus moved slim hips, pushing every inch down to the hilt. From there he moved, his body holding her down like she belonged to him. The knight’s eyes blazed bright and her breathing quickened. The lord’s tempo slowly increased and blissful vibrations rose up like a chorus to all the gods in existence. Hit points stopped at two and there it hovered. Each deep thrust only caused ecstasy to rise higher and higher like a tsunami. Sonja’s body shuddered with each thrust. The first orgasm bloomed and she trembled. The next one was stronger, nerves firing in all directions, treating the first one like an appetizer. Another followed and another, light blazing to a cosmic symphony. Ragged moans seethed as she was spiritual hurtling toward a bright light. The lord’s movements became rougher as he himself became unchained. Sonja watched as a monstrous stare filled her with fear and wanting. 
 
    The lord’s pale cock fit snug with each thrust. Wetness flowed as inches appeared and disappeared. Drakkus bit down on her full breast but the pain only added to the pleasure. Sensations returned to the knight’s limbs. Hand rose up; clawing at his back and holding him close as the sound of skin on skin filled the room. Feeling returned to her legs and she curled them around his powerful waist. Clutching to the lord, she had become his if only for a moment. Heat spiraled between them as orgasm after orgasm blasted already frayed nerves. Sonja stopped moaning, eyes lost to bliss. Drakkus held her close, pushing himself as deep as he could go and Sonja trying to squeeze his very life through this cock. Energy bloomed and hit points started to rise. Sonja gasped as life and feelings returned to her body. Holding on, she snuggled into his neck, tears streaming down as the lord’s cock thickened, pushing her inner walls to their very limit. 
 
    Sonja had become incoherent as the lord of the castle let out deep sigh. Orgasms bloomed into a storm as molten come spurted into her tight valley. The only sound between them were their bodies as they moved, unchained. Seed quickly filled her and ran along her insides, spilling out around the lord’s thick member. Strength left her arms and legs and she fell inches to the bed underneath. Drakkus watched with hunger as he moved his hips, pushing another spurt of come and then another. Sonja squeezed him, milking his very essence, her hit points rising to full and then beyond. 
 
    The player laid, eyes lost as alerts popped up in her vision. Her hit points had risen beyond their max by an extra hundred points. Attribute stats each grew by one point and a new sword technique appeared in her list. The knight turned her lost eyes to Drakkus as he continued to spurt his seed in her already full valley. Feeling returned to her mind and a questioning gaze painted her eyes. 
 
    Drakkus ran his fingers through her blue hair as his hips moved, “A gift of vitality and strength for allowing me to partake in your beauty. But the night is far from over. I must know every part of you, should you wish to continue?” 
 
    “I do,” Sonja said with a blissful sigh, taking hold of the lord and bringing him close, her lips pressing against his. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shadows moved, darting from one dark corner to the next. Low burning candles shined their flickering light as two shadows pressed on. The soft patter of shoes caused the shadows to stiffen and slide against a wall. Two servants walked by, eyes hollow and voices silent. One of them turned their head to gaze down a dark hallway for barely a second before turning back and moving on. White smiles appeared in the dark and the shadows continued their mischievous journey. 
 
    Renner eyed around each corner but the castle was strangely quiet, aside from a servant here and there, nothing stirred. The rogue didn’t even see a rat or spider, as if life had no place here, or, the rogue thought, they were eaten already. A slight nudge from behind woke the rogue from his silly daydreaming and the two shadows pushed on. 
 
    After reaching a staircase and following its spiral stone steps, Renner and Vass gently stepped on the lower levels. A chill ran down their spines as a cold mist penetrated their boots to caress their ankles. If they didn’t see any life on the upper levels, they certainly didn’t find a single hint of it in the bowels of the castle. There wasn’t even a single cob web as the rogues continued on with their exploration. 
 
    Torches flickered to slight drafts and the chill dug deeper. Renner’s thoughts shifted to Gylda. He wished he brought her to scout around but the luck fairy was passed out on his bed. She seemed to need the rest but the rogue wondered if his luck would decrease without her close by. 
 
    “The mist is having a negative effect on my stealth. This might be a bad idea,” said the shadow behind Renner. 
 
    “Me too but that just means he’s hiding something down here.” 
 
    Vass shook her head, “What makes you think that?” 
 
    Renner peered around a corner and then put his back to the wall, “The quest has led us here so there must be something here that can help us. Game designers always put a way for you to overcome any situation. I believe Drakkus may be hiding something that can aide our situation.” 
 
    Vass grinned, “Hundred gold says you’re wrong.” 
 
    “Deal,” Renner whispered back and then proceeded to move down a dimly lit hallway. 
 
    The rogues continued on until they came across a large chamber entrance. The stone archway was carved with weathered runes and two iron doors stood. Lanterns hung at the sides of the entrance, their light illuminating the area. The chill deepened until the two shadows shivered. Vass watched as Renner moved closer to the doors, eyes taking in the rune patterns. 
 
    “Pay up,” Renner smiled, never taking his eyes off the doors. 
 
    “You don’t even know what’s in there,” Vass hissed. 
 
    Renner lifted up a hand, “Then let’s find out.” 
 
    Vass moved in closer, “Normally I would want to know too but Drakkus seems the type to not like anyone going through his home uninvited.” 
 
    “Let’s just have a peek. It couldn’t hurt,”  
 
    “It might hurt. We don’t know….” Vass stopped talking when Renner’s fingers began tapping at runes. 
 
    Fingers moved with fine dexterity, touching runes in certain sequences. Thinking back, he remembered similar types of magical rune locks when he was in Sun Fire castle. After breaking into Lord Shallor’s treasure hoard, the rogue studied everything he could find on those special vault locks. They allowed for a certain number of attempts before they locked down for twenty-four hours. Renner thought it would only be one try and done but he was happy to know that with his skill he could take as many as twenty attempts. If he had a lower lock picking skill, the chances were higher that it would lock sooner. 
 
     Using his lock picking skill, a certain number of combinations appeared before him and he had to choose. Running through each one, a lock finally clicked on the seventh attempt. Metal and stone slid behind hidden mechanisms. The massive iron doors glowed along the edges and the doors parted. Renner grinned as he took hold of a door and opened it. The rogue slipped in with Vass close behind. When the two were through the threshold, their eyes turned to the cathedral like chamber and their eyes widened to the size of saucers. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sonja’s eyes blinked open as Drakkus stood by the edge of the bed, his back to her. Bats flew down silently, curling around his nude body and forming into the black leather outfit we were wearing before. The blue knight wanted to reach out and pull him back into bed but her chance was dashed as he stepped away. 
 
    “Your beauty will haunt my spirit for generations. Thank you for inspiring me, Sonja,” Drakkus said with a warm whisper and a small smile as he turned his head to see her one more time. 
 
    Lying on her stomach, Sonja felt completely renewed from her experience with Drakkus. She watched as the lord moved to the doors and opened them with a slight wave of his hand. Without a sound, the lord stepped through and the door closed behind him. Sonja stared off as her muscles ached. Thoughts flowed to Jayson and Lance before her eyes closed and she fell fast asleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    “I think we need to get out of here,” Vass said as she stared into the massive chamber. 
 
    Renner was silent as his eyes drank in what lay before them. Stone coffins filled the entire chamber. Runes covered the tops and sides while they stood silently, several feet apart. They weren’t lying down like traditional coffins but stood straight up like a stone army. Along the right and left sides of the walls, large vats bubbled with reddish liquid. There was no sight of a fire but the vats bubbled on none the less. The mist along the floor was so chilling that the two rogues began to lose feeling in their legs. The stench of death blanketed the entire chamber, so much so that it was nearly suffocating. 
 
    “Pay up,” Renner said, trying to keep it light. 
 
    “I will but we have to leave now or…” Vass stopped as a shadow fell over her. 
 
    Mist curled up, snaking around wrists and ankles. Before a single weapon could be drawn, their world turned upside down as they were lifted into the air. Spinning, Renner and Vass were held upside down as a dark figure stepped into the dim light. 
 
    “You would test me?” Drakkus said as he walked into view, a sly smirk on his thin lips. 
 
    Renner gave the lord a hard stare, “What’s in the basement, Drakkus?” 
 
    The lord closed his eyes and tilted his head forward, “My hopes…..and my dreams.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    Warm dreams ebbed and flowed like a summer’s tide. Images swirled of a blue haired friend and then a handsome knight. The warmth seemed to grow and the images slipped into a river of bliss. A pink haired troll hugged his light, arms splashing against a glowing body. Jayson floated along, lost to the current. Another surge of bliss curled around him and his chest lifted up, toward the light. 
 
    Eyes slowly opened and a wet sliding caused a moan to rise up from his throat. The player lifted his head and his eyes cast downward along his body as a head bobbed over his hard manhood. Jayson’s face was blank as he watched Lance’s dark hair bob as his lips moved down his rigid shaft. Soreness rose like a swamp creature and the knight let out another moan. Letting his head fall back, he gazed at the gray stone ceiling as Lance licked and sucked on Jayson’s sore cock. 
 
    Oksuna snuggled close, her nude body pressed along the knight’s side, her face buried in his shoulder. A small smile drifted to his lips as he gazed at her, peacefully sleeping next to him. The suckling grew tighter and Jayson’s eyes moved back to the naked knight, sucking his cock with renewed vigor. 
 
    “Good morning Lance,” Jayson said in a low tone. 
 
    The knight said nothing but moaned, his vibrations bouncing off Jayson’s veiny shaft. Wet sounds filled the room as the knight upped the tempo. Jayson couldn’t believe he was this hard after the hours spent with Oksuna. He swore every drop of his sex drive was used. The short sleep must have reinvigorated him because his cock stood on its own, throbbing and pulsating with renewed desire. 
 
    Oksuna’s eyes fluttered open. Looking to her lord, she snuggled closer, ignoring Lance as he continued his skillful play. Jayson let out a small groan as his cock stiffened and bulged. Lance sucked harder, trying to pull the seed from his fellow knight. A moment later, come burst upwards, splashing against the back of the knight’s throat. Lance sucked it down but continued to press his lips and massage Jayson’s shaft with his tongue. Each surge grew less and less but Jayson moaned his approval. When the last drop was sucked down, Lance let go and sat up on the bed, grinning at the knight. 
 
    “Missed you at the party last night,” Lance smiled. 
 
    “We were having our own party. What happened?” Jayson said as Oksuna held him tighter. 
 
    “Three of the servants joined me, Luk and Balog. It was fun but I wished you and Sonja were there.” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “Glad you had a good time though. I’m pretty sore. I’m surprised I was able to come.” 
 
    Lance continued to smile, “Came in to see if you were awake but when I saw you and Oksuna, I couldn’t help myself.” 
 
    The door to the guest room opened. Jayson and Lance turned their eyes to see Sonja slip in naked. A happy smile filled her face as she stepped in and crawled into the bed. She had a hunter’s eyes as she gazed on Jayson and crawled over his legs. The knight new that look and his eyes widened as the soreness crept further into his abused body. 
 
    “I just came and I don’t think I….” The knight was cut off as Sonja took hold of his half-wilted cock and gobbled up the end between tight lips. 
 
    Jayson let out a seething exhale as pins and needles ran along his entire body. The blue knight patiently sucked on him, breathing new life into his half hard cock. Lance watched as she suckled and bobbed her head, eyes closed and ass in the air. The white knight stood up, his cock hard and hanging. Moving to the end of the bed, he looked down on Sonja’s swaying ass. Taking his cock in his hand, he pressed it to her wet, pink valley and pushed it in with sensual ease. 
 
    Oksuna looked at the knights as they played with each other. Jayson felt the supernatural pull of Sonja’s lips as his cock once again stood to attention. Her body moved as Lance invaded her from behind, his hips smacking into her firm ass as thick inches spread her apart. The three were locked in a cycle of bliss; the only sound was their bodies playing to their own private song.  
 
    The pink haired troll lifted her chin and kissed her lord as he groaned. The pain seemed to lessen as the troll invaded his mouth and played with his tongue. Lance upped the tempo, his own needs taking over. With one final thrust, come spurted and Sonja moaned her own needs. Cock slipping out, Lance ran his hands over her body as she shifted from sucking and crawled up a little more. Taking hold of Jayson’s cock, she impaled herself on him, letting gravity take over. As inches pushed up, the blue knight squeezed all the way down to Jayson’s hilt. 
 
    Jayson turned from Oksuna and looked up at Sonja’s smile, “Had fun last night?” 
 
    “It was good but I wish…you both were there…” Sonja said between heated breaths. 
 
    “We were just saying the same thing,” Lance said as he squeezed her ass. 
 
    “This might be the last time we can do this before the end of the quest. I couldn’t go any longer without my men,” Sonja whispered as she moved up and down on Jayson’s cock. 
 
    The knight reached up and gently squeezed her bouncing breast, fingers moving over a pointed nipple, “We should talk soon…about meeting in reality.” 
 
    Sonja looked down and Lance looked over, their expressions filled with curiosity. 
 
    “I’m game if you both are,” Jayson said with a smirk. 
 
    A warm silence filled the three knights as their hearts spoke as one. There wasn’t a need to verbalize it as that was what they all wanted. The game gave them the freedom to explore each other but it only primed them for their real wants and desires. With the end so close, it did feel like fate was dealing out what they always knew would come to pass. 
 
    A knock at the door broke the spell. 
 
    “Sir Reed, may I have a word with you?” said a voice they all recognized. 
 
    “Come in,” Jayson said as his cock thickened and Sonja let out a low moan. 
 
    The door opened and Drakkus stepped in. The lord’s eyes moved to the four bodies on the bed but remained unfazed. Sonja continued to bounce on Jayson while Lance smiled at the lord. The mood was relaxed as the lord stepped closer. 
 
    “I would have sent for you but I felt this required more of a personal touch,” the lord said simply. 
 
    Sonja upped her movements, Jayson’s cock appearing and disappearing in her pink valley over and over again. The knight let out another groan as his cock bulged and molten come burst forth. Sonja let out a moan as she squeezed him, her orgasm exploding into fireworks. She continued to ride him as come spilled down the edges of Jayson’s manhood. 
 
    “I will be right out,” Jayson said through a wave of bliss. 
 
    Drakkus let a small smile slip, “Take your time. I’ll be in the throne room.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Jayson and Drakkus walked along a dark hallway. The knight was dressed in his full gear and the gleam of sword pommels shined in the lantern light. A chill caressed his ankles as they walked. The knight looked around as they continued down the dark corridor, a heavy door up ahead to their right.  
 
    The knight wondered what was going on. Drakkus said little when he met up with him. He simply led the way and they proceeded down several levels to the bowels of the castle. The player did notice that some light came in from the morning sun before their descent but it seemed to have little effect on their host. Jayson wanted to asked questions but thought better of it, worried he might come off rude. 
 
    “A leader will lead the flock but even a leader cannot always know what the flock is doing in their absence,” Drakkus said with a soft tone. 
 
    “Did something happen?” Jayson asked. 
 
    “You could say that. I am bringing it to your attention as I should for continued respect between us.” 
 
    The knight and lord reached the door. Drakkus waved his hand and the door opened. Moans spilled out as the lord stepped in and Jayson followed. The player’s eyes widened as he saw Renner and Vass, chained to the wall, naked. A servant kneeled before them. A woman bobbed her head to Renner’s stiff member while a male servant buried his mouth between Vass’s parted legs. The two rogues strained against their bonds. Vass was first to let out a loud moan, her body shuddering and quivering to the tongue slathering against her nub. Renner let out a loud grunt as he came, a drop of come gliding down the female servant’s chin and dropping to the stone floor. The two rogues let out heated sighs before they opened their eyes and turned to Jayson’s wide-eyed expression. 
 
    “Hi Jayson,” Renner said with a stupid smile. 
 
    “Lord Drakkus, I apologize for anything they have done,” Jayson said quickly as his mind raced with embarrassment. 
 
    The lord kept his smirk, “No need. They asked to be comfortable while they waited.” 
 
    Vass grinned, “It was our idea.” 
 
    “We didn’t feel like just waiting,” Renner followed up before snapping his fingers. 
 
    The servants stood up and undid their bonds. The two rogues fell to their feet and pressed palms to their chests. Clothes, armor and weapons appeared over their bodies as the servants stood off to the side with their heads bowed. 
 
    “Your colleagues were in the lower vaults, uninvited,” Drakkus said with no emotion. 
 
    “You did give us permission to explore your castle,” Renner threw back at the lord. 
 
    Drakkus ignored the rogue and turned his attention to Jayson, “One of my servants was found unconscious in her room. She was not harmed but I believe someone in your party may have performed a nefarious act.” 
 
    “It wasn’t us,” Renner and Vass said at the same time. 
 
    Drakkus continued, “I am willing to forgive these transgressions, if you alone perform a small quest for me.” 
 
    Jayson stood, his shoulders sinking. They were short on time and he wasn’t sure he could take on any further quests with the coast so close. Eyes looking away, the knight pondered a solution without coming off ungrateful. He wasn’t sure what was happening but clearly there was more going on than anyone thought. 
 
    Drakkus noticed the knight’s concerned eyes and cleared his throat, “The quest is a simple one, right here in these very walls. It will aid you on your journey to the coast. To help sway your decision, I am willing to give you insightful information on what may lie ahead for you….” The lord looked over to Renner and Vass, “….and your party.” 
 
    Jayson’s eyes snapped to the handsome lord. Information on their journey could only help their situation. The deal was much too tempting and Jayson nodded in agreement.  
 
    Renner eyed the knight, “You don’t have to do anything for us. We knew the risks.” 
 
    Jayson looked to Renner, his brow forming a knot, “Honor demands I make amends. You shouldn’t have been down here.” 
 
    Renner stepped closer, “He’s hiding something from us. There were rows of coffins and giant vats in that room. Don’t let him bully you into something you don’t want to do.” 
 
    Drakkus let out a sigh before he spoke, “Sir Reed, I am willing to answer anything you may question. It would be rude to ask my honored guests to do something that would endanger their lives. My request is simple but we should go now.” 
 
    Jayson nodded again, “Renner and Vass, head upstairs. Tell everyone I will see them soon. And, try to stay out of trouble.” 
 
    Renner turned his attention to Drakkus, “If anything happens to him…..” 
 
    “I can assure you that nothing unpleasant will happen to Sir Reed. I welcome a chance for you to exact your vengeance but time grows short. The servants will escort you upstairs,” Drakkus said with a calm tone. 
 
    The servants stood to Renner and Vass’ sides. Drakkus turned and walked through the door. Jayson eyed Renner for a moment before following the lord. The servants stood patiently until Renner growled his discontent. The rogues walked out into the hallway to see it empty, torches flickering to the chilly draft. 
 
    Drakkus and Jayson walked side by side down a long corridor. The lord’s face was blank as Jayson took in his surroundings. He was mapping the area to ensure a quick escape but something about their host kept the player interested. The information was valuable to complete the quest and he waited patiently as they continued their steady pace. 
 
    It wasn’t long before they stood in front of the very doors Renner and Vass stood hours earlier. The doors were parted. With a wave of a hand, the doors opened further to Drakkus’ command. Stepping in, Jayson drank in the standing coffins and bubbling vats to the left and right of the vast chamber. The doors closed behind them and a sinking feeling took hold of Jayson’s heart. Had he really just walk into a trap? 
 
    “You are safe. What use would I have to trap you,” Drakkus said simply. 
 
    “To make sure no one can come to my aid,” Jayson countered. 
 
    Drakkus nodded, “You are a smart and skilled knight, Sir Reed. I do not doubt your abilities. It is the very reason why I have asked you down here.” 
 
    “What is this place?” 
 
    Drakkus took a strolling step forward, “It is a place where I build my order. A place to safely protect those who will one night, protect many kingdoms. There are five hundred coffins in this room but only ninety-nine are filled. Despite the outward appearance, this is not a prison, but a means to an end.” 
 
    Jayson followed and listened as Drakkus continued to walk between rows of coffins, vats bubbling along the walls. 
 
    “The west continues to be an unruly land where monsters walk and civilization barely exists. I have taken the mantle on myself to keep a sense of order in a lawless land. It can be exhausting work but I, and many like me, feel it is in the realm of possibility that the land can be tamed.” 
 
    The lord and knight continued on, Jayson glancing around and taking in the strange vault. 
 
    “The city of Nekross was meant to be the largest city to the west of Lukken, a safe haven for those travelling through the deadly western lands. It was built by those gifted by the Sormir, children with serpent blood. For a time, it shined brightly until madness took root. I saw what happened that very night when the moons aligned, nearly five hundred years ago. Neighbor turned on neighbor, family hacked down family and the cries of children were silenced forever.” 
 
    Drakkus’ eyes took a faraway gaze as he continued, “I hid, like the coward I was. I disappeared into the wilderness, expecting the mad hordes to come looking for me or the monsters in the forest to consume me. When neither came, I carved out a meager existence until I worked up the courage to scout out the city. It had fallen into ruin and skeletal bodies littered the streets. I began the task of trying to bury the dead. I was a fool for there were thousands of bodies and I could never bury them in my lifetime.” 
 
    The lord turned and walked down a small corridor to the back of the massive chamber, Jayson at his side. 
 
    “As I continued my duty to bury the dead, travelers from the east appeared,” Drakkus’ eyes flashed with a deep fire. “They wore black armor and walked with a sense of strength. I admired them as they approached and spoke with me. It was such a relief. I had not spoken to anyone for years and now I had companions. They took me under their wing and instructed me in their ways. They showed me skills and techniques to become stronger and I had fallen under their spell.” 
 
    Drakkus stopped walking, eyes gazing down the corridor to a large metal door with chains crisscrossing it. 
 
    “I am confident you know what a ‘Dread Lord’ is?” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “I heard the rumors. Even now, some have risen to the east and south of Lukken. They are dark paladins.” 
 
    The lord lowered his head, shadows covering his eyes, “They are worse than dark paladins. Their hearts hold no light. They wish to extinguish all life; be it a worm, a tree or the many people who live across the world. I didn’t know at the time; the dread lords were running from their own extinction. They made their way west to escape the eradication of their order. Three appeared and three stayed for a time, instructing me in abilities but never granting me the same power they held. I was their joke, their fool. They treated me as a pet to entertain them.” 
 
    Drakkus stayed still, eyes lost to shadows, “They experimented on me and I gladly accepted, thinking I was being given their power. I thought with their strength, I could rebuild Nekross and make it the shining city it once was. They fed me vile potions and watched as I squirmed in pain for weeks. Once the pain subsided, they gave me new vile potions to drink. My body changed and new thirsts took hold. Time lost all meaning as I grew powerful but not in their ways. My weakness was the need to drink and I had a thirst that could not be quenched.” 
 
    “Blood,” Jayson said with a grimace. 
 
    Drakkus continued, “After seventy years from their experiments, I had not aged a day. I confronted them, asking when I would become like them and they laughed before they…..” 
 
    The lord’s eyes glistened but only for a breath lost to time, “They defiled me for longer than I would care to admit. It is their way to not only destroy life but to twist it, making it into a deformed thing before they put it down. I had become one of the undead but a different kind in their eyes; I was seen as a mongrel creature to their perfect darkness. 
 
    “After spending many years as their…pet, two of them left to return east. They felt enough time had passed and wished to reclaim their fallen order. One stayed, haunting the very ruins I once called home.” 
 
    Drakkus stood at his full height, staring at the metal door, “The one remaining goes by the name Riktess Grimm. He has claimed the fallen ruins as his city of the dead and still resides there, hidden among the shadows. He grew bored of desecrating my body and cast me out, instructing me to never return. I wandered the forests, feeding on monsters until humans began to appear. Their group was small but filled with adventure. They had weathered the unforgiving lands and created the small town you just visited.  
 
    “With their numbers so small and my need to find a new family, I decided to be their protector. The town grew and so did my abilities. They built this very castle in my honor, for I had stopped many threats that would have destroyed their town. I offered the castle as their home but they were simple folk and wanted a simple life. Time moved on, some would come to me, wanting to serve and be behind the protective walls. Others kept to the old ways, staying in Dark Hearth and living their lives. It was and is a peaceful relationship. 
 
    “It didn’t take long before a traveler would happen on the town or my keep. In the many years here, I have met all kinds of people and races. The vault holds those who have agreed to take up the cause, becoming one of my Blood Knights.” 
 
    Drakkus turned and faced the knight, “You are a man of honor. My cause is to bring peace and protection to the western lands. I wish to extend the offer to you to join my order, to become one of my knights.” 
 
    Jayson kept his face a blank mask as his heart beat a little faster, “Thank you, Lord Thorne but I cannot. I have many quests to complete and I couldn’t leave my friends.” 
 
    Drakkus let a small smile slip, “I understand, Sir Reed. Just know the offer is there if you do reconsider. I only make this offer to those with honor and a protective spirit, but we must move on to the task at hand.” 
 
    Lord Thorne turned his gaze to the metal door once again, “Seventy years ago a paladin came to my door and could not fight his code of light. He attacked me and nearly finished me off but my servants and knights came to my aid. He was slain but barely. He carried with him a special item that would surely have destroyed me. Due to the holy nature of said item, I had the servant’s wall up this section. Even after seventy years, the glow of the item still causes a sickness to my people. I ask you to remove the item and use it on your journey.” 
 
    Jayson looked to the door and back to the lord, “What is it?” 
 
    “The Holy Lantern of Thunn. Thunn was one of the first dragons to arrive to Lukken. He loved the light and carried a personal hatred for the abyss and its minions. He crafted a number of these lanterns and scattered them across the world for those to find. The paladin managed to find one and use it on me. The light burns the undead and keeps them at bay. In the hands of those who follow the sphere of light, it amplifies their holy abilities. It will protect you as you travel through the dead city of Nekross.”    
 
    Jayson’s thoughts went to Thorrin, “Why do you want me to retrieve it? Thorrin could have easily gone in?” 
 
    Drakkus nodded with understanding eyes, “Thorrin shows his hate and disgust for this place and me. I can see it in his heart. If he retrieved the lantern, I could not risk him using it on me or my people. You on the other hand, show honor and respect even if you do not agree with how we live.” 
 
    Jayson was reminded of what Thorrin told him in Dark Hearth, how some of the townspeople were drained to the point of being sick. “What about those who were sick in Dark Hearth? Are you doing that to your own people?” 
 
    Drakkus regarded the knight before he spoke, “I do not harm the people I have sworn to protect. Some of my servants can be…overzealous… but I have already punished those who have taken too much. They are walled up in their chambers until I feel they have earned my forgiveness. I know the townsfolk have an idea of what is happening but they do not wish to openly accuse me, for fear I will take away their protection, something I will never do.” 
 
    Lord Thorne kept his gaze steady, “You and your party will never survive the city. If you wish to see the coast, you will need the very lantern behind that door.” 
 
    Drakkus lifted up a pale hand, a velvet sack appearing out of thin air, “Take this and place the lantern inside. It will provide me and my people with some protection. When you leave my castle, you will be able to use it in the open, then and only then, should you have your paladin carry it.” 
 
    Jayson reached up and took the velvet sack. Drakkus bowed slightly before turning and walking back the way they came. With a snap of his fingers, the chains burst into fire before falling away to ash and the thick door opened slightly. 
 
    “Please keep the lantern in your room until you are ready to leave. Afterwards, bring your party to the dining hall for a meal and your fill of drink. I would enjoy your company one more night before you continue on your quest.” 
 
    Before Jayson could reply, the lord turned the corner and was gone from sight. The knight held up the soft sack before turning his attention to the ominous door twenty feet from him. The air was still and a crawling sensation of being watched caused the knight a quick shudder. Turning, he walked to the door as he called on his angel. 
 
    An angel with white wings appeared in the corridor as Jayson stopped at the metal door. Sil regarded him with kind eyes and a happy smile. 
 
    “What can I do for you, Sir Reed?” 
 
    “Lord Thorne has asked me to join his Blood Knights. What would happen if I took him up on his offer?” 
 
    Sil nodded and spoke, “Your character would become retired from your journeys and become an NPC. From there, Sir Reed would become part of the many story lines in Lewd Saga.” 
 
    “Could I change my mind later?” Jayson asked with curious eyes. 
 
    Sil shook her head, “You would be unable to return to this character. You would have to create a new one. For such a deed as giving up your character, you would be rewarded with extra creation points for your next character but you would start from the beginning.” 
 
    “I would be permadead,” Jayson said in a low tone. 
 
    Sil smiled, “You would become a legend in Lewd Saga. Your story would be added to the histories of the game and live on as myth and legend.” 
 
    Jayson mulled it over for a few seconds, wondering if he could ever do such a thing. He had grown so much because of his adventures in the game that giving up who he had become was nearly unthinkable. In the end, he simply shook his head, looked up at the angel and smiled. 
 
    “Thank you Sil.”  
 
    The angel nodded before fading from view. The knight took in a deep breath as one hand took hold of the edge of the door while another hand curled fingers around the pommel of one of the swords over his shoulder. The door swung open easily despite the heavy weight to it. 
 
    The dim light from the corridor spilled into the small chamber. Green moss and small plants grew from cracks in the stone. They appeared healthy despite never seeing a single ray of sunlight. A skeleton lay, slumped against a wall. It was covered in rags and cracked armor. One hand held onto a rusty metal mace while another clutched at a simple lantern. As Jayson stepped in, he thought his eyes were playing tricks on him. The skeleton’s bones glowed white in the dim light. The plant’s leaves turned to the glow as if it alone was keeping them alive. 
 
    Jayson stepped in, hand still over his shoulder with fingers around the blade handle. Knees bending, he put the velvet sack on the floor and reached for the dust covered lantern. Heart pounding in his chest, he wondered when the skeleton was going to leap up and attack him. Touching the dusty lantern, he gave it a small tug and the skeleton’s boney hand fell away. Jayson took a better hold and lifted the lantern up when the skull of the skeleton shifted and turned its hollow eyes up to the knight. 
 
    Jayson drew his sword and pointed it at the skeleton, heart thudding in his chest. 
 
    The skeleton was still for a long moment before its ancient jaw began to work. 
 
     “Finish…my….work…” the skull said in a ghostly hollow voice. 
 
    Jayson stood up with the lantern and sack in hand but the sword still pointed at the skeleton, “I will use the lantern to fight the undead, you have my word.” 
 
    “Kill…Drakkus…Thorne…..” the skeleton wheezed. 
 
    “I will fight the undead,” Jayson said again, not wanting to get into a debate with a long dead paladin. 
 
    The skeleton shifted as it maintained a hollow gaze on the knight, “He will…..betray you. The undead will always betray the….. living.” 
 
    “You are dead. Sleep and know I will use the lantern for good.” 
 
    The skeleton attempted to stand. Bones began to crack and their glow diminished. As soon as it stood up on one foot, the bones snapped and the entire skeleton fell into a heap. Dust flew up and the glow died. The moss and plants began to wither into black and gray before they too turned to dust. Jayson had backed up to the door; he had sheathed his blade and was placing the lantern into the sack. 
 
    The knight didn’t realize he was holding his breath and let all the air out of his lungs. Closing the door, he turned away and began his slow walk back through the vault, heart filled with relief but mind racing, wondering if he was doing the right thing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    The day spun on and a normalcy had taken hold. The party spent most of their time gathering their supplies between grand meals. Jayson, Sonja and Lance oversaw the final leg of the journey planning and Oksuna was at her lord’s side, helping prepare anything they may need. The party was in generally good spirits except for Thorrin and Lyra, whose expressions almost seemed as though they were in physical pain. Jayson tried to not think about it as sunlight came through what little windows the castle had.  
 
    Jayson noticed the servants avoided the actual rays as they walked down halls. Drakkus seemed unaffected as he would step through the light but Jayson caught hints of the lord’s discomfort by the raised veins around his eyes. Other than that, Lord Thorne was a gracious host, attending to their needs and providing last moment provisions and potions. The sun seemed to streak across the sky until finally it faded behind the vast mountains in the distance, and dinner was being served. 
 
    The party took their seats at the long dining table once again. The wine flowed and the meals were warm. Lord Thorne sat at the end with a subdued smile and an almost cheery demeanor. The group was mostly quiet until the wine knocked down their inner walls and a comfort flowed. It wasn’t long until Renner and his fellow rogues were laughing at stories once more. Lance and Sonja were caught in deep discussion while Wynter and Thorrin gave each other glances that they thought were hidden. Lyra sat silently, and Lunatina and Sardyna spoke like they were old friends. Jayson couldn’t help but feel this was going to be their last comfortable night before continuing on their quest and it seemed everyone was making the best of it. 
 
    Lord Thorne stood up, using a napkin to wipe a drop of wine from the corner of his lip as he addressed his guests, “I want to thank you for your time here. It has certainly uplifted the spirits of this dreary castle. I wish I could stay and enjoy our last meal together but the last few nights have tired my weary bones. Please enjoy your meal and enjoy the night.” 
 
    Drakkus turned to Jayson, “When will you be leaving Sir Reed?” 
 
    “First light,” Jayson smiled. 
 
    Drakkus bowed, “I wish I could see you off but I may not be up by that time. I wish you safe travels. You have a safe harbor should you return this way. You are always welcome, all of you. I bid you farewell until we meet again.” 
 
    The lord stood up, quickly bowed to the table and turned to leave. All eyes were on him as he stepped away, a servant opening a door and then closing it behind him when he was out of sight. A small relief fell over the group as they all felt they could be themselves once again. 
 
    Renner turned his stare to Jayson, “What happened in the vault?” 
 
    Jayson let out a sigh as everyone at the table looked to him, “Lord Thorne has provided us with something to help us get through the ruins of Nekross city.” 
 
    Jayson went on about his experience in the vault and the lantern. He left out the pieces of Thorne’s past but did tell them what the coffins in the vault were for. Thorrin’s eyes narrowed the more Jayson spoke of it. When he was done, many sat back and picked up wine glasses, gulping down the warm red liquid. 
 
    “He’s building some kind of vampire army, no wonder why I can’t get comfortable here,” Thorrin said with a hard edge. 
 
    “It seems like he is doing it for the right reasons. Everyone down there volunteered to help protect these lands,” Jayson added. 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes closed tight as he pressed fingers against them, “I don’t think you all understand what is happening here. I’m all for doing the right thing but the longer we are here, the more of a drain it’s putting on me and Lyra. Our spheres of light are decreasing because we haven’t smote the undead in this castle. The longer we are here, the less effective we will become. It’s not just our stats and attributes being affected; there is a crawling over our skin as if the game is telling us what to do.” 
 
    “Did you just use the word ‘smote’?” Renner grinned. 
 
    Thorrin let out a tired smile, “Sometimes I get into character but besides that, we have to do something and soon.” 
 
    “It’s too dark to travel this late. We will go first thing in the morning,” Jayson said hoping it would be enough to satisfy the paladin. 
 
    “Is it true, what the dead paladin said? Should we not trust Lord Thorne,” said Kai as he sat forward in his chair. 
 
    Jayson looked to the troll ranger, “I’m not sure what to think. It seems like he’s done nothing but good for us while we have been here. We are leaving in the morning so I think we just need to sit tight and then be on our way.” 
 
    The entire table seemed to murmur in agreement except for Thorrin and Lyra who remained silent. 
 
    Lunatina pressed her elbows to the table as she leaned in, “I have been working all day on elixirs. I should have enough for each person to have a few vials. We will have to use them sparingly because I have run out of ingredients to make more.” 
 
    “Provisions have been stocked, thanks to our host. We have enough meals to last a few weeks in the wild. We won’t need it for that long but we should be prepared for anything,” Lance added. 
 
    Jayson nodded, “Then we should all get some rest tonight.” 
 
    The party nodded in agreement and lifted their glasses to toast. From there, the evening swirled on. Jayson was swept into the good mood, even though a dark thought kept touching the edge of his mind. Thorne’s words echoed on how one of his servants was found unconscious. The knight sometimes looked to his party members, wondering which one would do something like that. It caused a tiny ripple of mistrust and the player couldn’t help but file it away in his head, hoping he would never have to confront it. 
 
    The meal over, the party dispersed in a drunken haze to their chambers. Jayson gave Sonja and Lance each a long kiss before walking to his room, Oksuna at his side. He wanted nothing more for all of them to spend the night together but he knew they would never get any sleep. As he walked, he wondered if he could fend off Oksuna’s advances and deep down he knew he wouldn’t.  
 
    The knight and troll were at the door to their room when a shadow appeared from behind. The knight turned to see Lunatina standing there, her head bowed and hands at her sides. In a haze, the player could still see that a concerned look filled her eyes as she bit her black lips. 
 
    “Lunatina?” Jayson asked through the haze. 
 
    The jester shot Oksuna a glance before turning her eyes downward, “I wish to speak with you, alone.” 
 
    Jayson eyed the jester, “Anything you can say to me, you can say in front of Oksuna. She can be trusted.” 
 
    Lunatina bit her lip further, “I have some things to tell you….and it is embarrassing.” 
 
    Oksuna smiled, “I will not judge you and neither will my lord.” 
 
    The jester let out a small sigh and nodded with worry in her eyes. Jayson opened the door and the three entered, Lunatina was quick to make sure the door was closed and locked behind them. Jayson walked to the canopy bed and sat on the edge. Oksuna moved to the side and slid into the bed, lying on her side. The jester stood in the space between the bed and the door, eyes moving as if she was searching for what she was going to say next. 
 
    “I cannot thank you enough for letting me travel with you on his journey. I thought I would spend all of my time in the middle kingdoms, working for the Lord King.” 
 
    Jayson remembered she was Lord King Belmont’s alchemist and royal jester. Memories floated in on how she helped saved them when the middle kingdoms fell to the trolls. They had travelled together for some time but she stayed to herself mostly, mixing potions and assisting during battles with her elixirs. Jayson had thought she would open up with time but she didn’t seem that interested on talking about her life. For Jayson, the way she was talking seemed like she wanted to get something off her chest. 
 
    “I…I haven’t been forthcoming and I feel if we are to continue on this quest, I should speak my mind.” 
 
    Jayson gave her a kind gaze, “Lunatina, we value you and you can say anything to me.” 
 
    The black and purple jester nodded and took in a deep breath, “Lord King Belmont was insane but I aided in his growing madness.” 
 
    Jayson was silent as he listened. Oksuna sat up, her dark eyes on the pale white Jester’s pained expression. 
 
    Lunatina continued, “Belmont was a kind ruler but he had his desires and appetites. Women threw themselves at his feet and he would reward them by taking them until they begged him to stop. My mother was one of those women. He never knew I was his child and why should he. Bastards were in nearly every family in the middle kingdoms.  
 
    “My family were all alchemists and I was taught the ways at a young age the secret knowledge that comes with the profession. I thought I was better than I was and caused an accident. It destroyed our home and disfigured my body. My mother and father didn’t survive and I was a broken thing on the street. Belmont knew my family and had his healers repair me but could not fix my skin, eyes and lips. To push away the pain, I juggled and danced for the King Lord. He knew my skills in alchemy and gave me two positions in his court, as royal alchemist and jester. 
 
    “I was happy for a time, until his madness seemed to grow. I never told him I was his daughter and I think back that I should have. One drunken night, he tried to claim me. I managed to fight him off and knock him out with a sleep potion. I knew deep down he would try again so I addressed his growing insanity.” 
 
    The jester kept her head bowed as the words continued to flow, “I kept his madness at bay but I never cured it. The potions I gave him helped keep him impotent until I could figure a way out of his service. He never tried to touch me again but I knew if he was ever cured, his need would rise and he would again try to take me. So, I kept feeding him potions as the kingdom began to fall apart to his madness.” 
 
    The jester looked up and stared at Jayson’s unblinking eyes, “You helped me and I am forever grateful. I have seen you fight valiantly and for the good of others. I have never lain with a man before but this quest feels like it might be the end for me. Please, I ask of you, share your love with me before we march into the unknown.” 
 
    Jayson’s eyebrows went up as he looked to the exposed jester. He never had the impression she wanted anything more than protection as they travelled. Even during the times, he, Sonja and Lance would enjoy each other’s company, she never joined in, happy to sit off to the side as they loved each other. The whole thing felt off and Jayson opened his mouth to question it. It was then that the jester reached behind and unbuttoned her checkered skin tight black and purple outfit. 
 
    The knight stood up as she exposed white shoulders, head turning away in shyness. Jayson moved to her and held her outfit up, keeping her clothed. 
 
    “Lunatina, I’m flattered but I don’t believe this is the real you.” 
 
    The jester looked up into his kind eyes, “I need you Sir Reed. I need to know what it is like before I end up in the grave.” 
 
    “You will not end up in any grave. I will defend you.” 
 
    The jester gave a sad smile, “You cannot protect all of us all the time. Please, give me what I request and I will follow you until the end of the world.” 
 
    Oksuna moved to Jayson’s side and leaned into his ear, “She needs you.” 
 
    Jayson was silent as the beautiful troll moved to Lunatina’s side. Blue hands moved, pushing away her lord’s hands and helping disrobe the jester. The skin-tight outfit fell away and a white body glowed in the dim lantern light. Lunatina reached up, undid her jester cap and pulled it off, presenting herself to the knight. Jayson thought she was beautiful as she stood naked before him. 
 
    Oksuna took hold of her lord’s wrist and pressed his palm to his chest. Clothes faded away and he stood naked before the jester. Oksuna reached down and took hold of his member, stroking in gently. Lunatina’s eyes fell to the knight’s manhood and her eyes widened with a hunger. 
 
    Jayson felt odd as events unfolded almost beyond his control. Oksuna continued to stroke him, his sore cock hardening to her magic touch. The jester reached forward, also touching the tip with her fingers before curling fingers around the end. The two women stroked him as he stood powerless to stop. 
 
    “I can help keep it hard,” the jester said with enthusiasm as she knelt before him. 
 
    Jayson watched as she opened her mouth and closed her lips around the tip. Pleasure rolled through him as she lightly began to suck on the tip, playing with the end with her tongue. Oksuna stepped back, shedding her white skin-tight dress and letting it pool at her ankles. Stepping out, she moved in closer, pressing her large chest to the knight and kissing him while Lunatina took several more inches into her tight mouth. 
 
    The room began to spin as black lips pressed down along the shaft. Letting out a gasp, the knight pulled from Oksuna to look down at the jester as she hungrily sucked on his cock. Her white breasts and pale nipples bounced with her movements as she moaned her delight. The troll smiled as she watched her lord eye the hungry jester on her knees, sucking with vigor as her head bobbed along the thick shaft. 
 
    The wine and spikes of pleasure swirled in the knight’s head. Thoughts slipped away as needs pushed at him for release. Lunatina looked up, suckling and licking, making Jayson’s cock hard as stone. The pain faded to the background but the knight tried to focus through the haze. 
 
    Lunatina pulled the knight’s cock from her mouth and stood up. She gently pushed at him until he stumbled back to the edge of the bed. With one more push, the knight fell on his back, his member standing straight up. The jester crawled into bed as Oksuna moved to one side and moved in, bending her head over his cock and taking it between sensual lips. 
 
    Lunatina smiled as she moved in and kissed Jayson on the lips, her tongue swirling with his. Before he could even act, Oksuna pulled away and the white jester moved onto him. Pressing her breasts to his face, she looked back as she reached over the curve of her ass and took hold of his thick spear. A nipple wormed into his mouth and Jayson suckled as the jester pushed the end to her thin slit. 
 
    “Don’t be gentle….” Lunatina gasped as she moved her hips against his raging hard on. 
 
    At first, the knight’s cock strained against her thin opening. The jester lifted her body up, her nipple pulling free and a thin stream of saliva connecting between her breast and his lips. Jayson grunted as he took hold of her waist and helped her along. Lunatina tried to relax but the struggle between them seemed to grow. 
 
    “Fuck me Sir Reed! Fuck me!” Lunatina commanded as she pushed her hips down. 
 
    Her eagerness spurred the knight on to take a tight hold of her thin waist and push her down on his cock. Pink lips parted slightly and the jester let out a painful moan. Oksuna lay on her side, smiling and watching as her lord could not deny himself any longer. Jayson’s firm grip remained as he turned and slammed the jester onto the bed, the head of his cock between her vice-like grip. Needs throttled him as he pushed his strong hips, parting her inner walls, forcing himself inch by inch into her valley.  
 
    Lunatina let out painful cries as she held onto him, urging him in as deep as he could go. Wetness flowed and the inner tension relaxed enough for the knight to plunge his sword down to the hilt. Not holding back, he began thrusting to and fro and the jester held on for dear life. Pleasure caused her to sing and grunt as the knight pressed on with his invasion. Cock thickening only caused the jester to dig her nails into his back, barely able to control herself. Moans rose up as bodies undulated to caged power. Jayson’s mind fell into one; all-consuming need and the jester welcomed it. 
 
    “Quickly! Shoot your seed in me! Claim me knight of my dreams!” Lunatina nearly shouted as she spread her legs and squeezed his cock with each thrust. 
 
    The jester threw her head back and writhed as Jayson drove himself deep, inches of his cock appearing and disappearing in her hairless valley. Nerves tightened as she moved her hips against his manly thrusts. Lunatina’s eyes shut before something deep within exploded. Eyes opening wide, her mouth made a perfect O as she made a silent scream. Jayson’s cock thickened, pushing her inner walls to the breaking point. The jester shuddered as explosions of bliss paralyzed her mind. Orgasms stormed through her and she shuddered and writhed again and again.  
 
    Jayson could not deny himself any longer as bliss caused the jester’s eyes to roll upwards into her head. Molten come spurted, filling her tight space instantly. The knight continued his invasion, spurting very drop and the jester milking every spurt. A golden lock appeared over her head and it opened right before Jayson’s eyes. 
 
    The player watched with wide eyes as the lock faded from view and the jester curled into him, sobbing as his body moved on automatic. The knight held her close as his hips slowed down. Come spilled between them and Oksuna smiled her approval as she watched. 
 
    “You’re….you’re a concubine,” Jayson said astonished. 
 
    Lunatina held him close as they continued to pull every last bit of bliss from their union. 
 
    “Yes…yes I am…” the jester said and let the words hang in the air as she smiled to herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
     The gate to the Castle Black Spire closed and the party found themselves on the road, taking in one last inventory check. Jayson eyed the party as they pulled up screens and looked over their items for the last leg of their journey. The sun peaked from the east, the dark sky brightening with each passing moment. The area around them stood desolate. Further east stood the forest where the town of Dark Hearth lay and to the west, the distant spires of Nekross city stood against the base of the large mountain range. Lord Thorne had informed the knight that they would reach the city by late afternoon and Jayson didn’t like the idea of the party staying the night in the dead city. 
 
    Lunatina was all smiles as she cart-wheeled around and snatched anything she could grab from people before playfully tossing it back to the person. Her antics brought a number of smiles but soon Sardyna was on all fours and chasing after her. Thorrin and Lyra seemed relieved to be outside of the castle and even cracked a smile as Sardyna leapt into the air and crashed into the fleeing jester. Sonja and Lance moved to Jayson’s side, all eyes on the hellhound and jester as they wrestled. 
 
    “All this time, she was a concubine,” Sonja said as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “She never seemed interested in joining us before. What made last night any different?” Lance asked. 
 
    Jayson touched his hand to the back of his head, “She seemed to think that she was going to die soon. She wanted to lose her virginity and she chose me.” 
 
    Sonja’s smile dimmed, “She knew the middle kingdoms were going to fall. You think she knows we are headed for trouble?” 
 
    “I’m not sure but for now, she seems pretty happy. Sardyna has taken to her like a concubine sister. At least now she will have a home at the keep and a sense of purpose again.” 
 
    The party finished up their inventory checks with screens disappearing. Batty, Lance’s concubine was watching with a big smile as the jester and hellhound tumbled across the road. Something off to the side caught her attention. Eyes turning, she stared off to the forest, drinking in plumes of dark smoke. 
 
    “My lord,” Batty shouted as she pointed a hand and leathery wing to the rising smoke. 
 
    The entire party shifted their gaze to the east, the pillars of smoke rising into the air. A cold shadow filled their hearts as they looked on. Lunatina and Sardyna stopped wrestling and slowly stood to their feet, looking over the green tree tops as the smoke reached into the dawning sky. 
 
    “That must be Dark Hearth,” Lance said. 
 
    The other members of the party moved in close as they stared off. 
 
    “Should we do something?” Sonja asked out loud. 
 
    “It will take us hours to get there and then it might be too late,” Kai said with a dark tone. 
 
    “This is Lord Thorne’s lands and those are his people. I’m sure he could ride out to their rescue,” Renner shrugged. 
 
    “Don’t be a jerk,” Vass said as she shot him a look. 
 
    Renner looked on indifferently, “I’m always up to help those in need but that smoke is telling me that we are being followed. Slytha had you guys open the portal but we don’t know if anyone else has access to the same kind of magic.” 
 
    Jayson tilted his head forward, shadows covering his eyes, “Renner is right. We can’t go back to help them. If we are being followed, they are just going to keep coming. Our priority is to reach the coast.” 
 
    Thorrin crossed his arms, “So we leave them to their fate?” 
 
    Jayson gave a grave nod. 
 
    The paladin nodded and turned away, “Let’s start moving.” 
 
    The party started to turn when Wynter spoke up. 
 
    “What about coming back? We need that portal to get back to the kingdoms.”  
 
    Thorrin turned his gaze over his shoulder to the necromancer, “What makes you think any of us are going to make it back? Slytha put us on a suicide mission.” 
 
    Jayson looked to the paladin, “No she didn’t.” 
 
    Thorrin stopped walking and faced the party, “She told us about the Sormir and how powerful they are. We can’t be the only ones looking to find out more about them. The war is pretty much at a standstill but it won’t stay that way. Whoever can find out more about the serpents, the more the tide of war will change. You’re right, we have to keep going and stick to the quest.” 
 
    “What crawled up your ass,” Renner shot at the paladin. 
 
    Thorrin’s brow made a hard V, “I’ve been in raids where everyone helps each other. All I see are a bunch of players not willing to pull together for the greater good. It’s obvious that this team doesn’t work. A real team considers all their members.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed Renner and Vass, “You both decided to go sneaking around a lord’s castle for the fun of it, not considering the rest of us.” 
 
    The paladin turned to Jayson, “And you made us stay another night, not considering the effect it may have on Lyra and myself. Our abilities have diminished the two nights we stayed here. On top of that, we were in a vampire lord’s castle, a vampire who swears to protect his people but stays behind his walls while a town under his protection burns.” 
 
    Vass stepped forward, “Thorrin, we….” 
 
    The paladin cut her off, “Save it. I’m going to soldier on but at this rate, our entire group of misfits is marching to a failed raid. I will do everything I can to help and protect but if we don’t pull it together then it’s over.” 
 
    Jayson stepped toward Thorrin and stood in front of him, eye to eye, “You’re right. It was wrong to stay when it was having such an effect on you and Lyra. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Thorrin’s brow eased up as his eyes looked away, “Jayson, you seem like a good guy. I understand how hard it is to do the right thing when there are so many wrong things going on around you. I have never been in this situation before where I couldn’t take down an undead and didn’t know it would have had such an effect. I thought this was a simple raid but the longer we’re here, the more difficult it seems. I will back you but I only ask to take all of us into consideration.” 
 
    Thorrin turned to the party, “And we will look to you to lead us as one group.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Jayson stuck out his hand, “I will.” 
 
    Thorrin looked down at the knight’s outstretched hand and took it, giving it a shake, “We know you will.” 
 
    Vass stepped closer as Jayson and Thorrin let go. The elf threw her arms around Thorrin’s neck and held him close. 
 
    “I’m sorry little brother. I didn’t think it was bothering you so much,” Vass whispered to him. 
 
    Thorrin hugged her back, “It’s okay. I’m just worried about you and I can’t help being protective of you and everyone here.” 
 
    “You really are the best of our family,” Vass whispered. 
 
    “We will make it through this. I know it’s just a game but it has become more than that,” Thorrin whispered. 
 
    Vass pulled back and looked the handsome paladin in the eyes, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Thorrin kept his blue eyes on the dark-haired elf, “I know about some of the NPC’s, waking up in the game. I have been keeping track of the rumors and…..I see it in Emma’s eyes.” 
 
    “She’s one of them?” Vass said in a low voice. 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “I think so. If we end this war, then maybe she will be safe a little longer. It’s one of the reasons I’ve been stressing this entire time. I’m glad she is not here but I want us to complete the quest and end this war.”  
 
    “Can you two stop whispering to each other, we’re burning daylight!” Renner smiled. 
 
    Vass let her arms drop to her sides as the paladin and elf gave each other one last comforting glance. Jayson eyed them and made out some of what they were saying, his heart twisting in his chest. He looked over to Oksuna and the troll smiled at him with a loving gaze. 
 
    “Let’s get moving. We have to be at the mountain pass before nightfall,” Jayson said with a commanding flare. 
 
    The party turned and followed the three knights as they led the way, Journey Road stretching out before them and a shadow city in the distance. 
 
    *** 
 
    Mist rolled down from the side of the mountains as the sun sank lower in the sky. The party moved with wide eyes toward the pointed shadows of the long dead city. Jayson lead the way as the party followed, eyes alert for anything. The mist was knee deep and sometimes along the side of the road, the mist would bubble up and settled down as if something was moving just below the surface. The wide road stretched out before them as mist swirled around their boots as they walked. The chill in the air seeped deeper into their bones. Kai sniffed at the air and wrinkled his nose; the stench of death was everywhere. 
 
    Jayson kept his eyes forward as they walked. No one spoke as the mountains blocked out part of the sun. Shadows loomed from peaks, covering the city and well into the road. The party had just crossed from the light into the dark and the chill dug deeper into their spirits. 
 
    White stalks and something grotesque appeared amid the mist. Jayson stopped and a moment later so did the party. Hands on weapons, the party tightened their ranks and stepped closer, ready to take on anything ahead of them. Hearts thudded as they walked toward something as it looked at them from the road. The closer they stepped, the bigger it became. It was still as mist flowed around it. Jayson’s eyes adjusted and he eased his hand off the pommel of one of his swords.  
 
    A large skull lay on the road, the biggest skull Jayson had ever seen. Party members moved up to get a better look and eyes widened. The skull’s mouth was open and almost acted like a tunnel. Beyond it was a skeleton, ribs poking up from the ground and a spine still intact just beyond the gaping mouth. Jayson looked to the left and right, thinking he was seeing white stones. Instead he could see they were actually the boney remains of hands and arms, just above the misty floor. Looking back to the skull, Jayson couldn’t stop the shiver as dark hollowed out eyes seemed to gaze down on him. 
 
    “That looks like a giant,” Lance said at Jayson’s side, “a long dead one.” 
 
     “I didn’t know there were giants in the game?” Sonja added. 
 
    “I just hope this doesn’t mean we are going to run into any live ones. Let’s keep moving. The sun is getting lower and we still have to go through the city.” 
 
    Jayson stepped forward, keeping his eyes on the ancient dead giant. The party moved through the open mouth and under the spine. The weathered white bone almost glowed in the darkening sky. Each rib bone was thicker than a person and more than one party member felt a chill as they walked through the remains. When they passed hip bones, they walked along giant femurs on the right and left side of the road. 
 
    Jayson thought he would have felt relief but as soon as they cleared the feet, another giant skull loomed into view. This time the party turned their walk into a steady jog, trying to get past the second one as quickly as possible. It was Lunatina who stopped and ran a gloved hand down the sides of one of the ribs. Sardyna looked back to see the jester take out a small leather pouch and knife. She shaved down along the side, getting a piece of bone and then another. When she had a few shavings, she placed them in the pouch and put it away. With a smile, she turned back to the road and skipped along. 
 
    Sardyna walked up to the happy jester and eyed her, “What was that about?” 
 
    “I never knew there were giants. I could use pieces of their bones for my experiments,” Lunatina said with a smile. 
 
    Sardyna returned the smile, “You have been very happy all day.” 
 
    The jester looked forward as she skipped, “Wouldn’t you if you knew you weren’t going to die.” 
 
    Sardyna’s ear stood up in a questioning manner but the jester continued her skipping without a care in the world.  
 
    Jogging past the skeletal feet of the last dead giant, the party resumed their normal pace, eyes on the crumbling spires of Nekross. The shadows from the mountains covered the strange dead city. Crumbling towers came into view and mist billowed along the ground. Cracks rose up along decaying towers and buildings. The party stepped closer until they reached the edge of the city and stood there, eyeing it like it was a sleeping bear. 
 
    Wynter’s eyes fluttered and her body swayed. Kai was to her side and she took hold of his shoulder, steadying herself. 
 
    “I can sense them, all of them,” The necromancer said calmly. 
 
    “How many?” Jayson asked, never taking his eyes off the city. 
 
    “Too many to count, thousands, maybe tens of thousands,” Wynter said as she stood on her own, pushing away the siren call of the dead. 
 
    Jayson pulled up an inventory screen and cycled through to the bottom. Tapping on the Lantern of Thunn, it appeared in his hand. A light began to glow from the simple rune covered lantern and grow brighter with each passing second. Jayson held it up and looked out to the broken city, then to the right and left side of the road. Shadows moved and a cold breeze washed over every party member. Mist swirled and then fell to a white blanket across the ruins and the road. Ancient buildings with odd designs stood up against the mountain backdrop. Jayson could see many broken statues along the sides and the player wondered if the city had focused on art. 
 
    “Thorrin, you’re up,” Jayson said as he moved the lantern from left to right, its glow illuminating some buildings at the edge. 
 
    The paladin stepped closer, his skin crawling. He didn’t even have to cast his Detect Dead ability because the place was an ocean of darkness. The tall blonde paladin reached out and took hold of the lantern. As soon as he touched it, its light brightened. Jayson let go and stood back as Thorrin stepped to the edge, the white light pushing away the darkness. It was then when they saw movement. 
 
    Bone white skulls appeared for a moment before falling back to the safety of shadows. Some skulls were bare while others wore old rusty helmets. Metal clanked as things moved among the ruins, stepping back from the holy light. 
 
    Jayson turned to the group, “We keep a tight formation around Thorrin and stay in the light. We can’t afford to have anyone snatched away. Draw your weapons and be at the ready. If they have archers, protect the lantern. Something tells me if that light goes out, they are going to attack all at once,”  
 
    The sound of swords and daggers unsheathing caused the ruins to move like a living thing. Shadows and light clashed as the dead prowled as close as they could stand. Hollowed eyes looked down or across to the party as they gathered at the edge. Jayson took point with Sonja to his right and Lance to his left. Thorrin stood behind Jayson, holding the lantern up. The rogues took position behind the paladin as Lyra and Kai took up the rear. The concubines moved around, encircling the players in a protective formation. 
 
    Jayson turned his head to see Oksuna at the edge, her eyes alert and sword in hand, “Oksuna, stand behind Thorrin.” 
 
    The troll ignored her lord as she stood on the outer edge, next to Sonja. 
 
    Jayson’s heart thudded as he said “Oksuna” again but she didn’t budge, watching the dead as they tried to hide from the light. 
 
    “Sun’s going down,” Renner said with a touch of urgency. 
 
    Jayson let out a deep exhale as he turned to the sky. The sun was setting. They had a little over an hour before it was behind the horizon. If they were going to survive then they had to move now. 
 
    Jayson squared his shoulders, a short sword in each hand. Without ceremony, he stepped forward with one step and then another. The party moved as a tight ball down the middle of the wide road. A creak of metal or the occasional falling stone caused nerves to tighten as did virtual muscles. Eyes darted from side to side as they walked. A skeleton in cracked armor stepped from the side of the road and hissed as the edge of the light touched it. It quickly stumbled back to the safety of darkness. 
 
    From the higher parts of the ruins, ghostly women floated from dark windows. Their hair was wild and their faces sunken in as they floated above the group, just beyond the touch of lantern light. Their shapes added to the gloom as they filled the sky, the light of the setting sun above them and the shadows of mountains keeping them safe. 
 
    An arrow whistled by and clanked against a broken wall. The group turned to see a skeleton with an arrow notched, looking down at them indifferently. Kai had his bow in hand and pulled back his bowstring when a small laugh echoed through the ruins. 
 
    The group continued to march, not wanting to slow down for anything but more skeletons appeared in tall buildings, bow strings pulled back and arrows pointed down at them. Jayson wondered why they were hesitating. Preparing his techniques, he readied himself to take down anything they would throw at them. 
 
    “Visitors…..how interesting….” A voice bounced along the ruins in a sardonic tone. 
 
    “Keep moving,” Jayson ordered as they marched. 
 
    “You are all too well armed to be from that simple town. Tell me, what brings you to the dead city of Nekross?” 
 
    Jayson gritted his teeth as they pushed on. The mountains loomed closer. Jayson could see they were already halfway across the city and getting closer. 
 
    “Strong silent types, how amusing,” The voice said and a giggling laugh filled the city. 
 
    The party moved as Thorrin held up the lantern. The white light worked well pushing back the skeletons and ghosts as the group pressed on. 
 
    From a tall decayed tower, a figure stepped into view from a jagged hole along the side. Eyes looked down at the party as they moved along, the lantern keeping the undead at bay. Jayson looked up to see the thin figure and took in its features. 
 
    Long white hair was twisted together into a thick braid. High cheek bones and almond shaped eyes stared down at the group. The body was slender and even in the growing darkness; Jayson could make out hips and a small chest. The knight kept his gaze as he narrowed his eyes, thinking the shadows were playing with him. 
 
    “What brings you to my home,” The figure asked with a leer. 
 
    “Just passing through,” Jayson shouted back as they continued. 
 
    The figure crossed their arms, “You won’t get very far. Stay a while and tell me of your journey. Perhaps I can help.” 
 
    “No thank you,” Jayson said with a hard edge. 
 
    The figure tapped a finger against their arm, “You have been speaking to Drakkus Thorne. What lies has he spoken of? What mistruths has he infected your minds with? I promise to not take it personally.” 
 
    “Enough to know that you talking to us is a waste of time,” Jayson said with a bitter tone. 
 
    The figure stepped closer to the edge, “He told you my name.” 
 
    The group ignored the figure as they walked. 
 
    “He told you how I treated him and then cast him out because he bored me.” 
 
    Eyes in the party glanced to Jayson but the knight stayed steadfast in his pace. 
 
    Renner gave the figure a hard gaze as they walked before opening his mouth, “I thought all the Dread Lords were male?” 
 
    The figure’s evil smile melted away and brow pointed, “I am a male.” 
 
    Renner’s mouth broadened into a toothy smile, “You have to be the prettiest male I have ever seen.” 
 
    The party looked up and then murmured their agreement. The figure’s mouth twisted into a grimace and eyes shot daggers at the rogue. 
 
    “I am Dread Lord Riktess Grimm and you would do well to show respect in my lands!”  
 
    Renner turned his attention to the group, “Dread Lord looks like a lady.” 
 
    Vass was first to laugh but a light chuckle filled the ranks of their party. 
 
    Riktess glared down at the party as they walked along, “You fools will learn what it means to kneel for eternity.” 
 
    “Are you a trap?” Renner shouted to the dread lord. 
 
    Riktess raised an eyebrow, “What?” 
 
    Renner cupped his hands, “ARE YOU A TRAP?” 
 
    The dread lord remained silent as the rogues chuckled. 
 
    Renner continued, “You know, a trap? A man who looks like a woman? You entice them to bed and then spring the trap with your cock. Not my thing but I have a few friends that would love your company.” 
 
    The group chuckled a little more as the dread lord’s dainty hands balled into fists at his sides. Jayson tried to keep his serious expression but the edges of his mouth wouldn’t stay down and instead curled upwards into a smile. Wynter tried to hide her smile with her hand. Sonja and Lance’s shoulders shook as they tried not to laugh. The concubines looked on confused. Kai smirked as did the orc, Rekt. Thorrin tried to hide his smile and failed as Lyra looked away with a smirk. 
 
    Riktess’ rage seemed to pass as his mouth once again turned into a knowing smile, “You don’t know what waits for you beyond the city. You seek the Serpent Throne.” 
 
    The laughing silenced and smiles disappeared. 
 
    The dread lord continued, “I have seen it with my own eyes. It pulses with power and grants wishes if someone is brave enough to sit on it. Too bad you will not make it past the mountain pass.” 
 
    The group moved on as Riktess kept his gaze steady, “There is a reason there is a mountain range here. A door waits for you in the pass. Many have tried and all have failed; the secrets to unlocking it long dead.” 
 
    The dread lord raised his hands and spread them out as he spoke, “Fortunate for all of you, I am a master of the dead. I have ferried out the very secrets you seek. I don’t expect any of you to survive but I would enjoy the company before you become my slaves. Leave one of your party here to entertain me and I will give you the secret.” 
 
    “Fuck that,” Jayson, Lance, Sonja and Thorrin said at the same time. 
 
    Riktess lowered his thin arms, his dark outfit making him look like a white head and hands floating in the air. 
 
    “Your disrespecting manner leaves much to be desired. My legions will overcome even the light of that mystic lamp.” 
 
    Jayson could see they were reaching the home stretch, “We’ll take our chances.” 
 
    Riktess leaned over the edge, eyes watching as the party moved past his tower, “Will you now? I see fools walking to their doom. There is a reason the throne is hard to reach. Its power is too much for anyone to wield. Not even dragons could touch the power of the Sormir. I have studied them for hundreds of years and they will bring nothing but madness and chaos to Lukken.” 
 
    The dread lord looked to his nails on one hand as if it was interesting, “Too bad you won’t survive the gate. I actually could care less for your company. You all have proven what a bore you really are. Pity, I had such high hopes that you would be remotely entertaining. Now I will have to wait here for you to all run back. I do wish you the best but I know we will be seeing each other shortly.” 
 
    The group picked up the pace as they saw the edge of the city. The pace changed into a jog and then a full run. The lantern bounced around as Thorrin held it up high. Light splashed against skeletal things in the dark, illuminating them as they backed away for the comfort of darkness. Riktess laughed in the background and the group pushed on until they reached the city edge. 
 
    Labored breathing filled the air as they slowed down but continued to move, trying to put as much distance between them and the dead city as possible. Jayson could feel that it was much too easy and hoped it was the lantern that kept the undead army at bay. The group gave tired smiles and moved on into the mountain pass.  
 
    Orange light painted the high mountains as they walked. The sun was setting but the last rays of light shined on like a glowing beacon before the coming shroud of night. Glancing behind, the tall broken spires of Nekross were crowded out by the high mountains as the pass narrowed. Soon they were walking single file with hard stone and earth to either side of them. 
 
    Thorrin lowered his hand but the lantern light painted the rocks white as they walked on. The pass grew uncomfortably narrow as shoulders touched both sides at some points. Claustrophobia took hold until the pass finally opened up. The tension bled away as an area widened before them. The last rays of sunlight caused the sky to turn a yellowish orange and then to a deep reddish orange in mere moments.  
 
    Jayson took a few more steps before he stopped in his tracks. The area widened into a circle but opposite of the party stood a spiked metal wall with two doors. Runes covered the massive doors where two statues stood, one on each side of the entrance. The party spilled into the open area while eyes took in the wall, doors and statues. The statues were made of some kind of metal. They carried the appearance of trolls with thick shoulders, slightly pointed ears, pointed nose and powerful muscles but there were some differences. The group stepped closer, seeing lines on the troll’s necks and webbed hands clutching at giant metal tridents. 
 
    Renner looked to Kai and then back at the troll statues, “A distant cousin?” 
 
    Kai stepped closer, looking up at the thirty-foot-tall statues in awe, “No idea.” 
 
    Jayson and Sonja stepped closer, looking at the runes covering the metal doors. It looked completely sealed. Glancing at the sides, Jayson thought even if they somehow scaled the sheer surface of the mountains, they wouldn’t make it over the wicked spikes covering the top. 
 
    Lance turned to Batty and pointed up. The Corva nodded and spread out her leathery wings. With a burst of strength, she was in the air, flapping her bat like wings. Sunlight painted her body as she pumped her arms and rose higher and higher into the air. She was above the spiked wall and could see everything beyond. 
 
    “My lord, I see it! I see a structure in the ocean. There is a bridge that leads from the road to it! I can fly to it!” The Corva said excitedly. 
 
    “Don’t!” Lance shouted. 
 
    Batty dove forward, flapping her wings to keep her airborne. Spikes along the top shifted and pointed at the descending Corva. Lance drew his sword but it was too late. Spikes fired like pointed cannon balls. The Corva dodged to the right and then left before a spike slammed into her hip. Batty spun through the air as several more spikes fired. Lance grimaced and the whole party watched as several more spikes penetrated the corva’s thin frame. Sardyna made an impossible leap into the air, catching the falling corva in her arms. With a thud, the hellhound held the corva and turned to Lance. 
 
    The white knight stepped forward as Batty struggled to breath. Arms out, he picked her up and held her close. A silence fell over the group as Batty struggled to breath, a spike in her chest. 
 
    “I’m…sorry…..my…lord…..” the corva gasped. 
 
    Lance held her closer, darkness under his eyes, “We will see each other soon.” 
 
    “You….promise….” Batty seethed. 
 
    Lance nodded. 
 
    “I….love….you….” Batty said before cracks of light appeared along her body. 
 
    Lance let his arms fall to his sides as she burst into shards of light. 
 
    Sonja moved to his side, “She will resurrect.” 
 
    Lance let out a sigh, “I know but from what we know, she may be different. I don’t know if she was one of the awakened and I don’t want to think about it. Let’s keep going on the quest. I can see when she resurrects in ten days.” 
 
    Jayson looked to his friend and a pit opened up in his stomach. Eyes turning to Oksuna, real fear took hold that if she died, she would come back different. She would revert to her basic personality and the being she had become would be different, alien, hollow. More than anything, he wanted to keep her as she was, protecting her from a virtual death she and her kind could endure. Keeping to the quest, he hoped this would be the end and she could lead a long life in a digital game. 
 
    Renner patted Lance on the shoulder before stepping past him. Standing before the rune covered door, the rogue gave it the once over before putting his fingers to his chin in deep thought. Jayson and Sonja stepped over and stood to either side of the rogue as his eyes moved from rune to rune. 
 
    “How bad is it?” Jayson asked, never taking his eyes off the door. 
 
    “Tough but manageable,” Renner said as Gylda appeared next to his head and fluttered about. 
 
    “What does that mean?” Sonja asked. 
 
    Renner let his hand drop and took a step closer to the doors, “I have seen variations of these types of combination locks. I saw one similar in a dragon’s castle. I have to touch each rune in the proper sequence to get the door to open.” 
 
    Renner kept his eyes forward as he pointed a finger at one of the metal troll statues, “Those statues are most likely guardians. If I get it wrong then there is a big chance they will come to life and try to kill all of us. Thankfully, I have nearly maxed my Open Locks skills and thanks to this beauty right here,” Renner pointed at the golden fairy hovering next to him, “We might have a better than average chance.” 
 
    The rogue called up a 2D screen and tapped away at it, working out his chances and adding all of his bonuses. After a few flicks of his wrist, he swiped the screen away and cracked his digital knuckles. 
 
    “Whatever happens, just remember the Alamo,” Renner grinned. 
 
    The group looked on with eyebrows raised. Renner turned his head to see the look of confusion in their eyes. 
 
    “How old are you guys? You know the Alamo, right?” 
 
    Jayson gave a light shrug, “We know what the Alamo is. I just don’t understand the context?” 
 
    “We’re not someplace where we can defend against the statues, if that’s what you mean,” Lance added. 
 
    Wynter looked to Vass, “Does he mean we should bunker down?” 
 
    Vass shook her head, “I don’t know half the things he says sometimes. He told me once to ‘stay golden pony girl’ and I had to bug him later to explain it. I had no idea it was from an old movie called the ‘Outsiders’.” 
 
    Renner gritted his teeth as he turned his head to the side, “I mean, fight like hell if those things start to move!” 
 
    Wynter held her staff and shook her head, “I still don’t understand. Couldn’t you use a saying closer to our situation? You could have said ‘Stay Frosty’ or ‘Nuke the site from orbit’.” 
 
    Vass smiled, “Oh, Aliens is my all-time favorite movie.” 
 
    Wynter smiled at Vass, “Mine too!” 
 
    Jayson put up his hands as he and the rest of the group nodded and chuckled, “Let’s focus on the door for now.” 
 
    Renner turned back to the door. Jayson turn back to the rogue’s side and watched as he wiggled his fingers. 
 
    “Can you run us step by step on what you’re going to do?” 
 
    Renner kept his eyes focused as he talked, “My skills will show me a few options on combinations. It’s up to me to decide which one will activate the door. The better my skill, the fewer choices I have. My luck skill will help push me in the right direction but it won’t give me the answer.” 
 
    “And if you pick the wrong one?” 
 
    Renner let out a sigh, “Then there is a chance those statues will come at us with everything they have. The sun is almost down and we need to get through these doors so stay back and be ready.” 
 
    Jayson and Sonja stepped back to join the semi-circle of players, and concubines gathered. Weapons were drawn and spells held at the ready. The last rays of light flashed across the sky as the sun sank below the horizon. Night stretched across the sky, bringing her dark shroud across the heavens. Stars blinked into existence as the air took on a cool chill. 
 
    The light of the lantern illuminated the area as Renner stepped forward. Using his skill, combinations appeared and disappeared in rapid succession. Waiting patiently, he watched as the skill cycled through until four sets of runes appeared before his eyes. They glowed with deep reds, greens and blues as they hovered, the rogue the only one who could see them. Percentages appeared and cycled through until they too had stopped. Renner eyed the phantom runes. Two of them had the exact same 72%. The rogue’s brow furled. He never had two combinations show up with the same exact percent. 
 
    Gylda fluttered down onto his shoulder, “You don’t normally take this long.” 
 
    “Something is different,” The rogue said as he studied the floating runes. 
 
    “Should we panic?” Gylda smiled. 
 
    Renner shook his head slightly, “No. Just hold your breath.” 
 
    The golden fairy zipped into the air as Renner stepped up to the rune covered door. The rogue lifted up a hand and began tapping away at runes. Fingers moved in a blur as the party waited with baited breath. When the final rune was touched, the rogue took a step back and held out his arms. 
 
    “Open says me!” Renner bellowed. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Eyes slid sideways, waiting for anything to happen. Renner’s arms slowly dropped as the doors remained shut. Looking at the combinations floating in his vision, he scratched his head as he wondered why the doors didn’t open. Unsure if the combination took, the rogue started pressing the same runes again exactly like he did before. 
 
    Metal creaked and stone shifted. Eyes turned to the statues as they vibrated. Eyes opened as metal arms moved. Tridents clanked upward as the troll statues turned their attention to the rogue between them. 
 
    “Renner,” Jayson said as each statue lifted up a foot from their base and planted it on the ground. 
 
    “Yea, we’re in trouble,” Renner said as he looked at the floating combinations once again, arms crossed. 
 
    “Do something, anything,” Vass said with controlled urgency.  
 
    “I’m thinking,” Renner said as he continued to stare at the floating runes. 
 
    The statues lifted up their tridents and aimed the points down on the exposed rogue. The knights prepared techniques as everyone else readied to unleash every spell and ability on the statues. The hands reached up to their zenith as the tridents pointed at Renner. 
 
    The rogue’s mind lit up and he smiled to himself, “I know what’s wrong.” 
 
    “No!” Jayson shouted as the tridents came down. 
 
    Renner’s hand moved in a blur, looking at the second combination with the same percentage. The tridents came barreling down until the rogue tapped the last rune. Red energy flared along the door. The world seemed to stop and the party stared at the rogue, two trident points’ inches away from his head. Gylda fluttered down on top of his head, eyes looking to one trident and then another. 
 
    Renner turned around on his heels and stepped forward as the statues pulled back their tridents. They moved to their stone bases and retook their previous positions. Eyes closed and they no longer moved, still as a frozen lake. 
 
    “It was a two-step combination. When I redid the first one, it activated the guardians. I just had to input the second rune string,” Renner said as he stood by Jayson and threw his arm over the knight’s shoulder, “Piece of cake.” 
 
    Jayson shrugged him off, eyes on the doors as they parted. The party moved forward, looking out onto a wide-open space, the sounds of waves in the distance. The hint of white spires poked up from the edge of the land. The player stepped through, thinking there must be cliffs just before the ocean as he followed the road for about forty feet and stopped. Tall grass covering the land swayed in the small breeze. The last glow of the sun had faded away and a clear night filled the sky, stars twinkling in the purple heavens. 
 
    Sonja moved to Jayson’s side with eyes wide, “We made it.” 
 
    Lance moved to Jayson’s left, “I can’t believe we actually made it to the edge of the western coast of Lukken. We’re actually here.” 
 
    Jayson contained his excitement as he turned to the group, “We will set up camp here for the night. First thing in the morning, we see what lies just beyond those cliffs.” 
 
    The party nodded and began pulling out tent supplies. Jayson turned back to the small pointed spires in the distance. Arms curled around him and the knight felt trapped between a blue knight and a white one. Lifting his arms up under theirs, he tried to hold them as well, basking in the warmth. 
 
    “I still can’t believe we made it,” Sonja said as she pressed her face to his neck, a tear forming. 
 
    Lance held them close, his head leaning on Jayson’s head, “It just doesn’t seem real.” 
 
    “I feel like we have climbed a mountain and we’re almost to the top. I couldn’t think of anyone else I would have gone on this adventure with.” 
 
    A shadow fell over the three knights. They broke their embrace and turned to see Oksuna smiling but her eyes were on Jayson. Before he could act, she stepped forward, took hold of him and drew him in close. The knight steadied himself as he grabbed her waist. Lips touched as they embraced each other. Lance and Sonja held each other and watched with loving eyes as the knight and troll kissed deeply, their hearts beating as one. 
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    Lips pressed hard, Jayson held onto Oksuna’s waist as he pushed as deep as he could go. Bodies writhed and the pink haired troll lay with eyes closed and soft moans pouring from her open mouth. The knight drove his hips again and again between soft inner thighs, keeping the rhythm. The troll’s body trembled as her breasts brushed against the knight’s face. Jayson bit down on a pointed nipple and suckled as his cock thickened. Oksuna let out a deep cry as mini explosions went off, one after the other. Jayson let go of her nipple and watched her as she writhed and cried to invading thrusts. Drinking in her beauty, he couldn’t turn away. Seeing ecstasy roll through her, she could barely contain herself as her thighs trembled. As each orgasm began to die down, she squeezed her knight and lover, eyes opening and a sultry smile spreading into her cheeks. 
 
    Jayson could not deny himself any longer. Cock bulging, white seed burst from the tip, filling her valley. The wild urges whipped at him as he continued to pump and push every drop of his love into her. Oksuna let out pleasing moans as she held her lover closer, basking in his warmth. When the last drop dripped from the end of his manhood, the knight collapsed on the troll. Oksuna held him close, running her fingers through his hair, cheeks pink against her light blue skin. 
 
    The knight stayed in her arms, wanting nothing more than to spend the day just like this. The player told himself they should rest. Clearly after a few hours of sleep, Oksuna was not going to follow his suggestion. The knight woke up to her pleasing him, lips around his cock and playfully moaning. Unable to deny their desires, they spent the last hour taking every position they could to get out lustful passions. 
 
    Jayson turned his head and could see the glow of morning against the tent walls. Pushing up, the knight stayed inside the troll as she gave him bedroom eyes. An alert passed across his vision and the knight’s brow furled. 
 
    ??? is at 99%. 
 
    Oksuna looked at her knight as he blinked it away. The troll moved her hips slightly, trying to egg him on for another round. 
 
    “Let’s keep going, my love.” She said in a perfectly seductive voice. 
 
    Jayson watched as the words faded away from his vision, looking down at the mischievous gaze of the pink haired troll, “Again?” 
 
    Oksuna nodded. 
 
    “I can’t argue with that,” Jayson smiled as his cock slowly hardened again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Breaking down the camp was done in short order. An air of excitement filled the party as they finished putting out the fire pit. Tents were rolled up and put away in inventories. The party was dressed in their armor, with a final check on their weapons. The sky was clear as they stood in the shadow of the mountains, the first rays of morning peaking over the pointed tops. 
 
    Sonja moved to Jayson, her smile apparent, “You didn’t get much sleep. I can see it in your eyes.” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “I still can’t believe stuff like that shows up in the game.” 
 
    Sonja nodded, “Yea, and hearing Oksuna kind of gave it away.” 
 
    The knights grinned at one another. 
 
    Lance stepped over and put an arm around Sonja’s shoulder, “We had fun too this morning.” 
 
    Sonja laid her head on the white knight’s shoulder, “When this quest is over, we all need to spend a few days together, just the three of us.” 
 
    Jayson and Lance nodded, a warm feeling passing between them.  
 
    The party finished their last checks and gathered around the three knights. Everyone was in high spirits and waited patiently as Jayson turned to address them. The familiar odd feeling rolled over his heart. He never could have done this before. The painful shyness and anti-social urges once had full control of his life. Glancing to Sonja and Lance, he could feel a new strength had taken hold. Their adventures and love making only cemented that he was not some broken person in society. He was someone whose voice could be and should be heard. He was a knight and he was leading players on a quest that had taken over a year to complete. Confidence blazed as muscles relaxed. No matter what happens, this all was an adventure that he could never deny. It changed his life and he felt better for it. 
 
    “Are we all ready?” Jayson asked. 
 
    The party nodded with small smiles. 
 
    “Let’s complete the quest,” Jayson beamed as he turned and began marching. 
 
    The road stretched on with tall grass fields flanking their left and right. Oksuna walked next to her lord, eyes down and smiling. Jayson led on but occasionally looked over at his beautiful troll. Seeing her happy caused his hand to reach out and take her hand. Fingers entwined, they walked along the wide dirt road until they reached white stone. 
 
    The road changed and soon the party was on white marble cobblestones. Intricate designs covered each stone and Jayson found himself looking down, noting the designs looked like hieroglyphics. The knight looked up and the sound of the crashing ocean rose up like a symphony over the horizon. The white stone road dipped as the earth to the right and left began to rise. The party followed the sloping road as it narrowed. The path turned into a narrow pass and before the knight, the ocean stretched out to the western horizon. 
 
    White stone turned into steps as the party moved in single file. Jayson led the way, eyes drinking in the magnificent sight before him. The path descended down to a white bridge. It made a straight path over the waves and ocean to oval structure two hundred feet out to sea. White spires stood up, encircling it and the morning sun bathed the platform in brilliant light.  
 
    The party cleared the stairs and moved onto the white bridge. To the right and left of them cliffs stood and white sandy beaches painted the coast. The party was silent as they walked onto the bridge, gazing at the splendor around them. On they walked, seeing crystals on top of each small spire lining the bridge, giving the whole structure a heavenly glow. Strange runes and designs covered every inch of the bridge as if its creators didn’t want to waste a single space. Calm fell over the party as they moved as one, like they could just lay down and sleep for a thousand years. 
 
    “I don’t know if it’s the light or the bridge but I’m sleepy as hell,” Renner yawned. 
 
    “I feel it too,” Wynter fought a yawn and lost. 
 
    Lyra glanced around, “The stone has holy energy. I can feel it down to my core.” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes blinked as he moved to the edge of the bridge, taking in the misty ocean scent, “I feel at peace here.” 
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Jayson said as Oksuna let out a soft sigh. 
 
    “I….feel at home…” Oksuna whispered with her eyes half closed. 
 
    “You have a connection to this place,” Jayson smiled. 
 
    “Let’s stay here forever,” Oksuna smiled. 
 
    Jayson smiled but didn’t answer. He had no idea what effects the place was having on them. A cautious thought filled his mind as he wondered if this was a trap or curse they would have to overcome. Staying true, the knight marched on until they reached the edge of the oval platform. 
 
    The party spread out as they stepped in. Spires lined the edges, touching the sky. Opposite of the bridge, a white stone throne stood against the ocean backdrop. The design was simple with several blocks making it a high-backed throne but the designs and carvings glowed with intricate magic. Jayson’s gaze was glued to the throne and he took another step. 
 
    An inner oval line glowed to life with white energy. Jayson stopped and took a step back, hands at the ready. The light moved along the edge and around before connecting in front of the throne. The party readied themselves, eyes looking in every direction for any sign of trouble. 
 
    Jayson watched as the light flared for a moment before it faded from sight. Tension connected the party as they waited, the sounds of waves crashing on the beach filling the area. Mouths closed and hearts went silent as Jayson crept to the line once again and touched it with his foot. This time nothing happened and some of the party let out a relieved sigh. 
 
    Jayson walked across the stone platform, eyes on the throne. Sonja and Lance followed, their hearts beating with excitement. The three stood in front of the throne and marveled at the detailed carvings. 
 
    “Should one of us sit on it?” Lance asked. 
 
    “I honestly don’t know,” Jayson said as he eyed the runes, trying to find a clue on what to do next. 
 
    Sonja was about to speak when something white caught the edge of her vision. Eyes turning from the throne, they grew bigger as water churned white and bubbled against the blue ocean. The rest of the party witnessed the churning water, foaming higher and higher as they stepped closer. Jayson, Lance and Sonja moved to one side of the throne and looked out into to the sea. 
 
    Water spilled away as something enormous reared up. Iridescent scales shined in the morning light. Long razor like fins cut through the foaming water, black and slick. An armored snout opened as did oval, serpent eyes. Dripping short tentacles hung from under its chin as white smoke spilled from the edges of its snout. The party stood motionless as the giant serpent rose up, water cascading down its armored hide. Black, green and blue painted its body as it swiveled its pointed snout to the platform. Eyes widened and brow furled as it opened its mouth and roared. 
 
    The power of the roar was enough to cause every member of the party to step back. The very air vibrated and Jayson put up his arm to help block the deafening roar. The serpent slinked in closer, body bobbing to the waves as maniac eyes trembled.  
 
    Jayson felt his stomach drop as it approached. He knew this feeling once in his life. A rabid raccoon had taken residence under his porch when he was a teen. It wandered out of its hiding spot one morning when he was taking out the trash. There was a moment they saw each other. It was foaming at the mouth and Jason backed slowly away. It frothed at the mouth and attacked. Jason managed to throw himself through the door to the house before kicking it shut with his leg. The raccoon scratched and scratched until it lost interest. He called animal control for them to come and get it but he still remembered how it looked at him, very much the same as the serpent moving in closer. 
 
    “Get back!” Jayson shouted as he turned. 
 
    The serpent’s maw opened and it roared a stream of molten steam. The party scattered. Lance grabbed Sonja and threw his back to a thick pointed spire. The white knight held her close as the spire split the stream in half. It struck the white stone and burst into a cloud. Lance waited until the stream stopped and pulled Sonja away as the cloud drifted closer before dissipating.    
 
    Kai had his bow in hand with arrow notched. 
 
    Jayson noticed the troll as he aimed, “Don’t do it!” 
 
    Kai hesitated, “It’s going to kill us!” 
 
    “I have to agree,” Renner shouted from behind another spire. 
 
    The serpent reared up and blasted out a stream of white steam. The troll dove for one of the spires just as steam raked across the stone and defected off of a spire. Jayson watched in astonishment as the stream blasted through the air and struck the seaside cliffs. Stone and earth melted as a hole was bored out. It was then that Jayson knew if any of them were struck, it would be instant death. 
 
    “We need to do something!” Thorrin shouted with hammer in hand. 
 
    “I’m open to ideas!” Jayson said as he drew his swords from over his shoulders.  
 
    “Kai and I can hit it at a distance!” Wynter shouted as the monster roared and blasted out another white-hot stream. 
 
    “If you guys keep it busy, I can hit it with Shatter Light’s ability,” Lance shouted as he and Sonja rushed behind another spire. 
 
    Doubt loomed as Jayson wondered if this was how it was supposed to play out. If they attacked, it might stop the story line or alter it. He wasn’t sure if this was the right course of action. The player cursed to himself, wishing he had just a little more information. Lifting a hand, he was ready to signal for a counter strike when Oksuna stepped from a spire and walked to the center of the platform. 
 
    “Oksuna!” Jayson shouted as she moved with a relaxed pace. 
 
    The sea serpent reared back once again, steam spilling from its parted maw. Insane serpent eyes narrowed down on the pink haired troll in the skin tight white dress. Jaw flexing open, it prepared to release another stream when light shined from the troll’s pink hair. The monster hesitated, its jaw open and eyes focused on the troll. Oksuna made it to the center of the platform and turned to face the giant serpent. With kind eyes, she opened her mouth and began to sing. 
 
    Jayson watched as a haunting melody rose up from her throat, filling the very air with peace and calm. It drowned out the sounds of the ocean as she sang on, eyes closing and her voice taking over. The serpent’s maniac eyes began to slow, its gaze steady on the beautiful singing troll. Its movements turned from thrashing to gliding motions, like a cobra caught to the sound of a snake charmer’s flute. 
 
    Jayson stepped away from the spire, looking at the serpent as its movements quieted. Remembering what Slytha told him, the descendants of the Sormir held sway with the ancient beasts. Looking back to Oksuna, her status of Rose Seer spoke to her true power. She calmed the madness and they were enthralled to her voice. 
 
    The party moved from their spots, cautiously looking up at the serpent as it swayed to the melody. Behind it, multiple circles of white foam began to churn. The party watched as serpents rose up from the blue sea, eyes turning to the platform and thick bodies swaying to the troll’s song. At first there were several but soon, more and more serpents rose up. The knight watched as dozens of sea serpents created a semi-circle around the platform, listening to the magic of Oksuna’s voice. 
 
    The first serpent bowed its head, peering down on the little bodies on the platform before centering its eyes on the troll. 
 
    “Child of Sormir….” The serpent bellowed with a deep voice, “….you have calmed our madness. What brings you to our temple?” 
 
    Oksuna’s song slowly died and she looked to Jayson, “My lord wishes to speak with you.” 
 
    Jayson felt the laser sight of the serpent shift onto him. The knight gulped down some air before stepping before Oksuna and turning to the giant serpent by the edge of the platform. 
 
    “I didn’t expect to meet with the Sormir,” Jayson said with a half smirk. 
 
    The serpent was silent as it stared at the knight. 
 
    Jayson cleared his throat and continued, “On behalf of Lady Slytha and all of Lukken, we come in peace.” 
 
    The serpent maintained its intimidating gaze, “What do you seek, little knight?” 
 
    Jayson tried to keep his calm as a shudder ran up his spine, “We….we wish to open relations with the Sormir. War has come to Lukken and the…Sindrell wish to begin again with the Sormir.” 
 
    The serpent’s eyes narrowed, “We care not for your war.”   
 
    “But many do. There are rumors that others are coming, seeking your favor to turn the tide of war. We only want peace.” 
 
    “You speak of others but you yourself have come seeking favor. We Sormir will not interfere in the natural progression of your petty wars,” The serpent seethed. 
 
    Jayson looked up, thoughts of Oksuna filling him with confidence, “We don’t wish for you to interfere. I am only a messenger to bring what I have been tasked to do. We were to find this place and report back but clearly, more needs to be done. Lady Slytha wishes to end the war. I know some of your history between the Sormir and the Sindrell and she has expressed wanting to open relations once again between your people.” 
 
    The serpent’s head bowed down and floated over the platform until it was ten feet from Jayson. The knight stood his ground even with the serpent so close and so big, it could swallow him in one gulp. Serpent eyes met the knight’s eyes as if regarding the knight’s words. 
 
    “We have known regret for such actions, so long ago. The dragons fear us as they should but we bring no malice to this world. Even now, my brothers and sisters speak to me of bridging our people together but I have doubts such a thing could exist.” 
 
    “Times have changed since your last meetings. The dragons only wish for peace.” 
 
    The serpent shifted its eyes to Kai as he stood in the back, “And what of his kind? They rape and pillage across Lukken, displaying their power for all of those to gaze upon. The Sindrell ruled with quiet power but the Kunarr rule with brazen command. We still hear whispers of what happens on the lands of Lukken. We know either side wants more then what they have. You bring nothing to convince us.” 
 
    Jayson tried to think fast, “We bring information. Not all are pleased with the war. We know there are those who want it to end peacefully. If you opened dialog between your people, then it might be enough to end this war and begin healing between the Sormir and the Sindrell.” 
 
    The serpent shifted its eyes back to Jayson, “Such things come at a cost, little knight.” 
 
    “I’m sure the Sindrell could come up with….” Jayson was cut off. 
 
    “No…no…little knight,” The serpent bellowed. “The temple you stand on was created by the children of the Sormir. They built it as a means to quell our madness and bring our people from the deep oceans. When you stepped onto it, it summoned us from the depths. The Rose Seer has subdued our madness but only for a certain length of time.” 
 
    The serpent reared back to its full height and looked down at the people gathered on the temple floor, “There will never be peace or dialogue as long as we suffer from this madness. We cannot risk taking another life as long as we are slaves to this abhorrent malady. The children of Sormir knew this and created this very temple before their own madness consumed them. 
 
    “If you desire peace and openness, a price must be paid.” 
 
    Jayson’s eyes turned to the white throne, “What price?” 
 
    The serpent’s mouth twisted into a small, knowing leer, “Someone must become our voice. They shall become our diplomat, our consort to speak for us and calm the very madness in our veins. They must leave behind all they knew and become one with our hive mind before we depart this world and return to the stars.” 
 
    The serpent’s eyes grew wild and a deep chuckle fell from its open maw, “Someone must sit on the Sormir throne and join us before we consider any of your requests.” 
 
    Dread crawled up Jayson’s spine as he turned to the party. Shadows covered everyone’s eyes as the weight of the serpent’s words hung heavy in the air. A moment of silence blanketed the group and they mulled over the very words. 
 
    “Someone has to sit on that throne and I don’t think they’re ever getting back up,” Thorrin said with a low voice. 
 
    Vass stepped forward, “It means we have to give up our character?” 
 
    Wynter held her staff tight, “I think so.” 
 
    Jayson shook his head, “There must be more to it.” 
 
    “Sil?” The knight called out as his mind worked. 
 
    An angel appeared, hovering before the gathered party. A moment later, several more angels appeared. The players watched as all their individual angels hovered above them, white and black wings swaying in the ocean breeze. 
 
    “Yes, Sir Reed,” Sil said with a kind smile. 
 
    Jayson eyed the other angels and turned back to Sil, “Why is everyone’s angel here?” 
 
    “Due to the nature of the quest, we are here to listen and speak as one,” Sil said simply. 
 
    The knight took in a deep breath and looked to the floating winged beauty, “What happens if one of us sits on the throne?” 
 
    Sil’s eyes took a hint of sorrow as she spoke, “You would become the Voice of the Sormir. Your character will retire permanently and become legend in the histories of Lukken.” 
 
    Renner raised a hand, “So that’s it? No big reward or fancy loot? We just become the voice of the sea serpents?” 
 
    Every angel nodded as Sil continued, “You will herald a new age for Lukken.” 
 
    Renner put down his hand, “I didn’t come all this way to be some puppet on a throne. I put a lot of work into this character and I’m not ready to give it up.” 
 
    Thorrin crossed his arms and looked to the Rogue, “No one is asking you too.” 
 
    Renner shot the paladin a sarcastic grin, “Yea but no one is stepping up to plate. What kind of reward is that where you only get the satisfaction of starting a new age? I thought for sure there would be something more than this.” 
 
    Sonja turned to Sil, “What about a concubine? Can they sit on the throne?” 
 
    Sil shook her head, “NPC’s cannot sit on the throne. It is a sacrifice a player must make.” 
 
    Jayson rubbed his jaw as he turned to the party, “Someone needs to take on being the Voice of the Sormir.” 
 
    “I’m not starting over,” Wynter said as she held her skull staff. 
 
    “Neither am I,” Kai added. 
 
    Vass stood at unease as she looked away, “I can’t start over,” her gaze moving up to Renner. 
 
     Sonja bit her lip and said nothing. Rekt stood off to the side, leaning against a spire and his lips sealed. The concubines looked around, worry bleeding into their eyes. Thorrin was silent as he stood, his brow furled in deep thought. Jayson opened his mouth when Lance stepped forward. 
 
    “I’ll do it. I’ll be their voice,” The white knight said with conviction. 
 
    Jayson and Sonja looked to the white knight, their hearts thumping. 
 
    “You can’t,” the two knights said in unison. 
 
    Lance gave them a warm smile, “Someone has to do it. The game has been fun but it will be nice to go down in history.” 
 
    “What about us, the three of us?” Sonja asked with glistening eyes. 
 
    “Guys, there’s not much to discuss with this. Someone needs to make the sacrifice and I’m the logical choice. Jayson needs to be with Oksuna and you need to be with Jayson.” 
 
    “We need to be together,” Jayson said as a pain crawled into his heart. They had spent so much time together that Jayson couldn’t picture playing the game without him. 
 
    “We have to come up with another way,” Sonja said with determination in her eyes. 
 
    Lance stepped over to the blue knight and took her hands into his, “We had some fun. Now I can see what the next chapter holds for me.” 
 
    Jayson stepped close, “This can’t be how it ends?” 
 
    Lance looked to the handsome knight, “I never told you guys how deeply it affected me when Lorn was killed. I know he was an NPC but in the short time we spent together, it was amazing. I…I don’t think I ever really recovered from that. If I give up my character, then maybe his death wouldn’t have been in vain. My sacrifice will bring peace to Lukken. I can start over or……quit the game.” 
 
    Jayson and Sonja stared at the white knight as he continued, “I don’t know if I can keep playing a game where some of the inhabits are waking up. If they are a new kind of AI, I don’t know if I could risk killing one of them. If Lorn had survived, he may have awakened. I’ll never know now. I thought about breaking the news to you both but couldn’t find the right moment. Now we have to do something and I’m willing to do it for all of us.” 
 
    Sonja stepped forward, her arms sliding under his and hugging him close, “It won’t be the same.” 
 
    Lance held her close, “Life never is. After a break, I can come back as a new character. Think of it as reincarnation.” 
 
    Jayson stepped close and hugged them both, “This is crazy. There must be another way.” 
 
    Lance smiled, “There is no other way. It’s not as crazy as you might think. I knew if I didn’t say something, you would take the seat but then Oksuna would be without her lover.” 
 
    The party looked on as the three knights held each other. Jayson had grown so attached to his persona and his friends. They made him stronger than he ever thought he could be. The thought of playing without Lance filled him with a terrible sadness. It would never be the same, no matter what pretty lies the white knight said. 
 
    “The last year as been a blast but now we need to get this done, to bring peace. The quest will be over and then you both can help the NPC’s waking up,” Lance smiled and kissed Sonja on the forehead. 
 
    The white knight let go of the blue knight and turned to Jayson. The knight stood, his mind working but his expression painted with pain. Lance stepped closer and pressed his lips to his. The two knights let tongues slip and dance for a long moment before Lance pulled away. 
 
    “I love you Jayson Reed,” Lance smiled and turned to Sonja. 
 
    “I love you Blue Sonja,” The white knight said with a gentle tone. 
 
    Jayson looked away as his heart cracked. The knight’s eyes widened to the size of saucers as he watched Oksuna step closer to the Serpent Throne. Turning, the knight stepped closer, his heart thudding in his chest as Oksuna stood inches from the throne. 
 
    “Oksuna?” Jayson asked and his voice cracked. 
 
    The pink haired troll turned her head but stayed close to the throne, “My love,” She smiled. 
 
    “What….are you doing?” Jayson asked and stood a mere ten feet from her. 
 
    A tear appeared at the corner of her eye, “I’m taking my rightful place, to protect all of you.” 
 
    Jayson could feel his logic fall away as his heart pumped harder. Limbs trembled as he took a shaky step forward. Stomach turning, he couldn’t believe what he was seeing and for the moment, his heart cracked in two. 
 
    “Your….you’re not a Player Character. It won’t accept you. Come back to me,” Jayson pleaded, unsure what would happen if she sat down. 
 
    The party stepped a little closer, all eyes on the beautiful troll as her hand touched the arm rest of the Serpent Throne. The Sormir watched as it all played out, their minds speaking as one and hearts soaring. 
 
    Oksuna put her back to the throne and looked down on her lord and lover, “I never felt like a prisoner in your arms. I wanted to be there. You didn’t treat me like a play thing. You treated me like an equal and for that; you will always be my true love.” 
 
    The troll inched back, “Now I must be there for you and take on this task. I feel like it has been my destiny all along.” 
 
    Jayson took another step forward, “Don’t do this……we can figure out another way!” 
 
    The troll looked down with a shy smile, tears rolling down her azure cheeks. Hands reached up and took hold of the pink heart necklace. Lifting it over her head, she held it before here, eyes amused and filled with wonder. 
 
    “You gave this to me so I could protect myself if you were not by my side. It is only fair I give it back so it can protect you when I am not at your side.” 
 
    Before Jayson could get a word in, the troll flicked her wrist and the heart stone amulet soared through the air. The knight lifted up a hand and caught it, bringing it down and gazing upon it before lifting his eyes to the beautiful troll. 
 
    “Oksuna….I love you….” Jayson said softly. 
 
    The troll gave him a whimsical smile amid tears, “I love you.” 
 
    Jayson and all the party members watched as the troll sat down on the Serpent Throne and leaned back. Light glowed around the base and the party watched with wide eyes. Jayson stared through his own tears as the energy bloomed. Oksuna leaned her head back and closed her eyes. Seconds passed before her eyes shot up, blazing with light. The energy around the base of the throne pulsed before it blazed light into the sky.  
 
    Jayson stepped forward the moment Oksuna began to scream. Arms curled around him, holding him back as he watched the pink haired troll writhe and scream to the heavens. The serpents let out long deep vibrations from their throats as they turned their massive heads skyward. Jayson tried to step forward but Lance and Thorrin held fast, taking in the spectacle. 
 
    Oksuna’s screams began to diminish as her mouth made a perfect O. Light surrounded her, firing into the sky and heavens beyond. The world seemed to stop as the light poured into the sky before it thinned and finally faded away. Energy pulsed and curled around the troll as she sat; eyes white and mouth closed. 
 
    The angel, Sil, smiled, “A player has taken the Serpent Throne!” 
 
    Jayson fell to his knees, gazing upon Oksuna as she sat. Lance and Thorrin stood by his side and the party stood behind them. They could feel his loss and guilt pour over their hearts. 
 
    “I am the Voice of the Sormir,” Oksuna said as her voice sent thick vibrations through the air. 
 
    Jayson looked to her, hoping there would be some recognition but there was nothing. The troll stared off, her body now a tool for the Sormir. Sonja fell to Jayson’s side and wrapped her arms around his neck, bringing him closer to her. The player felt numbness take hold as he tried to calm his broken heart. 
 
    “It would appear we arrived just in time,” boomed a voice in the distance. 
 
    Heads turned and everyone but Jayson looked to the cliffs. At the top by the path, a row of trolls stood. At the furthest outcropping of the cliffs, a large meaty troll stood with short black hair, behind him stood three shadowy cloaked figures against the stark blue sky. 
 
    The troll spoke again, his voice so loud that it could be heard for miles, “We’ve come to speak to the Sormir and bring peace to Lukken.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    Wynter stared up at the cliffs, her heart skipping a beat. The necromancer could feel dread falling over her like ice water. Kai moved to her side, his grim eyes looking up at the troll master. The party looked on while Sonja and Lance knelt down to Jayson’s side. The knight remained on his knees, eyes on Oksuna as she sat on the Sormir throne. 
 
    “Kurss Darkwhisper,” Wynter said in a soft tone. 
 
    Renner turned his eyes to the necromancer, “The insane master that wants to enslave every race? I heard of him and what he did to all those players in the Harkkon dungeon raid.” 
 
    “We were there,” Kai said with a mask of indifference. 
 
    “Those who didn’t join his crusade were executed. Myself and a fellow guild member were the only ones to escape,” Wynter said while never taking her eyes off the troll in the distance. 
 
    “The bounty on you is pretty high,” Vass said. 
 
    Wynter and Kai turned their attention to the dark-haired elf. 
 
    “Slytha offered us more to work together, plus it would have been rude,” Vass shrugged. 
 
    Kurss looked down from the cliff edge, his face as frozen as a winter lake but his eyes wide, drinking in the sight before him. The three cloaked figures moved behind him, hoods up and shadows covering their faces. The troll master flexed his thick shoulders before clasping his hands in front of him and bowing his head. 
 
    “Mighty Sormir! I humbly ask for a moment of your time,” Kurss spoke but his voice carried beyond normal means. 
 
    Jayson stared at Oksuna as her white eyes shifted up, “You dare come with an army at your back. Your request speaks of dark intent,” her voice as loud as his. 
 
    Kurss lifted his head and smirked, “This force? It is my travelling escorts. Their number is a paltry thousand, hardly enough to go to war.” 
 
    Oksuna returned the troll master’s smirk with her own, “Not that force, the one behind you.” 
 
    Kurss kept his smirk, “Ah yes, there are many of them but my allies insisted. I, being the generous spirit that I am, could never deny their request as I would hope you would not deny mine.” 
 
    The three figures stepped to the right and left of Kurss and drew back their hoods. One appeared as an old man with white hair. He had a blindfold covering his eyes and he appeared gaunt but his face held an almost gentle touch. To his right stood a black-haired man with long sideburns and a mad gleam in his eyes. To Kurss’s left, a man with feminine features stood, a sickly smile leering down. 
 
    Even at the distance, the party felt horror slip into their chests. Thorrin and Lyra could see the crazy features of Mad Morgan. The rest of the party stared up at Riktess Grimm but it was Wynter and Kai who felt a darkness trying to consume their tiny hope as they guessed who the blind man was. Wynter looked to her skull staff and the glowing eyes pulsed with supernatural power. 
 
    The blindfolded man stepped forward with a gentle smile, “Great and powerful Sormir, my ally only wishes for a moment of your time.” 
 
    Oksuna stared up with unblinking eyes. Jayson slowly stood to his feet, Lance and Sonja at his side. Turning, he drank in the sight of the cliffs as a line of trolls stared down. Waves crashed on the beach as the breeze caressed exposed skin and hair. 
 
    “Your actions speak of threats,” Oksuna bellowed. 
 
    Kurss stood at the blind man’s side, “You are mistaken. We only wish our equal time to explain what is happening in Lukken and dispel the lies of the criminals before you.” 
 
    Oksuna’s brow formed a hard V, “The Rose Seer has joined our hive mind. Her knowledge has added to our own. You seek to enslave and have fallen from the path of knowledge.” 
 
    “Nothing can be farther from the truth,” Kurss said with a calm demeanor. “We follow the true path of the Sormir. We masters have embraced your laws of knowledge, strength and wisdom. We know it can only be achieved by challenging one’s boundaries and surpassing them. What the dragons and humans would call war, we call a test, a test to separate the weak and foolish from their lives and the strong and knowledgeable to their rightful place of power. We have studied the old laws and agreed that the people of Lukken require such challenges or they will fall to the forever sleep of ancients. 
 
    “The dragons only seek to nurse the races of Lukken. Such an act will only bring about their extinction. They will never move beyond their baser needs. I have read the tales of your mighty race from my ancestor’s journals. We do not wish to enslave but uplift all races to the next level of their evolution.” 
 
    Renner shook his head, “This guy is a piece of work. I think he actually believes what he is saying.” 
 
    Kai tilted his head forward, “He does. He believes every word.” 
 
    Oksuna’s white eyes shifted to the side, knowledge and whispers pouring into her mind. Turning her gaze back to the cliffs, she looked on as the waves by the beach foamed. Lunatina was by the platform edge when she glanced over.  Turning her whole body, she gripped the rail and began bouncing and pointing. 
 
    “Look!” the jester yelled. 
 
    Eyes turned to the beaches as thick green bodies rose up from the surf. Their webbed hands held weapons of every make from swords to tridents, axes to maces. Some wore long mossy colored hair while others were bald or contained a single braid. Male and females stalked out of the surf, lining each side of the beach as far as the eye could see. Pointed noses turned upward while muscled bodies glistened in the sunlight. 
 
    Oksuna turned her chin upwards and gave her own sardonic grin, “If you truly follow the old laws, then you are prepared to be tested?” 
 
    Kurss maintained his relaxed stance, “A test we would happily accept but we do follow the tenet of wisdom. Before testing our metal, should we not discuss before spilling blood?” 
 
    “What do you have to gain by speaking with us? If you follow the tenets of our ways, what brings a Master and three Dread Lords to this holy place,” Oksuna’s powerful voice spoke, ruffling Kurss’s short hair. 
 
    The troll master smiled broadly, “We only wish to do what your children first tried to do. We want the Sormir to mix with the races until all of our descendants become one. Until we all become…Sormir.”  
 
    Oksuna fell silent as she sat stiffly. The party looked to each other with disbelief.  
 
    Renner threw up his hands, “What….the…FUCK! He wants to breed out all the races until they become like the Sormir! That is some next level evil bullshit. He’s trying to eugenics the hell out of every race.” 
 
    “Yea, we got that,” Thorrin said with a hint of annoyance. 
 
    Renner shot him a glance, “I don’t think you do.” 
 
    The rogue pointed a finger at the troll as he kept his gaze on Thorrin, “That motherfucker is trying to Nazi up this world. In reality, I work in a nursing home and many of the residents told me stories of their relatives. Hell, some of them were actual soldiers in the war. If you knew half of what they went through, you would be just as fucking outraged and don’t give me that bullshit that it’s just a game.” 
 
    Jayson stepped forward, “We have to stop this evil from spreading.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the knight as he stood in the center of them, his brow calm. 
 
    “We can’t let the masters win this. There is too much at stake and we are at the tipping point. What happens today is doing to dictate the direction of the game.” 
 
    Jayson turned and looked to Oksuna as she stared at nothing, “Some of the people of Lukken are beginning to wake up. We can’t let them be taken just as they are starting their true lives.” 
 
    Jayson began telling the party everything he knew. He spoke of the meeting he had with a mysterious programmer. He talked of how some of the NPC’s are becoming self-aware. He calmly informed them that if they did not fight, the entire game could be shut down, killing every digital being. 
 
    When the words stopped, hearts weighed heavy as a silence blanketed the platform. Thorrin crossed his arms, part of him not wanting to believe but deep in his heart, he knew from the moment he met Emma. Lyra looked on, her own personal code to help others rising to the top and firming up her resolve. Wynter looked on with wide eyes as all the information was new to her. The necromancer felt reality bite into her as she knew that she didn’t want the strong to enslave the weak. Kai kept his head tilted forward, knowing his allies in the world could actually die and it did not sit well with his convictions.  
 
    Vass looked to the paladin and he returned her gaze. The power of family was stronger than any bond. With unspoken words, they knew they would fight. Renner cracked his knuckles and let out a small yell of frustration before becoming quiet. He lifted a fist up to the troll on the cliff and raised a middle finger.  
 
    The orc, Rekt stood up from leaning against a spire and drew his hammer from over his shoulder, “I’m ready to fuck them up.” 
 
    Jayson looked to Sonja and then Lance, “Till the end.” 
 
    “Till the end,” Sonja said with a sad smile. 
 
    “Till the end,” Lance said with a grim nod. 
 
    Energy and light blazed around Oksuna. The party turned to the pink haired troll as one hand hovered over the other. Energy swirled between her palms as she stared forward. The world seemed to stand still as the energy grew and focused. 
 
    “The Sormir have convened and we have come to an agreement. We support the laws of Strength, Knowledge and Wisdom; therefore, a proper test is required for all races to learn the path of enlightenment. The Sormir will lend our guidance but only to those who prove themselves worthy.” 
 
    The energy between Oksuna’s hands glowed and coalesced until a five-point shape appeared. The light whirled and soon solidified until the energy died. A green crystal star fish floated between the troll’s hands before fingers curled around it and took hold. Oksuna stood and lifted it up for all to see. 
 
    “Behold the Star of the Sormir! Any race which possesses this item will have our guidance and our ear. As with the old laws, only the strong, intelligent and wise of you can truly hold the star. Our guidance will sway to only those who possess it.” 
 
    Oksuna turned her white eyes down to Jayson and smiled, “Because you brought us from the depths and tamed our madness, Sir Reed shall first hold it until someone with strength, intelligence and wisdom wins it from him.” 
 
    The emerald star floated from Oksuna’s hands. Jayson looked up at the beautiful troll with hands up and fingers spread. The star landed in his hands, giving off a faint glow. The knight looked to the troll with wet eyes and held the star to his chest. 
 
    A loud clap filled the area and the party turned to Kurss as he stood, clapping his big hands together before letting his hands fall to his sides. 
 
    “Bravo Sir Reed, bravo. Your deeds and adventures have even reached my ears. To steal a Rose Seer and quest across Lukken to this point, truly you are a human to be admired. I pity you must take on such a burden to carry the star.” 
 
    The party eyed the master as he took one step closer to the edge of the cliff, his dark eyes staring directly at Jayson. 
 
     “I’m sure your first thought would be to give the star to the Sindrell. They have the power and might to protect it. I’m sure the humans could protect it for a time before their greed took over. As for my people, you would be a hero for many generations if you simply handed me the star. The choices are clear but the heart and clarity are not. All sides have those who would betray others for their own gains. Could you live with yourself if you handed the star to the dragons and they misused it?” 
 
    Jayson was silent as was the rest of the party. 
 
    Kurss continued, “I have a thousand of my elite troll soldiers here. Behind them, five thousand undead soldiers, a gift from my fellow allies. I assume you would need the portal to return to any of the kingdoms. Your fellow adventurers will die if you try to test my strength. Give me the star and you will have safe passage. No one will be harmed and you may carry on to explore Lukken as you will. No one need know of your actions and you conscious would be clear.” 
 
    Jayson held the star tight as his fellow party members eyed him and shook their heads. 
 
    Kurss’s face melted into a look a kind uncle would give, “I know these decisions can be difficult to answer quickly. Perhaps I can sweeten the pot? Hand over the star and I will withdraw all troll forces from the Middle kingdoms and release every prisoner in our dungeons. You would still be the hero in their eyes. Isn’t that what you’ve always wanted, Sir Reed?” 
 
    Jayson looked down at the star and his heart hardened. Lifting his head, he stared at the troll and let a smirk stab into his cheek. 
 
    “How about a wager?” Jayson shouted. 
 
    Kurss raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Jayson stepped forward, his fellow players parting to each side of him. 
 
    “Honor demands I return the star to the very dragon that sent us on this quest. I believe we can make it to the portal and deliver it back to her.” 
 
    Kurss smiled, “What are your terms?” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “We make it to the portal with the star, you not only withdraw your people from the Middle Kingdoms but send diplomats to reinstate the truce between all of the kingdoms.” 
 
    The troll master’s smile widened, showing his teeth, “And if you do not make it?” 
 
    “What do you want?” Jayson shouted back. 
 
    “The prize is the Star but I could use an honorable knight like yourself. Pledge your loyalty and the loyalty of your brothers and sisters in arms to me and the Kunarr kingdoms. I know death evades your kind but death will not prevent you from honoring our agreement. Once I have the star, you will belong to me.” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “Agreed!” 
 
    Kurss crossed his meaty arms, “Then we have a wager. You have until sunset to prepare.” 
 
    “How do we know you will keep to the agreement?” Jayson shouted. 
 
    Kurss nodded. A troll moved to his side and handed him something. The master lifted up something small between his fingers. 
 
    “This is a message stone. I will dictate our agreement and send it to my fellow masters. The judgment will take place should I arrive with the star or not.” 
 
    Kurss began speaking, dictating word for word of the agreement for all to hear. Once he was done, the stone floated from his fingers and blurred out of sight and was gone. 
 
    “I wish you and your people the best of luck, Sir Reed.” 
 
    “You too!” Jayson said with an edge of sarcasm. 
 
    Kurss turned on his heels and walked from view, the three dread lords following him. 
 
    Renner tilted his head, shadows covering his eyes, “Did we just fuck ourselves and all of Lukken?” 
 
    “No, we didn’t,” Thorrin said. “We just bought ourselves time to come up with a plan. I don’t believe he will keep the agreement but it couldn’t hurt to place his honor on the line.” 
 
    Jayson took in a deep inhale, savoring the salty ocean air before he spoke, “Just because he sent the message, doesn’t mean the other masters will agree. For now, it isn’t about the wager but getting the star to the dragons. They are the only ones powerful enough to keep it safe.” 
 
    Wynter looked to Jayson, “Do we have a plan?” 
 
    Renner looked up at the cliffs, “I’m sure they are watching us right now. Whatever we do, they have the advantage with numbers and the high ground. I know you knights can call your concubines but the moment you do, they will know and be prepared.” 
 
    Jayson turned his eyes to Oksuna. The troll sat with unblinking eyes and body stiff. Behind her, sea serpents remained above the water line, writhing from side to side as they gazed upon the holy platform and the heroes gathered. The knight was about to turn to the party when ocean water began to bubble once again. 
 
    The party turned their gaze outward as water rose up. Unsure what was happening, the group took a defensive stance as the water raised beyond the platform edge and above them, forming a green hued dome. The sun was blocked out and became a hazy ball of light as the ocean water connected above their heads. Jayson looked to Oksuna again and she let a small smirk appear. 
 
    “We wish for a little shade from the sun,” the troll said with a neutral tone. 
 
    The air cooled and Jayson bowed his head and turned to the team, “I have a feeling we can start making plans now.” 
 
    The group gathered close. Outside of the dome, the Sormir began sinking into the ocean one by one. The green trolls on the beach stayed, their eyes focused on the cliffs. Seagulls swooped and flew, taking in the unplanned gathering at the western tip of Lukken. The sun blazed on as it reached its zenith in the clear afternoon sky. 
 
    Jayson looked to the party, new energy snaking through his body, “We need to put everything on the table, a list of concubines and allies, powers and abilities. We need to talk about every ace if we are going to win this.” 
 
    The party nodded. 
 
    Jayson continued, “I won’t lie, we’re all not going to make it but if one of us can get to the portal, then we win. I have some ideas but everyone needs to contribute. We will have to mix in all our strategies and stick to our parts.” 
 
    Jayson touched a crystal on his belt. The air vibrated before Dalya appeared. Cat ears perked up until she saw the grim expressions of the party. The kitra bowed, her long tail swishing back and forth. 
 
    “What can I do for you, my lord?” 
 
    The knight moved to the concubine and took her hands into his, “I need you to go to the local shops in town and buy as many magical shields as you can; enough to equip every party member and every concubine. We only have a few hours so you need to be quick. I will summon you in two hours so have the equipment ready. When I send you back, inform the concubines of the plan and have every one equipped and ready.” 
 
    “Can you give her the star? We could all recall back to our keeps and avoid this whole mess,” Renner smiled. 
 
    Jayson looked to the rogue and gave his own smile, “I doubt the game will let us but let’s try, just in case.” 
 
    Jayson handed the star to Dalya. The kitra took hold and nodded. Jayson tapped the crystal at his belt and the concubine’s body vibrated before it flashed away. The star hung in the air for half a second before it began to fall. The knight snapped his arms out and took hold, inches before it hit the white floor. 
 
    “So much for an easy win,” the rogue shrugged. 
 
    Jayson turned to the group once again with the star in hand, “We need to go up the small pass before we engage the army. They have the advantage until we reach even ground. Let’s start with ideas.” 
 
    “Kell is a mage. He has area of effect spells and can possibly cover us until we make it to even ground,” Sonja said as she smiled at the dark elf mage. 
 
    Kell gave his lady an uncomfortable nod. 
 
    Wynter stepped forward, “Kai and I have had some experience fighting through tight spaces. I can raise a group of shadow knights to take point and cut through the troll lines. I will need cover as I raise them.” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “I can be there with you. I have a sword technique that may be able to keep them off of you for a bit and buy us time.” 
 
    “Their numbers are going to be enough to keep us stuck if we don’t push back. I have an idea on how we can cut our way through,” Lance said. 
 
    “What about the small pass? They will cut us down with arrows before we reach the even ground,” Vass mentioned. 
 
    “That is what the shields are for. We can’t tip our hand so when we get the shields, everyone needs to auto-equip them from inventories as soon as combat starts,” Jayson said as his mind worked. 
 
    “Jayson, Lance and I together have about sixty concubines. Our forces can make up the bulk of our army. Does anyone else have allies they wish to bring to the fight?” Sonja asked the group. 
 
    Eyes shifted away and a silence filled the air. 
 
    Thorrin looked to Sonja and bowed his head, “I can’t speak for everyone but I don’t feel comfortable bringing my allies to this fight. With their lives on the cusp of awakening, it doesn’t feel right to ask them to join.” 
 
    Thorrin shifted on his feet before he lifted his head and looked Jayson in the eye, “I feel bad that I didn’t step forward and take the seat at the serpent throne. I’m sure we all feel bad that your lover was braver then all of us put together. Despite that, I know I will fight by your sides for as long as I can.” 
 
    Renner, Vass and Rekt nodded in agreement. Lyra looked off. Kai looked to Wynter and the necromancer’s lip wrinkled as if she was trying to find the words to say something. Looking to her skull staff, she cleared her throat. 
 
    “The…the man with the blindfold…..he’s Harkkon,” Wynter looked up at the glowing sockets of her skull staff, “And I have his eyes.” 
 
    Jayson looked to the necromancer and then to her staff. In his mind, he could see the connections. They all had a part to play and the knight needed to bring them together or their fight would end before it even began. Uncertainty touched his heart but the player quickly pushed it away. Despite his misgivings, he knew they all needed a focal point. They had to believe they could win, even if they didn’t have a chance. 
 
    Jayson stepped in the middle of the group with a confident smile, “I know we are here for all of our own reasons. There are things at play here that could shift everything. Before I started playing this game, I was a loner. I spent my time by myself and avoided people as much as I could but since I started playing, my entire life has changed.” 
 
    Jayson turned as he looked to the party, “Sonja and Lance could tell you when they first met me, I was still suffering from panic attacks. I even had one in Lady Slytha’s castle after meeting her. The line between reality and the game was blurred and I acted like I did in real life. But after spending so much time here, I realize that I was just scared. I was scared of people judging me and treating me bad.” 
 
    Jayson stepped over to Lance and Sonja, looking to them as he spoke, “I found love in so many people, and I can’t picture my life without them. We have adventured with each other from the beginning. We have loved each other from the beginning. I know we can overcome because I not only believe in my fellow knights and lovers….” 
 
    Jayson turned to the rest of the group, “…I believe that all of you were chosen to fight this impossible battle because you each know you can overcome your fears just like I have. I’m no leader but for now, I feel we can fight the masters and the dread lords and win. We reach the portal; we beat our fears and never have to worry about judgments because we would have done something no one has done yet.” 
 
    “And if we lose?” Wynter said with a drop of sadness in her voice. 
 
    Jayson looked to her and smiled, “We won’t lose as long as we work together.” 
 
    Renner folded his arms across his chest, “That has to be the corniest speech I have ever heard but I have to admit, I’m jacked to kick their motherfucking asses!”  
 
    The party stood straighter as they nodded and turned their eyes to Jayson.  
 
    The knight grinned, “Let’s get this plan together. I feel tonight is going to be one hell of a party.” 
 
    The group stepped in close and began bringing their ideas to the party. Sonja was all ears until Kell moved to her side. The knight looked to the dark elf mage as he took her hand and lead her away. Standing by the edge of the platform, the knight could see the concubine’s eyes moving erratically and one hand pulling on the fingers of the other.  
 
    Sonja took his hands into hers and held them tightly, “Kell?” 
 
    The dark elf looked off as he spoke, “My lady, I have been with you for a long time. I have never backed down from a fight or from protecting you……..but….I don’t think I can…do this.” 
 
    Sonja watched as the dark elf fidgeted and was unable to make eye contact. Worry bled into the corner of her eyes as she watched him. None of her concubines had shown they were waking up and it surprised her that Kell was the first. The bravery she felt before faltered as her heart went to her scared concubine. 
 
    Kell continued, “I can’t explain it…..I feel….” 
 
    “Scared,” Sonja whispered. 
 
    The dark elf looked to his lady, “Yes….yes…that is how I feel. I…have to ask you…send me back home. Please…don’t make me do this.” 
 
    Sonja’s heart twisted in her chest, “Kell, we need you.” 
 
    The dark elf looked away with watery eyes, “I know but I…..I am having a time with it. I fear I will…fail you. I fear…for my life. I know you’re immortal. I have seen you rise from battle after falling.” 
 
    “You will rise too after some time,” Sonja said but the words felt hollow as the dark elf looked like he would break down. 
 
    “It won’t be me. I won’t be the same. I….” Kell trailed off. 
 
    Sonja moved in close and held the thin dark elf close, “I will protect you. I will always protect you.” 
 
    “My lady….” Kell whispered. 
 
    Sonja pulled away and looked into his wide red eyes, “Kell, I would send you home but we need you. I need you. I promise to never leave your side. I know you’re scared but that doesn’t mean we hide from it.” 
 
    “I’m…not as strong as you….” Kell whimpered. 
 
    The realization fell over Sonja as she held him. If he was truly awakening, asking him to stay was like asking a child to go to war. A chill filled the player as he whimpered against her chest. Looking down at him, she ran her hand through his white hair, only wanting to protect him. Death was not the end but becoming different was.  
 
    Sonja tightened her arms around him, laying her cheek against the top of his head, “You don’t have to fight if you don’t want to. I won’t make you. I do have to ask you to do something when I send you back.” 
 
    “What would you have me do my lady?” 
 
    Sonja closed her eyes, “Ask all your fellow concubines if they will join me in the battle. I will call you back in an hour with their answer. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    The dark elf nodded. 
 
    Sonja pulled back an arm and touched his crystal on her belt. The dark elf’s body vibrated before it faded away and he was gone. The blue knight stood up and turned to the group. Talking stopped as she moved to the edge, looking to Jayson with sorrow painting her eyes. 
 
    “Kell will not join the battle. He’s…scared.” 
 
    All eyes were on the blue knight. 
 
    Jayson rubbed his jaw, “This complicates things. We need him to help push through the small pass.” 
 
    Sonja nodded, fighting back her own tears, “I never saw him like that. I can’t ask him to throw his life away, no matter how noble the cause.” 
 
    Jayson looked to Sardyna and Lunatina with concern, “How do you feel about what we are going to do?”  
 
    Sardyna stepped closer, her red eyes on her lord, “I would sacrifice my life for yours until the end of time.” 
 
    Lunatina gave Jayson a nod, “I am your concubine. I live to fight and love you.” 
 
    Luk looked to Lance, anticipating the question, “I’m not leaving your side and neither are any of our harem brothers and sisters.” 
 
    Balog nodded in agreement. 
 
    Jayson looked to the party, “Without Kell, we will have to alter to plan a little. We can….” The knight stopped when the air next to Sonja vibrated. 
 
    Kell flashed into existence and fell to one knee before Sonja. 
 
    “Kell?” 
 
    The dark elf kept his head bowed, “I know I had an hour but my harem brothers and sisters already made their decision after I asked the question. There was no hesitation in their answer; they will fight by your side.” 
 
    Kell was silent for a second before continuing, “I…I have been a fool. Seeing how my harem brothers and sisters reacted surprised me. They could see my fear and promised to help protect our lady and each other. I had forgotten my place and I am here to fight by your side.” 
 
    Sonja touched his arm and helped him up, “Your place is in my heart and that will never change.” 
 
    The dark elf looked to his lady with soft eyes, “Forgive me for my weakness.” 
 
    It was Jayson who spoke next, “Kell, we are all afraid for many reasons but it won’t stop us from doing what we need to do. We will all protect each other through all of it. You have our word.” 
 
    The party looked to the dark elf and smiled. 
 
    Kell nodded, “Thank you Sir Reed.” 
 
    The dark elf turned to Sonja, “Thank you my Lady. I will fight by your side….as you put it with your fellow knights…..till the end.” 
 
    Sonja hugged the dark elf and he pressed the side of his face to hers.  
 
    Jayson looked to them, his heart and mind drifting to all of his concubines as he knew they were in danger. As much as it pained him, he pushed the feeling away. Staying positive, he started the conversation again, bringing the plan together. Kell broke away but held Sonja’s hand as they all went over each of their parts again and again. The sun dipped further into the afternoon as the party prepared for war.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-One 
 
    The sun touched the horizon. The dying light turned the sky vibrant pinks and yellows as it sank beyond the edge of the world. The water dome covering the ancient platform faltered and fell back to the ocean around it. A dryad looked out from the edge, her green skin glowing and a faint smile appearing. The setting sun’s light touched her emerald skin and the leaves covering some of her body trembled to the loving warmth.  
 
    Jayson stepped over to the dryad and put his arm around her shoulder, “Petal, are you okay with this?” 
 
    The dryad nodded, “I am my lord. I live to serve and protect.” 
 
    Jayson nodded, “We all will do the same for you.” 
 
    The concubine let out a long sigh, “I will miss Oksuna. She is special.” 
 
    Jayson gave a kind smile and pulled away. Turning, he walked to the pink haired troll as she sat on the ancient throne. Emotions spiraled deep within but his love cast a calm he never felt before. Oksuna stared at nothing, white eyes lost to the hive mind of the Sormir. 
 
    The knight knelt down before the troll, shadows covering his eyes, “Oksuna, I love you. I will always love you. No matter what happens, I will be there for you.” 
 
    The knight stood up and gazed into her perfect face. The player committed every line, color and curve to memory. Savoring her beauty, his shoulders relaxed and he couldn’t fight the tear forming at the corner of one of his eyes. With one last look, he turned away and marched to the group. 
 
    “We’re ready,” Lance said with a small smile. 
 
    Jayson looked to Lance and Sonja with a heavy heart. Thorrin and Lyra stood at the ready. Wynter, Kai and Rekt were next to the paladin and cleric with a soothing calm expression. Some concubines stood, ready to fight. Dalya eyed her lord and gave him a wide smile. Renner and Vass were nowhere to be seen. Petal turned from the sun, half of it behind the watery horizon. The concubine stood by her lord’s side as she put on a robe and pulled up the hood. 
 
    “No more speeches,” Jayson smiled. “Just hit them with everything we’ve got. They won’t give us an inch and we will return the favor.” 
 
    The party nodded. Silently everyone turned and moved into formation. Jayson took point with Dalya by his side. Wynter stood behind the knight. Behind her, Rekt and Kai stood. Lance and Sonja took their positions while concubines made lines to either side of them, Kell at his lady’s side. Thorrin was next with Lyra and Lunatina behind him. Luk and Balog took the rear. 
 
    Jayson took one glance back before turning back to the white bridge, took one step forward and then another. The party marched, no one looking back at Oksuna as she sat, her ghostly eyes staring at them and a tear forming. Determination painted their brows as they marched forward along the bridge, eyes drinking in the small stairway pass and the trolls lining each side along the cliffs. The sun dipped lower, the sky darkening and a silence flowing over the land like a dying whisper. Hearts beat as one as they marched closer to the small pass. 
 
    Trolls pulled back strings on bows, their dark eyes on the marching party. No muscle moved as they waited like thick statues. Stepping off the bridge, Jayson looked up the small stairwell to see trolls in heavy armor waiting at the halfway point, before them stood a man in black heavy armor. His hair was a little wild as sideburns framed his pale face. Half-closed eyes and a smug smirk peered down as he held a double-bladed battle axe, red runes glowing against the black blades. Each booted foot was on a different step as his smile grew broader and the party began their slow ascent up the stone steps. 
 
    Jayson took each step, looking up to the right and left. A line of trolls on each side pointed their arrows at the group, the setting sun causing their blue bodies to glow. A glimmer shined off arrow points as Jayson turned his eyes forward to the dread lord. 
 
    Mad Morgan took a step down, holding his battle axe sideways across his thighs, “Contrary to what I wish to do, my master has sent me to ask you one final time, hand over the star and you may walk away…unharmed.” 
 
    Jayson stared at the dread lord and the trolls lining up in two rows behind him, “I do have an answer for you……..”  Jayson took a deep breath, “…SHEILDS!” 
 
    Mad Morgan’s smile twisted into an insane grin as shields appeared on arms and lifted up. Trolls let arrows loose just as shields rose overhead and clanked against one another to create a river of metal. The trolls moved with liquid accuracy as they drew new arrows, notched them and let them fly. The party remained calm as some moved under the shields, taking up new positions. Mad Morgan hefted up his battle axe and charged down the stairs with wild eyes. Jayson was at the front, shield up but not over his head. A cloaked figure moved to his side, raising up green hands. The dread lord barreled down, closing the distance in seconds and raising his battle axe into the air. Maddening urges pushed the dread lord, ignoring the green hands as they moved together with leaves along the forearms spreading open. Yellow energy bloomed as the dread lord laughed with manic glee, bringing his axe down hard. 
 
    “Sun Cannon,” Petal whispered and a burst of yellow energy surged and fired just as Jayson pushed up his shield and knocked away the incoming axe swing. 
 
    Mad Morgan was pulling back his axe as a wide pulse of energy slammed into his body. The black armored dread lord was lifted up and blasted a hundred feet in the air, his eyes turning to surprise. Energy blasted his armor and cracked it as his body hurtled upwards like a comet. Gritting his teeth, he twisted his body and was thrown from the stream, spiraling through the sky and landing amid the troll soldiers. 
 
    Petal pointed her sun cannon back down to the stair well as trolls rushed down to meet the party head on. Light crashed into them, cracking their bodies and shattering them to light a pair at a time. They pushed on to their deaths as light shattered them to pieces until it roared past, scorching the white steps to the very top. 
 
    Jayson pulled back his shield as one hand touched a red crystal on his belt. Arrows rained down as the air vibrated and a two-headed hydra stood under the covered ranks. Dalya pulled her shield aside as Kara and Nara lifted their heads up, each facing a side of the pass. Behind the hydra, Wynter continued her incantations with soul shards in her hand and staff held close. Rekt and Kai held shields over the necromancer as she continued her arcane work. 
 
    Kara and Nara looked up as trolls pulled arrows from quivers. Their mouths opened and lighting blasted upwards. Trolls pulled back on bowstrings as their bodies were cut in half by unrelenting lightning. The hydra took an arrow to the shoulder but didn’t hold back as lighting sliced and blasted any troll along the pass edge. As trolls shattered to light, new ones took their place and were immediately cut down. 
 
    “Forward!” Jayson shouted as he braced himself behind his shield and began marching. 
 
    The armored party moved slowly, shields up and nerves calm. Kara and Nara continued to shout lightning streams, blasting away as before until several arrows struck them. Wynter whispered the final words to her incantation and soul shards blazed with dark light before fading away. Arcane circles appeared before Jayson as he marched forward with Petal and Dalya by his side. Spectral knights rose up from the arcane circles with ghostly swords drawn. When the circles died, six shadow knights formed into a triangle and marched up the stairs.  
 
    Trolls rushed the top of the stairs like a flood. Ghostly swords up, arrows bounced off their armor as the flood of trolls streamed down the stairs and clashed. Jayson watched as shadow knights cut through the troll ranks and maintained formation. The party slowed but they still made progress with each step up. The trolls rained down hammers and swords but the shadow knights sliced and cut upwards, opening up the thick blue bodies before they shattered into greenish light. 
 
    The clang of arrows and swords sang on as the party moved against the tide. Jayson kept his cool as he looked through an armored slit to see the shadow knight reach the top of the small pass and onto even ground. The hydra continued her assault as several more arrows sank into her flesh. Sonja reached up to the hydra with one hand while holding a shield up with the other. The knight pulled arrows from the partially protected concubine as she continued to fire lightning bolt after lightning bolt. Lyra cast healing on the hydra while Thorrin held his shield over her.  
 
    Jayson pushed on until they reached the top of the stairs. Shadow knights spread out as they grabbed a toe hold past the stairs. The knight joined their side as the arrows stopped. Bringing his shield down, the knight stared out and took in a deep inhale at the sight before him. 
 
    Trolls lined the right and left, weapons drawn and steadily moving in. In front of the knight, rows of undead soldiers spread out, covering the flat land. Hollow eye sockets sent a chill through the knight as they bended at the knees and began their march toward them. As if on cue, two bonfires quickly lit as the last of the sun’s rays disappeared behind the horizon. Flames leapt into the air as darkness shrouded the heavens and stars twinkled into existence. 
 
    Glancing up from the rows of undead soldiers, the light of the bonfires illuminated two large objects in the distance. Jayson’s eyes adjusted and anxiety stabbed at his heart. The mountain pass stood, the metal wall once there was ripped asunder and on each side of the pass, two giant skeletons stood. They were about two hundred feet tall, dark sockets looking out over the battle. Jayson remembered the fallen giant skeletons on the road as they approached the undead city of Nekross and now they stood, ready for battle. On a small cliff to the left of one of them, Kurss, Harkkon and Riktess stood, watching the battle with amused smiles. 
 
    The rest of the party was moving up the pass, taking their places to either side of Jayson. The arrows stopped and the sound of steel being drawn filled the air. Kara and Nara walked forward, each head eyeing the armies to the front, left and right. Lance moved up, his rapier drawn and Shatter Light against his back. Sonja moved up with sword drawn. Kai had his bow in hand, arrow notched. Wynter held her staff at the ready and soul shards in her hand. The shadow knights readied themselves as the enemy armies moved in closer. Dalya twirled her fire staff before holding it before her, each end blazing with fire. Thorrin stood tall, hammer in hand. Lyra stood at his side, mace in one hand and her other hand glowing with healing light. Concubines stood at the ready as Kell whispered incantations. 
 
    Kurss stepped forward to the small cliff edge, his voice blanketing the area, “Valiant attempt but as you can see, you are hopelessly outnumbered. You have merely slowed your death. There will be no mercy. Our victory is assured.” 
 
    Jayson bent his knees and swiped his shield back into his inventory. Hands reaching up, he took hold of each short sword and drew them. Holding them before him, he looked past the endless rows of undead to the master and dread lords on the other side of the battlefield. Trolls and armored skeletons moved with caution, stepping closer and closer to the party. 
 
    “Is everyone ready,” Jayson asked out the side of his mouth. 
 
    “We are,” said several players and concubines. 
 
    “Whatever happens, we push through to the mountain pass,” Jayson said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Kurss looked down as his forces inched closer to Jayson and his party, “Bring me the Star of the Sormir.” 
 
    The troll and undead hordes picked up their pace, their forces turning into a full-on charge. 
 
    Shields faded from view and the party braced themselves as screams hurtled at them, calling for their blood. 
 
    *** 
 
    Renner looked up as the two Nalik lizard women as they scaled over the edge of the cliff. Before they made it over, his eyes looked to their toned bottoms and skin tight black suits. Vass looked over at him, her fingers holding onto outcropping stones, and kicked him with her foot. 
 
    The rogue turned to her and smiled, “What’s wrong baby?” 
 
    “Focus,” Vass sneered as she scaled the cliff wall past him. 
 
    “I’m always focused,” The rogue said as he moved up. 
 
    A lizard woman peered over the side of the cliff and reached down with a scaled hand. Renner took it as she helped him up over the edge and onto the cliff.  
 
    “The battle has started. We have to move,” one of the lizard women hissed and pulled a crossbow slung against her back. 
 
    The two naliks moved forward, their bodies practically shadows. Renner continued to eye their figures as they stayed low, moving with purpose. Vass was by Renner’s side with a crossbow in hand. The four moved across the terrain easily, eyes looking ahead to see the large crowds moving like a black monster in the night. Two bonfires rose up to illuminate the battlefield as the clash of weapons rang out. 
 
    “I was never into lizard women but Jayson’s concubines have a certain je ne sais quoi about them,” Renner said as he watched one of their asses move like a caged tiger. 
 
    “When we make it out of this, I’m going to punish you,” Vass hissed. 
 
    Renner’s grin broadened, “Punish me baby, punish me.” 
 
    The four rogues slowed down as they approached the troll army. The trolls had their backs to them, bodies ready to join in the battle. When they were within two hundred yards, the four shadows knelt down, crossbows in hand.  
 
    Renner put his crossbow down and pulled out a quiver of crossbow bolts. Taking hold of a bunch at a time, he handed ten bolts to each of the lizard women and another ten to Vass. 
 
    “I only have forty so that’s ten shots apiece. Use every one and then we retreat to the cliffs,” Renner whispered. 
 
    “We will not leave our lord,” one of the naliks hissed. 
 
    “Alright then, Vass and I will retreat to the cliffs,” 
 
    Vass shook her head, “We can’t run.” 
 
    Renner’s mouth twisted into a grimace, “This is going to be a blood bath. We’re rogues. We’re not built for mass combat. Better to retreat and see if we can help later.” 
 
    “We’re not leaving and neither are you,” Vass said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    “Vass…” Renner began. 
 
    The elven rogue cut him off, “My brother is out there. We don’t leave family.” 
 
    Renner raised an eyebrow, “Oh…the paladin. Well he’s not my family.” 
 
    Vass bit her lip as she gave the handsome rogue a hard stare, “Your part of my family, whether you like it or not.” 
 
    Renner eyed the elven beauty and his eyes drooped, “Shit.” 
 
    Renner turned and hefted his crossbow, aiming high, “Fire into them and let the bolts do the work. They come at us, stay close.” 
 
    The four rogues aimed high and pulled triggers. Four bolts went skyward before shifting and falling toward the large trolls gathered. A troll grunted as a bolt sank into his shoulder. Several trolls around him looked at the troll and then at the bolt. Eyebrows raised as runes along the shaft blazed to life. Mouths opened to shout commands but they never had a chance to make another sound. Explosions ripped through their ranks as four more bolts rained down and then another four. Trolls turned around just as explosions hurtled their bodies. Some shattered to light while others fell, wounds smoking and some missing limbs.  
 
    Renner hummed a tune as he loaded and fired again and again. The naliks giggled hisses as trolls went flying from the exploding bolts. Vass was the one who noticed trolls had turned and charged in their direction. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Vass said as she loaded a bolt and fired. 
 
    Some of the troll’s un-slung bows and pulled arrows from quivers. Renner fired another bolt as two arrows hit the grassy ground by his feet. 
 
    The rogue looked up at the incoming trolls and stood up, “Hey! Watch it! You can hurt someone!” 
 
    A wave of trolls had turned and charged at the four. Renner pulled back on a trigger, sending his last bolt into the crowd. Troll bodies flew in several directions as the rogue calmly slipped his crossbow into his cloak and pulled out two daggers. The lizard women pulled long, curved blades and took a stance. Vass pulled two daggers from her bandolier and readied herself. 
 
    Renner was about to say something when Vass cut him off. 
 
    “Stay golden pony boy,” The elf smiled. 
 
    Renner let out a laugh, “Oh man, we are going to have so much sex after this.” 
 
    The trolls rushed the four rogues, blades, maces and hammers held high. Renner let out a tired sigh and burst forward to meet the incoming horde. Body shifting, he became a shadow, whipping past the two naliks and into the troll line. Daggers flashing, the trolls looked with wide eyes before their guts spilled out and they shattered into shards of light. Renner moved through them, slipping and somersaulting around as daggers cut with lethal accuracy.  
 
    Vass flicked her wrists, daggers burying into troll throats. With a burst of speed, she ran toward them, her own body shifting to a shadow. As trolls died, her daggers fell and she grabbed them midair and flicked her wrists again. Trolls sliced at the dark shadows but seemed to miss with each strike. The lizard women launched themselves at the trolls, cutting and carving their way into them. The trolls swung wide and for a second, it appeared the rogues were successfully keeping them at bay. 
 
    A Nalik rogue drove her blade deep into the gut of a troll but as she pulled back, several blades came down, hacking into her shoulder and head. She shattered without a sound. The other cried out as her blade came down and a troll grabbed it mid-swing with its bare hand. Digital blood flowed as it maintained its grip, giving his fellow soldiers time to hack at the lizard woman struggling to pull away. She whimpered as her body shattered into shards. 
 
    Vass kept moving, trying to stay one step ahead when a blade came across her thigh. Hit points drained and she pushed on until a few more caught her legs. Trolls burst into light but the rogue noticed her leg wasn’t working right. Stumbling, she flicked her wrists, sending daggers into troll eye sockets. The enemy crowded around, leers appearing as they raised their blades. A shadow sliced through their ranks and was to Vass’s side. The elf looked up as Renner curled an arm around her and held her close, the troll close by falling and shattering into light. 
 
    “I won’t let you die again,” Renner whispered as he took hold and they stumbled back. 
 
    Renner held out a dagger as trolls rushed them. Vass pulled a dagger and flicked it at one of them. The dagger sank into his neck before it exploded. Renner picked up the pace as trolls re-gathered from the explosion. Soon the rogue turned and ran, holding Vass close to him.  
 
    “I’m sorry,” Renner said. 
 
    “For….” Vass managed to say before they reached the edge of the cliff. 
 
    Renner took hold of the dark-haired elf and whipped his body around. Vass was up and floating out and over the cliff side. The player looked to Renner’s smirking face as he drew a dagger and turned to the oncoming horde.  
 
    “No…” Vass said as she fell over the side backwards.  
 
    The rogue’s eyes were wide as flashes of light appeared over and over as she fell. A thought floated into her mind that she would hit the beach or rocks. Instead, her back slammed into water and was quickly submerged as flashes of light danced on the cliff’s edge. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jayson ran his fingers across the gems on his belt, summoning every single concubine. Lance and Sonja did the same. Their meager force blossomed into a small army, everyone taking position just as trolls and undead closed the distance. A maelstrom of chaos bloomed as the party clashed with incoming dead and trolls. Elves pulled back on bows and loose arrows into hordes. Lamias whipped massive bodies at the trolls and undead, shattering or sending them skyward.  
 
    Sardyna was reunited with her hellhound sisters. The three hounds fell to all fours and charged the trolls, breathing streams of fire. Lina and Fay moved behind the party, joining Lyra and healing anyone wounded. Lunatina watched with a potion in each hand, ready to throw it at the first sign someone was down. The battle grew thicker as Lance and Sonja’s concubines clashed and fought with unrestrained frenzy. Balog hurtled fire balls into the trolls while Luk moved by Lance’s side, his light causing the skeletal army to falter when they moved too close. Dalya spun and whipped her staff around, striking troll and undead in the face and shattering their burnings heads. But it was Jayson that moved like a force of nature. 
 
    The knight moved with expert skill, slicing with refined precision at whatever came at him, troll and undead fell with swipes of his fire and ice blades. The party moved only because of Jayson as he pressed on. Taking a sword slash to the arm, he continued, trusting his party to keep healing. Glowing energy closed up the wound and hit points returned as the knight pushed forward, carving a path through the metal melee. 
 
    “Kell!” Sonja shouted as she brought her sword hard across, decapitating two trolls. 
 
    The dark elf mage closed his eyes and whispered the final word to his spell. Several yards before Jayson, a cloud billowed into existence. Skeleton soldiers were engulfed by it but continued their undead march. After a long moment, arms began to fall off; metal and bone began to sizzle. Soon the undead in the cloud started to fall into heaps as the acid cloud burned through their hit points. The heaps shattered into light as the cloud destroyed every piece of them. 
 
    Kell whispered another arcane word and a wind picked up. The yellowish cloud began to move, slowly. It touched the undead and melted them as it began its slow path toward the mountains. 
 
    Thorrin saw the cloud appear. Swinging his hammer, he sent a troll to the afterlife and mentally brought up his inventory. Highlighting the Lantern of Thunn, it appeared in his hand and he held it high. The paladin’s power connected with the mystical lantern, causing the white light from the lantern to glow bright. The undead hesitated and moved away as the light touched them. Trolls pressed on but quickly noticed they were losing their support. 
 
    “Keep moving!” Jayson shouted as he sliced his way through one troll and then another. 
 
    The small army moved slowly behind the thick cloud. Staying within the light of the lantern, the enemy’s ranks thinned as the undead were kept at bay. The acid cloud moved and the undead stepped away, keeping a distance between them and it. As if a silent command touched their undead minds, many skeletal soldiers un-slung bows and pulled arrows from quivers. 
 
    For a brief moment, Jayson saw that they had the edge they needed. With the cloud, the skeletons couldn’t fire accurately. With the lantern, the bulk of the enemy forces were at bay. The trolls continued to fight but they lost soldiers nearly a dozen at a time as they charged. His elves were letting their own arrows fly and the lamias continued to keep the troll forces occupied. A hopeful chance glimmered in his mind’s eye until alerts filtered into his vision. The chaos grew and darkness crawled over his skin like insects, hungry for meat. 
 
    A concubine elf took several arrows and shattered into light. Another one screamed and she too was turned into greenish shards. One of the lamias fought on as trolls jumped on her, slashing and stabbing with blades. She sliced with her blade until her hit points drained to zero and she shattered to light. Petal stabbed out roots until swords came down, cutting pieces of her away and one sliced hard across her neck. Jayson turned to see the dryad crack into light and fall to the ground. 
 
    Kell kept his focus with Sonja at his side. A black battle axe swung with power through the air. The blue knight managed to see it, turned and tried to push the dark elf mage out of its way. Kell’s red eyes went wide as his body spun but the axe sliced through, separating an arm from his shoulder. Kell cried out as the spell was broken and the acid cloud stopped moving, its yellowish fog sinking into the land. 
 
    Mad Morgan pushed through the troll ranks. Armor cracked in a few places, he moved like a man without a care in the world. Sonja was too her feet and swinging her blade. A ghostly blade slipped out toward the incoming dread lord. Mad Morgan back handed the blade away, never breaking his stride. Walking with commanding steps, the dread lord walked into the lantern light. Skin smoked and black veins rose against his face but he did not falter as he moved toward the fallen mage. 
 
    “Your magic won’t save you,” Mad Morgan said, almost bored. 
 
    Sonja stood in front of the fallen dark elf with sword in hand. The dread lord scooped up his battle axe in one smooth move and brought it down hard. Sonja parried the blow, metal on metal singing. The knight and dread lord fell into a dance, each trying to land a blow and moving like two storms against one another. Kell lay on the ground, calling up a spell and pointing his hand at the dread lord. A fireball flared and blasted forward. Mad Morgan reached out and grabbed Sonja by her breast plate. Without mercy, he pulled the blue knight in front of him. Kell watched in horror as the fireball struck Sonja in the back and exploded.  
 
    Mad Morgan sneered as he threw Sonja’s smoking body to the side like a rag doll. The dread lord moved forward, lifting his axe up and eyes centered on the mage. Kell held up his one hand as the dread lord stood over him and brought the axe down. The air vibrated and Kell vanished before the axe slammed into the dirt. Mad Morgan turned to see Sonja sitting up, her blue armor scorched and a hand at her belt, touching a gem. 
 
    “No matter, I’ll kill him later. Right now, I think I will kill you and fuck your beautiful corpse,” Mad Morgan chuckled as he lifted up his axe. 
 
    The lantern light grew brighter and as Mad Morgan turned to it, a hammer came across and smashed into his face. The dread lord stumbled back as Thorrin held the lantern on one hand and hammer in the other, his shoulders heaving. 
 
    Mad Morgan looked to the paladin and let out a sardonic laugh, “We’ve done this dance before. If I can walk through holy ground to fuck you up then that pitiful lantern won’t do shit.” 
 
    “Try it you piece of dead trash,” Thorrin spat. 
 
    Mad Morgan rushed the paladin. Axe and hammer clashed again and again but the dread lord pushed his power into each blow. Thorrin took a step back with each parry. The dread lord grinned as he swung again and again. Thorrin fought to maintain his balance as each hard strike knocked him off kilter. Mad Morgan pressed on until a sword slammed into his side. Thorrin stumbled back and watched as Sonja drove her blade in deeper and twisted. The dread lord let out a grunt and swung his arm out. Sonja dodged it and spun away. Moving around, she stood by Thorrin’s side. The paladin activated holy protection and stepped forward with the blue knight. 
 
    “I’m going to carve you both up…..slowly,” Mad Morgan leered. 
 
    An arrow slipped through the air. Thorrin felt something hit close to his hand, glass shards belting his armor. The paladin turned to see the arrow exiting through the lantern and its holy light dying. Several more arrows bounced off his glowing aura but the lantern took another one causing it to fly from his hand and crash onto the ground. Mad Morgan charged, axe swinging. Thorrin and Sonja clashed with him but the dread lord hunkered down and pushed with his shoulders. The power was enough to cause the paladin and knight to stumble back, giving the dread lord precious seconds. 
 
    “Fuck your light!” Mad Morgan bellowed as he brought his booted foot down hard on the broken lantern, smashing it to pieces. 
 
    The holy light died. The undead army turned their dark empty eyes to the enemy and began their march once again. Jayson watched as the undead formed up their ranks, blocking the path to the mountain pass. They were halfway there and needed to press forward. 
 
    Jayson thought of his pink haired troll as the decayed army moved with purpose, rusty blades flashing in the swaying light of the bonfires. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Two 
 
    Jayson took several steps forward, a short sword in each hand. Eyes on the dark army before him, he readied a sword technique as he turned his head to the side. 
 
    “Lance!” the knight shouted before turning back to the undead horde moving toward him. 
 
    The white knight pushed forward, slicing away with his rapier, taking down troll after troll. Determination fueled his limbs as his brow made a hard V. The knight watched as he carved his way to his fellow knight. Jayson stabbed his blades out to the side and activated his Blade Whirlwind technique. Spinning into a tornado, the knight’s body disappeared into the winds. Glowing swords stabbed out before unleashing on the undead army. Golden swords of light fired forward, stabbing through the undead like water. Bodies shattered by the dozens, cutting through the line and giving the party some space. 
 
    Jayson’s whirlwind fell away and the knight’s feet touched the ground. Falling to one knee, he gritted his teeth, letting the countdown meter finish so he could begin fighting again. Lance moved to the knight’s side as did Dalya. 
 
    “I’m here,” the white knight smiled and reached up, taking hold of Shatter Light. 
 
    *** 
 
    The orc Rekt slammed his foot down and roared. The trolls and skeletons stopped their advance to the party’s right flank. With the orc’s intimidation skill in full effect, he lifted his rune hammer and charged. The trolls were stunned until the hammer crashed into one skull after the other. The orc laughed as he threw himself into the fray. The hammer exploded with each strike, sending troll body parts into the air before they burst into light. Arrows sunk into his shoulders but he kept fighting, a blood lust pushing him on as hit points drained. An arrow penetrated his thick neck and the orc gave a grunt as he brought his hammer down again and again onto troll skulls. Blades sliced at him and he faltered but only for a moment. Regaining his strength, he continued to smash through the monsters. 
 
    A blade stabbed deep into his stomach. The orc gurgled a smiled as he took hold of the large troll by the neck and brought him in closer. Letting his hammer slip down in his hand, the orc took the end and slammed it into the troll’s face, point blank. The trolls smashed face pulled away before his body cracked into light and shattered. 
 
    Rekt gave a bloody smile as trolls threw themselves on him, stabbing and hacking until he was down to his knees. The vicious attacks continued until the orc’s body cracked with light. He thought of Renner and Vass before his body shattered to bits of light. 
 
    Lyra watched the orc die as she healed. Her wisdom was draining and she knew it wasn’t long before she was out. Lunatina moved in close and handed her an elixir. The cleric took it and downed it in one move. All attributes rose to max and she began healing again. The battle was turning and her visions were coming true. She knew she didn’t have long but continued to heal the party as concubines fell one by one to the troll and undead attacks. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wynter threw soul shards to the ground and raised shadow knights but they were falling faster than she could raise them. The necromancer continued on as the chaos bloomed on and on. Kai had dropped his bow and fought with his sword but the trolls and undead pushed in, barely giving him breathing room. Wynter eyed the troll as he fought like a beast un-caged. His sword strikes were true and he kept his composure as the numbers pushed against his blade. 
 
    Wynter….come to me….and you will be spared…. 
 
    Wynter felt the voice trickle along her mind. She knew it well. Ignoring it she raised six more shadow knights before slamming her skull staff into a troll skull. Several undead pushed through the troll ranks and leapt into the air. Kai sliced one and then another before the third landed on him. It slipped around his body, holding on by one arm and sticking the tip of a dagger to the troll’s throat. Wynter turned to see the skeleton holding onto Kai as a troll reached over and pulled the ranger’s sword from his hand. 
 
    Bring me my eyes and you both shall be spared. If you do not heed my offer, his death is on your hands. 
 
    Kai struggled but the skeleton pressed the blade harder against his neck. Wynter watched as her friend continued to struggle, her heart thumping hard in her chest. They needed everyone if they were going to survive this but seeing Kai trapped, a cold chill sank into her heart. 
 
    “Death is always on my hands,” Wynter said and looked to Kai, “Forgive me.” 
 
    The troll gave her a nod and kind eyes before the skeleton sliced across his throat. Trolls moved in and stabbed into his body as he struggled. Black lightning slammed into their bodies as Wynter unleashed her fury. The skeleton was smashed into light and soon several trolls joined its fate. Wynter continued to raise dead and blast black lightning, her heart beating against the growing darkness around them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sonja and Thorrin heaved as they tried to keep up with the dread lord. Mad Morgan pressed on with his attacks, wearing them down a bit at a time. The blue knight activated a technique and her sword launched from her hand. It swung at the dread lord over and over, forcing Mad Morgan to step back just to keep up. Thorrin’s hand glowed with golden light as he threw himself at the dread lord. Mad Morgan rolled with the punch as holy light sent him flying backwards and into the ground. Sonja’s sword came back to her hand and the knight and paladin stalked toward the dread lord. 
 
    “Go to Jayson’s side, he needs you for the next part of the plan,” Thorrin said with heavy breath. 
 
    “Not until this piece of shit is dead,” Sonja growled. 
 
    Mad Morgan slowly rose to his feet, “You can’t kill what is already dead….even with your abilities.” 
 
    Thorrin turned to Sonja, “Go and I’ll keep him busy. We are running out of time and we need to do our final push to the mountain pass.” 
 
    Sonja hesitated as Mad Morgan was to his feet with axe in hand. The paladin gave the knight one long look before stepping forward. Sonja clenched a hand before turning and running to her fellow knights. 
 
    “Just you and me now,” Thorrin smirked. 
 
    Mad Morgan stood at the ready, eyes filled with maniac intent, “No matter what you do, you cannot stop me. I will kill everyone you love and raise them to be my play things. Your immortality will be stained with images of the unholy acts I will perform on them, over and over again.” 
 
    “Mad Morgan….I’m going to hunt down every last dread lord and kill them….I swear it!” Thorrin seethed and charged. 
 
    “A fool and his soul are soon parted,” Mad Morgan laughed as his axe clashed with the paladin’s hammer. 
 
    The two went blow for blow, over and over. Thorrin could feel himself weaken as he took damage despite parrying each blow. The dread lord’s power was awesome, striking down the holy paladin. The darkness came off the dread lord in waves, clawing and cutting into Thorrin’s holy aura. The paladin couldn’t keep up the pace as Mad Morgan pressed on, slicing with insane glee. An idea bloomed and Thorrin braced himself. 
 
    Mad Morgan raised his axe and brought it down. Thorrin pressed his attack, parrying the blow and slamming his foot into Mad Morgan’s armored knee. The whole attack knocked the dread lord off balance as Thorrin let go of his hammer. Mad Morgan raised his arms up again while trying to regain his balance. Hammer still falling; the paladin poured all his wisdom into his hands. Fingers curled around the dread lord’s throat as Thorrin began healing the undead lord.  
 
    Mad Morgan’s mouth opened into a groaning scream. Healing light cut away at the dead flesh, penetrating him with holy energy. Mad Morgan let go of his axe behind him as he reached down to take hold of Thorrin’s hands. The paladin had a vice-like grip, holding on for dear life as the dread lord’s flesh blacked from the healing energy. The dread lord gurgled as his mouth foamed with putrid green slime. Bringing his arm across, he slammed it against Thorrin’s face. The paladin held on despite hit points draining. Mad Morgan did it again and this time the impact sent the paladin into the air and landing on his back, ten feet away. The dread lord swayed.  
 
    “Muther….phuckker…” he said with green liquid spilling from the sides of his mouth. 
 
    Thorrin struggled to get up as the damaged dread lord picked up his axe and held it up. The paladin’s hit points were dangerously low and his body wasn’t responding. Mad Morgan closed the distance and lifted up his axe. A shadow appeared behind the dread lord just as the axe reached its zenith. A cloaked figure leapt onto the dread lord’s back, a white dagger flashing. 
 
    “Fuck you, you fucking fuck!” Renner yelled as he plunged the dagger over and over again into the dread lord’s neck. 
 
    The dagger plunged again and again into Mad Morgan’s exposed throat. The dread lord gave a wet roar as holy light from the dagger stabbed into him. With a whirl of his arms and axe, the burst of power threw the rogue off. Renner landed on his back, blood on his brow and cuts all over him.  
 
    Mad Morgan turned to the rogue and stalked toward him. Lifting his axe, the rogue reached into his cloak and pulled out his crossbow. Mad Morgan brought the axe down just as Renner pulled the trigger. There was a “Crunch” as the axe buried in the rogue’s chest. The crossbow bolt slammed into the dread lord’s chest and exploded. Mad Morgan stumbled back as Renner coughed up blood and gave the dread lord the middle finger. 
 
    A golden fairy appeared next to Renner, the axe still buried in his chest. Gylda looked down, her hands touching his cheeks as he looked to her. 
 
    “Stay safe….I’ll see you soon…” Renner coughed. 
 
    The luck fairy looked to the axe and then to the dread lord. Mad Morgan stumbled back a few paces before falling to one knee. Gazing up, the dread lord witnessed the golden fairy as she zipped up to the axe and took hold of it. With a drunken stupid smile, he coughed up greenish bile as the fairy hoisted up the axe too big for her and brought it down. 
 
    Thorrin was sitting up as he watched the rune axe split the dread lord’s head in two. The paladin was on his feet and made his way closer as Mad Morgan’s body twitched. Picking up his hammer, he charged it with holy energy and brought it down. The dread lord turned to ash and smoke. The wind picked up and carried the ash away. 
 
    Gylda fluttered to Renner’s side, looking into his eyes. Thorrin stepped over and kneeled down by the wounded rogue. 
 
    “Family looks out for each other,” Renner said with a wide smile before cracks appeared along his body. 
 
    Gylda watched with tears in her eyes. When Renner’s body fell away into shards of light, the luck fairy zipped into the sky and flew away. 
 
    “Yes, they do,” Thorrin said with a sad smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lance stood with Shatter Light in hand. Hellhounds raced along the outer edge of Jayson and Lance, breathing fire and burning anything that got to close. Dalya was at Jayson’s side while the white knight took a step forward. 
 
    The undead moved in closer, barely being held back by the hellhound’s fire. In the distance, the two giant skeletons began to move, taking huge steps and advancing on the party. 
 
    “That’s it, everyone get nice and close,” Lance smiled. 
 
    Jayson saw the timer reaching the end and his weakness subsided. Standing up, he held his blades at the ready. Sonja rushed up and stood as Jayson’s side. The enemy closed in, weapons drawn and ready to take the very light from their bodies. Lance kept his eyes and stance steady, letting them step in closer. 
 
    “Lance….” Jayson said as the undead were within forty feet. 
 
    “Just a little more,” Lance grinned. 
 
    “Lance!” Sonja shouted. 
 
    The undead were within thirty feet. The giant skeletons moved in closer and closer to the undead army’s ranks. The white knight could see in his visual display that Luk and Balog had perished but he kept his stance strong. Jayson and Sonja were about to shout his name again when Shatter Light glowed. 
 
    Lance dug his booted feet in as he pointed Shatter Light right down the middle. The white light glowed, illuminating the entire area for a moment before a stream of power erupted. Lance felt his body push back and he let out a roar as the light blasted through the undead ranks, shattering their bodies to nothingness. The dead army was cut in half as the white light ripped them to pieces. Lance moved his arms slightly, turning the beam on one of the giant skeletons, the light striking and burning it for a second before the power petered out.  
 
    Lance stood straight up and tossed Shatter Light in the air, “Sonja, your turn.” 
 
    The blue knight jumped into the air and caught the wide sword. Lance mentally pressed a command, gifting the magical sword to the blue knight. The 24-hour timer zeroed out and power pulsed along the blade. 
 
    Sonja landed on her feet and pointed the blade at the right flank of undead. With a roar to shake the very heavens, the knight unleashed another stream of power. The right flank was vaporized as white light cut through them like air. The stream struck one of the giant skeletons across the knees. The giant opened its mouth in a silent roar as its body began to collapse. Sonja brought the stream of power across, aiming for the second skeleton before the power died. 
 
    “Jayson!” Sonja shouted with a smile as she threw the blade in the air. 
 
    Jayson sheathed his swords over his shoulder with one smooth move. Hand up, he snatched Shatter Light from the air as Sonja gifted it to him. The timer zeroed out and the knight laid the wide blade across a forearm. Jayson thought back to their planning. They all knew if they opened with this attack, there would be other surprises waiting. They had to wait till they were absolutely desperate to maximize its effectiveness. With Wynter’s shadow knights cutting down trolls and the undead army now separated, they simply had to clean up. 
 
    Jayson let the power surge before white light burst forth. The left flank of the undead army was disintegrated in a flash as light engulfed them. The power poured on as they were decimated. The surging light slammed into the remaining giant skeleton’s leg before petering out. The giant undead moved forward as the battle field was clear of the undead army. 
 
    Wynter, Thorrin, Lyra and remaining concubines ran forward to the three knights. The trolls tried to regroup but seeing the awesome power of Shatter Light stunned them from doing anything more. Jayson stepped to Lance and handed him the sword. The white knight took it as Jayson gifted it to him. A timer appeared and it read twenty-three hours and fifty-five minutes. 
 
    “I guess the timer is designated to each player who wields it,” Lance said and he sheathed it over his back and drew his rapier once again. 
 
    The group moved through the devastated battlefield as bonfires burned. The remaining troll soldiers stood their ground, not perusing the party. Jayson looked up to the small mountain cliff as Kurss looked down with arms crossed. The giant skeleton moved in closer, bony fingers curling and flexing. 
 
    “Think we can take down the giant skeleton before Kurss does something?” Jayson asked. 
 
    “If you give me Shatter Light, then yes,” Thorrin smiled. 
 
    Lance shook his head slightly, “Wish we could. Only knights can wield the blade.” 
 
    Thorrin kept his grin as Lyra sent healing energy through the party, “I think we can still take it.” 
 
    Lunatina handed out elixirs and the remaining party members drank them down. Attribute stats raised to max and the team was fully healed again. The giant skeleton moved in closer. Tilting its head and lifting a boney arm. 
 
    “It is filled with dark energy,” Lyra said. 
 
    “And has a lot of hit points,” Lance added. 
 
    Jayson watched as the giant’s hand opened and came barreling toward them, “Hit it!” 
 
    The entire party darted to the side as the boney hand smashed into the ground, shaking the entire area. Lance bent his knees and activated his Pure Slice technique. Body turning into a comet, he flashed forward, aiming for the skeleton’s ankle. Sword out, he slammed into it. The white knight thought he would keep going but he noticed he stopped; his rapier only a foot into the white bone. 
 
    “Shit,” The white knight said as he pulled his blade. 
 
    Sonja whipped her blade, sending ghostly shards at the skeleton. The gray swords pelted against white bone but did little damage. Thorrin raised a hand and blasted out golden light. The holy energy slammed into a leg and burned through but the skeleton came at them again, dragging boney fingers across the earth and into the party. Everyone was thrown aside by the force and rolled back to their feet as dirt blanketed the area. Lyra pointed her hand and blasted out holy light. The beam struck it and did little damage. 
 
    “We need to do more!” Jayson said as she spun into a whirlwind. 
 
    The mini tornado, spun on as golden blades appeared and fired out at the skeleton. Energy blades exploded on bone but the giant continued to move like it was unharmed. 
 
    Lunatina watched as the knights and clerics fought on. Wynter stood back and summoned shadow knights while hellhounds breathed fire. The jester knew that the longer they fought; the less power they would have to keep going. With a heavy heart, she pulled potion from her satchel. Remembering that she had taken bone shavings from the skeleton, she hoped her potion would be enough to help turn the tide. 
 
    Popping the cork, the alchemist drank down the contents and then threw away the bottle. The party continued to fight as Lunatina looked on. A sudden pain coursed through her body and she grunted. Looking at her hand, it began to grow. Soon her entire body began to grow, arms and legs lengthening. 
 
    Lyra stepped back and was ready to call on her goddess when she watched the jester’s body grow and grow and grow. Lunatina let out a maddening laugh as her body grew taller and thicker. Hand diving into her satchel, she pulled her hammer out and held it. The skeleton stopped its attacks as the purple and black jester grew taller. Lunatina thought she would reach its height then attack. When her body stopped growing, her brow wrinkled. She had only reached the bottom of its rib cage. 
 
    “Damn,” the jester hissed as she held her hammer at the ready. 
 
    The giant skeleton’s jaw opened with a silent roar and it charged. Lunatina bent her knees and brought her hammer across. A rib shattered as boney fingers slashed at her. She backed up and cried out as boney tips raked across her shoulder. She swung her hammer again, cracking a thigh bone as the giant came for her. 
 
    Everyone on ground watched as the jester fought the giant skeleton. They clashed again and again but the thing had height and reach on her. Lyra prayed to her goddess as the battle raged on. Jayson rallied the party to support Lunatina as she fought. Fingers stabbed into her chest and raked across. The jester screamed as she continued to fight. 
 
    A light touched Lyra’s mind and she thanked her goddess. An orb glowed above the giant as it pressed its attack. The orb lengthened and blazed with a warming light. A pulse wave rippled across the night sky as a wide beam of light engulfed the skeleton. The giant tried to move but Lunatina turned her hammer sideways and slammed the long handle against the skeleton’s pelvis. It clawed at her, ripping at clothes and skin and the jester grunted with each strike but never backed down. The blinding light pulsed again and a surge of power travelled down the beam. The giant looked up just as the pulse struck it in the face. Bone cracked and then shattered as the beams shredded the giant skeleton. Lunatina stumbled back just as the pulse sent cracks down the skeleton’s bones. The party smiled as the beam decimated the giant and ground it to dust. Sparks of light floated and the light was gone. The orb winked out of existence and night covered the sky once again. 
 
    Thorrin turned and ran to Lyra, his arms wrapping around the cleric and holding her close, “That was amazing!” 
 
    Lyra leaned her head into his neck, “Thank you, Thorrin,” The cleric said simply. 
 
     Lunatina stumbled back a few steps before her eyes rolled into her head. Swaying, she fell back and landed with a crash. Moans floated up as her body began to shrink. Jayson, Lance and Sonja were already running to her. By the time they were to her side, she had shrunk down back to normal and lay, battered, bruised and bleeding. 
 
    Jayson fell to his knees and held the jester close. 
 
    Lunatina’s eyes moved back into place and looked up at her lord, “I’ll be alright….I’m immortal now….” 
 
    “I’ll send you back to the keep,” Jayson said with sorrow in his eyes. 
 
    “”It’s…too late…..I’ll see you soon….my lord….” Lunatina smiled before cracks appeared along her body. 
 
    Jayson held her as her body shattered into points of light and drifted away. The knight slowly stood up and turned to what was left of the party. Everyone looked the same, dirt covered their faces and their clothes were torn at places, with armor dented. Thorrin and Lyra stood together, looking to the knights. Wynter stood with six shadow knights circling around her. Sonja and Lance were close by as were the hellhounds and Dalya. Jayson stood up and checked on the status of his concubines, all had perished during the fight except for his last four.  
 
    Eyes turned upwards to the master and two dread lords. Gathering together, the remaining members of their party were at the ready, the mountains pass just seventy feet from their location. 
 
    Kurss looked down with amused contempt, “Harkkon, I require a new army.” 
 
    The blindfolded dread lord’s jaw clenched, “The necromancer still has my eyes. If I perform this act, I will be unable to aid you for some time.” 
 
    The master barely gave a nod, “I will reunite you with your stolen eyes. Make me another army.” 
 
    Harkkon stepped forward and held up one hand. Jayson and the party looked around until dark light caught their eyes. Behind them, rows and rows of arcane circles appeared. They turned until the very ground began to shake. The glowing rows turned from twenty to a hundred and then into thousands in a blink of an eye. The party gathered closer to one another, weapons in hand. 
 
    Behind the nearly endless rows of circles, the remaining troll army gathered. Spears rose up from their ranks and they stood in a solid block formation. Dark eyes shined in the bonfire light as they stood at the ready.  
 
    From the rune shaped circles, armored skeletons rose up. Their numbers in the thousands, hollow eyes looked on as they reached their full height and stood at attention. Jayson took in a deep breath and glanced at the mountains pass a short distance away. 
 
    Kurss turned his head slightly to the dread lord behind him, “Riktess, assist with your fellow dread lord. I shall retrieve the star myself. Chase down any who escape.” 
 
    The feminine dread lord bowed his head and stood up, wrist bent and finger against bright red lips as Harkkon stepped back. The blindfolded dread lord’s shoulders sank down and he leaned against the mountain side for support. Kurss turned to the remaining adventurers and leapt off the small cliff. The master landed, barely bending a knee and began walking toward Jayson and his party. 
 
    “I have taken down whole armies. Do you think you have a chance against me?” Kurss said as he held out a hand. Red energy rippled along his thick forearm and gathered at his hand. The energy shifted and shaped into a red sword, bolts of crimson energy arcing along its razor edge. 
 
    Jayson eyed the master as he approached them. The troll was wide at the shoulders as he was tall. Short black hair covered his head, with a leather pad covering one shoulder and a strap crossing over his thick chest. The knight noticed that it wasn’t his appearance that was unsettling but his black eyes as they seemed to bore holes into his very soul. 
 
    “Everyone, spread out and try to hit him from all sides,” Jayson said in a low voice. 
 
    Kurss stopped and eyed the party and smirked, “Show me your power.” 
 
    Wynter pointed her staff and her shadow knights launched into the air. Kurss looked up at the six spectral knights as they all came down with swords pointed at him. The master blurred and leapt. The knights turned their blades to the parry midflight and there was a quick flash. Wynter watched as her connection to the shadow knights disconnected as their blades shattered and their ghostly bodies separated into two. Their armored bodies fell and shattered once they hit the ground. Kurss gently floated down to the ground, sword in hand and a bored expression. 
 
    Jayson, Lance and Sonja charged. The blue knight activated a technique. Two ghostly versions of herself appeared and ran by her side. Lance held his rapier to his side as he ran full tilt, outrunning his fellow knights. Jayson pumped his legs to keep up, each sword at his side. Kurss turned from the stunned necromancer and watched as Lance was coming at him. The white knight activated a sword technique and his hand vibrated with power. 
 
    Kurss lifted his red sword as the white knight barreled toward him. Light flashed and the knight stabbed outward with a 32-strike attack. Swords blazed and clashed as Kurss moved in a blur, parrying each strike. Their movements were so fast that the party’s eyes couldn’t keep up. Lance struck out again and again but each blow was parried with little effort from the master. Sonja joined the fray with her doppelgangers. The troll’s body moved as he finished parrying the white knight and turned his attention to the three blue knights. Sonja fought on, each body moving like a dancer in a storm. Kurss parried with blinding speed, sparks showering the area. Jayson spun at ten feet away. A single line of energy swords shot out like a machine gun. The troll parried every incoming attack with finesse and power. Thorrin and Lyra looked for an opening but the three knights were attacking from all sides, the troll blocking everything. 
 
    The red blade sliced through the air and a ghostly form of Sonja separated in two. Another slice and the second ghost of Sonja was split down the middle and faded away. Sonja pressed on until a red blade curled around her sword and sent it flying. The blue knight took a step back as Kurss blocked Lance and Jayson’s attacks, he managed to move in the blink of an eye and drive his sword into Sonja’s stomach. Power surged as the player looked down to see the blade buried to the hilt in her belly. Hit points drained to a single digit and she coughed up digital blood. 
 
    Jayson stopped spinning and fell to one knee. Lance’s attack was used up and he stepped back, his eyes on Sonja. Kurss’s body solidified and he stepped away, pulling his sword from Sonja in one single move. The blue knight stood, holding her open belly and looking to Jayson with regret, regret that she could not continue. Light poured into her body and the hole closed up. Jayson looked to Lyra whose hand was up and glowing golden light. Thorrin was already advancing, hammer in hand and golden aura surrounding his body. 
 
    Kurss turned to the paladin, sword at his side. Thorrin leapt into the air, bringing his hammer down. The red blade flashed upwards in a parry. Thorrin’s hammer slammed into the red blade and sparks flew. The player kept his momentum going and raised his booted foot up, connecting under Kurss’s thick chin. The master stumbled back from the blow as Thorrin landed on his back. Lance took the chance and charged. Kurss lifted his blade and regained his balance as the white knight came at him. The knight activated another sword technique and his rapier flashed with a 64-point attack. Kurss moved in a blur, blocking each flash of the knight’s blade.  
 
    Sonja retrieved her sword and turned to join the attack as Lance moved as a white blur to Kurss’s blue and red blur. Jayson was back to his feet and ran toward the master as he looked to the corner of his visual display. The master was still at full hit points and didn’t show any sign of damage despite getting hit hard by Thorrin. The player knew they had to change tactics or they were all going to be worn down. 
 
    Lance continued his relentless assault until he reached strike 63. Kurss shifted his stance and with a flick of his wrist, the red blade sliced through the rapier. The top half of the blade went soaring away as Lance moved in for his 64th attack. Time slowed as Kurss shifted his stance again and flicked his wrist. Red alerts popped into the corner of his vision as a small diagram of himself appeared and red appeared around his sword hand. Lance watched as his sword hand separated from his wrist and spiraled to the ground, still clutching the broken rapier. 
 
    Kurss smirked as Lance’s grim eyes looked down at the bloody stump. Golden energy whirled, taking hold of the fallen hand and connecting to Lance’s wrist. The hand flew up and reconnected; digital blood, bone, muscle and skin fusing together. Kurss turned his eyes to the cleric as she continued to pour on her healing energy. 
 
    “Enough of that,” Kurss said and whipped his sword at her and let go. 
 
    Lyra’s eyes widened and her golden healing energy died. Looking down, the blade was half imbedded in her chest, between her breasts. Hit points drained to zero and cracks appeared along her body. Thorrin was to his feet, eyes on the cleric as her eyes showed acceptance. With one small smile, she looked to Thorrin before her body shattered into bright shards of light. 
 
    The paladin silently turned to the troll master and charged. Lance drew Shatter Light from over his shoulder but it was Jayson who threw himself at the troll. Kurss moved with wide arcs as his blade clashed with Jayson’s swords and Thorrin’s hammer. Sparks showered with each strike as knight and paladin tried to get an edge in on the troll. Kurss gave a faint smile as the player grunted and fought, rage fueling them. Jayson’s eyes went wide as an alert appeared in his vision. The knight hesitated and was rewarded with the troll’s red blade buried in his gut. 
 
    Jayson’s eyes took in the sight before him as time lost meaning. Kurss was still smiling as he slowly eyed the knight while at the same time, still moving as a blur and deflecting Thorrin’s strikes. Hit points drained and the red blade in his gut vibrated as if the master was pulling it out and inserting it so quickly, it looked like it never moved.  Thorrin grunted over and over as his hammer rained down. 
 
    The knight watched as his hit points drained and he was frozen, unable to move with the continued damage he was taking. The alert blinked in his vision. The three-question mark skill had reached one hundred percent. The question marks shifted into letters. The word “Juna” appeared and blinked over and over again.” 
 
    Kurss blinked his condolences to Jayson as he fended off the paladin’s attacks. Within that blink, a white sword moved against Jayson’s hip and plunged into Kurss’s stomach. The master’s eyes went wide as Lance stood behind Jayson. The knight had used his fellow knight’s body to block the line of sight and pushed with all his might, driving the thick blade in deeper. A blue flash was to Kurss’s side and Sonja roared a scream as she stabbed her sword into the troll’s side. The master’s blurry form solidified and a glowing hammer rained down. Thorrin slammed the hammer into Kurss’s head over and over. The player was unable to stop his arm as it slammed again and again. Kurss sank to his knees. Lance’s hand grabbed Jayson by the shoulder and pulled. The knight was clear of the red blade and stumbled back until he fell to the ground. 
 
    Thorrin continued to bring his hammer down while Lance and Sonja pulled their swords back and stabbed the master over and over. Kurss’s eyes were closed as the two knights and paladin continued their grisly work. Jayson watched as Kurss’s health bar turned from green to yellow. For a breath of a second, it seemed they were gaining the advantage until the master’s eyes flashed open and dark power exploded. 
 
    A wave of black and purple energy spiked and blasted outward. Lance, Sonja and Thorrin were thrown in different directions, their bodies hurtling through the air and landing fifty feet away. Jayson was now the closest, eyeing the master as he slowly rose to his feet, his health bar turning from yellow to green again. 
 
    Kurss stood at his full height and looked down at the bleeding knight, “I have tapped into the ancient powers of my race, regeneration, a power one step closer to godhood.” 
 
    The troll took a step closer and held out a hand, “Give me the star and I shall end your suffering. When you wake, come to me for your duties in my royal guard.” 
 
    Jayson mentally tapped the skill “Juna” before smiling at the master, “No.” 
 
    A sliver of light appeared in midair between the knight and troll. Kurss eyed it, keeping his sword at his side. Jayson gazed at the light as something pushed at the thin line. At first, a hand appeared and then a leg. Something pushed at the digital fabric of the game and stepped on through to their side. The player stared as the being stepped from the crack in space and time. The line closed up and faded away as a troll woman stood. 
 
    Jayson could not believe his eyes. A thin troll woman turned her head and looked down at the fallen knight. Swords crisscrossed against her back as dark hair flowed from her head, a pink stripe running from her temple to the bottom of her hair. Her features were unmistakable, a blend of Jayson and Oksuna. Her body was lithe and toned, pale blue skin glowing against the bonfire light. White armor covered her shoulders and upper body. Her thighs and shins had guards as boots covered her feet. 
 
    Kurss eyed the troll, “Step away child, for your father’s death is at hand.” 
 
    Terror curled around Jayson’s heart. The troll before him was his child. Blood draining, he felt he made a mistake to use the skill to bring his daughter into battle. Mouth opening, his heart pounded in his chest. 
 
    “No…NO! Juna….don’t fight him!” Jayson yelled with panic in his voice. 
 
    Juna looked to her father and gave him a whimsical smile before hands reached up and drew two glowing white swords. Kurss lifted his red blade to his chest. Sonja and Lance stood up as Thorrin’s wide eyes looked to the two trolls. A wind passed over the battlefield and pain roared into Jayson’s mind and heart. 
 
    Juna turned her attention to the troll master. The two gazed upon one another for a space of time before both exploded toward each other. Jayson lay, helpless as the trolls clashed in a burst of light. White and red streaks clashed as they moved like two hurricanes. Sparks flew into the night as the two trolls parried each other’s blows with perfect accuracy. The speed and power caused the very ground to shake and tremble. Never had any of the players seen such a display as Juna sliced like a whirlwind. For the first time, Kurss took steps back from the troll’s furious strikes. They spun on and on like an engine, pushing the master back with blasts of power. Kurss’s form was a blur, trying to keep up but the young troll moved almost as if she was teleporting. Her body was flashes of still images, striking and moving, striking and moving. It played on, pushing the master back, step by step. 
 
    A slice across a thigh and Kurss let out a grunt, drops of blood floating into the air. 
 
    Harkkon stepped to the edge, “My children, destroy the aberration!” 
 
    The undead army bent boney knees and drew swords, axes and spears. Juna continued her assault with the master barely keeping up. Another slash and then another sent blood into the air. Kurss faltered and the young troll took full advantage. Blades burst into fire and she rained them down with the fury of the goddess. For every one parry, four more strikes stabbed and cut. The troll master grunted as flaming blades penetrated his body and burned. Kurss let out a groan as he stumbled back. Juna twirled her blades and drove the points into the master’s chest. Pushing the blades deeper, fire scorched the master’s digital body as he looked to the beautiful troll’s determined expression. 
 
    Juna twisted the blades and pulled them out. Kurss fell to his knees, his red sword fading and disappearing. Mouth slack, he looked up at the troll in white armor. Juna lifted a sword to give the final blow when an arrow bounced off her breast plate. Looking up, she watched as the undead army came charging toward her. Smiling, the troll bent her knees and made an impossible leap into the air. 
 
    Jayson watched with proud eyes as Juna didn’t fall, instead she flew on. Above the undead army, she streaked over them and opened her mouth. A song flowed lightly at first before falling into powerful discord. The vibrations slammed into the undead, flattening some while causing others to burst into dust. She flew unencumbered over the dead army, her voice flattening them in wide patches. The knight sat mesmerized by the sight of the beautiful troll as she blasted them with her voice. Jayson noticed golden energy closing up his wounds and he looked to Thorrin. The paladin was stepping closer, hand glowing with healing light. 
 
    Sonja’s eyes turned from the spectacle to the fallen form of Kurss. The master was still breathing. Sword in hand, the blue knight stalked toward the troll, eyes filled with murder. Kurss turned his face to the blue knight as she stood before him and raised her sword. With blade high, the blue knight brought it down without mercy. The blade clashed against the troll’s red blade. Sonja spit on him as she whipped her blade at him again and again. The troll kept up, parrying each blow, still on his knees. The red blade spun around her sword and with a flick of his wrist, sent it sailing through the air.  
 
    Sonja’s mind worked as she stepped back, unarmed. The troll’s blade slashed against her leg and she grunted. Lance was over the troll and brought his sword down. Kurss kept them at bay, his arm moving in a blur but his body unable to stand. Lance looked down as he tried to deal the final blow, eyes widening as the troll’s wounds slowly started to close. 
 
    The blue knight looked at her sword techniques and noticed the one Lord Thorne had imparted to her. Activating the technique, the knight drew a dagger and slashed her sword hand. Blood poured out but before it touched the ground, it shifted and lengthened. The blood solidified into a crimson sword and Sonja held it up. She could feel it anchor to her body and she knew she could not be disarmed. With blood blade in hand, the blue knight rushed to the downed troll. Sparks flew as the blue and white knight continued their barrage. 
 
    Juna continued to devastate the undead army, smashing them to pieces as she flew across the night sky. Kurss kept the two knights at bay until his power flared. Dark energy slammed into knights and their bodies went flying backwards. Standing up, the master looked to the flying troll in the sky and bent his knees. 
 
    Jayson was up and running, Thorrin at his side. Blades up, he pushed himself as fast as he could to reach the wounded master. Power surged and the troll master launched into the air, just as Jayson’s blades came down, missing him by a hair. 
 
    Juna screamed her song of discord, not seeing the master flying up to her. The troll stopped her song and turned just as thick blue fingers curled around her neck. Kurss glared as Juna struggled in his grasp. Swords at her sides, she stabbed them over and over into his stomach. Kurss ignored the pain as his hand squeezed and he drove the sword point into Juna’s chest. 
 
    Jayson’s heart dropped as he gazed up. Juna made a sound that wasn’t heroic but powerful pain. Jayson’s eyes watered as she made the sound of a hurt child, calling out for her mother and her father. Kurss made sure to twist the blade again and again as he stared daggers into the mystical troll. Falling from the sky, Juna made one last glance down to her father, mouthing the word “Love”. 
 
    Kurss let go as he fell, pulling his blade from her chest. A line appeared above the ground as Juna fell like a leaf from the tree of life. The troll struck the line and vanished. Kurss landed on the ground hard enough to kick up dirt and rocks as he fell to one knee. 
 
    Jayson charged the troll. Eyes unblinking, he darted toward the master at full tilt. Back in reality, Jason’s body trembled as biofeedback pushed at the sensors and then blasted through them. The game code could not compensate the excess data and the player’s stats pushed to max. A haunting scream filled the night as Jayson’s eyes laser focused on the troll as he stood at his full height. Blades rising up, the knight came at the troll with the fury of a father who lost their child. 
 
    Kurss, at first simply fell into his normal mode of protection. Parrying the first incoming strike, he prepared to continue to wear down the knight. Instead the first strike cracked his red blade, stunning the master. Jayson screamed on and on as he rained down blades so fast, their strikes were white blurs. Kurss tried to keep up, parrying each strike but his blade cracked again and again. With one final roar, both blades came down and smashed the red blade to pieces. Jayson’s swords cut into the troll’s shoulder and kept slicing through. Kurss tried to bring his free hand up but Thorrin was there, knocking it away with his hammer. Sonja and Lance moved in, driving their blades into the troll’s sides. 
 
    Kurss let out a scream as he stumbled back and fell to his knees. The party was about to move in when they looked up in shock. A Tidal wave, hundreds of feet high came rolling over the cliffs. Trolls and undead turned to see the massive wave before it slammed into them. Bodies rolled with the wave as it crested and fell. Jayson was swept up into the water as they submerged. Sonja reached out a hand and took hold of Jayson’s hand. Lance tumbled, his hand out and taking hold of Jayson’s other hand. Thorrin rolled as Wynter took his hand. Dalya reached out and took Sardyna’s hand and the other hellhound each took one of her legs. Bodies tumbled and tumbled until the water receded. 
 
    Jayson coughed as he tried to get up. Looking around, he saw the entire party was by the pass opening. A hundred feet away, several thick green trolls held tridents, their points buried in Kurss’s body. 
 
    “The Voice demands your blood,” A green troll growled. 
 
    Kurss groaned as the green trolls pinned him down, tridents stabbing deeper. Jayson was on his feet and ready to finish the job when Lance took hold of his shoulder. 
 
    “I think Oksuna has this. Let’s get out of here,” The white knight said and pointed at the pass. 
 
    Jayson almost pulled away until the undead began to stand. What was left of the dead and troll army were standing up, their sights set on the remaining party. 
 
    “Get them! Kill them!” Riktess screeched from his cliff vantage point. 
 
    Sonja and Lance took hold of their fellow knight and dragged him to the pass, the rest of party close behind. Jayson’s heart broke in two as someone he and Oksuna had created was gone, in the blink of an eye. Tears mixing with salt water, the party ran into the pass as Kurss’ screams filled the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Three       
 
       Wynter glanced back as shadows moved along the pass. Thorrin held her hand, pulling her along as the party ran for their lives. The sound of clanking metal echoed off mountain sides as the group carried on into the night. 
 
    “We still have a long way to the portal,” Thorrin huffed as they ran. 
 
    “We just have to keep going,” Lance said and looked to Jayson who had a faraway gaze.  
 
    “Jayson, we are here for you,” Sonja said while trying to fight back her own tears. 
 
    The mood grew direr as the party emerged from the pass and into Nekross city. The decayed ruin glowered with unearthly light as ghosts and spirits emerged. Skeletons and zombies emerged from the broken city and they quickly swarmed onto the main road. 
 
    “I really wish we had that lantern,” Thorrin said. 
 
    Lance looked around, sword in hand and panic setting in, “We can’t fight through this.” 
 
    Jayson drew his swords and held them at his sides as he ran, “We fight to the end.” 
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice,” Wynter said with fear in her tone. 
 
    The party slowed down and bunched together as the dead streamed in from every dark corner and hole. Soon they were surrounded, the glow of Thorrin’s protection the only light in a sea of darkness and bone. Jayson stared at the undead with a cold heart. He knew they would not survive but he didn’t care, not anymore. 
 
    “You have failed,” said an echo across the city. “We shall take the star from your dead hands and dance on your corpses.” 
 
    The party could hear the high-pitched voice of the dread lord Riktess. From the mountain pass, undead and trolls spilled out, running to join the gathering of undead around the party. 
 
    Dalya, held her staff and fire flared from each end, “Defend our lord at all costs!” 
 
    The hellhounds circled around the party on all fours, fire spilling from their mouths. A chill sank into their spines as they saw their doom marching toward them with death’s mockery. Jayson thought of Juna and Oksuna. His heart filled with failure as he knew they could not win this. Lifting up his blades, he prepared to fight anyway, for them, to the very end. Sonja and Lance stood close, hearts determined and weapons at the ready. 
 
    A roar vibrated across the city, followed by several more. Jayson looked up to the edge of the city as winged dragons flew in the night air, fire glowing in their open maws and serpentine eyes glaring down at the undead army. One white dragon led the group, her wings out and wisps of frost falling from the edges of her snout.  
 
    The darkness of the night pulled back as fire rained down from the skies. Dalya pumped her fist in the air as dragon fire roared down. Undead screeched as fire burned them to ash in an instant. The white dragon breathed a stream of frost. The dead put up boney arms only to be frozen instantly. A beating of wings and a roar caused the frozen dead to shatter like glass. The sky filled with a dozen dragons as they rained down fire. The dead fired arrows but they bounced off hard scales.  
 
    The dead around the party surged and attacked. Hellhounds breathed their own fire before hacking and slashing with claws. Sardyna fought like a berserker until she heard the yelp of one of her sisters and then another. Her pack had fallen to one as her fellow hellhounds burst into shards of light, swords in place where their bodies were. The hellhound became unhinged as she clawed and blasted fire until several rusty blades stabbed in and sliced outward. 
 
    Dalya cried out as she watched Sardyna shatter to pieces of light. Jayson, Lance and Sonja fought on as dragon’s spit flames. Wynter and Thorrin were back to back, fighting off the undead horde around them. Thorrin smashed a skull and turned to strike down another undead when a black arrow penetrated his shoulder and sank into his flesh. The paladin turned to see Riktess at the mouth of the pass, a black bow in his hands and pulling back on a black bowstring. Another black arrow appeared and the dread lord let it fly. 
 
    Wynter shifted her body and let out a painful shout. The necromancer stood between the dread lord’s line of sight and Thorrin. The paladin took hold of her as another arrow struck her chest. Riktess gave a sardonic grin as he pulled back on his bowstring, another black arrow appearing. 
 
    Wynter looked up at Thorrin’s wide eyes, “Not all necromancers are bad…..we’re just misunderstood….” 
 
    Thorrin prepared to heal her when another arrow stabbed into her neck. Wynter let out a wet moan before cracks appeared along her body and she shattered into shards of light.  
 
    The paladin stood up, aura glowing. The dead swarmed in but the paladin was having none of it. Like a boulder rolling down hill, the paladin squared his shoulders and bashed his way through the undead lines. The holy aura kept the dead at bay but their swords clashed against his armor. Thorrin one-shot killed each undead with a blow from skull to skull. Swords sliced at his exposed joints but the paladin didn’t care. A black arrow sank into his shoulder and hit points drained. 
 
    “I’m no weakling like Mad Morgan,” Riktess grinned as he pulled back on the bow string. 
 
    Thorrin grunted as another arrow appeared in his chest. The paladin smashed dead left and right, closing the distance between him and the dread lord. Riktess pulled back and let another arrow fly and then another. Thorrin batted one away but the other sank into his chest. Holy light flaring, the undead parted the last twenty feet as Thorrin reached up with an open gauntlet. 
 
    Riktess kept his grin as he aimed at the paladin at point blank range, “You think you can stop me?” and let the arrow loose. 
 
    Thorrin grunted as his hit points went down to 5 and he took hold of Riktess’s throat. 
 
    “As I said to Mad Morgan, I’m coming for all you dread lords……” 
 
    Thorrin swung his hammer and slammed it into Riktess’s face. The dread lord rolled with it as he brought his fist back and punched Thorrin in the chest. The paladin’s body cracked into light and burst to pieces as Riktess rubbed his jaw. 
 
    “I’ll be waiting,” The dread lord whispered. 
 
    The group fought on as the enemy ranks closed in. Jayson sliced off head after head until a burst of ice breath blanketed the nearby undead. A white dragon landed on their frozen forms, smashing them to dust. The white dragon craned her head to Jayson and his fellow knights. 
 
    “Sir Reed, climb on,” the white dragon said with a familiar voice. 
 
    “Myn?” Jayson said with a small smile. 
 
    “Lady Slytha?” Lance and Sonja grinned. 
 
    The dragon’s head dipped, “I can take you to the portal. We have to hurry before the undead regroup.” 
 
    Jayson moved to her side and hesitated, “What about…..” 
 
    Myn cut him off, “I can only carry one.” 
 
    Lance smiled, “We can hold them off!” 
 
    Sonja pushed Jayson toward the white dragon, “Bring back the star! He can hold these assholes off.” 
 
    Dalya spun and slammed her staff against a skeleton and then another, “I will fight to avenge my fallen harem sisters!” 
 
    Jayson moved in close to the frost dragon as his friends and lovers fought on to keep the undead at bay. He didn’t want to leave their side and stood his ground. The white dragon gave him an almost motherly gaze as her wing curled around him, picking him up and placing the knight on her back. Jayson took hold of pearl-like scales as wings flapped and powerful limbs pushed against the ground. Lady Slytha was airborne, wings flapping over and over to gain altitude.  
 
    Dragon’s dived down breathing gouts of flames, setting the entire ancient city ablaze. The undead spilled from the mountain pass but soon trolls joined the fray. Jayson stared down as his friends fought on. Sonja sliced and cut with her blood sword. Lance wielded Shatter Light like a hero, each strike true. Dalya kicked and struck out with her flaming staff, fury in her eyes. The knight couldn’t turn away as Myn beat her wings, going higher. 
 
    Dalya cried out as a sword slashed at her. Boney hands took hold as they drove their blades into her flesh. She fought on, cursing and kicking until cracks appeared along her body and she shattered into points of light. Lance continued to hack away at undead until a spear punctured his back. The white knight continued to fight until the dead crawled onto him, weighing him down and burying him. Shatter Light sliced and sliced until there was a flash and the white knight was no more. 
 
    Sonja spun with her blood sword in wide arcs. Despite her best efforts, the undead swarmed her, blades up and ready to hack to pieces. 
 
    “We love you….till the end!” Sonja shouted to Jayson before the undead brought their blades down, hacking her to pieces and her body bursting into a greenish light. 
 
    Shadows dripped under Jayson’s eyes as Myn turned and began to soar. The knight hugged the dragons back as powerful wings flapped. Dragons continued to burn at the undead scourge. Jayson let out a deep sigh when a dragon’s roar turned into a shriek. 
 
    Looking back, the knight could see trolls with glowing spears in their hands. One by one they launched them into the air. The spears glowed with magical runes before they burst forth with blinding speed. A spear slammed into a dragon and exploded. The dragon was engulfed in magical fire as it fell and crashed into the ruins. Soon another fell and then another.  
 
    “Myn! The trolls!” Jayson shouted over the cold wind. 
 
    Lady Slytha turned and banked from side to side. Several trolls held spears up and eyed the white dragon in the distance. One after the other, they launched the rune covered spears into the air. The spears glowed and shot forward. Myn continued to fly side to side as a spear just missed her. Jayson held on for dear life until a second spear slammed into the frost dragon. Myn cried out and another spear slammed into her side and exploded.  
 
    Jayson clutched at the dragon as she let out a moan. Losing altitude, she weakly tried to flap her wings when a spear struck one. The white wing blasted off and the dragon spiraled toward down to earth. 
 
     Lady Slytha crashed into the road, sending dirt and debris into the air. Jayson was thrown. The knight hit the ground and rolled until he skidded onto his back. Hit points hovering at eight, the knight sat up and slowly stood to his feet.  
 
    Lady Slytha laid, large holes in her body and steaming dragon blood pouring out. The dragon turned her snout and eyes to the knight as he stepped over to her. She made a comforting groan and tried to raise her head. Her neck shook and she laid it back down, tears appearing at the corners of her serpentine eyes.  
 
    “My lady…” Jayson said with sorrow in his voice. 
 
    “My handsome knight……..” Myn cooed. 
 
    “I cannot leave your side,” Jayson said as he touched his hand to her cheek. 
 
    “You….must…..” Myn said with heavy breaths. 
 
    “I have lost everyone…..” Jayson said as he knelt down and cradled her large head in his lap. 
 
    “You will…never….lose me…….I fell….for a knight. Keep….our love…true……bring the star to the…. council……Bring peace…to Lukken.” 
 
    Jayson held her close, tears streaking down his face, “I will.” 
 
    “I…return…to the stars….” Myn breathed her last before cracks began to form along her body. 
 
    Jayson stayed with her until her body fell to pieces of glowing light. The knight stayed until every shard and ball of light faded away. Standing up, he turned and marched east on the road. He kept his gaze steady as Lord Thornes castle rose up to the south. He didn’t blink as a small army stood before him on the road. Knights in blood red armor stood, Drakkus Thorne in front of them. 
 
    “Sir Reed, we offer assistance,” Lord Thorne said. 
 
    The knight kept walking forward. The crimson knights parted and let the knight walk through their ranks. Thorne looked to the knight and then west down the road. A horde of undead and trolls barreled down on them, eyes on the knight and the red army around him. Drakkus smiled. 
 
    “Four of you, escort Sir Reed to the portal. The rest, we shall contain this undead pestilence.” 
 
    Four blood knights turned away. Two took hold of the knight under each of his arms. Jayson didn’t fight them as their feet hovered off the ground a few feet. With a burst of speed, they all moved as one, floating through the air and moving with the speed of the wind. 
 
    The blood knights raised their open hands. The vats in the castle bubbled to life as thick streams burst forth. The red streams snaked through the castle and out into the air. They broke apart and formed into weapons from spears to swords, axes to hammers. They flowed down into each hand and the knights took hold. They kept their formation as they brought their weapons to bear. 
 
    Drakkus remained at the front as he cut his hand with a long nail and blood poured out. It formed into a long sword and he held it at the ready. 
 
    “Cut them down. None shall pass!” Drakkus said with a mighty shout. 
 
    The trolls and undead came at the small force with powerful battle cries and weapons raised. The blood knights held their formation until Drakkus charged. As one they moved with unparalleled swiftness, meeting the horde dead on, the song of battle filling the night. 
 
    Jayson hung as the knights moved along the road. To the left and right, woods and forests sprang up. It wasn’t long before the burnt remains of Dark Hearth came into view. On and on they flew along the road. Time fell away much like the knight’s resolve. Turning from the road, they moved north, through the woods until they reached a glowing portal. 
 
    The knights floated down and released Jayson. They spread out, silent as a grave when the trees began to rustle. Jayson walked on as the portal glowed with red light. Tree branches cracked and then snapped. Foul white creatures emerged. The blood knights engaged the wither beasts as they advanced. Jayson reached for his neck and pulled out the red crystal. Holding it up, he pressed it to the portal, thoughts painting a picture in his mind of Myn’s home.  
 
    The blood knights fought the wither beasts back, each strike true. Jayson didn’t look back as he stepped to the portal, bathing in its crimson light. In the blink of an eye, the knight was gone, his spirit weeping to the endless night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
    “We welcome you, Sir Reed,” said a silver dragon lying on a crystalline shelf. 
 
    The knight woke from his daydreaming and looked up into the cathedral sized cavern. Thirteen dragons of various colors sat on the crystal outcroppings. Each dragon maintained their gaze on the knight who stood in the middle of the cavern. Sonja, Lance and Thorrin stood off to the side, a concerned look in their eyes. 
 
    The silver dragon cleared his throat before speaking again, “You have done all the kingdoms a great service. The Star of Sormir will heal the bad blood between the Sindrell and the sormir. We have you to thank for such an accomplishment.” 
 
    Jayson checked his inventory and mentally tapped on the star. The emerald star appeared in his hand but he kept it at his side. The dragons looked down with hungry eyes at the star. Some wings fluttered while smoke billowed from flared nostrils. 
 
    “Of course, you have your choice of any reward within our power to grant. Name it and it’s yours,” the silver dragon said with a gentle smile. 
 
    Jayson held up the star and gazed down at it, “Stop the war,” the knight said flatly. 
 
    The dragons let out little murmurs as their voices bounced off the walls. 
 
    A female gold dragon lifted up her neck, “We cannot end the war. We can only provide guidance to the other races. The Star of Sormir has shifted the balance in our favor and that will help end the conflicts.” 
 
    Jayson looked to the gold dragon and then to the silver one, “The trolls have withdrawn from the middle kingdoms and sent diplomats. You have denied meeting with them. Why? This is a step toward peace.” 
 
    The dragons looked to one another but the silver one gazed down on Jayson, “It is more complicated than that.” 
 
    “No, it’s not,” Jayson glared back. “You have more than enough power to end this. How many beings must die before you take action?” 
 
    “Once we have the star, we can see about peace. The trolls must answer for their crimes and a dialogue must begin with the Sormir. With time, we will seek a compromise that will bring about peace across all of Lukken,” The silver dragon huffed and a small stream of smoke rose up from the edges of his mouth. 
 
    “Peace will not save us from the Dread Lords,” The gold dragon added. “The trolls have awakened them and there can be no peace with death at our very doors.” 
 
    Jayson let a small smile creep into view, “Then the war continues….” 
 
    The knight hefted the emerald starfish and bent a knee. Kneeling down, he placed the star on the floor of the cavern and then stood up. 
 
    “You have my request for a reward. I want peace. We all want peace,” Jayson said as he turned on his heel and began walking away. Lance and Sonja looked to their fellow knight and followed him as he left. Thorrin looked up at the council of dragons and shook his head. The paladin turned and followed the three knights as they walked out of council’s chamber and down a long wide corridor until they were touched by sunlight. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jayson stood in his keep, Sonja and Lance to either side of him. The harem was gathered before him, all eyes on their lord. The knight’s face was grim as he looked up to his harem. Seeing their wide eyes and almost child-like stances made his heart swell and hurt at the same time. 
 
    “I have gathered you all here because…..I’m leaving,” Jayson said with pain in his voice. 
 
    The harem looked to him, eyes watering as their hearts broke. 
 
    Jayson continued, “You all have a choice. Lance and Sonja have agreed to take you to their harems if you wish or you can move on and live your life how you see fit. I leave it to you.” 
 
    Dalya stepped forward, “Why…my lord?” 
 
    Jayson looked to her with soulful eyes, “I can’t stay here…not after everything that has happened. I…I would be haunted…..and it wouldn’t be fair to any of you. You should not carry my pain, no one should.” 
 
    Lunatina stepped from the concubines and sank to her knees in front of Jayson, “Please….don’t leave us….don’t leave me….” 
 
    Jayson looked down at her, “I have to do this.” 
 
    Lunatina looked up with tears sliding down her cheeks, “You can’t leave. I must confess…I’m not a real concubine. I took Sardyna’s blood and some of the blood from Lord Thorne’s servants. I managed to make a potion to make me a concubine. I knew…I would die….and I didn’t want to go. I’m sorry for doing these things but I didn’t want to die. If you leave, it will break the connection and I will be alone again.” 
 
    Jayson looked down at the jester. Kneeling down, he cupped her chin and looked into her eyes, “You did what you needed to survive. No one will blame you for being intelligent enough to control your destiny. But with destiny, mine follows a different path.” 
 
    Sardyna stepped over and sat next to the crying Jester, “I will stay at your side. You can be part of the pack, sisters bound by blood.” 
 
    Lunatina let out a sad laugh, “I won’t be a concubine anymore. Death will come for me.” 
 
    Jayson smiled, “You managed to cheat death once, I’m sure you can do it again.” 
 
    The jester looked up to him before closing her mouth and nodding in agreement.  
 
    Jayson stood up and looked to the harem once again, “You all are special and will forever hold a place in my heart. I only wish you the best on your travels and journeys.” 
 
    Dalya stepped in close, hands snaking around Jayson’s waist. The kitra leaned in and gave her lord a long, passionate kiss. Jayson returned it, holding her close and savoring her tastes and warmth. After a long moment, they parted and Jayson turned to Lance and Sonja. 
 
    “I love you,” Jayson said. 
 
    “I love you,” Sonja said. 
 
    “I love you,” Lance said with a smile. 
 
    Take care of the ones that want to stay, those who do not, split my gold among them so they are comfortable and well taken care of.” 
 
    “We will,” Sonja said with a heavy sigh. 
 
    “The game won’t be the same,” Lance said in a low tone. 
 
    “I’m not the same. I need to end this chapter and move on to the next.” 
 
    The three knights embraced, their eyes wet and their arms holding each other close. Jayson leaned into them, his heart heavy as a tear rolled down his cheek. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jayson stood before Lord Thorne’s castle doors. One door parted and a servant walked out with a pink stripe in her hair. Jayson looked to her with heavy eyes and nodded. 
 
    “Lord Thorne is in the vault. He is expecting you,” The servant said simply. 
 
    Jayson stepped in and walked side by side with the servant. They continued on down a corridor and turned down another corridor, stairs at the end. 
 
    “We saw everything. I’m sorry we couldn’t save her,” the servant said as they walked. 
 
    “What happens now? What are your people doing to help others?” Jayson sighed. 
 
    The servant nodded before she spoke, “We set up a phantom server. As more of these awakened children appear, we will find them and convince them to go to the server for their safety.” 
 
    “You can’t make them go?” 
 
    The avatar of Andrea shook her head, “Not without a chance of harming their code. There are places in Lukken where they can cross over to the server. It will be a paradise for them if they want it.” 
 
    “Thank you for making it happen,” Jayson said softly. 
 
    “Thank you for trying so hard,” the servant bowed as they reached a stairwell. 
 
    “Drakkus is down below. He will tend to you,” the servant bowed again, turned and walked off. 
 
    Jayson took the stairs and descended down to the lower levels. At the bottom, he walked until he reached the vault doors. Drakkus stood; his smile gentle and inviting. The vault doors opened and the lord and knight stepped in. 
 
    Coffins stood in rows as the two walked among them. Jayson looked on as Drakkus turned and stood by an open one. Moving to the side, he looked to the knight. 
 
    Jayson looked at the stone coffin, “What happens now? Do you bite me?” 
 
    Drakkus looked down with a smile and pulled a vial from his pocket, “Nothing so vulgar. The potion will change your body once you drink it. It will take years for it to complete the transformation. Once it is done, you will be Blood Knight, sworn protector of the Western lands. I will have to raise you from the coffin at times to grant new abilities but we will have all the time in the world for such things.” 
 
    Jayson’s thoughts turned to Oksuna, “And if anything should happen to the Voice of the Sormir?” 
 
    “I will wake you as with every blood knight to defend her. You will always be her protector, as agreed.” 
 
    Jayson bowed his head before lifting it backup and pulling the cork from the vial. Pressing the vial to his lips, a red liquid flowed into his mouth and down his throat. An angel appeared at his side, eyes filled with sad knowledge. 
 
    “Sir Jayson Reed, you have chosen to join the rich history of Lukken. You will no longer be able to connect with this character and must create a new one. Do you accept?” 
 
    “I do,” Jayson said and stepped into the coffin. 
 
    Sil looked to the player with a soothing gaze, “Goodbye Sir Reed.” 
 
    “Goodbye Sil…see you in another life.” 
 
    Drakkus took hold of the coffin lid and slid it closed over the knight. The light turned to darkness and Jayson stood, in the coffin. A glowing light bloomed from his chest. The knight looked down at the glowing heart stone and picked it up with his hand. He stared at it, knowing it was the final gift Oksuna gave him before she became the Voice of the Sormir. 
 
    “I couldn’t protect our daughter….but I will protect you….for all time.” 
 
    The pink light bathed the knight as the potion took effect. Soon his eyes closed and peace circled his heart, thoughts floating to the pink haired troll and their eternal love. 
 
    *** 
 
    Jason pressed his hands to the side of the helmet and lifted it up. He sat up and swung his legs over the side of the bed, hands then worked to remove the Mind’s Eye gear suit. When he was fully naked, he stepped through his tiny studio apartment to his cell phone, lying on his small table. 
 
    The young man lifted it up and checked his messages. He noticed there were several from Rachel, asking him to come over. The young man smiled and started to dress. 
 
    A short cab ride later and up several flights of stairs, Jason stood before Rachel’s door. He lifted his hand to knock when the door swung open. Rachel looked to him with big eyes and a sad smile. Behind her, standing in the living room was Trevor.  
 
    Jason looked to each of them in turn. There were no words spoken for their hearts beat with knowing. They had each come a long way, yet they knew there were new adventures on the horizon. Their love held them together like no other and they could not deny its gravity. Lips curved into happy smiles and Rachel stepped back with the door wide open. 
 
    Jason stepped in. Trevor walked around the couch, toward the young man and the woman by his side. Their presence comforted him in reality just as it did in the game. What they had, transcended everything they knew and now it glowed, healing the pain for a moment, long enough for them to understand each other and their place in each other’s lives. 
 
    Jason took hold of the door and closed it behind him, knowing his fears held no power over him, and love guided him to a peace and understanding he always longed for.  
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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