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 One 
 
    Music played on as the background chatter rose and fell to the rhythm. The front doors to the bar were wide open and people floated in with smiles and searching eyes. When friends would make eye contact, hands went up and cheers bloomed, shortly followed by hugs and wide eyes. The chatter grew into a comfortable storm as relief washed over every college student in the bar. The school year was over and the summer of fun was about to begin. What a time to be alive. 
 
    Luis stood to the back with a beer in his hand and a blank expression painting his face, his mind lost to faraway thoughts. 
 
    Tiny strings of bubbles lined the inside of the clear glass bottle as the young man stood like statue. Mentally he flipped back and forth between his thoughts and reality, unsure which he preferred. Eyes looking up, he took in his surroundings, trying to engage reality and push away nagging thoughts. The crowd was blissfully in full swing as thoughts of college slipped away. Luis noticed a number of faces he knew but held himself back. It wasn’t out of fear or shyness. He simply wasn’t sure what to talk about at the moment. Instead of forcing a conversation, he kept his stance by the back wall and people watched.  
 
    Retreating back to his thoughts, his mind swirled on as he tried to figure out what he was going to do for the summer. Thinking of home, it would be nice to go back and eat mom’s delicious meals. Even thinking of her cooking caused his mouth to water. Taking a swig of his beer, he brought his hand down and held the bottle to his stomach. As tantalizing as it was to go home and eat real food, the dread of being there with his mom and sisters quickly soured those blissful dreams. The meals were great but the company was often crazy. 
 
    Luis leaned his head against the wall and let out a silent sigh. He had a week long grace period in his dorm before he had to find a place to live for the summer. The student spun his mental wheels, trying to think of any other place he could crash for a few months until college started again and came up empty. He had his own room at home, but the family had a tendency to barge in, or worst yet, go through his things. They were nosey and he didn’t want to even think about his sisters or mother raiding his personal stuff. Normally, Luis kept things simple so he didn’t have to try too hard to hide anything, but the last year had grown complicated. Ever since Vanessa bought him Lewd Saga as a gift, the student valued his alone time. The game was meant to be a playful distraction, a virtual place he could explore when he was feeling a little lonely. Now it had turned into something bigger and Luis was having a hard time coming to terms with it. 
 
    Luis thought back, images filling up his mind’s eye. He remembered fighting on the western tip of Lukken against trolls and undead. He let the soft images of a certain necromancer float over his heart. The player felt a surge of conviction as he thought back to when he yelled at a Dread Lord, telling it he was going to hunt every single one of them down. Luis wanted to feel silly when he took off the helmet, after he was disconnected from the game. Instead he felt a fire burn in his heart and his belly. It was then when he realized it had gone from being just a game to something grander. It had consumed his thoughts in reality. When he wasn’t in class, he was in Lewd Saga, grinding up his skills and completing quests. He spent much of his free time looking for anything in game to help kill monsters that were already dead. Picturing the dread lords only fueled his purpose to protect others against the undead threat. 
 
    Images of dread lords drained away and new images sprouted. Luis looked to those that were always in the game, NPC’s who were not only friends and lovers but AI’s beginning to awaken in the virtual world. Luis at first didn’t want to believe it but the longer he stayed in the game, the more he witnessed it. Non Player Characters began to question the fantasy world and their place in it. When he watched the look of knowing fear in Emma’s eyes, he knew he had to do something to help protect her, to protect all of them. 
 
    Luis’s heart thumped in his chest as he thought of the green dragon. He hadn’t seen her since their one meeting after the battle on the Cursed Coast. She remained stoic despite learning that all her fellow Sun Drinkers perished at the City of Nekross. She shed a tear when she found out Lady Slytha was slain in battle. Luis remembered the way Emma’s face showed subtle signs of grief. Her eyes held a gloom and the corner of her mouth twitched just slightly, but enough to show she was full of raw emotion. He wanted nothing more than to hold and comfort her. The dragon gave him a faraway look and a sad smile before turning and walking away. Luis recalled how he didn’t follow her, feeling she needed time to process her pain.   
 
    It didn’t make anything any easier. Delving deep into the game, Luis wanted nothing more than to help those who couldn’t help themselves. Staying to the Eastern kingdoms, the player searched north and south of Journey Road, looking for anything that could help him in his quest to slay the dread lords. As the student brooded over plans and memories, a vibration in his pocket brought him back to reality. 
 
    Luis fished into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone. A small knowing smile crept into his cheek and he looked down at the glowing screen, the bar filling with bodies, drinks and music. 
 
    “We still meeting up at Faradal?” The text glowed on screen. 
 
    “Yea, my paladin is already there. I have to enchant an item or two so I’ll be there for awhile. We can talk when you get there,” Luis typed back. 
 
    “Okay. It will be nice to see you. I miss you,” a text appeared. 
 
    “Miss you too,” Luis smiled as he wrote back. 
 
    The glow of the cell phone screen dimmed after a long moment. The student was about to put his phone back in his pocket when the screened glowed brightly from a new text. Luis lifted it back up, his eyes widening a little. 
 
    “I think I’m going to come back to NYC soon,” the text read. 
 
    Luis hesitated for a moment. Vanessa left New York about seven months ago. He thought back to the circumstances and an uncertain vibration licked at his spine. A student had committed suicide and Vanessa was the one who supplied the pills. Thoughts whirled on as he remembered the cops coming to him and asking where his sister was. How he denied seeing her and after they left, she showed up just to tell him she was moving to Florida to stay with their Abuela. Luis tried to get her to turn herself in for questioning but Vanessa was not having any of it and moved, running away. As she explained it, it was an accident and she had no idea the student she was selling to was going to use the pills to take her own life. Luis believed her but knew she had to confront it sooner or later. Now, many months later, his criminal sister was coming back. 
 
    “Do you think that’s safe?” Luis typed and sent. 
 
    “I have a friend in the department and he said the case has been pulled. They have other crimes to investigate. I can tell you more when I see you.” 
 
    Warmth crawled up Luis’s neck. Part of him was nervous to see her come back but a bigger part glowed with excitement. He and Vanessa always had a close relationship despite her criminal activities. While he was going to college to better himself, she followed a darker path. As much as he wanted her to go to the police, he knew deep down she wouldn’t and he wouldn’t turn her in. Family came first and they all knew it deep down to their cores. Since Vanessa was stuck in Florida, she had spent most of her time in Lewd Saga. It was the only way they could spend time together and Luis enjoyed those moments. They would sit and talk over virtual wine. She was all ears as he gave her news about the family and what was happening in the city. He could tell she missed home but despite that, she seemed to have calmed down a little. Luis thought that maybe because she had to stay out of sight, she had time to reflect on her life. Luis really hoped the last thought was true. 
 
    “Mom, Lisa and Sarah will be very happy,” Luis texted back. 
 
    “I know, so will I. Don’t tell anyone I’m coming back, I want it to be a surprise. When are you logging in next?” 
 
    “Maybe tonight for a little bit but I will definitely be on tomorrow. Meeting with a friend before seeing you,” Luis smiled as he typed and sent. 
 
    Seconds passed before a text came back, “I’m seeing Renner tonight so we will meet up at Faradal late tomorrow. Sleep well little brother.” 
 
    Luis’s smile faded slightly. Vanessa had been seeing the rogue for a while now. He seemed like a nice guy but tended to joke a little too much. He was good at what he did but Luis could feel his protective side kick in. Even in the game, he could see she was falling for him. Luis knew the affliction that curled around the hearts of the women in his family. They liked men with bigger than life attitudes and confidence. Renner was just that, a rogue with a grandiose flare. Luis wasn’t sure how serious they were until Vanessa told him about how the rogue threw her off a cliff to the sea below so she wouldn’t be killed by a horde of trolls. She survived and swam to shore, unable to join back in the fight. 
 
    Luis felt a mixture of joy and sickness when he remembered how Renner sacrificed himself to help distract Mad Morgan so Luis could deal a final blow. He recalled how the rogue smiled and said they were family right before he shattered into light. That was the moment Luis felt a begrudging respect for the rogue, and what he reminded himself often, to stop from killing him whenever he saw his sister making out with him. 
 
      “Okay. Sleep well Sis,” Luis typed and then put the cell phone in his pocket. 
 
    The student looked up at the crowded bar and the sting of reality settled in. He knew some of the people here but they all felt like acquaintances. He questioned why he was here in the first place. Part of him wanted to be out in the real world but a deeper part of him wanted to be in the game. He had so much to do with the long summer ahead of him, it felt odd standing here with a beer when a purpose pushed at his sensibilities. Standing there in the bar felt empty and thoughts floated back to the world of Lukken and the people who dwell there. 
 
    Luis chugged the last of his beer, his mind made up. Stepping to the bar, he was going to deposit the empty beer and make a beeline for the door, thoughts of his dorm room filling his head. As soon as he placed the empty bottle on the bar, a woman on a nearby stool turned her head and looked to him with wide eyes. 
 
    “Luis?” the woman asked as she smiled. 
 
    Luis looked to the woman, brow rising upwards. The woman kept her smile as golden blonde locks framed her face. High cheekbones gave her a delicate appearance but her smile and almond shaped eyes shined with a welcoming glow. The woman turned her body to face the stunned student.  Luis drank in her exposed cleavage and tight body in a black dress before looking away. Embarrassment shaded his expression as he tried to not be rude. 
 
    “It’s Jessica, from History,” the woman beamed. 
 
    Luis was mute for a long second. The classrooms were enormous with fifty to a hundred people in each class. He needed notes if he wanted to keep track of everyone he had class with. Luis spent most of his time lost in his studies and didn’t socialize much but with the stunning beauty right next to him, he cursed himself for not noticing her before. 
 
    Jessica saw the question marks in his eyes and continued with a flirty smile, “You probably never saw me because I often sit in the back.” 
 
    Luis turned to her with concern wrinkling his brow, “I’m sorry, I didn’t see you there.” 
 
    Jessica let out a giggle, “I know. We haven’t formally met but I’ve seen you in class.” 
 
    The blonde beauty held out a hand. Luis looked down and took it. The student kept his smile as Jessica gave his hand a strong squeeze and then let go. 
 
    “Good to formally meet you,” Luis smiled. 
 
    Jessica eyed him up and down before returning his gaze, “Good to meet you too. Were you going to get another drink?” 
 
    Luis’s gut reaction was to be honest but the way Jessica looked at him, he thought better of it. Instead he relaxed as he leaned against the bar and gave Jessica a small smile. It was the end of classes after all and there was nothing wrong with spending a little time in reality. 
 
    “I was thinking of having another one. Are you here with friends?” Luis asked as he looked to her and signaled the bartender with his hand. 
 
    “They’re mingling about. I saw an open seat at the bar and took it. What about you?” Jessica asked and took a sip of her drink. 
 
    “I know a few people but they’re mingling too. I came out because I needed some air,” Luis said, keeping his tone relaxed. 
 
    The bartender appeared and Luis ordered another beer. Jessica was having a Kamikaze and ordered another one. Time swirled on as the two students fell into talking about classes and possible plans for the summer. Luis kept it simple, talking about seeing family and maybe taking a trip. Luis noticed he had Jessica’s full attention and couldn’t help himself after a while. He was talking on and on as the blonde beauty seemed hooked on his every word. In turn, Luis couldn’t keep his eyes off of her. She was dressed up but he could see her natural beauty shine through the makeup. When she spoke, warmth spread out and Luis had a difficult time looking away, not that he wanted too. Her laugh was infectious and for the first time in a long time, he wanted to just stay out all night, talking to a beautiful woman. 
 
    An hour turned into two and soon three. Luis was finding it hard to think straight. Glancing at his beer, he knew he only had four all night, but for some reason it felt like he had more. Jessica seemed fine as she looked to him even though she was drinking hard liquor. Luis chalked it up to him not eating dinner and the beer going straight to his head. Reality began to shift and straight lines grew wavy. It was then that the student knew he had too much. 
 
    “I think I need to go,” Luis said with a slight slur. 
 
    Jessica kept her smile, “We can walk for a bit and get some air.” 
 
    Luis nodded with a wavy smile. Moments later, the two students were out in the night air. Streetlights cast their light as people walked the city sidewalks. Luis looked up as night blanketed the city and several stars struggled to glow against the black sky. Head turning, he looked around as the world teetered with each step he took. With a misstep, the young man stumbled forward. Delicate hands reached out and took hold of Luis, helping him regain his balance. 
 
    Luis took hold of Jessica’s arm and turned to her. He wasn’t very tall and only had an inch on her. Gazing into her blue eyes, the young man was lost to her deep pools of radiance before shadows coiled under his eyes. 
 
    “I’m sorry, I don’t really….drink much,” Luis said with a melancholy tone. 
 
    Jessica stepped closer, watching him and holding him so he didn’t tip over, “It’s okay. I’m having a wonderful time.” 
 
    Luis eyed her but didn’t say anything. 
 
    Jessica continued, “I must confess, I’ve wanted to meet you for a long time. I sort of gave up when…you didn’t notice me.” 
 
    The young man’s face blanked as he summoned his inner strength to stand up straighter, “I’m sorry we didn’t meet sooner.” 
 
    “We still have this perfect night. I’m not in a hurry for it to end,” Jessica smiled as she stepped in closer, her breasts touching his chest. 
 
    Luis was silent as she gave him seductive eyes. Blood pumped under his skin and he fought against the drunken haze for some sense of control. They just met and Luis felt things were moving a bit too fast. He never held anything against anyone else if they loved to act on their impulses but the young man knew deep down, it wasn’t his way. Trying to stand straight, he let her touch caress his hazy mind. He couldn’t deny how good it felt to have an actual person touch him. It spoke on levels he’d like to explore but it wasn’t his M.O. and he felt he could fall over any second, it was better to end the night on a high note. 
 
    “It was great to meet you formally, Jessica, but I should head back and sleep it off,” Luis swayed. 
 
    Jessica held him at the waist, trying to keep him steady, “I should walk with you to your room.” 
 
    “I’m okay. I can make it….” Luis said and took a shaky step back. 
 
    Jessica’s eyes went wide as Luis stumbled back a few more steps. The young man didn’t know what was happening as gravity and balance clashed. Arms out, Luis managed to grab the pole to a streetlight and clutch to it for dear life. Jessica was to his side, hands on him and helping him stand. 
 
    “I think it will be better if I see you to your room,” Jessica smiled. 
 
    “I think it will be better if you see me to my room,” Luis repeated with an embarrassed grin. 
 
    *** 
 
    The walk back to campus was a lot of swaying and weaving. Luis spent the time quiet and silently cursing at himself. Jessica was under his arm, one hand around his waist another on his chest. Luis couldn’t help but notice how strong she was to help keep him upright. The haze seemed to worsen the longer they walked and Luis fought to keep his balance. 
 
    Entering the dorms, Jessica held the drunken student up as Luis pointed a waving finger in the direction they needed to go. After two flights of stairs and walking down a thin hallway, the two students stood in front of Luis’s dorm room door. 
 
    Luis broke away and leaned against the door, trying to pull his senses back into place, “Thank you for seeing me here. I had….(hic)…a great time.” 
 
    Jessica bit her lip as she looked at him. Luis could see the storm of thoughts behind her eyes as if she was trying to find the right words to say. He had seen the look before, when someone wanted something. He had seen it with friends and family but for the first time in his life, he saw a stranger looking to him with those same wanting eyes. He didn’t want to invite her in because he felt he was going to be a drunken mess. Not too romantic when you flop on your bed and pass out. 
 
    Jessica took a deep breath before she spoke, “Can I….come in?” 
 
    Luis shook his head, “I don’t think that would be a good idea…..” 
 
    “I just want to make sure you’re okay…before I go.”  
 
    Luis stared as concern painted her beautiful face. If the situation was reversed, he would have done the same. Seeing his mother come home drunk too many times to count, he often had to turn her on her stomach so she wouldn’t drown in her own vomit. When a faint memory of one of her close friends accidently died in such a way, Luis relented and fished for his keys. 
 
    With the key inserted and a quick twist, the door opened and Luis stepped inside. The dorm room was small. Hands took hold of him, guiding him to the twin sized bed. Luis’s strength gave out and flopped forward onto the bed, his face burying into the pillow. Darkness covered his senses until something tugged at his foot. A shoe came off and soon the next one. Luis brought his arms close to his chest and pushed against the bed. Like lifting a full sized building on his back, he managed to land on his side and look to Jessica as she stood by the edge of the bed. 
 
    “Thank…you…” Luis managed, his eyes opening and closing. 
 
    Darkness reached out from the sides of Luis’s vision. The haze grew stronger and the room began to spin. The student felt exposed as he lay on his side, Jessica eyeing him with a comforting smile. Flashes of darkness threaten to push him over the edge to dreamy lands when Jessica moved to his small desk and pulled out a marker. She then stepped over to the bed and knelt down, her hand taking his. Luis stared as she scribbled on the back of his hand, her eyes focused on the task. Luis wanted to talk but his mouth was no longer working. When Jessica finished writing, she stood up and tossed the marker on his desk. 
 
    Luis tried to thank her but the haze had become all consuming. The image of the beautiful woman in his room faded away and the deep dark abyss yawned before him, smothering his senses as he passed out into sleep’s gentle embrace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Throbbing pain pulsed through the darkness. A sliver of light appeared and grew wider, brighter with each passing moment. Blinking away the abyss, Luis opened his eyes to a thick shaft of sunlight filling his room. Holding his hand up, he tried to wrangle any shadow he could to dim the bright light. A loud groan filled the small room as Luis turned onto his back and slowly sat up. 
 
    The room spun for a moment before reality solidified. Swinging his legs over the side, he sat and took in deep breaths while trying to cut through the pain in his head. The hangover was beyond any one he ever had before. The longer he sat, the more the pain began to subside. Collecting himself, he made an attempt to stand and succeeded. 
 
    Glancing down, Luis noticed he was still dressed aside from not wearing his shoes. A quick turn to the bed, it was empty except for a wrinkled blanket and sunken in pillow. Luis rubbed at his temples as he tried to remember what happened last night. Memories kept at bay, preventing him from snaring one. The last thing he remembered was coming to his room. There was a vague thought of Jessica not leaving his side. The earlier part of the evening came rushing back and Luis smiled to himself before it turned sour. He remembered having a great time until the evening took a turn to booze Ville, population Luis. 
 
    Thinking back, Luis couldn’t even think why he had become so drunk. He always knew his limits and never went beyond them. Was it because of Jessica? He did lose track of time as they sat and talked. The thought of her sent a warm pulse amid the hurricane of pain in his head. 
 
    Luis grunted as he pushed everything away and focused on getting his day on track. Moving to his desk, he picked up a bottle of ibuprofen and grabbed a bottle of water from his desk draw. Swallowing two pills and giving himself a water chaser, he put the water bottle down and rubbed his eyes. When he opened his eyes, he quickly looked around and took inventory of his room. 
 
    Luis had grown up with three nosey sisters and a mother so it had become ingrained that he looked over his room to see if anything was amiss. The dorm room was tiny so it was easy to see that everything seemed in place. Despite meeting Jessica last night, he had heard horror stories of one night stands and things missing the next day. It was one of the many reasons he didn’t partake in them. Looking around, everything seemed alright, but it was difficult to say. His closest door was closed and everything on his desk was where he left it. Luis moved to the closest and opened it. His clothes hung, undisturbed. Below the clothes, his Lewd Saga game console sat on a small shelf with the helmet next to it. The suit hung on a hanger among his clothes. Luis kept it in the closet so if anyone entered his room, they wouldn’t see the console simply sitting out for everyone to see. Not that it mattered, most of the people on the same floor had one of their own. 
 
    “Take it easy,” Luis reassured himself with a whisper. “She just dropped you off to make sure you were okay.” 
 
    A faint image sank into his mind and Luis looked down at the back of his hand. 
 
    “Call me when you have a chance. I would love a second date. Jessica,” the writing in black marker spelled out. It ended with her phone number. 
 
    Luis couldn’t fight the faint smile as he gazed down at the message and phone number scrawled on his hand. Moving to his desk, he picked up a pad and wrote down her name and number. He knew he wanted to call her but after making a fool out of himself last night, he thought he’d wait a day or two. With six days left to stay in his dorm room, maybe they would end up back here before he packed up and went home for the summer. 
 
    “You don’t have to rush,” Luis said to himself. 
 
    The student shook his head as he moved to his closet once again. Changing his clothes, images of last night came back in waves. It felt nearly magical but soon Luis began to question it. Why did it feel so good to meet and talk with someone in real life? Was it because he had spent so much time on his studies and in the game? For months he felt like he had no life except for his game and now he felt lighter. Luis’s smile faded into a frown. Had he been spending too much time in Lukken? Was the temptation of a real life person that enticing?  
 
    Thoughts fell back to his virtual life. He knew he couldn’t just walk away. The game was more than a simple simulation now. He had duties and responsibilities to other players and awakened NPC’s. He made a vow to take on the growing darkness threatening to consume the virtual world and deep down, he knew he could never let go of the path he had chosen to walk.  
 
    Buttoning up his shirt, Luis looked down at the game console. It was his portal to another world and images of Emma swam in his mind’s eye. Heart beating, he pushed away the maddening doubt. 
 
    “I’m not giving up,” Luis said with hard conviction. 
 
    The student finished getting dressed and closed his closet door. After running a comb through his dark hair, Luis set it down and stepped toward the doorway. Thoughts of breakfast filled his mind and caused his stomach to growl. A hearty breakfast would cure his hangover blues before making his trip back to Lukken. Stepping into the hallway, he closed the door behind him and started walking, thoughts on food and a friend he hadn’t seen in a long time. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sound of hammer on steel rang out again and again. Sparks flashed as muscles worked, bringing a forge hammer down on a band of metal. The sun filled the sky with heavenly light. Birds swooped and dived in the clear blue sky, while others perched on nearby homes and gazed down on the man in white and gold travelling clothes, as he worked the forge. 
 
    Thorrin brought the hammer down in quick succession before pulling back and dipping the piece of thin metal into a large bucket of water. Steam rose up and the paladin looked down before bringing his forearm up, wiping his brow. The recent update added some things to the game that brought greater realism and it certainly wasn’t lost on the player. With a mixture of the suit and the impulses from the helmet, Thorrin could feel every bead of sweat, the heat of the sun on his skin and the gentle sigh of the breeze. Looking down, he could still see the heat radiating off the piece of metal. It brought a small smile to his face as he turned the metal band over and began hammering away at it once again. 
 
    The town of Faradal was abuzz with activity. Merchants sold their wares while players and NPC’s moved through the main town square. Drunks sang off to the sides while guards moved through the streets, keeping an eye out for trouble.  
 
    Thorrin stopped hammering and looked down the main street to the square. For a town south of Journey Road, it was surprising to see it had missed much of the fighting. The war had ground to a halt but skirmishes still took place now and again. Eyeing the guards, he did notice there were a lot of them. The local lord seemed to spare no expense to keep the peace in town and for that, the paladin was grateful. Many places were touched by the war and there was abundance of humanitarian quests, mostly finding lost loved ones, helping rebuild or slaying monsters that came to close to recovering towns. Thorrin did spend some of his time helping where he could until he was summoned to the Cursed Coast. Ever since his fight with the dread lords on the coast, he knew he had to become stronger if he even thought of fighting them again.  
 
    Turning his eyes from the street, he looked down to the metal he was working on and lifted his hammer. Before he could bring it down, two shadows moved along the ground, touching the anvil.  
 
    Thorrin didn’t hesitate as he brought the forge hammer down. Sparks flew before he raised it and brought it down once again, ignoring the two shadows before him. The sound of metal on metal filled the area as the paladin continued with his work, mind focused on the task. The two figures stood patiently as he worked the metal band into a rounded square shape. The hammer flashed down a few more times before Thorrin lifted it to his eyes for inspection. Past the hot metal, the paladin glanced at the two figures as they stood. One was a tall man with wide shoulders, a metal staff in his hand and wearing white travelling clothes. His jaw was square and hair dirty blonde. Kind green eyes looked to the paladin and a genuine smile bloomed. Beside the tall man stood a short goblin woman in white, her hair was purple and straight. It flowed forward to a point and brushed to the side. Her face was beautiful even with the large ears and oversized almond shaped eyes with purple irises. She stood at just four feet tall and wore an armor set Thorrin had never seen before. It was white and covered her torso, shoulders and arms. Unlike most players in Lewd Saga, the goblin was not wearing anything revealing. The armor seemed to cover up her upper body as she wore white leather leggings and white boots. As Thorrin took in her image, he noticed a bracer on each arm with a blue gem attached to each. The bracers were covered in runes and seemed to connect to her armor along her arms to the shoulders. Unlike her companion, she did not carry a cheery smile. Instead, her eyes were cast down and her stance uncomfortable.     
 
    “Working on your smithing skills,” The tall man asked with a smile. 
 
    Thorrin continued to hammer away at the piece of metal. 
 
    The tall man kept his smile as he continued, “We’re travelling south and wondered if you wanted to join us? We checked the area for players and your name was top of the list.” 
 
    Thorrin stopped hammering and looked up with a disinterested gaze, “I’m not looking to group right now.” 
 
    The tall man in white eyed the paladin and kept his expression inviting, “Normally we wouldn’t go around asking for players to join us but a quest came up and we are short on friends at the moment. Most players we know are too far away and the quest is time sensitive. We thought a hero like you might be able to help two fellow paladins on a quest?” 
 
    Thorrin turned the piece of metal for a moment, inspecting the work before putting it down on the anvil, “Hero?” 
 
    The man in white nodded, “Everyone has heard of you and the battle on the Cursed Coast. Some players have been able to access the portals and came back with tales of your battle with the masters and dread lords.” 
 
    “There was one master and three dread lords,” Thorrin corrected. “And I hate to break it to you, but I died in battle.” 
 
    The tall man nodded, “We all die but you fought through an army of undead. Paladins across Lukken are looking up to you.” 
 
    The goblin woman next to the tall man brushed her hand against his to gain his attention, “Jon, let’s leave him alone. I’m sure he’s working on something important.” 
 
    The tall man turned his attention to his shorter companion, “Ro, we’re going to a dark place. It couldn’t hurt to ask.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to each of them in turn, “I’m sorry. I don’t mean to be rude. Normally, I would love to help but I have some crafting to finish and a friend to meet with shortly.” 
 
    Thorrin looked into Ro’s purple eyes, “I saw two paladins enter the Blue Dragon Inn earlier today. You could try there.” 
 
    Ro’s green cheeks turned pink as Thorrin gave her a kind smile.  
 
    Jon nodded and clasped a hand on Ro’s shoulder, “We will try the inn. Thank you for your time and good luck on your travels.” 
 
    The two players turned and began walking down Main Street. Thorrin watched as they left, his mind touched with curiosity. It quickly faded to the background as he looked back to the band of metal and lifted his hammer. 
 
    Twenty minutes later, the paladin wiped his brow and picked up two pieces of banded metal. Checking his skill level, he had enough points to improve his hammer. Unhooking his hammer from his belt, he held the bands to it and activated his skill. The hammer and bands melted together in a flash. A moment later, the paladin held up his hammer with two metal bands running from top to bottom of the hammer head.  
 
    Looking over his work one last time, the paladin hooked the improved hammer to his belt and left the forge. Walking down Main Street, he spotted the sign of an enchantment shop and turned his boots toward it. 
 
    Stepping inside, the smell of jasmine wafted through the air. A shop keeper looked up from a book for a moment before his eyes returned to the yellowed pages. Thorrin stepped in, taking in the mystical ingredients on shelves. Walking on, he moved to a set of double doors and took hold of a handle. Opening it up, he entered the back room containing arcane table’s. Three people each stood at their own tables, glowing mist and arcane words shifting floating items before them.  
 
    Thorrin stepped further in and walked to an empty table. Unhooking his hammer, he placed it on the arcane tables. A 2D screen appeared with his enchanting skill and a list of options. The player spent much of his time grinding his smithing and enchanting skills. After the battle of the Cursed Coast, he knew he needed stronger weapons if he was going to take on the dread lords. Finding the enchantment components took some time and learning the Lightning Enchantment knowledge took some work with a little help from friends, but it was all worth it. He had just enough of everything to improve his hammer. 
 
    The player smirked to himself as he began the process. When he first thought of enchanting his hammer, it didn’t take long to think of which enchantment he wanted. He felt it was fitting to create something similar to his hero.  
 
    The hammer began to rise, and green mist swirled around it. Thorrin tapped at the ingredients and they appeared for a moment before turning to wisps of energy and snaking around the metal hammer. The bands began to glow and runes appeared, carving their light into the metal. After the last ingredient was added, the hammer flashed with light. 
 
    This was the crucial part and Thorrin held his breath. If the enchantment failed, everything he just used would be gone and he would have to start over again. Tense seconds passed as the hammer glowed, and a moment later there was another flash. Thorrin checked the 2D screen and the enchantment scrolled to the top showing as a short description of the hammer’s new abilities. 
 
    Thorrin exhaled in relief as he started to read. The Lightning enchantment had taken hold. The hammer now had the ability to cause shock damage with a 20% chance of stunning an opponent. It had an extra ability of firing three powerful lightning bolts within a 24 hour period. The drawback appeared at the bottom of the screen, indicating that if all three bolts were used, the hammer would not be able to stun until the time period elapsed. Thorrin read on about the timer. The counter wouldn’t start until at least one bolt was fired. Once it started, even if he only fired one bolt and two charges were left, the hammer would reset to three at the end of the 24-hour period.  
 
    Thorrin lifted a hand and took hold of the leather wrapped handle. Energy arced around the hammer head a few times before the glow died. Hooking it to his belt, the player felt better knowing he had a weapon that gave him a better chance when he ran into the dread lords again. Turning from the arcane table, the player moved through the doors and quickly stepped back outside again. 
 
    Walking through town, the player’s thoughts drifted on clouds of memory. A face appeared in his mind and warmth wrapped around his heart. It had been ages since he had seen his friend and now he found himself picking up the pace. Walking to the edge of town, an inn appeared among a few low buildings. The sun lowered in the afternoon sky and the player stepped to the door and pushed his way in. 
 
    The inn was empty as he walked through the main room. Thorrin knew it would fill up come evening time but he was glad it was quiet. The inn keeper stepped out from the back just as Thorrin climbed the stairs and disappeared onto the second floor. Stepping down the small hallway, he moved to a door with a metal “6” on it. Heart pounding in his chest, he lifted a fist and knocked four times. At first he was greeted with silence. Then the door handle turned and opened. Thorrin slipped in and closed the door behind him, turning his head to a blue skinned troll with long, wavy, black hair. 
 
    The paladin and troll stared at each other for a long moment before they stepped to one another and embraced. Talisa held the paladin close, her strength evident by Thorrin’s grunt. The player held the troll close in return, his muscles straining against hers. No words were spoken as they took in each other’s scent and warmth. When they pulled apart, the paladin took in her beauty. 
 
    Talisa stood with a sly smirk. Her hair hung past her shoulders as her dark eyes looked to her friend. She wore a black leather top that accentuated her chest, bringing her blue cleavage front and center. Her midsection was bare, displaying a smooth stomach and belly button. From the waist down, she wore a flowing white dress with slits running up to her hips. The dress reached her ankles and Thorrin smiled when he saw she was barefoot. 
 
    Thorrin looked up to the troll’s eyes and smiled, “You didn’t have to make the long trip down here. I could have come to you.” 
 
    The troll returned his smile, “I know. Talon Guard is a beautiful city but I needed to stretch my legs for a little adventure.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “How’s Melina and Pyke?” 
 
    “They’re fine. Their new life has been exciting since we reached the city. They have become local celebrities and many of the dragons have invited them to parties to regale the guests with their tales of escaping their masters.” 
 
    Thorrin couldn’t take his eyes off the beautiful troll, “And you?” 
 
    Talisa could feel the warmth of the words and fought the urge to look away from the handsome paladin, “I’ve been okay.” 
 
    The tension spiked and the room grew a little warmer. Thorrin knew he missed her but being in the same room seemed to electrify the very air. As he looked to her, he noticed she appeared to feel the same. The troll shifted on her feet in a way most wouldn’t have noticed. Thorrin smiled and took a step closer. 
 
    Talisa looked to him, her eyes betraying a weakness of the heart. Fingers curling into fists, she appeared to fight a deep internal struggle. Thorrin couldn’t hide his amusement as the warrior before him seemed to melt before his eyes. 
 
    “We….need to speak first….” Talisa began. 
 
    Thorrin’s smile faded slightly, “Is everything alright?” 
 
    The troll nodded but looked away, “I wouldn’t have come to you but this was too important and I needed someone I could trust.” 
 
    Thorrin remained silent as Talisa fought to find the right words. 
 
    The troll’s gaze shifted to the paladin and took a deep breath, “I need you to help protect a Troll Master.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Thorrin’s expression remained neutral as Talisa stepped over to the bed and sat down. The player looked to her as she patted a spot on the bed next to her. Not moving, he thought back to the letters they had sent to each other. At first they were filled with light information on her new life in Talon Guard, but soon they changed and grew more descriptive. Thorrin thought it was a nice feature in the game to receive letters from those NPC’s he met along his journey. He had dozens of letters just from some of the townsfolk in Apple Shire. They were simple letters but they brought a comforting smile to his face. But when it came to Talisa, the letters began to take on a different tone. They became intimate with fears and wishes. Thorrin had a difficult time telling if it was a game algorithm or someone actually writing to him personally. It didn’t take long for the player to put it together. After seeing the look of fear and confusion in Emma’s eyes, Thorrin knew the same thing was happening to Talisa. She was either awakening or she had already awoken. Not wanting to stress his friend, he never addressed it just like he didn’t address it with Emma. The player figured it was part of their natural progression and he didn’t want to bring it to their attention with questions. Even now in the room, Thorrin could see the strange look in Talisa’s eyes as she coped with a hidden uncertainty, and concern for her very existence. 
 
    Talisa stared at Thorrin as he remained standing, “I know you have no love for the masters but I knew I had to ask you anyway.” 
 
    Thorrin’s shoulders relaxed as he stepped over to the bed and sat down next to the troll, “I’m just a little shocked.”  
 
    Talisa gave him a comforting smile, “I know, that is why I had to see you while you were south of the road. Time was running out and I couldn’t wait for you to come to me, only to come back down here.” 
 
    Thorrin’s gaze shifted down to Talisa’s feminine blue hands. Fingers fidgeted with each other for a moment before she flexed and curled them to stop. 
 
    “Start from the beginning,” Thorrin smiled, hoping it was enough to help calm her down. 
 
    The troll gazed into Thorrin’s eyes and her shoulders relaxed, “I have been corresponding with trolls I can trust back in the kingdoms. We write coded letters to each other to keep me informed of events to the south. I knew I couldn’t simply sit around while dangerous events were taking place. I decided that if one of my confidants had information on anyone from the Troll side attempting to bring peace, I would act on it and use it to help all of Lukken. 
 
    “Master Nugan Gloom Spear is a master I knew back when I served Master Kurss. He is a kind master and influential with many of the masters in the southern kingdoms. As the war continued, I managed to get a letter to him through special couriers. He was delighted to write back, happy to hear I made it out safely. At first the letters were filled with simple news of the state of the kingdoms, but he began sending me ones filled with genuine concern for his own safety. Since my time in the troll kingdoms, several masters have been murdered and Nugan believes it was because they spoke out against the war.” 
 
    Talisa shifted on the bed and continued, “Master Nugan had spoken out against the war in the beginning. By doing so, he believed he made himself a target against the wishes of the ruling masters. Despite laying low and not speaking further on the war, he felt he already showed that he was not a supporter. His last few letters spoke of being watched any place he travelled. Despite having guards, he felt strange glances from them and began to fear one of them would attempt to take his life. 
 
    “Now he is fleeing the kingdoms in secret. His last letter spoke of his plan and begged me to aid him any way I could. That is why I’m here to see you.” 
 
    Thorrin reached up and stroked his small pointed blonde beard. It was a lot to take in but seeing the deep concern in Talisa’s eyes, the decision was already made in his heart. 
 
    “What do you need me to do?” Thorrin asked with understanding eyes. 
 
    Talisa’s eyes widened a little and a relieved smile filled her lips, “Master Nugan left the capital about a week ago. He didn’t give me any details on how but he said he was making his way to a monastery outside the town of Moon Haven. It’s about thirty miles south of here, along the Death’s Tongue River. He chartered a ship to travel along the river to the coastal town of Merlor where he can charter another ship for the Turtle Islands.” 
 
    Thorrin mulled over Talisa’s words. The town of Moon Haven was a dangerous place. A human settlement, they didn’t care what race came to town as long as gold flowed. The town was split in two with each side occupying each side of the river. Thorrin heard whispers that the river carried so much dead, the town grew up around it so people would have a place to identify any lost loved ones. Worst yet, there was talk of necromancy in the streets, practitioners peddling their dark arts to bring back loved ones at a price. It was not a place for any followers of the Sphere of Light. 
 
    Talisa could see Thorrin’s mind work behind his eyes, “I know it is dangerous but I needed someone I could depend on to help him. Master Nugan held a wealthy library and could possibly reward you with something to help fight the Dread Lords.”  
 
    Thorrin looked to Talisa, “You know I don’t need a reward.” 
 
    Talisa gave him a shy smile, “I know, but he could still help you with information. It’s a lot to ask but I’ve run out of…..” The troll looked away and trailed off. 
 
    “You mentioned a monastery?” Thorrin asked. 
 
    The troll looked to him once again and nodded, “A monastery of Vala. They are trying to heal the wicked town without much success. It’s the only place strong enough to hide and protect Master Nugan until you arrive.” 
 
    Thorrin stood up; darkness under his eyes as he knew time was of the essence. “I’ll leave shortly. I can hire a horse, and ride during the night. I should be there by morning.” 
 
    Talisa stood up and stepped closer, “No need. I have already hired you a coach to take you late this evening. It will have you there by morning. You will have to change your clothes so you won’t be noticed. I picked something out and it will be waiting for you in the coach.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “You thought of everything.” 
 
    Talisa moved closer until she was barely an inch from pressing her body to his, “It was part of my duties as Sergeant for my ex-master. I’m happy I can use my skills for a good cause.” 
 
    The paladin looked to the troll with half closed eyes, “It would seem I have some time before I leave.” 
 
    Talisa put her hand to his chest as she gave him a deep, loving gaze, “It would seem you do.” 
 
    Thorrin reached up and curled his fingers over hers. A knowing silence passed between them as their hearts beat as one. Thorrin couldn’t lie to himself that he missed the beautiful troll. They had only spent one night together but he thought of it often. With Emma gone so long, the paladin’s mind explored the possibilities of choosing Talisa. Whatever the outcome, he felt his digital life would have been happy with either of them, but for different reasons. Now, looking into Talisa’s dark eyes, the familiar wanting reared its loving head and Thorrin found it impossible to say no. 
 
    Talisa leaned in, pressing her lips to his. A moist touch sent electricity along digital nerves. Tongues slipped past parted lips as the two moved their hands to each other’s waist and held the other close. The need to drink each other in grew, as finger nails dug into each other. A touch of bliss swirled in the paladin. He wanted nothing more than to spend hours massaging and playing with each other but the heat from the troll spoke differently. 
 
    Talisa pulled her lips from his. Closing her eyes, she leaned her forehead against Thorrin’s, savoring his taste and scent. 
 
    “I…I can’t stop thinking about you……I had to see you…I had to touch you…” Talisa said with heavy breath. 
 
    “I feel the same,” Thorrin whispered, hands clutching at her waist. “I want to be with you.” 
 
    Talisa opened her eyes to Thorrin’s wanting gaze, “I know you won’t take a reward…..but let me please you and show my appreciation.” 
 
    Before the paladin could answer, the troll kissed him, driving her tongue into his mouth so he couldn’t say a word. Thorrin’s eyebrows went up as her hands moved to his leather leggings and began untying the leather strap. To help her along, a hand dropped to his side and a single finger touched his leggings. They faded from view, and he was nude from the waist down. Talisa showed no surprise as her hand glided to his manhood and curled fingers around it. With long, slow strokes, her hand breathed magic into it as it hardened to her touch. 
 
    Breaking the touch of their lips, Talisa smiled as the paladin’s member hardened fully in her hand, “You did miss me.” 
 
    Thorrin gave a boyish smirk, “Hard to hide it.” 
 
    The troll let go of his manhood and stepped back. The paladin pressed a finger to each of his remaining clothes as Talisa reached behind and undid her top. The paladin was fully naked as Talisa pulled off her top and threw it aside. Large blue breasts hung with pointed dark azure nipples. They defied gravity as they bounced to a seductive weight. Fingers slid into the sides of her waist band and pushed down at the long white skirt. Thorrin watched as the skirt pooled at her feet. She wore no underclothes and her bare pink line glistened in the afternoon light filling part of the room. Stepping out of the fallen skirt, she moved in close, taking hold of Thorrin’s manhood as it stood on its own. 
 
    “Move to the bed,” The troll commanded. 
 
    Thorrin could say nothing as she pulled him by his cock. Turning his back to the bed, one hand pushed at his chest and he sat down at the edge. The troll kneeled before him but looked up with hungry eyes. The paladin’s manhood stood, inches from her lips. Never taking her eyes of his, she leaned forward with her tongue and then lips taking him into her mouth. The heat dialed to eleven as she looked to him with power in her eyes and her grasp. Inches throbbed against tight lips. Veins rose along the shaft and Talisa could feel them press against her. Turning her gaze downward, she closed her eyes and savored the taste of his member pressed against her tongue. At first Talisa bobbed her head slowly, making sure he was enjoying himself. When Thorrin let out a small groan, she upped the tempo a little at a time. 
 
    The paladin watched with loving warmth as the troll warrior suckled his member. Her beauty glowed with a pale blue aura as her head slowly bobbed on him. He wanted nothing more than to pick her up and throw her on the bed, his mouth buried between her thighs. Instead he sat, taking in every sensual slide of her mouth. Tongue moving along the shaft, Talisa pressed it to the roof of her mouth and moaned. The vibrations caused the paladin to suck in some air. Talisa would have smiled if her task was not so lovingly demanding. A drop of pre-come touched the back of her tongue and it only inflamed her needs. 
 
    The troll’s body moved to a primal rhythm as she sucked and slathered Thorrin’s cock. The teasing and heat was too much as he reached over and ran his fingers through her hair. The steady pace caused his cock to thicken. The last time he was with someone was Emma. He spent so much time trying to gain ingredients for his hammer and grinding his skills that spending time with anyone else was the farthest thing from his mind. Now, it was showing because he wanted nothing more than to fill her mouth with his seed. 
 
    “Talisa….” Thorrin whispered through gritted teeth. 
 
    Hearing her name only upped the tempo as her head bobbed in his lap. The ache and need had become all consuming. Thorrin tried to hold back the maddening urge but the troll kneeling before him convinced him otherwise. With long slow strokes, she could feel his cock thicken and strain against her dark blue lips. Taking his cock down to the hilt, it pulsed and bulged before spurts of come splashed against her throat. Pulling her head slowly back, her lips and tongue helped the paladin push along several more spurts. Drinking down his seed, she kept her mouth closed around the tip, gently pulling the last remaining drops of seed from his still rock hard cock. 
 
    The troll stood up, a hand smoothing down her stomach until she reached her valley. Fingers played with pink lips as wetness dripped down her inner thighs. Thorrin was lost to her beauty, frozen as he admired her toned and sensual figure. Talisa stepped closer, pushing at him to move onto the bed. The paladin pulled himself back as the troll crawled into bed. Lying on his back, the troll was over him, turning around. The paladin was greeted with a view of her pink valley and round bottom. 
 
    Talisa looked back as her head was over his crotch, “I miss your deep kisses.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled as he took hold of her hips and lowered her womanhood to his mouth. Wetness dripped onto his chin right before his tongue snaked out and ran along the edges of her valley. Talisa let out a moan before turning her head to the paladin’s half hard cock. Taking hold, she suckled on the end as she tried to keep her wits about her. The paladin’s tongue explored every wet ridge and fold. When he grazed her nub, pleasure exploded. Moaning her approval, she sucked on his member, up and down, inches appearing and disappearing. Thorrin fought through the blissful haze as he enjoyed the feast at his lips. Holding her to him, lips pressed against pink flesh as his tongue slipped in and out, breaking the rhythm to slather his tongue against her glowing clit.  
 
    Talisa’s moans sang on as she bobbed her head, making the paladin rock hard in her mouth. Sensual honey coated Thorrin’s cheeks and mouth as he invaded and caressed her. The position was comforting as they lay, the troll on him and her thighs touching his ears and soon clamping onto his head. Minutes passed as they suckled on one another but it was Talisa who was losing control. Missing the strong paladin only inflamed her desires and his expert touch pushed at her will power. She knew if she came, she would be a gibbering mess. Never had a man touched her in such a kind and loving way. Even now, the touch of his tongue was sending spirals of pleasure through her, causing the emptiness inside to grow and needing to be filled. Nerves tightened as she tried to hold back the dam but her resolve cracked and then burst into pieces. 
 
    A shiver was followed by a tremble, and the troll was lost to inner explosions. She pulled up from Thorrin’s cock, gasping and moaning as he continued his relentless assault on her clit. A surge of wetness flowed but Thorrin ignored it, holding the troll to him and playing with her with his tongue. Talisa’s fingers on one hand curled into the bed as her other hand gripped the paladin’s cock. Toes curled and she was trapped to the paladin’s hands. Talisa’s hips betrayed her as they moved, pushing her nub against his tongue, milking every last drop of bliss.  
 
    Thorrin could hear her whimpers as she fought to hold herself up. Trying to stroke him, she was distracted and another orgasm bloomed, followed by another. She didn’t notice the shift of the paladin’s body under her until it was too late. The troll was pushed sideways and onto her back. Thorrin kept his face buried between her thighs, suckling on her clit. Long moments passed before the explosions slowed and she lay on her back. 
 
    The paladin pulled away, wetness coating his goatish blonde beard. He turned his body to see the troll heaving, her eyes closed and lips parted. She was lost to paradise and a sense of loving pride filled him. He never liked being a selfish lover and he wanted to make sure his partner was enjoying themselves. Taking hold of her leg, he moved it outward as he nestled his hips between hers.  
 
    Talisa’s quick gasps were interrupted as something thick pressed against her thin valley. Eyes opening, they grew wider as the paladin gently pushed with his hips. The tip of his manhood spread her pink folds. Blue hands reached up and took hold of his muscled behind, helping the paladin drive his hammer deeper. Inner walls spread and the troll let out a warm moan. Eyes half closed, she watched the paladin take in her beauty, inches forcing her open to his will. 
 
    Thorrin’s gaze lingered as his cock penetrated Talisa’s inner world. Full breasts quivered and nipples pointed. The troll tilted her head down but her eyes continued looking up at him with lustful determination. Squeezing his thick shaft, she could not stop herself from pushing against his cock as it stabbed into her. The meeting of their bodies rang out with moans filling the small room. When Thorrin reached the hilt, it was Talisa who writhed under him, accommodating his girth. Talisa was taller than the paladin by a few inches but laying down, joined at the hip, they looked eye to eye with mischievous wanting. 
 
    Talisa’s hands moved from the paladin’s hips and curled under his arms to take hold of his strong shoulders. Thorrin lowered his mouth and the troll pressed a dark blue nipple to his lips. The sensitive nipple sparked with pleasure as Thorrin suckled and lashed the tip with his tongue. The troll’s moans dripped with reckless abandonment as she writhed under him, squeezing his shaft. Thorrin couldn’t contain himself as his hips moved back and forth, spearing her valley in long, blissful strokes. 
 
    “I missed you….” The words fell from Talisa’s lips. 
 
    Thorrin let go of her nipple and looked to her with warm eyes, “I have always missed you.” 
 
    “Please…..don’t linger to the south……Visit me. We can…spend our time….taming our needs….” Talisa gasped as the paladin upped his tempo. 
 
    The troll’s breasts bounced to each powerful thrust of his hips. Moans grew louder as the emptiness was filled. The two lovers pressed on, bodies entwined and unable to stop themselves. Wetness dripped as Thorrin continued his passionate advance. The sound of skin on skin filled the room and the two friends smiled at their intimate dance. Soon the smiles faded away as their urges whipped at them to continue. 
 
    “When I….see you again…..I don’t think…I will be able to….control myself…” Thorrin groaned as his hips slapped into her inner thighs over and over again. 
 
    “Neither….will I..” Talisa barely smiled before her eyes rolled into the back of her head and she let out a deep, uncontrolled moan. 
 
      Talisa’s body shuddered before she clutched to the holy paladin. Swirls of bliss spiraled on until they splashed against already frayed nerves. An orgasm from the deepest part of her being rose up, lighting up her senses with brilliant flashes. A flood of ecstasy caused a burst of heat and the world around them seemed to fall away. Thorrin continued to spear the troll as she languished in paradise. Her moans rose up like an animal as she squeezed him. A familiar pressure began to build as his cock thickened, so did Talisa’s moans rise up into a lover’s chorus. 
 
    Blinded by need, wants and love, the paladin groaned as his spurts of thick come exploded from the tip. Hips drove him deep as t              he troll squeezed him like a vice. Deep pulses pushed at the very fabric of his being as strong blue legs wrapped around his waist and kept him inside her.  
 
    Talisa’s senses slowly returned to her as she held the paladin close, squeezing every drop of seed from his throbbing member. Thorrin held her as his hips continued to work even after every last drop of seed was spilled. Bodies slowed down and soon stopped as the paladin and troll held each other, fingers running over burning skin. 
 
    “I…could go again,” Thorrin heaved. 
 
    “I never said you could stop,” Talisa grinned. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun settled behind the horizon and the shadow of evening flowed across Lukken. Thorrin looked to the window to see evening approach, and a small sigh left his lips. Talisa was snuggled to his chest, eyes closed and her breathing steady. 
 
    “I have to…” Thorrin began but was cut off mid sentence. 
 
    “Not yet. Let me have this moment with you a little longer,” the troll whispered. 
 
    Thorrin smiled and held her close. The moment was soothing as cool evening air flowed in through the partially open window. The soft touch from Thorrin caused Talisa to sigh. 
 
    “I never loved anyone before,” Talisa said matter of fact. 
 
    Thorrin lifted his head and looked to her. 
 
    Talisa continued, “Promise me you will come to Talon Guard when this is all over.” 
 
    “I promise,” Thorrin said softly. 
 
    The troll lifted her head and looked to him, “I don’t care who you love but I…..” 
 
    Thorrin could see the hint of waking consciousness as her eyes showed real fear. He could see that she was having a moment, thinking of actual loss. It stabbed at his heart to see her distressed and unsure of herself. Holding her close, the comfort soothed the trolls worrying thoughts and she laid her head on his chest. 
 
     Thorrin held her, thoughts spiraling on. The strange awakening only fueled his resolve. To protect not only Lukken but the beautiful soul lying next to him filled him with bravery and fear. He knew he had a long road ahead of him but it would be worth it if he could protect one soul against the rising darkness. 
 
    Cricket song filled the night as the two friends and lovers held each other in comforting silence. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    The coach bounced along the dirt road as the early sun bathed the land in light. Thorrin sat with his face to the open arch of the coach, taking in the morning, and the thick forest thirty feet from the carriage. The night had moved quickly as he sat and attempted to relax. Looking down, he drank in his new clothes. A black leather tunic covered his torso while brown leggings covered his legs. Black boots completed the outfit but the paladin found himself strangely exposed. Talisa picked the outfit so he wouldn’t stand out but the player was used to wearing light armor. With no armor to speak of, he felt a little uncomfortable. Making a note to himself, he would check out the shops to at least find leather armor in keeping with his look and provide some kind of protection. 
 
    Just then, an alert popped up in the corner of Thorrin’s vision. 
 
    Entering a PVP zone, players will be able to kill and loot one another and the fallen. 
 
    The paladin let out a sigh while looking back to the forest as it passed by. The player’s thoughts slipped into a stream of memory, images of himself giving a sealed note to the inn keeper floated on. He was supposed to meet with Vass today back in Faradal, but with the urgency of the quest he had to leave a message telling her to meet him in Moon Haven. She would be about ten hours behind but that was fine. He could take in the surroundings before escorting the troll master to the south east coast. 
 
    Images of Talisa swelled up and caressed his mind. He remembered how they parted, her hand holding his to the last moment before they fell away. He stepped into the coach and looked back to her turning and walking away. Knowing how strong she was, it tugged at his heart that she was not strong enough to watch him leave. The promise glowed in his mind’s eye. When the quest was over, he would visit Talon Guard and spend time with her.  
 
    Images of Emma stabbed into his heart but quickly soothed away. The paladin missed the beautiful dragon but her heart lay with her loyalties. As much as there was a connection, he knew deep down she couldn’t stay with him. With the dragons unable to come to peaceful terms with the troll masters, war continued but it took a strange slant. The middle kingdoms were vacant of trolls and their allies. The invaders instead camped to the southern edge of the middle kingdoms. Anyone who tried to step foot toward the kingdoms would be cut down by archers. To the north, a human army camped, ready to do the same. After the battle and truce on the Cursed Coast, the Masters kept their word to remove themselves from the Middle Kingdoms but the dragons refused to allow peace. Thorrin remembered how disappointed his friends were when they delivered the Star of Sormir. It was enough to question his role in the game. Fighting for justice was not enough. He knew he had to stay true to the light, helping those in need until fate called upon him to help in the war. 
 
    Thorrin let out a small sigh as he mentally called up his stats and inventory. He looked to a sphere of light. He had gained faith from over twenty people. It put his hit points at over two hundred and added plus modifiers to his battle skills and abilities. The Sphere of Light was at forty points, safely above the Sphere of Darkness but he did question how quickly that would fall if he didn’t act on rooting out evil. 
 
    Thorrin lamented on the holy class he had chosen. A paladin’s duty was to help people and destroy evil. As long as he performed his duties, he would be blessed with points to the Sphere of Light. Travelling to a town known to house necromancers was going to prove a challenge. If he did not smite them, over time, the Sphere of Light would darken from his inaction. Allowing evil to continue would only push him toward the Sphere of Darkness. If his points dipped into the Sphere of Darkness, he would become a dark paladin and would have to claw his way back to the light. Paladins of light would hunt him down without mercy. Allies would leave him and his faith would reach zero. He would have to find others from the darkness to refill his faith. Dark paladins took their faith through intimidation and power. It was something the player didn’t want to even contemplate. 
 
    “Moon Haven,” The driver shouted from his seat. 
 
    Thorrin stuck his head out of the window to see the town in the distance. The sunlight didn’t do much to lessen the stench of darkness. The town stood, split in two. The player couldn’t see the river yet, but he could hear it. Long shadows cast down from strange buildings made of wood and stone. Even from the small distance, it looked foreboding. At the town edge, two corpses hung from ropes around their necks, their bodies swaying to the small breeze and bouncing against the stone wall of a weathered keep. 
 
    The coach began to turn and roll onto a small dirt path. Thorrin moved from one side of the carriage to the other, looking out to the town as it stayed a healthy distance away. The player knew he was meeting the master at the monastery. With any luck, they could meet and continue to Moon Haven just long enough to board the river boat and leave the dark town. Thorrin could feel his heart sink knowing deep down things never work out the way you plan. 
 
    The carriage rolled on for another twenty minutes before it slowed to a halt. The driver jumped down and moved to the coach door, opening it. Thorrin stood up and stepped out until his boots touched the firm ground. Handing the driver a gold piece, he turned and looked to the monastery. Tall stone walls surrounded the main keep. The tower was the only thing he could see just beyond the top of the walls. The coach driver snapped his reins and turned back to the road as Thorrin admired the structure. It stood more like a fortress then a monastery. Seeing the large door to his left, the player patted the handle of his hammer at his belt and began walking toward it. 
 
    The thick wooden door stood with deep grooves. Thorrin took a closer look and could see the grooves looked like finger marks, like people or monsters were trying to claw their way in. Raising a fist, he knocked hard on the door and turned away to bask in the morning light. Long moments passed before there was a shift of heavy metal and the door opened. A man in black with a red collar stood, his eyes looking to the man staring at the sky. 
 
    “Are you here to make a donation?” the man smiled. 
 
    Thorrin turned to him, “I’m here to see a priest about washing away my sins.” 
 
    The code phrase clicked as the priest’s eyes half closed and his head nodded, “Please come in.” 
 
    Thorrin walked in, past the priest and into a small courtyard. A lush garden surrounded him on each side as the priest closed the door and moved a heavy metal lock into place. Bees floated from one flower to the next and birds chirped to one another. It was quite beautiful and Thorrin drank it in while taking a cleansing breath. The priest stepped to his side and gave his head a bow. 
 
    “I’m Father Abel. Please follow me. You can wait with the others.” 
 
    Thorrin raised an eyebrow, “Others?” 
 
    The kindly priest nodded, “I can explain when we are inside.” 
 
    Thorrin followed the priest as he moved stepping forward. They crossed the small courtyard to the main keep. The keep looked weathered and beaten down, the walls bending to a heavy weight. The stonework looked ancient and not maintained well. Some stones were missing and exposed wood underneath looked partially rotted. The main doors had more of those clawed grooves and chunks of outer wood missing in places. 
 
    Father Abel looked back to Thorrin with a knowing glance, “Moon Haven has a problem with the dead. They prowl the country side and sometimes come to our walls. You’re in luck though. The dead haven’t breached the walls in over a year.” 
 
    Thorrin wasn’t sure if that made him feel any better as the priest opened the door and stepped inside. The player followed as the darkness of the keep consumed him. Inside, it was maintained much better than the crumbling outside. A modest altar stood at the end of wide aisle. Pews were to the right and left and a stained glass image of a feminine figure glowed behind the altar. A small statue of the same image stood on the altar, hands out with wide delicate hands. Before the altar and to the right, two figures turned their attention to the priest and paladin. 
 
    “I had put out a summons for others to aid our current problem. You are the third to answer the call,” Abel said as he led the way. 
 
    Thorrin remained silent as they moved to the base of the altar and turned to the two other figures. A tall man stood with a staff while a female goblin sat on the pew in the first row. Thorrin recognized them as the two who approached him in Faradal. The tall man smiled while the goblin looked to Thorrin with wide eyes. 
 
    “It looks like we will be helping each other after all,” The tall paladin said with a grin. 
 
    Thorrin looked to him and then to the priest, “I wasn’t aware there was a problem. I was informed that it was a simple escort quest to a ship in Moon Haven.” 
 
    Father Abel nodded, “That was the plan but something has happened that has changed the nature of the quest. This is Jon and Ro. We’ll all be working together.” 
 
    Jon looked to the priest, “You asked for help finding someone. Is there more to it than just locating a missing person?” 
 
    Thorrin wasn’t sure who knew what and kept his mouth closed. Despite the fact that the man and goblin were paladins, he had no idea what their motivations were. As far as he knew, he would be the only one escorting the Master. The paladin watched the priest as he tried to gather his thoughts. Eyes shifted and a certain nervous energy rolled through them before he took a deep inhale, eyes returning to normal. 
 
    “Vala teaches us to be true to ourselves and each other. I summoned any paladin I could to come here and assist for I could not trust any of the people in Moon Haven to do such a thing out of the kindness of their hearts. I may be a priest of Vala but I’m no fool to be taken advantage of.” 
 
    Father Abel bowed his head, shadows covering his eyes, “A special request was made by a Troll Master from the southern kingdoms. He was looking for safe passage from Moon Haven to the coastal town of Merlor. I had made the arrangements and was informed of a paladin that would come and escort the master to the eastern coast. As far as I knew, the plan was a simple one, relying on discretion.” 
 
    “What happened?” Jon asked as he leaned on his staff. 
 
    Father Abel kept his head bowed as he spoke, “The master was due to arrive three days ago.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed the priest, as did Jon. Ro bowed her head, shadows covering her own eyes. Thorrin waited to hear more but his suspicions grew like a monster rising from a lake. It didn’t take much to understand something happened to the master on route and now, it seemed, the simple escort quest had turned into a locate and rescue mission. 
 
    Father Abel continued, “A succubus that comes to me for prayer and forgiveness told me of two people with hoods over their heads being dragged into town a few nights ago. I believe one of the figures being dragged was the master and is somewhere in Moon Haven.” 
 
    “Two?” Thorrin asked. He was escorting the troll but didn’t know of anyone else. 
 
    “A possible bodyguard, I presume. I honestly don’t know who the second person was but I do know that the troll was to arrive here. I cannot allow a person under the protective gaze of Vala fall to nefarious hands. That is why I summoned you paladins, champions of light, to help find and rescue a being in need.” 
 
    Jon continued to lean on his metal staff as his eyes looked away, “Moon Haven is big for a town. That is a lot of ground to cover to find him.” 
 
    Father Abel nodded, “True but I hear many whispers from the people of Moon Haven as they beg for forgiveness from their wicked ways. The monastery is north of the town but I have heard rumors that there have been new additions to the Black Garden.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound appealing,” Jon smirked. 
 
    Father Abel nodded, “It’s not meant to be, the Black Garden lies in a small quarter in the southern part of town that contains the bunk houses and shops peddling dark wares. There has been talk of new talent that has arrived and would be unveiled soon. A troll master would be a prize for those who wish to take out their aggressions, or to simply say they did unspeakable acts to a master turned lust slave. There are those in town who have no love for trolls or dragons.” 
 
    “Did they say when?” Jon asked. 
 
    “No, but they did say it would happen soon. If he is there, someone in the quarter will know about it.” 
 
    Thorrin stroked his small blonde beard while taking in every bit of information, “Even if we go in, the locals will know we are not from here.” 
 
    Father Abel looked to Thorrin with a small grin, “Many pass through the town. I’m sure if you express that you are looking for something to help unwind, the locals will try everything they can to satisfy your needs for the right price. Gold is king in Moon Haven, and where it comes from is not a concern.” 
 
    “Are there any threats we should be aware of?” Jon asked. 
 
    The priest’s eyes turned cold as he looked away, “The Bone Queen runs everything in the Black Garden. Discretion is needed when dealing with anyone in the Garden. As long as you remain to the background, she will not send her minions for you. They are a scary lot and many do not return if they take you away.” 
 
    The priest turned his gaze to Jon and Ro, eyes taking in their white clothes, “I will provide you with some garb that will help you blend in. I suggest you enter the town in the evening. Moon Haven does not stir until the sun sets so there will be little to do and few people to speak with until then. I would also caution leaving town during the night. The dead travel in the forests and some crawl from the river. The guards do their best to keep them at bay but even they have their limits.” 
 
    Father Abel bowed before the three paladins, turned and walked toward a door to the side. When he disappeared, Jon, Ro and Thorrin looked to one another. 
 
    “I have a feeling this is a bad situation,” Jon said nonchalantly. 
 
    “The town does have a reputation,” Ro said as she leaned back into the pew. 
 
    “We could go in together, safety in numbers,” Jon said as he looked to Thorrin. 
 
    The paladin remained silent as he mulled everything over. He didn’t know Jon and Ro. The quest was time sensitive and he wished Vass was here. He knew she could be trusted to watch each other’s backs. As for the two players in front of him, he wasn’t so sure. Players bump into each other all the time in game but Thorrin felt this quest had a darker edge. He grew up hearing that the only people you could trust were family. The term family was used for anyone who grew close, whether blood or not. Talisa was family just as Emma was, but now he was out here in a strange town with two strangers who say they fight for the light. The player hoped Vass got the message and was on her way. Instincts cried out that he should go alone. The player let those inner voices carry before his lips parted. 
 
    “I will go it alone,” Thorrin said with a firm edge. 
 
    Jon looked to the paladin with surprise. Ro’s eyes contained a hint of sadness. 
 
    “You can’t be serious? Moon Haven is not a place for paladins. We would do well by sticking together,” Jon said with urgency. 
 
    Thorrin gave a disarming smile but his brow dictated he was firm in his decision, “I agree but the three of us walking in together will raise eyebrows. We can split up and cover more ground if we investigate separately.” 
 
    Jon shook his head, “You never split up the party.” 
 
    Thorrin smirked, “We are not a party. We haven’t formed a group and we won’t. I’m sure you’re here to do good but grouping together will only put us in danger. If the town is as bad as rumors say, then even an army of paladins will have a hard time taking it. If we are here to investigate then we will cover more ground if we go in separately.” 
 
    Jon gave Thorrin a sheepish look, “We are not as strong as you.” 
 
    The paladin gave Jon the once over and then looked to Ro, her strange armor gleaming in the small amount of light, “I’m sure if you two stick together, you will be fine. That armor looks like a unique set and that staff you’re carrying has some runes carved along it. I doubt it’s just for show.” 
 
    Jon stood at his full height but his eyes drooped, “Why are you so resistant to group for our own mutual protection?” 
 
    Thorrin let out a small sigh, “I don’t know either of you. I have not heard of any deeds or even whispers of who you are. No one can vouch for you. All I know is we happen to be in the same town and asked to do the same quest. You may be paladins but I need a little more than just your class.” 
 
    Jon’s eyes turned neutral, “I can understand that. We just thought you would be open to working with us. We haven’t made a name for ourselves yet, but maybe in time we will be known just like you.” 
 
    Ro kicked her short legs as she sat and smiled at Thorrin, “I’m okay with splitting the group. We should cover more ground. Will it be okay to call for you if we run into trouble we can’t handle?” 
 
    Thorrin looked to Ro’s almond shaped eyes. They carried a genuine nature as she stared. Her small smile made the player feel awful for being so stern but he wouldn’t back down. The quest had already taken a dark turn and he didn’t want to spend his time watching his back while trying to find the troll master. This was one time he had to go at it alone, for everyone’s safety. 
 
    Thorrin smiled at the pretty goblin, “I doubt there isn’t much you can’t handle but I will fight alongside you should you need it.” 
 
    Ro’s cheeks burned pink but this time she didn’t look away. 
 
    Father Abel emerged from the door with folded clothes in his hands. Walking over, he noticed a tension in the air as the three paladins grew silent. Stepping to them, he looked to each one and grimaced. 
 
    “Is everything well?” The priest asked. 
 
    Thorrin looked to him and nodded, “Everything is fine. We just came up with a plan. Come evening, we will see about finding and rescuing your missing troll master.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    Thorrin walked the dirt road, his eyes drinking in the town of Moon Haven with every step. Shadows lengthened as the sun sank behind the horizon. The sky took a pinkish glow as pale clouds floated along. The edge of night moved across the heavens and the lone paladin walked on, a wary determination in his eyes. 
 
    The paladin spent the last few hours talking with Father Abel, Jon and Ro about the town. The priest of Vala was a fountain of information as he explained the streets, various businesses and dark corners. Thorrin made mental notes on what to expect. He knew he couldn’t go in half cocked and steeled himself against the very things he promised to fight. Jon and Ro were all ears and nodded a lot. The human and goblin paladins seemed like good players but Thorrin knew he had to stick to his decision. Something about the quest felt wrong. He wouldn’t have raised an eyebrow if he simply came across the quest but it came specifically from Talisa. He knew deep down she wouldn’t send him on a quest that could directly put him in danger, not after their last night and seeing the cold realization of her existence. The odd part was Jon and Ro. They came to him because they wanted help on this very quest before he even knew what Talisa wanted to see him about. The player didn’t think it was just a coincidence and he felt better knowing that he simply had to look out for himself. It didn’t push away the heaviness in his stomach for turning away two players that may actually need his help. 
 
    The paladin pressed on as night fell and smothered the land in ethereal darkness. The only beacons of light were dim stars and the two full moons rising in the distance. The shadows had grown black as pitch for several boot steps until something glowed. The town of Moon Haven changed as the paladin stepped closer. Strange neon colors glowed against dark walls of the outer buildings. The glow formed patterns and soon into pictures as red, green and orange flowers bloomed into view. Colored paintings of skulls appeared on the sides of buildings and towers. Thorrin’s eyes widened as he watched the town turn from shadow and darkness to a vibrant glow of flowers, skeletons and skulls. The player couldn’t help but find it beautiful as he stepped to the town entrance and walked in.  
 
    The streets stirred with life as wild paintings glowed with black light auras. The entire town was covered in the glowing artwork and some of it seemed to stir as if they were a living entity. Thorrin moved to a building, hand reaching out and touching the glowing artwork. His lips turned upward into smirk as his fingers came away with a glowing moss. The pictures and designs were not paintings but actually different kinds of glowing mosses. He couldn’t believe the detail as he walked along, wiping glowing blue moss on his dark leggings. The moss seemed to react with the small breeze, shifting in color, turning flowers from blues to pinks and then to crimson reds.  
 
    The buildings themselves appeared a little run down, mixing beauty with ancient wood and stone works. Doors opened and people stepped out into the beautiful night. In the corner of Thorrin’s vision, he called up the map of town and watched a glowing dot of where he was in relation to the rest of the area. Father Abel gave very good details of the town and it filled his map with street names, alleys and shops. 
 
    The paladin froze as a man walked with a small body in his arms. Fingers curled as he watched with stunned eyes. The man had a haunted faraway gaze as he walked past the player. Thorrin looked down at the small bundle. The dead gaze of a small child looked up, unblinking into the night’s sky. Thorrin turned, unable to break his gaze as the man moved to a doorway and knocked. Seconds passed before the door opened and a robed figure stepped out.  
 
    “Please……again…” the desperate plea fell from the man holding the small, unmoving child. 
 
    The only thing visible from the robed figure was their pointed chin and sour lips as he spoke, “I told you it will only work for a few nights.” 
 
    “I know…I know….I just wanted to spend a little more time with her…..” The man sobbed and held out the small bundle. 
 
    The robed figure let out a sigh, “The plague took her. The more I raise her, the more she will hunger for your life. You put yourself in danger every time I do this.” 
 
    The man pulled the bundle back and held it close to his chest with one hand. His other hand reached to a side pouch and pulled out a fist full of gold coins. Tossing them to the dirt, he took hold of the bundle with both hands once again and extended them out. 
 
    The figure let out a satisfied grunt before lifting up pale hands and speaking arcane words. Thorrin couldn’t believe what he was watching as dark energy swirled around the figure’s fingers. Words carried power and when the last phrase was uttered, a dark stream of black energy flowed into the small child’s eyes, nose and open mouth. The father looked down with wide eyes, his face screwing up into mad glee. The bundle was motionless for a long moment before the little girl’s head moved. Eyes fluttered and lips parted as she turned her head to her father. 
 
    “Daddy….” The little girl said with no emotion, eyes blank and unfeeling. 
 
    The man clutched the small toddler to his chest, hugging her tightly, “Daddy’s here. We are going to spend the next few nights together, just us. We can drink tea and play with your dolls. It will be magical.” 
 
    The man turned and walked off, holding the dead eyed child. The robed figure knelt down and began picking up gold pieces one by one, oblivious of the man watching with contained horror. Thorrin stared as urges pulled at his heart. Seeing the sickening display of love, loss, greed and dark power caused his hand to move closer to his hammer. Death was a natural part of life and despite being in a game, Thorrin wanted to bury his hammer into the head of the greedy necromancer. The thought of raising loved ones for gold caused his stomach to twist and his brow to narrow. 
 
    The figure stood up and turned his gaze to the stranger on the street, “Greetings friend. Do you have a loved one you wish to bring back? Bring their corpse to me and I will give you a chance to say all the things you never said to them while they lived.” 
 
    Thorrin remained silent, easing his brow. The paladin code dictated he must smite evil but also knew that if he did that right now, there would be consequences. Turning away, he said nothing and continued his way toward the center of town. 
 
    “Think it over. I’ll be here, waiting,” The necromancer called out with a sardonic smile. 
 
    -1 to the Sphere of Light 
 
    The paladin gritted his teeth as he walked on. If he lingered then his inaction would drain his power. Focusing on the quest, he moved on through dark streets and glowing paintings. 
 
    The entire town seemed to awaken shortly after nightfall. The streets were filled with townsfolk as they moved about. A woman sat on the edge of a street, her robes ripped and filled with holes. Thorrin glanced at her and then at the monkey skeletons dancing before her. Two danced and kicked while two others tumbled and jumped. It was unnerving to see the hollow eye sockets and tiny moving jaws as they frolicked, imitating the living. Townsfolk stepped by her, tossing a gold coin or two into a small open sack. The necromancer bowed her head but said nothing as she moved a finger back and forth, causing the undead monkeys to change their dancing to bows. A wave of nausea came over the paladin as he was, once again, unable to do anything. 
 
    -1 to the Sphere of Light 
 
    Thorrin let out a sigh as he walked. As long as he didn’t know people were evil, his sphere would not take deductions. As a paladin, every creature is entitled the benefit of the doubt. It ensured that paladins didn’t go crazy, striking down every creature just because of misunderstandings or one foul act amid a lifetime of good. Accidents happen and misunderstandings can paint the wrong type of picture, leaving the paladin enough breadth to measure if a creature was good or evil. The same rule turned into a crutch if he knowingly saw an undead or necromantic act go unpunished, even one as small as undead monkeys made to dance for gold and entertainment. 
 
    Thorrin knew if he didn’t hurry, his power would continue to weaken. Losing two points was already having an effect on his stats. His Sphere of Light was high but the longer he stayed, the greater the disadvantage would be.  
 
    Unable to risk weakening his sphere, the player averted his eyes from his surroundings. Watching the dirt street, he moved on as he attempted to shield himself from the bold darkness entrenched in the town. 
 
    The sound of rushing water filled his ears and Thorrin looked up. He had passed through the northern part of town and reached the wide river known as Death’s Tongue. Intricate bridges crossed over the black river, connecting the north and south halves of town. The paladin stepped to the railing and cast his gaze downward. The river was black with water churnings against pillars. It looked like the middle of town was built over the banks. Pale things moved just below the surface along the pillars. Thorrin couldn’t tell if they were white fish or something far more sinister. Thinking it over, it was better not to dwell and the player moved to one of the bridges. 
 
    Wood creaked as he walked along the wide bridge. Couples walked by, talking in hushed tones. Thorrin looked to the river, his hand gliding over the bridge railing. Skin began to crawl as the stench of death rose up from the waters and caressed his senses. In reality, the player could feel his MEG suit vibrate and crawl, like fingers along his skin. They moved in odd patterns causing Thorrin’s shoulders to tense up. He knew this feeling well and despised it. It was his class ability to sense true evil and the town reeked of it. Something unnatural weighed heavy in the air and a pressure pushed against Thorrin’s chest. 
 
    Looking down the river, Thorrin could see to the east was a number of docks filled with small ships. They appeared to be river boats and the player made a mental note. One of them was chartered to take the troll master east to the ocean. Once he rescued the master, Father Abel would be waiting at the dock, ready to tell him which one to board and hand him a reward. The priest was insistent he not give up the name of which boat to avoid others finding out and hurting the crew. What they were attempting was going against what the Bone Queen wanted and Father Abel did not wish for others to be hurt from the fallout. 
 
    Thorrin understood and his mind lingered on the Bone Queen. She was a silent lady, her influence touching many of the important figures in town. Father Abel alluded to her power and influence, as her businesses offered what many places could not, or would not provide by way of individual perversions. She often set up contracts with those working for her and they had to perform them to the letter, or suffer extreme consequences. The rumors spoke of desperate people and players who would take a contract for a length of time for rewards of special magical weapons, armor or gold. The Bone Queen would keep the details of the contract to herself and pimp out the people to fulfill any sick perversion dictated by her clients. Thorrin remembered shadows covering his own eyes as Father Abel spoke of people having the option to break the contract but would later be mysteriously murdered and stripped of everything they owned. Thinking back to the alert earlier today, the entire town and surrounding area was a Player Vs Player zone with allowed looting.  Thorrin patted the leather handle of his hammer and continued walking across the bridge. 
 
    On the other side, Thorrin turned sharply and began walking west. Taking a darker street with less people, he walked close to the river. Shadows darkened doorways and the glowing paintings seemed to shift to his presence then the wind. Wrought iron fences lined up along balconies of two and three story buildings. The paladin kept alert as he stepped along the dirt street. It looked like the perfect area to get mugged and the player wasn’t taking any chances. 
 
    The glowing images turned to dark flowers with shades of purple, gray and violet. The skull paintings had pin points for eyes and they seemed to shift as the lone traveler continued his stroll. Thorrin saw that he had passed into the Black Garden Quarter. Scantily clad women and men appeared along iron railings, their eyes filled with come-hither gazes. Glass windows glowed as lanterns shined their light on near naked bodies. Oils shined on skin as bare-chested women cupped them flauntingly and ran fingers down pointed nipples. Men moved their hips in a suggestive manner and flexed for the traveler. All manner of races swayed in a seductive dance, from elves and succubi to goblins and humans. Their arms spread out as if to invite the stranger in the street to their warm beds, even if only for a moment. 
 
    Thorrin marched on, taking in his surroundings. He turned his gaze from one prostitute to another, feigning interest but continuing down the street. Some whistled while others licked their lips. Several dark elves shouted down to the player, their bodies naked except for glowing paint on their skin. Thorrin waved but walked on. 
 
    The Black Garden Quarter was large, and even in the street Thorrin could detect the stench of death and sex. It mixed together to form a seductive aroma, one where you hated yourself but couldn’t stop thinking about. Thorrin tried to ignore his growing erection but the kaleidoscope of naked bodies assaulted his senses from every angle. The quarter was meant to titillate and the paladin found his willpower tested as he walked toward a large wood and stone building at the end of the street. 
 
    The Foxfire Inn glowed like a supernatural horror hotel. It was at the end of a cul-de-sac, surrounded by many buildings featuring writhing bodies. Thorrin walked on as he drank in the bent spires and crumbling wood establishment. The sound of the rushing river could be heard behind the building and the lanterns in the street glowed with colored lights against moving paintings. A porch lined the front and several male and female patrons were locked in various forms of kissing and seductive touching. Women from the nearby balconies whined as Thorrin moved to the small set of stairs and began his climb to the inn. 
 
    At first, the paladin thought the inn was just dark but as he reached the top of the stairs, he realized it wasn’t the case. The wood was actually black and gave the old building an appearance as a dwelling the Munster’s would reside in. Some of the couples on the porch broke their embraces to eye the strong, blonde man who glanced at them before stepping to the front doors. Some whispered for him to join them but the stranger passed with a small smile before pushing the door. 
 
    The door swung back to reveal a large room filled with plush crimson furniture. The walls were also red with flower designs. A small podium stood and a thin man looked up. Thorrin ignored the wicked smile of the maitre d’ as he walked up. The man fixed his collar and gave the stranger a once over before parting his lips. 
 
    “Welcome to the Foxfire Inn. Will you be staying with us for an hour or several nights?” 
 
    “Staying the night,” Thorrin said with a blank expression. 
 
    “Very good, please walk through the doors here to the main room. I will bring a key to you shortly. Enjoy what the inn has to offer and ask if you require anything to…satisfy your desires. Nothing is taboo in the Foxfire Inn.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded and walked to another set of dark doors. Pushing against one, the door silently moved away and the paladin took in the debauchery. A stage stood to one side while people in costumes performed. Dwarfs rolled and batted at one another while actors in heavy makeup put on a play. Bodices were ripped off and mouths formed O’s in mock surprise. Music played on violins and piano as the entertainers continued to frolic in their comedy. The rest of the room was subdued as tables dotted the landscape and plush booths lined the walls. A spiral staircase led up to a second floor and doors lined every edge. The player stepped in as people from all races talked, kissed and caressed. Some booths contained people talking. In others, Thorrin heard the groans of lust. Men laughed and groaned as women were on their knees under the tables, their heads bobbing. 
 
    A railing ran around the second floor and patrons chased each other. Some doors on the second floor were open to the moans and cries of pleasure. Thorrin tilted his head back down to the main room as topless women and men served drinks. Not wanting to gawk, the paladin moved to an empty booth and sat down. Relaxing into the comfortable seat, he turned his gaze across the room, noting the exits.  
 
    Thorrin had seen many places with abandoned morals. He never thought it bad, but it didn’t mesh well with his romantic ideals. The Foxfire Inn on the other hand screamed sex in whatever form one desired. The player guessed, for a few gold pieces you could get anything you wanted. Thinking back to what Father Abel said about the Bone Queen, he assumed many here were paying customers or indentured servants. Thorrin made a promise to himself that if he came across anyone who wanted to get away, he would help them get out. 
 
    The paladin kept to the shadows of the booth as he looked to the crowd once again. Wine and ale flowed as the music played with indifferent ease. A hooded figure across the room sat motionless. Thorrin glanced at them and looked away, unsure if they were eyeing him or not. The strong scent of incense filled the entire area and Thorrin found his nose wrinkling to it. The inn was an assault to the senses and the player pushed it all away so he could focus on the quest at hand. The troll master may be here in this building or in one of the surrounding ones. Thorrin prepared to scout around when a woman strolled up to his booth. 
 
    The paladin looked up to see a thin woman in a leather body suit. She gave a twisted smile as she leaned against the table edge along her thighs, pale cleavage showing in the dim light. Thorrin eyed her for a moment, noticing the straight long hair, thin eyes and wicked grin. Her body was covered in leather except for a triangular cut on her chest, exposing her cleavage. She maintained her strange gaze for a long moment before sliding into the same side Thorrin sat. Draping her body on his, she eyed him with an amused stare. 
 
    “New in town?” The woman asked in a seductive whisper. 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “Yes. I heard of Moon Haven and wanted to visit before I make my way south.” 
 
    The woman’s grin grew broader, showing pearly white teeth, “My name is Sybil, Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Thorrin remained motionless as her hand moved to his crotch. The erection from earlier didn’t weaken and now the weird woman was stroking a finger along the raised leather covering his manhood. 
 
    “Rin,” Thorrin said simply. 
 
    “Nice name if it that truly is your name. To be honest, your name could be dog food and I would still love those strong arms to hold me down,” Sybil licked her lips before her eyes glanced down. “Nice hammer. Do you use it often?” 
 
    “Only when I need too,” Thorrin grinned. 
 
    Sybil let out a giggle, “That’s good to hear because I can feel your need to swing it about. Oh and the hammer on your belt is nice too.” 
 
    Sybil ran her fingers over his straining manhood under the table, her eyes staring at Thorrin like she was going to eat him, “What’s your feast?” 
 
    “Feast?” 
 
    Sybil nodded, “What do you like to partake in, orgies, threesomes, whips, chains, tits, ass, cock, pussy, fucking until it hurts or do you like to do the hurting?” 
 
    Thorrin thought back to his story, “I like to punish. I like to hurt and make them beg. I have discreet tastes and I heard that the Foxfire likes to cater to those tastes.” 
 
    Sybil let out another giggle before snuggling closer, “We have many ladies and men that will cater to your needs. That is why I’m here, to help you find what you want. Discretion is key and we look to please our clients so they keep coming back. Tell me, Rin, what makes you hard besides my magical touch?” 
 
    Thorrin was silent for a moment, trying to bring an appearance that he was struggling internally to speak to his mind. Sybil waited patiently as her hand caressed and fondled him, pushing her B cup breasts against his chest. The player dug deep, touching the pretend darkness in his heart. 
 
    “Hate……I like to make those I hate feel my power,” Thorrin said with a dark edge. 
 
    Sybil kept her crazy smile, “OOOoooo I know what you like but tell me more so I can craft the experience to your liking.” 
 
    Thorrin returned her crazy smile with his own, “I want to beat them down until they beg me to stop. I want them to feel every inch as I fuck them while they shed tears. Do you think the inn can supply me with what I desire?” 
 
    Sybil’s eyes glowed with excitement, “Oh I think we can have that arranged. You seem fun, I would love to watch you work but we can talk about that soon. What kind of innocent would you like to punish? A slave? Elf? Orc? Maybe a young virgin?” 
 
    Thorrin’s brow formed a V, “A male troll.” 
 
    Sybil’s eyes kept their wide stare but her smile faded slightly, “Judging from my touch, I didn’t think you liked men. You look like someone who prefers punishing the fairer sex.” 
 
    Thorrin gave a dark grin, “It’s the reason I’m going south. Trolls killed my family and I want to hurt every last one of them. I tortured one a few months back and it made me harder than I had ever been in my life. Before I snuffed out his light, I punished him over and over until he begged me to stop. I told him I would stop and slammed my hammer against the back of his head with my cock still buried in him.” 
 
    Thorrin felt awful talking like that. He knew deep down he had to come up with a believable story, anything to help aid him in finding the troll master. During his travels he heard all sorts of stories and perversions. The one he wove felt like it could work with the tensions between the trolls and every other race across Lukken. Holding his breath, he watched Sybil and waited for her reaction. 
 
    Sybil’s smile slowly came back, “My my, you are looking for something to ease the pain. What a stroke of luck you came to us here in the Foxfire Inn. We may have the very thing you’re heart desires.”  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    The mood of the main room shifted as the performers left the stage. Thorrin followed Sybil as she led the way. Passing tables, the paladin looked down to see patrons taking hold of some of the wait staff and fondling them to giggles and coos. Other patrons pulled out small sacks and dumped fairy dust on the tables. The paladin looked to them for a moment before returning his gaze to Sybil’s back. The entire room seemed to ignite into the flames of lust and passion, the paladin feeling the familiar need to cleanse all of it. He was no prude but the debauchery had an evil taint to it that stained his soul.  
 
    Sybil moved to the spiral staircase and began her ascent. Thorrin followed as snorting sounds and moans mixed with the music of violins and piano. Inner conflict clouded his heart as he knew his purpose. The Sphere of Light was not affected by debauchery but he remained watchful for anyone being taken against their will. As far as he could see and hear, all parties were consenting but he couldn’t fully understand why it left a bad taste in his mouth. 
 
    Reaching the second floor, a rather large man in a robe waited at the top. Thorrin looked up to the seven foot human with wide shoulders and face carved out of hard granite. Sybil turned to Thorrin just as he reached the top. The large ox of a man stood with a giant hand out and darkness under his eyes. 
 
    “What I have to show you is very special. We cannot risk anything happening that may jeopardize clients or those servicing the clients. For everyone’s safety, I will have to ask you to hand over your hammer to Rocky until the details of our arrangement are worked out. You understand?” Sybil grinned. 
 
    Thorrin hesitated as he looked from Sybil to Rocky. The giant man kept his stony expression and his palm out. The paladin had no other weapons then his hammer and his abilities. Not wanting to raise suspicion, the player unhooked the hammer from his belt and handed it over. Thorrin knew it couldn’t be used against him unless he gifted or sold it but he also knew that without it, he was at a severe disadvantage. Feeling that he was close to finding the troll master, the paladin let go of his hammer and let his hand drop to his side. 
 
    Sybil bowed her head, “Now we can continue.” 
 
    Rocky turned and rested his back against a wall between two doors, hammer in hand. Sybil turned and began walking along the balcony edge over looking the main room. Thorrin followed, glancing over the side to see woman on tables with their legs spread and men of different races taking any hole they could invade. Some of the male staff were bent over a table or two, groaning as players and NPC’s seemed to be enjoying themselves. Fairy dust covered bouncing breasts and muffled moans clouded the very air.  
 
    The doors lined along the wall were closed, ajar or wide open. Thorrin couldn’t help but turn his head and glance in as he followed Sybil. In one, a couple was engaged, the woman looking out the door moaning as her partner took her from behind. She gave a naughty smile and moaned louder as Thorrin walked past. Another door was open as female elves took turns snorting fairy dust off a human male’s erect cock. He looked down and relished them as they snorted, then suckled at the end of his cock. 
 
    Thorrin averted his eyes until they passed another door wide open. Looking in, a woman was pinned to a wall while three naked men surrounded her. Her eyes were dead as one man moved his hips between her parted thighs. The two men to the sides stroked themselves and giggled, waiting their turn. The woman looked away, her face a blank mask of indifference as she trembled to the man invading her, soft black hair bouncing along her cheeks to each powerful thrust. 
 
    The paladin looked away and a stab of regret penetrated his heart. He wanted nothing more than to march in and rip those men off of her. Hand reaching for his hammer, eyes looked away and fingers curled into a fist. He couldn’t start anything when he was so close.   
 
    Sybil reached a door and opened it. Beyond it was a staircase going up. Thorrin glanced back down at the main room as a barbarian woman forced herself on one of the male wait staff. Turning back, he watched as Sybil took each step upwards into the darkness. The paladin followed, ignoring the open doors and main room, hoping the quest was nearly at an end. 
 
    At the top of the stairs were two men sitting on wooden seats and an iron door. A small table was to the side with several half full liquor bottles and nearly empty glasses. The men looked to Sybil and their gaze fell immediately to the floor. One got up, pulled out an iron key and fit it into the lock, waiting for a signal from the woman in leather. 
 
    “What you will see is but a taste of what can be offered. We can work out the price if it is to your liking. If you spend enough gold, I will be sure to send up anything you need,” Sybil smirked before turning to the guard and nodding her head. 
 
    The guard twisted the key in the lock. Metal shifted and something slid out of place. The door opened and Sybil pushed it open. Stepping in, Thorrin followed and took in his surroundings.  
 
    The room was bare except for a locked chest and small lantern to one side of the room with two chained figures on the opposite wall. Hoods covered their heads as metal links shifted. One was a large blue body. He was shirtless and only wore simple leggings. His feet were bare as black clawed toes shined in the dim lantern light. The other figure was female, wearing only a furry two piece. Her blue cleavage bounced as she stirred and tried to look around. The door slammed shut behind them and Sybil stepped to the middle of the room, facing the two prisoners. 
 
    “What we have here are two trolls who wandered much too close to Moon Haven. It took a little time for them to talk but the big one gave up all of his secrets when we threaten to slice open his companion, isn’t that right,” Sybil said as he reached up and pulled the hood off the male. 
 
    Thorrin kept his eyes neutral as he gazed upon the battered face of Nugan. From Talisa’s description, it was unmistakable. The troll master’s eyes gave off a calm grace even with his bruised face, short gray dreadlocks spilling to the sides. Sybil jammed her hand under his pointed chin and clasped her fingers to his face, giving him a rough shake before letting him go. Thorrin’s fingers flexed but they stayed at his sides. 
 
    “I understand he looks a little worse for wear but we have clerics that can fix him up before you take him. Does he meet your approval?” 
 
    Thorrin gave a grim nod. 
 
    Sybil eyed him and then turned back to the troll, “We should talk business before we set up your appointment.” 
 
    “How much?” Thorrin asked in a dark tone. 
 
    Sybil turned her eyes back to the troll, “He is special. Gold would not be enough for what you want to do to him.”  
 
    The woman in leather turned and gazed directly into Thorrin’s eyes, “That hammer of yours seems special. I recognized the runes along the bands as a strong lightning enchantment. To make a weapon that strong, you must have spent some considerable time on it. My mistress would be pleased if we took your hammer as payment. Of course we would supply you with a new hammer to take out your frustrations on our dear master here. We would ask for you not to kill him but we understand that these things happen. If he died, we would require a bonus payment of ten thousand gold to cover raising him back to life.” 
 
     “Sounds fair, I’ll pay that upfront,” Thorrin said as he returned Sybil’s gaze. 
 
    The woman let out a giggle before she stood up straighter, “It seems we have an accord. We will have to go downstairs and finalize the transaction before sending the clerics up.” 
 
    Sybil moved to the female troll and took hold of her hood, “Since you are paying upfront, I don’t see why we wouldn’t throw in this gem as extra.” 
 
    Thorrin watched as Sybil’s fingers curled into the hood fabric and pulled. The paladin’s eyes widened. Pink hair fell to one side as the female troll looked up with fear in her eyes. Half of her head was shaven the other half had long flowing pink hair. Eyes darted around as she looked to Sybil and then to Thorrin. Eyes watered as if she was prepared to beg for her life but her lips sealed shut and she whimpered. 
 
    Sybil looked to Thorrin’s shock and smiled, “She’s a rare one too, a pink haired troll with a fantastic body. You could let her watch while you work or take both of them. Either way I’m sure you will get everything you want from them.” 
 
    Thorrin could do nothing but nod, eyes on the two trolls. 
 
    “Excellent. Let’s go downstairs and finalize everything so the clerics can work,” Sybil laughed. 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes lingered on the two trolls as Sybil turned to the door. As it opened, the troll master gave the paladin a long sad stare. Thorrin wanted to mouth something to set him at ease but couldn’t risk it. Turning away, he followed Sybil through the door and down the stairs. 
 
    Sybil was humming as they climbed down to the second floor and onto the railed balcony. Thorrin looked down at the main room as bodies entwined and moans vibrated in the open air. Two robed figures sat off to the side, enjoying the show as the tables in the middle filled with writhing bodies.  
 
    The woman in tight leather walked to the spiral staircase and began her descent. Thorrin was about ten feet behind her, a shadow caressing his spirit. Stepping down, he took in the main room and noted four men. Three stood at each corner while the fourth, Rocky the ox in the robe, stood by the entrance with Thorrin’s hammer hanging from his belt. With quick glances, the paladin saw two of the men in black were thin and wiry while the third stood off in a dark corner, his hair a Mohawk and a thick beard covering his chin. They all wore black light armor but their eyes held darkness under them. 
 
    Sybil reached the bottom and swayed her hips as she walked to an empty table. When she reached it, she turned and rested her bottom against the edge. Thorrin stepped closer but looked from right to left, keeping an eye on the strange men in the corners. The small orgy happening on all sides continued until Sybil raised up a hand and snapped her fingers. 
 
    The crowd stopped their seductive embrace immediately. Bodies untangled as patrons and wait staff stood up and cleared the room. Thorrin watched as nearly the entire room emptied except for two cloaked figures in one booth and a lone cloaked figure in another. Turing around, he eyed the other men standing in the corners as they took a step closer and stood in the lantern light. 
 
    Sybil shook her head and leered, “And this is the part where you hand over your hammer to us and walk away.” 
 
    Thorrin stood his ground, “I thought we had a deal?” 
 
    The woman in leather let out a hideous cackle, “Did you really think your story would convince us, Thorrin Rivers.” 
 
    The paladin’s eyes narrowed. Mentally he called up his inventory and prepped his armor. 
 
    “You must have a rather large pair to come here and think you could steal what we have rightfully taken. Your kind are so fucking optimistic!” 
 
    Thorrin eyed the men surrounding him as ghostly weapons flared from their hands. One man with wide eyes grinned with a ghostly sword, the edge serrated on one side. Another one stood, bald with a tattoo of a smiling devil covering the right side of his head, a barbed whip glowing to life. The large man with the Mohawk lifted up a hammer similar to Thorrin’s except it was made of ghostly purple energy and the handle was much longer. Rocky stayed close to the entrance, his arms folded and his stony gaze on the lone paladin. 
 
    Thorrin drank in the scene around him as Sybil flicked her hands and ghostly fans glowed to life in each one. Standing up, she moved her arms with practiced ease and held one of the fans to her nose, covering the lower half of her face. The player knew what they were and braced himself. 
 
    Sybil took a menacing step forward, “Hand over the hammer and walk away or we will have to do terrible things to you.” 
 
    Thorrin’s gaze was steady, showing no hint of fear as he spoke, “Is your mistress here? I would like to meet her before I smash all of you into shards of light.” 
 
    Sybil stared as the ghostly fan covered her mouth, “You are not in a position to ask for anything. Either you give us the hammer or we loot it from your dying corpse, your choice.” 
 
    Thorrin wondered why they hesitated. They could have simply attacked and if they were powerful enough, they could kill him and take his hammer from him unless he did have an advantage. Glancing to the two robed figures in a booth, he saw the shine of large almond shaped eyes staring back from the shadows of the hood. The other figure held a staff and gave a small knowing nod. 
 
    Thorrin looked to Sybil and smirked, “For a bunch of dark paladins, you seem pretty skittish.” 
 
    Sybil’s brow hardened but a voice from the spiral stairwell floated down.  
 
    “They do not attack because I have told them not to attack,” a woman in a black robe took each step down until she reached the middle of the spiral staircase.  
 
    Fingers curling around the rail, she looked down at the paladin as he turned to her. She had long black hair and a runic band across her forehead and over her hair. Her eyes were lifeless as she stared down, her mouth nothing more than a thin slit. Thorrin recognized her as the woman with three men. Glancing to his sides, those men were surrounding him. 
 
    Thorrin looked back up to the pale woman and smiled, “The Bone Queen I presume?” 
 
    The woman kept her frozen gaze, “You are correct, paladin. I have asked my followers to stay their hand and give you a chance to give us your powerful hammer. The Foxfire is my establishment and it wouldn’t do well to fight on the property, it brings the value down.” 
 
    “And if I refuse?” 
 
    The Bone Queen’s face remained a frozen mask, “Then they shall kill you and loot it from your corpse. Then they will kill your friends who foolishly came here to fight at your side.” 
 
    The cloaked figures stood up from their booth. Jon pulled back his hood to reveal his smiling face. Ro pulled back her small hood and brushed away the cloak from her shoulders to show the white bracers with a blue gem on each. Her small frame was exposed with the strange white armor gleaming in the lantern light. Her little green hand reached up and brushed away a lock of her purple hair as determination filled those large eyes. 
 
    Thorrin kept his smirk, “For a bunch of NPC’s, you guys have a nice racket going on here. Let me guess, you loot magical weapons to arm your hidden army, or do you sell them to fund some diabolical plan to conquer Lukken?” 
 
    Sybil let out a giggle as the other men grinned from ear to ear. 
 
    “We’re not NPC’s. We’re players,” Sybil giggled harder. 
 
    “Fucker doesn’t even know we can fuck his shit up and take everything from him,” the man with the wicked sword laughed like a mad hatter. “We should snare him at death’s door and take turns fucking him!” 
 
    “Shut it Wyrm! You’re giving me too many ideas,” said the man with the devil tattoo. 
 
    “You shut it, Devvil! I want him to squirm!” Wyrm laughed. 
 
    Thorrin turned around to see the mad gleam in their eyes. He thought for sure this was an NPC story line but now it had shifted into something darker. The player knew PVP areas could go down that dark road. With the heat of battle coursing through a player’s veins, the need for sexual gratification and violence were often one of the same. Rape was not condoned among actual players but certain things skirted the rules such as fairy dust and certain abilities and spells. A player could opt out at anytime but they would be leaving their virtual self behind to be treated any which way by the victor. In a realm where 90% of the game was consensual, there was the abyssal ten percent that danced on the fence. Thorrin’s heart hardened as he saw he was among some of that ten percent and a chill ran up his spine. 
 
    Sybil lowered her ghostly fan, eyes on the paladin, “We can make it so much worse than death. Hand over the hammer and you will leave, untouched.” 
 
    Rocky stood by the entrance, watching the show. Thorrin’s hammer hanging from his belt, the large man smirked with contained amusement as he readied for the fireworks to come. Just then, a person stepped through and stood at his side. Rocky turned to see a man in a black cloak and leather armor gazing into the main room. His hair was dark except for a small dark blonde curl on his forehead. 
 
    “What are we looking at?” the man asked. 
 
    Rocky gave the man a hard stare, “Nothing. You should leave.” 
 
    The man continued to stare, “It doesn’t look like nothing. The woman on the spiral staircase seems important, like she’s the leader. The three guys and girl seem like her minions and with their weapons out, it looks like a party is about to start. Do you sell popcorn here?” 
 
    Rocky turned and glared down, “Leave or you will be removed.” 
 
    A second player, this time a dark haired elf, strolled up to Rocky’s back and stared out to the room, “What are we looking at?” 
 
    The man with the blonde curl shrugged, “I think there is going to be a fight. That guy that is surrounded seems like he’s in trouble. The short goblin and tall man to the side might be there to help the guy in the middle. I don’t know that other cloaked figure in the booth but they are just staring, maybe waiting for the fireworks?” 
 
    Rocky turned incredulously from the man to the elf and then back, eyes filling with rage. 
 
    The first man looked out at the paladin in the middle, “Hey! Is this the party?” 
 
    Thorrin turned his head and a smile crept into his cheeks, “Yea, it’s the party. Did you bring anything?” 
 
    Renner nodded as Rocky lifted up his oversized hands, “Yea! I brought the magic!” 
 
    The rogue’s hand moved in a blur, drawing a dagger from inside his cloak and driving it upwards. Rocky’s eyes went wide as the blade slid into his stomach and twisted. Rocky’s big hands came down and touched Renner’s shoulders just as he pulled the dagger back. An arcane word fell from the large man’s lips and energy surged into his hands. Renner pulled back only to be blasted with a dual lightning attack. The rogue’s face wrinkled in pain as he was hurtled back and crashed into a wall.  
 
    Bedlam ensued as bodies twisted and weapons flashed. Thorrin’s gray and gold armor appeared over his body as he activated his Holy Protection. Sybil charged the paladin, glowing fans flashing. Thorrin stepped back, arms up as ghostly fans slashed at his aura and bracers. The player went into the defensive, stepping back as the dark paladin screeched and slashed. 
 
    Wyrm rushed to Sybil’s side. Vass unhooked Thorrin’s hammer from Rocky’s belt and charged into the heat of battle. Rocky turned and whispered arcane words until something stabbed at his side and caused the spell to fizzle. Rocky looked down at a crossbow bolt in his ribs and then looked up to see Renner leaning against the very wall he hit and reloading, humming a tune. The mage was about to unleash another spell when the bolt in his side glowed with runes. 
 
    “Yea, it’s gonna hurt,” Renner said as he finished reloading and turned his attention to the chaos blooming in the middle of the room. 
 
    The runes sparked and then exploded, hurtling the giant mage into a wall. Renner lifted up his crossbow and looked to aim as two more bodies joined the fray. The large man with the Mohawk turned to see two paladins rushing him. Jon was there first, staff up and blocking his incoming hammer. White sparks flew as the paladin moved in closer, shoving the hammer away and spinning his staff around, striking the opposite end at the dark paladin’s jaw. The dark paladin stepped back and shook it off, eyes cold as he stalked forward. Staff and hammer clashed as Jon tried to keep the enemy at bay. 
 
    “What’s your name, enemy of my friends?” Jon grunted as his virtual muscles strained. 
 
    The man continued with his unfeeling gaze, “Skullz.” 
 
    “How original,” Jon quipped. 
 
    Skullz lifted a heavy boot and slammed it down on Jon’s knee. The paladin shifted, unable to use his strength to hold the dark paladin back. Skullz lifted his hammer and brought it hard across. The paladin’s aura flared as he was lifted up and thrown into a table, splintering it to pieces. 
 
    Ro was already airborne as Jon let out a grunt and tried to get back to his feet. The goblin was flying at the dark paladin, mouth open into a roar. Arms out, the blue gem on each bracer glowed to life. The white and gray bracers began to shift as metal parts slid and extended. Skullz pulled back with hammer in hand, watching the female goblin barreling toward him. White metal bent and changed to engulf her tiny hands. The armor over her chest and arms crawled with energy, magical pistons working as they pumped mana and faith. Giant oversized mechanical hands engulfed the goblin’s green hands, metal fingers opening for a moment before closing into large fists. Skullz whipped his hammer hard across but the goblin was already twisting in the air. An oversized metal hand clamped on the incoming hammer. Using it to pull herself closer, she let go of the hammer and wrapped her legs around the dark paladin’s throat. Skullz’s little eyes widened as Ro brought an armored fist across his face from the left and then struck from the right. Skullz stumbled back as the goblin rained down fist after fist while roaring like justice unleashed. 
 
    Thorrin could barely keep up as the two dark paladins rained down attack after attack. Bracer’s sparking; he managed to glance past them to see Vass running through the room with his hammer in hand. Wyrm laughed as he tried to slice downward only for his wicked blade to be knocked away. Thorrin threw his weight forward at Sybil. The dark paladin ducked low and slashed. Thorrin grunted as some hit points drained but pushed on to grab her by the shoulder. Activating his Holy Touch, golden energy flared. Sybil screeched as she stumbled back, trails of smoke rising up from her shoulder. Thorrin pressed his attack but grunted as a blade stabbed into his side.  
 
    “Stick you like a pig,” Wyrm cackled before dark energy flowed from his hand and along the wicked blade. 
 
    Thorrin felt the sharp sting as darkness penetrated his armor and into him. A “Disease” status effect blinked, draining some of his stats. The paladin lifted his arm up and whipped it across; slamming his bracer into the dark paladin’s laughing face. Wyrm stopped laughing and stumbled off, pulling his blade out of the paladin. Thorrin took a step forward and a ghostly fan sliced at the side of his neck. Another status effect appeared, “Bleeding Wounds”. The player lifted his hand to his neck, trying to staunch the flow of digital blood. Sybil capitalized on the attack and slipped closer, her fan slicing at his leg. Thorrin’s hit points slowly drained as he backpedaled. At this rate, he would be dead soon.  
 
      Vass pumped her legs until a ghostly whip struck out and splintered the wooden floor at her feet. Stunned, she looked to Devvil as he curled the whip in the air and lashed it at the hammer in her hand. The elf spun away as the whip cracked at the air, missing the hammer. The rogue’s free hand slipped to her bandolier and pulled out a small white dagger. As Devvil’s whip curled back for another strike, the elf flicked her wrist. The white dagger darted through the air. Devvil growled until a sharp pain blazed from his leg. Looking down, he saw the white dagger imbedded between two plates of armor covering his stomach. The dagger flared white hot and the dark paladin screamed his dismay. Reaching down with his free hand, he grabbed the hilt of the blade and another scream roared up from his open mouth. Pulling his hand away, black scorch marks covered the inside of his palm and fingers. 
 
    Vass was to the dark paladin, booted foot slamming into his stomach and bending him in half. The elf lifted her leg up and axe dropped it down on his head, sending his face crashing into the floor. Devvil rolled to his side, eyes confused before a menacing glare took over. Dark energy swirled into a black aura as he slowly stood up. A hand curled around the white dagger and it flared for a moment before its light died and turned to ash. 
 
    “We are going to take turns fucking that pretty mouth,” Devvil said as he lashed his ghostly whip in the air. 
 
    Vass ducked down and then moved to the side as the whip flashed across and down. Chunks of floor blasted upwards as the dark paladin made the elf dance. Vass looked over to see Thorrin barely holding his own as the leather clad Sybil pressed her attacks. Wyrm stepped closer to join the frenzy. With one arm, Thorrin could barely keep them at bay, unable to heal himself. Bodies moved with kinetic rhythms as Vass could not get a clear path to throw the hammer. 
 
    Wyrm laughed and laughed and laughed as he continued to hack at the paladin. He was so engrossed in his attacks; he didn’t see the cloaked figure move behind him. Cloak splitting open, pale hands drew two metal staves from the darkness of the cloak. A feminine body bent at the knee as the two batons were held at her sides. Hood up, she took a sharp intake of breath before exploding forward. Wyrm’s eyes went wide as a hard stave struck the side of one knee and then the other. The dark paladin never had a chance to turn around as metal rods blitzed spots where there was no armor. Hit points drained as he tried to turn his attacks. Reeling, he turned around only for a baton to strike him across the face three times in rapid succession. Clutching at his ruined face, he fell backwards. 
 
    Vass danced as she dodged Devvil’s attacks until a bolt slammed into his shoulder. The dark paladin looked down as runes glowed along the shaft and exploded. The dark paladin stumbled back, clutching at his shoulder. Vass turned to see Thorrin barely standing as Sybil pressed on. With a whistle, Thorrin looked up to see Vass already letting go of the hammer and it spinning toward him. The paladin planted his feat and threw his shoulder into Sybil. The dark paladin spun away and slashed across. Thorrin grunted as his hit points drained rapidly. Hand outstretched, fingers curled around the handle and took a firm grip. 
 
    Sybil gave a manic leer as she charged the paladin with his back to her. Thorrin turned just as she was within two feet, hammer charging with mystical energy.  
 
    “Sit down,” Thorrin said as a lightning bolt exploded and slammed into Sybil’s chest. 
 
    The dark paladin screeched as her black aura blazed. Body hurtling through the air, she crashed onto the stage and rolled into the curtain, trails of smoke rising from her body.  
 
    Thorrin clutched at his neck. He knew he couldn’t stop the status effect but he began to heal himself. Draining hit points slowed, giving him a fighting chance as he turned to the room. The cloaked figure turned to the paladin, eyes drinking in his form. Thorrin looked to his savior and nodded, noting the wrappings covering her entire body from her neck to her feet. Renner reloaded and aimed at the big dark paladin. He was still struggling as Ro pounded his face. Renner aimed, making sure not to hit the little goblin when something glowed to his right. Whipping his crossbow, he pulled the trigger just as it aimed at the fallen Rocky. The giant mage’s hand was outstretched as arcane words bled from his lips. The bolt struck him in the throat and Renner blew a goodbye kiss. The spell fizzled and the bolt glowed before it exploded. Rocky’s body shattered into shards of light, scattering across the damaged floor. 
 
    Skullz reached up and took hold of the goblin. Ro clamped an oversized hand over his head, holding on as the dark paladin tried to pull her off. Foot kicking up, she kicked him in the throat three times before the dark paladin let out a muffled roar and slammed a dark fist into her side. Ro’s eyes went wide as unholy energy surged and clashed against her aura. Holding on for dear life, she attempted to crush the dark paladin’s skull when another dark fist rammed into her side, sending her flying and crashing onto the floor. Jon was to his feet and rushing to her aid when Skullz closed the distance and brought his hammer down in a berserker rage. The strikes were so powerful; Jon fell to one knee as the hammer came down again and again. A lightning bolt arced and slammed into Skullz’s back. Tiny eyes widening, Jon spun his staff and brought one end straight up under the dark paladin’s chin. Skullz’s body went straight up and he fell backwards onto a table, splintering it to pieces.  
 
    Jon slowly stood up as Thorrin held his hammer out, giving the fellow paladin a nod. Renner aimed his crossbow bolt at the Bone Queen as she stayed on the spiral staircase, dead eyes drinking them in. Wyrm pulled out a potion and drank it. Devvil heaved as he tried to get back up. Sybil stirred on the stage as Skullz moved an arm and little else. 
 
    Thorrin kept his hand on his neck and pointed his hammer at the dead eyed woman on the staircase, “Give us the trolls and walk away.” 
 
    The Bone Queen gazed down upon the paladin with contempt, “No paladin, it is you who will surrender. Bend a knee.” 
 
    A pale hand lifted up as dark energy curled around open fingers. Thorrin kept his hammer steady as he fired off his last lightning bolt. It streaked through the air just as energy blazed, countered by a thick black lightning bolt surging from the Bone Queen. Eyes watched in horror as the black lightning engulfed Thorrin’s attack. Black and white energy surged before the white energy was snuffed out. Thorrin just managed to stumble to the side as the black lightning bolt hit the floor and blasted it to cinders. Vass looked down at the hole a few feet away, the sound of rushing water a few feet below. 
 
    Renner aimed, smiled and pulled the trigger. The crossbow bolt launched into the air. Time slowed down as the Bone Queen’s eyes turned to the bolt mid-flight. An arcane circle appeared over her shoulder as a ghostly gauntlet stretched out. Renner’s smile slowly faded as the hand snatched the bolt from the air, a foot from the Bone Queen’s face. The arcane circle bled away as a shadow knight appeared at her side, holding the bolt. Then another appeared at her other side. The shadow knight turned the bolt in his hand and threw it down at the rogue. Renner spun away as the bolt struck the wall and exploded. Shards of wood flew up, striking and knocking the rogue off balance as he crashed to the floor. 
 
     Arcane circles appeared all over the main floor. Thorrin, Vass, Jon, Ro and their mysterious savior put their backs to each other as ghostly knights rose up from dead mystical circles. 
 
    “We can’t win this,” the mysterious woman said with a light French accent. 
 
    “I think she’s right,” Vass said as she looked to Renner lying on the other side of the room, unmoving. 
 
    Undead knights stood, swords in ghostly hands and hollow eyes staring out at the living. The stench of death rolled through the room, mixing with the sound of rushing water below them. The Bone Queen gazed down at the small group, outnumbered five to one. 
 
    “I control life, death and lust in Moon Haven. Kneel and we can discuss how you will repay for your transgressions.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to the shadow knights as he spoke, “Stay close and fight our way to the staircase. We can bottleneck them there.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Jon said with a nod. 
 
    “Burn the dead!” Ro spat as she flexed her oversized metal hands. 
 
    “Fools! We can’t win this,” the masked woman growled. 
 
    “Vass. You and our friend here should try to rescue Renner and get out of here. We can meet up later,” 
 
    Vass bit her lip, “What about you?” 
 
    Thorrin eyed the undead knights and let out a sigh, “We run, they will move the trolls somewhere else, and we may never see them again. We have to push forward, it’s now or never……” Thorrin never had a chance to finish. 
 
    A black lightning bolt streaked through the room, slamming into the side of Thorrin’s face. The world spun as magical energy dazzled his eyes. Chaos bloomed as Ro and Jon charged into the knights. Arcane staff flashing, a knight shattered to pieces after one blow. Ro leapt into the air, her armored gauntlets smashing into a knight, white energy arcing and cracking their ghostly form. Time slowed as Vass watched Thorrin knocked off his feet, stumbling and reeling from the black lightning bolt. The masked woman looked up to see the Bone Queen smiling with a sardonic glow. Vass’s arms reached out to grab the paladin when a ghostly blade sank into her side. Fingers shuddered as she missed taking a hold of Thorrin by inches. 
 
    Shadow Knights crowed in on the group, blades raising up and slashing down. Jon smashed an undead knight to pieces before swords jammed into his body. Ro dodged and slammed her giant mechanical fist into one knight and then another before a sword point penetrated her leg. The goblin didn’t cry out as she pulled the blade out with one giant metal hand and punched with another. The cloaked woman bended at the knee and launched herself through the air. Vass grunted as another blade stabbed her, draining her hit points. She watched as the mysterious woman moved through the air toward Thorrin.  
 
    The paladin just managed to regain his balance when a sword point sank into his lower back. Thorrin grunted and turned to fight when the cloaked woman soared through the air directly at him. Arms unfolding outward in the last moment, she grabbed and crashed into him. Thorrin was knocked off his feet as he fell to the wood floor, his head directly over the hole in the middle of the room. Before he could act, the woman curled fingers along the neck of his armor and pulled. The paladin was lifted and thrown down the hole to the black waters below. Striking the black water, the paladin sank like a stone into the murky depths and wild current. 
 
    Vass watched helplessly as the cloaked woman dived into the hole, not looking back. Ro held her oversized fists over her as ghostly blades rained down. Jon was slashed across his leg once and then twice before he fell to his knees. Vass coughed up blood as a knight pulled his blade from her body and back handed her across the face, sending her spiraling to the floor. 
 
    Renner managed to open his eyes as Vass fell. Summoning his strength, he tried to get up until Wyrm stepped to him with a manic grin. The dark paladin lifted up a boot and slammed it into Renner’s face, causing the rogue to freefall into silent darkness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    Black water swirled as Thorrin looked up at the dying light. Body sinking, A meter appeared in his display indicating how long he had before he drowned. The meter lost a blue bar and soon another as he sank to the murky depths. A long moment passed before he hit bottom and debris bloomed around him. With a sliver of light from above, he tried to sit up and get his footing. Standing up, he kicked off the mud only to rise about a foot before he sank back down. 
 
    Panic began to set in. Hit points were already down to less than forty. He still had the Bleeding Wounds status effect and his Wisdom stat was low. A strange sensation took over as he felt he was breathing but the blue bars disappeared one by one the longer he was down there. He was in a virtual environment and though he would not drown, his character would if he stayed down any longer. Looking down at his armor, he realized the weight was keeping him down at the bottom of the river. Tapping a finger to his breastplate, it vanished. Tapping the armor on his arms and forearms, it faded from view. The player felt lighter as he kicked off the river floor and swam upwards. 
 
    A skeletal hand reached up and took hold of his ankle. Thorrin stayed calm as he looked down. Even in the dim light, he could see the boney skulls of the dead rise up from the mud. Skeletal hands reached up, clamoring to take hold of the living thing and drag it down, snuffing out its light. Thorrin kicked and fought. Pointing his hand, a golden ray flashed down and shattered a skeleton with holy light. Thorrin tried to swim up but more boney hands took hold of his boots. Hammer in hand, it didn’t have the reach to swing down and smash skeletons. Looking up, his oxygen was at less than half and he had only moments before he drowned.  
 
    A dark silhouette against the light appeared. Arms and legs kicked as a figure swam down toward him, cloak billowing behind. Thorrin fought as the dead reached up and dragged him down. The figure swam down past him and pulled a baton from her belt. Even under water, she lashed out as if the weight had no effect on her. The metal baton smashed one skull after another. Skeletons burst into light, illuminating the dark river waters. Thorrin watched, captivated as the woman in tight wraps kicked and shattered skulls. When the last arm holding him was shattered, the woman turned and swam up. Her arm curled around the paladin as his arm curled around her. They both kicked furiously until finally they reached the surface. 
 
    Instinct took over and Thorrin gasped for air. The woman took hold of his shirt and dragged him through the water. Around them were thick wooden pillars holding up part of the Foxfire Inn. Swimming just past it, the current took hold and swept the paladin and stranger down the river. 
 
       The current was strong as it dragged the two players along. Slipping under another set of buildings built over the river, Thorrin reached out and took the stranger’s hand and pulled her with him to the glowing shore. Boots touched muddy, shallow bottom and they stalked out of the water collapsing on wet ground. Above them was a building and they were surrounded by pillars. Faint glowing patches illuminated the darkness. Different colored moss gave the wooden pillars a neon light against dark shadows. 
 
    Thorrin sat on his rump, sinking an inch or two in the mud. The stranger sat by him and let out a relieved sigh. The paladin turned his head to her, eyes taking in her cloak at her shoulders, tight body wraps and black mask covering the lower half of her face. Her eyes looked on before she sheathed one of her batons to her belt. Thorrin noted he was at sixteen hit points and had only regenerated a few wisdom points. 
 
    “Do you need any healing?” Thorrin asked his savior. 
 
    The hooded player shook her head, “No, heal yourself.” 
 
    Thorrin pressed a glowing hand to his neck. Light filled the area for a moment as healing energy cascaded over his wounds. Some closed but not all. Wisdom spent, he would need a few hours before he was at full strength again. 
 
    “Thank you,” Thorrin said. 
 
    The masked woman turned her eyes to him with an annoyed flare, “A real thank you would have been to heed my words before.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “I had to try.” 
 
    The paladin stood up in the mud and checked himself before looking down at the cloaked figure, “I need to save my friends.” 
 
    The woman shook her head again, “You will get yourself killed. You’re in no condition to fight dark paladins and that necromancer.” 
 
    Thorrin was silent as he mulled it over. She was right, he was in no condition to keep fighting but he knew he couldn’t abandon his sister and friends. Cruel frustration lashed at his heart as he tried to come up with a plan. 
 
    The hooded woman looked up, seeing the conflict behind his eyes, “I have been studying the Bone Queen and her minions for the last few nights. I might be able to help.” 
 
    Thorrin remained silent as the figure continued. 
 
    “The Bone Queen doesn’t like to stray far from the inn. The reason being, she is not only conducting her slaves there but she has a cache of magical weapons. That is why she has taken those dark paladins into her service. She gives them some of the weapons and allows them to have any slave they want. In return, they help protect her.” 
 
    Thorrin kept his eyes steady, “You know this because you were going to steal the magical weapons.” 
 
    The figure’s demeanor didn’t change as she looked to him, “You going to hand out holy justice on me?” 
 
    “Stealing from evil creatures is not a crime,” Thorrin smirked. 
 
    The hooded woman eyed him for a moment before reaching up and pulling down her cloth mask and then pulling back her hood. Thorrin’s eyes widened a hair as her beauty blossomed. Long wavy blonde hair spilled down past her shoulders. Bright green eyes looked up. High cheekbones and smooth skin nearly glowed in the moss light. As his eyes adjusted, the player couldn’t help but gaze upon her. Her outfit was like a cat suit made of black mummy wraps. It could barely contain her sensual curves as he managed to see her fully. Back at the inn, she was agile and quick which explained why she wore such a skin tight outfit. The woman’s thin waist held a belt with a small pouch and two batons against each hip. Eyes looking away, Thorrin couldn’t help but notice raised nipples from her ample chest.  
 
    The woman let a small smile slip as Thorrin tried to be polite, “My name is Deidra Chalice, rogue.” 
 
    “Thorrin Rivers, paladin,” Thorrin looked to her and smiled. 
 
    Deidra stood up and brushed mud off her legs, “I’m willing to work together if I can take some of the weapons. They are worth a lot of coin.” 
 
    “I could never ask you to….” Deidra cut him off. 
 
    “You’re not asking, I’m offering. I know most of the layout of the inn and have an idea on where the weapons are. We can save your friends first and then attempt to take the loot. Neither one of us can do it ourselves so we should work together, partner.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed the mystical beauty before nodding his head. It would be suicide if he went in alone but with the aid of Deidra, they would have a fighting chance. 
 
    “I need time to regenerate my stats and hit points but until I’m back to full strength, there is something I have to do first.”  
 
    Before she could say anything, Deidra watched the paladin as he turned and stepped through the mud. The rogue followed close behind, lifting her mask to her nose. 
 
    *** 
 
    Renner opened his eyes and let out a groan. Taking in his surroundings, he noticed a pair of trolls chained to the wall across from him with black sacks over their heads. Turning from side to side, he saw Vass to his right and the two paladins to his left. Jon was chained to the wall, his head tilted forward. The goblin was also chained to the wall, a ball gag in her mouth. She was wearing normal clothes with no sign of her armor. The rogue then noticed that Jon didn’t have his staff and with a quick glance to Vass, she didn’t have her bandolier of daggers. The rogue let out a tired sigh as he looked down and saw he didn’t have his weapons either. Vass turned her head to him with tired eyes. 
 
    “We’re getting real bad at this,” Renner smiled. 
 
    “I think the more I hang around you, the more I get captured,” Vass said and stuck out her tongue. 
 
    “This is only our second time. You don’t like our dates?” 
 
    “I prefer our dates naked in fancy rooms with lots of wine,” Vass grinned. 
 
    Renner looked to the goblin as her eyes fluttered, “Why was she gagged?” 
 
    “She’s normally shy unless she is fighting evil. Then she can’t help herself. She continued to mouth off as they captured and chained us up here,” Jon said in a low tone. 
 
    Ro’s eyes opened and she looked around. Her chains rattled as she pulled a few times before she relented. Large pointed green ears flexed as she listened, ignoring everyone around her. 
 
    “I can hear them too. They are at the bottom of the stairs, whispering about something,” Vass said. 
 
    “Probably who they are going to torture first,” Jon said softly. 
 
    “Well we can’t stay here. Vass, do you have any lock picks hidden away?” Renner asked. 
 
    The elf shook her head, “No, they took everything. I’m surprised I still have my clothes on.” 
 
    Renner pulled up his inventory and saw that it was empty, “Me too.” 
 
    “If you’re planning an escape, can you include us? I can reward you once we are free and away from Moon Haven,” said the larger male troll. 
 
    Renner looked to the hooded troll, “How much?” 
 
    “Renner!” Vass hissed. 
 
    Renner smiled, “I meant, yes we will help you anyway but how much?” 
 
    “I have gold stored in several locations across Lukken. There is one close to Merlor. I am willing to part with some of it if you take me and my companion, Sora, to the seaside town.” 
 
    Renner grinned, “It’s a deal.” 
 
    Vass shook her head, “Okay genius, how’re we even getting out of here?” 
 
    Renner looked to the dark haired elf and winked, “We have luck on our side.” 
 
    Vass let out a groan, “You always say that. Can you think of something else to say instead of ‘We have luck on our side’,” Vass deepened her voice at the last part to sound like a goon. 
 
    “It’s my catch phrase. You don’t like it?” 
 
    Vass tried to hide her smirk by looking away, “Just get us out of here.” 
 
    “As luck would have it, the plan is unfolding as we speak,” Renner grinned. 
 
    Vass, Jon and Ro let out groans as Renner smiled. 
 
    Outside, a golden fairy peeked over the side of the roof to the windows under her. Some had lit lanterns while others were dark. Gylda fluttered along the edge, looking for a way in. All the windows were closed and she guessed locked but one window was partially open. The luck fairy hesitated to fly down as she noticed shadows moving to a steady rhythm. 
 
    Knowing her partner was in danger; the fairy climbed down and hung her tiny head at the edge of the half open window. Looking in, she could see a lantern glowing and a man and woman in a lover’s embrace. The woman moaned as the man lay on her, driving his hips between her parted legs as if to break her in two. She seemed to be enjoying it because her hands squeezed his ass, urging him to continue. Past them, the door to the room was slightly ajar. 
 
    Gylda waited as the woman’s eyes stared at the ceiling, her mouth open and gasping, urging her lover on and on. The fairy knew she would be spotted as soon as she flew in. Waiting and waiting, she could see the woman was getting close. Her breathing increased and her body began to shudder. Eyes closing, she let out a wail as she trembled. 
 
    Gylda bolted in and zipped through the small room to the door. Slipping over the top, the woman opened her eyes and clutched at her lover, whispering for him to keep fucking her. 
 
    The golden fairy flew up and stood on the doorway edge. Looking down, the second floor area was empty except for a door in the corner. A woman with straight hair and a large man with a Mohawk stood, the door next to them slightly open. They murmured to each other, the big one with a blank stare and the woman giving him a crazy gaze.  
 
    Trying to not bring any attention to herself, Gylda moved along the edge and hopped to another door edge. Making her way closer, she could hear what they were saying. The fairy kept her eyes wide open as she hopped closer and closer. 
 
    “You can have the elf but I want the goblin,” Sybil demanded. 
 
    “You can have the men but I want the women,” Skullz said in a low tone. 
 
    Sybil crossed her arms, “We have to hurry if we are going to take what we want, besides, I like the goblins fire.” 
 
    “I’m not an idiot, you want her so she can give up secrets on working her armor,” Skullz said in a deep voice. 
 
    Sybil grinned ear to ear, “I would never, what kind of dark paladin you think I am?” 
 
    “An evil one,” Skullz said with a small leer. 
 
    “How about we work her over and then afterwards we can discuss who gets what,” Sybil said with a calm understanding tone. 
 
    “No,” Skullz said with the delicacy of a hammer. 
 
    Sybil’s smile twisted downward into a frown, “The amount of times I sucked your dick, you think you’d be grateful!” 
 
    Gylda fluttered over them and onto the open door. With a quick dive she was in the small stair case and fluttered up as the two dark paladins continued to argue. Floating down onto the stairs, she peeked over the top stair to see two guards sitting, their heads forward and eyes closed. The luck fairy glanced over to a small table with the key ring on it. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, she silently flew up to the table and grabbed the key ring. Flying up, the few keys clinked on the ring. The fairy froze but neither guard budged. They were fast asleep. Gylda let out an exhale before moving to the door and slowly turning the key. The door made metal clinking noises but as Gylda looked back, the guards kept their deflated bodies in their chairs. Making the final turn, the lock slid out of place and the door opened. Slipping in, she took the key with her and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Heads in the private room turned to see the golden yellow fairy zip to them and fluttered before Renner. She gave him a stern look, key ring in hand. 
 
    “You’re getting bad at this. This is the second time,” Gylda frowned. 
 
    “Har har, just unlock the chains please,” Renner said with a sickening sweet smile. 
 
    Gylda slipped the key into the lock and turned. The chain lock opened at Renner’s wrist, as the luck fairy moved to the next lock. 
 
    “Do you have a plan?” The hooded troll asked. 
 
    Renner rubbed his wrist, “Not yet but we might have a little time to think of something.” 
 
    Vass closed her eyes as Gylda unlocked each chain at her wrists, one by one. The elf hoped Thorrin managed to escape and would be making his way back to them. Without their weapons, they didn’t stand a chance and they all knew it. 
 
    *** 
 
    Father Abel sat comfortably on a pew, enjoying the view. A red skinned, horned succubus was between his knees, lips wrapped around his thick member. Slobbering up and down on his cock, she cooed as wet inches slid against her lips, tongue and touching the back of her throat. Looking up, she eyed him and pressed her tongue along the underside of his shaft. 
 
    “Vala forgives those who wish to be forgiven. Do you wish to be forgiven?” Father Abel asked in a comforting whisper. 
 
    The succubus pulled back from his throbbing cock and stroked the shaft as the tip lay against her cheek, “Yes father, I need forgiveness for my wicked ways. I can’t help myself.” 
 
    Father Abel smiled, “It is in your nature to feed on people but with Vala’s power, I can feed your hunger so you may not hurt anyone. Do you accept Vala’s divine blessing?” 
 
    “I do,” The succubus whined as she felt he priest’s cock thicken in her hand. 
 
    “Nika, take my instrument in your mouth and accept Vala’s love.” 
 
    Nika quickly clamped her lips around the tip, sliding down as veins bulged at her lips. A moment later, Father Abel took hold of a horn and kept her head in place. With a groan, white seed spurted into her throat. The succubus let out a long moan as her eyes rolled into the back of her head. Come spurted again and again and the demon quickly swallowed it down, energy flowing into her body and raising her urges. The priest let out a final grunt as Nika teased out every drop and sucked it down, letting go of her horn. 
 
    Standing up, the succubus didn’t let a single drop fall away. The priest gazed upon her fit body, large breasts and short skirt. Nika turned, her long thin tail whipping about as she pulled up her skirt. Clawed hands took hold of each ass cheek and spread them while looking back over her shoulder. The priest admired her voluptuous ass, tight asshole and dripping valley. Nika lowered herself onto the priest’s still hard member. Wetness coated the end and soon she was sliding down slowly, enjoying every inch. 
 
    “I’m so hungry. Please don’t stop feeding me your cock,” Nika whined. 
 
    “My dear, Vala grants me the power to spray my seed as many times as I wish. I will be sure you have earned your forgiveness. Now be a good sinner and ride my cock. That’s good…..very good….” 
 
    Nika moved her ass up and down, the priest’s cock appearing and disappearing in her tight, hot space. Inner muscles worked, clamping onto him and moving along his rock hard member, begging and teasing for him to come again. The priest watched as she moaned and whined for more of his living seed. Naked breasts bounced and the priest sat up, cupping them and running a finger over pointed nipples. The succubus shuddered to his touch, causing her hips to work faster. 
 
    “No need to hurry. We have all night for Vala’s many blessings,” Father Abel said with an amused tone. 
 
    “I…I need more….” Nika hissed as if she was on the verge of crying. 
 
    “I will be sure to fill every hole, so you can sleep soundly,” the priest smiled as he pinched her nipples. 
 
    The succubus cried out and an orgasm bloomed. Loud whimpers filled the church as Nika continued to thrust her hips down on the priest’s manhood. The mood was rich with seductive moans when a muffled sound floated in.  
 
    Father Abel’s ears twitched as he turned his head. Trying to listen, all he could hear was the demon’s moans. Hands reached down to her waist and held her down to his hilt. The succubus continued her whining, moving her hips in a circular motion and squeezing him. 
 
    “Oh…Father….”Nika’s words dripped like honey in the air. 
 
    “Silence! Did you hear that?” Father Abel asked in a harsh whisper. 
 
    The succubus continued to move her hips, lost to the sensations. Father Abel turned his head from side to side, trying to hear anything. Only the wet moaning sounds of the succubus filled the area. 
 
    Father Abel wondered if the undead were scratching at the main doors again. He had dispatched them before but every few nights a zombie or skeleton would claw at the doors, hungry for the living. 
 
    “I’m coming again,” Nika squealed as her eyes once again rolled into her head. 
 
    Father Abel continued to listen as wetness filled his lap and the succubus made inhuman moans, rising and falling on his cock. 
 
    The front door shattered off its hinges and landed on the middle walkway with a “CRASH”! 
 
    Father Abel pushed up to his feet and knocked the succubus to the floor. Nika let out a yelp and moaned as she hit the floor, still in the throes of pleasure. The priest’s robes fell down around him as he moved to the aisle and stared at the smashed entryway. Nothing stirred as the outside lanterns illuminated the doorway. The priest stared with hard eyes, his mind preparing to activate one of his cleric abilities. 
 
    “Nika, get up and leave,” Father Abel shouted at her. 
 
    The succubus barely lifted up her torso, eyes lost, “It feels so good. I….I….” she trailed off. 
 
    Two dark figures moved from each side and filled the doorframe, shadows covering their faces. 
 
    Father Abel relaxed as he stared down the aisle, “No need to barge in. We of Vala’s faith are here to bring guidance. Step into the light so I may see your beautiful faces.” 
 
    The figures remained motionless. Father Abel’s smile wilted until the figures began to walk in. Shadows curled away to reveal a tall paladin with a hammer in hand and a hooded figure at his side. The priest recognized Thorrin’s face and his cheery smile returned. 
 
    “Thorrin, so glad to see you again, have you succeeded on your rescue quest?” 
 
    “I thought you would be at the docks….waiting for us?” Thorrin said in a dark tone. 
 
    Father Abel kept his smile, “I was going shortly. One of my flock required special healing. If you have the trolls with you then we may be on our way.” 
 
    The figure to Thorrin’s left stopped walking but the paladin continued to step forward, the sound of boots echoing off the church walls. Father Abel kept his stance steady as Nika rose to her cloven feet, eyes filling with concern. 
 
    Thorrin’s brow was a hard V as he stepped closer and closer, “You had no intention of seeing us off. You had no intention of seeing us ever again.” 
 
    The priest put up his hands and shook his head, “Nonsense, as I said, I was seeing to one of my flock. Moon Haven needs my attention to help heal itself. What priest of Vala would turn away a soul in need?” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes held a cold chill as he stared at the priest, “We went to the docks. I was surprised when I didn’t see you. I was even more surprised that the three captains I spoke with had no plans on going to Merlor tonight.” 
 
    “They wouldn’t say anything to you. I needed to be there to ensure…..”Thorrin cut off the priest. 
 
    “I paid one of them for a charter to Merlor. They were so hungry for gold; they reiterated that no one had come to them before.” 
 
    Father Abel lowered his hands, “They lie.” 
 
    Thorrin stepped closer, “Or maybe you’re lying. The Bone Queen and the dark paladins knew we were coming. One of them was very cozy with me as soon as I entered the inn.” 
 
    The priest eyed the paladin as he stopped a few feet from him, “This is all a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “Is she paying you to lead people to her?” Thorrin asked. 
 
    Father Abel remained relaxed, eyes half closed, “I believe you have already made up your mind. Is there anything I can say to change it?” 
 
    “Tell me the truth,” Thorrin said with a menacing edge. 
 
    Father Abel’s head tilted forward, “The truth is Moon Haven is a sick place, a dark bleeding sore against the world. The church has seen fit to send me to this wretched pit to bring back some light but the longer one is here, the more it infects you.” 
 
    White energy poured from Father Abel’s hand, forming into a white mace. Thorrin remained where he stood, eyes unwavering as the priest continued. 
 
    “The Bone Queen has done more for the people here then an army of clerics, priests and paladins could ever do. She has given everyone purpose.” 
 
    Thorrin stared at the priest before looking away, “You have lost your way.” 
 
    Father Abel smirked, “What you consider lost, I find to be the true path.” 
 
    “Why is she collecting magical weapons? What does she have in store for Moon Haven?” 
 
    Father Abel looked at the paladin with dead eyes, “When I deliver you to her, you can ask her yourself.” 
 
    The priest stepped forward and lifted up his glowing mace. Thorrin took one step back as the mace swung hard across. It missed the paladin’s nose by two inches as he lifted his hammer in response. The priest’s swing continued to flow as the paladin’s hammer came up and in a blur, striking the priest’s hand holding the mace. Father Abel let out a yelp in pain as his fingers flexed open and the magical mace faded from view. 
 
    Thorrin reached out and took hold of the priest’s robes. Growling, he pushed the priest back. Father Abel squirmed in the paladin’s vice like grip until his back hit something hard. Turning his head, he saw that he was at the altar, his head inches from the sensual statue of Vala herself. 
 
    “You have sold innocents into slavery! How many? How many have you betrayed!” Thorrin glared. 
 
    The priest eyed him with a contemptuous grin, “It has been so many years, I have lost count.” 
 
    Thorrin lifted his hammer up. Nika whimpered as Deidra looked on with a blank gaze. The paladin brought his hammer hard against the priest’s cheek. Head twisting from the impact, the priest turned his eyes and a bleeding smile to Thorrin. 
 
    “No one is innocent,” Father Abel spat. 
 
    Thorrin’s grip tightened as he brought the hammer hard across again. This time the impact shattered the priest’s eye and caved in part of his head but he continued to smile and look at the paladin with his other eye. 
 
    “The weak…will always have…their place…..on their knees…” Father Abel gurgled a laugh. 
 
    Thorrin lifted up his hammer, emotions swirling against the beast raging under his skin. Bringing his hammer down, it caved in the rest of the priest’s skull. Cracks of light appeared along his body before he shattered to pieces. A screech filled the church as the succubus launched at the paladin. Thorrin lifted up a hand and caught her by the throat. The demon clawed at his armored arm, eyes going wild as he took her and slammed her against the altar. 
 
    “Demon, join your lover in the afterlife,” Thorrin said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    Nika screeched as the hammer went up and down in a blur. The screeches stopped as digital bone and muscle crunched. Lifting the hammer up again, the paladin gave the killing blow, blasting the demon to shards of glowing light. 
 
    Deidra watched as the paladin turned to her, eyes lost. Thorrin felt the rage bubbling under his skin as he tried to push away awful feelings. Taking a deep breath, he comforted himself that he did the right thing. 
 
    +5 to Sphere of Light 
 
    +1 to Sphere of Light 
 
    The player took little satisfaction as his abilities grew in strength. He guessed the +5 was for the evil priest and the +1 was for the succubus. Either way, it was an empty gain in his heart, knowing that evil could lurk even among the good. It all left a bad taste in his mouth. In reality, there are always stories of people doing bad things to good people but for it to bleed into the game, caused a gloom the player didn’t want to soak in. 
 
    “Queeny was right! She said you would question the priest first,” shouted a voice from the church entrance. 
 
    “She’s always right. She has a knack for knowing how the good guys think,” said another voice. 
 
    Thorrin looked down the aisle as Deidra turned. The paladin and rogue gazed upon the twisted grins of Wyrm and Devvil. The two dark paladins swaggered in, purple glowing weapons in hand and dark aura’s covering their bodies. 
 
    Thorrin stepped forward as Deidra moved to his side. The two players looked to the two enemy players, senses dialed to eleven. Deidra drew two batons and held them at her sides. Thorrin kept a tight grip on his hammer, a golden aura surrounding his body. 
 
    Wyrm looked past the players to the tiny shards of light on the floor, blinking away, “Now we have to find another priest to send us innocent flesh.” 
 
    “We could be the new priests and make the pews our casting couch. The future slaves would have to perform for a good spot in the bunk houses,” Devvil laughed. 
 
    “I would look good in a priest’s robe,” Wyrm said with a toothy grin as he took several menacing steps forward, glowing sword in hand. 
 
    “The talent would need constant training to make sure they live up to the Bone Queen’s standards,” Devvil said as he flicked his razor whip. 
 
    Wyrm’s eyes half closed as he stared at Thorrin, “Just like his friends back at the inn. I’m sure Sybil and Skullz are training them right now.” 
 
    Devvil nodded, “Training them to suck cock and lick pussy like pros.” 
 
    “How could you do these things to other players,” Deidra said with hard eyes. 
 
    “It’s just a game, a fun fucking game. I hope you stay in your body as I push my cock into you. It’s so much better when they squirm,” Wyrm said with a grin. 
 
    Devvil loosened his wrist, “You take the hotty and I’ll take the handsome paladin. I’m not gay but fucking him and hearing him take it makes me hard just thinking it.” 
 
    “That sounds pretty gay,” Wyrm laughed. 
 
    Devvil kept his eyes on Thorrin, “Maybe, or maybe I’m just discovering myself. Either way, tonight should be fun.” 
 
    Thorrin and Deidra stayed their ground as the two dark paladins moved closer. Vile eyes drank them in as they moved within ten feet. The air grew still as digital muscles bunched up. Time slowed down to a crawl. A hate sprang in Thorrin’s heart as he looked at the two evil players in front of him. He knew they played out their sadistic desires on any they happen upon. Their very nature spoke of evil acts and dark indifference. For a brief moment, Thorrin wondered if they had taken their urges out on NPC’s who had awakened? Did they wake up to these monsters having their way with them? Are they still here, passed around and discovering this evil place was their reality? 
 
    Thorrin said nothing as he stepped forward, ready to hand out holy justice. Devvil licked his lips as he coiled his arm back, whip rising in the air. Wyrm moved in closer, wicked blade in hand. Deidra’s lips tightened as the church turned into a storm of good versus evil. 
 
    The rogue leapt onto the top of the pews, legs spread to keep her balance. Wyrm charged, sword slashing at her legs. Deidra flipped and landed on the pews, moving back and forward with fine agility. The dark paladin slashed again and again, his wicked blade striking wood and splintering it into a jagged V. Deidra lifted a leg as the sword swung underneath. As it passed, she stepped down and leaned forward. Wyrm brought his elbow up just as one of her staves struck at him. The armor along his arm vibrated as he took a step back. Deidra pressed, striking out in a blur. Wyrm used his sword but grunted as the rogue came at him like a blunt hurricane. Armor strikes rang out until the dark paladin blocked one baton but felt the other one slam into his neck. Yelping out, he backed off as Deidra flipped through the air and curled her legs around his neck. The dark paladin’s eyes went wide as her body carried through, swinging around and sending him into cracked pews. 
 
    Devvil moved like a dancer, body contorting and shifting as Thorrin whipped his hammer at him. Whip curling, the sharp edge slashed across the paladin’s brow. Hit points drained but Thorrin continued with his attacks. Digital blood seeped into his eyebrow and into his eye as his hammer swung again and again. Devvil danced back, staying out of range of the hammer. The enemy player kept his distance as Thorrin charged. 
 
    The paladin continued his barrage as Devvil’s whip snuck around through the air, slashing at him for several points of damage at a time. The player hadn’t landed a single blow but the dark paladin’s strikes were landing nearly every time. If this continued, Thorrin would be dead by a thousand cuts.  
 
    Thorrin poured glowing energy into his free hand as it curled into a fist. Devvil kept his sardonic smile as his whip moved around like a snake to a snake charmer. The player knew he had to get closer or the dark paladin would take him down.  
 
    “Queeny wants you alive but accidents happen. After I finish using your ass as my come dumpster, I’ll be sure to strangle you so you will always have something to remember me by,” Devvil grinned as his whip curled around him and lashed out. 
 
    Thorrin’s hand shot up and grabbed the glowing purple whip mid strike. Golden and dark purple energy surged as the paladin held on. Devvil’s eyes went wide as he tried to pull back but nothing happened. Before he could dismiss the weapon, Thorrin yanked with all of his strength. The dark paladin was pulled off his feet and sent spiraling toward the paladin. Thorrin let go of the purple whip as it faded from view. Golden hand reaching up, he grabbed Devvil by the collar of his armor and slammed him down into a wooden pew. Wood shattered, sending splinters everywhere. The paladin said nothing as his eyes bore into the Devvil’s surprised expression. 
 
    “Wait! I can…..,” was all the dark paladin could say before Thorrin’s hammer came down. 
 
    A darkness swelled against Thorrin’s heart as he rained down his hammer again and again. Holding the enemy player down, he slammed his hammer against his face and neck like an unchained beast. The primal side of Thorrin took hold and it growled its pleasure as he smashed Devvil until his body cracked and he shattered into shards of greenish light. 
 
    Wyrm glanced over at the brutality of Thorrin, his own eyes widening in disbelief. Before he could switch his attack, a blunt baton struck him against the neck once again. Wyrm gurgled a cry as he whipped his sword out, trying to keep the rogue at bay. Deidra flipped through the air and landed behind the dark paladin. Foot rising up, she brought her heel down on the base of his neck and sent him crashing forward. Wyrm grunted as he tried to push himself back up and regain his footing. Turning, he saw the large chest of Thorrin and a hammer swinging hard against his chest.  
 
    Wyrm went flying into pews. Cursing he slowly stood up, sword in hand. Deidra stood on the top of a pew a few feet away. Thorrin moved in closer, determination etched into his brow. The dark paladin backed up as he quickly saw he was outnumbered. 
 
    “Just leave and I’ll tell the Bone Queen that you escaped. We won’t chase you!” 
 
    “We are beyond anything you have to offer,” Thorrin said with a dark tone as he stepped closer. 
 
    Wyrm’s eyes narrowed, “Fuck you and your light!” 
 
    Sword slashing, Thorrin brought up his hammer and parried the blow. Deidra stepped across the pews and drove her foot into the side of Wyrm’s head. The dark paladin fell into the aisle with a “thud” and scrambled to his feet. Thorrin stalked after him, hammer at the ready. The dark paladin back peddled as he held his sword up, fear bleeding into his eyes. 
 
    “You can’t stop us! We will come back and finish you fuckers off!” Wyrm screamed defiantly. 
 
    “Come at me. I will strike you down each time until you lose your taste for the game,” Thorrin said with a hard edge. 
 
    The dark paladin turned and ran. Deidra flipped into the air while throwing a baton. The hard metal baton spun through the air and struck at the side of Wyrm’s knee, sending him crashing to the floor once again. The dark paladin’s hands reached out to catch his fall, his wicked sword faded from view. Palms slapped against the smooth stone floor as legs scrambled to keep him up. Just as he managed to stumble forward, a hammer came down on his spine. 
 
    Wyrm cried out as hit points drained and he hit the floor once again. Before he could turn over, Thorrin’s hammer came down again and again. The enemy player cursed with each strike until his body cracked and he burst into shards of light. 
 
    Deidra slipped down from the pews as Thorrin stood up with hammer in hand. 
 
    +10 to Sphere of Light. 
 
    +10 to Sphere of Light. 
 
    The player looked to the edge of his vision to see his abilities grow in strength. Even his attribute bonuses grew beyond what they were when he started this quest. The rewards for stamping out evil were apparent even if the player was having a difficult time with the darkness surrounding the very town. 
 
    “Now we have a chance,” Thorrin said in a low whisper. 
 
    Deidra looked to him and nodded, “Shall we start for the inn?” 
 
    Thorrin shook his head, “Not yet. You mentioned you had been watching the Bone Queen’s movements.” 
 
    Deidra nodded. 
 
    “I need you to do something first,” Thorrin said with a gleam in his eye. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Sybil stared daggers into her fellow dark paladin, “Fine then, we will let the Bone Queen decide who we can take!” 
 
    Skullz looked down at the agitated player and crossed his thick arms, “You think she will continue to feed your greed?” 
 
    Sybil nodded with wide eyes, “Oh yes she will if she knows what’s good for her. Without us, she would have been slain a long time ago. She needs us.” 
 
    Skullz shook his head, “She doesn’t need us. She tolerates us. You saw how she took on the paladin and his companions practically by herself.” 
 
    “Only because we weakened them,” Sybil said with a maniac edge. 
 
    The large dark paladin kept his stance as his head tilted forward, “Are you this crazy in real life?” 
 
    “Don’t call me crazy! I’m not crazy!” Sybil spat. 
 
    Skullz let his arms drop to his sides, “Let the Bone Queen decide but don’t act crazy when you don’t get what you want.” 
 
    Sybil’s eyes went wild as her fingers flexed. Skullz could see her contemplating drawing her weapon. It wouldn’t have been the first time they cut each other over the spoils of combat. The player hoped it wouldn’t happen again. He genuinely believed she was a few bricks shy of a load in reality and it seemed to translate into the game.  
 
    Letting out a sigh, Skullz backed off. He knew it was the only way to calm her down. Sure enough, Sybil’s hands stopped flexing and the crazy look in her eye began to dim. Letting her win was the only means to stem her insanity. Wyrm and Devvil liked to toy with her but after a few rounds; they decided to play with other people. Skullz on the other hand liked a little crazy. Sybil was a monster unleashed when she was horny and at first that suited the big dark paladin just fine when he wanted to fire off a few rounds. But she was insatiable and often drove even his needs to a sore point. 
 
    “If she gives me the goblin, I will share her with you,” Sybil grinned, trying to butter up her fellow dark paladin. 
 
    “I’m beginning to feel like it’s not worth it,” Skullz said in low tone. 
 
    Sybil moved up to him and put her hand on his chest, “Don’t be like that. We can still discuss who gets the armor. How about we torture the goblin together? I’m sure she’ll crack under the two of us.” 
 
    Skullz looked to Sybil as she blinked her eyes slowly. He gave the barest of nods and Sybil planted a big kiss on his cheek. The dark paladins were about to turn for the stairs when a floating skull appeared before them. Dots of light glowed from the eye sockets as it gave them a blank stare. 
 
    “Sybil, I have need of you in my private chambers. Skullz, check on the prisoners,” the floating skull demanded. 
 
    Sybil screwed up her mouth as the skull vanished in a puff of smoke, “Don’t touch them until I get back. We’re doing it together.” 
 
    Skullz remained silent as Sybil marched off toward the spiral stair case. The dark paladin made her way down to the bottom floor and walked over to an unmarked door. Speaking the special words, the edges of the door glowed for a moment before it slid to the side. Sybil stepped into a lavish hallway as the door slid back into place. Eyes looking to the doors at the end of the corridor, she closed the distance in moments. Reaching out, she pulled a door opened and stepped into a large room. 
 
    The room was covered in dark red and black colors. Expensive lamps, couches and seating dotted the room as a book shelf took up the entire back wall. To Sybil’s right and left hung weapons and armor of many different makes, their power filling the space with arcane vibrations. Sybil’s eyes drifted to the strange goblin armor as it hung on a wall and she walked down the middle of the room to a finely crafted desk. The Bone Queen sat with a large book before her, eyes moving from left to right. 
 
    “Wyrm and Devvil are dead,” the necromancer said plainly. 
 
    Sybil’s mouth curled into a frown. 
 
    The Bone Queen continued, “My spirits have seen the paladin and he is coming to us. Killing Wyrm and Devvil have only increased his power.” 
 
    “I will gather the guards. He would be a fool to attack us head on,” Sybil growled. 
 
    “The paladin does not concern me; it is the woman who is with him. I have seen her before but she has been able to hide her actions from me. No rogue has such an ability to hide from the dead. She had left the paladin’s side and is now beyond the eyes of the spirits who serve me.” 
 
    “What would you have me do?” 
 
    The Bone Queen’s eyes looked up from her book to give Sybil a chilling gaze, “Go to the Red Bunk House and guard the contracts with your life.” 
 
    Sybil raised an eyebrow, “She’s going for the contracts? How would she even know they are there?” 
 
    “Some of the dead have stopped speaking to me. I can only assume they are speaking to her now. She is more then she seems. Go to the Red Bunk House and make sure the slaves are doing their jobs. Only allow the regulars and stop any newcomers.” 
 
    “What about the paladin? He is going to come here to free his friends.” 
 
    The Bone Queen kept her icy gaze, “He will know what it means to cross me in my own home. Go and ensure the vault is safe.” 
 
    Sybil hesitated and then clenched her hands, “About the goblin….” 
 
    The Bone Queen was still as a statue as her lips curved into a small smile, “She will be yours to torture as will her armor to wear……but only if you succeed in keeping my interests intact.” 
 
    Sybil gave a wicked smile, “As you will, my queen.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Skullz climbed the stairs one by one, eyes on the guards at the door. The two guards quickly lowered their gaze as the large dark paladin reached the top of the steps and stood before them. Skullz eyed them for a moment, noticing the expression of panic in their body language. Neither one moved as they tilted their heads forward. When the guards did not produce the keys, Skullz brow hardened. 
 
    “The door,” Skullz said simply. 
 
    The guards looked to one another before one stepped forward. 
 
    “We cannot find the key,” The guard said with a trembling lip. 
 
    Dark energy curled around Skullz’s hand as he gave the guard a blank stare. The guard’s legs began to shiver as Skullz stepped closer and lifted up his hammer. With a mighty swing, the black hammer came down on the door, forcing it open with a “Crash”! The guard stood frozen, his digital life appearing before his wide eyes. Skullz placed a big hand on the guard and shoved him into a wall before stepping through the doorway. The other guard moved to the fallen one, helping him up as the dark paladin stepped in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Skullz looked to the prisoners. Everyone was still chained to the walls, heads turning and looking to the large dark paladin. Stepping further in, he eyed each prisoner in turn until he reached Renner. The rogue was looking up and grinning. 
 
    “What’re you so happy about?” Skullz asked the smiling rogue. 
 
    Renner kept his gaze but could see Gylda lifting the hood off of Nugan and fluttering silently behind the dark paladin’s head. 
 
    “We’re going to have a real bonding moment,” Renner smiled. 
 
    Skullz raised an eyebrow, “I’m not into guys.” 
 
    Renner’s grin grew broader, “Oh…I wasn’t talking to you.” 
 
    The dark paladin’s fingers curled into a fist. Lifting his meaty hand, Skullz hesitated when he saw that the chains holding the prisoner were not around his wrists, but held up by his hands. Darkness snuffed out his vision as the luck fairy brought fabric over his head, stifling him from shouting. Ro let go of her chains and rammed her little green fist into his balls. Skullz’s eyes went wide as his body involuntary bent forward. A stun effect blinked into his vision as the prisoners jumped the dark paladin. Fists and kicks shot out, striking him multiple times while the luck fairy held on for dear life. A black aura blazed as Skullz struggled against the onslaught. Armor and aura taking most of the damage, he managed to plant his feet and swung his hammer outward. Jon’s hands went up to stop the weapon in mid swing. Vass and Renner drove booted feet into the dark paladin’s midsection. 
 
    Nugan stepped away from the wall. The troll master’s hand glowed before fire danced along his fist. Ro gave the dark paladin one more punch to the balls as she spun away. The troll master slammed his fist into the dark paladin’s gut, fire exploding against the dark barrier and scorching his armor and clothes. 
 
    Skullz let out a muffled groan before his dark aura blazed and exploded outward. Everyone was thrown back against the walls. Dazed, they all watched as Skullz pulled the hood from his head and threw it aside.  
 
    “Nice try,” The dark paladin said as he lifted his hammer over Renner. 
 
    Ro turned her head to the chains by her. Snatching the chains, the goblin planted her feet and launched herself at the giant dark paladin. Skullz turned his eyes to see the look of determination in the goblin’s eyes as she flew past his neck, the chain trailing behind her. Vass and Jon saw the signal and burst forward. The chain wrapped around his thick neck. Ro was falling to the floor when she turned her body mid fall and pulled. Vass and Jon each took hold of a chain and pulled with the falling goblin. Nugan rammed his shoulder into Skullz back while Renner swept the dark paladin off his feet.  
 
    Like a painting, bodies were caught in mid action. Skullz was silent as he fell to the floor. Ro’s gaze held a focused rage. Jon was grunting as he pulled the chain. Vass gritted her teeth as she pulled. Nugan followed along, both hands blazing with fire while Renner grinned. 
 
    The dark paladin hit the floor with a loud “Thud”! Ro, Jon and Vass landed on their sides, their arms still pulling the chain. Links tightened as the dark paladin struggled to free himself when fiery fists rained down on his back. Skullz pushed against the floor and rolled onto his back. One hand reached up to the chain while a black dagger formed in his free hand. Renner grabbed at the dark paladin’s wrist as the troll master pummeled the dark paladin’s stomach. Ro planted her small feet and let out a muffled grunt. The chains tightened even further. Skullz witnessed his hit points dwindling and let out a loud grunt as they quickly reached zero. Cracks of light appeared along his neck and stomach. The player let out a hiss of defeat when his body exploded into shards of light.  
 
    The chains slacked and a sigh of relief filled the room. The two guards burst in with swords at the ready, their eyes wide as they saw the dots of light fading away and a room of free prisoners rising to their collective feet.  
 
    Renner looked to the two guards as he stood up, “Why thank you gentlemen for the weapons.” 
 
    The guards looked to one another before one turned his gaze to Renner, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Gylda closed the door behind them. 
 
    Renner stepped closer with a knowing grin, “The weapons in your hands, if you would be so kind, place them on the floor. We have an escape to finish.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Sybil stepped from the Firefox inn with six guards trailing behind her. Walking with purpose, she stepped along the dirt road to a few small buildings. Colored lanterns glowed against each structure in the Black Garden District. The glowing moss formed patterns as a few lost souls stepped out of the way of the imposing dark paladin. 
 
    Sybil took long strides until she and her guards stood before the Red Bunk House. Bodies behind windows danced like snakes as the dark paladin took in her surroundings. The street was nearly empty except for a few cloaked figures shuffling toward her. Sybil’s eyes narrowed as the figures moved unnaturally. Reaching out with her senses, her mind touched the dead but could not speak to them. Hands flashing forward, dark energy swirled into sharp fans. Taking a defensive stance, the guards around her drew their swords. 
 
    The dark paladin could feel a loving dread as the figure shuffled closer. The player knew despite being a dark paladin, necromancers held the true power over the dead. Sybil could speak and even command the undead to work with her but to raise them was an art beyond her class. Seeing the figures moving toward her, she could tell they were being controlled by another. 
 
    “What is it mistress?” A guard whispered. 
 
    Sybil made out the rotting lips of one of the figures as they stepped into the lantern light, “These are not patrons. Cut them down!”  
 
    Sybil and the guards launched themselves at the four robed figures. Swords and dark fans cut through the zombies with ease. In a matter of seconds, all four fell to the ground, bursting into shards of light. 
 
    “Is that the best you got,” Sybil said with contempt. 
 
    As if on cue, a dozen shambling corpses emerged from nearby alleys, hands out and decaying mouths hungry for flesh. Sybil readied herself as the dead moved in closer. A thought that this was all a distraction stabbed into her mind just as a shadow slipped into an open window. The dark paladin turned to the Red Bunk House and let out a hiss. 
 
    “Slay the dead,” The dark paladin commanded before turning and running for the bunk house. 
 
    The guards eyed one another as their leader ran off. The corpses moved in closer with hungry white eyes and grasping hands. Sybil ran in the front door just as men cried out, swords sinking into undead bone and muscle. 
 
    Sybil crashed through the front door and didn’t slow down. Doors along her left and right opened, frightened eyes taking in the sight of the dark paladin racing through. Sybil reached the doors to the basement; a guard was slumped to the ground as cracks of light appeared along his body. Sybil ignored him as she burst through the door and jumped down the stair case. Reaching the bottom, she whirled around the edge to the large basement and took in the sight before her. 
 
    Bodies of guards lay strewn about, gasping or groaning as cracks of defeated light formed along their bodies. A cloaked figure at the other side of the room stood with their back to the dark paladin and the dying guards. A hand moved in a blur, tapping at colored crystals attempting to unlock the metal vault. Torch light flickered as the dark paladin stepped toward the intruder, dying guards bursting into shards of light all around her. 
 
    “You all should have been more careful,” the cloaked figure said as they continued to tap away at crystals. 
 
    Sybil kept her fans closed and at her sides, “You’re obviously a skilled player. Why are you helping that paladin? What is he to you that you would risk coming down here and receiving the Bone Queen’s wrath?” 
 
    Deidra’s fingers tapped out another sequence and a metal lock whirled. The vault door opened slightly and the cloaked woman turned to face Sybil who was half way across the room. 
 
    “Let’s just say I have a vested interest in his well being,” Deidra said with a smirk. 
 
    Sybil took a step closer, “You can hide from the dead. No rogue has such ability.” 
 
    Deidra’s hand dipped into her cloak and pulled out a flaming torch. With a backwards kick of her leg, the vault door swung inward, revealing shelves of scrolls in the torch light. 
 
    Sybil stopped her advance, “If you do this, the Bone Queen will hunt you down to the four corners of Lukken.” 
 
    Deidra continued to smirk, “She would have to find me first.” 
 
    Sybil burst forward just as Deidra tossed in the flaming torch onto a shelf of scrolls. The fire caught in a blink of an eye and contracts went up in flames. Sybil roared as she came at the cloaked figure. Deidra pulled her batons and parried an incoming strike. Fire consumed shelves of contracts as the two players locked in combat. Deidra’s body bent and spun, slashing out with her batons. Sybil tried to match her, sharp fans striking hard metal and magical sparks flying. The two continued their dance as smoke quickly filled the room. 
 
    Deidra smiled as smoke billowed from behind. Sybil cursed as she tried to keep the rogue in sight. As smoke bloomed, the dark paladin struck out again and again. With a wisp of curling black smoke, Deidra was gone. Sybil lashed out in all directions. The smoke consumed her vision and she screamed in frustration. Turning, she stalked through the smoke until a boney hand grabbed her arm. The dark paladin whipped her fan across, decapitating the skeleton but soon; white boney hands and skulls appeared from the black smoke.  
 
    “Fuck you!” Sybil screamed with madness in her eyes. 
 
    Corpses and skeletons crowded around her. Hands clawed at her as she whipped her fans back and forth. Spinning, she cut off several arms but more closed in. The player knew she wouldn’t suffer any combat status effects from the undead since she was immune but she was not immune from damage. Hit points fell away like dying leaves as boney fingers dug into her flesh. Reaching ten percent, she gave one last defiant shout as the undead moved in, clawing off chunks her digital body. 
 
    A lone shadow slipped up the stairs, dropping flaming torches, a secret grin on her lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    Renner picked up a sword and looked it over before letting his hand fall to his side. Vass had two daggers, one in each hand. Ro and Jon each had a length of chain in their hands. Nugan held a sword in one hand, his other hand touching the pink haired troll’s lower back and bringing her in closer to him. 
 
    Renner glanced over at the guards, chained up and gagged, and then back to the group, “I would say we go down and make a run for it but we still have to retrieve our weapons. I’m open to ideas.” 
 
    “I have a high sneak skill. When we get down the stairs, I can search for our weapons,” Vass said. 
 
    “That’s assuming we still have the element of surprise,” Jon added. 
 
    “If they knew we were free, guards would already be here,” Ro said with a hard brow.  
 
    Renner nodded, “We still have the element of surprise. If we all make a run for it, they‘re going to send everything they have after us. I hate to say it but I think everyone should stay here while Vass and I sneak around for our weapons.” 
 
    The rogue looked to Jon and Ro, “You two can guard Nugan and Sora. If you hear any fighting, make a break for the front doors.” 
 
    Jon nodded, “If we get separated, we can regroup at the docks. Father Abel will be waiting for us.” 
 
    The troll master nodded, his dark eyes turning to the pink haired troll at his side. Sora looked up with a wide stare and her heart skipping a beat as she could tell he was about to say something he didn’t want to say. 
 
    “All of you, thank you for helping us but I must make a request before we attempt our escape. Whatever happens, I need you all to promise to ensure Sora makes it to Merlor safely.” 
 
    Renner shook his head, “No need to talk like that. You promised us….” Renner glanced at Vass who gave her own disapproving shake, “……We promised to help you escape and we are standing by it. A contract is a contract.” 
 
    The master troll nodded with sad eyes, “Then I am amending the contract. There will be a bonus payment when Sora is delivered safely to Merlor.” 
 
    Sora moved in close to her master, eyes wet and lip trembling. The troll held her close, taking in her scent and tendrils of rising warmth. 
 
    “We must complete the quest,” Master Nugan said softly. 
 
    Vass stepped closer as the master broke the loving embrace, “We will do everything we can to ensure both of you make it to Merlor safely. You have our word.” 
 
    Nugan looked to the elf rogue with kind eyes, “Thank you.” 
 
    Renner let out a yawn, “The sappiness makes me tired. Let’s go already!” 
 
    Vass glanced at the handsome rogue before sighing. The elf moved to his side. Renner stepped to the door and opened it with a bow. The elf stepped through and melted into the shadows.  
 
    “Remember, if you hear fighting, run for it. We’ll catch up,” Renner said and stepped through the doorway, closing the door behind him. 
 
    The two rogues melded with the dark edges of the stairs as they made their way down. Vass turned her senses to eleven as she took lead. Music played in the background as they took each step in turn. Slipping down to the bottom of the stairs, the elf looked out. The second floor was empty and it sounded like there were only a few people on the main floor, talking and drinking. Shifting her head, she could hear the sounds of sex from some of the rooms on the second floor. With everyone occupied, it made sneaking around that much easier. 
 
    Vass stepped out onto the second floor and stayed low. Glancing around, she had no idea where to go next. Their weapons could be anywhere at this point and the player began to rethink their priorities. A shadow nudged her from behind and the elf looked back. 
 
    “What’s the hold up?” Renner said in the barest of whispers. 
 
    “Maybe we should get everyone out of here instead. We can always find and buy new weapons,” Vass whispered back. 
 
    Renner grinned, “Trust me; our luck hasn’t given out yet.” 
 
    Vass was about to say something scathing when the sound of doors slamming open came over the railing. The elf snuck close to the edge and peered over the side to the main room. Bodies came spilling in with panic in their eyes as they crowded in and slammed the front doors shut. Something bashed against the heavy doors again and again. Renner slipped to Vass’s side and looked over the edge. 
 
    Hands and shoulders braced against the door as something heavy slammed into it again. The door shuddered from the impacts. A shard of wood broke from the door and spun through the air, landing on a table. Patrons and scared guards glanced at it before turning back to the door. Another bash and one of the doors cracked. A gray hammer broke through, sending splinters in every direction. When it pulled away, a stern face moved to it and looked in before pulling away. Vass smiled as she recognized the hammer and eye anywhere. 
 
    Vass tapped Renner and moved to the spiral staircase. The rogue followed the elf as they made it to the top and began their descent. When they were halfway down, one of the main doors cracked open from top to bottom. Guards moved away as both halves of one door fell to the floor with a “Crash”! Swords drawn, they backed up as a paladin stepped in with a glowing golden aura, hammer in hand. 
 
    “I didn’t come for you,” Thorrin said as he glared at the trembling guards. “I came for the Bone Queen! Send her out and you will have your lives.” 
 
    Vass heard a whisper of magic and turned her eyes to the glowing edges of a hidden door. When it slid aside, the robed form of the Bone Queen stepped out. Tiara gleaming in the lantern light, she moved past the spiral staircase, gazing with unfeeling eyes at the paladin. The guards themselves saw their true master and their fear bled away to courage. Vass and Renner took it in as Thorrin stood his ground, no fear in his eyes. 
 
    The elf looked down at the door as a shadow slipped in. Vass tapped Renner once before leaping over the side and landing silently on her feet. Renner was behind her as she moved to the door and slipped in. Renner glanced back as the Bone Queen kept her dead gaze on the paladin. Thorrin stood with a glowing aura and purpose in his eyes. 
 
    “We’re coming buddy,” Renner whispered before slipping through the door after Vass just before it closed and sealed shut. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The air was still as a grave. Thorrin eyed the Bone Queen past half a dozen guards. Patrons had already exited the establishment and a menace hung in the air. The spheres of light and dark glowed deep within the paladin and necromancer. Energy ran along nerves as digital muscles flexed. The Bone Queen kept her icy chill as fingers began to move. 
 
    “You’re wasting your time, paladin. There is no one here you can save. Kneel and I will forgive you for your transgressions on my property,” The Bone Queen said with a frosty edge. 
 
    “There will be nothing to forgive. I must cleanse the dead infestation,” Thorrin said with righteous indignation.  
 
    Thorrin felt it stir in his heart, the powerful glow of light surging to his limbs. He couldn’t’ tell if it was the suit, game or something else but he knew what he had to do. Moon Haven was a desperate town where evil bloomed like a midnight flower. With the Bone Queen dead, maybe some light could return back to its citizens. Thorrin wasn’t sure if that would happen but he knew he couldn’t walk away from such a deep root of darkness. 
 
    “Fools and their souls are soon parted,” the Bone Queen said as her hands made arcane movements. 
 
    Thorrin cast Bless on his hammer and his golden aura of protection flared brighter. Glancing at his stats, the Sphere of Light modifiers glowed against his abilities and attributes. With his hammer’s abilities used up, he would have to rely on his paladin abilities. He might not have one shot kills but he knew he was damn close. 
 
    Two dozen arcane circles appeared all along the main floor of the Foxfire Inn. Thorrin decided not to wait. Legs bending, he burst forward at the cluster of guards. Swords slashed outward and the song of metal filled the room with vibrating bursts. Thorrin moved with power as his hammer knocked away a sword and slammed his shoulder into a guard’s chest, sending him back with his legs up. Thorrin’s hammer whipped around like a thick comet, smashing a sword to pieces and carrying through into the side of the guard’s cheek. The guard shattered instantly and the remaining five pressed on. The paladin brought his heel down on a knee, a guard crumpling from the impact. Another one took the hammer head to the stomach and shards of light burst from his lower back as his eyes went wide. A female guard slashed and slashed, her blade striking the golden aura and sliding off before the thick hammer head whipped around and smashed her into broken pieces of light.  
 
    Fear returned to the guards as the remaining few backed off. Spectral knights rose up from the arcane circles and the main floor of the Foxfire Inn was filled with ghostly undead. The ghostly shadow knights stood at attention, waiting for their queen’s orders. When the last guard was killed, Thorrin turned to the room of shadow knights, his aura blazing bright. 
 
    “Make him kneel,” the Bone Queen commanded. 
 
    The army of shadow knights turned inward to the paladin. Knees bending, ghostly swords were drawn and they moved as one. Thorrin lifted up a fist and it glowed with golden light. The player activated all his class abilities and was ready. The undead knights moved in cautiously at first but a moment later, they charged. Thorrin took in a deep breath and threw himself into the wall of shadow knights. Purple and golden power surged as the paladin threw his shoulder into a shadow knight’s armored chest. Light danced as the player swung his hammer with deadly accuracy. A hammer blow to the chest sent a knight stumbling back while a second one to the helmet shattered him into greenish light. A golden hand palmed a knight in the face, healing and protective light burning the undead thing. A hammer blow to the chest sent it to pieces. 
 
    Thorrin kept moving as spectral blades sliced at him. The golden aura surrounding him blazed brighter with each strike. Blades slid off the barrier or flashed brighter. Thorrin watched as the undead were having difficulty penetrating his golden light. The player used it to his advantage as he threw his weight into it. Hammer blows were followed by kicks to armored knees. Shadow knights silently fell one by one as others slashed at him. Thorrin glanced to his stats and he could see the barrier weakening from each strike. A blade punctured the aura and stabbed at his armored back, generating damage. The player spent Wisdom points to re-strengthen his aura and channeled them to his free hand. Lifting it up, he smashed another knight before a glowing light swirled around his fingers and blasted out. The paladin’s Holy Light was an expensive ability to use but if he could get a shot off, it would help his chances. 
 
     The Bone Queen stared as the beam shot past her minions. One shadow knight threw its self in the way of the beam, its body shattering. The Bone Queen’s eyes did widen a hair as she lifted her arm up. The force of the Holy Light burned her arm and knocked her back a few steps. Smoke rose from her forearm as she returned her icy gaze to the paladin. 
 
    Thorrin tried to keep the fight as efficient as possible. Turning and twisting, he shattered knight after knight. Hit points dropped a few points and then a dozen points. Swords rained down on him as he tried to keep up. The aura kept the shadow knights at bay but only about two feet. They were the elite soldiers of a powerful necromancer and Thorrin had to keep up. 
 
    The Bone Queen lifted her burnt arm, black energy swirling along her fingers. Thorrin continued to strike and move while the necromancer took her time aiming. The paladin pushed at the shadow knights until a blade punctured his aura and stabbed into his leg. The player grunted as numbness took over his right leg. Stumbling forward, he brought his hammer down on the shadow knight’s armored head and cracks shot down like lighting. The shadow knight’s body burst into light as Thorrin switched his hammer to his left hand and grabbed his leg with his right hand. Healing energy poured into his leg as he fended off the knights. Hit points rose up slowly as he took another strike and then another. The player could feel himself slow down as he gritted his teeth. Switching his hammer to his right hand, the paladin spun and attacked with renewed power. 
 
    A black lightning bolt streaked through the air. Thorrin managed to turn away, the bolt missing him by inches. Another streaked out but this time it slammed into his shoulder. The paladin whipped around with the force so he could remain standing, hammer smashing into a knight that moved in too close. Wisdom and hit points draining, the player knew he had to make a power move or he was going to lose this fight. Planting his feet, golden energy poured into his free hand as he looked to the Bone Queen’s blank stare. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ro’s ears perked up, “I can hear fighting.” 
 
    Jon looked to the goblin and then to the troll master and pink haired troll, “We have to go.” 
 
    Nugan and Sora nodded their heads in agreement. Jon was first to move to the door with Ro close behind. Master Nugan and Sora made up the rear as they made their way down the steps. The fighting and crashing stormed on so loudly; the paladins and trolls made it to the bottom of the stairs and looked over the railing to the main floor. Eyes drank in Thorrin as he spun and attacked with unrelenting power. Shadow knights clustered around him but his aura blazed, keeping them at bay. Hammer striking true again and again, knights crumpled to the attacks. 
 
    “We have to help him!” Ro said with a length of thick chain in her small three fingered, goblin hand. 
 
    Jon looked to her and then to the trolls, “You two stay here and out of sight. If the battle turns against us, go out a window.” 
 
    Ro looked up to the tall paladin and nodded. 
 
    Jon gave the goblin a kind smile and returned the nod. Looking down, they watched as a black lightning bolt struck the paladin in the shoulder. Thorrin spun around and smashed a shadow knight before energy flared around his free hand and he planted his feet. Jon and Ro grasped the edge of the railing, lifted themselves up and jumped. Bodies falling, they swung their chains as the light around Thorrin’s hand blazed bright and burst forth. 
 
    *** 
 
    Renner and Vass crept closer to the room at the end of the hall. Lantern light flickered and shadows swayed. The rogues stayed to the shadows, eyes alert as they saw a shadow moving beyond the open double doors. Creeping closer, they reached the edge to see a cloaked figure taking weapons off the walls and placing them in her cloak. 
 
    “It’s about time you showed up,” the figure said, picking up a sword and shoving it into its cloak. 
 
    “You were in the fight before,” Renner said as he stood up, the shadows returning to their dark corners. 
 
    The masked woman turned and pulled down her mask, “Deidra Chalice, friend to your paladin.” 
 
    “Renner Wulf,” the rogue grinned. 
 
    “Vass Mistglow,” the elven rogue nodded. 
 
    Deidra nodded before looking back to the wall but pointing at several sacks on the floor, “Those are your weapons and the weapons belonging to your party. I’m simply helping myself to the extras.” 
 
    Renner and Vass moved over to the collection of sacks. Placing their hand out, a 2D item list appeared and their personal inventory screen appeared. The two players tapped at their items and they appeared on their person instantly. Renner reached down and took hold of the remaining sacks and turned to Deidra. 
 
    “Those weapons look heavy. I think we should help you clear them out,” the rogue said with a wicked grin. 
 
    The sounds of combat vibrated down from the hall.  
 
    “Renner, we have to get back to Thorrin,” Vass said and starting marching for the door, a dagger in each hand. 
 
    Renner looked at the weapons gracing the walls and then back to Vass, “What about all this great loot?” 
 
    “Renner!” Vass shouted before walking into the hallway. 
 
    The rogue let out a sigh and looked to Deidra, “Maybe we can talk about splitting the lo…..” 
 
    “RENNER!” said a commanding shout from the hallway. 
 
    “The things I do…,” Renner said sheepishly as he pulled out his crossbow and marched after the beautiful elf. 
 
    *** 
 
    The maelstrom of chaos died down as glowing order shifted into the oversized room. Thorrin’s eyes locked on the Bone Queen as she whispered arcane words and pointed a hand with strands of black energy sparking. Eyes narrowing, his hand opened as the golden energy swirled into a ball. Dumping another slew of Wisdom points into his Holy Light, he mentally tapped the activation command. The sun like ray blasted forward, cutting through the shadow knights and barreling toward the necromancer. 
 
    The Bone Queen lifted both hands and fired black lightning from each one. Shadow bolts arced to either side of the glowing beam of light. Thorrin was pushing forward when one of the bolts struck him on the shoulder. The player ignored the damage as he pressed on. The Bone Queen crossed her arms and holy light slammed into her. Gritting her teeth, she stumbled back a few steps as the light burned at her skin.  
 
    Thorrin pressed on as the light died. A goblin fell to his left and a tall paladin fell to his right. Glowing chains whipped out in all directions as the paladins engaged the shadow knights. Thorrin smirked as he pressed forward with hammer in hand. The Bone Queen’s arms dropped to her sides, blackened and smoking. Whispering arcane words, circles appeared along the floor in front of her. Before she could utter the final words to the incantation, a hammer flew at her, striking her in the chest and sending her falling backwards to the floor. The spell fizzled and Thorrin moved to the fallen necromancer. Scooping up his hammer, he readied to deal a killing blow when the Bone Queen lifted a blackened hand and fired shadow bolts at point blank range. Thorrin’s aura flashed bright as dark energy slammed into him. Stumbling back, he tried to regain his balance when another bolt struck him in the chest. 
 
    A door behind the spiral staircase slid open. Vass stepped out to see the Bone Queen on her back and Thorrin stumbling back. Instinct took hold as the elven rogue stepped forward and flicked her wrist. The Bone Queen slowly stood up, blasting another shadow bolt when pain flared against her back. Looking over her shoulder, she could see a dagger buried in her back and an elf stalking toward her while drawing a dagger from her bandolier.  
 
    Thorrin attempted to right himself when he watched Vass lift up her hands, daggers twirling through the air at the Bone Queen. The necromancer whispered several arcane words as two shadow knights blocked the incoming daggers with a parry from their swords. Chaos rose with the tide as the remaining shadow knights pressed on their attack. Ro moved like a mini storm, chain lashing out. The blessed chains bashed against spectral armor as the knights continued to parry and slice at the goblin. Jon whipped back and forth at the shadow knights, slamming his blessed chain into their helmets. 
 
    Renner emerged from the doorway to see shadow knights rising up from arcane circles along the floor and everyone engaged in melee. A ghostly sword stabbed into Jon’s side and he grunted before another one cut at him across the arm.  
 
    “Gifts!” Renner shouted before swinging each sack into the battle, one at a time. 
 
    Ro turned to see her armor floating through the air. The goblin bent her knees and leapt up, green hands taking hold of it mid air. Jon turned to see his staff barreling toward him. Hand reaching up, he grasped it and brought it down hard on a shadow knight’s head. A sack landed at his feet and the paladin tapped it with his foot. Armor and supplies appeared in his inventory as he spun around to keep the shadow knights at bay. 
 
    Vass took a step forward when new shadow knights drew their swords and charged. Renner appeared at Vass’s side and the two rogues fought the incoming ghost knights like skilled dancers. Bodies moved and twisted, dodging swords as their daggers cut along soft points in the armor. White daggers in hand, the elf shifted on her feet and sliced along exposed ghostly necks. Renner kept his movements tight as knights pushed with brutal force. The player used his power to knock them off their feet and drive his dagger into their throats. Ghostly moans rose up as they fought to stand.   
 
    Thorrin stalked forward while slamming his hammer into a shadow knight and sending it back to the afterworld. Eyes on the Bone Queen, he moved with purpose toward her. Shadow knights rose up as Ro pressed a hand to her chest. Her armor blinked onto her body. The glowing gems on the bracers shined as the goblin activated her armor. Metal links slid into place and armor curled over her three fingered hands. Oversized metal gauntlets grew outward and when it was complete; she curled them into giant fists and began bashing the undead left and right. 
 
    Thorrin reached the Bone Queen as she finished whispering an incantation. Lifting his hammer, he brought it down with every point of strength he had. The Queen lifted her arms and took the brunt of the strike, her body hurtling to the floor. The paladin stepped over her and raised his hammer once again. 
 
    It was then when the paladin hesitated before dealing out holy justice. 
 
    The pulse of battle seemed to ebb as the player glared down as the fallen necromancer. Dead eyes trembled. Thorrin could see the glint of fear written on her spirit as she gazed up, a hand up in defiance. It was the same look he had witnessed time and time again over the last number of months. She was awakened and now Thorrin stood, ready to smite her. Conflict surged into his heart as he gazed down not at an enemy NPC, but at a virtual living thing. It was enough to stay his hand for a moment. 
 
    Vass cried out as a ghostly blade stabbed into her leg.  
 
    Thorrin glanced up to see Vass and Renner struggling against the dead closing in around them. Seeing the elf’s face twist in anguish as they fought on pushed at his morals and his divine duty. Thorrin’s face smoothed into an unfeeling mask. Turning his attention to the fallen necromancer, his heart hardened as golden energy flowed into his hammer. The NPC had enslaved players and other NPCs. The necromancer had stolen from others to grow her own power. The Bone Queen had enlisted the aid of twisted players, helping with her dark plans. Just because she was awakened didn’t mean she was exempt from what was right. Now that she was aware, she would have a choice to live her life any way she chose. Instead she fell back to her old ways, the suffering of others having no effect on her new status as a living digital being. Her actions spoke of a monster that would never stop. Thorrin’s eyes looked down in judgment as he brought down his hammer with all his might. 
 
    Master Nugan looked down at the storm of violence. Dark eyes drank in the warriors as they fought against greater odds. A small light glimmered and the troll master turned his head to see glowing arcane circles along the second floor. Armored skeletons rose up with arrows notched in bows. The troll master turned and took hold of Sora, slamming his shoulder into a private room door and ushering her in, closing it behind them. The skeletons looked over the railing and pulled back on bow strings. 
 
    Jon slammed his staff against a shadow knight helmet. As it cracked, the paladin turned to face more of the enemy when something struck him in the shoulder where it meets the neck. Hit points drained as several more arrows slammed into him. Ro smashed her giant fist into a shadow knight’s midsection when an arrow hit the floor next to her. Turning, she lifted her oversized gauntlets and curled her body into a ball. Arrows bounced off the armored gauntlets with ease and the goblin stood up and spun away. As she fought, her almond eyes glanced at Jon, her heart leaping into her throat. 
 
    Jon fought on as arrows rained down. Shafts sticking out of his shoulders, he continued to fight like a man possessed. Aura fading, the paladin continued to bash the undead knights back to the afterlife. Several more arrows sank into his back and he fell to one knee. The goblin rolled across the floor and back onto her feet. She pushed through the chaos to get to his side, healing ability ready. Jon looked up and drove his staff into another knight. Several more arrows penetrated his armor and he fell to both knees. Ro was barely four feet away when Jon looked to her and smiled, an arrow striking the back of his head and the arrow point bursting through his eye. The paladin’s body cracked with light before he shattered to the floor. 
 
    “No!” Ro said as she turned to the second floor railing to see dozens of skeleton archers pulling back bow strings for another volley. 
 
    Thorrin’s hammer came down and slammed into a ghostly sword. The player’s eyes remained narrow as a shadow knight parried the killing blow of his mistress. The Bone Queen gave the paladin a blank stare as shadow knights rushed to her aid. Thorrin had mere moments before he was overwhelmed. Vass and Renner continued to fight well enough though they had bleeding cuts along their bodies. The paladin glanced at Ro as she fought her way to his side, her eyes wide. Jon was nowhere to be seen and a dread took hold of the player. The hardness in his heart loosened as he realized if they stayed, they would all be dead. 
 
    Thorrin threw himself forward, over the Bone Queen and to Vass’s side. The paladin struck out again and again, destroying undead knights until he was to the elf’s side. Vass’s hand reached out and took hold of the paladin’s strong shoulder. Arrows rained down as Ro slipped past the enemy with her gauntlets up. Shadow Knights crowded around their mistress and pulled her away, forming a defense around her. Renner pushed on but staggered when a sword cut across his mid section.  
 
    Deidra emerged from the hidden hallway, hands reaching out and helping the dashing rogue to stay on his feet. Thorrin looked to his companions and glanced at the window. Ro barreled through, punching at shadow knight legs until she reached Thorrin. Seeing his gaze to the window, the goblin bended her knees and launched herself into the air. Curling in a ball, she smashed through the window and landed on the dirt street. 
 
    Fire consumed part of the Black Garden District. Flames licked at the black sky while mages blasted cones of frost into the burning buildings. Thorrin saw their exit and barreled through with Vass’s arm over his shoulder. The paladin helped her along to the smashed window and they tumbled out. Deidra and Renner were next as they reached the edge and tumbled out into the street. The Bone Queen silently pointed as more of her undead servants rose up from arcane circles. 
 
    Outside, Thorrin took two steps and came to a stop, “Go to the docks! I will go back in for the trolls.” 
 
    Master Nugan had moved himself and Sora to the window to make their escape. They were half way out when he noticed Thorrin and the party below them. A large arm curled around Sora and held her close. With a heave, he jumped. Legs bent as he hit the ground and Sora slid down along with him. Renner was the one to glance back to see the trolls landing and wave them over. Master Nugan and Sora raced to their side and they ran together as a group. 
 
    Thorrin led the way, practically carrying Vass as they pushed through the panic in the streets. The fire could not be contained as it jumped from one building to the next. The quarter burned as the group pushed on with their escape.  
 
    Thorrin looked back to see Nugan and Sora with them, “I thought we lost you,” The paladin shouted. 
 
    “We helped facilitate our escape as you were engaged with the enemy,” Master Nugan smiled. 
 
    Bodies ran in all directions as the group barreled down a street.  
 
    “We have to follow this street along the river to the other side of town. We have a ship waiting for us,” Thorrin shouted to his companions as they raced along the southern bank of the river.  
 
    Bells rang as some townsfolk grabbed wooden buckets and ran to the river. Bodies formed lines as they tried passing buckets along to those closest to the burning buildings. Water splashed as several mages cast shards of ice into the flames.  
 
    Thorrin looked to the burning sky and a piece of him wanted the whole town to burn to the ground. Mind returning to their escape, the paladin pumped his legs as Vass struggled to keep up. The town turned into a blur as they ran along the street. The crowds next to the fire fell further and further away. Thorrin hoped they wouldn’t run into anything else. Eyes taking in every dark corner, the player grimaced when he saw a man struggling on the ground as a small toddler ripped flesh from his neck. The man gasped as the child buried her little mouth at his throat. 
 
    “This entire place needs to be burned down,” Thorrin grunted as they moved on. 
 
    Renner looked up as Deidra helped him along. Looking to his right, a slow horror crept up his spine. The black river bubbled and shifted as skeletons and corpses rose up along the edge, by the dozens. Dripping decayed arms and hands reached up as they shambled upwards from the river and to the streets.  
 
    Thorrin glanced over as an army of undead staggered out of the river, “Vass, can you run?” 
 
    The elf nodded, “I think so.” 
 
    Thorrin unhooked his arm from around her and held his hammer to him, “The ship is the Black Snake. The captain is expecting us. Keep going and don’t stop.” 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Vass asked as she looked to the teeming dead rising from the river. 
 
    “Watch our backs, now go!” Thorrin commanded. 
 
    The group pumped their legs faster as Thorrin ran alongside them. Hammer out, he watched as the dead shambled up from the banks. Some spilled into the road with open mouths trapped in a silent scream. With a contained roar, the paladin swung his hammer, smashing a skull and then another. The rogues and trolls ran in a group as Thorrin kept the undead at bay with every swing of his hammer. Ro clenched her giant mechanical fists as she readied herself to join her fellow paladin. Nugan held Sora’s hand as they ran along the street. Renner slipped from Deidra’s hold and was running on his own two feet. Pulling his crossbow out, he loaded it on the run, aimed and fired. A bolt sank into a meaty corpse before fire burst forth, consuming it from the inside out. 
 
    “Where’s the boat?” Renner shouted as he reloaded. 
 
    Thorrin looked forward to see the eastern docks of Moon Haven and a crowd of undead already on the dirt street. Bodies turned and they began their march toward the living running toward them. Thorrin quickened his pace as he ran to the front of his group. Hammer glowing, he let out a grunt as he crashed into the undead ranks. Dripping skeletons and zombies burst into light as the player smashed his way through. Vass, Deidra and Renner did the same but it was Ro who was unleashed. The goblin leapt up, smashing a skull, planting her feet on the bursting corpse, pushing off and smashing another skull. 
 
    “Die again! Die again! Die again!” The goblin paladin shouted as she took down one after the other.  
 
    Renner smiled as he fired his crossbow and watched the holy goblin rant with each of her attacks. Their progress slowed to a crawl as Thorrin tried to break the undead ranks. The dead moved in closer with hands out and trying to grasp any bit of flesh. Nugan’s hand blazed with fire as he fended off the dead. Sora nearly clung to him as he smashed a skeleton, then picked up a zombie and threw it into the river. 
 
    Thorrin’s hammer moved in a blur until the dead parted from his onslaught. Seeing the dock a mere fifty feet from them, the paladin turned and ushered Vass and Deidra through. Renner was next when Thorrin looked past him to the trolls lagging behind. Sora’s eyes were wide as saucers as Master Nugan fought the horde. Undead hands grasped at his exposed flesh and pulled. Fingers dug into blue skin and the master grunted his frustration. 
 
    “Get on the boat,” Thorrin ordered as he dived right back into the horror melee.  
 
    Renner glanced to the boat, the captain on the upper deck waving his arms. Turning his gaze back, he watched as Thorrin’s aura glowed against the shambling undead. The paladin was unchained as he bashed his way through. Ro fought her way to his side and the two moved as one. Hammer and mechanical fists punched and slammed outwards as the dead marched to their final moments. Nugan pulled Sora along as he bled from open wounds. The pink haired troll yelped when a rotting hand took hold of her leg. 
 
    Thorrin pushed through with every bit of his strength as Ro leapt into the air. The goblin landed at Sora’s feet. A large hand closed on the rotting arm and squeezed. The zombie’s arm shattered into light as it reared back. Ro pulled back her arm and punched it square into the stomach. The corpse disintegrated on contact and fell into pieces of shattered light.  
 
    Master Nugan fell to one knee but Thorrin was there to snake his arm around the troll and help him to his feet. 
 
    “I promised to protect you!” Thorrin said with commanding flair. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nugan said meekly. 
 
    The paladin helped the troll along as Ro helped Sora. The undead continued to rise from the water. A crossbow bolt stabbed into a zombie’s skull. It turned its head to Renner’s smiling face from the docks. Runes glowed along the shaft before the zombie let out a moan and exploded. Thorrin and Ro shielded the trolls as body parts rained down on them before bursting into light. 
 
    An opening appeared and the remaining group rushed to it. Stepping onto the docks, they raced to the river ship. Vass, Deidra and the crew held out their hands as they helped the paladins and trolls onto the boat. Renner fired a bolt down the length of the dock to the incoming undead. Stepping onto the boat, Renner watched the undead horde as the crew pulled the mooring lines. The bolt was sunken in the chest of a zombie as it surged and exploded. 
 
    Renner pumped his fist in the air as the dock was lit on fire. Flaming corpses flailed as their bodies burned. Thorrin pressed a hand to Nugan, spending the last of his wisdom points to heal the wounded troll. Ro moved to Vass as her fists folded back into metal bits, sliding back into the bracers. The goblin touched Vass’s leg, sending healing energy to close her wounds. 
 
    When Thorrin was finished, Sora threw her arms around her master and held him close. The troll leaned into her, a calm feeling washing over his senses. Thorrin smiled and walked to the edge of the boat as it floated down the dark river. Flames touched the sky as smoke rose up like monster serpents. The town of Moon Haven grew smaller the further they followed the rivers current. After a few long moments, the town had become a small ball of light with flames waving in the dark night. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    The sun bathed the river in sparking morning light. Thorrin stood at the bow, the digital sun casting a soothing calm on his spirit. Eyes closed, he took it in as shafts of light glowed against his face and neck. With night fading to the west, the player felt he could finally relax, even if it was just for a moment. 
 
    Last night’s events rose up to caress his weary mind. Images played out of their harrowing escape. No one could relax for fear of the dead rising up and boarding the boat. The captain and his small crew kept watch, clubs and daggers at their belt but the lurking fear kept everyone on edge. Thorrin wished he was immune to it but he found himself energized after the battles. Pacing, he made sure everyone was safe through the hours of the night. When dawn touched the horizon, spirits relaxed and the beauty of the river began to shine through. 
 
    Vibrant green trees ran along the right and left of the wide river banks. The “Tongue” as the crew called it, was a heavily used trade route from the seas to the inner lands of Lukken. Thorrin had spent a little time with the captain and he assured him the farther they were from Moon Haven, the safer they would be. The paladin wasn’t so sure until morning. Looking to the river, his heart beat soundly in his chest as its beauty cascaded over his frayed nerves.  
 
    A shadow moved to his side and Thorrin looked to the dark haired elf. Vass gave him a knowing, happy smile. The player turned and threw his arms around her, holding her close. Vass returned the embrace with her own, leaning her head on his shoulder. The two players held one another for a long moment before Thorrin pulled away with a smile. 
 
    “I missed you,” Thorrin said matter of fact. 
 
    Vass grinned, “I missed you, little brother.” 
 
    The paladin nodded, “With the crazy night last night, I never had a chance to just talk to you. Thank you for joining in the fight.” 
 
    Vass’s grin turned into a smirk, “Family comes first. Besides, you know I will always be there to keep an eye on you. Someone has too.” 
 
    Thorrin felt an annoyed twinge but quickly pushed it away. It still rubbed him the wrong way how his sister always had to feel like she had to protect him. He was strong enough to protect himself in and out of the game. Letting out a small exhale, he knew deep down she was just being his older sister. He wondered if he would ever let her comments go without an urge to argue. 
 
    Vass eyed her brother and touched his cheek, “Thank you for coming back to save us. I doubt we would have made it out without you.” 
 
    Thorrin’s brow rose as did a small smirk. She was trying to be understanding and the player felt it. Feeling silly, Thorrin turned to the river and looked out at the small green mountains to his right. 
 
    “The captain says we will be in Merlor by evening,” Thorrin turned and glanced to the back of the boat where some of the party was mulling about, “Where is Nugan and Sora?” 
 
    “They went below to one of the guest rooms. I assume to rest but you never know,” Vass said slyly. 
 
    “And the others, how are they doing?” 
 
    “Renner is fishing over the side. Deidra is checking her inventory and the goblin is sulking at the edge.” 
 
    “Her name is Ro,” Thorrin corrected. 
 
    Vass smiled, “She’s cute but she hasn’t spoken much.” Vass watched as Thorrin glanced down the length of the boat to the goblin, “Maybe you should talk to her?” 
 
    Thorrin looked away and back to the golden sparkles of light on the river, “Maybe later.” 
 
    A wicked gleam touched the elf’s eye, “She likes you. I can tell by her constant glances.” 
 
    Thorrin sighed, “Vass don’t do this.” 
 
    “Do what?” Vass said with mock innocence. 
 
    “You don’t have to play match maker with me every time we hang out. You hated it when mom did that to you.” 
 
    “I just want to see you happy. I thought things were going to heat up with you and the necromancer, what was her name…..Winner?” 
 
    Thorrin tried to stifle his smile, “Her name is Wynter and there is no way for it to work out between us. She is in a class that directly goes against my class. We decided to be friends.” 
 
    Vass shook her head, “Too bad. I liked her. She seemed pretty tough and beautiful. Her style was fantastic.” 
 
    “Sounds like you want to date her,” Thorrin grinned. 
 
    Vass let out a small laugh, “I dated one woman and the whole family thinks I’m a lesbian. I knew I shouldn’t have said anything.” 
 
    Thorrin’s smile melted for a moment before looking to his sister again, “What about Renner? It seems pretty serious.” 
 
    Vass’s smile faded as her eyes looked to the deck, “We are business partners right now. He agreed to help put my guild together. Currently, we are looking for talent to fill our ranks.” 
 
    Thorrin remained quiet, waiting for his sister to continue. 
 
    Vass’s lips wrinkled as she felt the weight of her brother’s silence, “We….we seem to be dating…I think. It’s hard to describe. He is seeing a woman in the real world but he likes the time we spend together here in the game.” 
 
    Thorrin remembered how his sister went after unattainable men. She had an addiction to men who liked her around but would never fully commit. It set Thorrin’s heart on fire every time she was dumped. He wanted to find them and smash them in the mouth but he knew deep down his sister was also at fault. She had dated good, single men but somehow, she would end up cheating on them or a reason that they were simply not good enough for her. On and on it went since she was a young teen. The player only wanted her to find her happiness. 
 
    “Did you tell Renner he was family?” Thorrin asked. 
 
    Vass’s eyes shot up, “Did he say something?” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “It was at the battle on the Cursed Coast. He took an axe strike for me from Mad Morgan. As he was dying, he told me, we were family. I never thanked him for saving you….and taking a bullet for me.” 
 
    Pink touched Vass’s high cheek bones, “It was the heat of the moment. The battle had all of us on edge.” 
 
    Thorrin gave his sister a kind smile, “You know now that you said it, he is important not only to you but to me as well.” 
 
    Vass maintained her gaze but said nothing. 
 
    Thorrin continued, “I will treat him as family, but he dumps you he’s getting a hammer to the head.” 
 
    The elf smiled. Thorrin turned from the bow and began walking down the length of the boat to the stern. The captain gave him a nod as he held the wheel. The paladin returned it as he continued on to the rear of the boat. Large round paddles turned with magical power. The player knew that a sail ship couldn’t work in these waters so special boats were designed to ferry people and supplies. Crystals supplied power to the round, cylinder paddles. They reminded Thorrin of those big river boats in the south he had seen in movies. As he approached the back, Deidra looked up with her mask down and cheery smile on her lips. The player was stunned for a moment to see her face in the daylight. He was captivated by her beauty and watching her fight last night proved she was not only a skilled fighter but a merciful one. She used her batons to take on any opponent with grace and power. For a rogue, she had a certain flair he found attractive, but quickly let it go. He continued on, looking from left to right. Ro was sitting at the left edge of the bench at the stern of the boat while Renner was fishing to the right. Thorrin looked to the right and stepped over to the rogue, who leaned back with his boots up on the edge, fishing line in the water. 
 
    “Any bites?” Thorrin asked as he stepped over. 
 
    “Not yet. Maybe the river is truly dead,” Renner said with a fake southern accent. “I wonder if we’ll hear any banjo music.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “I hope not.” 
 
    Renner gave him a goofy smile, “Me too. Hate to spoil this beautiful morning with pig squeals.” 
 
    “I wanted to thank you for…,” Thorrin was cut off. 
 
    “Don’t mention it and don’t worry about your sister. I’m not that much of a jerk.” 
 
    The paladin raised a questioning eyebrow. 
 
    Renner looked to the paladin with a wide grin, “I heard what you two were talking about. I have a lot of points in my Listen skill. I am seeing someone but I don’t believe it’s too serious. As for your sister, I’ve sort of given up my roguish ways with women in the game. I can’t believe I’m saying this but….We’ve been pretty exclusive, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    A golden fairy appeared in front of Renner and folded her arms, giving him a stern stare. 
 
    The rogue nodded his head, “Well…exclusive between the three of us..hehehe.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, turned his head and stepped away. He didn’t want to hear anymore. Walking to Deidra, the paladin sat down next to her on the bench. The rogue swiped her hand across the floating 2D screen and it whisked from view. Turning her body to him, she gave him a kind smile with bright eyes. The player had to resist the urge to glance down at her near perfect body. The wraps covering her adhered like a skin tight suit and left very little to the imagination but gazing at her beautiful face seemed to equally set him on edge. There was a glow he couldn’t put his finger on and it was a touch maddening. Thorrin questioned his motives as he thought maybe he suffered from the same affliction as his sister for unattainable beauty. Even in the game, Deidra’s beauty came off as a ten but the dark edge of mystery she carried seemed to push it to eleven…maybe even twelve. Not wanting to appear like a creep, the player quickly thought of something to say. 
 
    “Thank you for helping last night. I wasn’t sure you would actually do it.” 
 
    Deidra nodded, “Our motives were aligned. The distraction was perfect for freeing the slaves from their contracts and allowing me to slip inside the Queen’s hiding spot. I managed to steal many weapons from Bone Queen. They will net me a large profit when we reach Merlor.” 
 
    “It will hopefully slow down her operation until I can come back and shut it down for good.” 
 
    Deidra’s eyes drank in the handsome paladin, “You seem like a man of your word. I do not doubt you will go back and cleanse that dark town.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “Is that why you were there, to steal from the Bone Queen?” 
 
    Deidra gave a slight nod, “She was prime for looting. There were dozens of magical weapons and items for the taking. I knew even if I took a fraction of it, it would be a worthy investment of time and resources. I’m just glad a handsome paladin came along to help keep them busy.” 
 
    Thorrin’s cheeks glowed pink at Deidra’s flirty gaze, “Well…umm…thank you ..for everything.” 
 
    “What are you doing once the quest is over?” 
 
    Thorrin eyed her before letting a small smile slip, “I’m going to continue on a personal quest.” 
 
    Deidra leaned in just a touch, “Could you use some company, for a little while at least?” 
 
    Thorrin gave the rogue a knowing gaze, “We could discuss it this evening?” 
 
    “I would like that,” the rogue said with a genuine smile before turning her gaze to the goblin with her back to them. “I think you should include Ro. She seems a little lost.” 
 
    Thorrin turned his eyes to the goblin. Ro leaned into the corner of the stern, her arms on the edge and chin resting on them. Without a word, the paladin gave the rogue a nod and stood up. Stepping to Ro’s side, the goblin looked up and her eyes widened a moment before looking away. Thorrin felt the infatuation she had for him but didn’t stop from engaging the goblin. 
 
    “Mind if I sit?” 
 
    “I don’t mind,” Ro said in a small voice. 
 
    Thorrin sat down but the goblin kept her back to him. The player glanced at her and noticed she wasn’t wearing her armor. Her white travelling clothes fit snugly against her small, tight body. Emerald skin glowed against the morning light and her purple hair was immaculate. Large green ears twitched but otherwise her body was as still as a summer pond. 
 
    “Jon should have resurrected by now. I know there’s only a three hour limit before a player can return in and around Moon Haven. He is probably on his way to Merlor right now.” 
 
    Ro continued to stare off to the rushing river waters. 
 
    “Are you both, close?” 
 
    Ro’s head snapped up and she turned to the Paladin with wide eyes, “We’re not together,” She stammered. 
 
    “I didn’t mean anyth…..” 
 
    The goblin cut him off, “We only met a few days ago. He needed someone to accompany him south of the road. I wasn’t doing anything at the time and thought I could do some good….” 
 
    Ro let out an exhale before her eyes turned to the deck, “He’s gay.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded and gave Ro a smile. 
 
    The goblin continued as her green cheeks turned pink, “I’m sorry. When I’m nervous I blurt things out. I shouldn’t have told you he was gay. It wasn’t my place.” 
 
    “I….wanted to come over and check on you,” Thorrin managed through the awkward moment. “Why are you nervous?” 
 
    Ro kept her gaze to the deck, staring so hard she could burn holes in it, “I’m…a little shy.” 
 
    “You didn’t seem shy when we were fighting those shadow knights,” Thorrin smiled. 
 
    Ro looked away, “It’s different when fighting…evil.” 
 
    “Well you were amazing,” Thorrin could see the goblin pull inward as if trying to hide under her own skin. He tried to change the subject to help her feel a little more comfortable, “That armor of yours is pretty awesome. I hope I’m not being impolite but where did you get it?” 
 
    Ro looked up and a small smile bloomed, “I found it on my travels in the North East of Lukken. My party went to root out the undead in a dungeon. We didn’t know it at the time but the dungeon had a special drop every few months. We were lucky and found the Gauntlets of Thunn. We made the loot roll and I won the item. I have had it ever since.” 
 
    Thorrin remembered the Lantern of Thunn from Lord Thorne’s castle to the far west, “Thunn was a dragon who created weapons of light. I had one of his lanterns a few months back.” 
 
    “What happened to it?” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “Smashed at the battle of the Cursed Coast.” 
 
    Ro nodded, “The stories about you never mentioned the lantern.” 
 
    Thorrin raised a playful eyebrow, “Stories?” 
 
    Ro’s shyness came roaring back as she looked to the deck once again, “I…I mean….from what I have read. Player’s stories are turning up in books. I have all three of yours.” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes widened as he looked at the shy goblin, “There are books about me?” 
 
    Ro nodded, “It was part of the 3.0 update. Players journeys are being recorded and for sale in book shops. They are not entirely accurate and they are not meant to be, but your stories helped me change my class.” 
 
    Thorrin’s mind drank in Ro’s words. He didn’t check the update notes and now felt like a fool. There are players buying other player’s stories. He had no idea he would have enough adventures to fill three books. The realization sent strange chills up and down his spine. 
 
    Ro continued with a light in her eyes, “I was a goblin raider when I first started playing. I thought I wanted to be one of the evil races until my first raid. It wasn’t as glamorous as I thought it would be. I left the tribe shortly after and began visiting some of the neutral towns. Your book was displayed in a little shop and I picked it up. The books aren’t very long so I read all thirty pages. How you helped the town of Apple Shire and fought a Dread Lord who was way stronger then you. I couldn’t help but feel I wanted to do the same.” 
 
    Thorrin sat and listened to the goblin’s tale as confidence filled her large almond eyes. 
 
    “I changed my class and started from the bottom once again. It wasn’t that hard since I only had one raid and made no lasting friendships. Helping people and killing evil felt more of my true calling. I’ve been a paladin ever since.” 
 
    The goblin shifted in her seat and stuck out her three fingered hand, “Ro Mudflower.” 
 
    Thorrin took her hand and gave it a shake, “Pleased to formally meet you.” 
 
    Ro retracted her hand with a shy smile and pinkish green cheeks. Thorrin eyed her with a kind smile. He couldn’t believe he was in front of another player who happened to be a fan. He didn’t play the game to be famous but the stardom was not lost on him. He just wanted to do good in a game that was rapidly turning into a way of life. Strangely it felt nice but the player quickly let it wash away in the tides of his mind. It was easy to get caught up in such things and he didn’t want to turn into a self absorbed jerk. He had seen enough people go down that route, becoming broken versions of their true self. Better to keep to the straight and narrow path he followed, even if books are being written about him. 
 
    “I think sometime soon we should talk about a future quest we can do together. A paladin of your power, we could take on several dread lords.” 
 
    Stars filled Ro’s eyes as she stared at the handsome blonde paladin. Vass stepped over with a grin but Ro seemed not to notice her. The elf looked to the paladin. 
 
    “What are we doing when we get to Merlor?” 
 
    Thorrin looked up at the elf, “Make sure Nugan and Sora are on a ship for the Turtle islands. After that?” the player shrugged. 
 
    Vass nodded, “Then clear your schedule. I think we should catch up before my home coming.” 
 
    Thorrin gave a genuine smile to his sister, “Will do.” 
 
    Water crashed from the side of the boat. The players turned to see Renner struggling with his fishing pole. The rogue gave playful grunts as he pulled up on the pole while planting his feet hard against the side. Arms and legs worked as he reeled and pulled. Thorrin was to his feet. The paladin and elf moved to Renner’s side just as he gave one last strong upwards pull. A fish with blazing blue scales burst from the waters, line still in its mouth. Renner pulled with one hand and stretched out another to catch the flying fish. A strong hand gripped it mid-air. The rogue held it out for everyone to see, a stupid smile painting his face. 
 
    “She’s a beaut!” the rogue laughed in the bright morning light. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun sank to the west. The darkening sky was broken up by the songs of gulls as they flew in the dying light. Thorrin, Nugan and Sora stood on the dock as the rest of the party disembarked. The seaside town of Merlor stood to their backs as lanterns lit one by one in the coming dusk. Red and pink light bathed the paladin’s armor as he looked to his fellow companions, walking the gang plank to join them. Vass and Renner stepped onto the dock, followed by Deidra and Ro. The captain waved as the group waved back their goodbyes. 
 
    Master Nugan had turned and began walking. The rest of the group followed behind. Sora clung to her master, beaming a smile. The paladin couldn’t help but feel good, looking to the happy pink haired troll. The things she and her master had endured had finally come to an end. They were ready now to start a new life, away from the Kunarr Kingdoms. 
 
    “Please follow me,” the troll said as he turned at the end of the docks and began walking away from the town. 
 
    Thorrin picked up his pace and walked alongside the troll master, “I thought we were getting you both on a ship?” 
 
    Nugan smiled, “We will but I had an arrangement I must honor before leaving at first light. You don’t mind spending a little more time watching over us, do you?” 
 
    Thorrin gave him a nod, “No, I don’t mind.”  
 
    The paladin gave a quick glance back to the nodding heads of the rest of the group before turning to Master Nugan, “The team doesn’t mind either.” 
 
    Master Nugan bowed his head, “Excellent. It shouldn’t take long but we should all have free lodgings, food, wine and rewards for your deeds.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded as the group followed a winding path toward a large mansion on a hill. It stood like an old seaside home, lanterns in the windows to help guide the way. Thorrin took in the smells of the ocean as it drifted on the clear evening air. The sounds of crashing waves sent a gentle white noise, calming everyone’s spirit as they followed along. Renner began talking about the fish he caught again and Vass tried to be annoyed but really found his excitement beyond endearing. She looked to him with warm eyes, her arm wrapped around his as he spoke of his mighty battle with the river fish. 
 
    Deidra followed along, silent as a ghost. Ro walked behind her, eyes to the setting sun. The goblin let out a cleansing breath as she looked to the front of the group, to a certain paladin and a quickening in her heart. 
 
    Reaching the front door of the mansion, Nugan stepped up the small set of stairs and tried the door. It opened easily and the troll beckoned everyone to follow. Without hesitation, the group stepped into the warm entryway, Ro the last to step in. 
 
    The group took in the grand foyer as lanterns and candles burned. The air held a comforting scent of jasmine and myrrh. A large staircase split from the second floor and flowed together into one. At the top, a shadow moved from the edge. A hand touched the railing and moved along the smooth, polished wood. All eyes were on the man with short white hair and kind smile as he descended down the stairs. His features were soft and his eyes a bright gray. He wore a white robe as he took each step in turn. When he reached the bottom, he looked to the large T shaped troll. 
 
    “Master Gloom Spear,” the man smiled. 
 
    “Magnys, it is an honor to finally meet you. Thank you for taking us in before we leave for the islands.” 
 
    Everyone stared blankly except for Thorrin whose ears perked up. 
 
    “Magnys….from the Harkkon ruins?”  
 
    The kind man turned his attention to the paladin, “You know of me?” 
 
    Thorrin looked to the group, seeing their questioning stares before turning back to the kind host. 
 
    “You are one of the Sormir. You tried to stop Master Kurss from waking the Dread Lord Harkkon.” 
 
    Magnys eyed the paladin with a curious gaze, “You must forgive me but were you at the ruins? I don’t recall a paladin at the battle. I would surely remember you.” 
 
    Thorrin gave a polite smile, “I know someone who was there, a necromancer by the name of Wynter Nightkiss. She told me what happened down in that dungeon.” 
 
    Magnys kept his smile, “Ah yes, the beautiful necromancer who tried to stop the evil acts of raising a dread lord from his prison. If I remember correctly, she came into possession of Harkkon’s eyes. Tell me, does she still have them?” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “She does.” 
 
    Magnys bowed before the group, “You are all my guests for the evening. It would seem we have much to talk about.” 
 
        
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The dining room was medium sized and lavish. It wasn’t some great hall like the one at Lord Throne’s castle but it had an aura of comfort that Thorrin couldn’t deny. It glowed with welcoming energy as the host raced around, placing hot plates down with his bare hands. The group wanted to help but the host refused and insisted everyone sit down to be served. 
 
    Magnys appeared to be enjoying his role as he moved with almost supernatural speed from the kitchen to the dining room. In a blink of an eye, corks were pulled from wine bottles and Magnys poured into glasses with a sense of occasion. When the wine was poured, he blinked to the kitchen and back again with more meat, fruit, vegetables and small cakes. 
 
    “I hope you don’t mind that I serve dessert with the meal? I feel we may have much to talk about and I rather enjoy sitting with such beautiful people,” Magnys smiled. 
 
    The group nodded as they settled down. Nugan sat at the seat closest to the head of the table with Sora at his side. To Sora’s right was Deidra and then Ro. To the left side of the table, Thorrin sat with Vass next and Renner taking the other seat next to her. The table was filled with hot plates, wine bottles, and varied deliciousness, steam still rising up from freshly cooked meals. Magnys took a seat at the head of the table with a proud flair. Hands out, he beckoned everyone to eat. Forks stabbed into chunks of meat while large spoons poured fruits and vegetables onto plates. Renner took three small cakes and placed them on a second plate. Gylda floated down to Renner’s dessert plate and was quickly shooed away. The rogue gave the fairy a shake of his head and she stuck her tongue out. 
 
    Thorrin looked to the motley crew gathered and couldn’t help but feel warmth flowing over his heart. With the events of Moon Haven long behind him, it felt nice to simply sit down and enjoy a meal with new friends, even if it was a virtual one. 
 
    Vass nodded as she drank deeply from a wine glass. The paladin recognized her familiar head shake and leaned in. 
 
    “Are you listening to music?”  
 
    Vass turned to the paladin and smiled, “I have it playing in the background. I can still hear it even with the helmet on. I tried a mod to stream music into my MEG helmet but it clashed with the sound system of the game. I thought I would low tech it and just have it playing in the background.” 
 
    “I didn’t know you could even do that,” Thorrin said. 
 
    “You should try it sometime. It adds a new layer to the game and fills in the long drawn out travelling I sometimes do.” 
 
    Thorrin knew there was no ongoing soundtrack to the game. The creators thought a soundtrack would lessen the immersion in the game and decided against it. It was good to know that he could still play music in the background if he really wanted too. 
 
    “I still have one or two allies in Moon Haven. They informed me the town nearly burned down with your escape,” Magnys said as he took a sip of wine. 
 
    “It was a difficult escape but thanks to these strong adventurers, we made it out mostly intact,” Nugan smiled. 
 
    Magnys turned his attention to Thorrin, “You have done well. You fit your reputation.” 
 
    Thorrin gave a polite smile, “I was only doing the right thing and helping a friend.” 
 
    Master Nugan nodded, “My trust in Talisa is well founded. If Thorrin had not come to my aid, I fear Sora and I would have become play things for the Bone Queen. We thank you, all of you.” 
 
    Wine glasses rose up before warm liquid coated tongues and throats. 
 
    Nugan looked to Renner and Vass, “I have not forgotten our bargain. I will have gold for all of you before we depart in the morning.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Renner grinned and began eating a small cake. 
 
    Magnys turned his attention to Thorrin, “Please tell me more about Lady Nightkiss. Is she safe?” 
 
    “I haven’t spoken to her in a while but last time we talked she was fine. She is in Talon Guard with her guild, helping the dragons to fortify their defenses.” 
 
    Magnys nodded, “It was a truly a dark moment when the masters came for Harkkon. I pledged my life to guard his prison but even I was not strong enough to keep out such evil. Time had taken its toll even on my kind. I fear I may only have a few thousand years left before I return to the stars.” 
 
    “I have heard that before, about returning to the stars. Is that where you’re from?” Thorrin asked. 
 
    Magnys kept his gaze gentle as he sipped wine and leaned back in his chair, “The legends have it that my great race fell from the heavens just as the dragons. The Sormir saw the barren oceans and land masses and decided to help nurture life. I have been here a long time but even I was born here on this world. As we age, we gain knowledge stolen from us. I hope to know the secrets of the stars once again.” 
 
    Magnys turned to Nugan, “And that is why we are here. I hope to return to my people but I’m not sure they will have me back.” 
 
    All movement at the table stopped and eyes turned to their gracious host. 
 
    Magnys continued, “The hive mind of my people can cause madness over a period of time. I managed to conquer it with love and separating myself from the ocean. I wish to return to my people but only to warn them of the growing threats across Lukken. Master Nugan heard my plea and offered to help. 
 
    “You see, if I return now, I would be swallowed up by thousands of minds, lost to the intricate workings of the universe. I must keep my thoughts and sanity in check if I am to make a useful argument to bring peace to Lukken. Master Nugan and the lovely Sora will aid me in my journey when the time is right. The Rose Seer will keep my madness at bay while Master Nugan will aid me with information from the troll kingdoms. The three of us may be able to turn the tide from inaction to action in the war.” 
 
    Thorrin’s hand clenched into a fist on the table, “You wish to stop the Dread Lords.” 
 
    “You see the implications well, paladin. Many of the trolls are misguided in their goals but the Dread Lords are darkness incarnate. They wish to snuff out all light. If they continue to grow their power and all of Lukken falls, their darkness will seep into the very oceans. All life will be extinguished and dark twisted beings will roam before the entire planet becomes one of their shadow engines. A planet turned into a black comet, searching for other living worlds to consume.” 
 
    Renner bit off another piece of cake as he looked to the end of the table, “I thought since Oksuna sat on the Serpent Throne, the Sormir’s madness had calmed down?” 
 
    Magnys nodded, “I have not returned to the oceans so I don’t know how far the effects of the throne have had on my kind. You can understand the need to go with caution and an effective plan.” 
 
    Master Nugan looked to paladin, “It is safe to say, your desire to stop the dread lords goes beyond gold, yes?” 
 
    Thorrin gave a grim nod. 
 
    Master Nugan continued, “We might be able to give you information to help achieve your goals.” 
 
    Magnys looked to the troll, “Is it still there?” 
 
    The master nodded, “It is. The other masters had planned for it to be the last quest to achieve before the true war.” 
 
    “By the stars, you cannot think to send them there?” 
 
    Shadows covered the master’s eyes, “I am only parting with the information. They can decide if it is worth the risk.” 
 
    Everyone at the table leaned in, eyes and ears pointed to the troll master and sormir serpent. Renner chewed his cake quickly while Gylda fluttered down on his shoulder. Ro leaned in as did Deidra. Vass looked to Thorrin as he kept his steel gaze on the host and troll. Thorrin could feel the itch of something he had been searching for to help kill the dread lords and end their reign of darkness at his fingertips.  
 
          Master Nugan cleared his throat and continued, “During the dark hunt, groups of knights, paladins and clerics hunted for each of the remaining dread lords. It had become a holy mission to exterminate their foul darkness so Lukken would be free of their shadowy grip. A large band of paladins and clerics made it their quest to find and destroy the second strongest dread lord, Vyle Rath. 
 
    “Vyle’s power nearly matched that of Harkkon’s’. Powerful and an excellent general, he followed his lord’s commands to the letter. When their power was outmatched and they fled, Vyle stayed, imparting his darkness to everything around him. The band of heroes cut through his armies and the dread lord was forced to flee but not by the power of heroes but by command of Harkkon. The powerful dread lord knew if Vyle stayed, he would be destroyed and ordered him to flee and wait for their return to power.” 
 
    Magnys leaned in with wine glass in hand, “The battles were terrible. Vyle made the heroes fight endless groups of undead as he retreated to the coast. The heroes nearly lost their taste for battle if not for a certain Sormir offering aid to them.” Magnys winked. 
 
    “You were there?” Thorrin asked as his eyes widened a hair. 
 
    The gracious host nodded, “I was. The band of heroes needed extra strength and I came to them, offering my power. Their leader, a strong paladin by the name of Byrus Lothen, accepted me into their ranks and together we hunted down the dread lord. It took months before we cornered him at the south-east coast. Byrus led the charge as we cut through Vyle’s remaining undead armies.” 
 
    Nugan continued, “As you may know, Dread Lords cannot be killed in conventional ways. They are truly masters of death and the abyss. If their bodies are destroyed, their fractured black souls will reform their bodies over a length of time but they can be killed just like any creature in Lukken. Byrus had an item that could tip the scales in their favor. Do you know about the dragon, Thunn?” 
 
    “He was a dragon who despised the abyss and any who aligned with it. He created items to help fight the darkness and put down their minions,” Thorrin said matter of fact. 
 
    Nugan smiled, “You know of him well. He indeed was a dragon with a particular hatred for the undead. He created many items and hid them across Lukken. Byrus managed to find one of his holy bands, a thin piece of curved metal that fits over your forearm. It is covered in holy runes of Thunn’s design and amplifies a holy warrior’s power. Most clerics and paladins can create a holy weapon of light. The arm band will amplify its power and burn away the darkness. It is so effective; the few that were found were used to kill every dread lord, save the remaining eight.” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes glanced to the side. He had not achieved the ability to create a weapon of light just yet. He spent so much time crafting his hammer that he didn’t go about trying to discover all of his abilities. Remembering the dark paladins in Moon Haven, he saw that they created their weapons from darkness. Thorrin felt a pang of unease as he knew he wasn’t strong enough just yet. 
 
    Magnys interjected, “It wasn’t on a lack of trying. The remaining dread lords were the strongest of the strong. When they couldn’t be put down, they were imprisoned until a means could be discovered to stop them.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to Nugan and Magnys, “But Byrus had one of the bands?” 
 
    Shadows lengthened under Magnys’s eyes as he tilted his head forward, “True, he did but we haven’t finished telling the tale.” 
 
    Nugan looked to the sormir, “I can tell the rest if it is too painful?” 
 
    Magnys lifted and shook his head, a light returning to his eyes, “No, they should hear it from someone who was there.” 
 
    Magnys took a long sip of wine before putting the glass down, “It wasn’t far from the beach, a primal forest lay rooted to the area, teeming with undead. Our group had fought east, through the groups of undead. On the final leg of the quest, we were twenty-five strong. By the time we cut through the dark primal forest, eleven of us remained. Even with my power, we were outnumbered nearly a hundred to one. They fought with grace and power, their light driving back the fingers of death. When we emerged from the edge of the forest, Vyle was waiting and that is when he sprung his trap. 
 
    “The dread lord sent groups of undead to whittle down our forces but kept his main armies from the fight. When we saw him, he called for his armies to rise up from the north and south. Never had I seen so many undead. They moved under his command and charged us when we were exposed and exhausted.” 
 
    Magnys’s eyes watered for a moment before he blinked it away and continued, “Byrus and our companions fought with brilliant power. Their combined light held most of the undead at bay and slaughtered each skeleton and ghost as they approached. My power was used to its full advantage, breathing molten hot steam at the undead ranks. At first, we thought we could stand a chance but the sheer numbers quickly pushed back against our attacks. Byrus knew if it continued, we would be overrun. 
 
    “The paladin hefted his axe of light and charged through the undead ranks, each strike true and shattering any enemy too close. We fought on, trying to keep the armies back as Byrus carved a path to the dread lord. Vyle was waiting, chains made of abyssal energy and blue flames surrounding his sunken in features. The paladin and dread lord clashed and the very ground shook. It seemed like the heavens themselves would fall from their battle. 
 
    “We began to lose companions as they fought on. The undead pushed with undeniable might at our meager defense. Without walls or some kind of barricade, they cut us down until only I and two other companions remained. 
 
    “Byrus fought like an angel unchained. Vyle matched his strength as they hacked at one another, trying to defeat the other. The stars watched as Byrus pushed with all his might to take down the dread lord. When the paladin struck a blow, burying his axe of light in the dread lord’s chest, we thought the battle was over.” 
 
    Magnys looked away, silent for a moment before he continued, “It was then when everything turned to a weeping sorrow. I was in my serpent form as I blasted the undead to dust. Spears struck at me, boring deep into my body. I let out a painful roar as I tried to stay in the fight. My pain caused the paladin to turn to me for barely a moment. It was all the dread lord needed to capitalize on the distraction. Producing a blade of darkness, he swung upwards, slicing the paladin’s arm clean off. I still remember how Byrus turned and watched as his arm flew into the air, his axe of light fading from view.  
 
    “Vyle grabbed the arm and held it close. Flaming blue eyes looked down at the exposed band of Thunn. With calculated horror, the dread lord pulled the band from the severed arm and placed it in his open chest, close to his black heart. I can still see it, tendrils of darkness and shadow, reaching up to infect the holy item. Power surged as the dread lord corrupted the band, turning its light into darkness.  
 
    “With time fleeting, Byrus chose to end the battle before any further damage could be done. Lifting his other arm, another axe of light appeared. Vyle was screaming into the night, light turning black around him. The paladin buried his axe in the dread lord’s skull. A burst of power surged and blasted out in all directions. The undead army halted their attack and fell to the ground. By the time the dust settled, I and a cleric were all that was left to witness the paladin’s heroic deed. 
 
    “The surge of power blasted away the paladin’s physical body but could not dominate his spirit. A ghost of light stood frozen, axe buried in the dread lord’s skull. Vyle remained on his knees, his mouth open in a silent scream. Byrus had performed the ultimate sacrifice, his spirit locked forever, keeping the dread lord on his knees.” 
 
    Nugan reached over and patted Magnys’s hand, “With the dread lord and paladin in such a state, we could not risk anyone removing either of them for fear the dread lord would reawaken. The trolls built a thick tower to house their bodies until a time when the dread lord could be revived. At first, soldiers were sent to check on the tower but after many years, that duty was abandoned. A strange graveyard grew around the tower and extended to the ocean edge and well into the forest. One of the largest graveyards in Lukken, it is teeming with undead of every kind. We believe Vyle’s power still leaks from his body, infecting everything with a toxic darkness.” 
 
    The table was quiet for a long moment before Renner spoke up, “I don’t know if we can use this to our advantage. If they are locked together forever and we show up to try and liberate the holy item, won’t it also allow Vyle to wake up?” 
 
    Magnys and Nugan looked to one another before turning back to the table. 
 
    Master Nugan spoke first, “My people will go to the site eventually. One way or another, the paladin and dread lord’s power over one another will be broken. If the trolls get to the band first, it will be one less mystical item that could be used against them.” 
 
    Magnys continued, “If Vyle Rath is awakened, he may keep the relic, corrupting it and increasing his power. Either way, the trolls and dread lord’s power will grow. I know of heroes searching for Thunn’s lost relics but as it stands, the trolls and their allies will win this war.”  
 
    Magnys gave a knowing smirk as he looked to Thorrin, “But as an agent of light retrieving the holy item, it would put us closer to stopping the growing darkness.” 
 
    Thorrin rubbed his neck as a new weight shifted onto his shoulders. It was a lot to take in and his confidence slid back a few steps. Knowing there was an item that could kill dread lords shined like a beacon in his spirit but his mind whispered the potential challenges of taking on such a quest. 
 
    The paladin looked to Magnys, “It took a company of heroes to even reach the dread lord. I’m not sure I have enough power to do it.” 
 
    Magnys gave an understanding nod, “We fought standing armies but you have no such barrier. It may seem impossible but you do have your friends to assist you on such a dangerous quest.” 
 
    “I could never ask anyone to follow me to….,” Thorrin began before voices spoke up. 
 
    “I will follow you,” Ro said instantly. 
 
    “I will follow you,” Vass smiled. 
 
    Deidra looked to the paladin and gave him a warm smile, “I will follow you.” 
 
    All eyes turned to Renner who had been sitting with cake in his mouth. The rogue chewed it up with the grace of a hog at a trough. When he finished, he took a napkin and dabbed the corners of his mouth before placing it down with the mannerisms of an aristocrat. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. There could be good loot….erm….good deed. It would be a good deed,” Renner smiled. 
 
    “Jon should be on his way. I’m sure he will go with us,” Ro added. 
 
    Thorrin couldn’t keep the warmth from his heart. The quest seemed like an impossible one but one they had to succeed. With a Thunn holy item, they would have a chance in the war and put down the dread lords once and for all. It was a chance they all had to take. 
 
    Magnys looked to the paladin and smiled, “You have fine companions.” 
 
    Master Nugan looked to the group with knowing eyes, “Vyle Rath’s tower is roughly fifty miles south of our current location. You should arrive in two days with the appropriate breaks. It will be easy to find as long as you stay by the coast.”  
 
    Thorrin looked to Magnys, “Is there any way you can join us on this quest?” 
 
    The sormir gave a sad smile, “I wish that I could but meeting with my fellow sormir has taken priority. Every night that passes, the more the trolls and dread lords gain momentum. I fear I cannot aid you on your quest this time.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “We understand.” 
 
    A light returned to Magnys’s eyes, “But you are still my guests. I’m sure Master Nugan and I can supply you with enough details to bring success to your quest.” 
 
    The host lifted his wine glass, “To your light during these dark times.” 
 
    “Here here!” The group said as they lifted their glasses and drank deeply. 
 
    Thorrin put down his glass as his mind worked. Being so close to making some kind of progress on his promise, a confident vibration ran along his senses. The paladin listened as Magnys and Nugan continued to give them information on their quest. Eyes moving, he noticed the playful gaze of Deidra. She looked away but couldn’t hide her smirk, even with the wine glass moving to her lips. The paladin eyed her for a long moment before looking to the troll master. The player didn’t know if it was the wine or something else, but he felt better than he had in a long time. Taking another sip, he mentally basked in it as the evening spun on to ancient legends. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    The dinner drew to a close. Magnys cleared the table while everyone sat back, lost to the wine and good food. Thorrin thought about everything said and mulled it over. Despite his initial misgivings, he thought they still had a chance.  
 
    With the table cleared, the host called for everyone to follow him. Marching in a tired, hunched over line, the players moved like zombies. They climbed the stairs slowly until they reached the second floor. Magnys showed everyone to their rooms one by one. Vass took Renner’s hand and pulled him into a room. Deidra was shown to her room, as was Ro. The goblin looked to Thorrin for a moment before stepping in and closing the door. Deidra closed her door next, without a word. The host showed Thorrin to his room, bowed and led Master Nugan and Sora to their room. 
 
    Exhaustion seeped into tired muscles as Thorrin stepped into the room and closed the door. Even in the game, he couldn’t fight the cloud of weariness. Scanning the small bedroom, it was rather non-descript with a bed, a single painting on the wall and a dresser with a large oval mirror. The paladin moved to the bed and flopped down. Touching his chest, his armor and clothes disappeared. A thought floated up from his tired mind of a certain woman or goblin but quickly pushed it away. He could understand why he thought of Deidra. She was strong, independent and beautiful, but the goblin was different. Ro was shy and demure but carried a fire in her. She was beautiful in her way, and the paladin couldn’t stop thinking of her emerald skin and big almond shaped eyes.  
 
    The player gave a muffled laugh and sigh with his face buried in the pillow. He wondered if one or both would sneak into his room. It seemed to happen so much in the game that he almost expected it. When long minutes passed, the player’s eyes slowly closed and he drifted into dream land, too tired to stay awake. 
 
    *** 
 
    Morning light shined through the window. Thorrin stirred from his slumber. Looking around, he saw that he was alone. Sitting up, he pressed his hand to his chest. Travelling clothes appeared but not his armor. The player thought he would stay a little relaxed as they began their morning outing.  
 
    Stepping out into the hallway, the paladin made his way down the hall and to the stairs. At the bottom of the stairs, everyone stood with their travelling clothes and packs. They all looked up with cheery smiles as the paladin made his way down. 
 
    “We thought it best to let you rest,” Magnys smiled. 
 
    The sormir moved to the front door and opened it. Leading the way, everyone followed their host as they left the mansion on the hill. Thorrin collected his thoughts as they traveled down the hill to the town of Merlor. The seaside town was bustling with activity. Small river ships pulled in while shops opened, selling their wares. The sounds of the ocean waves crashed against the shore while townsfolk went about their daily routines.  
 
    Thorrin took it in, basking in the sun, surf and gull song as it filled the air. The wooden buildings had a weathered appearance as the group moved through the dirt streets. Some buildings were painted soft blues and greens. Cafés opened with town’s folk enjoying the beautiful clear morning. 
 
    A river ship docked and a gang plank extended. The group stopped as Ro pointed toward the docked ship. A tall man in white with a staff in hand stepped off. The man smiled broadly as the group waved him over. Jon stepped off the plank and onto the dock, making his way to the group. Ro hugged his leg as everyone gathered around, either shaking his hand or clasping a hand on his shoulders. 
 
    “I’m glad I was able to catch up. Moon Haven was dealing with an out of control fire and I was able to make my escape when I resurrected,” Jon smiled. 
 
    “Well, we’re glad you made it out okay,” Thorrin returned the smile. 
 
    Jon looked to Master Nugan and the older man with white hair, “What did I miss?” 
 
    Ro filled in what happened since Jon’s untimely death as they all walked through town to the seaside docks. The paladin’s smile faded as they continued until a shadow covered his eyes. Ro remained upbeat as she lastly informed him of the dangerous quest they were about to undertake. 
 
    “It seems you guys will need me for this,” Jon said with a nervous smile. 
 
    Ro nodded, “We will need everyone for this.” 
 
    The group reached the edge of the seaside docks, Magnys, Nugan and Sora breaking away from the group and turning to them. 
 
    “This is where we part ways,” Magnys said with a sad smile. 
 
    “We cannot thank you enough for everything you have done,” Nugan smiled. 
 
    “All part of the job,” Thorrin beamed. 
 
    “We wish you the best on your journey,” Magnys chimed in. “I hope you all come to see us on the Turtle Islands after your quest is complete.” 
 
    “Oh, we’ll be there,” Vass said with confidence. 
 
    “Have the wine and rum waiting for us,” Renner added with a sly smirk. 
 
    “We will,” Magnys said and gave a hearty laugh. 
 
    The group gave long embraces before the sormir and trolls walked toward a waiting ship, hands waving. The group waved to them, smiles all around and watched as the three boarded a ship. 
 
    Thorrin turned to the group, “We should stock up on supplies and began our trek south. If we leave soon, we can be at the Rath’s tower by tomorrow evening.” 
 
    The group nodded in agreement. Thorrin started handing out duties. Ro and Jon were to go to the supply store and pick up rations and small camping supplies. Vass and Renner were tasked with finding a weapons shop that sold magical weapons. They needed to find holy daggers and any kind of magical crossbow bolts. Thorrin turned to Deidra and the rogue gave him a pleasant smile. Thorrin tasked himself and the beautiful rogue with stopping by an alchemist shop and picking up healing potions and elixirs. The group dispersed into the small town and set about their assigned duties. 
 
    It was only after they dispersed that Thorrin realized he was alone with Deidra. The rogue walked side by side with the paladin and a heat crawled up his neck. The player knew he was never like this around the opposite sex but something about the beautiful rogue set him on edge. The confidence she carried glowed and her beauty pulled his eyes like the sun’s gravity. The rogue glanced over to see Thorrin looking ahead, his face mysteriously blank. 
 
    “I can tell when you look at me. My awareness is pretty high,” Deidra smiled. 
 
    Red touched the paladin’s face, “I don’t mean to be rude.” 
 
    Deidra looked forward as they walked and talked, “It’s not rude. I was hoping you like what you see. I even hoped you would have snuck into my room last night.” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes widened a hair before he battled for control as they strolled, “I figured we were all tired.” 
 
    Deidra nodded, “I understand, but you don’t need to be so formal. We all play the game for the same reasons.” 
 
    The red in Thorrin’s face slowly bled away, “I know but sometimes it’s nice to get to know one another.” 
 
    Deidra nodded again, “I see romance is not dead.” 
 
    It was Thorrin’s turn to nod, “I like to get to know someone beforehand. I’m not a fan of one-night stands or one game stands.” 
 
    The rogue smiled, “You don’t have to be so coy. I can see you don’t like to be like everyone else. While most men will dive right in, you like to take your time. It’s endearing.” 
 
    Deidra stopped walking and turned to the paladin. Thorrin stopped and faced her glowing beauty. 
 
    “I know we don’t really know each other but I would like to change that,” Deidra said with a French accent. “I cannot deny the pull I feel and from the way you look at me, I can tell you feel it too. I only ask one thing, don’t treat me like a fragile flower. You can’t hurt me and you shouldn’t think like you can.” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes took on a hue of understanding as he nodded, “As long as we are being honest, I’m not some guy who strives to conquer. Relationships are special to me and I don’t share myself with just anyone. I want to know you as a friend and then we can decide from there where we want to go next.” 
 
    Thorrin didn’t know why but he stuck his hand out so they could shake on it. Deidra looked down at his outstretched hand for a moment. Turning her eyes upward, she stepped closer to the paladin and pressed her lips to his. Thorrin’s hand fell to her waist as wet warmth spread between their lips. It was magical and the player found it hard to resist her touch and her scent. Time slowed down and the heat of their bodies rose up and joined between them. Then, after what seemed like eternity, it ended as Deidra pulled away. She smiled as she turned and walked on. The paladin watched as she walked with a saunter, her cloak billowing behind her with quick flashes of her toned but well-defined curves. The player shook off the heat and picked up his pace until he was by her side once again. An alchemist shop came into view and the paladin and rogue walked over to it. Thorrin held the door as Deidra stepped in. 
 
    *** 
 
    The town of Merlor faded into the sunny background as the party marched south. Packs and inventories stocked with supplies, the band of adventurers walked on, the beach and ocean to their left and lush green forests to their right. Thorrin glanced back to the party, a welcomed comfort flowing over his mind as he turned to a thin dirt path leading along the coast. 
 
    The player’s heart carried a glimmer of hope and a dash of calm. Their party was comprised of actual players, not an NPC among them. Death would be an inconvenience and nothing more. Now, Thorrin could focus and gain some momentum on his quest to rid Lukken of the Dread Lords. A two-day trip and a party that can handle themselves was just what he needed to complete the quest. 
 
    Thorrin’s thoughts pulled back to the town of Moon Haven and the Bone Queen. She was an NPC but a strong one, capable of raising an undead army. Her dark paladins helped her to keep control but his group all managed to escape and beat her back. Thinking about his party, they all had skills but clearly, he would be the tank when it came down to a fight. Mentally filing it away, he knew he had to talk to everyone about their strategy when they reached Vyle Rath. 
 
    The crashing waves on the beach soothed frayed nerves as the party walked on. Hours slipped by as they marched on in near silence, expect for Vass and Renner. More often than not, the party would turn their heads to the elf and man laughing at some private joke. Thorrin wished he could be mad but seeing how his sister looked to the dashing rogue helped him to feel better. Renner did seem to have a positive effect on the rogue elf. Vass didn’t throw around her biting humor, there was no need to since Renner was doing it any chance he could. Something about them melded and Thorrin wondered if the rogue had truly tamed his sister’s heart. 
 
    Jon walked on, staff in hand. The paladin didn’t talk much since his return. Thorrin wasn’t sure what to think of him since he was content on walking along quietly. While everyone was walking along the thin dirt path, Jon walked closer to the forest edge, his eyes drinking in the dark shadows along the forest floor.  
 
    Ro was right behind Thorrin most of the time. After a few hours, Thorrin slowed down and walked side by side with the goblin. Ro smiled but her eyes were often pointed to the ground. Thorrin smiled and engaged her in small talk. It was enough to have her look up with a shy smile. Soon they were talking about old war stories. Ro’s silence turned to burning questions about Thorrin’s past encounters with the dread lords. The paladin talked about each of the encounters in great detail. Ro’s eyes sparkled as she listened.  
 
    After a long while, Thorrin stopped talking and eyed the goblin, “Here I am going on and on.” 
 
    “I like it. I haven’t encountered a dread lord so your experience will help when we reach Vyle Rath,” Ro smiled. 
 
    Thorrin put his hand to the back of his head, “I’m not sure how my war stories will help but if you think so.” 
 
    The goblin gazed up at the Thorrin, her heart thudding in her chest, “You’re just like in the books. I’m so happy we’re adventuring together.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “Me too.” 
 
    Ro’s eyes slid down as she talked, “I…hope I’m not rude if I ask you some personal questions?” 
 
    Thorrin let his hand drop to his side, “Not at all. Fire away.” 
 
    The goblin was silent for a moment before speaking up, “Where is Emmazulla? I thought you two were great together from what little the books talked about your relationship.” 
 
    Thorrin’s cheery smile dimmed, “She’s to the north in the dragon kingdoms. I haven’t seen her since after the battle of the Cursed Coast.” 
 
    “I hope I didn’t hit a sore spot? I just thought you two would be adventuring all over Lukken?” 
 
    Thorrin let out a sigh, “Me too. I know she and her people are trying to stop the war. Maybe there isn’t any time for romance.” 
 
    “Do you…love her?” Ro asked as her voice dropped a few octaves. 
 
    Shadows covered the paladin’s eyes as he walked. 
 
    Ro looked forward, sadness touching her eyes, “I’m sorry. That was rude. I just wanted to know….what real love is like.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to the goblin as she continued. 
 
    “I spend a lot of time in my head. Even here in the game, I still bury myself in other people’s lives. It keeps me from thinking about my own.” 
 
    “Why do you say that? You seem like a wonderful person….erm…goblin.” 
 
    A small smile crept into Ro’s lips before they turned into a sad thin line, “I could have been any beautiful person here in the game but I knew it would still be a lie. When I saw the list of races, goblin had become my obvious choice.” 
 
    “Does it help you feel better, to play a goblin?” 
 
    Ro nodded, “It feels more like my true self. Like this is what I’m supposed to be.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “I don’t look like this in reality. I’m short, dark haired and not as muscled. Still, I’m pretty positive about my looks. When I joined the game, I thought I would look a little more like my hero.” 
 
    Ro looked up and smiled, “I won’t lie, you’re pretty hunky, like Thor’s brother.” 
 
    Thorrin returned the smile, “Ro, you don’t have to worry about feeling strange around me. I’m pretty easy going and I hope we can be friends, even after this quest is over.” 
 
    The paladin looked to Ro’s almond shaped eyes and continued, “And to answer your question, I do love Emmazulla but as a very good friend. Right now, our lives are not aligned and that’s okay, with me at least. At some point, we will cross paths again and we can see where it goes but for now, I want to do good for all the people of Lukken.” 
 
    Stars filled the goblin’s eyes as she clutched her hands over her chest. Thorrin couldn’t stop smiling as she gazed at him with a sense of hero worship. It lasted a little longer than it should have, sliding into almost creepy.  
 
    “Ro, we have fought together and you are a bad ass in combat but as far as anyone is concerned, we are equals. We both took the paladin class because we wanted to do good in the world. I’m not a hero. I just want to do what’s right.” 
 
    The goblin nodded and grinned, “That’s something a hero would say.” 
 
    “Uh…I mean….” Thorrin stuttered. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything. I’m happy we will be fighting side by side.” 
 
    Thorrin watched as Ro picked up her pace. Even with her little legs, she moved with steady purpose as she took the lead. The player couldn’t deny the affection he felt for the goblin paladin. She seemed to be another soul, trying to find her place. Thorrin couldn’t help but understand her. Being not that tall, he sometimes struggled with wanting to be more. Looking down at his digital form, it was the appearance he always wanted but looking to the brave goblin, he wondered if he made a mistake. 
 
    Deidra stepped to Thorrin’s side, cloak flowing down her shoulders, “She has a crush on you. I can’t blame her.” 
 
    Thorrin didn’t turn his head for fear he would stare at the rogue just like Ro stared at him. “She’s a lovely player,” was all Thorrin could say. 
 
    Deidra gave the paladin a wicked grin, “I wouldn’t mind if you two…..” 
 
    Heat crawled up Thorrin’s neck, “Maybe we should start coming up with a strategy for the dread lord?” 
 
    Deidra let out a sweet laugh. Thorrin’s face vibrated with warmth as Jon, Vass and Renner turned their eyes to the curvy rogue. A moment of silence fell between them before Vass and Renner began talking again. Jon kept his eyes forward but Deidra walked a little closer to the embarrassed paladin.  
 
    “I noticed you cannot create a holy weapon of light. Maybe you need a little more faith to gain such ability. Your hammer is impressive but if we are to have a chance against the dread lord, you will have to become stronger,” Deidra said in a low seductive tone. 
 
    Deidra turned her gaze to the goblin thirty feet ahead of them, “I’m sure she will do anything she can for her hero.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to the rogue as long blonde curls framed her beautiful face. 
 
    The seductive rogue continued, “You may think you are a good and polite person but I know what lurks in your heart. I know you have hungers that need to be fed. I know because I have them too. I saw it the first time you looked at me. It’s natural and yet you fight it like a drowning man. I hope I’m there when you let the waters consume you and unleash your true nature.” 
 
    Deidra glanced back to see Vass staring at her. The elf’s brows came together as a sliver of anger boiled into her eyes. The blonde rogue kept her wicked smile as she moved her mouth closer to Thorrin’s ear. 
 
    “I know you want to tell me I’m wrong, that I don’t know what I am saying. If you want to waste those words on me, be my guest. But your silence tells me more than any pretty words you can say. Tomorrow night we will be fighting a terrible monster but that does not mean we cannot help each other learn…and grow.” 
 
    Words stuck in Thorrin’s throat. He wanted to tell her she was wrong but he couldn’t say it because she was right. As much as he tried to push away those tempting thoughts, they clawed through his mind and heart with reckless abandonment. The beautiful rogue could look past the surface and instantly know what he was feeling or even thinking. Thorrin wished it unnerved him but it didn’t. She was speaking a truth the two of them could understand. He knew that if he made a move, she would surrender to him and he would do the same if she did it to him. Thoughts began to slip down the drain as a pulse sent blood to another part of his body. 
 
    “I should speak with Ro. Maybe she and I can come to an understanding,” Deidra said slyly before picking up the pace and leaving Thorrin’s side. 
 
    The paladin watched helplessly as the cloaked rogue moved to Ro’s side. The two began talking but the player couldn’t make out what they were saying. When they both looked back at him, he gave a grim smile and looked to the ocean on his left. For the first time in a long time, he felt exposed, like a raw nerve. He tried to cover it up with false explanations but they fell away in the light of his mind. Everything Deidra said was true and he was an idiot if he thought otherwise. When he looked back to the rogue and goblin, they were smiling and chatting like old friends. 
 
    Vass watched the whole display unfold. Looking to the laughing blonde rogue, a sharp dismay filled her eyes as an uneasy feeling bubbled in her heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stars blinked in the darkening purple sky. The sun had vanished behind the horizon and night once again cast her shroud across the world. The campfire light danced to the small breeze as several tents stood in a semi-circle, their flaps open to the beach and ocean beyond. 
 
    Renner stabbed at the flame of the campfire with a long stick. The group gathered at the edge of the fire, sitting down and relaxing in the warming glow. After a day of travel, it was nice to sit down and enjoy the breathtaking view. Rations were served and the party ate in silence. Around them, points of light glowed and fluttered into their camp. Thorrin turned his head to one of the lights and smiled. Lifting up a finger, a firefly landed on it, fluttering its wings and flashing a glow every few seconds.  
 
    The rest of the party looked on in awe as they were surrounded by dozens of fireflies, shining their glow to potential mates. It was a soothing end to a long day. Thorrin kept his smile a little longer as the firefly flew off to join the rest of its kind. 
 
    “We will need a plan for tomorrow evening,” Jon stated as his staff leaned on his shoulder. 
 
    “We could nuke the site from orbit,” Renner said with a deadpan tone. 
 
    “Last time I checked your pants, you weren’t carrying any nukes,” Vass grinned. 
 
    Renner raised a mocking eyebrow, “You didn’t check everywhere. I have a nuke that will blow your mind.” 
 
    “Oh, that nuke. I thought you had something with a larger yield,” Vass giggled. 
 
    “It’s still strong enough to spread your…,” Renner was cut off. 
 
    “Alright!” Thorrin said with a stern tone. “We still have to come up with a strategy.” 
 
    The group grew quiet around the fire for a moment before Thorrin continued. 
 
    “I can tank. My Faith and Sphere of Light is pretty strong. I can keep my holy aura up and hopefully keep him at bay.” 
 
    “We can tank together,” Ro added. 
 
    Thorrin agreed, “Okay but I should take the brunt of it while you keep him off balance.” 
 
    “I can heal,” Jon said. “But I can’t heal from a distance so I will have to move to each of you if you start taking too much damage.” 
 
    “The three of you should tank together,” Renner spoke up. “Jon could heal while Thorrin and Ro take on the big bad. Vass and I can snipe from a distance.” 
 
    “I only have five holy daggers. I won’t be much good when they are used up,” Vass said with a touch of uncertainty. 
 
    Renner looked to the dark-haired elf and stood up, “I wanted to save it for tomorrow but I can’t wait.” 
 
    Vass looked up with wide eyes as the dashing rogue bent down to one knee. All eyes were on the rogue as he looked innocently at Vass. The elf’s lip trembled as Renner stuck a hand into his cloak. The rogue hesitated before pulling out a black crossbow. 
 
    Holding it in front of him, Renner bowed his head, “Vass, will you be my partner in crime?”   
 
    Vass’s eyes glistened before she let out a wicked laugh. Thin hands snatched the crossbow from Renner’s hands. Aiming the unloaded weapon at Renner’s chest, the elf lined it up so it aligned with his heart. 
 
    “You better not have cheeped out on me,” Vass said playfully. 
 
    Renner gave a toothy smile, “Check the stats. It has +15 Aiming and +30 damage. It can fire five bolts before reloading. I also have a butt load of consecrated bolts because, well, you’re special to me. Do you like it?” 
 
    Vass lowered the crossbow and smiled, “I love it.” 
 
    Thorrin looked away as they kissed. He wanted to groan but he knew his sister loved corny stuff like that. She was often a crazy, unhinged sibling but he remembered how often her eyes teared up during romantic points in movies. 
 
    Jon looked to Deidra who sat silently to herself, “Is there anything you can bring to battle?” 
 
    The blonde rogue looked up with a somber expression, “I’m not sure there is much I can do. I prefer non-lethal combat. I’m afraid I may be a hindrance. Perhaps it was a mistake to join in this fight.” 
 
    Thorrin shook his head, “You are carrying most of the healing potions. You can be our second healer, making sure our hit points are full.” 
 
    Jon nodded, “If Vyle Rath targets me then you’ll be the healer in the party. Keep supplying potions and we could win this.” 
 
    Ro stood up, “Yea, if you keep him off balance, then we can beat him into the ground.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded when he made eye contact with Deidra, “We are going to need everyone.” 
 
    The rogue nodded and gave Thorrin a warm smile. 
 
    Renner stretched up his arms and yawned, “Well, that sounds like a plan. Boy, I’m bushed. I think I’m going to lie down.” 
 
    “Going to play with your nuclear weapon,” Vass leaned in with half closed eyes. 
 
    Renner gave her a smirk, “I was hoping you would help me disarm it.” 
 
    “I may have too. You get pretty clumsy around anything that explodes,” Vass giggled. 
 
    Renner hopped up. “Goodnight!” the rogue said and stepped to one of the tents.  
 
    Vass shot the group a smile before standing up and following him. Thorrin sighed as the elf and rogue stepped into a large tent and closed the flap. Not wanting to hear anything he didn’t want to hear, the paladin stood up and started walking for the beach. Ro and Deidra looked to him as he stepped from the firelight and into the shadow of night.  
 
    “I’ll take watch,” Jon said as he looked to the goblin and rogue knowing full well he was spending the night by his lonesome. 
 
    Thorrin stepped from grassy edge and down onto the sand. Stepping with purpose, he moved closer to the small crashing waves. Large boulders dotted the dark beach as sand glowed underfoot from the light of the twin moons. The player looked up at the starlit sky and it reminded him of Puerto Rico when he was a kid. Memories pushed at him, caressing his thoughts as he let peace embrace his spirit. The weight he carried seemed a little less now that he was closer to his objective. For that, he allowed himself a relaxing moment to soak it in. 
 
    Time spiraled on as the stars slowly drifted in the night sky. Thoughts turned with the tides and he found himself thinking about Emma and Talisa. He wondered if they were okay. The dragon and troll were beautiful and powerful but they were weak for him. Thorrin smiled to himself as he knew he was weak for them as well. Part of him missed them but another part was glad they were far away. If he lost either of them, it would hurt more than he would like to admit. They were NPC AI’s but the tender moments they shared glowed like embers. Thorrin told himself he was doing the right thing to aid in stopping the war but deep down, all he wanted to do was run away with them and spend his virtual life in deep bliss.  
 
    Thorrin grinned silently to himself. It was a happy fantasy but just a fantasy. Reality would always come for him. He wondered how long before someone important finds out about self-aware AI’s and tries to shut the game down? Would it happen while he was playing? Would he be the same if he lost two beings that have brought him joy even in a virtual world? Could he live his life knowing they were gone and could never come back? 
 
    Thorrin gently pushed those thoughts away. He couldn’t dwell on it. His rational mind told him to quit the game and stop believing in digital beings. It was just a game and nothing more. Maybe it was all nonsense after all, and he was a fool to believe they were aware and alive. It all seemed too much, messy and full of dark alleys but that bright spot in his heart glowed, knowing that deep down he believed all of it and wouldn’t rest until peace came to Lukken. 
 
    A shadow moved behind the paladin. Thorrin turned his head to see a billowing cloak and a beautiful pale face emerge from the darkness. Deidra moved to his side and stood, taking in the view. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” Deidra said with a soft whisper. 
 
    Thorrin kept his gaze on the rogue as she looked to the heavens, “Yes.” 
 
    Something curled around Thorrin’s hand and he turned to his left while Deidra stood to his right. Ro held his hand and looked to him with big soulful eyes. The dreadful shyness she endured before seemed to melt away as she gazed up at the tall handsome paladin. 
 
    “We talked,” Deidra said in a low voice. “She wants to be here.” 
 
    Thorrin eyed the goblin dressed in white travelling clothes. 
 
    The goblin let a small smile slip, “I will do anything to help you.” 
 
    “You two have been talking,” Thorrin reiterated with a small smile. 
 
    Deidra closed her eyes and smiled, “If you are going to beat Vyle Rath, we should do everything to help you increase your power. Not that you have much of a choice.” 
 
    “I couldn’t stop you even if I wanted too.” 
 
    “Do you want to stop?” Ro asked with a sliver of uncertainty in her almond shaped eyes. 
 
    Thorrin squeezed her hand, “No. I’m happy knowing new friends want to help each other.” 
 
    Deidra stepped around and faced the paladin. Thorrin drank in her long limbs, cinched waist and alabaster skin. The wraps she wore held tightly against her breasts and body. The rogue’s hood was down and her blonde hair glowed in the dim moon light. Deidra reached down and took Thorrin’s right arm by the wrist. Lifting it up, she pressed his palm to his chest. Nothing happened since Thorrin had to be the one to allow it. Looking to the two beautiful women, he kept his hand to his chest before pressing a little harder. 
 
    Armor and clothes faded from view and the paladin stood naked. Deidra admired his body, drinking in his T shaped frame, strong muscles and thick manhood. The mood shifted from wonderment to undeniable needs. In the game, there was nothing to be ashamed of and that confidence flowed like a strong river. Strength filled his manhood as veins raised along the shaft and it slowly stood up on its own. The paladin waited for Deidra to remove her clothes when a pair of lips closed on the head of his cock. 
 
    A surge of bliss roared as the player looked down to see Ro gently sucking on the tip. Lips moved with loving warmth as she barely bent her head. A three-fingered hand took hold of the shaft and held his throbbing spear as her mouth suckled on the end. Thorrin was lost to warm sensations as the goblin’s tongue licked at the end while lips moved down another inch. 
 
    Deidra gave a devilish smile as she watched the paladin fall to his desires. She could see his willpower drying up and replaced with an almost demonic need. Ro’s head bobbed in slow, short strokes, almost enjoying the act with a sensual hunger. Thorrin felt powerless as inches filled her mouth. The rogue licked her lips as Thorrin’s hand touched the goblin’s purple hair. Ro was silent except for the sweet suckling noises lost to the sound of the surf. 
 
    “It is much too beautiful a night to wear so much clothing,” Deidra said with a mocking sigh. 
 
    Thorrin looked to her as blissful sensations colored his vision. Deidra pressed her hand to her chest. The black wrappings covering her body faded away. Thorrin stared as heavy breasts bounced, now that they were free. A pale body with sensual curves glowed in the night. Deidra kept her cloak on and nothing else. Pink nipples pointed and tiny blonde curls of hair surrounded her valley. Even in the moonlight, wetness glistened amid a pink budding line. Thorrin guessed the outfit Deidra wore was to keep everything tight but now that she was free, her strong curves shined and heavy round breasts hung, resisting gravity.  
 
     The rogue stepped closer, watching the paladin as he drank in her form. A playful smirk remained as she stood, inches from Thorrin. The player couldn’t resist as he lifted his hand from Ro’s bobbing head and gently grasped at Deidra, thumb sliding over her erect nipple. A coo fell from the rogue’s lips. Hand reaching up, she took hold of his arm and kept him in place as a strong thumb slid back and forth. The tender but strong touch sent tendrils of bliss through Deidra’s body. Wetness continued to bloom and a drop of honey slipped down her inner thigh.  
 
    Ro’s lips and tongue worked as the paladin’s rigid member moved to her siren kiss. The goblin looked up as Thorrin’s eyes moved from her to the blonde beauty. Ro’s free hand went up and she touched her own chest, her suckling stride never breaking. Travelling clothes faded away as she tasted pre-come. 
 
    Thorrin looked down at the naked goblin. Her body was petite but her breasts were a full B-cup, and large for her small frame. Dark green nipples pointed and they reminded the paladin of a certain green dragon. Purple hair barely moved as her head and neck worked. The player wondered if she would ever come up for air but thoughts swirled down the drain as her tongue pressed along the bottom of his shaft. The tightness in her mouth coiled and Thorrin was finding it difficult to concentrate. 
 
    Deidra sighed as tingling sensations increased her breathing, “She…she won’t let go….until you come. She has an oral fixation.” 
 
    Thorrin could barely make out the words as Deidra pulled the paladin’s hand from her heavy breast. A tight grip controlling his wrist, the rogue moved Thorrin’s hand until fingers grazed her valley. A small gasp was followed by another as the paladin explored her wet valley. Pink lips shuddered as fingers ran along the entrance and then to her glowing nub. The beach and ocean fell away as the three were locked in desire. Bliss rose and fell with the tides and the stars seemed to shine brighter. 
 
    The paladin attempted to hold back. He wanted nothing more than to lay them both down and take turns kissing and licking between their legs. The sensual intimate acts were one of his favorite things to do but they had come on so quickly and strong. It turned him on to no end, but at the same time cast doubt if he could keep up with their appetites. He wanted to work them into a frenzy but the tables had turned and a familiar push made itself known in his loins. 
 
    Ro upped the tempo, her lips tight and head bobbing to a furious beat. Teeth grazed the player’s shaft which further inflamed his passions. Deidra closed her eyes as bliss tickled her and a wanting yawned inside her. Breathing grew labored and small gasps fell as an orgasm moved to the surface. Letting go of the paladin’s wrists, the rogue fell to her knees, her own hand between her creamy thighs and rubbing her clit. Thorrin watched as she snuggled her face close to Ro’s and licked exposed shaft. The goblin relented but only an inch or two and Deidra was there, happily sucking the side of the shaft and looking up. 
 
    Thorrin couldn’t contain himself. Ro suckled at him, trying to pull his very life through his manhood. Deidra licked and suckled along the shaft, her own hand making blissful swirls between her legs. The two of them were like animals and the paladin’s will began to crack. Cock bulging, Ro let out a muffled cry as she sucked with pressing desire. Thorrin moaned as jets of molten come spurted into the goblin’s small mouth. Ro’s eyes closed as she pulled more and more come from him, drinking it down like a fine wine. Deidra pulled away and looked up. Thorrin’s face was a mask of angry need, pushing his hips into Ro’s mouth. The goblin held onto him, milking every drop, warmth dripping down into her belly. When the pulses slowed, the goblin made long strokes with her lips, a soothing comfort flowing over her nerves. 
 
    Deidra’s legs shivered as a small orgasm blasted her nerves, followed by another. Heat crawled up her body as she watched the goblin not letting go of the paladin’s member. Sensitivity roared but the player couldn’t break away. Ro’s lips seemed to quiet the sensitive shaft and surprisingly, he was still half hard. 
 
    Without a word, Deidra stood up and smiled at the paladin. Thorrin watched as she stepped past him and began walking toward the campsite. Thorrin turned his head but his body could not twist much with a hungry goblin attached to him. Ro opened her eyes and parted her lips. Moving back, she looked to Thorrin with half closed eyes and a smile on her face.  
 
    “We should get comfortable,” Thorrin said with a gentle smile. 
 
    Ro nodded, “Okay, but I need you again.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded as the paladin and goblin walked off toward the campsite. Deidra stepped to Thorrin’s tall tent, pulled back the flap and stepped inside. Thorrin and Ro stepped onto the grass and walked toward the tent. Jon sat by the fire’s edge, watching and smiling as the man and goblin walked to the tent. Jon gave Thorrin a head nod and smile. Thorrin smiled back but Ro took his hand and quickly pulled him inside. 
 
    The tent was tall enough for them to stand in and wide enough for a few people to sleep. Sleeping rolls were laid out and a tiny lantern hung from the inside top of the tent. The light was warm and inviting as Deidra lay on the furs. Her body’s sensual curves called to him. Ro took the paladin’s hand and pulled him to the fur covered floor. Deidra reached up and placed a hand to his chest as he knelt down, directing him to lie on his back. The player obliged but as soon as he was on his back, a green fingered hand stroked his half hard manhood. Deidra pressed her body against the side of Thorrin’s, eyes cascading down his strong body until she watched Ro kneeling on the other side of him, hand slowly stroking his veiny member.  
 
    “Ro, may I have a taste?” Deidra asked with a sultry tone. 
 
    The goblin gave the rogue a nervous glance before her eyes centered on the paladin’s cock. Her lips flexed as if she was fighting a chance to take him again in her mouth. Thorrin looked to her and could see it play out. Her instincts pushed at her being, driving her inches closer as his cock thickened in her hand. 
 
    “Ro, come to me,” Thorrin said with an edge of authority. 
 
    The goblin looked to the paladin and slowly let go of him. Crawling on all fours, she moved uncomfortably toward him. Deidra slid her body down the side of Thorrin before she rested her torso against his hip. Gazing down as his hardening member, she closed her lips around it and gently suckled him, small moans rising up her throat. 
 
    Ro sat by Thorrin’s head, eyes cast downward, resisting the urge to look back at his cock. Thorrin reached out and pulled her near. 
 
    Ro scooted closer but a wanting played out in her eyes, “I’m…I’m used to pleasing others. I can’t help myself…when I have a cock in my mouth…..” 
 
    Thorrin gave her a comforting smile, “Let me please you. Let me help you with your desires.” 
 
    Ro eyed him as Deidra’s muffled moans filled the tent. “I…,” the goblin trailed off. 
 
    Thorrin gazed upon her petite body. Emerald green breasts hung with pointed dark green nipples. Green smooth skin covered her body. She had a small waist and hips. Thighs parted and Thorrin could see her shaven valley and pink line. Wetness coated the inside of her thighs even though she seemed uncomfortable. 
 
    “Ro, we are friends. I only want to please you like you pleased me,” Thorrin said and let out a small grunt as Deidra continued to slide lips down his cock. 
 
    “Just don’t look at me,” Ro said with a trembling lip. 
 
    “If it will help you, then I will close my eyes,” Thorrin smiled. 
 
    The goblin’s lip stopped trembling as the paladin closed his eyes. Standing up, she brought her small leg over. Standing over him, she lowered herself down to Thorrin’s lips. The paladin felt wet tender flesh touch his lips and he parted his mouth. Ro’s body was still until something warm touched her sensitive spot. Lips massaged her opening as a thick tongue invaded her slit. The goblin’s resistance eased away. She looked down as Thorrin’s closed eyes and watched fascinated as he licked and probed her. At first, Ro thought it would be too much but as the paladin licked at her, tension bled away. Warm thighs pressed at the sides of his head as she relaxed onto his mouth. A surge of bliss floated up and were followed by a few more. The goblin’s lips parted and she placed her small hands down by the sides of Thorrin’s head. Memories came rushing back of her being used by other players. She couldn’t resist the urge to take their cocks in her mouth. Often, they stood at the ready as she sucked one after the other. Sometimes they would want to take her but only as an afterthought. No one tried to please her. She often heard players talk about the amazing blow jobs and nothing else. She couldn’t help her own kink as it drove her to wrap her lips around every cock she could. Now, here she was, on her knees with a hero kissing and licking her like no one had ever done before. Nerves tightened as another pulse ran through her. 
 
    Thorrin kept his eyes closed but the sweet sensations of the goblin’s tender womanhood made him hard as a rock. Wetness spilled into his mouth and coated his lips as he teased and caressed. The mild shudders through her thighs spoke volumes as he continued at a nice rhythm. Deidra continued to suck his thick spear as it hardened fully in her mouth. Head bobbing, she enjoyed the taste of the paladin and goblin, savoring it as inches disappeared in her mouth. Thorrin felt the urges of giving and taking, moving like yin and yang under his skin. To give pleasure while taking it was a thrill and the player’s throbbed with anticipation. 
 
    “Thorrin…..oh…Thorrin….” Ro whined as the pulses grew louder and louder.  
 
    Deidra ignored them as she suckled on his member, her hand between her own thighs and gently playing with her glowing nub. The pull between the three of them grew as bonds cemented and living light flowed. Ro moved her small hips, milking the pleasant touch of his tongue. Moans filled the tent and were soon greeted by small moans from a nearby tent. Thorrin felt a smirk form before returning to his deep kiss. The sounds were unmistakable as Renner and Vass seemed to compete for the loudest moans. Ro opened her eyes and smiled as she moved. Deidra simply smiled as she sucked thick inches. The moans in the other tent fell to the background as the three continued their intimate dance. 
 
    Deidra felt a growing internal frustration. The emptiness inside her grew and begged to be filled. Pulling her lips away from Thorrin’s cock, the rogue crawled over him. She watched as Ro moved her small body to the paladin’s mouth like a beast in heat. Thorrin’s cock stood on its own power as Deidra maneuvered her hips over it and gently knelt down. 
 
    Ecstasy flared and Thorrin let his own moan rise up his throat. Ro cried out from the vibrations and further lost control. Deidra licked her lips as her tender line touched the tip. Thorrin’s cock bounced to her wet touch and she quickly grabbed the shaft to hold it steady. Pink line spreading, her valley slowly swallowed his throbbing spear. Inner walls clamped onto him but only barely as she slid down and he pushed up. The rogue let out a pleasing hiss as wetness dripped down the shaft to the base. As soon as Deidra touched the base, Ro let out a strained cry. 
 
    The goblin nearly bucked as the last shred of control snapped. Pulses turned into a heated storm as urges welled and finally released. The goblin’s eyes opened and she looked up, gasping as internal explosions went off, one after the other. Any uneasy feelings she felt were washed away with the blissful vibrations. Legs clamped at Thorrin and she cried out again. The goblin tasted different as wetness spilled against his tongue. Ro reached up and sucked on her fingers, hips moving and milking every drop of bliss. Cries turned to wet sucking and she closed her eyes in heavenly ambrosia. 
 
    Deidra moved her hips, inner walls clamped tightly around the paladin’s cock. Breasts bounced as she moved on him with ease. The rogue watched in delight as Ro seemed unable to stop herself. She moved her hips to Thorrin’s tongue like she wanted more and more. 
 
    Thorrin opened his eyes as the little goblin grew rougher. This time, Ro looked down but was not ashamed, she was unchained. She sucked on her fingers while keeping herself steady. Thorrin had known this feeling before and settled in, his tongue working magic against her clit. Relaxing, he let the two beautiful women use him as he plotted his turn. 
 
    Deidra picked up the tempo as her body cried out for more. The emptiness was almost filled but it needed one more thing to feel complete. Falling to her own primal nature, she moved with skillful ease on the paladin. Hips moved up and down, inches appearing and disappearing. Nerves tightened as her body cried out for more and more. The world around her fell into sharp focus as she pushed down and grinded herself on him. Internal squeezes made the paladin’s cock twitch on command. The heat between the three of them burned into an all-consuming blaze. 
 
    Sound muted as Ro looked down on Thorrin’s green eyes. A connection slipped from her heart to his. Thorrin’s heart linked to her heart and a glow flowed between them. Ro couldn’t help herself as another bloom of orgasms bubbled below the surface. Thorrin gave her a kind gaze as he licked and suckled her throbbing clit. The internal blaze reached for the sky before it all came crashing down. 
 
    Ro let out a sensual, muffled moan as her body bucked. Wetness gushed as shockwaves went off in rapid succession. Thorrin felt his own urges push at the wall of his sanity and break through. Deidra’s eyes widened as she looked down, spurts of come blasting her insides. With each powerful spurt, the last bit of wanting gobbled it up. The rogue’s thighs trembled as her own orgasm exploded into spiraling fireworks.  
 
    Thorrin and Ro gazed into each other’s eyes as two golden locks appeared in their vision. The primal needs pushed at them as their bodies moved of their own accord. The locks opened with a flash and faded from sight. 
 
    “You…have….my faith,” Ro managed to say before she slid off the paladin’s mouth and collapsed onto the furs. 
 
    Thorrin turned his head to her as she lay on her side, eyes closed and glow in her cheeks, “You have mine.” 
 
    Deidra bit her lip as she bounced on Thorrin’s manhood. Legs spread and breasts bouncing, she planted her hands on his chest as she milked him. The paladin sat up, a hand falling to the small of her back and another gripping her firm ass. Deidra tried to smile but was lost to the ebbing orgasms. Instead she rode him, not wanting to break away. 
 
    Thorrin held her close as she moved up and down on his thick shaft. Firm breasts bounced in his face as she moved with caged heat. The paladin eyed her with an almost supernatural need. His cock did not soften as he expected. It remained hard like it was possessed. Tingling sensations filled him as the rogue’s inviting valley snuggled down to the base. A knowing silence passed between them as bodies writhed and bounced. An exhale and fingers digging into his shoulders signaled to Thorrin her surrender. It was what he needed, and the player let his true self out of the cage.  
 
    Holding Deidra, he laid her down as her hips fought to stay to the base of his cock. Legs spread and hands on his chest, she pushed at him to stay where he was but the player wasn’t listening to her anymore. When Deidra was on her back, Thorrin moved with power and control, taking long strokes before slowly pushing back in. Deidra’s mouth formed a perfect O as her hands took hold of his ass and tried to control the tempo. Despite her urgings, Thorrin moved with a slow but deep power. Deidra clamped her legs around him, trying to help him but the waves of ecstasy were too much. Wet sounds filled the tent as Thorrin hulked over her, each sliding motion met with the rogue pushing her hips to him. 
 
    “Thorrin….please…..faster….,” Deidra gasped. 
 
    Thorrin remained silent as he moved to his own rhythm. Deidra gasped again; the sensations were overwhelming as she fell to his dominance. Nails digging into his ass, she tried to goad him on until she relented. Body relaxing, she shuddered as something big pushed at her senses. Nerves tightened and thighs quivered. Eyes turned into helplessness as she tried to control the coming storm. Thorrin took his time and enjoyed the internal play going on behind Deidra’s eyes. She brought the three of them together but it was Thorrin who wanted to show them what true pleasure was. With a long and slow rhythm, Thorrin invaded her valley again and again, bringing her close to surrender. 
 
    “Thorrin…you have my faith,” Deidra said with one last defiant gaze before her eyes rolled into her head. 
 
    The paladin watched as her mouth opened. White touched the edge of Deidra’s eyes as the wave reached its zenith and crested over. Body trembling, she lay as each slow thrust send shockwave after shockwave through her. Bliss crashed down against frayed nerves and the rogue let out whimpering gasps. A golden lock appeared before Thorrin as he continued his slow strokes. The lock opened and flared with light before fading away. Thorrin’s stats increased and a new ability blinked in the corner of his vision. With a devilish smile, he watched as the words and numbers faded from his vision and gazed down on Deidra’s quivering form. She simply breathed in and out, her head turned to the side and eyes closed.  
 
    Thorrin ran fingers down her body as he continued his slow invasion. After a few moments, he realized that the rogue had passed out from bliss. Pulling his wet cock from her, he looked down with concern. Sitting up on his knees, his eyes went to her pink and blonde valley as white seed spilled out. Primal urges pushed at him but the player took no joy in satisfying himself to her unconscious form. Falling back onto his ass, he looked down to see that he was still hard and needing to spill his seed yet again. 
 
    Ro crawled over, eyes on his cock and little else. Thorrin watched as she moved to his side and gobbled up his member. Lips pressed down the shaft as she deep throated him, eyes closed. Thorrin sat, watching the goblin give into her needs. Tongue licking and slathering against him, she teased him as she was lost to his taste and thickness. It seemed to go on and on and Thorrin lost track of time. Seeing her head bob up and down while her tight green ass swayed set a new fire to the paladin. Hand reaching over, fingers invaded her tight line. The paladin explored before he began rubbing her clit. Muffled moans rose up as the goblin nearly choked on his rigid spear. Reason fell away as the paladin’s cock touched the back of her throat. 
 
    Ro pulled back, lips tight until the tip cleared her mouth, “I….I can’t concentrate…if your keep doing that….” 
 
    Thorrin gave her a boyish smile, “I’d rather you sit on my lap. I’m more than just another cock to suck.” 
 
    Ro kissed the end of his cock, eyes on him and tongue licking the end. She could see the easy going intent and something internal swelled. She knew instantly that he wanted to love her. It showed in his eyes and the tenderness in his voice. Wetness bloomed as a drop crawled down her inner thigh. Her time in the game was that of a throat to dump come down but the way he eyed her naked body, her heart stormed into that unknown territory of deep friendship. 
 
    Stroking Thorrin, the goblin crawled onto his lap. Letting go of his cock, she pressed her petite hands to his shoulders. Thorrin’s cock bounced and the tip touched her wet opening. The goblin smiled as she lowered her hips, the end of his cock pressed to her tight line. 
 
    Ro hesitated just as the tip spread her thin line and she looked to Thorrin, “Will you look at me differently?” 
 
    Thorrin sat up and put an arm around her, “I will…..as a true friend.” 
 
    Ro gave him a shy smile as he let gravity pull her down. The two lovers took a sharp intake of breath as their bodies joined. Thorrin was astonished on how tight she was and Ro was impressed how big he was. Thorrin took hold of her as she clamped her hands on him. The goblin struggled to fit the large paladin, her inner walls stretched to their limit. Wetness flowed and the snug feeling loosened but only by a hair. Thorrin held her close as he worked himself in, helping her relax. The goblin let out grunts until she just reached the base of his cock. To help accommodate his girth, small hips moved and bliss bloomed. A rhythm formed and the two lovers helped each other to keep to it. The grunts and whimpers filled the tent as Ro moved up and down. Only an inch at the base was visible as the goblin couldn’t allow more than that to leave her tight space. It was Thorrin’s turn to gasp as the little goblin rode him, her movements growing stronger. 
 
    Deidra stirred and her eyes opened. Lifting her head, she watched as her legs lay spread open, the beautiful little goblin sitting on Thorrin. Letting her head drift back down, she bunched up the furs under her neck so she should see everything. Thorrin and Ro looked to one another with half closed eyes as bodies moved to a natural rhythm. Deidra, seeing the heat between them set her own fire. A hand drifted between her creamy thighs and fingers made circular motions against her clit. A small moan rose up and Thorrin looked past the goblin to Deidra pleasuring herself to them. 
 
    “It’s…too..big…,” Ro whimpered as her nerves tightened to each downward thrust. 
 
    “Come…come on my cock you beautiful paladin,” Thorrin said with a whisper. 
 
    Ro’s grip tightened on his shoulders. Never had anyone called her beautiful. The shock and passion behind it bashed through her mental walls. They came crashing down as she let out a soul breaking scream. Deidra upped her tempo as she watched Thorrin’s snug cock thicken. Ro’s inner walls squeezed until her mind and body lit up in explosions. Shockwaves rocked her core as her body betrayed her and moved to its own primal needs. The scream turned to whimpers of joy as she moved on his rigid cock. Thorrin watched her green cheeks turn red and heat burst from her body. It was too much even for him as he was lost to her glow. Cock thickening, white seed burst from the tip and quickly filled her tight space.  
 
    Ro’s eyes squeezed shut as warmth filled her belly. Legs shaking, she continued to squeeze and milk every last drop of come from her friend and lover. A weary wave flowed over the paladin as his mind became crystal clear. He stayed seated as the goblin continued thrusting down on his member. Deidra watched with sultry eyes as her fingers moved faster and faster until her thighs trembled. Thorrin remained hard in Ro as Deidra let out her own whimper, an orgasm blasting her nerves and fingers glistening to a new wetness. 
 
    The paladin watched as they continued until a tired sensation bled into him. Falling back, he lay in the furs, a satisfied feeling washing over him. He could feel Ro stand up, his cock sliding out and slapping against stomach. A long moment passed before a hand took hold of his cock and lips closed around the tip. Thorrin lifted his head expecting Ro but instead watched as inches disappeared into Deidra’s mouth. Ro stepped over and stood over the paladin, legs spread and dripping valley between them. She looked down with a devilish smile and slowly lowered her hips down. 
 
    “Do that thing with your tongue again,” Ro smiled as her pink line touched Thorrin’s waiting lips. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    The waves crashed on the beach as the sun cleared the horizon. Thorrin stood on the sandy shore, dressed in travelling clothes and his arms outstretched. The morning was windy and waves continued their hypnotic dance of rising and falling to the pull of the twin moons setting opposite of the sun. 
 
    Thorrin cycled through his abilities and mentally tapped on a new one. With hand out, faith and wisdom channeled down his arm and into his hand. White energy flowed like a living thing, taking shape. A moment later, the energy solidified into a white mace and the paladin closed his fingers around it. Turning it in his hand, he admired the weapon. It felt real and ready to be used but the player didn’t like the shape. A 2D screen appeared before him with the ability and a small picture of the mace with a list of stats, damage modifiers and special ability to inflict double damage to undead. Thorrin tapped the small mace on screen and swiped left. New icons drifted into view, different weapon shapes to choose from. Thorrin continued to swipe until he stopped on one and his lips curved into a smile.  
 
    A hammer icon glowed. It looked just like his actual hammer except this one was white. Tapping the icon, he looked over to the mace in hand as it shifted its shape into that of a white hammer. The heft changed but only slightly and the paladin admired its new form. Wielding it in his hand, he gave it a few swings before letting his arm drop. The white hammer faded from view and Thorrin felt better about taking on the Dread Lord. He knew without a doubt, they had a fighting chance. 
 
    “That was a nice hammer,” said a voice from behind. 
 
    Thorrin didn’t turn around as Vass strolled over the sand and stood to the paladin’s side. 
 
    “Sounds like last night was a success,” the elf said with a playful grin. 
 
    Thorrin barely nodded as he looked out to the ocean. 
 
    Vass let out a cleansing exhale as she turned her gaze to the ocean, “You had a lot of fun last night.” 
 
    “Vass, please,” Thorrin said simply. 
 
    Vass crossed her arms, “Still squeamish talking about sex with me, even though we heard you last night loud and clear.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “Heard you and Renner too.” 
 
    The elf nodded, “You couldn’t be the only one having fun last night.” 
 
    “Are you really coming back soon?” 
 
    Vass’s smile faded a little, “I want to come back. I miss you, mom and the family. I know it seems safe to come back but I may give it a few days before I buy a ticket.” 
 
    “What will you do when you come back? Are you going to keep doing the family business?”  
 
    Vass’s smile faded completely, her mouth forming a tight line and eyes on the white sand. 
 
    Thorrin looked to the dark-haired elf, “I’ll be back home for the summer. I could help you find work.” 
 
    Vass hugged her waist, “I don’t know if I’m cut out for a 9 to 5 job.” 
 
    “At first but you’d get used to it,” Thorrin said with a soft edge. 
 
    “You sound like Renner. I told him about my past and he understands but he keeps telling me to find a normal job. For a rogue, he has a good soul.” 
 
    “Yea, he seems like a good guy,” Thorrin said. 
 
    Vass looked to the paladin, “I could start college. I would be a year behind you but our family would have two members trying to make a better life.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to Vass and gave her a broad smile, “I think everyone would love it. I know I will be there to help you with your studies. Mom and I would support you through it. You can leave the old life, start new.” 
 
    A sadness touched Vass’s eyes, “It’s a nice dream but neither of us have any money and mom is helping you with college. She won’t be able to put us both through.” 
 
    “Get a part time job. I’m sure mom will tap the family if they know it’s going to help with your education.” 
 
    Vass’s shoulders sank, “You never liked that mom pays for your education with money from bad places. You okay with her doing it for both of us?” 
 
    Thorrin lifted his arm and curled it around Vass’s shoulder, drawing her close to him as they faced the ocean, “That money is going to my education for a good cause. When I’m finished, I will be able to repay mom back and help get her out of the business. I will do the same for you.” 
 
    The elf huffed, “You truly are the best of us. I know mom is getting tired and would happily retire but I don’t know if the rest of the family will let me go. I made too many trusting contacts. They won’t let me leave.” 
 
    “They will if you’re bettering yourself with an education. I know mom protected me from that life but I can protect you from it as well. When you come back, me, you and mom should talk about it.” 
 
     Vass let out a small chuckle, “I think I would normally have ignored you but now…..” 
 
    Thorrin smiled, “Now you’re thinking about it. I’m glad Renner is having such a positive effect on you. He can see what I see all the time. You’re a good person too and should have everything you want.” 
 
    Vass brushed her brother’s hand away and took a few steps closer to the surf, “I’ll agree to talk about it when I get back, deal?” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “Deal.” 
 
    The elf raised her hands into the air, taking in the brilliant skyline and letting out a long exhale. “It really is beautiful here.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, “Yes, it is.” 
 
    Vass turned to the paladin and gave him a wicked smile, “When you get home, how’re you going to play? Mom will be all over you, her son home for the summer.” 
 
    Red crept into Thorrin’s cheeks as his eyes widened, “I hadn’t thought that far ahead.” 
 
    Vass started laughing, “She’s going to be at your bedroom door while you’re in your suit. She will bang away until you open that door. Oh my god, I would love to see the look on her face with you in the MEG gear.” 
 
    Thorrin threw up his hands, “I don’t want to talk about this!” 
 
    “She’s going to see her baby boy getting his groove on, humping on the bed and reaching up for virtual tits! I bet she won’t be able to get the image out of her head,” Vass laughed louder and louder. 
 
    “Stop it! Stop it!” Thorrin said as he plugged his ears with his fingers. 
 
    “She’s going to leave you juice and a sandwich by your bed. ‘Growing boy needs his strength.’” Vass said loudly as she couldn’t contain her laughter. 
 
    “Let’s get back to camp,” Thorrin tried to say with a serious tone only for a small smirk to slip. 
 
    “So, do you have any virtual girlfriends you could bring home,” Vass said in a voice similar to their mother. “Or maybe I should get a MEG suit and see them for myself?” 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” Thorrin said as he turned and began walking back to camp. 
 
    “Mom’s a woman. She has needs,” Vass shouted as she followed. 
 
    “I’m not hearing this!” Thorrin shouted back. 
 
    “Oh, my brave knight, what are you doing with that sword?” Vass laughed, her hand holding her stomach. 
 
    The rest of the party gathered at the edge where the grass and sand met. The camp was broken down and the fire out. All eyes turned to the paladin and rogue as they walked toward them. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Jon asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “It’s fine. We’re leaving!” Thorrin fought down the laughter and embarrassment. 
 
    “Thorrin, show me how to undress,” Vass said their mother’s tone. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Thorrin commanded as he began walking south. 
 
    The group began to walk, following the paladin except for Renner. The handsome rogue waited until Vass was to his side. 
 
    “You actually did it,” Renner smirked. 
 
    Vass gave him a quick peck on the lips, “I knew he’d run. Pay up.” 
 
    The rogue fished out two gold coins and handed them over, “I think I may be falling for you.” 
 
    Vass took the gold coins and stuffed them into her belt pouch, “You better. My family will do everything to embarrass you so be prepared when you meet them in person.” 
 
    Renner nodded, “You still seeing me first before going to New York?” 
 
    “You keep licking my pussy the way you do, then yea, all signs point to that. Let’s catch up.” 
 
    Vass walked on with a knowing smile. Renner let out a heated exhale before following the beautiful elf with a little extra pep in his step. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sky grew dark, the last rays of light turning to glowing embers at the horizon. Thorrin stood with the party at his side. A chill reached up from the ground, sinking into their limbs as they drank in the sight before them. 
 
    A misshapen land spread out against the dying light. Tombstones and mausoleums filled the area for miles. Large stone statues cast inky shadows as the sky dimmed into an almost supernatural light. Mist flowed from dark corners and the occasional hoot of an owl sent shivers up and down the party’s spines. In the distance stood a short tower, the last rays of the setting sun painting the top a pinkish orange. When the sun finally set behind the horizon, blue and white lights glowed among the tombs, moving with a dreadful hunger and purpose. 
 
       Thorrin stood in his gray and gold armor, hammer in hand. Jon stood, his staff giving off a slight glow. Ro flexed her oversized mechanical hands, oval eyes drinking in the darkness. Vass and Renner held their crossbows, loaded and ready. Deidra held a baton in each hand, the wraps covering her body hugging her feminine form and cloak down around her shoulders. Her mask and hood were up as she made a quick spin with each baton. 
 
    “We are going to need every point of faith and wisdom for the battle. Jon, Ro and I will have our holy auras up. Our light should keep the undead at bay. Vass, Renner and Deidra will be in the middle. If we can get to the tower without a fight, that would be ideal. If the dead get too close, Renner and Vass will snipe them. Conserve your bolts as we may need every one once we are in the tower,” Thorrin instructed. 
 
    The party nodded their heads in agreement. The chill seeped further into muscles as they readied to move out. Thorrin took the first step, holy aura glowing to life. Ro and Jon followed, moving into a triangular formation; white aura’s appearing around their bodies. Vass, Renner and Deidra moved to the center of the formation, the elf pointing her crossbow out the left side, Renner pointing his out the right and Deidra taking the rear of the triangle. 
 
    The party moved as one, slowly crossing the grassy field to the edge of the immense graveyard. Lights moved randomly among the tombstones but none seemed to turn in their direction. Thorrin took it as good sign. Getting closer, he could see a wide path leading from the edge of the graveyard right to the tower. Keeping their holy light up, they just might reach the tower and not spend too much of their energy. Thorrin braced himself as he knew deep down nothing is ever easy. Senses dialed to eleven, he looked for anything that might spoil their plans. 
 
    When the party reached the border of the cemetery, two glowing blue points emerged from the dark forest to their right. 
 
    Renner was first to spot the two lights. Eyes narrowing, the rogue took in a dark shape on horseback. The glowing blue points were the horse’s eyes as it trotted closer and closer. Renner tapped Thorrin at his left. 
 
    Thorrin turned and soon the entire party turned their heads as the horse hoofed closer. The robed rider shifted its attention to Thorrin and raised a white hand, extending a finger to the paladin. 
 
    “Thorrin Rivers…..you have been chosen,” the robed figure said in a haunting hiss. 
 
    Thorrin raised an eyebrow but it was Renner whose mouth hung open for a moment. The rogue steeled himself as he leaned closer to Thorrin, crossbow up and pointing at the strange figure fifty feet away. 
 
    “We need to run, now,” Renner said in the calmest voice he could muster. 
 
    Ro looked to the graveyard as dark shapes rose up from the ground. Ghostly spirits faded into view as hollow eyes turned in their direction. 
 
    “I think the cemetery is waking up,” the goblin said as her large hands closed into fists. 
 
    Thorrin took it all in as the graveyard stirred and the figure’s hand glowed with blue light. The player could feel the rock and hard place slide in around them and he gripped his hammer a little tighter. 
 
    “It’s a dire mage,” Renner said with a harsh whisper. “The Bone Queen must have sent it. They are mages who have given themselves to the power of mana. They function like a collective, dealing out justice for the right price. We should be running.....,” Renner managed to say before lighting burst forth from the mage. 
 
    The party scattered as a surge of lighting blasted at their center. The resulting explosion sent everyone into the air and crashing into the soft ground. Rolling, most made it back to their feet as the dire mage dismounted. 
 
    “Run!” Thorrin and Renner shouted at the same time. 
 
    The party quickly converged and bolted for the path. Thorrin’s eyes were wide as the dead turned to the commotion and then shambled toward them. The paladin glanced back as power surged into the robed figure’s pale hands. It stalked toward them with a relentless stride. The player had seen mages in action before but he never saw a lightning bolt with that kind of power. If any of them were struck dead on, it would have killed them. 
 
    The Dire Mage pointed a hand and another surge of lighting blasted out. Thorrin used his arms and shoulders to knock Vass and Renner aside as the bolt streamed past and disintegrated a dozen tombstones. Lightning arced and blasted a few more tombstones before the energy dissipated. The Dire Mage’s robes billowed as power rose up around it, forming in purple aura. 
 
    The party quickly recovered and pumped their legs. Corpses shambled toward the wide path, arms out and jaws hanging. The hatred for their light consumed them as they slowly began spilling onto the stone path. Thorrin’s aura blazed bright as he led the way. White light burned the undead and they lifted their boney arms to protect themselves from its brilliance. Ro and Jon’s auras added their light and soon all three paladins glowed like beacons in the land of the dead. Renner tried to keep his cool as the undead hissed and reached out. The rogue didn’t want to waste any bolts and quickly slapped away any hands that drew too close. Vass kept her crossbow up as the dead hissed and clawed for them. Ro’s little body moved with purpose as she cursed under her breath. A large metal hand punched across two boney kneecaps and a corpse hit the ground and floundered. Jon whipped his staff at the undead, the end smashing in one skull after the other. Deidra followed close behind, eyes sharp but not engaging the enemy. 
 
    The Dire Mage lifted up both hands and fired off two streams of lighting. The party divided into two and dove among the tombstones as the stone path was ripped to shreds. Thorrin stumbled to his feet and saw he was surrounded by hungry corpses. The putrid stench of death cloaked him as he looked for his fellow party members. A hand reached for him and the paladin struck outward with his hammer. The corpse shattered into light as three more took its place. Aura blazing, the paladin charged into the undead, hammer slamming into chests, heads and necks. Like a whirling dervish, he fought with practiced ease but the dead were too many. 
 
    Crossbow bolts flew and sunk into chests and heads, a moment later they exploded. Renner and Vass reached each other through the chaos and threw their backs to one another. Bolts flew again and again as the rogues tried to create a focal point for the party. Deidra moved to their side, batons at her hips. Ro smashed her large metal fists into each undead, curses filling the air. Jon backed up onto the ruined path, his back to the rogues and staff out. Thorrin cracked another skull before pulling back to the party. Vass glanced to the Dire Mage as it pointed glowing hands at the group. 
 
    An arcane word filled the air. Thorrin made it back to the party only to see the stone shift on the path ahead of them. Watching in horror, the stone rose up to form a twenty-five-foot-tall wall, it continued to form to the left and right, stone surging into the cemetery. The paladin burst forward with hammer held high. When he reached the wall, he brought his weapon down with all of his might. A piece of stone chipped away but the wall stood. 
 
    The Dire Mage moved along the path, arcane words floating on the cold breeze and hands glowing with twisting energies. Renner aimed at the mage and pulled the trigger. The bolt flew out and struck a barrier. The bolt flipped into a group of undead and exploded.  
 
    “Over the wall!” Thorrin shouted as Vass and Renner fired another pair of bolts. 
 
    Explosions filled the cemetery. The dire mage moved with even steps up the path while most of the dead converged on the party. Ro was to Thorrin’s side and lifting a leg. The paladin intertwined his fingers and the goblin stepped up. With a powerful heave, the goblin paladin was airborne. A metal hand grabbed the top of the wall and Ro lifted herself up. Staying at the top, she let her hand drop, fingers opened. 
 
    Renner and Vass concentrated their bolts at the dire mage. Pairs of bolts hit the mage’s barrier and flipped off to the side. It was then when the rogues saw a large group of undead turn from them and move toward the dire mage. The mage was about to let off another stream of lightning when corpses moved in closer. A barrier surged with power as boney hands clawed at it, eager to consume the mage’s living mana. The dire mage turned its attention and fire burst outward. The corpses were shattered to light but another surge moved toward him.  
 
    “We might have a chance!” Renner shouted as he backed up. 
 
    Deidra moved to Thorrin as he put his clasped hands out. With a heave, he pushed her up as Ro took hold of the rogue’s outstretched hand. The goblin let out a small grunt as she helped the rogue over the top. Deidra jumped down to the other side as undead moved in.  
 
    Vass was next. The elf ran to the paladin and lifted a leg. Thorrin helped her up and Ro took her hand. 
 
    “Renner!” Thorrin shouted. 
 
    Renner watched as the dead swarmed the dire mage. Energy blazed as the barrier began to crack. Fire and lightning burst outward, destroying swaths of corpses but more continued to advance. The rogue backed up a few paces before turning and running. With a running start, he jumped and clamped fingers and toes into the wall. Scaling the side, he made it to the top and stayed there.  
 
    On the other side of the wall, Vass moved to Deidra’s side as the undead crowded around but did not attack. White daggers in hand, the rogue wondered why the dead didn’t advance. Not taking any chances, Deidra bent her knees and launched into the horde. Her attack caused the undead to react. Batons lashed out against kneecaps and hips, smashing them to bits before they flashed into a greenish light. The rogue spun and moved like a dancer, taking down two at a time and carving a path. Vass moved forward, daggers flashing and sending corpses to their true afterlife.   
 
    Jon and Thorrin stood side by side as the dead closed in. 
 
    “You first, I’m taller so get ready to grab me,” Jon directed. 
 
    Thorrin didn’t argue as the tall paladin placed his staff against the wall and clasped his hands. Giving Thorrin a boost, Renner and Ro reached down and took him by the hand and wrist. With a heave, they pulled him up. Renner flipped his legs over the side and jumped, leaving Thorrin and Ro. The paladins reached down as Jon placed his staff in his inventory. Hands reaching up, the tall paladin jumped as Thorrin and Ro took hold of each hand. Jon’s aura glowed as decayed hands reached for his legs. The paladins heaved Jon up, the undead missing his feet by inches. When Jon reached the top of the wall, all three flipped over and landed on the ground with the others.  
 
    Magical explosions filled the night as the three paladins rushed ahead to the rest of the party. Deidra, Vass and Renner fought tooth and nail until white light glowed around them. The paladins rushed the dead, weapons swinging at the horde. Their light pushed them back as their weapons struck true. A break appeared and the party pushed forward. Claw like hands reached out, blazing against glowing auras. Pumping their legs, they could see the tower drawing closer with each step.  
 
    Thorrin pushed to the lead, smashing corpses as he ran. The tower stood ominously against the night sky as they made a dash for the door. Shadows and moaning dead poured from darken corners, wanting nothing more than to snuff out the living light. Thorrin eyed the entrance as the tower stood, windowless. A large metal door stood, slightly ajar.  
 
    Thorrin poured on the speed until he reached the entrance. Taking hold of the door, he waved the party in. Each player dashed through the doorway while Thorrin gazed past them to the magically created wall. It cracked with power and then exploded down the middle. The Dire Mage continued its slow advance as hundreds of corpses surrounded it. Fire and lighting blazed out as a single dire mage kept the undead army at bay. When the last party member stepped through, Thorrin slammed the metal door shut and slid the bar into place. 
 
    Heaving, the party quickly took inventory but their eyes turned to the ghostly light illuminating the inside of the tower. Thorrin turned from the door and his eyes widened. Stepping forward, he stared at the astonishing sight before him. The rest of the party did the same as they couldn’t believe what they were witnessing. 
 
    It was just as Magnys described. A decayed corpse was on his knees, black armor covering everything but his skull. Before it was a ghostly form, frozen in a final act, holding a battle axe in the kneeling figures skull. Thorrin stepped forward, drinking in the wicked black armor of Vyle Rath. It held a sheen like it was brand new. The breast plate was whole and arms hung at his sides, pointed iron knuckles on his gauntlets. The ghostly image of Byrus stood, eyes filled with righteous fury as the white axe glowed between Vyle Rath’s hollowed eyes. With each step closer, Thorrin could make out the skull like head. It was almost like dried skin stretched over bone. There was no muscle to speak of, only a sickening looking skin.   
 
    “We should do something soon,” Jon spoke up. “I don’t think that door will keep the mage out for long.” 
 
    Thorrin stepped close and looked at Vyle’s breastplate, “It looks like it’s sealed up. We need to open him up if we are to get the arm band out.” 
 
    “It looks tight between him and Byrus. I’m not sure we can cut through his chest with the ghost right there,” Vass added as she stepped forward.  
 
    Ro spun around slowly, taking in the carved runes along the inner walls of the tower before turning to the group, “Anyone else find it weird that the front door was open?” 
 
    “Who knows how long the door was open. It’s not like anyone could get through the dead guarding this place,” Jon said as he moved to Thorrin’s side. 
 
    Ro looked to the tall paladin with discomforting eyes, “We made it through, she whispered. 
 
    Thorrin stared at the dread lord, “Anything we do will most likely wake him up. We should be careful. If we can get the band without separating him from Byrus, we might have a better chance. 
 
    Jon stepped closer, the runes on his staff suddenly blazing to life. Thorrin looked over as energy arced along the staff. Jon stood with staff in hand, his eyes moving to it and widening. 
 
    “Step back!” Thorrin commanded but it was too late. 
 
    Energy arced and struck out. Several small bolts struck the dread lord but several more hit the ghostly form of Byrus. The party held their collective breath. A tightness squeezed their hearts as the ghostly form of Byrus blazed brightly for a moment and faded away. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Renner said as he heaved up his crossbow. 
 
    “I’m sorry; my staff is enchanted against the dead. It must have had a reaction to the dread lord and dead paladin,” Jon said as he backed up. 
 
    “Pretty big fucking reaction that you didn’t fucking know about!” Renner said aiming at the dread lord. 
 
    Thorrin held his hammer as the party stood frozen. A deep blue fire sparked and surged up Vyle’s thin neck and surrounded his skull like features. Armor stirred and creaked. The thin line from between his eyes sealed up to the top of his head. Blue fire glowed and waved as the dread lord awakened. Points of light appeared in hollow eye sockets and then blazed open. 
 
    Thorrin’s shock melted away as he stood ten feet from the dread lord. Energy pooled in his muscles as he held his hammer tight. Purpose took the reins and eyes narrowed when he saw we was about to fulfill his promise.  
 
    “Stick to the plan and don’t give him an inch,” Thorrin commanded. 
 
    Ro flexed her oversized mechanical hands, eyes filling with determination. Jon bent his knees, staff held sideways and power pulsating from one end to the other. Vass and Renner split up, aiming their crossbows. Deidra stood with a baton in one hand and a healing potion in the other. She took several steps back and held her breath. 
 
    Vyle Rath turned his glowing blue eyes to Thorrin. A knee shifted up and he put a foot down. Before he could lift the other knee, Thorrin burst forth with a blaze of white light flowing behind him. A creepy dread filled the tower as Thorrin launched himself into the air, hammer raised high. 
 
    Time slowed down. Power surged as Thorrin darted for the waking dread lord and brought his hammer down. Aura and holy power blasted outward as Thorrin’s hammer struck the dread lord’s breastplate. Intent rolled into action as the party unleashed with divine fury. Jon and Ro launched themselves forward as Thorrin rained down hammer strike after hammer strike. The blows sent pulses through the air as Thorrin looked to see Vyle’s hit point bar had question marks. Channeling wisdom into his hammer, each strike was like a thunder bolt. 
 
    Vyle still managed to lift himself up as Thorrin’s hammer struck true each time. Vass watched as her brother didn’t let up. Aiming, she fired a bolt. It hit the breastplate and gave off a mute explosion. Renner did the same and they were greeted with another mute explosion. Jon slammed his staff against the dread lord’s armored knee but it did not bend, even with fiery white light scorching it. Vyle stood to his full height and then began to grow tall and wider at the shoulders.  
 
    Thorrin continued his barrage as he stared with wide eyes. Vyle Rath’s head tilted down to look at him. Darkness billowed and his height reached twelve feet tall. Ro leapt into the air and slammed her holy gauntlet against the other knee. Power flared but it did not bend.  
 
    Vyle Rath looked down with lifeless glowing eyes as the three paladins hit him with everything they had. Light and darkness flashed but the dread lord barely moved as he gazed down on them, as if studying their every move. Panic started to set in as Thorrin bashed again and again with his hammer, trying to make a dent. The light in the tower swayed to their bursts of light. Vass reloaded and hefted up her crossbow. Renner did the same but fingers stayed off the triggers. They searched for a weak point as the three paladins continued their onslaught. 
 
    The dread lord opened his armored hands as he silently took each blow. Thorrin knew he had to keep going and the edge of panic took hold. Numbers rolled up at the edge of his vision telling him he was doing high damage with his hammer but it seemed to have no effect on the dread lord. The paladin glanced down to see black chains unfurl from Vyle’s hands, snaking down to the floor and spreading out. 
 
    Thorrin stopped his attack and grabbed Ro as she launched into the air at the dread lord. The goblin’s feet went up as her eyes went wide. Thorrin threw her back and then turned to Jon, ready to tackle him away when chaos bloomed. Black chains whipped out like tentacles. Vyle moved his thick armored arms with such power that the air vibrated from each swing. A black chain struck Jon against the chest, sending him backwards to the ground. Thorrin felt a chain whip against his side, sending him spinning to the stone floor. Hit points drained as he rolled to a stop. 
 
    Renner fished out a sack from his cloak, “Gylda!” 
 
    The golden fairy appeared next to him, tiny hands out. The rogue handed her the sack and took hold of his crossbow. Gylda zipped through the whipping black chains and darted for the dread lord’s head. Vyle barely turned his head when the fairy opened the sack and brought it down over his fire engulfed head. An armored hand reached up as Gylda zipped away. 
 
    “Aim for the head,” Renner said with a commanding flair. 
 
    Two crossbow bolts launched, flying through the air and hitting the sack. Runes glowed as they exploded. The explosions were enough for Vyle to step back. Cords pulled back as bolts slipped into place. Triggers pulled and two more bolts fired. Black chains whipped upward, slashing each bolt in two and exploding. The sack over Vyle’s head burned away as blue fire engulfed it. Gylda dove back for Renner as the sack burned to ash and a whip lashed upward.  
 
    Renner’s eyes widened as Gylda darted toward him only for a black chain to hit her dead on. The golden fairy’s body went limp as she flew into the air, eyes wide. The rogue bent his legs while slinging his crossbow over his shoulder. Launching himself into to the air, one hand reached for the falling fairy while another drew a white dagger. The rogue caught her softly and turned midair. Throwing the limp fairy to Vass, the rogue continued to turn until he landed at Vyle’s feet.  
 
    Thorrin was up and charging, watching as Renner moved like a blur. Chains whipped out and curled in every direction as the rogue leapt, tumbled and slashed at the dread lord. Black and white sparks flew as the rogue parried incoming chains and slashed against black armor. Thorrin knew if he didn’t get close, the dread lord was going to murder him. Hammer batting away a thick chain, the paladin roared as he charged with his shoulder. Renner moved like fish in a turbulent stream. Chains coiled around and he slipped through while slashing at the giant dread lord. A chain aimed for the rogue’s head when a lightning bolt streaked through the air and knocked it away. Renner smiled as he continued to slash and Thorrin rammed his shoulder into the dread lord’s side.  
 
    Vyle stumbled from the blow, chains moving around him like some demonic squid. Thorrin took the chance and slammed his hammer against the dread lord’s chest and released another lightning bolt at point blank range. White lightening surged in the thin space between hammer and breastplate. It bore into the black armor with holy fury as the paladin gritted his teeth. 
 
    A chain coiled around Thorrin’s torso and before he could act, he was thrown away. The paladin flew backwards, his back hitting the stone tower wall and sliding down to his feet. Jon pushed forward, staff knocking away chains but his progress was slow. Ro leapt into the air, hand taking hold of a chain and propelling herself forward. Chains missed her small form as she used the chains like a monkey holding vines, driving herself closer to the dread lord. Vyle stared with unfeeling eyes at the adventurers as they fought on against the impossible. Thorrin charged forward, noticing the tiny hole his lightning caused at the dread lord’s breastplate. 
 
    Renner continued to move, striking and moving. Ro swung closer, holy gauntlets glowing with white light. Jon knocked away a chain and had a clear shot at the dread lord. Bodies moved at the same time, driving toward Vyle and hope in their hearts. Chains coiled and lashed out. Ro was knocked from the air, her body hitting the floor before a chain coiled around her and slammed her down like a rag doll. Jon was within four feet when a chain slammed into his shoulder. The chain then coiled around his neck and squeezed, forcing the paladin to fall to his knees as hit points drained. Renner made one last slash with his dagger before two chains snaked around his ankles and pulled. The rogue landed face first into the stone floor and before he could recover, was thrown at Vass. The elf had put Gylda down and turned to fire off a bolt when Renner’s body came hurtling toward her. Crossbow falling and hands up, she grabbed for him just before he hit her, sending them both to the stone floor. Deidra stayed where she was, watching the mad display of power. 
 
    Vyle looked to the fallen party and then turned his glowing skull and blue eyes to the cloaked rogue. Deidra stood by the door, body as still as a statue. Thorrin struggled to stand up as his hit points had reached below ten percent. Even with his holy aura, the damage the dread lord inflicted was too much. Channeling wisdom into his healing, he pressed a glowing hand to his stomach, healing as much damage as he could. 
 
    Vyle kept his eyes on the rogue and took a step toward her. Across the room, Deidra let a smile slip as she stepped back and pulled back the iron bar. With one swift move, she opened the door and slipped into shadows. Vyle’s eyes searched for her until something powerful stepped toward the doorway.  
 
    A robed figure stepped across the threshold, power cascading down his form. The Dire Mage looked to the dread lord, darkness shrouding its face. It turned its attention to Thorrin as he slowly stood up. Vyle eyed the mage before chains curled up and lashed out at the entrance. Hands up, mana flared as lightning burst forth. One stream streaked toward Thorrin while the other streaked toward the dread lord. Lightning sliced through black chains and hit the dread lord square in the chest. Thorrin dove to the side as lightning struck the tower wall, sending cracks up the side and pelting Thorrin with sharp bits of stone. Vyle stumbled back, a small crack in his chest plate and smoke rising up. Turning his full attention to the dire mage, chains reformed and burst forth by the dozens. 
 
    The Dire Mage unleashed another stream of lightning. Black chains melted but others shot past, crashing into the mage’s barrier. The barrier flared as the chains snaked around and squeezed. The mage whispered incantations but stopped abruptly as the barrier shattered and chains coiled around limbs. The mage began his incantations once again and a moment later they fizzled. Pain welled up and the shadows covering the mage’s face twisted in agony. Black chains pulled in every direction and the mage’s body resisted but only for a moment. 
 
    Thorrin turned away and charged the dread lord as the mage grunted in agony. Vass sat up, watching as the dire mage was pulled in all directions before limbs pulled free from its body. The mage fell silent as mana poured from the torn limbs. The trunk fell to the tower floor, bursting into shards of light. Limbs fell away and each hit the floor with a bounce before shattering into pieces of light. 
 
    Thorrin stumbled forward, trying to get to the dread lord. Vyle turned his attention to the paladin, chains curling from his hands. A shadow clung to the inside of the tower, twenty feet above the dread lord. With a push, Deidra leapt through the air and made a flip. Thorrin raised his hammer and watched Deidra land on Vyle’s shoulders, bringing her batons hard across. The dread lord’s head bent with each strike and his thick legs stumbled to one side. Thorrin saw his chance and took it, racing toward the distracted dread lord and eyeing the crack in his chest plate. 
 
    Deidra’s eyes carried pure intent as she slammed each baton over and over against Vyle’s skull like head. The dread lord reached up and fingers curled around her thigh. The rogue tried to push off only for the dread lord to take hold and whip her around, throwing her. The rogue let out a yelp as she hit the tower wall full on, bounce and hit the floor. Vyle turned right as Thorrin was raising his hammer. The paladin brought it down hard against the dread lord’s chest plate and released his final lightning bolt. Power surged, blasting at the crack and crawling inside the black armor. Vyle’s jaw opened as he stumbled back, eyes blazing. The darkness parted but only for a moment as Thorrin looked up to see a black heart pulsating between the crack, black veins crisscrossing around something metal. The player capitalized on the attack and drove his shoulder into the distracted dread lord. 
 
    Vyle stepped back, falling to one knee but still upright. Ro was to her feet, watching Thorrin rear back with his hammer and bringing it down over and over again. Light burst and sparks flew with each strike. The goblin could see the crack as Thorrin pummeled the stunned dread lord. Squaring her pointed jaw, the goblin charged to Thorrin and the dread lord. Pure determination colored her fierce eyes as she ran past writhing chains, flexing her oversized mechanical gauntlets.  
 
    Vyle closed a spiked fist amid the sparks and strikes coming from Thorrin’s attacks. With one punch, the spikes penetrated Thorrin’s holy aura, his armor and pierced his side. Thorrin’s hit points dropped as he continued to land blow after blow. He could taste how close he was and death was the only way to stop him. The spiked fist reared back and punched the paladin again. This time, feeling left Thorrin’s limbs as his hit points reached zero. The paladin fell to his knees as his hammer dropped to his side. Thorrin stared helplessly as the kneeling dread lord reared back again, ready to shatter him into shards of light. Time had nearly stopped and Thorrin cursed himself for not being strong enough. He held hope that he did enough damage for the rest of the party to win but his time was drawing to a close, not willing to accept his own death. 
 
    Vyle righted his head and stared at Thorrin as his arm pulled back, spikes gleaming with the paladin’s digital blood. The paladin’s gaze shifted to Ro soaring through the air, brow forming a sharp V. The goblin’s hands were out, purple hair billowing away from her determined eyes. The goblin reached the dread lord and clamped her oversized mechanical hands at the crack in Vyle’s chest. Dark power flared as the holy gauntlets burned with power. Fingers curled around the crack. Ro screamed with defiant power as muscles worked, pulling at the edges of the crack, making them wider.  
 
    Thorrin was helpless as the beautiful goblin’s arms shook, wrenching the crack wider little by little. The goblin roared as she stared into Vyle’s glowing blue eyes, never once blinking as metal groaned from her might. The goblin poured her wisdom into her holy aura as darkness rose up from the crack and licked at her light. Thorrin watched as the dread lord reared back his arm, aiming for the goblin clamped to his chest. A staff point stabbed into the open crack in the breast plate and burned at each side of the cracked armor. Jon stood with burning determination as his holy staff braced at each side and he leveraged it open.  
 
    A light of hope filled the paladin and a hand curled around his head, bringing an open potion bottle to his lips. The paladin gulped down the healing potion as Deidra put her lips to his ear. 
 
    “Destroy him,” The rogue whispered. 
 
    Feeling returned to the paladin’s limbs as his hit points rose. Picking up his hammer, he lifted it up and brought it down again and again at the open crack. Power shook the very foundation as Ro pulled, Jon leveraged his staff and Thorrin struck down with holy light. The dread lord’s health bar turned yellow as a howling screech filled the tower chamber. The breast plate split open and a black heart-beat. Around it, a runic band lay open, dark power pulsating and black veins intertwined with metal. 
 
    Vyle’s glowing eyes stared into Ro’s eyes as darkness fueled his black heart. Ro’s eyes widened as she looked down at the black heart and then to the spikes buried in her side. The dread lord twisted his fist and the spikes shredded her side. Ro let out a moan as feeling left her limbs, shards of darkness draining her hit points. The dread lord grabbed hold of her and tossed her away like trash. 
 
    Jon looked to see Ro’s sad expression as she sailed through the air and hit the floor, rolling to a stop, her face away from them. A chain wrapped around his arms and squeezed. Jon looked down to see the end of his staff pointed at his face. Vyle sent a surge of power through the staff, launching it into Jon’s face. Hit points drained as the paladin was stunned. With a burst of power, the paladin went up and the chains uncurled, only for them to slap him mid-air and send him to the tower floor. 
 
    Thorrin seeing everything in slow motion reached into the dread lord’s chest and wrapped his fingers around the metal band of Thunn. White hot power burst as it clashed with darkness. Vass appeared behind the dread lord with two white daggers raised. She plunged the holy daggers into the dread lord’s neck again and again. Thorrin curled his fingers around the band and when he had a true hold, he pulled. 
 
    Power flared between them as Vass continued to plunge her daggers into the dread lord’s neck. Thorrin roared as he pulled with all his might, the white light around his hands burning away the darkness. Vyle’s glowing blue eyes widened as a sickening “rip” filled the tower. Thorrin gave one last heave and the band pulled free from the chest. Black chains faded from the air as Vyle fell back. Vass spun away, daggers flashing.  
 
    Thorrin pulled back with the momentum. Adrenalin taking over as he fell, he clamped the band to his left arm. It locked over his armor with white light before sinking below the metal and wrapping around his forearm. The paladin’s power washed away the foul corruption and once again, the Band of Thunn glowed with holy light. 
 
    Vyle landed on his back with a hard crash. Sitting up, he held out a hand and a black chain unfurled from it. Slowly standing to his feet, his body shrunk to about eight feet tall. Standing before him, Thorrin glowered with murderous intent. The paladin’s head was tilted forward, eyes on the dread lord. Left hand out, white energy spilled out into a white hammer, similar to the one in his right hand. The Band of Thunn surged with holy power, sending that energy into the white glowing hammer. 
 
    Vyle stared at the paladin. Thorrin stared back. No words were exchanged as they knew their purpose and destiny led to this very moment. Darkness verses light. Good versus evil. 
 
    Thorrin checked his stats in the right side of his vision. He was at a negative modifier since he didn’t have duel wield. It would have to be a skill he picked up but he knew he still had enough bonuses to close the gap. Hands tight on each hammer, the paladin burst forth with hope in his eyes.  
 
    The dread lord whipped his chain around as the paladin closed the distance in mere moments. Black chain whipping about, it came hard across. Thorrin smacked it away and leaned in. Vass stepped back as she cheered her brother on. Renner stirred from the floor, looking to Thorrin and a smirk appearing. Deidra stood at the ready, eyes drinking in the clashing paladin and dread lord. Jon sat up slowly, hand clutching his side and sending healing energy into it.  
 
    Ro rolled onto her side and watched as Thorrin became a storm of hammers. The paladin let go of everything expect for a need to smite darkness from the lands. Vyle Rath whipped the chain around only for it to be smacked away again and again. When Thorrin stepped closer, a glowing hammer struck the dread lord’s chest while another struck his leg. Vyle fell to one knee as Thorrin whipped both hammers up and brought them hard across. Sparks and shreds of darkness burst outward from each strike. The dread lord struggled to stand only to have each hammer rain down on him. The blue fire surrounding his head dimmed and the points of light for eyes flared with concern. Thorrin had become unchained, striking down over and over as the dread lord feebly tried to fend off his attacks. Aura blazing, the hammer in Thorrin’s right hand struck at the dread lord’s shoulder while the white one came across the monster’s skull like head. Teeth flew off as the dread lord tried to regain his balance. Thorrin grunted and finally yelled with all his might as he drove each hammer again and again into the thing of darkness.  
 
    Vyle Rath fell onto all fours, the flames surrounding his head dimming. Thorrin stood over him, cut and bruised but with still plenty of fight left. Vyle looked up as Thorrin raised both hammers. 
 
    “Tonight, a dread lord dies,” Thorrin spat and brought both hammers down. 
 
    Vyle’s skull like head shattered into pieces and sprayed across the floor. The body collapsed onto the stone floor, dark strands rising up from the corpse. Thorrin dropped his normal hammer and took hold of the dread lord. Lifting up, he turned the headless corpse onto its back, breast plate cracked open. Vyle’s black heart was still beating and Thorrin reached down. Fingers curled around the organ and pulled. The party was to their feet and stepping closer. A ripping sound filled the air as Thorrin pulled back with the dread lord’s heart in his hand. Casting it down, it hit the floor with a wet “slop”. Thorrin reared back his holy hammer of light and brought it down with full force. 
 
    The party watched as the heart was obliterated. Thorrin pulled back his hammer to see a small smoking crater and nothing else. Vyle’s body melted away into a hissing pool of slime and then cracked into light, shattering away. 
 
    The party crowded around the paladin. Arms moved up and hugged him as he stood, shoulders heaving. The paladin leaned his head forward, touching it to Deidra’s forehead. Renner was first to break the hug and step away. Soon everyone peeled away, the glow of victory in their hearts. The party moved to the entrance of the tower and stepped out. 
 
     The cemetery was still, not a corpse, ghost or spirit to be seen. Thorrin stepped out first, breathing in a soul cleansing inhale before letting out a deep exhale. The stars shined like diamonds in the sky and Thorrin never remembered them being so beautiful ever before.  
 
    The night stretched on as the party walked down the path, their hearts a little brighter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    The ocean crawled onto the midnight beach with white foaming waves. Thorrin stared as the party walked along the grassy strip of land between the beach and the forests. No animal stirred and only the soothing song of the sleepy ocean caressed calm nerves. The paladin felt light as a feather and still had plenty of energy. The player figured it was because of the victory but he mentally shrugged it away, enjoying the precious moment. 
 
    Thoughts spilled into the paladin’s mind as he walked. Now that one of the eight dread lords were truly dead, he could finally begin his true quest of destroying the remaining seven. It felt good to have a fighting chance against such a tide of darkness. The paladin faintly remembered the +25 points to his Sphere of Light. No act had ever given so many points to the sphere. The paladin’s stats increased to an almost scary level. New passive abilities appeared in his ability list. His presence would turn low level undead away and his detect undead grew to a degree where he could pin point the undead within a few hundred feet. No undead could sneak up on him ever again and the player smiled to himself. The Sphere of Light was nearly maxed out and he knew if he did reach the top, evil and darkness would fear his very name. 
 
    “We should camp for the evening. I’m sure we all have celebrating to do,” Jon said and reached into his pack. 
 
    The party turned their heads to see the tall paladin pull out two bottles of wine. Smiles bloomed and they turned their attention to Thorrin as he stood with a grin on his lips. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. It’s a beautiful night by the ocean and I could use a drink,” the paladin smiled. 
 
    Packs were dropped and tents were set up. Ro created a fire pit by moving small stones into a circle. Renner stepped to the woods and picked up thick branches for firewood. Coming back, he dumped them in the pit and Ro knocked flint and stone together to send sparks into the kindling. A moment later, the fire smoked and then glowed to life. Soon the camp was finished and Vass pulled out goblets and handed them out. Wine was poured and quickly sipped after a quick toast. 
 
    Thorrin watched as Ro and Deidra talked, eyes turning to him and small smiles appearing. The player figured it was only a matter of time before they attacked him but he was feeling so good that he basked in the imagery. The goblin was beaming and could not hide her affections. Eyes turning from the beautiful women, Thorrin looked to Renner as he stood at the beach edge, his back to the group and sipping wine. Jon sang a song with quick pauses as he sipped his wine. Vass looked to the fire before turning her glance to Thorrin. 
 
    The paladin watched as the elf stood up and walked over to him. Looking down, her eyes filled with pride as her brother couldn’t hide how good he felt. 
 
    “Let’s take a walk,” Vass smiled. 
 
    Thorrin nodded and stood up. The paladin and rogue stepped from the campsite and walked toward the nearby woods. Eyes had adjusted to the gloom as they moved through the brush until they reached a small clearing. 
 
    Thorrin eyed his sister who looked down as if choosing what she was going to say, “Are you okay?” 
 
    The elf looked up at her handsome brother in the moonlight, “I’m…..happy. I’m happy for you. I’m happy because….I think I’m in love.” 
 
    Thorrin’s smile faded as he watched the elf’s eyes glisten. 
 
    Vass continued, “I wanted to surprise you but I just can’t wait anymore. I’m meeting with Renner before I come back to New York. After that, he is coming with me to meet the family.” 
 
    Thorrin’s smile returned, “I’m really happy for you Vanessa. He seems like a good man.” 
 
    A tear streaked down Vass’s cheek, “He is. He plays the dashing rogue but he is the kindness, strongest man I have even known, second only to you. I feel like he might be the one.” 
 
    The paladin stepped closer, taking the elf’s hands into his, “If he makes you happy then he must be a good guy.” 
 
    Vass nodded and gazed into her brother’s eyes, “With dad gone, I need to know it’s okay. I need to have your blessing because mom said you’re the man of the house. I know me, Lisa and Sarah are always protective of you but…..this is important and I need to know my family agrees.” 
 
    Thorrin pulled his sister close and hugged her, “Vanessa, you have my blessing.” 
 
    Tears streamed down the elf’s cheeks as she pressed her head to his chest, “Thank you, Luis. Thank you, my brother.” 
 
    The two players held each other in the dim moonlight, hearts beating pure. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wine flowed as Deidra and Ro continued to talk about their plans to please a certain paladin. Jon watched them for a long moment before he stood with wine bottle in hand. Deidra glanced over as Jon gave her a rosy smile. The paladin turned and began walking toward the beach without a word. 
 
    Renner stood with goblet in hand, watching the tall paladin step onto the sand and walk toward the small waves and large stones dotting the sandy view. Long seconds ticked away before the rogue put the goblet down and followed the paladin as he swayed with each step. 
 
    Jon walked to the water’s edge and looked out to the light purple sky, staff in one hand and wine bottle in the other. The paladin took a deep swig before letting his arm drop to his side and marveling at the beautiful ocean night. A shadow crept up behind him, cloak around their body. 
 
    Jon let out a cleansing sigh and took another swig before letting his arm drop again, “Came to look at the beautiful ocean?” 
 
    Renner melted from the shadows but did not move to Jon’s side. Instead he stayed a few feet behind the paladin, cloak billowing slightly in the breeze. 
 
    “Actually, I thought we should talk,” Renner said with an even tone. 
 
    Jon nodded, not turning around, “We can talk about anything. We had a great victory tonight. It seems we now have an edge in the war. I hope Thorrin is up to the task.” 
 
    Renner kept his gaze, “I was thinking, we should talk about why you forced us to fight the Dread Lord.” 
 
    Jon didn’t move. 
 
    Renner continued, “Funny, we could have worked the situation out and retrieve the band without removing the ghost paladin keeping him in place. The door could have held back the Dire Mage a lot longer yet your staff reacted to the ghost. It never did that before when we were fighting in Moon Haven or in the cemetery.” 
 
    “My staff acts strangely around the undead. Sometimes it is unpredictable,” Jon said without looking back. 
 
    Renner brushed his cloak aside, revealing a sharp dagger, “You must think I’m an idiot.” 
 
    Jon’s head tilted forward, “I can sense that you are not. I must confess under these beautiful stars, I did dispel the paladin’s ghost. I needed to be sure that Thorrin would be the one to rise to the occasion. He needed to have this victory.” 
 
    Renner took a step closer, “Why?” 
 
    Jon turned his head slightly, an eye looking at the hard expression in Renner’s face, “My partner insisted that he should have a happy moment before all the pain.” 
 
    Renner gritted his teeth, “You’re coming back with me.” 
 
    Jon smirked as he turned and faced the rogue, “No, this is where you have an unfortunate accident.” 
 
    Renner watched as an aura glowed around the paladin. Lifting up his staff, Jon stared at the rogue with a smug smile and narrow eyes. Renner felt the flame of rage as he gazed at the tall paladin. A breeze caressed the rogue and paladin before their bodies flashed toward each other, weapons in hands. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ro turned to the beach, pointed green ears twitching, “Did you hear that? It sounds like fighting.” 
 
    Deidra’s smile turned sickening wide as she looked at the goblin, “I’m sure it’s nothing.” 
 
    Ro looked out to the beach as a clanging sound rang out again and again, “No, someone’s fighting!” 
 
    Ro reached up a green finger to tap her armor on when a hand reached out and grabbed her by the wrist. 
 
    “It’s nothing. Let’s keep talking about what we’re going to do to Thorrin,” Deidra said with half closed eyes. 
 
    “Let go,” Ro growled and mentally called up her armor. 
 
    The goblin was about to mentally tap her armor into existence when arcane circles appeared around them. Deidra kept her firm grip as red skeletons emerged from the ground, boney hands reaching for the tiny paladin. Ro’s eyes widened as she was about to activate her armor but she never had a chance. A red boney hand touched her skin and sent draining ripples throughout her body. The goblin cried out but only for a moment as a hand wrapped around her mouth. The goblin struggled in Deidra’s grip as several Bloody Bones reached up and clawed at her prone form, draining and clawing at her, an unnatural hunger in their dark gazes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thorrin and Vass sat in the small clearing, talking about how they would arrange the family gathering. Time lost all meaning but Thorrin was okay with that. He was enjoying his time with his sister. For once in his life, she wasn’t acting like a lunatic; instead she seemed like a normal person. She insisted there should be a party and she wanted to invite most the family. Thorrin simply sat and listened as Vass treated it almost like planning a wedding. 
 
    “Mom could make her famous roast pork over rice. I need you to keep Lisa and Sarah’s hands off of him while we prepare. We can invite everyone in the neighborhood except Mrs. Torres because I think she still hates me. You like wine so you should bring like ten bottles,” Vass gushed.  
 
    Thorrin watched as she spun on and on until she suddenly stopped. Eyes turning to Thorrin’s smiling face, the elf grinned. 
 
    “I must sound like a happy idiot,” Vass said with warm eyes. 
 
    “You are,” Thorrin grinned. 
 
    “Jerk,” Vass said and punched him on the shoulder. 
 
    The moment flowed like a peaceful river before Vass let out a sigh, “We should go back. I’m sure they’re wondering where we are and I think Deidra and Ro will want to show you a good time.” 
 
    Thorrin kept his smile, “What do you think of Deidra and Ro?” 
 
    Vass’s smile faded, “I like Ro. She really came out of her shell around you. I sometimes listened in and she is a sweet girl…..” Vass trailed off. 
 
    Thorrin raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Vass looked to the paladin, “I don’t know about Deidra.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” 
 
    The elf held her knees to her chest, “Something’s not right. She’s a rogue but I haven’t seen her around or ever heard her name until that night in Moon Haven. I thought maybe she was a new player but she has skills like she’s been playing for a while.” 
 
    “Lukken is a big place,” Thorrin said politely. 
 
    Vass nodded, “I know but something doesn’t add up. I didn’t have a chance to tell you but when we were over the wall in the cemetery, she….,” Thorrin cut her off with a raised hand. 
 
    The paladin could feel it, the creeping death as a dozen undead surrounded them and began converging on their location. The player unhooked a hammer and slowly stood up. Vass could see the concern written in Thorrin’s eyes and stood up with him. The elf drew a white dagger with one hand and a black dagger with the other. The two players put their backs to each other in the small clearing. Thorrin scanned the dark woods around them, dim lights appearing in the distance, coloring his vision and signaling the dead as they drew closer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Renner heaved as bruises bloomed on his cheek, neck and hand. Jon stood, shoulders moving up and down to deep breaths, cuts and slashes running along his neck, face and arms. The rogue and paladin were taking a breather as they eyed each other. Hit points hovered at twenty percent. Renner was holding back, wanting to take the player back to camp alive. Jon wasn’t holding back, dishing out a lot more damage than Renner was prepared for. 
 
    “You won’t be taking me back. No one will believe a rogue over a paladin,” Jon heaved. 
 
    Renner wiped sweat from his brow, “I don’t need anyone to believe me, just my family.” 
 
    Jon gave the rogue a wicked leer, “Family? More like a crazy bitch and her stupid blind brother. You fucks deserve everything you get. If this was reality, I would be kicking your ass up and down the street before the police took away your whore girlfriend.” 
 
    Renner’s humor and goodwill melted into the abyss as he grinded his jaw. The dagger twirled in his hand as he sheathed it in one smooth move. Jon kept his wicked smile as he charged, aura blazing. 
 
    The rogue reached into his cloak and pulled out his crossbow. Barely aiming, he pulled the trigger as his other hand reached back into the cloak. Jon smacked the bolt out of the air with his staff and he was on the rogue. Staff up, he brought it down, slamming it into Renner’s shoulder. Hit points drained as Renner grunted. 
 
    “You’re dead!” Jon shouted with cold insanity in his eyes. 
 
    Renner pulled his hand from the cloak with a fistful of crossbow bolts. With one quick jab, he drove the half dozen points under the Paladin’s armpit where there was no armor. The bolt points stabbed into him as shock washed over the paladin’s face. 
 
    “No, you’re fucked,” Renner said with a cool tone as he turned away and leapt. 
 
    Jon reached under his arm, grabbing the shafts of the bolts as runes glowed to life. The paladin let out a yelp as he pulled them from under his arm. As he began to heave them away, the runes flared and exploded. Renner hit the ground and rolled away as the top torso of Jon went up and shattered into fragments of light. The bottom legs fell to their knees and then fell forward, shattering into shards of light. 
 
    The rogue quickly rolled to his feet, pumping his legs as he ran toward the campsite. Renner leapt onto the grassy ground and pushed himself as fast as he could. Eyes drank in a number of red skeletons as they held Ro to the ground. The goblin whimpered as they drained her hit points slowly. She tried to reach up and heal her damage with healing spells but her limbs refused to work. The red skeletons looked down with indifference as her life bled away. A bolt struck one in the back of the skull. One bloody bones looked to the other, reaching for the bolt when runes glowed and exploded. The remaining skeletons let go of the goblin as they turned to Renner running full tilt, white dagger in one hand and crossbow in the other. 
 
    The remaining bloody bones marched toward him but he closed the distance in moments. White dagger flashing, he cut them down, slicing along the lower spine and then moving to the next with liquid grace. Every skeleton fell in half before shattering into shards of light.  
 
    Renner fell to his knees, hands taking hold of Ro. 
 
    The goblin blinked as her body didn’t move but her voice worked, “It’s Deidra….She ran off to Thorrin and Vass…..Go to them…” 
 
    Renner nodded, gently placing her down and bolting toward the woods. 
 
    *** 
 
    An alert popped up in Thorrin and Vass’s vision, indicating a party member has died and a small picture of Jon appeared. 
 
    Thorrin turned his gaze to see red skeletons emerge from the woods and hold their advance. They stood in a circle, not moving and watching silently. Thorrin was about to counter attack when a shadow melted from the clearing edge. Vass turned her eyes as brother and sister stared in shock. 
 
    Deidra stepped from the darkness, hood down and face in full view. Blonde hair spilled down over her shoulders as she walked with calm, even steps. A 2D screen glowed by her hand as she stepped to the edge of the clearing and stopped. The rogue’s eyes centered on Vass as her mouth worked. 
 
    “….Please…hurry….she has a gun. She is holding the nice woman that lives there hostage. She keeps screaming she is going to kill her. I’m scared something terrible is going to happen….,” Deidra said with feigned panic. 
 
    “Deidra?” Thorrin said as his brow shifted up. 
 
    “….Oh my god! She just fired a shot! I’m on the floor; I can’t see anything but I heard a gun go off. Yes, I will stay on the line,” Deidra said and tapped the 2D screen, muting the call.  
 
    “Deidra, what the fuck are you doing?” Thorrin said and took a step closer. 
 
    The blonde rogue lifted up her chin in a smug smile. She looked to Vass, ignoring Thorrin. 
 
    “You deserve this you fucking bitch. I wanted to be here to see your face when they come in after you. They may even shoot you while you’re in bed. That would truly make my night,” Deidra said with distilled malice. 
 
    Thorrin stood in front of Vass, “Deidra, what the hell is going on?” 
 
    The rogue leered as she watched with pure hatred in her gaze, “I didn’t want you to see this but time was running short and I had to do it now before she left Florida. Your fucking sister killed my sister and my family is going to get justice!” 
 
    Thorrin’s mind spun as he wondered how this could have happen. Faint memories came roaring back as his eyes widened in disbelief. Images of the night in the bar crashed into his mind and heart. With a hard grip, he took another step forward, eyes on the smiling woman. 
 
    “Jessica?” 
 
    Deidra kept her smile, “Sorry I had to drug you. I was having a wonderful time but I needed access to your MEG console. The program could only find her if we spent hours together in game so it could trace her signal. With you passed out, I could finally upload the program and find out where the bitch was hiding.” 
 
    “Was that the police you were talking to? What did you do?” Thorrin asked while a flame lit up his heart. 
 
    Deidra crossed her arms, “It’s called swatting. SWAT teams should be on their way to see if there is actually a threat. They won’t take a chance on it being a hoax and they can be on edge when they show up so try not to be too twitchy.” 
 
    Thorrin’s fire roared into a storm as he was ready to launch himself at the rogue when a hand touched his shoulder. Face turning, he looked into Vass’s eyes, pain and guilt filling them. Stepping past the paladin, Vass stood ten feet from Deidra, hands at her sides and daggers sheathed. 
 
    “Jessica, I’m sorry what happened to your sister. I didn’t know she was going to kill herself. She told me she was going to a party and buying for friends. I never would have sold it to her if I knew she was going to commit suicide,” Vass said with her head bowed. 
 
    Deidra looked to her, unimpressed, “You fucking cunt. An apology will not bring Cindy back from the dead. The drugs drove her to suicide. Instead of running, you should have turned yourself in. Now my sister….is gone…..and they have stopped looking for you…,” tears welled up in Deidra’s eyes. 
 
    Thorrin stood by his sister’s side, “Jessica, tell them it’s a hoax. Stop this before it goes too far.” 
 
    Deidra let out a crazy laugh, “It’s already too late! They are coming for her. Either they shoot her or she ends up in prison. Either way, my family will have justice served! I’m sorry you have to witness this but I couldn’t let it go any further. I couldn’t risk her slipping away again.” 
 
    Deidra glared at the elf, mouth twisting, “You destroyed my family! Cindy was so young and beautiful and you killed her! I don’t care if it was an accident, you sold her the drugs and that makes you a murderer. Think about that when you sit in a cell for the rest of your life!” 
 
    Deidra tapped the 2D screen and changed her whole demeanor, “Please hurry! I think she’s going to kill the old woman!” 
 
    The rogue tapped the screen and it blinked away before looking to Thorrin, “You deserve better. I know you have a good heart, Luis. I had to get Jon to try and convince you to go to Moon Haven. I had to work it out so we would all spend time together so I could locate your sister. I already scouted out the cemetery and knew this was too big of a chance to give up. I’m sorry I used you but if the police wouldn’t do anything about it then I knew I had to.” 
 
    An insane glee filtered into Deidra’s eyes and mouth, “You couldn’t see that I was a Shadowmancer. It’s like a rogue but with a sub set of abilities to raise and hide from the dead. If you want to start over, I could teach you. We could love and adventure together. I will do whatever you want to help ease the loss of your sister.” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes sagged, “Then stop this….” 
 
    Deidra closed her eyes and shook her head, “Anything but that. Once it’s over, I’ll suck your cock until you feel better.” 
 
    Thorrin’s eyes narrowed as his brow formed a hard V, “I’ll go to the police about this! I’ll tell them everything!” 
 
    Deidra opened her eyes, lips still twisted into an insane smile, “Go ahead. They won’t believe a family of criminals over my family. We have great lawyers; the best money can buy. I already have my alibi set up with many influential people. They will lie to protect me. It’s not like the movies; the truth will not set you free.” 
 
    Deidra shifted on her feet, eyes on Thorrin, “Even you know what she did was wrong, oh holy paladin. She is getting the very thing she needs, punishment for her crimes. Maybe with some time, you will see my side of it. Until then, look for me in the game. We can….,” Deidra’s eyes looked away and she drew her two batons. 
 
    From the shadows, Renner burst into view, dagger in each hand. Deidra turned, batons parrying daggers and sparks flying. Renner’s arms flashed and Deidra’s batons turned into a blur, blocking each strike. Red skeletons remained still as their master whispered her commands. Renner moved like a storm, striking harder and harder. Deidra bent her knees and flipped into the air. With a twist of her wrists, blades popped out of the ends of the batons. When she landed on the ground, they flashed with silver light against Renner’s daggers. 
 
    Thorrin turned to Vass, hands on her shoulders, “Take the helmet off and get out of the house!” 
 
    Vass pressed her hands to Thorrin’s ribs, eyes shifting away, “It’s too late. I just heard them breaking down the front door. They’re shouting and moving through the house. I’m home alone. Abuela is out with her friends.” 
 
    Tears filled the elf’s eyes as she clutched at her brother, “I’m sorry I did all of this. I’m sorry.” 
 
    Thorrin held her tight, “We will fight this. The whole family will fight this. Don’t give them a reason to shoot. Don’t fight back and go willingly. Don’t say anything until we get a lawyer.” 
 
    “Little brother, don’t waste your life on me. Go to college and make a better life for yourself. It was bound to happen but I’m glad we got to spend time together.” 
 
    Renner grunted as sparks flew. Deidra laughed as she expertly parried everything Renner dealt out. The rogues slashed at each other like two shadows. Limbs and bodies moved so quickly, it was hard to see. Renner heard everything as he fought and he pushed it down so he could teach this witch a lesson. Instead, he couldn’t land a blow. Deidra moved like a dancer, bending and swiping with elegance and grace. Cloak billowing, she lashed out again and again, parrying every incoming dagger point. 
 
    Renner pressed his attack until something red moved to his side. Instinct took over and the rogue slashed sideways, splitting a red skull and shattering it to light. Virtual pain welled up as a blade point stabbed into his thigh. A poison status effect blinked in his view before he turned to Deidra’s smiling face. The shadowmancer pulled her blade baton from his leg and leapt away. Renner fell to one leg, feeling draining away from the injured leg.  
 
    Deidra landed next to a tree and melted partially into the shadows, “It was fun adventuring but I have a plane to catch. Vacation calls!” 
 
    The shadowmancer melted into the shadows and disappeared into the night. 
 
    Renner turned his attention to Vass and Thorrin as they stood, holding each other. 
 
    Thorrin pulled back slightly, looking into Vass’s almond shaped eyes, “Be strong. Don’t let anyone break you down.” 
 
    Vass’s expression was blank as she looked up to him, “They’re getting closer. Luis, I love you. Don’t let her fuck with your head. See me wh…….” 
 
    Thorrin watched in horror as her head twisted forward. Eyes went dark and body limp. Thorrin clutched at his sister as her form blinked and wavered. Holding her close, the digital body shifted and then faded away. 
 
    Thorrin fell to his knees, tears streaming down his cheeks. The fire in his heart blazed as empty fingers furled into tight fists. He wanted to scream and shout but nothing came out. Head tilting forward, tears spilled and dripped to the grassy floor. Renner limbed to the paladin’s side and sat down, his back to Thorrin’s back. 
 
    “We’ll get her back,” Renner said with pain in his voice. 
 
    Thorrin stared at the grassy floor, heart aching and spirit weakened. 
 
    “Vanessa…..” Thorrin whispered as tears flowed and the night pressed on with its elegant splendor. 
 
    ~Fin~        
 
   
  
 



Join us 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoy sexy monsters, fantasy, magic and erotic adventures, please sign up for my newsletter and receive a free e-book!  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 A Note from Eden Redd 
 
    I wanted to take this moment to thank you for reading! 
 
    I hope you enjoyed the stories. If you have a moment, please leave a review. If leaving a review is not your cup of tea, then please e-mail me. I try to answer all e-mails as fast as I can but I would love to hear your feedback. 
 
    Join my mailing list and receive updates on new titles! 
 
    Visit my Website at https://edenredd.com/ 
 
    edenreddx@gmail.com 
 
    I am also on twitter! I tend to put sexy monster pics and quirky thoughts/ideas.  
 
    Like me on Facebook! 
 
    I also run a sexy Facebook group, Eden’s Fantasy and Sci-Fi Garden (NSFW). 
 
    Please check out my author page and some of my other works you may like. 
 
    Eden Redd Author page 
 
    Eden’s Mega-Bundles 
 
    The Redd Monster Collection (18 Stories of Monsters, Maidens and Taboo Desire.) 
 
    The Redd Fantasy Collection (6 Stories of High Adventure, Romance and Taboo Fantasy.) 
 
    The Redd Horror Collection (11 Stories of Witches, Demons, Ghosts and Dark Taboo Desire.) 
 
    The Redd Strange Collection (10 Tales of Strange Romance, Weird Science and Taboo Fantasy 
 
    Lewd Saga Omnibus: 7 Book Collection 
 
      
 
    Lewd Saga Adventures 
 
    Lewd Knights 
 
    Lewd Knight 2.0: Middle Kingdoms 
 
    Lewd Paladin: Shadow of Fate 
 
    Lewd Necromancer: Raiding Hearts 
 
    Lewd Rogue: Golden Desires 
 
    Lewd Dragon: Bright Storm 
 
    Lewd Knights 3.0: Serpent Horizon 
 
      
 
    Eden's Books 
 
    Blue Nymph (Free!) 
 
    Knight of Desire 
 
    Tainted Demons: An Erotic Horror Novel 
 
    Cream for Master 
 
    Ghostly Needs 
 
    The Hot Wife and the Incubus 
 
    Tentacle Affair 
 
    The Lust Games: Alien Prison 
 
    Tentacle Squad 
 
    Sleeping Beauty's Desire 
 
    Werebear Vs Werecow 
 
    Ruby and the 3 Werebears 
 
    Psychic Raptors in Lust 
 
    The Lusty Mermaid 
 
    Creatures from the Blue Lagoon 
 
    Shades of Greys 
 
    Witch Lover 
 
    Sin Sally 
 
    Dirty Witch Angel 
 
    Sea Serpent Sexy 
 
    Hotel Cali 
 
    Oni Lover 
 
    Demonic Daughter 
 
    Moo Girl! 
 
    Maid of Temptation 
 
    Cougar Class 
 
    Sleeping with the Sandman 
 
    Monster Sitter 
 
    Rise of the Succubus 
 
    Succubus Society  
 
    Fang Bang 
 
    Blue Riding Hood 
 
    Dead Taboo 
 
    Tentacle Relations: Cindy's Dark Secret 
 
      
 
    Blue Mage Series 
 
    Blue Mage 
 
    Blue Mage: The Dead Heart 
 
    Blue Mage: The Witch Trial 
 
    Blue Mage: Dark Seduction 
 
    Blue Mage: City of Night 
 
    Blue Mage: Apprentice Omnibus (Book 1 through 3) 
 
    Blue Mage: Adept Omnibus (Book 4, 4 Side Quests, Book 5)  
 
      
 
    Blue Mage Side Quest Adventures 
 
    Sylk’s Song 
 
    Jenny’s Tale 
 
    Vanessa’s Heart 
 
    Aznara’s Gifts 
 
    Blue Mage Quest Collection 
 
      
 
    Teddy Bare Series 
 
    Teddy Bare 
 
    Teddy Bare 2 Stuffed 
 
    Teddy Bare 3 Plush Party 
 
    
Shadow Elf Series 
 
    A Lover's Rite 
 
    A Lover's Tide 
 
    A Lover's War 
 
      
 
    Sexy Monster Wives Series 
 
    Bridget's Intruder 
 
    Cassie's Private Party 
 
    Val's Blue Room 
 
    Bridget's Lesson 
 
    Cassie's Surrender 
 
    Val's Monster Masquerade 
 
      
 
    Kaiju Seduction Series 
 
    Kaiju Seduction 
 
    Kaiju Seduction 2 
 
    Kaiju Seduction 3 
 
    Kaiju Seduction 4 
 
      
 
    Erotic Collections 
 
    Lustful Hearts 
 
    Kaiju Seduction Bundle Series 1 
 
    Strange Seduction 
 
    Sexy Monster Wives Collection 
 
    Taken by Shadows 
 
    Shadow Elves A Lover's Trilogy  
 
    


 
   
  
 cover1.jpeg
| ewd Paladin






images/00001.jpeg





