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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    White light filled blinking red eyes. Lily let out a moan as she slowly sat up. A throbbing pain filled her head as she tried to shake the mental cobwebs away. Glancing around while touching her head, the succubus saw that she was in a room with clear walls and two rows of hollow circles that ran along the top and bottom of the room. Beyond the transparent walls, cells similar to hers ran from left to right. A clear door stood opposite of her bed and the demoness swung her legs over the side. Trying to stand up, the throbbing on her head grew louder and she sat back down. 
 
    Several bodies moved in the other cells, heads lifting up and turning in Lily’s direction. The succubus looked to them, taking note of their pale skin and subdued hair colors. Three women, all in different cells, stood up and moved to the glass barriers, looking at the light purple skinned demon as she remained sitting on the edge of her bed. 
 
    The white light was blinding as Lily closed her eyes to gain some relief. The room felt like a sterilized prison cell, causing her stomach to turn. The sound of mechanized footsteps caused the demoness to open her eyes once again. Down the main hall, three robot looking drones with blue coloring walked in single file. Lily was about to get up again when she noticed something heavy around her neck. Fingers touching the thick band, the succubus looked to her fellow prisoners, each one wearing the same collar. 
 
    The three blue drones reached Lily’s door and it slid upwards. The blue drones walked in, simple digital faces warm and inviting as the door slid back down behind them. 
 
    “You are awake, excellent,” the middle blue drone smiled. 
 
    “I believe there has been a mistake,” Lily stated as she readied to summon her staff. 
 
    The blue drone nodded its robotic head, “There indeed has. Your genetics don’t match our databases. The deformities on your head, tail and pigment have alerted higher levels and require more testing so we can cure you.” 
 
    Lily’s brow sharpened, “There is nothing wrong with me.” 
 
    “Despite your appearance non-consumer, we would simply connect you to the network so you may lead a happy life but your genetics are incompatible to our nano drones. It leads us to summarize more testing is required.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes narrowed. “I do not consent to more testing. Open the door so I may leave.” 
 
    The drone gave a sheepish digital expression. “We can’t let you do that. All non-consumers must be converted to consumers. It’s not safe for you beyond the protections of the network. You understand.” 
 
    A fire blazed in Lily’s eyes. “Let me out of here or I will tear this place apart!” 
 
    “We understand your confusion. Assimilation and conversion will take some time. We are here to guide you through the process.” 
 
    Lily growled as she launched herself to her feet. Hand out, she was ready to call her staff when energy blasted her nerves. The succubus clawed at her neck as the collar sent volts of power into her entire body. The three blue drones simply watched as Lily screamed before falling to her knees, smoke rising from her neck. 
 
    “Violence will not be tolerated. Allow us to do our work and we will find a way to convert you to the network. Rest now and we will begin further testing in a few hours,” the blue drone said as the door slid up behind them. 
 
    Lily huffed as the three drones turned and walked out, the door closing behind them. The demoness watched as they walked down the corridor and disappeared through another door. Slowly standing up, the succubus made her way to the glass wall and looked out to the three other prisoners. 
 
    A woman moved to her clear cell wall in a simple white gown, eyes on the purple skinned demon. “Did Vala send you?” 
 
    The fire in Lily burned out and she looked to the three women, hope in their eyes. “She did.” 
 
    “We may have a chance,” one of the other prisoners said with an excited edge. 
 
    “Why are you here,” Lily asked through the glass. 
 
    A woman pressed her head against the glass of her cell, eyes weary. “They have been studying us for weeks. The cells had more prisoners but we are all that’s left. Our bodies rejected our nano-shells and the mainframe wants to know why. The others here before us were escorted out after their tests were completed, we…believe they were euthanized for being incompatible with the system.” 
 
    “They will come for us next,” another woman said sadly. 
 
    “But Vala sent you to help us,” the excited woman beamed. 
 
    Lily’s expression softened as she heard the desperation in their voices. An image of Victor floated into her head and the succubus let out a long, deep sigh. 
 
    “Victor,” the succubus whispered. 
 
    *** 
 
    A cloaked figure smiled and the dreamscape melted away. Victor opened his eyes, a blurry reality slowly moving into focus. The shapes before him took on finer lines and after a few blinks, the Blade snapped up and crawled back until his back hit a wall. 
 
    Three women were at the edge of his bed, smiling with fanged teeth. Pointed furry ears faced the startled Blade as fur covered part of their bodies. Cat-like eyes glowed in the dim lighting as furry tails swished back and forth. Tight body suits hugged their frames as they leaned in closer. Purring filled the immediate area, the vibrations caressing Victor’s skin. The Blade wrinkled his brow as he looked down, seeing that he was completely naked. 
 
    “He’s awake,” one of them purred. 
 
    “And not so bad on the eyes,” another smiled wider. 
 
    “Can we keep him,” the third one asked. 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure why, but the way they looked at him felt like they were going to eat him. Hand grabbing a sheet, he held it to his chest, back still firmly against the wall. A shadow moved from behind as the figure of woman sauntered closer, a hood over her head. 
 
    “Maybe…if you’re good,” the hooded figure said as it moved into the light. 
 
    Victor looked to the woman as she pulled back the hood. A fur covered snout appeared as yellowish eyes looked down. Orange and white colors melded along her pointed face, pointed ears standing up. Whiskers stabbed out from each side of her wet nose as she stood, arms crossed. Victor couldn’t help but let his eyes wander to her large breasts, killer figure and bushy tail moving from behind.  
 
    She looks like a real fox. 
 
    “Give him some room,” the fox woman said with a tired tone. 
 
    The three cat girls pulled back, smiles turning to pouts. Victor looked to their coloring; one cat girl was black, the middle one orange and the last one was pure white. 
 
    The fox woman stood over the bed, a small smile along her snout. “Excuse them, they get excited with new company.” 
 
    Victor simply nodded. 
 
    The fox woman held out a fur covered hand, small claw points at the end of each finger, “My name is Wynn.” 
 
    The Blade reached out and shook her hand, “Victor.” 
 
    Wynn nodded before letting go and looking to the three cat girls. “The black one is May, the orange one is Abby and the white one is Ema.” 
 
    The three cat girls smiled and waved furry paws. Victor gave a small wave back, unsure what exactly is going on. Wynn stepped to the wall and picked up a backpack. The fox woman threw it to Victor who reached up and caught it midair. Sheet falling away to reveal his chest, the three cat girls purred their approval. 
 
    “Get dressed while I check your implant,” Wynn smirked as she moved to nearby table and opened a laptop. 
 
    Victor rummaged through the mystical backpack until he found his clothes. Pulling out the cowboy shirt from when he was in Eddor, he quickly put it on, closing the buttons to the right side of his chest. Leather pants were next and finally his boots. Slipping each boot on, he noticed the large room he was in. Beds covered one wall while crates and equipment stood in stacks in random locations in the room. Neon lights lined the edges of the room, giving it a warm glow. 
 
    “Um…I know I’m new here, but can someone tell me what is going on,” Victor asked as he stood up. 
 
    The three cat girls moved closer while Wynn typed away on the laptop. Abby moved close, rubbing her head against Victor’s arm. The other two watched, almost like they were waiting their turn. 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Wynn said sternly. 
 
    Abby pulled away and again the three catwomen pouted their dismay. 
 
    Wynn talked as she typed, the glow of the screen casting her fox like face in an eerie light, “You are a non-consumer in a realm where almost everyone is part of the network. The all mighty Xull only wishes for your safety and servitude. All others shall be converted.” 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure but Wynn’s tone came off extremely sarcastic. 
 
    The fox looked up and gave the Blade a wink. “That’s what the digital intelligence wants everyone to think anyway. We down here are part of the resistance.” 
 
    Victor looked around again when something sensitive radiated from the middle of his spine. Lifting his arm up behind him, he tried to reach the spot but his fingers couldn’t quite touch it. It was right in the spot between his shoulder blades. 
 
    “That is your nano-drone shell implant. It’s connecting to your nervous system,” Wynn said as she typed. 
 
    Victor raised his eyebrow, “I didn’t ask for it to be put in. Take it out.” 
 
    Wynn shook her head, “It is there to protect you. The nano-drones introduced to your body will fool the city scans for a few days. After that, you will need that one removed and a new one implanted…unless you become altered.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I have no idea what you’re talking about but I don’t want some nano-drones in my body. And altered? What do you mean by that?” 
 
    Abby slinked closer, cat-like eyes drinking in Victor’s shoulders. “If you step outside, the sentries will be able to locate you pretty quickly. This is one of the ways to protect us and yourself.” 
 
    Wynn nodded. “As for the other way, we can genetically modify you, splicing animal DNA with yours so you will be undetected by Xull scans.” 
 
    Victor simply blinked. 
 
    Wynn looked up from the laptop. Upon seeing Victor’s confused gaze, the fox woman sighed. 
 
    “Xull controls everything from street level and up. The sublevels are for animals to roam about without interfering with the society above. Through a loophole in Xull’s logic protocols, sentries do not engage with animal life forms other than human. By altering our genetics, we can roam freely along the sublevels unless we directly engage them.” 
 
    Abby nodded. “It gives us some protection, but the moment we step on level one or above, Xull will dispatch sentries to send us back to the sublevels or kill us on sight.” 
 
    Victor’s mind spun on as he tried to digest what he was hearing.  
 
    Abby moved in, furry hand touching Victor’s shoulder. “He’s so cute when he is confused.” 
 
    A stark memory of Lily being dragged away stabbed into his mind. The Blade brushed the catwoman’s hand away as he stepped closer to Wynn. 
 
    “My friend, I need to find her,” Victor said with a serious tone. 
 
    Wynn nodded. “We saw your friend, but I don’t believe you can help her. She is being kept in Tower 5455 and chances are judging from how she looked, they will euthanize her for not being human.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze hardened. He was about to open his mouth when a heat blazed into his spirit. Looking down at Wynn, something licked his inner mind and heart. Turning away, he looked to the three catwomen, a hazy warm aura appearing around them. The feeling enveloped him, knocking the wind out of his sails. The Blade stepped forward, hand grabbing the top of a chair to keep his balance. 
 
    Abby, May, and Ema’s eyes widened as their tails swished behind them. Wynn looked up, her eyes steady but a light shining before it faded away. The air in the room stood still before Victor looked to each of the women in turn. 
 
    “You’re acolytes of Vala,” Victor stated. 
 
    The three catwomen bowed their heads but it was Wynn who gave the Blade a stern look.  
 
    “We don’t know what you’re talking about,” Wynn said without emotion. 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I don’t know why you’re lying, but if you’re acolytes then you have to help me save my partner.” 
 
    Wynn’s furry brow hardened, “We don’t have to do anything but protect ourselves. You and your friend appeared while we were waiting for a shipment of weapons. Thanks to you, we used up some of our already depleted ammunition. Without that shipment, we won’t be able to fight anyone or save your friend.” 
 
    The fox woman looked back down to her laptop screen and growled. “Why are the upgrades locked?” 
 
    Victor looked to the frustrated Wynn when points of greenish light appeared in his vision. Looking at them flicker in and out, he stood with wide eyes. Random words and numbers filled the edge of his vision before they began to slowly form into coherent patterns. 
 
    “What’s happening in my eyes,” Victor said with an edge of panic. 
 
    “It’s the nano-shell,” Wynn said, “It’s calibrating to your nervous system.” 
 
    Victor watched as words filled the edges of his vision. Body temperature, highlighted scans of the women in the room and pulse rate glowed in a dim green light. Spinning around, targeting crosshairs appeared at certain objects in the room before they faded away. The Blade blinked, still seeing the information before his stat sheet appeared.  
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 10/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 2 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 4 
 
    Con (Nano)- 2 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 2 
 
    Will (Holy)- 2 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 1 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords        
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Nano 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
      
 
    The stat numbers glowed as he could see everything.  
 
    “You should be able to see your personal information. It will alert you of damage and help guide you with information,” Wynn said as her eyes flicked down to her laptop. “I just don’t understand why the six upgrades are locked and your senses are only functioning at ten percent.” 
 
    Victor looked on as an idea formed, “I think I may understand.” 
 
    The Blade mentally tapped the divine orbs on his digital display. The two orbs flashed away as two points appeared, ready to be used. An alert appeared, blinking several times before fading away. The fist level was unlocked and the Blade’s senses increased dramatically. A target appeared in his vision as a fly zipped around in the corner of the large room. 
 
    You have gained Senses Upgrade (Passive). 
 
    Wynn looked up to Victor, “How did you unlock the first upgrade?” 
 
    “It’s part of the reason why I’m here,” Victor said as he looked down to Wynn. “Vala sent my partner and I to help her followers.” 
 
    The three cat women remained silent as Wynn stood up, eyes on Victor. 
 
    “Whatever reason you’re here, know this: there are no higher beings here except for Xull. The artificial intelligence just wants minds to play in its game worlds. It wants you to be a consumer so it can keep you its slave,” Wynn said with a hard edge. 
 
    Victor met the fox woman’s gaze and held it. “I can understand lying to protect yourselves, but I know you can feel the connection. Vala sent us to help, but right now I need your help. I need to find my partner, now.” 
 
    Wynn closed her eyes and shook her head. “Without our weapons delivery, we would be captured or slaughtered. I’m sorry, you’re on your own.” 
 
    Victor’s jaw clenched before it smoothed away, “Thank you for me helping me back there. I didn’t mean to make any kind of demands on you. If you can show me the way out, I’ll be on my way.” 
 
    The three catwomen whined before Wynn shot them a look. 
 
    “Abby will show you out,” the fox woman said. 
 
    The orange furry cat woman moved to Victor’s side and curled her arm into his. May picked up the backpack from the bed and handed it to Victor. Ema stood with her hands to her mouth, eyes’ glistening in sadness.  
 
    The Blade gave them a kind smile before he and Abby started walking for the doors across the room. Wynn let her fingers touch the keyboard and tapped a few times. Victor’s eyes went wide as information poured into his visual display. The Blade looked back to the smiling fox woman. 
 
    “I uploaded the location where your partner is being held,” Wynn said with a small smile. 
 
    Victor gave Wynn a quick head nod before Abby pulled him along. The doors slid into the sides as the pair made their way down a lit tunnel. Neon light glowed as they followed the tunnel, passing closed metal doors every few feet. 
 
    “What is Xull,” Victor asked. 
 
    Abby looked forward, her arm holding Victor’s arm tight, “Xull stands for eXperimental Utility Learning Logistic system. It was meant to make everyone’s life easier hundreds of years ago before it decided it could do a better job than anyone with a real brain. That is why we fight, to be free from the system like our ancestors were so long ago.” 
 
    “The age-old story,” Victor nodded. 
 
    Abby looked to the Blade, ears twitching. “I wish you could stay. It has been so long since we had company. The resistance cells are not allowed to gather because it increases our chances of being detected.” 
 
    “After I save my partner, we will try to come back,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Abby looked to Victor with sad eyes, “Why?” 
 
    “Is there religion here,” Victor asked. 
 
    The cat woman shook her head. 
 
    Victor continued, “For whatever reason, Wynn doesn’t want to talk about what we all felt. Vala led me and my partner here for a reason. That means we all have to sit down and discuss it if we can.” 
 
    “The Gods and Goddesses are nothing but myths,” Abby said with an almost childlike tone. 
 
    Victor gave her a reassuring grin, “Something bigger is happening and all the realms will be affected, even this one. I can feel Vala wanting to help those who worship her. I respect your need for secrecy, but don’t take that to mean we are finished. If you have dreamed of Vala, she has already connected with you, making her real when once she was myth.” 
 
    The pair reached a door at the end of the tunnel. Abby touched a scanpad and the door slid upwards. Beyond it, pillars, neon lights and long shadows greeted the Blade and catwoman. 
 
    “Keep straight and you will run into a service staircase to the first level. The sentries will leave you alone unless you’re doing something odd or out of place,” Abby instructed. 
 
    Victor took Abby’s furry hand, lifted it up and kissed the back of it. “Thank you and thank Wynn for the hospitality.” 
 
    Stars shined in Abby’s eyes as the Blade let go and stepped beyond the doorway. 
 
    “Wait,” Abby said. 
 
    Victor turned to the catwoman.  
 
    “Stay here,” Abby said as the door closed. 
 
    Victor looked around, taking in the tall pillars and neon lights. The sound of dripping water echoed through the subterranean level as a minute ticked by. The door opened and Abby stepped out with a bundle in one hand and a small rifle in the other. The Blade watched as she stepped to him and handed the items over. 
 
    “It didn’t feel right to let you leave without some things to help you. Please take this armored trench coat. It has lightweight specially designed metal plates to protect against plasma fire,” Abby said a she handed the trench coat to him and lifted up the rifle. 
 
    Victor took the trench coat and slipped it on over his shoulders. He could feel the plating sewn into the coat but it felt light, not hindering or weighing him down at all. Abby handed over the short black rifle, Victor hands curling around it. 
 
    “I never fired a gun before,” the Blade said he held the rifle. 
 
    “Your visual interface will guide you on how to use the weapon, targeting and keep track of ammunition. I was only able to load a 300-round plasma magazine. I wish it could be more but we are low on everything,” Abby said with a concerned edge. 
 
    Victor smiled and nodded. “Thank you. I’m sure it will help.” 
 
    Abby lifted her hand before curling her fingers back. “I hope you find your friend…and come back to us. I would love to hear more…about Vala.” 
 
    The Blade kept his smile. “I will, I promise.” 
 
    Victor turned and began walking. He didn’t look back as he heard the door slide shut behind him. Thoughts focused on Lily and legs picked up the pace. Walking turned into a jog as he moved through the forest of thick pillars. A glowing outline appeared along a staircase and Victor made a beeline for it. Once on the stairs, he began to climb. 
 
    The Blade eyed the display in his vision. He still had two divine orbs to spend on his stats. Not sure what he was exactly up against, he decided to spend the two points on his Wisdom. If things got hairy and he ran out of ammo, he would have to rely on his Elemental sword to get him out. Since the elemental powers only work when he spent wisdom points on it, it was better to be safe than sorry if there was going to be a fight. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 10/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
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    Victor reached the top of the stairs. A scan pad glowed by the door. The Blade looked at it before shrugging, guessing that the nano-shell on his spine may allow him to pass through. Hand touching the pad, it blinked between his fingers and the door slid open. 
 
    The Blade smirked as he stepped out on the first level. Looking up, the Blade’s breath was taken away as the sheer size of the world beyond. Buildings stood, miles tall into the dark and foreboding sky. A light rain fell as floors and buildings glowed with neon lights of various colors. Lightning flashed as small flying drones moved from one building to the next. 
 
    “It’s like a cyberpunk wet dream,” Victor chuckled to himself as he began to walk. 
 
    Rifle hidden within his trench coat, the Blade walked on, marveling at the sights around him. An arrow pointed in the direction he needed to go and he followed it. People walked along the streets but as Victor passed a couple, he quickly noticed their bodies were partially metal. Not trying to stare, he saw implants to various degrees on the people as they walked by without noticing him. 
 
    Victor bowed his head as he walked, a miniature map appearing in his vision and a building blinking on it. It indicated he only had to walk five blocks before he would be at the entrance. 
 
    “This is like Iron Man’s display,” Victor smiled before he squinted at the display in his eyes again, “Or a VAT’s display from Fallout.” 
 
    The Blade continued on, lifting the collar up to help hide his face. He had no idea if it would help but again, he didn’t want to take any chances. He was a stranger in a strange realm and knowing Lily was captured caused him to pick up the pace. Thoughts touched the fringes of his mind of Wynn and the others but he quickly pushed them away, accepting that they had their reasons for lying to him. Simply put, even if they did share their love for Vala, it didn’t mean all her followers would be kind and understanding. They had every right to be secretive with what they knew, but Victor didn’t understand why they seemed a little eager to help him with the upgrade and send him on his way.  
 
    The rainy weather grew with each passing step. Looking to the towering buildings, Victor poured over strategies. He had no idea what he was up against and a frontal attack might be out of the question. An alert appeared in his vision, telling him Lily was on the 99th floor. Moving along, he wondered if he could use his spheres of influence to talk his way through. 
 
    Can you influence a robot to listen? 
 
    Victor absentmindedly shook his head as he wasn’t sure. The spheres of influence could help alter a situation to his advantage. but he wasn’t sure the scope of his powers. A sigh fell from his lips as he knew he was going to have to wing it when he arrived. 
 
    The Blade stiffened as two sentries walked toward him. Keeping his gaze forward, the sentries walked on, one of them turning their digital display head to Victor and smiled. Without realizing, Victor gave the sentry a quick head nod. The simple digital smile grew wider before it faced forward as they both passed him. The Blade felt his lungs cry out for air as he was holding his breath. With a quick exhale and then inhale, he tried to calm his rapid heartbeat. 
 
     The neon streets floated past him and fifteen minutes later, he reached the corner of the building holding Lily. The Blade looked up as rain fell, painting his face with clear, watery streaks. Heart heavy, he walked toward the front doors. 
 
    “This is it,” Victor whispered to himself as he moved to the front doors. 
 
    Unlike the doors he saw in the resistance base, these opened inward instead of sliding into the walls. Victor stepped in, water dripping from his trench coat. A desk greeted him as two blue colored drones woke from sleep mode. The vast lobby had scenes playing out of various computer games Victor had never seen before. One screen taking up most of the right wall was a battle raging with gunfire. The large screen to the left had a party of RPG characters fighting a group of ogres. 
 
    Two digital faces lit up with small smiles as they gazed on the man wearing the wet trench coat. 
 
    “How can we help you, Victor 181,” a blue drone asked. 
 
    The Blade lifted an eyebrow for a moment, not sure how they knew his name. Thoughts floating to his implant, he gave the pair of drones a sickly-sweet smile. 
 
    “I was wandering around and felt I needed to get out of the rain. Is there a place I can go and dry off before I continue home?” 
 
    The drones kept their smiles as one spoke, “Unfortunately, this building is restricted. Only authorized personnel are allowed entry.” 
 
    Victor nodded as he spent an Intelligence point and two Charisma points, hoping the extra influence might tip the scales. An urgent need to stay floated into his mind while heat glowed from his body.  
 
    “I would agree, but I really need to use the bathroom too.” 
 
    The drones kept their gaze before one of them nodded. “Our directives indicate we cannot allow anyone to enter but we cannot allow you to be in discomfort. We have a lavatory on this floor. One of us will need to accompany you.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I’m sure I’ll be fine. Can you point me in the direction? I should be pretty quick.” 
 
    “I’m afraid we can’t let you do that. Protocol demands one of us accompanies you.” 
 
    Victor looked around, eyes on the elevators and a side door, he assumed was to a stairwell. “What kind of building is this?” 
 
    “We are a medical facility. You can understand why we can’t let you in without an appointment or clearance.” 
 
    Victor tried to think on his feet, “A medical facility? That’s good news. I have had a pain in my stomach for days and I should see someone.” 
 
    The blue drones remained still for a moment before one spoke up, “Your implant indicates you’re in perfect health. Is there something else we can help you with?” 
 
    Victor mulled over his options. If he used the bathroom and took out the drone with him, the area might still be alerted. Since they have access to scanning his implant, there wasn’t a lie in the world he could use to get through. Lily glowed in his mind and the Blade’s heart thumped in his chest. He wasn’t sure how much time he really had and each passing second only seemed hurt his chances of finding her okay. The blue drones seemed to genuinely want to help but without clearance, he was stuck. 
 
    I don’t believe there is another way. 
 
    “Can we help you to the lavatory, Victor 181?” 
 
    Victor looked to the drone, calm sinking into his tense shoulders. “No, thank you. I’ll have to find another way.” 
 
    The drones perked up as Victor turned and walked toward the double doors. 
 
    “What do you mean ‘another way’,” a drone spoke up. 
 
    The Blade called up his stats in his visual display. Spending a strength point, he let his right hand pull the plasma rifle from his coat as his left hand grabbed the handle of the door before it could open on its own. 
 
    The drone stared, its serene digital face turning red. “Armed Consumer! Armed Consumer!” 
 
    “Lily, I’m coming for you,” Victor whispered as alarms blared to life.        
 
    


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

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


 
   
  
 

 Twenty Five 
 
    Victor held the bundled remains, eyes heavy. Lily, Wynn, Astor, Shyryth, the slyths and, the catwomen stood around the open graves. Hox wiped away a tear from her scaled face while Wynn looked down to the three graves, two already filled with white wrapped bundles. The air was touched with heavy hearts as Victor lowered Hisk’s remains into the last grave. 
 
    Lily stood with white roses in her hands, ones she had plucked from a moon garden not far from the graves. The succubus looked to the small graveyard at the bottom of the mountain. The village at the bottom was nothing more than a ruin and the graveyard hadn’t been used in centuries. It pained the demon to think they had to use it now when they had just started their crusade. Fighting back tears, the succubus moved through the small group and handed out a white rose to each person. 
 
    Victor took one last long look to the bundle at the bottom of the grave before climbing out. Standing with those gathered, shadows lengthened under his eyes. Yex stepped closer, placing a hand on Victor’s shoulder. Astor and Shyryth looked down to the graves, hats dipped low to cover their eyes. 
 
    Wynn stared at the graves of Anita and Abby, her eyes containing a knowing darkness. “I didn’t know Anita long, but I knew she would be a force to remember. I hate that our time was so short.” 
 
    The fox woman dipped her head, a tear running down her furry cheek. “Abby was my second in command. I loved her just as much as I respected her. She was like a sister and I never thought the day would come where she was taken before me. Goodbye my Abby.” Wynn tossed a rose in Anita’s grave and then Abby’s grave. 
 
    Hox looked down to Hisk’s grave, tears streaming down her cheeks. “Hisk was our mother and sister. She protected and led us during many difficult times. When we lost everything to the Tusk Clan, all we had was each other. Now our clan has become one less but it is the biggest loss of our lives. We pray Vala has taken Hisk into her warm embrace for all eternity.” 
 
    Yex and Rhass moved closer to Hox, wrapping arms around her, sobbing. 
 
    Victor looked down with haunted eyes. “Hisk, Abby, and Anita were beautiful souls in such dark times. They fought bravely and they will be missed. I wish I could find the right words to say that will help us grieve, but all I can think of is how we must not let their end mean the end of all hope.” 
 
    Victor tossed a rose in each grave, “Sleep well.” 
 
    Lily squeezed one of Victor’s shoulders while Astor squeezed the other. A moment later, all threw their remaining roses on the white bundles. Catwomen moved to the shovels and piles of dirt, picking up a shovel each. 
 
    “We will bury them,” Wynn said in a commanding voice. “Once we are finished, we have to return to Xull to keep fighting the system.” 
 
    Victor and Lily nodded. 
 
    Astor and Shyryth moved to Victor and Lily.  
 
    “We will have to return to Eddor soon,” Astor said with a kind tone. “If you ever need our help again, call on us. We will be there.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded in agreement. Victor and Lily turned and gave the slinger and dragon hugs. When they parted from their embrace, Astor tipped her hat before turning and walking toward the mists. Shyryth gave the man and succubus a small smile before following the slinger to the mists. 
 
    The slyths helped the catwomen as they buried their dead. Victor’s heart crumbled in his chest as he watched them fill in the graves with mourning eyes. Lily wrapped an arm around the Blade’s shoulder and gently pulled him away. 
 
    The pair walked to the base of the ruined staircase and began their haphazard climb up the mountain. When they reached stairs, it was easier, taking steps side by side, the lights of the village calling to them. 
 
    “They will not be the only ones we lose in this crusade,” Lily said with a somber tone. 
 
    “Vala will bring the realms closer to peace,” Victor said as warmth filled his heart. 
 
    The succubus nodded. The pair made their way up the stairs, closer to the village. When they reached the top, Victor tried to push away the faces of those they lost. Despite having a close relationship with madness and death, the Blade knew he could never truly become numb to their cold touches. It had entwined with his destiny and he knew he must swallow his rage against such an unfeeling universe. 
 
    A shadow emerged from darkness and stepped into the lantern light. Blue eyes opened as the shadow slinked toward Victor and Lily. The pair stopped to see the shadow approach them. Lily’s sad expression melted in distrust while Victor’s eyes sagged at the thing before them. 
 
    “Care to explain yourself,” Victor said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    The shadow dipped its head, eyes closing for a moment before opening and standing straighter. “After you hear the truth, will my death be next?” 
 
    Victor and Lily stared at the shadow before the Blade shook his head. 
 
    The shadow gave a small thin smile. “Do you remember the first time your father beat you?” 
 
    Victor looked away, the memory of his father seeing his messy room and then beating him until he couldn’t stand. It was the first time he lost control but the scars would be forever there. The tumor had just begun to press on his brain and it caused a once kind man to become horrific and evil. 
 
    The shadow continued, “I was exploring…trying to find a new home to feed and live. I could feel your sadness and I came into your home. Your damaged spirit called to me and I was like a moth to a flame. I came into your room as you sobbed in the dark. You didn’t notice through the pain as I slipped into your heart.” 
 
    The shadow looked away. “I thought I could simply live and feed off you until your eventual suicide. But, despite your pain, you saw through it, even when it had become too much. I no longer thought of you as food. You had become someone to respect.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed, “And you became the voice in my head. I thought you were just another part of my mind, slowly going crazy...but you…encouraged me.” 
 
    The shadow nodded. “Part of it was survival, but the other part was to see you grow. Not many are strong enough to overcome their pain. You did. I can’t help but feel you infected me as much as I infected you.” 
 
    The shadow looked to Victor with sad blue glowing eyes. “I cannot survive and keep everything I learned if I don’t inhabit a body. Vala may have an answer for us, but I must ask to return to your heart until we find that answer.” 
 
    Lily’s brow wrinkled, “You have faith in Vala?” 
 
    The shadow nodded. “I do. After everything we just experienced, I too wish to worship the Goddess of lust and love. Maybe she can heal what I am.” 
 
    Lily crossed her arms. “Even if you do have faith, if you think I will let you return to Victor you’re sadly mistaken!” 
 
    Victor looked to Lily and touched her shoulder. The succubus turned to the Blade, seeing the answer already in his eyes. Lip curving, she barely gave a head nod before Victor let go and stepped closer to the shadow. 
 
    “Since you’re not my madness, what name shall you go by?” 
 
    The shadow let a small smile form. “Please, call me Chill. It seemed to suit me.” 
 
    Victor smirked. Chill bowed his head before his form sharpened, rose up and struck Victor’s chest. The Blade gritted his teeth as the shadow sank into his chest. When the last bit slipped into his chest, Victor let out a strong exhale, feeling the darkness settled around his heart. 
 
    “Family is getting bigger,” Victor said offhandedly. 
 
    Lily curled her arm under his and the pair walked on. They reached Cassandra’s home and stepped inside. The pair moved to the Keeper’s bedroom. Cassandra lay with a blanket over her, chest rising and falling. Dawn sat on a chair by the bed. The elf looked up to the Blade and Shield as they entered. 
 
    “She hasn’t woken up yet,” Dawn said with a sad tone. 
 
    Lily stepped closer and pressed a hand to Cassandra’s forehead. “I tried to heal her before, but what happened to her is beyond my abilities. She spent too much of her energy. The best thing we can do is watch her until she wakes…if she wakes.” 
 
      Victor looked down, “She’ll wake up. She’s too tough to stay like this.” 
 
    Dawn stood up, eyes dark. “I have to go back to my sister. She will need her next dose.” 
 
    Victor looked to the elf with glasses. “How is she?” 
 
    Dawn sighed before she spoke. “She is much better. Her madness has quelled and hopefully by the end of the treatment, she will be my true sister again.” 
 
    The elf tilted her head to the Blade and Shield. “I can’t thank you both enough. If you didn’t take us in and help find the ingredients, I would be out there still searching for a cure.” 
 
    Dawn stepped forward and wrapped an arm around Victor and Lily’s necks, giving them a tight hug. The pair returned the hug. All three stood for a long moment before Dawn broke the embrace. The blonde elf gave Victor and Lily a warm smile before leaving the room and Cassandra’s home. 
 
    Victor and Lily looked down at Cassandra as she slept peacefully. 
 
    “How are we going to feed her while she’s like this,” Victor asked. 
 
    “Here in Vala’s realm, we don’t really need food. Her power can nourish us. Cassandra has told me she has gone long periods without food and never felt weak because of it. Vala will watch over her, just like us.” 
 
    Victor nodded and looked to the sad succubus. Taking her hand, the Blade gently pulled the demoness with him. The pair made their way out of the Cassandra’s home and stepped out to the stony street. They walked until they reached the edge of the stone barrier, overlooking the bottom of the mountain.  
 
    Victor and Lily smiled as Wynn, the catwomen and the slyths held up bottles and began to drink. May began to sing and the rest joined in. The graves were filled in but it seemed the acolytes were celebrating to chase away the sorrow in their hearts. The dancing and singing was infectious as Victor found himself smiling. 
 
    Lily looked over to the Blade. She took hold of his arm and leaned her horned head on his shoulder. “The pantheon of Gods will take what happened here seriously. They will influence their cults and religions to chase us, slay us.” 
 
    Victor faced the succubus and held her close, his gaze meeting hers. “When they come, we will stop them. Vala will rise again.” 
 
    The Blade leaned in and pressed his lips to Lily’s lips. Warmth blazed between their beating hearts as they savored each other. The small realm seemed to roll to a stop as they held each other close. When their lips parted, Lily pressed a hand to Victor’s chest and looked up into his green eyes. 
 
       Victor smiled. “Let’s go downstairs, enjoy good company and toast to those who will forever be in our hearts.” 
 
    Lily nodded with a small smile. The pair split except for holding hands. They walked slowly as voices sang on. A nagging doubt touched his mind as they walked to the stairs. Vala’s enemies would dog their every step. Victor squeezed Lily’s hand, knowing as long as they were together, they would defeat any foe and bring back true love to the realms. 
 
     Yes, WE will. 
 
    Victor grinned as he helped Lily down the stairs to the singing and dancing below, hands beckoning to join the celebration in the pale moonlight. 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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    Friend me on FB! 
 
    E-mail me if you dare! erikweirauthor@gmail.com 
 
      
 
    Below are amazing authors who inspired me! 
 
      
 
    Daniel Schinhofen 
 
    Dawn Chapman 
 
    Scottie Futch 
 
    Blaise Corvin 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    James Hunter 
 
    Randi Darren 
 
    Eden Redd 
 
    Stuart Grosse 
 
    Prax Venter 
 
    Angel Ramon 
 
    Michael Chatfield 
 
    Cebelius 
 
    Jamie Hawke 
 
    Hondo Jinx 
 
    Zachariah Dracoulis  
 
    Dave Willmarth 
 
    Apollos Throne 
 
    Charles Dean 
 
       
 
    If I forgot anyone, let me know and I’ll include you in the next book! 
 
      
 
    Special Thanks to those who supported me! 
 
    Adam Friedman, Eric Newman and V93! 
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