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 One 
 
    The overhead light flickered, creating a small buzz before it snapped back to normal. Eyes shifted, looking up at the overhead light before turning their gaze to the dark corners of the room. Aside from the small buzz a moment ago, silence washed over the room like a sleeping ghost.  
 
    A lone figure sat, sliding their gaze down to the table. Hands lay across the smooth surface, fingers curled. The silence grew until the sound of a single heartbeat thumped to a living pattern. A sense of comfort bled into the air as the figure relaxed a little, enjoying the sound of his own heartbeat. Thoughts fluttered to questions, wondering if he will still be able to hear it once it was all over. 
 
    A strangling tightness took hold of the man’s throat and he coughed, breaking the gentle symphony. The fit carried on, the man coughing into his hand. Wetness touched his palm and he looked down at dark crimson dots. Brow wrinkling, he wiped it on his pants when the lone door to the room clicked and opened. 
 
    The door swung halfway before a man in a white suit and glasses stepped in. A nervous energy touched the air as the man closed the door behind him, a lock sliding into place on the outside. The man turned his attention to the room's lone occupant and nodded, darkness coloring the edges of his eyes and magnified by his glasses. With a tablet gripped in his hands, the man in white stepped closer, eyes glancing at the figure sitting and looking away just as quickly. 
 
    “Afternoon William,” the man in white said nervously as he sat in the chair across from the opposite figure. 
 
    “Please, call me Will.” 
 
    The man in white nodded before his gaze landed on Will’s hands. Scars crisscrossed the skin from the knuckles and across the backs of his hands. Several white scars glowed along fingers. The staring didn’t last as the man in white put his tablet on the table, looked to it and began tapping away. 
 
    “My name is Devin Walker. I will be your counselor before the procedure. Was it explained to you why I’m here and what was going to happen next?” 
 
    Will’s head gave a slight nod. “They told me you would see me first, but didn’t give me much more than that.” 
 
    Devin nodded again before looking up, the nervous energy cooling as he began, “This is the new protocol before we begin insertion procedures. My superiors thought it was prudent to speak with volunteers one final time. Since you are the first to undergo the procedure, we are all kind of learning as we go.” 
 
    Will smirked, “Volunteer? A pretty way of saying test subject.” 
 
    Devin shifted in his seat, eyes on the tablet before he continued, “I don’t want to mince words too much since we are on a schedule. Do you have any questions for me before we start?” 
 
    “Get on with it,” Will said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Devin nodded without looking up. “William Asher, you have volunteered for the JOVA project to assist in regulating and testing a new environment for humanity. Due to your sentence and brain scans, you have been selected to be our first volunteer for the digital world.” 
 
    Devin looked up from the tablet, fixed his glasses and stared into Will’s eyes before he spoke again. “This is your last chance to back out of the procedure. No one will fault you if you have changed your mind. After this moment, if you agree, we will begin the final preparations for insertion. What do you say?” 
 
    Will returned Devin’s gaze with unblinking eyes. “Like I said before, I accept. The only condition I have is you remove my memories in the process. I don’t want to remember this world.” 
 
    Devin nodded before sliding the tablet before Will. “Please touch the pad to indicate your final agreement.” 
 
    Will touched a finger to the tablet without any hesitation. The screen blinked and Devin pulled it back to him, eyes scanning the information before looking back to Will. 
 
    “As you know, the technology is experimental, but the technicians have assured me that you should have little or no memory of the here and now. You will retain some of your basic knowledge, such as skills and a sense of who you are, but beyond that, your mind should be purged of old memories,” Devin stated as he glanced at the scars along Will’s hands again. 
 
    Shadows grew longer under Will’s eyes as his head bent slightly forward. “Alright, I signed the contract. Now, tell me what do I have to look forward to in this brand-new world?” 
 
    Devin’s demeanor shifted to a practiced calm as he sat up a little straighter and placed his elbows on the table, fingers laced together. “We are being recorded so I must start from the beginning for prosperity’s sake, should it succeed.  
 
    “As you know, the world is dying. Pollution has touched almost every part of the globe and populations have declined from billions to just under a hundred million. The growth rate of cancers has reached 99%, despite toxic filters and genetically grown foods in the last remaining tower cities in every surviving nation.” 
 
    Will coughed, a trickle of blood appearing at the corner of his mouth and sliding down to the edge of his chin. Devin’s gaze softened as he pulled out a handkerchief and handed it to the man across from him. Will took it and wiped away the blood, the white fabric staining with dark red streaks. 
 
    “How bad is it,” Devin asked with a concerned edge. 
 
    “Bad enough to want to get this over with,” Will said darkly, placing the handkerchief on the table. 
 
    Devin continued, “JOVA stands for Jovian Occupation Vault Acclimatization. With the last of humanity on the brink of winking out, massive underground vaults were constructed to house mainframes so we can house the last of us until this period in our history changes so we can return.” 
 
    The man in white pulled off his glasses, reached into an inner pocket, pulled out another handkerchief and began cleaning his glasses. “I hate to be dramatic, but you’re going to be the first person to see if the environment will function so others can he inserted at a later date. Your importance will have a lasting impression for the future of humanity.” 
 
    “If I survive,” Will said without a drop of emotion. 
 
    “If you survive,” Devin repeated as he continued to clean his glasses. “Since most of your memories will be wiped, my superiors gave me clearance to tell you the whole truth. We think it’s important you understand the gravity of what’s at stake, whether you want to hear it or not.” 
 
    Devin breathed on his glasses, cleaned them and put them back on, his gaze connecting with Will once again. “We are racing the clock. Technology has reached a point where we can in theory re-create your brain patterns in a virtual environment without the use of your body. Vaults are being stocked with cloning technology and we have enough satellites in the sky to keep the network working for about twenty thousand years. When the end comes and enough times passes, we hope to bring humanity back in new bodies and hopefully a new world.” 
 
    Devin took a deep breath before he continued. “I won’t lie, most of the populace doesn’t know how bad it really is for humanity. The quakes and storms are only going to get worse before Mother Nature comes back from it. We have calculated that humanity has about fifty to a hundred years before a great cataclysm wipes out everything. With technology and a bit of luck, we might outlast it, our minds inserted into new bodies when it’s okay to come out again.” 
 
    “What’s the point of saving humanity if it will only destroy the Earth again at a later date,” Will scoffed. 
 
    Devin’s eyes softened. “Some of us still hold onto hope and despite your words to the contrary, we know you hope as well. We have seen it in your patterns and scans. You don’t have to hold onto the anger and fear any longer.” 
 
    Will’s brow hardened. “For that, you are wrong. I only volunteered for this project because I didn’t want my last moments in some cell as we all die. I'd rather take my chances and die on the table than spend the last of my short life looking at gray walls.” 
 
    Devin nodded. “Your living life will end, but if the procedure is successful, your virtual life will take you to new and amazing experiences. The world of Jova will be a place where you start again and maybe lead a better life than the one you had. Since you will be the first one to enter it, you will have limitless possibilities to carve out a new destiny.” 
 
    “If I survive,” Will said with ominous intent. 
 
    Devin ignored him and continued, “Jova will be about the same size as Jupiter but with less gravity. The physics will be slightly off and some of the logic in the game might be off putting. With the majority of the systems keeping your mind intact, the virtual world may be a little simple at first. There will be system updates from caretakers, but it should be a smooth experience. Since you have made it clear during your tests that you wanted to deal with people as little as possible, the world will be big enough that you shouldn’t come across another immortal except in the rarest of instances.” 
 
    “Immortal?” 
 
    Devin gave the man across from him a small, knowing smile. “That’s what we are calling everyone who is inserted into Jova. Death will be an inconvenience, but you will return should you die in the world. It is understood that such a long life, even in a virtual one may have lasting repercussions on your sanity. Death will be seventy-two hours in a suspended dream state. After seventy-two hours, you will respawn at a chosen site. It will give some weight to death so you don’t lose the thrill of survival. 
 
    “I do have to warn you, anyone who is not an immortal will not re-spawn. You may find on your travels, virtual beings in the world. They have been integrated with the possibility to grow, mature and self-realize who they are and what they can do. Since you are entering Jova, most beings you come across will be primal and a bit savage. It will take some time or clever ways to help them in their evolution.” 
 
    Will listened, his gaze blank as Devin continued. 
 
    “When the time comes to return to reality, you will be cloned into a new body and ready to enter the light again,” Devin said before he cast his gaze down to the table. “But I’m getting ahead of myself. I should detail some of the things you encounter once you begin your new life in Jova.” 
 
    “Will I remember any of this?” 
 
    Devin nodded. “The technicians assured me you will retain memories they choose for you to remember.” 
 
    The man in white looked to the side as if collecting his thoughts. After a long pause, he turned his attention back to Will. 
 
    “Jova will be a world where you can affect the environment and shape it with your bare hands. You will be able to build and create anything your heart desires, changing the landscape or building simple to great structures. Like any world, there will be problems and challenges to overcome. The first thing you will have to do is simply survive and when you’re ready, you can explore countless mysteries.” 
 
    “You sound like every vid explaining every game ever to come out,” Will said with an amused grin. 
 
    “Something familiar to ease you into what to expect,” Devin returned the grin with his own. 
 
    “So, I can live any way I want and build whatever I want. Sounds fine.” 
 
    “Since you have all the time in the world, you will have the challenges of keeping yourself busy. It won’t be a walk in the park as there will be puzzles and monsters to compete with.” 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Devin saw it and tried to give an easygoing smile. “You will understand once you are on Jova. For now, there are a few things you should know beforehand. There is a main mystery or storyline. It is something you can take part in or ignore, but if you find yourself with little to do, try to understand the mystery. It will give your virtual life some meaning, if you understand what I mean. 
 
    “There are two things you may come across on your travels, Tombs and Idols. A tomb will hold an ally, friend, or foe should you wake them from their rest. They may join you and help you or they may move on to travel the world. Should you be lacking in company, they may become friends. It really comes down to how your style is as you live in the digital world. 
 
    “Idols on the other hand, are rare. If you find one, it can grant you technologies, powers, and wisdom. Touching one will activate it and bind its connection to you, but know it can be stolen away and if it is destroyed, it can have consequences on you and those around you. Are you still with me?” 
 
    Will nodded, drinking it all in. 
 
    Devin continued. “The last thing I want to talk about is crafting Guardians. As you learn how to navigate the world, you will have opportunities to craft or create a Guardian. They will be fiercely loyal, skilled, and powerful. Guardian’s will have their own personalities, but they are not immortal. If one dies, you can’t bring it back and you are only allowed seven per immortal. You can replace them with a new guardian, but you can only have seven at one time.” 
 
    Will rubbed his temples, eyes closing, “I understand.” 
 
    Nervous energy crawled into Devin once again, a single finger tapping on the table. “Will, this is a great thing you’re doing. Even if you die on the table, the information we gain will help the next person to assimilate into Jova. My superiors wanted me to thank you for them for your willingness to take on this experiment.” 
 
    Will opened his eyes, anger bubbling under his skin. “Don’t feed me that bullshit. To you and everyone else part of this project, you think you’re saving humanity. I hope you’re still recording this so you will always know, there is no way to save us. We have seen how bad we can get and frankly I’m done with it. We destroyed this planet and ourselves. 
 
    “A small part of me wants to live, but for the most part, if I die during the procedure, no one will waste any tears on me…not even myself. If you’re done warning me, let’s get this over with so I can either die in peace or live my new life away from everyone else.” 
 
    Devin stopped tapping his finger, eyes crystal clear as he stared at Will. “I know life has been hard for you. It has been hard for all of us, but believe me, there is still hope out there. Maybe with some time, you will understand that.” 
 
    Devin stood up and picked up his tablet. “Shall we go?” 
 
    Will stood up, legs shaky. Firming his resolve, he stepped around the table and walked to Devin’s side. The two men stepped to the door and it opened. Two guards stood, one on either side, waiting. Devin stepped out first, Will coming out next. Devin led the way as the two guards flanked either side of Will. 
 
    The anger cooled as Will looked ahead. The words he had said weighed heavy in his mind as he tried to push it away. Despite a weak attempt at clearing his mind, the words and feelings stayed. A glimmer of hope shined despite the darkness surrounding his soul. Death crept into every corner of his being, but a deep part of himself wanted to escape the jaws of the abyss. The chances of him dying were fifty-fifty, as far as the scientists and technicians informed him, but the heaviness and foul evil of living whispered otherwise to his spirit. He was walking to his death in some manner and it chilled his dying heart. 
 
    “When the procedure is finished, your physical body will die. Take solace in knowing any healthy organs you have will go to helping someone else,” Devin said over his shoulder. 
 
    “What does it matter to me? Either way I won’t be using them anymore,” Will said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    “Jackass,” one of the guards mumbled. 
 
    Will snapped his attention to the guard, eyes hard. “Care to say that again?” 
 
    The guard looked to Will with a burning fury. Devin turned around and snapped his fingers at the guard. The guard turned his attention to Devin, but Will kept his uncompromising gaze.  
 
    “Show some respect! This man may be the key to saving us,” Devin stated loudly. 
 
    The guard looked away, “There must be others more deserving than him.” 
 
    “Want to take my place,” Will said with cool contempt. 
 
    The guard glanced to him before looking away. 
 
    “I thought so,” Will said in a low menacing tone before turning to Devin. 
 
    “Let us continue,” the man in white said and continued down the corridor.  
 
    The lights blinked along the long corridor, Will lost to his inner thoughts. The guards didn’t say anything else as Devin led them along. After reaching an intersection and turning, the four men made their way to a thick security door. Lights flashed as the door slid open to a clear antechamber. Beyond the thick transparent plastic walls, technicians and scientists in lab coats worked, moving around and checking equipment. 
 
    Will stared for a moment before his gaze scanned the room. Servers and mainframes took up the walls. A lone table stood in the middle with cables dangling above it. A strange helmet sat on the end of the table, looking similar to a modified Mind’s Eye Gear helmet that every one in every tower owned. The technology had grown, but Will silently lamented on how the tech was used to keep the populace busy while our world was dying on the outside. So much wasted time to entertain when they all should have been out there, fighting to clean up the mess humanity’s greed created. 
 
    Devin looked over to Will, “There should be no pain.” 
 
    “Small comforts,” Will whispered, not convinced. 
 
    White smoke billowed into the small chamber, decontamination gases filling it. For a brief instant, Will saw nothing but white before exhaust fans turned on and flushed the gas away. A clear door slid open and Devin began walking. Will and the guards followed. Entering the room, Will looked up to see dark one-way glass above several large pieces of machinery. He gave it a wink before the technicians moved to his side and led him to the table. 
 
    Will’s heart began to beat a little faster as he moved to the edge of the white table. Not wanting to dwell, he stepped out of his slippers and onto the table. Hands touched him, guiding him down until he was on his back and he stared at the black cables above him. Devin stayed at his side as the techs took hold of the cables and gently pulled them down. Clamps at the ends were secured to his limbs. One was secured to Will’s neck while one tech lifted his head and another placed the helmet onto it. 
 
    “I’ll stay with you till the end,” Devin said with kindness in his tone. 
 
    “Don’t bother. I may just become a piece of dead meat when they flip the switch,” Will said with a gloomy edge. 
 
    “We believe in you even if you don’t believe in yourself,” Devin reassured. 
 
    “That’s where you’re wrong,” Will grinned, “I believe the only person you can ever truly rely on is yourself. Remember that when this experiment kills me.” 
 
    The last cable was secured into place and the techs stepped back. Bodies moved, taking positions at their stations as all eyes fell to Will and Devin. The man in white looked down with soft eyes while Will looked up at the mass of black cables blooming out and attached to his body like some tentacle monster from the deep. 
 
    “Is there anything else you want to say before we begin?” 
 
    Will turned his gaze to the one-way glass, “I want you all to know, I’m doing this not for humanity, but for me. I want to be as far away from you assholes as I can go and if that means spending my life in some virtual world, so be it. Humanity is a fucking curse. I hope that whatever happens, you fucking learn from it.” 
 
    Will let a sinister smile shine. “But, you won’t. We never learn from our mistakes. I hope the cataclysm kills all of us so Nature can recover without us fucking it up.” 
 
    Devin touched Will’s shoulder, “I hope we do learn.”  
 
    “That will be the day we are no longer human,” Will said with a sardonic grin. 
 
    Devin pulled his hand away and took a step back. Weary eyes stared down at the man as a visor covered Will’s eyes. Machines hummed to life as technicians began procedures. A dozen eyes stared through the one-way glass, watching with intense curiosity as displays around Will lit up with information. The hum grew louder as lights glowed above the mass of cables connected to the man on the table. 
 
    Will tried to clear his mind, but his thoughts and fears needled at him. He stood at the edge of the abyss, ready to step or jump off into oblivion. Images swirled of a paradise he could explore, but the tendrils of death coiled around his beating heart. They had gone over the procedures again and again for months, but only now did it strike him how his entire existence was going to change. 
 
    This is it, the moment of truth.  
 
    The specter of death grinned and Will mentally spit in its face.  
 
    The white lights in the room turned red. Devin stared, his heart in his throat while the techs continued to work. Fingers tapped at screens, the pulse of power growing with each passing second. Doubt lingered in Will’s core while the hum grew louder. Lights glowed to life along the cables, traveling down until they lit up the edges of the clamps secured to Will. 
 
    “What are you waiting for? Do it!” Will shouted. 
 
    Devin looked to Will before turning his gaze up to the glass. He stared for a long moment before turning his gaze to the lead technician. The man in white gave him a nod and the lead technician pressed the command. 
 
    Lights surged as power hummed to a deafening roar. Will’s eyes widened behind the visor until power blasted his body. Nerves flashed like mini-explosions, rippling along his frame. A scream pierced the air as Devin and the technicians looked on. Body vibrating, thoughts were blasted away as Will’s entire being touched a growing light. There was no room for anything but the light. Will stared as pain and anguish cut at him like doctor during surgery and he was wide awake. Time lost all meaning as the cutting and slicing at his soul churned on. 
 
    Will stared as the light consumed him, snaking into every cell and mimicking it like a demented play on some forgotten stage. Something died, but something else glowed with growing power. It pulsed and burst, flopping on the floor and crying out against the world. 
 
    Will smiled as the light turned to darkness. Gravity sank its claws into what was left and pulled it down the drain until he swirled into nothingness. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Darkness gave way to a growing light. The sound of waves crashing on the surf filled the air with a comforting white noise, ebbs and flows soothing the spirit as eyes slowly blinked open. A deep blue sky greeted the figure as they lay. Fingers curled into the sand, the sensations wondrous. A small moan rose up as the figure tried to move, the rest of their body not responding.  
 
    After a long pause, the figure tried again as the sounds of gulls rose up in the distance. Arms and legs jerked slightly before becoming still again. With a huff, the lone man tried again, one arm rising up as if to touch the sky. A cool breeze washed over warm skin as the man lifted up another arm, caked sand falling from his palms and in between his fingers. 
 
    A warm smile formed as Will put his arms down, fingers digging once more into the sand. Legs shifted and nerves along feet rose up to the grainy touch of the sand underneath. The young man turned his body to the side, an odd feeling coming over him like this was the first time he had used his body in centuries. Sensations curled along nerves, each slight movement becoming more and more normal.  
 
    With a mental push, Will sat up and was greeted by a deep blue ocean, white waves cresting and falling in a perfect rhythm. A gull swooped down, hit the water and flapped its wings, rising higher and higher with a small fish in its beak. The lone man on the beach watched with a calm interest as the world around him moved to natural patterns. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Will whispered as he brought his knees up and leaned back on his hands. 
 
    Eyes scanned the horizon, a warm sun rising up and a few dark shadows of islands in the vast distance. The young man stayed sitting, the sea scent filling his nose with primal longing calling out like a siren on the rocks. Light glimmered along the water beyond the waves and Will felt like he was as light as air, as if some ancient chains were pulled from his body and tossed into the great deep.  
 
    Time ticked on. Will enjoyed the view, but soon his gaze looked down at his body. He quickly noticed he was mostly nude except for a simple white loin cloth. Legs sliding under him, he slowly stood up. Shaky legs trembled as he gained his balance. When he felt sturdy enough, he turned around to take in his surroundings.  
 
    The man’s gaze fell on a chest that was directly behind him, made of brown wood with gold bands running along the edges. Sun glittered off the gold before he turned his attention to the cliffs opposite of the ocean and the hint of treetops high above. Hand up, he let a shadow cover his eyes from the morning brightness, scanning the high cliff edges before looking back down to the chest. Stepping closer, he stood before it. A hand reached down and unlocked the simple latch. With his other hand, he took hold of the lid and opened it. 
 
    Will took it in the chest’s contents. Several scrolls lay in the chest, alongside a leather tunic, leggings, leather boots, an axe, and a single note folded in half with the words “Read Me.” Will picked up the folded note and opened it. 
 
    Dear Will, 
 
    If you are reading this, we have succeeded. Your memories may be a little fuzzy, but that is part of the process.  
 
    We would never let you enter Jova without some supplies and tools. The clothes, axe, and scrolls are yours to help begin your journey here. Please take the items with our blessings. 
 
    This will be the only letter from me. We thank you for your bravery and your sacrifice. 
 
    The world is yours to explore. We wish you the best. 
 
    ~Devin 
 
    “Thank you?” Will said, unsure what it all meant. 
 
    The young man’s brow wrinkled as he tried to remember anything before today. Hints and whispers touched him, talking of great pain and darkness, but beyond that, there was nothing. He could not recall a childhood or any memories for that matter. Deep down, he knew he should have something he could recall, but a quiet darkness filled his mind, devoid of anything from his past. 
 
    A second later, the letter he just read turned to ash and blew away on the wind. 
 
    Shrugging, Will reached into the chest and picked up a scroll. Unfurling it, his eyes glimpsed arcane writing when the words glowed with white light. 
 
    You have learned, Crafting Work Bench! You may construct, craft, and build items and weapons with the proper components! 
 
    The light from the scroll died as it turned to ash and blew away. Will scratched his head before reaching in and pulling out two more scrolls. Opening one by one, they behaved just as the first one, alerts filling his vision. 
 
    You have learned, Basic Tools. You may build tools to farm, dig, or mine! 
 
    You have learned, Basic Weapons and Armor! You may build weapons and armor! 
 
    Ashes blew away as Will looked down at the last two scrolls. Picking them up, he opened one, light glowing. 
 
    You have learned, Soul Casket! You may build a Soul Casket to craft Guardians or Awaken Soul Stones! 
 
    Will watched as the ashes faded into the breeze when two 2-D screens appeared before him. The transparent screens floated about two feet away, information filling their top halves. Will looked to one, a list of three items appearing indicating the crafting recipes he had just learned. Eyes turned to the right, seeing a smaller version of himself in a loin cloth and square slots throughout the floating screen. Seven slots appeared just under his feet while Hearts, Armor, and Attributes were to the left. Below the seven slots was another grid of thirty slots. The slot boxes were empty and the only information he could see was his Name, Hearts, and Armor. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 0 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: 
 
    Secondary Weapon: 
 
      
 
    Strength: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Intelligence: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Agility: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Will: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Mana: 5 (Novice) 
 
      
 
    The information floated until Will turned his attention back to the chest and it faded from view. In the corner of his vision, a small version of him and his attributes stayed. Ignoring the image, he reached down and picked up the last scroll. The player wondered what else he would start with as he unfurled the parchment. 
 
    Will’s eyes narrowed as he saw it was a map. It was drawn and highly detailed. It showed the beach he was on and it stretched on to the edges. The cliffs and forests were there and they stretched to the top of the map. Three black rectangles were scattered at different locations in the massive forest while two hollow stars marked parts of the forest close to the top of the map. One was closer than the other while the closer one was to the left of his location the other one was right and near the edge. 
 
    Seeing that the map was not turning to ash in his hand, Will rolled it up and his character screen appeared again. Looking to the 2-D floating screen, a strange instinct took over as Will held the rolled-up map to an empty slot in his Inventory. The map disappeared and a small version appeared in one of the empty slots. 
 
    “That’s handy,” Will smirked before turning his attention to the chest again. 
 
    The 2-D screen faded away as he reached in and picked up the tunic, leggings and boots. Not sure if he wanted to walk around a forest nearly naked, he began to dress. In a matter of moments, he was dressed in the leather tunic, leggings, and boots. The small avatar on his stat screen was also dressed and his Armor now had a 4 next to it. The last thing Will did was reach into the chest and pick up the axe. Glancing to his belt, there was a leather loop and he slid the axe handle into it. Next to his Primary Weapon, Axe appeared. 
 
    Glancing down at himself, he seemed well prepared for anything that might come his way. Looking to the chest, it glimmered for a few seconds before it turned to dust and blew away with the wind. 
 
    Will stared at the spot where the chest was a moment ago. Many things seemed to come to him naturally. There was an odd disconnect, like it should be new, but it didn’t feel new. Nagging thoughts pressed at the borders of his mind, but they could not cross over. It made sense and didn’t make sense at the same time. Gaze shifting to the cliffs, a new challenge touched his heart. 
 
    “As nice as it is on the beach, I better explore my surroundings,” Will said to no one. 
 
    Will started walking toward the cliffs, the sound of the ocean to his back. The craggy vertical wall of stone rose up at least a hundred to a hundred and fifty feet into the air. When Will reached the base, he scanned the rocky surface, noticing hand and foot holds he could utilize. Without a second thought, he stepped up to the cliff base, took hold where he could and began climbing. 
 
    A thrill filled the climber as he slowly made his way up. Will found it moderately difficult but was quickly getting the hang of it. Fingers curled into cracks and boots gained purchase on small jutting stones. Limbs moved with liquid ease as Will slowly made the climb up. 
 
    Thoughts touched his mind as he climbed up a foot at a time. The letter he just read spoke of things he wasn’t sure he understood. Devin knew his name and talked of success, but a success of what? Try as he might, he couldn’t figure out what the cryptic message meant. Devin was clearly looking out for Will’s wellbeing, but why leave just a chest and not be there when he arrived? He must have known he would arrive there, but no soul greeted him except for the gulls flying over the waves. 
 
    Will was so lost in his thoughts, he barely noticed he had reached the top of the cliffs. Crawling over the edge, he huffed until his entire body lay on emerald green grass. Breathing heavy, he turned his head to the forest just thirty feet away. Thick trees and green leaves rustling in the breeze sent another calming touch to his spirit. 
 
    Muscles burned before the feelings melted away. Will was slightly taken aback when the acid fire in his body vanished and he slowly stood up. The primeval forest stretched out farther than he could see. Energy returning, he gave the forest a quick scan before stepping toward it. Reaching the edge, he stepped into the shadows, cool air touching the exposed skin along his arms. 
 
    Birdsong greeted the lone young man as he walked between the trees. Shafts of sunlight penetrated the canopy, giving the forest a mystical glow. Will’s eyes widened as he took it in, each breath cleansing his spirit. He couldn’t tell if it was the world or simply how he felt, but the place exuded magic. Every nerve fired along his body in a soothing symphony and the thrill of wanting to explore took root. 
 
    The walk through the forest slowed as Will’s mind spoke up, his thoughts bleeding into the beauty around him. Basic survival kicked in and the young man wondered where he was going to sleep, what he was going to eat, and how was he going to make a fire. Every step deeper into the forest made those thoughts grow larger in his head. As beautiful as the forest was, there were practical things he needed to attend to. 
 
    “Just find a spot,” Will whispered to himself as he walked on. 
 
    Nearly an hour into his walk, he reached a small clearing. Wanting to know more about his surroundings, the young man stepped up to a tree and began to climb. Fingers grasped at low hanging branches as he made his way up along the trunk. Muscles strained, but not as badly as when climbing the cliff face. When he reached the top, he poked his head through the canopy and stared out. 
 
    The forest stretched for miles in every direction. Will noticed some clearings and a big one where water glimmered in the morning sun. Beyond that, there were forest covered mountains, a short mountain to the left and miles away and a taller, thicker one to the right. Calling up his inventory, he tapped at the map and it appeared in his hands. Looking to the map and then back to the landscape, he saw the same mountains that were marked on the scroll. Mentally filing it away, he knew he couldn’t explore much further if he didn’t have a place to stay the night. 
 
    Climbing down, Will thought about the axe at his belt and the dark forest around him. When he reached the bottom, he pulled out the axe and eyed the tree.  
 
    “It’s either you or me,” Will laughed as he lifted up the axe. 
 
    The axe head gleamed in a shaft of sunlight before it blurred forward and into the base of the tree. Arm swinging, Will watched as chunks of wood went flying to the ground. By the fifth swing, the tree rippled and burst into shards. An annoyed sigh fell from Will’s lips as he thought he destroyed the tree with nothing to show for it when he noticed several wooden blocks floating in the spot the tree was. Taking a step, the blocks spun slowly before they darted toward him as he moved closer. 
 
    You gained 5 blocks of wood! 
 
    Will smiled to himself before moving to another tree. Axe up, he began chopping at it until the tree burst into shards, several blocks of wood floating at the base. The player eyed the floating blocks before they appeared in his inventory. The number of blocks rose to 9 and Will knew he would need more. 
 
    Another hour ticked by as the player chopped down trees and collected wood blocks. During the work, he noticed that saplings also fell from trees as did apples. Taking one of the bright red apples, he bit into it and savored the sharp taste. Energy poured into his muscles and he returned to his work. At the end of the hour, he saw that he had ninety-nine blocks of wood, ten apples and ten tree saplings in his inventory. Turning his attention to the small clearing, he tapped at the wood blocks and a square block appeared in his hand. 
 
    Will smiled as he moved a little deeper into the clearing and placed a block down. In a blink, the wood block was three feet tall and wide. Considering the block in his hand was only about twelve inches, it was remarkable that it changed so instantly. Placing another block next to the one on the ground, it blinked to a larger size and snapped into place next to the previous one.  
 
    Will’s eyes remained cool as his heart beat a little faster in excitement. The physics of the world were a little strange, but familiar at the same time. Not wanting to waste any time, he began laying down wood blocks until he formed a rectangular shape. He pictured it in his mind that he could build up, but other thoughts floated in. What use would a wooden home be if he had nothing to put inside it? 
 
    Remembering the recipe screen, he called it up with a thought. A 2-D screen hovered with only four recipes. Gaze falling on the Crafting Bench, he saw that it required only 6 blocks of wood to create. When he looked to the other items, a Crafting Bench blinked by each one. The player surmised he couldn’t build anything unless he made a bench first. 
 
    Will stepped away from the rectangular ring he made and placed new blocks of wood in the shape of a Crafting Bench. Two blocks lay on the ground three blocks apart. Will added a second layer with 4 blocks to form a rudimentary thin table. The wood blocks rippled for a moment before they flashed. The player smiled as he looked down on a bench. Stepping closer, he looked down to see that a grid of 4 squares by 4 squares was carved into the bench. Reaching out, he touched the 4 by 4 grid and a new 2-D screen appeared. Tools, weapons, and armor scrolled down the screen and by each one, a list of ingredients that was needed to craft the item. It was a whole new world to Will as he drank it all in. Possibilities glowed in his mind as he looked to the tool options. Small diagrams appeared on how he could create them and he quickly noticed he could make simple ones with just wood. Others appeared on the floating screen, showing new tools if he added stone or metal. 
 
    “Time to get to work,” Will said to himself as he placed small wood blocks into the slots. 
 
    Once he created the pattern he saw on the screen, the wood blended together and a shovel appeared. Lifting it up, Will marveled at the simple wood shovel before he put down a few more blocks and created a few more tools. A pickaxe appeared, followed by a hoe. Placing them in his inventory, they disappeared from sight except for the shovel. Will moved back to the rectangular shape of wood blocks and drove the shovel edge into the dirt. After shoveling for a moment, dirt blocks floated above the small hole. The dirt blocks appeared in his inventory a moment later. Will smiled as he continued to shovel until he removed a level of dirt on the inside of the rectangle.  
 
    Foot stepping onto a wood block, a wood block appeared in his hand. Touching the block to the corner hole, a wood floor appeared. Will smirked again as he began placing wooden blocks until a wooden floor covered the inside of the rectangle. Planning out his next steps, the player pictured the type of home he was going to make for his first night here in Jova. With the image firm in his mind, he set to task. 
 
    Time flowed as Will made walls and then worked on the roof. The dwelling would be completely made of wood, but he didn’t mind, it would be a start in this world. He left openings to be windows, if he could figure out how to make glass. The work was quick and not too taxing as he placed blocks along the roof, giving it a triangular shape with sloping edges. When the walls and roof were finished, Will walked to a rectangular opening and stepped inside. 
 
    The home was large, but bare. Making his way to one side, Will made wooden block stairs and climbed them. At the top, he made a wooden floor, giving the home a loft style second floor. Rectangular holes all faced each other, giving the home symmetry. It was starting to take shape as the sun passed over head and began its descent into early afternoon. 
 
    “I’m not sleeping on wooden blocks,” Will said out loud as he realized he needed a bed.  
 
    Thinking about the lake in the distance, he wondered if he could find anything else he could use to help build his home. He didn’t have a way to make fire or a bed. Remembering the Work Bench outside, he stepped out of the wooden home and stood before it. A 2-D menu hovered before the bench and Will scrolled along. He saw that he could create any basic item he needed if he had the materials. A bed appeared and he looked to the recipe. It required 6 blocks of wood and 3 blocks of sheep wool.  
 
    Will checked his inventory and saw that he only had 3 blocks of wood from what he chopped down earlier. Most of the wood he gathered went to building the home. Checking the recipes again, he saw that he could create glass windows and they only required a block of sand for each window. 
 
    Checking the tools in his inventory, the player noticed there were colored bars next to some of his tools. The metal axe he acquired from the chest had a yellow bar next to it. The wooden shovel he used to dig had a red bar next to it. 
 
    “It looks like the more I use you, the more you lose durability,” Will said to the tools in his inventory. 
 
    Not wanting to be empty handed when his tools broke, he created another wooden shovel. Stepping away from the bench, he stood before a tree and began chopping at the base. After another ten minutes, he had chopped down several trees and walked back to his bench. He created a wooden axe and wooden pickaxe before checking weapon recipes. He saw that he could create a wooden sword and placed the wood blocks into a line pattern. A sword appeared and Will lifted it up. He looked it over, seeing that it wouldn’t do much damage, but it was all he could create if he was going to see the lake before sundown. Placing the tools in his inventory and the sword to his belt, he felt ready for a small journey. 
 
    Pulling out his map, he saw that if he stayed within the confines of the map, he could easily find his way back to his new home. Not wanting to waste any more time, the young man looked in the direction of the lake and began walking. 
 
    The solace was soothing, but a little unnerving as Will walked through the forest. He could hear the sounds of animals, but nothing else. The wind had died and a calm blanketed the cool forest. Thoughts floated like clouds on his mind. The lack of sensory overload caused his shoulders to relax. The world seemed at peace and Will found he was slipping into a relaxed state. Thoughts drifted back to his home, the day more than half over and he felt it was a good start. 
 
    A sound of rustling touched his ears. Hand falling to the pommel of his sword, the player moved to a tree and scanned the area. Bushes shivered not too far away and Will drew his sword. The wooden sword felt odd in his hand, almost unnatural, but it was the only weapon he had at the moment. He thought back to his metal axe and considered it a backup if the sword wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    The bushes trembled again and something emerged. Will was about to pounce when dull eyes stared down, grass in its mouth and a loud chewing filling the air. Will watched as several sheep with horns appeared behind the first one, mouths taking in grass and chewing their cud.  
 
    “Sheep wool and meat,” Will thought as he readied himself.  
 
    The player knew he had to survive and if it meant killing a few beasts, he had no issue with it. A new thrill took hold as he readied the sword. Silent as a grave, he bounced from behind a tree. A shadow fell over a sheep as it looked up with blank eyes. It made no move to run as it stared at the flying shadow over it. Eyes bulged and it let out a shrill cry as the sword point stabbed into its fur and body. The other sheep balked, turning and running while the one Will had stabbed through struggled to run.  
 
    Will grabbed a horn with his left hand, pulled the sword and stabbed it again. The creature let out another shrill cry before it collapsed in a heap. Blood dripped from its wounds as Will pulled back his sword. An instant later, the sheep melted into the ground and three puffs of sheep fur appeared alongside two pieces of mutton.  
 
    Will touched the items and they quickly were sucked into his inventory. Seeing that he had just enough sheep fur to make a bed brought a small smile to the young man’s lips before he spotted the two other sheep not far away. They had returned to eating grass as if they didn’t witness the death of their fellow sheep. Not wanting to waste potential resources, Will lifted his wooden sword and charged. 
 
    It didn’t take long, slicing through both sheep in turn, their bodies falling to the forest floor. The wood sword’s durability bar went down to yellow but it did the job it was intended to do. Will picked up 6 more pieces of sheep wool and 4 more pieces of mutton. Will was about to stand up when something glowed behind the last piece of mutton he picked up.  
 
    Will looked down at a small, smooth oval stone. It held a kaleidoscope of swirling colors and the player was momentarily stunned by its beauty. Picking it up, he stood and marveled at its radiance. Remembering he needed a soul stone for the Soul Casket, he placed the stone in his inventory before moving on. 
 
    “Living here is going to be really easy,” Will said to himself as he pressed on through the forest. 
 
    It didn’t take long before he emerged from the forest and saw a crystal-clear lake. The sun dipped lower in the afternoon sky as he approached the sandy edge, noticing a small rocky outcropping over the water not too far away. Will knelt to the sand and cupped his hand in the water. Lifting it up, he drank and new vitality rushed into his form. The water tasted pure as he took another handful. He wished he had something to carry water back to the house, but he put it in his thoughts to make something and come back tomorrow. 
 
    Standing up, he pulled a shovel from his inventory as he eyed the sand along the lake edge. Digging in, he shoveled out large clumps of sand that turned into blocks and quickly entered his inventory. Shoveling and collecting sand was much easier than wood and dirt. It didn’t take long before he reached ninety-nine blocks of sand, the max an inventory slot would hold. Not wanting to take any chances, he filled a second slot half way before he turned his attention to the rock outcropping. 
 
    The gray stone pointing out over the lake had patches that glimmered in the late afternoon sun. Will made his way over, eyeing the patches of crystal among the gray stone. Pulling his pickaxe from his inventory, he went to work. The wooden pickaxe shattered stone which was completely at odds with what Will knew about wood and stone. Blocks of stone fell and appeared in his inventory as he worked. A patch of crystals shattered as he drove the pickaxe point into it. Will worked harder as he noticed Quartz was added to his inventory. After another strike, a piece of gray and black flint was knocked away from the stone and added to the player’s inventory. 
 
    Will continued until the pickaxe bar turned red and it broke on one last swing. The tool disintegrated as Will swung down, the momentum causing him to lose balance. A fist hit stone and he stumbled back, boots touching water and falling backwards with a splash. 
 
    Will sat up in the water, soaking wet and a smile on his lips. He was glad no one was around to see that. Upon further thought, he was extremely happy no one was around to witness anything he did. The world was vast and he could spend lifetimes exploring it. It brought a lightness to his heart as he stood up, water dripping. 
 
    Something splashed from behind. 
 
    Will spun around, wooden sword in hand as ripples moved along the lake water’s surface. The player stared at the water, perfectly still, ready for anything. The ripples dissipated and calm returned to the small lake. 
 
    “Might be a fish,” Will told himself, unconvinced. 
 
    Will stepped out of the lake water and glanced down as a hand pulled back into reeds. 
 
    “FUCK!” Will shouted as he pointed his sword to the water’s edge.  
 
    Something was in the water and it had nearly touched him. The image flashed in his mind, but it happened so quick, he wasn’t sure he saw a normal pale hand or a decayed one. The tension gnawed at him as he backed away, eyes staring at the lake. 
 
    When he felt it was as safe as it was going to be, he turned and marched into the forest. The shadows seemed to lengthen as concern touched Will’s brow. It didn’t occur to him that there might be other things here aside from animals. Picking up the pace, he moved through the forest with liquid ease until he came across the clearing and his home standing in the middle. 
 
    The player moved to the Work Bench and called up the 2-D menu. Wanting to make glass, he checked the requirements and saw that he needed a stone oven. Growling to himself, Will looked up to the sky to see the sun was close to the horizon. In an hour it would be dark and he still didn’t have a door or windows. Time was running out and he had to work fast. If that thing he saw in the lake came onto land after dark, it could simply crawl into his home while he slept. 
 
    Will moved to his home and entered the entryway. Moving to a wall, he created another Work Bench and placed it against the wall. At the new bench, he saw that all he needed was stone to make the oven. Hand pulling stone from his inventory, he placed each piece in the required slot until a small stone oven appeared. Will picked it up and placed it on the floor next to the work bench. The oven grew until it was half the size of the bench. It had a section where you could add fuel and another section with a shelf above it. 
 
    Will quickly forgot about the thing in the lake as he focused on crafting. Placing several pieces of wood in the base, he wondered how he was going to light it. Checking his inventory, he saw the piece of flint. A small stone block appeared in his left hand and a piece of flint in his right. Taking the flint, he struck it against the stone and sparks flew. Kneeling to the wood in the oven, he struck the flint to the stone once and the wood caught instantly.  
 
    “Not so hard,” Will smiled as he added a few more pieces of wood. 
 
    Standing up, he placed blocks of sand in the oven like the requirements dictated in the recipe. Sand bubbled before it spread out and formed into panes of glass. Heat billowed from the oven, but Will glanced to the open portals to see the sky darkening.  
 
    While the sand turned into glass, Will stepped over to the bench again. He called up a recipe to create a door. Placing wood blocks in the appropriate slots, they melted together and door appeared. Will picked it up and stepped to the entrance. Connecting the door, it snapped into place, complete with a sliding lock and groove it can fit into.  
 
    The last rays of sunlight disappeared past the horizon before an orange flash filled the sky. The edges of night crept along as stars gleamed in the vast distance. Will moved to the oven and saw that six panes of glass were stacked on each other. Reaching in, he didn’t even think he might burn his hands until he touched them. Despite the heat coming off the oven, the glass was cool to the touch. 
 
    Will pulled the glass out and walked over to the first window. He placed a pane against it and it snapped into place. With a smile, he did the same to all the ground floor windows and when it was finished, he breathed a sigh of relief. 
 
    “I hope it’s enough,” he said to himself as he returned to the bench. 
 
    The tension bled from his shoulders again as he pulled out components and began crafting again. A small bed appeared in his inventory. Moving to the makeshift stairs and climbing them to the loft, he picked a spot by touching it. The bed glowed in his inventory and when he stepped back, it appeared next to the wall. Will stepped to the side of the bed, hand reaching down and touching the soft blanket covering it. It astounded him that crafting was so simple, but effective. Turning, he flopped backwards onto the bed and let out another deep sigh. 
 
    “What an exhausting day,” Will stated as he enjoyed the soft comfort of his new bed. 
 
    The soft bed and weary muscles caused his eyelids to become heavy. Thoughts rose up, telling him he had more to do, but the player ignored them. The siren call of sleep caressed his nerves. The home grew darker, the only limited light was from the base of the oven. With low lighting, it only added to Will’s weariness and not long later, he drifted off into a deep sleep. 
 
    Outside, crickets sang their nightly song. The air was touched with an ocean breeze, a lone home standing in a small clearing. The sounds of the night vanished, crickets quieting their symphony when gray things stepped from the primal darkness. They lumbered and lurched, filling the forest and moving toward the new structure standing in small, dark clearing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Will sat; his eyes lost as bodies moved around him. The gentle murmur of conversations flowed like wine as he sat in the corner, silent with his elbows on his knees. No one looked in his direction, talking as if he wasn’t there. The mood was jovial if not a bit subdued. 
 
    Will’s gaze fell to the back of his hands before him. The skin was smooth and pale. A faraway thought screamed in the distance, but the young man couldn’t hear what it was saying. Squinting, he continued to look at the back of his hands, a distant muffled voice calling to him.  
 
    Music grew louder as did voices. Will stared, the voice in the distance drowned out. White marks appeared along his hands and when he blinked, pale scars writhed and moved like worms, pulsating and stretching as if to break the skin. 
 
    Will’s heart beat rapidly in his chest as he tried to wipe away the crawling scars. They continued to writhe, unaffected by his futile attempts. The crowd around him blended away to rising shadows. Will frantically clawed at his own skin, trying again and again to remove the crawling scars. Teeth gritted as a flame of fury began to grow. Anger turned into a tormenting madness, clawing at his own hands, and blood blooming. The shadows grew, covering bodies as oval eyes turned to the frantic young man in the corner. 
 
    Blood dripped before Will looked up. The room had turned into some otherworldly temple, filled with statues of men, women, and monsters. The people around him had become shadows, black as pitch, but their eyes glowed, all of them facing Will as he sat on a stone chair, hands stained in wet crimson. 
 
    Will’s eyes widened, but the anger and fury were still there, burning at his soul. Bloody hands curled into tight, wet fists as he readied to launch at the shadows watching him, silently judging him. 
 
    “Back off or I’ll beat you to a pulp,” Will growled before standing up. 
 
    Whispers filled the temple, but there were no mouths among the circle of shadows. They continued to stare as Will’s rage neared its zenith. Pain and torment fueled the player, ready to stop their dreadful stare when one shadow floated closer, yellow oval eyes unblinking. 
 
    “You…are…strong,” the shadow whispered. 
 
    Will lifted up bloody fists. “Get any closer and you’re done.” 
 
    The shadow hovered, yellow eyes staring into Will’s soul. “Find us…or they will find you.” 
 
    “I just want to live my life in peace,” Will growled. 
 
    “Find us…and you will know peace…through strength…and cunning,” the shadow hissed. 
 
    “I don’t even know who you are. This is just a dream,” Will said, his fists lowering an inch. 
 
    “The Great Convergence has begun. Be our Champion or be crushed by those who would…eat your soul,” the shadow whispered, its black head nodding slightly. 
 
    Will smirked at the shadow, “You got the wrong guy.” 
 
    The shadow floated closer. Will lifted his fists back up, pulling an arm back. The shadow didn’t back down so he threw a punch. The dreamscape shattered as he stumbled into darkness. A banging touched his ears and he felt himself float back into his body. 
 
    Eyes blinking open, a shuddering bang assaulted his senses. Will rolled out of bed, still fully dressed in his leather tunic, leggings and boots, hand falling to his wooden sword handle. The banging and shuddering of wood blasted away sleepy mental cobwebs. Will looked down from the loft to the front door. The wood door shuddered again while shadows moved along windows.  
 
    Will stayed very still as he watched. Shadows moved past every window as the dim glow from the base of the oven gave the entire home a gloomy light. The player noticed his eyes had adjusted to the near darkness, glancing to each window and seeing that his home was surrounded. Confusion colored his mind as he wasn’t sure how long he was asleep. It could have been minutes or hours, he wasn’t sure. 
 
    Drawing his wooden sword, his gaze snapped back to the front door as it slightly bowed inwards. One or two things outside were pushing hard at the door and he had no idea if they were strong enough to break in. The player called up his stats. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 4 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Wooden Sword 
 
    Secondary Weapon: 
 
      
 
    Strength: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Intelligence: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Agility: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Will: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Mana: 5 (Novice) 
 
      
 
    Will opened his inventory and placed his iron axe in the second weapon slot. The axe appeared sheathed on his other hip. The durability bar was yellow on the axe, but his sword was still green. 
 
    The front door cracked and splintered into dozens of shards. A pale figure lurched in, followed by another. Will stayed on the loft floor, body hidden by shadows. He watched like a bird of prey, seeing the pale nude figures stepping in. Even in the dim light, he could see their emaciated bodies and white eyes. Skin was pulled tight along their faces and bodies. They moaned, heads turning and eyeing the darkness. Two slits for a nose wrinkled as they sniffed at the air. 
 
    Will’s brow formed a sharp V as he gripped his sword. A primal instinct washed over him, seeing uninvited invaders in his territory. The inner beast roared and Will’s mind held a hand over the lock. One of the creatures turned its bald, gray head to the upper loft and hissed. 
 
    A shadow leapt over the side, sword up. Will came down as clawed hands reached up for him. Wooden sword flashed and came down directly on the creature’s head. Slicing down to the neck, blood spurted as Will grinned, drops hitting his face. The other creature turned, hissed and charged. The one Will had struck down fell to the floor as Will drew back his blade and aimed for the neck. A shock of black blood and a head went spinning into the air. Will took a step back as the body slumped to the floor and the head struck a window and bounced off. 
 
    Will took another step back as the shadows around his home turned and darted around. Hisses filled the night as gray men and women launched through the now open entryway. The front of the home flooded with bodies as Will backed up again. Eyes wide, he watched as several of them fell on the two corpses, rending and pulling chunks of flesh and consuming them with eager desire. The ghoulish display was soon lost as a majority of the creatures turned their attention to the man standing with a sword. 
 
    “Fucking ghouls,” Will said as he braced himself. 
 
    The ghouls hissed again before a wave of them charged. Will growled his contempt as he rushed into the oncoming wave, sword slicing hard across. A limb flew off before clawed hands sliced and mouths filled with sharp teeth flexed in wanting gluttony. Will bashed with his left fist while he cut with his sword. The brawl grew tangled as he sliced and stabbed. A second later, claws caught his arm and slashed across exposed skin. 
 
    You have taken 2 Damage! 
 
    Will unleashed his inner demon, fighting through the small pain as he stabbed and sliced. Ghouls roared and hissed, trying to get closer but the player moved like a typhoon. Three ghouls fell, but four more launched at him. Will kept his cool fighting with determination as he cut down one and another. Some ghouls fell on their fallen brethren, but others pushed their way in. Windows shattered as more ghouls climbed in, ready to tear warm flesh to pieces. 
 
    Will stayed to task, slicing and cutting until his sword’s durability went from green to yellow. The number of ghouls pushed forward, but they were disorganized, some slashing at their own to get closer. Will couldn’t find a place to secure himself as he fought. With wide arcs, heads and limbs flew, but the horde didn’t slow down.  
 
    The ghouls pushed on him, the numbers swelling as did their hisses. Will stood his ground, glancing to the stairs and wondering if he had enough time to climb and destroy them. Boots moved sideways a foot at a time as he sliced up, down, and across. He reached the edge of the stairs and jumped onto them. Ghouls rushed him and were rewarded with a stab to the eye. Bodies fell as the player quickly pulled his axe into his left hand. Axe up, he brought it down on the bottom stair and it shattered to pieces. Taking a step back up, he swung his axe again and shattered the next step. A ghoul jumped and the axe sunk into its neck, sending the head against a wall before bouncing down to the floor. Will brought up his axe again and sliced down, shattering the last steps before he stood at the edge of his loft. 
 
    Breathing heavy, he took several steps back. Gaze on the main floor, his modest home was filled with ghouls, eating their dead and many others trying to grasp the loft edge. There was a foot of space between grasping gray hands and the edge of the loft.  
 
    Will sat on the edge of the bed and stared down, wooden sword in one hand and axe in the other. The hissing continued, mixed with the sounds of chewing flesh. 
 
    “This is going to be a problem,” Will whispered as he watched the monsters reaching up for him in manic hunger. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun peeked over the horizon, thin shafts of light growing larger by the moment. The tops of the trees glowed golden and birdsong filled the morning sky. 
 
    Ghouls turned their attention to the broken windows, the darkness beginning to ebb away. Will watched, spending the last few hours sitting on his bed. The ghouls seemed to lose their appetite as they lumbered for the doorway. The gray morning grew brighter and minutes later, the ghouls left Will’s home in shambles. The player stayed on his loft, looking down to make sure no stragglers stayed behind. When it seemed all clear, he took wood blocks from his inventory and placed them down one at a time by the loft edge until he reached the floor. Axe and sword in hand, he readied to race back up if the monsters were waiting outside. 
 
    Silent as a grave, he made his way over the blood stains and bones along his floor. When he reached the doorway, he witnessed what few gray bodies remained, disappearing into the gloom of the surrounding forest. A sigh of relief floated down from his lips as he turned to the carnage in his home. Windows were shattered and floor covered in bones and gore.  
 
    Looking to his arm, Will noticed the wound he took earlier was already healed and his Hearts were back to ten. It still didn’t make him feel any better and his muscles cried out in soreness. 
 
    “This is a game…why do I still feel sore,” Will whispered to no one. 
 
    Memories washed on the stony shores of his mind, logic dictating that he was in a game environment, but he wasn’t sure why he was here. It gnawed at his reasoning. The entire world felt off and he couldn’t understand why it was.  
 
    Staring down at the gore and bones, he firmed up his resolve to begin cleaning when the blood melted away. Bones sank into the floor and seconds later, the home looked normal except for shattered windows. 
 
    “I should have picked up the bones. I’m sure I could have used them for something,” Will shrugged. 
 
    The player turned around and seeing the mess the ghouls left behind, there was a host of work he needed to do. 
 
    “I’m not going to let that happen again,” Will whispered as he planned what he had to do. 
 
    The morning song of birds filled the trees as Will took out his axe and began chopping down trees. Blocks of wood slipped into his inventory as he cleared the forest edge around his home. The last bit of sand he had acquired was melting into glass panes while he worked for two hours, chopping down trees. The work would have been calming except for the constant stopping and scanning the forest. Any sound dialed his senses to eleven and he stopped often so he wasn’t ambushed by anything else. The world was more dangerous than he had formerly thought and it put him on edge. 
 
    On one last swing, the iron axe shattered as it reached a low red of durability. Will pulled out a wooden axe, but knew it would not last long as his iron one. He needed metal and that meant he needed to mine for it.  
 
    Will checked his inventory, seeing five slots filled with ninety-nine wood blocks each, he needed to work on the second part of his plan and create a mine. At the outside crafting bench, he made a host of wooden shovels, pickaxes, and a new sword. The clearing was much wider as Will moved to a patch of grass about forty feet from his home. Shovel in hand, he marked the ground by dragging the edge of the shovel and making a large square. Taking a deep breath, he stuck the end of the shovel into the ground and began digging. 
 
    The player dug with purpose, dirt adding to his inventory until he reached stone. Switching to his pickaxe, he shattered stone with a few swings. The work was hard, muscles bulging as he made his way diagonally into the hole. Will made rudimentary stairs as he picked away at the hard stone. The tunnel grew deeper and he struck with purpose, the idea of ghouls coming for him haunting his waking moments.  
 
    The morning sun slid to early afternoon before Will emerged from his mine. Checking his inventory as sunlight warmed his skin, he saw that he had filled five slots with ninety-nine stone each and managed to mine twenty pieces of coal. Making his way to the outside Crafting Bench, he called up a 2-D menu and cycled through the simple tools and items list. 
 
    A torch recipe and a lantern recipe appeared, one above the other. Seeing that it only required wood and coal for torches or wood, coal and metal for lanterns, Will went with torches for now. He didn’t find any metals as he mined and would have to save making lanterns for another time. Placing the coal and wood blocks into bench slots, torches appeared on the table. Will added them to his inventory before making a new door.  
 
    Will turned from the bench, door and torches firmly in his inventory before he eyed the perimeter. He knew he needed to keep the damn creatures out and planned accordingly. Moving to the perimeter edge, he opened his hand and a block of stone appeared. Placing it on the ground, it grew to a 3 foot by 3 foot cube. Smirking to himself, he started placing them one after the other.  
 
    The sun continued its arc across the blue sky, as Will moved quickly until he created a 3-foot-high stone perimeter. When he reached where he started, he added another row and finally a third row above that. The wall was about nine feet tall. Will hoped it would be high enough to keep any ghouls out. Stomach growling, he had completely forgotten to eat. Checking his inventory, he saw he had raw mutton and apples. Not wanting to waste any time, he munched on apples as he continued to work. 
 
    The sun hung low in the sky as Will stepped back and admired his work. The 9-foot wall created a long rectangle around his home and mine. Seeing how bare it was, he easily planted the few apple tree saplings from his inventory. Moving to the craft bench, he created two more doors. The player stepped to a wall, took out his pickaxe and shattered some stones to create a wide entrance. Switching to the doors, they each snapped into place, creating a double door entry way to his home. Two doors side by side seemed to be a bit stronger because there wasn’t a simple lock but a thick wooden bar he could slide across. The player hoped it was strong enough to keep the ghouls out so he could sleep a little better. 
 
    Sun touching the horizon, Will moved about in the inner sections of his new walls and attached torches every twenty feet. The player thought he would have to carve out notches for the torches, but they snapped on with little effort and lit up on their own. The fire flickered and waved, but they didn’t seem like they would ever stop glowing. 
 
    Will moved to his home and placed a torch above his doorway before putting a new door up. Stepping inside, he pulled glass panes from the oven and snapped them into place along his modest home before he let out a relaxing sigh. He had worked himself to the bone, but the thought of monsters coming for him again was something he had to make sure didn’t happen. 
 
    The sun sank lower, the evening stars blinking along the darkening sky. Will relaxed his shoulders before moving to the empty wall at the other end of the home. Ideas formed and he began stacking stone, making a fireplace. Climbing up the stony surface, he shattered a small section of wood above it and created a stone chimney. When he climbed back down, he placed a few wood blocks inside the fireplace, struck flint against stone and a fire blazed to life. 
 
    Warmth and light bloomed and the player found himself sighing in relief. Soreness touched every muscle, but it was worth it to secure his home from the monsters in the night. The modest dwelling began to feel comfy as Will made his way around, inspecting windows as the last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon. 
 
    Stepping to the door, he walked out and eyed the stone wall around his home. Torch light glowed, shadows shifting along the gray stone and dirt ground. Beyond the light, primal darkness seethed and writhed with the gentle breeze. Stars twinkled high above and a peaceful calm filled the forest. 
 
    Will stared, curious ideas touching his mind. Faint thoughts echoed something, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Turning, he stepped back into his home and closed the door behind him. He thought he would be ready to sleep, but curious thoughts bubbled. Moving to the Work Bench, he wondered if he should spend his time crafting some items to make his home a little more comfortable. 
 
    A thought flashed and Will’s mind worked. Remembering he could create a Soul Casket, he wondered what would come from making such an item. Calling up a 2-D menu, he saw that he didn’t need the Workbench to make one. He only needed 6 blocks of stone. Glancing around, his eyes fell to the darkness under his loft. He hadn’t determined what he would use the space for and slowly walked over. 
 
    Light dimmed as he walked under the loft level, but he didn’t want to put a torch anywhere near there in case it would burn his home down. He made a mental note to mine again so he could make lanterns for inside his home. Taking stone blocks from his inventory, he placed them on the floor, three against three. The stone melted together before it formed into a stone sarcophagus. 
 
    Will stepped closer, eyeing the smooth stone surface before touching the side. The top lifted an inch on its own. Will curled his fingers underneath and lifted the lid, peering inside. The inside was empty save for four slots, arranged in a diamond formation. Will stared, taking in it when he called up his inventory screen and looked it over. He saw that he had a soul stone. Curious to see the effect, he pulled the soul stone from his inventory and placed it in the bottom slot of the diamond formation. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Will’s brow wrinkled, wondering if he needed to add something else. Eyeing his inventory, his gaze fell to a lone piece of quartz he mined by the lake. Mentally tapping on it, the quartz appeared in his hand. Reaching down, he placed the gem in the slot above the soul stone. A light flashed and Will pulled his upper body back. Energy swirled before the soul stone and gemstone connected with light. The lid closed down on the Soul Casket. 
 
    Will was about to open it again when an alert appeared in his vision. 
 
    Soul weaving has begun! Soul and body shall awaken in twelve hours. 
 
    Will saw that the alert turned into a timer with the caption ‘Soul Casket’ by it. Unsure if he would disturb the process, his hands pulled away from the casket lid as a thin ethereal blue light ran along the lid groove of the coffin-like item. Stepping back, Will wondered what the casket was going to create in twelve hours.     
 
    Weariness slid over the player’s body. The excitement of the previous night, all the building and creating a Soul Casket sank into spirit like lead weights. Stepping out from under the loft, he moved to his crafting bench. Eyes grew heavy as placed stones into slots, the materials blending together to form a stone sword. Picking it up, it felt stronger than his wooden one and he hoped, did more damage.  
 
    Placing the stone sword in its sheath, Will looked down at it again. When he used the wooden sword on the ghouls, stabbing didn’t do much to slow them down. Cutting off limbs seemed to work, but as he remembered, the erratic movements of the ghouls made it hard to aim for their limbs and neck. He pondered on it as he climbed his stairs and walked to his bed.  
 
    Hoping the wall outside would keep the ghouls out, Will began to shed his armor and clothes. Placing them on the floor by his bed, he made sure he could easily grab them if there was a break in. When he was fully undressed, he slid into bed, pulling the blanket over him. The dim light throughout the home soothed his frayed nerves and mere moments later he fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    Dreams floated in, writhing like tentacles in the mists. Will lay, staring at fleeting images. Thoughts winked in and out like fireflies. Lost to the rhythmic dance, he drifted along the currents, unwilling to fight their pull. Body touching a sandy beach, he sat up and looked to the stars high above. 
 
    Shadows with glowing eyes appeared, floating over the sand and moving toward him. Will turned his head and scowled as they approached. He was annoyed, but wasn’t fearful as the shadows drew closer. Black hands raised, items in each of them as is if they were displaying them to the young man. 
 
    Will ignored them, his dream-self figuring that they would leave if he didn’t show any interest. He couldn’t be bothered with such strange things. He had no idea if they were real or part of his past he couldn’t remember. All in all, he didn’t care to know and was content to stare at the stars above. 
 
    A shadow loomed closer; a shaggy wolf next to it. Will turned his attention when it growled. The moment he made eye contact with the wolf’s yellow eyes, something locked into his spirit. Unable to turn away, he spun his body around to face it as he sat. The shadow watched as the wolf padded closer, staring into Will’s unblinking eyes. The two kept their gaze, neither one blinking until the wolf licked Will’s cheek. 
 
    Will smiled as he lifted a hand, scratching at its neck. The wolf leaned into him, eyes closing and tongue out. The shadow watched as the other shadows pulled back, staring with oval eyes.  
 
    “Why are you with these guys,” Will asked the wolf. 
 
    The wolf said nothing, pushing into the player’s hands and enjoying the scratches. Time lost all meaning as Will enjoyed the wolf’s company, despite a crowd of shadows creating a semi-circle and watching like abyssal ghosts. 
 
    “Well, I hope we can see each other again. My dreams can be a little weird, especially with those guys watching me,” Will gestured to the shadows. 
 
    The sky brightened and the shadows fell away like dust in the wind. The wolf looked up at the brightening sky before turning and bounding off. Will sat, watching the wolf turn to sand and drift away on the breeze. Heart glowing warm in his chest, he enjoyed the comfort of touching such a magnificent beast. The sky blazed bright and Will found himself back in his body. 
 
    Eyes blinking, an unfocused haze filled his vision. A shadow hovered over him. Panic set in as sunlight streamed into his home. Eyes focusing, the shadow took shape, forming into a woman’s face. She smiled as Will looked to her curved horns at each side of her head. Long curly hair spilled down behind the horns and past her neck. Pale skin glowed in the sunlight as her brown eyes widened in excitement. 
 
    “Good morning,” the horned woman said with a cheery smile.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    Will scurried back until his back hit the wall, clutching his blanket to him. The ram-woman stared, her excited gaze turning to concern. Will couldn’t help but stare at her, silence filling the space between them. The ram-woman sat up, heavy breasts bouncing with small dark nipples. She was completely naked, her hips twisted to the side and legs hanging off the edge of the bed. 
 
    “I didn’t mean to scare you. You have been sleeping for some time and I thought it might be best if I woke you from your slumber,” the woman smiled. 
 
    Will saw an alert silently blinking in the corner of his vision. The timer for the Soul Casket was at zero. Will’s muscles relaxed, but he still kept the blanket to his chest. 
 
    The ram-woman smiled again. “I can’t thank you enough for waking up my soul. The fog of my original form was dull and scared.” 
 
    “You’re…the sheep I killed in the forest?” 
 
    The woman nodded, keeping her bright smile. “I understand the laws of survival. You did what you needed to do to survive. I’m just happy you chose to re-create and awaken me.” 
 
    The woman stretched her arms up and yawned, eyes squeezed shut. Will stayed where he was, unsure what was actually happening. The woman’s arms fell to her sides before she stood up. Will stared, seeing her full-figured nude body. Thick black hair formed a triangle along her womanhood while a small, thin tail with a straw-like hair swished back and forth past her rather plump bottom and thick thighs. 
 
    “What’s your name?” the woman with ram horns asked. 
 
    “Will…Asher,” Will replied. 
 
    “Will Asher, a good, strong name. My name is Milly. Pleased to meet you,” Milly’s smile brightened a little more. 
 
    “Hi Milly,” Will said awkwardly. 
 
    The woman with curved ram horns lifted a brow, “Am I the first soul you have awakened?” 
 
    Will gave a slow, silent nod. 
 
    Brow softening, Milly gave a small nod. “It makes me happy to know that.” 
 
    Milly turned and made her way to the rudimentary stairs. Making her way down, she disappeared from sight. Will threw his blanket aside and scooped up his leggings from the floor. Putting them on in a hurry, he hopped and bounced until he reached the stairs. Jumping down with each step, he slipped his leggings on just before he reaching the lower floor. 
 
    Milly was walking around the main room, eyes drinking in the windows, craft bench, oven, and fireplace. Sun filtered in with thick glowing shafts of light. 
 
    “I see you don’t have much right now. I’m sure that will change with time. Do you have any water?” 
 
    Will looked around before realizing he never collected any water. “I haven’t collected any. I’ve been here for about two days and am still getting my bearings. There is a lake not too far from here.” 
 
    Milly nodded as she turned around and faced Will in her naked glory. “We should collect some. I looked around outside your home and saw the mine and apple trees. Two saplings are still growing, but one has already matured.” 
 
    Will scratched his head. He had planted them just yesterday. He thought the trees would take longer than a night to grew to maturity. The whole thing seemed to skew what he knew from some previous life and what it was now. Using tools, digging, mining, and crafting all seemed to happen at accelerated rates. It did make some things easier than he expected, but it also gave him more questions he could not answer. Looking to Milly, he thought he would try to see if she could explain the world a little more. 
 
    “Milly, how is it that you seem to know a lot more than you did when you were…a sheep?” 
 
    Milly stepped to the Craft Bench as she spoke, “I’m not completely sure. I have flashes of when I lived in the woods. It felt like a foggy dream. When I woke up in the soul casket, it was like all the fog and haze went away. I know things and I’m not sure how I learned them. 
 
    “Can you give me some wood?” 
 
    Will’s body froze while his eyes blinked. 
 
    Milly gave him a warm smile. “I need some wood to see if I can craft something.” 
 
    The tension in Will’s body eased as he brought up his inventory and pulled wood blocks from it. Stepping closer to the naked woman with horns, he handed over ten blocks. Milly took them, the small blocks filling her hand as she placed them in a pattern on the craft bench. The wood melted together and a strange wooden container appeared. Milly kept her smile as she lifted it up and placed it on the side of the bench before adding more wood to the slots. 
 
    “If we are going to gather water, we will need containers. These wooden ones aren’t very good, but they will do. We will need leather to make waterskins.” 
 
    Will eyed the wooden container. “You know how to craft?” 
 
    Milly nodded. “I know how to craft a little. I can see what I can do with the Crafting Bench. I’m sure you can create more than I can.” 
 
    Will watched as she created five wooden containers. When she was finished, Will couldn’t help but glance at her full figure. She seemed completely at ease being naked, but the player knew he had to address it or he would be staring at her all the time. 
 
    Walking over to the Crafting Bench, a 2-D screen appeared. Will ran through what he could create and saw that he could create simple clothes. They required wool of which he had gotten some when he killed those other sheep. 
 
    “How would you feel if I create some clothes for you?” 
 
    Milly smiled. “I would love anything you create for me. I’m fine as I am, but if you feel I need them.” 
 
    Will nodded as wool appeared in his hand and he pressed the pieces to slots and made a pattern. Options came up, but he didn’t have the materials needed to change colors. The wool was gray so any outfit he made would be gray in color. Looking at a robe design, it was simple and effective. Placing the last piece, the wool blended together and then unfurled into a thin, gray robe.  
 
    Will picked up the robe and held it before Milly. 
 
    Milly’s eyes shined as she stepped closer, picked it up and pressed the side of her face to it. “This is wonderful!” 
 
    “It’s probably your wool from before,” Will muttered under his breath. 
 
    Milly didn’t seem to hear him as she put her arms through the sleeves. There was a small clasp with which she closed the front of the robe, but the top had a low cut, her warm cleavage plain as day. 
 
    Will looked away. “I can create some shoes too.” 
 
    Milly shook her head. “No thanks. I like the feel of dirt under my feet.” 
 
    The player nodded. “I want to talk some more, but the morning is half gone. As you said, we should get some water. I don’t want to be out too late. Would you like to come with me?” 
 
    Milly smiled. “I would love too. It will give us a chance to talk.” 
 
    Will gathered the wood containers and placed them in his inventory. Turning, he rushed back up the stairs to the side of his bed and picked up his tunic, pulling it over his head. Boots were next before putting on his belt, stone sword against one hip and wooden axe against the other. Checking his inventory again, he had a number of pickaxes, shovels, stone, and wood materials. Looking it over, he frowned as he needed more coal to create torches and wool to create another bed. He had no idea how he was going to make room for Milly and a stray thought touched his mind, saying if he didn’t find more wool, she was sleeping with him tonight. 
 
    Will looked down from the loft, seeing Milly looking around with a sweet smile. “I think we are ready to go.” 
 
    Milly looked up. “I’m ready too,” the ram-horned woman grinned. 
 
    The pair stepped out of the home and into the bright daylight. Will looked over to the three saplings he had planted. One had indeed grown to full size, apples already hanging from its branches. Food was plentiful, Will thought as he and Milly made their way to the double doors. 
 
    Torches continued to flicker in the daylight. Will looked to his left and right, the wall he built around his home undamaged and standing. It seemed to be doing its job, keeping the monsters out. Thoughts drifted to reinforcing it at another time just to be sure. Sliding the bar across, the door opened to a lush green forest. 
 
    Will’s hand touched his sword pommel as he stepped out. Milly followed, her smile fading as her eyes widened and took in their surroundings. Will turned and looked at the other side of the wooden door, his gaze narrowing as he saw a dozen claw-like grooves etched into the surface. 
 
    Milly followed Will’s gaze until she saw the marks. “The forest fills with monsters every night.” 
 
    “I know. First night I woke up to ghouls breaking into my home. I had to build a wall just to make sure they didn’t do that again,” Will said as he turned in the direction of the lake and began walking. 
 
    Milly stayed at his side. “There are more than just ghouls. All kinds of monsters prowl the lands. I have some memories, seeing all kinds of monsters roaming and hunting. Some can even tolerate the daylight.” 
 
    Will nodded. “Did they ever hunt you?” 
 
    Milly’s eyes took on hints of fear. “Sometimes. I remember running through the woods in the dark, some of my friends screaming behind me before they went silent. We lost one of our flock every few nights. Other sheep would wander to our group and stay with us, but over time, we would lose one or two to the monsters.” 
 
    Milly looked down. “I am very thankful to you for…waking me up. I want to help you in any way I can and will earn my keep.” 
 
    Will’s brow softened, but he continued to look forward. “You don’t have to worry. I wouldn’t send anyone back out into the forests with so many monsters.” 
 
    Milly’s smile returned. The horned-woman glanced down to the underbrush as they walked. Before long, she knelt down, fingers digging into the brush and dirt. Will stopped to look at what she was doing. Milly drew he hand back showing her open palm to Will. 
 
    “I can find us seeds so we can plant some crops. The weather here can be a little strange at times and we should prepare food stores. I know how to farm and cook.” 
 
    Will’s lips curved into a small smile. “That would be helpful. I’m sure we can help each other.” 
 
    Milly noticed Will’s eyes looking away as an uncomfortable shadow touched his expression. She placed the seeds she gathered in a robe pocket. Will started walking and Milly stayed to his side. 
 
    “Is everything okay,” Milly asked. 
 
    “Yes, I think so. It’s hard to say. I feel odd saying this, but I don’t remember too much beyond the last few days. When you mentioned your foggy memory, I felt the same way when I woke up on the beach. There was a chest with some items, but I've pretty much had to wing it.” 
 
    Will hesitated before he continued, “I feel, deep down, I don’t get along with people.” 
 
    “Do you think you won’t get along with me?” 
 
    Will’s eyes widened as he turned to Milly. “No, it’s not that. You seem great. I like your horns and…I must sound like a lunatic. I think I don’t get along with…normal people. If that makes any sense?” 
 
    Milly gave Will a cheery smile. “It makes sense. I doubt I could return to munching on grass and wandering the woods. Awakening has changed something for me and maybe the same thing is happening to you?” 
 
    Will nodded. “Maybe. Right now, I guess we should make our lives a little better.” 
 
    “We can!” Milly said with an excited edge. “I think I know a few ways we can improve your home.” 
 
    “I would like…” Will trailed off as he glanced over his shoulder to the dark forest around them. 
 
    They had been walking for about twenty minutes, the forest serene in the daylight. Now, a creepy feeling touched Will’s senses as he looked around, trying to find where it was coming from. 
 
    Milly did the same, her ears flexing as if to localize where it was coming from. “I sense it too.” 
 
    “Could it be one of the daytime monsters?” Will asked, his hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Milly whispered and senses sharp. 
 
    “Let’s keep moving. The lake isn’t too much farther. We can collect some water and go back home.” 
 
    The rest of the walk was in silence. Will turned his head numerous times, checking the way they came, but the creepy feeling never left him. Milly would stop, dig in the dirt and pull up batches of seeds. She placed them in her pockets as they walked on silently. 
 
    Trees swayed to the breeze, sending a calming white noise across the dark forest. Thoughts filled the player’s mind, wondering if he should cut down most of the nearby forest so he would have a better line of sight of anything approaching and giving the monsters less places to hide. The reality of the situation weighed on him, knowing that at any moment, something terrifying could burst from the woods and try to kill him. A faint thought spoke to him that he could not die, but there would be a price he would have to pay if he died. Looking over to Milly, he knew if she died, she wouldn’t come back, ever. 
 
    The couple stepped out of the forest, a glimmering small lake stretching out before them. Will remembered the hand that tried to reach for him from the water as he touched Milly’s shoulder. She turned to him with curious eyes. 
 
    “I think there might be something in the water so we need to be careful. I can give you one of my wooden swords to protect yourself?” 
 
    Milly shook her head. “I wouldn’t know how to use it. I’m not a fighter.” 
 
    Will nodded. “Then we should stay together. I still have that feeling something is following us and I don’t know what’s in the lake. We can…” Will was cut off. 
 
    The brush not too far away began to shudder. Will drew his sword with one hand while using his other arm to push Milly behind him. Brow hard and sword at the ready, the two backed up as the brush trembled again. Will readied himself when something big emerged into the sunlight. 
 
    Milly smiled as Will’s shoulders relaxed. A cow stepped out of the shadowy brush and woods, grass in its mouth and a dazed, unconcerned look in its bovine eyes. It stared at them for a moment before lowering its head to take another mouthful of grass. 
 
    Milly patted Will’s shoulders from behind in excitement, “Oh Oh! We need leather for waterskins!” 
 
    Will glanced over his shoulder to her, “You don’t mind me killing her?” 
 
    Milly grinned, “Law of survival.” 
 
    Will turned back to the cow about ten feet away. He stepped closer, sword still in hand. When he was about two feet away, he looked down as the cow went on munching, paying him no mind. 
 
    “Sorry girl,” the player said before raising the stone sword and bringing it down on the cow’s neck. 
 
    The cow let out a screeching moan as the sword stuck halfway. Will pulled it back and threw his shoulders into it, bringing the stone blade down on the neck again. This time, the head came off, hitting the grassy floor with a thud. The entire body slumped to the ground and fell on its side. Pieces of leather and beef hovered over the body. Will took everything, 4 pieces of leather appearing in his inventory as did 4 pieces of beef. The carcass melted into the ground and soon it and the head were completely gone.  
 
    “It’s a start,” Milly smiled before sauntering off to the edge of the lake. 
 
    Will followed. At the edge of the lake, the two knelt down. Will pulled out the wooden containers and placed them on the sandy ground between them. Together, they dunked the containers until they filled with water, two at a time. Will picked them up and placed them in his inventory. The containers seemed to be doing the job of holding water, but Will felt if they hit anything too hard, they would break. Eyeing the sand along the lake edge, he would need more if he was going to make any more glass.  
 
    Milly collected water, her face a calm mask. Will looked to her, wondering if he should build her a home next to his or he should build a bigger home. Conflicted feelings rushed his heart. Deep down he knew he didn’t get along with people, but there was something refreshing about the horned sheep woman. It was nice to have someone else around and he thought about what he would do if he gained more soul stones. There was nobody there to judge him and Milly seemed practical and non-judgmental. If anything, she seemed to encourage him to do whatever he wanted  
 
    Milly looked over to Will before her eyes looked past him to the stone outcropping at the lake edge about forty feet away. 
 
    “I see some holes along the stone there. Did you mine from it when you were here last?” 
 
    Will nodded as he put the last filled container in his inventory. “Yea, before I created a mine by the house. I found some quartz. It was a component I needed to wake your soul stone up.” 
 
    “That makes sense. I know gemstones have mystical properties but I’m not sure what they are. I remember sensing it when I was close to gemstones. They sometimes poke out of the ground.” 
 
    Will mentally filed what Milly said away. If gemstones did have magical properties, then he could use that. He had no idea how, but if it was like anything else, he could craft, maybe he could make some stronger weapons or materials. 
 
    Will pulled a wooden shovel from his inventory and stood up. “I should gather some sand before we head back. I will need it to make more windows for your home.” 
 
    Milly looked away, pink touching her cheeks. “There is no rush. I thought…I could stay with you for a little while, if that’s okay.” 
 
    The boldness of Milly’s words caused heat to creep up Will’s neck. She was beautiful, but he had no idea she would take to him so quickly. Unsure what to say, he turned and walked away. Stepping about thirty feet from the beautiful woman, he stabbed the shovel into the sand and began digging. Each shovelful of sand turned into a floating clump before appearing in his inventory. The work was easy, but after a dozen clumps of sand filled his inventory, he looked over his shoulder to Milly. 
 
    The horned-woman dipped her knees and hands in the water, wetness crawling up her robe as she moved fingers through the sandy bottom. The water was clear and a moment later, she dipped her mouth to the rippling waters and drank. Will watched, lost in the simple natural beauty of her drinking. His inner wild spirit called out, wanting to join her side and drink in nature. Simple acts of nature caused his heart to beat faster. A pleasant vibration filled his heart as he admired her beauty. 
 
    Milly pulled back and looked over. She smiled in his direction before her eyes widened in pure horror. Will’s body tensed before the sound of rushing footsteps rose up behind him. Turning his head, he saw a green face before four arms wrapped around his chest. Panic surged as he tried to break free when there was a glow of green energy and then, an explosion. 
 
    The blast sent Will through the air. Shovel gone and body not responding, he flew and crashed onto the sand like a ragdoll. Pain flared along nerves as he tried to move, an alert filling his vision. 
 
    You have taken 8 damage! 2 Hearts remaining. 
 
    The world came to him in flashes as he struggled to move. The day turned black before turning light again. Hands grabbed at him and pulled. Will struggled, limbs just barely starting to move to his commands. Water splashed and flowed over his legs and then his lower body. Regaining control with each passing second, he moved his legs to help stand up. The hands on him helped as he pushed away the mental fog. Looking down, he was bleeding, skin ruptured along his arms. The leather tunic took some of the damage, but its durability had moved slid from green to yellow. A sound touched his ears and he stood on his own power, turning his head to Milly. 
 
    “Will! Will!” Milly shouted with wide eyes. 
 
    Will’s hand touched his sword still at his hip. He drew it and turned, looking for what grabbed him. On the sandy beach next to the lake, a four-armed green humanoid lay. Its face turned away; it lay sprawled on the sand.  
 
    “What is that,” Will grimaced as pain lashed at fried nerves. 
 
    “It’s a Stalker! It must have been what was following us,” Milly said with a fearful edge. “They don’t like water, that’s why I dragged you into the lake.” 
 
    Will touched his left hand to his head, pain throbbing. The stalker on the beach stirred before it lifted its head. Dark eyes stared with alien intent. Four arms lifted and pressed palms to the beach. The thing lifted itself up and stood, dark eyes on Will and Milly, chest heaving.  
 
    The haze in Will’s eyes cleared and he drank in the monster’s appearance. It was female and naked, a pair of breasts defying gravity as it gazed on Will with a bottomless hunger. The skin was an emerald green, smooth and hairless. It lacked hair on its head, its face thin and gaunt. Two pointed ears graced the sides of its head. Hands flexed as she stood watching the pair in the water. Will held his sword out, but the creature didn’t even flinch.  
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Will grunted as the pain in his side flared again. 
 
    “It’s not going to leave. They stay and explode until their prey is dead. And then they eat what’s left,” Milly said as she clutched to Will’s shoulders from behind. 
 
    “Such an odd monster,” Will said before he heard a splashing from behind. 
 
    Will and Milly turned to see green heads emerge from the water. Will’s eyes narrowed as three thin creatures rose up. They looked like ghouls except their bodies were a patchwork of green and pale skin. White hands rose up as they moved closer. White eyes glared with mouths opening and closing. Clawed tips reached out to grab hold of the pair and a haunting need to drown their prey consumed them.  
 
    “Whatever happens, stay behind me. If I fall, run as fast as you can go back home,” Will ordered Milly. 
 
    “I can’t…” She began before he cut her off. 
 
    “Don’t argue! Just do as I ask and maybe one of us can survive this!” Will shouted before lunging at the water ghouls. 
 
    Stone sword up, he drove it down diagonally into a ghoul’s neck. The thing moaned as the point stabbed deep. Hands clawed at Will, but he stepped back, pulling the sword with him. Frustration grew as the ghouls advanced. They didn’t die unless he took off their heads. Cursing his sword, he went at them again. Sword slicing hard across, a head separated from its neck and splashed in the water three feet away. The other two ghouls latched onto Will, pulling at his tunic and trying to bring him to deeper water.  
 
    Will jammed the sword point into an exposed gut again and again. The ghoul moaned, but it didn’t let go. Will felt himself being pulled into deeper water before he knocked away an arm and stabbed the sword into the ghoul’s eye, giving it a violent twist. The ghoul collapsed in the water, letting go of him. The last one raised a clawed hand, ready to strike at Will’s exposed neck when Milly came crashing through the water. Head low, she slammed her horns into the ghoul’s side, causing it to stumble away and miss its chance. 
 
    Will grabbed Milly with his left hand, knocking her away as the ghoul regained its footing and lunged. Sword up, he slashed upwards, sending the ghoul’s head spiraling through the air and splashing in the water. The lake water rippled as Will huffed. Milly was to his side as they both turned to see the stalker was still standing on the sand, watching them. 
 
    “Are you hurt?” Milly asked. 
 
    Will drew a wooden axe from his other hip as he stared down the stalker. “The ghouls didn’t hurt me, but we have no idea how many more are in the water. We have to go.” 
 
    Will eyed the green stalker before lifting up his axe and throwing it. The axe spun and right before it would strike the stalker, it raised two hands and slapped it from the air. The movement was quick, but as it drew its arms back, Will was already charging, sword point aimed at the monster’s chest. 
 
    Water splashed up as he ran toward the green-skinned monster. He had no idea if this was going to work, but if he could hurt it enough, maybe it would give Milly enough time to run back home. It was a long shot by all means, but if they stayed, more ghouls could come up and he was in no condition to keep fighting. 
 
    The stalker’s arms were pulling back just as Will made it onto the sand. Despite the sword being made from stone, it held a glossy shine that reflected the morning sun. The light shined against the stalker’s eyes, blinding it just enough before the end penetrated its chest. Will growled as he drove the blade deep into the monster’s chest, nearly to the hilt. The stalker slashed with a high hand, claws raking across Will’s cheek as he pulled his head away.  
 
    You have taken 1 damage! You have 1 Heart left. 
 
    The stalker’s eyes gleamed as energy began to glow from the thing’s chest. Will pushed, causing the monster to stumble back. He braced himself, eyes closing and ready for his end to come.  
 
    A long moment passed, but nothing happened. 
 
    Will opened his eyes to see the glow fading from the stalker’s eyes and chest. It gave him a mournful look as four hands grabbed onto the player. Something burned in its gaze as man and monster stared at each other for what seemed an eternity. The stalker languished, giving out a pitiful cry. The alien anger was gone as it clutched to Will, replaced with a pathetic moan. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Will said not understanding why he would say that. 
 
    The monster moaned again before it fell to its knees. Will pulled his sword out and held it ready to strike the creature down. The stalker fell on its side, the light dying in its eyes. Its body melted into the ground, leaving a soul stone glowing in the sunlight. 
 
    Will knelt down and picked it up. Calling up his inventory, he placed the stone in it. Swiping away the 2-D menu, he tried to get back up, but his legs shook. Milly appeared, her hands taking hold and helping him up. Weakness filled his muscles as Will tried to stand. The fight was over, but he thought for sure his body would regenerate like it did the other night. 
 
    Milly looked at the wounds, “Have you eaten?” 
 
    Will shook his head. 
 
    “You need to eat if you are going to heal,” Milly said as she took one of his arms over her shoulder. “I’ll help you get back, but you have to eat.” 
 
    Will clumsily sheathed his sword before taking an apple from his inventory. He bit into it, but found it hard to chew, his body growing weaker. Milly began walking, pulling Will with her. The pair made it into the woods and began to trek back. Pain and weakness danced along the player as he tried to keep up. The march back was torture, each step agonizing. Milly tried to hold him up while looking around for any other monsters. 
 
    The forest seemed to grow thicker as they made their way back. Will’s energy began to bottom out, unable to keep eating his apple. Sleep whispered in his ear as he fought to keep standing. The apple fell away and he grunted. Milly saw that the player was struggling to stay awake, her hand purposely touching one of the wounds on his arm. The flaring pain caused Will to jerk up, a last bit of energy enabling him to keep walking. 
 
    Time faded to the background until they both noticed the walls surrounding Will’s home. Milly pushed on until they reached the door. Wrenching it open, they both stumbled inside. Milly let go of Will, turning around and closing the doors. She slammed the wooden bar into place as Will stumbled and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Milly…” Will managed to whisper before falling face first onto the grassy floor, darkness washing over him as he passed out.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    Wolves howled in the dreamy landscape. Will sat in a dark forest, the moon high in the night’s sky. Foreboding touched his senses as he tried to remember why he was here. Confusion trickled along his senses, coloring his mind with edges of fear. A fire burned in his heart, keeping the darkness from snuffing out his light, but thoughts walked along a winding path, a gloom he found impossible to ignore. 
 
    A shadow emerged from the darkness, oval eyes staring down at the lone young man as he sat. A breath later, wolves padded out, surrounding Will. Yellow eyes and low growls filled the area as Will slowly stood up. He faced the shadow without looking at the wolves, his expression hardening and fingers flexing. 
 
    “I won’t go down without a fight,” he declared as he stared at the shadow. 
 
    “We…know,” the shadow said with a whisper. 
 
    The shadow floated closer, eyes never blinking. “You are strong, but not strong enough. Death will surround you if you do not come to us.” 
 
    Will gave a knowing smirk. “I’m not afraid of death.” 
 
    The shadow’s head nodded. “No, but can you keep death away from those around you?” 
 
    Will looked to the side, an image of Milly painting his mind’s eye. 
 
    The wolves stalked closer their heads low, but eyes like dim suns. 
 
    The shadow’s body writhed as the unblinking eyes stared. “Find us. Worship us. You will be rewarded.” 
 
    “I’m not some pathetic follower,” Will growled. 
 
    “No,” the shadow hissed. “You are much more. Your fire will consume worlds. Come to us. Worship us. You will be rewarded.” 
 
    “I…” Will trailed off as something glowed to his left. 
 
    The player turned his head, eyes drinking in a man in white armor, a short sword in each hand. His light burned at the darkness, pushing it away with every step. The shadow slinked back, staying away from the brilliance. 
 
    Will faced the man, fingers curling into fists. The man’s face was not covered but the light he emitted blurred out his features. The swords in his hands were white and the body language spoke of intent. Will lifted his fists, not sure what he could do against an armed opponent, but he wasn’t going to let the stranger intimidate him. 
 
    “Find us. Worship us. You will be rewarded,” the shadow repeated as it melted into the darkness along the forest. 
 
    The glowing swordsman stood before Will, white eyes staring him down. 
 
    “Let me guess, you’re going to ask me to find you, worship you, I’ll be rewarded?” Will said with a snarky edge. 
 
    The glowing swordsman stood, saying nothing for a long moment. Will’s annoyance bubbled into hatred, but before he even thought to lift his fist and punch the swordsman in the jaw, a white sword shot up and came down with murderous light. 
 
    Will’s eyes opened instantly as his heart leapt in his chest. Milly was by him on the bed, her eyes wide. Will’s body relaxed as he saw the familiar ceiling. The comfort of the bed soothed his alert nerves before a wave of weakness sank into his chest. The tension falling away, he lay under the blankets.  
 
    Milly reached over to a night stand and lifted up a wooden bowl with a wooden spoon in it. Will looked over, seeing the new night stand before he turned his gaze to Milly. The horned woman stirred the bowl before bringing it down for him to see. A yellowish broth steamed up. Will glanced around, seeing from the windows night had fallen. The crackling of the fireplace touched the background. 
 
    Milly brought the bowl closer, “I found some mushrooms in your mine so I made some soup. I also used your Crafting Bench to make a few utensils, bowls, and the night stands by the bed. You have been out for hours. Have some soup so you can heal faster.” 
 
    Will slowly sat up, weakness pulling at his digital muscles. Checking his stats, he saw he had only had three hearts. At that rate, if he didn’t eat, it would take a day or two for him to recover. He felt the slight pangs of hunger but they were dull and faraway. It was almost like he should eat but the urges were subdued, even when he was this weak. 
 
    The player took the bowl of soup from Milly. He stirred it a little from some long-ago habit and scooped up some broth, chunks of mushrooms floating along the top. He sipped it and the taste caused his eyes to widen. It was good, no, great he thought. Instantly, he scooped up warm broth and sucked it down like he hadn’t eaten in decades.  
 
    Milly watched and smiled. The spoonful’s stopped and Will put the edge of the bowl to his lips and he drank. When the broth was gone, he scooped up chunks of mushrooms and ate them. Energy dripped into his body before a dam broke. The energy swelled and he watched the corner of his vision as his hearts began to regenerate. 
 
    “Food makes everything better,” Milly smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” Will said in a low tone. 
 
    “No thanks needed,” Milly said with a warm edge. 
 
    “You didn’t have to do this.” 
 
    Milly nodded. “I don’t have to do anything. I wanted to. You awakened me. You saved me. It’s the least I can do.” 
 
    “We saved each other,” Will said with a weak smile. 
 
    A muffled screech filled the night. Will looked to the windows, hand at his side to draw his weapon when he noticed he was completely nude under the blanket.  
 
    Milly looked to a window and sighed. “The monsters are out. I’m thankful we have a small haven away from the wild darkness of the forest.” 
 
    “Me too,” Will said as he relaxed. 
 
    Milly took the empty bowl from Will and placed it on the nightstand. “You must rest. The night has just begun and you should be better by morning.” 
 
    Will nodded. A small silence filled the loft around them as Will looked to the beautiful horned-woman. Oval eyes looked down as if she wanted to say or ask something but she held her tongue. Will glanced around him and realized, there was only one bed. Looking back up to Milly, she lifted her gaze to meet his. Silent words passed between them and Will found it hard to resist. 
 
    “We don’t have another bed,” Will said with a small smile. 
 
    Milly nodded. “I will just have to sleep with you.” 
 
    “It is big enough for both of us,” Will’s eyes holding a gleam. 
 
    Milly’s cheeks glowed pink before she nodded again. Another screech filled the night, but it didn’t muddle the growing heat between them. Will found it refreshing that she didn’t play at any pretenses or games. A sad feeling clung to his heart from a life long ago, but it was quickly consumed by the heat between them. The world of Jova was a wild and dangerous place, but in this moment, their heat chased away the darkness. No judging eyes watched them. No whispers of thoughts or opinions haunted them. They were free to be whatever they wished and Will’s soul soared. 
 
    Milly looked away with a shy edge before she stood up and faced the bed. Will sat back against the wall, eyes on the horned- woman. Milly reached up and took hold of her robe, pulling it from her shoulders and letting fall to the floor. Pale skin glowed and pert nipples pointed in heat from heavy breasts. The glow between them rose like a symphony as she picked up the blanket and slid into bed next to Will. Bodies nestled together, the player’s arm around her and she snuggling to his chest. The warmth of her body caused his manhood to stir. A brush of her hand against his skin sent electric currents to his heart and primal urges causing his manhood to rise on its own power. 
 
    Milly glanced down, watching his growing bulge under the blanket. Hand sliding across Will’s stomach, her fingers brushed the head of his cock and caused it to jump to her touch. Biting her lip, she was about to take hold of his thickening member when strong hands touched her, grabbed her and pulled her close. Looking up, she saw the wolfish hunger in Will’s eyes. He clutched her to him, fingers running along her smooth skin like strings to a heavenly instrument. Milly didn’t fight, letting him explore her body. 
 
    The horned-woman gasped as his fingers brushed her sensitive nipples before he squeezed her. She surrendered herself to his whims, each breath begging for him to take her, consume her. Will felt Milly relax to him, pushing her body against his while he held her to him. Fingers glided down as Milly looked up with wanting eyes. 
 
    Will smiled before pressing his lips to hers. Milly’s eyes half closed, lost to the touch of his lips when his fingers touched the untamed wilds between her legs. The touch of his fingers caused wetness to flow, her eyes widening for a moment before they half-closed again. 
 
    Moans rose up from Milly’s throat as Will continued to explore. He could not deny the sensual beauty radiating from her. Her surrender sent hungry shockwaves along his spirit as his fingers touched intimate places and rubbing them to relax. Pale skin glowed pink as her hips moved to his touch. She was not afraid to show her desires, eyes begging for more. 
 
    Breaking away from the kiss, Milly gasped again, caught in his wanting touch. Will continued to play their song, her breath quickening. Energy pooled into his muscles as Will found it harder and harder to resist. Her moans and gasps sent tendrils of pleasure along his nerves. Thick thighs spreading, one of her hands gently grabbed Will’s manhood and stroked.  
 
    The playfulness between caused the very air to grow warmer. Milly looked up, keeping eye contact as she stroked Will’s manhood. Her gaze fluttered as Will continued to rub a finger against her clit in blissful circles. The unspoken desires were reaching their zenith. Milly pulled at his member, urging him to take what they both wanted. Will complied, gently pushing her onto her back and staying on his hands and knees above her.  
 
    Milly stroked Will before she pulled on him again. Will smiled before snuggling between her inviting thighs, the head of his member touching her wet valley. Bodies molding together, Will pressed his thick spear to her quivering valley. Bodies moved of their own accord, urges pushing their desires to the breaking point. Will couldn’t remember the last time he felt like this; his thoughts soon lost to clouds of bliss as he forced his manhood into Milly’s tight space. Milly’s mouth made a perfect oval as her inner walls stretched to accommodate him. Wetness flowed, allowing for Will to push his desires into her. Pleasure stormed with moans as they connected, inches driving home lustful needs. When their hips touched, Will simply looked down on Milly as her eyes closed, lost to their connection. 
 
    “Will…” Milly moaned as her hips began to move. 
 
    The young man couldn’t think as his body took control. He was hungry and he wanted to feast. Hips moving, he controlled the tempo. Not long after, his lips closed down on a pointed nipple, sucking and licking with desire. Milly’s body responded by arching her back and her hands clutching to his head, holding him to her voluptuous breasts. Bliss spiraled as bodies danced. The symphony grew between them as bodies quickened. Nerves curled as did Milly’s limbs around Will. Power surged with each thrust. The sound of their union filled the modest home. 
 
    “I…can’t…stop,” Milly cried out as nerves tightened. 
 
    Will suckled for moments before pulling away. He looked down as her gasps and moans grew to a fevered pace. Each firm thrust caused her body to bounce to his power. The scent of sex caressed his senses as he continued to drive himself to the hilt, pull back slowly and invade with intent. Milly’s eyes squeezed shut as an ocean pushed against her internal dam, wanting to be free. 
 
    “You are free,” Will whispered against her neck before kissing it. 
 
    Milly’s eyes opened and rolled into her head as the dam broke and an ocean of ecstasy flooded every piece of her being. Moaning loudly, her hands and legs clutched to Will, but her head arched back into the bed. Magical explosions caused her body to shudder as she lost herself to a deluge of bliss. 
 
    Will smiled, happy to see her orgasm. Hips bucked and he could not deny his own desires any longer. Cock thickening, Milly moaned louder. Inner walls spread by Will’s needs. A surge of power ran along the shaft and white seed burst forth. Will groaned as his hips worked, thrusting himself deep and another spurt of come filling the tight space. 
 
    The urges set his world on fire, his voice rising up and blending with the monstrous screeches in the distance. Milly moaned, joining the chorus as their bodies remained locked. When the bliss ebbed, Will fell on top of Milly. The horned woman sighed as she stroked his back, keeping him firmly between her legs. Time slowed as they enjoyed the touch and warmth of each other's bodies. Not long after, Milly smiled as Will’s hips began to move, his manhood hardening once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Days and nights cycled on as Will and Milly worked in and around their home. The young man worked in the mine, and nearby forest beyond the gate, gathering supplies like stone and wood. Milly planted seeds and created a medium-sized garden in the southwest part of the walled grounds.  It didn’t take long for plants to grow and Will liked that they now had vegetables like tomatoes, corn, carrots, and potatoes. Milly created another garden to the southeast of the grounds for wheat, not too far from the mine entrance. 
 
    Will worked with stone pickaxes, shattering stone and making his way deeper. It was not as tiring as he thought it would be and when he hit a vein of copper, his excitement grew. He and Milly quickly realized they needed metals because the wood and stone tools broke too easily. Digging out the pieces of copper, he quickly placed them in his inventory until the vein went dry. He had gathered about 50 pieces of copper and rushed out of the mine to show Milly when an alert filled his gaze. 
 
    You have gained +1 Strength! 
 
     The alert brought a smile to the player’s face, but soon it soured. At the rate he worked, it would take a very long time for him to grow stronger. Never mind the work needed to bring up his other stats. He felt stronger by a hair, but he would have to keep going if he was going to reach a higher tier than novice. 
 
    Showing the copper to Milly, she nearly jumped for joy. Together they moved to the Crafting Bench and set about making simple copper tools and mining equipment. Will quickly checked what he could create on the bench and saw that he could make chests from wood and copper. Not wasting any time, he created three chests, one for him and Milly, one for him and one for her. The one they shared was filled with food supplies and equipment. Will thought this would have been a bad idea mixing food and equipment together but he realized over the days and nights that food never spoiled here on Jova. Each chest had compartments and everything was separated into smaller items until they were pulled out, when the item would return to its normal size. 
 
     Copper and glass lanterns replaced torches around the home while wooden shelves stood against walls and a table and chairs stood not far from the fireplace. Will made his way out beyond their walled property to hunt sheep and cows, a careful eye out for any monsters in the forest. He would come back with some supplies from both and soon curtains graced windows. 
 
    Will hunted with a sword but soon found the weapon annoying. They had enough copper left to make about two weapons but as he scrolled along, the thought of a copper sword dulled his excitement. Remembering his few battles, a sword was an elegant weapon in a brutal time. When he thought he should smash anything that was too close, a blunt weapon was a better choice. Scrolling along, he saw an oversized hammer and he smiled, knowing it felt right.  
 
    Putting the copper and stone pieces to the Crafting Bench, the materials melted together to form a larger hammer. Taking leather pieces, he crafted them into a special sheath and slung it over his shoulders. Testing it out, he hefted the hammer. It felt light as air in his hands as he slid the stone shaft of the hammer over his shoulder. The giant hammerhead peeked over his shoulder and Milly said it gave him a powerful appearance. To be safe, he created a copper sword to keep at his hip. 
 
    The nights blended together as Will and Milly pushed their bodies to the brink of pleasure. Bodies coiled together until they both passed out from exhaustion. It had turned into a nightly ritual they both indulged in, but Will found himself waking in the middle of the night, drenched in sweat and nightmares fading to the background. When he couldn’t go back to sleep, he was up and sitting at the table looking over the map he took from the chest when he first arrived. 
 
    Shadows, monsters, and light haunted him as he stared down at the map, Milly sleeping peacefully in the loft. They talked about increasing the size of their home, but something else needled at the back of Will’s mind. He pictured living a plain life behind the safety of walls with Milly. It was a small dream; one he would have indulged in if not for the nightmares and a need to know more. Words he didn’t understand filled his quiet moments and he found himself looking over the walls during the day to the forest beyond. 
 
    Eyeing the map, he saw the symbols for tombs and Idols. The closest Idol he figured was about three days away. The other one was about five days away. The closer one had two tombs while a single tomb stood not far from the other Idol. Thoughts swirled to weapons and supplies he would need for the journey before Milly would wake and call him back to bed with sleepy eyes.  
 
    A few more days and nights cycled on, the gardens growing, wheat rising up and several trees filled with abundant apples. Their little Eden had become comfortable except for the nightmares haunting the player. 
 
    Will and Milly sat down at the table, vegetables on her plate while meat and vegetables filled his plate. Milly didn’t waste any time, munching on corn and occasionally stuffing a carrot in her mouth. Will smiled as she ate like she was still out in the forests. 
 
    The player watched as Milly continued to slaughter vegetables, his copper fork not touching his meal. Milly slowed down, glancing to the full plate and looked up to Will with concern. 
 
    “Are you not hungry?” She asked. 
 
    Will’s smile dimmed. “I am. I just thought we might talk for a moment.” 
 
    Milly put the food in her hands down, ears perking up. 
 
    Will continued, “I have to leave for a few days. There is something I have to find.” 
 
    The horned-woman kept her expression blank. 
 
    “I love what we are creating here, but I think I need to do more.” 
 
    Milly nodded. “I have seen you look to the forests. It doesn’t surprise me that you feel the call of exploring.” 
 
    “I don’t feel comfortable leaving you alone,” Will said as the thought needled at his heart. 
 
    Milly grinned. “I will be fine. The walls are sturdy. I can keep the lanterns on for your return. There is still so much work to do and gardens to tend. I was also thinking of carving out a pond here for us and the crops.” 
 
    “It is dangerous to go to the lake,” Will said with concern. 
 
    Milly nodded, “But worth it. I don’t want you to worry. I will be careful as I collect water. It will be the only reason I leave. But you are going to travel into the deep woods?” 
 
    Will nodded.   
 
    Milly’s expression took on a knowing solace. “I know you’re strong and I know you will come back. It may help quell the nightmares.” 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow as Milly smiled. 
 
    “I have watched you as you tossed and turned in your sleep. I have heard you speak of shadows and wolves. I know there is something deeper in your soul, you must try to figure out. I want you to know, I’ll be here when you get back, safe and sound.” 
 
    Will gave Milly a warm smile. “Thank you for understanding.” 
 
    “Thank you for trusting me to keep our home intact. We will have a lot to do in the morning so we should eat and rest,” Milly said before picking up a corn cob and munching on it. 
 
    Will kept his smile as he turned to his plate and began eating, his heart a little lighter. 
 
    After having dinner, hours slipped by as the couple enjoyed coiling their bodies in ecstasy. Will found it difficult to stop as Milly begged for more. Soreness touched both of their bodies, but they could not deny each other. When one fell from exhaustion, the other brought them back to life. The dance continued until they both passed out, bodied covered in sweat and breathing heavy. 
 
    Will woke up, the lightness in his soul still there as it was the first night, he didn’t have a nightmare. Lying in bed, he stared at the ceiling until a warm mouth closed over his member, sucking on him with the gentle caress of full lips. The player sighed, enjoying the comfort as birds sang their morning song outside. 
 
    An hour later, the pair worked on different Crafting Benches, creating tools and supplies for Will’s journey. Two waterskins were crafted and filled. Will cooked the remaining mutton and beef he had, placing them in his inventory. He checked his weapons and gathered enough stone and wood to fill two inventory slots. They discussed that he would have to build a shelter every night to keep the nightly monsters at bay. Will crafted a bed and put it in his inventory, knowing full well he didn’t want to sleep on the floor. The copper had run out and he didn’t have time to mine for more, but he had enough supplies to craft stone weapons if he needed. The final thing the player created was another crafting bench. He placed it in his inventory to use when he needed to make more items.  
 
    Thoughts shifted as he made his final preparations while Milly gathered a few more vegetables. He didn’t like leaving her behind, unprotected. She didn’t know how to use a weapon, but she assured him she was fast enough to outrun any monsters coming for her. An image of the soul stone filled his mind. Calling up his inventory, he saw the Stalker’s soul stone glowing in a slot. A brief thought crawled along, whispering he should place it in the Soul Casket so Milly would have company, but a second later, decided against it. He had no idea how it would react, but the mournful look it gave when he ran it through haunted the edges of his mind. Unable to go through with it for now, he placed the soul stone in his private chest. It would have to be something he revisited when he came back. 
 
    Supplies in his inventory, copper hammer to his back, and copper sword against his hip, the young man stood by the main gate, Milly looking to him with warm eyes. 
 
    “I should only be gone for about a week,” Will said. 
 
    Milly nodded. “Be safe and remember the law of survival.” 
 
    “You mentioned that before. What does it mean exactly?” 
 
    Milly smiled. “Eat or be eaten. Kill or be killed,” she said like it was the most normal thing to ever say. 
 
    Will nodded. Just as he was about to turn away, Milly threw her arms around his neck and kissed him deeply. The couple held each other close, savoring every wet kiss and sliding of tongues. The brilliant morning shined on and after a few long moments, they parted. 
 
    “Keep the lanterns on. I’ll find my way home,” Will smiled before opening the gate. 
 
    Milly stayed by the open wooden gate, watching as Will stepped out beyond the entrance and began his trek into the woods. Shadows covered him as he continued, looking back and smiled before walking on, his body disappearing into the forest as the sun shined high in the clear sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six      
 
    The sun arced slowly across the clear sky. Will walked along, making his way around trees and listening intently. Senses alive, he heard birds and little else. The forest was quite serene, but the player didn’t want to let his guard down. Knowing full well anything could appear from the long shadows of the forest, his hand flexed and touched the pommel of his sword on occasion. Nerves glowed on high alert and a flutter of wings caused him to jump. 
 
    Three birds flew past him and landed on nearby branches, cocking their heads to the side as they watched the lone man continue on. Breezes rustled emerald green leaves and nature’s tapestry of nature rippled with life. The white noise soothed nerves and the player found his shoulders sinking before a sharp memory stabbed at him, causing him to not relax in a dangerous environment. 
 
    “Stay alert,” Will whispered as he walked on. 
 
    Calling up his inventory for the tenth time and pulling out the map, he studied it as he hiked through the thick forest. Seeing the nearest tomb, he believed he could reach it by evening time tomorrow. The thought cycled through, trying to put a positive spin to it, but it didn’t bring him any comfort. The sun had passed its zenith and he was well into the afternoon. It would be a few hours before nightfall and the ghouls would emerge to try and find him. 
 
    Thoughts flowed back to Milly. Will missed her, mentally basking in their short time together. A fleeting urge to turn around and go back touched his heart, but something bigger and darker caused him to keep walking, each step farther away from her. It was easy to fall into a simple life, but the urges pushed on him. Making the decision to explore eased the tension in his spirit, but created a new need of comfort from the dark. 
 
    The sun continued on its celestial path, the afternoon turning late and a hint of a star shining through the dying light.  
 
    Will stopped and eyed his surroundings. Feeling the pressure of the day slipping away, he opened his hand, stone appearing in it. Setting to task, he began to build a square stone structure. Working, it took only about ten minutes to create the structure. Stepping inside, the sun sank low beyond the horizon. Stars began to shine and the air cooled. 
 
    Will was about to pull out a torch, but decided against it. The flames, even in his shelter would attract things. Pulling his bed from his inventory, he placed it in a corner and placed a stone block at the entrance. The space was cramped, but it was enough for him to sleep. A lone opening the size of a window pane was the only way to look out or in, but not big enough for anything to crawl in.  
 
    The last bit of sun flashed before its light faded away, night’s cloak covering the land. Two full moons rose up in the distance and Will watched with fascination. Birdsong turned to crickets. Will stared out of the single square hole, admiring the night when he noticed pale figures moving in the distance of the dark forest. 
 
    “Yea, I’m not going to take any chances,” Will whispered to himself before pulling out a stone and sealing the hole. 
 
    Inside the shelter was pitch black. Will fumbled through the darkness for three feet before his shin hit the edge of the bed. Grunting from the sharp pain, he laid down, placing his weapons beside the bed. Pulling the blankets over him, he tried to get some sleep while strange muffled moans made it through the stone walls, letting him know monsters prowled just outside. Sleep eventually overtook him, falling to dreams while the moons rose higher in the night sky. 
 
    Shadows smiled and howling filled the night. Before long, Will woke up, but it was still dark in his shelter. Pulling a pickaxe from his inventory, he brought it down on a stone block and the block shattered from several strikes. The moment the block was sucked back into his inventory, a thick shaft of sunlight shined in. Will looked out, seeing no monsters or ghouls. With a smile, he began to break down the shelter, putting the blocks and materials back into his inventory and sliding his hammer over his back and sword into its sheath. Walking, he began his trek once again to a mysterious tomb. 
 
    Will pondered on what he might expect when he arrived. A voice in the back of his mind told him the tombs were important, but he wasn’t sure why. The haze was thick beyond the first morning he awoke on the beach. The mystery deepened and took up his thoughts as he walked. Checking and rechecking his map, he corrected his course and marched on. The importance of his quest faded as he remained alert. Remembering the Stalker by the lake, he didn’t want to be ambushed by another one. 
 
    Stepping along over thick tree roots, the player froze when he came across shards of wood. Will looked around, seeing that the area was littered with shattered wood bits and when his gaze rose up, they widened in disbelief. 
 
    Trees were bent and cracked, but beyond them, a path of destruction stretched on. Will stepped closer, drinking in the destruction. Stepping onto the destroyed bits of trees, he looked to his right and then to his left, the destroyed section of forest stretching on farther than the eye could see. Something big had walked or slithered through here, snapping giant trees to kindling.  
 
    Will knelt to the floor, inspecting the path. He looked for blood or maybe fur, but there was nothing but broken trees. Standing up, he guessed that whatever came through here was the size of a house and seemed to not care what it did to the forest. Not wanting to stick around to find out, Will quickly moved on, walking across the destroyed path and stepping into the shadowy forest on the other side. Picking up the pace, he wanted to be long gone if whatever made that path came back. 
 
    The rest of the day carried on. Hiking through the forest, Will felt like he was walking through an endless wood with no end in sight. Checking his map, he saw that he wasn’t very far from the first tomb and when the sun hung low in the sky, he emerged into an open field with a large object in the middle. 
 
    The clearing was wide, but standing in the center of it was a small pyramid with standing stones ten feet from each corner. Sunlight touched the top of the structure and the four tall standing stones, coloring them in dim orange light. Simple runes graced every stone and a dark foreboding entrance stood facing him, inky shadows obscuring anything that might be inside. 
 
    Will stepped from the tree line, admiring the pyramid. It seemed alien and natural at the same time, vines running along one side, clutching to worn down stone. It looked ancient as he approached, drinking it in before he stopped before the entrance. Squinting, he could not penetrate the dark entrance. Pulling his hammer from over his shoulder and a torch from his inventory, firelight danced, pushing the shadows further back. 
 
    Will looked to the sky, seeing the sun sinking low and touching the horizon. In less than an hour, the sun would be gone. He had to hurry if he was going to set up a shelter for the night. A thought touched his mind to stay within the pyramid, but he had no idea who or what was inside. With a cautious step forward, the player stepped into the tall entrance and entered the pyramid, torch and hammer in hand. 
 
    Shadows pulled back as flickering torchlight kept them at bay. The corridor wasn’t very long as Will stepped into a large chamber. Alcoves ran along the walls while a large stone block took up the middle. Dirt and dust nearly covered everything. Will lowered his torch, checking where he was stepping until he noticed shapes along the thick layer of dirt and dust on the floor. Peering closer, he saw three-toed footprints and they crisscrossed in all directions. Glancing around, the shadows stayed to the alcoves, writhing against the light of his torch. 
 
    “Is there anyone here,” Will said out loud, his voice echoing along the large chamber.  
 
    Nothing stirred. 
 
    Will stepped further in and toward the large stone, senses dialed to eleven. Torchlight touched the stone in the middle as carvings appeared. Looking down, Will’s brow wrinkled as he saw crude angel wings carved into the stone. The rectangular stone was smooth for the most part except for the crude drawings. Mentally comparing them to the carvings on the outside of the pyramid, these didn’t match the detailed work. Pointing a finger from the hand with the torch, he was about to touch the odd carvings when something jammed into his shoulder, sending a shockwave of pain through his body and dropping his torch. 
 
    You have taken 1 damage! You have 9 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Will spun around, hammer at the ready. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw a small spear sticking out of it. Left hand reaching over, he pulled it out and threw it aside as three small shadows hissed and charged toward him. Both hands now gripping the large hammer, he readied himself as the small shadows leapt into the air, the shine of spear points gleaming in the torchlight. 
 
    Oval lizard-like eyes bore down as teeth flashed. Will swung his hammer, striking one against the side and sending it flying. The little lizard creature’s bones snapped as it flew while two others stabbed spears into Will’s thighs. 
 
    You have taken 1 damage! You have 8 Hearts remaining. 
 
    You have taken 1 damage! You have 7 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Will grunted as he swung his hammer around, bringing it down on one of the creature’s heads and splatting it into paste. The last one hissed as it pulled its spear and tried to stab again when the large copper head of the hammer came around again, striking the creature on the side and sending its broken body skidding across the floor to a full stop. 
 
    Will heaved as he saw the two bodies of the lizard creatures not moving and his gaze moved to the one that was nothing more than blood, broken bones and skin. Blood spread out as the remains quivered before not moving. Will took a step back when he felt a presence behind him. Turning his head, he saw a lizard creature slightly bigger than the ones he just took down in mid-air, spear point aiming for his chest. Turning his body, he managed to parry the blow before throwing his shoulders into the creature and sending it flying back. 
 
    The lizard creature turned midflight, planting three-toed feet against the stone block in the middle of the temple and pushed off. Like a bullet, it shot forward with determination in its eyes, spear aiming for Will’s chest again. The player grinned as he turned his hammer shaft sideways, knocking the spear point away and kicking upwards. The end of his boot hit the creature in the stomach. Eyes bulged as it went flailing through the air and landed on the stone floor a few feet away. Will rushed it, eyes on the spear a foot away from the creature and kicking it away. 
 
    The little lizard humanoid looked up before scrambling to its feet. Will’s brow formed a hard V as he glared down at the creature. It eyed him, claws flashing in the torchlight. The two waited, studying the other. Will was impressed by the strategy they used, three of them attacking while the slightly bigger one made their way around to attack from behind. It might have worked if there was more of them. 
 
    “Run,” Will growled, hammer at the ready. 
 
    The little lizard creature’s tail trembled, but Will didn’t think it was out of fear. The serpentine eyes held a determination he couldn’t shake. If Will didn’t know any better, he would swear it was preparing to attack. 
 
    The lizard creature screeched before launching at the man with the hammer. Will brought his hammer up and swung hard. The creature spun its body, the hammer missing it by an inch. Will’s eyes widened as a clawed hand slashed for his face. Pulling back, small claws missed his nose by an inch. Gravity took hold and Will lost his balance. Falling, he landed on his back as small feet landed on his chest. It growled as it swiped at his face again until a fist rammed into its side and it went spiraling to the floor.  
 
    Will turned and rolled back to his feet, hammer in hand. The lizard creature dove for a spear, grabbed it, rolled and threw it. The player brought the shaft of the hammer up, knocking it away when a shadow touched the corner of his gaze. The lizard creature was hurtling toward him, little claws flashing. 
 
    “No,” Will growled as he swung his hammer and struck the creature from the air.  
 
    The thing screeched as it slammed into the stone block in the middle of the temple. Bone cracking, it slid to the ground, leaving a bloody streak after it. Will stepped closer, ready for any surprises when the creature reached up with a bloody scaled hand and touched one of the angel wing carvings.  
 
    Will stopped his advance, eyeing the little creature as it made a pitiful sob and slumped to the floor, no longer moving. Body melting away, a soul stone lay on the ground, glowing with iridescent light.  
 
    Will looked down as the other bodies melted away. The heat of the moment dying down, he stepped over to the soul stone and picked it up. Whispers touched his mind, telling and not telling him that the world of Jova was a savage place. He had no idea why he tried to give the lizard creature a chance to run when he knew it wouldn’t. He killed others of its kind and the last one might have had nothing else to live for. The image of the bloody claw touching angel wings cast a gloomy doubt in the player’s mind before he pushed it away. 
 
    Stepping to the rectangular stone in the middle of the pyramid floor, Will reached out and pressed a hand to the same bloody angel wings the creature touched. The moment he made contact, the temple shuddered and lines of light ran along the stone surface. 
 
    Will stepped back, hammer at the ready. Lines of light ran along in arcane patterns until they met. The light died and something clicked and chattered. Grainy stone shifted on top, sending dust into the air. A lid popped up an inch and it slid sideways. When the heavy stone slab tilted and crashed onto the floor, cracks appeared. 
 
    Will moved closer, the edge of the stone block just below his chest. Peering down, shock colored his eyes as a beautiful woman lay within, arms crossed over her chest. Roses and tentacles of rosy thorns wrapped around much of her body as she lay peacefully, her face a mask of divine sleep. Alabaster skin glowed in the torchlight as short hair graced her head. Bright crimson colored lips were sealed. Will’s eyes scanned the woman as she lay. Under the thorny vines, she wore what looked like black leather with red accents along her collared neck and down her top from her exposed white cleavage. Covered thighs had red running along the sides to impeccable black leather boots.  
 
    Will looked to her chest and saw that it did not rise and fall. She seemed like a corpse in her final resting place. The vines filled the sides of the woman in her sarcophagus. Thoughts filled Will’s head as he wondered if her body was covering some kind of treasure or scrolls underneath. He knew it was important to find these tombs, but he wasn’t sure exactly why. Looking to the woman’s pale face again, he wondered if she died recently. No signs of blotchy bruises showed against her flawless skin. There was something more, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. 
 
    Putting his hammer over his shoulder and into its sheath, the player drew his copper sword. Stabbing it into the thick of the vines at the body’s sides, he began to cut. The thorny vines sliced away easily, a moment later turning brown and crumpling away. When the majority withered to dust, the roses on the woman’s body turned from blood red to white and then black. Will made the final slice and when the last red rose turned black, the woman’s eyes opened. 
 
    Will took a step back, copper sword in hand as the woman’s upper body sat up and she turned her head to the man with the sword. Eyes regarded the man before looking to the sword and back to him. A dreadful silence hushed everything but Will’s heartbeat, the woman listening to the rhythm like a sweet song in the middle of the night. 
 
    “Who, pray tell, are you?” the woman asked with an annoyed gaze and breathy tone. 
 
    Will stared, unsure if he should simply state his name or get ready to fight. She didn’t act like any of the savage monsters he had encountered. Her speech seemed like she was educated and she had the presence of mind to ask questions first. Not knowing how strong or skilled she was, he decided a peaceful approach might be needed. 
 
    “Will Asher,” the young man said, sword still in hand. 
 
    The woman eyed him with a curious edge before red lips parted, “Hello, Will Asher. My name is Val Alucard. It would be so helpful if you told me what I’m doing in this sarcophagus?” 
 
    The pale beauty looked past Will and to the temple around her. “And would mind telling me where the hell I am?”    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    Cool air drifted into the temple as Will looked to the pale woman in black leather. Val eyed him, her expression a blank mask. The two were silent for a long moment. Will wasn’t sure how to answer her questions. He had so many of his own that it felt like the blind leading the blind. Beyond the last number of days, he probably knew about as much as she did. 
 
    Val looked past Will to the entrance, the outside world dark. Eyes taking in hints of light in the inky distance, pale figures emerged from hiding spots, lumbering about. Some moved toward them, eyes searching. Others lumbered toward the temple entrance, thin holes for noses picking up a scent of the living, the same scent drifting off of the young man just a few feet away. 
 
    The pale woman stood up, hopped and hit the stone floor without a sound. Will kept himself ready before she checked her nails. 
 
    “I take it, the others outside are not your friends,” Val said while looking over her perfect nails. 
 
    Will raised a confused eyebrow until cold realization washed over his spirit. Turning, he looked to the large entrance. The sun had already set and a faint moan rose up, echoing through the temple. Several pale figures appeared from the evening darkness, their bodies like white shadows. 
 
    “Shit!” Will cursed before he ran toward the entrance and pulling stone blocks from his inventory. 
 
    Val watched with amused eyes until Will reached the entrance, the pale figures beyond it noticing him. They broke into a run, slathering and growling like feral animals, charging the entrance. 
 
    “They’re ghouls and if I don’t block this entrance, many more are going to follow!” Will shouted over his shoulder as he placed one stone block down. 
 
    Val put her hand down to her side. “They don’t smell dangerous.” 
 
    Will put another block down as three ghouls rushed the entrance.  
 
    “They are in greater numbers,” Will said as he whispered a curse and drew his hammer from over his shoulder. 
 
    The first ghoul launched over the pair of stone blocks on the ground and was greeted with a hammer strike to the side of its head. Two more jumped as Will changed the direction of the hammer and swung it into one of the flying ghouls. The ghoul grunted as it smashed into its fellow ghoul, both hitting the ground and not moving.  
 
    Will still held small stone block in his hand when several more appeared out of the dark forest and raced toward the entrance. Behind them, howls, moans and screams vibrated along the forest, alerting others of fresh meat. 
 
    “We need to block this entrance!” Will shouted over his shoulder again as he readied for the next wave of ghouls. 
 
    Val looked beyond the entrance again before a fog of decayed scents struck her senses. There were dozens and dozens of them, turning and rushing toward the temple. The number grew as the forest became alive with monsters and growls.  
 
    The pale woman in black and red leather rushed through the temple. Will was standing at the entrance, no time to continue building a barrier to keep the ghouls out. He hoped there would be a lull so he could finish the wall. A figure darted past him and stood ten feet outside the entrance. Ghouls rushed along, claws and mouths open and ready to rend flesh. 
 
    Val was still as a summer pond, fingernails growing longer, sharper and stronger. They grew about a foot long and when the first ghoul leapt toward her, she slashed across their neck, separating the head from the body. Left hand up, she knocked away the headless corpse before slashing at another ghoul that moved too close.  
 
    Will stared for a long second, seeing Val slice with the accuracy of a chef’s blade, cutting ghouls down. The forest edge rippled as a swarm of ghouls raced toward them. The player looked down and began stacking stones while Val slashed ghouls in quick succession, foul blood spraying in arcs. 
 
    “How’s it coming,” Val said with a growing edge as the swarm charged closer. 
 
    Will had nearly made it three blocks high, making it 9 feet tall. He created a gap in the middle so Val could retreat back. 
 
    “Pull back!” Will shouted. 
 
    Val took a step back when several ghouls rushed her. Claws slashed, but a grunt rose up as ghoul bit her arm, sinking teeth into flesh and not letting go. Val’s hand landed on the pale creature’s head and pushed, but her own flesh began to tear. Elbowing another ghoul from biting her, she was ready to drive her claws into the ghoul biting her arm when another ghoul grabbed it. Teeth sank into her other arm and she let out another painful grunt. 
 
    A copper hammer swung down, shattering a ghoul’s skull. Val turned her head just enough to see Will side step and bring his hammer across the other ghoul on her other arm. Now free, Val turned and pushed Will back to the gap. With a hard shove, she sent him to the stone floor before turning back to the advancing ghouls. 
 
    “Finish it,” she ordered as claws slashed at ghouls and sending an arm and a leg flying. 
 
    Will was up and charging the gap. The swarm of ghouls thickened and Val was just keeping them at bay. The player knew if he pulled her in, the ghouls would gain a foothold and charge into the temple. Gritting his teeth, he placed one block after the other until the 9-foot wall was complete. Placing a block down on his side, he readied to climb up the wall and pull Val in when a shadow leapt into the air and landed on top of the wall. 
 
    Val stood, legs apart in a powerful pose as blood trickled down her arms, her eyes on the swarm of ghouls at the entrance. They hissed and growled, but they couldn’t reach the edge to hoist themselves up. The group thickened as more joined and the front of the temple was a sea of monsters. 
 
    “I was just coming to save you,” Will said as he looked up to Val’s back. 
 
    The pale woman stepped back, turned as she fell and landed on her boots, facing the young man with blue hair. 
 
    “Thank you, but I think it worked out as best as we could have hoped,” Val said with a neutral tone.  
 
    Will nodded. “It looks like we are sleeping here tonight. Ghouls don’t like the day so they should disperse by dawn.” 
 
    “Delightful,” Val said with a sardonic edge. 
 
    Will looked down at her arms, the trickling flow of blood stopping and her exposed pale skin fully healed. 
 
    “You heal as fast as I do.” 
 
    Val looked at her arms before letting them fall to her sides. “A blessing and a curse.” 
 
    The pale beauty brushed off drops of black blood from her hands as her claws sank back into her fingers. “Shall we start again?” 
 
    Will scratched the back of his head and gave a weak smile. “I suppose so, since we will be here for a while. This world is called Jova. I woke up here about a week ago, but I don’t remember much more than that. My memory is a little hazy.” 
 
    Val nodded. “I don’t remember anything beyond waking here, but I feel there is more. I have faint memories, but I can’t seem to remember what they are.” 
 
    Will listened intently, taking in the pale woman’s almost aristocratic tone in her voice. Val looked to the wall and then back to Will. 
 
    “How did you do that? I saw the stone block in your hand, but it grew larger when you placed it.” 
 
    Will nodded. “I don’t understand it much either. I mined stone and like most things here, I can place them where I need them to be. I have plenty more materials in my inventory.” 
 
    Val looked the young man up and down. “I don’t see a pack. How are you carrying it?” 
 
    Will pulled up his inventory screen but Val looked on. She crossed her arms, waiting for him to show her and Will’s shoulders deflated a little. 
 
    “It’s just something I can do,” he said before swiping the 2-D screen away. 
 
    “I will have to take your word on it,” Val said with a dark edge. 
 
    “So, you’re a hero,” Will said, unsure what it all meant. 
 
    Val raised a perfect eyebrow. “A hero?” Val smiled before throwing her head back and letting out a wicked laugh. 
 
    Will immediately noticed the pronounced fangs, longer than her perfect white teeth. A strange feeling washed over him as he knew what she was. 
 
    Val stopped laughing, eyeing Will. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “This is a Hero Tomb. I have some memories, being told to search out Hero Tombs. I don’t know who told me, but it seemed important.” 
 
    Val crossed her arms against her stomach, “Your demeanor changed when I laughed. It’s fine. If I didn’t want you to know, I wouldn’t have done it. My claws were also a dead giveaway.” 
 
    Will kept his gaze, “I just wasn’t sure what to expect. I didn’t think a hero would be…like you.” 
 
    Val gave a slight shrug, but kept her arms crossed. “Neither would I, but here we are.” 
 
    Will looked away, the sounds of ghouls just on the other side of the entrance turning into a growling white noise. “I don’t know about you, but I’m a little tired. I have a bed and it is big enough for two.” 
 
    Val smiled. “You are forward, aren’t you?” 
 
    Will smiled. “I meant to just sleep. 
 
    Val kept her smile. “I know,” Val said before looking around, “But I think I’ve slept long enough. I may simply stay up and see if I can remember anything else.” 
 
    The player nodded before questions touched his mind. “What happens when dawn comes?” 
 
    Val eyed him in amusement, “I will be fine, but a little weak. The sun drains me, but it doesn’t kill me, if that’s what your concerned about.”  
 
    Will nodded before bringing up his inventory and pulling out a tiny version of his bed. Placing it down, it instantly grew to normal size. Taking off his hammer and sword, he was about to place them on the floor when a thought flashed that if he fell asleep with them in plain view, Val could steal or use them on him in his sleep. Another thought flashed in his mind, an image of her claws. 
 
    Val noticed the dash of concern and smiled. “I have no intentions of stealing or hurting you. We did help each other and that shows your character is one I can trust to some degree.” 
 
    “You seem to read people very well,” Will said as he placed the hammer and sword on the stone floor next to his bed. 
 
    “When you’ve been around long enough, you can read everyone. Your scent helps as well. Fear gives off a stink and yet all I smell is light concern from you.” 
 
    Will sat on the edge of the bed, torch light flickering against ancient walls.  
 
    Val looked to him, “What is Jova like? What kind of world is it beyond this temple other than ghouls and forests?” 
 
    Will’s shoulders sagged a little as he leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees. “As far as I have seen, it’s a primal place. There are no towns or cities. Everything out there is some kind of animal or monster.” 
 
    “How do you know for sure?” 
 
    Will looked up to Val, “I just know. There is a memory of someone in white, telling me there would be nothing and I had to carve out my own place here. It’s why I came to this tomb. I’m searching for answers and my purpose.” 
 
    “You thought you would find it here?” 
 
    Will shook his head. “No. There is a mountain two days from here. I think there might be some answers there, but I thought I would stop here to see what a Hero Tomb was. Now that I know, I will continue on to another tomb before reaching the mountain.” 
 
    Val’s face was a blank mask, “You’re collecting heroes?” 
 
    Will smirked. “I’m searching and maybe finding others along the way. My first night here on Jova nearly killed me. I built a home and it was attacked by ghouls. I had to build a wall to keep them out, but I can’t stay there forever,” Will said, keeping the nightmares he endured to himself. 
 
    Val’s eyes narrowed before she turned away and faced the wall keeping out the ghouls.  
 
    Will stayed sitting, fingers entwined for a long moment. “Do you want to come with me?” 
 
    Val nodded without looking back. “It sounds like you have a home and a better idea than what I have on the workings of this world. I see no reason to stay here.” 
 
    The pale woman in black and red leather turned to face the player, “Just know, I may have a favor to ask at another time.” 
 
    Will nodded. “You need to drink blood and I might be on the menu,” the young man grinned. 
 
    Val gave Will a bright smile. “It seems you can read others pretty well. You are an enigma Will Asher, and that is not an insult.” 
 
    “Thank you for the compliment,” Will said as weakness bled into his arms and legs. 
 
    “I’ll take the night watch. Rest so we shall be off tomorrow,” Val said before leaping up onto the top of the wall. 
 
    Will looked at her back as she sat akimbo, her head facing the ghouls slathering on the other side. The player laid down, pulling the blanket over him. At first, he thought he would have a hard time falling asleep with a horde of ghouls just outside. The moment his head hit the pillow, his eyes closed and he fell into a deep sleep. 
 
    Tendrils of dreamscape drifted along Will’s soul. Dark trees surrounded him as he sat in the middle. Wolves padded out from the shadows, tongues hanging out and yellow eyes glowing. The mood was one of playfulness as Will held out a hand. A wolf padded closer and licked Will’s hand before nuzzling its head against it. Other wolves moved in, pushing against the young man as he tried to pet and scratch all of them. 
 
    Will’s heart lifted in his chest as he felt the wolves’ affection. They seemed to really like him and the alpha licked his cheek. Where they once growled at him, now they seemed to enjoy his company and as quickly as they came to him, they padded back and parted down the middle. A lizard-like creature crawled on all fours towards Will. 
 
    The player stared as the lizard creature crawled onto his leg and stayed there, its gaze meeting his. It looked like an iguana, but it’s coloring was off with shades of red and yellow scales. It maintained its gaze as if it was peering into Will’s soul. 
 
    “Find me. Worship me. You will be rewarded,” the lizard said and not said. 
 
    Will touched the lizard’s head and power flashed. 
 
    You have gained +1 Agility! 
 
    Will pulled his hand away, shock and awe in his eyes. 
 
    “A small gift for your perseverance,” the lizard creature said before it crawled onto the grass and back to the clearing edge. 
 
    The wolves moved in closer, tongues back in their mouths and growls rippling along the pack. Will stared at them, unblinking. He would not show them any fear. The alpha padded closer; teeth bared. 
 
    “No,” Will said with a hard edge. 
 
    The wolf leapt at him, maw open and white sharp teeth inches from his face.  
 
    Will’s eyes shot open and saw he was in the temple. An alert scrolled by in his vision, the same one that indicated his Agility was raised by one. Calling up his stats, he looked at them briefly. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 4 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Copper Hammer 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Copper Sword 
 
      
 
    Strength: 6 (Novice) 
 
    Intelligence: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Agility: 6 (Novice) 
 
    Will: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Mana: 5 (Novice) 
 
      
 
    Sitting up, he saw light glowing from the temple entrance. Swinging his legs over, his feet touched his weapons on the floor. The temple was silent, the sounds of ghouls long gone, but Val was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    “Morning,” a voice said from nearby shadows. 
 
    Will turned his head to see a figure sitting, Val’s pale skin practically glowing among the shadows. 
 
    “Sleep well?” the pale beauty asked. 
 
    “Well enough,” Will said before he was to his feet. 
 
    Val nodded. “Good. The ghouls left about an hour ago. It would seem we can begin our travels.” 
 
    Will picked up his weapons and sheathed them. He next picked up his bed and added it to his inventory before facing Val again. 
 
    “Are you going to be okay out there, in the light?” 
 
    Val smiled. “You’re sweet for asking. I’m sure I’ll be as fine as I can be.” 
 
    The pale woman stood up and walked into the light. “Let’s continue on your magical quest,” she smiled with soul piercing eyes. 
 
    Will nodded as he moved to the wall he created. Pickaxe appearing in hand, he smashed it to blocks and they quickly added back to his inventory. With an open hand out, Val sauntered past him and into the morning light. When the pale woman stepped outside, Will noticed her shoulders sag a little. He wasn’t sure how she was going to handle the clear day. Taking out his map, he planned the route and started walking, Val trailing a little behind at his side, her eyes sagging in annoyance. 
 
    Hours floated by as the pair hiked at a slower pace. Will was fine, checking the map and walking normally, but it was Val who trailed behind, sometimes slowing her pace to a crawl. Will tried to be understanding, but Val huffed like she had a thousand pounds strapped to her back. 
 
    “This is, barbaric,” Val seethed as she tried to keep up. 
 
    Will ignored her. “We should reach the next tomb by mid-afternoon.” 
 
    Val looked up as she was practically hunched over. “I need glasses…to block out the sun…sunglasses.” 
 
    Will smirked as he continued to look forward as they walked. 
 
    “Please tell me you have wine back at your home?” 
 
    Will shook his head, “No wine. I don’t even know how to make it.” 
 
    Val stopped with wide eyes. “No…wine?” 
 
    “Nope.” 
 
    Val’s hands curled into tight fists. “Then why are we doing this!” 
 
    Will turned his head just enough to look back at the stunned pale woman. “I think we can learn new recipes to craft things. When I first arrived, I learned how to make basic items and weapons. I assume, we will be able to learn other things as we discover them.” 
 
    Val’s hands relaxed before she started walking, a little extra energy in her step. “Then let’s keep going. I can’t take any more of this physical exercise.” 
 
    Val stepped past and Will followed, eyes back on the map, a smile on his lips.  
 
    Time cycled on as the sun continued its arc across the sky. Val mumbled to herself as Will lead the way once again. Map in hand, Will enjoyed the hike, even if his hiking partner was turning into a princess. Despite her skills in a fight, she seemed out of place in a forest. He wondered if they were in an altercation during the day, would she be able to fight like she did last night? 
 
    A roar pierced the sky like a thunderbolt. 
 
    Val stopped, eyes looking around. “What was that?” 
 
    Will kept walking, “I don’t know, but it sounds big. I think I came across its path of destruction yesterday. We should keep moving.” 
 
    Val turned her head from left to right before following Will. “This isn’t as much fun as I hoped it would be.” 
 
    The sun sank lower into midafternoon. Will brushed away some low branches when, in the distance, a structure stood. The pyramid shape was the same as the one he found Val in with four pillars rising up from each corner. 
 
     Val stepped next to the player and peered out. “I’ll stay here as you investigate. If you need me, just scream.” 
 
    Will gave the pale woman a sideways glance before he gave her an evil smirk. “Okay. If whatever roared before tries to eat you, just scream and I’ll come to you.” 
 
    Val put a hand to her mouth, hiding her smile until she regained her composure. “New plan, we go together.” 
 
    “I like this plan,” Will grinned. 
 
    “Here I thought you were all muscle. It seems you have a mind too.” 
 
    “Is that a compliment?” 
 
    Val smirked before stepping past the brush and walking toward the pyramid a short distance away. Will followed. 
 
    The pair made their way closer until they reached a wide clearing, the temple tomb directly in the middle. Val’s shoulders sagged further as sunlight beat down on her. Her pace slowing, Will put his arm out so she could lean on him. Val looked to the arm and curled her arm into his. The pair moved as one, Val leaning on the young man until they reached the temple entrance. 
 
    Val uncurled her arm as Will reached up and drew his hammer. The pair stepped through the threshold, heavy shadows surrounding them. Val perked up, taking in a silent deep breath like a weight was lifted from her shoulders. Will’s eyes were sharp as he slowly adjusted to the darkness.  
 
    Will noticed the insides of the temple tomb were the same as Val’s. Dark alcoves lined the walls and a single rectangular block took up the middle. Knowing he only had to touch the sarcophagus to activate it, he thought he would do some recon first to make sure there was nothing else living here. The memory of the little lizard people flared in his mind’s eye and he didn’t care for another repeat of what happened. 
 
    “There is something here,” Val whispered as her nails lengthened into claws. 
 
    “Stay close. We don’t want it to get the drop on us,” Will said as his hands tightened along the shaft of his hammer. 
 
    The pair stepped further in when they both stopped. A small oval thing rolled out from one of the alcoves before stopping at the edge of the light pouring in from the entrance.  
 
    Will and Val turned to see a clear blob of liquid between them and the entrance. It was red, but transparent, almost giving it a pinkish appearance. Will and Val faced the blob, hammer and claws at the ready. The blob bounced before making little cooing sounds.  
 
    “I don’t think it’s friendly,” Val whispered. “If it was, it wouldn’t be blocking our escape.” 
 
    Will nodded. The bouncing ball of slime seemed happy they were there, but something felt off. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but judging how everything on Jova was practically a savage monster, he guessed the ball of slime was getting ready to attack them. 
 
    “We should…” Will managed to say before the ball of slime stopped bouncing. 
 
    A second later, red tentacles burst from the ball and stabbed out. Val leapt into the air, flipping away as tentacles just missed her. Will held his hammer sideways, tentacles latching on and curling around. The player grunted as he tried to pull away only to have the slime yank him forward. Stumbling, his boots slid on stone as he tried to regain his balance. Unable to fight against the slime’s strength, he let go and stumbled back, drawing his copper sword. 
 
    The slime made more cooing sounds as it swung the big hammer around and brought it down. Will jumped back, the hammer cracking the stone floor where he stood just a second ago. Tentacles lashed out again as the hammer swung around. Will stood his ground, slicing upwards and cutting a tentacle away. Another tentacle coiled around his leg, but before it could pull, claws slashed hard across. Val slashed at the incoming tentacles, slicing off tips before the hammer swung down. The pale woman in black and red leather crossed her arms when there was a loud clang.  
 
    Will was next to her, copper sword parrying the hammer. Grunting, he pushed the hammer away. The two stood side by side as the ball of slime blasted out transparent tentacles and bringing the hammer down. Val slashed at incoming tentacles while Will sidestepped the hammer. When it cracked the floor again, the player aimed his sword at the tentacle holding it, cutting through with ease. Grabbing his hammer, it was back up before he looked down in horror. 
 
    The severed slime tentacles crawled back to the cooing ball of slime. Val slashed at anything that moved too close before a tentacle wrapped around her ankle. She attempted to pull away, but the tentacle yanked hard and she landed on her back. Will rushed ahead, hammer up. With a push of his legs, he was airborne, his hard gaze on the ball of slime. Hammer swinging down, it hit the ball with a loud 'SPLAT!' 
 
    Thick slime burst in all directions, covering the floor under and around the hammer head. Will huffed as he lifted his hammer up, his blood going ice cold. The pieces of slime began to crawl together, reforming.  
 
    “Use fire!” Val shouted as she was back to her feet. 
 
    Will pulled up his inventory and took hold of a torch. Tentacles shot out and wrapped around his limbs as the head of the torch blazed to life. Val darted forward, made a slide across the stone floor and slashed at the tentacles wrapped around Will’s arm. Will’s arm free, he turned the burning torch and stabbed it into the red ball of slime. Coos turned to muffled shrieks as the slime tried to pull away. Will stayed with it, burning at its surface, slime turning to chunks of delicate ash. The slime shrieked until the sounds weakened. Will stayed with it, burning it until it stopped moving and turned to ash. 
 
    Val stood up and watched as a glowing stone appeared where the slime was a moment ago. Will stared down at the soul stone before he knelt and picked it up. Calling up his inventory, he placed the soul stone next to the one he picked up from the lizard creature before. 
 
    “What is that?” Val asked. 
 
    Will turned to her, shadows under his eyes, “A soul stone. Some creatures drop them when you defeat them.” 
 
    “What do use them for?” Val asked as she stepped closer. 
 
    Will’s mind went to Milly. He missed her, but a deeper meaning touched him. Jova was a savage place, but what if he could turn it from savagery to something else. The creatures and monsters seemed to be living on primal instincts. What if he could wake them up to something better? Inspiration colored his thoughts as designs filled his mind. For the first time in his life, he felt he could do something better than the shadowy past he left behind. 
 
    “I’ll explain later. We should wake up whoever is in the tomb,” Will said as he stepped past Val and approached the sarcophagus. 
 
    The player looked to his hammer in hand. The durability bar was yellow. The slime must have caused it to weaken as it swung it around. Knowing he didn’t have much copper left to repair it, he hoped they had a chance to find some more before reaching the mountain of the Idol. 
 
    Val stepped towards Will, eyes drinking in his form as he stood before the sarcophagus. She couldn’t help but be impressed with his fighting skills. It didn’t take a genius to know they fought well together, almost as if they could read each other’s actions and work together in tandem. He was no ordinary man and she felt a spark that she hadn’t felt in a long time. 
 
    “Let’s see who we have here,” Will said and touched the hard stone. 
 
    Lines of light appeared, snaking and glowing with supernatural light. Val stood by Will’s side, the pair watching as the lines of light formed patterns along the sarcophagus. The top lid rose up an inch, dust shifting into small clouds before fading away. The lid slides away as Will and Val looked down with curious eyes.
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    The lid to the sarcophagus tipped and hit the stone floor with a crash. Will and Val looked over the edge, a man with his hands folded over his chest, floating on water. Black leather covered his body as gentle ripples bounced around him. Will noticed he had the same peaceful expression, his eyes were closed and short, dirty blonde hair covered the top of his head. Skin was pale and Will wondered if he was something like Val. 
 
    The man’s eyes opened, black as pitch. Lips parted, showing pointed, razor sharp teeth. Will and Val took a step back as the man sat up, hands clamping onto the sides. He turned his head to them, confusion filling his brow. 
 
    “I’m awake,” the man said simply. 
 
    Will looked to the man with glassy black eyes. “Do you know who you are?” 
 
    The man nodded. “My name is Morgan Strange. I dreamed of this place…called Jova.” 
 
    Val crossed her arms against her belly. “He knows more than I did when I woke up.” 
 
    Morgan turned his upper body and climbed out of the sarcophagus. Water dripped down black leather before it faded away. Will and Val stood their ground as Morgan turned his head, eyeing the temple around him. 
 
    “My name is Will Asher and she is Val Alucard,” Will said, a strange comfort filling him as he saw Morgan was not entirely human. 
 
    “Good to meet you,” Morgan said with a small razor smile. 
 
    The trio stood as Morgan went back to looking around like an astronaut on a brand-new planet. Thin eyebrows rose up as he reached into his breast pocket. Will watched, his eyes glancing to the dagger at Morgan’s hip. The black-eyed man pulled out a scroll and held it out to the player. 
 
    “I dreamed of your coming. I have a gift for you,” Morgan said in a dreamy state. 
 
    Will nodded before taking the scroll and unfurling it. Arcane words flashed before the scroll turned to ash. An alert filled Will’s vision and he gave a small smirk 
 
    You have gained +2 to Intelligence! 
 
    Will checked the corner of his vision, seeing his Intelligence stat go from 5 to 7.  
 
    “I was told to give it to the one who would free me from my slumber,” Morgan said as he seemed to become less dreamy and more centered. 
 
    “Who told you?” Val asked with a suspicious tone. 
 
    Morgan hesitated. “They…did.” 
 
    Will and Val looked around, but there was no one there, the sun beaming over the entrance glowed with yellow light. 
 
    Morgan shook his head. “I’m sorry. I’m a little confused.” 
 
    “Join the club,” Val half smirked. 
 
    Will clamped a hand on Morgan’s shoulder. “It’s okay. We are all finding each other in this world.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. 
 
    Will pulled his hand away and looked to Val and Morgan in turn. “It's too late to go back out. It’s only a few hours until nightfall so I think we should set up camp here before we continue in the morning.” 
 
    “Continue? Where are we going?” Morgan questioned. 
 
    “Will has a map to something called an Idol and we are going there. Afterwards, I assume we are going back to Will’s home,” Val said with a fanged smile. 
 
    “We should be there by tomorrow afternoon, if you want to join us?”  
 
    Morgan nodded. “Is your home by the sea?” 
 
    “It’s a short distance from the beach and the ocean.” 
 
    The black-eyed man gave Will a small smile. “I will join you.” 
 
    Val clapped her hands. “Now that that is out of the way, we need to make some arrangements. I’m very tired from not resting all night and all day. Will, we should close up the entrance to the temple and you should put your bed out. I’ll rest for a few hours and when night comes, I’ll take night watch.” 
 
    Will chuckled. “I didn’t know you were in charge?” 
 
    “Someone has to be if we are going to get anything done,” Val said and blew a kiss. 
 
    Will sighed before pulling his bed from his inventory. Morgan watched with fascination as Will placed it on the floor and it grew to normal size. Val sauntered over to the bed and slid in fully clothed. Closing her eyes, she fell fast asleep. 
 
    Will walked over to the entrance and accessed stone blocks in his inventory. Placing them one by one, they grew to 3 by 3 blocks and snapped into place next to each other. The player made a 9-foot wall before pulling a torch from thin air and placing it standing up on the floor. The light didn’t add much, but as it became darker, it would bring a comforting glow. 
 
    “How did you do that? You pulled those items and blocks from thin air.” 
 
    Will sighed again. “It’s a long story.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “And Val?” 
 
    Will gave a condensed version of how they met just yesterday and telling a little more about the world of Jova. The black-eyed man listened intently as Will explained what little he knew from arriving in the world a week earlier. When he finished, the player sat down on the stone floor. Morgan stepped back to the sarcophagus, pressed his back to it and slid down until he was sitting. 
 
    The sun moved slowly in the afternoon sky and Will found himself wanting to break the awkward silence. 
 
    “Is there anything else you can tell me? Something you may remember? Val has little memory before waking up here, but as you said, you dreamed.” 
 
    Morgan gave a quick nod. “I can’t tell you much because I’m not sure. My dreams are jumbled and…I feel like a piece of myself is missing. I see a woman’s face and I want to go to her, but I don’t know where she is or who she is. I wish I could be more helpful.” 
 
    Will’s head dipped a little. “I understand. I don’t have much memory from before I arrived, but I know some things are important. It feels like I’m trying to put together a puzzle, but I don’t have all of the pieces in front of me.” 
 
    “You mentioned night time and ghouls. Does it get as bad as you say it does after dark?” 
 
    “Every night they seem to crawl out of nowhere. I forgot to mention the Stalkers too. Nasty things that run at you and explode.” 
 
    Shadows lengthened under Morgan’s eyes, “It seems this world is as strange as you mentioned earlier. I don’t have any real memories, but there is a calling in my soul. I don’t know what it means, but since I’m awake now, I suppose it will be in our best interest to help each other.” 
 
    Will nodded. A silent relief washed over him as he saw he needed allies. Talking about Jova cemented the fact that the world was dangerous. Thoughts shifting to Milly, he wondered if she was okay. The Idol mountain was a day’s journey away and he hoped he would get some answers.  
 
    With no pasts, Will felt like they were children bumbling along to faint memories of what they should do. It did bring a sense of purpose even if the lack of experience frustrated him. Plans swirled in his mind, wanting to get back home so he could begin and maybe make something great in this savage world. 
 
    Will looked down to the dagger at Morgan’s belt before looking up, “The dagger seems nice, but I can create a stone sword for you.” 
 
    Morgan gave a razor smile. “I would accept a sword if you show me how to make one as well.” 
 
    Will nodded and stood up. “Sure thing,” he smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    Night fell and ghoulish moans rose up from the surrounding forests. Val’s eyes opened and she slipped out of bed to see a Crafting Table, Will and Morgan discussing how to craft items. The conversation carried on until the pale beauty stood by them. Both men smiled at her as they pulled her into the conversation, showing all the small items they created. 
 
    For an hour, they talked before Will felt a weariness in his bones. Taking a piece of cooked beef from his inventory, he chewed it before moving to his bed. Val urged Morgan to get some rest, but the black-eyed man shook his head, saying he had slept enough and he would stay up to help watch. 
 
    Will finished his meal and laid down. He saw Val questioning Morgan, the two of them falling into small conversations before sleep overtook him and he fell into a deep slumber. 
 
    There were no dreams, just a blessed, restful sleep. 
 
    First rays of dawn caused Will’s eyes to snap open. Sitting up, he saw Val and Morgan still talking. Flinging the blanket aside, he touched the bed and it shrank. Placing it in his inventory, he stepped closer to the two new friends. They turned their heads and smiled. 
 
    Val spoke first, “Morgan here has some knowledge on military tactics. We were comparing what we could remember. Talking it out seemed to jog our memories a little.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “Val understands some alchemy, various fighting styles and how to be stealthy.” 
 
    “You both found out just from talking?” Will asked with lightness in his heart. 
 
    The two nodded. 
 
    Val stood up and brushed the dust from her leather pants. “It was odd at first, but we soon managed to pick up on a few things. Maybe if we talk some more, we can find out more pieces to our pasts.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan, I think.” 
 
    Morgan stood up next. “I assume we don’t want to waste any more of the day than we have too. I’m curious about the Idol you both mentioned and exploring Jova.” 
 
    Will nodded as he secured his weapons to their sheaths. “No time like the present. Let’s go.” 
 
    The trio nodded before moving to the walled entrance. Will wasted no time knocking it down with a pickaxe, the materials returning to his inventory. Stepping out into the morning light, it soothed rested nerves. Morgan stepped out next, unaffected by the light, but Val’s demeanor changed to haggard shoulders. 
 
    “I despise this part,” she moaned as they all set off. 
 
    Entering the forest once again, the trio moved with ease over the terrain except for Val. The pale woman tried to keep up before stumbling a few times. Will and Morgan took turns, helping her along. Val often complained but Will noticed the gentle squeezes she gave his arm as she held onto him, like she was saying thank you. 
 
    The primal forest spread on, but through the trees, the trio could see a large mountain in the distance. It stood tall with jagged edges and a snow-capped top. The sun reached its zenith, but even the blazing light could not hide the long shadows, giving the mountain a sinister edge.  
 
    Will was first to notice no birds singing. The forest was eerily quiet. Slowly looking around, he didn’t see any movement from forest creatures. The only thing moving was leaves in the breeze. No rabbits jumped or birds flew. Will felt a touch of cold caress his senses as a foreboding gloom wrapped around him. 
 
    “Do you feel that?” Morgan said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “I just want to get inside,” Val groaned as she winced in a shaft of sunlight. 
 
    “It’s like every creature in the forest left,” Will added as he helped Val along. 
 
    “Usually an apex predator causes this, especially if it is its hunting grounds,” Morgan stated, his hand falling to the pommel of his new stone sword. 
 
    Will looked past the branches and leaves to see the mountain drawing closer with each step they took. “I’m willing to bet it lives right where we are going.” 
 
    “Delightful,” Val said with a tired edge. 
 
    The trio continued walking until wisps of white hung from trees. The further they walked, the more the strands grew thicker, some forming simple webs. Will’s eyes narrowed as his heart beat faster in his chest. He was about to say something when a bleating cry whispered ahead of them. 
 
    The three froze. Val pulled her arm back as Will drew his copper blade. Looking to the white strands, a sharp weapon was better than his hammer. Morgan drew his stone sword, black eyes sharp. The muffled cries grew before dimming once again. Without a sound, they marched forward. The thick white strands grew thicker, bulges of webs attached to tree trunks. One bulge shifted, Will and Morgan pointing their swords at it. Val stood up straighter, hands out by her sides. 
 
    The bulge shuddered again. Will looked up to see a canopy of webs running from tree to tree. The gloom of the covered area sank into digital bones as they stepped closer. A section of the bulge pulled and a snout broke free, bleating loudly. Morgan hesitated, but Will stepped forward and drove his sword into the bulge. The bleating stopped and the wrapped thing stopped moving. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Morgan asked with sword in hand. 
 
    Will pulled his sword out and slashed hard across. A sheep’s body hung, tongue out and eyes closed, blood dripping from the wound. Will slashed at the webs again and the body fell to the forest floor. A long second ticked by before the body melted into the ground and 3 pieces of wool and 2 pieces of raw mutton floated. Kneeling, he scooped them up and added them to his inventory. 
 
    “We need supplies. With the wool I can make another bed for our return trip. Meat is always useful,” Will said as he wiped the blood on the sword against his leg and re-sheathed the weapon. 
 
    Morgan lowered his sword. “Now that you mention it, I am a little hungry.” 
 
    Will smiled as he pulled out a piece of cooked mutton. Morgan looked at it before shaking his head. Will instantly understood what he meant and pulled out a raw piece of mutton and tossed it to Morgan. 
 
    Morgan sheathed his sword with one hand and caught the mutton with the other. He bit into it and his black eyes closed shut as he savored the taste. Pale skin turned pink for a second before turning white again. Val watched with amused eyes, seeing the sharp toothed man eat with such relish.  
 
    “We can’t stay here too long. We should get to the mountain before anything comes looking for us,” Will stated. 
 
    Val made eye contact with Will, “You mean before the spiders get us.” 
 
    Will nodded his head slightly, “I’m not a fan of spiders, but I’m not going to let them scare us from the prize.” 
 
    Morgan licked his fingers clean before clearing his throat. “I’m not a fan of small spaces.” 
 
    Val smiled. “You know I’m not a fan of the sun, or being bored.” 
 
    Will couldn’t hide his smirk. “I’m glad we got that out of the way. Let’s keep going so we can end this little quest.” 
 
    The three made their way through the web covered forest for another hour before the trees parted. Stepping out into a massive clearing, the mountain stood like a thorn stabbing into the sky. A cathedral-sized rocky entrance stood, small patches of webbings clinging to its sides.  
 
    Will took a step forward before the stench of decay assaulted his nose. Morgan and Val’s noses wrinkled as they followed. With each step closer, the smell grew. Cold air drifted out from the immense entrance, inky darkness writhing like a living thing.  
 
    Will continued to look up until his boot hit something. Looking down, he saw bones scattered along the clearing, half buried in the ground. An inhuman skull looked up; its jaws open in a silent scream. Morgan and Val noticed the bones too, stepping over them with care as to not make any noise.  
 
    “I don’t know if we are ready for this,” Val whispered. 
 
    Will stopped and opened his inventory. Pulling out three torches, he handed one to Morgan and one to Val, keeping the last one for himself.  
 
    “If you get caught in any webs, burn them off. If there is a lot of spiders, we press our backs to each other so they don’t get the drop on us,” Will ordered. 
 
    Val raised an eyebrow, “Have you…done this before?” 
 
    Will turned toward the entrance. “I’m not sure, but it feels familiar,” Will said as his mind drifted to experiences in other worlds, he wasn’t sure he had. 
 
    The player led the way, Val and Morgan close behind. Entering the giant entrance, the air grew stagnant and colder with each step. Torchlight lit up patches of webs along the walls, but the light didn’t penetrate the shadows above them. The rocky corridor stabbed deeper into the mountain. Morgan’s black eyes moved to every shadow while Val wrinkled her nose, unable to smell anything beyond death and decay. The tunnel grew thinner as they walked, concern filling Will’s brow as he wondered if it was designed that way to trap pray. Sticky webbing covered everything along the tunnel and soon the trio marched single file. 
 
    “If we don’t survive, it was nice to meet you both,” Morgan whispered as he drew his sword. 
 
    “I will always survive,” Val said with a wicked hiss as claws extended from her fingertips, her energy returning. 
 
    “We all make it out together,” Will ordered. 
 
    The tunnel grew uncomfortably thin as web wisps clung to pieces of leather armor. Thirty seconds later, the entrance ballooned out into a gigantic cavern. Will stepped carefully into the vast chamber, eyes drinking it all in. Webs covered giant pillars as stone steps lead up to a half-pyramid shape in the middle of the cavern. On the top of the flat stone top, a strange altar stood with something on it, covered in white webbing. The air was heavy and stale. Piles of bones lay scattered along the chamber floor and Will stared at the covered altar, purpose coloring his spirit. 
 
    “If we run, the motion is going to alert anything that is here,” Will whispered. 
 
    “We take our time, they may come out anyway,” Morgan added. 
 
    Val surveyed the vast chamber, “I have an idea. I can run in one direction; Morgan can run in another and Will can go for the altar. It might cause a big enough distraction so Will can grab the Idol.” 
 
    “We have no idea where any or all of the spiders may come from. We would be split apart and picked off,” Morgan said. 
 
    Will looked at his torch. “Not if we keep them away with fire,” Will said as he sheathed his sword and opened his inventory. 
 
    Val and Morgan watched as Will pulled out several more torches and handed them to them. Val’s claws drew back into her hands as she clutched a torch in each hand. Morgan sheathed his sword, also clutching a torch in each hand. 
 
    Will looked around with a sword in his right hand and a torch in his left. “Burn anything you can. If we can cause enough fire damage and smoke, the spiders may not be too eager to come out.” 
 
    Val looked around, her lip wrinkling. “The place is nothing but webs, bones, and stone. There is nothing to burn.” 
 
    Will grinned as he put his torch away and a block of wood appeared in his hand. “I have over a hundred blocks of wood. I will run for the Idol while dropping blocks. You both follow me, light the blocks and throw them all over the chamber. Keep some to make a flaming path. My guess is, the spiders are going to come from the walls so as long as we are on the ground and running straight through the middle, the flames and smoke might keep them back.” 
 
    “Daring,” Morgan said with a razor grin. 
 
    “I would say something, but I don’t want to put a damper on your enthusiasm,” Val said with a fanged smile. 
 
    “You both think you can handle it,” Will asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    Val and Morgan both nodded. 
 
    “Let’s not keep them waiting,” Morgan smirked before turning and charging forward. 
 
    Body low, he dropped wooden blocks with his left hand, sword up with his right. The blocks hit the webbed floor with small thuds as he rushed along. Val and Morgan sprang into action, pressing torches to blocks. The fire caught nearly instantly, flames and smoke rising up before boots kicked them to the left and right. The flames grew with each passing second as flaming blocks tumbled or slid into places. Heat rose and webs melted away.  
 
    Will rushed ahead, hand flicking blocks to the floor like a factory machine. Gaze on the covered altar, he kept his pace while light glowed behind him. Glancing back, the chamber glowed with burning light as the fires grew. The plan was working too well, smoke filling the vast ceiling. Something screeched, followed by another. 
 
    Will pumped his legs while tossing blocks when things crawled from hidden places. Webs pulled aside to reveal large holes, spiders the size of dogs rushing out into the cavernous chamber. Black eyes shone in the firelight as they turned their attention from the man running through to the patches of flames. Skittering mixed with crackling flames as confusion took root. Natural instincts fought against each other, some wanting the new food and others wanting to rush away from the burning flames. 
 
    Val kicked blocks hard as Morgan tossed flaming blocks at appearing holes. They moved slowly, following Will and setting some blocks to flame to create a blazing path. The fire licked at Val and she cringed, not wanting to set herself aflame. Morgan grunted and wiped his forearm to his brow, the heat drying him out. 
 
    Will reached the stairs and climbed them, eyes on the altar. Something big fell from the ceiling and landed behind the altar. A dozen eyes blinked as a spider the size of a truck climbed up with ease. It looked down with many eyes on the approaching morsel.  
 
    Will’s heart nearly stopped before he shouted in defiance. A 2-D screen appeared as he charged, placing the wood blocks in their slot and pulling out a torch. With a wipe of his hand, the inventory screen vanished as he reached the top of the stairs and jumped. The giant spider lurched forward, two sharp legs stabbing at the young man. For a brief instant man and spider stared into each other’s soul before Will shouted and drove the flaming torch into an incoming leg. 
 
    Fire burned the creature, but it couldn’t stop the momentum. The appendage slammed into Will and he went spiraling to the stone floor.  
 
    You have taken 1 Damage! You have 9 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Rolling back onto his feet, he didn’t slow down as he stepped aside, another spider leg stabbing down and cracking stone. Will sliced hard across the leg before spinning away. Torch up, the giant spider hesitated before it screeched, flames licking at its leg. A green bar appeared over the spider’s head as Will slashed with sword and torch. 
 
    Val turned her gaze to the top of the stone platform, Will single-handedly fighting the giant monster. “We have to help him!” Val shouted as she charged. 
 
    Morgan turned his head to Val’s shout and raced after her, spiders hesitating against the patches of flames along the massive chamber. The ceiling and walls writhed with arachnids and smoke. Some of the spiders retreated back into their holes while others tried to push the flaming wood blocks away. 
 
    Will slashed with torch and sword, keeping the massive spider at bay. Fear bled away to uncompromising fury as he advanced on the giant creature. The spider hissed before its legs came down, ready to impale the warm morsel. Will dodged, keeping his body moving until a leg struck his shoulder and stabbed deep. 
 
    You have taken 4 Damage! You have 5 Hearts remaining! 
 
     Will grunted, the pain very real against his senses as he took the torch and pressed it to the leg, the spider pulling it back with a screech before trying to stab again. Will grunted as he parried the incoming leg, the strength from the blow causing his boots to slid back a few inches. The spider bore down on him again, legs aiming. Will attempted to parry when the force of the legs caused his copper sword to be knocked from his hand and fall clattering to the floor.  
 
    Time slowed down as Will backed up a foot, the spider adjusting its body to attack again. Logic dictated if this drew out any longer, the player would be spider food. Heaving his arm back, he threw the flaming torch for the spider’s eyes. Legs twisted in mid-strike, moving to parry the flaming torch. Will drew his hammer and bent his knees. With all the power he could muster, he launched into the air, copper hammer up. The spider knocked away the flaming torch and turned its attention to Will darting toward it. Legs moved to stop the young man, but it was far too late. 
 
    Will growled like a demon as he brought the hammer down hard on a patch of giant spider eyes. Black eyes burst from the blow sending a frenzied shudder along the monster. Will grinned as the health bar for the monster went from green to yellow. The creature screeched again, half blind. 
 
    Will landed and with a swing, brought the hammer hard across a leg. The strike caused the spider to lose its balance and made it re-adjust from the blow. Will heaved his hammer for another strike when a spider leg swiped sideways, hitting him across the midsection. Will flew to the side, crashing into the floor, but still holding his hammer. Turning onto his back, the spider reared up, several legs aiming for Will’s chest. 
 
    A shadow launched into the air as the legs came down, claws slicing two legs and foul ichor for blood spurting. The spider stumbled back as Val landed and launched again, claws gleaming in the fire light of the burning cavernous chamber. 
 
    “Go!” Val shouted as she kept moving, slicing at the panicking spider. 
 
    Will struggled to stand when Morgan was at his side, helping him up. 
 
    “Get the Idol while we keep it busy,” Morgan said before turning and rushing to the flailing spider. 
 
    Will was frozen for a moment, watching as Val and Morgan sliced at the demonic spider, flames consuming the entire chamber. Shaking his head, he turned and saw that the altar was only fifteen feet away. Sprinting, he reached it, fingers digging into webs and pulling them away with reckless abandonment. A patch of webbing was pulled and a serpentine face stared forward.  
 
    Will heard a cry behind him, but he didn’t hesitate as he touched the head of the Idol. 
 
    The light and fighting died instantly. Will pulled his hand back and looked around, eyes widening in disbelief. The web covered chamber was clean, torches lining the walls and pillars. Runes covered stones as mystical energies swam through the air, spiders and fires no more. The chamber looked like it was recently built, not a speck of dust or decay to be found. 
 
    Darkness condensed by the now shining stone altar. Will stepped back, glancing from the Idol to the portal of darkness next to it. A scaled leg stepped out, followed by a body. A snake-head head appeared, fur surrounding its neck like a lion’s mane. A small tail was last to follow the creature before the dark portal closed behind it. The being stood, scales running along its slender body and long limbs. The neck flexed as the mane ruffled. Slitted eyes looked down to Will as the being stood 9 feet tall. A forked tongue slithered out a few times, eyes unblinking. 
 
    “Greetings, Will Asher. I am Yir, Serpent God of the Hunt,” the being said with a dark hiss. 
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      Will stared, hammer down at his side. The serpent being was still as a statue, eyes piercing the player’s very soul. Energies danced along the walls as a sense of calm flooded the chamber. Will continued to eye the being before he came to his senses, parts of the puzzle fitting into place. 
 
    “You’re one of the shadows from my dreams,” Will said simply. 
 
    The being gave a single nod. “There are many watching, but my temptations spoke to you. I am pleased you came to me.” 
 
    Will glanced around, “Where am I?” 
 
    “You are safe for now in the past. No one will interrupt us for the short time we have together.” 
 
    “My…friends,” Will said, the word unusual to his psyche. 
 
    “Time passes differently here. No need to concern yourself for now. We must speak of the future.” 
 
    Will let his shoulders relax, “I’m ready.” 
 
    “Good,” Yir hissed. “You have found my Idol and for that, you shall be rewarded. But like all things, there is a price. You must accept my gifts and my teachings, take my Idol and build a temple to house it so those who seek worship may find me.” 
 
    “Why?” the word echoing through the massive chamber, a concern sliding over Will’s mind. 
 
    Yir kept his serpent gaze as he continued, “There is more than you know concerning the light and dark. A celestial war has begun and Jova has become one of many battlegrounds. I cannot tell you all, but another can, if you stay to the path. For now, you must know to keep my Idol safe and allow worship. 
 
    “You stand on the cusp of something grand. You will have the power to reshape destiny when the time comes. I, like my celestial brothers and sisters, want all beings across the cosmos to prosper, if they are strong enough.” 
 
    “I want a better life for me and those who deserve it,” Will said, unable to keep his heart and thoughts in check, as if his inner pieces were pulled to the surface. 
 
    “We know,” Yir hissed. “Accept me into your soul and you shall have that and more.” 
 
    Will wanted an internal dialogue on why should he accept such a bargain, but from the deepest parts of his spirit, he couldn’t. The concern he felt before vanished as if it didn’t matter. Fear of the unknown tried to beg at the corners of his mind, but they quickly died, unable to convince him in a decision he knew he had already made. A faint memory of a dying world touched his mind and a fury growled like a savage beast along his heart. He never wanted to be part of something like that again. A new light bloomed, knowing that he could do better than what he knew before. 
 
    “I accept,” Will stated with confidence. 
 
    Yir gave a slight nod. “I grant you knowledge, skills, and power.” 
 
    Will’s eyes widened before they were consumed by light. Numbers and text filled his unblinking gaze as did his stat screen. Numbers pooled before him until they shaped into the number 15. 
 
    “Spend them as you wish, but to use the path I bestow, you must have strength and agility,” Yir hissed in Will’s mind. 
 
    Will looked to his stats. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 4 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Copper Hammer 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Copper Sword 
 
      
 
    Strength: 6 (Novice) 
 
    Intelligence: 7 (Novice) 
 
    Agility: 6 (Novice) 
 
    Will: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Mana: 5 (Novice) 
 
      
 
    The words echoing in his mind, he mentally placed 6 points in Strength and 6 points in Agility. He placed the final 3 points in Intelligence. Power surged along his body as he felt stronger than he was before. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 4 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Copper Hammer 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Copper Sword 
 
      
 
    Strength: 12 (Apprentice) 
 
    Intelligence: 10 (Novice) 
 
    Agility: 12 (Apprentice) 
 
    Will: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Mana: 5 (Novice) 
 
      
 
    Path: Beast 
 
      
 
    Will eyed the information, seeing that his Strength and Agility reached a new tier. Intelligence grew, but judging from the numbers, he was one point away from achieving the next tier. Scrolling down, he saw the Beast Path.  
 
    Eyes returning to normal, Will looked to Yir. 
 
    “You have reached the requirement to follow the Beast Path. For every tier you reach, a gate will open, allowing you to call on the power of a beast to aid you.” 
 
    “I can summon creatures?”  
 
    Yir’s eyes glowed with supernatural light. “No, you will become them.” 
 
    Will looked on, energy sinking into his form, changing his very nature to become more powerful. He would be lying if it didn’t tantalize him, but he knew he was hungry for it. 
 
    “Your next reward, knowledge,” Yir said as the air vibrated with power. 
 
    Alerts began scrolling across his vision as knowledge soaked into his mind. 
 
    You have learned, Basic Gem Crafting! You may tap the mystical energies of gems! 
 
    You have learned, Basic Slot Crafting! You may add gem slots to weapons, armor, and tools! 
 
    You have learned, Craft Temple Core Stones! When you build a temple or church, you may craft and add a Temple Core Stone to it. It will guide followers to a place of worship and solace. 
 
    You have learned, Basic Village Core Stones! When you create a place to live, gather, or storage, add the proper Core Stone to ensure followers will interact with the structure’s purpose.   
 
     Will couldn’t hide the small smirk as the new skills offered many more possibilities. The Crafting Temple and Village Core Stones intrigued him, figuring they were needed to organize the populace of villages. Will wondered if there were more recipes to create greater structures with added benefits. 
 
    Yir stepped closer, Will’s form reflecting in wide serpent eyes. “There will be much to learn, but you have started on a grand path. My last gift to you are treasures to aid you as you make your way in this world. Take them with my blessing.” 
 
    Will looked down as a chest appeared before him. The lid opened and light glowed with mystical radiance. Gems crowded the top and Will found himself kneeling and driving his hands into them. Bringing his inventory up, he began placing the gemstones in available slots. 
 
    You have gained Quartz x5, Opal x5, Ruby x5, Sapphire x5, Diamond x5, Black Diamond x5, Emerald x5, Soul Stone x3, and Onyx x5! 
 
    Closing his inventory, the empty chest melted into the stone floor.  
 
    Yir floated a foot off the ground, hands out as darkness writhed along his scaled body. The vast chamber trembled, dust falling in ghostly shards from the ceiling. 
 
    “Find the other Idol and many of your questions will be answered,” Yir hissed as the chamber rumbled. 
 
    Will backed up as a large stone fell by him and shattered into smaller pieces. The place was beginning to come down, the player feeling his time with Yir was coming to an end. 
 
    Yir’s body melted into shadows, but his voice touched Will’s Mind. 
 
    “Savor the hunt. Find your tribes. Seek out the Idols,” Yir’s words hung heavy in the air before the last wisp of the god faded away. 
 
    Will tried to keep his balance as pillars cracked. Looking up again, a large stone break free and fell toward him. The player shouted at the falling stone before darkness consumed him. 
 
    Blinking, Will turned his head as he pulled his hand from the Idol. Eyes widened as Val was suspended in the air, a spider leg stabbed through her side. The pale woman clutched to it, her face in a tight grimace. A clawed hand rose up and feebly slashed at the leg as the giant spider drew her closer to its opening jaws. Underneath it, Morgan stabbed with his sword again and again, foul blood spurting, but not slowing down the spider. 
 
    Will’s brow formed a hard V as his fingers tightened around the shaft of his copper hammer. Legs pumping, he charged like a bull until he was close enough to smell the stink coming off the spider’s breath. Val glanced over, concern in her brow until Will jumped, hammer held high. The spider stopped brining Val closer as a shadow fell over its remaining eyes. Turning, it looked up to Will’s determined expression as he brought the large hammer down on another patch of the spider’s remaining eyes. Black orbs exploded as the creature screeched. 
 
    Morgan took his sword and slashed against the base of the legs, separating spider legs and causing the creature to tilt to one side. As the creature fell, Morgan braced himself and drove the sword point into the creature’s mid-section. The monster gave a shudder before Morgan pulled the sword and leapt away. The giant spider fell in a heap, legs curling in and becoming still as a stone. 
 
    Val was pushing herself off the leg impaled in her body. Will was to her side, sheathing his hammer and grabbing hold. The two worked with a mighty heave, Val pulling free. Blood spilled from her wound as he pressed her hand to it. With another grimace, she leaned on Will and he wrapped an arm around her waist to hold her up. 
 
    Morgan was to their side as the three of them turned to the flaming cavernous chamber, spiders fleeing into holes. 
 
    “Grab the Idol! We are leaving!” Will shouted to Morgan. 
 
    Morgan nodded as he turned and raced ten feet to the Idol. Hands took hold and wrenched it from the base. Idol in hand, the three quickly rushed for the exit. Val held onto Will as he pulled her along. Morgan stayed to their sides, sword in one hand and Idol in the other.  
 
    Reaching the thin tunnel, the trio didn’t look back as the massive chamber started to come down behind them. Smoke billowed and they coughed as they pushed on. Will felt stronger as they charged through the thin tunnel until it opened wider. Light from late day shined at the tunnel entrance as they moved with urgency. With a final shout of defiance, they stumbled out of the large mountain entrance and into the last rays of sunlight. 
 
    The mountain entrance collapsed, billowing smoke and debris following the trio as they rushed along. When they reached the edge of the forest, they all collapsed, breathing heavy and turning onto their sides or backs to see the mountain shudder before becoming still once again. 
 
    Will looked to Val as she looked to him. Will’s eyes moved down to her wound, the large bloody hole already closing. 
 
    “What the hell happened in there? You touched the Idol and were frozen for about ten seconds,” Morgan said as he regained his breath. 
 
    “I’ll tell you as we build a shelter. It’s almost night time and I think we should be safe first before I give you the whole story,” Will said with an accomplished smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will slid the last stone into place, a single torch illuminating the inside of the squarish structure. The player managed to build it in record time before the sun completely set. It was big enough for the three of them, a single thin wall separating two sides. During construction, Will told them everything. Morgan and Val helped move stones into place while they listened to every detail.  
 
    Creating a Crafting Bench, Will set about creating a second bed from some of his remaining wood and the sheep wool he acquired. Placing a bed on each side of the small, simple stone wall, they now had places to sleep while one stayed up to keep watch.  
 
    “I have enough wood to make a small fire,” Will said as he looked to Val and Morgan. 
 
    “It would be nice to have a warm sleep,” Morgan said in a low, tired tone. 
 
    “Make the fire,” Val chimed in, “I’ll keep watch during the night.” 
 
    “We can take turns,” Morgan added, his black eyes holding a concerned edge that Val might be doing most of the sentry work. 
 
    “It’s my natural time so it won’t be too much work. Sitting around and making sure no monsters break in is pretty easy.” 
 
    Will moved to a corner with a pickaxe. Breaking a cornerstone, a dark sky with stars shone down. Next, he took out a block of wood and smashed it to large chunks of wood. Kneeling, he placed the pieces of wood together before pulling out his flint and stone. Striking one against the other, sparks flew and wood caught. A small flame rose up, a thin curl of smoke rising up from the hole in the low ceiling and into the night sky. 
 
    Heat quickly filled the small stone structure and Will’s shoulders sagged, enjoying the relaxing warmth. 
 
    Morgan looked to Val, her eyes firmly on Will as he rubbed his hands close to the flames. Yawning loudly, Morgan closed his mouth, a tiredness filling his pale face. 
 
    “I’m going to sleep. See you both in the morning. I look forward to seeing your home and the sea,” Morgan said in a low voice before moving to the bed farthest from the fire, crawling in and collapsing on it. With a roll, the blanket wrapped his body as white lids closed over black eyes. 
 
    Will’s spirit felt weary as he glanced over to see Morgan having the right idea. Standing up, a pale hand touched his neck before resting on his shoulder. The player turned to see Val giving him a gaze of a predator going in for the kill. 
 
    “I can safely say, I was impressed back there in the mountain,” Val said with a fanged smile. 
 
    “I think we all did a great job,” Will said, a heat rising up his neck. 
 
    A comforting silence filled the space between them before Will let a smirk slip. It was obvious what was happening. He didn’t fight it, a feeling of wanting causing the very air around them to charge with impulses. 
 
    Val broke the silence, “You know you don’t have to say such things to me. I’m not normally attracted to nice guys, so you don’t have to pretend.” 
 
    “I never said I was a nice guy. I give praise when it's earned. You and Morgan…” Will stopped as a single finger touched his lips. 
 
    “Do you believe it? Do you believe this world is a battleground for gods?” Val asked with glowing blue eyes. 
 
    Will simply gave a nod, the truth filling his heart with purpose. 
 
    Val stared for a long moment before looking away. “I may not remember much, but I know hunger for power when I see it, feel it. I was tempted to see you to your home before striking out on my own, but I find myself changing my mind.” 
 
    “You can do what you want, but I do want you to stay,” Will said it with an edge, almost like a command. 
 
    Val turned her gaze back to Will, a hunger in her eyes growing. “I will consider it, once you fulfill my favor.” 
 
    Will gave a cocky grin. “I said I would, didn’t I?” 
 
    Val’s eyes widened a hair before she touched his leather armor, running her pale fingers down until she touched the clasps. Licking her lips, she unbuckled each clasp in turn until Will took hold and pulled it over his head. Hammer and sword were placed against the wall next to the fire. The temperature grew even though Val’s fingers were ice cold. The chilly touch sent a shudder through Will as he stepped out of his boots and Val curled her fingers into the top of his leggings. 
 
    “There is no time for romance…this time. I need you, Lord Asher,” Val said with a wicked, sultry tone. 
 
    Will couldn’t hide his evil grin.  
 
    Val pulled back with a wicked smile, her hands gliding over her leathers before she began unclasping them. Will watched in only his leggings as the pale beauty took off pieces of leather and pulled dark fabric over her head. Breasts bounced with pale nipples. Exposed skin glowed in the firelight. It wasn’t long before she was completely naked, white skin over a toned body. Her sex lay bare and hairless as pale, pink lips budded. Hips took on a charge as they slightly bent to the side. Val showed no shyness or regret, exposing her nude body to Will. 
 
    Will took hold of the top of his leggings and pulled them down. Val admired his slender, but toned form, muscles working under warm skin. Stepping out of the leggings, he stood nude before her, his manhood rising under its own power. 
 
    Val took hold of Will’s member, giving it a stroke before gently pulling him along. Will followed with his own hungry smirk until they reached the other empty bed. Val turned and placed her hands on his shoulders. With a gentle push, she forced him to sit on the edge, the young man’s member bouncing and throbbing in anticipation. 
 
    “I think we will both enjoy the ride,” Val said in a lustful whisper. 
 
    Will simply looked up to her as she crawled onto him like a spider. Arms around his neck and knees bent, she hovered over his cock, a drop of wetness touching the tip. With a slow, gentle descent, she pressed her womanhood to his throbbing member before gravity and lust took control. Will’s member pressed against her quivering valley entrance and a second later, Val let out a small moan, his thickness forcing its way into her tight womanhood. Gravity working, Val impaled herself, eyes fluttering to the heat of Will’s spirit.  
 
    Will touched her sides, fingers running along her cold skin. He could sense his heat leaving his body and entering hers, but with his heart pumping, he had plenty of heat to replace what he lost. Touching her firm breasts, he gave a squeeze as Val nestled on his lap, wetness flowing like tiny rivers. 
 
    “Stay…calm,” Val whispered as fangs grew longer. 
 
    Will said nothing, his hand reaching behind her head and taking hold while his other hand took a firm hold of one of her hips. Pushing her fanged mouth to his neck, he grunted as sharp teeth penetrated his skin. Pushing down with his other hand, he forced her to take every inch. 
 
    Val’s eyes fluttered as blood spurted and touched her tongue. Ecstasy bloomed like ripe fruit as she suckled on his neck while she rode thick inches. Breasts pressed firmly to Will’s chest; she moaned her delight as she moved to his touch. The tempo started slow before the taste of blood and his hard cock sent ripples of bliss throughout her body. Cold skin grew warmer and nails dug into Will’s back. Locked together, Val’s eyes rolled into her head, but she never let go. 
 
    Will noticed his hearts were full, but as the thrill filled minutes began to pass, they began to drop. When he reached 6 hearts, Val pulled back, blood coating her teeth, lips, and flowing down her chin. She bounced on his steel hard member, Will’s hands on her hips before moving behind and cupping her ass. 
 
    Val licked her lips while she rode him in a blazing heat. “It…was enough,” she managed. 
 
    “For you, maybe,” Will smirked. 
 
    Legs pushing up, Will held Val to him before stepping to the wall and pressing her back to it. Val let out a sultry gasp as he pinned her to the wall, driving his hips against her, his manhood as deep as it could go. The sudden turn of events sent shockwaves of bliss through the pale beauty as she clutched to him. Inner walls squeezed against his driving power, nerves tightening to the breaking point. 
 
    “You…are…hungry,” Val said with a wicked gasp against his neck. 
 
    “I am, but I'd rather feed you first,” Will whispered back as his cock thickened. 
 
    Val silently looked on to paradise as Will’s member pushed her to the breaking point. Inner world cracking, the dam exploded in a torrent of wet paradise. Eyes rolling into her head, she bit her lip to keep from screaming. A shudder caused her limbs to tremble as heat and power forced her into ecstasy’s embrace. 
 
    Will grunted, pinning Val to the wall and driving himself to the hilt. Cock thickening, thick spurts of life filled the tight space. Val could not hold back her moan as her power grew with the added life force pouring in. Will could not stop himself, thrusting like he was possessed. When the moment ebbed and weakness touched his muscles, he pulled back, letting Val fall to her knees, back against the stone wall. 
 
    Will stood over her, cock still half hard and drops of come dripping from the tip. Val looked up with an indignant but satisfied gaze. Old feelings swirled, speaking to her in an ancient tongue, saying she would never let a man treat her like that. The feelings subsided and a hunger took root once again. Leaning forward, her tongue slathered at the end of Will’s member. 
 
    “Hunger can be satisfied, but it will never be tamed,” Val said with an evil grin before wrapping her lips around his hardening member. 
 
    “No, it can’t,” Will smirked as pleasure rose up like an intimate symphony. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun shone high in the late morning sky. Three figures walked along the primal forest, a new lightness in their hearts. The morning was spent breaking down the simple stone structure and gathering some supplies of wood before they set off. Travelling in a southerly direction, it would be two days before they reached home. 
 
    Will’s mind churned as he wondered what he would do next. He was looking forward to seeing Milly, but with Val and Morgan, they would need a bigger place than the home he had already built. Going over ideas, he figured they would have to mine for more supplies and chop down more wood to build something bigger for all of them. There was plenty of forest to gather wood and plenty of land to the south before they reached the cliffs over the beach and sea. From what he remembered, it was about an hour’s walk to the cliffs so they could clear the forest and build on the land. 
 
    Will’s daydreaming and planning ground to a halt as he glanced over to Val. The pale beauty was not as haggard as she had been, and he assumed the blood helped her stay strong. Even so, she still walked at a little slower pace, shadows under her eyes. Morgan didn’t say much when he was up and helping with breaking down the shelter. As they hiked through the thick forest, he had a small smile on his lips, but didn’t talk much. 
 
    “There must be an easier way to travel,” Val moaned as she walked like a zombie. 
 
    “Can you turn into a bat?” Will asked an amused smile. 
 
    Val shot him a look and a weak smirk. “No, I cannot change into a bat.” 
 
    “How about turn into mists?” Morgan asked, joining in. 
 
    Val gave a sharp faux laugh. “You two are amusing.” 
 
    “It’s a legitimate question,” Morgan said as he pretended to be serious. 
 
    “I can smell the salt water off your pores. Tell me Morgan, how long can you survive not being in the ocean?” 
 
    Will glanced to them, seeing Morgan’s expression remaining blank. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I do feel a little weaker after fighting the giant spider. Maybe a few days,” Morgan said without showing a trace of emotion. 
 
    Will looked back to Morgan, ready to ask more questions, but decided against it. They had fought together after barely getting to know each other. The fuzzy memories they all shared from their lives before, played a confused havoc. They had no idea who they were, but a bond was there, maybe out of desperation. Will looked forward again, unsure if they would ever truly know about their pasts. One thing he was sure of, if they didn’t work together, the monsters would pick them off one by one. They needed each other and Will wasn’t going to damage what they had by asking questions he wasn’t sure if they had any answers to. 
 
    The future laid out before them and Will’s thoughts shifted to plans again. Mentally, he thought up a crude design for a castle. When they reached home, he would see if they could craft some paper and draw out something, they would all like. It brought a satisfied feeling to his heart, a goal they could work together on and strengthen bonds. When images of Yir touched his mind, Will felt a strange calling. Pulling out his map, he looked down at the other locations of a Hero Tomb and an Idol location. The other Idol would hold more answers. 
 
    Will pulled up his inventory, looking down at a slot with the Yir Idol in place. The god talked of followers and worship. Yir also spoke of the hunt and Will finding his tribes. It was simple, but cryptic, Will not sure if the god meant to actually search for his tribes, or create his own. Images of soul stones and the soul casket spiraled. Why wouldn’t he wake creatures from their savage selves? Why couldn’t he build a better world so they could live in peace? It was ambitious thinking and Will felt the call to tame a world filled with monsters, beautiful monsters. 
 
    “Let’s pick up the pace,” Will said with a commanding edge as he led the way through the primeval forest. 
 
    *** 
 
    The day turned into night. Shelter built, Will and Morgan slept in different beds as Val took the night watch. Not long after falling asleep, Val crawled into bed, whispering she could hear everything and not to worry. Wil acknowledged her with a slight head nod as she snuggled close. They didn’t make love, just laid there, their bodies close as Will found himself holding her to him. The energies between them danced and played, but there was a small comfort in holding each other, a spark of warmth from the cold night outside stone walls. 
 
    The next day, they broke down the shelter and continued on their way home. The day had turned overcast, thick gray clouds stretching from horizon to horizon. A chill swept through the forest, Will wishing he had some thicker clothing. Morgan seemed fine, but it was Val who was bursting with energy. She moved with power, leading the way. Will guessed it was direct sunlight that weakened her. With a cloudy sky, the sun didn’t hinder her and she walked like she could hike forever. 
 
    The sky grew darker and drops of rain fell. A light tapping of water on green leaves caused a chorus of white noise. The rain was light, but enough to mat hair and send drops running down their faces and leather. After a few hours the rain ebbed, but the sky remained dark. Will felt anxious energy run along alert nerves, wondering if the cloudy sky would bring the monsters out early.  
 
    “Maybe we should set up camp a little early? From what I can see of the map, at this pace, we should be home by early tomorrow,” Will said as he put the map back in his inventory. 
 
    “If we push on, we might get there right at sunset,” Val said, her voice confident. 
 
    Lightning flashed and barely a second later, thunder rumbled.  
 
    Val stopped in her tracks, as did Will and Morgan. Rain poured from the heavens and the wind caused tree branches to flail. 
 
    “Or, we could make camp,” Val said with a defeated edge. 
 
    Will nodded before he looked to Morgan. The man with black eyes stared up at the raining sky, water washing over him and a pleasant smile on his lips. 
 
    The shelter was created in record time, a fire burning and warming their cold bodies. The moment the sky darkened into night, the sounds of rain and moaning ghouls filled the forest. Will lay in his bed, staring at the stone ceiling and something else cried out with a monstrous roar. A chill ran up his spine before Val climbed into bed next to him, licking at his neck. 
 
    The next day, the three of them broke down the shelter, Will rubbing his neck. Morgan saw puncture wounds before they sealed up after eating a breakfast of cooked mutton. Shelter broken down and bellies full, the trio continued their walk through the forest, the sun shining bright.  
 
    The scent of wet forest washed over the three as they travelled. Will knew in about two hours they would be home. He found himself excited, their journey coming to an end. Images of Milly running out to hug him gave him a little extra energy. Val walked a little slower, Morgan at her side to make sure she didn’t fall over. The sun burned bright in the clear blue sky and the pale woman moaned her disgust for the ball of fire. 
 
    Will’s eyes widened a little as he felt himself wake up from his inner thoughts. Something black stuck out from the leafy ground. The rain knocked leaves off trees, covering the ground in green except for a small patch of orange, yellow and a hint of black. Stepping closer, the patch stood out against the emerald canvas of the forest floor. The black item was triangular but the end was twisted into a bent point. 
 
    Val and Morgan looked down at the patch as Will stepped closer. The player knelt down, hand out. He took hold of the strange item and lifted it up. To his surprise, he knew what it was, a black and twisted witch’s hat like from some forgotten holiday. Turning it in his hand, he couldn’t understand why it was here in the middle of the forest. 
 
    Will’s gaze turned from the hat to the orange and yellow leaves covering the ground. Something lumpy was just under the blanket of leaves. Eyes scanning, the player nearly fell back as a gray, pale face lay, surrounded by leaves. An instant later, eyes opened and looked up to Will’s shocked expression. 
 
    Val and Morgan were to Will’s sides, copper sword drawn in one hand and claws extending in another. The smooth, feminine face stared at the trio before a wicked smirk appeared. Rising, a woman sat up with long, flowing orange hair, a black leather top holding her oversized breasts. Pale gray skin glowed in the morning light as leaves fell away. Stretching her arms up, she closed her eyes and yawned before letting her arms fall to her side. 
 
    Will was back to his feet and stepping around to face the woman, Val and Morgan at his sides. The woman gave a sultry smile with half closed eyes before holding a hand up toward Will. 
 
    “You have my hat,” the woman said with glowing ease. 
 
    Will looked down at the hat and instantly felt a little rude. He handed it to the strange woman and she took it happily. Securing it to her head, she tilted the rim just the right way before leaning back and holding herself up with her arms, eyeing the three people staring at her. 
 
    “Thank you,” the woman smirked with a devilish edge. 
 
    The trio remained silent, unsure what to say or do. 
 
    The woman rolled her shoulders, closing her eyes and letting out a seductive hum. When she finished, she sat up with a perky edge and held out her hand to Will. 
 
    “My name is Stella. Pleased to meet you. Now, would you be a darling and help me up? I think this is where our origin story begins,” Stella said with a white smile and a wink. 
 
      
 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Will looked down at the outstretched hand to the strange woman. Val and Morgan stood at the ready, unsure what to expect. 
 
    Stella’s smile grew wider. “It’s okay, I only bite with permission,” she said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    Seeing the woman’s infectious smile, Will found his concern melting away as he reached down and took her hand. With a small pull, Stella was to her feet and doing a tiny jump, her breasts bouncing slightly. Val’s eyes narrowed as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “Thank you. You’re a gentleman,” Stella blew a kiss before spinning around and taking a deep breath. 
 
    The trio watched as the gray skinned woman in a witch’s hat twirled with her arms out and chin in. Eyes closed, she took another deep breath before slowing her spin and facing the three people staring at her. 
 
    “It’s so nice here,” The witch woman said with a dizzy tone before eyeing each person present in turn. “I told you my name so you have to tell me yours.” 
 
    “Will Asher.” 
 
    “Morgan Strange.” 
 
    Val hesitated as she studied the buxom woman, “Val Alucard.” 
 
    “Lovely names. I wish I had a last name like you three, but alas, I’m simply Stella, the Witch Angel.” 
 
    Will’s concern flipped into amusement. “Witch Angel?” 
 
    Stella nodded. “Yes. My memories are a little foggy, but I think I come from a faraway land. It’s hard to remember which is so unlike me.” 
 
    “There has been some memory loss from everyone here,” Will smiled. 
 
    “It sounds like I’m in good company,” Stella said before holding out her hand with an open palm. 
 
    The witch tapped her boot as the three glanced to each other. Stella hummed, waiting as if something was supposed to happen. Thirty seconds drifted by and her humming stopped and she looked to her hand. 
 
    “This has never happened to me before,” She said as she flexed her fingers. 
 
    “What’s supposed to be happening?” Will asked. 
 
    Stella let her hand drop to her side and gave a slight pout. “My broom. It’s supposed to appear when I call it. Sometimes it just appears in my hand but if it’s close by, it will fly into my hand. It wouldn’t do to not have my broom.” 
 
    “I feel a little lost,” Will said as he scratched his head. 
 
    Val’s eyes narrowed before a sardonic smirk appeared. “I don’t remember much about my previous life, but I know what a Witch Angel is. They are supernatural beings that help ferry the dead to the next world. They hunt down ghosts, spirits, and the dead who refuse to move on.” 
 
    Stella gave a slight bow,” Circle gets the square.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” Will’s amused expression turning sharp like a cobra’s gaze. 
 
    “Hell, if I know,” Stella giggled. “Last thing I remember, I was taking a nap for a hundred years and here I am. I can’t remember anything else except for weird dreams where snakes and dead guys are trying to get in my G-string.” 
 
    Stella looked down at her body and her lip wrinkled in dismay. “This isn’t my normal body. My skin was alabaster white.” She took hold of a lock of hair, “And my hair was black. I didn’t color it this way.” Stella then looked at her nails, “Orange nail polish?” 
 
    Will lifted a hand to his mouth, covering his smile as Stella looked down at her black leggings. 
 
    “I don’t wear pants! I wear a sexy G-string with a little candy corn pointed down. Is this Hell?” 
 
    Stella turned and looked at her black leather footwear, “Boots are nice though.” 
 
    Val spoke up, “I think I’ve ran into your kind before…back home.” 
 
    Stella huffed before hands were on shapely hips. “Maybe. I have run into your kind before. Great lovers, but not dead enough for me to take to new worlds.” 
 
    Will tried to regain control of the conversation. “Stella, this world is called Jova. We are new to it. It’s not safe to be out here in the forests, especially after dark. Would you like to join us on our way to my home?” 
 
    Stella’s sickly-sweet smile melted hearts. “My schedule seems clear. Plus, you seem like a man who knows what he likes, umm, I mean, take charge.” 
 
    “We are just going to take her with us?” Val said sternly. 
 
    Will gave Val a warm smirk. “You’re the expert on Witch Angels. Do you think she’s a threat?” 
 
    Val’s mouth opened and then closed. Stella stepped over, slid an arm over Val’s shoulder and held her close, hand up and finger out. 
 
    “You know I’m not a threat. We can be selfie-sisters!” Stella smiled as she looked to her hand as if it were holding a phone and made a clicking sound. 
 
    Morgan couldn’t hold back a smile and Will shook his head. Val put a hand on Stella and pushed her away. The gray-skinned witch stumbled dramatically and fixed her hat. 
 
    “Selfie stepsisters?” The witch said with a cheeky grin. 
 
    Val let the embers of annoyance cool before she lifted her chin, “You’re not a threat to the living, but it is odd you just show up while we were heading home.” 
 
    Stella’s face became a blank mask as she stepped closer to Will. The witch lifted a finger and ran it along his jawline, biting her lower lip before releasing with a seductive hiss. 
 
    “Sometimes, fate likes to put us where we are needed most,” Stella said just above a whisper, her eyes glowing for a moment before turning dark again. 
 
    Will gulped before he regained his composure and stepped back. “This is all new to us and I wouldn't feel right if we left someone out here when night comes. We can sort it out back home. We just have another hour, I think.” 
 
    The player eyed Stella, “If you’re still interested?” 
 
    Stella flung her arms around Will and pulled his face directly into her cleavage. “I would be delighted,” she squealed. 
 
    Will floundered for a moment. He instantly felt how strong she was and for a brief moment, he couldn’t break away. Muscles relaxed and he pulled back to Stella giving him a warm grin. Morgan looked away and whistled while Val’s eyes shot daggers at the buxom witch angel. 
 
    “Lead the way, stud,” Stella said as she slapped Will on the ass. 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow before he began leading the group. Morgan followed. Val shot Stella a hard gaze but the witch simply winked and licked her lips. Val started marching and Stella followed all of them, hands out to the sides and skipping over the leafy forest floor. 
 
    The gentle sounds of the forest sang on like a distant melody. Will looked ahead as time marched on. Morgan and Val were mostly silent but it was Stella humming unknown tunes and skipping. The player had to admit, she was funny and had a body like a porn star, but there was something else there. He couldn’t put his finger on it, but on some deep level, he felt she was trustworthy. A distant feeling washed over him of playing games and simulations. He might have been a little more put off if he just met the witch angel, but meeting Val and Morgan only cemented the fact that there were all kinds of odd people here in Jova. It didn’t bother him in the slightest that she was a little over the top, but with survival their main concern, he wouldn’t have felt right if she stayed out in the forests. 
 
    A shaft of light touched Will’s eyes and when the brilliance faded away, he saw a gray wall and smoke rising from a chimney. Heart beating like a machine gun, he broke into a run. He was only gone for about a week but he didn't think he'd missed home so much. 
 
    Val and Morgan quickly followed, darting after Will. Stella’s eyes widened before she skipped a little faster. The forest blurred past Will until he slowed down in front of the double doors. The sounds of cows and sheep rose up as a column of smoke snaked into the sky. Stepping closer to the doors, he gave them a hard knock before cupping his hands and shouting “Milly!” 
 
    Nothing happened as Morgan and Val reached Will’s sides. Stella soon arrived, holding her hat as she looked up to the modest home just over the wall. Will was ready to shout again when the lock slid and the doors swung open. Milly beamed as she launched herself forward, arms wrapping around Will’s neck. There was a happy squeal before she smashed her lips to his. 
 
    Morgan and Val smiled politely. 
 
    “She’s cute!” Stella said as she eyed the ram-woman’s hair and wanting to touch it. 
 
    Milly pulled back, staring into Will’s eyes before she shifted her gaze to the newcomers. 
 
    Will smiled as he kept his hands on her hips. “Milly, this is Morgan, Val and Stella. They are going to stay with us for a while.” 
 
    Will turned to the group, “Everyone, this is Milly.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Morgan smiled. 
 
    “Charmed,” Val smiled. 
 
    Stella skipped over and took Milly’ hands into hers. “You’re so cute! I want to touch your hair!” 
 
    Milly grinned. “You can! I crafted a comb and have been combing it every day.” 
 
    Will couldn’t hold back the happy grin as Stella ran her hands through Milly’s long curly hair. Val looked past Milly and Stella, her expression remaining blank. 
 
    “Let’s get inside. I’m sure there is a lot to talk about,” Will said and ushered the witch and Milly into the compound. 
 
    Will’s eyes widened as he stepped in and looked around. The house and mine entrance were just as he left them, but the gardens had wooden fences around them. Several cows and sheep roamed the walled-in piece of land and not too far from the house was a pond with reeds and bamboo rising up along some of the edges.  
 
    The young man made his way to the pond and looked down. Stone made up the bottom, creating a concave shape, but it was wide enough for several people to sit in it comfortably. A hint of movement caught his attention and small fish swam about. 
 
    Milly stepped to Will’s side, looking down with a knowing grin. “It took some work, but I dug out the area and placed stones along the bottom. I made some wooden barrels and gathered some plant life and fish. The bamboo can be used to craft paper and we can gather some fish once they are a little bigger.” 
 
    “You did this by yourself?”  
 
    Milly nodded. “It was some work, but I wanted to surprise you,” the horned woman said before turning and pointing to the animals. “I lured them in with seeds and grass. I haven’t made a pen for them yet. I did see some wild pigs, but I wanted to wait until we had more carrots. We have a breeding stock of sheep and cows and I have sheared some of the sheep, adding their wool to the supply chest.” 
 
    Milly eyed Will with stars in her eyes. “I’m so happy you returned. I missed you so much.” 
 
    “I missed you too,” Will smiled before holding her close and kissing her. 
 
    Val looked around at the small home and animals running around. “How quaint,” she said with an unenthusiastic whisper. 
 
    Morgan eyed the walls surrounding the property, drinking it all in. Stella knelt down as a small sheep trotted closer to her. The witch bent her head forward and the sheep touched its head to hers with a slight snuggle. 
 
    Will broke away from Milly and looked to everyone with a warm smile. “It’s not much, but it’s home for now.” 
 
    “I need to make more chairs!” Milly said as she bounced with glee. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun reached its zenith as bodies moved. Will and Milly gave a tour before they showed the group how the Crafting Benches worked. Morgan was interested, asking questions. Val listened silently, the sunlight causing her shoulders to sag. Stella was distracted most of the time, having to pet any sheep that wandered too close. 
 
    Milly began crafting chairs and a larger table. Once created, the group moved them into the home. Will took an axe to the smaller table, shattering it into chunks and each chunk slipping into his inventory. Chairs slid into place and there was enough room and seating for everyone. Milly was quick to tell everyone there was plenty of water as she showed three full barrels along the outside of the modest home with tubes leading from the roof. The recent rain filled them to overflowing so she stored canteens of water in the supply chest. 
 
    Will made his way over to the supply chest and looked in, seeing that there was more copper and stone. Behind him, he could hear Milly giving them some last bits of information about the land. He was about to turn and join them when a sudden thought invaded his mind. Eyes turning to the Soul Casket under the loft, he remembered he had soul stones he acquired. 
 
    The invading thoughts marched on, whispering designs he daydreamed about in his quiet moments. The lizard creature and the slime echoed along his mind. Jova was a new world and why couldn’t he make it a better place? Much like when Milly was woken from her old form, why couldn’t he do the same with others? They could help defend, farm, and keep Milly company. 
 
    A dark thought clouded his mind’s eyes. Will knew he had to recover the other Idol. Finding one increased his strength and having another would only help to make sure he could defend everyone from monsters running wild through the forests. The thoughts crawled along his mind, digging in like worms. He tasted what it meant to be free, but a deeper feeling urged him to be there for others in a way he never was before. 
 
    Not wanting to waste any time, Will moved to the Crafting Bench. Taking out stone, he placed them in a pattern. The stone melted together to form a second Soul Casket. Picking it up, he stepped over to the one already under the loft. Placing it down, it grew to full size, parallel to the previous one. Calling up his inventory, he took hold of two soul stones. He placed one in each before standing up and looking to his inventory again. He knew he needed to add a gemstone. It was easy when he only had a piece of quartz for Milly but now, he had five of each one as far as he knew.  
 
    A memory of the lizard creature touching angel wings floated through his thoughts. Hand over his inventory, he let it glide until one of them felt right. Hand hovering over an opal, he picked it up and placed it down in the slot below the lizard creature’s soul stone. 
 
    Moving over to the second Soul Casket, he let his hand hover over his inventory until it stopped over a sapphire. Plucking it from the slot, he placed it in the slot under the slime’s soul stone. 
 
    One hand on each soul casket lid, Will pressed down until they closed. There was a small flash and timers appeared, indicating a twelve-hour countdown. Will smiled before he remembered the soul stone from the Stalker. The way it stared at him when it was dying, sent a chill up and down his spine. He wanted to know more and waking one of them up was the best way to get answers. 
 
    Will went back to the Crafting Bench and created a third Soul Casket. Placing it down next to the other two, he retrieved the Stalker’s soul stone from the supply chest and placed it in the third casket. Pulling out a piece of quartz, he hoped it worked like it did with Milly, grounding it and making it less volatile. Placing the quartz piece in, he closed the lid and light flashed. Turning around, he saw everyone come in. 
 
    “I think everyone is hungry. I’ll cook some lunch,” Milly grinned as her eyes glanced to the three Soul Caskets and then back to Will with approving eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    The table was filled meats, vegetables, and breads. Milly moved like a whirlwind, making sure everyone had a plate. Val was first to wave away any food, saying she was already full. Morgan began chewing mostly rare meat with an appreciated head nod. Stella also waved away food, saying she wasn’t hungry yet and gave Will a wink. 
 
    Will stopped heaping food onto his plate to smile at Stella before finishing. Plate full, he attacked it as much as Morgan was gobbling down large chunks of meat. Milly sat down with a plate of vegetables and began eating. The mood turned light, Val observing the hungry men while Stella eyed Milly’s hair like she wanted to reach out and touch it. 
 
    “We should think about beds for tonight. I’m not sure we will have enough time to build anything to accommodate everyone,” Will said between bites. 
 
    Val leaned her elbows on the table and entwined her fingers. “What is the plan for all of us? Your home is nice, but the space inside the walls isn’t big enough to build much more. Most of the space is taken up with the gardens, animals, and the small pond.” 
 
    Morgan and Stella looked to Will, the same questions running along their gazes. 
 
    Will put down his fork and smiled. “I did think about this a little over the past day travelling back. The front gate is facing North as far as I can tell. Sun rises to the east and sets in the west. There is a lot of land to the south of us before the beach and ocean. I was thinking, we build another wall running the length of it and maybe build something bigger for all of us. A village or…” 
 
    “A castle,” Val’s eyes shined. 
 
    “A castle will work,” Will smirked. 
 
    “It might be safer for all of us if we have one building,” Morgan said before ripping a piece of meat away with his sharp teeth. 
 
    “The walls outside are enough to keep the ghouls out but there are larger monsters in the forests. One structure at first, might be helpful,” Milly added. 
 
    “It sounds like it's decided,” Will smiled before eating a piece of bread. 
 
    Stella cleared her throat before speaking, “And after?” 
 
    Will slowed his chewing, questions filling his mind. They could build anything, even villages or towns. The world was their canvas and they could create anything they wanted. It was a freeing and humbling feeling, to create something that could last through the ages. Remembering the village core stones, he recently learned he could build a village so others could come to be safe. 
 
    Looking over to the dark area under the loft, his gaze lingered on the three Soul Caskets. The primeval world of Jova needed some kind of order. Why couldn’t they be the first ones to bring it to the savage lands? 
 
    Will’s lips parted, ready to detail plans for the future when a roar blasted out in the distance. Eyes turned to the windows before a second roar caused plates to vibrate. No one spoke as they jumped to their feet and drew their weapons. Milly’s eyes widened as Will led the charge out the front door. Val, Morgan and Stella followed. 
 
    Outside, Will held his oversized hammer in hand while Val and Morgan stood to his sides. Morgan drew his copper blade while claws extended from Val’s fingertips. The sun beat down from the mid-morning sky and she seemed a little wilted but her eyes held a protective strength. Stella stood behind them, looking to the trees just past the gray wall. Milly was last, a sliver of fear in her eyes, but standing her ground. 
 
    The area shuddered as a double roar filled the sky. Birds took flight and as Will looked in the direction of the roars, trees buckled and fell in the distance. Something big pushed through the trees, the sound of wood snapping touching their ears. It moved in a singular direction and Will gritted his teeth as it came their way. 
 
    “Milly, lock yourself in the mine,” Will shouted over his shoulder. 
 
    “I’m not leaving you,” the horned woman yelled back. 
 
    “We don’t know what this thing is. Get underground and wait for us,” Will growled as trees snapped in a chorus of destruction. 
 
    Milly looked up at the parting trees, her heart trembling. “I know what it is,” she said as something big snaked out between trees. 
 
    A serpentine head pushed through branches, slitted eyes bearing down on the low wall, home and several figures standing. It growled as another head appeared next to it, looking down on the figures. A body pushed against trees and they snapped in half. Coming down, the tops brushed Will’s wall. The two heads moved on serpent necks, running down until they connected a large, four-legged body. Clawed feet dug talons into the ground as both heads snorted and breathed in succulent flesh. 
 
    “Hydra,” Milly said as she took a step back. 
 
    Will eyed the beast as it slowly approached. It was roughly the size of his home. Black scales shone against the morning sun as both heads moved independently of each other, jaws flexing with jagged teeth as large as swords. They looked around with a degree of intelligence, scanning the area before turning their gaze back to the group with weapons in their hands. 
 
    Will hefted his hammer, “Milly, this is a great time to tell us anything you know about them.” 
 
    Milly took another step back. “The number of heads equal its strength. A two headed one is the weakest of their kind.” 
 
    “Wonderful, a weak monster that could stomp us flat,” Val hissed as she loosened her wrists. 
 
    Will remembered the shattered path he came across. Was this thing hunting them? “Will it leave us alone if we back off?” 
 
    Milly’s heart froze in her chest. “No. It eats anything living.” 
 
    The hydra’s eyes narrowed as it took another step closer. 
 
    Will looked to his hammer, seeing the durability was in the red before he looked back to the two-headed monster. “We’re going to need bigger weapons.” 
 
    The hydra roared as it charged. The ground thundered as the bulk of the creature hit the 9-foot wall and shattered it. Stone chunks and debris went flying as the monster continued its charge. Will braced himself, hammer in hand before he, Val, and Morgan were blown backwards. Backs hitting the ground, dust flew up, giving the area a misty cloud in the sky, and a shadow with two heads high above them. 
 
    Morgan and Val slowly sat up, but Will was already on his feet and running. Rearing his hammer up, he charged into the dusty cloud and the moment he saw a hint of scales, he brought his hammer hard across. The hammer head slammed into a thick leg and bounced off. Will sidestepped as a head appeared with mouth open. A hydra head snapped at the last place Will was before he jumped and brought the hammer down on the creature’s snout. The monster gave a deep growl before whipping its head sideways and slamming into Will, sending him flying. 
 
    The player hit the ground and rolled back onto his feet, an alert filling his gaze. 
 
    You have taken 2 damage! You have 8 Hearts left. 
 
    Will gritted his teeth again. The monster gave him a glancing blow and it hurt. If it made a direct strike, he was as good as dead. The dusty cloud began to settle before two figures leapt into the fray. Hydra heads glared as a woman in black and red slashed at scales, sparks flying. Morgan charged with sword in hand. Raising it, he tried to stab at a leg, the point glancing off hard scales. The hydra’s leg snapped forward, smashing into Morgan and sending him thirty feet before he hit the ground. 
 
    Animals herded to one corner, bleating cries filling the air. Val moved like a dancer, slashing and pulling away with grace and skill. Morgan wiped blood from the edge of his mouth as he tried to get back up, arms and legs shaking. Milly watched as Will shouted and charged, hammer raised high. Eyes the size of saucers, she was paralyzed as Will leapt again and brought the hammer down on an attacking head. The hammer rang out as the hydra ignored him and used the side of its head like a club. Will’s hammer flew from his hand and hit the ground, shattering into bits of light and fading away. Will hit the ground again. When he stopped rolling, arms and legs shook as he tried to get back up. 
 
    You have taken 4 damage! You have 4 Hearts left. 
 
    Will cursed as he forced himself back to his feet. The monster was too strong and its health bar was still green even after their attacks. Drawing his copper sword, he readied to go in again. There was no way they could stop it, but if he kept it busy, everyone else could make a run for the mine. It meant his life, but he knew he would come back. Looking to the others as they fought, the player knew that death was permanent for them. 
 
    The hydra stalked closer, one head snaking forward. Val saw the incoming head and leapt to the side as the monster’s snout smashed into Will’s home. A wall blasted apart, causing part of the roof to cave in. Will squared his shoulders and charged at the beast, a sliver of fear coloring his mind, hoping the Soul Caskets weren’t destroyed. Sword in hand, he sliced across a scaled leg, sparks flying as a shadow covered him. Will looked up to an open maw, barreling down on him. Slashing upwards, he nicked the edge of the creature’s flaring nostrils, cutting at sensitive flesh not covered by scales. The hydra head roared in pain as it pulled back, but a leg snapped out, striking Will dead center.  
 
    You have taken 3 damage! You have 1 Heart left. 
 
    Will’s body weakened as he slammed onto the ground. Arms and legs trembled as he fought to get back up. Val was a shadow, slashing at the monster, but doing little damage. Morgan was up, sword in hand when he jumped to the side, a head snapping at him. The battle was turning badly and Will cursed himself for not being strong enough. A head turned to Will, mouth opening and saliva dripping from jagged teeth 
 
    “Leave him alone!” Milly shouted. 
 
    Will turned his gaze to Milly, charging the monster. Her head was low and curved horns glowed as she charged. Will wanted to shout to her, tell her to run. Milly’s arms were behind her as legs pumped with power. She made a direct line for the monster, head low and eyes sharp. The hydra’s heads turned their attention to the single woman with horns before she slammed into a leg, blasting out a shockwave. 
 
    The hydra’s heads roared in pain as the entire monster stumbled back from the blow. Will could barely believe what he just witnessed. Milly stood, shoulders heaving as she glared at the monster. The hydra regained its footing before charging. Milly’s eyes widened as the giant monster barreled toward her, foul intent in its two sets of eyes. A clawed foot rose up, ready to stomp the horned woman into paste. 
 
    Milly was frozen, fear returning as a shadow covered her body. 
 
    “Milly!” Will shouted as he stumbled to his feet. 
 
    Milly’s eyes watered as the foot came down, talons flashing. Raising up her arms, she crossed them in one last small attempt to blunt the damage. Closing her eyes, she readied for the end to come. 
 
    It never came. 
 
    Monstrous growls filled the air as Milly opened an eye. Stella stood before her, hands up and holding the creature’s foot at bay. Arms struggled as she grunted, legs bending slightly from the weight and power of the beast. 
 
    “Run,” Stella said with a grunting calm. 
 
    Milly stumbled back, stunned at Stella’s power as she held the massive creature’s foot. Arms bent slightly and the witch grunted. A head snaked around to see Milly on the ground and Stella holding up its foot. The head went for the easy meal as it shot forward like a viper toward Milly. 
 
    “NO!” Will shouted as he launched forward, sword falling away and light engulfing his body. 
 
    Will’s eyes narrowed into pinpoints as light swirled along his form, engulfing him in a dim brilliance. Val landed next to Morgan, took hold and pulled him back. The pair of heroes watched as the shadowy light melted away from Will’s form and a wolfish humanoid monster charged. 
 
    An inner beast roared as Will growled with power.  
 
    You have unlocked the first gate, Wolf Form! 
 
    The monster wolf launched into the air, claws flashing. A hydra head stopped just shy of engulfing Milly when a shadow fell over its eyes. Claws flashed again, some digging into scaled flesh while others cut down over a closing eye. The eyelid shredded as claw tips raked across the serpent eye. The hydra head roared in pain. A head snaked after the wolf monster still clutching to the other head. Will turned his wolfish head to it, growled and jumped. The hydra snapped its head forward but Will managed to drive his claws into its snout. 
 
    Growling, he slashed and dug with his claws. Staying on the hydra’s snout, he clung with one hand and his legs, slashing with the other hand. The hydra whipped its head back and forth, trying to dislodge the wolf creature. Will had enough presence of mind to see that he was back to full hearts as he slashed at the monster. 
 
    Stella pulled back. The hydra’s foot struck the ground before she reared back a fist and punched it. Air blasted out in all directions as the giant monster stumbled back again. The witch pulled back, taking hold of Milly and helping her to her feet. Milly watched in amazement as Will’s monstrous form fought with uncaged tenacity. 
 
    Will’s senses were dialed to eleven, catching a glimpse of a hydra’s neck by the head. Scales were fewer to allow the monster to have more flexibility. Will’s yellow eyes narrowed on the spot before letting go and leaping off a snout. The other head turned towards the flying wolf monster, snapping and missing. Will clung to the neck before pulling back claws and raking them hard along the softer neck flesh. Blood spurted as he slashed again and again. Spurting blood covering his snout, face, and chest, he gave a wolfish grin as he jammed his claws into the wound and pulled out rubbery veins. 
 
    The hydra’s health bar turned yellow as it thrashed. Will was ready to stab his claws into the wound again when something bit his arm. Pain flared as he was pulled off the neck and flung away. 
 
    You have taken 8 damage! You have 2 Hearts left. 
 
    Will spread out his hands in front of him, hitting the ground, tucking his body and rolling until he crashed into the wooden fence of Milly’s garden. Yellow eyes looked up as the hydra thrashed, turned and marched back into the forest. One of the heads looked back with fury while the other head moaned in pain, blood running down its slender neck. A moment later, it stalked into the woods, trees bending to the sides as it made a hasty retreat. 
 
    Will gave a wolfish smirk before his gaze shifted to bodies running toward him. Milly called out, but he couldn’t hear her, weakness filling every cell of his body. Eyes struggling to stay open, they closed as Milly fell to her knees, her voice lost to the darkness. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will floated in the abyss, turning his attention to a silhouette. The figure gave him an approving head nod and Will stared, unsure what it meant. Confusion and shadows pranced like some obscene play before his eyes. Calling out, his voice echoed along nothing. When the shadows stopped and the confusion lifted, a kernel of knowledge touched his mind and he found himself smiling. 
 
    The darkness receded and Will blinked. Dim firelight touched the misshapen walls to the right side of his home. Flexing his fingers, he quickly felt that he was in his bed and under a blanket. Moving slightly, he realized he was also naked and there was a body next to his. 
 
    Milly lifted her head and smiled. “He’s awake,” she said with a small smile. 
 
    Will sat up slowly, Milly sitting up and helping him along. The player felt like he had spent the last few days drunk and his body still had not recovered. Flexing a hand again, he felt the first sensations of returning to normal. Glancing at his stats, he saw that he was completely healed. 
 
    Val, Morgan, and Stella climbed the stairs to the loft and moved to the bed. Val stood to the right while Stella stood at the foot of the bed and Morgan stood to the left. All three looked down with concern, but it was Stella eyeing his bare chest and licking her lips. 
 
    “What happened?” Will asked as he tried to shake the mental cobwebs away. 
 
    “Thanks to you, the hydra ran off,” Val said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    “You were down and we didn’t know when you would wake up,” Morgan said next. “We put you in your bed while we attempted to make repairs to the wall and the house. As you can see, we need a little more practice.”  
 
    Will glanced to a window, seeing night had fallen. 
 
    “No need to worry,” Stella beamed. “We made enough repairs to ensure the ghouls will stay out for tonight.” 
 
    Will relaxed, his back to the wall. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “We are all healed up,” Morgan said. 
 
    Milly moved closer, “I made three beds so we can all sleep here tonight until we decide what to do tomorrow.” 
 
    Will nodded before a sharp memory stabbed at him. Throwing the blanket aside, everyone’s eyes widened as he grabbed his leather leggings and put them on. Stella fanned herself with her hand as Will moved to the stairs. Reaching the lower floor, he moved under the loft. Fear gave way to relief as he saw the three Soul Caskets intact. Timers counted down to zero and dim magical light flashed and faded away.  
 
    A lid slowly lifted up, oval eyes peering out as a half-naked man stood about three feet away. Beyond him, legs moved down stairs as other joined him from behind. 
 
    “It’s okay. We are all friends,” Will said with a disarming smile. 
 
    Oval eyes stared out for a few seconds before a clawed hand pushed the lid up a little more. Next to the soul casket, two more lids opened, bodies rising and Will’s smile growing. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    “It’s okay, we’re all friends,” Will continued to smile. 
 
    Mist poured from the edges of the open Soul Caskets. A clawed hand gripped the edge as a small, lizard-like humanoid stepped out. Thighs shook as the lizard creature looked to Will with wide eyes. Taking a tentative step forward, she fell to her knees, gasping like it took all her effort to try.  
 
    Val, Morgan, Stella, and Milly watched as Will rushed to the fallen creature, hands taking hold of her.  
 
    “It’s a kobold,” Milly smiled. 
 
    Will looked down as the kobold looked up. Eyes smoothing to normal, she blinked as she tried to stand again. Will helped her, drinking in her 4-foot-tall frame. The kobold had a small snout. Her skin was smooth except for small patches of scales along her arms, outer thighs, lower legs and the backs of her hands. Her coloring was a mixture of faint red and light brown. No hair appeared anywhere on her body. Breasts were a pale brown with dark brown nipples. Small spots ran along parts of her skin, mostly close to the patches of scales. 
 
    Will helped her to stand up. The kobold fought to stop the shaking in her legs and a moment later, she was standing on her own power. Letting go of his hands, the kobold covered her chest by crossing her arms. 
 
    Will smiled. “Milly, can you get our guest something to wear?” 
 
    Val eyed the kobold as two more creatures began to rise up from the other caskets. “What is happening here?” 
 
    The player remained by the kobold’s side as she eyed the group gathered. “These are Soul Caskets. When some creatures die, they leave a soul stone. I have the knowledge to bring them back, awakened. They are no longer savage monsters.” 
 
    Will gave the kobold a gentle smile. “What’s your name?” 
 
    The kobold eyed him for a long moment before she answered. “Sil.” 
 
    “Hello Sil,” Will whispered. 
 
    Sil eyed the people again before looking to Will. “You killed me?” 
 
    Will looked down, “You tried to kill me.” 
 
    The kobold dipped her head. “I’m sorry. I feel a little confused.” 
 
    Milly stepped in close to Will and knelt to the floor, holding a small red robe in her hands. “Please take this. We can make more clothes later.” 
 
    Sil took the robe and quickly put it on. Holding the front closed, she stood with eyes on Will. Movement from the other caskets shifted everyone’s gaze. A wet red hand took hold of the side of the casket and a body oozed out onto the floor. The red slime glowed in the dim light. Liquid churned and rose up. A basic humanoid body formed before simple eyes and a mouth appeared. The feminine form shifted on weak legs, but her eyes turned to Will as a simple smile bloomed. 
 
    Next to the slime woman, a hand gripped the edge of the casket, followed by another and another and another. Green skin glowed in the dim light as a bald head with pointed ears rose up from the casket. Eyes darted in all directions as a 4-armed woman sat up and soon stood up. Unlike the kobold and slime, this creature didn’t suffer any weakness as she stepped out of the casket. Arms hung at her sides as she looked around confused and a little lost. 
 
    “I’ll make some more clothes,” Milly said as she hopped up, turned and rushed to the Crafting Bench. 
 
    The slime bobbed on transparent legs, glancing around slowly like she was using her eyes for the first time. The green skinned woman lifted one of her arms to her head, rubbing a temple. Sil sat down on the floor as she looked to everyone in turn. 
 
    Val crossed her arms. “You have the power to wake up savage creatures. This is a surprise.” 
 
    Will nodded. “It was the first thing I learned when I woke up here on Jova.” 
 
    The player turned his attention to the slime and four-armed woman. “Do you have names?” 
 
    The slime opened a rudimentary mouth as a strange gurgling sound came out. She closed it and tried again, sounds taking form. “Belle,” the slime said simply. 
 
    Will nodded. “Pleased to meet you, Belle.” 
 
    The player turned his attention to the Stalker when his eyes widened. She rushed him, arms out. Before he could react, the Stalker’s arms embraced around his arms and chest, hugging him close to her bountiful chest. 
 
    “I’m Nova and I just want to hug you!” the Stalker screeched. 
 
    Energy began to glow along her chest and Will struggled to break free. He knew what was coming and he had to get away as soon as possible. Morgan and Val took a step forward, stopping as soon as Nova looked to them with a wide grin. The energy around her chest died and she eased up.  
 
    “Nova, please, let me go,” Will managed as he regained his breath. 
 
    The green skinned woman reared her head back before letting go. Will nearly stumbled back, catching himself from falling and rubbing his arms. She had a hell of a grip and he swore it was stronger this time than the first time he met her. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Nova said with clear regret in her eyes. “I get excited and can’t control myself sometimes. The urge to hug takes over when I’m not thinking.” 
 
    Will tried to hide his chuckle and failed. “It’s okay,” he managed. “I’m sure there is some getting used to, for all of us.” 
 
    The three women glanced to each other before looking to Will in unison.  
 
    “There will be a lot for us to talk about, but I think we should all get some rest,” Will smiled. 
 
    Milly returned with robes. She handed one to Belle. The slime took it and stuffed the whole thing in her widening mouth. Val and Morgan watched, astonished as the robe slipped into her mouth and slid down to her stomach. A moment later, it began to bubble and churn before it broke into large chunks.  
 
    “No clothes for you,” Will grinned. 
 
    Nova slipped on the robe and smiled, seeing that there were four sleeves, one for each arm. Closing it, she hugged herself, shutting her eyes and giving an innocent smile.  
 
    Sil eyed the slime and stalker before looking to Will. “Do we have to stay here?” 
 
    Will’s smile faded. “You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to, but it is dangerous out there at night. You can leave in the morning if you wish?” 
 
    Sil dipped her small snout. “There would be no place for me to go. My tribe is gone.” 
 
    Will nodded. “I’m looking to start a tribe of my own, if you’re willing to stay?” 
 
    The kobold looked up to the man’s warm eyes, “I’ll think about it.” 
 
    “The house is getting crowded,” Val said as she looked at her nails. 
 
    Stella wrapped an arm around Val’s neck and leaned on her. “I think it’s getting cozy.” 
 
    Val looked away, trying to not smile. 
 
    Milly touched Will’s hand. “I’ll need some help making some more beds.” 
 
    Will nodded. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The dreamscape curled with shifting places and people. Will found himself smiling in the dreamy ether, lost to a sensation he never thought he would ever know. Images of Sil, Belle and Nova spiraled on as he reached out to touch each one. They smiled as the images rippled and reformed. Heart thumping in his chest, the player felt warmer as he swam in invisible waters. 
 
    Thoughts connected, linking together in a chain. Will had arrived in this strange world alone, but with each passing day, he felt more and more at home. An alien past howled in the vast distance, but Will ignored it, enjoying the dream swim. A sense of love and accomplishment filled him as he brought a few creatures from the savagery of the world and into a higher state of being. Yir’s words echoed, telling him to find his tribe. The player’s smile grew as he felt it was actually happening. 
 
    Digital blood pumped and bliss touched nerves. A wolf howled and he howled to it, two crescent moons rising in the dreamscape. He felt in tune with the world around him and he basked in its understanding. Yir gave him a gift and he accepted it, not knowing it was greater than anything he ever dreamed of before. 
 
    Light touched the abyss and it curled away. Bliss grew with a rising tempo. Will waved to his dreams before he felt he was back in his body. Eyes opening, he blinked as wet sounds whispered. Pleasure filled him as he lifted his head, Milly’s head bobbing from between his legs, his manhood firmly in her mouth. Head falling back, he simply smiled, enjoying the warmth of her kiss in the waking morning light.  
 
    The morning urges pushed at his body, begging for release. Will let his inner needs beg as he put an arm under his head, listening to Milly. A shadow touched the light from behind closed eyes. Will opened them again to see Sil staring down at him. 
 
    The player sat up, but couldn’t move his hips as Milly held him firmly in place, not wanting to break the connection. Memory crashed into Will as he glanced over the side to the beds filling the lower floor of the slightly damaged home. Some bodies stirred as shafts of light poured in from windows. 
 
    “I thought about what you said last night,” Sil began. 
 
    “Um, okay,” Will gritted his teeth as he was close. 
 
    Milly upped the tempo, trying to pull Will’s soul through his member. 
 
     “I will stay, under the condition we wake many of my people from their lower selves,” the kobold said with an unwavering gaze. 
 
    Will leaned back onto his hands, cock thickening and Milly giving a muffled moan. “I can agree to that.” 
 
    Sil regarded the man in the compromised position before giving a small nod of her reptilian head. The kobold turned away and stepped toward the stairs before Will called out. 
 
    “Sil, I want to help many and I want us to do it together.” 
 
    Sil turned her head and gave a faint smile before turning it again to the stairs and stepping down. 
 
    Will gritted his teeth as he was slowly losing control. The howling urges called for release and he was ready to let them out when someone climbed the stairs. Val yawned before her gaze looked down at Will’s wide eyes and Milly’s head bobbing a little faster. The pale beauty wore nothing but a black cloth underwear that almost looked like a bikini bottom. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’m going to sleep in today. I can’t stay awake all night and all day for days on end,” Val said, not paying any mind to what was happening. 
 
    “Okay,” Will grunted before he couldn’t hold back anymore. 
 
    Spurts of white seed painted Milly’s throat and she quickly sucked it down, slowing her pace. Will sucked in air as sensitivity rode his nerves, but the horned woman didn’t let go. The blissful chorus died as Milly slowly suckled on Will’s member. 
 
    “Dirty boy,” Val said as she turned on her heels and made her way down the stairs once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time and activities blended together into a digital tapestry of Will’s new reality. Repairs were made to strengthen the wall, making it twice as thick and about three feet taller. Everyone pulled their weight, working on moving stones and wood to areas and placing them where they needed to be. 
 
    Will quickly noticed that he could place stones down in groups while Morgan, Nova, Sil, and Stella moved them to their new locations. When the wall was completed, some worked on the house while Will, Morgan, and Nova worked in the mines. Milly and Sil aided in adding materials to the crowded home while Belle often wandered, picking up anything that looked remotely like trash and consuming it. 
 
    For a number of days, Will, Morgan, and Nova gathered raw stone. Chests were placed at a hollowed-out section at the top of the mine and filled with stacks of hard stone. Gemstones were discovered as they made their way deeper and added to the storage chests. They had only found a few opals, rubies, and sapphires, but Will made mental notes to take some time to discover what exactly he could use the gems for instead of simply adding them to soul stones. 
 
    Copper was mined heavily, the trio discovering veins as they dug deeper into the ground. One chest was dedicated to metals and was quickly filled. Will hoped they would find other metals like iron or anything stronger, but at the first level of the mine, copper was the only metal in abundance. Missing his iron axe, he worked harder to dig deeper. 
 
    Val slept most days and took night watch while everyone was sleeping. The sounds of ghouls beyond the walls turned into a normal occurrence. When she grew bored, the pale beauty worked on the Crafting Bench, imitating what Will and Milly would do and discovered she could make items just like them.  
 
    Stella helped Milly at every turn. Will often emerged from the mine to see the two talking and laughing as they tended to the animals and crops. He couldn’t hide a happy smile as they seemed to enjoy each other’s company.  
 
    Sil was often quiet. She asked Will to show her how to make weapons and the player agreed. The kobold made herself a copper spear and spent a few hours a day practicing in the morning before helping others with chores. Will noticed Sil moved with agility and grace, as if her mind was clear of distractions which made her a better fighter.  
 
    While everyone worked, they were often surprised by sudden hugs from Nova. The Stalker often stopped what she was doing to hug someone close. At first, it was unnerving since sometimes energy would bloom from her chest, but over time, those instances grew fewer and far between. After a week, the energy glow didn’t appear as she snuggled against someone with a surprise hug. 
 
    Dinner time became the communal gathering for discussing the future. It was agreed upon that they needed to increase the area they wanted to live in. Milly made paper with quills and ink, setting them down next to plates of food. Val brought up a castle again and everyone agreed it would be in their self-interests and afford better protections. 
 
    Lists were made and some details drawn. Morgan often brought up what the structure should look like for maximum protection. When he put quill to paper, everyone gathered looked down in astonishment as his quill moved with precise grace. He drew a 3-D structure map of a pentagon shape with towers at each point. A single keep would make up the base while a tall tower in the middle could rise up and be a lookout for across the countryside. Morgan then brought up designs for large mounted crossbows to ensure if there was another hydra attack, they would be ready. Will attempted to create a normal crossbow, but found he didn’t know the recipe. When telling the others, everyone decided they would have to come back to it later, but the structure design was met with approving nods. 
 
    The next day, the group gathered at the south wall and began construction. 
 
    Will led the groups as they created an archway at the southern wall. Beyond it, they extended the walls outwards to the east and west and made their way south. There was a lot of land before they reached the cliffs and beach and Will wanted to make use of every bit of territory. The extended wall was completed in two days, the southern wall overlooking the cliffs. After that, everyone was given a copper axe. Most of the walled land was cleared of trees. Milly collected seeds while Belle wandered, eating anything that was left behind. Most of the work was done by day, Val sleeping it off with a smug smile. 
 
    Once the land was cleared of trees, scrolls with designs for each section of the castle were handed out. Will placed towering pyramids of stone blocks and the makeshift family went to work. Nova, with her four arms, often brought supplies to each builder. Belle wandered and watched while Will, Milly, Morgan, Sil, and Stella were set to task. Days turned into weeks as they worked, building sections and sometimes in frustration, rebuilding sections. Morgan was apt and able at his job as was Milly. Stella often found herself building towers incorrectly. Despite her strength, she wasn’t always enthused to build every day. Will often rubbed his temples trying to explain what to do and found himself repeating himself. One day Stella wanted to show him her work and when she pulled him along, his eyes drank in a giant penis statue she made. 
 
    Will stared at it for ten seconds before he started laughing. 
 
    Stella smiled as she told him she would try harder but she was glad to make him laugh. The witch shattered the statue with a pickaxe before returning to work. The tension broken; the work progressed smoothly until the castle reached completion. 
 
    At the end of the third week, the group gathered before the main steps leading into the castle with inspired hearts. Milly spent some of her time shearing wool and building furniture. With the castle complete, Will placed furniture in his inventory and moved toward the castle. Days rolled on, the group breaking into pairs and working to fill rooms with tables, chairs and beds. A main hall led to a five-point branch, slightly smaller hallways leading into the five sections. Three points of the pentagon shaped castle faced north while two points faced south to the cliffs and ocean. The main keep had four levels, not including the towers. Sections were broken up into royal quarters, workshops, supplies, dining, guest quarters, and gathering halls. It was during this time that Val was instrumental in everything having its proper place. The pale beauty worked feverishly to ensure the keep had functionality, flow, and class. Will often took a step back once he saw a few rooms Val designed. She seemed to have a greater understanding of space, using it to its maximum potential. After another week, the castle was finished. 
 
    On a cloudy morning, the group moved into royal quarters. Morgan brought up the subject of naming the keep so there would be no confusion. Several names were thrown out and quickly shot down. Stella called the keep, Castle Spiky which issued many groans. Val was the one to tap at her cheek and suggested Castle Thorn. Will was about to shake his head when he remembered the thorny roses encircling Val’s body when he first woke her up from her tomb. The image burned in his mind for its beauty and decided the name worked. Heads nodded in agreement as Belle oozed on red slimy legs, repeating Castle Thorn ad nauseum. 
 
    Will walked into his master bedchamber with a smile on his face. Milly outdid herself with designs, rugs, oversized bed, and plush seating. An alcove stood to the side with a desk and an open view from the fourth-floor balcony. His bedchamber was at the front point of Castle Thorn, looking out over the land and his small, wooden home. Gazing down as he leaned against the edge of the balcony, he drank in the vast forests and occasional mountains in the distance. His gaze lingered on the mountain that had held the Yir Idol before shifting his gaze to another mountain in the distance, a small thought whispering the second Idol’s location. 
 
    During the construction, thoughts of the second Idol stabbed at his mind. A yearning fueled him to find it, but he knew he had to take care of his small tribe before he could take on that journey. With a second glance to the mountain, he turned and stepped back into his bedchamber. 
 
    A door on the other side of the room led to a large room. Inside, Crafting Benches and Soul Caskets took up sections of the room. He wanted a private work area so he could experiment in peace. Val and Morgan watched him as he crafted items and often, he caught them mimicking him. He didn’t want to horde knowledge, but he liked to work in privacy, handing out his discoveries when he was ready. A faint urge for secrecy licked at his mind, knowing if he was too free with information, it could be used against him. He respected Val and Morgan, but the player wanted to be sure he held the lion’s share of crafting knowledge. 
 
    The player’s first act in his new private work room was to build a better weapon. Moving to crafting bench, he pulled pieces of copper and placed them in slots. They made a familiar melting motion, coming together to form an oversized copper hammer like the one he had before. Gazing down, a 2-D menu appeared, asking if he wanted to add a slot to the weapon. Nodding silently to himself, he tapped at the screen. Gemstones in his possession cycled along slowly, allowing the player to pick one. Glancing at the copper hammer, he saw a small slot appear, ready to be filled. Unsure the exact effects of each of the gemstones, he picked up a ruby. Touching it to the gem slot, the ruby attached with no effort and an aura engulfed the weapon. 
 
    You have created a Copper Hammer with added Fire Damage! On command, the hammer head will blaze with fire for extra damage. Copper Hammer is now a magical weapon. 
 
    Will smiled as it started to finally make sense, picking up the hammer and sheathing it over his shoulder. Eyeing the gems in his inventory, each gem seemed to correspond with an element. Rubies were fire while sapphires connected with water. Quartz was earth while opals connected with air. Looking to other gems, he wasn’t sure exactly what diamonds, black diamonds, emeralds and onyxes represented, but his heart quickened in excitement at the possibilities. Seeing that he only had a small number of each gem, he wasn’t sure he was ready to experiment with all of them just yet. A recurring problem he noticed was Val’s difficulty functioning during the day. Gaze falling to a black diamond, he wondered if his hypothesis was correct? 
 
    Taking sheep wool from his inventory, he placed the pieces in slots to form a cloak. Taking out a few more pieces, he added them to the cloak, making it black and a little thicker. Not sure it would be enough to shield her from the sun, he picked up a single black diamond and added it to the design. The pieces and gem melted together until a black cloak spread out, the black diamond gone. Will nearly panicked when an alert scrolled across his vision. 
 
    You have created a Cloak of Shadows! The cloak grants added stealth and protection against Light Damage. The cloak is now magical.  
 
    Will smiled as he lifted up the velvet cloak, the darkness along the edges writhing like a living thing. Another alert filled his gaze as he held the cloak. 
 
    You have gained +1 to Intelligence! 
 
    You have reached the next tier, Apprentice! 
 
    Will’s smile turned into a grin. He created two magical items and his mind worked on what else could he craft. 
 
    “Easy, let’s not use all our gems just yet,” Will said to himself as he turned from the bench with cloak in hand and left the workshop. 
 
    Crossing his bedchamber, he stepped out into the wide corridor. Doors stood ajar, shadows moving in each of the nearby rooms. They had all decided to have their own bedrooms, but the royal chambers had rooms to spare.  
 
    Val emerged from her room and looked over to Will. “This is nice, but I would kill for some wine.” 
 
    “It may be a recipe we have to discover,” Will said before holding up the cloak. “Come here.” 
 
    Val eyed Will and the cloak as she stepped closer. Shadowy darkness writhed along the hooded fabric before Will stretched out his arms. 
 
    “I made this for you,” Will smiled. 
 
    Val cocked an eyebrow before she took the black velvet cloak into her pale hands. A strange kinship latched onto her as she spun it around onto her shoulders. Thin tendrils of shadows touched at any exposed skin with gentle caresses. Val put the hood over her head and instantly began to feel better. It was still midday but she felt like she just woke up at sunset. 
 
    “Want to test it?” Will smiled as he stepped back into his room and pointed to the balcony. 
 
    Val stepped in, making long strides until she stepped out onto the balcony. Sunlight covered the castle and the lands beyond. The light stung for a moment, but she didn’t feel as weak as she normally did. The hood blocked out the sun and she felt like she could move about during the day with most of her strength. 
 
    Will stood at her side, admiring the view below before Val turned to him, her demeanor seemingly smaller. She tilted her head forward, gaze downward. Will eyed her, not sure if he did something wrong until her ruby red lips parted. 
 
    “Thank you, Will.” Val said in a small voice. 
 
    “I just wanted to feel better if we need you during the day,” Will smirked. 
 
    Val looked up, a softness at the edges of her eyes. “The thank you means more than the cloak. I…have had a difficult time adjusting to this new life. I have faint memories of a time where I…would never have lived like this.  
 
    “When we first arrived here in your land, I was a little disappointed. Your home was so small and I had no idea how we would all live here. Building the castle helped to sooth my initial feelings and, it’s beginning to feel like a home.” 
 
    “I’m getting the same feeling,” Will said with a slight nod. “Everyone here is starting to feel like family.” 
 
    “I think we all work well together,” Val said with a fanged smile. “Well enough to expand the territory.” 
 
    “You have ideas?” 
 
    Val nodded. “I have ideas. But, for now, I will enjoy the gift.” 
 
    “I will try to make some more items for the rest. I was meaning to ask, have you seen Morgan?” 
 
    Val lifted up the cloak, fingers running along the fine fabric, “He mentioned he was going to carve out stairs along the cliff face so there was easier access to the beach. He made a southern archway with a door.” 
 
    Will smiled. “I’ll go find it and see if he needs any help.” 
 
    The player was about to leave when Val leaned in and kissed his cheek. Will found it odd since they had been intimate together, but the simple act left a warm heat against his heart. Leaving the large bedroom, Val stayed as she looked up into the blue sky without a heavy weakness. 
 
    Stella sat in a chair in Milly’s bedroom. Milly was making her bed for the fourth time, talking about how excited her bedroom was close to Will’s. The witch smiled before she looked to the open bedroom door and Will walked past without looking in. The witch let out sultry exhale, before turning her gaze to Milly who caught what she was doing. 
 
    “You like him,” the horned woman grinned. 
 
    “He’s not bad on the eyes,” Stella said with a heated tone. “I know you two have been intimate and…” 
 
    Milly sat on the edge of the bed with a kind smile. “He woke me from my former self, but he is his own person as am I. I adore him, but I would never latch on like some parasite. We are free to love and lust who we want.” 
 
    Stella lifted up the edge of her hat, gaze on Milly. “You are very awake.” 
 
    Milly nodded. “I’m happy to be alive and have friends. He saved me just as you saved me. How could I ever stand in the way of desires?” 
 
    The witch looked to the hallway, Will long gone. “I’m not normally into living guys but there is something irresistible about him. I have had the thought to explore it, with your permission.” 
 
    Milly let out a happy laugh. “There is no permission to give. Share his bed, and if you want, at another time, we can share our bed.” 
 
    Stella caught the wanting gaze of Milly and she blew her a kiss and a wink. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will exited out the south gate and onto a small ledge overlooking the beach and ocean. Looking down, he noticed stairs carved into the cliff face and proceeded to descend. The stairs were manageable if the entire staircase seemed a little rough. If anything tried to climb the stairs, they would have to do it single file with a good chance of slipping off on a rainy day. 
 
    Memories flooded the player as remembered climbing the near sheer vertical cliff on his first day here on Jova. He wasn’t sure when he would come back here, but it calmed his heart as he made his way down. When he reached the bottom, he looked out to the waves crashing on the surf and the ocean beyond. 
 
    Stepping onto the sand, he crossed the beach slowly, drinking in the sea scent as gulls spiraled over the water. Eyes scanning, he saw no hint of Morgan as he reached wet sand, waves crashing down just ten feet away.  
 
    The first day colored his mind again, remembering the trunk and the letter. The words of the letter had faded and he couldn’t remember exactly what the note said, but someone left it there for him so he wouldn’t be completely without anything. The gentle crashes of waves caused the player to wonder about his benefactor. Were they some god like Yir or something else?  
 
    Movement caught the player’s eyes, waking him from his daydream as a fin broke the water’s surface. It glided along, unencumbered and with a dedicated speed. Will kept his ground, watching the fin move closer until it dipped under the waves. Long seconds ticked away before a head emerged and soon shoulders. Will watched as Morgan stepped up from the waves in just a loin cloth and onto the muddy beach. 
 
    Will looked away, “I didn’t mean to disturb you. I was just wondering how it was going with the stairs.” 
 
    Morgan’s black eyes blinked before giving a razor smile. “I finished it about an hour ago. I thought I would go for a swim. The beach is mostly safe, but everyone should be careful the deeper they go. I saw some strange creatures down there.” 
 
    Will nodded.  
 
    Morgan turned his back to Will, gazing out at the ocean. “You didn’t come down here for a progress report.” 
 
    Will looked out to the sea as well. “I didn’t. I came down to thank you. Your help with the castle design really helped.” 
 
    “No thanks needed. We needed a home that could buffer any attacks. It sits on a prime location. Hydras would be hard pressed to come from this side. Plus, this is a great view.” 
 
    Morgan sat down, water rushing up to touch him, but his black eyes never wavered from the sea. 
 
    “Will, I have faint memories of commanding men and women in battle, but I can’t focus on the details. It’s a little disturbing since I don’t like any unknowns. I have resigned myself to take up this new life, but I don’t know for how long.” 
 
    Will remained silent, listening as Morgan continued. 
 
    “There are things about me, hungers I can’t keep at bay for too long. I thought about this as I carved out the stairs. Considering we are the only civilization as far as we know, I need to know if I can stay, even if my urges get the better of me?” 
 
    “What kind of urges?” Will unsure what he meant. 
 
    “I used to hunt. When I caught my prey, they were judged. It’s hard to explain more than that. We have fought together and I have given you the benefit of the doubt as I’m sure you have of me. I need to be free with my hungers.” 
 
    “Is this something the rest of us have to worry about?” 
 
    Morgan smiled as he continued to face forward. “No.” 
 
    “I don’t see an issue here. You can stay for as long as you want.” Will said as he stared at the ocean. “It calls to you?” 
 
    Morgan shook his head. “She calls to me. I felt her connection when I went for a swim. There is another like me, but she is far away. One day I may have to leave anyway, but for now, I would like to stay and help.” 
 
    Will felt the cloud of confusion wrap around his mind. Morgan clearly was going through some internal conflict. He was trying to explain, but remain vague, perhaps to soften the blow to some dark secret. Will felt his own dark secrets touch his mind, but they could not be seen through a misty barrier. A small thought whispered it might be for the best. 
 
    “Morgan, I won’t judge you and I don’t believe anyone else will either.” 
 
    “Thank you, Will.” 
 
    Will nodded as he looked over to the sun dipping lower in the sky. “I think we are having dinner soon.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “I’ll be up soon. I just want to enjoy this view a little longer.” 
 
    Will turned and walked back to the stairs.  
 
    Morgan leaned back, breathing in the salty air and enjoying the majestic view of the sea. 
 
    *** 
 
    Everyone gathered in the private dining room. Milly placed plates of food in the middle of a long table, large copper forks sticking out of slabs of meat and plates of fruit and vegetables. Val simply sat back in her chair as the rest gathered began to eat. Lanterns glowed along the edges, giving the room a comfortable atmosphere. 
 
    Will felt slightly self-conscious sitting at the head of the table. He wanted to sit on the sides with everyone else but Milly insisted and Val backed her up. She mentioned he was the tie that binds and he simply shrugged, not sure what she actually meant. 
 
    Belle reached over to one of the slabs of meat, picked it up and jammed the whole thing in her mouth. Eyes turned to watch the spectacle as the meat caused her mouth and neck to bulge before it settled in her lower midsection. Patches of bubbles churned before the thick piece began to break apart, the slime looking on innocently. 
 
    Val spoke up as she leaned back in her chair. “What’s our next move? We completed the castle and from what I remember of your secret map, there is another Idol we should acquire.” 
 
    Will smirked. “It’s going to be hard to keep secrets from you.” 
 
    Val nodded. “But I do think we should have a strategy for the future. The castle is big, but it's just us here and we have no real defenses if another hydra attacks. The walls will keep out the ghouls, but I don’t think any of us want to engage bigger monsters just yet.” 
 
    “I do want to search for more of my people,” Sil spoke up. 
 
    “We still have to decide on how we are going to use the territory we have,” Milly added. “We will need bigger gardens and livestock if we are taking on more people.” 
 
    Will sat back in his chair. “During the construction, I gave it some thought. We are at the beginning of creating a haven for any lost in the savage lands. I hate to be dramatic, but I think we can build something great. 
 
    “Yir showed me the basics to village building. I can only think that is the direction we should go. There is nothing but miles of forests and mountains north of here. Maybe we should start something big.” 
 
    “You want to build a kingdom?” Morgan asked with a smirk. 
 
    “Let’s start small first,” Will smiled. “But I do think everyone here should have a say. Raise your cup if you think we should make Castle Thorn a haven for the lost?” 
 
    Val lifted an empty cup. Morgan lifted a cup filled with water. Stella lifted a cup and her leg. Sil lifted her cup of water. Milly smiled as she lifted up her cup. Belle lifted up her hand as if she was holding a cup. Nova stood and lifted all four of her hands. 
 
    “The tribe has spoken,” Will smiled. 
 
    The player turned his attention to Val, “Tomorrow, we can decide on who and when we travel to collect the other Idol, so everyone rest up. We will have a lot to do.”  
 
    *** 
 
    Dinner over, Will helped Milly and Nova collect all the tableware. Milly offered to clean it and shooed away the stalker and young man once everything was in the nearby kitchen. Nova gave Will a quick surprise hug before she let go and waved goodbye with two hands. 
 
    Will couldn’t help but smile. A good feeling swirled in his heart. A feeling like he never had the ear of others was pushed away, replaced with a knowing that the small misfit group looked to him for guidance. It was enough for him to walk with confidence as he made his way to the main hallway and toward the royal quarters. 
 
    Sil, Val, Morgan, Belle, and Stella were already gone, Will assumed to their bedchambers. Night had fallen and during dinner, everyone but Val seemed a little tired. Walking into the royal quarters, some of the doors were closed on either side of him. The excitement of dinner began to wane and Will’s shoulders began to sag. Making his way to his room, he pushed the door open and closed it behind him. 
 
    Shadows swayed to lantern light. Something moved on his bed and Will smirked. Stepping closer, his thought it was Val, maybe needing a late-night snack. She often came to him after sunset to drink a little from his neck before she left. They had only been together one time but he could see she was having some kind of difficulty wanting to be intimate with him.  
 
    The blankets moved, but the person underneath didn’t show themselves. 
 
    “You don’t have to hide…” Will said as he grabbed the edge of the blanket and tossed it aside. 
 
    The player froze as he looked down on Stella. The gray-skinned woman lay like a pin-up model, witch hat on her head, orange hair spread out while wearing a black bikini top and a string bikini bottom. Smooth skin glowed in the dim light as large breasts strained against her top, barely concealing anything from view. Eyes opened and a look of faux surprise accompanied a feigned gasp. 
 
    “Will, what are you doing here? This is my room,” Stella said with a dizzy edge. 
 
    The player’s eyes narrowed, but he couldn’t hide his smile. “Har har, you know this is my room.” 
 
    Stella sat up, looking around like she was a lost child. “The castle is still so new; I couldn’t remember where I hang my hat.” 
 
    “It’s on your head,” Will said as he crossed his arms. 
 
    The witch reached up, pulled off her hat and threw it. It glided through the air before landing perfectly on top of a chair.  
 
    “Stella…” Will began. 
 
    The witch swung her legs under her and stayed on her knees, thighs spread. Chest out, breasts pushed against the thin fabric. 
 
    “Would it help if I told you I was scared to sleep alone?” Stella said with a sultry pout. 
 
    “I don’t think you need to tell me anything,” Will said as his gaze fell to her creamy breasts. 
 
    “But I like to tell stories. Isn’t that what you guys like?” Stella put a single finger to her lips. “Like right now, I need you to keep me company, protecting me from the big, bad monsters.” 
 
    “I…don’t know if I’m into…role play,” Will said as he felt a little odd saying it. 
 
    Stella grinned as she scooted to the edge of the bed. “It’s easy. I can show you. Just step a little closer.” 
 
    Will couldn’t deny her beauty as he stepped closer. She dripped sultry lust, her gaze drifting to him. Blood rushed and Will found it difficult to think as Stella reached up and touched his chest. Fingers glided down and lingering against toned muscles under his shirt. 
 
    “I’m sooo scared. I thought my Lord Asher would never let me sleep in such a state. I had to come to you, but you weren’t here. I snuggled in your bed, waiting for you and here you are.” 
 
    Will wanted to laugh, but Stella's words and heavenly body caused the logic parts of his brain to close down so they could conserve energy. He did nothing as Stella pulled at his shirt, lifting it up and touching his toned stomach. 
 
    “I know I can’t keep any secrets from you, my strong lord.” Stella’s voice dripping with desire as she gently slid off the bed. 
 
    Will moved to her whims, pulling off clothes with her. A shirt fell to the floor before the sound of a belt unbuckled. Stella looked to him with innocent eyes as she pushed him to the edge of the bed. Her strength knocked him to sit on the bed instantly. Hands curled around boots and pulled them off. Leather leggings were next, tossed to the stone floor. 
 
    The witch stayed on her knees as she looked down at Will’s throbbing member, standing at attention. She bit her lip before looking up. 
 
    “My lord, you seem to have a condition. It won’t do for our king to not be well. Let me suck out the poison.” 
 
    Will stared with unblinking eyes as Stella wrapped her lips around his member and slowly dragged their sensual touch along the veiny shaft. Will’s eyes fluttered as pure bliss washed over him like a hot shower. Gaze snapping back to the witch, she moaned like she was feasting on pure ambrosia. Teeth grazed him and his cock pulsed against her gentle suckling. It caused her to give a muffled squeal in delight before falling back to moans. 
 
    Head bobbing, Stella looked up, her own eyes rolling back into her head as she sucked. Will was stunned and so turned on that he wasn’t sure how long he would last. 
 
    “Suck the poison out,” Will said without thinking, caught in the witch’s seductive kiss. 
 
    Stella pulled away, a string of salvia connecting her bottom lip to his throbbing member.  
 
    “It’s so hot in here,” the witch said with a dizzy edge as she reached behind and in one move, undid her top.  
 
    The tiny bikini top fell away as her large breasts bounced to freedom. Stella and Will reached for her breasts, pink nipples glowing in the lantern light. Stella gave a wicked smile as Will touched them and she pushed her cleavage to his standing member. Cock engulfed in tender flesh, she moved her breasts up and down along the wet shaft. Tongue out, she licked at the head before giving quick, gentle suckles. 
 
    “Lord Asher, my techniques don’t seem to be working,” Stella whined. 
 
    Will again wanted to laugh, but the sensual heat the witch gave off overcame all logic, his inner beast wanting more. One of Stella’s hands reached down between her thick thighs and touched her covered sex, wetness blooming. 
 
    “I seem to have wet myself,” Stella whispered before sucking on Will’s cock head. 
 
    A horny rage bubbled under Will’s skin. “Come into bed. I think we can both help get the poison out.” 
 
    Stella stood up, fingers still massaging herself as Will moved further into the bed. The witch followed, climbing in with an innocent, but lustful gaze.  
 
    “Turn around and sit on my face,” Will instructed. 
 
    “Ooooo, is this your technique?” Stella moaned. 
 
    Will nodded as he settled down. The witch did as he said, turning around and backing her dripping slit to his face. The player took hold of her round ass, lowering her until his tongue snaked out into her pink folds. Stella let out a moan, not looking and eyes closing. 
 
    “Oh…Lord Asher,” she moaned again before opening her eyes, his member below her. 
 
    “I must help,” she whispered as she lowered her mouth, taking thick inches. 
 
    In perfect sync, the two pleasured each other, tongues gliding and touching sensitive areas. Will licked at her budding nub while Stella pressed will’s cock to the roof of her mouth with her tongue. Muffled moans and grunts filled the bedchamber, lust spilling from mouths. The connection was thrilling as Will could feel himself getting closer. He concentrated on Stella’s clit and her hips bucked in approval.  
 
    The witch deep throated Will, the head of his cock touching the back of her throat. She never gagged as she slowly moved against his steel hard member. Will savored her taste, drinking her in as his mouth and tongue massaged her. A quiver jolted her body, followed by another. A short moment later, wetness spilled and slurping sounds rose up. 
 
    Stella pulled away, eyes rolling into her head. “Yes…my lord.” 
 
    Taking his member into her mouth, she tasted pre-come and continued to hum and coax his seed to rise. When the tempo reached a fevered pitch, she pulled away. Turning around, Will looked to her as her slit and ass pulled away. The busty witch turned around and hovered on her knees over his hips. Taking hold of his cock, she pressed the tip to her dripping valley, sliding it around and covering it in sensual lust. 
 
    “I have one last way to get the poison out,” Stella said with a sly sultry grin before she pushed his cock head to her valley and sunk down. 
 
    Will took hold of her thin waist as she moaned, inches sliding in and inner walls parting.  
 
    “You’re so big,” the witch moaned as pleasure lashed at her inner world. 
 
    “So tight,” Will gritted his teeth as Stella's strength was not just in her arms and legs. 
 
    When the witch reached the base, she threw her head back and bounced. Breasts bounced to caged movement as she moaned loudly. Her moans pushed the envelope and Will found it difficult to hold back. White touched the edges of his vision as Stella continued to ride him like a savage beast. 
 
    “I can feel you…Slay my pussy with your poison!” Stella said with a sultry shout. 
 
    Will let out a growl from the deepest parts of his soul. Cock thickening, heat and seed burst from his member, filling the thin space. Inner walls clamped on, not letting go as another thrust of lust spurted, followed by another. Stella’s eyes rolled into her head as inner explosions rippled along frayed nerves. The cacophony of bliss rolled on; the lovers caught in its gravity. 
 
    Stella’s eyes rolled back into place and she looked down, Will grunting as he pushed the last of his seed into her waiting body. The player looked up, a small smile forming, enjoying the pleasure between them. 
 
    “Will…” Stella’s voice echoed in his head. 
 
    A weakness bled into his limbs as Will found it difficult to hold onto the witch. The love making was not that strenuous to make him feel this weak. Concern bloomed, but Stella’s voice slid over his mind in heated comfort. 
 
    “Will…” She said again.   
 
    “Stella…” Will whispered, energy slipping away. 
 
    “Shhhh…sleep. I’ll be here…” the witch’s words softly echoing in his head. 
 
    “Stella…I…don’t…feel…right,” Will managed to say before his eyes closed and he fell fast asleep. 
 
    The witch knelt forward, keeping him inside of her as heavy breasts pressed down on his chest. Stella eyed him for a moment, the young man fast asleep. 
 
    “Let’s see what’s in your mind…” the witch whispered as she closed her eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    Eyes opening, Stella floated in a gray gloom. The witch looked around, turning in the mists. A shadow loomed in the distance and the witch floated toward it, a smirk appearing. Wisps of colorless tendrils floated by. Hand up, she checked to see if her hat was on and it was firmly on her head. 
 
    The mists parted and Will floated, head and gaze down, arms at his sides and legs dangling. Stella floated closer until she hovered before him, a concern in her eyes. 
 
    “I just want to take a peek,” Stella said, her voice echoing through the dreamscape. 
 
    Will said nothing, his form unmoving. 
 
    Stella leaned in and whispered in his ear, “Show me a memory.” 
 
    The gray mists swirled. An instant later, a room filled with cables, equipment and people in lab coats stood. Will was laying on the table while dream Will stood by Stella. The witch glanced around, seeing that she was standing on a hard floor and noticing a mirrored window overlooking the operation. The scene played out as Will turned his attention to the mirrored window, his face filled with subdued rage. 
 
    “I want you all to know, I’m doing this not for humanity but for me. I want to be as far away from you assholes as I can go and if that means spending my life in some virtual world, so be it. Humanity is a fucking curse. I hope that whatever happens, you fucking learn from it.” 
 
    Stella stared as a man in a white suit spoke to Will, but she couldn’t make out the words. She found it odd since it was Will’s memories she was exploring. Listening intently, she missed the rest of the conversation and a switch was flipped and a button was pressed. Power hummed as energy blasted Will’s nerves. The room exploded in unseen energies and when a wave hit Stella, she took a step back. 
 
    It was then when she felt it, Will’s soul ripping apart and coming back together. The shockwave carried on, but its effects were long lasting. It caused the witch’s nerves to coil in pain and glow with wanting. 
 
    Stella touched the side of her head, senses reeling. “That’s why you’re so attractive. You died on the table and they pieced your soul back together. Your soul wants to move on, but you can’t, not in this prison.” 
 
    The image melted away and the two floated in the gray mists. 
 
    Stella gave Will a kind smile. “Can you show me more?” 
 
    Will floated, his face a blank canvas. Stella was about to ask again when an iron door appeared next to them. Misty tendrils touched the edges as the gray metal stood firm. 
 
    The witch touched the door and it didn’t budge. “They put this here, so you wouldn’t remember.” 
 
    Will looked on. 
 
    Stella crossed her arms. “I’m sorry, but I have to get in there. Stay with me when it opens.” 
 
    The witch lifted a hand and with a single finger, drew arcane symbols. The door rattled but did not open. Stella tried again, making the symbols bigger. Pain shot up her arm, but she continued, casting the hidden spell taught by her master. The door rattled again, this time violently. A second ticked away and the door opened. 
 
    Stella took Will’s hand and they floated through, the door closing, but remaining ajar. 
 
    Boots touched firm ground and the pair began walking. Stella led the way as Will was pulled along. A doorway glowed in the distance. The witch continued until Will tugged at her hand. Looking back, fear touched Will’s eyes, his pace slowing. 
 
    “We are just taking a peek. I’ll keep you safe,” Stella said with a soothing edge. 
 
    Will hesitated until Stella repeated, the words echoing and soothing his fear away. They continued until they stepped through the glowing doorway and into a large room. 
 
    People stood or sat around, music playing in the background. A large terrace with giant glass windows gave a view of many towers crowded around. The mood was light as some danced and others talked. Glasses shined in hands, some filled with wine and others filled with spirits. Stella felt at home, drinking in the party atmosphere. Pulling Will along, they walked in, no one paying them any attention. 
 
    Stella turned her head and soon she noticed something was off. Some faces were covered, some in masks and others in bandages. Despite the jovial mood, a few people were missing limbs, replaced with cybernetic arms and legs. Others had odd lumps along exposed flesh and others still had scars and deformities, not wearing anything to cover them up. 
 
    “I go to sleep for over a hundred years and the world changes,” Stella whispered to herself. 
 
    Stella stopped walking when she saw Will sitting on a couch. Glancing over, she looked saw her Will she was pulling along was gone. Standing amidst the crowd, she watched as Will sat, his face a brooding mask and not interacting with anyone. A full glass of whiskey stood on the glass table before him, drops of condensation rolling down into a puddle at the base of the glass.  
 
    The music played on as Stella watched.  
 
    “Will, show me.” 
 
    A shout touched Stella’s ears as she turned to see a man and woman arguing. The man was doing most of it, the woman reaching out and pleading with him to stop. The man looked down at her with a sneer, slapping her hand away. 
 
    “You clinging piece of trash! I’m done with you,” the man screamed. 
 
    The woman reached out again, bubbled flesh making up one side of her face. “Please, Darren, let’s talk about it later,” 
 
    Darren glared down at her, “Mara, it’s fucking over! Don’t fucking touch me!” 
 
    Words touched Stella’s mind as she looked to Will. He sat with his elbows on his knees, glaring at the fighting couple before his lips parted, words spilling out that only Stella could hear. 
 
    “I didn’t even want to come. I was happy living out my days in my little virtual worlds. The government mandated that there were community events we all had to attend to ensure there was still a human connection. 
 
    “I wanted to die alone, but I followed the directives.” 
 
    “Darren, we can get through this. I can be better,” Mara begged. 
 
    Darren’s brow formed a sharp V and he let out a sarcastic laugh. “Ha! Look at you! You’re pathetic. I’m not spending the rest of my life with you. Why couldn’t the cancer take a limb?” 
 
    People looked away or pretended not to notice. The only one watching was Will, fingers curling into fists. 
 
    “We are dying and people still behave like they have all the time in the world,” Will said in a calm voice, but his body speaking of rage. 
 
    “Please Darren, I love you,” Mara sobbed. 
 
    Darren’s eyes were pools of seething fury, “I don’t love you.” 
 
    Mara’s eyes widened as tears streaked down slightly deformed cheeks. Head tilting forward, shoulders shuddered in sorrow. 
 
    “I should have left,” Will said in a monotone voice. 
 
    “I’m pregnant,” Mara said with a whisper. 
 
    Darren’s eyes flared, “You fucking cunt! You fucking lied to me!” 
 
    Stella watched with cold eyes as Darren pulled back a fist and rammed it into Mara’s stomach. 
 
    “I should have left,” Will said as he leaped over the glass table. 
 
    Mara bent in half, struggling to breath as all the air left her lungs. Falling to her knees and gasping, she cried out. Darren glared at her until a shadow loomed and a fist rammed into his cheek. 
 
    “The cancers made many people erratic. It was often discussed in virtual classes and something we all had to live with now,” Will said like a cold machine as he grabbed Darren’s shirt and rammed his fist into the dazed man again. 
 
    Mara screamed on her knees as everyone watched. Will’s arm moved like a piston, slamming knuckles into Darren’s face. Blood spurted from his broken nose as he tried to fight back. 
 
    “Maybe the cancers were affecting me too. I don’t know,” Will said as he continued to beat Darren to a pulp. “I just couldn’t allow it to continue. I didn’t care what happened to me, but I knew, I wouldn’t let him hurt anyone else.” 
 
    Darren gasped as blood filled his mouth. Will glanced behind him to the glass table. 
 
    “I couldn’t let it go.” Will said as he dragged Darren to the table and took hold of a fistful of hair. 
 
    Stella watched emotionless as Will reared Darren’s head back and slammed it down into the table. Glass shattered into hundreds of fragments. Pulling the bloody face back, Darren coughed, his shoulders and limbs not responding. Will looked to the metal frame of the shattered table and rammed Darren’s head against it. Bone cracked and blood spurted. 
 
    “STOP IT! STOP IT!” Mara screamed as she attacked Will, punching his back. 
 
    “I didn’t know I cut my hands,” Will said while wrapping his other hand around the jagged edges of the metal frame and continuing to slam Darren’s face with the other.  
 
    Will shrugged Mara off and she hit the floor. Lifting Darren’s bloody face up, Will spit at him before letting go. Darren fell to the bloody floor, chest still rising and falling but his face an unrecognizable mess of blood and ruptured flesh. 
 
    Will stood up and turned to a room filled with sad eyes. “You get what you deserve.” 
 
    The front door burst open, security drones charging into the room, pistols drawn. Will faced them as Mara cried, reaching out to Darren. 
 
    The young man with bloody hands stood, cool as a frozen pond when they opened fired. Green energy bolts struck him, Will stumbling back until one hit his face. 
 
    “Neural disruptors,” Will said deadpan as he fell. “No matter how bad it was, they needed every human alive as the world died.” 
 
    The party vanished, Will and Stella standing in the gray void, facing each other. 
 
    “Why did you make me relive it? I didn’t want to remember,” Will said with angry sorrow. 
 
    “We…I needed to know,” Stella whispered. 
 
    Will looked away. “The door is open now. I’ll remember.” 
 
    Stella stepped closer, a deep sadness in her eyes. “You won’t remember. I’m sorry for the pain you endured as the world died.” 
 
    A dagger appeared in the witch’s hand. “I’m here to end it. My power is condensed into this dagger. It will be quick, I promise.” 
 
    Will glanced to the dagger before looking into Stella’s eyes. “Do it. I will only cause more pain and suffering.” 
 
    Stella nodded as she stepped close, pressing her lips to his, a tear rolling down her gray cheek. 
 
    “Sleep forever my handsome dark knight,” the witch whispered before driving the dagger into Will’s chest, stabbing into his heart. 
 
    Will stepped back, the dagger pommel sticking out of his chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    The young man fell, his body shattering into pixels and fading from sight. 
 
    Stella tilted her head forward, another tear rolling down her cheek. She took a deep breath before looking up. Ready to wake, she was about to pull herself out of the dream, expecting Will convulsing until the light faded from his eyes when dust swirled together. The witch watched in horror as pixels flowed like a small tornado, Will appearing just as he was. 
 
    “Why did you make me relive it? I didn’t want to remember,” Will sighed. 
 
    Stella’s eyes widened to the size of saucers. The dagger should have disrupted his very soul, killing him so she could take it to the next world. There was no way he could have survived it, not even in the dreamscape. 
 
    The witch looked around, the mists shifting and the pair standing outside the slightly ajar metal door. A shadow loomed from behind Will, stepping from the mists. Stella looked up at a tall, serpentine man with fur around his neck looking down with slitted eyes. The head was shaped like a snake as scales ran down, covering its entire body. It put a clawed hand on Will’s shoulder. 
 
    Stella bowed. “I meant no disrespect. My lord respects the boundaries, but William Asher’s soul must move on.” 
 
    Yir and Will stared at the witch with cold, dead eyes. 
 
    Stella glanced to the iron door. In a blink, her hand made arcane symbols. Energies formed into runes and the iron door slammed shut and locked into place. 
 
    Stella looked up to the god Yir in defiance, “I control the lock. If I die in this world, his memories will return.” 
 
    Yir didn’t blink, gazing down on the witch angel with near indifferent eyes. A scaled hand rose up and a long, bent finger flicked. A wall of invisible energy slammed into Stella, sending her hurtling through the dreamscape. 
 
    Will woke with a start, hands up in the light. Looking to his hands, he expected something to be there, covering them, but his flesh held no mark or indent. A sigh fell from his lips as he dropped his hands to his stomach, a body snuggling closer to him. 
 
    “Morning sleepy head,” Stella sighed as she pressed her body to his. 
 
    “Morning,” Will tried to smile, a headache filling his head like a nest of angry wasps. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Stella asked while snuggling to chest. 
 
    “Yea, I think so. I have a headache.” 
 
    “Dehydration might be a thing here in Jova. You were wild last night. I don’t think I’ll be able to walk right today.” 
 
    Will smirked as he put an arm around the voluptuous witch, “I wish I could remember most of it. Feels like I ran a marathon.” 
 
    “You can run a marathon on me,” Stella cooed. 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Yes, I mean that,” Stella said with a sultry hiss. 
 
    Will held her close as he looked to the sun streaming in from the balcony. A dark thought curled along his mind, an image of an Idol appearing for a long moment before fading away. 
 
    “I wish it could stay like this forever, but we need to prepare,” Will said with a dark tone. 
 
    “Five more minutes,” Stella whined. 
 
    Will looked down at her orange-red hair, “Do you want to come?” 
 
    “A dozen more times please,” she huffed. 
 
    Will let out a laugh. “You know what I mean.” 
 
    Stella gave a nod against his chest. “I’ll follow you till the end of the world.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Will looked down at the Crafting Bench, pieces of copper and several gemstones on the edges. A brief memory flashed, the group had discussed over breakfast about the journey, taking up duties and getting ready. Afterwards, they split up to make sure they had everything they needed before meeting up again. They would meet in the great hall in an hour before setting out. 
 
    Refocusing, Will tried to plan out what he wanted to craft. The journey to the second Idol was about five days, a Hero Tomb a day just before it. The map indicated the mountain holding the Idol was to the north east and he wanted to make sure they were prepared and had enough supplies for the journey. 
 
    Seeing the number of gemstones he had, Will knew couldn’t build magical weapons for everyone. Val preferred to use her claws and the cloak seemed to be enough for her. Will changed his focus on the others. Morgan, Stella and Sil said they wanted to make the journey, Belle shying away from an answer. Nova wasn’t there at breakfast. The player was okay with the party, but if they were to run into anything nasty, they needed more than just normal weapons. 
 
    Placing pieces of copper in a sword pattern, Will added a sapphire to the hilt. The metal blended together until a copper sword appeared. 
 
    You have created a Copper Sword with Ice Stab ability! The weapon is now magical. 
 
     Will lifted the sword and looked it over before putting it down on another table. Placing several more copper pieces in a line pattern, he added an opal to it. Thinking of Sil, the metal and gem fused into a mass before stretching out into a spear, a gem in the middle of it, glowing. 
 
    You have created a Copper Spear with Lightness ability! The weapon is now magical. 
 
    Will smiled to himself as he picked up the spear and placed it next to the sword. Glancing to his gems again, he made a decision to increase his own power first. When he acquired more gems, he would build magical items for everyone else.  
 
    Slipping off his leather tunic, he placed it on the crafting bench and pressed a quartz stone to it. The leather glowed as the gem sank in, disappearing completely. When the glow dimmed, he picked it up, an alert filling his vision. 
 
    You have upgraded your Leather Tunic with Stone Protection ability! Your armor is now magical. 
 
     Slipping the tunic back on, it fit perfectly against his undershirt. Taking off his leather leggings and boots, he picked up two more gems. In turn, he placed his last two opals, one against each item of clothing. 
 
    You have upgraded Leather Leggings with Swiftness ability! Your armor is now magical. 
 
    You have upgraded Leather Boots with Leaping ability! Your armor is now magical. 
 
    Will dressed and his stats changed to reflect the upgrades and enchantments. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 6 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Copper Hammer: Gem slot Ruby: Fire Damage 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Copper Sword 
 
    Tunic: Stone Protection 
 
    Leggings: Swiftness 
 
    Boots: Leaping 
 
      
 
    Strength: 12 (Apprentice) 
 
    Intelligence: 11 (Apprentice) 
 
    Agility: 12 (Apprentice) 
 
    Will: 5 (Novice) 
 
    Mana: 5 (Novice) 
 
      
 
    Path: Beast (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Forms 
 
    Wolf 
 
      
 
    Will eyed his stats. His armor increased with the enchantment, but it gave no indication about the other upgrades. He assumed he would have to see it in the field. As for his attribute stats, they didn’t change. He thought the Swiftness upgrade would affect his agility, but it remained the same. Learning how the upgrades and enchantments worked seemed to be an ongoing challenge he was going to have to understand. The player didn’t even know what the caps were to his stats. 
 
    Eyes gliding down, he looked at his available Beast Form. Remembering his encounter with Yir, he needed to have strength and agility before he could accept the Beast Path. Will figured stats were the requirements to take on any special abilities and powers. The higher he raised his stats, the better he would become. 
 
    Mentally focusing on the Wolf Form, images rose up. The player stared as a miniature version of himself moved with quick fist strikes and kicks. Using the form before caused him to pass out afterwards, but now he wondered if taking on a beast form helped him in normal fighting. Mentally filing it away, he finished packing away extra items in their appropriate chests. 
 
    Picking up the sword and spear, Will exited his private work chamber, stepped through his room and made his way into the corridor. Calling up his inventory, he saw that he left a lot of space except for a few slots, one with ninety-nine stone and another with ninety-nine wood. Cooked beef and mutton filled 4 more slots and his flint and stone took up another slot. Twenty pieces of wool and leather filled two more slots. They would need the materials to build a large enough shelter and beds for the nights. Food would be a priority as was leather and wool to repair clothes and armor. A thought did occur to the player to craft copper armor, but the thought of clunky armor as they tried to move silently through the countryside didn’t sit well with him.  
 
    Turning corners and making his way down stairs, the player basked at the excitement of a long journey. Before, when he had little to nothing, he didn’t feel comfortable leaving, but now, he was armed and well stocked. The castle would offer Milly plenty of protection and a shining beacon for them to return to. It sat well with him even if something itched deep in his mind. Thoughts flowed to last night, the way Stella had played with him. He enjoyed every moment, but the memories grew hazy the more he tried to picture their bodies together. Part of him wanted to say she was simply magical in bed and a deeper part spoke of odd whispers. Pushing it aside, he turned his thoughts to the journey ahead of them. 
 
    Entering the main hall, Will made his way down the length of it, a group of figures standing at the entrance. Milly turned to see Will approach, her smile widening. Val and Morgan looked to the young man with small nods. Stella leaned against the entrance, hat covering her eyes, but a smile glowing. Belle oozed off to the side, a sad smile on her face. Nova stood in leather armor, copper plates connected to her shins, midsection, and shoulders, a copper dagger sheathed at her waist. Sil was behind her, pulling on leather straps and tightening it around Nova’s waist. 
 
    “Tighter,” Nova said, a copper spear in one of her hands. 
 
    Sil had a clawed foot on Nova’s rump, arms straining. “How can you…have it so tight?” 
 
    The Stalker smiled as she looked over at Will as he approached. “The tighter, the better.” 
 
    The kobold tied the leather together and clamped the taut straps into place before letting go. 
 
    “It’s as tight as it will be,” the kobold huffed. 
 
    Will looked to the green-skinned stalker, “I didn’t know you were coming?” 
 
    “She insisted,” Milly, Val, and Sil said in unison. 
 
    Nova bowed, “I couldn’t bear to see you off. I want to come too. With a little help from Milly, we made this armor for me so I could be an asset.” 
 
    Will smirked. “Do you think you can control your hugs…and the boom?” 
 
    Nova stood up straight. “It will be difficult, but I will for you, my lord.” 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow before Morgan spoke up. 
 
    “I may have talked about degrees of royalty,” the black-eyed man smirked. 
 
    “They asked me questions too,” Val said, shadows writhing under her hood and along her cloak. 
 
    “We may have to sit down and write this all out,” Will said as he reached over his shoulder to touch his hammer, making sure it was in place. 
 
    Milly stepped closer, looking on Will with adoring eyes. “Belle and I will stay and keep the lanterns lit for your safe return.” 
 
    The player looked to the beautiful horned woman, leaned in and kissed her. Milly threw her hands around him, savoring the kiss before they parted, heads touching. 
 
    “Please, come back safe,” Milly whispered. 
 
    “I will. We all will,” the young man whispered back. 
 
    Pulling away, Belle oozed closer, taking hold of Will’s arm and leaning against it. 
 
    “Keep each other safe,” Will said soothingly to the clinging slime. 
 
    Belle nodded before she pulled away. 
 
    Will looked to Milly, “We should be back in about two weeks.” 
 
    The player turned and stepped to Morgan. Gaze on the other man’s sword, Will frowned.  
 
    “I’m not sure that copper sword is looking too good,” Will said as he pulled out the new sword and held it out, handle up. 
 
    Morgan gave a razor smile as he drew his old sword and tossed it aside. Taking the new one, he felt magical energy emanating from it. 
 
    “It has an ability called Ice Stab. I’m sure it will be useful,” Will smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Will.” Morgan smiled as he sheathed the weapon.    
 
    Will turned to Sil. The kobold looked up as the player pulled a spear from his inventory and presented it to her. 
 
    “A spear for a mighty warrior. It’s enchanted so it should make fighting with it a little easier.” 
 
    Sill took the spear and bowed. “Thank you, Lord Asher.” 
 
    Will sighed. “Please, everyone here, call me Will.” 
 
    “Yes, Lord Asher,” the group said in unison with a teasing smile. 
 
    Stella stood up from the entrance side and walked closer.  
 
    Will eyed her, “I didn’t know what to make you.” 
 
    “I’m okay. Maybe with time, I’ll regain some of my abilities, but I think my strength should be enough for our little adventure,” the witch said with a breathy edge. 
 
    “One day soon, you’re going to have to tell us more about your powers,” Will smiled. 
 
    “As I remember them, I will,” the witch said with a small bow, making sure Will received an eyeful of cleavage. 
 
    Will stepped beyond the entrance, sunlight bathing his body in light. He gave a quick glance back to Milly as she and Belle waved to him. The group followed, bodies emerging into the day and making their way down the stone steps, purpose in their hearts. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Days droned on as the group made their way through thick forests. The weather remained bright and clear, but the shadowy forests with thick roots slowed them down at times. Nights turned into nothing more than huddling in a stone shelter, big enough to hold all their beds while Val kept watch on the roof, glaring down at the ghouls as they wandered about.  
 
    Mornings were spent breaking down the shelter and equipment before moving on. Talking seemed to come and go, but for the most part, there were long stretches of silence. Senses were on full alert when Val mentioned hydras and a serious edge took root, not wanting to attract any undue attention. 
 
    Morgan remained steadfast, often taking point. Black eyes watched every shadow for any sense of movement. 
 
    Val covered the rear, her sense of smell and hearing ensuring nothing snuck up from behind. The pale beauty often turned her head, hearing a mouse dive into its burrow or a rabbit leaping away, the scent of death filling their noses before the sight of her caused a degree of panic. 
 
    Stella walked casually, arms swinging like she was taking a simple stroll through a park. 
 
    Sil and Nova stayed by Will’s sides, watching the forests. The kobold’s oval eyes drank in every step while her sense of smell caught hints of sleeping ghouls and larger things moving away from them. She would report what she sensed, keeping her nerves sharp as a steel blade. 
 
    Nova marched with an edge. Will often looked to her, noticing she took her role seriously. The player had no idea if she could fight until one evening, Sil confided in him that she was showing her some moves to help her with discipline. 
 
    Three days into the journey, they hadn’t encountered anything beyond scared woodland animals. Bodies began to ease a hair, a small hope that they would reach the Hero tomb without a single incident. 
 
    Middle of the third day, Will was eyeing his map when a small spear bounced off his armored shoulder, turning him to the side and stumbling him back a step. Mystical energy flared along the spot of his tunic where the spear struck him. Hands moving on automatic, he grabbed for his hammer and pulled. Both hands clutched the oversized hammer as the group formed a circle, eyes in every direction. 
 
    Low growls and hisses emerged from the woods around them and before long, small bodies emerged. Reptilian snouts pointed as did wooden spears. Scaled bodies stepped from behind thick trees. Yellow eyes glowed in shadows, some appearing high in the trees. Will took a quick count, seeing about two dozen pairs of eyes surrounding them from all sides. Sil kept her body low, copper spear in hand. Val stood in her shadowy cloak, claws out. Morgan had his sword in hand, mist falling off the blade edge. Stella stood with watchful eyes but her body was relaxed. Nova had two hands on her spear and one hand drew a large copper dagger. 
 
    A kobold stepped from the shadows; its face contorted into a snarl as it eyed Sil. It barked and hissed at the taller kobold. 
 
    “They demand one of you as food and to return me to them,” Sil said in a low hiss, her eyes never leaving the kobold. 
 
    Will stood at the ready, brow hard. “Tell them we are friends.” 
 
    Sil was silent for a moment before turning her head, one eye gazing on Will. “I don’t think they are going to listen. They still sleep in savage dreams.” 
 
    The group stayed their ground as Will eyed the leader. The player stepped forward, glaring down on the rabid looking kobold. The creature held its spear, eyes like hot coals. The forest grew silent as the young man gave the kobold a sinister smirk. 
 
    “I free you from your savagery!” Will declared as he swung his hammer down instantly, crushing the kobold to foul paste. 
 
    “Kill them all and we will sort them out,” Will shouted as he charged. 
 
    Spears launched at the incoming man. Sharp points bounced off Will’s leather tunic as he swung his hammer. A kobold went flying, it’s body smacking against a tree and sliding down, leaving a trail of blood.  
 
    The group exploded into action, charging in all directions and picking their targets. Kobolds rushed at them, spears in some hands and stone daggers in others. Sil screeched as she leapt into the fray, spear stabbing through a kobold. Planting her clawed feet, she swung the spear wide as four more kobolds launched at her. A blast wave of air shot out, knocking them from their leap and crashing down. The taller kobold came in, driving her spear into a prone throat and kicking another kobold across the snout. 
 
    Val darted forward like a shadow. Claws slashing outwards, heads separated from bodies with ease. Morgan moved in, shifting his stance, he dodged spear points easily before slicing small bodies in half. Nova shouted as she charged into a group of kobolds, spear impaling one and her copper dagger slicing another. Arms moving independently, she stabbed and cut like a whirlwind, her body moving with equal grace. 
 
    Stella stood, watching the carnage and not making a move. 
 
    Will crashed through the kobold line easily, each hammer swing taking a life and sending a corpse crashing to the ground and nearby trees. Within moments, the fight was already over, kobold blood painting tree trunks and the ground, the area a gruesome sight. 
 
    Val looked to Stella as claws sank back into her fingertips. “Didn’t want to get your hands dirty?” 
 
    The witch gave an amused smile. “They weren’t much of a threat. I didn’t feel I needed to rush in when everyone had it under control.” 
 
    Val fixed her hood, shadows touching the edges of her face. “I hope you don’t always pick your battles. Someone could get hurt.” 
 
    “I don’t like to break creatures. I only break hearts,” Stella winked and blew Val a kiss before turning her attention to Will. 
 
    The young man knelt down to a kobold body, eyes studying it. The kobold didn’t move until a moment later, it melted into the ground, leaving a glowing oval stone. The player picked it up and looked at the other corpses. Bodies melted away, some leaving soul stones and others leaving small pieces of quartz. Will sheathed his hammer over his shoulder before gathering soul stones and quartz stones until his hands were full. 
 
    Sil was looking at the nearby trees, checking to see if there were any others when Will approached. She looked down at his cupped hands, filled with soul stones. 
 
    “I promised, if we find your people, I will free them. When we get back home, I’ll wake them so you may start a new tribe. I wish there was another way…” Will trailed off as Sil stepped closer and pressed her scaled hands over his and the stones. 
 
    “I know this is the only way. They would not have understood what you were trying to say. I thank you for staying to your promise,” Sil said with a small nod. 
 
    Will smiled as he opened his inventory and placed the soul stones in one slot and quartz gems in another.  
 
    “Let’s keep moving,” Will said to the group before he started walking. 
 
    The rest of the day spun on as the small group moved through the forest. The sun set behind the horizon. Stone shelter up, the group sat on their beds as a fire burned in the middle. A moment of relief filled bodies as Will passed food around to most. The moans of ghouls filled the countryside as twin moons rose up in the starry sky. 
 
    Val pulled back her hood as the others ate. Morgan tore a chunk of bloody mutton with sharp teeth before swallowing it whole. Sil sat by Nova’s side on the same bed, eating quietly. Stella sat on her bed, leaning her back against a stone wall. The fire pit in the middle cast long shadows as Will eyed them in turn. 
 
    A sudden rush washed over the player as he looked to his misfit crew. At first, he didn’t understand what he was feeling, but it had steadily grown over the last few weeks. At first, he thought it was some kind of comfort, but it seemed to dwell deeper than that. Purpose began to color his visions for the future and the whispers of shadowy gods only emboldened him to try harder. It was odd, exciting, and wondrous, a path he felt he could never stray from. Looking back at those gathered, his heart dared him to believe he had the beginnings of a grand tribe. 
 
    Will pulled out the map and unfurled it, eyes on the drawings while he spoke, “We should be to the tomb by tomorrow evening. After that, it’s just a day’s travel to the idol.” 
 
    “I hope there aren’t any spiders,” Val said with tired, sarcastic edge. 
 
    Will smiled for a moment, a vague memory touching his mind and falling away. “I just want to say, I appreciate everyone here.” 
 
    All eyes and heads turned to the young man as he sat, map on his lap.  
 
    Will kept his gaze down as he continued, “I know it’s been a little strange, but I felt I had to say that. I have glimpses of a time before I came here, a place I hated. I feel like I’m haunted, seeing ghosts from a faraway world. Every time I try to get a better look, the memories slip away.” 
 
    Will looked up with a small smile. “I don’t feel that with all of you. We built a home and now, we are searching for something that will make all of us stronger. I meant it at dinner, when we talked about the future. I want our home to be a place for lost souls. I want to make something better.” 
 
    Morgan gave a razor smile. “I believe we all feel the same.” 
 
    All heads nodded, Stella’s head nodding last. 
 
    “I just had to get that off my chest,” Will said as he rolled up the map and placed it in his inventory. 
 
    Nova’s leg was bouncing and the moment the map was away, she launched from her bed and crashed into Will. Arms encircling him, she lay on him, pressing her cheek to his. 
 
    “We love you too!” the Stalker squealed. 
 
    Almost everyone smiled except for Val who rolled her eyes in feigned disgust. 
 
    “She’s a stalker in the truest sense of the word,” Val scoffed. 
 
    Will gently pushed against Nova’s grip, “Thanks.” 
 
    Nova let go and stood up with wide eyes, “I’m sorry. I know I have to control myself. I’ll try harder.” 
 
    Will waved her away. “It’s okay. I think I’m getting used to it. You didn’t seem ready to explode this time.” 
 
    “I’ve been practicing self-control,” Nova beamed. 
 
    Sil nodded. “She is getting better.” 
 
    Will nodded as he looked to Stella. The witch had been silent the whole time, taking in the conversation, but not saying anything. Will had a brief inner moment that their time together changed something until she seemed to read his mind and mouth the words “Fuck me hard.” Heat touched Will’s face as Stella gave him an evil smile before her tongue slid out and licked her lips. 
 
    Val caught the quick exchange before looking away. 
 
    “Let’s get some sleep,” Will said as memories of his time with the witch caused his heart to quicken. 
 
    *** 
 
    The march through the forest carried on without incident. Will led the way as the sun crossed the sky. When it touched the western horizon, a structure loomed into view. The group moved silently, emerging from the woods and making their way to the strange pyramid in the distance. The sun sank lower and when the light was nearly gone, the group entered the tomb, Will turning and placing stones down and building a wall to seal them in and keep the nighttime monsters out. 
 
    The group pulled out torches, spreading out with weapons drawn. Checking every dark corner, a collective sigh filled the tomb as there was nothing hiding, ready to strike. Weapons sheathed, Will made his way toward the stone sarcophagus. Opening two previous tombs, Will didn’t think too much about it when he touched the edges. Energy glowed along carved lines. The rest of the group gathered to watch, Sil, Nova, and Stella seeing the process for the first time. 
 
    The top lid popped up a few inches before it slid to the side and crashed against the stone floor. The cash echoed through the chamber and ghouls hissed in their direction from outside. 
 
    Will looked over the edge, heart beating with renewed excitement at the prospect of a new ally when he looked down. Something twisted in his heart as he gazed down at a woman in brown leather armor. She appeared normal. Hair was tied back as her arms were crossed across her chest. Thigh high leather boots and arm bracers completed the look. A single scroll lay by her hip but other than that, the sarcophagus was empty.  
 
    Will’s gaze hardened like he saw a ghost from a distant dream. A bile began to bubble and he looked away for a moment. Val and Morgan stepped closer, an eagerness in Morgan’s black eyes. When they looked in, they saw a normal woman. 
 
    The player grinded his teeth as he swiped the scroll and opened it. Magical runes glowed before they faded away and the parchment turned to ash. 
 
    You have gained +2 Will! Your Will is now 7. 
 
    Val looked to Will, concern creasing an eyebrow. “Is everything alright?” 
 
    Will shook his head. “This may have been a mistake.” 
 
    “A mistake?” Morgan said as he looked down. “She seems…” Morgan stopped talking as the woman’s eyes flashed open. 
 
    A fist burst up, striking the black-eyed man in the throat and sending him stumbling back, clutching at his neck. Val turned to see the woman sit up and launch into the air. Claws burst from fingertips as Val slashed at the incoming woman. A hand clamped on Val’s wrist, bent it, forcing a cry. One boot hit the floor while a heel slammed into Val’s side and sent her sprawling to the floor. 
 
    Sil and Nova drew their weapons, but Will was already moving. He glared as he came at the woman, her stance changing. Fists at the ready, he closed the distance and threw a solid punch. The woman turned her body, arm blocking the strike. Leg up, she tried to bring her heel down on Will’s knee, but he shifted his stance. 
 
    Fists and kicks shot out in a flurry. Will held his own, trying to land a strike. Power and skill flowed through him, feeling the beast path guiding his strikes in quick, rapid successions. The woman maintained her focus, moving like a blade of grass in the wind. The two continued their dance until a fist came up striking Will in the stomach. Leather tunic flaring with magical energy, there was no pain and damage. The woman drew her fist back, pain touching her knuckles when Will barreled forward and slammed his shoulder into her chest. The woman didn’t have time to correct her stance as she stumbled back. Regaining her stance, she was ready to advance when a spear struck the floor in front of her. The woman turned her gaze to Sil and Nova. The kobold held her spear as Nova drew her dagger. Behind them, Stella stood shaking her head and waving a finger. 
 
    The woman kept her fists up, her gaze softening. “What do you want?” 
 
    Morgan and Val stood at the ready as Sil and Nova moved to Will’s sides. 
 
    Will looked to the woman, darkness under his eyes. “Nothing from you.” 
 
    “She’s a hero?” Val sneered, claws gleaming in the torchlight. 
 
    Morgan cleared his throat, “Will, do you know her?” 
 
    The young man shook his head. “No, but clearly she is not like us. This was a mistake.” 
 
    Will tried to sort out the reactions assaulting his inner thoughts. Flashes of memories clawed at him as a rage bashed at his soul. She looked like the ghosts that haunted his nightmares from a world long ago. It cracked the edges of his sanity as he pictured doing nothing more than putting her body back in the sarcophagus and sealing it shut. 
 
    Stella stepped behind Will, a hand gently touching his shoulder. Will’s rage abated, cooling to the witch’s touch and sanity smoothing out the cracks. The player took a deep breath before relaxing his stance. The woman’s scent drifted into his nose and the flame of anger stayed. 
 
    The woman kept up her fists, “My name is Cyndi Rose. Now can someone tell me what’s going on here?” 
 
    “What are we doing?” Val asked Will while not taking her eyes off the woman. 
 
    “Is this still the game?” Cyndi asked. 
 
    “What game?” Will asked as his eyes narrowed. 
 
    Cyndi looked to everyone in turn before centering her gaze on Will. “Lewd Saga?” 
 
    Confusion colored everyone’s gaze except for Stella. The witch pulled her hand away and stepped around Will, walking toward Cyndi with her hands out. 
 
    “Memories are a commodity not many here have. Can you tell us anymore?” the witch asked with a disarming smile. 
 
    “I remember everything up until the game shut down. I used to work…in security, but I played the game until all the weirdness began to happen. It feels like I have been asleep for a thousand years.” 
 
    “My friends have no memory about life before coming here but you do. Is there anything else you can tell us?” Stella said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Cyndi’s eyes softened as she lowered her fists. “I…don’t know. I had a good job. I used to play the new MMO games to unwind. The last thing I remember was the world turning into…a wasteland. Now, I’m here.” 
 
    “You are from that time, that world,” Will seethed as whispers touched his mind but never revealed themselves. 
 
    Val lowered her hands. “I…know the game you mentioned. I played it too.” 
 
    Stella turned her gaze to Will. “She might be able to help us with our pasts.” 
 
    Will’s inner flames died a little. For the first time, he saw a sincere look from the witch. She was curious and saw this as an opportunity, but the hounds along Will’s spirit begged for blood.  
 
    “Remember what I said before about being haunted? She is like those ghosts. I can smell it. She isn’t one of us,” Will said with a stern edge. 
 
    Cyndi looked to the kobold by Will’s side. “I’ve known creatures like you. I mean no harm.” 
 
    Sil kept her hard stare, spear at the ready. 
 
    “Don’t talk to her. Talk to me,” Will growled. 
 
    Cyndi turned her attention to Will. “I’m sorry. I’m a little disoriented. This is a lot to take in. I didn’t mean to fight.” 
 
    The woman lowered her hands to her sides while everyone stared. 
 
    Stella turned to Will, “She could help us. We should give her a chance.” 
 
    Instincts roared in Will’s ears, but Stella’s expression cooled their temperament. A sickly feeling swirled in his stomach, the madness speaking truths but the witch opening a door they may have to explore. 
 
    “Everyone, stand down.” Will said before looking to Stella. “I hope it’s worth it.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    The campfire burned, light touching the circle of beds a short distance away. Bodies sat by the fire while everyone looked to Cyndi as she talked.  
 
    “You could say I worked in some weird circles,” Cyndi said with an infectious smile. 
 
    Everyone was all ears except for Will, sitting with disdain in his eyes. Cyndi hadn’t stopped talking about her life, telling of her ups and downs working for super scientists and special, black op organizations. Val and Morgan couldn’t break their curiosity as they listened. Sil and Nova remained quiet with occasional smiles at Cyndi’s stories. Stella sat with her legs under her and a small smile on her lips. 
 
    “There was this one scientist, I believe his name was Dr. Strangedream. He had a whole collection of monsters he created. Wanted to build bio super soldiers for the coming wars. I was called in from time to time to watch his test subjects. They had a tendency of escaping.” 
 
    “You stopped them from escaping?” Morgan asked as he couldn’t understand how such a lovely woman would take down monsters. 
 
    Cyndi nodded. “It wasn’t always easy. Some test subjects are tougher than others but in my line of work, I come across all types.” 
 
    Cyndi turned her attention to Val, seeing the hint of fangs past her ruby red lips. “I’ve even been to your town on the west coast. I think it was called Misty Hollow.” 
 
    Val couldn’t keep the shock from her eyes. “I think I remember a little of it.” 
 
    Cyndi nodded. “Fantastic place, home to movie monsters. I think it was built to keep you all safe during the fifties and on. Last I remember, it was starting to integrate with the world, before the big one hit.” 
 
    “Big one?” Val whispered. 
 
    The brown-haired woman nodded. “A massive earthquake struck the west coast, sending half of California into the ocean. It was only one of many catastrophes nearly every year. Whole parts of the globe became unlivable in a decade. Everyone was flocking to cities. The storms were relentless, driving people to higher ground in some places and disease killing others.” 
 
    Cyndi looked to her hands, “I look so young now. I was getting older but the Mind’s Eye Gear allowed me to live and play like I was young again. I remember doomsday talk happening almost every day when I wasn’t plugged in.” 
 
    Morgan tilted his head forward, “I think I remember. It sounds so familiar to me, living in buildings…towers. We couldn’t go outside for long periods without some protection. Virtual worlds became playgrounds and a way of life.” 
 
    “Do you know what happened, to people like me?” Val interjected. 
 
    Cyndi’s smile dimmed. “I can’t say. A lot of people died. It became impossible to keep track of it all. There was nearly ten billion people on the planet. Last I remember, it was down to four billion.” 
 
    “I remember it being one billion,” Morgan said with a heavy heart. 
 
    “Maybe they deserved it,” Will said with a dark tone. 
 
    Cyndi looked to Will while everyone else looked down. 
 
    “That’s kind of harsh, don’t you think?” 
 
    Will kept his indifferent gaze. “Your stories are jogging my memory too, even if it’s only bits and pieces.” 
 
    Stella watched as Will continued. 
 
    “Clearly we are all from different time periods. Last, I remember, the population had fallen to just under a hundred million but that was not the worst of it. We were all dying of disease. There was nothing to live for anymore. I can’t remember beyond that, but I know it was people’s fault in the first place.” 
 
    Will looked up at the moving shadows against the ceiling of the temple tomb. “I don’t know if we are reincarnated or just stuck in some weird part of the universe, but Jova is not like Earth. It’s a new land. I thought…I left my old life behind, but it seems to continue to come back.” 
 
    “Maybe Jova was created for us to start over again,” Morgan said. 
 
    Will gave a small nod. “Maybe or maybe it was created by the gods as punishment for past sins. All I know is, I will never let it turn into the place it seems we all left behind.” 
 
    A hushed silence fell over the group, the only noise coming from the crackling fire. 
 
    Val’s expression took on serious edge. “Everyone should get some rest. Tomorrow might be a long day.” 
 
    “What happens tomorrow?” Cyndi asked. 
 
    Will spoke up, “A test to see if you really are a hero. We are going to a location to obtain an artifact. You don’t need to know the details but if you’re helpful, maybe we will let you come back with us.” 
 
    “What happened to not leaving anyone out in the wild,” Stella said in an ominous tone. 
 
    Will looked to the witch before his own gaze softened. “I don’t want to talk about this anymore. Let’s get some sleep.” 
 
    The player stood up and walked to one of the beds. Placing his weapons in his inventory, he laid down and pulled the covers over his shoulders. Behind him, bodies moved, but one stepped closer to Will, bent down and kissed his cheek. The young man glanced to see Val stepping away. 
 
    Time slowed before Will fell into a fitful sleep. Shadows writhed around him, reaching out with black hands, pulling on his clothes and limbs. The frantic motion unnerved him as he tried to pull away. Shadows bled together until they reformed into people. 
 
    A room filled with people, drinking and eating while Will sat on a couch. A nervous energy spiraled before a witch walked up to him and held out a hand. Will reached up and took it as he was pulled out of the room and into a well-lit hallway. 
 
    “Stella,” Will asked as the redheaded witch smiled. 
 
    “I’m in your dreams. I thought it would be easier for us to talk.” 
 
    Will’s shoulders sagged. “I think I might have been too harsh.” 
 
    “You have your reasons,” Stella said with a sultry edge. 
 
    “My senses are alive now. I can smell her humanity.” 
 
    Stella kept her gaze neutral, “What will do you if we meet more like her?” 
 
    Will tilted his head forward, “Everyone gets one chance. She has to prove herself, despite what my gut is telling me.” 
 
    “What does it tell you?” 
 
    Will looked up, “She’s not what she seems. She’s not like Val or Morgan.” 
 
    The player stared as the serpent form of Yir stood behind the unknowing Stella. 
 
    “Will, there may be some who seem against you, but want to help you.” 
 
    Will’s eyes narrowed. “You sense something too.” 
 
    Stella smiled. “She is holding something back, but I don’t know if it’s out of fear or an ulterior motive. I think we have to wait and see.” 
 
    “Stella, I won’t let Jova become like Earth. I can’t. Humanity wasted away to nothing and now, we have a chance to rebuild a new world. I feel like…my soul is here and I have nothing to go back to.”  
 
    Will let out a tired huff, “Cyndi is going to poison everyone with memories of an old world better left behind.” 
 
    Stella stepped closer, resting her arms on Will’s shoulders and giving him a sultry gaze. “We can change her to your vision. We can show her the better world you want to create.” 
 
    Yir’s tongue flicked out, eyes still as two ponds at midnight. 
 
    Will looked into Stella’s eyes, “And if she betrays us?” 
 
    “Then, we ferry her soul to the afterlife,” Stella smirked. 
 
    *** 
 
    Supplies gathered, the group set off from the tomb and entered the wild forests. Cyndi stayed toward the rear as everyone marched single file through thick woods. Will led the way, body refreshed and renewed. The events of last night fell away like dying leaves during autumn. Despite his dreams, he slept well. Well enough to take on any challenge. 
 
    Val was second to last in line, glancing back to Cyndi as she marched. The cloaked woman fell behind until she was walking side by side with the new hero to their group. 
 
    “Will is a good man,” Val said unceremoniously. 
 
    “Hard to tell by the not so warm welcome,” Cyndi smiled. 
 
    “He has a protective nature. It has helped us since Jova is a savage place at times.” 
 
    “He hates people,” Cyndi turned her gaze sideways to Val, “Unless they are different. I’ve met people like him in my old line of work. They have grand plans to change the world and are willing to sacrifice everyone to do it.” 
 
    “True, but is he wrong?” 
 
    Cyndi looked down as they walked. “I don’t know what’s true anymore. Some of the last things I remember were the world was dying. Judging from Morgan and Will, it actually happened.” 
 
    Cyndi turned her gaze to Val’s shadowy hood. “Now we are here, trying to get some artifact? I don’t know much of what’s going on, but I’m sure it isn’t so simple. If we are walking into danger, I would like to be armed.” 
 
    “Will instructed us not to arm you until you prove yourself.” 
 
    “From what you guys told me last night, I already proved myself by being in a Hero Tomb. I’m not sure what else I can do before we reach this secret location nobody wants to tell me about.” 
 
    Val looked forward as Sil turned her head and gave Val a suspicious gaze. 
 
    “Once we collect the artifact and return home, I’m sure Will will change his tune. Until then, when we have a chance, I would like if you told me more about my old home?” 
 
    Cyndi smiled. “I will, when we get a chance.” 
 
    Val smiled before picking up the pace and took her place in the line. 
 
    The day rolled on. Will stared out past the trees, a small smile forming as a mountain appeared beyond the leafy branches. Each step closer made the mountain bigger. The forest began to thin a little before Will put up his hand, the group stopping and gathering around him. 
 
    “We should see the entrance soon. If it’s anything like the last temple, we need to stay close and make sure nothing sneaks up on us,” Will said in a low voice. 
 
    Morgan looked up as the sun sank lower in the west. “It’s about two hours to sundown. Will we have enough time?” 
 
    Will gave a grave nod. “It will have to be enough. I won’t chance taking another day before entering the temple,” the player said as he glanced to Cyndi. 
 
    Cyndi kept her expression blank as a tiredness showed under her eyes. 
 
    “Let’s scout it out and then decide our next moves,” Will directed. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. The group turned and marched on. Twenty minutes floated by before the top hints of the entrance appeared through the trees. 
 
    Will kept his senses sharp as a rush coursed through him. Fingers flexed in anticipation as he moved through the cover of trees. The entrance grew in the distance, a similar dark slit against a tall mountain. Light painted the mountain early evening colors of yellows and oranges, but the darkness of the entrance remained the same. Reaching the edge of the tree line, Will froze. 
 
    Morgan and Sil were next, moving to Will’s sides and looking out. A chill touched their hearts before the rest of the group approached. The silence was deafening as the group drank in the sight before them. Stella was last and when she looked toward the entrance, she let slip a maddening smirk. 
 
    “He’s a big boy,” the witch whispered. 
 
    The craggy entrance to the temple stood like a black dagger laying against a mountain. At the ground section of the entrance, a hydra lay. Three necks fanned out, eyes closed as the main body of the monster rose and fell from heavy breathing. Black and gold scales ran along the creature’s length, its back legs and tail deep within the entrance. Around it, there was nothing but grass and muddy ground, presumably from the monster’s movements. 
 
    “Three heads,” Morgan said, the words lingering in the air. 
 
    “We could barely take on one with two heads,” Val added. 
 
    Will ground his teeth for a moment before turning to the group, “We have to change the plan.” 
 
    “This might be the time you give me an extra weapon to help,” Cyndi said. 
 
    Will ignored her. “We have about an hour and a half before sundown. If this temple is anything like the last one, the entrance should lead directly to the main chamber. I know we are not strong enough to take it on, but there is enough of us to distract it and others can go in to retrieve the item.” 
 
    The group nodded but it was Cyndi who spoke up. 
 
    “That thing down there might not want to play by you plans and who is going to go in to retrieve this item you want so much?” 
 
    Will looked to Val, “Want to take a chance by sneaking in?” 
 
    The pale woman nodded as shadows writhes against the edges of her face. “I can, if it comes out of the cave far enough.” 
 
    “What is so important we have to risk our lives?” Cyndi asked like they were all crazy. 
 
    Will looked to Sil and Nova, “I need you both to go with Val. Not sure what may be in there. Think you both can do it?” 
 
    Sil gave a strong nod. Nova imitated the kobold before looking away for an instant. 
 
    Will softened his gaze to the Stalker, “If you’re not sure.” 
 
    Nova firmed up her shoulders and held her chin high, “I can do it.” 
 
    Will nodded before looking to Morgan, Stella and Cyndi. “The four of us will spread out along the tree line. The hydra will have no choice, but to come out if it wants to get any of us. By spreading out, it will make it more enticing. If it goes for one of us, the rest can help with distractions to keep it busy. It’s pretty big, so the forest is our best defense to duck and cover.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “The trees will give some cover, but they won’t stop it. We should have a meeting location if we get separated.” 
 
    Will was quiet for a moment. “Two miles back in the direction of Cyndi’s tomb. Set up torches to signal for others. Hopefully, we can get the item and retreat before the sun sets. If not, set torches on the ground and stay high in any trees.” 
 
    The player eyed everyone gathered. There was a bit of uncertainty in their eyes. A three headed hydra was going to be a challenge, but Will knew he couldn’t wait. Knowing the risks and that their lives were in danger, he decided to try and alleviate those concerns. 
 
    “If things get bad, know that I can take the brunt of it. If you feel you’re in too much danger, run. I can take the risks, but I don’t want anyone sacrificing themselves. We stick to the plan and maybe we can get out of this together.” 
 
    Heads nodded again. 
 
    “What happens if the hydra follows us? I’m not sure if it's just going to stop once we get it riled up,” Val added. 
 
    “I’ll slow it down,” Will smiled. 
 
    “You can’t,” the words bursting past Nova’s lips before pink colored her green cheeks. 
 
    The player turned his smile to the concerned stalker, “We have to make sure we support each other. That’s how we are going to get through this,” Will’s gaze shifted to Cyndi before looking away. 
 
    Nova gave a nod, the pink in her cheeks draining away. Cyndi looked on. 
 
    Will stood at his full height. “We are losing the light. Val, how long do you think it will take for your team to reach the side of the entrance?” 
 
    “We will have to go slow, about ten minutes.” 
 
    “We will give you ten minutes before we begin the distraction. After that, it's up to your three to get the item and escape. Are we good with the plan?”  
 
    Almost all heads nodded except for Cyndi. 
 
    “Let’s get this started,” Will ordered. 
 
    Val, Sil, and Nova parted from the group, making their way along the tree line. Nova glanced back to Will and he gave her a nod and a smile. The Stalker smiled back before turning and catching up with Val and Sil. After a long moment, they disappeared into the trees. 
 
    “This is going to hurt,” Stella said in breathy tone. 
 
    “Hopefully it will hurt the hydra more than us,” Will said as they all took positions along the tree line. 
 
    “The last hydra seemed to have some kind of intelligence. We can assume this one does as well,” Morgan said in a low tone. 
 
    “Use that magical sword of yours,” Will said as he looked to the sleeping hydra in the distance. “I have some tricks that might work but the important part is to simply keep it busy.” 
 
    “It was nice knowing everyone,” Stella said with a sighing laugh. 
 
    Will smiled at the witch before looking to the entrance. “Start spreading out. I’ll keep an eye on the entrance. The moment I start walking out, that’s the signal to come out from the tree line.” 
 
    Heads nodded. Morgan made his way left from Will. Stella and Cyndi moved to the right. The sun sank lower as bodies moved silently along the forest edge. Soon, Will found himself alone and staring at the monster at the entrance. 
 
    Pulling up his stat screen, he mentally prepared for what was to come. 
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    The weapons and armor he enchanted should give him a better edge in the fight. Will pulled his hammer from over his shoulder, his gaze lingering. It was finally time to test it in a real fight. The leggings and boots should give him enough power to keep the hydra busy. If the plan started to fall apart, the player made the decision to do whatever it took to keep the monster off of his friends. 
 
    A thought floated to Cyndi and something twisted in the player’s heart. This would be the moment of truth. A truth where she proved herself to be a real hero. It didn’t sit well with him. Despite his gut instinct, he knew this was asking a lot of someone they met last night. He couldn’t deny there was something off and he wondered if Yir’s Beast Path gave him a better intuition of other people, like animals when they approach and can instantly tell if they like you or not. There was much he had to explore and discover about his abilities, but at this moment, he had to be there for those he cared about. 
 
    A shadow moved along the right side of the entrance. Behind it, two small figures moved, staying low. The three of them hunkered down, fifty feet from the edge of the sleeping hydra. A breeze picked up, causing leaves to flitter and branches to wave. Will closed his eyes, drinking in the sensations before stepping out from the tree line and into the open field. 
 
    A hydra head sniffed at the air, closed eyes moving under thick lids. Will stepped out, large hammer held sideways with both hands. Chest out, he walked with confidence until he was about fifty feet from the tree line. Mentally mapping it in his head, he could run back the moment things grew out of control. 
 
    “Moment of truth,” Will whispered before he tightened the grip on the hammer, the head bursting into flames. 
 
    Lifting the hammer up, Will waved it in the air as he shouted, “Hey! Wake up!” 
 
    Eyes fluttered open. The hydra’s heads stirred, chasing away sleeps embrace. One of the heads blinked before its lids stayed open, a pair of eyes staring at the lone figure with the flaming hammer. Muscles moved along necks and body, clawed feet digging into the dirt, grass, and mud. The monster lifted the bulk of its body up, all three heads swiveling and glaring down at the man in the distance. The edges of sleep long gone; a rumbling growl pulsed along the air. Serpent eyes glared with malcontent as scaled lips pulled back to reveal sharp, wet teeth. 
 
    “Come on you big lizard,” Will said as he waved his flaming hammer. 
 
    Morgan stepped from the tree line, waving his sword. Stella came out, waving her hands. Cyndi was last, stepping into the open and waving her arms. The hydra’s heads turned in different directions, eyes and snout moving to the new comers. Its growl grew as each figure was a healthy distance away from the other.  
 
    “Go for the bait,” Will whispered, ready for a charge. 
 
    The hydra heads moved in different directions before the right head glared at Morgan, the middle head stared at Will and the left head hissed at Stella. A clawed foot stepped forward before each head reared back, taking a deep breath. 
 
    “Fuck,” Will whispered as he saw what it was going to do.  
 
    “RUN!” Will shouted to the left and right of him. 
 
    The hydra’s mouths opened wide as energy pooled on their tongues. A blink later, each head blasted out thick streams of lightning. Will jumped to the side as the ground exploded, a stream of bent energy ripping up the area. Hitting the ground, the stream blasted past him, sending debris into the air and falling on him. Legs and arms pushing, he was up and running again as the area lit up in explosions. 
 
    Val watched, stunned at the carnage as the hydra took another step forward, each head spitting out a stream of lightning. Sil and Nova stayed behind her as they watched helplessly. Will was running, as was Morgan. Stella turned and ran back toward the forest while Cyndi shouted at the creature. A head turned and fired a bolt, energy streaking forward. Cyndi bent her knees and leapt to the side, the ground exploding where she was standing half a second ago. 
 
    Will moved, his body flashing forward, faster than he ever ran before. Leather leggings glowed with enchanted light as he raced along. Lightning blasted craters along the ground. The player saw Morgan retreating back to the woods. Turning, he flashed forward, running along with flaming hammer in hand. A hydra head reared back and fired off another stream. Will leapt into the air, jumping and arcing over the ground for forty feet before landing and moving. Glancing to the side of the entrance, Val and the others stayed where they were, the hydra not leaving the entrance. 
 
    “Dammit!” Will growled as he turned and bolted toward the three headed monster. 
 
    Stella reached the tree line, hands out. Gray hands took hold of a thick tree trunk, fingers digging into the hardwood. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the witch said as she heaved and pulled the tree from the ground. 
 
    Turning around, she held the tree in her arms. Thighs tensed as she burst into a run, aiming the tree like a primitive lance. A head turned toward the tree coming toward it. Opening its maw, lightning blasted out. Stella’s eyes widened as the bolts struck the tree, shattering it to flaming kindling. The force of the blow sent her flying back and crashing to the ground, her body smoking. 
 
    Cyndi saw Stella go down and raced toward her, explosions knocking dirt and stones into her sides. A single stone hit the side of her head, knocking her balance off for a second before she righted herself up. Gaze boring down on the fallen witch, she leapt forward and landed on her, covering her body with her own as lightning blasted the area. 
 
    The middle head turned to see what its left head was doing. Serpent eyes narrowing, it opened its maw before a figure leapt into the air, hammer raised. The hydra’s middle head barely had time to look when a flaming hammer struck the side of its snout. A boom echoed off the mountain as Will was falling. The middle head shook it off before looking down, opening its mouth and blasting out lightning death. 
 
    Will hit the ground, rolled to the side and jumped up before nearby explosion threw him further. Hammer in hand, he hit the ground hard, sliding for ten feet before rolling back to his feet. 
 
    The right hydra head glared down as Morgan reengaged. Sword in hand, he zig zagged across the open field as lightning bolts blasted down. Explosions caused him to stumble but seeing Will trying to get away pushed him to move faster. Mist flowed off his sword as he approached before the head came down and snapped at him. Morgan jumped just as teeth and snout sank into the ground. Back on his feet, the black-eyed man stabbed at the creature’s head. Mouth opening, Morgan’s sword missed before sharp teeth came down. Morgan activated the sword’s ice stab ability, a blade made of ice flashing forward just as teeth clamped down.  
 
    The hydra roared in pain as many of its teeth were shattered from the attack. It whipped its head, trails of blood flowing with it and struck Morgan hard. He went crashing to the ground, sword flying from his hand. Morgan tried to get up, seeing the hydra rear back and energy pooling in its mouth. 
 
    “No!” Will shouted as he leapt in the air and slammed his flaming hammer against the side of the monster’s head. 
 
    The lightning blast went wild, hitting the forest edge and setting it aflame. Morgan was to his feet and grabbing his sword before running. The area was littered with smoking craters and lightning blasts. The hydra continued its onslaught but never moving from the cave entrance. 
 
    Cyndi looked up, seeing all three heads of the monster snapping and firing lightning at Will. He moved like a flea to the giant monster, hitting the ground and leaping away. The hydra roared as heads bore down to chomp on the jumping morsel. Cyndi was up and taking hold of Stella, putting her hands under the witch angel’s arms and pulling her toward the forest. Looking to her left, she saw that some of the forest was on fire and the flames were creeping in their direction. 
 
    “Come on you piece of shit!” Will shouted as he landed, turned and jumped toward the lumbering monster. 
 
    One head snapped at him as he shot past, followed by another. The middle head bore down as Will reared back his flaming hammer. Power filled the player as he whipped the hammer around hard, striking near the eye and causing the hydra head to look away. Blackened scales singed the head as it turned back to Will. The player landed as all heads glared down on him with a seething hatred. 
 
    “Finally got your attention,” Will said as he turned and bolted for the trees. 
 
    The hydra roared as it followed, blood lust in its three pairs of eyes. The ground shook as it stomped after the little man. The entrance cleared, Val, Sil and Nova crept in and disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    Will’s legs blurred as he ran. He was faster than his normal speed, but only by a little. The hydra was gaining, heads snapping at his back and heels. The creature was big, but surprisingly quick. Flames roared from the burning forest. A quick decision caused the player to move faster, darting into the flaming forest as the hydra slowed its advance to skidding to a halt, flames licking at its scales. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cool air flowed as Val led the way. Sil and Nova stayed close behind, senses alert. Val kept her pace steady, moving deeper and deeper into the mountain. The sounds of fighting dimmed, but a new sound began to grow. The pale beauty looked to the walls, not seeing any webs, but sensitive ears picked up movement from deep within. Claws growing from fingertips, she kept her cool until she reached a high archway and a larger room within. Moving to the archways edge, Sil and Nova did the same. The green-skinned Stalker peeked over Val’s shadowy cloak, eyes widening a hair. 
 
    Val stared out at a massive chamber. Moans and shuffling echoed off the stone walls as hundreds of ghouls walked in a swirling circle. Their gray and pale bodies marched, occasionally bumping into each other and in the middle, stood a glowing cube, a small statue on top of it. The cube pulsed like a living thing until something stepped out of it. Val watched as a ghoul moaned, slipping from the smooth surface of the cube and stepping into the vortex of ghouls walking around it. 
 
    Val turned to Sil and Nova. “This is too dangerous. Both of you stay here and I will attempt to fight my way through to the Idol. Once I have it, get ready to run.” 
 
    The kobold shook her head, “We can’t let you do that. We came here together and we will do it together.” 
 
    Val gave the kobold a small smile, “I’m open to ideas.” 
 
    Nova looked to the massive crowd of ghouls before looking down. “I think I can clear out a path for you,” she whispered. 
 
    Sil looked to the Stalker, “Will said no big boom.” 
 
    Nova nodded. “I know, but I can do a small one. If I get in deep enough, I can take enough out to make a path but I have to go alone.” 
 
    “You can do that?” Val asked. 
 
    Nova nodded again. “Yes, but my kind become unconscious for a short time after each boom. That’s why we only hunt single prey. I’ll recover, but I’m not sure if it will be soon enough. The ghouls that survive will attack me.” 
 
    Val nodded. “Sil can grab you after your boom while I make my way to the Idol. I don’t know what that giant glowing cube is, but it’s creating ghouls to protect it. We are only doing this if we all agree.”  
 
    Sil eyed Nova and nodded, “I will get you out.” 
 
    “Nova, this is dangerous,” Val said. 
 
    The green skinned woman firmed up her resolve. “I wouldn’t have mentioned it if I wasn’t willing to do it. The Idol is important. We can’t have come all this way for nothing.” 
 
    “Okay, when you’re ready,” Val said before turning to the chamber. 
 
    “Remember what I showed you,” Sil whispered to Nova. 
 
    “I will.” 
 
    Nova stood up, spear in two hands while a third hand drew her copper dagger. Taking a deep breath, she mentally repeated 'No big boom.' Taking a second breath, she gazed on the swirling horde of pale bodies. One ghoul turned its head toward her and snarled. The snarl spread out as more and more turned to see the four-armed woman ready herself. 
 
    “For Lord Asher!” Nova shouted as she charged. 
 
    Val and Sil watched as Nova barreled into the edge of the ghoul horde. Spear at the ready she stabbed and slashed like a hornet. Lower arm moving, she slashed at bellies as the ghoul horde turned and attacked. Clawed hands reached for her before her spear whirled around, smacking them away and slicing with her dagger. Limbs flew as internal organs spilled. Ghouls fell from the attacks as other stumbled over their fallen brethren. Val’s arms tensed as the horde swarmed the lone Stalker. 
 
    All fear vanished as Nova became a whirling dervish. Legs moving, she kicked with her feet, sliced with her dagger and stabbed her spear point into heads. The rush of ghouls slowed her down, her spear now functioning like a staff. A clawed hand raked across her thigh while another slashed against her arm. The swarm began to overpower her as she could barely move. 
 
    “You won't stand in our way,” Nova seethed as she let go of her spear. 
 
    Dagger falling to the floor, all four arms flashed open. Ghouls grabbed hold, biting her and she grimaced before embracing a ghoul in front of her. Energy glowed from her midsection as teeth bore into her exposed flesh. The rippling energy reached its zenith. 
 
    Val and Sil stared as energy bloomed and exploded. Ducking back, limbs and gore blasted hard stone. Looking back out, a swath of the horde lay in pieces and blood while around the chamber, ghouls shook their heads and slowly began to stand up. Nova lay in the middle of the carnage, blood dripping from wounds along her body. 
 
    Val and Sil burst into the chamber. The pale beauty vaulted over Nova’s fallen form and charged for the giant glowing cube. Sil reached Nova, grabbed her and began to pull. The kobold’s arms trembled as she growled. Nova was heavy compared to her, but her legs pushed as arms pulled. Progress was slow as she pulled Nova, ghouls turning their attention to the kobold and stalking forward. 
 
    Val rushed up to the cube, several ghouls growling before rushing her. Claws flashed and heads fell from necks. Val saw that the ghouls were already recovering and time was running out. Leaping up to the edge of the cube, she slashed at attacking ghouls until a clawed hand emerged from the cube. Grabbing its wrist, she pulled and slashed. Blood spurted as the hand came away. Val bent her knees and leapt up. Landing on top of the cube, she looked to the small stone statue of a man in a long trench coat and tentacles emerging from within the coat. He had a devilish smirk etched into his face as he stared on. 
 
    Glancing over her shoulder, she saw Sil let go of Nova and pull her spear, several ghouls running toward her. The kobold charged, driving her spear into necks and slashing away. Heads rolled to their sides, the ghouls unable to coordinate with their bodies and crashing into others. The lone kobold was a miniature tornado, her spear stabbing into anything that moved too close. 
 
    Val turned to the statue and reached for it. “Time to go home,” she said as she grasped it and picked it up. 
 
    Val thought something would happen like a glow or flash, but nothing happened. Turning, she leapt over the side as a swarm of ghouls closed in. Legs pumping, she cut and slashed at the few ghouls in her way. Sil kept several more at bay until her spear point ended their existence. Nova’s eyes opened and she sat up. Glancing at her wounds, she slowly stood up.  
 
    “Back! Back outside!” Val shouted as she reached the two monster women. 
 
    All three made a run for the entrance as a horde of ghouls chased after them with gnashing teeth and hissing moans. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will stumbled through the burning forest. Smoke and flames blinded him as his digital lungs cried out for air. Making his way further into the flaming forest, lightning flashed and struck the ground from five feet away. The shockwave sent him flying sideways and crashing into a burning tree. Flames burned and he pulled away. 
 
    You have taken 4 damage! You have 6 Hearts remaining. 
 
    A small gray cloud blinked in the corner of his vision and a timer began to count down. Seeing the alert, Will guessed it meant he was going to suffocate and take damage if he didn’t make it out of the burning forest. Moving on, he heard the roars of the hydra before lighting blasted through and shattering burning trees. The area around him turned into hell as he coughed and forced himself to march. Hammer heavy in his hands, the timer reached zero and pain stabbed at him. 
 
    You have taken 1 damage! You have 5 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Will charged through, looking for any break in the flames, a patch he could run for. A shadow appeared at his side. Looking over, Cyndi rushed him, took hold and began to pull. The player let her lead him through the flames as he took another point of damage. The smoke blocked all vision and Will wasn’t sure what was happening until they stepped out of the burning forest.  
 
    Cyndi carried on, coughing and her face covered in soot. Will barely sheathed his hammer over his shoulder as weakness sank into his muscles. Falling, Cyndi with him, both crashing to the floor, nearly side by side. The pair coughed and struggled to breath. Will looked to her and she looked to him. Gazes meeting, something flared like a candle on a dark night. 
 
    Roars filled the sky. A figure stumbled from the forest. Morgan saw Will and Cyndi on the ground and rushed to them. Without a word, he helped them both to their feet. Cyndi pointed in a direction and the black-eyed man moved. Will soon moved under his own power, as did Cyndi. The roars grew louder as the three of them reached Stella. The witch was slowly getting to her feet and looking past tree tops. 
 
    “It’s coming this way,” Stella yelled. 
 
    “We…have…to fall back,” Will wheezed. 
 
    “Val and the others,” Morgan stated. 
 
    Will took a deep breath before squaring his shoulders. “You three go. I’ll go back for them.” 
 
    Morgan shook his head, “You’re in no condition to go back.” 
 
    Will grabbed Morgan’s leather collar and pulled him close, “I won’t leave them behind. Get out of here and we will meet you…” Will trailed off as a triple roar vibrated across the sky. 
 
    Val, Sil, and Nova darted out of the entrance, greeted by destruction, a flaming forest and the hydra looking around. The flames kept the beast at bay. One of the heads opened a mouth and blasted it into the forest until sensitive ears picked up a storm of moans. Another head turned to see three figures running for the tree line. A second later, a stream of ghouls flowed from the mountain entrance. 
 
    All three heads turned, snarls forming. Part of the wave of ghouls shifted and broke away, hungry eyes on the hydra. Val glanced back to see what was happening. The ghouls spent so much time around the glowing cube, she guessed they never ventured out. The hydra was so big, it never went further than the large entrance. Mindless ghouls charged the giant three-headed monster before streams of lightning blasted them to burnt chunks. It barely slowed the ghouls as they turned toward the bigger target. 
 
    Val watched as even the ghouls chasing them veered off and advanced on the giant monster. The hydra growled before lightning lit up the area. Several ghouls made it past the bolts of energy, but were quickly smashed to paste by the giant creature. One head roared as the other two blasted out streams at the hundreds of ghouls. 
 
    Will and Morgan waved their hands at the tree line. Val, Sil and Nova changed direction and ran with all their might. When the groups met, hands grabbed at each other and everyone pulled into the forest. Will looked down at the statue in Val’s hand, a small smile blooming. 
 
    Thunderous roars and dark moans echoed off the mountain as the hydra stomped on the ghouls, the setting sun touching the western horizon. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen  
 
    Lungs burned as bodies rushed through the forest. Will huffed, energy bottoming out and his pace slowing. The sun sank lower in the sky, a handful of stars struggling against the dimming light. Air cooled as Morgan and Cyndi slowed, huffing loudly. Stella clutched the side of her head, regaining her wits while Val’s strides turned into normal steps. The Idol in her hand looked on with dead eyes while Sil and Nova slowed, chests rising and falling in rapid succession. 
 
    Will turned his head, mouth open and gasping for air. A plume of black smoke rose in the distance behind them, faraway roars touching the sky. The orange glow of fire licked the air as a thrashing barely touched sensitive ears. 
 
    Will turned his gaze to Val before it fell to the Idol in her hands. The pale beauty looked to Will and smirked, lifting up the Idol for him to see. Sil and Nova moved to Val’s sides while Stella, Cyndi, and Morgan approached. The group came together, eyes on the small statue of a man with tentacles emerging from his trench coat. 
 
    “We should build a shelter first. We only have about ten minutes before the sun goes down,” Morgan huffed as he slowly regained his breath. 
 
    “This will only take a moment,” Will said, his gaze never leaving the Idol and lifting his hand to touch it. 
 
    A trickle of power touched Will’s senses as his fingers extended. If touching this Idol was anything like touching the Yir Idol, he was going to gain enough power to create a real kingdom, strong enough to protect everyone from the monsters that prowl across Jova. 
 
     Val gave a small smile, “I hope for all our sakes there is a recipe to make wine.” 
 
    Nova and Sil watched with profound intensity. Stella lowered her hat to cover her eyes, but glancing to her side, she caught Cyndi’s finger twitch. Morgan watched as his senses took in the area around them, listening for any ghouls or monsters that may approach. Cyndi didn’t blink as Will’s hand was inches away. 
 
    “Tell me your secrets,” Will whispered when a hand shot forward. 
 
    Time slowed as Cyndi reached for the Idol, her gaze turning into determination. Will’s hand bolted forward, touching the Idol a half a second sooner, the area turning dark, bodies melting away and a stone temple filling the space around him. 
 
    Will stood, hand out and touching nothing. Temple pillars filled the vast space, creating a path to a high altar. On the altar, a larger statue stood of the man with wild eyes, arms out and black tentacles emerging from his coat. Torches burned, light dancing along with shadows.  
 
    A figure stepped from behind a pillar near the altar, the same man as the Idol, hands in a slow clap. 
 
    “Bravo…bravo, Will Asher,” the man smiled widely. 
 
    Will watched as the man approached, a saunter in his step. The closer he came, the greater the details came to light. A large forehead sharpened down to a near pointy chin. Large eyes were black with white dots, like stars in the black sky. The trench coat fluttered with each step but no tentacles writhed from its dark confines. The air took on a chill, Will’s breath coming out frosty. 
 
    The man stood before the player, eyes never blinking. “Congratulations, you found me. I am Draygon, Elder Star Spawn, God of Chaos and all-around divine being of darkness. I’m sure you’re ready for your rewards.” 
 
    Will nodded, his mind distracted by what Cyndi attempted before he arrived. 
 
    One of Draygon’s brows rose up before giving a sinister chuckle. “No need to worry about anything else right now. When we are finished, you will return to the spot in time where that hero betrayed you. For now, let’s talk about the past and the future.” 
 
    “Talk?” Will said, not sure what he was expecting. Yir wasn’t much for words, but this god seemed different. He wondered if they were all different. 
 
    “We are different,” Draygon grinned. “I’m not supposed to tell you the finer details of what is happening, but I was never one to follow the rules. But before we get to the nitty gritty, I reward you with 15 points to increase your stats. Spend them and we will continue.” 
 
    An alert filled Will’s gaze as he brought up his character stats. 
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    The player eyed his stats as Draygon cleared his throat. 
 
    “You may want to spend most of them on your Will and Mana. It could be important.” 
 
    Will saw Draygon’s mischievous grin and decided to follow his advice. Trying to be as even keeled as possible, the player mentally placed 5 points in Will, 5 points in Mana and spread out the remaining 5 points among his five attributes, increasing each of them by one. He looked over his new stats, seeing that he achieved a higher tier. 
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    Draygon gave a small nod, keeping his intimidating smile. “Excellent, you are on your way to becoming very powerful. Now, I'm sure you have many questions. Don’t bother asking them because I can already read your mind.” 
 
    The god blinked and his smile dimmed a little. “I see Yir got to you first. Shame, I would have enjoyed showing you a darker path. If you ever change your mind, pray to me and we can see if we can make some changes.” 
 
    “There are more paths,” Will said simply. 
 
    Draygon rolled his starry eyes, “Yes, there is. I see you don’t understand what I mean when it comes to reading your mind. Fine, we are going to do this the old-fashioned way, let’s begin. 
 
    “Yir probably told you some things about paths. When you find an Idol, you are rewarded and luck will continue to follow you if you create places of worship. I am the same as are all of the other gods and goddesses here on Jova. What Yir couldn’t tell you was the finer details. It is forbidden across this celestial battlefield, but I don’t care for such rules. You have a blazing aura, one that will make most tremble when your strong enough. For that, I can’t help myself. I like the cloth you’re cut from and if we are going to make this relationship work, we need to work together.” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Will stated. 
 
    “Good,” Draygon smirked before he continued. “Let’s get the basic stuff out of the way. There is a celestial war across the universes and this place is one of the chosen battlegrounds.” 
 
    “Yir told me that,” Will interjected. 
 
    Draygon continued, ignoring Will, “Each battleground has thirteen gods, six gods of light, six gods of darkness and one neutral god to maintain the balance. The immortals of this world must gather the Idols or destroy them. There is a time limit, but you don’t have to worry about that. These battles can take generations to complete.” 
 
    Draygon put his arms behind his back and paced from left to right and back again in front of Will. “Now, capturing Idols is the best way to ensure holding your power. Of course, you can destroy them, but it speeds up the time table and can cause an imbalance. If there are more idols of one side than the other, the battleground may suffer from cataclysms so I wouldn’t destroy any Idols if I was you.”  
 
    “Why make that an option?” Will asked with an annoyed tone. 
 
    Draygon threw up his hands, “I don’t understand it either but it's what everyone agreed to in the meetings. But I digress. The point of these battles is to influence living worlds across the cosmos. If the light wins, life will flourish. If darkness wins, life will diminish. If you’re on the winning side, you may even help influence how the universe will proceed until the next Convergence. Don’t like humans, they get wiped out. You get the picture.” 
 
    A dark pulse vibrated along Will’s heart. 
 
    Draygon continued pacing, “We, on the dark side, like what we see in you. You have a passion that fits with our goals. That is why I’m breaking the rules for you, so you understand what’s at stake. Your victory here will help across many celestial battlegrounds. Stay true to your ideals and you should be fine.” 
 
    “Find and keep as many Idols as I can, got it.”  
 
    “It goes beyond just finding Idols. To gain a greater edge, you need the peoples of this world to worship us. Set up temples, churches, anything you desire, but they must follow one or all of us. You must have an Idol to entice others.” 
 
    Draygon’s shoulders sank a little as he let out a small huff. “Now, I have to tell you this part. You can have Idols from both sides, but the populaces may fall into conflicts. You must tread carefully. It goes with the master plan of collecting Idols. Whoever has the most Idols wins.  
 
    “Now, before you start asking questions again, gathering all Idols is considered a perfect win. You get to decide which side you want to win and that influence will affect other battles in your favor just like they will affect you and this world. You are also granted a wish.  
 
    “A perfect loss is if all Idols are destroyed. We don’t want this because your soul will be shattered and this world will die in horrific ways. It will also cause a backlash against other battlegrounds, giving them more power and influence, disrupting the balance. Do I have to tell you that is something nobody wants? The Convergence allows a soft reset and I would like to see my influence grow. Nobody wants the nuclear option just yet.” 
 
    Will’s thoughts colored with Milly’s image. 
 
    Draygon stopped pacing and faced Will. “I’m the only god who will not give you cryptic sayings or mysterious directives so make sure you don’t fuck this up. The six gods of light are pains in the ass. Despise is not a strong enough word. There is one goddess I want dead, but I’ll have to talk to you about it during your prayers. The Idols you collect allow for worship and we may come to you if you pray hard enough. Yir started you on the right path, but worshipping me will lead to victory.” 
 
    “What is victory to you?” Will asked, his gaze sharp. 
 
    Draygon gave an evil grin. “I want the old worlds and orders dead. I want a clean slate to start again. I want the strong and intelligent to rule, bringing a new peace across the multiverse.” 
 
    The god looked down. “Places where enlightened minds can be free of persecution and ignorance,” Draygon whispered. 
 
    Will didn’t blink as he stared at Draygon. The god’s words spoke to his soul and the player felt a bond cement into place. 
 
    Draygon looked up, his gaze meeting Will’s, “Chaos culls the weak. The strong will inherit the universe.” 
 
    “Find me. Worship me. You will be rewarded,” Will chanted. 
 
    Draygon gave a slight nod, “You understand. You understand what it means to have faith.” 
 
    Will’s heart beat with power. Purpose painted across his soul and fused with his desires. A higher understanding touched his mind and he dove into its deepening waters. A path glowed before him as he emerged from baptismal waters to take the first step. 
 
    Draygon gave a sinister smirk, “And now for your rewards.”  
 
    Alerts flashed across Will’s vision and knowledge sank into his mind. 
 
    You have learned Mystic Crafting! You may now create spells and books. 
 
    You have learned Alchemy Crafting Table! You may now brew potions. 
 
    You have learned Iron Crafting! You may now build tools, weapons and armor from iron metals. 
 
    You have learned Black Smith Crafting! You may now upgrade weapons, armor and tools. 
 
     You have learned Basic Town Core Stones! You may now build improved structures to form towns. 
 
    “And a little something to help one of your friends,” Draygon grinned. 
 
    You have learned Wine and Spirit Crafting! You may create wines and spirits. 
 
    The alerts faded as Draygon stood by Will and curled an arm around his neck.  
 
    “The creators of this world didn’t want the players to know too much about getting stronger, thinking it was better to discover it on their own than game the system. I think, for both of our benefits, you should know what you’re in for.  
 
    “Your stats have a cap of ninety-nine. No immortal can go beyond ninety-nine. From 1 to ninety-nine, there are ten tiers of power. You just entered the second one. Keep using your talents and they will grow. Find heroes and they will grow in small leaps. Find Idols and they will grow extremely fast. Remember everything I have told you and we should be fine. If you falter, your enemies will smell blood in the water. It won’t be pretty for you and those you love.” 
 
    The last sentence hung in the air like a dark cloud. 
 
    Draygon uncurled his arm and walked toward the altar, his back to Will. “I expect my temples to be grand. Pray to me so we can talk again.” 
 
    The temple melted into a vortex with Draygon turning and being the last thing Will saw before the abyss swallowed it whole. Mind floating, knowledge caressed Will as it all rooted deep.  
 
    “I’ll create a better world than the one I left behind,” Will declared to the void before he woke up back in his body. 
 
    Time was moving slowly as Will’s eyes looked to the side, Cyndi reaching for the idol in his hand. Morgan’s face contorted into silent fury while Val’s expression growled. Sil and Nova’s eyes narrowed as Stella stood, hat covering her eyes and body still. The moments began to quicken, but Will’s own rage burned as bright as a storm and twice as deadly. 
 
    Time returned. Cyndi’s fingers just touched the Idol before Morgan’s fist crashed into her cheek. The woman stumbled to the side as Val burst forward, driving an elbow into Cyndi’s head and sending her to the ground. Nova and Sil stood on each side of Will while Stella stepped back, out of the way. 
 
    Cyndi’s upper body rose up. A trickle of blood ran down from the corner of her mouth as she looked over to the group gathered at Will’s sides. 
 
    “You’re faster than I thought,” Cyndi smiled as she slowly stood up. 
 
    Will’s eyes narrowed, “Someone woke you up first.” 
 
    Cyndi stood to her full height, wiping away the thin streak of blood. “How did you know?” 
 
    “Your tomb, it was empty except for you and a scroll. When I woke up Val and Morgan, they each had something binding them to it. I don’t know how it all works, but my instincts knew something was different, wrong. I didn’t put it together until you made a move for the Idol.” 
 
    “I never liked playing the long game,” Cyndi smiled. “I was supposed to earn your trust, but I knew that if we made it back to your home, you would hide that Idol away so no one can get it. Considering your strengths, it was now or never.” 
 
    Will pulled up his inventory and placed the Idol in a slot. The small statue disappeared from view. Will drew his hammer from over his shoulder and held it at the ready. Morgan drew his sword as claws extended from Val’s fingertips. Sil gripped her spear while Nova drew her large dagger. Stella stood; eyes half closed. 
 
    Cyndi kept her grin. “You do know I can loot your corpse? Hand over the Idol and we all walk away.” 
 
    Will looked up at the last rays of light swallowed up by a darkening sky. 
 
    Cyndi lifted up her hands and made two fists. “Nights coming and the forest is going to be full of ghouls and Stalkers. I’ll have to beat you all pretty quick if I have any chance of surviving the night.” 
 
    “What makes you think you have a chance,” Will said in a low, menacing tone. 
 
    Cyndi’s eyes glowed with confidence. “I’ve been holding back. My skills and powers are a few tiers above yours, a gift from whoever put me in that tomb in the first place. You’re on the wrong side, Will. Jova is a new start and we need to cut out the cancer before it spreads.” 
 
    Will’s grip tightened along the shaft of the hammer. “You don’t know anything about me.” 
 
    Cyndi kept her arms loose. “I know enough to know you’re a bad man. Why else would you have a shapeshifter, a vampire, a kobold, a witch, and a Stalker as your people? I’ve dealt with a lot of bad people in my past and you hit all the marks. No sense in lying to ourselves any more. Yir and Draygon don’t fight for the light and neither do you.” 
 
    Will took a step forward, “Run or your life ends here.” 
 
    Cyndi kept her unwavering gaze, “No.” 
 
    Will's last drop of patience evaporated as he burst forward, hammer up. Morgan and Val were at his sides, charging like demons. Cyndi held her ground until the hammer came down. Twisting her body, the hammer head hit the ground, sending up dirt and debris. The lithe woman was spinning away as claws flashed, missing her by inches. Morgan leapt into the air, sword pointed and ready to activate its ability. When he was close, an ice blade stabbed out. 
 
    Cyndi’s body bent back, the frosty blade an inch above her face as a leg came up, striking Morgan against his wrist. A grunt of pain rewarded Cyndi’s ears as the blade twisted away. Snapping her body forward, a fist connected with Morgan’s stomach, bending him forward, air leaving his lungs. Will and Val were moving around Morgan when Cyndi grasped Morgan’s sword arm, twisted it and took hold of his copper ice sword. 
 
    Time ebbed as Will was swinging and Val was slashing. Cyndi’s body fell to the floor, aiming the sword up and activating its ability. An ice blade shot out stabbing through Morgan’s shoulder. Black eyes widened as pain strangled his voice. Val turned in mid swing, striking her palm against Morgan’s chest and sending him flying backwards, the ice blade pulling from his shoulder. Val turned and rushed Cyndi as she brought up her new blade, parrying Will’s attack. Metal rang out and sparks flew as Will pressed the power in his shoulders forward. 
 
    Cyndi smirked as she leapt backwards, claws missing her by inches. The lithe woman landed on her feet, her heels digging into dirt as Val came at her, full tilt. Claws slashed as Cyndi parried each strike with the finesse of a formal fencer. Sparks flew with each strike until Cyndi stepped in closer, driving her palm into Val’s chin. The pale beauty stumbled back before several fist strikes to her chest and a hard heel to her thigh sent her crashing down. 
 
    “Stay down,” Cyndi said before she raised her sword, parrying Will’s hammer. 
 
    Bloodlust fueled the player as he swung his hammer like a titan. Despite its size, Will moved easily, bringing the hammer down in a flurry of blows. Cyndi remained patient, parrying each blow, her expression calm and serene. Will’s rage boiled as he powered through. Each attack forced Cyndi to step back, the player betting that it would give enough time for one of his teammates to counter. 
 
    Sil and Nova moved in opposite directions of the fighting. The kobold readied herself as Nova watched for an opening. Stella stepped closer, moving behind Will, eyes on the fight. Metal rang out again and again as Will advanced a foot at a time. Cyndi continued to parry each blow before her heel struck out, hitting Will against a kneecap and causing him to lose his balance. 
 
    A spear shot out and Cyndi smacked it away. Nova charged. Cyndi leapt into the air, each foot kicking out. One struck Will in the face and the other did the same to the Stalker. Nova stopped her advance only for Cyndi to step in close and unleash a barrage of fist strikes. Arms went up to block, but the lithe fighter was so fast, she couldn’t counter, the attack was so powerful, it sent the stalker crashing onto her back and gasping for air. 
 
    Sil leapt as Will charged. Cyndi’s body moved like liquid, bending to dodge small claws and a giant hammer. Will could hardly keep up as she evaded their attacks without breaking a sweat. Sword slashing, it nicked Sil’s snout. The kobold didn’t make a sound as she landed and slashed, claws raking across a thigh. Cyndi spun and roundhouse kicked the kobold in the chest, sending her small form crashing into a nearby tree. 
 
    “Sil!” Will shouted as fire burst from the end of his hammer and he swung it hard. 
 
    Cyndi parried the blow, flames licking her face before her heel came straight up under Will’s chin. The force of the blow sent Will flying up and onto his back with a 'thud.' 
 
    You have taken 4 damage! You have 1 Heart.  
 
    Will cursed himself as he struggled to get back up. He hadn’t had a meal and his body had not regenerated from the fight with the hydra. Cyndi stepped closer, sword pointing at Will and a sardonic smile on her lips. 
 
    “Hand over the Idol,” Cyndi commanded with a cold edge. 
 
    Will wiped blood from the corner of his mouth as he slowly stood back up. “No, this is your last chance…to surrender.” 
 
    Cyndi shook her head, eyes open and watching as Stella moved to Will’s side, hands curled into fists. 
 
    “I don’t want to hurt you,” Stella said with a pleading edge. 
 
    “All that strength and you don’t like to hurt the living. That is your weakness,” Cyndi scowled. 
 
    “Judging from this fight, it’s your weakness too,” Stella said with a blank expression. 
 
    “Stella, stop her,” Will managed before he coughed up more blood, his arms shaking. 
 
    “Don’t mistake mercy for weakness,” Cyndi growled before heaving the sword back and throwing it. 
 
    The blade spun through the air, aiming for Will when Stella stepped in front of him and smacked the spinning sword away. Cyndi was already leaping into the air, catching the sword, turning it and aiming for Stella. The witch held her ground as an ice blade stabbed out. Lifting up the palm of her hand, the tip of the ice blade shattered against it. 
 
    “My soul is already made of ice,” the witch said as Cyndi landed in front of her. 
 
    Cyndi moved with skill and power as her hand shot out and leg up. Stella blocked each of the incoming blows, her pale gray body moving in sync with Cyndi. Will backed up, taking in the spectacle. Cyndi was using her hands and legs to fight, but the sword was held back behind her. Stella blocked each incoming blow, taking a mental note of the sword. 
 
    Will couldn’t let this go on any longer. Calling on his wolf form, energy exploded along his body. Muscles grew bigger as his body grew longer. A snout formed as hair sprouted along his skin. Talons lengthened as the monstrous form took hold. Hearts regenerated to 10 instantly. Stalking forward, Will growled with murderous intent. 
 
    Cyndi continued her attacks until she brought a foot in closer. Body spinning, she became a blur, the sword in hand taking on mirror images. Stella brought her arms up, ready to parry since she couldn’t keep up with Cyndi’s spinning body until metal flashed.  
 
    Cyndi stopped moving. Stella looked down, the sword stabbed through her thigh, the point exiting out the back. Black blood flowed down the blade. 
 
    “I wi…” Cyndi didn’t finish as Stella’s hand shot out and grabbed her by the throat. 
 
    The witch looked down at Cyndi’s bulging eyes as fingers squeezed, eyes holding an ice-cold indifference. Cyndi caught sight of Will in wolf form coming from around the witch. Arms grabbed onto Stella’s forearms and she lifted up her body. Heel bolting forward, Cyndi gave a strangled grunt as she slammed it again and again against Stella’s face. The first few strikes didn’t cause the witch to blink, but the power behind them grew until a heel strike rocked her head back, black blood spraying upwards from her nose and mouth. Stella’s grip loosened and Cyndi used all her strength to break away and gasp for air. Not letting go, she drove her heel into Stella’s exposed throat.  
 
    Stella stumbled back as Cyndi hit the ground. Coughing, she glanced up to see Will bearing down on her with teeth and claws. Rolling away, claws slashed at dirt. Cyndi was back to her feet as Will growled with contempt. Val struggled to stand as did Morgan. Nova gasped for air while Sil lay unmoving against a tree. 
 
    Claws came down and Cyndi grabbed Will’s furry wrists with a grunt. 
 
    “Who’s stronger now,” Will said with a beastly growl. 
 
    Cyndi drove her shin repeatedly against Will’s side, but the wolf monster didn’t flinch. Bringing her heel up, it smashed under Will’s snout, sending him back a step.  
 
    Cyndi hit the ground and launched into a backflip. Will advanced until he froze, yellow eyes wide. Cyndi landed next to Sil, brow in a hard V. 
 
    “She’s still alive. Hand over the Idol or she won’t be for much longer.” 
 
    Will stood his ground as Stella moved to his side. A flutter of emotion touched his heart as he looked to the unconscious kobold. She did nothing, but fight for him and he promised to help wake her people. The pledge burned along his mind as he knew he couldn’t allow her to die. 
 
    Cyndi let a smirk slip when moans filled the forest. Morgan and Val looked around, the sun gone from the heavens and stars shining. Pale bodies emerged from hidden places, deep in the shadowy forest. Nova struggled to get up, lifting her dagger up with one hand while another hand rubbed her head.  
 
    Cyndi glanced to the forest and then to Will and Stella. “Dammit,” she cursed as she picked up her foot and drove her heel into the tree propping up Sil.  
 
    The trunk of the tree cracked and began to fall forward. Cyndi leapt away as Will bolted forward. Large clawed hands reached up, catching the falling tree, arms bulging. Stella dove forward, grabbing Sil and leaping away. Will snarled as he turned the tree and let it crash down to the ground. All eyes turned and watched as Cyndi disappeared into the forest. A breath later, ghouls emerged, walking in their direction. 
 
    “We need a shelter,” Val shouted as she turned her back to the group, claws out. 
 
    Morgan drew a dagger and stepped back. Nova did the same. Stella held Sil in her arms. Will tried to call up his inventory, but it didn’t appear. Falling to his knees, tendrils of mist rose up from his body as he began to shrink. Weakness took hold, but he fought to stay awake. Human again, he weakly lifted a hand and called up his inventory. Taking hold of stone, he dropped blocks to the ground. Morgan, Val, and Nova began grabbing stone blocks, building a shelter as quickly as possible.  
 
    Ghouls growled and snarled before a dozen charged from the shadows. Stella reached with one hand to help Will to his feet while holding Sil in her other arm. The shelter was nearly completed, an entrance open. Stella pulled Will inside with Sil. Nova was next. Val and Morgan covered the entrance as the first ghouls reached them. A dagger stabbed into an eye and claws separated a head from shoulders. Morgan stepped into the shelter and Val was last, slicing a ghoul in half. Nova placed a stone at the entrance as ghouls reached in to rend flesh. Val sliced at them, their arms pulling back. Morgan grabbed the last stone and slid it into place, closing them in and darkness falling.  
 
    Ghouls howled for blood from outside as a single torch lit up the inside of the shelter. Stella sat, holding Sil to her. Nova and Morgan slumped against a stone wall. Val was the only one standing as she peered down on Will with a torch in his hand. 
 
    “Good job,” Will whispered before he passed out, Val snatching the torch from his hand. 
 
    “Sleep well,” Val whispered as she ran fingers through his hair. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
      Castle Thorn loomed in the background as a horned-woman worked in a medium sized garden. Milly was on her hands and knees, dirt caking her white dress as she pulled carrots and chucked them into an open basket. Wiping away sweat from her brow, she looked up to the azure sky. 
 
    Belle was close by, oozing along. Hand out, the slime saw a butterfly on a flower, flexing its wings. The slime watched with fascination as her hand hovered over it. With a tap of her finger, the butterfly was trapped against her finger. The slime lifted up her hand, watching with curious eyes as the winged insect was pulled into her hand, broke apart and dissolved. 
 
    Milly looked over with a small smile. “They won’t come back if you keep eating them.” 
 
    Belle glanced to Milly before looking at her hand again. Head bowing, she slinked off as Milly went back to work. 
 
    A gate opened. 
 
    Milly’s heart leapt in her chest as she turned her gaze to the main gate. Soul soaring, she stood up and ran toward it. Will, Val, and Morgan stepped through with Stella, Sil, and Nova behind them. Their faces were dirty and clothes a bit ragged. Small smiles bloomed at the rushing Milly. 
 
    “Will,” Milly cried out before throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him deeply. 
 
    Will held Milly close, savoring the kiss as the group entered, Nova closing the main gate behind them. 
 
    *** 
 
    A single lantern glowed in a small room. A round table stood, Will, Val, and Morgan sitting in chairs and facing one another. There were no windows and inky shadows surrounded the trio as they talked. 
 
    “What happened with Cyndi, cannot happen again. Cyndi tried to endear herself to us with information of the old world. As far as I’m concerned, the old world is dead. We have to think about the future.” Will stated with a cool expression. 
 
    Val and Morgan’s heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “When we find future heroes, we have to be vigilant. Our very survival will depend on it. As for the Idols, I will have them stored in a vault, deep within Castle Thorn. For now, the three of us will be the council until we expand further.” 
 
    Morgan kept his black gaze on Will, “We are expanding the kingdom?” 
 
    Will gave his confidant a knowing smirk. “Not just a kingdom. Cyndi seemed to let us know in a roundabout way, there will be others looking for the Idols. As I told you what Draygon told me, this isn’t a game. The first stone has been cast and I’m not going to let others take what we rightfully won. The world outside cannot be trusted. I believe we can do better, that is why we are going to build an empire.” 
 
    Morgan kept his gaze neutral.  
 
    Val gave a small, wicked smile. “Empires are built on conquest. Are we going to go through with this, no matter the costs?” 
 
    Will nodded. “We will help the lost. We will house the faithful. We will expand the territory. I know it’s ambitious, but I won’t let what happened to the old world happen here. This will be our chance to make Jova a place where those who are loyal feel safe and those against us will know wrath.  
 
    “I won’t blame either of you if you want no part in it, but this will happen, I swear it.” 
 
    Morgan smiled, showing his razor-sharp teeth, “I’m in.” 
 
    Val’s smirk grew into a fanged smile, “I’m in. It will feel good to make a real change.” 
 
    Will nodded. “Our first duties are to build a home for our future people. The first race to populate here will be the kobolds. After that, we will liberate savage creatures and wake them to grow new populations. We will build places of worship to Yir, Draygon, and any other gods we find.  
 
    “Once we are strong enough, we will go out and tame the forests and lands beyond.” 
 
    “We will need to discuss ranks and titles. We will also have to organize an army,” Morgan added. 
 
    Val looked to Will, “We will have to decide what kind of society we want to build.” 
 
    Will nodded. “We can break down the finer details, later. First, let’s build a town and then we can shape it to what we want.” 
 
    A dark energy sparked in the small room. The trio stood up, purpose and conviction fueling them. Will savored it, a plan forming and a deep need to bring a new order to a savage world.  
 
    The three of them made their way to the door. Door open, they all stepped out into the stone corridor. About forty feet further down, Stella leaned against a wall, her hat forward and covering her eyes. Morgan and Val shot each other a glance as they all walked. The two walked past the barely clothed witch. Will slowed down, turning his gaze to her. 
 
    Stella lifted up her hat, eyes glowing in the hall light as Morgan and Val turned a corner and disappeared from view. 
 
    “I see I wasn’t invited to the meeting,” Stella said simply. 
 
    Will nodded, his expression blank. “You weren’t. The only reason your still with us is because you helped save us when we fought Cyndi. But, don’t let that take away from what I noticed. You didn’t jump in right away and you tried to influence me to give her a chance, neither decision working to our benefit. I give everyone a chance, but your instincts were wrong. Maybe one day, your instincts will change for the better.” 
 
    Stella nodded. “I’m not sure it will mean anything, but I have an aversion to hurting the living. I don’t remember much, but as Val has said, I am a Witch Angel.” 
 
    Will’s gaze remained emotionless as he spoke, “When you become my Witch Angel, then and only then will I trust you again.” 
 
    Stella’s gaze took on a sad gloom. “Does this mean…we’re breaking up?”  
 
    Will couldn’t help but smile. “Stella, you’re my friend, but I want you to be more than my friend. Please, don’t squander this second chance.” 
 
    The witch’s sorrow shifted into a warm, sultry gaze, “Of course, Lord Asher.” 
 
    Will began walking, Stella moving to his side. The witch reached over and took his hand into hers. Fingers entwined as Will looked forward, trying to make a serious face and failing, lanterns above them lighting their way down the corridor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will, Milly, and Sil stood in a stone and wood structure. Soul Caskets lined the farthest wall. In Milly’s arms were garments and robes of a smaller variety. Sil looked on the caskets with wide eyes. Lights flashed along the caskets before lids began rising up one by one. Will watched with subdued excitement as kobolds rose up. Almost all looked around in confused ascension, an understanding they were now awake, but trying to understand their surroundings.  
 
    Will stepped forward with Milly and Sil at his sides. 
 
    “Welcome! I am Lord Asher. This is Lady Milly and Lady Sil. We will be assisting you to live here.” 
 
    Kobolds stood up and stepped out. Many turned their eyes and snouts to Sil. 
 
    “He speaks the truth. This is our new home,” Sil stated. 
 
    Sixteen kobolds stepped closer before kneeling down to one knee, bowing their heads. 
 
    Will nodded. “Milly, make sure they are dressed, fed and shown around.” 
 
    Milly nodded, moving to the nearest kobold and touching their shoulder. The kobold looked up with wide eyes to her warm smile. 
 
    “Let’s get everyone dressed and I will show you to your new homes,” Milly grinned. 
 
    Will watched as the kobolds slowly dressed before leaning his head over to Sil beside him, “Let’s go for a walk. I’m sure Milly can take it from here.” 
 
    Sil nodded and the pair left the small building. Stepping out onto the dirt street, Will looked around. The sun hung low in the sky but activity was all around them. Val and Morgan helped place blocks of stone and wood on one another to build a new home. Belle wandered the area, cleaning up weeds poking up from the ground. Stella hauled stone blocks effortlessly to designated locations while Nova helped. The small town began to take shape. Will made a mental note to carve out core stones once the last of the homes were finished. He had already drawn up plans for farms and extending the wall so they would have more land and better protections from the monsters in the forests. 
 
    “Nova!” Will called out to the Stalker. 
 
    Nova turned and smiled. Placing the block in her arms down on the ground, she made her way over. 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” Nova said brightly. 
 
    “I need you and Sil to come with me. I have something important to discuss.” 
 
    The stalker nodded and all three made their way to the front doors of Castle Thorn. Once inside, they turned several corners, climbed stairs and arrived at the royal quarters. Stepping in, they entered Will’s private bed chamber, the lord closing it behind him. 
 
    “There is something I want to show you both,” Will said as he moved to a door and opened it. 
 
    The trio walked into his private work chamber. Sil and Nova eyed the benches and assortment of weapons along the walls. An alchemy table stood, liquids of various colors bubbling and boiling. Reaching another door on the far end, Will opened it and they all walked in. The lord closed the door behind them as lanterns glowed. 
 
    Two Soul Caskets lay in the bare stone room. A chest was off to the side. Will moved to the chest and opened it. 
 
    “You both have gone above the call of duty. I thought you should be rewarded,” Will said as he pulled out 6 soul stones, a piece of opal and a piece of quartz.  
 
    Sil and Nova stood with wide eyes as he approached, stones and gems in his hands. 
 
    “Milly managed to find some opals and quartz in the mine. It makes what I want to offer you both that much easier. Every immortal here in Jova may have seven guardians. I can’t think of anyone else to fill these important roles, if you accept.” 
 
    “What happens when we become guardians?” Sil asked. 
 
    “You will become powerful. Powerful enough to defend the people and lands we control.” 
 
    Sil looked down, “Can I still lead my people?” 
 
    Will nodded, “That and more.” 
 
    The kobold gave a small, serpentine smile. “I accept.” 
 
    Nova’s hand clutched to one another, stars in her eyes. “I accept too! I accept!” 
 
    Before Will could say anything, the Stalker launched forward and hugged him hard, almost knocking the gems and stones from his hands. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Will said through gritted teeth. 
 
    Nova let go and stepped back, head bowed. “I’m sorry! I’m still working on my hugs.” 
 
    Will smiled. “It’s okay.” 
 
    The young lord moved to the caskets. In the four-slot diamond shape, he placed three soul stones in the top slots of both. In one casket, he placed an opal. In the other, he placed a piece of quartz. Standing up, he beckoned them over. 
 
    “Nova, you lay in this one,” Will pointed to the casket with the quartz in it.  
 
    The stalker didn’t hesitate as she climbed in and laid down, arms crossing her chest. Eyes glowed with excitement. 
 
    “When I close the lid, I think it will take time for power to sink into your body. When you wake up, you should feel like a new person.” 
 
    Nova nodded. “Yes, Lord Asher. I can’t wait!” 
 
    Will closed the casket lid. Light glowed along the edge before it sealed shut. A timer appeared in Will’s vision. Seven days appeared in the digital display before a countdown began. Will noted that it would be a lengthy process and looked forward to Nova coming back, stronger than ever. 
 
    Will turned to see Sil getting in her casket, “The process takes seven days.” 
 
    Sil nodded.  
 
    Will stepped over and knelt down as the kobold became comfortable. “Do you mind if I ask you something?” 
 
    Sil nodded again as she looked to him. 
 
    “I saw angel wing carved in Val’s hero tomb. What was their meaning?” 
 
    Sil smiled before a fog filled her eyes. “I’m not sure. I loved the symbol and I have moments where I was not like how I am now. I helped people and it is still with me. I want to help others. I want to help you, my lord.” 
 
     Will gave her a warm smile, “You will. Sleep well Sil. I’ll be here when you wake up.” 
 
    The young lord stood up, “Thank you, my guardian.” 
 
    “Thank you, Will,” Sil whispered before the lid closed over her. Energy flashed and another time display appeared under the first one. 
 
    Will stared at the caskets, a loving warmth touching his heart and possibilities on the horizon. 
 
    *** 
 
    The first bottle of wine poured into glasses. Val licked her lips as a glass was handed to her. Morgan lifted one up as did Milly and Stella. Will smiled as he sat down with his glass. The dining room glowed in warm light as a fireplace crackled. 
 
    Will raised his glass, “To companions and friends, let’s enjoy our first taste of wine.” 
 
    “Here here,” everyone gathered said as they took a deep sip. 
 
    Morgan grimaced a little at the bitter taste. Milly’s face wrinkled, twitching her nose. Stella took a deep sip before putting the glass down, the wine having no effect. Will grinned as the bitter taste flared along his senses. 
 
    Val drank her glass down, pulling it away when it was empty and eyes closed. She savored the taste before opening her eyes with renewed fire. 
 
    “It’s good, but we can do better,” the pale beauty said with a fanged smile. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” Will said in a dark tone. “Yes, we will.” 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Epilogue  
 
    A pair of full moons hung high in the night sky. One was larger than the other, but their combined light bathed the forests in a celestial glow. The main gate opened slightly and figure stepped out, closing the gate behind them. A witch hat shined in the moonlight as shadows covered the figure’s face. Long legs stepped, one after the other as the figure made their way into the forest. 
 
    Moans floated on the wind as Stella walked through the forest. Shoulders relaxed, her walk turned into stroll, arms swinging to and fro to an internal tune. The witch looked forward, not a care in the world as the moans grew louder and closer. After a number of minutes, pale figures emerged from inky shadows. Dark eyes caught sight of the witch and they began to lumber and shamble in her direction. 
 
    Stella kept the same pace as the moans drew closer. When a few ghouls appeared out of the dark forest, a small grin appeared on her lips. The ghoul’s moans turned to growls, three of them ready to pounce on her to rend flesh from bone. When they took a step too close, the foul needs drifted away. The hunger vanished and their growls turned to confused moans. 
 
    “I don’t have time for you little ones,” Stella said with a sultry whisper. “Go and hide. Maybe Momma will play later.” 
 
    The ghouls turned and walked back into the forest’s shadowy embrace, moans moving further and further away. 
 
    Stella slowed her stroll until she reached a small clearing. The witch bent down, gaze on the dirt floor. Finger out, she began to run the tip along the soft earth. A maddening smile bloomed wide as she stood up and continued to trace out a symbol. When she was done, a satanic pentagram glowed with supernatural light. 
 
    “I summon you,” the witch whispered. 
 
    Fire bloomed up, twisting and curling into itself. Stella watched as the fire took a shape before burning away. A robed figure stood, thin arms crossed and ragged brown fabric covering their emaciated body. A large, pumpkin head lifted up, orange triangular eyes opening. Thin slits for a nose widened and thinned as a jagged hole for a mouth flexed wide.  
 
    The pumpkin man looked down at the pentagram around him and a frown formed. “Stop using a pentagram to summon me. This is not a satanic ritual. You could have easily just said my name.” 
 
    Stella’s shoulders bounced as she giggled, “I know but this way is more fun.” 
 
    Stella calmed down and bowed her head, “Sorry, Lord Samhain.” 
 
    Samhain unfurled tree-like hands and rubbed his eyes. “You are hopeless. Is the deed done or not?” 
 
    Stella’s smile dimmed. “I attempted what was asked. I tried to destroy his mind so his soul would fracture, but the laws of this world prevented me from completing the task. He, like all human souls here, are immortal. As of now, I cannot complete what was asked.” 
 
    Samhain let his arms drop to his sides, a heavy sigh falling from a jagged mouth. “I knew this would be a concern. Others have ensured William Asher’s survival. I take no joy in this.” 
 
    “His trust in me has diminished as well,” Stella said matter of fact. 
 
    Samhain nodded his oversized head. “A small sacrifice, but something you can change with enough time. The other gods have been chosen for this celestial battleground and it vexes me that I am one of the chosen. Despite my continued advice and vocal displeasure, the pantheon has decided I can no longer stand by and watch. We are now part of this war, whether we like it or not.” 
 
    Stella lowered her head, “Your Idol is here?” 
 
    Samhain gave a grave nod. “Indeed, it is, one of the thirteen. I was slated to be a neutral god until the Goddess of Lust and Love assigned me to be part of the light. I would have argued, but her power has grown since her return from the void. Many flock to her influence and I won’t waste my time trying to convince her otherwise.” 
 
    “What are my orders,” Stella asked, unsure if she wanted to know. 
 
    Samhain gave a wide, sinister smile. “You are to stay by his side and look for an opportunity. Guide him off the dark path or find a way to end his life here in Jova. Either way, it must be done. The Mana Cataclysm approaches. William Asher’s rage will destroy this ark if he is not stopped. The pantheons will not risk losing the succulent faith humans create. The Light will not allow for death to sweep across universes. She will not let allow her lover’s former people to vanish. Do you understand?” 
 
    Stella nodded, her heart cracking. 
 
    Samhain reached forward with a long, bent finger and touched the witch angel’s chin. Pressing up, Stella looked up into her master’s dark expression and wide smile. 
 
    “All is not lost my beloved Witch Angel. Coming to Jova has stripped you of some of your power. I will grant you a new power, so that you may be a stronger force in these dark times.” 
 
    Stella held out her hands to her side, power creeping along her arms. With a snap of her fingers, blue flames burst from her palms and engulfed her hands. 
 
    “Ghost fire?’ Stella said as she brought her hands close, cold flames licking her face. 
 
    Samhain nodded. “I know your aversion to taking a life, but with this power, you will be a titan against any dead who challenge you. The flames will drain beings with a soul, sending them to a gentle sleep, but will not kill them. There is, however, a threat you must be aware of. One of the dark gods wants this realm for its own and doesn’t care about the rules.” 
 
    “Draygon?” Stella asked. 
 
    Samhain shook his head, “No, something far worse. You will know it when you see it. For now, focus on William Asher. I will speak to the gods of light and see if we can come up with a solution to the immortal issue. William must not become so powerful that he will create an imbalance.” 
 
    Stella bowed, “Yes, my Lord Samhain.” 
 
    The pumpkin lord smiled before looking down at the ground, “Do not contact me again unless it’s important. I will come to you if I learn anything further. Be well my Witch Angel. I have faith in you. And stop using the pentagram, it’s annoying.” 
 
    Flames rose up, engulfing Samhain before he turned into wisps of smoke on the small breeze. 
 
    Stella stood with her hands folded behind her back, watching the last wisps float away. 
 
    “I’ll stop using the pentagram,” the witch said with a wicked smile, her fingers crossed behind her. 
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