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 One 
 
    The sound of soft grazing blended with the melody of birdsong. The sun shined high in the blue sky, its brilliance causing the upper canopy of the forest to glow with golden auras. The air was still as several horses mulled about, the shadowy forest giving them a momentary respite from the warm day. Large teeth pulled up patches of tall grass, while tails smacked away small insects. Pointed ears turned to the sides, the horses relaxed as powerful hearts beat with peaceful rhythms. 
 
    A shadow darted silently from tree to tree in the small distance.  
 
    A horse lifted its head, dark eyes on the inky shadows and ears pointed up and forward. A tendril of concern caused the beast to stare. Birds fluttered away and the horse took a step back. When the chirping melody died, the majestic creature huffed, alerting those around it. Horses picked up their heads, gazing in the direction the black stallion was staring.  
 
    Time slowed down to heart beats before a shadow emerged from behind a tree, arms out to their sides and footlong claws gracing every fingertip. 
 
    The horses bolted in all directions. Powerful legs pumped as hooves kicked up dirt. The shadow darted after the stallion, legs in a blur and dark cloak billowing in the wind. Turning its head, the black stallion glanced back to see the figure following, but losing ground. It turned its gaze forward, branches swatting and breaking as the powerful creature burst through a thicket of tree limbs. As the horse crashed through the untamed forest, another shadow squatted on a thick branch, eyes wide and a small smirk forming. 
 
    The stallion charged, barely noticing the new shadow over it. Before it could react, legs clamped onto the horse’s body and arms coiled around its neck. The stallion neighed in surprise before it bucked with terrible power. The figure on its back clung for dear life, gritting his teeth and refusing to let go. 
 
    Val slowed to a stop, claws sliding back into her fingers, her wide eyes on Will as he clung with every ounce of strength he had. The stallion rose up on two legs, kicking out with its forelegs, trying to remove the person on its back.  
 
    “Put it on!” Will shouted. 
 
    Val pulled leather reins from her cloak and leapt. The stallion’s head turned away, but Val moved with practiced ease, slipping the reins over its snout and latching it on while in midair. Will kept his smirk as Val’s legs turned over her body as fingers let go. Panic surged as the stallion’s legs came down and Will just managed to grab hold of the leathery reins. 
 
    Will’s smile faded as the horse huffed angrily and charged into the forest. Wrapping a rein around his left hand, the bucking creature plowed through low branches like a freight train. Snapping wood filled the forest, sending birds into the sky. Rabbits darted away as the big creature continued with its relentless need to dislodge the unwelcomed guest on its back. 
 
    Eyes wide, Will brought up his right forearm as a thick branch came at him. Wood shattered and the thick branch swung away, pain riding Will’s senses. 
 
    You have taken 2 damage! You have 8 Hearts remaining. 
 
    The forest blurred past as Will fought for control. Grabbing the reins with both hands, the young man pulled back, trying to slow the panicked creature. The stallion fought with impressive power, Will slowly realizing he was losing the battle. Another branch struck his shoulder, but no damage was indicated as he held on. Ears back, the horse screeched its discontent, kicking up its back legs.  
 
    Will’s life flashed before him as he felt gravity go sideways, gaze on the ground and feeling like he was going to be thrown. 
 
    “Easy, I have a present,” Will whispered. 
 
    The stallion’s ears perked up as it brought its back legs down, but continued to buck. Will grunted as the reins dug into his hands before his right hand let go. Inventory up, he pulled out an apple and it appeared in his hand.  
 
    The stallion’s body pulsed with power as it tried to remove Will. A glance back and a hint of juicy red quelled the storm slightly. The stallion continued to jump and buck, but it kept turning its head to see the inviting apple in the man’s hand. 
 
    “Take it easy…relax…I will give it to you,” Will tried to say between holding on and not being thrown around like a rag doll. 
 
    The bucking slowed and soon thick muscles rippled as the stallion turned its head in subdued rage. Will held out the apple, smiling. The stallion looked to him with one eye, a seething anger cooling. Lips curled back, it snapped the apple from Will’s hand and munched on it. Will quickly pulled out another apple and the stallion’s eyes considered him. 
 
    “I have plenty,” Will said as his left hand ran down the majestic creature’s black mane while holding the apple. 
 
    The stallion reached over and bit into the apple, chewing softly and waiting for another. Will grinned. It took one or two apples to tame most of the horses they captured but this stallion clearly needed more to be persuaded. Faint feelings spoke of the difficulty of taming real horses, but here on Jova, it was simple if you knew what creatures liked. Pulling out another apple, the stallion ate it with greedy fervor. By the time it ate its sixth apple, Val appeared from the forest, cloak covering her pale features and shadows caressing her cheeks. 
 
    “How many apples?” Val asked. 
 
    Will patted the black stallion’s neck, “Going on seven. This one is no pushover.” 
 
    Val crossed her arms, “I was surprised this one ran in your direction.” 
 
    Will nodded as the stallion eased down, a satisfaction in its dark eyes. “Me too. Maybe it was meant to be.” 
 
    “Do we want to find more?” 
 
    Will shook his head,” I think we’re finished for today. Six horses might be enough. Milly said we can breed them easily.” 
 
    Will moved his head closer to the stallion’s head, “Want to go home with us?” 
 
    The horse turned its head, dark eye on Will. The player grinned as he pulled out another apple. 
 
    “One more and we go?” 
 
    The horse nodded like it understood. 
 
    Will tossed the apple and the stallion caught it, munching like it just finished an exquisite meal at a fancy restaurant. Pulling on the reins, the black horse turned and trotted toward Val. The pale beauty held up a hand and Will took it. With a powerful pull, Val was behind Will, hands around his waist. The stallion trotted into the dark forest, birdsong returning. 
 
    *** 
 
    Morgan sat against a tree trunk, black eyes on the five horses tied to the surrounding trees. A sigh filled the mystical forest as the strange man was tempted to drift off into a nap. Lids heavy, the delicate song of slumber caressed his sensitive ears when the sound of trotting caused his eyes to fully open. Standing up, the man smiled as a black horse appeared from the forest, Will and Val on its back. 
 
    “He’s beautiful,” Morgan said as they approached. 
 
    Will nodded. “He was stronger than the others, but he came around.” 
 
    “Maybe now we don’t have to hike everywhere we go,” Val said as she poked her hooded head over Will’s shoulder. 
 
    Morgan kept his eyes on the horse, “Do you think the kobolds will ride them?” 
 
    “I don’t think the kobolds like anything bigger than them. For now, they may be just for us.” 
 
    “They like us,” Val said with sultry smirk. 
 
    Will looked back with his own smile, “We’re the exception to the rule.” 
 
    Morgan moved to the other horses and began untying them from the trees. Climbing onto one, he held the extended reins and the horses followed him.  
 
    Will put his hand on Val’s hands along his stomach, “Want to take one of the other horses?” 
 
    Val gave a slight shake of her head, “The day has already worn me down. I’m fine right where I am.” 
 
    Will nodded as the trio and their horses trotted south. 
 
    The ride back was quick, Will looking beyond the gaps in the trees to the spires of Castle Thorn in the distance. A small excitement touched his nerves and he wanted to show Milly and the others the horses they'd captured. It had been three days since they decided to collect the beautiful beasts with today being the only day, they had managed to capture any. The last two days were spent searching with annoyed frustration. When they came across a small herd, the three of them knew it was all or nothing.  
 
    Will absentmindedly shook his head as he remembered how they clumsily tried to capture the horses, but only end up with cuts and bruises. Milly had told them that you had to lure, mount and feed them to gain their respect. Reins would help, but they had to stay steadfast to ensure the horses would want to stay. After they tamed the first one, it was easier as they went, the stallion being the cherry on top. 
 
    Reaching the main gate, Will, Val, and Morgan dismounted. The gate opened to kobolds watching with fearful interest as Will, Val, and Morgan led the horses inside. The gate closed and locked shut behind them, caused Will’s shoulders to instantly relax. Eyes drank in his surroundings as several timid kobolds approached to admire the giant horses. 
 
    A small village stood, several structures taking up part of the walled-in land before the large pentagon shaped castle behind it. Small wooden homes were to either side of a dirt road. Metal rang out from a forge to the left as kobolds worked. To the right, a covered area stood with benches filled with kobolds eating. Many turned from their meals to wave to Will and company. Further to the right, an empty stable stood. 
 
    Will handed the reins over to a kobold, “See that they are taken care of.” 
 
    The kobold gave a timid nod as it led the giant creature away. Several more kobolds took the reins of the other horses and led them toward the stables. Will watched the kobolds and horses for a moment before walking along the dirt road to the middle of the village. Val and Morgan stayed by his side until he stopped. 
 
    “I think I’m just going to walk around and see what we can do next to improve the village,” Will said without looking at either of them. 
 
    “I could use a nap,” Morgan said and yawned. 
 
    “I’ll be in the alchemy room, testing out some new recipes,” Val stated simply. 
 
    The trio broke, Will turning right while Val and Morgan walked toward the castle. The player moved with relaxed ease, taking in the area. The village was small and the population a mere twenty kobolds but Will could see it growing with time. Remembering back to when he had created a few core stones, it was easy enough to fashion the stones, but ultimately useless without villagers to populate the town.  
 
    Images of carving the stones to fulfill certain needs colored his thoughts. The Forge Stone was needed as was Storage and Home stones. The process was simple as he used a crafting bench to make them. Next came building the actual structures and adding the stones to the buildings to secure their usage. Once the forge was created and a stone added, several kobolds rushed to take over manning it. A small, thin, one story structure was built to house food and equipment while Home stones were placed in each small dwelling. The kobolds immediately knew what went where, as the stones made it perfectly clear what each place was used for. Will guessed it was to help cut through any confusion a citizen might have. As the population would grow, it would make managing them that much easier. 
 
    Will walked along, glancing to a mine entrance as a single kobold emerged from it. The player noticed that despite the midday break, some of the lizard creatures continued to work hard. Those that didn’t work on the forge, worked in the mines. Kobolds excelled at collecting materials and gems, as well as filling the storage location with materials, but bringing the lion’s share of gemstones to the castle. There was a drop off chest that was quickly emptied at the end of the day and added to the treasure room deep within the castle. 
 
    Thoughts drifting as he walked, images of two Soul Caskets emerged. Will’s excitement grew as he knew Sil and Nova would rise from their casket’s tomorrow evening as Guardians. He wasn’t sure what to expect, but the player began to miss them both. The process took seven days and Will looked forward to seeing them again. 
 
    When Will walked past a few small homes, he looked up to a shrine close to the western wall. Three walls stood, surrounding small dais steps. Shadows nearly covered the inside, the sun’s rays unable to penetrate the gloom. A carved stone stood with strange runes and a statue stood on top of it. Will slowed down, his gaze catching small pieces of iron and several dead rats on the steps. He knew they were offerings from the kobolds as he knelt on the steps, taking care not to crush any of the dead bodies. 
 
    The statue stood of a man in a trench coat, black tentacles emerging from within the coat’s confines. The figure had a large head tapering down to a pointed chin and manic smile. The statue of Draygon stood silently as Will admired the replica. The real idol was safely hidden away but with the statue and the Worship Core Stone under it, the kobolds would pay their respects before and after every work day. 
 
    “Let’s try this again,” Will whispered. Having tried three times to pray to the god, Draygon had not seen fit to answer his prayers. Determined, he knew he had to keep trying. 
 
    “Find me. Worship me. You will be rewarded,” Will chanted to the small statue. 
 
    A gentle breeze washed over the player, but nothing happened. 
 
    Will’s eyes narrowed, “I thought you were the god that cut through all the bullshit?” 
 
    The light of the day dimmed before darkness rose up like black flames. Will kept his narrow gaze as the shrine washed away and an ancient temple surrounded him. Standing up, he looked around at giant pillars and fiery braziers. Shadows waved to the firelight before a figure stepped from behind a pillar, a sardonic smile on their lips. 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Asher,” Draygon chuckled. 
 
    “You haven’t been picking up,” Will stated with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Draygon nodded as he kept his amused expression, “I have been preoccupied with my punishment from the pantheon. It would seem helping you the way I did was against the rules and I had to pay the price.” 
 
    “What kind of punishment can a god receive?” Will asked, genuinely curious. 
 
    Draygon spoke and waved at the air like he was beset by flies, “A reduction of my influence and an ever-watchful eye on me. A price I gladly pay just to throw some chaos into the fire. The pantheon doesn’t know how to have fun.” 
 
    “So, coming here is wasting my time,” Will said with a dark edge. 
 
    “Not necessarily. They can’t kick me out, but they will make my existence painful,” Draygon grinned. “I doubt you prayed to me just to hear me moaning about the establishment.” 
 
    Will nodded, “I need to know where I can find more Idols.” 
 
    Draygon’s smile faded as he shrugged. “I am forbidden to give any hints on where they are. The pantheon was very specific on that topic. They want you to figure it out on your own.” 
 
    Draygon’s body lit up with arcs of energy, body shuddering. The moment was barely a second before the energy disappeared and wisps of smoke rose up from his body.  
 
    “I mean, WE want you to figure it out on your own,” Draygon said while giving a sideways glance to nothing. 
 
    “They shortened your leash,” Will crossed his arms. 
 
    Draygon shook his head, “Can’t we change the subject to demons and pits?” 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow before Draygon began to pace. 
 
    “I can’t help but I want to help. I was informed I had to be cryptic just like everyone else.” 
 
    “What’s the point of divine intervention if you can’t intervene?” 
 
    Draygon let out a chuckle. “You’re preaching to the choir, but be that as it may, you will have to figure it out on your own. For now, rest up and dream. Dark days are approaching.” 
 
    Will stared at the god as he paced, confusion coloring his thoughts. 
 
    Draygon stopped pacing, turned and waved his hand. “Time’s up. I love our chats,” the god said before his imaged wavered and melted away, along with the rest of the temple. 
 
    Will opened his eyes, still on his knees and staring at the Idol replica. Standing up, he gave the idol one last look before turning and walking back through town. Thoughts plagued his mind as his one dedicated source to the inner workings of his quest just went up in smoke. Finding Idols was the only way he could solidify his power and ensure the safety of his fledgling kingdom. Having two idols out of thirteen was a start, but he had a long way to go. 
 
    A shadow touched the edge of Will’s senses and he looked over to the two-story home he had first created when he arrived on Jova. The cabin like home stood between the tiny village and the enormous castle in the background, its purpose changed to fulfill a new requirement, housing soul caskets so they could awaken creatures from their savage ways. The sight of it brought a profound purpose to Will, even if the difficulty of accomplishing the purpose was higher than expected. 
 
    Will stopped and stared at the structure. It had been six days since he woke the kobolds from their primitive states. He wanted to go out and search for more soul stones so he could add to the tiny village, but found himself and his friends caught up in building and farming. Kobolds took to mining, but didn’t take well to farming, which put most of the work on Will, Milly and Stella. Val preferred night guard duty and Morgan spent his time honing his crafting skills. Belle was often oozing around town, picking up anything she could digest. The days drifted by, but everyone worked on their own tasks and Will was lost to domestic cultivation. The thought brought a small smirk to his soul, the satisfaction of building and tending to his tribe taking center stage, but the call for more whispered amongst his thoughts when the sun set.  
 
    Letting the moment slip away, Will began walking toward the castle. Castle Thorn stabbed at the air like a multi-pronged odd looking trident. The main keep was pentagon shaped with towers reaching into the sky at each point and a thick, singular tower in the middle. Will lamented on the immense work to create it, because it stood practically empty since the kobolds spent most of their time in the village. Will and the others stayed in the castle, but the empty halls and rooms haunted him, begging to be filled with bodies and purpose. Reaching the wide stairs, the player climbed them until the sun was blocked out and Will walked into cool shadows. 
 
    Simple lanterns glowed along the walls as Will made his way deeper. The feeling of home washed over him as his gaze fell to the floor. Before he knew it, he was closing the main doors to the royal quarters. Walking on, he made his way down the wide hallway. Some doors stood ajar while others were closed. Routines took everyone to different locations, but by evening time, everyone would be here, talking about their day and what to expect for tomorrow. 
 
    A thought flashed, remembering what Morgan said about taking a nap. The new stable was already constructed and some of the kobolds would be taking care of the new horses. The day’s task done, a small rest before delving into the Mystic Crafting bench might be just what he needed. A charge surged as Will’s thoughts turned. He had studied the Mystic Bench for a few days, but hadn’t tried to create any spells yet. He studied it nightly, making sure he had some idea on how it worked before he dove in. It was one of several things he wanted to become better at before searching for more Idols. 
 
    Pushing the door to his bedchamber open, Will looked up and smiled. Milly sat on the edge of his bed; hands folded in her lap. Will’s smile slowly faded as he noticed a crease along her brow and a sad darkness in her eyes. She wore a gray robe, but her bare feet lay flat on the thin rug. Turning her head, curved horns graced the sides of her head as curly black hair cascaded down from a widow’s peak to past her shoulders. 
 
    Seeing Will, the horned woman stood up and walked toward him, head bowed. “Will, so glad to see you.” 
 
    The two met in the middle of the room, two feet apart. 
 
    “Good to see you too. Is everything okay?” 
 
    Milly hesitated before giving a small nod. “Yes… I… just wanted to speak to you in private.” 
 
    “You have all of my attention,” Will said with a disarming smile. Milly was the first creature he had awakened from their primitive state and he would be lying if he didn’t have the softest of hearts for the beautiful horned woman. 
 
    Milly turned her head to the bed, “Maybe we should sit down.” 
 
    Milly made her way to the large bed and Will followed. Concern touched his heart as he kept his expression plain. She was never like this and he knew it had to be important. When they reached the bed, Milly turned and touched Will’s arms, giving a small push to indicate for him to sit. Will complied, sitting down and eyeing Milly with loving patience. 
 
    Milly stood before him, eyes looking away. A moment later, she knelt down and put her hands on his knees. Head bowed; she took a deep breath. 
 
    “I have something to ask of you,” Milly said in a low tone. 
 
    Will put his hands over hers, “You don’t have to kneel. Sit beside me so we can talk.” 
 
    Milly shook her head. “It’s important and… I want to make sure I give the proper respect for what I want to ask.” 
 
    Will’s lips parted, ready to tell her she was being silly when the horned woman pulled her hands away. Each slender hand dove into her robe pockets. When they withdrew, a dozen soul stones gleamed in the shadowy room. Will looked down, eyebrow raising. He thought he had run out of soul stones when he placed the last ones in Sil and Nova’s soul caskets. 
 
    “These stones are from the sheep I have slaughtered to ensure we have plenty of meat and wool. I… began collecting them so I could bring them to you with my request. I know I’m no longer like my primitive race. I know I’m evolved to be awake in this world.” 
 
    Milly looked up, making eye contact, “Will, I ask you not just as your lover, but as your friend, I want people like myself here on Jova. I tried to use a Soul Casket by myself, but it didn’t work so, I am coming to you to grant me the privilege of having my own people here with us.” 
 
    Will glanced to the stones before looking back to Milly’s powerful gaze. Using his hands, he closed her full hands and took hold of her wrists. Milly’s eyes widened as Will stood up, bringing her to her feet. The two stared at each other, a nervous silence filling the air around them. 
 
    “Milly, you never have to kneel to me. As for your request, it would be my honor to awaken your people,” Will said with a warm smile. 
 
    Milly’s eyes watered before she flung her arms around his neck and embraced him.  
 
    “Thank you,” she sobbed. 
 
    Will held the horned woman close, basking in her scent as her shoulders shuddered against him, bright light spilling in from the open balcony and a warm breeze rushing in to touch them both. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun sank lower, a thick shaft of light moving slowly across the stone floor. Will and Milly lay in bed, the horned woman fast asleep, her body pressed against Will’s. The two lay and talked for about an hour before a midday slumber pulled on their spirits. Eyes closing, Will didn’t fight the last tendrils of sleep as they wrapped around him. Happily holding Milly, the abyss yawned and he floated down with a sigh. 
 
    The dreamscape writhed like a living thing as Will sat up. He scanned the dreamy realm as an unfamiliar melody played along his spirit. Ghostly trees swayed as grass curled and uncurled around him. Tiny spirits danced to the melody, holding hands and skipping without a care in the dream world. 
 
    “Not the strangest dream I ever had,” Will chuckled as he felt completely at home. 
 
    The ground shuddered and a few feet away, it cracked. Blue fire rose up as Will turned his attention to it and scuttled back a few paces. A head appeared, black eyes with starry points staring at the young man. The head cleared the crack, followed by shoulders covered in a trench coat. Will’s eyes narrowed as Draygon slid up from the crack until he hovered an inch off the ground. The jagged hole closed and the god landed on the curling grass, the little spirits running away and disappearing in the ghostly forest. 
 
    “You understood what I was trying to say,” Draygon grinned with sharp teeth. 
 
    Will slowly stood up, “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Draygon’s smile dimmed. “Dreams, I mentioned dreams. This is the only place we can talk because dreams are left to interpretation. It...” Draygon stopped and looked over his shoulder to the forest around him. 
 
    The god shook his head before looking back at Will, “Dammit, she’s coming. I’ll have to make this quick.” 
 
    Draygon held out a hand. The ground before Will began to shake before a hole swirled into view. Will looked down at the small hole, a spiral leading deeper into the earth and tiny horned demons began to climb out, small howling reaching the player’s ears. 
 
    “Draygon, what is this?” 
 
    “Shut up and listen,” the god growled. “An Idol of Light has been found. If you stand a chance of winning this celestial battleground, I suggest you travel North. Your enemy cannot get their hands on another particular Idol. Find it and bury it deep so no one can…” 
 
    Draygon turned his head to the ghostly forest when a robed figure stepped out. Will looked past the startled god to see a woman clad in a dark purple robe. The hood was up, shadows covering her eyes and only the bottom of her face was visible. Pale skin glowed as dark, plump lips parted with a sultry sigh. The robe adhered to her body perfectly, inviting cleavage shining like a beacon in the night. The garment clung to her narrow waist before flaring out to strong hips. Slits along the front of the robe parted as she walked, showing strong but sensual thighs and bare feet. She moved with grace, stepping closer as hips swayed with hypnotic power. 
 
    “Will, don’t let her tempt you. She…” Draygon trailed off before the ground underneath him cracked open once again.  
 
    Will watched as roots sprouted, snaking around the god and wrapping around his limbs and torso. Draygon grunted as they pulled him down into the jagged hole. Mouth open, he tried to say something else when a root coiled around his head and clamped his mouth shut. The last of Draygon sank into the ground and the hole closed. 
 
    Will watched as the sultry woman stepped closer. Inky shadows shifted over her eyes, but the player’s gaze couldn’t penetrate the darkness. When the cloaked woman stood before him, she lifted a hand and pointed a single finger at his chest. 
 
    A growing rage bubbled under Will’s skin, “What do you want?”  
 
    The cloaked woman stood, silent as a grave until she pressed the tip of her finger to his chest. Will was about to slap it away in annoyance when pain surged and exploded across his entire form. The woman’s finger penetrated his skin, cracking and shattering the middle of his ribcage before burrowing deeper. Will’s eyes were wide as saucers as he grabbed at her wrist, fighting through the deluge of torment. Holding tight to her wrist, he could not slow her advance as the single digit grew longer, stabbing beyond the broken ribcage and touching his heart. 
 
    “Stop!” Will screamed, losing all sense of himself. 
 
    The fingertip pushed against his heart until it stabbed through, setting his entire soul on fire. 
 
    Will sat up with such force, Milly was thrown to the side, her eyes blinking open in confusion. The player’s hand touched his chest as the dreamscape fluttered away, pain radiating from a single point. Gasping, he waited as the pain ebbed, Milly on all fours and moving closer with deep concern in her eyes. 
 
    “Will?” 
 
    Will glanced to her before looking past her to the balcony, the sun low in the afternoon sky. The pain ebbed further until it was gone, Will letting his hand drop to his leg and taking a deep breath. 
 
    “I’m okay,” he whispered as his mind pieced itself back together. 
 
    “Was it a nightmare?” Milly asked. 
 
    Will looked down, senses alive as he slowly felt himself return to normal.  
 
    “I… don’t know,” he whispered as the image of the robed woman faded from his mind. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Light flashed as a lid closed. The edges sealed shut and Will took a step back, Milly at his side. Lanterns flickered as a row of Soul Caskets lay before the couple with several more to the right and left. Milly’s eyes were wide and her smile was infectious as Will turned to her. She could not contain herself as she hugged him and he hugged her back. 
 
    “It will take twelve hours before they wake. We can welcome them in the morning,” Will said. 
 
    Milly pulled back and looked into his eyes, “Thank you. This means so much to me.” 
 
    “It means a lot to me too,” Will smiled before looking to a casket again. “Have you thought of a name, for your people?” 
 
    Milly nodded. “Panu. It felt true and seems to fit.” 
 
    Will kept his smile. Letting go of Milly, he moved closer to a casket. A timer glowed in the corner of his gaze, counting down until the soul stone would morph into an awakened soul. Thoughts floated, telling him there was greater potential in having people like Milly around to tend to the farms and crops. She was so good at it; he hoped the future panu would do the same dedicated work. 
 
    Glancing to a window, the sun had set and darkness covered the land. Will had the kobolds set up lanterns along the simple dirt street, but even their light could barely keep away the primal night. The lands were mostly untamed and their little corner was barely strong enough to keep the nightly monsters out. 
 
    Milly moved to a casket, turned and sat down. “If you don’t mind, I want to sleep here tonight so I can be here when they wake up in the morning. The bed is still on the loft floor so I should be fine.” 
 
    “I don’t mind at all. I’ll have two of the kobolds guard the house until morning.” 
 
    Milly shook her head. “You don’t have to do that. I’m sure I’ll be fine.” 
 
    “I’ll feel better if you have guards. The ghouls can’t get in, but we don’t know if any hydras will return. Plus, it will help me sleep tonight, knowing you’re safe.” 
 
    Milly gave the lord a bright smile. “As you wish, my Lord Asher.” 
 
    Will gave Milly a warm smile before turning and walking toward the front door. Outside, he stepped out onto the dirt street and looked around. Lanterns hung from simple wooden poles. A faint moaning rose up from beyond the walls surrounding the small village. The sounds of ghouls had become such a common, nightly occurrence, that Will sometimes forgot they were out there. Despite their weak attempts at the wooden main gate, they couldn’t get in. A dark thought of hydras speared his mind’s eye. The bigger, multi-headed serpent creatures were tough to handle and hard to kill. The two altercations he and his friends had had, left both sides hurting to a degree. 
 
    Will looked down, thoughts lingering on the word “friends.” He couldn’t remember a time where he'd actually had friends. Faint echoes of a lonely life plagued the edges of his memories, but he could never get a clear picture. The life he'd had before appearing on Jova was as mysterious as the world he now resided in. Beyond the castle, village and walls, an entire world stretched on and he had no idea how far it went. 
 
    “Maybe I need to stay home and make this place worth living in,” Will whispered to himself as he started walking. 
 
    Reaching the small dirt intersection, Will was about to walk to the castle when the sounds of two kobolds reached his ears. Turning his attention, he walked about twenty feet until he saw two iron spear points moving around, a pair of kobolds talking at each other. 
 
    “You take first watch! I sleep first!” one kobold nearly shouted. 
 
    “You always sleep first!” the other said in a low growl. 
 
    “I’m stronger! I need more rest!” the first one hissed. 
 
    The two were about to continue when they sniffed at the air and turned to see Will approaching them. The kobold’s dark eyes widened as they tried to stand at attention, their thick short tails pointed down. 
 
    “Lord Asher!” the two kobolds said in unison. 
 
    “Everything okay?” Will asked with an amused smirk. 
 
    Both reptilian heads nodded a little too fast. 
 
    “What are your names?” 
 
    The kobolds glanced to each other before turning their attention back to Will. 
 
    “Freek,” the first one said, standing at about three-foot one inch. 
 
    “Folly,” the second one said, standing at three feet. 
 
    “Did you pick out your names yourselves?” 
 
    The kobolds nodded. 
 
    “Lady Milly said we could name ourselves.” 
 
    “Kobolds name themselves by their actions,” Folly said before his hand slipped and his spear fell. 
 
    Will watched as the spear came down onto the dirt road, the iron spear point aimed at his boot. Folly bent over and grabbed the shaft. Lifting it up, he nearly hit himself in the snout and tried to regain his less than stellar composure. 
 
    Will could barely hold back his grin. “Okay, so I know why you’re called Folly,” Will then turned his attention to Freek, “I just don’t know about your name.” 
 
    “He likes to collect butterfly wings,” Folly said instantly. 
 
    Freek glared at the other kobold, “Shut up!” 
 
    “It’s true and it’s weird. You may be stronger than many of us, but everyone calls you Freek. We collect gems and stone, not insect wings.” 
 
    Will raised a hand to his mouth to cover up his smile. When the urge ebbed, he lowered it and looked to the two nervous kobolds. 
 
    “You don’t have to keep that name,” Will addressed Freek. 
 
    Freek shook his head. “It fits me even if I don’t want others knowing the meaning.” 
 
    Will gave the kobold a warm smile. “It’s a strong name for a strong kobold. I do have need of two guards to watch Lady Milly as she stays in the Soul Home. Do you think you both are up to the task?” 
 
    The kobolds gave a hardy nod. 
 
    “Good. Stay by the Soul Home and keep an eye on it. One of you come to me if anything doesn’t seem right, okay?” 
 
    “We will guard her and the Soul Home with our lives,” Freek said with confidence. 
 
    “Excellent,” Will said before walking toward the castle and trying not to laugh.  
 
    The kobolds hastily made their way to the Soul Home while Will walked the dirt path to Castle Thorn. The evening air was refreshing as he took a deep breath. The young lord wished he could stay by Milly’s side all night, waiting for the Panu to rise in the morning, but he had other plans he had to address. Patterns and possibilities spiraled along his thoughts and before he knew it, he was walking across the castle threshold. 
 
    Torches and lanterns flickered to the small breezes. Corridors turned into stairwells as the player made his way up. When he reached the royal private chambers, he closed the door behind him and made his way down the hall. 
 
    A bedchamber door opened and a gray skinned woman filled the doorframe. Witch hat tilted to the side, she gave Will a sultry smile before leaning her back against the frame edge and pushing out her voluptuous chest. Breasts strained against her tight, black top as she pressed one heel to the doorframe like some pinup model. 
 
    “Greetings Lord Asher,” Stella said with a lustful edge. 
 
    “Hi Stella,” Will said plainly.  
 
    Stella’s sultry gaze turned into a pout.  
 
    Will shook his head. The Witch Angel tried nearly every night to seduce him and he rebuffed her advances. The last encounter with Cyndi stoked the fire of mistrust. Will could see through the witch’s facade. She tried everything to regain his trust, but the player felt something was off. Stella used her body to manipulate, but Will refused to allow it to continue until he felt he could trust her again. It made things difficult with their friendship, but at this point in time, it was a decision he was going to stick to. 
 
    “I could join…” Stella began before Will cut her off. 
 
    “I have some things I’m researching tonight. Maybe another time,” Will said flatly. 
 
    Stella’s lips parted again, but no sound came out. Instead, she lowered her gaze and let her heel slip to the floor. The air took on a gloom as Will turned away and continued to walk toward his bedchamber. 
 
    The action of leaving cut at his spirit. Ignoring the fact that they once had spent a wondrous night together, he knew if he was going to protect their small kingdom, he had to avoid distractions.  
 
    Entering his room, he closed the door and let out a heated sigh. Despite sticking to his convictions, the urges of desire bubbled under his skin. Memories of lustful acts played out in his mind’s eye until he growled to himself. Walking with power in his steps, he made his way to the door of his workshop, opened it and stepped in. 
 
    Craft benches filled the workshop. A soothing comfort filled the player as he stepped in. Glancing to a door at the other side of the room, a small smile bloomed as excitement painted his thoughts, Sil and Nova rising from their casket’s tomorrow evening. The waiting was the worst part, but soon it would be over. Thoughts turned to what powers his two Guardians would have. It stoked his creativity as he sat in a chair before his Mystic Crafting Bench. 
 
    Pulling up his inventory, a 2D screen appeared before him with filled slots. Hand reaching out, he picked up a book and it appeared in his hand. Setting it down on the craft bench, he pulled out a few gems from several slots and placed them next to the book. Swiping the inventory screen away, he peered down at the Mystic Crafting Bench, gems and the book off to the side. 
 
    A grid was carved into the strong wood with eight slots. Each slot had a crude carving of what appeared to be an element of some kind. Will scrutinized the images again, committing to memory what they meant and possibly how they worked. Not wanting to waste too much time with trial and error, he managed to figure out which slot corresponded with which element. A whirlwind carving meant Air, for which an opal could be used. Flames meant rubies. A wave meant sapphires. A stone meant quartz. A ball of light meant diamonds. A black ball meant black diamonds. A leaf meant emeralds and a skull meant onyx. Since gemstones on Jova were containers of magic, placing the proper stone with the proper slot meant he could create magical spells. Next to the grid was a deep, rectangular slot, big enough to put a book in. 
 
    Will lifted up the blank book he had crafted from bamboo, leather, and wood. Placing it in the slot, he was rewarded with a dim burst of mystical light. Heart beating in his chest, Will wondered if he was actually going to create spells or blow himself up. The temptation to create magical spells often plagued his thoughts, knowing full well it could give them an advantage when it came to fighting large monsters like the hydras. 
 
    Not sure what to expect, Will picked up a ruby. A memory touched his mind on how he created a slot for his new iron hammer and attached a ruby to it. It gave his hammer the ability to burst into flames for extra damage. Fire spells crowded his mind as he placed the ruby in the fire slot. Eyes wide, he waited for something to happen. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    Will’s brow wrinkled. Thinking it over, he was sure a simple fire spell shouldn’t take more than a single ruby. Leaning back in his chair, he stared at the arcane bench and pondered on what to do next. 
 
    “Maybe, it’s about intention,” Will whispered to himself. 
 
    The lord thought it over. What kind of spell was he trying to create? What was its purpose? He mulled it over, knowing he simply wanted a spell he could shoot at his enemies. The crease along his brow deepened. Was he overthinking it or maybe it was more complicated than he thought? 
 
    Will reached over to the small pile of gems. Fingers curled around an opal and he lifted it up. Closed hand hovering over the corresponding slot, the player wondered if he needed to combine elements to get the desired effect. If he was going to create a fire spell, it needed to fly. Opals are air element stones. By all reasoning, it should do the trick.  
 
    Will pressed the stone to the air slot and let go. Holding his breath, he waited for the longest second of his life when the two gem slots began to glow. Eyes wide again, he watched as the gemstones blazed with arcane light before they melted away. Energy rose up, swirling together. The book in its slot opened of its own accord, flipping to the first empty page. Mystical runes appeared from the growing strands of energy. The strange words hung heavy in the air as Will looked over to the first page of the open book. The same runes began to inscribe on the first page. The hovering runes faded away and appeared on the first page of the book. A title in English swirled into view at the top, the words “Fire Bolt: Apprentice Level Spell” appearing in plain text. The energy died and the crafting bench grew dark. 
 
    An alert scrolled past his very gaze. 
 
    You have gained +1 to Intelligence! 
 
    Will was about to pick up the book when a timer appeared over the Mystical Crafting Bench. Sixty minutes began to count down. Eyeing it for a moment, he guessed he couldn’t use the bench to craft any spells for sixty minutes. A thought swirled in his mind that he would have rushed to create a host of spells. The timer must be to ensure he couldn’t abuse the mystical power. 
 
    Picking up the book, fingers ran down the first page, energies tickling his fingertips. Knowing he had an hour to kill before he could craft another spell, Will was up with the book in hand. The book had ninety-nine pages. The player’s mind worked as he now knew he could have a max of ninety-nine spells per spell book. With that kind of power and his magical weapons, they would have a fantastic edge over the ghouls and monsters filling the forests every night. 
 
    Will stepped away from the bench and faced a plain stone wall. Needing to test it out, he opened the book to the first page in his left hand while he pointed his right hand towards the wall. Taking a deep breath, he looked down at the spell before he began to speak. Power took root as Will’s eyes widened in disbelief. He didn’t know how but he instinctually spoke the mystical words, a thin glow surrounding his spell book. Fire bloomed in his right hand and when he uttered the final part of the incantation, a small fireball blasted out from his hand and struck the hard wall. Flames burst on impact, sending tendrils of fire in every direction. Smoke billowed before it quickly faded away. Will eyed the wall and saw a large blast mark as the last bits of flames died away. 
 
    Stepping closer, he studied the blast mark. A small frown formed as he saw the spell was weak. It might prove useful against living targets, but it did seem to only do a small amount of damage. Looking down at the spell book, the runes took on a muted black while a small timer appeared on the corner of the page. Will’s eyes narrowed as he saw the timer indicate a twenty-four hour cool down. 
 
     “Twenty-four hours before I can use the spell again? It seems spells do have some limitations,” Will whispered to himself. 
 
     Not letting the new information slow down his progress, he looked back at the bench and plotted out his next spells. He reasoned having some basic spells would be useful in a fight but maybe as a last resort. Will waited the full hour until the energy seemed to bleed back into the crafting bench. Once it was ready, he took out a ruby and a sapphire from the small pile. 
 
    Will placed a ruby in the fire slot, but hesitated putting the sapphire in the water slot. Deep down, he knew he had to test a theory he had about the elemental magic. Out of the eight types of magical gemstones, there was an opposite to each one. Fire verse water, earth verse air, light verse dark. Knowing that he had to see if there would be a negative effect if one combined them, he readied to test his theory. If he didn’t, he would kick himself until the end of time if he missed out on some powerful combinations of spell powers. 
 
    Taking a deep breath, he placed the sapphire in the water slot. Sparks instantly shot up as the two gemstones began to vibrate. The entire table trembled as the sparks grew hotter. 
 
    “Shit,” Will hissed before diving for the floor. 
 
    The Mystical Crafting bench shuddered violently before the gems on top exploded. A sizzling crackle filled the air as colored sparks rained down on Will. The player put his arms over his head, barely keeping one of his eyes open as sparks blasted in all directions. After a few tense seconds, the sparks died out. 
 
    Will was up and looking at blackened gemstones, wisps of smoke rising up. When he reached out and touched one, it turned into black dust. A moment later, the second one did the same without being touched. 
 
    “Magic Rule number one, never combine opposing elements to craft spells,” Will said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    A timer appeared on the table. Will let out a sigh. Even with a failed spell, it would take an hour before he could use the bench again. Taking a mental note, he plotted once again what his next spell would be. 
 
    *** 
 
    Val sat, hunched over her Alchemy Table. Glowing, colored liquids bubbled and churned in different glass vials. Tired eyes stared as a faint hope filled her undead heart. She had been trying to craft a simple potion for days and instead created a dozen vials of poisonous potions. The mere sniff of each one told her that anyone who drank any of them would become very sick.  
 
    Alchemy craft was much harder than Val expected. Gathering herbs beyond the walls was difficult at times. Val often spoke with Milly to gain some insight on herb locations. The horned woman was a fountain of information, but Val found it difficult to find everything she needed. She took shortcuts in the beginning and created potions no one could drink. Trial and error continued, eliminating herbs and plants that simply didn’t work in a useful combination. 
 
    Weariness bled into her muscles. She couldn’t remember the last time she was this tired. Like a beacon lighting up, she instantly knew she needed to feed. The pale beauty sat back, eyes on the churning liquids. Of everyone who lived in and around Castle Thorn, Val lamented that Will was the only one she could feed from. Senses alive, she could sense which blood was okay to drink and which was not. Morgan’s blood spoke of salt water and would not sit well with her. Kobold blood was similar to animal blood which would do if she was desperate, but not enough to satisfy. Stella’s blood would burn if she even took a drop and Milly’s blood carried a scent that didn’t sit well.  
 
    Knowing that Will was the only one she could feed off of, it whipped at her sense of independence. Faint, obscure memories whispered that she was never beholden to anyone before. A shard of truth spoke that she used to have many who groveled at her feet and gave their blood on a whim to their mistress. Now, she sat in her bedchamber at an alchemy table, trying to craft a potion and mentally berating herself that she had to ask once again to feed off her friend. 
 
    “There has to be another way,” Val sighed before tilting her head back and staring at the ceiling. 
 
    Time ticked on, the sounds of bubbling liquids filling the space around Val. 
 
    “I might as well get it over with,” Val sighed before standing up. 
 
    The vial under a glass spout glowed, pale blue liquid pouring in. Val looked down, eyeing the process with great interest. Pale liquid continued to pour forth until the vial was nearly full. Val picked it up and sniffed at it, her eyes widening for a second. Picking up a nearby cork, she plugged the top of the vial. Turning around, she made her way to her bedchamber door, cloak billowing behind her. 
 
    Val marched down the hallway until she reached Will’s door. She lifted a hand and gave it a hard knock. Not waiting for a response, she pushed the door open, seeing that it was not locked. Marching in, she glanced to the bed that was empty and made her way to the workshop door. Hand up, she pushed the door in just as a faint light flashed and faded away. 
 
    Will stood, picking up a book with a small grin. Turning his head, he watched as Val stepped in with a vial in her hand. The two looked to each other, Will noticing the haunted look in Val’s eyes and Val noticing the joy in Will’s. 
 
    “I have something to show you,” Will and Val said in unison. 
 
    Will smiled, “You first.” 
 
    Val nodded as she lifted the vial, “I think I just created a healing potion.” 
 
    Will’s smile grew broader until Val’s haunted expression caused him to pause. He had seen that look in her eyes before, knowing full well that she had gone a long time from feeding. She would come to him almost every three days, but the last time she fed was over five days ago. 
 
    “That’s great news, but I think you need to feed,” Will said with polite understanding. 
 
    Val let her arm drop to her side, gaze looking down. “It’s that obvious?” 
 
    Will nodded.  
 
    The pale woman sucked in some air before looking to Will. “I hate that you’re…” 
 
    Will cut her off. “It’s okay. I completely understand.” 
 
    Val shook her head, “You don’t understand. Having only one source limits me.” 
 
    Will stepped closer, eyes on the pale beauty. “It’s a problem we will find a solution to. I know it must be hard for you, but I won’t let you starve. Once we find others you can feed from, you will feed better than on just my tired blood.” 
 
    Val’s lips twisted into a smirk, “Hardly tired.” 
 
    “Do you mind if I talk while you feed? I just learned how to create two spells and want to share it with you.” 
 
    Val gave a warm nod as she stepped closer. Will turned his head slightly, exposing his neck. Fangs sank down as Val opened her mouth. Will sucked in some air as sharp points stabbed into his neck and blood flowed. Val gently clutched to Will as he lifted up his spell book and opened it to the first two pages. A warmth and connection burned between them as Will used his left hand to hold Val’s head to his neck while he looked at the spell book in his right hand. 
 
    “I created Fire Bolt and Ice Bolt spells. I think after I create a few more, I’ll be able to show you and Morgan how to craft your own spell books…” Will said as Val gently drank from his neck. 
 
    *** 
 
    The night air flowed from the ocean and over Castle Thorn. The primeval forests surrounding the tiny kingdom swayed to the salty breeze as hungry moans from ghouls floated on the wind. Something big moved through the cover of night, trees bending and snapping back into place. The giant thing kept its pace slow as it made its way closer to the lantern lights beyond the low walls. 
 
     A ghoul walked, its gaze on the ground and not seeing the big thing approach from behind. A giant, clawed foot came down, smashing the ghoul to paste before it moved along. On it moved until it reached the forest's edge. 
 
    Heads moved along serpentine necks. Slitted eyes gazed on the walls, small village and big castle just beyond the village. It studied the area for long moments. Like a ghost, the heads slithered back and the giant creature turned and gently pushed through the thick forest, a low growl filling its necks. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three  
 
    Lights glowed along each casket before they opened. Shaky hands touched the lids, pushing them open and sitting up to a brilliant light. Eyes blinked as many groaned from the sunshine pouring in. Dark figures moved closer, hands out to help. The haziness parted and forms took on greater detail. A man and a horned woman stood as small lizard like men and women gathered close with gentle smiles along their snouts. 
 
    “Welcome to your new life,” Will smiled. 
 
    Horned men and women rose up from the soul caskets. Many looked around in bewilderment as kobolds helped them up. Other kobolds held robes and handed them out. The horned people took them, putting them on slowly while continuing to look around in pained confusion. 
 
    Milly stepped forward with a bright shine in her eyes. “You have awakened from your savage dreams. We are Panu and William Asher is our lord. I will help you adjust and we can discover your individual names together.” 
 
    Heads nodded as they dressed. Will could see that the panu were almost exactly like Milly. They had long, wavy hair. Small tails with tufts of hair at the ends moved from side to side. Curved horns graced the sides of their heads. Aside from those few things, they looked almost completely human. They were now awakened from their previous savage lives and the player looked forward to helping them grow as a new people here on Jova. 
 
    Will turned his attention to Milly. Her eyes and smile beamed as she whispered words of encouragement to her people. She helped them with gentle touches, easing away the waking confusion with an almost motherly warmth. It resonated with the player, watching them take their first steps in this world, much like how he had awoken on the beach many weeks ago.  
 
    The door to the Soul Home opened and Morgan stepped in. Black eyes glanced to the many bodies filling the home, Milly and the kobolds helping the newcomers. When he reached Will’s side, he turned and faced the crowd while talking gently out of the side of his mouth. 
 
    “If you have a moment, we should talk.” 
 
    Will nodded. Milly looked over to Will and Morgan with a smile. The player acknowledged her smile with his own before he led the way out, Morgan close behind. The two men stepped out into the clear, beautiful day. 
 
    Morgan took point, walking toward the main gate. Will eyed him as he followed. The two made their way to the gate and Morgan opened it. Stepping out beyond the wall, Morgan walked toward the forest’s edge. When they reached the shadowy edge, Morgan knelt down and pointed a finger. Will stood close by, looking down at a giant, clawed footprint. 
 
    “I planned to do some scouting this morning until I saw this. The tracks lead deeper into the forest. Some of the trees were damaged, but not enough to fall down.” 
 
    Will’s brow hardened. “If this happened during the night, why didn’t the hydra attack?” 
 
    Morgan stood up, “I’m not sure. Maybe it was the same two-headed one that attacked us before? It could have thought twice on attacking us again. Whatever it was doing, this signifies it has some intelligence.” 
 
    “That makes it very dangerous,” Will added as he looked down at the giant footprint. 
 
    Morgan crossed his arms, “I know we are feeling all of this out, but my better judgement says we need to be better prepared. Right now, we don’t have anything to combat hydras and if this one is sneaking around, it’s trying to find a weak point. I’ve tried to use the crafting bench to fashion some kind of giant weapon, but nothing happens. The best thing we have now is iron tipped spears for the kobolds. I admire their spirit, but they don’t have the power to fight such a large creature.” 
 
    “The panu might not be able to help us in this regard either. If they are like Milly, they will be great farmers and craftsmen, but not warriors,” Will said as he rubbed his jaw. 
 
    “You can make anyone into a soldier if you work them hard enough,” Morgan added with a chilly edge. 
 
    Will turned his attention to the often-quiet shifter. Morgan usually held himself in reserve, but cracks had started to show over the last week. Where once he went with the flow, he seemed to change, allowing his harder self to show. Will wasn’t sure if it was because he had become comfortable around them or if his darker side, which he had mentioned some time ago, was beginning to show itself. 
 
    Morgan continued, “I will need about ten panu and ten kobolds. I can train them how to use their weapons better and teach them skills they can use in battle.” 
 
    Will shook his head, “You can ask for volunteers from the kobolds, but I’m not ready to ask the panu to become soldiers.” 
 
    Morgan turned his black eyes to Will, his expression blank. “I don’t think that’s wise. We have to prepare for the worst.” 
 
    Will’s brow formed a sharp V. “I’ll take it under advisement, but for now, ask the kobolds.” 
 
    Morgan stared before lowering his gaze and tilting his head forward. “I’ll ask the kobolds. I will also construct a home in the village and I will stay there to oversee growing our security and help fight if any monsters come to us.” 
 
    Will’s expression softened. He saw that Morgan was trying to find a diplomatic solution to a very real problem. The thought of turning Milly’s people into soldiers didn’t sit well with him, but Morgan had a point about security. The sentimental feelings would not help if a hydra attacked. 
 
    Morgan turned and took a step toward the main gate when Will spoke up. 
 
    “I understand what we need and what you’re telling me. I’m just not ready to go that far, just yet.” 
 
    Morgan continued to look toward the gate as he spoke, “I’m not heartless, just trying to be practical. I don’t want to march anyone off to battle, especially if I can fight for them. When you woke me from my tomb, I was grateful. When we fought side by side, you proved to be honorable. When we decided to build a place for lost souls, you won my loyalty. 
 
    “We are living in a dangerous time. Strong monsters could destroy our little home at any moment. I want all of us to succeed. I want you to succeed. I will respect your wishes and I will help guard the village.” 
 
    Will nodded. “Thank you, Morgan.” 
 
    Morgan turned his head slightly, a small smirk stabbing into his cheek before he began walking toward the main gate. 
 
    Will smiled slightly before turning his gaze back to the giant hydra footprint, a dread creeping along his soul. 
 
    *** 
 
    Belle oozed a little closer as Milly addressed the newcomers. Insects flew in dizzying circles along the giant garden. The red slime girl watched with curious eyes as the panu listened intently. 
 
    “This is the largest garden we have, but over the next week, we will make it bigger to ensure everyone is well fed. Many of you will be assigned to farming. A few of you will be assigned to livestock and taking care of our new horses. If you don’t like the job you have, we can see about assigning you a different one,” Milly smiled. 
 
    Many heads nodded while fingers curled in anticipation, ready to work. Belle oozed closer, a panu turning and looking to her. The slime smiled, as did the horned man. When he motioned her to move closer, Belle made her way until she was by his side. They watched as Milly stepped closer to address the crowd. 
 
    “The day is still young, but our priority is to build more homes. The kobolds have stopped working in the mines today so they can help. Once we are finished, we will have a large feast at sunset to welcome everyone here.” 
 
    A panu raised a hand, “What shall we call our new village?” 
 
    Milly parted her lips to speak before she closed them again. The castle had a name, but no one discussed what the town would be called. The crowd waited patiently as Milly tried to find a word that would best fit their new home. 
 
    “Thorn Spire,” Will said as he approached from behind the crowd. 
 
    Heads turned and bodies shifted to the sides. Stars shined in Milly’s eyes as Will stepped through the parted crowd, hammer sheathed across his back and a warm smile on his lips. 
 
    The lord stepped to Milly’s side and looked to the crowd, “We will call it Thorn Spire. It’s only a small village right now, but I hope we can grow it into a magnificent city one day.” 
 
    The crowd shook their heads and clapped. Belle tried to clap, her transparent hands making a wet, slopping sound instead. 
 
    “I know we just started this journey together. I hope we can be a tight-knit community as we grow. But Milly is right, we should get started on your homes.” 
 
    The panu turned and walked toward the small village, kobolds already working. Small scaled bodies carried large blocks of stone and wood. The week of mining had produced a lot of materials and making homes would not be too difficult. It didn’t take long before the panu moved in with the kobolds, helping them carry stones. 
 
    Freek and Folly grunted as they worked together to move a single block. The kobolds struggled, unable to speak until a panu came over to help. Folly smiled while Freek scowled. 
 
    “We can do it!” Freek hissed. 
 
    “They just want to help,” Folly told his friend. 
 
    “I’m the strongest kobold in the village! I don’t need help.” 
 
    The panu eyed them both but continued to help them.  
 
    Folly looked up to the panu and smiled. “He says thank you.” 
 
    “Argh…thank you,” Freek grunted reluctantly. 
 
    Watching the crowd, Milly pressed her body to Will’s as she looked up with adoring eyes.  
 
    “I’m so happy.” 
 
    Will put an arm around her shoulder, “Me too.” 
 
    Kobolds and panu moved blocks to the designated areas. Several kobolds used sticks to draw in the dirt where a home would be built. Once they finished and moved to a plot of land next to the drawn outline, kobolds and panu moved blocks into place and began building. 
 
    Will watched for a long moment, eyeing the activity. The town was simple with a dirt road in a cross shape. To the east and west, Thorn Spire citizens began adding homes. At the end of the western road, the shrine to Draygon stood. Turning his gaze to the eastern wall, a shrine to Yir stood. To the south, Castle Thorn stood and at the northern wall, a gate stood that led into the primeval forest beyond. 
 
    “If we keep growing, we’re going to have to expand the walls a little further out,” Will said quietly to Milly. 
 
    Milly snuggled close. “I can have the panu chop down some of the forest during the day to make room. It will give the kobolds a chance to mine more stone for a wider wall.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Will said before he noticed Morgan moving square stones into place in the middle of several new homes being constructed. 
 
    “I have to help a friend,” Will said as he removed his arm from Milly and began walking toward the new homes. 
 
    Belle oozed closer, reaching out and taking Milly’s hand. The panu looked down for a moment before smiling and gazing on Will. 
 
    “We are going to have a great home,” Milly said as her heart sighed in simple happiness. 
 
    Morgan grunted as he lifted up a stone and slid it into place. A shadow appeared at his side and he looked up to see Will’s bright smile. 
 
    “Mind if I help?” 
 
    Morgan grinned and nodded. The two men, a panu and several kobolds hefted up stones and pushed them into place. The work was fast, everyone taking their share and helping those around them. An hour passed, followed by another. The homes took shape, stone structures with wooden roofs.  
 
    In the Soul Home, Milly showed two panu how to make glass. Working the stone ovens, they placed sand inside and closed it. In ten minutes, new panes of glass had formed and were removed. New sand was added while panu moved the glass panes to new homes. Kobolds worked with crafting benches, making wooden doors while two more panu worked on making beds. The materials had all been previously gathered which made the work move faster. Beds appeared on the benches and moved into newly constructed homes. It all turned into a well-oiled machine, everyone doing their part. 
 
    Stella approached from the castle road and eyed the commotion. When she saw what everyone was doing, she quickly joined, adding her considerable strength to moving heavy stone and wood. Will slid a stone block into place and turned his attention to the witch as she lifted blocks with minimal effort. The two locked gazes for barely a second before they went back to their work. 
 
    “She wants your forgiveness,” Morgan said as he wiped his brow. 
 
    Will hefted a stone and placed it on top of a stack. “I know. I’m trying to let it go, but something keeps needling at me how she was when we met Cyndi. She tried to convince me to allow her into our group and when Cyndi turned on us, she didn’t join the fight right away.” 
 
    “She might have miscalculated. She has said she doesn’t like to hurt the living.” 
 
    Will stopped himself from picking up another stone block. “I’m not sure what to think. You and Val were in tombs, waiting to be awakened. We came upon Stella lying on the ground, covered with leaves. I know Jova is a strange place, but Draygon says we are in some sort of cosmic war. What if Stella is working for an enemy god?”  
 
    Morgan remained silent. 
 
    Will shook his head. “I can’t let paranoia get the better of me. I feel there is something more with Stella, but I can’t put my finger on it. Maybe, with enough time, her true colors will show.” 
 
    The player turned and eyed the witch as she hefted a stone block into place, several kobolds cheering her on.  
 
    “Maybe I do need to bury the hatchet. We are all in this together,” Will said softly. 
 
    Morgan smiled. “Glad I could help.” 
 
    Will turned to the black-eyed man and raised an eyebrow. Morgan grinned his razor-sharp teeth before picking up another block of stone and sliding it into place. 
 
    The sun sank lower in the sky as the day spiraled on. Each hour led to completed homes. Will and Morgan finished building Morgan’s home and began working with others. Glass snapped into place to form windows. Beds were placed in two and three-bedroom stone homes. Rugs were laid down and doors fixed to entryways. When the sun hovered over the western horizon, tired spirits looked on their work, hearts swelling with pride. 
 
    The simple village had become a small town. Will watched as many broke off to help set up the dining area. Plates of food were being prepared and hungry mouths licked at lips. New tables were added to accommodate the influx of new citizens. The mood grew with happy embraces after a long day’s work.  
 
    Will wanted to join them when he remembered Sil and Nova would wake from their caskets soon. Not wanting to ruin the moment, he quickly slipped away as Milly and Morgan directed everyone to sit down. Stella picked up plates of food and sauntered out to the tables, placing them down with gentle grace. 
 
    The walk back to the castle was pleasant. The sun sank lower to the west, painting the sky in hues of reds, pinks, and yellows. For some reason, Will stared at the horizon, thinking it was the most magical evening he ever remembered. Purpose and warmth filled every pore of his body. He now had townspeople, citizens for Thorn Spire. With time, it would grow and become more, a beacon for many to come and find a home. The good feeling was so overwhelming, the player found he was smiling to himself as he approached Castle Thorn. 
 
    The sun had halfway set as Will climbed the steps to the main entrance. About ten minutes later, he walked into his workshop, opened the back door and stepped into his Soul Chamber. Two Soul Caskets lay, small glowing timers hovering above them. There was less than eight minutes left, about the same time when the sun would fully set behind the horizon. 
 
    Will pulled a chair from the side and slid it until it was right in front of the two caskets. Sitting down, he leaned forward, knees on elbows. The town would be celebrating tonight, but Will knew he had to be here when Sil and Nova woke up. Walking into the celebration with them would only add to it and he waited patiently, fingers entwined and eyes wide. 
 
    *** 
 
    Laughter bloomed as wine was poured. Panu smiled and laughed as Folly jumped from table to table. Kobolds cheered on their fellow kobold as he nearly slipped on a plate of vegetables. Stella reached up and caught the kobold. Standing up, she held the small lizard creature like a newborn. Freek laughed loudest while Milly clapped and Morgan raised his cup. Belle oozed around the tables, hands absorbing scraps and trash before it all digested in her body. 
 
    The sun had nearly set and a cool sea breeze washed across the area. Two kobolds began to light some fires in copper braziers, warmth licking at gathered bodies. The jovial mood sang on, some of the kobolds embracing in kisses, as were some of the panu. The mood shifted with full bellies and wine. Morgan watched with intense eyes while Milly smiled brightly. Stella put Folly down and the kobold tried to jump back on the tables when moans rose up from beyond the town walls. 
 
    Several Panu turned their attention to the walls, fear touching their eyes.  
 
    Milly stood up and many turned to her. “We are safe here in Thorn Spire. The ghouls that hunted all of us can’t get in here. Some of our kobold friends will defend us as we sleep, but our home is strong.” 
 
    From beyond the town walls, a snap of a tree stabbed at ears like a sharp knife.  
 
    Many kobolds and panu stood up, as did Morgan and Stella. Milly’s eyes widened as tendrils of fear touched all those gathered. Another large snap crackled from beyond the wall and several large trees shuddered. Moans grew louder as the last bit of sun shined from the horizon, stars appearing across the sky. 
 
    Morgan drew his iron sword, “Milly, take everyone to the castle, now.” 
 
    Freek, Folly, and several kobolds rushed to Morgan’s side. 
 
    “We will fight!” Freek shouted as another snap filled the air. 
 
    “Get your spears,” Morgan said in a low tone, his gaze searching over the top of the wall. 
 
    The kobolds rushed off while Stella stood by Morgan’s side. 
 
    “It sounds big,” the witch said with a blank expression. 
 
    Milly waved to the panu and kobolds to follow her. The large group moved silently, glancing to the wall and trees on the other side. Tension bloomed as many did a slow run behind Milly as she led them to the castle.  
 
    Morgan turned his head to Milly and her group, black eyes nothing more than thin slits. “Get Will and Val down here…” the black-eyed man managed before roars filled the area. 
 
    A large tree shuddered before it tipped. Morgan and Stella backed up just as several kobolds joined them. Spears up, they all watched as the tipping tree groaned and fell, the top crashing into the stone wall. Stone cracked and exploded inwards, sending debris tumbling along the ground. Roars filled the sky as something big moved among the trees. Another big tree snapped and tilted. A breath later, it smashed down on a different section of the wall with a thunderous boom! 
 
    Morgan readied his sword as trees shuddered to the big monster in the forest, “It’s trying to break our defenses.” 
 
    Stella watched, fingers curling into fists. “Why is it just breaking the wall? It could…” Stella trailed off as pale bodies emerged from the primeval forest. 
 
    Moans and hisses rose up like a demonic chorus. Pale, gaunt bodies saw the fresh meat beyond a broken wall. Legs began to move, picking up the pace as they rushed out of the dark forest and towards the opening. At first it was just a few, but soon, dozens moaned and hissed as they charged. 
 
    Morgan kept his cool gaze, “Stella, the ghouls are not living creatures.” 
 
    Blue flames burst from the witch’s hands as she took a fighting stance next to Morgan. “I know. If it gets bad, run to the castle and I will hold them off.” 
 
    Morgan shook his head. “I’m not leaving your side.” 
 
    “Neither are we!” Freek shouted, spear at the ready. 
 
    Ghouls rushed through the openings, eyes wild and teeth bared. Clawed hands reached out, ready to rend flesh and muscle from bone. Moans turned to howls as ghouls barreled down on the small group on the main road. 
 
    “For Thorn Spire!” Morgan shouted and charged. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will eyed the timers above the caskets, seeing just over two minutes left until Sil and Nova rise. Taking a deep breath, he readied himself to greet them with open arms when a faint roar touched his ears. Senses sharpened and he stood up. Waiting for a moment, roars touched his senses again, dread curling around his heart. 
 
    The player turned and charged out of the Soul Room, through the Workshop, through his bedchamber and burst into the hallway. A side door opened, Val stepping out with wide eyes, hood down and cloak covering her shoulders. 
 
    “It’s a hydra!” she shouted as she joined Will. 
 
    The pair charged through the doors and made their way to the stairs. Will’s brow was hard as his heart beat rapidly in his chest like a drum. Thoughts shifted to images of everyone gathered at the celebration, imagining the worst as he and Val emerged from the stairwell and into the main castle corridor. Legs moving in a blur, Will took point as Val struggled to stay close. 
 
    “I’ll keep it busy. Save anyone you can,” Will shouted over his shoulder. 
 
    “Will!” Val said as the player burst forward. 
 
    Will called up his stats as he noticed flashes of blue fire in the distance. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 6 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Iron Hammer: Gem slot Ruby: Fire Damage 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Iron Sword 
 
    Tunic: Stone Protection 
 
    Leggings: Swiftness 
 
    Boots: Leaping 
 
      
 
    Strength: 13 (Apprentice) 
 
    Intelligence: 13 (Apprentice) 
 
    Agility: 13 (Apprentice) 
 
    Will: 13 (Apprentice) 
 
    Mana: 11 (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Path: Beast (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Forms 
 
    Wolf 
 
      
 
    Spell Book 
 
    Fire Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Ice Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Will drew his hammer from over his shoulder, but his gaze lingered on the spell book. The spells were grayed out and the player realized he had left the spell book on the spell crafting bench. Gritting his teeth, he knew he wouldn’t be able to use them and hoped he had enough power in his new iron hammer to do the job. 
 
    Milly rushed toward him with panu and kobolds trailing behind. The look of fear pained his soul. 
 
    “Get to the castle! Get to the castle!” Will shouted as he rushed past them, his gaze connecting with Milly for a heartbeat before he ran on. 
 
    “Will!” Milly said, eyes wet and heart hammering in her chest. 
 
    Will pressed on. He couldn’t look back to her. He had to remain focused. A hydra was difficult, but he knew they had a better chance now since they had fought two before. The more he ran, the closer he could see the scene playing out. Fingers tightened around the shaft of his hammer as he didn’t slow down. When he reached the edge of town, he stared at the carnage. 
 
    Morgan sliced through ghouls, an ice blade stabbing out and cutting bodies in half. Halves fell in rapid succession as the black-eyed warrior cut through with no mercy. Foul blood spurted before ghouls screeched in pain. Some on the floor pulled themselves along to claw at the fighting Morgan only to be rewarded with a cleave to the middle of their heads. 
 
    Stella was in the thick of it, blue fire engulfing her hands. She punched a pale ghoul and its body exploded into bloody shards. The wave of ghouls pressed on, coming through the broken sections of walls and not slowing down. The witch was covered in gore as she punched each ghoul to pieces. Despite her powerful attacks, for every ghoul that exploded, three more took their place. 
 
    Kobolds shouted and roared at the incoming ghouls, driving their iron spear points into necks, mouths, and eyes. Ghouls shuddered from the blows before going limp and falling when the spears were pulled back. Bodies melted into the ground, but another wave of ghouls crashed into the group. 
 
    Folly’s spear stabbed into a ghoul neck before it twisted in his small hands. The spear slipped out of his hands as the ghoul struggled. Two more ghouls were on him and he tried to claw at them until a spearpoint exploded out of an eye. The kobold glanced over to see Freek moving like a machine, stabbing, pulling back, and stabbing again. Ghouls fell from his attacks before the large kobold kicked Folly’s spear up. Folly caught the spear and joined his friend, stabbing any ghoul that had moved too close. 
 
    A loud shout filled the area as Will leapt into battle, hammer up and bursting into flames. 
 
    Ghouls looked up before a flaming hammer came down on one, shattering its skull and upper body to a burning stump. Will pressed on, swinging his hammer and slamming into ghouls. Limp, burning bodies were thrown to each side of him as he charged into the thick melee. Foul, black ichor splashed across his face and arms as he swung with the might of a titan. 
 
    Stella smiled as another spurt of blood struck her face, blue flaming hands grabbing a ghoul and ripping it in two. Morgan sliced like a chef through the howling horde, each cut precise and accurate. Kobolds stabbed, but each attack forced them to take a step back. One kobold cried out as several ghouls pulled him into the horde, ripping limbs off and feasting as his screams suddenly died. 
 
    Will took powerful steps into the attacking horde, his hammer burning and smashing anything getting too close. The numbers began to swell as more ghouls poured in from the two broken points in the wall. If they didn’t seal up those areas, it was only a matter of time before the ghouls overpowered them. 
 
    “Push through to the broken section! I’ll seal it up!” Will shouted. 
 
    “What about the other one?” Stella said as she punched a ghoul into bloody chunks. 
 
    Will smashed his hammer into a ghoul skull, “Close the entry points and we will do clean up afterwards!” 
 
    Muscles burned with acid fire as Will swung his hammer into two ghouls at a time. They had about fifty feet between them and the broken wall. Grunting and growling, he pressed on, taking down ghouls with every strike. Stepping on a bloody chunk, he slipped and the ghouls pressed their attack. Will backpedaled when a ghoul latched on. Pulling back his left fist, he smashed it into the side of its head. The ghoul growled before Will regained his balance and pressed the flaming head of his hammer to the ghoul’s chest. A horrific sizzling filled the space between them before the ghoul stumbled back, pale skin burned black. A hammer strike to the head caused the ghoul’s skull to explode like a melon in a press. 
 
    “Fuck this!” Will said as he crouched down and leapt into the air. 
 
    Clawed hands rose up as Will soared overhead, his magical boots propelling him. When he landed on the edge of the wall, some ghouls reached up, their claws about seven inches from his boots.  
 
    Calling up his inventory, the player pulled out a block of stone, ready to seal the breach when trees exploded from their trunks, a two headed hydra charging. Will’s eyes widened and he bent his legs to jump away. When he launched into the air, a serpentine head snaked forward, slamming into his chest and sent him spiraling. 
 
    You have taken 4 damage! You have 6 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Will held onto his hammer as he couldn’t control his fall. Ghouls looked up with hungry eyes and hands, ready to tear him to pieces. Blue flames exploded, shattering the pale undead to chunks as Stella soared toward the falling Will. Ten feet above the ground, Stella crashed into Will, changing his descent. The two hit the ground hard, rolling back to their feet just as a wave of ghouls rushed them. The witch punched as Will swung his hammer. Pressing their backs to each other, the two kept the horde at bay until a double roar shook the very air. 
 
    A section of wall exploded inwards as the two-headed hydra burst through. Two pairs of eyes glared down at the fighters, a seething menace unfolding like a black blanket. Powerful muscles moved under thick scales as long necks eyed the battlefield. The surge of ghouls slowed down, unable to pass the immense creature. Some attacked the hydra from behind, their teeth and claws doing nothing to the giant monster’s scales. 
 
    Val somersaulted through the air and landed next to Morgan. Footlong claws flashed as the pale beauty sliced through ghouls. Morgan gave her a nod as he sliced and cut down any nearby ghouls. 
 
    Kobolds backed up, the sight of the giant monster sending a tremble down their spines. Freek bared his teeth, but didn’t advance as Folly touched his shoulder, urging him to pull back. The kobolds were brave, but fighting a giant monster meant all of their deaths. 
 
    Will eyed the creature as one head stared at him with contempt. The player and his fellow fighters saw instantly that it was the same two-headed hydra that had attacked them before and from the look it gave, it wasn’t going to retreat this time. 
 
    Stella punched and shattered the last ghoul near them before she looked up at the hydra. Not far away, Morgan and Stella stood at the ready. The kobolds kept a healthy distance on the road to the castle. 
 
    “Those flames are a nice trick. I hope they help against the hydra,” Will said out the side of his mouth. 
 
    Stella kept her firm gaze on the monster. “They are new but they only affect the undead. I’m not sure what they will do to a living creature.” 
 
    “What’s the plan?” Val said with urgency. 
 
    Will hefted his flaming hammer, “We put the damn thing down, for good!” 
 
    Knees bent, Will launched at the giant monster, hammer swinging. A hydra head darted out, maw open and razor teeth shining in the firelight when a dark shape darted onto its head. Boney eyelids closed as claws came down, sparks flying. Val fought to maintain her balance, slashing at the hydra until Will’s hammer came sideways and connected with the creature’s snout. The hydra’s head turned from the strike, Val already jumping in the air. The other head snaked around, teeth aiming for her legs. Will’s boot landed on the hydra’s snout he just hit and jumped. Hammer up, he swung it once before it connected under the hydra’s jaw. The strike was powerful enough to cause the head to roll back. 
 
    Falling, Will braced himself when Val came crashing into him, slowing down his momentum and both crashing to the ground. Rolling back to their feet, the hydra heads regained their senses, both heads diving down to attack. Will spotted the green health bar over the creature and seeing that their best attacks did little to no damage. Readying themselves, Will and Val prepared to attack again when Morgan jumped and stabbed into one of head’s mouths and Stella was by Will’s side, hands up. Morgan activated his Ice Stab ability, an ice blade slicing up and shattering several teeth. Stella grabbed hold of the hydra’s bottom jaw and top of its snout and twisted. 
 
    The hydra screeched as pain blasted its nerves. Will swung his oversized hammer at the soft spot along the neck as Stella twisted. Metal and flames crashed into the delicate flesh of the neck behind the head.  
 
    Val grabbed Morgan just as the other head whipped around, shards of teeth flying from its open mouth. Morgan fell, but Val grunted as the head struck her and sent her flying into a nearby home, caving in the side of it. 
 
    Morgan struggled to get back up as a hydra head bore down on him. Sword swinging, he barely kept it at bay. Will gritted his teeth as he swung his hammer again, ready for another strike when the hydra made a defiant roar and charged. The head twisting in Stella’s powerful grasp pulled away before the bulk of the monster crashed into them. Will and Stella were thrown about fifteen feet before they landed on their back and slid across the dirt road. 
 
    Will looked up in a daze, seeing the monster’s health bar was still green. 
 
    “Get…up,” Will struggled as he tried to fight off the daze. If they didn’t regroup, the monster was going to finish them off. 
 
    “Stay down,” said a voice from behind. 
 
    Will turned his head and a manic grin bloomed. Sil and Nova stood, bodies at the ready. The four-foot kobold stared down the hydra, flexing small clawed hands. She wore nothing, but her simple clothes, her aura giving off pulses of power. Slitted eyes flashed with intent and she bent her knees in anticipation. 
 
    Nova stood, four arms bent and ready. The green stalker glanced to Will and gave him a small smile before returning her gaze to the two-headed monster. As with Sil, energy drifted off Nova in waves.  
 
    The hydra stared at the two women, concern bleeding into one of the heads. Scales rippled along their necks as a deep growl filled the area. The tension began to build before one hydra head bared its teeth and the other one hissed with a mouth of broken shards. 
 
    Will managed to get back up and looked to the creature above him. “You’re fucking dead!” 
 
    The hydra roared. 
 
    Nova shouted as the ground shifted around her. Rock sprang up, morphing and changing until plates of armor appeared. The plates slammed down on her body, connecting and forming until she was covered from head to toe in stone armor. Several shards of stone sprang up, changing into gray swords and landing in each palm of her four hands. 
 
    Sil leapt into the air, the wind blasting her small frame. Parts of white armor appeared and clamped onto her limbs, chest, midsection, and head. Wind whipped around and a white spear formed. The kobold grabbed the white spear as two pale white angel wings formed from her back. With a hard gaze, her body floated above the ground before she darted forward like a gunshot. 
 
    A hydra head snapped forward to swallow her in one bite when Sil stopped right before it in midair, changed direction and threw her spear. The point stabbed into an exposed eye, blood spurting and the hydra screeching. Nova tilted her head forward and charged, stone swords in hand. As the creature thrashed, she reached the bulk of its body, swords pointed. A breath later, all four sword points shattered scales and stabbed into meaty flesh. 
 
    The hydra screeched and reared up. Val crawled out of the broken home, eyes wide as Sil opened her hand and the white spear blasted out of the monster’s eye and back into her hand. Nova pulled her swords and slashed, each attack shattering scales. Blood poured as she relentlessly attacked. 
 
    Will grinned as he bent his legs and leapt up, flaming hammer swinging. It connected with an exposed neck and a boom filled the area. The health bar above the creature turned from yellow to red. Sil darted through the air, driving her white spear into a neck, pulling back and darting off. Morgan raced toward the beast, sword down until he was next to Nova. With a powerful thrust, he stabbed into a section of broken scales and an ice blade stabbed deeper into the creature. Screeching filled the night as the hydra took a step back and lashed out with its clawed foot.  
 
    Nova used one of her arms to knock Morgan away before the clawed foot slammed into her. The stalker stumbled back, the power of the blow channeling through her earth armor and sinking into the ground. Regaining her balance, she shouted defiantly as she drove all four stone blades into a leg. A leg bone shattered from her attack, causing the giant monster to tilt sideways. Will lashed out, striking his flaming hammer again and again against the creature.  
 
    Stella backed off, watching as Sil, Nova, Will, and Morgan continued to attack the monster. Sil’s body moved like a hummingbird and a hundred times more deadly. Spear points stabbed into the creature as Will growled, striking and burning exposed flesh. Nova and Morgan pressed on, stabbing as gore and blood fell from their attacks.  
 
    The hydra’s legs trembled as it tried to attack, but was hampered by the flying kobold stabbing its spear whenever it saw an opportunity. Screeches filled the night before the monster fell. Nova, Will, and Morgan backed off. Sil stayed airborne, spear at the ready. Both hydra heads fell to the ground with a thunderous boom. The red health bar was small and flashing. 
 
    Will stepped over to one head and raised his hammer. 
 
    “Should have stayed away,” the player growled before bringing it down and caving in the serpentine skull. 
 
    Nova and Morgan stepped to the other head, blades up. The hydra gave them a helpless gaze before five blades penetrated its skull. The hydra’s body rippled from its death rattle, the light dying in its remaining eyes. A moment later, the body melted away, leaving behind two soul stones. 
 
    Will turned to the group as Stella and Val approached. Morgan sat down, breathing heavy. Sil landed next to Nova. Will stepped to them, a warm smile blooming. Nova returned his smile with her own while Sil gave him an approving smirk. 
 
    “My guardians,” Will grinned before hugging them both, one in each arm. 
 
    Sil and Nova hugged him back, two moons rising in the night sky.    
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four  
 
    A ghoul moaned as it tried to reach over the partially repaired wall. Will gave it an annoyed glance before sliding a large stone into place. Along the wall, bodies moved to place stones in the breaches. They had worked feverishly for ten minutes, broken stone cleared away and new stones fitting into place. A pair of moons glowed with ethereal light as the citizens of Thorn Spire placed the last stones into place. 
 
    Will looked to his left and right, seeing that the wall was repaired. Weakness bled into his body. Turning around, he pressed his back to the wall and slid down to his rump. Glancing at his stats, he saw that he had not healed since the battle which meant he had to eat. The player noted that he never had hunger pains, but knew if he didn’t eat, he would not heal. Nourishment was needed, but his body didn’t cry out for it. On the other hand, pain and muscles ached and that was very real. 
 
    Alerts filled his gaze. 
 
    You have gained +2 to Strength, +2 to Intelligence, +2 to Agility, +2 to Will and +2 to Mana! 
 
    The player studied the alerts before they faded away. Killing a hydra provided a large reward. A new temptation of hunting hydras filled him as he wondered if they were truly strong enough to take on those monsters. 
 
    Val, Morgan, Stella, Sil, and Nova stepped closer. Seeing Will sitting against the wall, they sat down in front of him, exhaustion filling their faces. 
 
    “Does anyone feel a little stronger?” Morgan asked. 
 
    All heads nodded. 
 
    “I think killing a hydra boosted our power,” Will added. 
 
    “Good to know,” Val said with a fanged smile. 
 
    “What’s the damage report?” Will asked. 
 
    “Many windows were shattered. Two homes were destroyed. The stables missed most of the action. We will have to rebuild the main gate. We did lose one kobold in the fighting,” Morgan answered. 
 
    Will nodded. “Everyone will stay in the castle tonight. We can start repairing and rebuilding tomorrow.” 
 
    “It still brings up a problem we will have to address, what do we do about another hydra attack?” Val asked. 
 
    Will pressed his hand to the ground and slowly stood up. “We can talk about it back at the castle. Right now, I’m a little tired,” Will said and held his hand out to Val. 
 
    Val looked to the hand, reached up and took it. Will helped her to her feet. The group slowly stood up, the weariness growing with each passing moment. Kobolds stepped closer and Will instructed them to come with them so they could stay in the castle overnight. 
 
    The crowd moved like zombies, making their way along the dirt road. Will began to slow, drifting behind everyone. Sil and Nova also slowed to stay by his sides. Morgan began leading the group as they made the short trek. 
 
    Will looked down to Sil and then to Nova, warmth filling his weak smile. “I missed both of you.” 
 
    Sil nodded. “I missed you as well.”  
 
    Nova’s hands shook before she turned and hugged Will tightly. Energy glowed along her chest for a brief instant before it faded away. Will fought for air as he struggled in her tight embrace. 
 
    “I missed you too!” Nova squealed. 
 
    “Need…air,” Will managed. 
 
    Nova loosened her grip, a shy smile forming. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I’m happy to be out and moving around again!” 
 
    Will smiled as the stalker let go of him and walked by his side. “What was it like, in the casket for that long?” 
 
    Sil spoke first, “My dreams were all I had as I lay in the casket, my body fusing with new power.” 
 
    “It was strange,” Nova added. “It was like my body grew more powerful. I slept the whole time.” 
 
    “How do you both feel now?” 
 
    Sil looked ahead as she spoke, “I feel stronger. My instincts tell me I have three abilities, but I only used one of them during the fight.” 
 
    Nova hopped, “I feel I have three abilities too! I think we used the same one with the hydra. I feel like I can do more.” 
 
    “I’m sure with time, we will discover them together. I’m just glad we are together again.” 
 
    Sil and Nova nodded as they continued to walk. 
 
    The castle loomed before the group as they approached. Milly stood on the steps; eyes wide as she looked past the group to Will. With a loving cry, she ran down the steps, through the approaching crowd and flung her arms around Will’s neck. The player held her close as her shoulders shuddered and she fought back tears. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Will said with a loving edge. 
 
    “It was hard…knowing you were fighting such a monster,” Milly said with a sad edge. 
 
    “Hopefully we won’t have to fight a monster like that for a while,” Will said as he tried to comfort her. 
 
    Milly pulled away, using her arm to wipe away small tears. “Yes, I hope we don’t have to.” 
 
    The Panu walked back up the stairs, “I have assigned everyone a room for the night.” 
 
    Will smiled. “I thought the same thing. We will need to have a few more rooms prepared for the kobolds.” 
 
    Milly nodded without looking back, “I will make the arrangements.” 
 
    The group entered Castle Thorn, Will looking to Milly with concern. It didn’t take long before the group splintered, the kobolds following Milly and the rest taking the stairwells to the royal quarters.  
 
    Entering the royal quarters, Will walked until he was besides Stella. The witch angel turned and looked to him, giving him a wink. Val stretched her arms before breaking away and stepping into her room. Morgan did the same with a small wave. Sil and Nova stepped to their individual rooms. 
 
    Will and Stella stopped in front of her room, the player turning his attention to her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Will said sheepishly. 
 
    The witch smiled. “You don’t have to say it if you don’t mean it.” 
 
    Will looked her in the eyes, face a blank mask. “I do mean it. It’s…been hard since we came back from acquiring the Draygon Idol. Trust is a big thing with me and…” Will trailed off. 
 
    Stella nodded again. “I know it may not seem like it, but I do have your best interests at heart. It’s the reason I’m still here instead of a lovely graveyard in the middle of nowhere. I don’t want you and the people you have taken under your wing to suffer needlessly.” 
 
    The witch bent slightly at the hips, leaning forward to give Will an eyeful of her cleavage. 
 
    “Besides, the more you deny me, the hotter it gets. If this keeps up, I may have to stay on my knees until you’re ready to trust me again,” Stella said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow as heat climbed up his neck. The switch was turned on and Will found it difficult to think. Mentally, he berated himself for allowing her a chance to turn on her sultry charm but his body responded in a natural way he could not deny. The full-figured witch tried to wrap him around her little finger but he tried to stay firm. 
 
    “Trust is earned,” Will said absentmindedly. 
 
    Stella gave a wicked smirk. “You haven’t put me to work yet. I’m eager to earn my keep and a way into your good graces.” 
 
    Will wasn’t sure if it was the heat of battle or the witch’s lewd charms but he instantly imagined how she could earn her place back into his circle of trust. 
 
    Stella’s expression shifted to a kind smile. “Goodnight Lord Asher. I’ll see you in the morning.” 
 
    Will watched as the witch turned, sauntered into her room and closed the door without looking back. The air around the player was growing hotter by the moment. Turning away from the witch’s door, he quickly walked to his bedchamber at the end of the corridor, stepped inside and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Back to the door, he let out an annoyed sigh. “Why does she do that?” the player asked no one. 
 
    Heat returning back to normal, Will moved to the edge of his bed and began to undress. Thoughts swirled to the battle and how it could have been worse if Sil and Nova hadn't arrived. Their new powers and abilities would be a great asset to growing the kingdom.  
 
    Clothes and weapons piled on the floor. Will sat down on the edge of the bed, resting his elbows on his knees as he stared off at nothing. 
 
    “What am I doing?” the player said out loud. 
 
    The reality of his digital life was cresting over his mind, ready to come crashing down and sweep him away. In the beginning, all he thought of was survival. Now, he had a small tribe he was desperately trying to keep together. Thoughts churned about Idols and power, but clearly that all had to take a backseat to what was needed at the moment, a safe home not only for him, but for those he cared about. The hydra could have caused greater damage and maybe taken a few more lives. It haunted his thoughts, knowing he could die and come back, but no one else in his tribe could. Death was permanent for all but him, and it lashed at his needs to help and protect. 
 
    Lanterns glowed as an ocean breeze drifted in from the open balcony. Tired muscles throbbed and ached. Drowsiness took hold as eyelids slowly blinked open and close. 
 
    “Make Thorn Spire safe…and then we can search for the Idols,” Will whispered to himself. 
 
    Turning his body, he fell back into bed, nude and not bothering to cover himself. The gentle breeze from the balcony caressed frayed nerves. Eyelids heavy, he began to slide into peaceful sleep when the bedchamber door opened. 
 
    Fighting through the sleepy haze, Will lifted his head just enough to see Milly come in and close the door behind her. Deep shadows covered her face as she walked in slowly. Hands rose up and she opened her robe, revealing her nude body underneath. Will let his head fall back onto the pillow. A moment later, Milly’s stood by the edge of the bed, shrugging her robe off and looking down at Will. 
 
    “We…can just sleep,” Will said with a tired edge. 
 
    Milly’s gaze slid along Will’s strong and fit body. She remained silent as she slipped into bed. Will turned his head slightly, looking at her as her gaze drank in his nude form. The breeze caused goosebumps to rise and Milly slid in closer, touching her body to Will’s. 
 
    “Everyone has a room and should be fine for the night,” Milly spoke, her voice sounding distant. 
 
    Will gave a slight head nod.   
 
    Milly’s hand touched Will’s chest and slid along smooth skin, “I was so worried.” 
 
    Heat returned as Milly’s body warmed his. The air took on a sultry edge and Will couldn’t deny its power. Staring at the beautiful horned woman, he could feel her desire as she ran her hand along his body. When her hand brushed the length of his manhood, it stirred from her touch. 
 
    Milly looked into Will’s eyes, a connection blazing bright. “I know you only want to protect us. I can’t speak for everyone, but I appreciate it from the deepest part of my heart. Seeing you rush into battle, makes me happy and afraid at the same time.” 
 
    Will watched as Milly lifted her upper body up, her large, firm breasts hovering inches away from his face and pert nipples erect from growing desire. 
 
    “I want you,” Milly said with a sweet smile. 
 
    Will curled his arm under her side and pulled her closer. The heat of their bodies blazed like a fever. Pink touched Milly’s cheeks before her fingers curled along Will’s thickening shaft. With gentle strokes, she breathed divine life into his manhood. 
 
    The tension grew in gentle waves. Holding Milly close, his lips closed on a nipple and his tongue licked at the tip. Milly trembled as she stroked him, the player’s spear thick and throbbing to her touch. The play between them grew with firm touches and wet suckling. When Will pulled back, he kissed her inviting breasts, ending each one with a gentle lick of her creamy skin. The mood glowed as Will basked in it. He couldn’t deny the attraction, but he felt it for many around him. Jova had no rules or laws when it came to how to live. The freedom was overwhelming and he couldn’t fight off the notion that he could be with Milly and anyone else he desired. But this moment spoke on a deeper level. He could create a society any way he wanted and the thought tantalized him. They would not judge him and it caused an inner fire to glow brighter. 
 
    “My love…” Milly whispered as her entire body grew hotter with each gentle kiss. 
 
    Bodies spoke as Milly could not help herself. A leg curled over Will’s legs and she ground her womanhood against his leg. The maddening urges pushed at the fabric of her soul as desire caused wetness to spill. Stroking a little faster, Milly sighed in delight at Will’s veiny member in her hand, her body crying out to mount to him. 
 
    Will kept her close, licking and kissing alabaster skin. She could barely fight off her own desires and Will found it harder to handle his. Wetness touching his leg as he enjoyed that she could not stop grinding against him. Moans filled the small space between them before whimpers followed. Bodies undulating, Milly tried to stay quiet, but her voice betrayed her. 
 
    “I need you. I need you so much,” Milly whimpered as her body betrayed her. 
 
    Will gave Milly a small smile, “I need you too.” 
 
    The words barely registered before Milly forced herself on top of her lord. Pinning his member down, she slid along the shaft, wetness spilling. Heated gasps rose up as her clit rubbed against his thick shaft. Will watched with hands on her shapely hips as Milly became possessed. There was no declaration or a single word spoken as she lifted her hips up and took hold of his throbbing manhood. Pressing the tip to her wanting womanhood, wetness coated it before the Panu let gravity take hold. The horned woman gasped as her valley parted, slowly sliding down, inch after inch. Will held her by the hips, his own hips thrusting gently upwards. When they met in the middle, moans rose up. 
 
    Milly closed her eyes, lost to blinding sensations. Hips moving of their own accord and a rhythm fell into place. Will watched with loving eyes as Milly bounced on him, heavy breasts rising and falling. Whimpers fell from parted lips as her eyes squeezed shut. The sound of bodies sang on like a private symphony. Will’s member parted inner walls and she squeezed him, not wanting to let go. 
 
    Milly fell forward, mashing her body to Will’s. Lips touched as the Panu’s hips worked with hungry desire. Will held her close, tongue touching and licking like horny beasts in the middle of the night. The outside world seemed to dim as Milly begged for more, her whimpers goading him on. 
 
    “Fill me with your seed,” Milly said in a harsh whisper before biting Will’s lip. 
 
    The player held on, keeping his control. Milly on the other hand let out loud whimpers before her pale skin turned pink. The moment was sudden, a dam breaking and the world washing away. Heat flared as Milly fought through the maddening bliss to keep hammering her hips down on Will’s hard cock.  
 
    Will watched with half closed eyes as Milly let out a small cry, an orgasm blasting her nerves. The moment ebbed before another flash of heat exploded. The tempo reached a fevered pace, Milly never wanting the connection between severed. Will grunted as he felt himself drawing closer. 
 
    Milly looked down with a heated gaze. It had become almost demonic as she slid down his thick member and a third orgasm turned her pink skin nearly red. The lust in her gaze sent Will over the edge. Cock thickening, he could not deny himself any more. 
 
    Spurts of his seed filled her tight space. Will groaned as Milly moaned. The Panu rode her lord, squeezing and milking him, being rewarded with another spurt, followed by another. Bodies rode the blissful wave as Will held Milly’s hips, holding her down and his cock pushing out one last thick spurt. 
 
    Milly slowed as she looked down. Will couldn’t fight the exhaustion any longer. Eyes growing heavy, his grip on her weakened. The Panu gave him a warm smile as she continued to ride his half hard member. Will wanted to say some loving words, but dreams whispered deep in his mind. A moment later, he was fast asleep. 
 
    Milly lay on Will, hips still moving and not breaking the connection. “Sleep well my love,” she whispered. 
 
    *** 
 
    Darkness swirled across the dreamscape. Will floated on a watery surface, his gaze on the churning vortex above him. Ghostly faces appeared along the nearly black clouds, moaning and screaming before melting into the vortex. Lightning flashed and the player could not deny the eerie beauty. 
 
    A chill seeped into his body as he floated along. He wanted to move, but his body didn’t respond. Instead of panicking, he simply drifted, knowing full well that this was a dream. At peace, he didn’t blink as he was caught in a gentle current, the massive vortex calling to him like a home he had long forgotten. 
 
      Two shadows emerged, walking along the watery surface. Will’s gaze slid down to see Draygon and Yir step closer. Draygon had an impish smirk while Yir’s snake-like head merely tilted forward, slitted eyes on Will and mane along his neck bristling. 
 
    Will tried to move and found that he had control of his body once again. Sitting up, he coiled his arms around his legs and held them, a dim smile on his lips and gaze focused on the two gods. 
 
    “I take it this isn't a social visit,” Will said with a simple grin. 
 
    Draygon nodded. “You’re going soft.” 
 
    “We require followers,” Yir said in a deep, dark voice. 
 
    Will rocked a little as he eyed the two gods. “Everything takes time. Also, what’s the rush?” 
 
    Draygon’s large brow formed a sharp point, “The light is not so relaxed. While you’re fighting hydras and making love, the light is conspiring to take what you have won. Your tiny kingdom stands on a knife’s edge and we have invested our dark power in you.” 
 
    Will slowly stood up and eyed the two gods. “So, you came here to tell me to hurry up? Seems a little over the top for a pair of gods.” 
 
    Draygon and Yir bowed their heads and closed their eyes. 
 
    “We didn’t come here to simply speak to you. We came to bring a lesson, and a gift,” the two gods said in unison. 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow as the water along his feet began to bubble. Looking down, he saw that the entire area was vibrating and pulsing like a living thing. The two gods were unaffected, but Will found it difficult to stand. Water foamed as the vortex above spiraled. 
 
    “I…” Will managed before watery explosions surrounded him. 
 
    Green and black tentacles burst from the water, snaking into the air, a foul fish stench blanketing the area. Will lifted his hands, ready to fight when the tentacles shuddered. Like living whips, they lashed at his body, coiling and tightening around limbs. Will grunted and struggled as he was slowly lifted into the air. Pain bloomed as he cried out. Draygon and Yir kept their heads bowed as several more tentacles rose up and coiled around Will. 
 
    The player was suspended in the air, tentacles tight and pulling at him, ready to tear him to pieces. Will screamed and a tentacle wrapped around his head, his teeth biting on rotten flesh. The stench was overpowering and the taste of the fleshy tentacle in his mouth felt like poison, slowly dripping down his throat. 
 
    “Those who worship me shall know the hunt. They will be an extension of you in the forests, jungles, and mountains,” Yir said in a dark voice. 
 
    “Those who worship me shall know the arcane. They will wield magic and use its great power in your name,” Draygon whispered. 
 
    A lone tentacle rose up from the water, slowly reaching eye level with Will. The player stared helplessly as a hook protruded from the tip. Eyes wild, he looked around to see a dozen eyes of various shapes and colors blink open just below the watery surface. 
 
    “Worship me, and you shall wield chaos and death,” a voice spoke that caused Will’s soul to tremble from its awesome power. 
 
    Eyes as wide as saucers, Will watched as the tentacle reared back. Fear boiled into rage as he struggled against the monstrous tentacles. A muffled shout filled his throat before the tentacle shot forward, driving the hook into his forehead. The pain was instant as it turned into a sickening crunching sound, driving deeper into his mind. Eyes rolling back into his head, Will was blinded as information crawled along his entire body. Madness gripped him and he gave a muffled laugh. 
 
    “The Void calls,” Yir and Draygon said with a melodic tone. 
 
    The Void calls. 
 
    The simple thought brought along tendrils of power as his soul basked in a dark light. 
 
    Eyes open, Will looked to Milly’s peaceful face. She lay on her side, chest gently rising and falling with each breath. Creamy skin glowed as light filled the bedchamber. Will stared as the dream fell away like a dying leaf from a branch. The sounds of birds glided in from the open balcony. 
 
    Will slipped from the bed and stood up. Walking through the chamber, he made his way to the balcony. Hands on the stony edge, he looked down at his tiny kingdom. He drank in the small damaged village, the shrines on the east and west side and a thick forest beyond, stretching out farther than the eye could see. 
 
    Will stared down for a long while, the sun warming his hands and arms. Another pair of arms circled his bare waist and a horned head leaned against his back. Will let go of stony balcony edge and touched the hands around his waist, warmth filling his spirit. 
 
    “What do you see?” Milly asked with a gentle sigh. 
 
    Will was silent for a long moment before lips parted. “I see the future.” 
 
    “What does it look like?” 
 
    Will’s eyes took on a dark edge as he squeezed Milly’s hand. “Cities as far as the eye can see. An empire where we all live in peace.” 
 
    “It sounds beautiful,” the panu said with a dreamy edge. 
 
    “It will be,” Will smiled as a dark fire burned in his heart. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    Time flowed like a river, Will caught in the current. The player watched as the world around him changed. Memories danced as he remembered walking down from the front gate of Castle Thorn, the kobolds, panu, Sil, Nova, Stella, and Morgan stepping behind him as they began their plans for the future. Groups broke away to their assigned duties, each knowing what they had to do. 
 
    Kobolds rushed to the mine, making their way deeper into the ground. Stone, iron, and copper were mined, brought to the surface and laid out in large piles. The work was grueling, but not one of them complained. They saw the need and desire in Will’s eyes and they were ready to help achieve his dreams. 
 
    Panu marched beyond the front gate with axes in hands. Morgan, Sil, and Nova followed, providing direction and protection as the horned people raised their axes and brought them across the base of trees. A dozen trees fell shortly, shattering to pieces and turning into floating logs. Some panu gathered and returned with the new wood while many continued to cut away at the primeval forest. Each day, the emerald green forest retreated a little at a time as Will’s territory began to grow wider. 
 
    Sil often worked with the panu during the days, but during the evenings, she made time to gather the kobolds and speak with them. They knew she was their leader and followed her commands to the letter. The tall kobold lead her people and they worked harder because of it. Food plentiful, she had them fed until their bellies were bursting and that led them to work harder come the mornings. 
 
    Nova spent much of her time assisting with chopping down trees. Axe in each of her four hands, she was a slicing tornado, easing up some of the workload. When she spotted a rabbit, the stalker grinned as she chased after it. They were fast, but the new guardian used her abilities to close up rabbit holes before they reached them. Hands scooped up the frightened creatures, carrying them one by one back into town. The guardian designated a home where she could raise them. Cages filled the home and buckets of carrots lined a wall, the stalker feeding them every evening before she took them out of cages and hugged them to her face. 
 
    Morgan oversaw construction of a new wall. Will, Val, and Morgan discussed the strength of the wall they had and it was found lacking. The three came up with a new design, one that would provide better protection should they be attacked again. With the forest cut down near the small kingdom, the kobolds and panu came together to build a stronger one. Each stone block was three feet by three feet. Kobolds and panu placed the thick stone blocks into place, five blocks at a time to create a fifteen-foot-thick wall. Piling the stone upwards, the wall grew until it was thirty feet tall. It had a walkway on top and towers were built along the length of it. The entire wall was large enough to dwarf the small town behind it. The old wall was dismantled and used to reinforce the new one. An iron gate was built and installed, chains and levers designed so even two kobolds could open each side. When the final stone slid into place, a celebration filled the tiny village of Thorn Spire. 
 
    Will watched his people as smiles and cheers bloomed, food served and wine bottles passed around. It wasn’t long after the meal where bodies joined in jovial excitement. The mood shifted as the new wall brought greater protection from the wilds beyond the gate. The player watched as kobolds pawed at each other, pulling clothes off and partaking of sensual delights. The panu were no different, their moans and gasps filling the small village all night.  
 
    The next day, all the villagers worked harder, the bonds between them strong like iron chains. 
 
    Stella helped throughout the process. The Witch Angel used her considerable strength to move heavy items, but always managed to glance in Will’s direction with a sultry wink and a lick of her full, black lips. 
 
    Val spent much of her time working on her Alchemy table and patrolling the village. The few times Will made his way down to the village to inspect the new homes being built, he would catch the pale beauty kneeling before Draygon’s shrine. She would stay there for hours before getting up and going about her evening like nothing had happened. 
 
    Weeks rolled by and Will admired how the small village grew bigger. Female kobolds and panu began to show, bellies filled with new life. Will wasn’t sure how long it would take for such creatures to procreate, but he knew that young children would soon grace the village. The thought sent his mind in motion, trying to figure out how he could take care of his growing people. 
 
    Milly, with a few panu, handled the farms and livestock. Milly worked from sunup to sundown before making her way to the castle and falling asleep, sometimes in her bed and sometimes in Will’s bed. 
 
    The days were filled with work as Will joined the groups. Sometimes he mined stone and other times he cut down trees. He helped build the new wall and worked side by side with his new people as they built new homes. The speed at which they built moved so quickly, they had more homes than citizens. Will often reassured many of his citizens that the town would be filled soon enough so each family would be well taken care of.  
 
    When he wasn’t building, the player was in his workshop, crafting spells. The process took longer than expected beyond simple spells. He filled a few pages of new spells, but trying to design new ones grew harder. Analyzing the Spell Crafting Table, he saw that it was a basic item for creating basic spells. Filing it away, he knew he would have to search for Heroes or Idols if he was going to increase his power. 
 
    One night, the thought hit him harder than he expected. Standing up from the spell crafting table, he left his workshop and bedchamber. Walking along the great corridors, he made his way deeper and deeper into the bowels of the castle. Reaching a nondescript iron door beyond a secret wall, he inserted a key of his own design, the only one of its kind. The door swung open to a room with a lone lantern that never went out. Thirteen alcoves took up a long wall. Two small Idols sat in the middle, one of Draygon and one of Yir.  
 
    The player often found himself staring, making sure they were really there. At times, he doubted his own mind, a small paranoia taking root that one night he would enter and they would be gone. Upon seeing them, he would let out a relieved sigh before closing the iron door, locking it and exiting out the secret wall. The vault was strong and the location secret only to him. The player pondered that he should add traps and maybe some kind of guardian to protect them. 
 
    Thoughts floated on dark clouds. Will noticed with each passing night, an urge to leave the protection of his new home to go exploring. Seeing the new wall built only added to his desire to seek out the other Idols. Thorn Spire had grown, but faint whispers mocked him, speaking of monsters at the gate, ready to tear his little Eden to sunders. 
 
    Returning to his workshop, he practiced his spells. When he wasn’t practicing, he built a leather holster for his spell book and a small chain. Connecting the chain to the binder of his spell book, the player easily slid the medium thick tome into a holster on his left hip. While he practiced, he discovered that he only had to have the book up and name the spell. The pages would flip to the appropriate spell. The runic words would glow and when the spell was cast, they would dim until twenty-four hours had passed and they regained their power. 
 
    Will opened the spell book at times to go over the spells he created. 
 
    Spell Book 
 
    Fire Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Ice Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Earth Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Air Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Fire Weaving (Apprentice) 
 
    Water Weaving (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Will noticed each spell took a page in his spell book. He could fill the book with ninety-nine spells, but he slowed down his research. Seeing that the spells were apprentice level, he would need room to add higher level spells when he knew how to do that. There was nothing stopping him from creating several spell books, but since arcane magic was still in the fledgling stage, he needed to be concise before expanding his knowledge and power. Thoughts drifted to Draygon and sometimes to Val. The pale beauty seemed to be interested in the arcane, but didn’t bring it to his attention. It caused Will to wonder what she was working on, but not enough to ask. 
 
    Days after the wall and town were completed, Will, Val, and Morgan sat in a large room. A small, single window looked out, beams of afternoon sun painting the floor in golden light. The trio sat in the shadowy side of the chamber at a round table. Wine glasses were half filled and papers lay across the smooth table surface. One large piece of paper held a crude drawing of the castle, town and wall with scribbles for the forest beyond. 
 
    “We will need to expand our territory next,” Will said as he looked down at the crude map. 
 
    “We don’t have the people to do it. It may be a few more weeks before the pregnant kobolds and Panu give birth,” Morgan said with an even tone. 
 
    Val leaned back in her chair, boots up and resting on the table. “What’s the hurry? We still have plenty of room in town to build more homes and I thought we were going to build some shops and create a currency. If we want this kingdom to prosper, we have to add the values when it’s still young.” 
 
    Will nodded as a faint image of Draygon and Yir crossed his mind. “You are both right, but we still have to think of the future. Once Thorn Spire begins to populate, we should move out and create towns. We will need explorers and pilgrims to map out the lands. We will need soldiers to enforce our protection.” 
 
    Morgan gave a slow nod. “I see. This isn’t about just rapid expansion, but protection as well. If we are thinking about the future, fort towns might be what we need until the population is large enough to grow the towns. The forests are still untamed and night time will be disastrous for any pioneers we send out.” 
 
    “We can’t forget about the hydras,” Val said. 
 
    Will’s eyes took on a confident shine, “Valid points, but I think instead of waiting for the population to grow, we instead seek out races and gather their soul stones. With the Soul Caskets, we can grow the population faster than the birthrates of our current citizens.  
 
    “I propose an expedition. We seek out new races, liberate them of their soul stones and wake them from their savagery. We can also map out the lands, search for more Hero tombs and maybe recover any Idols hidden in the countryside.” 
 
    Val and Morgan gave the player a shrewd stare before small smiles bloomed. 
 
    Will continued, “We are going into this to build a society for those who are lost. I’m not of the mind of conquering, but the more we awaken from their primitive ways, the better Jova and our kingdom will become. I have thought this over for a long time and civilization will be the cornerstone to a better world. 
 
    “The faster we acquire new technologies, magic, and tools, the better everyone will be. We can build better weapons to defend not just this town, but all towns and cities for the future. However, we need to gather those resources and knowledge first. We will finish up what we started here, but I think in a week, we should explore our lands.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Morgan stated simply. 
 
    Val gave Will a fanged smile, “Ambitious and exciting. Count me in so I can keep you boys out of trouble.” 
 
    “Do you have anyone in mind for this particular expedition?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Will leaned forward, fingers laced right at chin level, “The three of us, Stella, and Sil. The five of us should be strong enough to explore the countryside. Nova can stay behind to guard everyone. Milly can watch over the kingdom.” 
 
    Morgan nodded, but Val was the one who spoke up. 
 
    “Sil and Nova are Guardians, but shouldn’t we create more? They would be assets for growth and securing our power.” 
 
    Will nodded as a darkness touched the edges of his eyes. “I can make more, but I can only have seven. I don’t know why that rule is in place, but this world has all sorts of weird rules. I don’t want to chance just making anyone a Guardian. Sil and Nova have proved their worth. I think we need to watch others to consider if they are loyal enough to become Guardians. It will give our inner circle something to aspire to.” 
 
    Val nodded but kept her gaze on Will. “Can we become Guardians?” 
 
    Will gave a small shake of his head. “I remember being told that Heroes could not become Guardians. The rule is like a faint foggy memory. You both are immortal as in you will not age, but violence can end your existence.” 
 
    The pale woman nodded with a pointed smile. “You can’t blame me for trying,” she winked. 
 
    Will let out a small laugh. “You have been hanging around Stella.” 
 
    “She’s been haunting a few of us lately, bemoaning that you don’t show her any attention.” 
 
    “I have to tell her I’m busy and quickly run off,” Morgan smiled. 
 
    “I know I’ve been distant with her, but I’m trying to get over that. She has been nothing, but helpful but I’m not sure if she is ready to join our circle.” 
 
    Val lifted up her boots from the table, swung them down and leaned forward in her chair, eyes bright. 
 
    “I have had some faint memories of my past life. I used to have many who worshipped and followed me, but I had to test their loyalties. People show their true selves in their most desperate moments. Stella is strong and powerful, but the only way to know is to have her at her weakest. A test would be appropriate. 
 
    “Now, don’t get me wrong, I don’t believe any of us want her to suffer any harm, but situations may present themselves. The three of us just need to be aware and ready for the moment, coming together as a united front.” 
 
    Will and Morgan nodded. 
 
    Val smirked, “And when she passes the test, we create another one just to be sure.” 
 
    Will eyed the pale beauty for a long moment. “You have played this kind of game before.” 
 
    Val leaned back and gave a wicked smile, “Lord Asher, I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Will and Morgan let out small chuckles before the light in the chamber dimmed. All eyes turned to the single window, sunlight darkening into a gray shadow. Will was first to his feet, walking over and looking out. Dark clouds drifted over the small kingdom, blotting out the sun. 
 
    “I think we are done for today. We can talk about preparations tomorrow,” Will said before the wind picked up and caused the glass window to shudder. 
 
    “Should we be concerned,” Val asked, fully implying the incoming storm. 
 
    Will continued to look out, “I’m not sure.”  
 
    Morgan was to his feet, “I’m going back to town. I can check on the kobolds and panu, make sure they are okay if a storm is coming.” 
 
    A dark whisper touched Will’s mind, “I think we should all go, just to be sure.” 
 
    Val gazed on Will’s form as he stood before the window. “Your instincts are telling you something?” 
 
    “I’m not sure. Something does feel… odd.” 
 
    Val was standing up and checking her nails on one hand. “I could use a stroll with two strapping young men.” 
 
    The three of them turned and made their way to the door. Will led the way, with Morgan and Val close behind. The air changed as he made his way through the corridors and down the stairs. It had taken on an electric charge and deep down; it didn’t sit well with him. Following Yir’s path of the Hunter caused his senses to flare alive. He noticed things he never had before, sensing the world around him like a wild animal in a primeval world.  
 
    When Will exited the main gate and began walking toward Thorn Spire, something drifted on the air. The small breezes had turned into a harder wind and carried with it something he was not familiar with. There was a touch of death, life, and magic, and it sent his inner world spiraling in speculation. It could be the storm, signaling that it was stronger than he suspected, but the player wasn’t sure. The odd vibration moved along his senses and he found it difficult to ignore. 
 
    “This is going to be a bad storm. I can smell it,” Val stated simply. 
 
    “It could be a hurricane. I can feel its power, but I’m not sure of its strength,” Morgan added. 
 
    “Let’s get the people in their homes. We can cancel the work for today. If it seems like it will be a bad storm, we may have to evacuate everyone to the castle.” 
 
    The rest of the walk was made in silence, Will looking up at the dark clouds from time to time. When they reached the center of town, kobolds and panu continued to work, moving supplies to storage homes and some looking to Will. 
 
    “Tell everyone to prepare for the storm,” Will said over his shoulder to Morgan and Val before a rabbit hopped past his boots. 
 
    Val and Morgan moved away while Will watched the rabbit hop away. From behind a small home, several rabbits hopped out into view. Glancing around, the young lord saw rabbits appearing from around corners, twitching their noses and staring blankly. 
 
    A shadow appeared from behind a home. Before Will could even react, Nova darted out and grabbed two rabbits by their furry necks. Lifting them up, she cradled the two she just caught and glared at the other rabbits hopping away. 
 
    “We need to get inside,” she shouted at the fleeing rabbits like they understood. 
 
    Will approached the stalker, concern in his brow. Nova turned and smiled, two arms cradling the bunnies and her upper hands stroking their fur. 
 
    “I let them out to get some exercise before seeing the storm clouds,” the green woman grinned. “They are just so precious; I don’t want them to get hurt or sick.” 
 
    Will’s concern slid into a small smile. “I can help you gather them.” 
 
    Nova’s grin grew broader and stars filled her eyes. “Thank you! I would love the help. I’ll return these two to my home.” 
 
    Will lifted a hand and scratched the back of his head. Nova adored her rabbits and Will didn’t feel right leaving the round up just to her. The stalker walked away and Will looked down at a rabbit twenty feet away. 
 
    “Don’t,” he said coolly before the rabbit darted away. 
 
    “Dammit,” Will growled before he ran after it. 
 
    Leggings pricked with magical energy as he flashed forward, hands scooping the fleeing bunny. Hoisting it up, it started blankly at him as if it quickly gave up, knowing it could not escape. Will smiled before seeing another rabbit and chasing it. The bunny hopped toward the mine entrance before turning its direction as Sil emerged with kobolds behind her. Will slid to a halt and pounced forward, one hand out. The bunny leapt into the air only to be snatched in another hand, legs kicking out. 
 
    Sil approached as Will held the rabbits up. “Nice catch my Lord.” 
 
    Will smiled before looking to the four-foot tall kobold. “Thanks. Nova let them out and now we have to get them back inside.” 
 
    Sil nodded. “I went into the mine to gather the workers and inform them of the storm.” 
 
    Will nodded. “That’s why we’re here too. It feels like the storm may be a bad one. I'd rather everyone be safely inside before it begins to rain.” 
 
    The player hesitated before looking to Sil once again. “You don’t have to call me Lord.” 
 
    The kobold gave him a pleasant smile along her small snout. “Terms of respect are needed so everyone understands their place. Val taught me that.” 
 
    “Well, thank you, but again, not needed.” 
 
    Freek and Folly approached, heads bowed. 
 
    “We have informed everyone in town to seek shelter, per Lady Alucard and Lord Strange’s orders,” Freek said. 
 
    “Do a final search and get to your homes,” Will ordered. 
 
    The two kobolds nodded, stood up and walked away. 
 
    Will looked to Sil and smiled. “Want to help me gather up Nova’s bunnies?” 
 
    The kobold gave a hearty nod. The pair made their way around, gathering two more rabbits before walking towards Nova’s home. The two-story stone home stood against the gray sky. A drop fell from the heavens, splashing against Will’s cheek. 
 
    When they approached the front door, it stood slightly ajar. Will kicked it with his boot and it swung open easily. Nova appeared with a wide smile, gaze on the rabbits in Will and Sil’s arms. 
 
    “My babies!” the stalker squealed before snatching up the bunnies from Will’s arms. 
 
    Nova turned and walked in, Will and Sil following. The home was furnished with minimal furniture, but shelves with cages filled the walls. There was a scent of rabbit fur filling the comfy home. Chests lined the walls under the cage shelves.  
 
    Will didn’t realize until he saw it again just how many bunnies the Stalker had. The number of cages had doubled and half of them were full with the other half most likely still scattered around town. Nova moved to a pair of cages and put a rabbit in each one before turning and stepping to Sil. Picking up the pair of rabbits, she moved to another set of cages. 
 
    “They sometimes fight so I thought it would be better if they each had their own cage,” Nova said as she gently placed them in their respective cages. 
 
    “They, um, seem to be breeding like… rabbits,” Will snickered. 
 
    “Yes, and I hope keeping them apart will slow their breeding,” Nova smiled. 
 
    “I’ll find more of them,” Sil said before leaving. 
 
    Will lingered for a moment, watching Nova look to her rabbits with adoring eyes. He could see the joy the little creatures brought her and didn’t have the heart to tell her she had too many. One or two rabbits would have been fine, but she had dozens and clearly wasn’t sure how to take care of them since they bred so fast. The separate cage solution would only slow down the growing number of rabbits since letting them out would lead them to breed if she didn’t keep a watchful eye on them, which clearly, she wasn’t doing. 
 
    Will turned to step out and find more rabbits when Nova spoke up. 
 
    “I’m sorry I let them out. I thought they would stay close to home, but the moment the door opened, they made a run for it,” Nova sighed. 
 
    Will gave her a comforting smile. “It’s okay. You had their best interests at heart.” 
 
    Nova nodded, but remained silent. 
 
    Will stepped out of the Stalker’s home. The sky grew darker. The air vibrated with the threat of a downpour. The town had become silent, most sheltering in their homes. The electric charge in the air seemed to grow with each passing second. Not wanting to waste any more time, Will quickly made his way around homes, eyes searching for rabbits. When he saw one, he pounced on it before it had a chance to bounce away. Holding the bunny, he made a few loops around the area. Not seeing any other furry bodies and pointed ears, he made his way back to Nova’s home, rabbit in hand.  
 
    The moment he reached the door, something inside screeched. 
 
    Will’s hand shot out, taking hold of the knob and turning it. Swinging the door wide, he readied to drop the rabbit and reach for his hammer over his shoulder. Stepping in, a wet crunching sound rose up from the other side of the main room. The dark skies outside only magnified the shadows in the home. Agitated rabbits bounced and jumped in their cages. A figure was hunched in a corner, head moving slightly as the wet crunching continued. 
 
    Will approached cautiously, hand up to his hammer and the other arm holding the rabbit close. Shadows parted as a bald, green head looked up and turned. Nova stared at Will as he approached, blood covering her mouth and cheeks. A drop of dark crimson fell from her chin as her eyes were wide like a predator. In her four hands was the mangled corpse of a rabbit, blood and chunks of flesh hanging by thin strands of sinew. 
 
    “Nova?” Will asked as he stared at her. 
 
    Lightning flashed outside. Nova looked down at the gory mess in her hands and she let go, the bloody corpse falling to the floor. Tears welled up as she stared at the dead bunny by her knees.  
 
    Will put the rabbit in his arms in a cage and closed it. Moving to Nova, hands touched her arms. Nova let out a sad moan as she slowly stood to her feet. Gore covered her chest and blood stained her clothes. The rabbit on the floor melted into the ground, leaving behind a patch of rabbit leather. 
 
    Nova bowed her head, unable to look Will in the eye. “I… I don’t know what happened. I was hugging and kissing Floppy. I was telling him how beautiful he was when… I…” Nova trailed off. 
 
    Will gently pulled her with him to the kitchen. The player was silent as a tomb as he reached for a small towel. Dipping it in a nearby water basin, he moved Nova to a small table with two chairs. He sat her down and pulled a chair closer. The stalker looked on with a blank gaze as he began to clean her up, wiping away thick blood. 
 
    “He was my favorite,” Nova said with a faraway voice. 
 
    Will methodically cleaned the stalker with slow wipes. The blood had soaked into her top, but her skin came away clean with each wipe.  
 
    “He… smelled so good and he was so cute. I… don’t know why I…” Nova’s lip trembled as she couldn’t continue. 
 
    Will continued to clean her, silent and listening. 
 
    A single tear streaked down Nova’s cheek. “Am I… still dangerous?” 
 
    Will looked up and made eye contact. “No, you’re not.” 
 
    “I just killed my favorite bunny. If I can’t control myself around who I love, how can I do it around the kingdom?” 
 
    Nova’s eyes widened as she stared at Will, “How can I keep you safe if I might hurt you?” 
 
    The player put down the bloody cloth and touched her hands, running his thumbs over the back of her hands. “I trust you with my life. I knew you were important when you fought for all of us.” 
 
    Nova turned and looked at the bloody spot on the floor in the other room. “I don’t want to hurt those I love. I don’t want to be a monster again.” 
 
    Will touched her chin and gently moved her face so their eyes could meet. “You’re not a monster. I know you wouldn’t hurt me or anyone else. Maybe Floppy wanted to die to show you how much he loved you.” 
 
    Nova stared for a long second before a small smile formed. A second later, she began to giggle. Will smiled, eyeing the beautiful stalker as the tension eased. He knew deep down she wasn’t a true monster anymore, but he did see that maybe being awakened didn’t stop all of their baser instincts. 
 
    The giggling continued for a moment before it turned to sobbing. Nova leaned forward, her four arms circling Will’s waist. She buried her face in his chest and Will hugged her close. Lightning flashed again and the small pitter patter of rain falling on the roof sent a calming gloom across the area.  
 
    Will held Nova as she cried against his shoulder. He stroked her back, trying to be there as she came undone. The harsh reality of being awakened reared its head as Will contemplated that there would be times where they couldn’t completely fight who they were at the core of their being. It weighed on him, but he didn’t let it show, holding Nova to him so she could let it all out. 
 
    Sil stepped in from the rain, water streaking down her body and clothes wet. She held two drenched bunnies, one in each scaled arm. Oval eyes took in the bloody spot on the floor. Putting the rabbits in two empty cages, she made her way toward the sound of sobbing coming from the kitchen. 
 
    Stepping through the wide door frame, the kobold looked to Will and Nova. A bloody rag lay on the table. Will turned his head and eyed the kobold. The two spoke without saying a word, Sil backing away, but staying in the other room. 
 
    “Take all the time you need. I’m here for you,” Will said with a soothing tone as he held her. 
 
    “Thank you,” Nova cried, sorrow filling her heart and spilling out along the edges of her soul. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two kobolds rushed through the rain, performing one last loop around the village. Freek led the way as Folly followed. Eyes drank in the calming serenity as they stepped through mud puddles. 
 
    “I think everyone is inside,” Folly said with annoyed hiss, the rain clearly not agreeing with him. 
 
    “We have to make sure,” Freek said as he walked with his little chest out. 
 
    “I don’t like it. I don’t like the rain,” Folly whispered. 
 
    “I know, but if anyone is still out then Lord Asher will not like it. We must do our duty!” 
 
    Folly shook his reptilian head before his foot slipped in a puddle. The kobolds limbs swung in circles before he fell face first into the mud. Freek turned to see Folly pushing up and gasping for air, mud caking his features. 
 
    “I don’t like the rain,” Folly repeated. 
 
    Freek grinned before reaching down and helping his friend to his feet. “I will make a fire at home. We will warm up and eat.” 
 
    “I like mutton. I want mutton,” Folly said as he wiped away mud from his face. 
 
    Freek nodded. “There will be mutton. Lord Strange gave me a bottle of wine as a reward for showing bravery against the hydra. We shall drink and eat.” 
 
    Folly let a smile slip before he slipped again. This time, Freek caught him by the arm and helped the clumsy kobold regain his balance. 
 
    “One last look around and we can go home,” Freek smiled in the rain. 
 
    The two kobolds nodded to each other before they made their last round. When they reached the center of town, a loud bang vibrated from the main gate. The two kobolds looked to the main gate; iron doors locked. Another bang reached their ears and a voice called out. 
 
    “We seek shelter!” the unfamiliar voice shouted from the other side. 
 
    Freek looked to Folly, “Go find Lord Strange and tell him there is someone at the main gate.” 
 
    “No, I won’t leave you. They could be dangerous,” Folly shook his head. 
 
    “I will speak to them, but you must get Lord Strange. I won’t let them in. I’ll be on top of the wall.” 
 
    Folly looked to the kobold with concern when Freek made a small growl. “Okay! Okay! I will get Lord Strange.” 
 
    Folly turned and walked off as Freek eyed the iron gate. Making his way closer, he climbed a set of stairs to the side and was soon on top of the wall. The kobold made his way over and peered over the edge. 
 
    A man and two women stood in the rain. The man wore a gray armor with gold edges. A hammer hung at his belt. Freek thought it looked a little like Lord Asher’s hammer, but much smaller. The kobold turned his attention to the two women, one at each side of the man. One of them had green skin, long black hair and a white lock running from her temple to the end of her hair. Her skin was odd to the kobold as she had lines crisscrossing what he could see of her body and metal bolts in her neck. The other woman was elven. The kobold remembered seeing elves before from his savage past, but this elf was different. Her skin was tanned and she had long, dirty-blonde hair tied back into a ponytail. She wore blue clothing and wraps spun around her arms and shins. She was barefoot unlike her two companions. Her ears were longer than any elf he had remembered by three inches. 
 
    The man with dark hair looked up and gave a bright smile. “Hello! We were travelling and were caught in the rain storm. Can we come in so we can dry off, maybe barter for a meal?” 
 
    Freek looked down with suspicious eyes. “We don’t take outsiders. Please leave.” 
 
    The man kept his smile as he spoke again, “I understand we are strangers. We just want to get out of the rain for the night. Does this place belong to you?” 
 
    Freek shook his head. “This kingdom belongs to my Lord. We do not take visitors. Leave.” 
 
    The man lowered his head and looked to the green skinned woman. She nodded and stepped closer to the iron door. Freek saw her approach, turned and raced down the stairs. Reaching the ground floor, he moved to the door to make sure it was locked. Metal groaned as something pushed against it from the other side. Freek eyed it before moving to the chain to make sure it was locked into place. The moment his hands touched the metal, energy blasted along, striking his body. The kobold barely grunted before his body was hurled back and he splashed into the mud, senses dazzled. 
 
    The man watched as the green skinned woman stepped back, energy arcing along her hands. Turning his attention to the elf, she stepped closer to the thick iron doors. Pulling back a fist, she focused at the thin line were the two doors met. Taking a small breath, she threw a punch. Her hand hit the door and power blasted out. The thick iron doors blasted to the sides and nearly off their hinges. 
 
    Freek barely lifted his head to see the three people step in through the now open gate. The man in gray and gold armor stepped closer, an amused grin on his lips as he looked down on the struggling kobold. 
 
    “My name is Thorrin Rivers. Now that we are formally introduced, where is your lord so we can have a little chat?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six  
 
    The sound of groaning metal filtered in through the rain, causing Nova’s head to snap up and stare into Will’s wide eyes. Sil appeared at the doorway, a look of concern on the kobold’s features. Will and Nova stood up and marched to the doorway. The player took hold of his iron hammer and unsheathed it from over his shoulder. Leading the way, Sil and Nova followed as they walked through Nova’s home and out the front door. 
 
    The rain fell at a steady pace as boots stepped onto mud. Down the street to the left, Val and Morgan moved at a hurried pace. Will, Nova, and Sil rushed toward them and when they were about to meet at the main road, Folly ran in, his chest heaving and oval eyes wide. 
 
    “Intruders at the front gate,” the kobold managed before gasping for more air. 
 
    “Get to safety,” Will said as he turned his attention at the four-way intersection and seeing several figures standing at the now open gate and a kobold on his back. 
 
    “I can’t leave Freek! I have to go back!” Folly huffed before standing straighter, spear in hand. 
 
    Will looked to the kobold and gave a slight head nod. 
 
    Val looked down the street to the intruders, “I don’t have a good feeling about this.” 
 
    Will lifted his hammer to rest on his shoulder, hard eyes on the people down the muddy street. “Stay together and remember to support each other when this gets ugly.” 
 
    The group marched forward, all eyes on the three people at the entrance.  
 
    The man in gold and gray armor took a step closer, eyes on the approaching group. Lifting his boot, he placed it on Freek’s chest and pushed down slightly, causing the kobold to grunt and grab at the man’s ankle. Try as he might, the kobold didn’t have the strength to push the boot off. Glancing to the side, he saw that his spear was out of reach. 
 
    Will led the way until he slowed to a halt, twenty feet away from the man in light armor. The green-skinned woman was to his right while the blonde, tall elf was to his left. Val faced the green skinned woman while Morgan faced the elf. Folly stood alongside Nova and Sil, holding his spear and looking to Freek as he struggled to breath with the boot on his chest. 
 
    The man kept a pleasant smile as he gazed upon Will. “I was just introducing myself. Thorrin Rivers. To my right is Bridget Stein and to my left is Faye Riverwood. We were just speaking with your little kobold here about getting out of the rain and staying here for the night. He was a little rude so we let ourselves in.” 
 
    “He’s right. You’re not welcome here. Walk out before you’re thrown out,” Will seethed, eyes never blinking. 
 
    Thorrin looked down at the kobold and then back to Will. “Not very welcoming since we only needed to get out of the storm. Night will be here soon and no one should be out after dark.” 
 
    Val eyed the green-skinned woman with stitches along places were skin was exposed. A faint memory tickled the back of her mind. The woman with black hair and a white lock of hair stared indifferently, but Val couldn’t shake the feeling she had seen her before. 
 
    Faye stood in a relaxed stance; her arms crossed. She gave Morgan the once over and didn’t seem too concerned.  
 
    “Guests are welcomed, you are not. Bashing your way in doesn’t seem like something a guest would do,” Will said with an edge. 
 
    Thorrin gave a slight head nod and let out a small sigh. “You’re right. I’m not very good with lying since the truth will set you free. Myself and my friends came here to talk with the Monster Lord. It would seem you have caused a stir with our benefactor and they would like to give you this chance to hand over any Idols you may have.” 
 
    Rain fell from the heavens as hearts began to beat faster. The air took on a current and fingers twitched. A threatening gloom took root as all involved looked each other over in mild contempt. 
 
    Will gave a sarcastic wide smile, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.” 
 
    Thorrin nodded, his face taking on a grim edge. “Cyndi told us you were a little hard headed. I can see she was right. Before we negotiate, what did you say to her to cause her to strike out on her own?” 
 
    Will remained focused, “Nothing worth remembering. She tried to take an Idol and paid for it. I doubt anything I say will bring closure. Go back to your benefactor and never come back.” 
 
    Thorrin’s shoulders sank a little as a weariness colored into his expression. “I wish it were that easy. We have orders to kill all of you, but I don’t like taking a life unless it’s me or them. That only leaves us with the option of beating you to a pulp and dragging you to the castle there so you can tell us where the Idols are.” 
 
    “Cyndi couldn’t beat us. What makes you think you three have a chance?” 
 
    Thorrin eyed Will, “She did give us some intel on all of you. We trained pretty hard before making our way here. Fighting ghouls and hydras also helped. I think we are stronger than Cyndi. I don’t know, maybe we need to test it?” 
 
    Will called up his stats, eyeing them in the corner of his vision.  
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 10 
 
    Armor: 6 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Iron Hammer: Gem slot Ruby: Fire Damage 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Iron Sword 
 
    Tunic: Stone Protection 
 
    Leggings: Swiftness 
 
    Boots: Leaping 
 
      
 
    Strength: 15 (Apprentice) 
 
    Intelligence: 15 (Apprentice) 
 
    Agility: 15 (Apprentice) 
 
    Will: 15 (Apprentice) 
 
    Mana: 13 (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Path: Beast (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Forms 
 
    Wolf 
 
      
 
    Spell Book 
 
    Fire Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Ice Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Earth Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Air Bolt (Apprentice) 
 
    Fire Weaving (Apprentice) 
 
    Water Weaving (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Will mentally cursed himself for not upgrading all of his equipment. He was so wrapped up in taking care of his kingdom, he didn’t take the time to gem slot his sword or change his tunic. Spell book was firmly against his thigh in its sheath, but he hadn’t actually used any spells in combat. 
 
    Val held out her hands, claws bursting from fingertips and growing about a foot long. Morgan drew his sword, black eyes on the elf. Nova lifted her hands, stones bursting up from the wet mud and shifting into short swords. Sil held up a hand, the air whirling around and forming into a white spear. Folly held his spear, head low and eyes sharp. 
 
    Thorrin’s hand touched the hammer hanging from his belt and pulled it free from its latch. Spinning it once around, he held it to the side. Will held his hammer sideways, both hands on the shaft. The two kept their unblinking gazes as the sound of rain filled the air around them.  
 
    “The light will always beat the darkness,” Thorrin said like a prayer. 
 
    “The light is blind and so are you,” Will said with a defiant tone. 
 
    Thorrin’s body moved into a stance. Rain ran down his face before his eyes narrowed. Time slowed as the world around them took on sharper lines. Will’s heart slowed as he drank in a cleansing breath. Val flexed her fingers while questions raided her mind. Morgan kept his cold gaze. Nova and Sil bent their legs at the knees. Folly growled. 
 
    Thorrin burst forward, pushing off Freek’s chest and causing the kobold to cry out in pain. The armored man charged like a freight train toward Will. Energy sparked along Thorrin’s hammer. Will brought up his hammer, the end bursting into flames. Heels dug in before he blasted forward like a comet. The two met and hammers clashed, fire and sparks filling the space between them. 
 
    Bedlam erupted as both sides rushed toward each other. Bridget came at Val with a raised fist, electricity arcing along her hand and sparks shooting from her neck. Val came at her until the last moment where she jumped high into the air, the fist just missing her. Somersaulting, Val landed behind the woman and kicked out, only for her boot to miss. Bridget sidestepped, whirled around and rammed a fist right in the middle of Val’s chest. The pale beauty went flying, landing on her back. Legs spun, forcing her body back to a fighting stance, but Bridget was on her. Fists shot out in a barrage as Val dodged them, each time taking a step back. Energy burned at Val’s chest from the single strike and she ignored it as she tried to keep the strong green-skinned woman at bay. 
 
    Morgan rushed ahead, silent as a grave. Faye charged. The two met in the middle and Morgan thrust his sword. Faye’s body shifted, dodging the strike before spinning away and falling into a battle stance. Morgan pressed his attack, sword slicing in small arcs and the elf dodging each one with little effort. The attacks continued, sword slicing at raindrops while the elf moved her body. When she planted her feet, Morgan brought his sword up and sliced downward. The elf’s hands flashed together, stopping the blade mid-swing. Morgan’s eyes widened as the sword was twisted out of his hands. The blade spun away, stabbing into the muddy ground, the pommel swaying back and forth. 
 
    “Don’t make me hurt you,” Faye said calm as a spring pond. 
 
    Morgan ignored her, lifted his fists and charged. The elf dodged two punches before her knee came up and her heel struck Morgan’s knee. Morgan cried out as he lost his balance. Faye stepped closer, fist cocked and ready when a shadow touched the edge of her gaze. Turning, she blocked an incoming spear with her forearms, Sil floating with hard eyes. 
 
    The elf and kobold regarded each other before their bodies blurred. Sil’s white spear shot out in rapid strikes, too fast to see. Faye’s upper body moved in blurry flashes, dodging each strike. The two were caught in each other’s gravity, pressing their attacks when Morgan joined the fray. Faye’s movements slowed as she divided her attention. The elf dodged spear strikes and parried Morgan’s fists. The three of them swirled into a dance, each trying to land a blow. 
 
    Will and Thorrin pushed at each other, sparks flying. Will growled his contempt as he twisted his upper body. Thorrin didn’t fall for it, pulling back and keeping his balance. Hammers raised, the two struck at each other like titans. Fire and light flashed in the rain as each fighter tried to gain an edge. Thorrin pulled back while swinging his hammer. When he stepped closer, his hammer made quick strikes. Will parried each one, feeling the power even from those small blows. When his boot slipped a few inches in the mud, Will was rewarded with a hammer strike to the chest. 
 
    You have taken 4 damage! You have 6 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Will stumbled back as Thorrin pressed his attack. Hammer falling, Will lifted his hammer and braced himself when four stone short swords came together and parried Thorrin’s attack. 
 
    “Leave my love alone!” Nova screamed. 
 
    Thorrin raised an eyebrow before swords pulled away and flashed forward. Four points stabbed out and Thorrin turned his body sideways. Arching his back, the stone blades were within a hair of cutting his chest. Thorrin stumbled backwards and a fiery hammer arced around. Hammer up, he blocked it, but Will grinned as he shifted the flaming hammer, fire licking at Thorrin’s face and hair. Pain surged as he retreated. A hand went up and pulled away a tuft of burnt hair. 
 
    Will stalked closer. “You heard the lady,” the player smirked as he and Nova pounced. 
 
       Val spun and dodged Bridget’s attacks like a ballerina in a hurricane. The green-skinned woman growled as she tried to land another blow. Electric fists punched at air as Val continued to keep her at bay. The pale beauty retreated until her back was to the wall. A fist came at her and Val sank down. The first strike cracked the stone as Val jumped up, driving her knee into Bridget’s jaw. The green-skinned woman’s head snapped back and Val saw her opening. Claws flexing, she was about to eviscerate the woman’s unguarded stomach, but hesitated. 
 
    Bridget’s head snapped back down and glared at Val. The woman pulled her clawed hands back, eyes staring in disbelief. 
 
    “I think I remember you,” Val said in a hushed tone. 
 
    Bridget’s eyes widened a hair before her fist struck out. Val parried the blow with her forearm, but Bridget’s second fist connected with her side. Power exploded, Sending Val into the wall, bashing the side of her head. Blood spurted from a headwound and trickled into her eye. The wound began to close, but Val stumbled away, trying to regain her wits. The punch had an electrical charge and she fought through the stunned haze. She made it three steps before a fist hit her spine and sent her sprawling into the mud. Bridget approached, staring at the pale beauty on her stomach, energy arcing long her clenched fists. 
 
    Sil and Morgan pressed their attacks, but the lone elf kept them at bay. Arms and legs moving in a blur, she blocked every single strike until Sil’s spear point nicked her tanned cheek. Faye’s arms swung around, knocking them away and taking a step back. Hand up, she touched her cheek and blood painted her fingertips. 
 
    Sil and Morgan stood side by side, fists and spear up. 
 
    “I’ll take the high road,” Morgan whispered. 
 
    Sil nodded.  
 
    The pair burst forward, charging the tall, tanned elf. Faye readied herself and when they met, the very rain was knocked away. Morgan threw two fist strikes. Faye blocked them, opened her hand and drove her palm into his chest. The strike was so hard, bones cracked and Morgan bent in half as he was thrown. The black-eyed man hit the ground like a rag doll and slid through the mud for five feet. 
 
    Faye took a step back and was greeted by a storm of spear strikes. Spinning away, Sil kept at her, jumping like she weighed nothing and striking out with the power of sharp battering ram. Faye parried a spear thrust and power rippled along her arm. The elf’s brow went up as she saw Sil’s unbridled determination glaring at her. The two moved with expert ease, neither one landing a strike. Sil hopped, pressing her attacks until Faye knocked away her spear and launched herself backwards. 
 
    Sil watched as power glowed along Faye’s hands while she was floating back. The guardian let her spear vanish and she pressed her hands together. The air pulsed with power as Faye landed and bolted toward the kobold. Air swirled around Sil’s clawed hands. When the two closed the distance between them, Faye’s powered hand shot out while Sil thrust both hands upwards, a hurricane wind blasting forth. 
 
    Faye’s strike grazed the kobold, but the effect was immediate. Power exploded as Sil was thrown back, but not before her wind strike hit Faye directly in the chest. The two were thrown apart, Sil landing next to Morgan, her senses reeling and Faye ungracefully landing on her ass in the mud. 
 
    Thorrin, Will, and Nova sliced and swung weapons like three storms coming together. Sparks flew in all directions as they tried to prevent the other from landing a blow. Will and Nova moved in sync, parrying and attacking like two halves of the same soul. Thorrin’s power pushed at his limbs, moving and knocking away their attacks, muscles straining. Just as it felt as their battle would spin on into eternity, Will took a step closer and drove the shaft of his hammer into Thorrin’s face. The blow knocked his head back and blood spurted into the air. Nova rushed in, stone swords flashing and striking the stunned man in gray and gold armor. Blade tips sunk into weak spots along his armor with the finesse of the chef and the power of a machine. Thorrin grunted as blade points stabbed into his flesh. Without thinking, he swung his hammer underhanded at the attacking stalker. The hammer struck under her chin and sent her up off the ground and falling back. 
 
    Will let go of his hammer and caught Nova, pulling her away just as Thorrin’s hammer came down, missing her chest by inches. 
 
    Thorrin stepped back and glanced down, blood leaking from points in his armor. Hammer up, he stalked forward as Will pulled Nova back. 
 
    “I was just going to beat you into the ground but the Silver Queen was right about how dangerous you are. Plan B, kill you all and break every stone in your castle until we find the Idols,” Thorrin sneered as he approached. 
 
    “Will…” Nova managed as blood dripped from under her chin. 
 
    The player’s heart hammered in his chest as he saw his hammer lying five feet away and Thorrin stepping closer. His mind went to his sword and his spell book. Laying Nova down, the player stood up, his left hand falling to his spell book and drawing it from its sheath. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stella lay in her bed, a flash of lightning filling her open window and rumbling thunder rising up in the vast distance. 
 
    “I love thunderstorms,” the Witch Angel sighed, her thoughts floating to Will. 
 
    Hand drifting between her thighs, she thought of Will and how she could seduce him again when he returned. She wondered what was taking him so long and figured he was simply caught in the storm, waiting for it to ease up. 
 
    Sighing again, fingers slipped into her black leggings when the door to her room opened. Lifting her head, she didn’t bother to pull away her hand when a man in a dark cloak walked in, short sword in hand. Water dripped down along the hood and cloak as eyes fell on the gray-skinned woman. 
 
    “Um, sorry to interrupt,” the man said with almost genuine shock. 
 
    Stella’s upper body curled up. One hand picked up her hat and placed it on her head while her other hand stayed in her leggings. 
 
    “Judging from how you entered my room with your sword drawn, you’re not a friend,” the Witch Angel said with a breathy edge. 
 
    The man lowered his sword a few inches. “This is embarrassing. I wasn’t expecting you to be…um…in a compromised position. I would say I could come back, but I’m in a bit of time crunch.” 
 
    Stella stared while her fingers danced along her raised clit. “What’s the hurry?” as she spread her legs. 
 
    Shadowy bodies moved behind the man but they didn’t enter. 
 
    “Well, since you’re here, we’re looking for some Idols. Do you happen to know where they are?” 
 
    Stella gave the intruder a small smile, “I don’t normally do this with complete strangers, unless there’s a soul involved but, What’s your name?” 
 
    The man stood up straighter with an awkward smile. “Renner Wulf. Kind of on a mission to save the world from… well… you and your master.” 
 
    Stella let out a sultry hiss as pleasure rode her nerves. Body shuddering, she stayed in that moment for a few seconds before withdrawing her hand and sliding off the bed. Standing to her full height, blue flames bursting along her hands and looking to Renner with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “Well, Renner Wulf, I have to say you might not have all the facts. I will have to ask you to leave.” 
 
    Shadows lengthened under Renner’s eyes as he raised his sword. “Here I thought we were connecting.” 
 
    “Sad to say, we were not. I like dead men and you’re just a hollow echo of a man from long ago.” 
 
    Renner winced. “Ouch, right in the feels. Look, after everything, I’m sorry.” 
 
    Stella stood her ground. Lightning flashed outside again and thunder rumbled a few seconds later. The shadows behind Renner grew restless. The cloaked man kept his gaze neutral. Blue flames encircled Stella’s hands as she didn’t blink. 
 
    Lightning flashed again and in a blink of an eye, Renner was flying through the air, sword at his side.  
 
    Stella side stepped as the sword came down, missing her by inches. Renner threw his shoulder into the busty woman with gray skin and bounced off of her, hitting the ground. Eyes wide, he looked up at Stella’s wicked grin. 
 
    “I don’t like to hurt the living, even here in this virtual world, but that doesn’t mean I won’t do it.” 
 
    Bodies rushed in, white skin glowing in the dim light. Stella turned to see a dozen pale white elves with braided ivory hair. They wore metal armor in the shape of leaves, short swords and daggers in each of their hands. They rushed enmass toward the towering witch. 
 
    The elves moved so fast; Stella couldn’t get a word in as they rushed her. Swords and daggers stabbed out as Stella opened her hands and a stream of blue fire blasted out. The first elf was engulfed, but his body didn’t burn. Instead, his eyes closed and he went limp, crashing into Stella and bouncing off. The witch poured on the flames as the elves came at her. One by one they fell, but the rest grabbed their fellow elves and used them as shields. Rushing the witch, bodies crashed into her. 
 
    Stella laughed as she grabbed an elf by the leg and swung him around like a club. Elves were thrown in several directions before others adjusted for her attack and pounced. Daggers and swords came close to her skin before elves were knocked from the air. Stella laughed maniacally until pain stabbed into her leg. Looking down, she saw Renner’s sword buried a few inches in her leg and the man mouthing “I’m sorry.” 
 
    The witch was about to give him a fist full of blue flames when swords and daggers sank into her. Stella grunted as she stepped back, smashing an elf in the jaw and sending him spiraling into a wall. Taking another step back, she whipped her hand around, backhanding four elves and sending them sprawling. Clutching at the daggers and sword in her gut, she pulled them out one by one until a shout stopped her. 
 
    Renner remain low as he charged. Ramming his shoulder into her gut, the force knocked the witch back until her lower back hit the window edge. Stella clamped a hand on Renner’s shoulder and squeezed. Renner cried out in pain. A shadow appeared and Stella looked up to see an elf with a dagger in hand. An instant later, the point stabbed at her eye. 
 
    Stella grunted and let go of Renner. Pulling the dagger out, she threw it aside. Renner grabbed at her legs and hoisted with all his strength. It happened so fast, the witch didn’t get a chance to grab the edge and was flipped out of the window.  
 
    Elves moved to Renner’s side and helped him up. Lightning flashed again and the rogue moved to the window edge and looked down. Stella lay on her back, her hat feet from her. Her hair was splayed out and she had one leg over the other like a pin-up model laying on her back. 
 
    “I’m really sorry,” Renner said before elves grabbed his arms and pulled him away. 
 
    *** 
 
    Milly walked along a corridor, concern creasing her brow. It seemed Will was gone too long and she began to worry. Pacing, she decided to stroll to the entrance and see if they were on their way back.  
 
    Walking along, she saw the intersection up ahead and the stairs would be just around the corner. As she made her way, a chill ran down her spine. Turning, the Panu’s eyes widened as a man and a group of elves approached. Naked blades were at their sides and their eyes contained murderous intent. The man leading them raised his hands to show he was not holding a weapon but a short sword was sheathed at his hip. 
 
    “We don’t want this to be difficult,” the man said as he approached. “We just want to find the Idols.” 
 
    Milly’s lip trembled and she put her back to the wall. Body shivering, she shook her head and averted her eyes. “Please, please don’t kill me.” 
 
    Renner slowed his approach, but the elves at his sides kept their narrow gazes. 
 
    “We just want the Idols. Tell us where they are and we will be on our way,” Renner said with a soft edge. 
 
    Milly fell to her knees, making frightened sounds. “I don’t know where they are! My master didn’t tell any of us where they are!” 
 
    Renner eyed her when an elf stepped past him, dagger in hand. The rogue grabbed the elf’s arm to stop him. 
 
    “What are you doing?” 
 
    “She’s no use to us and the Silver Queen said kill all of them,” the elf sneered. 
 
    “We are not killing an unarmed woman,” Renner growled. 
 
    “She’s no innocent as long as she serves the Monster Lord,” the elf growled back before pulling his arm away. 
 
    Renner put his arms up to halt the other elves, “Tie her, up but don’t kill her, that’s an order!” 
 
    The elf moved closer, gazing down on Milly as she cowered. “I don’t follow your orders. The Silver Queen is all and her word is law.” 
 
    From around a corner, a pink-ish red slime oozed along, forming a body. Belle slithered silently on transparent legs as she kept her unblinking gaze on the backs of the elves crowding the corridor. Their voices bounced off the walls as she made her way closer.  
 
    A pale white elf lifted his head, his ears noticing the shift in the air behind him. He was about to turn when something clamped onto his neck. Eyes wide as saucers, he screamed as acid burned through his flesh and touched bone. The screams caused all heads to turn to a smiling slime woman as she engulfed the elf. Screams muffled, his upper body bubbled and a second later, broke apart within Belle’s stomach. 
 
    Chaos erupted as elves launched on the slime. Belle laughed as their blades sank into her, doing nothing. Hands turning into tentacles, she whipped them up and down on the group, latching on and burning away at their armor and then flesh underneath. 
 
    Milly cowered until the first scream. Glancing up, she saw all heads turn to Belle as she quickly digested an elf. Power poured into the Panu’s muscles and she launched from the floor, driving her rounded horns into an elf’s lower back. The elf grunted before the power blasted out, sending him crashing into his fellow elves fighting the slime’s tentacles. 
 
    Renner flattened his back against the wall as Milly roared. The panu lowered her head and charged again, ramming at the group of elves and Belle happily melting them into soup. 
 
    “Run away,” Renner whispered as he darted away from the carnage. 
 
    The rogue reached the stairs and began his descent, elven screams echoing off the walls. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will held out the open spell book as he took in the sight before him. Thorrin stood with hammer at the ready. The green-skinned woman stood over Val while the tall elf was slowly getting back up. Morgan and Sil lay on the ground, struggling to get back up. Rain poured from the sky as Nova touched Will’s leg, blood running down from her chin and down her neck. 
 
    “You’re going to stop me with a book,” Thorrin smirked.  
 
    Will tilted his head as shadows covered his eyes. “If you survive, never come back here again.” 
 
    Thorrin took a step closer, “When we have the Idols, you will spend your immortality in a cell.” 
 
    Will’s heart flashed with heat before speaking an arcane word. The pages flipped to the spell “Water Weaving.” Thorrin charged, eyes filled with brutal menace. Will shouted out the arcane words and the moment Thorrin was on him with a raised hammer, the balance in the fight had shifted. 
 
    Falling rain sharpened into points right above them all. They flashed down in an instant. Faye lifted her arms and covered her head, sharp, hard rain stabbing into her arms and blood flowing. Bridget stared down on Val as sharp points sank into her head and shoulders, but she barely winced. 
 
    Thorrin brought his hammer down and cried out in pain as sharp points stabbed into his head. Losing his aim, he missed as Will stepped back. The armored man raised his hand to knock away the hard water spikes, blood running down his face in thin rivers. 
 
    Val grabbed Bridget’s leg and squeezed. The green-skinned woman looked down with a fist raised. 
 
    “I know you…we’re friends,” Val managed. 
 
    Bridget’s brow hardened as she fell to her knees, straddling Val. An electric fist came down like a hammer. Val only saw flashes between the pain and electric fire. The fists rained down, knocking her head from side to side with each strike. A fang burst free from her mouth and flew into the mud. Bridget continued to beat Val until blood spurted and then she punched harder. 
 
    “No!” Will shouted as he said a spell name. 
 
    Pages turned to another spell. Will said the arcane incantation and held out his left hand. An air bolt slammed into Thorrin’s chest, sending him flying onto his back. Faye backed up as Morgan and Sil stepped closer, ready to take her on. Arms bloody, she winced as she lifted them up to defend herself. 
 
    Will spoke the mystical words, pages turning. He said the words of power as water spun together into an ice bolt. The bolt shot forward, striking Bridget in the back and sending her crashing into the wall. 
 
    Will called on another spell as he watched Thorrin clumsily get back to his feet. Wide eyes looked to Faye and Bridget. Grabbing Faye by the arm, he pulled her along. Faye didn’t fight, turning to him and grabbing his waist. Bridget slowly stood up, shaking her head. 
 
    “Run!” Thorrin said with an edge as he and Faye stumbled out of the front gate and into the forest.  
 
    Bridget looked down as Val coughed up blood. The pale beauty turned onto her stomach, gaze meeting Bridget’s. The green-skinned woman looked away. Taking hold of Thorrin, the three of them rushed beyond the gate and into the forest. 
 
    Will rushed ahead to give chase, a spell on his lips. Anger and rage fueled him as he was ready to unleash all his spells on the fleeing intruders. A voice called out when he reached the gate. Will looked to the side to see Val gazing on him with pleading eyes, seeing she was losing blood from her wounds. 
 
    “Dammit,” Will growled as he closed his spell book and sheathed it at his hip. 
 
    Moving to Val, he knelt to her and hoisted her up, “Drink.” 
 
    Val said nothing as a single fang sank into Will’s neck. The player winced before she began to suck at his life essence. Morgan and Sil fell to their knees before him. Nova sat up, dazed and confused. Folly was pulling Freek away. 
 
    Will eyed the group as Val suckled on his neck, “Catch your breath because we’re going after them.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven  
 
     The rain slowed as the sky grew darker. A chill bit into the air and Stella lay on her back, arms out and legs together, one over the other. Thunder touched the distance as her hat moved a few feet away from the small wind. Drops of rain slid down her pale gray body as she lay, unmoving. 
 
    Eyes opened and the Witch Angel took in a deep gasp. 
 
    “Ow,” Stella moaned as she tried to sit up. 
 
    Bones reconnected and ruptured flesh along her back and the back of her head mended. The witch let out another small moan as a hip snapped into place. Curling her legs under her, she slowly stood up to her feet just as Milly rushed out the front entrance. 
 
    “Stella!” the panu shouted before running to the taller woman and wrapping her arms around her. 
 
    Stella hugged her back, head still swimming from the fall. “I think I’ll be okay.” 
 
    Milly pulled back and looked into her eyes, “What happened to you? Why are you down here?” 
 
    “I was pushed by unwelcome guests. Are they still in the castle?” 
 
    Milly shook her head. Belle oozed out from the entrance and made her way closer. Stella eyed Milly and Belle for a long moment before turning her gaze to the village. 
 
    “We have to get to the village,” Stella said with a touch of concern. 
 
    Milly and Belle nodded. The three of them set off down the road as the cloudy sky darkened to the approaching evening. 
 
    *** 
 
    Val pulled away from Will’s neck. Wiping a trickle of blood from the side of her mouth, bones and flesh mended together. A new fang slid into place, but weakness still prevailed.  
 
    Will checked his stats and saw that he had only two hearts left. With Val’s thirst and the fight, he was nearly finished, but the rage still burned at his spirit. Thorrin and others came here, to his kingdom to steal what he rightfully won. Thoughts burned as he mentally prepared to gather his people and go hunting. 
 
    Morgan eyed Will while he was on his knees. “We can’t go after them tonight. It’s almost dark and we need time to prepare.” 
 
    Val sat on the muddy ground, giving a small nod. “They could have a trap waiting. Never mind the ghouls that will be out soon.” 
 
    Will grinded his teeth as he listened and didn’t listen. Despite valid points, his blood boiled and he wanted to slack his thirst for hurting those who came here looking for violence. A long moment ticked by and the heat cooled slightly. The words of his companions sank in deeper. Sil and Nova looked to Will, waiting patiently. Val and Morgan sat in subdued silence. 
 
    Will tilted his head, shadows covering his eyes. “Prepare for tomorrow morning. We will rest tonight and set out at first light.” 
 
    The group looked to their leader, silent. 
 
    Will looked up to them. “We need to stop them. It goes beyond them just hurting us. They have information on our location and our defenses. We have to hunt them down and stop them before they regroup and come back with a stronger force.” 
 
    The group nodded in acceptance.  
 
    Kobolds and panu stepped out from homes and made their way closer. Hands reached down and helped everyone to their feet. Some panu and Nova moved to the iron doors. Nova stepped closer, four arms out and energy swirling. The metal groaned before it shifted back into place. Damaged metal sealed shut. Panu picked up a metal rod and slid it into place to secure the door. 
 
    “My love!” came a shout from the muddy road. 
 
    Will turned to see Milly running toward him with her arms open. Stella and Belle walked along, a relief in their eyes. 
 
    Will opened his arms and Milly hugged him, pressing her face to his chest. 
 
    “I was so worried something happened to you,” Milly nearly sobbed. 
 
    “I’m okay,” Will said as he held her close. 
 
    Milly pulled back, eyes wide, “Elves and a strange man attacked us in the castle! They wanted to know where the Idols were, but we didn’t tell them anything.” 
 
    Stella stepped closer, “It’s true. I was attacked in my room and knocked from my window.” 
 
    Will looked to the witch in disbelief. 
 
    Stella gave him a small smile. “It takes more than a fall to kill me.” 
 
    Will nodded to the witch before putting his hands on Milly’s shoulders. The panu looked to him with slivers of fear, seeing the grim determination in his eyes. 
 
    “We are going after them in the morning. We will need supplies and horses ready to travel.” 
 
    Milly shook her head, “They were dangerous! You shouldn’t…” Will cut her off. 
 
    “Milly, I won’t allow them to come back with a bigger army. Please, have the panu and kobolds get our supplies together.” 
 
    The panu closed her mouth, lip trembling. Seeing the fire in Will’s eyes, she gave a simple nod. 
 
    Will stood up straighter and addressed the crowd. “Enemies came to our kingdom and tried to take what we rightfully won. We fought them back, but more may come in the future, trying to destroy what we are creating here.  
 
    “I will say this now and always, I will do everything in our power to protect us from those who would hurt us. I will not rest until our enemies are kneeling before our feet in chains. You are all my priority and we are keepers to our new world. 
 
    “Tomorrow, I and my most trusted advisors will hunt down our enemies and show them what it means to insult Thorn Spire and its people!” 
 
    Kobolds and panu raised their fists and shouted, “Lord Asher! Lord Asher! Lord Asher!” 
 
    Will watched as the fervor grew with each fist in the air. It was in that moment, Will saw something beyond his normal world. He had never understood what it meant to be there for others, and as they chanted his name, he felt how powerful it was to protect and nurture a new people. Despite the constant quips from his enemies, telling him he was on the wrong side, he understood, there was no wrong side. He was there to bring about a new age and it caused his very soul to tremble in excitement. 
 
    The sun set behind the clouds and night blanketed the land. Bodies moved with renewed energy. Supplies were gathered and water collected in waterskins. Saddles waited on benches, ready to be put on the horses come morning. Kobolds took weapons to the forges and repaired their durability to full strength.  
 
    Will, Val, and Morgan oversaw the preparations for about an hour. When weapons were returned in brand-new condition, Will led his group back to Castle Thorn. Inside, they all moved to the private dining chamber to eat. Several panu served them, but the group sat in near silence as they ate.  
 
    Val was first to break the silence, “Who’s going to go and who’s staying?” 
 
    Will looked up from his meal with a hardness in his brow, “You, Morgan, Sil, and Stella are coming with me.”  
 
    Nova looked up from her plate, eyes glistening in sorrow. 
 
    Will turned his attention to Nova and gave her a reassuring smile. “I need you to stay here and protect Milly, Belle, and everyone in town. As one of my guardians, you have a power that can help make sure no one else dares attack us.” 
 
    Nova’s lips parted and closed just as quickly. 
 
    Will turned his attention to Milly on his right, “Keep everyone’s spirits up until we come back. The enemy has a head start on us, but we should catch up pretty quickly. Have a few kobolds prepare the dungeon, in case we have prisoners.” 
 
    Milly nodded. 
 
    Will addressed the entire table, “I won’t mince words, this Silver Queen seems to not like us, not that it matters. I will not let anyone hurt our kingdom again.  
 
    “I suggest everyone get a good night’s sleep.” 
 
    The rest of the meal fell back into silence, Nova looking on. 
 
    After the meal, the group split to their respective rooms. Will made his way into his work shop, nerves still on fire. Drawing his iron sword, he placed it on the crafting bench and pulled out a ruby from a nearby chest. Activating the bench, a slot formed at the base of the sword. Fitting a ruby to the new slot, energy snaked around the weapon for a moment before the red gem secured into place. When the light died, an alert filled his vision. 
 
    You have crafted a Fire Sword! The sword is now magical and does fire damage. 
 
    Will picked up the sword and sheathed it at his belt. A new alert filled his gaze. 
 
    You have gained +1 Intelligence! 
 
    The player looked down at the crafting bench before his gaze turned to the mystical crafting table. A large part of him wanted to work at creating new spells for his spell book as the small, logical side told him to go to bed. After the meal, his health had returned to normal, but despite that, he still needed rest. The buzz of wanting to hunt down Thorrin and his companions riled the player as he stood up and moved to the Mystic Crafting table. 
 
    Will placed his spell book in its slot and picked up a quartz crystal. Just as he had done with the water and fire weaving spells, he added an emerald to a slot. Arcane energy glowed as his spell book opened to a new, blank page. The player watched as mystical words filled air and sank into the blank page. When the runic writing finished, the spell book closed and the table went dark, gems gone. 
 
    You have learned, Earth Weaving! 
 
    Will picked up his spell book and slid it into his thigh sheath, closing the chain that connected it to his belt. A timer appeared above the table and Will knew it would be an hour before he could use the table again. Body whispering its need for rest, the player decided to call it a night and stood up. The longer he spent in the workshop, the less rest he would have. 
 
    Stepping out of his workshop, he moved into his bedroom and closed the door behind him. A figure moved in his bed. Lantern light glowed as Milly lifted her horned head and gave Will a sleepy smile. Lifting the blanket, she motioned for him to come to bed. 
 
    Will took hold of his belt when a knock at the door caused him to hesitate. 
 
    “Come in,” the player said with a tired tone. 
 
    The door to the bedchamber opened and Nova stepped in. Two left hands closed the door behind her as she looked to Will and glanced to Milly in bed. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I thought you were alone,” Nova said with a trickle of sadness. 
 
    “It’s okay,” Will said with a touch of kindness. Seeing the sad stalker only drove home the fact she wasn’t happy with staying behind. 
 
    Nova stepped in; her head bowed. “I want to join you on the hunt.” 
 
    “I need you here, to protect the kingdom.” 
 
    Nova’s lip wrinkled. “I would be better at your side.” 
 
    Will sighed, eyes tired. “Nova, I want you at my side, but I need to make sure everyone here is safe.” 
 
    Nova looked to Lord Asher with a fire in her eyes. “You saw me for what I was and still awakened me from my old nightmares. You didn’t judge me, only embraced me. How can I let you go into danger and not be there to help you… just as you helped me.” 
 
    Will was going to say something, but remained silent. Nova was passionate and he wanted nothing more than all of them to go together, but they had to be practical or the enemy would take the advantage. 
 
    Milly slid out of bed. Her nude body moved across the room to Nova. The stalker looked to the smiling panu.  
 
    “I think you should spend the night with us,” Milly said warmly. 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow. Nova’s expression didn’t change. 
 
    Milly continued, “Lord Asher needs us all to do what is best for the kingdom. I would feel safer knowing you were here protecting us until our lord returned.” 
 
    Milly leaned in closer, her voice the barest of whispers to Nova’s pointed ear, “You love him and you should have a night with him to express how you feel. I’m sure he will not mind and neither will I.” 
 
    Will’s sensitive ears twitched as he made out some of Milly’s words.  
 
    Milly pulled back and turned around, Nova just behind her and looking to Will. Together they stepped forward, approaching him. Nova’s gaze turned from sorrow to something deeper. The room grew warmer as Will could see Milly and Nova’s demeanors switch to something needy and primal.  
 
    Milly pressed her body to Will, her tongue taking a lick at his neck and brushing her lips against his ear. 
 
    “She needs you. We need you,” Milly whispered. 
 
    A small voice wanted to speak up and question their motives, but it floated away. The longer he knew Milly, the more he saw she was direct in indirect ways. It wasn’t lost on Will as Milly gave lustful gazes to many. The way she spoke of Stella, the player thought they may have been together intimately. The insatiable times they were locked in loving embraces seemed to only brighten her fire and her needs.  
 
    “My lord, we are here to please you. Let us please you,” Milly said with a small sinister whine. 
 
    Thoughts drained away as blood rushed. Will’s manhood strained against his now tight clothing. Milly could sense the need to be free and took hold of his belt and unbuckled it. Nova stood and watched for a moment as Milly pulled away the belt with the sword. Hands moved of their own accord as Nova reached for Will’s hammer and pulled it from over his shoulder. Several hands pulled at his clothes, helping him to undress until he stood in a simple loin cloth, his cock straining against the thin fabric. 
 
    Nova stepped closer, four hands touching Will in different places. One touched his chest while another at his hip. A third hand touched his leg while the fourth one touched his neck. Milly stepped back and watched as the stalker could barely contain herself. 
 
    “I want you,” Nova stated simply before pressing her dark green lips to his. 
 
    Will savored the taste as her tongue slid into his mouth. The upper pair of her arms circled his neck while the lower set of arms reached low. One hand pulled down his loincloth while the other hand took hold and began to stroke his veiny shaft. Bliss bloomed as Will lost all sense of himself in the hot chamber. 
 
    Milly stepped closer, taking hold of Nova’s skirt and under clothes and pulling them down to her ankles. The stalker stepped out of them, but didn’t break her embrace. Hand moving back and forth, Will’s cock nearly vibrated with needs. The tender touching soon parted as Milly helped Nova remove her top. 
 
    Will looked down on the jade colored Nova. Her body was fit, but with tender edges. Breasts defied gravity as pale green nipples pointed. The apex of her sex bloomed with a hint of wetness. Milly stood beside her, eyes dripping with lust. 
 
    “You must rest my lord. Please, lay down,” Milly instructed. 
 
    Will gave them a wicked smirk before sliding into bed. Milly and Nova followed, crawling in after him and hands pressing against his chest so he would remain on his back. Member standing on its own power and throbbing, Milly and Nova took hold, stroking it in unison. 
 
    Nova’s eyes widened a little as Milly bent down and gave the tip a gentle lick. 
 
    “I’ve… never done this… before,” the stalker whispered with embarrassment. 
 
    Milly lifted her head, but continued to help stroke. “It’s okay. We are all family here.” 
 
    The panu shifted to her side so she could face Nova, “Do what comes naturally. We will be here to make sure you’re safe.” 
 
    Nova shook her head, “When I get too excited, I may blow up.” 
 
    “We won’t let it come to that. We will take it easy,” Will said with a reassuring smile. 
 
    One of Nova’s hands moved to her womanhood. Fingers touched pale green folds and wetness flowed. Touching herself, a gasp rose up as she looked down on Will’s throbbing member. 
 
    “You can control the tempo,” Milly said with a sultry edge.    
 
    Nova catching her meaning, crawled up a little. Milly pulled back and crawled to Will’s side. The two watched as Nova stroked with two hands while one hand moved between her supple thighs. Something sparked and she pressed Will’s member to her dripping valley. Slowly, she let gravity take hold and a moan filled the bedchamber.  
 
    Milly kissed Will’s neck as Nova slid down, thick inches spreading her tight world. Halfway down, her hands clutched to Will’s stomach, easing her descent to paradise. When she reached the base, inner walls slowly accommodated his size. Nature took hold, hips gently moving, barely an inch showing before she sank down. 
 
    Will’s body reacted by his cock becoming hard as granite. Nova’s body moved in fluid motions as she rode him, engulfing his cock. The tempo grew and pleasure washed over them. Milly watched, her own hand touching her hairy valley. Fingertip making circular motions along her clit inflamed her own needs. The scent of sex drifted over their naked bodies and keen senses.  
 
    Will was lost in the growing bliss. Nova let out small cries of pleasure, increasing and decreasing the intimate connection. Magic danced along nerves. Nova’s breathing quickened and then energy glowed along her bouncing breasts. 
 
    “Slow down,” Milly ordered with a smile, her own fingers working self-love magic. “Enjoy his cock.” 
 
    Nova slowed, inner walls not wanting to let go of the throbbing member. Will touched her hips, but Nova pulled them away so they could hold hands. Upper hands entwined fingers with Will while the lower pair of hands helped control the slower tempo. The energy sparking died and Nova tilted her head back, closing her eyes. 
 
    “I feel it. I feel it,” Nova moaned. 
 
    Will’s hands tightened in Nova’s hands. Spirits warmed each other as the stalker could not slow down. No energy sparked, but Will could feel her getting closer as her body betrayed her. The mood dripped with lust and love. The outer world seemed to stop as their bodies moved to a primal rhythm. 
 
    “Will…” Nova cried out. 
 
    “We love you,” Milly said with a blissful hiss, fingers working her glowing clit. 
 
    “Nova,” Will said as his own self-control began to break away. 
 
    Nova’s eyes opened as heat flushed her neck. A shrill moan rose up as she squeezed Will’s manhood. Explosions lit up her inner world, followed by a flood of desire. Body shuddering, Will and Milly watched to see if she would explode. No energy sparked except for the deluge of ecstasy filling the jade colored woman. 
 
    Hips slowed and Nova gasped for breath. Hands let go, but she didn’t break the connection. Instead, she picked up the tempo, chasing after the feeling swirling around her body. A new push and pull caused wetness to slide down Will’s cock. 
 
    Milly looked to Will. “I need your kiss,” she whispered. 
 
    Will watched as Milly rose up and crawled over his chest. Thick thighs at the sides of his head, he saw the wicked gleam in her eyes just before she pressed her dripping womanhood to his mouth. Tongue slipping out and lips closing on her mound, he attacked her clit with seductive frenzy. Milly moaned and soon the chorus of Milly and Nova filled the bedchamber. Green hands reached under Milly’s arms and cupped heavy breasts. Milly guided Nova’s fingers to touch and caress her nipples while Will invaded both of them. 
 
    The connection flared and Will felt himself losing the battle against his self-control. Cock thickening, Nova let out a heated gasp, barely able to contain Will’s power. Milly’s hips moved to her lord’s masterful tongue. The trio locked as the tipping point touched all of their bodies.  
 
    Nova let out another loud moan, body trembling to her inner dam cracking. Bliss exploded along her nerves and she wailed in delight.  
 
    Milly sucked in air, the tempo taking control. When Will licked her just the right way, the Panu’s body shuddered and she whimpered as a string of orgasms assaulted her senses. Unable to stop, she moved her hips to his tongue, begging for more and was rewarded with another orgasm, followed by another. 
 
    Will was lost to their bodies on him. The heat and love bathing their forms had become too much. Hands on Nova’s hips, he helped her along as she was lost to divine bliss. When the inner needs reached their zenith, Will grunted between Milly’s legs. Hands clamping down on Nova, he held her to him as his hips thrust up an inch and white seed spurted. Heat and ecstasy bashed into senses as all three could not contain themselves, riding the wave.  
 
    Will grunted again as another spurt filled Nova’s thin space. The stalker looked down, feeling come leaking away, but still riding his hard cock. 
 
    Milly looked down on Will’s eyes with seductive wanting. “Maybe a little more so we can be sure we all have a good night’s sleep,” Milly said with a wicked smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bodies gathered at the main gate, horses nearby. Food and water were placed in saddle bags by panu while Morgan held the reins. Val stood with her hood up, darkness touching the edges of her face, but her mind faraway. Stella looked around at everyone gathered. The town had turned out to see them leave. Sil addressed Freek, Folly, and few other kobolds, giving them final orders before they departed. 
 
    Will looked to the gathered crowd, Milly, Nova, and Belle standing at the front with kind, sad eyes. 
 
    “We hopefully shouldn’t be gone too long,” Will said simply. 
 
    “We will keep the lantern on for your safe return,” Milly smiled. 
 
    Freek and Folly moved to Milly’s sides.  
 
    “We will guard the town and castle with our lives,” the two kobolds said in unison. 
 
    Nova gave a strong nod, her heart light and free. 
 
    Morgan brought the horses closer. Val and Stella climbed onto their horses. Morgan was next. Sil leapt into the air and landed on her horse. The moment her legs clamped down; the kobold’s eyes widened. Taking the reins, she pulled as the horse trotted a few steps before it calmed down. 
 
    Will moved to his horse, put a foot in a stirrup and hoisted himself up. Sitting, he looked to everyone again with a confident smile. 
 
    Milly approached, lifted a hand and touched Will’s leg.  
 
    “Come back with victory or defeat. It doesn’t matter which one, just come back.” 
 
    Will drank in her beauty as her fierce words touched his soul. 
 
    “We will come back. I swear it,” Will said with confidence. 
 
    Horses turned and trotted toward the main gate. Chains clinked as the iron doors of the gate pulled aside. Horses moved through the entrance and stepped out into the clearing before the primeval forest. The sun shone high in the early morning sky, but a darkness stabbed at Will. Not looking back, he let the iron doors close behind him as thoughts turned to his enemies. They had a head start, but Will was confident they would catch up. 
 
    A faint dream touched Will’s mind as they trotted into the forest. A dark gift glowed along his spirit and something pulled his gaze north. The hungry forest devoured the small band as they rode on, the hunt just beginning.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Val stood among the trees, eyes shifting to the left and then the right. Leaves waved in the small breeze. Horses shuffled behind her, riders looking to the cloaked woman with tired eyes. The afternoon sun burned with unrelenting light above the canopy. Golden shafts of brilliance colored the shadowy emerald green forest. 
 
    Will watched as Val stood before them. Morgan sat with his chest out on his horse, but his eyes spoke of a deep weariness. Sil’s head bent low, slitted eyes watching the forest. Stella shifted her hat on her head, not paying attention to anyone.  
 
    A week of hard travelling soaked into their bodies as they waited for Val’s confirmation they were still on the right track. Will rubbed at the back of his neck, the journey weighing down his spirit. They had been tracking the Silver Queen’s people, but only managed to gain some ground each day. When they weren’t tracking, they huddled in a shelter, falling asleep to the sounds of ghouls moaning in the night. The cycle continued and it wore down on all present. Will wanted to go home, but he wanted those who attacked his kingdom to pay more than his desire to return. 
 
    “The scent is still strong. They may be a day ahead of us,” Val shouted back. 
 
    “You said that yesterday,” Morgan sighed. 
 
    “How are they able to stay ahead of us on foot?” Stella asked while still fixing her hat to make sure it was tilted just right. 
 
    Will tilted his head forward in thought. “They haven’t stopped to rest long. I’m guessing, they are travelling through the night. Every time we set up a shelter, they keep going. That’s the only way they have been able to stay ahead of us.” 
 
    “They must be exhausted,” Morgan said in a dark tone. 
 
    Val turned and walked back to the group, “If I were them, I would do the same. They were beaten and know they can’t risk another fight with us. Their scent speaks of their desperation. We can ride after them, but we will catch up long after sunset.” 
 
    Will nodded. “We keep going, but I’m not going to sacrifice our edge just to catch up. We will set up a shelter tonight, but at daybreak, we push the horses hard. We might reach them before sunset tomorrow.” 
 
    Val climbed up onto her horse and looked over to Will, “And then what? We are just going to kill them?” 
 
    Will eyed the cloaked woman, “That was the plan.” 
 
    Val shook her head. “I’m all for killing, but I have to ask to leave the green-skinned woman alive. I think I know I her.” 
 
    The group looked to Val. 
 
    Val gave them a smile. “At least, let her live long enough for me to find what she knows. She may have information we can use against the Silver Queen.” 
 
    Will gave Val a grim look, “What’s the point of discovering your past?” 
 
    “It’s enough to see if it’s important. I still have questions and she may have some answers.” 
 
    An inner storm billowed as Will remained silent. The past was a poison but he could not deny its allure and terrible power. Many a night, he wondered if he should continue to explore his own hidden past but often, he pushed it away. It was from a world long ago and this world needed more than just finding his personal history. 
 
    Will looked up and give his horse a quick tap of his heels along its sides. The horse began to trot forward when Will began to speak. 
 
    “When we find them, subdue all of them. Once we have any useful information, I want their heads cut off. We will keep Bridget alive until Val is finished with finding anything useful.” 
 
    Morgan and Sil nodded. Stella looked off without nodding. Val gave a weak smile. The group moved through the forest, falling into single file. The afternoon wore on as they marched on horseback through the thick forest. 
 
    Will looked on, his mind drifting to inner thoughts. Remembering Thorrin’s expression, it burned at the player. The way the man with gold and gray armor looked and talked to him when they arrived cut at his spirit. They acted like they were doing the right thing, showing up, making demands and ready to put Will and his friends down like they were rabid monsters.  
 
    To make matters worse, Milly informed them the morning before they left about how the white elves and a human man were ready to kill her, even if she told them where the Idols were. The Silver Queen wanted them all dead and the kingdom destroyed. It was enough to fuel his fire and put the enemy down before they returned with any information they gathered. Will had no idea how far the forest continued, but he wasn’t going to let it stop him from ending the intruder’s lives. 
 
    The sun sank lower in the sky before Will pulled on the reins. The black stallion slowed to a halt and the rest of the group did the same.  
 
    “Let’s set up the shelter here and…” Will stopped when ice touched his senses. 
 
    The rest of the group looked around, an unseen touch trickling down their spines. Sil was first to dismount, jumping up on the saddle and launching into the air. The kobold landed and scanned the forest, clawed hands flexing. Val, Morgan, and Stella slipped down from their horses, everyone looking in different directions. Will was last to dismount, the chill seeping deeper into her soul. 
 
    “I don’t hear any animals,” Morgan said in a hushed tone. 
 
    Will walked to Sil’s side, his eyes peering into the dark forest. “See anything,” he whispered. 
 
    “No, but I can feel it floating on the air,” Sil answered. 
 
    Will opened his senses, allowing the cold gloom to wash over him. A moment later, he heard a song drifting on the breeze. A sliver of darkness coiled around his heart, running a soothing tendril over it, almost like it was telling him the song was not a threat. Will listened as the barely audible song played a siren’s tune. 
 
    “Can you hear the song,” Will asked Sil. 
 
    The kobold shook her head slightly.  
 
    Will turned to the group, lifted a hand and called up his inventory. With a thought, he began to drop square stone blocks and a small pile of wood. The pile grew larger until it was nearly as tall as him. When he was finished, he addressed everyone gathered. 
 
    “Start building the shelter. I’m going to take a walk and scout out the area.” 
 
    Val and Morgan looked at each other before turning their attention back to Will. 
 
    “It’s about an hour to sunset. You think that’s a good idea?” Morgan said. 
 
    Will gave them a disarming smile. “I’ll take Sil with me. I just want to scout out the area. Place a torch on top of the shelter so I can find it if I don’t get back before dark.” 
 
    The group gave a small nod, concern clearly in their eyes. Will ignored them as he turned and walked into the forest, Sil at his side. 
 
    The song grew louder the further Will and Sil walked. The player listened as they made their way through the thick underbrush. The sun sank lower in the sky, the light changing to early evening. A pang of urgency touched his trained mind as he knew that night was a dangerous time to be out. The song on the other hand grew louder with each step. Will glanced to Sil as she walked, her expression giving no hint that she heard the same song. The chill in the air deepened and Will wondered if he was walking toward something that might not let him walk back. 
 
    A man in a trench coat appeared along the trees. A wide smile glowed as eyes made of starlight blinked. A hand lifted up, pointing further into the forest. When Will blinked, the image of Draygon was gone. The weird chill turned into a frost, Will’s breath turning smoky as he exhaled. Sil shivered as she crossed her arms against her stomach. 
 
    Will and Sil pressed on. Shadows lengthened as the pair made their way deeper into the unforgiving forest. Sil stretched out a clawed hand and swiped ay nearby trees to mark their way back. Will’s fingers flexed as he readied himself for anything that might jump out at them. 
 
    “If anything happens, go back and get the others,” Will whispered. 
 
    “I’m not leaving your side,” Sil said firmly. 
 
    Will smiled as the kobold was unwavering in her loyalty. It was a wondrous feeling as the cold seeped into muscles. Will couldn’t remember a time where anyone showed him such loyalty. Whispers from his dark past echoed a lonely life, free of friendships or partners. The images never came but the whispers spoke of isolation and rage. The new feelings of friends and loyalty were like iron bars snapping into place, ready to protect against the unfeeling world. It was intoxicating and humbling that his little family was growing and deep within his heart, he was thankful. 
 
    The air grew colder. Will was about to say they should turn around and go back when the forest opened up and a black pyramid stood with four pillars, one at each corner. The sky flashed a brilliant yellow before it began to dim into embers. Will looked to the pyramid as his heart hardened. A potential ally lay in the tomb but the player wondered if they were already awakened and fleeing northward. The Silver Queen or her allies could have already raided the tomb and wakened the hero within. The chill in the air and the song touching his senses said something else. The area was a vortex of frost, driving away everything, but the brave or foolhardy. Will wondered which one was he. 
 
    “Let’s investigate,” Will smiled to Sil. 
 
    The kobold gave a small smile back. “I was just going to say the same thing.” 
 
    The two made their way out of the forest and toward the black pyramid. When they reached the entrance, Sil signaled she would stay at the entrance while Will went in to investigate. The player nodded as he pulled his hammer from over his shoulder. Calling up his inventory, he pulled a torch from a slot with his left hand. Torchlight glowed as he held it high and stepped into the freezing cold pyramid. 
 
    Will shook off the chill as he approached the sarcophagus. The lid was still on and sealed tight. Stopping before it, he placed the torch on the ground. Glancing back, he saw Sil at the entrance as the sky grew darker. Turning his gaze to the rectangular tomb, he studied it for a long moment. Thoughts swirled of Cyndi, but he pushed it away. As long as the tomb was intact, the hero inside would wake to his touch. 
 
    Will touched the side and waited. Light glowed along the edges, rising up until runic carvings glowed with supernatural light. The lid shifted and stale air hissed out. The sound of grinding stone vibrated as the lid moved to the side and fell, cracking against the stone floor. Will took a deep breath before peering over the side and looking down. Eyes widening a hair, he drank in the sight before him. 
 
    A woman in black leather lay, her hands at her side. A long, leather trench coat framed her body as pale features glowed in the dim light. Long, blonde hair framed her face as her chest rose and fell with each breath. Will’s eyes scanned her body when he noticed odd little shapes surrounding her slumbering form. Squinting, he raised his hammer as the little shapes unfolded. Tiny demons opened their eyes and looked up. Some howled while others gibbered with madness. They all stood in unison, all eyes turned to the man standing over them. They pushed at each other while some tugged on the woman. Chaos rippled as the little demons couldn’t seem to help themselves, stuck in some primal urges. A second later, they turned on each other, biting, clawing, and fighting.  
 
    Will watched in fascination as the little demons cannibalized each other in an orgy of blood and death. Black blood spilled, filling the bottom of the sarcophagus until the last two killed each other. The demon blood drained away before a serene silence filled the tomb once again. 
 
    The woman’s eyes opened. Turning her head slightly, she stared into Will’s eyes, a small frown forming. 
 
    “You don’t look like a demon,” the woman said with a neutral tone. 
 
    “Thank you?” Will smiled. 
 
    The woman coiled her body forward until she was sitting. A hand touched the side of her head and she rubbed it. Will couldn’t contain his smile. The hero tomb was undisturbed and now he had a potential ally. It was enough for him to forget his manners. 
 
    “You’re different, not at all how I pictured you,” the woman said as she continued to rub the side of her head as if to chase away mental cobwebs. 
 
    “How was I supposed to look?” Will asked. 
 
    The woman turned her attention to him and lifted her knees to her chest. “I thought you were going to have horns. I saw your face in my dreams but your skin was black and you had a pair of pale white horns.” 
 
    The woman swung her legs over the side and slid out of the sarcophagus. Sil approached, eyes on the lithe woman in the trench coat. The woman glanced to the kobold and back to Will. The silence was deafening as the cold air seemed to grow colder. 
 
    “My name is Will Asher,” Will introduced himself. 
 
    The woman nodded. “I know who you are. A goddess by the name of Hexnia spoke to me while I slept. She told me you would be coming to wake me. It seems you have friends in low places.” 
 
    The woman dusted herself off before holding out her hand. “My name is Jessica Bolt and we have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    Will took her hand, cold sinking into his flesh. Jessica wasn’t fazed, but Will found himself wincing to her frosty handshake. When they pulled apart, she looked him up and down and if Will didn’t know any better, he’d swear she was sizing him up. 
 
    “I have a few gifts for you,” Jessica said as a hand slid into her coat and pulled out three, thin scrolls. She held out her hand to Will, urging him to take them. 
 
    Will took them and unfurled them one by one. Energy flashed across his body as information scrolled across his gaze. 
 
    You have gained +3 to Strength! 
 
    You have gained +3 to Agility! 
 
    You have learned Crossbow Technology! You may create crossbows and Scorpions! 
 
    The scrolls turned to ash in Will’s hands before he looked to the stern looking Jessica. 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Jessica smiled. 
 
    Sil turned to Will, “It’s almost dark. We should return to camp.” 
 
    Will nodded before looking to Jessica. 
 
    “I hope you have food at the camp? I’m a little hungry.” 
 
    “We do,” Will answered.  
 
    The trio turned and began walking toward the tomb entrance. Will’s mind bubbled with questions, but he decided to wait, patient enough to give Jessica some breathing room before finding out everything she knew. The player was relieved that her tomb was undisturbed and wondered what she could bring to their little group. 
 
    The walk back was quick. Right before they reached the shelter, the sun had set. Moans filled the dark forest as ghouls awakened from their hidden places. Will looked to Jessica, wondering if she was going to be disturbed by moaning ghouls. The blonde walked along like she didn’t have a care in the world. The moans didn’t faze her one bit as she walked like a soldier. 
 
    A torch glowed in the short distance. The trio made their way closer as pale bodies moved from behind thick trees. Will’s hand touched the pommel of his sword as ghouls began to emerge. Sil readied herself to call upon her spear. The pair watched as Jessica strode forward, no tension in her form. 
 
    A ghoul snarled before rushing the blonde beauty. Will pulled his sword as a white spear swirled into Sil’s hands. Jessica merely turned her attention to the charging ghoul. A hand slipped into her coat and pulled out a small crossbow. Arm snapping up, she aimed as her finger fell on the trigger. A quick pull and the “twang” of the crossbow firing filled the air. The ghoul charged with bared teeth until the crossbow bolt stabbed at the space between its eyes. Eyes crossed before the ghoul stumbled forward and crashed to the ground. 
 
    Will and Sil looked to Jessica as she pulled another bolt from her coat and loaded it. Crossbow loaded, she walked along toward the light without so much as a glance back. Will and Sil hurried to her side. Val was on top of the shelter. When she caught Will and Sil’s scents, she leapt down. A woman emerged first and Val stood her ground, eyes narrowing. Will and Sil emerged from behind her and the vampire eased down. 
 
    “She’s a friend,” Will said as they approached. 
 
    The door to the shelter was open. Everyone stepped inside, closed the door and bolted it. Ghouls approached, hissing and snarling before claws scratched at the door. The shelter glowed with warm light as a small campfire filled the middle. Beds lined the walls. 
 
    Morgan and Stella looked to the newcomer; their voices silent. Mutton cooked over the fire. Jessica stepped over and picked up the iron rod holding it. Meat steamed as she put it to her mouth and took a hearty bite. Chewing filled the shelter as everyone looked to Will and then to Jessica.  
 
    Will gave introductions before a quick rundown of finding the tomb and Jessica inside. Jessica chomped on cooked mutton until most of it was gone. She moved to a bare wall, pressed her back to it and slid down to her rump, a satisfied look in her eyes. 
 
    “I’m sure you all have questions,” the blonde spoke up. 
 
    Will nodded. “Start from the beginning. We are all friends here.” 
 
    Jessica gave a slight nod before she began, “I don’t remember all of my past I seem to remember the bigger points of it. I used to work for the FBI in a special division. I used to hunt monsters, trying to keep society safe. It was good work until I couldn’t do it anymore. I had to leave it behind and exile myself from society.” 
 
    “Why couldn’t you do it anymore,” Morgan asked. 
 
    Jessica gave the black-eyed man a firm stare before looking away and letting out a sigh. “Maybe, after I get to know you all a little better, I’ll let you in on that tidbit of information.” 
 
    “You mentioned Hexnia?” Will asked. 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Yea, the goddess Hexnia. She was often in my dreams, telling me things I wasn’t sure I should know. She showed me visions of everyone here and informing me on what it all meant.” 
 
    “What does it mean, to be with us?” Val asked with an interested gaze. 
 
    Jessica leaned her head against the wall and looked at the ceiling. “There is a war here and I was chosen to be on this side of it. That’s about the extent of it.” 
 
    Will watched with interested eyes. Jessica gave off a hard aura like she had witnessed too much in her life. The lack of a defined past didn’t seem to faze her, accepting her role to be awakened. The chill in the area grew warmer as she sat by the fire. Will’s senses drank in darkness dripping from their new companion and he couldn’t help, but feel better for it. 
 
    “Do you have any questions for us?” Will asked. 
 
    Jessica nodded. “Which one is my bed? I could use a little more sleep.” 
 
    Will smiled. “You can take my bed while I make another. We have an early start in the morning,” Will said and pointed to one of the beds. 
 
    Jessica stood up and walked over without giving anyone a second glance. Flopping down face first, she lay just like that until she drifted off to sleep.  
 
    All eyes turned to Will as he stood with confidence. 
 
    “She gave me a scroll with crossbow and scorpion recipes. We now have the means to defend Thorn Spire.” 
 
    “Does this mean we return home?” Val asked. 
 
    Will shook his head. “No, it means we are still on the right track. We will take out the Silver Queen’s people and then return home.” 
 
    Morgan looked over to Jessica as she slept. “She seems like none of this is new to her. I have to admit, when you woke me, I needed a little time to understand what was happening.” 
 
    “Me too,” Val added. 
 
    Stella and Sil remained silent. 
 
    Will looked to his companions with heartfelt understanding. “She just handed us the key to our survival and I for one am glad for it.” 
 
    “We all remember Cyndi. Do we know she can be trusted?” Val said in a low tone. 
 
    “Actions speak louder than words. Jessica will have a chance to prove herself. For now, we move forward with the hunt,” Will said matter of fact. 
 
    Will called up his inventory and pulled a crafting bench from a slot. Placing it on the ground, he pulled ingredients to build another bed for the night. The group slowly disbursed, each body moving to a bed except for Val. She sat and watched Will create another bed and place it on the floor. He picked up his crafting bench and added it to his inventory before he noticed Val’s gaze upon him. Stepping closer, he sat down at her side. 
 
    “You have something on your mind,” Will whispered. 
 
    Val nodded. “Our group is growing. I’m sure you understand, as we grow, things will become more complicated.” 
 
    “I do,” Will said simply, unsure where she was going with this. 
 
    Val reached over and placed her hand on his, “We won’t survive unless we have a strong foundation.” 
 
    “Val, I trust my instincts. When the time is right and we grow the kingdom to a certain point, we will all be leaning on each other to make sure everyone is safe. It is my promise.” 
 
    Val gave the young man a small, fanged grin. “I believe we will. And when the kingdom gets bigger, I want to be your spymaster.” 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow before a knowing smirk filled his cheek. “Wouldn’t it be my Spy Mistress?” 
 
    “Call it whatever you like. I can feel my old life seeping into my thoughts. Control is won by keeping your finger on the pulse of society. We have a few dozen people back at Thorn Spire, but it will grow. We have to keep the order or it will collapse on itself. I had been meaning to talk to you more about it, but it seemed it got away from me. After the attack and hunting for the intruders, I have had some time to think. You need titles, people and a queen or queens at your side. 
 
    “You’re plans to expand the territory are good, but without an infrastructure, we will lose more than we put in. The idea of fort towns will work, but you will need leaders to expand your influence. Call them lords or barons, it doesn’t matter. What matters is they follow you, expanding your influence across Jova.” 
 
    “A feudal society?” Will smiled. 
 
    “At first,” Val said with a sly smirk. 
 
    Will nodded. “Val, we will accomplish this and more.” 
 
    Val’s lips parted but she hesitated to speak. A second past before her resolve burned in her eyes. 
 
    “I have to ask again; may I keep Bridget as my prisoner?” 
 
    Will’s good mood melted away as his eyes narrowed. It became clear what Val was doing, cozying up to him so she could keep her friend alive. Will wasn’t sure if a hero could be turned once they were awakened from their tomb. It seemed like keeping any of their enemies alive was dangerous. The longer Will stared into Val’s eyes, the more he saw that it was killing her to make such a request. She held herself with high regard, poise, and fierce power. Now, she showed her other side, a need to unlock the mystery of her past. At first, it burned at Will that she was trying to manipulate him, but as the seconds ticked by, he saw the urgency and found himself unable to say no. 
 
    “We never made it official. I want to do that now. If I allow you to keep Bridget alive as your prisoner, will you forever be loyal to me and the growing kingdom?” 
 
    Val regarded Will as he stared at her with unblinking eyes. She could sense he was playing the game, but her heart spoke up. His will to build an empire matched her own, but there was no denying, a flame had formed. He had given her his vitality to keep her alive. In their small moments where she suckled at his neck, she felt him adore her without saying a single word. It happened subtly, but the hooks dug deep. 
 
    “Even if you change your mind, I will follow you to the end of the world,” Val said with a whisper. 
 
    Will nodded. “Get some rest if you can. Tomorrow, we finish this hunt.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Horses charged through the forest with unbridled power. Will led the way, driving his heels into the stallion’s sides. Val and Morgan were close behind. Sil rode with Stella, hugging the large woman around the waist for dear life. Jessica was last, staying close behind. 
 
    Will lifted a hand, fingers beckoning Val to move up. The pale beauty dug her heels into her mount, surpassing Will and taking lead. Sniffing at the air, she caught the scent of Bridget and the others. 
 
    “Not far,” she shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    Will smiled. They had been travelling for most of the day. After breaking down the shelter, they were quick to mount their steeds and rush off. They had taken several breaks, but Will was determined to catch up. Giving the horses moments to drink from rivers, they remounted and pressed on like devils in the daylight. Trees blurred past as they followed the scent, eager to end this hunt once and for all. 
 
    The forest began to part, the gaps between trees growing larger. Will kept up, riding just behind Val as he mentally prepared for the battle ahead. The sun was low in the late afternoon sky. They had already gone over the plan, reassuring there would be one prisoner and decide what to do with the others. Jessica said nothing, accepting the commands while Stella looked away. Val, Morgan, and Sil nodded in agreement, ready to carry out their lord’s will. 
 
    “The scent is getting stronger,” Val shouted to Will. 
 
    “You see them, run them down,” Will said with a commanding bellow. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement as horses charged on the grassy land. Will pushed his steed closer, running alongside Val’s horse. In the distance, faint shadows moved over the landscape as it grew wider. The thick forest fell away and open land stretched out as far as the eye can see. 
 
    Thorrin ran, turning his head to see the small group of horses emerge from the forest. “They’re here!” 
 
    Bridget, Faye, and Renner turned their heads to see Will and his force rushing toward them. 
 
    “Keep running!” Thorrin shouted. 
 
    The small group pressed on as the horses bared down on them. Thorrin unhooked his hammer while energy arced along Bridget’s fingers. Renner drew a short sword, but glanced back with wide eyes. Faye kept a determined expression as legs pumped. 
 
    “Come to my home and hurt the ones I love!” Will shouted as he drew his Fire Sword and it lit up with flames. 
 
    Val looked to Will, a spiraling rage taking hold of the young man. Will urged his stallion to take lead, becoming the spearpoint of the charge. Time slowed down as Will picked Thorrin, ready to cut his head off. 
 
    “This is bullshit!” Renner shouted as he bolted past his group. 
 
    Legs blurring, he rushed ahead to put as much distance between his group with Will’s when his eyes bulged in his head. Boots turned sideways as he skidded on the grass. Arms swinging, he threw himself down and skidded to a halt, his boots feet away from a giant, cavernous hole. 
 
    Thorrin, Bridget, and Faye slowed as they saw the giant pit in the ground, stretching out for miles to either side. A terrible pulse filled the very air as they stared down in wonderment before turning to face their hunters. 
 
    Will licked his lips, ready to take one of their heads with his flaming sword when an arrow darted across his vision. The abrupt motion caused him to reel back, pulling on the reins and causing his steed to slow. Val and Morgan looked to one side while the rest of their party looked to the other. Violet skinned elves dropped from trees, bows raised and arrows notched.  
 
    Renner peeked over the side of the massive pit, dozens of violet skinned elves marching upstairs carved into the sides. Others emerged from caves to see the newcomers along the rim. Arrow points gleamed in the light as more bodies emerged and marched toward the intruders. 
 
    Will kept his sword at his side, drinking in the elves as they slowly surrounded both groups. The numbers swelled to over a hundred and Will quickly dismissed the idea of fighting his way out. Thorrin lowered his hammer as his gaze shifted to Will and then to the elves moving toward them. White hair graced their heads, but their eyes were red with untamed intensity. 
 
    She guided you here, but you must bury her for no one to find. 
 
    The voice echoed through Will’s head like he was at the bottom of a well. The dark-skinned elves moved closer, arms and bowstrings taut.  
 
    “Will?” Val said as claws grew from her fingertips. 
 
    Will gritted his teeth. “Stand down.” 
 
    Jessica pulled out her crossbow and aimed. 
 
    “I said STAND DOWN!” Will shouted. 
 
    Jessica lowered her crossbow, but kept her hard gaze on the approaching elves. 
 
    Do not let her tempt you. 
 
    “We need to be here,” Will said simply as arrows pointed at his chest. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    Will leaned his back against the bars, arms crossed. The air took on a cooler edge as the sun disappeared from the sky and night approached once again. Will glanced sideways at the bars, several strong and slender dark-skinned elves standing guard. Beyond them, caves lined a spiral path that led deeper into the ground. Families looked from across the pit to the cell, young elves pointing while adults talked to them in some unknown language. 
 
    Torches glowed outside the large cell as Will turned his attention to his fellow prisoners. Val, Morgan, Sil, Stella, and Jessica stayed to one side, closer to Will. On the other side of the cell, Thorrin, Bridget, Faye, and Renner sat or stood. Both groups said nothing as their weapons and armors were taken. Will noticed they took their equipment to a nearby cave. Several elves guarded it with spears. 
 
    The player tilted his head forward, thinking of their escape. He had enough supplies in his inventory and a crafting bench. He could produce the bench quickly and craft a few weapons. Even if the guards saw, Sil was strong enough to keep them at bay, maybe even break them all out. If it was just Will and his companions, he would have set the plan in motion and made a hasty exit, fighting their way out. Glancing up to the others, he knew they would be trouble. Considering how they acted back at Thorn Spire, Will didn’t trust them as far as he could throw them. Thorrin seemed like some righteous asshole. Faye and Bridget were the muscle. Renner was the assassin or thief, Will wasn’t sure. Will’s group outnumbered them, but that didn’t make them any less dangerous. 
 
    Thorrin lifted his chin as he gazed on Will from across the cell, “You should have just stayed home and we all wouldn’t be here.” 
 
    “You have a lot of nerve saying that when you attacked us,” Val said sharply. 
 
    Jessica eyed the groups before giving a tired look, “I’m a little lost.” 
 
    “They attacked us and tried to kill many of our citizens back home,” Morgan said simply. 
 
    “Oh,” Jessica said before leaning against a wall. 
 
    Thorrin kept his annoyed gaze. “I’m sure you all know the rules. Whoever has all the Idols wins. It didn’t take much to see that you’re growing a monster kingdom.” 
 
    Will noticed that Faye and Renner were whispering to each other as Thorrin spoke. Most likely, Thorrin was creating a diversion so they could come up with a plan. Will admired the shrewdness of the plan. 
 
    Val centered her gaze on the green-skinned woman with bolts in her neck, “Bridget, you can’t be seriously be a part of them?” 
 
    Bridget’s eyes narrowed as her brow sharpened. “Stop talking to me like we are friends. I don’t know you! I follow the Silver Queen and Umus. Thorrin is right, you are all just monsters!” 
 
    “Isn’t that the pot calling the kettle black,” Jessica mumbled. 
 
    Bridget gritted her teeth as energy arced along her hands. The strong woman took a step forward when Stella moved two steps in front of Will’s group and gave Bridget a wicked smile. 
 
    “If you come any closer, I’m going to have to leave you with a bad headache.” 
 
    Bridget was about to give a retort when Thorrin spoke up. 
 
    “Back up Bridget. I doubt a fight in here will do wonders with our captors.” 
 
    Will leaned his head against the bars, “Was that your master plan when you attacked? Keep us distracted while your thief went into the castle to steal the idols?” 
 
    Thorrin gave a smug smile. “Simple plans are the best. Cyndi told us about all of you. The witch, Stella is it? She was the one we had to watch out for. When we saw that she wasn’t with you at the front gate, we knew we had a chance.” 
 
    Thorrin’s gaze fell on Sil, “The only thing we didn’t account for were your guardians.” 
 
    Will’s eyebrow raised. They knew about guardians. Connections began to blend together. The Silver Queen was an immortal like himself. She was trying to win the game by sending in her force to take what they rightfully won. Now, they were trapped together, with bars and an army of dark-skinned elves between them and freedom. 
 
    Will kept his gaze on Thorrin as he took a deep breath, “If we make it out of here, take a message back to your Silver Queen. Tell her if she sends a single person who follows her to my lands, I will burn down her kingdom until there is nothing left, but smoking rubble. She and all those who follow her are not welcomed.” 
 
    Will’s lips twisted in a leer, “Give her that message, if you survive leaving here.” 
 
    Thorrin’s expression was blank, his gaze regarding Will with cool contempt. “I’ll pass along the message, but it doesn’t matter. She has already declared war on you and your kingdom. I doubt she will even care what you have to say.” 
 
    Renner looked to Thorrin, “Am I the only one seeing this? Wouldn’t it be better if we all planned our escape together?” 
 
    Everyone is the cell grew quiet. 
 
    Renner stepped towards the middle, hands up to his shoulders and a simple smile on his lips. “I know we got off to a rocky start, but I don’t think any of us are getting out of here alive unless we work together.” 
 
    Stella grinned. “Says the man who knocked me out of a window.” 
 
    Renner’s head tilted forward, “I’m really sorry about that. It wasn’t my first choice. I just wanted to tie you up.” 
 
    “Oh, don’t tempt me with a good time,” Stella winked. 
 
    Renner eyed the witch and quickly looked away as heat crawled up his neck. “I mean, we can work together and go our separate ways.” 
 
    Thorrin shook his head, “I doubt that will happen. The Silver Queen has already told us of Will’s crimes. And clearly, he doesn’t care what happens unless he’s in charge.” 
 
    Will stared before something cracked along his mind. A dark pulse radiated from his heart as his mind rattled. Something clawed at an inner door but it refused to open. Stella backed up and looked to Will, his eyes darting around like he was trying to remember. 
 
    “What crimes?” Will said with a flash of innocence. 
 
    Thorrin kept his gaze neutral as he spoke, “She told us you killed her king. You hurt her and beat her husband until his face caved in. She used her arcane powers to show us what happened. You were dressed differently but we could see it was you. There was no denying the fact that you attacked her husband and ended his life.” 
 
    Thorrin looked to everyone of Will’s people as he continued, “You follow a monster. Will Asher murdered a man and unborn child. I don’t remember much in my previous life but I know enough to say, I won’t let anything so unjust go without punishment.” 
 
    Will’s eyes widened as he looked to his companions. They looked to him but there was no regret or remorse for following him, only a deep concern. The mood shifted to something dark and otherworldly as Will tried to remember what Thorrin could be talking about. It burned like acid in his mind, but he couldn’t break through the door holding his past. 
 
    Stella stalked forward. Bridget and Faye moved to Thorrin’s sides while Renner backed off. The witch’s face contorted into a blazing fury as she lifted a hand. Bridget was first to throw a punch, knuckles striking Stella’s porcelain delicate features and pain shooting up her arm. The green skinned woman’s eyes widened as she felt bone crack. Faye brought her leg up sideways, aiming for Stella’s ribcage when the witch’s arm snapped out, knocking away the elf’s attack and causing her to lose her balance. Stella’s palm landed on Faye’s chest and the wood elf was shoved hard. Faye hit the bars and bounced, landing on her hands and knees. 
 
    Thorrin stood his ground as Stella reached out, grabbed his throat and lifted him up. With a hard shove, she slammed his back against the wall. Thorrin grunted and held onto her wrist, but didn’t fight. 
 
    “You apologize for your lies!” Stella said with a demonic tone. 
 
    Thorrin managed a small grin as he struggled to breath, “No… way.” 
 
    Elves outside of the cell turned to see what was happening. Several lifted up spears, ready to throw them at the witch. Will snapped out of his daze and held up a hand. 
 
    “Stella, let him go.” 
 
    The witch turned her head and saw the look in Will’s eyes. A breath later, she let go and Thorrin fell onto his feet, rubbing his neck. The elves lowered their spears, but gave everyone an angry glare before turning their backs to them. 
 
    “You keep… bad… company,” Thorrin wheezed. 
 
    Stella turned and walked back. Will put his hand on her shoulder and she looked to him with wide eyes. 
 
    “What he said… were lies. I don’t believe what the Silver Queen says. I don’t remember my past, but I know enough that I’m not a murderer or a monster.” 
 
    Stella gave a slight nod. “I know. It’s him and others like him that will use those lies against you.” 
 
    Will’s expression softened and he smiled. “It’s important that we show all our enemies that the lies are untrue. I will defend our people, but I won’t take a life unless they hurt those I love and care for.” 
 
    Thorrin wheezed a chuckle. “All villains think… they are so righteous. They never see… beyond… their ego… at their own sins.” 
 
    Will’s brow furled when several guards and three violet-skinned elves approached the front of the cell. All eyes turned to the newcomers as red eyes looked in. They scanned the group until they centered on Will. One of the women pointed a delicate finger and the guards inserted a primitive key into the lock. 
 
    Bodies turned and Will’s companions moved to his side. The player quickly waved them down. Guards entered, spears at the ready. Will gave them a confident smile as one took hold of his arm and pulled. 
 
    “If they wanted to kill us, they would have done it already. I’m sure they will bring me back,” Will said as he was pulled from the cell. 
 
    “And if they don’t?” Val asked. 
 
    “Break out, fight and go home,” Will shouted as the three female elves and several guards rushed him away toward the stairs. 
 
    Val, Stella, Morgan, and Sil looked from in between bars while Jessica eyed Thorrin and the others with a sardonic smile. Bridget rubbed her hand while Faye slowly stood up. Renner shook his head, mumbling to himself while Thorrin returned Jessica’s leer with his own. 
 
    Will walked along until he reached the stairs. The group of elves around him led him down. The young man looked around, noting the simple layout of the immense pit. Caves lined the walls as a spiral path ran deeper down. Four staircases led down, cutting down on the time needed to walk along the path. The deeper they descended, the more a vile gloom touched his senses. Will couldn’t shake the feeling as he stepped down. The females leading him wore simple, white dresses but they hardly hid their bodies. The cloth covered their breasts and hung down between their legs, but everything else was bare skin. The guards kept their red eyes on Will while the three women stepped down with relaxed grace and poise. 
 
    Dark elves watched from caves and along the spiraling path, taking in the strange man being escorted down with pale skin and small ears. Will looked to them, giving the onlookers a kind smile before being pushed. Putting his hands up, he nodded and followed along. After a few long moments, they reached the bottom of the pit. Will looked up and saw that his situation had just gotten worse. If he tried to escape, he would have to fight the entire way up. Seeing the families and children, he had no desire to bring them any unnecessary pain or grief if he tried to escape. Mind working, he tried to come with an alternative to save himself and his friends. 
 
    A phantom pulse touched Will’s senses when he took two steps from the stairs. Looking toward the middle of the immense pit, a woman in a dark robe stood. Hood up, shadows covered her eyes and nose, leaving only plump lips visible. The woman was as still as an ice-covered pond. Will noticed the elves didn’t see her as they pulled him along, their small group stepping around the woman, but not touching her. Will stared as she faced him, a soothing calm touching his heart before he was ushered into a wide cave. 
 
    Will looked back over his shoulder and the robed woman was gone from sight, like she was never there. A guard shoved his shoulder and Will continued his march. Mentally mapping out how he came down here, he quickly realized that the elves seemed a bit savage like most creatures here on Jova. They had weapons and some clothes, but Will couldn’t see anything else that would elevate them to awakened. Questions began to fill his head until a crude, metal door opened at the end of the wide hallway. 
 
    A dark elf stood, barely clothed like the three elves leading the way. The only difference was she wore crimson red dress and a small tiara like crown on her head. Will could not look away as her full-figured form leaned on the side of the entrance, red eyes drinking him in. Full breasts strained against the thin fabric as long, strong legs held her up. 
 
    The guards slowed to a stop, the three female elves leading Will along. When they reached the entrance, the dark elf in the red dress turned and sauntered in further. The iron door remained opened as the other elves brought Will deeper in. The elf in crimson stepped to a high-backed chair, turned and sat down, a wicked smirk on her dark lips. Will was put before the elf, the three younger elven women surrounding him. 
 
    Will looked to the crimson elf. 
 
    “Juk Ko Nee Dor Sur Dunn,” said the dark elf in red. 
 
    Will shook his head, “I don’t understand.” 
 
    The elf gave him a puzzled look at his words. The three elves around him gave each other quick glances. Torches flickered along the walls and Will looked around, seeing several large beds made up of furs and pillows. 
 
    It didn’t take much for Will to see she was their queen or leader. The looks she gave him seemed to be almost welcoming until he began to speak. Clearly, they didn’t understand each other. Will wished he could use a Soul Casket to awaken one of them and create a translator, but that required one of their soul stones. The player wasn’t ready to kill anyone just to get their soul stone. 
 
    The dark elf gave a glance to the three elves around him. They nodded and turned to Will. Before he could react, hands reached out and began undressing him. Will’s eyes widened as they deftly undid his clothes and pulled at them like they had done it countless times before. In mere moments, every shred of clothing was pulled away and Will stood completely naked. 
 
    The dark elf eyed him and gave a gentle lick of her lips. Will wasn’t sure what exactly was happening but clearly, the queen liked what she saw. The three elves around him folded his clothes and placed them on a small table to the side. After that, they moved as one to the large iron door and left, one closing it behind them. The door clicked shut as the elf stood up from her chair and sauntered closer. Standing before Will, she pressed her palm to his chest. 
 
    “Will. My name is Will,” the young man said as her touch sent electric fire along his nerves. 
 
    The dark elf put her palm to her own, supple cleavage, “Onika” 
 
    Will nodded, hoping that was just her name and not a request. He wasn’t sure what she was going to ask, but since she had him stripped naked, he wondered if it was just easier to kill him without clothes on. 
 
    Onika stepped around Will and stepped toward the iron door. Will turned around to see her reach the door, take hold of a metal bar and slid it into place, securing the room from the inside. Will’s eyes narrowed. Onika turned and gave him a seductive gaze, making her way closer as hips moved to a primal stride. 
 
    “Vala,” Onika whispered as she moved closer and stood before Will. 
 
    Will raised an eyebrow, not sure what she was saying. 
 
    The dark elf whispered a few words before a magical energy filled the air around them. Will stared, unsure what was happening until the air shifted and clamped onto his shoulders. Power knocked him down to his knees and kept him there. He recognized an air elemental spell as Onika looked down on him.  
 
    “What do you want?” Will asked as his mind already made the connection. 
 
    Onika smiled as she pulled the front of her crimson dress aside to reveal her pink line against violet skin. Wetness gleamed in the torch light as her hairless elfhood showed no shyness. The elf seemed perfectly at ease, exposing herself to the man on his knees. 
 
    Will saw what she wanted, but he hesitated too long. Onika’s other hand snapped onto his head, fingers digging into his hair and drawing him closer. Will’s lips touched her sex and a small gasp filled the air. Will could not deny the intoxicating scent of the elf as his tongue slid out under its own desires and licked. Lips touched her valley and soon his tongue explored sensual folds. 
 
    The mood shifted to a glowing comfort. Onika looked down in delight as Will continued to pleasure her. Tongue probing deeper, she let out a giggle and a hiss, fingers still in his hair, controlling his movements. The weight on his shoulders died and Will found himself able to move. A thought of taking her prisoner and using her to escape dashed across his mind, but it was drowned out by her sultry wetness. It dribbled down his chin as he bent his neck to accommodate her. Mouth clamped down on her valley, he speared his tongue deeper before sliding out and running it along her raised clit. A lustful connection blazed as Will found himself powerless to break away from her dripping nectar. 
 
    Onika shuddered before taking hold of her flimsy dress and pulling it over her head. Fabric fell to the stone floor as hips moved, grinding her clit against Will’s tongue. The player looked up, large breasts bouncing to her movements as dark nipples stood erect. She moaned her delight and Will could not stop the flow of blood to his member.  
 
    The moment ticked on until Onika let out a deep moan. Body shuddering again, she looked down with bright red eyes. Pulling Will’s head away, he looked up with wetness covering his lips, cheeks, and chin. She pulled slightly and soon Will was to his feet. The dark elf pressed her body to his, fingers running along his muscles. Will’s hands wrapped around her, touching the small of her back and keeping the sultry elf to him. A hardness filled the space between sensual dark thighs. Onika closed her legs, running her wet valley entrance against his throbbing member. She cooed and writhed against him like a cat in heat. Will couldn’t think straight as she made animalistic whimpers. 
 
    Onika took hold of his hand, curled her fingers along his and pulled away. The dark elf led the young man to one of the large beds. She crawled in on her hands and knees, prone ass in the air and swaying like an invitation. Will crawled in after her. Hands taking hold of her firm ass, he spread her cheeks. Onika looked over her shoulder with wanting eyes before Will pressed his mouth and tongue to her wet opening. Eyes fluttered as he attacked her clit once again, driving her to the edge. Panting, she snuggled her ass to his face, enjoying the masterful work. The heat grew into a storm. Will savored her taste before his throbbing cock could no longer be denied. Pulling back, Onika lifted her head to look back when something hard pressed against her sensitive flesh. Eyes widened and then closed halfway as thick inches spread her open. A moan fell from parted lips as Will continued his slow invasion. Inner walls spread to his power and when he reached the hilt, the elf’s hips moved of their own accord. 
 
    Sliding along, she pressed her ass to him and pulled away, the tempo increasing. Will took hold of her hips, but she controlled the movement, sliding along his rigid member. Red eyes rolled into her head as Will’s hips thrust with power. The outside world seemed to fall away as Onika arched her back and took Will’s fullness into her. 
 
    The tempo grew to a fevered pitch when the dark elf pulled away. Turning around, she fell onto her back with a come-hither smile. Will couldn’t stop himself as he charged toward her. Arms and thighs open, the elf welcomed him as he fell on her, his member at her valley entrance again. A dark hand reached between them, took hold of his veiny cock and guided him in. Will looked down, his gaze wandering to her full breasts. Lips kissed a pointed nipple as goosebumps rose along her violet skin. Thick heat spread inner walls again, wetness flowing like a river. A small grunt rose up, turning into a moan as Will’s hips forced her thighs open to accommodate him. Bodies entwined, they moved as one, ebbing and flowing with the tides of their lust. Will wanted to escape, but not at this moment, lost to the elf’s desires. If she was a queen, she had no issues with taking what she wanted. 
 
    The primal rhythm continued, the sound of their bodies crying out for release. Onika moaned louder and louder as Will invaded her with seductive power. She surrendered to him as her eyes widened and a gasp left her lips. Internal magical explosions caused her to shudder and shudder again, unable to halt their power. She clung to him, pressing her chest to his mouth. Will’s strong arm cupped her upper body as hips thrust. Bodily scents rose up like a swirling perfume. Onika’s eyes rolled into her head as she was lost to untamed bliss. 
 
    Will couldn’t hold back as his willpower faltered. Cock expanding, he slowed the tempo which only made the dark elf moan loader. Thick inches spread her thin space to the breaking point and fingernails dug into Will’s back. They clung to each other like their worlds would fly apart. When the tempo reached a fevered pitch, Will craned his neck back as his hips thrust to the hilt. A grunt and a groan filled the large chamber as spurts of seed filled the dark elf’s thin valley. Will lost control as he held her down, forcing himself to the hilt again and again while spurts of come painted her soul. Onika gasped for air, lost in a sea of bliss and ecstasy. When the moment ebbed, a confusion took hold of Will. 
 
    Onika’s eyes rolled back into place as she gave him a sultry smile. Hands took hold of shoulders and before Will could understand what was happening, she pushed him sideways and onto his back. Not breaking the connection, she refused to let him go. Hips moved, massaging his half hard cock, breathing new life into it. Squeezing, she smiled as Will's cock hardened once again, filling the empty place in her soul. 
 
    “I’m…not sure you understand…but I need to leave with my friends,” Will said through the throes of bliss. 
 
    “Vala,” the dark elf said as hips moved up and down. 
 
    Will grew silent, not sure what she meant. Clouds of ecstasy drifted along his spirit as he was once again lost to her sultry touch. The entire chamber dripped with passion as she forced herself on him, impaling her body on his mighty spear. It carried on, time losing all meaning. The familiar urge of release sang in Will’s ears. He was ready to let the dam break when Onika’s hands dove under a pillow and one pulled out a long dagger. 
 
    Will saw the hint of metal as it was pulled up and a hand shot out, grabbing her by the wrist. 
 
    “What the fuck!” Will cursed. 
 
    Onika looked down on him with amusement. Wrist bending, she flicked the dagger to her other hand. Will went to grab it when she turned the dagger around and pressed the tip to her chest. Will let go and her hand clamped over the other, holding the pommel and the dagger point between her divine breasts. 
 
    “Vala,” Onika repeated as her hips continued to work. 
 
    “What are you doing? Why would you do this?” Will asked as his member thickened once again. 
 
    Onika looked with a sweet gaze, “Vala.” 
 
    Closing her eyes, she squeezed Will. The young man watched as the tip of the dagger nipped her skin, a drop of blood running down between her cleavage. Another squeeze sent him over the edge, cock swelling and a spurt of come erupting. Onika’s body shuddered and her smile broadened. Taking a deep breath, she held the dagger tightly. Will reached up to stop her but the moment his fingers touched her hands, the dark elf stabbed the dagger deep into her chest. A whimper of pain rose up as Onika looked down with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Vala,” Onika whispered before she fell forward. 
 
    Will held her, eyes wide and not sure what he just witnessed. Body going limp, it melted down into the bed and it was gone, a glowing soul stone on Will’s chest. 
 
    “Shit! Shit! Shit!” Will said as he sat up and grabbed the soul stone before it fell away. 
 
    Clutching it in his hand, his thoughts turned jagged as he wondered what the guards would think if they saw him and not their queen. Mind working, he looked around for an escape and saw nothing but a rocky, cave chamber. 
 
    Bliss fell away as Will leapt from the bed. Looking around, there was nothing he could use to help. Why did she kill herself? Why did she do that when there seemed to be a connection? Will’s mind flashed with solutions until an idea hit him. 
 
    Calling up his inventory, he saw a Crafting Bench. Pulling it from its slot, the bench appeared and he placed it on the floor. Taking stones, he placed them in the appropriate slots. The stones blended together and formed a Soul Casket. Looking at the soul stone in his hand, it was the only card he could play. If she was awakened, maybe they could talk and explain the situation away. Will knew it would take twelve hours for her to awakened and he had to stay in here, ready to defend himself if the guards decide to check in on him.  
 
    Taking the Soul Casket, Will put it on the ground and opened it. Seeing the diamond slot impression on the bottom, he placed Onika’s soul stone in the top slot. Pulling a quartz gem from his inventory, he placed it in the bottom slot. Hope colored his eyes as he closed the lid. A timer appeared in his vision, displaying six hours and the countdown started. Will questioned why it was six hours for the dark elf and twelve for others, but he didn’t have time to come up with an answer.  
 
    Will quickly dressed and moved to his Crafting Bench. Hands worked as he pulled out iron ingredients and shaped them to create a large hammer and sword. Not having any other items to create anything else like an Arcane Table or such, Will moved to the Soul Casket and sat down on it, facing the door. 
 
    The player knew he had to wait six hours. The evening had just started so she would awaken a little past midnight. Will lay his hammer across his thighs as he stared at the iron door, heart beating in his chest and sensual memories from just moments earlier coloring his soul with beautiful chaos.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten   
 
    Jessica stared with indifferent eyes at the group in the cell. Thorrin, Bridget, Faye, and Renner stayed to themselves. Eyes sliding to her group, Val, Morgan, Sil, and Stella sat against a wall beside them, keeping their gazes on the other group. It had been hours since they took Will. Jessica let her expression show she wasn’t interested in their apparent feud, but her senses were alive, drinking in every aspect of those in the cell with her.  
 
    Training kicked in and she studied each person. Faint knowledge curled along her mind like a pet snake. The green-skinned Bridget was a reanimated corpse, something Jessica remembered, but couldn’t bring up the finer details. There was some period in her past where reanimated corpses had become a problem, but she with many others helped put a stop to it. The tall tanned elf wore a blue monk’s outfit. She was silent, but Jessica could see she was observing just as she was. Thorrin seemed to carry himself like a holy warrior or cleric. It was obvious he had a black and white view of the world and the earlier conversation with Will only seemed to prove it. 
 
    Jessica turned her gaze again to her new companions. The vampire seemed capable, but had some connection with Bridget. The short lizard woman named Sil, seemed like a dutiful soldier. Jessica noticed the pain in her eyes as Will was escorted out and sensed there was something more than just loyalty. Morgan appeared alien, his black eyes holding some pain that could not be cured. The only person who was a complete enigma was the witch. She seemed strong and powerful, but her reluctance to hurt or kill others spoke of honor and a path to some divine understanding. Jessica found it difficult to understand, but strangely, it didn’t disturb her. The people gathered seemed to come from a faint echo of her own experiences and she felt she belonged among this motley crew of weird monsters. 
 
    Jessica’s gaze fell on Renner and she tried to hold back a faint smile. The man looked around like a dog with nothing to do. He bit his nails and spit out a clipping, not a care in the world if someone saw him do it. When he locked eyes with Jessica, he smiled a goofy grin before giving her a head nod. 
 
    The tension was there, filling the cell but Jessica only observed, ready to take advantage of a situation if it presented itself. Patiently waiting, a slithering gloom rose up, touching her senses. Jessica’s eyes widened as the gloom felt familiar, like a faint dream. The woman shifted, muscles tensing. The gloom grew and it caused a small gasp to escape past her lips. The tension grew stronger and she found it difficult to sit. 
 
    Stella looked over and saw Jessica writhing in discomfort, “Are you okay?” 
 
    Jessica shook her head. “No… something’s wrong.” 
 
    Heads in the cell turned to the blonde as she continued to shift on the floor. Stella moved closer, dark eyes filled with concern. 
 
    Jessica’s eyes widened as sinister imaged invaded her thoughts. They clamped down, whispering foul and perverted thoughts. Jessica tried to control it, but the feelings lashed at her, a small giggle falling from her lips. Two pieces of her soul cried out, raising clawed hands and devilish horns.  
 
    “No,” Jessica hissed. 
 
    Stella watched as Jessica could barely control her arms, power vibrating along them like they were possessed. 
 
    “We… we have to get out of here!” Jessica seethed as her eyes grew wider. 
 
    Val, Morgan, and Sil were to their feet, stepping closer while Stella stayed by Jessica’s side. 
 
    The blonde looked to them, her round pupils turning into demonic slits. “They are here! They are here! I can’t stay or they will take me away! We must get out of here!” 
 
    A horn blared from atop the pit. Dark elves looked up, spears at the ready. 
 
    “They are above us?” Stella asked. 
 
    Jessica shook her head, “No, they are below us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Will sat on the edge of the bed, eyes growing heavy. The timer ticked down, an hour remaining. The silence pressed down as he turned his gaze to the iron door. He wanted to be ready and alert, but exhaustion began to sink in. No one came to check on Onika and the calm air weighed heavy on his spirit.  
 
    Will couldn’t fight it anymore, darkness closing down and a gentle whisper along his soul. Muscles relaxed and Will drifted into the unknown, like a small boat without oars, caught in the current. A woman in a dark robe walked along, her pale feet touching a watery surface. Will blinked as he lay on his back. Looking up, the hooded woman looked down on him. A small smile bloomed as inky shadows writhed along the top of face.  
 
    “They… warned me about you,” Will said with no emotion. 
 
    The woman stood until her body turned to white sand, blowing away with a nonexistent breeze. Will stared at nothing until something blinked against his senses. The abyss sank lower as Will rose up, his body floating toward a candle in the distance. 
 
    The player woke up, trying to clear the cobwebs of his mind. Sitting up, he quickly realized he had fallen asleep on the edge of the bed. Fingers clutched at his hammer when the lid to the Soul Casket opened. A hand pushed the lid until it stood straight up. Onika sat up, red eyes searching until they fell on Will’s shocked expression.  
 
    “Thank you, Lord Asher,” Onika said as she lifted a strong leg and curled it over the side.  
 
    Will watched as the dark elf stood up and ran her hands through her hair. Chin up, she seemed to be basking in some new realization before her red gaze fell on Will again, a white smile forming. 
 
    “It was difficult to speak between us, but now that I am awakened, it should be much easier.” 
 
    Will cocked an eyebrow, “You knew I would awaken you from your primitive nature?” 
 
    Onika nodded as she sauntered closer. “Vala had told me as much. When my people described you to me, I knew you were the one to save us.” 
 
    Will shook his head, “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. Save you from what?” 
 
    Onika sat down beside Will, her voice calm as she spoke, “From us. We had begun our rise to a higher state of being, but it would take generations to achieve it. Vala visited my dreams to say this was not the case. She knew you would come and I readied for it. My people, would not understand until they too have become awakened.” 
 
    Will listened intently. What she said seemed to connect with the smaller time frame for the Soul Casket to awaken her. The player guessed that the time frame would be the same for all of them if their souls were put in the caskets.  
 
    Onika continued, “My people are called Shadow Elves. We managed to eke out a life here in this pit, but we belong among the dark forests. Now that you are here, we can move on after you acquire Vala’s faith.” 
 
    “Who’s Vala?” 
 
    The shadow elf gave him a warm grin. “Vala is the Goddess of Love and Lust. She is a force that binds souls to many realms.” 
 
    “Love and Lust? Is that why we…” Will let the words hang in the air. 
 
    Onika nodded. “It was to create our first bond. I’m sure there will be more bonding as we grow to know each other.” 
 
    “Are you a Shadow Elf queen?” 
 
    Onika touched Will’s wrist, “I am a high priestess. We live to share Vala’s healing light and love with those who need or want it.” 
 
    “Will your people be upset now that you are different?” 
 
    The shadow elf shook her head. “No, I have already prepared for this night with my people. My priestesses were ordered to prepare our people to leave in the morning to our new home. There is only one final task that must be done before we leave.” 
 
    “What’s that?” 
 
    Onika stood up, “Best to show you.” 
 
    The shadow elf made her way to the door. Hands picked up the bar and placed it to the side. Will watched as she moved to a nearby table with a red dress like she had before. It took a moment to get dressed and she moved to the door and opened it. Will was to his feet when he saw three shadow elf women standing there with their heads bowed. 
 
    Onika said a few things Will didn’t understand. The shadow elves nodded before they turned and walked away. The high priestess sauntered to Will and took his hand. Leading the way, they left the chamber and made their way down the tunnel Will was originally brought through. 
 
    “Come morning, the tribe will be ready to move on. We know the journey will be dangerous, but we are prepared to follow you.” 
 
    Will sheathed his hammer over his shoulder. “My friends will be released?” 
 
    Onika gave a slight nod, “Yes, they will be released, but my followers have told me that not all we hold are your friends.” 
 
    “There are four who are not friends. I'd rather see them left to rot in the cell.” 
 
    “We can have them killed,” Onika said simply. 
 
    “I cannot ask you or your people to do that. I would rather be the one to swing the final blow.” 
 
    “We can discuss come the morning. For now, I must show you your destiny.” 
 
    Onika and Will reached the bottom of the pit where Will had come down hours before. Guards stood, but paid them no attention. The shadow elf priestess moved to a rocky wall and pressed her hand to it. 
 
    “There is a hidden entrance to a lower area. We had to seal it to protect the Idol and ourselves.” 
 
    “Protect yourselves from what?” Will asked, cautiously. 
 
    “From the things that live down below. They do not like the daylight so when morning comes, you will enter the sacred temple and retrieve Vala from her resting place.” 
 
    “And I’m just to do as you say? Something tells me I won’t like what I find down there.” 
 
    Onika stepped closer, dark hands touching Will’s chest as she looked up with crimson eyes. “Vala has whispered your name and deeds. You seek to slake your rage, but you seek to find your tribes as well. I could have everyone in the cell killed with a word. I could have you slain, my people giving their lives until your blood paints the very floor we are standing on.  
 
    “I could have all these things done and more, but we need each other, Lord Asher. My people cannot stay here while a war grows. Vala has spoken to me and I have listened. My people number in the hundreds and just like you, I want to see them safe. Take Vala’s Idol and I will be a priestess for your people and mine. We will blend our tribes until Jova only knows us as one people, under your rule.” 
 
    Will mulled over Onika’s words. She spoke truths and consequences with equal power. Destiny had changed their courses so they would meet. Will could not deny the chance to have another tribe under his banner. Onika was willing, but she held her own power and influence. The player could see this could become difficult in the future, but if he held the Idol, she would have to fall in line just like everyone else who worshipped the gods he controlled. 
 
    “I will consider…” Will was cut off as horns blared high above. 
 
    Onika’s cool expression shifted into hardness as she looked up. Shadow elves emerged from caves as guards looked down to the high priestess, shouting in their language. The shadow elf shouted something back before turning her attention back to Will. 
 
    “It seems we cannot wait until morning. Luna Elves are advancing upon us,” Onika said before pressing her hand to the wall once again. 
 
    Fingers touched hidden spots along the rocky surface until something clicked. The wall began to slide away, a stairwell leading down into a foreboding darkness. Will looked down the dark entrance as Onika moved to a nearby torch, pulled it from the wall and handed it to the young man. 
 
    “Take this to light the way. I will gather my people.” 
 
    Onika pointed to a lever just inside the dark entrance, “Pull that lever when you come back to seal your escape. It will grant us some time.” 
 
    “And my people?” 
 
    Onika stepped away as she spoke, “Your people will be released and rearmed. I will keep your enemies in the cell.” 
 
    Will watched as the shadow elf moved to a group of shadow elf warriors approaching. She gave commands and they nodded in agreement. The group moved to the stairs and began to ascend as shouts filtered down from higher levels.  
 
    Will took in a deep breath as he turned toward the tunnel entrance. With a new resolve, he made his way to the stairs and began to step down into the waiting shadows. 
 
    *** 
 
    Val pressed her face to the bars, her nose taking in scents as chaos bloomed. From her point of view, several dark elves stood at the edge of the pit across the way, pulling arrows from quivers and firing them at an unseen enemy just beyond. One dark elf cried out as several arrows hit his chest and he fell into the pit, his body smashing against stone steps.  
 
    Dark elves charged upstairs, weapons at the ready while families moved along the higher levels, huddling to the sides to let soldiers past. A cloud of violence grew as the dark elves fired at the approaching enemy. 
 
    Faye’s long ears twitched as she looked up from inside the cell, “I hear the Silver Queens soldiers approach.” 
 
    Thorrin smiled. “She sent them to save us.” 
 
    Morgan stood to his full height, black eyes on the four on the other side of the cell. “This is the perfect time to kill them,” he said with a grim tone. 
 
    Bridget and Faye were to their feet, fists up. 
 
    “Try it,” the green-skinned woman spat. 
 
    Morgan and Sil watched them, an eagerness in their bodies. 
 
    “With the Queen’s troops advancing, we all don’t have much to lose,” Morgan said with a menacing stare. 
 
    Dark elves approached the cell. One pulled out a primitive key and stuck it in the lock. Turning, the cell lock clicked and the door opened. Several dark elves rushed in, spears pointed at Thorrin and his group while other elves stepped in with weapons for Will’s group. Morgan took his sword. Stella helped Jessica up, the blonde shaking off the unnerving display she screamed before. Jessica grabbed her crossbow and pack of crossbow bolts.  
 
    Val ushered her people out. The dark elves retreated until they were outside the cell. An elf locked it. 
 
    Renner was the only one who didn’t move as he sat by the edge of the bars. The rogue’s gaze turned up to Stella as she was a few feet from him. The witch looked down at him with a blank stare. 
 
    “I will always remember how we met, you masturbating as I walked in.” 
 
    Stella gave the rogue a warm grin. “Oh honey, when you die, come see me so we can talk more.” 
 
    Renner smiled. “It’s a date!” 
 
    Morgan looked up to the pit edge, “Stella, Sil, and Jessica, you’re with me. We’ll help defend the pit. Val, go find Will. Once you find him, we’ll meet on the southern edge.” 
 
    Everyone nodded but Val, the pale beauty looked back into the cell to see Bridget’s face showing traces of fear. 
 
    “I’ll come back for you,” Val said before turning and jumping, her body soaring down to the bottom of the pit. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will made his way down, the torch flames burning away ancient cobwebs. The stairs seem to continue on with no end in sight. The player found himself holding his breath with each step into the darkness. The torch kept the inky darkness at bay but when it flickered, Will thought the foul place would swallow him whole. 
 
    Faint light touched the bottom of the stairs and Will let out a relieved exhale. Hammer in hand, he made his way to the stone floor. A massive chamber opened up as dim light touched the high, rocky walls and ceiling. Pillars ran along the grand chamber. A gentle pull on his senses caused his head to turn to the row of pillars. A decayed stench filled his nose. If there was anything down here, he was at a complete disadvantage. He was allowed to keep his enchanted leggings, boots, and leather armor, but he only had a normal iron hammer and sword for weapons. He could call upon his wolf form if he needed to, but if he fought for too long, he would be weakened when he turned back to normal. It would not help him if he had to flee in a hurry. 
 
    Will took another step when torchlight touched hunched forms. Will’s senses dialed to eleven as he waved his torch across the air to get a better look. A chill ran along his digital veins as the shapes stretched on into the dark. 
 
    Will approached one of the shapes, hammer ready. It sat, hunched over, back expanding and contracting as if it was still breathing. Torchlight painted it, features becoming more defined. Horns graced its head while pale purple skin drank in the dim light. The creature’s muscled body flexed with every breath as a pointed tail coiled along the base of it. The face was hidden behind arms and knees, but Will could still make out what it was. 
 
    The demon did not stir as Will stepped past it. The player looked around to see hunched bodies sitting, spanning out across the cavernous chamber. Male and female demons sat in the same position. They appeared asleep as Will made his way among them, not getting close enough to touch them.  
 
    Draygon’s words haunted the young man, remembering what the god said about demons and pits. The god warned him and he didn’t understand what he was saying until now. A chilly acid burned along his stomach as the glimmer of leaving here alive dimmed. It didn’t take much to make the connection. The moment Will removed the Idol, the demons would rise up. Even at a glance, Will lost count at what seemed like hundreds. He wasn’t sure how far the cavern extended and this only made the situation more dire. 
 
    Light touched a structure beyond a set of pillars. Will made his way, eyes on the hunched demons as they sat. Dais steps appeared and the player reached them. With careful steps, he made his way up. No demons sat on the dais or the small stone platform. Will took another step and light touched on a dust covered statue of a woman in a dark robe, the bottom of her face exposed. The statue sat on a small altar, a faint blue aura appearing around it. 
 
    Will noted the way he came. He knew he would have to fight his way out. The power of the Idol would help him grow stronger and he hoped it would be enough. Stepping closer to the Idol, he put the torch down and reached for the small statue.  
 
    “Here goes nothing,” Will whispered before his fingers touched the Idol. 
 
    The dark world fell away instantly and was replaced with an airy temple with wide arches. A crescent moon hung high in the night sky as mountain tops filled each archway in the distance. Will spun around, taking it all in. When he stopped, a robed woman stood, a glass of wine in one hand and a faint smile on her ruby red lips. 
 
    “Welcome, Lord Asher,” the woman said with harmonic grace. 
 
    “Vala,” Will said and looked to his hand to see his hammer was gone. 
 
    “There is no need for violence here in my temple. I’m happy to know we have this moment to talk.” 
 
    “You manipulated me to come here, why?” 
 
    Vala took a small sip before she approached. “We influence in our own ways. However, I did not manipulate your journey here, only the ending of it. I knew with time; you would seek out other Idols and prepared the shadow elves to welcome you when you arrived. Draygon on the other hand wanted you to find my Idol so you could lock it away.” 
 
    Will’s eyes narrowed, “I can still lock it away.” 
 
    “And lose so much? We know you’re smarter than that. The immortals of this world are so interesting. Death is but an inconvenience to you, but to many others, it is truly the end. I respect and admire that you have chosen to lead those who would simply be slaughtered, but your rage will burn across Jova.” 
 
    “You had Onika tempt me to lower my guard.” 
 
    “Onika showed you something you haven’t felt for a long time, trust. She gave her body and her life to you. She trusts you and we know you are beginning to trust her.” 
 
    “I trust my friends,” Will said with a hint of anger. 
 
    Vala stood before the young man, swirling the wine in her glass, “You don’t have to hide here. You mistrust Val’s motives. You mistrust Stella’s loyalty. You have a sliver of mistrust towards Morgan after he spoke to you about his darker impulses. You have concerns about Nova and Sil. Your heart mistrusts Milly as she seems to push you in certain directions. Trust appears to be something you do not have.” 
 
    Will’s brow hardened. “What of it? Why trust when everyone has their motives? Onika wants me to save her people and bring them to a new home. She did not give anything I could have taken.” 
 
    Vala kept her small smile, “I wish to show you something before I grant you your gifts for finding me.” 
 
    Vala waved a hand and a hazy picture began to form. Will watched, his brow softening as the image took shape. It was him, sitting on the edge of a bed. Electronics were piled on the floor by the headboard. Pictures on the wall changed into forests, rivers, and mountains. Will stared as his other self sat on the edge of the bed, elbows on knees and staring blankly at nothing. The room had an eerie darkness, the light from the flashing pictures providing the only illumination. 
 
    “This is you from your previous life,” Vala stated simply. 
 
    Will looked away. “I don’t want to see it. The past will poison me.” 
 
    “It only serves to teach,” Vala said with an understanding tone. “As the world was dying, you isolated yourself.  You became nothing as people died from cancers or suicide. Your rage was the only thing keeping you warm.” 
 
    Will’s shoulders began to tremble as something within him cracked. Memories dripped from the crack, deeper meaning taking root. Lifting his head, he glared at the goddess, heat crawling up his neck. 
 
    “They…destroyed everything. I can feel it, the depraved indifference, the hollow hope, the cloak of death as it cast its shadow over my world. How can I trust when every intelligent creature is out for themselves, manipulating everyone else for their own gain?” 
 
    Will jabbed at finger in Vala’s direction, “And now you want me to what? Trust and be kind? Find peace? There is no peace! There is only a moment of life before we all return to the void! I came to Jova to get away from a world bent on controlling me until I died. I may be immortal, but even I know deep down that one day, I will be alive again and my immortality gone. And all of this bullshit will mean nothing in the scheme of the universe!” 
 
    Vala bowed her head slightly as Will seethed with rage. “Draygon and Yir have spoken to you, telling you of what is happening here on Jova. They are gods of darkness, but I am neither of the light or the darkness. I am the neutral force that balances each side.” 
 
    Will let out a sarcastic laugh. “It means nothing in the end. You, Draygon, and Yir have told me about some cosmic war, but I know this is just a virtual simulation. You’re nothing more than a storyline to give me a sense of purpose. As amusing as it has been, I could burn this world down and start again and again and I could do it just for laughs.” 
 
    “And when the world burns, who will be at your side to witness it?” 
 
    Will’s face contorted into a scowl before he looked away. He had enough and wanted to be done with the conversation. 
 
    Vala continued to look to him, darkness covering her eyes. “Whether you believe it or not, the stakes go beyond your perception. There is more to life than existing and not existing. There is hope and love, two things that can change the fabric of spacetime. 
 
    “Take my Idol. Lock it away or display it for all to see. It matters not what I want. But it can give you something you have always wanted, but never admit to yourself.” 
 
    “What’s that,” Will sneered. 
 
    Vala bowed her head again, “A chance to change worlds, for the better.” 
 
    Will stood, her words gliding over his heart like a gentle touch of a lover in the middle of the night. Brow softening, he looked to the goddess with a glow he couldn’t understand. 
 
    Vala smiled. “I grant you fifteen points to improve what you wish.” 
 
    Will turned away, ignoring the goddess as he brought up his stats. Eyeing the points he already had, he began mentally tapping each one, funneling each one to a stat. Power coursed through his body as he felt he had reached a new tier. When he was finished, he looked over his new stats. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 12 
 
    Armor: 6 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Iron Hammer 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Iron Sword 
 
    Tunic: Stone Protection 
 
    Leggings: Swiftness 
 
    Boots: Leaping 
 
      
 
    Strength: 21 (Intermediate) 
 
    Intelligence: 21 (Intermediate) 
 
    Agility: 21 (Intermediate) 
 
    Will: 15 (Apprentice) 
 
    Mana: 17 (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Path: Beast (Intermediate) 
 
      
 
    Forms 
 
    Wolf 
 
      
 
    Will watched as alerts filled his gaze. His Hearts rose by two points for a total of twelve. Strength, Intelligence, and Agility had risen to Intermediate status, the player feelings himself getting better and stronger in the appropriate stats. 
 
    “Now for your rewards,” Vala said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    You have gained Holy Shrine Core Stone! You may now build upgraded Shrines so divine followers may become priests and priestesses. 
 
    You have gained Monastery Core Stone! You may now build monasteries to house the faithful! 
 
    You have learned, Intermediate Gem Crafting! You may tap greater mystical energies of gems! 
 
    You have learned, Intermediate Slot Crafting! You may add two gem slots to weapons, armor, and tools! 
 
    Will watched as the updates scrolled across his vision and faded away. He turned to the goddess. 
 
    “Thank you,” Will said reluctantly. 
 
    Vala smiled. “Take these gifts with my blessing. When you’re ready, pray to me so we can talk further.” 
 
    Will simply nodded before the temple melted into a swirl. The player felt light as air for a long moment before his boots touched solid ground. 
 
    Will looked to his hand, Vala’s Idol in it. Voices began to mumble and whisper, their vibrations echoing off the vast chamber. Will looked out from the altar to the demons sitting by the hundreds. Heads began to lift as eyes focused. Horns shined in the dim light as limbs unfurled. Tails uncoiled from bodies as the entire cavern began to writhe like one giant creature. 
 
    Will looked to his other hand, iron hammer in it. He turned his gaze back to the horde of demons as one by one, they began to rise. 
 
    “Shit,” Will said as dozens of eyes turned to him and a hungry growl filled the stale air.       
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven    
 
    Screeches and growls grew into a deafening chorus. Will eyed the demons as they began to stand, salvia dripping from sharp, open mouths. The stench of sulfur rose up like a deadly cloud. Claws clicked against each other as glowing eyes stared at the lone man on the dais, a large hammer in his hands and eyes taking on a defiant fire. 
 
    Will called up his stats. 
 
    William Asher 
 
    Hearts: 12 
 
    Armor: 6 
 
      
 
    Primary Weapon: Iron Hammer 
 
    Secondary Weapon: Iron Sword 
 
    Tunic: Stone Protection 
 
    Leggings: Swiftness 
 
    Boots: Leaping 
 
      
 
    Strength: 21 (Intermediate) 
 
    Intelligence: 21 (Intermediate) 
 
    Agility: 21 (Intermediate) 
 
    Will: 15 (Apprentice) 
 
    Mana: 17 (Apprentice) 
 
      
 
    Path: Beast (Intermediate) 
 
      
 
    Forms 
 
    Wolf 
 
      
 
     “It will be enough,” the young man said as his muscles tensed. 
 
    The closest demon let out an inhuman roar before it charged. Will narrowed his eyes before the enchantments in his leggings and boots glowed. With a burst of power, the player leapt into the air, a clawed hand missing his boot by an inch. Will soared over the demons as many jumped up to grab him. The player arced over the crowd, bracing himself as demons came together in the spot he was aiming to land. 
 
    “Bad move,” Will shouted at the demons as he came down, swinging his giant hammer. 
 
    A demon screeched as the hammer cracked its horny skull like a grapefruit. The force of the blow knocked back the gathered demons, giving Will enough time to plant his feet, lift his hammer and swing it hard across. Demons were thrown from the strike in all directions, some crashing into their fellow kin. The roars echoed off the walls as the monsters charged at once. 
 
    Will growled his contempt as he took a step forward and swung his iron hammer again. A demon yelped as the hammer smashed an arm, breaking bone. Another laughed as it jumped, only to be rewarded with a hammer strike to the side, sending it sprawling into the advancing horde. 
 
    Iron hammer gleaming in the small light, it became a comet, swirling and striking without remorse. Demon blood spurted and bodies fell away but more took their places. Will took slow steps forward, his body a tornado of iron might. The horde gathered its strength, pushing away dying demons as they tried to inch closer. When the crowd had become overwhelming, Will bent his legs and launched into the air once again.  
 
    The player looked to the stairs leading up, needing only one more jump to make it to the stone steps. A curse hissed from between his lips as he was coming down into a massive horde of demons. Gritting his teeth, a boot smashed into a demonic face while his hammer swung with power. Jagged teeth flew with drops of blood as a demon fell away, clutching at its face. Will powered forward when claws came down, glancing off his armored back. Sparks flew, but he didn’t take damage. Hammer up, he crashed into two demon chests before driving his boot into an exposed stomach. The demon grunted as it was thrown back, but other demons quickly filled the spaces around Will. 
 
    Pain flared across Will’s arm and the back of his neck, demon claws drawing blood. 
 
    You have taken two damage! You have 10 Hearts remaining. 
 
    You have taken one damage! You have 9 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Will roared as he swung his hammer in a wide circle, knocking away demons. The weight of the hammer and the power in his arms sent demons crashing into each other. When he had barely a second to regain his balance, his legs bent and he launched himself up once again. Air flowed over his body and his wounds as he kept his eyes on the prize. The staircase shined like a beacon of freedom in his mind’s eye. An image flashed of his friends and brought hope. 
 
    Will landed at the bottom of the steps, legs filling with power before he ran up the stairs. The player didn’t look back as the howling horde rushed after him, calling for his very blood. 
 
    *** 
 
    Morgan, Stella, Jessica, and Sil emerged from the edge of the pit, eyes drinking in the controlled chaos. Dark elves fired arrows on the approaching white army. Pale elves with white hair and leaf-like armor advanced. Many held up bows, unleashing arrows while others followed along the sides and covered the front with shields and curved blades.  
 
    Morgan grabbed Stella and Sil, pulling them back onto the stairs as arrows sank into the ground they stood on just a moment ago. Jessica sank down, crossbow in hands. The grunts and cries of dark elves filled the night as some fell from the storm of arrows. 
 
    Morgan peeked over the side, looking to the advancing army. Ghouls rushed out of the darkness from the sides. There weren’t many, but it was enough to have the elves guarding the archers to ready themselves. A ghoul rushed in and was quickly cut down, as were others as the archers pulled arrows from quivers for another volley. 
 
    “They’re being methodical in their approach,” Morgan said to his companions as they hunkered down on the stairs. “The dark elves don’t have the discipline to hold them off for long. We have to break their ranks long enough so the ghouls will have a chance to overtake them and the dark elves have a chance to counter attack.” 
 
    Morgan turned his attention to Sil, “I’ve seen you use air elemental attacks. Can you attack them at this distance to add some confusion?” 
 
    The kobold looked away for a second before looking back to the black-eyed man. “I can, but my new abilities only work one at a time. I cannot protect myself with any armor if I’m using air to attack.” 
 
    Morgan gave her a wry smile,” I’ll defend you as you launch air attacks.” 
 
    Morgan turned his attention to Stella but the witch was answering his questions before he asked. 
 
    “My ghost fire works best against the undead. If I use it on the elves, they will simply fall asleep.” 
 
    Morgan nodded. “That’s what we need. Cause enough damage to break their ranks for a counter attack. What’s your ghost fire range?” 
 
    The witch shook her head, “I’m not sure, but they have to be closer if it’s going to work.” 
 
    “Then we have a chance. Sil will lob attacks from long range. Stella will cover medium to close range if they get any closer. Jessica and I will defend you both when they are in melee range. The important thing is to keep them busy long enough to break their attack. The night should do the rest of the work.” 
 
    “Will this work?” Stella asked. 
 
    “Begin your attacks,” Morgan said, ignoring Stella and looking to Sil. 
 
    The kobold nodded before she lifted her small, clawed hands. Elemental energy powered along her spirit. Oval eyes looked over the edge of the pit, dark elves falling and the white elven army approaching. Claws up, energy swirled. White bolts of condensed air formed and blasted out. At first, six bolts blasted across the battlefield. Elves spotted the approaching bolts and lifted up leaf shaped shields. The air bolts slammed into them, causing the elves to stumble, but remain upright. Sil’s eyes narrowed as she summoned twelve air bolts. With a flick of her hands, they blasted out like cannon fire, rushing the front line. Elves braced themselves again, the bolts slamming into them and several bodies knocked back. Other elves grabbed hold of their fellow soldiers, pushing them back onto feet and adding their strength to the front line. 
 
    “I can’t break through,” Sil hissed. 
 
    “Can you control how the bolts fly?” Morgan asked. 
 
    Sil nodded, claws up once again. Air bolts formed at random points above the advancing elf army. With a flick of her claws, bolts rained down from different directions. The white elf army adjusted, shields up and blocking air bolts. One elf cried out as an air bolt slammed into its neck and blood spurted up. Morgan watched with distaste as a fellow elf soldier healed the wounded one. Bows up, arrows launched. 
 
    Dark elves pulled back to staircases, some falling from the hail of arrows. Morgan watched, studying the battlefield as the elf army marched in step, closing the distance. Morgan calculated they would be in melee range in under ten minutes.  
 
    “Hunker down,” Morgan commanded his two companions. “When they are in melee range, we attack.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Thorrin watched from behind bars as dark elves rushed along the stairs. Female dark elves and their children moved to caves just below the southern rim of the pit. Soldiers rushed along to the northern edge, staying just below the rim and holding spears to their chests. Thorrin eyed Morgan, Sil, Jessica, and Stella as they waited, arrows flying over them and falling into the massive pit or sinking into walls. The chaos unfolded like a poisonous flower, but the holy warrior saw they were no longer guarded. 
 
    “Faye and Bridget, I think it’s time for us to leave,” Thorrin said in a low tone. 
 
    The two women nodded. The tanned elf and reanimated woman moved to the cell’s bars. Energy arced along Bridget’s fists as Faye closed her eyes and held up a palm. Power hummed from the two as Thorrin backed up. Renner had moved to the back of the cell, hands at his sides and fingers flexing. 
 
    Faye’s oval eyes opened in a flash before her palm struck an iron bar. Power swelled as the bar bent before shattering into pieces. Bridget rammed a fist into a bar, energy exploding and the bar cracking. Another punch and the bar shattered. Faye and Bridget aimed at a single bar, driving their fist and palm into it, shattering it instantly.  
 
    Thorrin smiled as the elf and reanimated woman stepped out into freedom. Thorrin and Renner followed, stepping into chaos. The cave with their weapons glowed in Thorrin’s mind as he rushed to it. Stepping in, eyes widened as a female dark elf was already inside, holding Will’s hammer, sword and spell book. 
 
    “Don’t fucking move,” Thorrin said as he stalked toward her. 
 
    The dark elf gave him an evil leer before charging. Thorrin braced himself as she came at him, lips moving silently. When she was close, Thorrin’s eyes widened as he reached for her and something clamped onto his boots. The dark elf ducked and ran past him out into the walkway. Magical light faded from Will’s spell book as she turned to see Renner charging her. Dropping Will’s hammer and sword, she opened the book to another spell. Renner was nearly on her when air swirled and struck his chest like a cannon blast.  
 
    Renner was hurled back and slammed into a rock wall. The rogue fell to his hands and knees, gasping for air as blood bloomed against shirt. The dark elf gathered the hammer and sword up as Bridget charged and Faye fell to Renner’s side. 
 
    “Bridget! Stop her!” Thorrin shouted over his shoulder as he tried to free himself from the stone engulfing his boots. 
 
    Onika turned and bolted to a staircase. Bridget ran after her. Faye placed a hand to Renner’s chest, channeling her chi into the wound. Renner smiled as the small wound healed. Thorrin grunted as he tried to pull his feet away. Stone cracked and a moment later, shattered. The paladin stepped deeper into the cave, gathering his hammer and Renner’s short sword and daggers.  
 
    Faye and Renner stood up as Thorrin approached. The paladin handed the sword and daggers to Renner while speaking. 
 
    “Bridget will stop the dark elf. The three of us are going to end this conflict once and for all,” Thorrin said as he looked to Morgan, Sil, and Stella’s backs. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will rushed up the stairs, demons following with maddening screams. Legs pumped as he spotted the entrance above him. Snarls and screeches followed after him as he could feel the demonic energy licking at his boots. Legs moving in a blur, he burst up to the entrance, hand falling on the lever and pulling it down. 
 
    The player threw himself through the entrance, hitting the floor as the rocky hidden door slid into place. A clawed hand reached out before the door closed on it. Other hands reached out, grasping at the air as the door couldn’t close shut. 
 
    Will was to his feet and drew his iron sword. With a quick slash, hands separated from wrists and the door slammed shut. Foul ichor marked the side of the entrance, oozing down the wall as Will sheathed his sword and held his hammer with both hands. A relieved sigh fell from his lips before the hidden door shuddered. The faint screams of demons sang on as the door shuddered and a small crack appeared. 
 
    “Fuck,” Will said as he could see the door wasn’t going to hold for long. 
 
    A shadow touched Will’s senses and as he turned around, a grin appeared. Val somersaulted off the stairs and landed a few feet away, cloak billowing around her. Looking up, she made eye contact with Will. 
 
    “I came to rescue you, but it seems you’re doing okay,” the pale beauty said as she slowly stood to her full height. 
 
    “Not for long,” he said as he stepped closer. “There is an army of demons trying to break out. We don’t have a lot of time. How did you…” 
 
    “Dark elves set us free. The Silver Queen’s army is approaching. Morgan, Stella, Jessica, and Sil are trying to help while I came down here to come looking for you.” 
 
    “They are Shadow Elves and we need to get everyone out of here. Onika is their leader and they are coming home with us. They can’t stay here any longer. I have a new Idol so our priority is to get everyone out of this pit and start heading home.” 
 
    Val looked to the trembling hidden door, “We have to unleash them. They can keep the Silver Queen’s army busy while…” Val was cut off from a grunt above. 
 
    Val and Will turned to see a dark elf rushing down the stairs with a large hammer, sword and book in her arms. Behind her, Bridget launched from a higher step, fist raised in the air and energy arcing. 
 
    “Onika!” Will shouted, but it was too late. 
 
    The shadow elf looked to Will with crimson eyes when a fist rammed into her back. Energy blasted out as Onika’s arms opened. Hammer, sword and book went flying as Onika crumpled onto the stairs, her body hitting them hard and sliding down. Time slowed as Val turned and launched into the air. Will dropped his hammer, unsheathed his sword and threw it aside. Hands up, anger and fury drove him with defined precision. The Iron Fire sword fell into an open hand. In a blink, Will sheathed the blade before holding out two open hands. The oversized Iron Fire hammer fell into one open palm and his spell book fell into the other. Will sheathed the spell book first before gripping the hammer, flames bursting from the hammer head. 
 
    Bridget charged as Val landed on the stone steps. No words were exchanged as electric fists flashed. Val dodged and contorted her body, avoiding each punch like a dancer. Bridget advanced, attempting to ram her shoulder into Val. The pale beauty launched into a flip and landed on her feet at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    Val took hold of Onika and pulled her away as Bridget stormed her way down. With a powerful pull, the shadow elf slid across the floor to Will’s boots. The player knelt down to help the shadow elf as Val stood between them and Bridget. 
 
    “Bridget, you can’t take us on,” Val stated with a pleading edge. 
 
    The reanimated woman remained silent as she approached, both fists arcing with electricity. 
 
    Val kept her stance, eyes wide. “Bridget, we’re friends.” 
 
    Bridget stopped, sparks erupting from the bolts on the sides of her neck. “Stop saying that! We are not friends! He is a monster lord and your just one of his slaves! I kill him, the war is over.” 
 
    Val lowered her hands to her sides, “And when he is dead, are you going to kill all of us?” 
 
    Bridget gave Val a shrewd gaze, “The Monster Lord and his followers must be wiped out before they grow too strong. The Silver Queen has decreed it and I will follow it to the letter.” 
 
    “This isn’t you!” Val said with sad edge. “We used to be friends. You were so gentle. Even when you were angry, you didn’t want to take a life. We were like sisters, helping each other when the rest of the world saw us as monsters. Don’t follow the path of a crazy queen who wants us dead.”  
 
     “Then we must not be as good as friends as you say. You follow an abomination and I’m not going to let him or any other monster lords try to destroy us! You have chosen your side and now you have to pay the consequences.” 
 
      Val lowered her head, shadows covering her eyes and Draygon whispering deep into her mind. “I’m sorry you have to be taught this lesson.” 
 
    Bridget’s brow hardened before she charged. Val stood her ground until the very last moment. An electric fist flashed forward as Val turned, power gliding over her cheek. A knee rammed into Bridget’s stomach, causing her to bend forward slightly. Val closed her hands into fists, each one connecting, one to the stomach and one to the chin. Bridget stumbled to the side, eyes reeling as she turned, but Val was already on top of her. A fist crashed into the green woman’s face, but before a second one could connect, Bridget grabbed Val’s arm and power blasted nerves.  
 
    Val cried out as electricity burned at her arm, leg up and striking down on the side of Bridget’s knee. The force of the blow caused Bridget to let go and stumble again before a flurry of fists slammed into her unguarded face. The blows were enough for her to take a step back, power humming louder from her neck bolts. 
 
    Will saw what was happening and threw his body down on Onika to shield her. Energy exploded from Bridget. Val was hurled back as energy struck Will dead on his back. 
 
    You have taken 2 damage! You have 7 hearts remaining. 
 
    Bridget turned to Val and stalked forward, the vampire clutching at the side of her head in confusion. 
 
    “It’s over,” Bridget seethed as she stood over Val and pulled back a fist. 
 
    “You will understand,” Val whispered as a fist came roaring down. 
 
    Val moved her head just enough for Bridget to miss and strike the rocky wall by her head. Stone shards blasted out as Val was launching herself up. A claw extended from Val’s left hand and cut across her right palm. Bridget was pulling her fist back and turning her head to see blood spurt from Val’s cut palm. The vampire landed behind Bridget, whipping her bloody hand out and the spurt of blood shot out, wrapping around the reanimated woman’s neck. 
 
    Bridget grabbed hold of the blood tentacle, electricity blasting along it. Val cried out, but didn’t let go, the tentacle squeezing Bridget’s throat. Will looked up and watched in astonishment as energy arced and a blood tentacle squeezed tighter. One woman gasped for air while the other screamed in burning pain. The onslaught on each other reached a numbing level, each side not giving in to the other. Energy died as Bridget gasped, eyes slowly rolling into the head. Val screamed, the blood tentacle constricting Bridget’s throat. 
 
    Will stood up, ready to end it when the light died between the two women. Bridget’s limbs shook before her legs turned to jelly. Falling, she hit the ground hard. Tendrils of smoke rose up from Val’s blood tentacle and her body. The tentacle loosened and Val fell to her knees, huffing as the pain subsided. 
 
    Will closed the distance and fell to Val’s side. The pale beauty turned her head and gave him a weak smile. 
 
    “Draygon showed me how to manipulate my blood,” the vampire sighed. 
 
    The hidden door trembled, cracks growing larger. Onika sat up, rubbing her head. The shadow elf looked to the door, her red eyes widening. 
 
    “We have to get out of here,” Will said as he helped Val to her feet. 
 
    Val looked down to the crumpled Bridget, “We will, but we’re taking her with us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arrows fell like deadly rain. Morgan pressed his body close to the rim, arrows missing his head by inches. Sil and Stella hugged the wall while Jessica lifted up her crossbow. Dark elves stayed close, fear and anger blending together into a small amount of courage. The vibrations of marching boots reached acute senses. The elves were approaching and Morgan knew the battle was going to go badly. Despite every strategy he came up with, it seemed they didn’t have a chance of overcoming such a disciplined force.  
 
    Morgan looked to his friends, knowing he couldn’t say anything or morale would drop. The black-eyed man remained silent, sword in hand and ready to sacrifice his life if he could afford them an escape. He mulled it over as the elves approached. At the right time, he would order the retreat while fighting to his dying breath. 
 
    Jessica saw the blank gaze in Morgan’s eyes, knowing full well he was going to rush into a battle they couldn’t win. She gripped her crossbow tighter, mentally readying herself to fight. She had been on this world for barely over a day and now death was coming for all of them. 
 
    Sil readied herself to use her abilities. If it was a fight the elves wanted, it was a fight they were going to get. 
 
    Stella’s mind drifted to Will. Regrets swirled along her mind’s eye, not sure she would have the chance to heal him of his rage and bring peace across many universes. The witch gave a silent prayer to Samhain, ready to use every drop of her power to keep the enemy at bay as her friends tried to escape. 
 
    The sound of elves approached and the small group of friends and dark elves readied to repel the invaders. 
 
    Jessica glanced back just as three figures rushed them. Finger falling on the trigger, she turned her upper body and pulled the trigger. A crossbow bolt darted forward and sank into Thorrin’s arm just as he lifted his hammer to strike down Sil from behind. The kobold turned and raised a claw, a blast of air striking the paladin and sending him sprawling onto his back. 
 
    Chaos erupted as Faye shot forward like a bullet at Stella.  The witch managed to turn around as the elf’s knee slammed into her stomach. Bending forward, Stella’s eyes were wide before Faye spun around, lifted her leg and brought her heel down on the back of Stella’s head. The witch crashed into the floor, stone floor cracking from the strike.  
 
    Renner charged, short sword in hand. Jessica was reloading when the rogue aimed the point of the blade for Jessica’s chest. Another sword flashed, Renner’s blade clashing with Morgan’s sword. The black-eyed man was silent as a heart attack as he threw his shoulder into it, driving Renner back. Both men faced off for a second before swords swung and clashed, sparks flying.  
 
    Dark elves looked to the small group fighting and were about to lend aid when arrows fell once again. Faye’s arms moved in a whirlwind, the air swirling and knocking away arrows from the air. Stella pushed herself up and was rewarded with Faye’s heel slamming into her back. The force was strong enough to crack bone, but the witch sighed her contempt. Forcing herself up, Faye’s heel slammed into her again and again before blue fire erupted. 
 
    The tanned wood elf leapt away as ghost fire shot out. Stella struggled back to her feet, bones mending as she poured on blue fire. Faye moved, body bending and twisting away from the flames. 
 
    Thorrin sat up, arrow in his shoulder. Taking hold, he pulled it out, threw it aside and stood up. Sil blasted through the air at the paladin. Thorrin hefted his hammer and swung it wide. A white spear formed in Sil’s hands and white armor glowed along her body. Hammer and spear struck one another. The kobold stabbed out with quick, expert strikes, keeping the paladin off balance. Thorrin tried to plant his feet so he could deliver powerful blows, impressed by the tenacity of the small kobold. 
 
    Morgan and Renner sliced and parried each other’s blows like dueling artists. Neither could gain an edge over the other. Morgan moved swiftly, remaining patient as Renner bounced around like an acrobat. Sparks showered in all directions as the two moved with expert grace and power. Swords parried and both men glared at each other. 
 
    “Just give up,” Renner pleaded with a smirk. 
 
    Morgan’s brow hardened before his boot smashed into Renner’s knee. The rogue’s eyes widened before Morgan’s sword stabbed into his gut. 
 
    “No,” Morgan said before he activated his Ice Stab attack. 
 
    Renner’s eyes widened impossibly large as a thick ice blade stabbed through his midsection and appeared out of his lower back. Renner cursed before the ice blade sank in. Blood spilled and the rogue took several steps back. 
 
    “No…not like this,” Renner said with an amused smirk before falling to his knees. 
 
    Morgan lifted his sword, ready to deal the killing blow when Faye soared at him, leg out and blue flames following her. Morgan shifted away but wasn’t fast enough, Faye’s foot striking his chest and sending him crashing into the wall. The elf landed, took hold of Renner and with a powerful swing, sent the rogue flying behind her to the landing they came from. Renner hit the floor and rolled to a stop, hand clutching his wound and barely holding himself up. 
 
    Thorrin and Sil clashed as Stella stopped pouring on a stream of ghost fire. The witch advanced on Faye while Jessica lifted up her crossbow. Morgan turned to the elf, sword at the ready. 
 
    “Pull back,” Thorrin grunted to Faye. 
 
    The elf eyed them all, knees and arms bent. An uncompromising stare moved from person to person as Faye picked her targets. 
 
    Morgan pointed his sword toward the pit, “You better listen to him.” 
 
    Faye glanced to her side to see Will, Onika and Val carrying Bridget over her shoulder. Will’s expression burned into the wood elf, hammer in one hand and spell book in the other. 
 
    Thorrin clashed with the kobold, but when he saw reinforcements climbing up to them, he sucked in a breath and breathed out. White light engulfed the paladin before it blasted out. Sil jumped back, but the small wave hit her. It didn’t do any damage, but it was enough for her to stumble back. 
 
    Faye stepped backwards until she was by Thorrin’s side. The two watched the group, Jessica pointing a newly reloaded bolt at Thorrin’s chest. 
 
    Will was first on the landing, stepping along with confidence and power. “Stand down and tell the elves to retreat!” 
 
    Thorrin backed up, “No, and even if I did, they won’t listen to me. They serve the Silver Queen, we all do.” 
 
    “There are bigger things to worry about. There is a horde of demons ready to break out from the bottom of the pit. They will slaughter everyone if both sides don’t retreat now!” 
 
    The paladin gave Will a wry gaze when a strange screech rose up. Looking down into the pit, Thorrin’s face took on a grim shadow as howling demonic monsters emerged. Foul creatures looked up with howls and screeches before they rushed to the stairs. Others ran up the winding edges, demonic eyes on the dark elves along the southern rim of the pit. 
 
    Thorrin looked to Will, “You did this! You brought them here!” 
 
    Will slowly edge closer, hammer and spell book at the ready, “You going to stand there and argue with me? Tell your side to retreat and we will do the same.” 
 
    “The demons will kill everyone they can get their claws on,” Onika shouted over the rising screeches. 
 
    Thorrin looked down as the horde made their way up like a polluted flood. Time ticked away and before Will was about to use a spell, the paladin turned his attention to Faye. 
 
    “Get Renner and retreat. Tell the Silver Queen’s forces to retreat,” Thorrin commanded. 
 
    Faye looked to him, but remained silent. 
 
    Thorrin looked down to the pit, white light appearing around his body. “I’ll give you enough time to escape.” 
 
    “No,” Faye said as she took a step closer. 
 
    “I was never meant for this world,” Thorrin said with a smile before bending his knees and leaping. 
 
    Will watched, as did everyone else, as Thorrin fell into the pit, hammer up and a white aura surrounding his body. The paladin smiled as he fell toward the seething demonic bottom. Demons screeched as he flew past them. The ones at the bottom lifted up clawed hands and opened mouths with razor sharp teeth, ready to tear the falling fool to chunks of flesh. 
 
    Thorrin freefell, hammer swinging. When he was within ten feet, he braced himself and swung his hammer hard. A demon’s head rocked back as pointed teeth and foul blood splattered into the horde. A glowing aura shined as the paladin drove his boots into demon bodies, burning and breaking his fall. The paladins’ hammer swung like a tornado, smashing in horny heads with righteous might.  
 
    The group at the top watched as Thorrin kept the horde at bay, his aura and hammer dealing out death and damage with each swing. For a faint moment, it looked like the paladin could hold the horde of demons at bay. Will watched as the horde swelled and crashed into the paladin like high tide. Claws flashed and came away bloody. Thorrin fought, his movements growing frenetic with each passing second. Claws cut through his burning aura, slowly slicing away. Thorrin felt weakness bleed into his core as he slowly died from a thousand cuts.  
 
    “Umus protect us!” Thorrin managed before the horde swallowed him whole.  
 
    Pieces of armor were thrown aside and a blink later, body parts were pulled into view. Teeth clamped down and tore away flesh as the demon horde feasted on the paladin’s succulent flesh. 
 
    A tear streaked down Faye’s cheek before she leapt into the air. Soaring over the group, she landed by Renner and hoisted him up. Will watched as the tanned elf leapt up to the rim of the pit and disappeared from sight. 
 
    “Let’s go!” Will shouted. 
 
    Leading the way, the rest of the group followed. Eyes glanced down at the growing horde as they resumed their ascent. Sil and Morgan were by Will’s side. Onika, Stella, and Val were next. The witch helped Val with the unconscious Bridget. 
 
    Shadow elves rushed up the stairs to the top edge of the pit. Bodies crested over the edge and ran, Will’s group pulling up the rear. Will watched as hundreds of shadow elves ran into the darkness. Torches lit and shadow elf soldiers held them up, forming a ring. Will glanced behind to see the Luna elf army halt their approach. Like a coin flipped onto its other side, they began to retreat in formation. 
 
    Will turned and looked forward. From the corner of his eye, white ghouls rushed out of the darkness toward the massive group of elves.  
 
    Morgan ran alongside Will, sword in hand. “Demons behind us and ghouls all around us. We won’t make it to the morning.” 
 
    Will peeled off from the group and ran toward the incoming ghouls. There was four hours to first light and the player wasn’t sure they were going to make it. 
 
    “Protect the shadow elves!” Will shouted as he rushed into battle. 
 
    Spell book sliding into its sheath, fire burst from his hammers' head. The light glowed, drawing the ghouls toward him. The pale creatures rushed him and met with fire and iron. Shadow elves rushed into the fray just as did Stella, Morgan, Sil, and Jessica. Val moved closer to the shadow elves, holding Bridget and watching as her friends fought tooth and nail. 
 
    Will made every strike true as he killed ghouls, one hit at a time. Broken bodies flew to the side before hitting the ground and melting away. Morgan joined the fray, slicing and cutting with expert precision. Stella lifted her hands, ghost fire blazing to life before two blue streams flashed out. Blue fire struck incoming ghouls, burning away their undead bodies to ash. Jessica aimed and pulled the trigger to her crossbow. A bolt sank into a ghouls' eye socket as she reloaded. Sil rushed to Will’s side, stabbing with her white spear and moving to another ghoul before the first one hit the ground. 
 
    An endless stream of ghouls rushed out from the darkness, howling for living flesh. Will bashed pale heads to burning ash, his body a force keeping the tide of monsters at bay. Minutes into the battle, he could see that they could not keep this pace up.  
 
    Shadow elves rushed to form a perimeter around the families. Torches lit up scared faces as soldiers cut down any ghoul getting too close. Val put Bridget down on the ground. When she stood up, claws extended from her fingertips, ready to defend the families.  
 
    Onika watched as Will and his friends fought on, killing ghouls with ease, but more emerged from the dark forests. The shadow elf made her way, beyond the protective barrier of warrior shadow elves, red eyes on Will as he fought on. 
 
    Will smashed in a ghoul head when two more were on him. Claws raked across his arms and he grunted in pain. 
 
    You have taken 4 damage! You have 3 Hearts remaining. 
 
    Will’s mind worked as he smashed the two ghouls with fiery death. Instinct curled along his soul, begging him to take his wolf form, but he knew he couldn’t do it. He would be stronger and fight on, but if he maintained the form too long, he would be too weak to keep fighting. Glancing to his friends, they barely held their own as the ghouls kept coming at them. 
 
    Stella looked to Will, concern glowing in his eyes, but his spirit fighting on. The witch moved closer to him, ghost fire burning away approaching ghouls. When she was by his side, they fought a new wave, burning them away to ash. 
 
    “I can stop them long enough to buy us time,” Stella shouted over the sounds of battle. 
 
    “How?” Will said as he brought his hammer down on a charging ghoul. 
 
    The witch looked on with cool eyes as she burned approaching ghouls, “I can…burn them for miles. I think I can create a burst that will stop them for a while. I will be useless afterwards, but it might be enough for you to create a shelter or find the elves a place for the rest of the night.” 
 
    Will’s brow formed a sharp V, “Are you down playing it? If you could do that without consequences, you'd have done it already.” 
 
    Stella gave a small shrug before smashing a burning fist into a ghoul face. “We are running out of options. It won’t be long before the demons are on us. We need time… and… I believe in you.” 
 
    Will glanced to the witch as she gave him an endearing grin. “Stella, we must…” 
 
    The witch stepped forward, blue flames surrounding her body. Turning her head, she looked to Will with a genuine smile as sorrow touched her eyes. 
 
    “If I don’t survive, always remember that you are special to me…to all of us.” 
 
    “Stella!” Will shouted as blue flames reflected off his eyes. 
 
    The witch walked into the approaching horde of ghouls, flames engulfing her body. Taking a deep breath, she exhaled with a wide smile. White ghouls rushed her, ready to rend flesh. The ghost fire furled into a storm. Flames collapsed onto themselves before a hush fell over the battlefield. Stella’s eyes flashed and blue flames exploded. 
 
    Bodies braced themselves as azure fire blasted past them. Shadow elves looked down to see they took no damage. Will watched as ghouls disintegrated instantly. A shockwave of fire rolled on, burning ghouls with just a touch. The fire went on, spreading like a haunting flame, destroying ghouls. It continued, burning them to ash, blasting out for miles in every direction. When the flames died, the nearby forests stood with no ghouls rushing toward them. 
 
    Stella’s eyes rolled into her head and she collapsed. Will rushed and dived to her side. Taking hold, he lifted her up to him. The witch’s eyes were closed, but her body was still and unmoving. 
 
    “Dammit Stella!” Will cursed as he held her close. 
 
    Morgan, Jessica, and Sil stepped closer. Onika was soon to them, stepping past the group and kneeling to Will’s side. 
 
    “We have to get Stella and everyone else out of here,” Will said as he pushed away his feelings. 
 
    Morgan looked down with shadows under his black eyes. “I’m not sure we can outrun the demons and ghouls through the night.” 
 
    Onika touched Will’s shoulder. The player turned to the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    Onika gave the young man a gentle smile. “We have prepared for this moment since Vala appeared in our dreams. We are ready to sacrifice ourselves so we may be reborn.” 
 
    Will cocked an eyebrow, “What are you saying?” 
 
    “You have awakened me. Now, we must awaken the rest of my people.” 
 
    Will eyed the shadow elf, “You can't be serious? Now? We can’t do this now. We need to get everyone back to Thorn Spire. I can wake everyone there.” 
 
    “My people will not survive the journey. It will slow us down and they will perish along the way. Why torture my people when you can take them in your pockets?” 
 
    Morgan crossed his arms, “She’s right. If we take their soul stones, we can make better time. Such a large group will attract every monster for miles.” 
 
    Will slowly stood up, putting Stella’s arm over his shoulder and his hand around her waist. The player looked to everyone gathered, his spirit breaking. 
 
    “I can’t believe we are talking about this. They’re families and children. We are going to just kill them so we can gather their soul stones?” 
 
    “You did it with my people,” Sil added with sorrow in her eyes. 
 
    Will shook his head. “That was different, they attacked and didn’t back down. I had to liberate them so…” Will trailed off.  
 
    “This isn’t a pretty solution, but it’s the best one we have,” Morgan said with soft tone. 
 
    Shadow elves approached, red eyes glowing in the darkness alongside torches. Young shadow elves stared at Will with deep understanding. Older ones nodded as many others bowed their heads. 
 
    “You have awakened me and I cannot give my life again, but my people can. They will give their first life to you so they may be reborn in your new kingdom,” Onika said with nearly cult-like fervor. 
 
    Morgan moved to Will’s side, helping to take hold of Stella. Jessica moved closer to help. Sil stood, eyes on her lord. Val watched from the crowd, claws flexing. 
 
    Will looked to the shadow elves as they gathered closer. They held up their hands, beckoning him to come closer and begin his deeds. Will stared at them in stark horror. It burned at him, the idea of taking an innocent life. A gloom rippled along his spirit. Hands tightened around the shaft of his hammer. He glanced to the large weapon and pain touched his heart. The player sighed as he sheathed the large weapon over his shoulder to his back. 
 
    “Will, please,” Onika pleaded with crimson eyes. 
 
    Will gazed on the families before him. Logic and his spirit warred, neither side gaining the advantage.  
 
    “I’m… not a killer,” Will whispered. 
 
    “You’re our savior,” Onika whispered. 
 
    “I will do it,” Morgan said with a hand on the pommel of his sword. 
 
    “As will I,” Sil said as her white spear turned into a blade. 
 
    Will gave a slight shake of his head. “No… it has to be me.” 
 
    A young girl shadow elf, no more than ten years old, stepped forward and looked into Will’s eyes. A small smile appeared, but her gaze never wavered, peering into Will’s soul. 
 
    “Please, forgive me for what I am about to do,” Will said and drew his iron blade. 
 
    “There is nothing to forgive. Vala has shown us what’s to come and we embrace it with wide arms,” Onika smiled. 
 
    “Will, it’s the right thing to do,” Morgan said with a comforting tone. 
 
    “I’m… not a killer,” Will repeated as he looked at the young shadow elf. 
 
    “You are more,” Onika said with sultry tone, eyes half closing. 
 
    Will raised his sword over his head. 
 
    “Forgive me,” the young man said and brought the blade down, sorrow painting his soul. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve  
 
      Will looked up and saw towers in the distance, deep shadows under his eyes. A sliver of relief touched his spirit, but it wasn’t enough to chase away the exhaustion filling every cell of his digital body. Glancing back, he saw his friends trailing behind him with tired, sunken in features. Horses trotted, Stella’s unconscious form draped over one and Bridget’s struggling, tied body over another. Will was grateful the horses had found them after all the chaos at the demon pit. It was a small reward for the horrors that haunted his spirit. 
 
    Images washed on the shores of his thoughts. A blade flashing and ending lives. Morgan, Sil, and Val joined in on the carnage as shadow elves bowed to their weapons. Knowing they gave their lives freely didn’t ease the very act. Will remembered seeing a few with doubt in their eyes before his blade separated their heads from necks. Bodies fell and melted away. Soul stones glowed in the night. Will knelt down to each one, picking it from blades of grass and storing them in his inventory screen. When the last one was slain, the group gathered before demonic screams filled the night. 
 
    The trek back was slow. Onika tried many times to sooth Will’s conscious. The player wasn’t listening as he built a shelter for the group and built a separate one for himself. After each sunset, he held soul stones in his hands, coming to terms with the needed, but vile actions to save a people. While he sat, he often wondered if any of the luna elves witnessed his actions, reporting it to their queen so she would have more evidence on how dark his path had become. 
 
    Two nights later, Will was staying in the same shelter with the rest of the group. Bridget was tied up most of the time and her mouth gagged. The re-animated woman eyed them with surreal contempt, but Val tended to her. Morgan often spoke about the demon pit as a blessing in disguise. With it on land between Will’s kingdom and the Silver Queen, it would be an equalizer and help keep the queen’s forces from trying to march south to their lands. Despite Morgan’s words, it brought no real comfort to Will. Sil often stayed by her lord. Jessica was silent for most of the trip.  
 
    The small group continued until the protective wall of Thorn Spire appeared through the trees. The main gate opened, Milly leading a dozen kobolds with spears. The panu smiled at first, until she saw Will’s grim features. The small smile faded away as they emerged from the tree line. Kobolds moved to the group, helping them by taking weapons and leading the horses. Milly approached Will and he grabbed her, holding her close. She embraced him as he said nothing, pressing his face to her neck. 
 
    The group walked past and entered Thorn Spire. After a long moment, Will broke free and walked in, holding Milly’s hand. When the gate closed and everyone was safe inside, Will let go of Milly’s hand and made a beeline for the Soul Home. Hope pushed every step as he made his way and entered the building that was once his first home. 
 
    Soul Caskets lined the walls and center of the Soul Home. Will moved to a chest and opened it. Pulling out a fistful of quartz stones, he quickly made his way to Soul Caskets. Taking out the first stone, he gave it a small smile before placing it into a slot and adding a quartz crystal to a slot below it. Closing it, he moved on to the next one, repeating his actions. When he was finished, he saw that he filled fifty caskets but he still had a few hundred soul stones left. 
 
    Milly entered and Will looked to the beautiful panu. 
 
    “We have new people for Thorn Spire. Have the panu and kobolds build more homes. In six hours, these shadow elves will rise. I will need to add another batch of soul stones once they are finished. Please have the chest filled with quartz gems at all times until the process is finished.” 
 
    Milly nodded. “What will you do until they rise?” 
 
    Will stood up, darkness covering his eyes. “I will speak with Onika and have her ready to welcome her people.” 
 
    Will turned to leave and Milly spoke up. 
 
    “I’m happy you’re home,” the panu said sweetly. 
 
    Will stopped in his tracks, but didn’t look back. “I’m happy to be home,” he said before exiting the Soul Home. 
 
    Will walked back to the group. Silently they made their way to the castle, pulling two horses with Stella and Bridget on them. Reaching the front gate, Nova and Belle were waiting. The stalker and slime moved forward to help. Nova helped Morgan to carry Stella while Belle, Sil, and Jessica escorted Bridget with Val. The green-skinned woman glared at them and mumbled incoherently as she was led into the castle. 
 
    *** 
 
    Stella lay on her back, hands folded over her chest and bent hat next to her pillow. Will sat in a chair beside her bed. Morgan and Nova had brought the witch to her room and Will informed them to see to castle duties and come to him in six hours. Morgan nodded and left, but Nova hesitated. She reached out a hand to touch his shoulder and stopped a few inches away. The haunted expression spoke volumes and she curled her fingers back, ready to give him as much time as he needed. 
 
    Sunlight poured in from an open window as the Witch Angel lay unmoving. Will sat silently until a knock at the door caused him to turn his head. 
 
    “Come in,” the player said with a tired voice. 
 
    The door opened and Jessica slipped in before closing it behind her. The blonde woman stepped closer until she stood by Will’s chair, gaze on the gray-skinned witch on the bed. 
 
    “I never had a chance to thank you,” Jessica said simply. 
 
    Will turned and looked to Stella as he spoke, “No thanks needed.” 
 
    Jessica’s gaze lowered, “I have something I must say. I wasn’t sure when would be a good time, but I didn’t want to wait.” 
 
    “Go ahead. I’m not going anywhere for a few hours,” Will said with a weak smile. 
 
    Jessica’s lip firmed up before she spoke, “I don’t know why I’m here. I talked to Morgan on the way back here and it seems there is a little confusion on all of our pasts. After a few nights, I felt I was in better company than I thought. 
 
    “I do have some memories of my past, but there is something I should warn you about since we will be spending time together. In my previous life, I worked in law enforcement but it wasn’t my destiny. I remember a case where I had to save a young woman from human trafficking in Japan. I didn’t know it was a trap so some dark forces could capture me.” 
 
    Will turned and looked at Jessica as she fought to find the words. 
 
    “Long story short, I am called an Oni Koibito or Demon Lover in English. I wouldn’t think I would have to tell you this, but since demons were released into this world it might be important. In my past life, I was seduced by two demons. It was enough for me to quit law enforcement and lead a solitary life away from civilization. I thought I had beaten a prophecy, centered on five demons filling my body with their seed so a fallen angel would be born. 
 
    “Now that I’m here and demons are filling the countryside, you should know that any demon that comes near me will try to seduce me. If three more demons succeed, something evil may be born to this world.” 
 
    Jessica pulled a dagger from her belt, flipped it in her hand and held the pommel side to Will. “I can’t do it myself, I never could. I’m glad I was able to help in some small way, but the longer I am here, the greater the chance my body will be used for a prophecy no one should endure.” 
 
    Will looked to the dagger and lifted a hand. Taking the dagger, he turned the pommel back to Jessica and pressed it to her hand. Jessica took it and looked down with a dash of confusion. 
 
    “Finding you helped bring a new technology to my kingdom. You fought alongside us and showed your loyalty from the very start. I don’t see the point of killing you when we can protect each other. You know how to use a crossbow and I will need you to train many others. How about we just keep the demons away and you help make this kingdom better?” 
 
    Jessica’s face smoothed into an understanding mask. With a quick nod, she turned and left the room, closing the door behind her. 
 
    Will turned back to Stella, his spirit encumbered. Eyes heavy, he fought to stay awake. A need to slip into bed and sleep at Stella’s side whispered in his ear, but his duty was to wait by her side. When gray eye-lids fluttered, Will’s heart pumped with power. 
 
    Stella stirred, eyes opening and staring up at the ceiling. Turning her head, she gave Will a wicked smile. 
 
    “Hello handsome,” the witch said with a sultry tone. 
 
    “Hello beautiful,” Will smiled. 
 
    “You keep talking to me like that and I’ll have to let you in my haunted house, free of charge of course.” 
 
    Will grinned, the weight on his soul getting lighter. “Thank you for what you did. It bought us enough time to escape. We…couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    Stella slowly sat up. She picked up her hat and firmly placed it on her head. Tilting it to the side until it was just right, she looked to Will with a bright smile. 
 
    “Thank you for keeping my body safe. I went beyond my limit and it nearly destroyed my soul. I hope I don’t have to do that again.” 
 
    Will reached out and curled his fingers over Stella’s hand. The witch looked down and pink touched her gray cheeks. 
 
    “I’m sorry I doubted you. You have earned my trust.” 
 
    Stella’s eyes widened a hair, before they slipped back to normal, “And you have earned my loyalty, Lord Asher.” 
 
    Will stood up with a smirk, “I’ll let you get some rest.” 
 
    Stella’s thighs parted a little as she sat on the bed, hands on her knees. “I could use some cuddling, just so we both know we mean it.” 
 
    Will eyed the gray-skinned beauty before his head tilted forward a small grin formed. “Okay, but keep the hat on.” 
 
    Stella gave a sarcastic gasp and touched a hand to her bountiful cleavage.  
 
    “As you command, my lord,” Stella said before licking her lips and watching Will begin to undress. 
 
    *** 
 
    Bridget grunted and strained against iron chains. Arms and legs were taut against a stone wall in a large chamber. An iron door stood to the right of her as she hung, trying to break free. The cell was devoid of anything else except for a single torch opposite the re-animated woman. Muscles bulged as she struggled again, thick chains clanking, but staying strong. 
 
    A lock slid on the other side of the door and it opened. Small light spilled in as Val stepped in, dragging a wooden chair behind her. The pale beauty closed the door and made her way to the center of the room. Bridget watched with an acid stare as Val pulled the chair in front of her and sat down. 
 
    The two women stared at one another for long moments before Val spoke first. 
 
    “The more I see you, the more our past begins to come back. We were friends. We used to share our lives together. We were close.” 
 
    “You’re a vile monster! The Silver Queen has condemned all of you! When I get free, I’m going to burn this castle to the ground!” Bridget said with venomous intent. 
 
    Val’s head tilted forward, shadows covering her eyes. “You were the kind, innocent one. I don’t know what the Silver Queen did to turn you into what you are now, but I will be here for you, to help bring you back to who you were.” 
 
    “This is who I am!” Bridget shouted. 
 
    Val’s gaze drifted to Bridget’s exposed thighs. “I remember the times when we shared our lives, hating our husbands and finding comfort in each other. There may be a way to help you remember who we really are.” 
 
    Bridget’s scowl remained as Val stood up. The pale beauty made her way closer, eyes on Bridget’s strong, meaty thigh. The re-animated woman looked down, eyes taking on a hint of confusion when Val brought her mouth close to Bridget’s thigh. 
 
    “Stop! What are you doing?” 
 
    Val looked up with hungry eyes, “You may be re-animated and stitched together, but you’re alive. I remember your taste in our quiet moments. This may help you remember.” 
 
    Bridget’s body twisted, but the chains held her in place. Val opened her mouth, fangs growing longer and her head whipped forward like a cobra. Fangs sank into tender flesh of a green thigh and blood bloomed. Val drank, new vitality filling her once again. Weariness drained away, replaced with growing strength. 
 
    Bridget let out a small yelp before her eyes turned glassy. The sharp points in her thigh sent a surge of bliss and warmth along her heart. The thump of her heart beat cascaded along her spirit as foggy memories grew sharper, more defined. Breathing quickened and the re-animated woman relaxed in her chains, lost to a sensation she knew long ago. 
 
    “Val…don’t stop,” Bridget whimpered. 
 
    The pale beauty pulled away, blood painting her lips and chin. “When I know you have come back to me, you will be free.” 
 
    Val’s mouth opened wider and she clamped her fangs back on Bridget’s thigh, a seductive whimper falling from re-animated woman’s lips once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    A soul casket lid flashed with dim light before it lifted up. Will, Onika, Milly, and several panu looked down. Will’s heart hammered in his chest as he watched with wide eyes. A small, violet colored hand stretched out from the open soul casket and a young shadow elf girl sat up. 
 
    Will stepped closer and fell to his knees by the casket, eyes filled with relief and his soul getting lighter by the moment. 
 
    “Welcome back to us,” Will said with a kind edge. 
 
    The young shadow elf looked to Will with warm, crimson eyes. A second later, she threw her arms around his neck and hugged him. 
 
    Onika leaned a little towards Milly, “Lord Asher will lead us to a new world.” 
 
    Milly eyed the caskets opening, one by one and shadows elves emerging. Red eyes looked to Will as he pulled away from the young girl and stood up. Bodies rose and smiles bloomed. Panu handed out clothes while Onika stepped closer to help them gather themselves and informed them where they will be staying in Thorn Spire. 
 
    Milly stared at Will as he smiled, seeing the shadow elves bow and thank him for saving their souls. 
 
    “Yes, he will,” she whispered before moving to Will’s side and touching his hand. 
 
    *** 
 
    Will arched his back as he thrust deeply. Milly held onto him as his hips spread her tender thighs. She pressed her face to his chest while fingers clawed into his back. Will let out a soul thundering groan before seed spurted. The connection between them remained as both let out heated gasps, bodies burning with passion, lust, and love. When the moment cooled like embers of a dying fire, Will rolled to his side and held Milly close. The panu ran her hands along his body, sweat covering both of them. 
 
    “I missed you,” Will said in heavy breaths. 
 
    “I missed you,” Milly smiled as she caressed him. 
 
    “I know the next few days will be busy, but I want us to spend time before I go. Morgan, Stella, and Jessica are going to help with building a few towns and establish routes. I want to make sure they are secure before we begin expanding our territory and creating borders.” 
 
    Milly nodded as she eyed him like a piece of meat, “I wish you could just stay here, in bed, with me.” 
 
    Will smiled. “I want to be here all the time, but if we don’t do this, we won’t have any warning if enemies or monsters approach. It will help add an extra layer of protection.” 
 
    Milly looked down and Wil raised an eyebrow. 
 
    “Is everything okay?” 
 
    Milly nodded before she looked up to Will’s concerned eyes. “Everything is wonderful. I just want you here with me a while longer.” 
 
    Will grinned, “We’ll be back. It shouldn’t take long to build the towns. The hard part is finding citizens who want to live in those towns, away from the protection of our walls.” 
 
    The player’s gaze stayed on the voluptuous panu, “That’s not what’s on your mind, is it?” 
 
    Milly shook her head before taking hold of Will’s hand and pressing his palm to her stomach. Will’s eyes widened as she looked to him with warm affection. The mood shifted into excitement as Will looked down to her belly and back to her eyes. 
 
    “You’re sure?” 
 
    Milly nodded. “I am sure.” 
 
    “I… I didn’t know… that could happen?” Will stuttered. 
 
    “You have an heir,” Milly smiled and she snuggled closer. 
 
    Will held her to him, basking in her scent and warmth. Mind flashing, he reveled in Milly’s words as new life warmed her belly. 
 
    “We will build a world our child can live in, in peace,” Will whispered into Milly’s ear. 
 
    Milly held him close, “I believe in you… in us.” 
 
    The two parted and kissed. Moonlight poured into the room from a window, a pair of souls becoming one. 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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