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 One 
 
    Victor wiped beads of sweat from his brow. Muscles ached as he pushed a pillar into place. Cool air washed over his body as he stepped back to admire his work. Torches flickered along the walls of the temple. Bending down, he picked up a hammer and several metal spikes. Remembering what Cassandra showed him, he began to hammer the spikes into the base to secure the wooden pillar. When he finished with the base, he grabbed a nearby ladder and climbed it. At the top, he hammered just enough for the metal spike to penetrate the wood but not loud enough to wake the mountain. 
 
    When the last spike was successfully hammered in, the Blade climbed down and moved the ladder away. Picking up a nearby bucket and trowel, the Champion knelt to the base of the pillar. Tipping the bucket, a gray cement-like substance slowly poured out against the base of the pillar. When enough had circled around it, Victor took hold of the trowel and began shaping it so it would hide the spikes and base, giving it a professional appearance. 
 
    The last few nights it had been like that. The young man found it difficult to sleep for extended periods. While the village and town below the temple slept, Victor was getting up night after night, climbing to the nearly finished temple of Vala and helping with touches here and there. Acolytes had worked tirelessly over the last month to rebuild and repair the temple and town at the base of Vala’s mountain. It was welcomed work as Victor and many others tried to work through the grieving process of those they had lost. 
 
    Victor’s mind drifted as he worked. Images of the graveyard at the base of the mountain pulled at his heart. The beautiful image of Astor touched his thoughts and fell away like dust on the wind. It was enough to slow down the shaping of the cement, causing him to sit down and look around. The temple had grown, filled with corridors, a large sanctuary and stained-glass windows with images of Vala’s robed form. Many of the acolytes made their way to each of the realms to gather supplies and work with skillful artisans. Word of Vala returning caused many to rejoice and happily work in secret, knowing that the goddess could return soon. The work was fast and beautiful, so many were working together to repair the temple and the town at the base of the mountain. It brought a small smile to Victor's face as everyone focused on their jobs and duties, nearly forgetting the trials they had to endure to make it this far. 
 
    You really need to get some sleep. 
 
    The voice in Victor’s head yawned and the Champion stayed where he was on the cool stone floor. 
 
    “I'd rather be here then lying in bed, staring at the ceiling,” Victor whispered. 
 
    I’m sure Lily, Dawn and any of the others would be happy to tire you out. 
 
    The shadow coiled around Victor’s heart as if trying to become more comfortable. 
 
    “Maybe I just need some time to myself,” Victor said with a small smile. 
 
    Fine. I’ll leave you to your work, but we can’t have our star player exhausted. Get some sleep soon. 
 
    “Chill, you’re not my coach,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Yes, I am.  
 
    Victor felt the shadow around his heart settle down and soon it was fast asleep. The young man was about to get back to work when memories washed up on the shores of his mind. Chill was half-right. The acolytes would have been more than happy to help him sleep if he wasn’t mentally and physically exhausted. For seven days after the destruction of the Valis Realm, Portia brought a single acolyte from that realm to his bed. Each night was blissful and sad. The Valis acolytes wanted to help by releasing a piece of Vala. Some nights it was simple love-making and other nights, Victor consoled those who lost family and cried into his shoulder. Seven angels came to him, but only four slept with him. The other three talked and sobbed, a tear or a touch releasing a piece of Vala and Victor growing stronger. 
 
    The words of the women haunted him. Despite saving many, many more were lost when a single comet penetrated the defenses and destroyed most of the planet. The more they spoke, the heavier their loss weighed on him. Images of Umus, Valis’s god, fighting the Elder Thing were burned into his thoughts and the Champion wondered if they survived the impact. 
 
    Victor looked up at the nearly finished temple and simply took it in. It was the first step to bringing peace back to the six realms. Vala’s mountain would be a beacon for those who worship her, and a starting place to bring her influence back to the realms. The long crusade was coming to a close and Victor wondered if he was ready for the end.  
 
    Mentally he called up his stat screen. Words and numbers formed in his vision as he looked it over. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 60/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 18 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 15 
 
    Con (Nano)- 11 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 6 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 10 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Unseen Hand 
 
    Enchant Weapon 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Summon Monster 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Body Enhancement/Repair 
 
    Interface Upgrade 
 
    Weapon Upgrade 
 
    Armor Upgrade 
 
    Power Suit Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
      
 
    By not leaving Vala’s realm, the Champion had freed the pieces of Vala, but had not spent or gained any new abilities. It floated in the back of his mind that he and the others had to return to the crusade, but with Vala silent once again, they worked and waited.  
 
    Glancing to an open archway, the Champion gazed on the new stars dotting the black sky. The realm was growing and the young man dreamed of a sunrise. He had no idea if there was ever a sun in Vala’s realm, but he liked to think about it. It would help pass the time when he lingered in the hot springs or snuggled with Lily and Dawn. 
 
    “There you are,” Lily’s head appeared at the bottom of the archway. 
 
    Victor stayed sitting, watching the lilac colored demoness rise up from the main stairs and stepped into the temple. The Champion’s gaze fell on the long white lock of hair that rose from her right temple and flowed down to the end of her jet-black hair. She wore nothing more than a long black shirt. Bare feet stepped along cold stone as she entered the temple, making her way to the sitting Victor. 
 
    Lily’s beauty took his breath away, but the mark of her giving up a piece of her soul to save his, chained to his heart. Tangled emotions plagued his thoughts and part of him wondered if that was why he couldn’t sleep. 
 
    Lily looked to the new pillar. “Still working on the temple, I see.” 
 
    “This was the last pillar to install. It was bothering me and I just wanted to get it done,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily sauntered over and sat beside her friend and lover. “You haven’t been sleeping. Dawn and I keep waking up to you not in bed. At first, I thought you were visiting some of the other acolytes, but when I asked a few of them, none had seen you.” 
 
    Victor looked down, shadows covering his eyes. 
 
    “We can talk about it?” 
 
    The Blade turned his gaze to the beautiful demoness, torchlight painting his blank expression. 
 
    “It’s complicated and I don’t want to you to worry.” 
 
    Lily gave Victor a wicked smirk, “Thankfully you’re not that complicated. I’m sure I will understand since I’m smarter than you.” 
 
    Victor let out a small chuckle. “Ouch.” 
 
    Lily touched his shoulder. “What’s on your mind…or your heart?” 
 
    Victor looked up at the ceiling, various images of Vala carved into the stone. “Valis is destroyed, you lost a piece of your soul to save me and we lost Astor. I sometimes wonder what I could have done to stop all those terrible things.” 
 
    “We all make sacrifices for the greater good, but I don’t think those are the only things keeping you up at night.” 
 
    Victor looked down, “Seventeen more acolytes and Vala will be able to resurrect. When that happens, does everything become normal? Will the realms become peaceful or will it start more wars? I know not everyone will be happy with her return and I don’t want any more sacrifices. I just don’t know what’s going to happen, and for the first time in a long time, I’m concerned about the future.” 
 
    Lily leaned back, her hands and arms propping herself up as her feet playfully moved side to side. “There is no grand peace and magically all our problems will be fixed. Vala, like all the pantheon, have their influences across the realms. Her return will bring back a balance the realms lost when she died.” 
 
    “I’m sure the seven gods who killed her won’t like her return,” Victor added. 
 
    Lily nodded. “Hexnia seems fine with Vala’s return. We know how Baaldir feels and Luhorr seems indifferent from what you told me.” 
 
    “What about the other four? I don’t even know their names.” 
 
    “Would it help you if you do know them?” 
 
    Victor grew silent. Seven gods came together under Baaldir’s leadership to eradicate Vala’s followers and then slay her. He wasn’t sure he wanted to know. Thoughts clawed at his mind, hints of memories that were not his cycling through his dreams and turning them to nightmares. Was Vala showing him what they did? Was she trying to prepare him for what was to come? 
 
    Lily leaned against Victor, her arm curling around his. “Where’s the bright spirit I know and love?” 
 
    Victor’s fingers entwined with Lily’s fingers and he held her tight. “He’s still here, somewhere.” 
 
    “Would Captain Picard brood like this?” Lily asked innocently. 
 
    Victor let out a laugh. “No, he would talk it over with his Number One and have some Earl Grey tea.” 
 
    Lily lightly pulled at his arm, “You can talk to me about anything. As for the tea, I don’t know what Earl Gray tea is, but Cassandra has plenty of teas we can choose from. Maybe when everyone wakes up, we can brew a pot?” 
 
    Victor smiled as Lily pulled a little harder.  
 
    “Come to bed. We can talk about it after you get some rest,” the demoness said as she slowly stood up, pulling Victor with her. 
 
    The Champion rose and stood next to Lily. He didn’t let go of her hand as he stared at her beauty. The white lock glowed against her raven black hair, but the Blade pushed away the sick feeling in his stomach. He didn’t want anyone to hurt anymore, but wishful thinking never solved anything. 
 
    Wishful thinking leads to positive change. Don’t sell yourself short. 
 
    “Thanks,” Victor said to Lily and Chill. 
 
    “Dawn is keeping our bed warm. Let’s not keep her waiting,” Lily said as the couple made their way down the stone steps, Vala’s majestic temple taking up the entire top of the mountain. 
 
    *** 
 
    The ether swirled, tendrils of mists rising and falling against the abyss. Victor floated, mind and body lost to the gentle ebbs of the dreamscape. Anxiety ran along his nerves, causing his body to twitch while his eyes stared indifferently into the void. 
 
    “Vala…” the Blade called out, but the abyss did not answer. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear me, but we are getting closer to your resurrection. You just have to hold on a while longer. We will bring you back. Rest and know we are here for you,” Victor whispered to the abyss. 
 
    On he floated, lost to the currents of dreams when the abyss slowly began to brighten. Victor’s eyes slid upwards, gazing at the black sky and seeing it fade to a dim gray. The mist still floated, but the abyss brightened a moment at a time. A sliver of excitement ran through Victor and a small smile formed. The brighter it became, the wider his smile. Soon, all the darkness melted away as a ball of light rose up, illuminating the dreamscape in brilliant radiance. 
 
    Victor’s eyes slowly blinked opened. The light was still there, partially in the dreamscape and partly in reality? Blinking faster, he hoped it would further wake him up. Instead, his heart began to quicken. Eyes wide open, he felt Lily to one side of him and Dawn on his other side. Lily slept with her mouth open, drool spilling onto her pillow while Dawn made a small moan and tried to pull Victor to her. 
 
    The Blade sat up; eyes wide as light streamed in from outside his home. Rays touched the wooden floor as warmth spread throughout the dwelling. 
 
    “Turn out the lantern,” Dawn said, squeezing her eyes shut and pulling at Victor’s arm. 
 
    “It’s not a lantern,” the Champion grinned as he grabbed the thick blanket and whipped it off the three of them. 
 
    Lily groaned while Dawn rubbed her eyes and slowly sat up. Blinking away sleep, the elf’s oval eyes opened and she stared at the window in disbelief. Victor vaulted out of bed and grabbed at some of his clothes on a nearby dresser. In a flash, his leather pants were on and his shirt was mostly on as he darted for the door.  
 
    The Champion raced out of the bedroom, down the small hallway and grasped at the doorknob. The front door swung open and the young man stepped out into the first rays of light. The night sky had bled away, the crescent moon still hanging in the air, but dawn approached, the top part of a sun rising in the east and painting the mountain and realm in living light.  
 
    Victor stepped out to the cobblestone street and gazed at the horizon, drinking in the brand-new sunrise. Misty mountain tops appeared in the light as the realm glowed with a new morning. When the sun was halfway above the horizon, another edge of a small sun appeared beside it. Two suns rose up and a warmth glowed across the realm. 
 
    Dawn and Lily stepped out of the home and stood on either side of Victor. Eyes drank in the cosmic spectacle as it played on before them.  
 
    “I…didn’t know there were suns here,” Victor said out loud. 
 
    “I didn’t know either,” Lily said while she stared. 
 
    Bodies stirred and rose up as light filled the realm. Doors opened and women stepped out, hands shielding their eyes from the new sunrise. Acolytes gazed up in wonder and amazement as day had come to Vala’s realm. 
 
    “Yes! I did it,” a voice shouted from down the small street. 
 
    Victor, Lily and Dawn turned their heads to see the silver hair and dark blue robe of Kira running toward them with a small book in her hands. The woman was nearly jumping as she ran along the cobblestone street. Skidding to a halt in front of the trio, she held up the book and shoved it close to Victor’s face. 
 
    “I managed to scribe Vala’s teachings! My hands are cramping, but it’s finally done!” Kira shouted and jumped with exuberant excitement. “It’s the first book, but I managed to collect her stories and the stories of her followers. Now we have something to give to the masses. I’ll have to find a press or we could build one!” 
 
    Victor smiled as he watched the scribe hop excitingly. “Um, Kira, do you see the sunrise?” 
 
    Kira stopped jumping, glanced over her shoulder and then back to her book. “Yes, it’s quite beautiful.” 
 
    Dawn gave a wry smirk. “Kira, there has never been a sunrise here before.” 
 
    “Yes, but can a sunrise compare to the teachings of Vala, I think not,” Kira giggled. 
 
     Victor leaned toward Lily, “She’s normally the shy one. I’ve never seen her like this.” 
 
    Before Lily could respond, Skye marched down the street toward them. 
 
    “Kira! We need to keep that book safe until we make copies,” the redhead scolded her wife. 
 
    Kira hugged the book to her chest. “It is safe, with me! I have all the pages and words,” Kira laughed maniacally. 
 
    Skye walked up to the group gathered and have them all a tired look. “She’s always like this when she finishes writing something.” 
 
    “It’s a good thing to be excited about,” Victor smiled politely. 
 
    Kira continued to talk, muttering mostly to herself as Skye stood by her. All of them marveled at the sunrise, the warm light on their skin. A long moment past before a tall figure walked toward them. Victor turned his attention to Cassandra’s eight-foot form. The giant Amazonian woman held a small smile as she walked. A dark green robe covered, but couldn’t hide her hourglass figure. Long curly red hair framed her alabaster white face as she made her way to them. When she towered over the small group, she turned her attention to the rising suns and sighed. 
 
    “Vala spoke to me. We should gather in the temple. We have a lot of work ahead of us.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Pew like benches ran to the right and left of the altar. Colored sunlight filtered through the stained-glass windows, casting reds, yellows and blues in small patches. The altar room was nearly cathedral-like in size. Victor looked around, caught in the beauty of it while the small logical part of his mind wondered why it was so much bigger inside than outside. Lily and Dawn walked at his sides as they made their way through the middle aisle and sat toward the front. 
 
    Cassandra stood on the small dais steps, her towering form glowing with warmth as she watched Vala’s chosen, her Blade and Shield sit down. Over thirty acolytes took seats toward the front and keeping to small patches. The Slyths sat to one side while the War Maidens sat next to them. On the other side, four succubi sat with the dragons in their humanoid forms. Vonn and Yimer sat a row behind the dragons and succubi, black tentacles politely curled in so they weren’t in anyone’s way. 
 
    Victor turned his head and all the women looked to him and smiled. Kira and Skye made their way in and sat behind the Slyths. Kira was still beaming as she clutched her book to her chest while Skye gave Victor a head nod. The Blade was about to turn around when a glint of red scales caught his attention. Shyryth stepped in, thin shafts of sunlight touching her crimson scales and fading away as she walked. The red dragon woman took a seat in the back, her eyes containing a hint of darkness as her wings folded against her shoulders. Victor’s head snapped forward when Cassandra began to speak. 
 
    “Welcome all. I have news from our beloved Vala and it will require all of us to help with the final preparations of her arrival. As you all know, Vala hid many pieces of herself throughout the six realms. Thanks to Victor, Lily, everyone here and those still among the realms, most of her pieces have been freed and her power has begun to grow at an accelerated rate. 
 
    “The last battle in Valis took its toll, not only on all of us, but the people who lived there. The realm was nearly destroyed but, Xull has agreed to help terraform the planet to what it once was.” 
 
    Cassandra looked to everyone gathered as she continued, “Vala is still gathering her strength and because of this, she may not show herself too much in our visions. That is why she gave me directives for our next course of actions. Once the final pieces of Vala are freed, there will be a ceremony here in her temple. Some from the pantheon will be invited to the ceremony.”  
 
    A hesitation filled the grand altar chamber, but it was Lily who spoke up.  
 
    “Shouldn’t it be a private affair so we can ensure she is strong enough to return?” 
 
    Cassandra nodded, her eyes taking on a tired edge. “I thought so too, but Vala insisted a number of gods and goddesses should be there when she returns from the void. Much of the pantheon is not invited, but she wanted a number of them to be there when she resurrects.” 
 
    The Keeper reached into her emerald robe and pulled out a stack of letters, bound in twine. Stepping down from the dais, she stepped to Victor and held them out to him. 
 
    “These are invites to the resurrection. Once you accept them, I will anchor them to your spirit. When you are close to a god or Champion, the invite will appear by your shoulder. You are to hand them over to the guest,” Cassandra said with a small smile. 
 
    Victor looked to the bundle and then back up to Cassandra. “I’m with Lily. I don’t think this is a good idea. The whole point of the crusade was to resurrect her, not bring her back and possibly put her in harm’s way.” 
 
    Cassandra gave a slight head nod, but didn’t pull back the stack on invites. “Vala wishes it to be done and when I asked, she didn’t give me an answer. She did tell me to tell you, she has faith in you and all her disciples.” 
 
    A wave of unease washed over the Blade as he sat. After all they had been through, to invite others from the pantheon with their agendas could put them all in danger. Victor didn’t like it one bit, but his hand moved of its own accord, taking the invites from Cassandra and holding them. The Keeper gave Victor a long gaze before her hand waved over him. Lily and Dawn watched as the invites disappeared from Victor’s hand. The Blade felt something anchor to his spirit and then the feeling fell away. 
 
    Cassandra stepped backwards until she stopped before the dais steps. “With the return of Vala so close, many of her enemies have located and imprisoned the remaining fifteen acolytes. Vala whispered to me that the remaining acolytes are located on Eddor, Dark Spire, Night Sun and Tempest. Everyone here will have to make a choice on what we do next.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze shifted downward. Knowing where the acolytes were was probably the easy part, getting to them was something else entirely. As for the number of acolytes, the Blade knew the true number was seventeen. He had not connected with Night or Portia. It was something he was going to have to make time for. 
 
    Cassandra looked to Dawn and then Lily, “You two will lead the rescue mission of the acolytes on Eddor. The Mage Authority has taken them hostage in Loress. The city has become a fortress, so stealth may be preferred over might. Pick those who will join you on the mission and we will come up with a strategy before you begin.” 
 
    Lily and Dawn’s eyes widened before they turned their gaze to Victor.  
 
    The Blade looked up in disbelief, “I’m sure the three of us can come up with a strategy?” 
 
    Cassandra shook her head. “Vala has other plans for you. When we are finished here, talk to Shyryth. I believe she has something to ask of you.” 
 
    Victor sat bewildered. He couldn’t understand why he was being benched from the rescue mission. Mind working, he tried to come up with a reason for it, but came up empty. The goddess was silent for over a month and now she was back, but why the secrecy? Did she not trust him after he channeled her power to save everyone back on Valis? Was this a kind of punishment for taking her power when she didn’t want him to? 
 
    “As you can see outside, the twin suns have returned to Vala’s realm. The land, sky, and space beyond will spread out, forming a small interdimensional realm. Their power dimmed as Vala’s followers were slain, but now with new faith filling all the realms, her power is growing.  
 
    “With this new power, we must prepare. Once Vala returns, many will flock to her religion again. They will need places of worship and the gifted will begin to appear here. The temple, village and town on the mountain is a good start but we will need to move with the growing lands, building temples and dwellings for Vala’s chosen. Half of you will go with Lily and Dawn. The other half will stay with me as we prepare for Vala’s return and the future of her faith.” 
 
    A murmur filled the area as acolytes turned to each other. Lily and Dawn looked to Victor as he sat, mind lost to inner thoughts. The mood had shifted to something dire and dark, hidden under the need of splendor for a goddess’s return. 
 
    “There must be a reason,” Lily said knowing full well what Victor was thinking. 
 
    “Vala wouldn’t split us up unless it was important,” Dawn added. 
 
    Victor looked to each beautiful woman in turn, “There must be a reason and when she’s ready, she will tell me. I’m more concerned about your rescue mission. Everything I have heard about the Mage Authority says they are dangerous. I feel I should be there.” 
 
    Dawn touched Victor’s shoulder, “We are experts when it comes to the Authority.” 
 
    “We’ve dealt with them enough times to know we can rescue the acolytes. Besides, you would just slow us down,” Lily said with an evil smirk. 
 
    “You’re on fire today,” Victor teased while a sliver of concern coiled along his spine. 
 
    Lily kept her smile as she looked to the back of the altar room. Shyryth stood up, turned and walked out, her thick red tail swaying behind her.  
 
    “I think you better talk to Shyryth,” Lily said kindly while squeezing Victor’s hand. 
 
    “Come back to us before you go, for luck,” Dawn smiled. 
 
    Victor nodded before he stood up. Walking down the main aisle, Cassandra took questions about what was expected. The Keeper answered them, but her gaze was on Victor’s back, her heart beating a little faster. Lily and Dawn looked to each other before turning their attention to Cassandra, the temple filling with ideas and strategies for what was expected and what needed to be done. 
 
    The Champion exited the main altar chamber, making his way along stony corridors until he reached a balcony. Shyryth was there, her back to the edge and lifting her gaze to meet his. Sunlight glittered off the crimson scales along her forearms. A cowboy hat graced her head while her long red hair was tied back into a ponytail. Her outfit was a white shirt, thin brown vest and pale brown pants. Black boots and a pistol at her hip completed the look. 
 
    Victor stepped closer, noticing the darkness in her eyes and a gleam of wetness at the edges. When he stood before her, Shyryth maintained her gaze, but the corner of her lip quivered first before it smoothed away. A cool breeze washed over them as they stood in the brilliant sunlight of the twin suns. 
 
    “Astor didn’t talk much, but when it was just the two of us, she did talk about you a lot,” Shyryth said, the words heavy in the air. 
 
    Victor said nothing, the weight of Astor’s death a burden on his heart. 
 
    Shyryth continued, “It has taken some time to mourn my mentor’s death. Astor showed me what it means to be a Slinger. I know the code by heart and will dedicate my life not just to Vala, but to protect all those who cannot protect themselves. It is a duty I swore to when my pistol was handed to me.” 
 
    Shyryth’s tail twitched before she continued. “When I held her in my arms as she was dying, she had one last wish. I thought it was going to be something sentimental, but she surprised me even at the end. She asked me to take you to Dorian Reins.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    The dragon woman gave a sad smile. “Dorian Reins is the first of us. The first Slinger. He formed the Steel Coalition and put down the code for all Slingers to follow. He mentored Astor and many others.  
 
    “I…I didn’t know why it was so important for you to meet him. As I lay on Astor’s grave, talking to her, I pushed away her request because at the time, it seemed to pale against what had happened. Last night, Astor came to me, telling me once again to take you to Dorian. My mission is clear.” 
 
    Victor watched as tears rolled down Shyryth’s cheeks, drops forming along her smooth jawline. Sadness flowed and instantly she bolted forward, wrapping her arms around Victor and burying her face in his neck. The Blade hugged her back, holding her close as she sobbed. 
 
    “It…still hurts that she’s gone. She loved you as much as she loved Vala.” 
 
    Victor remained silent. Inner sorrow rose up as he cursed himself for not being faster. If he had used Vala’s power a moment sooner, he could have saved her along with everyone else as shadows tore into their ranks. The Elder Spawn, Draygon, had kept him occupied long enough for Astor to meet her end and that very thought haunted him. 
 
    Shyryth pulled back slightly, tears running down her face as she pressed her hand to Victor’s chest, feeling his heartbeat. “I know there is nothing we can say to change what happened. All we can do is move on, fulfilling the wishes of those no longer with us.” 
 
    The dragon woman wiped the tears from the corners of her eyes. “We have to go to Eddor. Dorian is far to the east, deep within the Forsaken Lands. Since he moves around and doesn’t stay in one place too long, we will need to portal to him. Astor told me of several locations he visits, but I know time is short. 
 
    “When I learned Night can open portals, I asked her to join us. We will arrive at Black Stone Tower first and then portal to Dorian so you can meet him.” 
 
    Victor held Shyryth’s waist as he looked to the side. Night was a little unpredictable with a shadow living in her heart. She had been taken potions to help control and maybe even expel it from her body entirely, but as far as he knew, the shadow was still there within her. 
 
    “When do you want to leave?” Victor asked. 
 
    Shyryth looked into his green eyes, strength returning to her spirit, “Now.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Victor, Lily, Dawn and Shyryth stood by the misty cave entrance, steaming hot spring pools surrounding them. The babbling of hot water churned as tendrils of steam rose up into the air above each pool. The suns had moved to midday, light painting the mountain in pale yellows.  
 
    Victor stood in his armored trench coat, gray shirt with buttons lining the side of his chest, black pants and black boots. The aesthetic band Portia had given him back on Valis worked like a charm, changing his clothes to what he desired and repairing any damage they had taken. Now he stood in his chosen uniform and ready to take on the realms. 
 
    Shyryth moved off to the side as Lily and Dawn stepped closer. The elf with glasses hugged him first and then Lily hugged him next. 
 
    “I hate splitting up the band,” Victor joked. 
 
    “Time apart will make the heart grow fonder,” Lily smiled. 
 
    Victor looked to Lily, “My Lily is angry and not poetic. What have you done with her?” 
 
    The lilac colored succubus let out a small laugh. “Maybe you’re rubbing off on me.” 
 
    “We tend to do a lot of rubbing,” Victor winked and smirked. 
 
    “Just promise me you’ll get yourself out of any trouble. I would say don’t do anything stupid but we both know you can’t help yourself.”  
 
    “I don’t know if I can handle this stable and fun you. It’s a little unnerving.” 
 
    Lily leaned in and pressed her dark lips to his. The couple held each other as tongues danced. The moment played on until Lily pulled back and slapped Victor’s ass. 
 
    “Don’t take too long,” the succubus leered as she looked him up and down. 
 
    “Don’t get mad if I have to bail you out of the fire,” Victor said and gave her butt a slap. 
 
    Lily sucked in a gasp before biting the edge of her lip and stepping back. Along the path to the misty cave, Night walked in her dark blue robe. Pointed ears graced the sides of her head as pale skin glowed in the sunlight. She was nearly identical to Dawn, but was slightly taller and thinner. Almond shaped eyes glanced to Victor before she turned her gaze to Dawn. The elves stepped to each other and gave a sisterly embrace before they pulled back, hands holding on to each other. 
 
    “Are you well enough to make this journey?” Dawn asked. 
 
    Night nodded. “I have been here a long time. I think the shadow inside of me is weak enough not to cause any trouble. It will be nice to return to Eddor again. I miss the air there.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure she’s okay,” Victor added. 
 
    Dawn ignored Victor and squeezed her sister’s hands. “Keep Victor out of trouble. He can be a handful.” 
 
    Victor’s jaw dropped. “I’m right here!” 
 
    Night, Dawn and Lily smiled. Shyryth looked away, hiding her smile from the small group. The scent of mineral water floated on the breeze, bathing the area in calm serenity. Victor took it in, enjoying the moment as he looked from one beautiful woman to another. Their adventures had so many unexpected twists and turns and yet, they made it through them for the most part. The Champion’s mind shifted to the graves at the bottom of the mountain and he promised himself to fight harder and smarter, making sure everyone left would be there for when Vala returns. 
 
    “Are we ready,” Shyryth asked gruffly. 
 
    Night and Victor nodded. The dragon Slinger dipped her hat and stepped toward the misty cave. Dawn and Lily watched as Night was next and Victor third. The Blade turned to the two women and gave them a slight head nod and a small smile. Lily eyed him with a new brightness in her spirit while Dawn waved. 
 
    Shyryth stepped into the misty cave, her body melting away from sight. Night was next, stepping in and glancing back to her sister as she faded from view. Victor was last, hesitating at the cave entrance and looking back at the pair of women seeing him off. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor said to both of them. 
 
    “I love you,” Lily and Dawn said in unison. 
 
    The Champion smiled before he turned to the mists. Stepping through, the ethereal smoke parted and soon darkness consumed him. 
 
    Thick mists writhed like tentacles against the abyssal background. Victor walked, Shyryth and Night just ahead of him. Realm Walking had become second nature as the Champion made his way. Focusing his thoughts, he pictured the Eddor realm. In the far distance, an oval opening of light appeared. It glowed like a beacon in his mind and in his eyes.  
 
    The trio made their way until one by one, they stepped through the glowing portal and light flashed. Blinking, the three emerged onto sandy ground. Sunlight bathed the area as a small town with a tall tower stood in the distance. Victor looked up to see the sun was moving to the west and it appeared it was late afternoon. The dry air tickled his nose as Shyryth turned her head slightly, one eye catching Victor and Night. 
 
    “We will stay in town for the night before we portal further to the East,” Shyryth stated before she began walking. 
 
    Victor and Night followed. The walk to town was quick, entering on Main street. Some townsfolk were moving about with their day while others sat in chairs and waved at the red dragon woman. Shyryth tipped her hat and kept leading the three of them to the tall tower at the end of the long street. 
 
    Victor noticed how Shyryth adopted Astor’s mannerisms. When they first met, she was a bookworm, searching for truths in the vast library of Loress. Now, she was a Slinger, protecting the many from shadows that occasionally appeared in the Forsaken Lands. Even for a dragon, she took the cause seriously. Lily often spoke of dragons in their quiet moments, telling of how they were the first race to create civilizations across many universes. They were the architects to achieving a higher state of being. A faction stayed on Eddor and grew, wanting to watch the growth of magic and seeing how long mortals would take to achieve complete mastery over it. 
 
    The longer Victor stayed within the six realms, the more he felt like his very soul was weaving into the tapestry of this corner of the universe. Earth had become such a faraway place in his heart, a home he never felt he truly belonged. Purpose of taking care of his parents consumed him, but when they passed on, he was lost in an indifferent universe. 
 
    Memories stroked his mind as he tried to keep them at bay. The whispers grew, telling him he would no longer be of any use to Vala once she returned from the dead. The robed image of Vala sent a shiver up and down his spine. Heart beating, he wanted to see her again, but doubt washed over him again. Images played on like a fragmented movie, taking Vala’s power against her wishes and using it to save his friends and the people of Valis.  
 
    Victor sighed. He knew Vala was a goddess and he was just her loyal servant. As long as he did his job, he would be in her graces. Inner nature spoke of loyalty and faith, but deep down, Victor wondered what would happen next? Once she returned, would a goddess need a mortal man beyond protecting and spreading her word? With the crusade over, would he just be another cog in a celestial wheel? 
 
    Shyryth stopped at the entrance to the black tower and turned around to face her companions. “I have some preparations to make before we begin tomorrow morning. Rooms will be ready for each of you, but for now we have some time to kill.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I think I’ll have a drink at the tavern.” 
 
    Night looked over and gave the Blade a small smile. “I can join you?” 
 
    Victor returned her smile. “Please do.” 
 
    Shyryth gave them a small head nod and headed inside. The young man and elf turned and walked back down Main Street until they reached the tavern. Stepping insides, the place was nearly empty expect for a few older men in the corner, playing cards, drinking and talking.  
 
    Victor and Night moved to the bar and sat down on tall stools. The Champion loved the old west aesthetic. The bartender came over and even had a handlebar mustache. 
 
    “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “Two whiskeys,” Night said and put down a few pieces of gold. 
 
    The bartender nodded and stepped to the wall of liquors. 
 
    “Thanks, I seem to have lost my wallet,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Night bowed her head as two small glasses of whiskey were placed before them. Lifting each glass up, they downed the amber liquid before putting it down on the counter. The bartender filled them once again as Night gave Victor a warm gaze. 
 
    “This is a small payment for all you have done for myself and my sister,” Night smiled shyly. 
 
    “Thank you, but I’m not looking for any payment. You both needed help and I was happy we could help.” 
 
    “Vala has such a love for you and I can see why. To be so positive to an indifferent universe, it has become such a rare commodity.” 
 
    Victor lifted up his glass and sipped his drink. “Night, you don’t have to sing any praises. We can let our hair down and enjoy each other’s company.” 
 
    The elf held her glass, swirling the drink within. “I’m not sure how to behave out in the open. The shadow in my heart made it difficult for social interactions. Dawn would not let me leave our temporary homes; in case I was not myself.” 
 
    “Do you feel more like yourself?” 
 
    The elf nodded. “I do. The shadow is sick and weak, thanks to the treatments. Soon it will either die or leave. Considering how attached it had become, I think it will die soon.” 
 
    Victor lifted his glass, “To ending the nightmares.” 
 
    Night lifted her glass, “To ending the nightmares.” 
 
    The pair took long gulps until the glasses were empty and placed on the counter. The bartender poured again as the two fell into small talk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure when the alcohol hit him, but it hit him hard and fast. The elf in the dark blue robe giggled to his antics and stories. The tavern filled up a little bit at a time as the sun sank lower in the sky. Victor found himself grinning while Night continued to touch his leg after he said something funny. The swirls of haze floated on and before Victor knew it, he and Night had stumbled out into the dusty street. 
 
    The sun had just set, the sky blazing with yellows and pinks before the shroud of night consumed the heavens. The air grew cooler but Victor felt warm, the liquor doing its masterful work. Night was close, her arm entwined around his. The pair walked slowly, the tall black tower standing at the end of the dirt road.  
 
    You know, we are in Eddor. Have you tried maxing out your sphere of influence here? 
 
    Victor stopped dead in his tracks, eyes widening. “Damn it, I nearly forgot.” 
 
    Night stopped and gave the Blade a bewildered gaze. Victor pulled away and concentrated through the drunken haze. Stats pulled up and populated the edge of his vision as he activated the Sphere of Mind. Spending four Divine Orbs, a surge of power energized his body. 
 
    You gained Enchant Armor! 
 
    You gained Portal Weaver! 
 
    The alerts scrolled across his vision before Victor distributed the four points to his Wisdom stat. Seeing as how he now had all six powers for the Wisdom Sphere, he knew he had to increase it so he could wield the powers effectively. Seeing the Portal Weaver ability, a drunken smile crept into his cheeks. 
 
    “It seems you’re not the only one who can open portals.” 
 
    Night smiled. “Can you show me?” 
 
    Victor gave a sloppy nod as he spent a point of Wisdom and activated the ability. A black and purple portal appeared before him, swirling in the night air. Without thinking, he stepped right up to it and inside. Darkness flowed over his gaze, unsure what to expect until another portal appeared. Taking a few steps, he saw the dark desert spread out before him and when his boot stepped through the portal, it touched nothing but air. 
 
    The Blade’s eyes widened as he fell forward and crashed onto the sandy ground. Sand bloomed in his face and particles flew into his nose and mouth. Coughing, he turned over and stared up at the star filled sky. A figure ran over and fell to her knees at his side. Night looked down on the champion with wide eyes. Above her head, the portal was ten feet off the ground and collapsing in on itself. 
 
    “I seem to have miscalculated,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    Night’s expression softened. “Portal Weaving isn’t as simple as stepping through a door. You have to focus on the destination and maintaining the portal before your forced out of it. I thought since you gained the power, you would have known the answers. For the rest of us, it takes a long time to master such abilities.” 
 
    Victor stayed on his back, turning his attention to the beautiful elf. “I have to learn through trial and error. It’s not pretty sometimes.” 
 
    Night leaned down closer, eyes filled with warm understanding. Victor kept his attention on her, seeing the look he knew too well. Nature was taking its course and he wasn’t about to fight it. With the piece of Vala inside her, it required release and the gravity of wanting touched both of their hearts. 
 
    “Always on your back I see,” said a voice from the darkness. 
 
    Night’s back straitened but it was Victor who became a blur. Points of influence slammed into his strength and speed while his gun blade slid into his hand. A Constitution point charged the gun blade as the Champion whirled around and aimed, finger over the trigger. 
 
    A man stepped from the inky darkness, hands up to his chest. A small braid hung from his right temple as the man stepped closer. Leather armor covered his body, but even in the dark of night, Victor could see black runes along the dark brown leather. A book hung at his hip, chained to his belt. 
 
    Victor lowered the gun blade as he remembered Nephy’s Champion, “Nebb? What are you doing here?” 
 
    Nebb let his hands fall to his sides as he smiled. “To see you of course. My goddess thought it would be prudent if I aided you while you are here in Eddor.” 
 
    Night slowly stood up next to Victor. Vala’s Champion didn’t call back his gun blade as he eyed Nebb. 
 
    “Well thanks for stopping by, but I think we’re okay,” Victor said with a not so warm edge. 
 
    Nebb parted his lips to speak when a small band of energy swirled above Victor’s shoulder. The Blade glanced over to it when the light flashed, a sealed letter appeared hovering in the air. Without thinking, Victor grabbed it from the air and turned it over in his hand. The name “Nephy” was printed on it. 
 
    Victor let out a sigh before the gun blade slipped back into his wrist. Stepping over to the other Champion, the Blade extended his hand and the letter to Nebb. 
 
    “It would seem Nephy is invited to Vala’s resurrection,” Victor said with a confused edge. 
 
    Nebb nodded before he bowed and took the invite with both hands. “She will be honored to attend.” 
 
    Victor backed up, a sliver of suspicion still in his gaze. “Did you know about the invite?” 
 
    Nebb stood up and placed the invite in his breast pocket of his armor. “I did not. I’m here to accompany and assist you as you travel further into the East.” 
 
    “We didn’t ask…” Victor began before he was cut off. 
 
    “My goddess felt your presence here in Eddor. She insisted I aid you on your journey.” 
 
    Victor shook his head. “Who says we’re on a journey? We’re just here hanging out and you appeared out of nowhere.” 
 
    Nebb didn’t hide his smirk. “I see you think me a fool. The pantheon cannot stop talking about Vala’s resurrection. It’s filtering down to all their Champions. As Nephy said before, she feels terrible that she did not interfere when Vala was slain. She wished to make amends and sent me to aid and teach you.” 
 
    Victor lifted a brow, “Aid and teach me?” 
 
    Nebb crossed his arms. “Your sword technique needs work. Nephy showed me your fighting style and it looks like a butcher on a pig farm. Your hand to hand is much better, but if you want to be a true warrior, you need to adopt grace and finesse.” 
 
    “No thanks…” Victor said when Nebb held out his hand and energy spiraled into it. 
 
    Arcane words touched the air before a blade of blue and white energy formed into a glowing sword. Nephy’s Champion gave Victor a wicked smirk before he launched at the Blade. Victor brought up his gun blade for a parry when Nebb’s sword was an inch from striking it. Body turning, the blade flashed before the flat side of it hit the side of Victor’s knee. 
 
    Victor crumbled down to one knee as pain flared. A hand touched his back and another arcane whisper caused the air to vibrate. Victor pulled away, rolled and was back to his feet, gun blade out. The Blade noticed the drunken haze had completely vanished and he felt like his sober self again. 
 
    Nebb moved with liquid ease, rotating his shoulders. “No need to take advantage of your inebriation. It should be as close to fair as possible.” 
 
    Night stepped back, energy pouring into her hands as she locked her gaze on Nebb. 
 
    The Champion looked to the elf and smiled. “I will not harm either of you. I just want to show why you need me.” 
 
    “Night, stand back. I need to show him we don’t need him,” Victor said as the gun blade slid into his wrist and the iron sword slid out. 
 
    Victor knew he could wipe the floor with Nebb if he used his abilities, but clearly the other Champion wanted to show just how skilled he was. Victor knew he wasn’t a swordsman, but since he arrived in the realms, he had used a sword enough to get the gist of how to fight with it. 
 
    This isn’t like fighting war wolves. 
 
    Nebb eyed Victor as his feet moved with careful precision. “How about a wager? If I beat you in fair combat, I accompany you on your journey. If you win, I will return to Nephy and tell her you don’t need any assistance.” 
 
    “I’m not sure I can agree to that,” Victor said as he circled around while facing Nebb. 
 
    “Nephy only wishes to aid,” Nebb reaffirmed. 
 
    “That’s nice and all, but we can’t risk it.” 
 
    Nebb slowed his movements, sword to the side. “Nephy can feel you in her realm. No matter where you go, she and I will find you. I would much rather be at your side then waste precious moments trying to reach you.” 
 
    “What part of no don’t you understand,” Victor said harshly when Nebb flashed at him. 
 
    Time slowed down as blades clashed. Mystical sparks flew as Nebb threw his shoulders into the attack before relenting and spinning away. Victor charged, iron sword swinging at the spinning champion. Strength and speed increased, Victor burst forward, sword up and slashing downward. Nebb stopped spinning, parrying the incoming blade and stepping in closer. 
 
    Victor’s eyes rolled into his head as Nebb’s elbow blurred upwards, connecting with the Blade’s chin. Victor stumbled back and brought his sword up just in time to parry Nebb’s sword. The swordsman yawned as he lazily brought his sword down and across to Victor’s parries. Sparks flew as Victor tried to keep up. Speed and strength were just enough to keep Nebb at bay, but clearly the other Champion wasn’t even trying. 
 
    “Just as you have done, I have increased my strength and speed as well. I admire that you haven’t fallen into any temptation to use more of your power. You are a Champion of honor.” 
 
    Victor growled as he came at Nebb like a hurricane. Night could barely keep up as Victor’s sword slashed and clashed while Nebb put his left arm behind his back and fended off each incoming strike. Sparks lit up the area as the two moved, one with power and the other with grace. 
 
    “Sword fighting, much like any true artform, has rules and moves you must follow in order to win,” Nebb spoke like an instructor. 
 
    Victor continued to attack, his sword clashing against Nebb’s blade. “You mean it's not just about sticking the pointy end into the other guy?”  
 
    Nebb brushed away sword attacks without breaking a sweat, “That is the basic tenet. I’m glad you get the idea on a fundamental level.” 
 
    Victor continued to pour on the attacks when his boot flashed forward. Nebb’s body twisted away as the boot heel came close to his leg, Victor stepping in and driving his attacks. Nebb parried the incoming blows while his leg lifted up and blocked Victor’s foot. Swords and legs turned into a disjointed dance before Victor brought his blade and foot up at the same time.  
 
    A simple thought to overwhelm the swordsman filled Victor’s mind as his body obeyed. Nebb took a step back, parrying Victor’s sword but not stopping his boot. The Blade kept a serious look as his boot slammed into Nebb’s thigh, forcing it out from under him. Nebb’s body twisted as his leg shot straight out behind him while his left leg kept him up. Victor was about to capitalize on the attack when Nebb’s sword spun like a sideways tornado. In a blink, energy slammed into Victor’s sword and whipped it from his hand. 
 
    The sword flew and Victor could not tear his gaze away from his weapon. Nebb launched off the ground, spun and slashed his blade across Victor’s thigh. The Blade grunted as he stumbled back, pain flaring. Looking down, wetness appeared along the cut, but that was all he could see before a shoulder slammed into his chest. 
 
    Vala’s Champion stumbled back a few steps and his eyes went wide, the tip of Nebb’s sword an inch into his shoulder. The shock of the attack caused Victor to jump back, blood coloring the tip of the mystical sword. Hand up, the iron blade flew through the air and into Victor’s waiting hand. Nebb was on him and Victor managed to parry the attack. Nebb smiled before he stepped back, his mystical blade fading away. 
 
    “Well done, but clearly, I…” Nebb stopped short as a hand was by his head, a ball of fire glowing. 
 
    Night was standing next to Nephy’s Champion, her arm extended and a fireball hovering an inch from her hand and several inches from Nebb’s head. Victor looked to the elf, her face a mask of determined power. 
 
    Nebb raised his hands. “I mean no harm,” the Champion said before he whispered a few calm arcane words. 
 
    Flowers bloomed around Victor, petals opening and bits of white energy floating upwards. Night moved an inch closer, but Nebb simply smiled. The points of energy fluttered until they sank into Victor’s small wounds. The cuts sealed closed and vitality filled the champion. 
 
    Victor relaxed his stance, iron sword sinking back into his wrist. “Night, it’s okay.” 
 
    The elf kept her hard gaze before the spell fizzled and the fireball winked out of sight. 
 
    Nebb bowed. “Truly a worthy experience. I look forward to travelling together and showing you some of my fighting techniques.” 
 
    Victor shook his head. “Nebb, I’m sure you and your goddess mean well, but you still can’t join us. We will not risk anything that may interfere with Vala’s resurrection.” 
 
    Nebb stood up with a sheepish smile. “When the time is right, you will understand.” 
 
    Victor and Night watched as Nebb leapt into the air, flashed into a bat and flew off into the inky darkness of the desert. 
 
    Night made her way to Victor’s side, fingers touching the hole at his shoulder but feeling the smooth, healed skin underneath. “Are you well?” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Physically I feel better then fine.” The Blade looked to the dark desert, “I just think more Champions are going to come out of the woodwork the closer we are to bringing Vala back.” 
 
    “I have faith,” Night smiled. 
 
    Victor looked to her and returned her smile with his own. “Me too. Let’s get to Shyryth and tell her what happened.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    Victor and Night stepped into the tower, the door closing behind them and locking into place on its own. A sense of homey comfort washed over the Champion and acolyte. The outside tower was made of stone and mortar but the inside was cozy main room with several comfortable chairs and a fireplace. Shelves lined the walls while a fire crackled. A stone staircase wrapped along the side of the room to an upper floor. 
 
    Victor breathed it in. This place was Astor’s home. Like after images of a long-lost ghost, Victor could see Astor sitting in the chairs by the fireplace, drinking whiskey and silently contemplating the universe. The shelves held rows of books and it just now occurred to Victor that Astor was an avid reader. A glint of metal caught his eye and he saw a small statue of Vala on a higher shelf with her arms out. 
 
    “I’m up here,” Shyryth called down from the second floor. 
 
    “I’ll go talk to her,” Victor told Night before moving toward the stairs.  
 
    The elf looked to him as he climbed each step until he reached the second floor. Once Victor was gone from sight, she moved to the bookshelves, gaze drinking in the many titles. 
 
    On the second floor, the stairs continued to the third floor, but before him was a wall and a thick door. Victor was about to knock when he saw the door was already ajar. Pushing against it, he stepped into the room. 
 
    Shyryth stood with her back to him, scaled hands working with a strange machine. Turning her head sideways, the Blade noticed she was wearing thick goggles as the machine vibrated before her. Shyryth took hold of a lever and pulled it down. The black and gray machine pulsed before it clanked. Pushing back the lever, a slot opened up and six glowing bullets shined in the dim torchlight. 
 
    “Slingers must keep a Munitions Press. With these, they can create mana rounds for their weapons. Astor showed me how to make one, but we didn’t have enough time to actually build one.” 
 
    Shyryth’s demeanor shifted to a sorrow’s edge. “I suppose this is now my press.” 
 
    Victor stepped closer, “We all miss her.” 
 
    The dragon woman turned away, grabbing a large green orb and placing it on a funnel on the top of the press. 
 
    “Each bullet is made with refined mana. That is why the Mage Authority doesn’t like them. They work with mana in its natural form, but Slingers must distill it so it has more power. It’s the reason why Slingers can take down shadows with one or two shots. It also means that life will be ripped from the ground so it can be made into a weapon.” 
 
    Victor moved closer, seeing the green orb drain into the press with a swirl.  
 
    “Many will not understand the need for Slingers until they are in danger. Our code dictates that we must take on this work for the greater good. Maybe when Vala returns, so will the balance.” 
 
    Shyryth pulled down the lever and the press clanked and whirled. “Then we don’t have to rip from nature to make weapons to protect it.” 
 
    “Shyryth, we had a situation at the edge of town,” Victor said before explaining what happened. 
 
    The dragon woman continued to work, six new bullets appearing, her hands taking them and dumping them into a wooden box. The bullets glowed with supernatural light as Victor finished explaining what happened. 
 
    Shyryth stopped, turned around and pressed her butt against the edge of the thick wooden table. “With Vala’s resurrection, we may see more Champions and others from the pantheon.” 
 
    “I have to ask, with her resurrection so close, do we have to meet with Dorian Reins?” 
 
    Shyryth looked up with wet eyes. “It was Astor’s dying wish. I can’t…” the dragon woman trailed off. 
 
    Victor stepped closer, eyes filled with sad understanding. “Shyryth, it’s okay. I’m sorry for what I said. With the resurrection so close, I think we are all feeling the pressure.” 
 
    “I’m sorry for taking so long to finish her final request. Her death stabbed deeper than I thought.” 
 
    The two hugged each other, a mutual loss filling their hearts. 
 
    Shyryth pulled away and quickly wiped away tears. “Your rooms are ready on the third floor. They are small, but they have comfortable beds. I’m sure you can find your way up. I have to stay here and keep creating ammunition.” 
 
    Victor nodded and gave her a reassuring smile before stepping toward the door. The dragon woman turned to the press, adding another green orb and pulling the lever. The sounds of clanking metal carried on as Victor made his way back to the first floor.  
 
    Night sat in a chair, rising up the moment she saw Victor’s boots. The dark-haired elf looked to him with wide eyes as he came down. Little was said as he asked her to come with him to the third floor. The pair made their way up, bypassing the second floor as metal worked behind a closed door. 
 
    On the third floor, the stairs spiraled up, but another doorway stood. The pair opened the door and stepped through to a tiny corridor. Three doors greeted them, one to each side and one at the end. Victor moved to one door and opened it. The room was small, almost like a glorified closet. It held a bed, a small chair and table and an archway window with a thick curtain covering it. The Blade turned his head to see Night stepping into an identical room.  
 
    The elf looked back to Victor, eyes containing a shyness. Victor gave her a small smile, watching as pink touched her cheeks and she slowly closed the door. The Champion let out a small sigh, emotions running from high to low. 
 
    You’re not going to invite her in or chase her? 
 
    “Sometimes it's okay to dream,” Victor whispered before he closed his door. 
 
    We’re on the clock! Things are going to get a whole lot worse before it gets better.  
 
    “You’re such a fountain of positive inspiration,” Victor smirked before he jumped, spun and landed on the bed. 
 
    The bed creaked and groaned before he settled down. It was comfortable even if it was a little small. Thoughts floated on, images of Lily and Dawn touching his mind. He couldn’t deny he missed them. They were on a mission to save acolytes and the Champion wished he was with them. 
 
    We don’t know when we will get a chance to rest again. I think you better enjoy this moment before we are fighting through armies. 
 
    “Chill, can I ask you something?” 
 
    The shadow around his heart was silent for a long moment. 
 
    Yes. 
 
    “When I was dying, what did it mean to you?” 
 
    I don’t understand. 
 
    “You’re separate from me, but if I died, what would you do?” 
 
    I try to not think about it. I’ll admit, I’m comfortable here and I don’t want you to die. It would become a huge hassle for me to find a new host. 
 
    “Are you going to stay with me forever?” 
 
    The shadow was silent. Weariness soothed strong muscles and Victor was ready to let the question go so he could get some rest when the door to his room opened. Eyes turned toward the room entrance, Night staring at him. The elf stepped in and closed the door behind her. Victor said nothing as she moved to the edge of the bed and looked down at him. The Blade could see the internal dialogue she was having before her lips parted to speak. 
 
    “I…wanted to know if I could sleep here? I don’t want anything more…but to lay with you, if that is okay?” 
 
    Victor gave the elf a small smile before moving close to the wall and patting the small space on the bed. Night slipped in with her robe on and nestled against Vala’s Champion, pressing her cheek to his chest. Victor couldn’t help himself as he hugged her, holding the thin elf to him. 
 
    “I had a good time talking and drinking with you,” Night said timidly. “I was lying in bed and knew I didn’t want to sleep alone. I hope you don’t mind?” 
 
    Victor closed his eyes as he held her. “I will never mind. I had a good time too. It’s nice to just relax. We all have been so consumed with bringing Vala back, I don’t think any of us have had a moment to take it easy.” 
 
    Night gave a slight nod, the intoxicating heat of Victor’s body easing the tension in her body. Molding her body against his, the elf snuggled closer, her breathing slowing down. 
 
    “I just want to sleep tonight,” Night whispered. 
 
    “I’m okay with that,” Victor said with his eyes shut. 
 
    Night bit her lip for a moment before taking in a deep breath. “My sister made me promise to watch over you. I said I would, but I think I’m not keeping her promise.” 
 
    Victor barely opened his eyes as Night continued. 
 
    “You are Vala’s chosen, but if you take away the title and powers, you’re still you. I see it when you smile. I see it when you talk to others. You’re a good man and I’m lucky to have such a quiet moment with you. I thought I had to protect you because my sister asked, but after a few hours, I knew I was here to protect you, not because of my sister, but because I want to. Does this make me selfish?” 
 
    Victor gave a small smile. “No more than me wanting to protect everyone else. I may have been chosen, but so were you, Dawn, Lily and the others. We are here to help each other and bring Vala back. I never thought I would have met so many amazing people and I can’t picture my life without any of you.” 
 
    Night looked up; eyes soft. “When the time comes for us…will you love me?” 
 
    Victor’s arms held the thin elf close. “It would be my honor to love you.” 
 
    Night’s mouth shifted to a happy grin as she snuggled closer. The pair lay in bed, the soft touch of slumber caressing nerves. The Blade couldn’t deny Night’s alluring touch, but the moment didn’t feel right. He could tell she simply wanted comfort and he was more than happy to provide what he could. The realms here and beyond were such chaotic places of warring gods and monsters, but here, in this tender moment, the Champion allowed himself to relax. 
 
    Sleep touched the mind and Victor fell into its warm embrace. The darkness swirled with gray wisps of smoke. When the dreamscape morphed into a forest clearing at night, the Champion smiled. It was the very place he met and saved Vala as she ran from one of Baaldir’s war wolves. A small pond shimmered as moonlight caused it to glow in the primal darkness. A figure stepped from the inky shadows of the trees and Victor found himself grinning. 
 
    “I missed you,” Victor said to the robed figure as they emerged, a warm smile forming with red lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dawn ran across rooftops in the dead of night. The moon was high, giving the top of the city an ethereal glow. The lithe elf jumped from one roof to the next with expert ease. The city of Loress was quiet, the lone tower in the middle standing like a fortress.  
 
    Dawn landed on a roof and stayed low. Touching her glasses, she stared at the giant tower, the lens giving off a slight glow. Stone melted away as the elf stared at floors. Guards and mages walked along halls and corridors. A large chamber filled the base of the tower with many empty seats. Scanning upwards, the glasses cut through stone to reveal many floors. Some rooms held couples engaged in intimate acts while many more held sleeping mages. Three floors could not be seen, Dawn guessing they were warded against magic and magical items like her glasses.  
 
    The elf continued her surveillance, her gaze stopping at the vast floors on the top of the giant tower. Fountains flowed and plants grew to magical orbs of light. Three women bathed and talked in the large indoor garden. Dawn memorized what she was seeing, noting the thick doors and the dozen guards on the roof of the tower. When she had seen enough, she jumped, her body spinning until she landed on a small balcony and leapt again.  
 
    Dawn reached the street level, silent as a shadow. Moving in long strides, she maneuvered down alleyways and small side streets until she reached a non-descript tavern. Climbing the side of it, she reached an open window twenty feet off the ground and slipped in. Closing it behind her, she turned to the six women gathered there, Lily approaching the elf with determined eyes. 
 
    “How does it look,” the succubus asked. 
 
    “They are on the garden level toward the top of the tower. I think we can take the guards and make our way in, but the doors are thick and most likely warded,” Dawn stated. 
 
    A woman with blue dragon scales running along her forearms and down her shins stepped to the two women, a sly smile on her lips. 
 
    “We can get you in,” Vindrel said and glanced to Izy and Mildra. 
 
    “We can handle the doors,” the War Maiden Nerin said as she stood next to Ida. 
 
    Lily nodded with confidence as she looked to the woman gathered. “Tomorrow night, we free three of our sisters from the Authority.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
      The dreamscape pulsed and flowed as Victor stood, his warm gaze on the robed Vala. The goddess stepped closer, darkness covering her eyes, but pale light illuminating her lips, cheeks and chin. The air took on an electric current and Victor found it impossible to deny the shiver of power running up and down his spine. Each heart beat filled his ears as his shoulders relaxed. 
 
    Vala moved closer until she stood before her Champion. Energy caressed his nerves as Victor fought the temptation to take hold of her waist and press his lips to hers. The song of love played on, but the Blade knelt before the goddess so he would not be tempted by his basic desires. The warmth gnawed at him until a hand touched the back of his head and he looked up. 
 
    “The crusade is nearly over and I have you to thank, my Blade,” Vala said with a seductive whisper. 
 
    Hand falling away, Victor stood up and gave the goddess a small smile. “We still have a lot to do, but I’m feeling pretty confident.” 
 
    Moonlight glowed across the small clearing; pale light reflected in a small pond. The trees swayed slightly as stars twinkled high above. 
 
    “Cassandra has given you the invitations. Once they are handed over to the guests and you free the remaining acolytes, we can begin the resurrection ceremony. The time is vastly approaching and even I cannot hide my excitement.” 
 
    Victor let out a small sigh before he spoke, “I know Cassandra asked you, but she never received an answer. I’m going to ask now, why are we having guests to your resurrection? Some or all could take that moment to…” Victor stopped when a single finger touched his lips. 
 
    “I can understand the singular notion of simply wanting to exist, but my return will have further complications. I can feel the paths diverging, but we must stay true in our hearts,” Vala said as she pulled her finger away. 
 
    Victor’s head bowed slightly. “I don’t want to take any unnecessary chances. We are so close and I could never forgive myself if…” 
 
    Vala turned away as her voice filled the air around them. “Do you have any small regrets?” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Small regrets?” 
 
    Vala’s hooded head nodded. “Yes, small regrets. All beings have some kind of regret. The large ones often consume us, but the small one’s needle at our souls. We don’t appreciate the small ones, the ones that change us in subtle ways. I want to know about your small regrets. I want to know what touches your mind and heart when no one is watching.” 
 
    Victor’s gaze lowered. Until recently, he hadn’t much time to think of anything else besides the crusade. Even now, his mind worked to say something to the goddess he followed. The deep questions swirled as Vala turned to him with a smile warm enough to melt metal. 
 
    “I have a few, I think,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    “My power continues to grow as I prepare for my return. Tell me so I have something of you to warm me before the trail of rebirth.” 
 
    Victor scratched his head before parting lips, “There is a small feeling that I will never return home. I won’t be able to order take-out or sit at home, playing video games. My old life has become a dream. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t want to go back, but I think about it from time to time.” 
 
    The Blade let his hand drop to his side as he kept his gaze on Vala. “I miss my movie collection. They brought me comfort on lonely nights. Getting lost in so many movies helped me to not think about the crappy turns in my life.” 
 
    Vala was motionless as Victor’s lips spread out in a wide smile. 
 
    “The last regret I have, and I’m not sure you will understand what I’m saying but here goes, I will never see the Avengers End Game movie. You pulled me here months before it was supposed to come out in theaters so there is zero chance of completing the epic series.” 
 
    Vala stepped closer, raising a hand and touching Victor’s cheek. The energy between them exploded and the young man was caught in its power. Every cell in his body danced as the goddess seemed to dive into his soul. Time no longer existed as the two seemed to swim through infinity, spiraling around one another. When time began to flow once again, Vala pulled her hand away and took a step back. 
 
    Victor swayed before he caught himself. “What just happened?” 
 
    “You opened up to me and gave me a chance to dive deeper. Victor, love is powerful, but it can burn as much as it can heal. I now understand and I’m happy.” 
 
    “Happy?” 
 
    The hooded goddess nodded. “Happy to know we have made the right choices.” 
 
    Victor’s small smile faded as darkness touched his eyes. “Vala, what’s going to happen when you return? What will happen to all of us? What will happen between me and you?” 
 
    Vala turned away and tilted her head slightly up to face the moon. “All will be revealed. For now, see Dorian Reins, hand out the invitations and free the remaining acolytes. Beyond that, our faith in each other will bring us to our moment of fate.” 
 
    Victor tried to penetrate the darkness around the goddess’s eyes. She told him if he ever saw her true gaze, he would fall forever in love with her power. Despite the warning, the Champion wanted to know, wanted to see the true goddess. Urges welled up and as the moonlight seemed to show her eyes, the Champion looked away out of respect despite what his heart desired.  
 
    Vala’s head bowed, darkness covering most of her face once again. “Victor, you continue to surprise me. You had your moment to see me and you let the chance go.” 
 
    Victor lowered his gaze and bowed his head. “Love is respect, my goddess” 
 
    Vala nodded with a divine smile. 
 
    The dreamscape bled together until it began to swirl. Victor watched as Vala slipped away, melting into the background. Shafts of light filtered in before heat bloomed into a blazing fire.  
 
    Victor blinked, light penetrating the edges of the curtains. Night was snuggled close to his chest as the warmth of their bodies prevented any need of blankets. The Blade held her close as he stared at the stone ceiling, images of Vala appearing and disappearing in his mind’s eye. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor whispered to Vala’s after images. 
 
    “I love you,” Night whispered as she snuggled closer. 
 
    The Champion held her close, a smile on his lips and renewed vigor touching his spirit. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor, Shyryth and Night stood on the bottom floor of the tower. The trio faced each other as the dragon woman slipped an arcane pistol into its holster with one hand and placed her hat on her head with the other. 
 
    “We are going deep into the Forsaken Lands. The town we are visiting is as far to the east as we can go before the Molten Desert and the Leviathan Ocean. The town of Brimdark is a small settlement surrounded by canyons and jagged mountains. I believe Dorian is still hidden among the canyons.  
 
    “When we arrive, I’ll seek out a few Slingers Astor told me about that reside there. One of them may have an idea where Dorian is or will be. Any questions?” 
 
    Victor raised his hand to his chest, “What will we be doing while you’re asking around? Time is kind of short, maybe we can help.” 
 
    Shyryth shook her head. “Thanks, but no Slinger is going to talk to you about Dorian. I’m not even sure they will talk to me since I’m new to the Coalition. Stay at the Inn and out of sight until I get back.” 
 
    Victor gave a slight nod, his brow betraying how he felt. Night looked over and touched his hand, fingers sliding along his skin before pulling away. 
 
    Shyryth continued, “The important part is to find and see Dorian. After that, we can move on, Astor’s last request complete.” 
 
    The dragon turned to the elf with long black hair, “Are you ready to transport us?” 
 
    Night nodded. “I scryed the location and see it clearly in my mind. I’m ready.” 
 
    “I’m ready. Let’s go find us a cowboy,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Shyryth nodded as Night lifted her pale hands. Fingers moved in arcane gestures as incantations spilled from her lips. The very air began to vibrate and Victor braced himself. Realm Walking and creating portals were similar but portals had an extra kick he barely understood, even after creating one himself. The Champion studied Night as she continued to draw on mana and hissed the word of power. 
 
    Reality rippled before a jagged line formed and opened. Black and purple energy flowed from the portal as a small chill filled the area. Shyryth didn’t hesitate as she stepped in and disappeared from sight. Victor looked to Night as energy danced along her fingers. With a wink, he stepped in next and disappeared. The elf took three steps, entering the portal. The black opening snapped closed and the vibration faded from the room. 
 
    Victor tried to take it all in as his mind and body crossed massive distances. When several seconds passed, the flowing abyss ripped. Boot out, the champion stepped out into the sun-drenched land, a small town to his right and jagged mountains surrounding them. The dryness in the air sucked away so much moisture, Victor blinked several times to make his eyeballs wet again. When the blurriness faded, the young man saw Shyryth looking around and Night standing next to him. 
 
    “Go to the Inn. I’ll be back when I have the information,” Shyryth ordered before walking off without looking back. 
 
    Victor watched her march off before turning to Night. The elf gave him a shy smile before she took his hand into hers. The Blade let her pull him along as they walked toward the small town. Much like most of towns in the Forsaken Lands, Brimdark looked just like any town you saw in every cowboy movie. The backdrop of the mountains added to the picturesque beauty and Victor found himself caught in its glow. The sun was high above, showing the land for miles in every direction. The air and land spoke to him on a deeper level, visiting family on the west coast and always seeing the Sierra Nevada mountains in the distance. 
 
    Entering town, no one gave the man and elf a sideways glance. Victor thought it odd since he figured not many people make it out this far. An orc in a cowboy duster saddled his horse while a man and woman danced while no music played. A tower similar to Astor’s home stood at the end of the dirt street while shops and homes lined the left and right sides of town.  
 
    Night pulled Victor along until they reached the Inn. A sign hanging from chains creaked in the breeze, the words 'Lizard Song Inn' painted on the sun-bleached wood. The pair made their way inside and were greeted by the innkeeper who quickly questioned if they needed a room. 
 
    “One room with one bed,” Night said a little enthusiastically. 
 
    Victor turned to her, but she kept her pleasant smile on the innkeeper. Gold touched the counter and a key slid forward. The Blade felt the eagerness from the elf, but before he could dwell on it, she grabbed his hand and pulled him along. Climbing a set of stairs and following a long hallway, Victor could barely process what was happening until he was pulled into their room, the door closed and the lock slid into place. 
 
    Arms flew around Victor’s neck and soft lips touched his. Night’s eyes closed as their tongues danced. A manic energy wrinkled across flaring nerves. Victor could barely contain her as hands grabbed at him. When fingers coiled into his belt and undid the buckle, Victor pulled away with an amused smile. 
 
    “Night, are you sure?” 
 
    The elf eyed him like he was the only source of water for hundreds of miles. “The way my sister spoke of you, I have to know. You could have taken me last night, but you didn’t. I have been fighting myself since I met you and now, I cannot think of any other reason why we should be apart. Take off your clothes!” 
 
    Victor’s smile grew as he shed his trench coat and tossed his hat to a nearby chair. The pure lust in Night’s eyes was more than enough to let nature take its course. The elf couldn’t wait any longer as she helped him out of most of his clothes, tossing them to the floor with reckless abandonment. One boot flew against a wall while another bounced across the floor. When Victor was naked, soft hands pushed at him until his legs touched the edge of the bed. 
 
    Night opened her robe down the middle, creamy breasts appearing with dark pink nipples. Smooth skin shined in what little sunlight entered through the curtained window. Victor’s gaze drifted down to her perfectly smooth stomach and lingered on her hairless valley, wet pink lips blooming. Night stared down at Victor’s member as it grew to attention, veiny and hard. The moment fell away as she sank down to her knees, taking hold of his member and licking the tip before devouring it.  
 
    Victor tried to stay steady himself as the elf sucked back and forth, the head of his member touching the back of her throat. Night was not shy, moaning loudly while her head bobbed along Victor’s rigid member. Bliss coiled along both of their bodies, the connection blazing true between them. The Champion tried to concentrate but clearly there was no romance in this moment, only unbridled wanting between two souls. 
 
    The Blade reached down, trying to pull the open robe from Night’s shoulders, but her hands quickly slapped his away. Wetness coated his cock as the elf’s tongue ran along it. Victor quickly noticed Night and Dawn had almost the same technique before pleasure soaked into his mind and body. The brutal lust glowed as Night tasted pre-come and upped the tempo.  
 
    Heat grew as tensions coiled. Victor was about to release his soul when Night pulled away, stood up and pushed him. The Blade fell onto the comfortable bed, the elf already on him and crawling over his body. Madness filled her eyes as she moaned. It was a little unnerving until her soft hand took hold of and stroked his cock. The tension bled away as she played with him, soothing away any concerns. The robe opened and breasts bounced slightly as she stroked and moved over him. The Blade let out a warm sigh as Night pointed his cock straight up and rubbed her elfhood against the tip. 
 
    “No matter how many times I come, don’t stop,” Night commanded before she let gravity take hold. 
 
    Victor said nothing, wetness and pleasure cascading down his manhood. The elf’s inner world was tight, barely budging until she slowly forced her hips down. Inner walls parted to his throbbing power and when the elf reached the hilt, a moan rose up from the deepest parts of her being. It continued as Night’s eyes rolled into her head. Hips moving of their own accord, she bounced slightly, the fullness from within drowning her in bliss. 
 
    Victor took hold of her small waist, helping her to find the rhythm, but she moved like a caged beast, squeezing him for dear life. Pleasure roared and the Blade found it difficult to hear with the sound of blood pumping into his ears. Night and Dawn felt similar, but the crazy edge of the dark-haired sister seemed to put her over the top. The tempo grew as mad eyes slid back into place and looked down with wicked lust. 
 
    Hands pressed against Victor’s chest as hips worked. The elf impaled herself again and again, squeezing with each intimate slide. Victor basked in the connection between them, but something felt off. He couldn’t understand the sliver of doubt touching his heart. They were meant to be together, but at the same time, it was odd, almost unnatural.  
 
    Night’s fingers curled and clawed across Victor’s chest. Sharp pain rose up as trickles of blood bloomed. The Champion had had rough moments with lovers before, but again, the vibration of uneasiness grew louder and louder. When he questioned it, it seemed Night became unchained, slamming her hips down and taking him to the hilt. The sounds of their union filled the room until the elf let out a muffled scream, squeezing the Champion like a vice. 
 
    Bliss exploded and a deluge of wetness spilled. Victor noticed he was quickly drenched between his legs as she continued to ride him. The urge for release grew closer, each second a painful reminder to let his love fill her already full womanhood. When the tempo grew to the breaking point, Night’s hand slipped into her robe and drew a long dagger. 
 
    Time fell into moments as her hand went up, blade gleaming in a shaft of sunlight. Victor’s body shuddered as the piece of Vala dwelling in Night was freed and a shadow loomed. Come spurted as the dagger flashed down, directly over his heart. Hand snapping forward, he grabbed Night’s wrist just before the dagger’s point plunged into his chest. An inch of space separated the point from Victor’s toned chest. Night screamed in defiance as she tried to force the blade. The Champion’s other hand took a firm hold of her waist and with power, threw her from the bed. 
 
    Night crashed to the floor, rolled and tried to get back up when Victor’s shadow was over her. Grabbing her wrist again, he bent it away. Pain flared as Night screamed again. The dagger fell from her hand and a growling rumbled. Victor watched as a black arm emerged from her chest and slashed at the naked Blade. Stumbling back, Victor barely dodged the strike when darkness spilled from his chest. Chill emerged, blasting forward as a shadow with red eyes emerged from Night’s chest. Sharp, black hands slashed at each other as Night went limp. A gun-blade slid into Victor’s hand and he charged it with a constitution point. Six slot holes glowed to life as the two shadows slashed at each other like rabid animals. Victor aimed, trying to get a clear shot but the shadows seemed to melt into each as they fought. 
 
    “Chill, get down,” Victor shouted. 
 
    The blue and red eyed shadows spun around, hacking and slashing at each other until Chill coiled, closed his hand into a fist and slammed it into the side of the other shadow. The red eyed shadow crashed into the wall. Hissing, it turned to attack Chill once again when light flashed and a bolt of energy slammed into her chest. 
 
    The female shadow let out a sad moan as smoke rose up and it slumped to the hardwood floor. Chill slinked closer, as did Victor, his gun-blade aiming at the shadow’s head. 
 
    “No…no…it must end. The pain and suffering…must end,” the shadow said with hysterical weeping. 
 
    Chill glowered as he looked down on the fallen shadow. “She is too weak to keep fighting. The treatment has drained her.” 
 
    Victor was about to pull the trigger to end the shadow’s suffering when red eyes centered on the Champion. 
 
    “You…did this to us…all of us! They cry out from the voids…unable to be free of their prison. You trapped them and I feel their suffering!” 
 
    “What the hell are you talking about?” Victor asked. 
 
    “End it,” Chill said darkly. 
 
    “You broke our master…you shattered him to pieces,” the shadow wept. 
 
    Chill glanced to Victor, “They are all mad. Kill her before she tries to get away.” 
 
    The shadow’s sobbing faded away and she glared at the man and shadow before her. “Fate will not be denied.” 
 
    Victor’s finger fell on the trigger and just as he was about to pull it, the red-eyed shadow’s featureless face began to change. It morphed and shifted, taking on a new face but remaining black as pitch. The shadow slumped further with new features and took on an amused smirk as it stared at Victor. The darkness could not hide the familiar features as Victor’s brow hardened. 
 
    “I killed you,” Victor growled. 
 
    “After all this time, you still don’t understand the rules of the cosmos,” Draygon’s features wrinkled in amusement. 
 
    Victor’s finger stayed on the trigger, but it was the shadow of Draygon who bowed and raised sharp fingers in surrender. 
 
    “I’m not here…to fight. I’m showing myself because you have set in motion things that cannot be undone,” Draygon whispered. 
 
    Victor smirked. “Tell me something I don’t know. Vala is coming back and you lost your chance to do anything about it. I suggest you climb back to whatever hole your hiding in so I can finish her will.” 
 
    Draygon looked up, his amused expression melting into a serious mask. “Begrudgingly, you have earned a sliver of respect from our interactions, something I do not take lightly. True, I lay in the voids, floating pieces of my former self, but I have enough power to show myself before I sleep again. I still hear the whispers and your once doomed crusade has now reached the upper echelon of the pantheon. Many thought you would fail and I thought you would fail by my hand, but here we are.” 
 
    The shadow slinked a little closer, thin black arms hanging at its side and an intense glare in abyssal eyes. “Our conflict will continue at another time, but for now, I wish to give you a small warning. The universes are older than even the gods and there are things that even the pantheon cannot fight. A cosmic balance must be struck and we all have our part to play in it. If you survive what is to come, there will be trials. With the return of Vala, those trials will quicken and fates sealed. I have seen fractured possibilities and you will lead the forces of light.” 
 
    Victor aimed at the shadow’s head, “I don’t have time for this nonsense, Agent Smith. Spit it out and disappear.” 
 
    Draygon closed his eyes and shook his head, “Yet another pop culture reference from your world, how drool. But I digress, I look forward to the future so I tell you this, there is no greater power than your will to overcome. Vala has given you much, but your will to use it will be the deciding factor.” 
 
    The shadow oozed back, gaze still on the champion. “It was nice to see you again. When I resurrect, we will have such stories to inspire.” 
 
    Before Victor could speak a rebuttal, Draygon’s face melted away and a blank shadow stood with glowing red eyes. The twitch of those eyes slid to the side, seeing the crumpled form of Night. A screech filled the room as the shadow leapt for the elf. 
 
    Victor pumped five points into Strength and launched forward like a bullet. Left hand clamping on the back of the shadow’s neck, he lifted her up as she thrashed like a snake. The screeches continued as grim shadows filled Victor’s face. 
 
    “She belongs to me! I will never let you have her! I will never,” the shadow screamed until the gun-blade slid into her black chest. 
 
    Red glowing eyes widened before Victor pulled the trigger, again and again. At point blank range, energy blasted at the black shadow six times. The thing stopped writhing, its mouth a perfect oval in a silent scream. Chill stood off to the side, watching with glowing indifferent blue eyes. Victor pulled his sword from the shadow as a gaping hole filled its chest. 
 
    The Blade let go, the shadow falling and shattering into black shards. Each shard hit the wooden floor, bounced and faded away from sight. The last piece was the shadow’s head as it hit the floor, breaking into clumps of black sand before fading from sight. 
 
    Chill gave a grim nod before swirling into darkness and arcing into Victor’s chest. When the last hint of darkness sank into his skin, the Champion let his gun-blade slide into his wrist. Turning his attention to Night as she lay, he knelt down seeing tears forming at the corners of her oval eyes. The moment his hands touched her, eyes blinked open and sobbing filled her form. The champion sat down as she crawled into his arms, clutching at him like their very worlds will fly apart. 
 
    “She’s gone…” Night sobbed. 
 
    “She won’t bother you anymore,” Victor tried to reassure her. 
 
    “I feel so empty…like a piece of me died.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “It did. That’s why we are here to help pick up the pieces and fill the missing part.” 
 
    Night cried into Victor’s chest as he held her, thin shafts of sunlight touching their naked bodies. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shyryth walked up to the door and gave it a gentle knock.  
 
    “Come in,” Victor said from the other side. 
 
    The dragon woman opened the door and stepped in. Victor and Night sat on the bed, fully clothed and looked to be having a conversation. They turned their attention to the dragon as she closed the door behind her. 
 
    Shyryth took in a deep sniff at the air and gave the couple a confused expression. “I smell sex, but I also smell energy and darkness.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “We should update you on what happened, but did you find out where Dorian is?” 
 
    The dragon woman nodded. “I have an idea. An old Slinger told me where we may be able to find him. Night will transport us when we are ready.” 
 
    Victor gave Shyryth a small smile. “Okay…” the Blade said before explaining what happened in the room. 
 
    The sun sank low in the afternoon sky as Shyryth listened intently. When Victor and Night finished, the dragon eyed them with concern. 
 
    “Do you think Draygon will further hamper our crusade?” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I’m not sure, but we can’t really do anything about it. Let’s find Dorian first before we even bother with the possibility of Draygon’s return.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded before turning her attention to Night. “Are you able to transport us?” 
 
    Night gave a confident nod. “I am. I haven’t felt so ready in my life.” 
 
    Victor stood up and smiled, “Then let’s go meet the first Slinger.” 
 
    Night stood up, her robe smoothing out as her fingers made arcane movement. Incantations spilled from her lips as hidden power rolled in her chest. When the last word of power was spoken, a black and purple portal opened in the middle of the room. Shyryth was first to step through and Night followed. Victor hissed a small sigh as events played out in his head. The feeling of no turning back washed over his nerves like cold water. With one foot, he stepped into the portal and disappeared. The portal closed and silence filled the room once more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    A cool breeze snaked along the canyon floor. The trickling of a small stream played on, echoing off the high walls. The sun sank lower in the sky, long shadows stretching from cliffs in the dying light. Small animals moved about, gathering food before the blanket of night covered the lands. 
 
    In one vast canyon, a small pond had formed between thin streams while strange cacti-like plants grew. Tall grass touched the edges of the small pond and the air held a calming serenity. A foxlike creature drank at the pond’s edge when its ears twitched. Lifting its pointed snout, it looked around for the strange disturbance touching its little heart. The pulse seemed to grow before a black rip appeared in midair.  
 
    The creature bounded away as people stepped through the jagged hole. A dragon woman was first, followed by a pointy eared woman and finally a man. The fox-critter looked back to them before disappearing into a bush along the canyon wall. 
 
    Victor looked around, the still air soothing his nerves. “This is the place?” 
 
    “It’s one of the places. The Slinger informed me that this is a watering hole for many creatures and there is a chance Dorian would come here to replenish his water supplies.” 
 
    Night eyed the small pond and looked around at the high canyon walls. “Such a place of solitude. Does Dorian not like society?” 
 
    Shyryth stepped forward, the sandy ground shifting under her scaled feet. “With so many hunting him, he prefers to be alone so no one would get hurt.” 
 
    “Like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude,” Victor said absentmindedly. 
 
    “Have you met him before,” Night asked. 
 
    Shyryth shook her head. “No, very few have. This is a special circumstance and I wouldn’t have gotten this far if I didn’t mention it was Astor’s dying wish.” 
 
    “Why did you want me to meet him, Astor? Why was this so important?” Victor whispered under his breath.  
 
    Shyryth unslung a pack from her shoulder and let it drop to the ground. “Cassandra gave me one of her special packs. It is filled with camping gear. We should set up here and build a fire. We may be here a few nights.” 
 
    Victor turned to the two women, “A few nights?” 
 
    Shyryth nodded. “No one has any idea when he will appear. We should…” the dragon trailed off as her scaled hand fell to her rune covered gun. 
 
    A shadow appeared from around the edge of a canyon wall and stepped into view. Victor’s hand was out, but a sword did not slide into it, his gaze focusing on the man in a cowboy hat, black clothes and dark brown duster. A bandanna covered the midpoint of the man’s face and flowed down to his neck. Hard eyes drank in the three standing by the pond as hands were at his sides, one by the pistol holstered at his hip and the right flap of his duster pulled behind it. 
 
    Silence filled the canyon floor until a small fox-creature appeared by the masked man’s side. 
 
    Victor relaxed as he eyed the man. The eyes reminded him of the poster he saw in Loress on his first trip to Eddor. Was this the man so many were afraid of?  
 
    “State your business,” the masked man said to Shyryth. 
 
    The dragon-woman took a step forward, palms out at her sides to show she not armed. “Dorian Reins, I have come as one last wish from Astor Korr.” 
 
    The Slinger kept his diamond cutting gaze, “Astor is gone?” 
 
    Shyryth’s eyes saddened as she nodded. “She died defending the people of Valis from a shadow army. She followed your teachings to the end, her last wish was to bring our friend, Victor Hobbs, to you.” 
 
    Dorian turned his hard gaze to the Blade. “What was Astor to you?” 
 
    Victor stayed his ground as his gaze dropped. “Astor was my friend…” 
 
    Dorian cut him off. “What was she to you?” he repeated in a dark tone. 
 
    A chill ran down Victor’s back. The Slinger’s gaze bore holes into his soul and he felt he was on a cliff’s edge, one wrong answer and there would be a smoking hole in his chest. Mentally preparing a defense, he spoke the truth and hoped it was enough. 
 
    “Astor was a friend and lover. She followed Vala’s ways, as do we all. We fought side by side against Baaldir and she fought with all of us against the shadows threatening the Valis Realm. She was not only a hero, but a force of nature and lover to many.” 
 
    Dorian’s arms relaxed and a duster flap covered his gun. Even in the dying light of the day, Victor witnessed a single tear form and slip down from the corner of the master slinger’s eye. A breath later, it was gone. Shoulders deflated an inch. The slinger moved to a large rock and sat down, head bent forward and the wide rim covering his eyes. 
 
    “She completed her quest. I’m so proud of her.” 
 
    The three stood, looking to the slinger as cool air caressed the entire canyon floor. 
 
    Dorian looked up, a new, gentle light in his eyes. “I trained many slingers over the years. She was one of the best. It was almost like the gods carved her from pure metal. She held a hardness no one could match. It was that hardness that led to our last lesson and her final quest.” 
 
    Victor, Shyryth and Night stepped closer as the Slinger continued. 
 
    “Astor never knew love. It showed in her dedication to gun-craft. On our last day, I gave her a quest to follow her heart. I told her never to return to me until she found her matching flame. It wasn’t a love you find for a lifetime, but a single spark that brought two souls together.” 
 
    Dorian looked to Shyryth and gave a small nod. “How lucky she found two sparks that matched her own.” 
 
    Shyryth’s head dipped as pink colored her cheeks. 
 
    “You sent her to find love,” Victor said in a low tone. 
 
    The slinger nodded. “It’s easy to stray from the path of righteous protection if you don’t know what the heart can do. Our weapons are part of who we are, but so is the capacity to understand the heart. We are a sum of our parts, but each one can be powerful if you experience and understand it.” 
 
    Victor mulled over the slinger’s words while trying to get over the easy-going nature of the man. He wasn’t sure what he expected which deep down was a lie. The mental picture he painted was a hard man with a big gun, maybe two guns. Instead, Dorian Reins seemed like a normal man who wanted the best for people. The slight differences from what he expected and what was before him seemed to meld together and gentle understanding whispered in his heart. 
 
    “I thank you for coming to me,” Dorian said while looking to Victor and Shyryth in turn, “Astor was a remarkable woman. I will mourn for her like I do for all those who fight and die for the greater good.” 
 
    Victor parted his lips, ready to speak when an envelope appeared over his shoulder. All eyes turned to the floating invite before Victor grabbed it and saw “Dorian Reins” written on it. 
 
    No wonder why Vala wanted you to meet him too. 
 
    Victor’s lip wrinkled for a moment before he stepped closer to Dorian and held out the envelope.  
 
    “It looks like you’re invited to Vala’s Resurrection.” 
 
    Dorian reached up and took the envelope. “Vala…is returning?” 
 
    The very air turned into a haze. A dreamy vibration ran along all gathered. Victor tried to blink it away, but it seemed to grow and grow. Night’s arms and legs began to shake as Shyryth leaned on one leg, barely able to stay standing. Victor fought through the misty haze until his senses touched on something beautiful. 
 
    Mists flowed together until the robed form of Vala stepped from it. Victor, Night, and Shyryth watched with wide eyes as Vala stepped past them and moved closer to the slinger on the rock. Dorian stayed where he was, looking up with the invitation in his hand, but peace in his eyes. 
 
    “The dreams were true,” Dorian said in a low tone. 
 
    The dark hood of Vala bowed slightly. 
 
    “What’s happening right now,” Victor tried to say, but his words came out garbled.  
 
    Dorian stood up and faced Vala, eyes holding a deep sorrow. “I never thought this day would come.” 
 
    “I knew we would be reunited, thanks to my Champion,” Vala said in an other-worldly voice. 
 
    Victor cut through the hazy fog, “Vala? What is happening?” 
 
    A pale hand touched Dorian’s shoulder as she spoke. “Dorian is my son.” 
 
    Hearts stopped as all looked to the goddess. Victor opened his mouth, but no words came out. Shyryth and Night looked on like moths caught in the glow of flames. The world seemed to stop as the sun just touched the horizon. 
 
    “I could not reveal myself unless my Champion was here to act as a conduit, his small regrets allowing me to be here, now.” 
 
    Victor took a shaky step forward. “You…told me your son died.” 
 
    Vala nodded. “He did…but his twin brother was still in my womb as Baaldir murdered him. It was for his survival why I didn’t allow him to be born until Baaldir left in a mad rage. The span of time was so great as the gods hunted down my followers, more than enough time to hide Dorian amongst dreams so he would be strong enough to fend for himself.” 
 
    Vala reached up and touched Dorian’s covered cheek. “I have missed you for so long.” 
 
    Dorian wrapped his hand over Vala’s hand, eyes closing. “I have missed you, mother.” 
 
    “Dorian, you’re a god,” Victor said in astonishment. 
 
    “He is a fledgling god,” Vala corrected. “I locked his true power until I could return. It was a measure to ensure he remained hidden until I was ready to protect him.” 
 
    Vala’s voice lowered as she continued, “Our reunion is close. Victor and many others have been fighting for my return. I could not bear to come back and not see you there when I arrive.” 
 
    “Mother, I’ll be there to welcome you back.” 
 
    Vala smiled. “I know my son. For now, hold onto the invitation and appear when you are summoned. Because my Champion had to meet you, I could not let the moment pass without saying I love you.” 
 
    “I love you,” Dorian said with heartfelt warmth. 
 
    Vala pulled away from the slinger, turned and walked to Victor. The goddess bowed her head to the Champion. 
 
    “Victor, my love, you have proven your worth more than any who have walked the realms. Despite your doubts, you carried out my will. My power grows closer to my resurrection. This will be the last time we meet until the crusade is complete. Be the hero I know you to be. Fight with love and honor. I will be waiting, ready to enter the realms and be with all.” 
 
    The goddess leaned forward, red lips touching Victor’s. A surge of unimaginable bliss flared, nearly engulfing the Blade before it faded, as did Vala’s form. Victor stumbled back from the power; every nerve lit to seductive pleasure before it faded to the background. The mists parted and clarity returned to the darkening canyon floor.  
 
    Dorian eyed the Blade, dragon, and elf as they seemed to regain their wits when a sharp pain touched his neck. In a blur, the slinger’s hand slapped at the back of his neck and something crunched. Pulling his hand back, he saw a crumpled, monstrous insect, twitching and dying.  
 
    Turning his attention up, he watched as four shadows emerged over a canyon edge and manic giggling bounced off stone walls. Weakness flowed into muscles and the slinger fell to one knee, hand on his one rune-covered pistol. 
 
    “We got here too late!” a man covered in shrouded robes shouted. 
 
    “You just had to murder that family before we left,” a woman with blonde hair laughed. 
 
    “Can you…do this without me. I’m…so sleepy,” said a tired man with nearly closed eyes and short gray hair covering his head. 
 
    “The insect did its job. He won’t be much of a threat now,” said a large brute of man. 
 
    Victor tried to push away the confused haziness when the four figures at the top of the canyon jumped. When the last tendrils of confusion parted, the four intruders landed on the other side of the canyon floor. Shyryth pulled her pistol and aimed while Night held up her hands, balls of fire glowing just above her palms. The gun-blade slid into Victor’s hand and he spent a Constitution point to charge it. Six holes glowed as power infused the weapons. 
 
    The four newcomers stood nearly shoulder to shoulder, their horrific features coming into view. The shrouded man stood, small horns on his forehead and flesh missing from the side of his cheek. Teeth clicked as decayed flesh and muscle moved around it. Skeletal hands flexed while nearly white eyes bore down on the all those gathered. 
 
    Next to the shrouded man was a warp spawn woman, blonde hair flowing from the top of her head and down past her shoulders. She wore a tight top against her small chest. From the waist down, her body was nothing more than black tentacles, coiling and holding her entire body up. The crazed grin she wore left stretch marks along her cheeks as her eyes blinked sideways, small giggles bubbling up her throat. 
 
    The gray-haired man next to the warp spawn looked nearly normal except for his extremely sleepy gaze. To Victor, it looked like he was about to pass out and fall over at any moment. The gray robe he wore was thick and it appeared a little ragged like he never took it off. 
 
    The brute to the right of the sleepy man was large, nine feet tall and built like truck. Shoulders heaved as thick arms hung down, nearly touching the ground. His face was a mask of scars, tusks jutting up from behind his lower lip and three eyes. Two eyes appeared in their normal places, but above them, a third eye blinked and looked around in all directions. 
 
    The decayed and shrouded demon stepped forward, white eyes on Victor. “It’s so wonderful to finally meet you, Vala’s Champion. In our line of work, it’s rare when we come across other Champions across the realms so this is a big treat for us.” 
 
    “You’re such a liar, Xix,” the blonde warp spawn giggled.  
 
    “Shush Vayne, you’re taking all the fun out of this,” the demon tried to hide his decayed smile and failed. 
 
    Victor glanced to Dorian as he stayed on one knee, hand touching his pistol but not drawing it. Shyryth and Night moved to either side of the Blade, eyes and hearts hard. 
 
    Xix continued, “Your name is being whispered across the realms. How fortunate we get to end the legendary Blade in some nameless canyon in the Forsaken Lands. I wonder what the wildlife will leave behind when we are done?” 
 
    “I want the marrow in their bones. You promised,” the three-eyed brute growled. 
 
    Xix turned to his companions. “You guys are really messing this up. I had it all planned and your talking through it. How are we to be the ones who killed Vala’s Champion if you keep interrupting with inane chatter? Shut up so I can enjoy this!” 
 
    “Guys, I really want to lay down,” the sleepy one said. 
 
    Xix rolled his eyes before he composed himself, turned and looked to Victor. “As I said, we are here to murder all of you. My name is Xix Blight. The warp spawn over there is Vayne Whisper. The gray-haired one is Lexx Hollow and the large fellow is Kaiser Zul. We are the champions of Redarr, Tantia, Ibris and Roohr.” 
 
    Victor blinked. “I don’t know what any of those names mean nor do I care.” 
 
    Xix’s decayed smile faltered. “Not care? Don’t you understand the courtesies? Champions must reveal themselves and their gods before they do battle. It’s a standard practice.” 
 
    Victor shook his head. “You’re talking to the wrong champion. All I see is a sad imitation of Gwar. You could have put in some better thought when it comes to your costumes. I wouldn’t even let you in the door if you were playing in a dive bar.” 
 
    Xix’s face shifted to annoyed confusion. 
 
    “I think he’s making fun of us,” Vayne laughed. 
 
    Victor glanced to Shyryth, “I finally understand why Lily is always mad about the gods and their Champions. This amount of annoying behavior is enough to drive me insane.” 
 
    “They are dangerous,” Shyryth said while never taking her eyes off the four Champions. 
 
    “So are we,” Victor smirked before turning his attention to Dorian. 
 
    The slinger remained on one knee; eyes shut like he was fighting some kind of internal battle. 
 
    “Dorian, we can get you out of here,” Victor said coolly. 
 
    “No…they won’t allow it. Buy me…some time,” the Slinger said with a grunt. 
 
    Kaiser turned his three eyes in Xix’s direction. “He’s fighting the poison. We only have a few minutes left before he overcomes it.” 
 
    Xix grinned, decayed flesh stretching unnaturally. “Then, let the play begin!” 
 
    A broadsword appeared in Kaiser’s oversized hand. A staff appeared in Lexx’s hand and the Champion promptly leaned on it. Two curved blades appeared in Vayne’s hands and she spun them around like they weighed nothing. Xix took a step forward, spiked ball and chain dangling from a short rod. Victor eyed the morning star as the spikes appeared rusty. 
 
    “Stay close and don’t let them break us up,” Victor said over his shoulder before laughter filled the canyon. 
 
    Xix shot forward like ghost, spiked ball spinning. Victor pumped five points into his Strength and Speed, raising it to a greater effect. Gun-blade shot up, smacking the spiked ball away and bringing his blade down. Xix was already spinning away, spiked ball lashing out and Victor barely parrying it from the air.  
 
    Shyryth stepped forward, rune-covered gun in hand as Vayne and Kaiser charged. Finger gently resting on the trigger, she picked her target and squeezed the trigger. A mana-bullet exploded from the barrel, streaking forward. Kaiser growled as he leapt in the bullet’s path and turned his broadsword sideways. The deflection caused the giant brute to stumble back as the bullet slammed into a canyon wall and cracked it.  Shyryth was already re-aiming when Vayne leapt into the air over her large companion. The dragon-woman didn’t hesitate as she squeezed the trigger twice. 
 
    One mana bullet and another slammed into the warp spawn, causing her to spin. Shyryth lowered her gun and reached out with her left hand, catching the warp spawn by the neck and squeezing. 
 
    “Harder…” Vayne hissed before tentacles wrapped around the dragon woman. 
 
    Shyryth saw that this was the warp spawn’s plan the entire time. She tried to pull away, but the tentacles took hold, wrapping around her and forcing her gun to her side. 
 
    “Now it’s my turn to squeeze you harder,” Vayne laughed as the coiling tentacles squeezed like several vices. 
 
    Victor knocked away Xix’s spinning spiked ball, but every time he tried to get a shot off, the demon seemed to move faster. Stepping back, he was on the defensive until fire glowed. Xix glanced to Night and spun away just as one fireball streaked by. The shrouded demon landed and slid before jumping away to avoid the second fireball. Night hissed incantations as another set of fireballs appeared in her hands. The span of time was enough for Victor to aim and squeeze the trigger. 
 
    Energy bolts blasted out and Xix dodged both of them. The decayed demon grinned as he charged, his body low and eyes sharp. Victor spent a point of Will and a glowing aura appeared around his body. The rusty spiked ball spun around in blinding speed as the Blade parried two strikes, but didn’t see the third. The spiked ball slammed into his aura, cracking it before it once more sealed shut. 
 
    “You’re holding back. That is a mistake,” Xix said with a wicked grin before his white eyes flashed. 
 
    Victor couldn’t think as a whirlwind slammed into him from all sides. Aura cracking, he barely stepped back as the energy around him shattered. Despite his increased strength and speed, Xix was moving faster and harder. Sparks flew as the Blade tried to parry each blow and before he could spend more points to keep up, the spiked ball slammed into his arm and sent him crashing to the ground. 
 
    Pain flared as something sickly slid into his bloodstream. Victor cried out as jagged pain welled up. A shadow fell over him, Xix raising his morning star up and swinging it around, ready to strike when a fireball slammed into his side. The demon flipped through the air and landed, turned and glared at Night as she stood over Victor. Tendrils of smoke rose up from the burnt shrouds, but the demon didn’t look like he was slowing down. 
 
    Alerts filled Victor’s vision; a poison had entered his bloodstream. Spending a point of Constitution, nano-drones moved through his blood to neutralize its effects and repair the damage. The pain ebbed and Victor was back on his feet. 
 
    “Victor?” Night said while staring at Xix. 
 
    “We can’t hold back. Give them everything we have,” the Champion shouted as he aimed and pulled the trigger on his gun-blade. 
 
    Xix once again turned into a blur, flipping and dodging each energy bolt. Shyryth growled as flames poured from her mouth. Vayne giggled with mad glee before a tentacle wrapped around Shyryth’s throat and squeezed. The motion caused the dragon-woman to struggle to breathe, fire stuck below her throat. 
 
    “Not very nice to burn me when all I want to do is hug you to death,” Vayne laughed. 
 
    Kaiser appeared next to Vayne and Shyryth, a fist pulled back and slamming into the dragon woman’s face. Shyryth’s hat flew off her head as she took the blow and snapped her head forward into Vayne’s laughing face. The force of the blow was so much, Vayne stopped laughing as a bloom of black blood spurted into the air from her nose and mouth. Despite the brutal blow, tentacles clung on tight as she tried to collect her wits. 
 
    Lexx walked in a straight line through the fighting, sleepy eyes on the kneeling Dorian. “I…just…need…a…nap…” 
 
    Time slowed as Victor eyed the situation. The battle had just begun and he could already see it was going to turn badly for them. Lexx stumble walked to Dorian while Shyryth was fighting Vayne and Kaiser by herself. The Blade and Night were just holding their own against the sickly demon moving in quick flashes. With Champions gathered, Victor made up his mind and he could no longer let it continue. 
 
    Victor spent five Constitution on his Power Suit Upgrade. Nano-drones ejected from pores in his skin, flattening out and connecting in the blink of an eye. Nano-drones continued to work, connecting, increasing thickness of armor and adding strength and speed engines to joints. The once simple body armor upgraded to an advanced version. With a burst of power, Victor propelled forward, slamming his armored shoulder into the decayed demon and sent him spiraling to the sandy ground with a bounce. 
 
    Xix rolled back to his feet, swinging his spiked ball and chain. “Now you’ve become a challenge!” 
 
    Victor spent two points of Constitution, one to recharge his gun-blade and another for his Weapon Upgrade ability. Cables emerged from his arm and connected with the gun-blade. Power hummed as the gun-blade charged with power. The Blade glanced to his stats floating in the corner of his vision before he gritted his teeth and launched himself again at the demon. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 61/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 15 
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    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Xix waited as the armored Victor barreled toward him. Licking his rotting lips, he grinned before darkness rose up and he stepped into it. Victor felt nothing but air as he flashed past, missing the demon. A shadow rose up and a spiked ball swung out, slamming against Victor’s head. The force behind the blow was enough for Victor to stumble. Swinging his gun-blade around, he tried to find a target when a shadow loomed up from behind. 
 
    Xix emerged, swinging his morning star when fire glowed behind him. The demon turned just as a fireball streaked toward him. Sinking back into the rising darkness, the fireball glanced off his shoulder. Singed cloth rose up and the momentum sent him flying from the shadow he had created and crashing to the ground. Victor leapt at the chance, aiming and squeezing the trigger. Xix cried out as he took a direct energy blast to the back before he sank into another shadow. 
 
    Victor landed and spun around, looking for Xix. Shyryth struggled against Vayne while Kaiser’s body began to grow. Lexx was nearly on to Dorian, hand out and a sleepy smile on his lips. 
 
    “Sleep…forever sleep…” the drowsy Champion said as he was inches from Dorian. 
 
    Energy blasted out five times. Lexx’s eyes widened when the first one struck. Dorian looked up through the pain to see the Lexx’s body thrown in the air like a rag doll, energy bolts punching holes in his body. Victor’s legs bent and he launched himself to Dorian’s side. Lexx lay on the ground moaning as wisps of smoke and the scent of burned flesh filled the air. 
 
    Xix appeared, swinging his morning star, “Lexx!” 
 
    Kaiser’s form grew bigger and sharper. Boney knuckles exploded into sharp points as he grew fifteen feet tall. The giant monster charged toward Victor and Dorian while Vayne continued to struggle with Shyryth. Chaos bloomed as everyone on the battlefield picked their targets. Tides of power shifted, but Victor grew deadly serious as he charged his gun-blade again with a Constitution point. 
 
    “I’m coming,” Kaiser roared as he charged toward Victor and Dorian. 
 
    Night continued to throw fireballs at the disappearing and reappearing Xix. Shyryth growled her contempt as she let her body change into her true dragon form. Vayne’s laughter died as the dragon woman shifted and changed, causing tentacles to loosen or be ripped off. The warp spawn launched off the changing body when a scaled hand grabbed her from the air, lifted her up and slammed her down hard.  
 
    Vayne moaned before she was lifted up again. Shyryth was in mid-swing when reality wrinkled. The warp spawn was suddenly not there and appeared ten feet away.  
 
    “Time for a little control,” Vayne laughed before launching toward the large red dragon.  
 
    Claws flashed as Shyryth tried to slice at the warp spawn. Reality wrinkled again and suddenly the warp spawn was on her, tentacles coiling around her armored head. Energy welled and Shyryth’s movements slowed to a stop. 
 
    “Burn your friends,” Vayne commanded with a manic grin. 
 
    Victor squared up as Kaiser in war form came barreling toward him. He knew if he dodged, the monstrous Champion would slam into Dorian. Not wanting to chance it, five more points of Strength flowed into the Blade. Strength and speed increased to Titan level, with the added power of his power suit. Kaiser’s thick sword rose up and swung down just as he was over Vala’s Champion. 
 
    The clash of blades sent a small shockwave out in all directions. Victor just managed to stay his ground, armored boots sliding back two inches. The monstrous form of Kaiser loomed overhead, his shadow blanketing the smaller Champion. Strain whirled against the added upgrades as Victor held his ground. 
 
    “I can smell your marrow,” Kaiser grunted like the monster he was. 
 
    “Funny, all I smell is an asshole,” Victor grunted before side stepping and letting his sword sink into his wrist. 
 
    The movement was so quick, Kaiser stumbled forward over Dorian. Before he could right himself to strike down the Slinger, a bone sword slid into Victor’s hand and a Strength point charged it. In a blur, the Champion was on Kaiser’s back and driving the bone sword home. Kaiser grunted as the blade sank in halfway. Barely a second later, Victor activated the Roar. 
 
    The explosive blast sent Kaiser face down to the sandy floor while Dorian managed to roll away. The ground trembled from the strike and blew Victor back into the air. The Champion landed, armored legs absorbing most of the shock.  
 
    Xix moved like a dancer, dodging fireballs. Night threw each one with mystical determination until the decayed demon landed and slid to a stop. 
 
    “It’s a shame we must burn such beauty,” Xix leered. 
 
    Night’s brow wrinkled until she felt the rising heat. Glancing to the side, she witnessed Vayne riding on Shyryth’s neck while the red dragon drew back a deep breath and spit a stream of fire. The elf turned toward the incoming flames and whispered words of power. A mana-shield formed just as the flames reached her. The shimmering field flickered in the path of dragon fire. When the stream stopped, the mana-shield collapsed and so did Night. 
 
    Xix stepped into a shadow and appeared next to the elf as she struggled to stand back up. “Vala wept.” 
 
    Night mustered another incantation just as the spiked ball came swinging hard across. Mana flared and created a shield just enough to take the blow, but sent her body flying across the soft ground, bouncing twice before she slid to a halt. 
 
    Kaiser stood up, the hole in his back closing at an alarming rate. 
 
    “Shit tits,” Victor growled as he readied to go against the giant brute once more. 
 
    Dorian struggled to stand when something crawled toward him. The Slinger looked down to see Lexx sliding across the ground with sleepy eyes and outstretched hand. Exposed bone glowed in the dying light of the day as the Champion reached out to touch the slinger. 
 
    “Sleep…” Lexx whispered before something glowed. 
 
    Dorian watched as an energy blade penetrated the top of Lexx’s head and pinned it to the ground. Over him, a man with a single braid hanging down from one temple and an amused smile on his lips. Leather armor covered his body but the sword was made of pure mana.  
 
    “Please to meet you, Mr. Reins. My name is Nebb, Champion of Nephy,” the spell sword grinned before pulling the mana-sword from the dead Lexx. 
 
    Victor glanced over just as he parried a blow from the larger Kaiser. “Nebb? How did you find us?” 
 
    The spell sword stood up and grinned. “The same way they found you, a whisper from divine lips.” 
 
    Xix’s mood soured as he saw the spell sword. “Vayne, kill all of them. I’ll take out the Slinger.” 
 
    “With fire and brimstone,” the warp spawn cackled as she directed Shyryth to lay flame to all gathered. 
 
    The red dragon reared up, flames gathering in her throat and mouth. Victor’s bone sword clashed again and again against the monstrous Champion. With their attacks fighting each other to a standstill, he couldn’t break away. Night lay on the ground unmoving. Nebb rushed to Dorian’s side, a mana-shield forming on his left forearm. The canyon floor shook as the dragon’s eyes blazed with power. An instant later, a thick plume of flames streaked forth. 
 
    Victor readied to launch into the flames to stop them from hurting his friends when a canyon wall exploded outwards, showering the area in rocky debris. Victor’s eyes widened as a colossal worm crashed into the middle of the battlefield, flames striking its side. The giant creature roared as the bulk of its body coiled and lashed out, dwarfing Shyryth and slamming into her. The dragon and warp spawn went flying, crashing into an opposite wall and crumpling to the ground. 
 
    Victor bent his knees and launched, slamming his shoulder into Kaiser’s chest with such power, it sent the giant Champion stumbling and falling onto his back.  
 
    The Blade lifted his bone sword to the giant worm and shouted, “He who controls the spice, controls the universe!” 
 
    The worm turned it’s pointed head toward the decayed demon. Xix sneered before he jumped into a shadow. A swath of darkness appeared next to Dorian and a swinging morning star emerged. Nebb and Victor blurred forward to intercept, but it was Dorian who rose up, no pain in his eyes. 
 
    Xix followed through, emerging from the shadow and trying to land a blow when a hand caught him by the wrist. White eyes widening, the decayed demon was hoisted up and thrown like he weighed nothing. Dorian watched as the decayed demon hit the ground, bounced and landed next to Kaiser. Victor and Nebb were on either side of the Slinger, but Dorian took a step forward, hand hovering over his pistol. 
 
    “Last and only time you will ever get the drop on me,” Dorian said coolly. 
 
    The Slinger’s arm moved in such mechanical precision; Victor could hardly keep up. The pistol blinked forward as a finger squeezed the trigger. In another instant, the rune-covered pistol was back in holster like it was never touched. A mana-bullet streaked toward Kaiser as he slowly stood up. The brute’s sword turned sideways, deflecting the bullet. Time seemed to stop but the bullet didn’t. Victor and Nebb watched in astonishment as a single mana-bullet curved in midair and came back toward the towering monster.  
 
    Kaiser grunted as he deflected the bullet again, but it continued to fly off, turned and come right back. The air took on a stream of light as Dorian’s bullet came back again and again. The giant three-eyed brute took a step back and another, using all of his power to keep the persistent bullet away. 
 
    “I can’t stop it,” Kaiser growled as each slam of the bullet forced him to retreat step by step. 
 
    Xix watched was happening and spit in disgust. Skeletal hands up, shadows engulfed him. Vayne stirred from the floor when shadows wrapped around her body and she sank into the darkness, gone from sight. Kaiser grunted again and again as he tried to deflect the bullet. He misjudged a step and the bullet blasted through his forearm. The giant monster screamed until shadows engulfed him and he was gone.  
 
    The mana-bullet slammed into a canyon wall, cracking it for twenty feet and silence fell across the darkening battlefield. Victor let his armor crack and fall away as his bone sword slid back into his wrist. Running, he fell to Night’s side and lifted her to his chest. The elf’s eyes slowly opened before giving him a reassuring smile.  
 
    Putting her down, the elf stood on her own power. The two turned to see Shyryth walking toward them, a scaled hand to her head. She had transformed back to her humanoid form and made her way to them. 
 
    “The warp spawn…she took control of my mind,” Shyryth said with some difficulty. 
 
    Victor and Night rushed to her side. 
 
    Shyryth looked to Night, “I’m sorry, I couldn’t control myself.” 
 
    The elf gave her small hug and a faint smile. “I understand. The Dark Spire realm has the power to manipulate minds and bodies.” 
 
    Seeing that Night and Shyryth were okay, Victor turned to see Dorian standing alone and Nebb standing by the gaping hole where the worm came from. The giant worm was off to the side, silent and watching. 
 
    A figure appeared from the hole, walking slowly into the last hint of light from the day. Victor stepped forward while Nebb knelt down to one knee and bowed his head. A woman with green skin and brown dress stepped into view with a kind smile. Twigs filled her hair as moss covered almost every inch of her skin. 
 
    Victor smiled. “Hello Nephy.” 
 
    The goddess gave a small head bow as she emerged from the giant hole, the last rays of sunlight vanishing and night casting her shroud across the lands.  
 
    *** 
 
    The final rays of sunlight disappeared over the horizon and darkness covered the lush lands and mystical city of Loress. A dark blue dragon and two dragon-women flew silently over the rooftops before lanterns in the street glowed to life. Lily and Dawn peered down while holding onto Vindrel’s neck. Behind them, Nerin and Ida stayed close while Izy and Mildra glided next to their fellow dragon. 
 
    Dawn eyed the approaching tower, her glasses seeing through the stone to the inner garden on the top floor. Three figures remained by one of the small ponds that dotted the large tower floor.  
 
    “They are still there,” the elf said into Lily’s ear. 
 
    The demoness turned her head to the group with a small nod. The rest nodded back. In mere moments, they landed on the top of the tower. Vindrel lowered the bulk of her body allowing Lily, Dawn, Nerin, and Ida to slip off. Izy and Mildra landed next. When everyone was off, Vindrel’s body convulsed and trembled as she reverted back to her dragon-woman form. 
 
    Lily glanced to Dawn and noticed the strange belt and plasma pistol against her hip. “Is that new?” 
 
    The elf nodded. “I enjoyed using the plasma rifle from the Xull realm so, I had Wynn send me something smaller.” 
 
    Lily gave a nod of approval before she addressed her sisters in battle. “Rescue the acolytes and we fly away. We don’t want to get into a prolonged fight.” 
 
    Mildra turned her eyes to the dozen gargoyles lining the tower edges. “I sense something is amiss.” 
 
    Lily nodded. “There is probably detection magic. They might be on their way already. Let’s finish what we came here to do.” 
 
    The group of women rushed to the lone door. Dawn was first to it, pulling out a small lock-picking kit from her leather belt. Glasses shining, she noticed the lock was mechanical and she didn’t detect any magical traps. Inserting the thin rod and needle, she worked the lock until it clicked open. 
 
    A staff appeared in Lily’s hand as the door opened. “Stay close.” 
 
    The small group made their way into the darkened entryway. The climb down was quiet. Torches lined the stairwell before they entered the top floor. Light flickered as they moved as one, reaching another door and finding it unlocked. Lily’s brow hardened as they stepped into a lush garden, the sound of trickling water echoing off walls. 
 
    The tension amid the group grew thicker until they made their way further into the garden. Lily pushed away a thick leaf to see a pond with several figures by it. A woman with faint blue skin and webbed hands lay against the edge of the pond while an orc woman and a female halfling sat back to back with books in their hands. All three were silent, lost to the serene garden. 
 
    “I smell a trap,” Vindrel said in a low whisper. 
 
    The three women by the pond turned their attention to the invading group. A long moment past before their bodies began to shimmer and they faded away. 
 
    Lily growled her contempt when a voice filled the garden. 
 
    “The bravery of Vala’s chosen is not exaggerated,” said the disembodied voice. 
 
    The seven women put their backs to each other, forming a tight circle. 
 
    “No need to defend yourselves just yet. My name is Damon Royy, Master council member for the Mage Authority. I commend you on your bravery, but the three acolytes you seek are here in the council Meeting Hall on the street level. I would not attempt to retreat just yet, the gargoyles on the roof have been animated and are waiting for you.” 
 
    “Why let us get this far if you could have stopped us on the roof.” Lily asked with a hard edge. 
 
    “Excellent question. One I will gladly answer when you make your way down to the council chamber. My fellow mages do not seem to agree on allowing you to make your way down here peacefully or through violence. We are voting on it as I speak.” 
 
    The group turned their eyes to the lilac-colored succubus. 
 
    Lily was silent for a moment before her lips parted, “We committed to their rescue and we must not fail, for Vala’s sake.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” the voice chuckled. “The council past the vote, seven to six in favor of violence. I wish you the best of luck surviving your descent,” Damon said with an amused edge. 
 
    “We fight,” Lily commanded before leading the group to the main doors, concern touching her heart as she readied for battle. 
 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Victor closed the distance between him and the goddess. Nephy stood, oval eyes drinking in Vala’s Champion as he approached, the invite in her hand. The goddess bowed her head before the invite floated up and disappeared from sight.  
 
    The group gathered around the goddess as she smiled politely. It was Victor who turned his attention to Nebb and then back to Nephy. The sun had set beyond the horizon and the cool evening descended on all gathered on the canyon floor. 
 
    “I’m pleased your relativity unharmed from your recent encounter,” Nephy said with a kind edge. 
 
    “Thank you for the assist,” Victor smiled. “The giant worm really helped turn the tide.” 
 
    Nebb coughed. 
 
    Victor looked to the spell sword and his smile grew wider. “I suppose you helped too.” 
 
    “These are truly strange times we live in with unlikely alliances,” Nephy said, her mystical eyes giving a slow blink. 
 
    “I know you mentioned you wish to help the great wrong that happened to Vala, but I have to ask, are you going to stay true to your word?” Victor asked with watching eyes. 
 
    “Little rude to ask that after we saved your asses,” Nebb scoffed. 
 
    Nephy looked to Nebb, “He has every right to be suspicious. What happened to Vala was a grave mistake, felt throughout all of the realms.” 
 
    The goddess turned her attention back to Victor, “Know this, Champion of Vala, I pledge my power to the resurrection of the Goddess of Love. What she endured cannot happen again. We must right the great wrong across the realms.” 
 
    Victor acknowledged with a head nod. “I’m glad. Right now, she needs all the friends we can get.” 
 
    Nephy reached up and touched Victor’s cheek with her mossy hand, “I am not the only one watching your movements. The gods and goddesses across the realms are preparing, some to stop you and others to aid you. I fear this is only the beginning of your trials.” 
 
    “Clearly. The four Champions that showed up weren’t here to give us a pat on the back,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Nephy nodded. “Redarr, the demon god of disease, is helping Baaldir. As is Tantia, Ibris and Roohr. From what I know, the four gods helped Baaldir, Hexnia and Luhorr to storm Vala’s realm and put her followers to flame before killing her. Baaldir is the strongest of all of them, but their combined might will be a challenge.” 
 
    “Are there others in the pantheon who are siding with Vala?” 
 
    Nephy pulled back her hand, sorrow touching her eyes. “I cannot say. Many of the pantheon have grown silent, content to watch as it unfolds. Only Baaldir and his fellow conspirators are against the resurrection. Luhorr is the only one who seems to be pulling away from their group. Hexnia is still madly in love with the God of the Hunt. Her unstable nature will not give room for a true judgement of her intentions.” 
 
    Victor looked away, “It seems we are still on our own.” 
 
    “No, you’re not,” Dorian said as he stepped closer. “With my gun arm, your skills, and the combined might of Vala’s Champion, even the gods will thick twice. We simply will not allow any to stand in her way.” 
 
    The Blade smirked as he looked to the Slinger, unable to stop the positive energy rising up. Victor felt doubt linger in his heart after every achievement and battle won. The closer they were to bringing Vala back, the more he doubted he would be strong enough to protect the goddess he loved. It was easy when he had to only care for himself, but now his heart was filled with so many beautiful souls, all worshipping a goddess who could reunite the realms, and it made him feel powerful and weak at the same time. Astor’s death clawed at his heart, as did the deaths of several friends and lovers. Victor’s mind drifted to Lily and the thought of something happening to her gnawed at him like a hungry rat. The deaths of his parents showed that he could still love despite the darkness at their perspective ends and for a faint glimmer of a second, the Champion truly opened his heart to loving once again. 
 
    Nephy noticed the moment and gave Victor a gentle smile. “You are beginning to understand what it means to no longer be mortal. Vala chose well.” 
 
    “No longer mortal,” Victor repeated, trying to understand what she meant. 
 
    Nephy turned and stepped away, Nebb joining her side. “I must prepare for the resurrection. When the time comes, know I am an ally of Vala.” 
 
    The small group watched as Nephy and Nebb entered the cave. Nebb shot back a look and a head nod before he and his goddess disappeared into the darkness of the cave. The giant worm moved and followed, its giant bulk slipping into the hole and the tail knocking against the roof. The group backed up as stone and debris fell, caving in the worm tunnel. 
 
    Victor waved goodbye before turning to Dorian, Shyryth, and Night.  
 
    “We finished what we set out to…” Victor stopped as pain stabbed into his soul. 
 
    Night and Shyryth rushed to the Blade as he screamed in pain. Victor couldn’t control himself as pain flared across his nerves. An image of Lily touched his mind and the pain ebbed. Trying to catch his breath, the elf and dragon stared down on him in concern. 
 
    “Lily’s in trouble,” Victor said with wide eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arrows, lightning bolts, and crossbow bolts filled the wide corridor. Energy blasted at stone and wood while Vindrel blasted back with her lightning breath. Lily stood before the blue dragon woman, staff spinning and knocking out arrows and bolts from the air. Dawn was behind Vindrel, plasma pistol out and firing down the corridor. 
 
    A dozen gargoyles held their ground as they fired back magical weapons and wands. Another dozen broken gargoyle remains littered the corridor. Lily’s body didn’t stop moving, sweat covered her brow and clung to her limbs as she fought tooth and nail to protect the group. Vindrel wheezed as she pulled in a deep breath and fired another lightning bolt. A gargoyle shattered on impact, but several more took its place. 
 
    Lily eyed the way forward as plasma and lightning bolts shot past her. Nerin and Ida were in a side room watching Izy and with Mildra watching the door. A short time earlier, Izy had taken several arrows to the back as she tried to protect Nerin and Ida. The arrows were magical, exploding against her body and sending her to the floor. Mildra chose to stay behind to watch over them as gargoyles attacked from the rear. Lily and the rest spent the last twenty minutes fighting their way down to the halfway point of the tower and their side was taking having damage. Vindrel continued to fight, but Lily could see she was exhausting her dragon breath. At this rate, they wouldn’t make it another floor, let alone to the council chamber. 
 
    Dawn continued to fire back, plasma bolts blasting holes in gargoyle heads. The elf’s aim was true and her glasses saw through stone to see the enemy move directly into her shots. The blonde elf looked to Vindrel and the blue-haired dragon faltered and fell to her hands and knees, gasping for air. 
 
    “Lily, Vindrel cannot keep fighting!” 
 
    The succubus ignored Dawn as she knocked arrows and bolts from the air. Lily felt the tide turning against them. She lost her biggest guns and now Vindrel was too exhausted to continue. Thoughts flowed back to Victor and she pushed on against the rain of magical of attacks. The thought of disappointing him and Vala was too much to bear. It crawled under her skin like a knife’s edge and she refused to back down. 
 
    “Dawn, get Vindrel out of here. I’ll go the rest of the way,” Lily shouted over her shoulder. 
 
    Dawn stepped past the gasping dragon-woman and stood by Lily’s side. “I’m not leaving you!” 
 
    The succubus couldn’t hide a small grin as her staff and arms whipped around like a hurricane. The pair advanced another ten feet, Dawn firing away as Lily defended her. Stone gargoyles bunched up, ready to advance when plasma bolts cracked their bodies and a moment later, they shattered into heaps. For a brief second, Lily saw an opening when an arrow slipped past her staff and sunk into her shoulder. The succubus cried out and she shoved Dawn away, the arrow exploding a half a second later. 
 
    Dawn slammed into a wall, watching helplessly as Lily’s arm was blown off from her shoulder. The elf hit the ground and charged as Lily fell, her eyes in a daze. Dawn caught her with one arm and fired her plasma pistol with the other. Vindrel was on them, wings circling around and taking explosive damage. 
 
    Lily looked up, her mind screaming. She saw Dawn’s frightened expression and her lips moving, yelling words she couldn’t hear. Darkness touched the edges of the succubus’s vision and her mind and heart went to Victor. Disappointment filled her soul as she could no longer feel her left arm. 
 
    “Victor…” the succubus mentally sighed as darkness consumed her. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor moved on automatic. Hands up, he called on his new power to weave portals. Singular determination filled him as he spent five points of Wisdom and activated the power. A purple and black portal appeared in midair, pulsating like a living thing. 
 
    Victor turned to Dorian, Shyryth and Night, “Lily and the others are in trouble. We have to go to them now!” 
 
    No word of protest rose up as a bone sword slid into Victor’s hand and he jumped into the portal. Shyryth, Dorian and Night stepped through, the portal closing behind them and vanishing from sight. 
 
    Tension spilled into Victor as he flashed forward through the portal. Another opening parted and the Blade launched himself through it. A slight haze of confusion assaulted his senses before they became razor sharp. The corridor was filled with smoke and flying arrows. Vindrel grunted as her wings were shredded, Dawn on the ground and holding Lily. Madness touched the Blade as he saw Lily’s arm lying two feet away from where it should be. 
 
    Dorian stepped out of the portal and drew his pistol. One squeeze of the trigger blasted out a single mana-bullet. Night and Shyryth emerged from the portal to see Dorian’s bullet shatter gargoyle after gargoyle in seconds. Shyryth moved forward, a stream of fire pouring from her mouth as Night held up her hands, fireballs appearing above her palms. 
 
    Victor was diving for the floor, one hand snatching Lily’s arm and the other one out. Calling on his healing ability, he pumped his remaining five points of Will into it. Dawn looked over to see Victor sliding to Lily, pressing her arm to the stump and white energy pouring from his hands. The power pulsed and feed into the succubus. Victor watched as veins, bone and muscles connected and began to pull together. Skin regenerated and melded together. After a long moment, the arm appeared normal and Lily opened her eyes. 
 
    “What took you so long,” the succubus said with a wicked grin. 
 
    “I thought you had this,” Victor grinned back, his heart elated. 
 
    “There were complications,” Lily said as she was stood up and her staff appeared in her hand. 
 
     Dawn smiled as she stood back up and fired at what was left of the gargoyles. In mere moments, the gargoyles were decimated, broken stone scattered across the floor, Victor, Lily, and the group standing. Dorian holstered his weapon as the mana-bullet slammed into a stone wall and cracked it. 
 
    “Where are the others,” Victor asked. 
 
    “We left them a way back. Izy was hurt. Mildra, Nerin, and Ida were protecting her and us from the rear,” Lily answered. 
 
    Victor called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 61/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 15 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 4/15 
 
    Con (Nano)- 4/11 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 0/6 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 9/14 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    The Champion saw that he hadn’t had enough time to regenerate his power.  
 
    Lily spoke to him as if reading his mind, “The three acolytes are held in the council chamber on the main floor. We were fighting our way there.” 
 
    Victor gave the group gathered a wide smile, “It looks like we arrived just in time to finish the job. Stay behind me while I clear a path.” 
 
    “Path is already cleared,” Dawn added. 
 
    Victor shook his head, “No, I’m clearing a path all the way to the council chamber.” 
 
    Before anyone could say otherwise, Victor charged. The sound of boot steps echoed off walls as he rushed ahead, jumping over mounds of broken gargoyles and sprinting toward the stairs. Mind working, he knew deep down that he had to truly become a force to be reckoned with if he was ever able to protect Vala when she returns from her celestial grave. Gritting his teeth, a bone sword slid into his into his hand while he mentally called up his stats. Holding back on spending Divine orbs was a mistake and he needed the boost if he was going to show the Mage Authority not to fuck with him and his friends. 
 
    Unlocking 14 points, he started placing them in several stats. Five went to Strength, four went to Constitution, four went to Will and one moved to Wisdom. Power surged through the champion as a growl turned to a shout of power. 
 
       Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 61/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 1 
 
    Powers to Unlock-7 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 9/20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 8/15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 4/10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 10/15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Reaching the stairs, Victor jumped down a flight at a time while one point of Strength charged the bone sword and four points of Will powered his Aura Shield. A white and yellow aura surrounded his body. The four points wasn’t enough to grant him a greater effect, but he figured it would be strong enough to protect him.  
 
    Reaching the main floor, Victor burst through the entryway, senses dialed to eleven. He hadn’t encountered a single enemy and that only meant they were waiting for him. The faint shuffle of creatures caught his attention and he charged toward it. Turning into another wide corridor, the Blade drank it in as animated bodied turned in his direction. 
 
    Two large doors were locked, taking up the entire end of the corridor while roughly forty gargoyles turned their haunting gazes to the lone man with a bone sword and glowing aura. A seething hiss filled the air as bows and crossbows came to bear. Swords and axes glowed as the small army stood between Victor and the council chamber. 
 
    “Just to be safe,” Victor whispered to himself as he pumped five points of Strength into his power and speed. 
 
    The moment turned into a storm as the gargoyles unleashed their power. Victor took a deep breath and charged. Time glowed into prolonged moments as the bone sword was raised as arrows and bolts flew toward the Champion. With a mental command, the bone sword vibrated and blasted out a roar of power. The contained space of the wide corridor caused a ripple effect as the roar knocked arrows and bolts from the air, bounced off walls and slammed into the gargoyles gathered. Bodies flew into walls and each other, some smashed to pieces while others cracked. Victor smirked as he blazed forward into the fray. With a leap, the bone sword glowed in the torchlight as Victor stared down at the mass of tangled gargoyle bodies. Time resumed and he crashed into the group like a freight train.  
 
    Gargoyles barely had a chance to counter as a bone sword sliced through bodies like water. Stone limbs and heads separated from bodies. Victor let the inner beast out, hacking and slashing through magical blades. The energy from the gargoyle blades surged and exploded, debris striking Victor’s aura and the Champion shrugging it off. The stone constructs showed no fear as they were sliced to pieces, several falling into heaps as Victor cut through their ranks like a swordsman through a butcher’s warehouse.  
 
    The fighting grew to a fevered moment and then it died with each gargoyle falling apart until none stood. Victor turned his attention to the thick double doors just as his friends reached the other end of the corridor. With a shout of power, Victor rammed his shoulder into the doors, blasting them off their hinges. 
 
    Lily, Dawn and the others ran to catch up, but it was Victor who couldn’t wait. Charging into the council chamber, Vala’s Blade stared up at the high seating of thirteen mages in various colored robes. One sat in the middle with an amused look and stroking his goatish beard. The others to his left and right stood up from their seats, hands making arcane gestures and incantations filling the air. 
 
    Victor charged his bone sword with another Strength point, aura glowing and determination filling his brow when the mage with the goatish beard held up a single hand. Mystical words stopped as all turned their attention to the council master, confusion filling their eyes. Victor aimed his sword, ready for anything when the master levitated up from his high seat and floated down to the main floor. 
 
    Tapestries of mages covered the walls of the large, circular chamber as tiled runes stretched across the floor. The mage landed with gentle grace before taking a few steps toward Victor, the sword point three feet from his chest. 
 
    “You have finally arrived. What an honor it is to meet Vala’s Champion,” the man said with blissful wonder. 
 
    “Where are the acolytes and this doesn’t have to get messy,” Victor said with conviction. 
 
    Lily and Dawn stepped through the council chamber entrance, the rest following. Dorian eyed the mages, hand hovering close to his pistol.  
 
    Vindrel’s gaze locked on the mage talking to Victor and her eyes widened, “No…it can’t be.” 
 
    The mage ignored the rest, keeping his gaze on Victor. “I’m Damon Royy, Master council member for the Mage Authority. I assure you, Vala’s acolytes are safe and close by. I simply must have this moment to gaze on Vala’s chosen.” 
 
    Lily looked over to Vindrel and raised an eyebrow. The blue-haired dragon woman folded her wings back and knelt down to one knee, darkness covering her eyes. 
 
    “We must kill them all,” a mage said in outrage. 
 
    “They have violated the laws! They must be punished,” a female mage shouted. 
 
    Damon kept his smile, “Don’t listen to them. They dwell in fear.” 
 
    One mage spotted Dorian and slammed his fist down on the armrest of his seat. “The criminal Slinger is here! We must end this once and for all!” 
 
    “ENOUGH!” Damon shouted, power crashing into everyone in the room. 
 
    Victor, as was the rest of his friends, were knocked to the floor while the mages by their seats were forced to sit down. Eyes widened in disbelief before murmured confusion filled the grand chamber. Only Vindrel stayed on her knees. 
 
    Victor couldn’t believe it as he slowly sat and then stood up. The aura shield should have blunted the blow, but it barely held on as he was thrown down. Checking himself, he wasn’t hurt, but the sheer power caused him to hesitate. 
 
    Damon nodded slightly. “The conflict is over. I decree all shall be forgiven. The time of wars has come to an end and a new peace will fill the realms once again.” 
 
    A mage shook their head. “You don’t have the power to make such a decree!” 
 
    Damon’s eyes slowly closed and opened. “I do have such power. It has been so long since I have allowed my true self to come out. So long in fact, I almost forgotten who I was.” 
 
    Victor held his bone sword at the ready, “I just want the acolytes.” 
 
    Damon nodded. “You shall have them and so much more.” 
 
    A side door opened and three women stepped out. One was an orc in pigtails, body muscular but her expression, innocent. Another was a blue skinned woman, petite with webbed hands and feet. The last one was a halfling, eyes wide and head bowed.  
 
    Victor gave Damon a confused look. 
 
    Damon smiled. “A small gift, one of many to help mend the broken realms.” 
 
    “What is this about,” Victor asked, not sure what it all meant. 
 
    Damon chuckled. “Let me show you.” 
 
    Energy swirled around his body, whipping at the very air. Mages raised their arms to block out the wind and light. Victor stared, holding his ground as Damon’s body grew bigger and bigger. Wings burst from his back and flexed out. Silver scales covered his skin as his body shifted and morphed. Talons the size of swords clawed at the thick stone floor. Victor took a step back as the man changed and shifted into a large silver dragon. Four oval eyes stared down and a long neck swiveled to get a better look. A serpent grin formed along the snout as the four slitted eyes blinked in unison. 
 
    “Drogoss,” Vindrel stated simply, not lifting her head. 
 
    Lily and Dawn’s jaws dropped as they looked up to the majestic silver dragon. Mages sat, eyes wide with fear and disbelief. Victor was the only one where his expression didn’t change. 
 
    “Drogoss who?” the Blade questioned. 
 
    The silver dragon laughed, his voice vibrating along every soul gathered. “I can understand your confusion, Vala’s Blade. It has been a very long time since I have revealed myself. I spent much of my time trying to live as a normal mortal, experiencing lives at an intimate level. It has been so long; I assumed most think of me as nothing more than a legend.” 
 
     Lily stepped to Victor’s side, her gaze still on the magnificent dragon. “Drogoss is the first god of the pantheon. He created the realms and allowed others to ascend to become higher beings.” 
 
    “The beautiful succubus is correct,” Drogoss nodded his serpentine head. 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as he looked up and stuck out his chin, “You allowed what happened to Vala. You let the pantheon kill her!” 
 
    Sorrow touched the dragon’s four eyes, but it was Lily who touched Victor’s hand. 
 
    “He didn’t allow it. Drogoss has been gone for tens of thousands of years.” 
 
    Vindrel stood up and stepped closer, a solemn expression on her pointed features. “Drogoss set the realms in motion. Once he finished, he stayed to ensure others would care for the realms. When the pantheon was established, he left to explore the universe. He is the one, true god.” 
 
    Drogoss settled down, an arm crossing over another like a cat would. “I have explored much, but my heart missed the six realms. I often found myself coming back, living a simple life one moment or a greater one the next. The stories and experiences fulfilled me like a fine wine and I could not break away for long.  
 
    “I sometimes glanced into the higher levels, watching my adopted children as they played and schemed. But like any proud parent, I let them continue and I returned to living lifetimes among the many.” 
 
    Drogoss peered down at Victor and kept his smile. “It pained me to witness Vala’s death. For such a horrific event to take place, I found myself unable to interfere for I would undo everything I had set into motion. But Vala was always a clever goddess. Despite her death, she hid parts of herself among the realms and she chose a Champion from a distant world so they would not be tainted by legends and myths. She orchestrated her return like a true symphony, but she hasn’t come back yet.” 
 
    The dragon god lowered his pointed snout until all four eyes were on the same level as Victor’s gaze. “I cannot stop those who wish her ill will, but I can help her resurrection along. The acolytes here are free to go and the Mage Authority will do everything it can to assist in her return.” 
 
    A mage stood up with his chest out. “We cannot allow this! Vala worship is outlawed! The Slingers are criminals! Everything we have built will…” 
 
    Drogoss turned his snout to the mage, eyes containing a hint of menace. “Everything will be just as it was except for a new peace. Your petty desires to hold onto the illusion of power have corrupted what I taught eons ago. I have been a council member for years and none here ever discovered my true power. You call yourselves master mages, but none had the presence of mind to unlock hidden mysteries, even one among your ranks.  
 
    “No, Master Wick, you and the rest will aid Vala’s chosen and reinstate her worship or by my word, the people of Eddor will burn down your cities and slaughter all those who dwell in petty hatred and fear. Do we have an accord?” 
 
    The mage fixed his robe, hands trembling as he kept his chest out. “I don’t see why we cannot enter a new enlightened age of peace and love. Do we all agree?” 
 
    The other members of the council raised their hands as did Drogoss. 
 
    Victor couldn’t hold back his smile. Lily wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing her smiling lips to his cheek. Dawn crossed her arms and grinned, with Night at her side. Vindrel smiled. Dorian gave a quick nod of his hat. Behind them, Izy, Mildra, Nerin, and Ida appeared, smiles blooming as they helped Izy along.       
 
     A pleasant haze took root, as if a great burden was lifted from many shoulders. Victor was about to kiss Lily when an envelope appeared over his shoulder. The Blade took hold and saw that it was addressed to Drogoss himself. 
 
    “It would seem you are invited to the resurrection,” Victor said and he lifted it up to the immense dragon. 
 
    Drogoss lifted a clawed hand and the invite flew up into his scaled palm. “It would be an honor to witness such a grand moment. Thank you, Vala’s Champion.” 
 
    “Please, call me Victor.” 
 
    Drogoss closed all four eyes, “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    The mage who was standing opened his arms to the entire chamber, “We must celebrate the new age! The city of Loress welcomes all who worship Vala’s ways!” 
 
    “Here here!” the mages shouted. 
 
    “Here here!” Victor’s group shouted. 
 
    The three acolytes rushed across the room, eyes and arms wide. Victor turned his attention to them just as all three crashed into him, the Champion falling on his back as the three women held him close. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor grinned. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    The green chamber was filled with plants, steamy ponds and naked bodies. Victor sat in a misty pool, eyes filled with amused bliss as a halfling moved up and down on his steel hard member. The halfling woman tried to speak, her small breasts bouncing along as she clutched to Victor. 
 
    “My name is…my name is…my name is…” she tried to say, but the intimate moment seemed to keep her in a blissful spiral. 
 
    “Take your time,” Victor smiled as she rode his member, squeezing each time she sank down to the hilt. 
 
    Around the couple, a water nymph swam lazily through the water. Many naked mages walked around, talking, kissing or engaged in sensual acts. Lily and Dawn sat not far away in the same pool, running wet hands down the female orc’s strong curves. The orc in pigtails was caught in the sensual touches, breathing hard while dark green nipples pointed just above the water. Lily gave the orc a wicked smile before her hand snaked between thick green thighs and caressed her sensitive flesh. Dawn was close, touching a pert nipple and squeezing it, causing the orc to gasp in pleasure. 
 
    Victor had one hand on the halfling’s hip while he let his other arm lay on the pond edge. It was just an hour before when they were fighting to save the acolytes and met Drogoss. Now, the entire city was celebrating in the streets, their cheers heard just beyond large, arched windows. Victor and his friends had become celebrities, the mages quick to make them happy. The ascent was a whirlwind to the top floor. Clothes were removed and naked bodies stepping into the peaceful garden. 
 
    The three dragons played in another small pond, splashing water at each other. Night sat on the edge of the pond Victor was in, only her legs in the water and a small smile on her lips. Nerin and Ida wrestled on green grass before their lips locked in a seductive touch. 
 
    “My name is…Oh goddess…I’m coming,” the halfling gasped before her body shuddered. 
 
    Victor helped her along, her eyes squeezed shut and moving like she wanted to milk every drop of her own orgasm. Energy bloomed between them and something separated from the halfling and entered Victor. 
 
    Lazy eyes partially opened as the halfling gave Victor a warm smile. “My name is Hani.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you Hani,” Victor said as she continued to slide up and down on his rigid member. 
 
    Hani cooed as she stayed impaled on Vala’s Champion when his cock thickened. Eyes widening, she let out a long moan as her inner world had to accommodate his size. The moan grew louder and she threw her head back and another orgasm blasted her frayed nerves. Victor’s eyes half closed before he grunted, white seed surging into the tight space between them. Urges cooled until Victor spent another Constitution point, his manhood remaining hard. 
 
    Webbed hands grabbed Hani from behind and lifted her up. The halfling gasped before she was thrown a few feet and into the warm waters. The blue-skinned nymph swam closer until she was between Victor’s legs, fingers taking hold of his member. 
 
    “My name is Lula. Vala had shown you to us in our dreams. We fantasized about this moment for too long.” 
 
    Before Victor could say anything, the nymph’s head dove under water and her lips wrapped around his manhood. The Blade leaned his head back, smiling to himself as the nymph’s head bobbed on his cock, suckling and licking at it like a hungry beast. 
 
    Lily looked over without taking her hand away from rubbing the orc’s engorged clit. “I know we earned a little rest, but we have to continue.” 
 
    “Priestess, don’t stop,” the female orc cried out, lost to tendrils of paradise. 
 
    “I know,” Victor sighed as tight lips pressed up and down against his veiny member. 
 
    Hani emerged and swam over until she was sitting next to Victor. Hand between her small thighs, she massaged her clit as Lula continued her masterful work. 
 
    “I think the three of us should continue, together,” Dawn said in a sultry tone as she licked at the orc’s nipple. 
 
    “We do work better, together,” Lily said as her finger controlled the orc’s pleasure. 
 
    Victor lifted his head and looked to the beautiful women. “I didn’t like us apart. I agree, let’s stay together.” 
 
    Lily nodded as the orc let out shrill gasp, her thighs trembling underwater. “We will bring the acolytes to Vala’s realm before we go to Dark Spire. Cassandra told me we should visit the dead city of Normir. She had received information from the Dead King that he has located several acolytes and wants to assist with the crusade.” 
 
    “Dead King? Sounds ominous,” Victor sighed as his cock thickened in the nymph’s mouth. 
 
    “Not so much,” Lily said as the orc grabbed her wrist and kept the succubus’s finger right where they were. “The Dead King is a respected member among the cities of Dark Spire. Normir is his kingdom and he keeps the dead from infecting all the cities in the realm.” 
 
    “I hope it's less exciting than the last few days,” Victor said before he grunted. 
 
    Lula pressed her lips to the base of Victor’s cock, hot seed painting the back of her throat before she lovingly sucked it down. 
 
    The Champion looked around, “Where’s Dorian?” 
 
    “He’s speaking with some of the mages to ensure a peaceful transition between the Slingers and Mages. He told me he wanted to ensure all slingers are exonerated and can return without any further trouble,” Night spoke up. 
 
    “We need to get him back to Vala’s realm,” Victor said as he spent another Constitution point. 
 
    Night leaned back, her legs kicking in the water, “I can stay and make sure to portal him back to the realm.” 
 
    Dawn looked over to her sister, seeing the confidence return to her once damaged sibling. The elves exchanged a warm glance before the orc’s moans grew louder and louder.  
 
    Lula emerged from the water, licking her lips and energy passing from her and into Victor. The Champion was ready to go again when the orc stood up, water running down her muscled body and large breasts. Lily and Dawn smiled as the orc in pigtails stalked over to Victor and glared down at him. The Blade looked up and saw the wet hunger in her eyes. Gulping in some air, he wondered if she was going to be gentle. 
 
    “I’m Zetah,” the orc woman stated before she sat in Victor’s lap. 
 
    Giggles rose up as Victors manhood was grabbed and pressed to her tight line. Despite the number of orgasms, she received from Lily and Dawn, it seemed she needed more. Powerful thighs nearly engulfed Victor’s legs as she forced herself down, thick inches opening her tight valley. Large breasts bounced in Victor’s face while the orc moved like a machine on him. Large hands grabbed his head and forced it between her large, full breasts while strong hips kept him in place. 
 
    Dawn leaned her head on Lily’s shoulder while the succubus held her close. The pair watched in amusement as Victor struggled in the orc’s grip. The sounds of moans filled the air as Zetah nearly crushed Vala’s Champion in the throes of heat and lust. 
 
    *** 
 
    The place between realms writhed as mist coiled. Victor opened his eyes to see many bodies floating in the dark void, their eyes slowly opening. Arms and legs kicked as the Champion swam to the floating, slowly spinning bodies of Lula, Hani, and Zetah. Lily and Dawn emerged from the darkness and behind them, three dragon women and two muscled ladies appeared.  
 
    Bodies moved and hands clamped to one another in pairs. Victor pulled Lula along while the others followed. Soon, everyone was standing on a misty floor and walking. Victor mulled over the recent experience on Eddor. Before everyone fell to slumber’s embrace, they discussed their next course of actions in finer detail. The dragons, with Ida and Nerin, were to take the new acolytes back to Vala’s realm. When they were safely gone, Victor, Lily, and Dawn would proceed to Dark Spire for the next leg of their quest. Night agreed to stay behind to help portal Dorian to Vala’s realm when he finished working out the details for peace between the Slinger's and the Mage Authority. 
 
    Victor stepped along the misty path his thoughts floating back to Drogoss. During the celebration, the all-powerful god vanished. At first, Victor figured this was because he was an all-powerful god that he could do whatever he wanted, but something about the encounter didn’t sit right with him. A god that chose to not interfere for such a long time and then appears during a fight to interfere and declare peace? It bordered from welcomed to something bat-shit crazy. Was the resurrection so important that even the strongest god of the pantheon wanted to be a part of it or was there something else going on? 
 
    The realms are all bat-shit crazy. Why would this be any different? 
 
    “That’s funny coming from you,” Victor whispered under his breath. 
 
    I stopped trying to make sense of all of it a long time ago. Considering he is the first god of these realms, could we stop him from coming even if we wanted to? 
 
    Victor shrugged, unsure what else to say. 
 
    The group reached the edge of Vala’s realm. Victor, Dawn, and Lily waved to the others as they marched along and stepped through the oval opening, one by one. The three new acolytes gave Victor a shy smile before stepping through. Vindrel and Shyryth waved while Izy and Mildra blew kisses. Ida and Nerin smacked Victor’s butt on the way out, giving him a wink. When everyone was gone, the oval portal closed and darkness swirled once again. 
 
    Victor took one of Lily's and Dawn’s hands into each of his own and the trio walked along the misty void. It didn’t take long before another oval portal appeared and the three stepped through it. A starry night greeted the three as black sand shifted under boots. Victor took a deep breath, the oddness of realm walking no longer feeling odd. It had become second nature and he rather enjoyed the different scents of each realm. Eddor had a milky lavender scent he liked, while Dark Spire had more of a black cherry scent, mixed with edges of sulfur. It was not unpleasant, but it was interesting. 
 
    Turning his head to the right, Victor drank in the large circular city before him, a black spire rising up high in the night sky and a white crystal slowly turning. The crystal’s light beamed down until the edges touched the high walls surrounding the city. Victor could see tall, black buildings beyond the walls and when his gaze fell to the actual walls of the city, he noticed they were made of skulls all facing outwards, hollow eyes peering into his soul. 
 
    “Welcome to the Dead City of Normir,” Lily said and began walking. 
 
    Victor and Dawn followed, the man and elf studying walls and the large arched gate before them. 
 
    “Never been here before, what should we expect,” Victor asked as they walked through the open gate. 
 
    Lily led the way as they walked onto a cobblestone street. “The Dead King and Queen have resided here since the beginning of time. They stay neutral in the affairs of the realms and kingdoms, herding the dead to their next destinations. Since we are invited, they might have information on the reaming acolytes here on Dark Spire.” 
 
    Victor nodded when his entire body tensed. Several decaying people emerged from an alley and walked onto the street next to them. Blank eyes turned in their direction for a long moment before they continued on, almost indifferent to the three living souls walking next to them. 
 
    Lily glanced to Victor and smiled. “The dead don’t hurt anyone here, it is forbidden.” 
 
    “A dead city on a world where giant Elder Things walk, you think I would be less jittery by now.” 
 
    Dawn’s eyes held a glimmer of disgust as the dead turned and walked down another street. 
 
    Victor looked ahead to the giant spire in the distance, “It’s going to take us hours to reach the center. You think we could hail a taxi or something.” 
 
    Mist glowed along the streets as blue flames filled street lanterns. Hollow faces peered from open windows before the gentle rapping of hooves echoed off stone structures. Victor looked ahead, skeletal horses coming toward them, pulling a large carriage behind it. A man sat on the coach, flesh missing from his face and skeletal hands holding the reins. The ghostly carriage circled around the three and stopped, facing the spire in the distance.  
 
    A side door opened and a skeleton in a thick robe stepped out. “Welcome Vala’s chosen. My name is Neville Arclight and I have come to escort you to the King and Queen. Please step inside and we will be off.” 
 
    “Thank you, we would be happy to accept a ride,” Lily said, but Victor was already stepping inside. 
 
    The Blade stepped in and smiled at how roomy it was. Sitting down, a side cabinet opened with an assortment of crystal vials filled with various colored liquids. Lily and Dawn stepped in before Neville followed and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Please help yourself to any refreshments we have to offer,” Neville said kindly. 
 
    Victor grabbed a large bottle, unplugged the stopper and poured into empty glasses sitting around the bottles. Hands moved with ease, placing a full glass in Dawn’s hand and then Lily’s hand. The carriage began to move as the three settled in, made a silent toast and drank in the amber liquid. 
 
    Victor’s nerves immediately relaxed. Neville sat, his skull giving no hint he was even watching them. The longer Victor looked at him, the more unnerving it became. Lily sat comfortably, but Dawn appeared tense, barely sipping her drink. The carriage began to move to the clip clop of skeletal hooves. 
 
    “Are you okay,” Victor asked the elf. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Dawn said flatly. 
 
    “Elves naturally don’t like the dead and death. They have spent their lives being near immortal so death isn’t something they dwell on,” Lily answered. 
 
    Dawn gave Lily an annoyed gaze before taking a drink. Victor glanced to Neville, but he seemed indifferent to Dawn’s demeanor. 
 
    “Is there a protocol we should follow when we meet the Dead King and Queen,” Victor asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
    Neville’s boney jaw began to move in response, “No protocol needed. The King and Queen know of your coming and wish to make it as seamless as they can. You will be brought to the throne room to speak with them.” 
 
    Victor nodded when a question popped into his mind, “So, Neville, how long have you worked for the King and Queen?” 
 
    “Over a thousand years,” Neville answered simply.  
 
    “Do you get any vacation time?” 
 
    “There will be plenty of rest for me when I move on from this realm to another,” Neville stated with no emotion. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow before Lily spoke up. 
 
    “Normir sits on a nexus point between realms. The dead often find themselves here for a time before they move on. Some stay for hours while others stay for tens of thousands of years.” 
 
    “Lady Brightblood is correct. Normir is home to lost souls. The King and Queen are the caretakers of these souls before they move on. It is a city of peace amid the chaos of the universe.” 
 
    “Since there is so much death, they must be busy,” Victor joked. 
 
    “Quite,” Neville said with nod of his skull. 
 
    Victor settled into his seat and took a sip before turning to Lily, “How did you…” the words hung in the air. 
 
    “You know I read a lot,” the succubus grinned before taking a long sip of her drink. 
 
    The rest of the trip was in silence, the only sound was of hooves on the stone street. Twenty minutes later, the carriage pulled up into a vast courtyard and slowed to a halt. Victor looked out the window to see an immense gothic castle against one side of the giant spire. Steepled towers rose up like black spikes into the air while intricate stonework gave the structure an almost Catholic and Egyptian architecture.  
 
    The door opened as Neville stepped down and held out his boney hand. Lily was first, taking the skeleton’s hand and stepping onto the courtyard. Dawn was next, waving away the skeletal hand and Victor emerged, drinking in the massive castle. 
 
    “If I had goth friends, they would be in love with this place,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Neville raised a skeletal hand to beckon the three towards the vast steps leading to the castle. Victor looked around, admiring the stonework until he noticed skulls of various sizes made up the archway and the castle beyond. Light blue carpet created paths, leading to other areas but the main part of it led on down a cathedral sized hallway. Lanterns and chandeliers glowed with blue and yellow light, strange shadows running along walls as they made their way deeper. 
 
    The air was a little musty as the four entered the main throne room. Lanterns lined the walls but the room was so large, they appeared like small points of light amid the darkness. A raised dais stood with two thrones, side by side. Above them, a skull of a dragon floated, a ball of glowing light in its maw. On the thrones sat a man and a woman, dressed in fine crimson robes. Their heads were adorned with simple crowns while long white hair covered their shoulders and white skin glowed in the supernatural light. Black as pitch eyes peered down at them, but tiny smiles formed when they saw Neville brining in their three guests. 
 
    Victor looked up at the King and Queen before his gaze drifted to the side where five women stood. At least, the Champion thought they were women at first. With each step, their features and bodies sharpened into focus as they stood, heads bowed and gaze to the floor. Two stood out right away, mirror images of each other, they had gray wings, gray skin and long black hair. Thick tails hung down, touching the floor, but their feet held large two toed talons. At first, Victor thought they might be dragons, but they didn’t appear to have the same markings. Continuing to stare, he thought they looked more like the gargoyles he fought on Eddor but there was wisp of life to their bodies. 
 
    Next to the gargoyles, two more woman floated. One had long ears sticking out of long black hair. She wore a white dress that covered the rest of her except for her glowing white cleavage and neck. Next to her was a ghostly form of woman, but she had white hair and a sad expression on her face. Finally, there was a thin woman in black leather. Victor couldn’t tell if it was just stylized leather or battle leather. She clutched an arcane staff and a floppy wide-brimmed hat covered a direct view of her face. The sound of a clearing throat caused Victor to snap his attention back to the lord and lady sitting on their thrones. 
 
    “King Anubis and Queen Kali, I present you Vala’s chosen, Victor Hobbs, Lily Brightblood and Dawn Dreamweaver,” Neville announced. 
 
    Victor leaned toward Lily. “Did Neville just clear his throat? How did he do that if he’s just a skeleton,” the Blade whispered out the corner of his mouth. 
 
    Lily jabbed her hand hard against Victor’s hand while keeping herself poised. 
 
    Lord Anubis gave the three a gentle smile. “Welcome to Normir, we have been expecting you.” 
 
    Victor’s mind worked as he took a step forward, “Thank you for having us, Lord Anubis…like the Egyptian god, Anubis?” 
 
    The pale king gave an amused nod. “It would seem the best translation of who we are matches with your history from your realm. Lady Kali and I are more servants to the greater power of death and have had many transformations over the eons. I do not doubt we have visited your realm at one time or another, as such is our design.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the pale lady at Anubis’s side, “Lady Kali, the Hindu goddess of life, death and change. The two of you are rock stars of the gods back where I’m from. It’s amazing to meet you both!” 
 
    Lily and Dawn looked to Victor with curious eyes.  
 
    The Blade turned to his friends and gave them a wink and smirk. “I did a report in high school on the history of the gods. Earned me a B plus. I should have gotten an A, but I think the teacher didn’t like me.” 
 
    Victor turned back to the King and Queen. “It’s an honor to meet you,” Victor said and bowed. 
 
    “The honor is all ours,” Anubis kept his kind smile. “Tales of your crusade have reached across all the realms and even to us. The Queen and I have discussed on many occasions about the return of Vala and her chosen champions.” 
 
    Queen Kali leaned forward a little, her hands neatly folded on her lap, “You are the…rock stars of the realms, as you have put it.” 
 
    “We’re just trying to do our jobs,” Victor said with a confident smirk. 
 
    Kali’s smile grew a little wider as her eyes half-closed with degrees of warmth.  
 
    Anubis spoke up, “It is why we are elated you have taken time to visit our city. I had sent a message to Vala’s Keeper after we discussed how we can aid in Vala’s return. Once it was clear to us Vala had placed pieces of herself throughout the realms, we assisted on searching for each piece.” 
 
    Kali continued, “We had our servants searching all of Dark Spire to find Vala’s hidden acolytes. Little did we know five of them dwelled here in our city.” 
 
    Queen Kali held out a white hand to the five women gathered at the edge of the dais. “These five have resided here, under our protection, awaiting for your visit.” 
 
    The five women looked up, stark gazes all on Victor. 
 
    The Champion looked to them with a warm smile before returning his gaze to the King and Queen. “We thank you, but I do have to ask, why?” 
 
    King Anubis nodded. “An understandable question. Death is the natural counterpoint to life. One cannot exist without the other. Despite the plots and moves of the pantheon, Normir is a neutral city. We take no part in any squabbles among the many gods, but Vala’s death has added a wrinkle to our convictions.” 
 
    “Vala’s death had caused an imbalance, one felt throughout the realms. We here in Normir noticed the surge of deaths outnumbered those being born. Many who transverse death and end up here had no intentions of moving on to their next lives, forcing themselves into a celestial exile.  
 
    “Our city has slowly filled with those who refuse to move on. In time, the city will grow beyond the light of the spire and be in peril of the Elder Things that walk our realm,” Queen Kali stated. 
 
    Anubis leaned back, arms on the throne armrests, “We respect balance. That is why we could not sit back and risk others trying to steal away Vala’s precious acolytes.” 
 
    “We thank you for your help,” Victor bowed, unsure what else to do. 
 
    “Despite the outward appearance of Normir, we are not all gloom. You three shall be our guests tonight. Neville will show you to your rooms. We prepared a private wing for you and Vala’s acolytes. We will dine in our private dining chamber and see you off when you decide it is time to leave.” 
 
    “Sounds good to us,” Victor said out loud, but his mind wondered what did the dead eat? 
 
    Kali centered her gaze on Victor, “Tell me Champion, do you look forward to Vala’s return?” 
 
    Victor grinned, “With every beat of my heart.” 
 
    The Queen nodded.  
 
    Neville bowed, “Please follow me and I will escort you to your chambers.”            
 
    The trio followed the robed skeleton as they walked toward a large, half-moon opening. The corridors beyond twisted and snaked off in many directions. Victor found it harder and harder to keep track of where they were going. The insides of the palace turned into a maze, blue and yellow torches lighting the way. After fifteen minutes of walking, they reached a set of thick doors. 
 
    Neville waved his hand and the doors opened. “This is the guest wing. Vala’s acolytes will join you soon. Please choose a room or rooms and make yourselves at home. I will come to you when dinner is prepared.” 
 
    Neville turned and walked away, not giving them a second glance. 
 
    Victor was first to step beyond the wing entrance. The corridor was wide enough for ten men to stand shoulder to shoulder. Long tables ran along the corridor on each side while vibrant tapestries covered the walls. In between each tapestry was a solid door. Despite the slightly musty air, Victor found the guest wing welcoming. There was a warmth here like heat was being pumped into the area. The Blade wondered if it was meant for the living and less for the citizens of this city. 
 
    Lily took Victor’s hand and pulled him along. Dawn followed, the tension in her shoulders easing down.  
 
    Victor knew what was coming. When she was silently bossy, it meant she was hungry and it wasn’t for food. The succubus pulled open the door and stepped inside, pulling Victor with her. Dawn followed and closed the door behind them. 
 
    The room was warm as a fireplace crackled within. Paintings covered the walls and a wide canopy bed filled the center. Lanterns glowed from the corners as a table held wines, breads, fruits, and cheeses. Gray stone walls were barely noticed as the room gave off a comforting warmth. The room held no windows and for a brief instant, Victor considered it was by design to keep the guests in or other things out. 
 
    Lily pulled Victor to the side of the bed, turned him around and began unbuttoning his shirt. “Take off your clothes.” 
 
    “I thought we were working,” Victor smirked as he shrugged off his coat and let it fall to the floor. 
 
    “We are,” Lily said matter of fact as she helped him undress. 
 
    Dawn poured herself a glass of wine, picked up a piece of cheese and made her way around the bed. She didn’t give the Blade and Shield a second glance as she sat on the other side of the bed and leaned against the backboard. Sipping wine and nibbling on cheese, she settled down as the Blade and Shield pulled their clothes off. 
 
    Victor eyed Lily as she knelt down before him, his manhood rising to the occasion. “It’s because of my B in my high school report on gods, isn’t it?” 
 
    The succubus took hold of Victor’s member and gave it a playful lick before looking up to him. “It’s a fucking turn on when you’re a knowledgeable gentleman.” 
 
    Victor sighed. “Thank you, but since we are here, we should work.” 
 
    “Discuss with Dawn. I can listen,” Lily said before wrapping her lips around his member. 
 
    The Champion let out a small blissful groan as the succubus slowly suckled on his cock. The press of her lips and the soothing touch of her tongue nearly blanked out Victor’s mind as he stood. It was hard to think as all the blood in his brain went elsewhere, but the Blade muddled through. 
 
    “While we’re here,” the young man whispered as he called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 64/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 4 
 
    Powers to Unlock-7 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Spending fourteen points to increase his stats allowed him to gain seven powers. Checking his powers under the Abyss Sphere, he quickly noticed he only had one power. An uneasy feeling crawled along his spine as he wondered if he even wanted the powers from this realm. They seemed to be the kind of abilities you use for manipulation and deep down, he didn’t feel comfortable about it. 
 
    The Champion paused in his thinking as pleasure rode him. Lily increased the tempo, head bobbing and wetness covering the length of his manhood. Tongue pressing and snaking along his rigid member, bliss crashed into him like waves on hard rocks. Mustering everything he could, he tried to speak while the demoness continued her pleasurable onslaught. 
 
    “I don’t know…how I feel about gaining abilities from this realm,” Victor managed through clenched teeth. 
 
    Dawn sipped her wine before leaning her head back. “Vala had a reason to allow you to gain from all the realms. From what I know, usually Blades only gained six abilities. I think Champions are only allowed a certain amount so Vala may be breaking the rules with you. I can see why, considering she is dead and trying to return.” 
 
    Dawn turned her gaze to see Lily lovingly sucking on thick inches while Victor looked down at her work.  
 
    “How do you know,” Victor asked while still watching Lily. 
 
    Dawn closed her eyes. “Cassandra and I have talked at times. Since I became a Lover, I wanted to know more and she didn’t hold back on telling me about the realms and Vala’s past.” 
 
    “I don’t feel good about this,” Victor huffed. 
 
    Lily looked up and Victor shook his head slightly. 
 
    “You feel great. I don’t know about gaining abilities from the Abyss Sphere,” Victor clarified. 
 
    Mentally, the Blade tapped on the Abyss Sphere. Things were going to get a lot worse before they became any better. Despite his misgivings, he knew they were going to need every edge they could if gods were going to storm the gates to Vala’s realm. 
 
    Spending the points, powers unlocked and a surge of power filled the Champion. 
 
    You gained Body Control Touch! 
 
    You gained Mind Control Touch! 
 
    You gained Harvest Thoughts Touch! 
 
    You gained Possession! 
 
    You gained Bend Reality! 
 
    The surge of power was overwhelming as Victor fought for control. Lily working her magic and power coursing through him, the very walls to his spirit blasted apart and his control vanished. Cock expanding, Lily moaned loudly. A breath of a moment later, white seed blasted her throat like cannon fire. The succubus moaned louder, drinking it down before a second and third blast followed.  
 
    Victor staggered back, trying to regain his mind when Lily pulled her mouth form his throbbing member, pressed her hands to his chest and pushed. Confusion took root as Victor tried to cut away through the mental chaos. Hands pushed and guided him until he lay on his back, head resting on Dawn’s thigh. The elf smiled through the haze before Lily was on him. Hand taking hold of his still standing member, she impaled herself on him, letting out a sexy cry. Inner walls quickly accommodated to the Champion’s girth as she sunk down, inch after inch. When she reached his base, hips moved like they were possessed, keeping him snug and never fully letting go. 
 
    Dawn ran her hands through Victor’s hair while Lily became unchained, orgasms rising to the top and exploding. Moans turned into needy grunts as she abused the Blade for her own delight. The bed absorbed most of the movement, hot thighs pinning Victor to the bed, play thing to his partner and lover. 
 
    Fighting through the blissful haze, Victor called up his stats again. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 64/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 4 
 
    Powers to Unlock-2 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
      
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality 
 
      
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow as he looked to the new abilities. They were almost exactly like he thought they would be. The Bend Reality power might be useful but the others seemed a little too evil for his tastes.  
 
    Lily’s eyes rolled into her head as she lost count of the number of orgasms she had. Dawn continued to run her fingers through Victor’s hair, a small smile on her lips. 
 
    Victor exhaled as bliss curled around his heart and cock and he looked to the beautiful elf. “What do we think of Drogoss?” 
 
    Dawn’s expression slid to uncertainty, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Victor’s hands took hold of Lily’s waist, holding her up as she continued to impale herself on him. “Isn’t it a little weird that the first god of the pantheon, who exiled himself to search for meaning, happened to be the leader of the Mage Authority and stopped the fighting between the Mages and the Slingers? For someone who said he didn’t want to interfere, he interfered plenty just yesterday.” 
 
    “It could be because of Vala’s coming resurrection,” Dawn said simply. 
 
    Lily’s eye rolled back into place and she looked down, her body not slowing down. “Drogoss was the first. He created everything. He has every right to see Vala return and balance renewed.” 
 
    Victor shook his head slightly, “Am I hearing this right? All I have heard since I arrived is you can’t trust any of the other gods and goddesses from the pantheon. You both seem to be perfectly fine with Drogoss coming back when he didn’t do anything to stop Vala’s death in the first place.” 
 
    Dawn’s expression took a dark edge. Lily slowed down, concern touching her eyes. 
 
    Victor continued, “Is there something I’m missing?” 
 
    Lily stopped moving, hands on Victor’s chest and a serious look in her eyes. “Drogoss is worshipped across all the realms. He is the definition of balance. Since we were children, we were taught he is above the petty actions of the pantheon. It is why he created it and then moved on. He takes no part in…” Lily trailed off. 
 
    Victor watched as logic seemed to war inside the succubus. For the first time ever, she didn’t seem like herself. Where she often showed distrust for any of the gods, she seemed caught in the divine faith of Drogoss. 
 
    Dawn spoke up, “Victor, Drogoss is the one true god among all of them. He has stood for honor and respect. We have grown up hearing of his power and kindness. It’s a little strange to think of him otherwise.” 
 
    Victor sat up. Lily crawled off the Blade and sat on the bed, her eyes looking away as if searching for something. Dawn sat up as well, pressing her glasses up and blinking like Victor said something that didn’t feel right. 
 
    “Maybe because I didn’t grow up here, his influence never affected me. I don’t know, but what I’m seeing and hearing is everyone has drank a little too much of the Kool-Aid. For an all-powerful god, his actions don’t match up. He didn’t interfere in Vala’s death, but because Vala is coming back, he decides to end the conflict at the drop of hat? If he was truly leading the Mage Authority, shouldn’t he have wiped out Dorian when he arrived and hunt the remaining Slingers?” 
 
    Lily and Dawn remained quiet, eyes looking away. The mood shifted to a dark confusion. Victor eyed the two women, not sure what to think. Was it part of their upbringing? Was he really in the wrong here, not understanding their culture? Was he just being paranoid? 
 
    Victor reached out with each hand. Fingers curled around Dawn and Lily’s hands. The succubus and the elf looked up Victor’s kind smile, their hearts warming. 
 
    “Hey, look, I’m sorry. I’m not from here so I didn’t realize how important Drogoss was to your cultures. I should have an open mind…” Victor was cut off by a knock at the door. 
 
    “Dinner is prepared,” Neville said through the thick door. “I will escort you to the private dining chamber.” 
 
    Victor’s smiled broadened. “Let’s go to dinner and we can talk more afterwards,” the Blade smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    The dining chamber was filled with hanging chandeliers, white marble statues flanking the right and left walls, a thick wooden table covered in various meats, breads, fruits, and wines. Candles covered small shelves above the statues and many more filled the sockets of the hanging chandeliers. Candelabras ran the middle length of the sturdy table while goldware lay next to white porcelain plates. A roaring hearth glowed from behind the two large high-backed chairs as Anubis and Kali motioned for everyone gathered to take a seat. 
 
     Victor, Lily and Dawn sat to the right of King Anubis while the five acolytes sat to the left. The five women bowed their heads, but it was the one with the wide brimmed hat who lifted hers up to meet Victor’s gaze for a moment. 
 
    Skeletal servants rushed in with practiced flair. Boney hands placed several more dishes of food while others picked up napkins and placed them on laps. Victor watched as the skeletons moved like dancers along the table, each placement perfect and every napkin on bare laps. Nearly as soon as it began, it ended with the skeletons disappearing through doors and vanishing from sight. 
 
    “Before we begin, I believe some introductions are in order,” Anubis smiled gently before nodding his head slightly to the five women sitting. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn looked over as the woman with the wide brimmed hat stood up, her staff still leaning against the edge of her chair. 
 
    “My name is Szura, Grandmaster Lich of the Abyss College here in Normir,” the thin pale woman said before bowing her head. 
 
    Anubis leaned forward, a goblet in his hand. “Szura had to give up her teachings when it was discovered she was an acolyte to Vala. With Normir a neutral city, her influence would not sit well with the other masters at the college. It is a shame to lose her, she had taught the dead so much and eased many into moving on to their next life.” 
 
    Szura sat down and the pointy eared woman with black hair and white dress stood up. 
 
    “My name is Vissi, singer and performer for the Dead Writer's Society.” 
 
    Anubis kept his small smile as he spoke, “Vissi is a fantastic performer. Her voice and singing could bring even the most hardened soul to tears. Her performances have moved me many times. Being a banshee, it only aided her already mystical voice.” 
 
    Vissi sat down and a ghostly woman floated up from her seat. 
 
    “Anima,” the sad ghost said simply and sat down. 
 
    “A lost soul,” Anubis said tenderly. 
 
    Two beautiful gargoyles stood up and bowed their collective heads toward Victor, Lily and Dawn. 
 
    “Avo,” the blonde gargoyle said in a low tone. 
 
    “Nobo,” said the dark haired one said, mirroring Avo. 
 
    “Avo and Nobo are among a race of gargoyles that call Normir their home. They are the only living creatures here among the dead. These two served in the royal guard before they were discharged. Again, due to their connection to Vala, we cannot allow them to serve their positions. Unfortunately, they will be missed by many.” 
 
    Victor nodded and was about to stand up to say his name when Anubis raised a hand, stopping him part way. 
 
    “No need to introduce yourselves. Everyone here knows who you are and happy to know you have come with Vala’s light,” Anubis smiled. 
 
    “Please, everyone eat. We had the servants use portals to visit most of the realms and gather such delightful food. Enjoy the feast,” Kali smiled. 
 
    The dinner fell into quiet moments, disrupted by the occasional clink of metal forks and knives against porcelain plates. The five acolytes said nothing as they ate their food. Victor couldn’t resist glancing to each of them as they ate. The ghost woman Anima simply held the food close to her mouth, meat turning gray and falling away to ashes. Tears streaked down Vissi’s eyes as she put small morsels into her mouth. Avo and Nobo didn’t even pick up the goldware as they took hold of large chunks of meat and began chewing on them like hungry animals. The two gargoyles often looked up from their meals, hungry eyes on the Blade. 
 
    Szura ate delicate little bites, her dark eyes looking up from her meal and gaze connecting with Victors’. The Champion noticed she seemed to give off an annoyed look before smoothing it away and looking down at her plate.  
 
    When Anubis and Kali picked up their wine glasses, the rest of the table followed suit. Red liquid spilled down throats for many while Anima simply held the glass, the dark crimson wine turning to dust. Lily and Dawn clinked their glasses before nearly pushing them into Victor’s face. The Blade clinked his glass against theirs, seeing the humor in their eyes. All three drank deeply. When the glasses were nearly empty, skeletons appeared from nowhere with wine bottles, pouring into glasses and vanishing once again. 
 
    Victor looked up to say something a few times, but Szura’s gaze seemed to stop him in his tracks. The Lich’s gaze was unnerving and he wasn’t sure if she was warning him or she simply didn’t like him. The Champion mentally laughed at himself because before today, he thought everyone liked him. At least, everyone who mattered. 
 
    The mood began to lighten as the wine flowed. Anubis’s white cheeks turned a dim pink after a few glasses. Kali’s entire body language eased as she drank down the delicious wine. It wasn’t long before Anubis began talking about adventures he and his Queen had across the universe. It was then when Victor stopped eating and simply listened. The fascination spread to the whole table as Anubis spoke of his death masters and journeys to realms beyond the six. The Dead King seemed to notice Victor’s unwavering eyes and recalled his time in Egypt when the pyramids were built. Victor’s eyes widened and leaned in a little as details spilled out between sips of wine. 
 
    Despite the myriad of tales and adventures, the dinner began to wind down. The five acolytes seemed a little more at ease. Lily leaned her head on Victor’s shoulder, the wine causing her to yawn.  
 
    Kali noticed the relaxed guests and raised a glass, “We don’t have to bore you with so many stories. We understand your time is precious. If we are finished, you may all retire for the evening and we can discuss further when you wake.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Anubis stood up and nearly stumbled, chuckling to himself. Kali took hold of his arm and helped steady the King of the Dead. Without another word, the King and Queen crossed the chamber to a door and silently left. 
 
    Lily looked up at Victor with drunken and adoring eyes. “I think I drank a little too much. You may have to carry me.” 
 
    Victor grinned, feeling a little tipsy, but in control, “I’m never going to let you live this down, my drunken Shield.” 
 
    “Just take me to bed…and do what you want,” Lily said and burped. 
 
    The Blade found it enduring that his once angry lover and partner had become so comfortable that she could be so relaxed around him. Taking hold of the inebriated succubus, Victor lifted her up and cradled her to his chest. Spending a Strength point made it easier as she now weighed nothing to him. 
 
    The Champion started walking, Dawn at his side and the rest of the acolytes following. Once they exited the dining chamber, Neville was waiting to lead them down corridors until they reached the guest wing.  
 
    Lily snuggled to his chest as the main doors closed behind the group. Dawn stepped closer to Victor and Lily, her hand out to squeeze Victor’s shoulder. The acolytes stood all around, looking to the sleeping succubus with light amusement. 
 
    “I’ll take her to our room,” the elf smiled warmly. 
 
    “I can…” Dawn stopped Victor mid-sentence. 
 
    “You have work tonight. I’m not feeling it tonight myself,” Dawn said and glanced over to the three dead women and two gargoyles.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Keep her on her stomach in case she gets sick. I don’t want her drowning in her own puke.” 
 
    The elf nodded as Victor put Lily down. The succubus stood on shaky legs before Dawn was next to her, arm round her waist. With a small smile, Dawn shuffled along with Lily until they entered the guestroom. A moment later, the door closed behind them. 
 
    Victor looked to the door with a warm edge when hands gently took hold and marched him down the corridor. Attention turning to the acolytes, they moved as one, surrounding the Blade. Szura’s fingers entwined with Victor’s as they walked down the corridor. When they reached another set of doors, they seemed to magically open to their presence. The group stepped in, Victor feeling the wine edge take further root in his senses. 
 
    The room was majestic with a very large bed and cushioned seating in every nook and corner. Two fireplaces, each on opposite walls glowed with warm light. Colored lanterns hung from thin pillars, casting shades of reds and yellows. The warm air relaxed the Blade further as he was pulled in before hands let go.  
 
    Szura gave the room the once over before turning to Victor, her eyes sharp. “I think we can talk now.” 
 
    “I was wondering why all of you were so quiet during dinner?” Victor scratched at his head. 
 
    “Despite their generosity, Queen Kali is particular when it comes to certain discussions,” Anima said in a sad tone as she floated. 
 
    Szura nodded. “Anima is right. The Queen does have volatile moods.” 
 
    The lich woman gave Victor the once over, “We’ve had the dreams. Vala calls to us and we wish to go to her. The sooner, the better.” 
 
    “Sounds like all of you weren’t too happy here,” Victor said as the room began to spin slightly. 
 
    Vissi moved closer with sad eyes. “We have felt Vala’s light. It makes this place dull and gray compared to the light of love.” 
 
    “It was almost like we woke,” Avo began. 
 
    “From a bad dream,” Nobo finished. 
 
    “You are Vala’s Blade and we wish to leave,” Szura said matter of fact. “I know about the Realm Walking ability Champions have. We should leave tonight after the ritual.” 
 
    “What’s the rush? It seems okay here,” Victor said as he tried to get a handle on his senses. 
 
    Szura shook her head, “We can talk about it when we are far away from this city. For now, the ritual begs to be completed.” 
 
    Victor parted his lips to speak and soon closed them. The haze grew thicker and his gaze drifted to the five women. In unison, they all began to disrobe. Anima floated, her clothes melting away to reveal a ghostly nude body. A translucent form hovered as she looked away shyly. Vissi pulled at her white dress, letting it fall to the floor as alabaster white breasts bounced with a heavy edge. Pink-white nipples pointed and long, luscious legs stepped from the dress pooled at her feet. Avo and Nobo nearly ripped off their small amount of clothes, revealing smooth pale gray skin. Wings flexed as clothes fell away like leaves in autumn. Hairless slits budded between thick gray thighs and tails trembled in subdued excitement. 
 
    Szura leaned her staff against a pillar before taking off her hat. Short white hair framed her face as she began to pull off her leather top and then her pants. Small breasts glowed in the lantern light as her thin framed moved with expert ease, glancing to the Blade. 
 
    Victor began to undress through the foggy haze. He didn’t remember drinking as much as Lily since he spent the time listening to Anubis. It seemed to hit him harder than he thought. When the room seemed to shift underneath him, strong gray hands caught him. 
 
    “Hold him,” Szura commanded. 
 
    Victor’s brow went up when the two gargoyles held him with added strength. Vissi and Anima stood naked behind the lich. Szura stepped closer, her eyes with no hint of emotion until she reached up and touched Victor’s chest, right above his heart. Energy flared and the lich gasped, pulling her hand away like it was burned. Victor wasn’t sure what was happening and was going to apologize when Szura’s blank gaze took on a lustful glow. The difference was stark, turning from cold and emotionless to something hot and burning. Limbs fell into a liquid grace as she moved close again, licking her lips and peering down at Victor’s hardening member. 
 
    “Life…can be such an aphrodisiac…here in Normir,” Szura said while failing to hide the hunger in her eyes. 
 
    Avo and Nobo’s hands ran along Victor’s strong body. The gargoyles licked and nibbled on his neck, the heat in the room growing with each passing second. Victor simply grinned. If this had been his first time in the realms, he might have been unnerved, but now it seemed standard practice along the crusade. Not wanting to spoil the fun, he simply let them do what they wanted. Shoulder’s relaxing, the nibbles and licks seemed to grow. 
 
    Anima floated, her cold hands caressing herself as she watched the gargoyles treat the Champion like fresh meat. Vissi simply stood, dark eyes drinking in the sensual spectacle, a shiver running along her body. 
 
    Szura was the one who became unchained, lowering to her knees, eyes drinking in the Blade’s veiny member. “Vala guide me.” 
 
    “We will guide each other,” Victor said with a drunken smile. 
 
    The Blade’s member bounced and it was soon engulfed. The lich’s small mouth clamped down with firm lips, bliss raging through her cold body. Moans floated up as her head slowly bobbed. The gargoyles giggled as they tasted the Blade. Strange, scents rose up and Victor found it difficult to stay focused. 
 
    “I must touch him!” Anima cried out before her ghostly form shot forward and sunk into Victor’s chest. 
 
    The Champion’s whole body glowed with power. Eye’s wide, pleasure roared under his skin. Clouds of bliss drifted on the current of his soul as Victor’s body felt crowded. Losing control of his limbs, they moved of their own accord. Arms broke free and hands clamped on Szura’s head. Hips pushed gently, thick inches sinking deeper into Szura’s mouth and throat. Avo and Nobo pressed their warm breasts to the Champion, tails rising and falling with seductive mood. 
 
    “He…he…feels wonderful!” Victor cried out. 
 
    “What the hell is happening!” Victor said in his mind. 
 
    It seems Anima has taken possession of your body. I think we are going for a ride. 
 
    Pleasure swirled like a storm. Victor’s body could not stop, holding Szura and enjoying her lips wrapped around his possessed cock. Victor and Chill eased back in the darkness, a waterfall of pleasure crashing down. 
 
    “Is this how it feels to you?” Victor asked the shadow. 
 
    Yep. 
 
    “I feel like I should take control.” 
 
    Why? They seem like they’re having fun. 
 
    Victor thought Chill was not wrong. The eagerness grew as did the tempo. Szura could not stop herself, deep throating the Blade as Anima tried to steer the body toward climax. Wetness dripped from between the lich’s legs as muffled moans vibrated against the thick member. A pressure began to build and Victor’s possessed eyes widened. 
 
    “He’s coming! I’m coming!” the ghost cried out. 
 
    Inner worlds erupted in magical explosions. Szura’s eyes widened as the meaty cock was half way in her mouth and it bulged. Living life burst forth, striking her wanting throat and was gulped down with passionate desire. The energy from Victor’s orgasm blasted long dead nerves and for a moment, the lich felt alive once again.  
 
    Falling away, Szura’s own orgasms fired in rapid succession, nerves firing again. Eyes rolling back into her head, she collapsed onto the thick carpet, body shuddering uncontrollably. Energy snaked up and burst forth, slamming into Victor’s chest. 
 
    Anima, in full control of Victor’s body, gasped loudly as the living body shuddered. The urges and bliss were so overpowering, she lost all control. Falling out of the Blade, she sank a few inches into the floor, ghostly gasps rising and falling as her senses reeled from the power. 
 
    Victor was back in his body just as he shuddered, a burst of come shooting from the tip of his cock. Vissi was there, falling to her knees, long tongue out. The white seed struck her open tongue and she moaned before her lips wrapped around his cock. Avo moved to Szura and picked her up. Bringing her to the bed, she laid the lich down.  
 
    Szura shuddered, her eyes not returning to normal. The gargoyle watched over her while Nobo reached around and took hold of the base of Victor’s cock. Nobo stroked while Vissi suckled. Energy filled the Blade’s member as he allowed the hungry desire to continue its lustful onslaught. Vissi fingered her pink lips, reaching her clit and rubbing it with reckless abandonment. Anima laid on her back, ghostly hands rubbing herself. 
 
    Vissi’s moans grew louder before she pulled away and stood up. Victor wasn’t sure what was happening until she floated up, and then curled her legs around his waist. The throbbing head touched her quivering valley before she forced herself on him. Melodic sounds rose up from her throat as hugged the Blade, forcing her body to take his full member. Nobo was closer, one gray hand grabbing Vissi’s plump behind and the other holding Victor.  
 
    The Champion was sandwiched between them, bliss binding them together. Vissi’s body was light but she moved with purpose and power. Tears streaked the banshee’s cheeks as a small smile bloomed. The tempo of her hips increased and Victor held her close. Movement began to slow as Vissi was lost to living sensations. She rode the Champion until the space between them was nothing more than skin to skin. Eyes rolling into her head as her mouth made a perfect oval, she screeched as she and Victor came together. 
 
    Victor grunted, but it was lost to a scream. Vissi sang Vala’s name as white-hot seed filled her thin space and leaked out. The two held each before the banshee’s arms and legs began to quiver. Sliding off, she stumbled on shaky legs until she collapsed in the bed. 
 
    “My turn,” Nobo growled before picking Victor up and then jumping. The Blade laughed as they soared through the air and landed in the middle of the bed. Avo’s eyes took on hints of anger as Nobo forced the Blade down and took hold of his cock. Victor exhaled as the strong gargoyle sank down on his member. The tightness was too much until Victor exerted his power. Spending a point of Constitution, his cock expanded. Nobo’s aggression turned to bliss and surrender. With Strength still fueling the Champion, he turned his hip and pinned the gargoyle to the bed. Hips worked as his mouth clamped on an exposed nipple. Warmth touched his face as his hips moved in slow motion, torturing the gargoyle. Nobo cried out sweetly, her body betraying her. Hips moved to Victor’s motions and spirals of paradise touched frayed nerves. 
 
    “Vala…” Nobo whispered before her whole body shuddered. 
 
    Victor smiled before Avo nearly crashed into them. A strong hand pushed, knocking the young man from the trembling gargoyle. Victor landed on his back as Avo was on him. 
 
    “No need to romance,” Avo leered. 
 
    Victor’s smile grew wider as he grabbed her by the neck and forced her off. Avo hissed in delight as the Blade turned her around and forced her stomach to the bed. Looking back, Avo smiled as Victor grabbed her hips and hoisted up her firm ass. Taking hold of his cock, he speared her opening and giggles turned to heated gasps.  
 
    “Plenty of time for romance, later,” Victor smiled before hips thrusted with power. 
 
    “Fuck me, Champion! Don’t hold back, punish me with Vala’s love!” 
 
    Thrusts grew harder and the gargoyle whined her delight. Eyes turned and watched as the sounds of skin on skin filled the large chamber. Victor continued to punish the gargoyle, hips slamming into her ass as his cock tamed her spirit. 
 
    The evening bled on, gasps and screams filling the room in lust. The drunken haze remained as bodies joined and mouths locked. Tongues slathered in wet places as breasts bounced. Tails moved lazily while a ghostly body sank into others and shared orgasms.  
 
    The haze reached a tipping point. A dream touched Victor’s addled mind before one by one, they fell into sleep’s embrace. A warm voice caressed the Blade’s heart before he too passed out amid a bed of now warm and wet bodies. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cold touched a heart and Victor’s eyes shot open. The young man sat up among a tangle of bodies. Despite the warmth of the fireplaces, a cold seeped into the room. Exhaling, the Blade’s breath turned frosty before dissipating. Throbbing pain pulsed as he pulled from the acolytes and sat on the edge of the bed. 
 
    Unsure how much time had passed, the Blade stood up and tried to shake the cobwebs of his mind, which only made it worse. The throbbing continued until he glanced up to see the door to the chamber slightly ajar and a pale face looking in his direction. The flimsy lantern light caused shadows to move and dance as the face backed into the darkened hallway and faded away. 
 
    Body already moving, Victor began to pick up his clothes and dress. Once the last boot slid on, he moved to the door and pressed his hand to it as he peered out. The corridor was still, light dancing to lantern flames. Stepping out, he looked to the left and right.  
 
    At that moment, there was nothing. 
 
    Victor scratched at his head, unsure if he actually saw anything when a door opened not far away. It was to a room he hadn’t explored and a pale face appeared at the door’s edge, eyes filled with sorrow. 
 
    “Astor?” Victor said to the woman before she slipped back behind the door. 
 
    Victor moved with caution, down the hallway and to the open door. Hand at the ready, he prepared to summon his Elemental Blade if something was going to jump out at him. Stepping into the room, it appeared as your average guest room. Taking another step in, he quickly noticed the bookcase was slightly away from the wall.  
 
    Elemental sword sliding from Victor’s wrist and into his waiting hand, he approached slowly, senses dialed to eleven. Left hand up, he took hold of the bookcase and pulled it aside, the heavy shelf moving with ease. Behind it was a long dark tunnel, a woman standing just at the light’s edge. 
 
    Eyes adjusting to the dark, the Champion could barely hide his surprise. Astor stood, her gaze connecting to his, but she was different. The longer Victor stared; the more horrific details began to show. Forearms were skeletal, no flesh or muscle on them. The same for her shins. The clothes she wore were drab and muted. Where flesh showed on her upper arms, it looked like rotten flesh. Astor’s thin face was pure white and her long hair framed her face, nearly as white as her skin. The warm blonde hair seemed to drain away to a sickening pale yellow.  
 
    “Astor?” Victor said again, unsure what was happening. 
 
    “Victor, please follow me,” The decomposed Astor whispered before turning around and walking further down the dark tunnel. 
 
    Victor followed, sword still in hand. Despite the darkness of the tunnel, Astor’s pale skin seemed to glow with ethereal light. The sounds of his boots echoed off the walls as they continued on. Spending a point of Wisdom, flames raced up the Elemental blade and bloomed into fire. The light shined, showing decaying tunnel walls and thick layers of dust on the ground. 
 
    Astor continued to walk, not looking back. 
 
    A creepy feeling crawled along nerves as Victor wondered if he should go back and get Lily and Dawn. The moment passed as he knew if he did that, Astor might be gone.  
 
    The haze drifted back into his mind as he kept up. Thoughts warred against his commonsense, feeling the edges of a trap closing in. Since they arrived, everything felt off kilter. The Blade couldn’t put his finger on it and even now, he wasn’t sure why Astor was here and leading him down a dark tunnel. Did her death lead her here? Was she being punished for the life she lived? 
 
    A new conviction formed as Victor decided he would help her any way he could. Maybe talk to the King and Queen and see if she can be coaxed to move on? The thought rattled him. Why help her move to her next life? Maybe the King and Queen could allow her to come back? The mere thought of her resurrection caused the young man to pick up the pace. Just as he was about to reach her side, the tunnel opened up into a large cavern, ghostly blue torches dotted the immense chamber. 
 
    “Astor, what is this about?” Victor said as he followed her. 
 
    Astor moved until the rough stone turned into a stone platform. Runes and symbols were etched into the stonework. They were worn down, giving the entire platform an ancient appearance. The air grew colder, frost breath spilling from Victor’s lips. 
 
    “Astor, stop so we can talk,” Victor said and when he blinked, another person was there, sitting on a stone symbol and head bowed. 
 
    Victor approached as Astor moved to the figure clothed in a white robe. The person had their back to Victor as Astor knelt down and pressed a white hand to the person’s shoulder. The air sank down as did the temperature. A terrible heaviness dragged Victor down as he took a shaky step forward.  
 
    Go back to Lily and Dawn! 
 
    Victor ignored the shadow as he stepped closer. A head rose up, long brown hair touching the top of shoulders. Even from what little he saw; Victor could make out the familiar wavy brown hair and thin shoulders. Heart hammering in his chest, his grip slipped and the flaming sword clattered on the rune covered stone floor. 
 
    The head turned around and a faint sad smile appeared, “Victor…” 
 
    “Mom,” Victor said, his voice cracking. 
 
    Astor helped the woman to her feet as Victor stepped closer. The maddening pulse in his ears turned into a storm. Raising a trembling hand, he stepped closer, wanting nothing more than to touch her. 
 
    The woman turned around fully, sorrow and happiness coloring her gaze. “My son…” 
 
    The flames from the sword continued to burn, creating a warm light. Victor stepped closer and closer until he stood before his mother. Drinking in her form, she looked just as she did when he was ten, years before her Alzheimer’s began taking her mind. Skin glowed with warmth and her smile grew slightly. Astor stood off to the side, her face and gaze pointing to the floor. 
 
    Victor’s outstretched hand coiled back a few inches before his other arm rose up and he rushed her. Hugging his mother, pain and happiness spiraled upwards into a supernatural dance. The Champion was taller than his mother, but Victor felt small in her presence. The woman hugged her son, pressing the side of her head to his chest and a weeping shudder touching her shoulders. 
 
    A tear streaked down Victor’s cheek as he held her fiercely. “I’m…so sorry. I’m so sorry I wasn’t strong enough. I’m sorry I couldn’t do more to protect you.” 
 
    “Shhh, my son. It’s okay. I saw and felt you do everything you could.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “I should have done more. I couldn’t keep him back. I couldn’t protect you.” 
 
    Tears flowed from the woman’s eyes as she buried her face in his chest. “It’s okay. Astor has been taking care of me.” 
 
    Victor pulled back, eyes watering, “How? How did you get here? Why are you here?” 
 
    “I, don’t know. I was in such terrible darkness and then I was here. Astor told me about you. She told me how you’re a hero. How you’re trying to save these realms. I’m so proud.” 
 
    “Mom, I love you so much,” Victor wept as he fell to his knees and hugged her around the waist. 
 
    A warm hand touched Victor’s head, “I love you, my beautiful boy.” 
 
    Victor held her, never wanting to let go. Warmth and love cascaded over his body as grief and sorrow pulled at his spirit. She had become such a distant stranger in the end, but his love never wavered, even when she passed. It stung with joy and confusion as he resigned himself to never seeing her again. 
 
    The moment began to drain away as her warmth turned cold. 
 
    Victor pulled back, but didn’t let go, looking up in horror. His mother’s face turned pale white. Brown hair frayed into white. Warm eyes grew distant and she stared off to nothing. Astor’s shoulders sunk down as Victor shook his head. 
 
    “No…Mom…No…don’t go away. I need you. I need you to stay with me! Don’t go! You can’t go again!” Victor’s voice grew harsher by the moment. 
 
    A figure stepped from the darkness, regal robes covering her body and a sad smile on her lips. 
 
    Victor turned his attention, eyes wide as Queen Kali stepped to them and bowed her head. The cavern grew colder and the flames dimmed from the sword lying a few feet away. 
 
    “Victor, I have a proposition for you. Listen to what I have to say and your mother will be like her old self for as long as you both may live,” Kali said before looking up, her intense gaze meeting Victor’s stunned expression. 
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    Victor’s expression hardened as he held up his hand. The flaming sword on the ground flew up to his palm, fingers closing around it with cool strength. Astor swept closer, taking Victor’s mom’s hands and leading her a few feet away. The dead Slinger’s gaze held nothing, but resigned sorrow as the Blade’s mother looked away with a blank stare. 
 
    The air sharpened, filling’s Victor’s lungs with icy frost before the rage in his heart warmed it once again. Thick plumes of warm air touching the growing cold fell from his nose, giving him the appearance of a dragon ready to rend flesh and break bone. 
 
    Queen Kali stepped closer, her demeanor calm and her dark gaze staying on the fuming champion. “I don’t have to remind you, if you lay one finger on me, I will be able to call upon my power to destroy you. Now, shall we discuss terms?” 
 
    “Why is she here?” Victor said with dark menace. 
 
    Kali stopped walking, a space of four feet between them. “The dead travel across realms, worlds, and dimensions. It could be she was drawn to your growing power or simply a wisp of luck brought her to us. It doesn’t matter, she has been here for months, lost on the streets and saying your name.  
 
    “Once I heard of your adventures, it didn’t take long to know who she truly was. I brought her here, caring and protecting her so when we met, I could offer her back to you.” 
 
    Flames licked the air as Victor held the sword down and to the side, eyes filled with protective madness.  
 
    Kali continued, “As I said, I have a proposition for you that will benefit all the realms. Please take a moment to listen.” 
 
    “Listen?” Victor growled. “You have my mother and you think using her to bargain with me will work in everyone’s best interest?” 
 
    “I do not wish for any ill will, but there are greater things at stake than the love of your mother. I knew I needed your attention and now I have it. I don’t wish to mince words so this is what I’m offering.  
 
    “I can restore your mother back to life and return the two of you back to your world. You can live out your days, death waiting a very long time so you can enjoy your mortal moments in peace. You can start again and live the life you always wanted.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed, “If I give up the crusade.” 
 
    Kali gave a small nod. “You don’t understand the implications if Vala returns. Some of the Pantheon are not pleased and there are whispers of war. Many are watching, trying to gleam what they can so they may use her mysterious power to resurrect herself. If that knowledge becomes commonplace, there will be no need for laws or order among the pantheon. Drogoss set the realms in motion, but he also created the law of death. Even we can die, but if the law can be cheated, many, if not all will take advantage and the realms will become battlegrounds.” 
 
    Victor’s head leaned forward a little, shadows covering his eyes. “Vala was murdered because she could create gods. Her first born was slaughtered before it had a chance. Now, you bring my mother into this to entice me to leave? I don’t think you understand what it means to be truly loyal.” 
 
    The Champion turned his attention to the gray form of his mother, eyes heavy with sorrow. “The doctors told me she wasn’t who she was anymore. My mom had become a shell, dying a confused and slow death. I could have given up. I could have just left her in the home, the staff seeing to her needs, but I stayed. I stayed because she was a lost cause to everyone…but me. I didn’t care how long it took. I was there when she took her last breath and felt the cold seep into her body.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention back to Kali, a growing flame in his eyes. “And if you think this pathetic attempt to change my mind had a chance of working, you fucking don’t understand what it means to be loyal. You don’t understand what it means to give of yourself, selflessly for another’s benefit. For such fucking higher beings, you act like petty, selfish little monsters.” 
 
    Kali’s face remained blank as her lips parted, “If Vala returns, balance will be restored and war will begin. My city needs the influx of dead to staff our armies. With Vala resurrected, many of the dead will move on and we will be ill-prepared for the coming war. You doom my city and my people. Your loyalty will destroy the realms and us with it.” 
 
    “Release my mother and I will convince Vala to aid you in any war that comes,” Victor demanded. 
 
    Kali’s expression shifted to annoyance, “Vala doesn’t have the power to unite the realms. The hounds will sniff at her weaknesses and exploit them. You’re on the losing side.” 
 
    Victor’s lips twisted into a maddening smirk. “I’m not the one trying to stop the crusade because I feel so weak, I can’t defend myself.” 
 
    Kali’s annoyance furled into rage. “You forget your place, Champion.” 
 
    “And you forget yours. I’m a guest in your realm and you hold my dead mother for ransom. I’ve been here long enough to know this is complete bullshit. Since your husband is not here, I can assume he doesn’t know anything about this. How’s he going to take it when he finds out his wife and Queen has been doing dirty deeds behind his back?” 
 
    “I don’t answer to my husband,” Kali’s eyes flashed with malice. 
 
    “If it was a real relationship, you wouldn’t have to hide from him,” Victor said harshly before moving his body between Kali and his mother and Astor. 
 
    “I’m going to take my mother from here and I will keep my promise to convince Vala to aid all her allies. All you have to do is step aside,” Victor said with a heated edge. 
 
    “I will not place the future of my kingdom in the hands of a lowly Champion,” Kali hissed as she opened her robe and shrugged it off her shoulders. 
 
    Victor’s body remained loose as the Queen of the Dead turned to him. A skintight outfit covered in runes adhered to her body. The air shifted as an invisible power began to pulse and grow. White skin rippled before dark blue flooded it with azure color. Kali’s eyes began to turn in different directions while a wide grin began to form. From her sides, a new pair of arms appeared and unfolded. Swords slid into her main two arms while balls of fire appeared from the palms of her new hands. Bending her legs, she took on the classic form of Kali from Victor’s studies, a long tongue unfurling and hanging like a suspended worm. 
 
    Victor’s body stayed frosty as he looked to the goddess with contempt, “You already did when you used my mother.” 
 
    “Astor, I need you to get my mother out of here,” the Champion said over his shoulder. 
 
    Astor looked up with sad eyes, “I can’t. She is confined to this platform. She can’t step beyond the edge.” 
 
    “It is for her protection,” Kali said with a sickening slathering of her words. 
 
    “I fought Baaldir and Elder spawns. I can fight you too,” Victor readied himself. 
 
    Kali let out a hysterical laugh, shoulders shaking. The air vibrated from her power before she glared down. 
 
    “You don’t have any friends or gods here to help you. You are but a gnat to my power.”  
 
        “Come get some,” Victor sneered as his Elemental sword slipped into his wrist and the gun blade emerged. 
 
    Kali watched with amused eyes as Victor spent all fifteen points of his Constitution and channeled the power into his Gun-blade. The surge hummed like a nuclear reactor as Victor knew he never spent that much of his power at once. A “Divine Effect” flashed in the corner of his vision. One point meant a lesser effect, five points meant a greater effect, ten points was a titan effect and now, he surged with enough power to make the gods blink. 
 
    The four-armed goddess’ laugh faded slightly as she felt the power filling the Champion and the air around him. Standing her ground, she watched as Victor aimed his glowing white Gun-blade, finger hovering over the trigger and grim determination in his eyes. 
 
    “You pull that trigger, I will kill your mother again, right before your dying eyes,” Kali hissed. 
 
    Victor glanced down and smiled. “Who said this was for you?” Victor lowered his aim to the platform and pulled the trigger. 
 
    A bolt of energy blasted down from the Gun-blade, striking the rune covered stone platform and exploded. The energy released was enough for Kali to stumble back, but Victor was thrown backwards. Pumping five points of Strength into his body, he barely righted himself before his boots hit the ground and slid back ten feet. 
 
    The runes glowed as a crack formed along the platform. A breath later, the energy died. Astor held Victor’s mother, feeling the ward dissipate. Instantly, she pulled the gray form of Victor’s mother to the edge and they both stepped off with no ill effects. Astor glanced back to Victor, giving him a weak smile before moving toward the tunnel they entered. 
 
    “You fool! You wasted your shot,” Kali screeched. 
 
    Victor stepped back, Gun-blade up, “I’m no fucking fool. The moment I attack you, you can use your full power. You’re right, I don’t have back up, but I didn’t come here to fight you. I’m here to bring peace to the realms.” 
 
    The Champion let a smirk slip, “Plus, I didn’t waste my shot, I have five more just like it ready to punch holes in anything you send after me. For now, we are leaving. I will still tell Vala your city will need protection, but I’m taking my mother with me.” 
 
    Kali looked to the tunnel beyond the Champion, lifted an arm with a fireball and threw it. It soared across the cavern until it hit right above the tunnel edge. The explosion caused it to cave in, dust and debris blowing up at Astor and Victor’s mother. 
 
    “We are not finished,” Kali screeched. 
 
    Victor backed up, Gun-blade at the ready. Strategies formed as he readied himself when mists billowed from the ground. Energy swirled in with the mists. Kali turned her attention to the swirling mists, fear bleeding into her eyes. Victor kept his cool when the mists parted and three figures stood. 
 
    Lily and Dawn stood, staff in the succubus’s hand and a plasma pistol in the elf’s hand. They were in a fighting pose with Anubis in the middle of them, dark eyes on the four-armed goddess. 
 
    “Kali, enough!” 
 
    The goddess turned to her husband and gave a furious hiss. “Vala’s crusade will end the realms! I am doing what you’re not strong enough to do, bringing an end to the conflict!” 
 
    Anubis stepped forward, eyes taking on a sad edge, “This isn’t our way. We cannot interfere in the affairs of the realms. We can only watch and guide those lost to new shores.” 
 
    Kali’s arms trembled as tears streaked her blue cheeks, “Our masters fear what is to come. We have to break the old ways and do something before it is too late.” 
 
    Anubis stepped close to his wife, calm understanding filling his pale face. “Kali, Vala’s return will bring balance. That is all the masters want. After that, fate will decide what happens next.” 
 
    Lily and Dawn quickly crossed the damaged stone platform and stood by Victor’s side. The Champion smiled at his companions and friends. 
 
    Lily gave him a sideways glance, “Kali spiked the wine. That is why it affected us and Anubis so much. He told us what happened and was barely able to fight off the effects.” 
 
    “He was coming to you and we insisted we join him,” Dawn smiled. 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor said. 
 
    Anubis put his hand on Kali’s shoulder, “We have done what the masters have asked us to do, care for and protect the acolytes for Vala’s Champion. Beyond that, it is up to the pantheon what happens next.” 
 
    The swords in Kali’s hand slipped into her wrists while the fireballs vanished in a puff of smoke. The blue goddess of death hugged her husband with all four arms, holding him tight. Anubis held his wife, her face buried in his neck. 
 
    “The war will destroy our city and so many beautiful souls,” Kali sobbed. 
 
    Anubis stroked her hair as he held her close. “Not if we stay true to the balance. Don’t let the paths of fate spoil the moments we live now.” 
 
    Anubis lifted his gaze to Victor, Lily, and Dawn. “Besides, I’m sure the goddess of love will be thankful for us aiding in her eventual return,” The Dead King winked. 
 
    *** 
 
    The throne room held an uncomfortable gloom for most, but not all. Vala’s acolytes mulled about in a small group while Lily and Dawn stood off to their side, eyes on Victor. Anubis and Kali sat on their thrones, the King of the Dead holding his wife’s hand and caressing it with his thumb. Kali sat, gaze downwards as she could not bear to look at the loving King at her side. 
 
    Before the thrones and small groups, Astor stood with a small smile as Victor held his mother close. Color had returned to her gray form and she lovingly held her son, her cheek pressed against his chest. 
 
    Victor couldn’t stop smiling as he held his dead mother. Seeing the light in her eyes was enough to bring a sense of peace to his soul, even if only for a moment. Her hugs felt the same as he remembered and the thought of pulling away was the furthest thing from his mind. 
 
    Victor’s mother was first to partially break the embrace, but still holding her son’s hands. “You have done so much. I wish you could stay, but I know you have so much to do.” 
 
    Victor smiled as he looked down to his mother’s warm gaze. “I do, but we have so much to talk about. I don’t want to leave your side, not again.” 
 
    Victor’s mom let go of his hand and reached up, touching his cheek. “We never left each other. Death could not keep me from finding you again, with a little help from your friends,” Victor’s mother looked over to Astor and smiled. 
 
    Anubis turned his attention to Victor, Victor’s mother, and Astor and smiled. “I know there is still much to do for Vala’s Champion. Beverly will be safe here, a royal guest and under our protection while you carry on with Vala’s crusade. I swear an oath to ensure no harm will come to her.” 
 
    Kali looked up with a sad smile. “We swear an oath.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the King and Queen, a weariness under his eyes. “I know what you were trying to do. If I was in your position, I can’t safely say I wouldn’t do the same thing. But I promised to speak to Vala and encourage her to aid in any way we can and I’m sticking to that promise.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention back to his mother, “Now, it’s as important as ever to bring balance to the realms.” 
 
    Beverly smiled with love. 
 
    Kali stood up from her throne, white regal robe covering her once again pale body. The Queen of the Dead made her way down the dais steps and walked to Vala’s Champion and his mother. 
 
    The queen bowed her head to Vala’s Champion and spoke, “You are truly a clever and honorable Champion. I was wrong to bargain during a time where allies are needed most.” 
 
    Kali held out an alabaster colored hand, a purple and black sword emerging from her wrist. Victor stood his ground, body at the ready and eyes filled with protective defiance when they widened in shock. Kali knelt down, head still bowed as she held the sword sideways, presenting it to Vala’s Champion. 
 
    “I give the Phantom Sword freely to Vala’s Blade. A mystical weapon found in the black sands, it has the power to drain strength and intelligence from any who are cut by its sharp edge. Take it with our gratitude and use it to ensure Vala’s crusade is won.” 
 
    Victor reached out and took the sword into his hand. Energies burned as a connection formed between the weapon and Victor’s soul. Holding it up, he marveled at the lightness of the weapon. Giving it a quick slice through the air, he looked to it again before it slid into his wrist. A tattoo of the sword appeared next to the other six swords as its power glowed and faded away. 
 
    “Thank you, your highness,” Victor said as he bowed to her. 
 
    Kali stood up and looked to the Blade with an endearing gaze. 
 
    Victor stood up, a small smile forming.  
 
    Astor stepped closer, her hand touching his shoulder. “I will stay by your mother’s side to make sure everyone keeps their oaths.” 
 
    Victor turned to Astor’s pale form, reaching up and taking her hand into his. “Thank you, Astor.” 
 
    The dead Slinger nodded before her eyes began to water. “Did you meet him? Did you speak to him?” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I met and spoke with Dorian Reins. He told me he was proud of you.” 
 
    A single tear streaked down Astor’s cheek as she gave a small nod. “I wanted him to know how special you are to me. I’m happy you carried out my dying wish. I will watch and protect your mother for as long as it takes.” 
 
    The Blade and Slinger hugged each other for a long moment before eventually parting. Astor moved to Beverly’s side and bowed her head to her friend and lover. 
 
    Beverly stepped closer and fixed Victor’s collar. “I’ll be waiting for your next visit. You have so many girls who care about you, it can make a mother jealous.” 
 
    “Mom…” Victor groaned. 
 
    “You know I’m only kidding. It warms my heart to see so many love you and you love them. Promise me you’ll be safe.” 
 
    “I promise,” Victor said in a small voice. 
 
    Beverly gave her son a quick peck on the cheek before stepping back and standing by Astor.  
 
    The throne room took on a warmth. Victor gazed on his mother, her rosy glow filling the cold air with a hazy energy. The Blade stepped back as Lily, Dawn, and the acolytes stepped to his sides. Anubis watched as Kali took her seat at his side. The King and Queen smiled and gave a simultaneous nod to Vala’s Champions and acolytes.  
 
    Victor smiled, his heart glowing in his chest. Channeling five points of Wisdom, the Blade lifted a hand. A purple and black swirl appeared before forming a portal. Lily took hold of one of Victor’s hands as Dawn took hold of the other. The two Champions gave Victor a loving squeeze before they let go. 
 
    Acolytes moved toward the swirling portal, bowing to the King and Queen before stepping through. Szura the lich gave the King and Queen a shrewd glance before stepping into the portal and disappearing from sight. Dawn was next, stepping into the portal. Lily looked to Beverly and Astor, smiling and bowing before stepping in and vanishing from sight. 
 
    Victor moved to the portal edge and turned his head to his mother. It burned at his soul that he had to leave. Seeing her, even in death, strengthened their bonds beyond anything he had ever known. Thoughts swirled and urges cried out for him to stay. Fighting them down, honor demanded he finish the crusade. A happy image of returning when it was all over so they could sit and talk caused his heart to tremble in his chest. Fate brought them back together and Victor knew he had to keep going, it was the only way to ensure everyone was safe. 
 
    With a deep breath, Victor smiled to his mom. She blew him a kiss. The Blade’s cheeks burned bright before he looked away and stepped into the portal. The swirl of energy closed and the portal was gone. 
 
    Astor put her arm around Beverly’s shoulders. The dead mother leaned into the Slinger, happy sobs filling the throne room. 
 
    *** 
 
    A portal appeared in the village, sunlight bathing the mountainside in brilliant light. Cassandra stepped out of her home, a small smirk stabbing into her cheek as newcomers stepped out of the portal, followed by Lily and Dawn. Victor was last to emerge, the portal sealing shut behind him and vanishing. 
 
    The air was crisp as acolytes emerged from their homes. Smiles bloomed as they welcomed the new acolytes. Szura’s lip wrinkled before she tipped her hat forward to cover her expression. Anima and Vissi floated forward, sad smiles on their lips. The gargoyles Avo and Nobo smiled from pointed ear to pointed ear as several slyths greeted them. 
 
    Cassandra stepped off her porch and walked along the cobblestone street. Lily and Dawn stood side by side while Victor approached them, an arm wiping across his eyes. The succubus and elf gave him an understanding gaze while Cassandra walked to their little group. 
 
    “Welcome back,” the Keeper said while never taking her eyes off Victor. 
 
    “It’s good to be back,” the Champion sniffled before taking a breath and relaxing his shoulders. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Cassandra asked with a kind edge. 
 
    Victor nodded. “I’m fine. How’s it going with the preparations?” The Champion asked, quickly changing the subject. 
 
    “Well. The time is drawing close and we are nearly ready for Vala’s return. After you rest, we will need to move on to something that has come to my attention.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “What happened?” 
 
    The eight-foot tall Keeper’s eyes darkened as she looked away. “It can wait.” 
 
    “Cassandra, what is it,” Victor asked with a firm edge. 
 
    The Keeper turned her gaze to Victor. “Portia sent me a message through my dreams. She asked for you to go to the Valis Realm and come alone.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a hair, “The Valis realm was almost destroyed. Why does she want me to go there alone?” 
 
    “She needs your help to save what’s left,” Cassandra said with a low tone and a sliver of fear in her eyes. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Hexnia’s eyes nearly rolled into her head while fingers dug into the damp ground. Dirt caked hands and knees while Baaldir punished her from behind, strong hips slapping against her firm, round ass. The demon goddess gave a wicked leer before her breath came out in heated waves as the God of the Hunt held her firmly in place. Thick inches speared her sensitive inner world while she gasped with each powerful thrust. 
 
    “Fuck me my god! Fuck me until I can’t walk,” Hexnia cooed with a sultry edge. 
 
    Baaldir said nothing, his hips and godhood forcing the demon goddess closer to another climax. The God of the Hunt reached over and grabbed a fist full of hair and shoved Hexnia’s face into the damp ground while his mighty spear continued to send shockwaves along her perfect ass. Hexnia gave a muffled squeal in delight as Baaldir continued with their game. 
 
    The tempo increased as the Baaldir’s godhood thickened. Hexnia could not fight the barrage of pleasure as celestial nerves tightened and released with a cascade of inner explosions. Nirvana lit up her world as she tasted muddy dirt. Baaldir’s grip tightened before he gave a loud grunt. God seed spurted and splashed while a star went supernova somewhere in the universe.  
 
    Hexnia forced her head up, heaving from the torrent of bliss. Baaldir continued to push every drop of his seed into the demon goddess before the two pulled apart. 
 
    “I love when you’re rough,” Hexnia said with a faraway gaze. 
 
    Baaldir said nothing, his demeanor grim. 
 
    Hexnia stayed on all fours, turning around like a feline and moving toward the sitting god. Pressing her horned head to his chest, she purred while her tail snaked back and forth. The night air was cool against their naked skin, but the heat of their union still burned in their chests. 
 
    Hexnia looked to the brooding god and frowned. “You’ve been distant since I arrived.” 
 
    Baaldir continued to look forward as if she wasn’t there. 
 
    The demon goddess bared her fanged teeth and bit the god on the chest. Baaldir didn’t even wince as he continued to stare at nothing, his mind lost to inner thoughts. 
 
    Hexnia sat down and pouted. “Can you stop thinking about Vala for a few moments. I don’t mind if you fuck me while thinking of others, but right now, it’s killing the mood.” 
 
    Baaldir’s eyes turned to the crimson colored goddess, mood shifting to mild annoyance. “She will rise soon and you don’t seem too concerned.” 
 
    Hexnia gave the god a lazy smile. “Why should I be? Why should you be? Her return will bring balance back to the realms.” 
 
    Baaldir’s eyes narrowed. “Since when did you care about balance?” 
 
    Hexnia’s fingers traced down her stomach until she touched her wet slit, massaging her clit. “Since this obsession with Vala turned the pantheon into a bunch of squabbling children. I’m personally sick of it. Let her return and then you can go back to your feud. Until then, spend time with me and hate fuck me into submission again and again.” 
 
    Baaldir watched as Hexnia grabbed one of her perfect breasts and lifted it up, her pointed tongue swirling against a pert nipple. 
 
    “You have yet to pledge your followers to the cause,” Baaldir said with cold eyes. 
 
    Hexnia bit her nipple before letting it fall with a small bounce. “Redarr is busy with his annoying crusade against love. Speak to him if you want to form an alliance. I don’t care to be involved anymore.” 
 
    The God of the Hunt gazed on the demoness for a few seconds before taking her hand into his and standing up. Pulling her to her feet, Hexnia followed and stood before the taller god. 
 
    “Redarr is not as strong as you nor holds as much influence. All of Night Sun will follow you if you pledge to the cause.” 
 
    Hexnia let out a cackle. “And here I thought you loved me for my body.” 
 
    Baaldir let a small smirk slip, “I do love you for your body and much more.” 
 
    The demon goddess let a frown form. “I’m sick of this. There was a time I thought you would have moved on from Vala after we killed her. I helped tear her to pieces right before your eyes and it still wasn’t enough. You love and hate her so much; it has consumed you. We are divine beings and yet you continue to chase after her because of some fear she will replace us all with her children. It’s pathetic and beneath us.” 
 
    Hexnia pulled away and sauntered a few feet away. “Let Vala return. Speak to her and work out your differences. I will no longer entertain this petty and misguided revenge.” 
 
    Baaldir’s head lowered, shadows covering his eyes. “I’m disappointed.” 
 
    Hexnia turned her head and stuck out her chin. “It’s often disappointing when we don’t get what we desire. You want Vala dead. I want your attention. As of this moment, we are all lost.” 
 
    The god stepped closer to the demon goddess. Hand out, he grabbed her arm and turned her around. Hexnia looked up with lust filled eyes. Baaldir stepped closer, his thick chest pushing against Hexnia’s chest. The demon goddess stepped back while Baaldir gazed down on her with amused eyes. Each barefoot backpedaled until Hexnia’s smooth back touched a tree. Pinned, she curled a leg around the god’s hips and licked her lips in seductive delight. 
 
    “Are you going to punish me?” Hexnia asked with wicked innocence. 
 
    Baaldir’s gaze turned cold, bearing down on the goddess. “I will not allow Vala to return. Merge your power to mine and our armies will become stronger.” 
 
    Hexnia rolled her eyes. “No.”   
 
    “It was not a request.” Baaldir’s gaze remained the same.  
 
    The mood shifted as Hexnia’s amused expression melted away. A sliver of panic filled her heart as she tried to break away from Baaldir. The god remained, his chest and arms keeping the goddess pinned to the tree.  
 
    “You can’t. The pantheon will not…” 
 
    Baaldir cut her off, “The pantheon knows I can kill gods. They have grown cautious and fractured, taking sides in a war I will win. You have been an amusing distraction, but you will aid me in the cause. Vala’s return will begin the new age and I will not allow any divine being to have an edge over me.” 
 
    Hexnia struggled as Baaldir kept her pinned against the tree. The goddess grunted until tendrils of energy latched onto her energy. Needle like pains sharpened and the goddess let out a painful moan. Claws burst from her fingertips, but before she could slash at the god, strong hands grabbed her wrists and held them in a vice-like grip. 
 
    “When the war is over, I will consider letting you return. Until then, your power will serve mine,” Baaldir said in a low, dark tone. 
 
    Hexnia’s moans turned into tortured screams. Wisps of energy struck out in different directions as Baaldir pushed against the goddess. Skin merged, blending together in a kaleidoscope of furies. Hexnia’s screams grew louder as she tried to fight him off but the God of the Hunt was determined, pushing harder against her form. 
 
    “No! Stop! We…can’t…we…” Hexnia screamed before her mouth melded into Baaldir’s chest. 
 
    The god eyed the goddess as her body sunk deeper into his. The struggling lessened and the goddess melted deeper into Baaldir’s flesh. After a few long moments. Hexnia’s limbs slipped into the god and she was gone from sight. 
 
    Baaldir’s body grew slightly bigger, darkness filling his eyes. The white antlers on his head turned black while dark streaks filled his moss green goatee. The god took in a deep breath while power surged under his skin. The air around him vibrated with new power and for a moment, he was lost to it. When the power ebbed, the god fell to his knees, a sardonic grin forming. 
 
    “Vala, your end is truly at hand,” Baaldir laughed into the starry night. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Okay, can we talk about this again, but a little slower,” Victor said as he scratched at his head. 
 
    Cassandra poured a second helping of tea into each cup while Lily and Dawn sat with attentive eyes. Shafts of light poured in from a nearby window, giving Cassandra’s home a warm, homey feeling. 
 
    The Keeper put down the tea kettle and picked up a larger than average teacup. “As I said, Portia requires your assistance in the Valis Realm before they can begin setting up the Xull technology so they can terraform the planet.” 
 
    Victor lifted up his teacup and took a sip, grimacing as he burned the tip of his tongue and setting the cup back down. “I understand that. It’s the part where you said I have to go alone and it is extremely dangerous. I thought we were focusing on the last seven acolytes. There’s nothing on Valis but a ruined planet. Also, I thought they already started terraforming? What stopped it?” 
 
    Cassandra sat down in her large seat, taking another sip before holding the teacup before her. “Portia didn’t give me too many details but it was urgent you meet with her. You won’t be doing this alone as she will personally be there on the Xull ship Avatar. Meet with her and help where she needs it before returning to the crusade.” 
 
    Lily spoke up, “If it’s dangerous, shouldn’t the three of us go together?” 
 
    Cassandra put down her teacup and let out a sigh. “With the resurrection so close, I will need you and Dawn to find the remaining acolytes while Victor helps Portia. I have vague notions on where they are on Night Sun and Tempest, but I cannot trust anyone else to scout for them. Unlike on Eddor, you both are simply locating and reporting back to me so we can prepare how to rescue them.” 
 
    “We shouldn’t be splitting up the group again,” Victor said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Lily’s red eyes slid over to gaze on Victor. The Champion’s fingers were crisscrossed and tight, shoulders holding an obvious tension. Reaching over, she placed a lilac colored hand on his thigh and gave him a gentle squeeze. 
 
    Victor looked to the beautiful demoness, the tension bleeding away a little and a sigh falling from his lips.  
 
    “The pressure isn’t only on you,” Lily said with an understanding tone. 
 
    Victor tried to smile but it came of as a wry smirk. “We are so close. We can’t risk any mistakes. Vala is depending on us and I couldn’t…” 
 
    “Forgive yourself,” Cassandra said with warmth. “Neither could we. That is why it is important that we remain vigilant. With seven acolytes left, Vala’s enemies will look for every opportunity to hinder the crusade. They will be looking for Vala’s Blade, but they may not notice a pair of Shields scouting their realms.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “So, right now, I’m just a big target, that’s what your trying to say?” 
 
    Cassandra gave a slight nod. “Many of the pantheon will not be able to watch or hunt for you if you’re in the Valis Realm. You will have some degree of safety in the Xull realm as well. From what I could gleam of your adventures on Eddor, many different gods and Champions were able to find you. We have to slow down their efforts at this time, so close to the resurrection.” 
 
    “I’m being benched,” Victor said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    “Misdirection would be a better choice,” Cassandra smiled. 
 
    Lily nodded, “Besides the seven acolytes, you still have to spend time with Portia to release her divine orb.” 
 
    Victor sat back, an amused grin forming. “You’re sending me out to sleep with someone else. Do you know how many guys would kill for a girlfriend like you?” 
 
    “Many, I know,” Lily returned Victor’s grin. 
 
    Cassandra stood up and looked to Victor, Lily and Dawn. “I know the last few days have been trying. We can have a small break before we continue. I recommend we go to my bedroom so we can relieve some of the tension.” 
 
    Victor looked up to the full-figured Keeper, his smile remaining. Lily and Dawn stood up. The three women gazed down on Victor, a heat and hunger filling their eyes. Lustful energy filled the large room and the Champion found it harder and harder to think. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” he managed before Dawn and Lily pulled him to his feet while Cassandra walked to the hallway and towards the large bedroom. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stepped out of Cassandra’s home, the suns setting against the horizon. Vitality filled his spirit even if his muscles felt a little sore. Spending a Constitution, nano-drones healed his body by pulling acidic pain from his muscles and healing him in the process.  
 
    The last number of hours played out in his mind, Cassandra, Lily, and Dawn taking turns with him and soon, he taking turns with them. The heat of the moments brought them together, each flash of ecstasy coiling their souls into a web of friendship and love. The thought of going off on his own needled at him amid the pleasant memories. The Champion wanted nothing more than to travel with his friends, but there was something foreboding, a thought that if he failed, he might not see them again. 
 
    Lily stepped from the front door, walked across the small porch and draped an arm around Victor’s neck. The Champion slid his hand along her waist, holding her close. The two stared at the horizon, the last rays of sunlight slipping below the mountains and evening filling the sky. Stars appeared, blending with the dying light. 
 
    “Feel any better?” Lily asked. 
 
    “A little,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “It will be lonely without you at my side.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Same here.” 
 
    Lily reached up and caressed the Champion’s chin. “When it is all over and Vala returns…will there be time for us?” 
 
    Victor looked to the succubus with a confused expression. “There will always be time for us. Why do you ask?” 
 
    Lily’s brow eased, “Everything will change with Vala’s return. I just want to know we will always be there for each other.” 
 
    Victor turned and faced the succubus. Lifting up her other hand, he kissed the back of it before holding it to his chest. 
 
    “You’re my partner. There will always be time for us,” Victor said in a low, reassuring voice. 
 
    Lily pressed her forehead to the champion’s forehead, closed her eyes and sighed. “Promise me you’ll return in one piece.” 
 
    “I promise,” Victor said as he closed his eyes. 
 
    Lily bit her lip before parting them. “I promise to always fight by your side, my Blade.” 
 
    The couple held each other, lost to each other’s touch. Victor felt the succubus’s concern and he couldn’t bring himself to be cavalier about it. Splitting up and taking on dangerous missions felt like a bad idea, but he remained quiet, not wanting to ruin the moment. Lily and Dawn were strong. The acolytes here and across the realms were strong too. Despite the foreboding gloom around his heart, Victor felt the small hopeful glow keeping it at bay.  
 
    Victor pulled away, holding Lily’s hand for one last second before letting go. “I’m going to go. Tell Dawn and Cassandra I said bye.” 
 
    Lily watched, a sadness touching her eyes as Victor stepped down the porch steps and onto the stone pathway. The succubus watched as the Blade began walking, glancing back and giving her a reassuring smile before turning his head. The night air was warm as Lily’s heart pumped in her chest and her tail hung low. A hand reached up and when fingers trembled, she let it fall to her side. 
 
    Victor walked on, heart heavy and a sliver of fear cutting at his thoughts. The path continued along the mountain side village. The homes lining one side stood, some with lantern light glowing and others dark. After a while, Victor spotted Szura. The lich leaned against the stone wall overlooking the town at the bottom of the mountain, staff leaning against her shoulder and wide witch hat tilted forward, the brim covering her eyes.  
 
    Victor was about to say something when the lich raised her head, her pale features blank. 
 
    “I never thanked you,” Szura said without a hint of emotion. 
 
    “Thank me?” 
 
    The lich nodded. “Kali can be controlling and direct, but she does care for the dead…and the living. You didn’t behave like most would, standing up to her with respect and not resorting to violence. I thought Vala’s Blade would be some angry man, bent on conquest, but you showed that you are beyond such things. For that, I thank you for not hurting my mistress and showing even the dead can love.”   
 
    “I think Vala wants everyone to love. I’m glad I could help in some small way,” Victor said with a genuine smile. 
 
    Szura’s expression warmed with an angry edge. “I haven’t felt the warmth of love in a very long time, but don’t think because we share the same goddess, I will be fawning over you.” 
 
    “Never crossed my mind,” Victor said, keeping his smile. 
 
    Szura’s anger bubbled away to a knowing smirk. “I can see why Vala chose you. Even now, I can feel her pulling herself back together in the great void. When she returns, death will hover over this realm with waiting hands.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “Then we will protect her and each other, together.” 
 
    Pink touched the lich’s cheeks as she dipped her head, hat covering her expression. “Safe journey, Vala’s Blade.” 
 
    “Protect the mountain until I come back,” Victor said with a kind edge before turning and continuing to walk toward the springs. 
 
    Szura lifted her hat just enough to watch Victor walk away. “I will.” 
 
    The night air flowed down from the top of the mountain. Victor looked up to see light glowing from Vala’s temple. Taking a deep inhale, he savored the unique air from the realm before stepping along the small paths between spring pools. Water bubbled but the pools were empty. An oval cave sat against the mountain, tendrils of mist spilling out and blending with the steamy heat of the springs. 
 
    Victor stepped along until he stood before the cave. He knew he could open a portal to any of the realms, but he figured against it, saving his power for when it would be needed. Turning his head, he took one last long look at the mountainside village, his heart lingering on all the beautiful women he loved and fought side by side with. The dark foreboding was still there, under his skin, but he pushed it down, ready for what he had to do next. 
 
    Victor took a deep breath as he looked to the misty cave. With one foot forward, he started walking as misty tentacles caressed his body. Darkness loomed as he marched into the cave and vanished into the mists without a sound. 
 
    The abyss yawned as the Champion walked. Thoughts drifted as cool air washed over him. Images of Lily and Dawn swirled along his inner thoughts before a ghostly image of Vala appeared. The Blade wanted to believe it was the goddess, coming to speak to him but he knew deep down that she wasn’t there. With a thought, the image of Vala’s robed form melted away and he continued to walk along the misty abyss. 
 
    You’re not alone.  
 
    “I know,” Victor said, his voice echoing through the darkness. 
 
    An oval light appeared in the small distance. Victor picked up the pace, making his way to the portal and mentally preparing himself. A thought flashed of his mother and his heart hardened with confidence. The mystical journey continued but it wasn’t over. The realms hung in the balance and he wasn’t going to let his friends and family down. 
 
    Stepping through the oval portal, Victor emerged. Bright light died away as a metal corridor surrounded him. The Champion craned his head around to see he was aboard the Xull ship. Letting out a small huff, he had no idea where in the ship he emerged. 
 
    A clanking sound emerged and Victor turned his gaze. Three worker drones moved in unison. Simple digital red eyes stared forward as they marched as one. Victor was quick to stand aside as the drones approached him. Two continued to step past him while the third slowed and turned its digital eyes to the man standing in the corridor. 
 
    Victor waited until the drone stepped closer and the digital face pixilated. The red eyes and thin line for a mouth changed and reconfigured, several more colors appearing on the smooth helmet-like head. When the colors and light changed into a beautiful woman’s face, she smiled as she stood before the Champion. 
 
    “Victor Hobbs, good to see you once again,” the face of Xull said with a small smile. 
 
    “Xull, good to see you too,” Victor grinned. 
 
    The drone glanced around before looking to Victor again, “I assume you’re here to see Portia. I will escort you to the Bridge.” 
 
    Victor nodded as Xull began walking again. He quickly hurried to her side and stayed in step as the drone marched on. 
 
    “How is everything?”  
 
    “The Seproh of Valis are adjusting to the designated area on Xull Prime. Wynn has been instrumental in helping them acclimate to my realm. She is a skilled diplomat.” 
 
    Victor nodded. “I take it, things are not going well here?” 
 
    Xull nodded. “We have come across a problem that has halted terraforming Valis. I will leave the details to Portia for she has been monitoring the situation.” 
 
    “How have you been?” Victor asked innocently. 
 
    The Xull drone stopped its stride and simply stood for a few seconds. Victor watched her, unsure if he asked something wrong. After another second, Xull began walking again. 
 
    “I’m fine. It is the best description I can give with the information I have. My probability algorithms dictate in the near future the Realms will be in dire need of support and currently, this is the calm before the storm.” 
 
    Victor gave a tired nod, feeling the weight of the crusade on his shoulders. 
 
    Xull continued, “All is not negative outcomes. I currently have four Dreadnought ships nearing completion. They will be just as strong as the Avatar and allow quick insertion and defense across the realms. The Dimensional drives have been perfected so as to allow easy access to each Realm.” 
 
    “Are you going to police the six realms?” Victor asked not completely sure of the artificial intelligence’s motives. 
 
    Xull turned her head and gave Victor a warm smile. “With the return of Vala, we are staying true to the agreement. My ships will only aid in defense. I see no advantage to securing more territory when each realm has vast territory beyond their home worlds.  
 
    “The Xull only wish for peace.” 
 
    Victor returned her smile with his own. To hear the word “Wish” and “Peace” from an artificial intelligence blew his mind in a good way. Despite her robotic nature, the Xull Mainframe was staying true to what she agreed to. It was nice to hear it and he hoped Xull will keep her word. 
 
    An envelope appeared at Victor’s shoulder. Xull and Victor turned their eyes to it as it floated unassisted in the air. The Blade grinned as he plucked the letter from the air and extended it to the drone. 
 
    “It seems you’re invited to the resurrection.” 
 
    Xull reached up and took hold of the envelope. Mechanical fingers deftly opened the envelope and pulled out the invitation. Digital eyes scanned the document before Xull let her robotic arm drop and bowed to Victor. 
 
    “I will be honored to attend the gathering,” Xull said before standing up and walking again. “I will prepare a suitable body for the affair, one to mark the occasion.” 
 
    Victor gave a polite smile as they continued on. The corridors made sharp turns and before Victor felt truly lost, two doors slid open and a Bridge Command center spread out before him. Robotic and humanoid bodies stood at stations while a blonde-haired woman gazed out the giant screen to a planet below. 
 
    Victor’s heart leapt in his chest as he stepped onto the Bridge. Stars in his eyes, he couldn’t hold back the excitement. The Xull ship’s Bridge looked almost like Star Trek The Next Generation’s Bridge. Geeking out, he drank in the glowing consoles, stations and there was even a Captain’s chair. Fingers shaking, he moved to the back of the Captain’s chair and pressed his hand to it, letting the wondrous nostalgia wash over him like when he first watched the series. 
 
    “Victor, be well. I will leave you in Portia’s capable hands,” The Xull drone said before it’s face turned back to two simple red eyes and thin line for a mouth. 
 
    The double doors slide closed as the drone stepped out. Portia turned around and gave Victor a smile before stepping closer. The Blade looked up, a new light in his eyes, but his hand didn’t let go of the chair. 
 
    “Welcome to the Avatar,” Portia smiled. 
 
    “It’s good to be here,” Victor said while his hand continued to caress the chair. 
 
    Portia glanced to the Blade’s hand and nodded. “Do you want to sit in the chair?” 
 
    “Do I!” Victor said without a second thought. Whipping his body around the edge, his rump slammed into the seat and rested his arms on the armrests.  
 
    A cool satisfaction washed over the Champion as he sat back. It was just as he imagined. A sense of power and duty filled his beating heart. Resisting the urge to shout out commands, he allowed himself a chance to enjoy the moment.  
 
    Portia eyed him with a gentle smile, watching as the young man enjoyed the seat. “It’s an observation chair. Xull had it built so I could watch what was happening on the surface.” 
 
    Victor looked to the angel, “Where I come from, this is a Captain’s Chair. The commander of a star ship who gives orders to their crew so they can overcome any hostile threat. It is a seat of great honor.” 
 
    Portia nodded. “There is no Captain here. The ship is fully automated and follows Xull’s commands. Myself and the few Seproh here are merely observers and advisors.” 
 
    Victor closed his eyes for a moment, “It still feels like a Captain’s chair.” 
 
    Portia stood patiently as Victor’s eyes opened. The Blade’s demeanor shifted from the geeky moment and looked to the beautiful thin woman. Remembering why he was here, he stood up reluctantly from the chair and stood before the angelic beauty. Portia leaned forward, hugging the Champion close. Victor returned the hug as they continued their embrace. Breaking away at the same time, the pair stood before each other. 
 
    “It’s good to see you,” Portia said, her tone making her smaller. 
 
    “It’s good to see you. How is it, living on Xull?” 
 
    Portia’s smile faded. “I wouldn’t know. I have spent most of my time here on the ship, observing Valis below. I receive reports of my people adjusting to their new lives on Xull, but I have had time only for short visits before returning here.” 
 
    “I heard that the terraforming isn’t going so well. That’s why I’m here to help.” 
 
    Portia’s demeanor took a dark edge before she turned and walked to the large viewscreen. Victor followed and stood at her side. The image shifted, dark clouds completely surrounding the planet below. The cloud cover masked everything, turning Valis into a dark Venus. 
 
    Portia spoke as she looked to the shifting sea of clouds. “I’m happy to know my requests to Cassandra were answered. A few weeks ago, the terraforming machines anchored to the planet began production. They started to filter the toxic air and everything seemed in working order until one by one they began to fail or blink out. Xull assured us it not due to the equipment for they were in working order.  
 
    “Scans and remaining bits of data collected showed that each of the machines were destroyed. Since they are built to withstand the toxic and violent environment, Xull calculated it was not due to the planet, but something else.” 
 
    Victor’s mind worked but before he could say anything, Portia pointed to the cloudy planet. 
 
    “Watch. It should happen again,” Portia said with unblinking eyes. 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed, watching the surface of the planet. All he saw was shifting and rolling dark clouds. Lips parted, ready to ask what he was looking for when light flashed. A patch of dark clouds lit up with a symphony of patterns, lightning arcing across the cloud cover. A pulse touched Victor’s spirit and he couldn’t believe it matched the flashing light among the black and gray clouds. 
 
    The dance of light faded away and the morphing surface returned to normal. 
 
    A thought stabbed into Victor’s mind and heart as he stared down in disbelief. “Was that…Umus?” 
 
    Portia nodded with grave eyes. “Xull managed to clean up some of the data collection. Umus is still on the surface, continuing to fight the Elder Thing. The flashes of light appeared a week after the battle with Draygon. Despite the size of Valis, Umus and the Elder Thing have moved from location to location, clashing for moments before blinking out. They appear in different locations. I assume they are fighting and hunting each other.” 
 
    Victor remembered how comets barreled down on the planet. Umus fought the giant Elder Thing while Victor saved everyone on the surface. A sharp pain stabbed at his heart as he pictured Astor, one of the few he could not save. The god Umus fought until the very end, keeping the Elder busy until the Avatar was safely off the planet’s surface. Victor thought Umus and the Elder might have died during the cataclysmic event but clearly, the two of them hadn’t finished what they started. 
 
    Portia turned away from the viewscreen and looked to Victor. “I prayed to my gods and goddesses, but they have not answered. Many of them sleep, deep below the planet’s surface, waiting for their time to rise and watch over Valis when their turn comes.  
 
    “Umus has not answered my prayers, I assume because he is focusing all of his power on fighting the abomination on our planet. The only one to answer my prayers was Vala.” 
 
    Victor listened intently as the angelic beauty continued. 
 
    “Vala told me she would answer my prayers before she could no longer communicate with her followers. She whispered to me that you could help Umus and rid the planet of the Elder Thing at the same time. She spoke of your abilities before she faded from my dreams. That is why I called out to Cassandra for your assistance.” 
 
    Victor rubbed his jaw. “You know I will help, but I don’t understand how I can. Umus is a god and the Elder Thing is…well…an Elder Thing. I’m severely lacking on the god power needed to help Umus.” 
 
    Portia nodded. “True. The environment is another factor. The air is not only toxic but acidic. The few armored drones sent to explore the surface functioned only for twenty minutes before they succumbed to the environment. I can only imagine what it must be doing to Umus as he fights the monster. 
 
    “Vala told me of abilities you recently acquired. Xull and I ran through the calculations and we believe you have a better than average chance of surviving and helping Umus, if you agree to the mission.” 
 
    Victor stood straighter, “I’m here to help.”  
 
    Portia gave the Champion a warm smile before her expression slid into a serious tone. “You have an armor ability from the Xull Realm and an aura ability from the Valis Realm. On their own, you wouldn’t last too long on the surface.” 
 
    Victor smiled as he saw where she was going. “But if I have them both up and pump enough power into them, they should be enough.” 
 
    Portia nodded. “We calculated your Self-Healing ability with the nano-drones housed on your spine. All three should let you survive on the surface for an hour. That should give more than enough time to help Umus.” 
 
    Portia looked to the viewscreen as a small image of something similar to a harpoon gun appeared. Victor eyed it as the Seproh continued. 
 
    “Part of the reason we have been unable to assist Umus is the scans cannot penetrate the cloud cover due to heavy metal particles in the air. With this weapon, you only need to shoot the harpoon at the Elder Thing. Once it penetrates the Thing’s hide, we can point every plasma cannon and missile on its location and hopefully turn the tide against it. Umus may be given enough time to either help fight the Elder Thing to submission or give him enough time to escape the planet and recuperate on the ship. 
 
    “We have noticed a pattern to their altercations and we believe we know the location of their next one in twelve hours. I will pilot a dropship to the upper atmosphere and you can jump down to the surface. You have to simply shoot the monster and we will bring everything we have down on it.” 
 
    Victor rubbed his jaw again. It seemed like a solid plan except he had witnessed the Elder Thing’s before. Even Draygon, who was an Elder Spawn, was extremely powerful. With the might of the Dreadnought, the champion wasn’t sure it would be enough to stop a full grown one. Last he saw of the one on the surface, it was trashing Umus despite his brave front. 
 
    “Are you sure this is the most effective plan?” 
 
    Portia nodded. “It is the best we have with the people and tools at our disposal. I know we are asking much from you but…” Victor cut her off. 
 
    “Portia, I will do everything in my power to help Umus and the Valis Realm.” 
 
    Portia’s demeanor relaxed. “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    The angelic beauty’s eyes gleamed as they lingered on the Blade. Victor could see a small doubt but her conviction remained true.  
 
    “Victor, come with me,” Portia said and turned away. 
 
    The Blade watched as Portia moved to a side door and it slid open. Victor followed as she stepped inside. Stepping beyond the threshold, the door slid closed behind him. Dim light filled the spacious room, a long window showing the starry cosmos beyond. A large bed took up the space below the window while a terminal stood off to the side and a table stood off to the left with two chairs. The walls were less metallic with smooth angles and warm, dark beige colors. 
 
    Portia stood in the middle, turning around to face Victor, her head bowed. “We have some time before we begin the mission.” 
 
    Victor noticed shyness bleeding into Portia’s demeanor. Since he met her, she gave off an air of authority and confidence. Now, she seemed less so and unsure of herself. He remembered when they had a moment in his room back on Valis when they first met. She was the same, shy, but bright eyed. The way he saw her in battle and how she was now, it was almost like she was two different people in the same body. 
 
    “Portia, we can still go over plans. You don’t have to do anything you’re not sure of,” Victor said with a disarming smile. 
 
    Portia’s face remained the same as she spoke, “It’s not that. I know you need Vala’s piece to help bring her back.” 
 
    “There are other ways, if you’re interested,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Portia bit her lip before speaking again. “No, I’m interested in Vala’s true way. The way of spirits meeting to become one.” 
 
    The angelic beauty took hold of her top and pulled it over the edges of her shoulders. Victor watched as she snaked out of it, the fabric bunching up and moving down her slender form. Full breasts emerged as pale skin glowed in the dim light. Pink nipples stood at attention as the Seproh moved down to her waist.  
 
    Victor admired Portia as she snaked her hips from the single piece body suit. Blood pumped and he found it difficult to think as her suit fell to her ankles. Smooth curves showed themselves and the Blade saw that the suit did not do her body justice. The outfit made her seem thinner than she was and now that she stood naked, her true self glowed. 
 
    Victor tried to not let his gaze linger at her bare womanly valley. Even in the dim light, he could see the apex of her sex and pink glowed from between sensual thighs. Her body was flawless like refined porcelain but when he looked up, the shyness remained in her eyes. 
 
    Feeling like he was being rude, he grabbed at his own clothes and began to undress. Portia watched him, drinking in his male physique. When his trench-coat, shirt, pants, and boots littered the floor, Victor stood straighter as they looked to each other. A sense of vulnerable innocence played out between them, like they had stumbled onto each other and had to admire what they saw. The room grew warmer as did the mood. 
 
    Portia was first, stepping closer, her eyes taking in every strong muscle along his body. Victor stepped closer, admiring her body like a glass of wine on a cold winter’s night. The two met, hands reaching out and touching each other. Senses flared as fingers glided along bare skin. The air grew warmer as they touched. Victor could not control himself as his manhood rose to the occasion. Portia stayed close, feeling a hardness rising along her inner thigh and soon touching her wet valley.  
 
    “I have known pain. Do not be gentle with me,” Portia said in a heated whisper. 
 
    Victor kissed her neck, holding her close before putting his lips close to her ear. “We don’t have to rush. Let me show you gentle first before we move on to not so gentle.” 
 
    Victor’s arm whipped against Portia’s legs as he scooped her into his arms. She was tall, but he immediately noticed she was light as a feather to him. Walking to the bed, he gently placed her into the middle and slid in after her. Portia’s eyes held a warm glow, eyelids half closed and her breath heavy. 
 
    Victor kissed and nuzzled at her skin, lips touching her neck before trailing down to her shoulder, the edge of her breasts, a nipple and then to her smooth stomach. Portia’s breathing quickened as he made his way down, his entire body moving and sliding over her long leg. Nestled between warm thighs, he gently kissed her budding line, taking in her womanly scent and manhood hardening to granite. 
 
    Portia lifted her head slightly to watch before bliss touched her sensitive nerves. Victor’s tongue ran along her line, touching in intimate places before he closed his mouth over her clit. Thighs spreading, Portia’s breathing grew with each passing moment. Time stood still as lips and tongue latched onto her, caressing her sensitive nub. Chest rising up and head falling back, eyes closed as blissful shockwaves rolled through her entire body.  
 
    Victor stayed where he was, arms coiling around her legs and hands squeezing Portia’s thighs. Honey flowed and the Champion greedily lapped at it, drinking down her lust with eager intent. Hips moved, pushing against his mouth in circular motions while the Blade moved his tongue with the motion. It was enough for Portia to gasp, followed by another. 
 
    Watching and feeling the angelic beauty, Victor stayed to her rhythm and tempo. The dance of pleasure continued until a small tremble filled Portia’s thighs. Victor settled in, eyes closed and enjoying the moment when her thighs clamped onto his neck, holding him in place. He didn’t slow or stop what he was doing as ragged moans rose up from Portia’s lips. The heat between them grew into a fever, Victor staying to task.  
 
    Portia’s fingers dug into the blanket. The bliss whipping at her spirit was too much. The dam began to crack as she chased pure pleasure. When it reached the tipping point, tight nerves flashed before an ocean of paradise collided with her soul. Magical sparks blasted frayed nerves as her body shuddered. Unable to control the deluge of bliss, Portia let out a long moan, hips pressing upwards to Victor’s delightful tongue play. 
 
    Victor wanted to smile, but his mouth was flooded with passion. The taste changed and he sipped from Portia’s valley. When her hips slowed, he remained, licking and lapping at her like a true servant of lust and love. 
 
    Portia let out another moan before she sat up and grabbed Victor’s hair. Pulling hard, the Blade had no choice to break the connection, following her iron grip and coming face to face with the angel. Lips locked as Portia kept her hold on his hair. Her other hand reached around and grabbed Victor’s ass, pulling him close. When the Blade’s manhood touched her wet valley, sparks of lust danced on singing nerves. 
 
    “Do it,” Portia commanded in a heated whisper as she pulled away from Victor’s kiss. 
 
    Unable to say no to such beauty, Victor’s hips nestled closer, his throbbing manhood touching the thin valley entrance. Portia bit her lips again until her eyes widened. Lips parting and forming a perfect oval, the angel let out a long hiss as Victor’s member pushed at her. Lips and inner walls spreading to his slow invasion, Portia let out heated gasps while moving her hips, helping the Blade’s spear along. Inches sunk into pink folds and deeper into Portia’s inner world. When their bodies met in the middle, it was Portia moving her body to Victor’s rigid cock. 
 
    Pain spiked and quickly withered away as Portia worked with determination. Victor’s body betrayed him, moving to her tempo. The couple entwined, hips moving of their own accord as they embraced each other. The space between them filled with heat and lust, bringing them closer while bodies burned with passion.  
 
    Victor felt lost; his only guide was Portia holding him close. The Champion tried to stay in the moment, but bliss surged as he moved with the angel. Lips touched and hands caressed bodies. Victor squeezed her full breast while Portia squeezed his ass. The pawing and suckling on one another reached a fevered pitch. 
 
    “Victor…” Portia whispered as pink touched her cheeks and her body shuddered from a string of orgasms. 
 
    “Portia…” Victor said as his tempo increased and the familiar need for release reared its head. 
 
    The sound of bodies filled the room as the scent of sex blanketed their senses. Victor drove himself deep, again and again. Portia cried out, clutching to him as her body shuddered from another orgasm. Inches thickened and inner walls spread to accommodate Vala’s Champion. When the rhythm reached its zenith, Victor drove his manhood as deep as he could go. Molten seed burst from the tip and quickly flooded Portia’s thin valley. The angel’s eyes rolled into her head as another orgasm struck her spirit, followed by another. Victor grunted, unable to hold back as another spurt of come filled the angel. 
 
    Energy swirled between the loving couple before a piece slipped from Portia and entered Victor. The power released, an orb latched onto Victor’s soul and it settled in. When bodies cried out for the pair to stop, Victor collapsed on Portia. The angel held him, hips still moving and his half hard cock still inside her. 
 
    “Thank you…Victor,” Portia smiled as fingers ran through his hair. 
 
    “Thank you,” Victor said as Portia’s movements were quickly restoring life to his member. 
 
    “I will need you to be a little rougher,” Portia smiled. 
 
    Victor smiled. “Right now?” 
 
    Portia nodded as she continued to breathe new life in the Blade’s cock. 
 
    “As you wish,” Victor smiled as stars shined from beyond the room’s celestial view. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    The dropship shuddered as Victor sat. Glancing to a small portal, the ship had just touched the upper atmosphere. The tops of dark clouds seethed in the distance as they continued their slow descent. Turning his eyes, Victor looked to the open cockpit as Portia and a drone sat at the controls. The drone was flying the ship as Portia checked the sensors. Screens flicked as the ship glided down. 
 
    Pressing the back of his head to the ship wall, Victor pulled up his stat screen. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 70/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 10 
 
    Powers to Unlock-2 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 15 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 10 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
      
 
    With a slow exhale, he studied the numbers and ran through the situation. He had two powers to unlock and he was technically in the Valis Realm. Gaining them now will be his only chance. Mentally tapping at the Holy Sphere, he spent the points. 
 
    You have gained “Summon Guardian”! 
 
    You have gained “Bend Time”! 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a hair. The upper tier of abilities was near god-like. Heart beating a little faster as the alerts faded from his vision, the Champion called up his list of Holy Sphere abilities. 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Summon Guardian 
 
    Bend Time 
 
      
 
    Despite the new abilities, the Blade felt like it still wasn’t enough. Doubt and concern spiraled against his mind as he tried to calm his nerves. The gravity of the situation weighed on him. He was going into a toxic environment to save a god and fight a monster from the deepest, darkest parts of the universe. It wouldn’t have been his first choice of the day’s events, but as he sat, it was the only choice at the moment. 
 
    Not wanting to be ill-prepared for a fight that might be out of his league, the Champion spent the ten Divine Orbs and looked to his stats. Power surged along his body, muscles flexing as the orbs blended with his soul and streaked into every cell. Taking another look at his stats, he spent the points where they would help him most. 
 
     Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 70/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-5 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
      
 
    Victor looked it over as he diverted five points to Will and five points to Constitution. Not wanting to be stuck on a toxic planet, he hoped the extra power in his Constitution will help him last a little longer. The other five points to Will might be what he needed to use the high-level abilities from the Holy Sphere. 
 
    “One is a lesser effect. Five is a greater effect. Ten is a titan Effect,” whispered like a mantra to himself before trailing off. Thoughts swirled to divine effect he could use if he spent fifteen points of influence. 
 
    Portia stood up from her seat and the dropship slowed its decent. The Seproh picked up a mask from a nearby peg and a harpoon rifle before stepping out from the cockpit. Walking along, she looked to Victor as he sat up straighter and turned his attention to her. 
 
    Portia reached the Champion and held the odd-looking gas mask before him. “This mask will help filter out the toxins so you don’t overload your nano-drones.” 
 
    Victor took the mask in one hand as Portia held out the harpoon rifle. 
 
    “Remember, make sure the harpoon stays in the Elder,” Portia said with serious eyes. 
 
    Victor took the harpoon from her and placed it sideways on his lap. “Shouldn’t I have more than one shot?” 
 
    Portia nodded. “Xull and I discussed it and decided we didn’t want to weigh you down. Besides, the Elder Thing is the size of a large building,” Portia said with a small smile. 
 
    Victor gave an uneasy nod as he lifted the mask and placed it over his head and face. Light glowed from the inside; atmosphere levels normal as the text projected onto his eyes. The Champion breathed normally, adjusting the mask to fit his head and not dig into his face. 
 
    “Extraction?” Victor asked while his voice and breathing sounded a little like Darth Vader. 
 
    “Use the communications in your mask to alert us. The dropship cannot go any lower without taking damage so you will have to use your Jump ability to reach us. We will be tracking you at all times. When you’re ready to jump, we will be waiting.” 
 
    Victor stood up, harpoon rifle in hand. Looking to the angel, his heart beat a little stronger. She eyed him like a commander but the edges of her gaze wrinkled in concern. It was obvious she was worried and didn’t want to let it on. The time they had spent together since he arrived was magical, and in the sense, they grew closer. When they laid in each other’s arms, the angel didn’t talk about any pain or loss she felt when Valis was destroyed. Instead, she spoke of it rising from the ashes and becoming beautiful once again. Victor very much wanted to help make that happen. 
 
    The back of the dropship opened. A wide ramp slid out to a sea of black and gray clouds covering the planet from horizon to horizon. The wind picked up and Victor hardened his spirit for what he was about to do.  
 
    Stepping onto the ramp and holding a bar along the ceiling, Victor picked the abilities he wanted to use and began charging them from their spheres of influence. Not wanting to taking too many chances, five points of Constitution channeled into his Power Armor ability. Nano-drones ejected from pores and flattened out, connecting like hexagon scales along his body. Energy arced and kept the nearly microscopic plates in place, giving Victor a gray, metallic skin. The power armor ability covered his entire body except for two slanted holes for his eyes. The greater effect increased the thickness of the power armor, metal sliding over metal to give him extra protection. 
 
    Channeling five points of Will to his Aura, a white and golden energy field surrounded him. The smooth aura shined like a candle in the dark, inches from his armor. Power swelled and settled into place as Victor flexed a hand and swiveled his head. The armor and aura were a part of him and didn’t hinder him in the least. The gas mask was the only thing feeling odd over his face. 
 
    Not sure what to expect when he would reach the surface, Victor spent a point on his Strength and Speed while spending another point on his Jump ability. He hoped it would be enough to cushion his landing. 
 
    “Victor,” Portia called out as the Champion moved a little further out onto the ramp. 
 
    The Blade turned his head to the beautiful angel. 
 
    “I believe in you,” Portia said with glowing confidence. 
 
    “Keep the meter running. Hopefully, I should be back soon,” Victor smiled, but his face was covered in gray armor. 
 
    Portia stared at the Champion as he moved closer to the edge, the wind picking up and causing his armored trench-coat to flap. 
 
    Don’t think about it. Just jump. 
 
    “Easy for you to say,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Easy? I’m with you. If you go splat on this dead planet, I won’t have anyone to feed on. Stay alive! 
 
    “Great pep talk,” Victor said as he peered over the edge of the ramp and stared at the sea of darkness. 
 
    Just be careful… 
 
    Chill stopped talking the moment Victor stepped off the ramp and fell. Wind roared against his aura as Victor freefell. The clouds slowly raced up to his descending form. The sliver of fear he felt just as he stepped off was blasted away by sheer excitement. Smiling from ear to ear, the Champion shouted as he fell toward the black cloud cover and then through it. 
 
    A smoky abyss consumed him as he continued to fall. Alerts appeared, indicating speed and a timer before he reached the ground. A sideways map appeared in the corner of his vision, showing the cloud cover reaching all the way to the surface and a glowing dot of where he was. In forty seconds, he was going to hit the ground and he had to be ready. 
 
    Time seemed to slow as he lost all visibility. It felt like he could fall forever and if he didn’t have the readout in front of him, he would never see the ground until his body smashed against it. Thoughts turned as he glanced to the aura surrounding his body and thin tendrils of smoke reaching out to touch him. It didn’t occur to him that the aura was not airtight. The thin wisps of toxic air reached out, only to slowly touch his power armor. The mask blinked with a toxicity alert, giving it a range of 2%. After another ten seconds, it rose to 3%. 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure he would have an hour against the toxic environment. Pushing those thoughts away, he was rapidly reaching the surface. Running the plan through his mind one again, a bad feeling struck him, not sure it was going to work. 
 
    Focus on the landing! 
 
    Chill’s words snapped the Champion out of it as he swung his legs under him, power coursing them. Alerts blared, telling him he was reaching the surface. Victor took a deep breath and gritted his teeth as darkness raced past him. Spending a point of Constitution on his increased senses, simple sonar pulsed and created a digital view in his eyes to see the approaching surface. 
 
    A moment later, he hit the rocky ground. 
 
    Victor cried out as his legs took the brunt of the fall, bending until his knees were an inch from the ground. Grunting, he strained against the momentum and sprung back up, jumping about ten feet in the air before landing again and stumbling to side. Knees aching, the Champion wondered if he should have spent more than one point on his Jump ability. 
 
    Regaining his balance and hoisting up the rifle, Victor spun around. The atmosphere was thick, but his heightened senses were able to make out the terrain. It was a shattered landscape, destroyed by a single comet that had made it through the planetary and Xull defenses. The sound of Victor’s own breathing was all he could hear in the vast, smoky darkness. 
 
    “Victor, we are moving the dropship away from your location so we are not in the line of fire. We calculated Umus and the Elder Thing should arrive in the next few minutes,” Portia’s voice came over the mask’s communications. 
 
    “I made it to the surface okay. Thanks for asking,” Victor chuckled. 
 
    “We have your location and vitals on screen. We know you made it okay. Be prepared…LOOK OUT!” 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened as a dark shaped hurled through the swirling fog. Metal gleamed as Victor dove to the side, the thing missing him by a foot. The Champion hit the ground and watched as a humanoid man in thick armor crashed into a sharp stone spire and shattered it. The man with angel wings hit the ground a few more times before rolling to stop and slowly rising up. 
 
    Victor was back to his feet, watching as Umus lifted his head, glowing halo pushing away the cloudy darkness. Red tears streaked from his eyes and down his cheeks. A madness gripped his gaze as his wings flexed and hands hefted his giant mace. The god stumbled forward a step before righting himself, shoulder’s heaving and his breath labored. Black colored the white of his eyes and a glowing yellow filled his irises. The god stepped forward again when his eyes locked on Victor. 
 
    “Lad! What’re are you doing here? I told you to save my people and yourself,” Umus shouted with an insane grin. 
 
    “I came to save you,” Victor said as a cold chill seeped into his spine. 
 
    “There’s no saving today. I got that foul thing begging for mercy! In another eighty years, it’s going to surrender!” Umus laughed. 
 
    “We have a plan to save you and fight the Elder Thing. We just have to…” Victor was cut off when a shadow passed over his body. 
 
    The cold seeped into his bones and he was frozen. The aura flicked, but before he could regain his control, Umus barreled toward him, arm outstretched. The god coiled his arm around Victor’s waist as both Champion and god went crashing to the ground. A sickly white, long-fingered hand appeared from the black mists and came down hard on the spot Victor was just a few seconds earlier. Hand cracking the ground to dust, it reared up to the long shadow in the gray fog. 
 
    Umus slowly stood up over Victor, head turning to the tall shadow. “You better get off this planet while you still have the chance. That Thing won’t stop and neither will I! Once I beat it to submission, I’ll mount its head on the next Citadel as a warning to those monsters. I swear it!” 
 
    “Umus, you’re not at a 100%! We have a plan…” Victor shouted as he stood up but the god was already taking flight, swinging his mace in wide arcs.  
 
    “Shit,” Victor growled as he took a quick breath and charged into the fog, following Umus’s light. 
 
    Alerts appeared in the corner of Victor’s vision as he raced after the god. Toxicity levels were at 10% and climbing. Aura flickering, Victor wondered if the toxic air was doing greater damage to his aura then he thought. He still had plenty of time, but with Umus determined to keep fighting, it didn’t seem likely he was just going to leave the planet. 
 
    The god of light rushed into the swirling fog as the tall shadow turned. Halo light stabbed at the darkness as Umus roared. The mists parted and the tall, thin frame of the Elder Thing stood. Tentacles writhed from its sides as black oval eyes peered down on the god of light. A mouthless face gazed down on the smaller god with cosmic indifference, lifting a pale hand and ready to swat the god from the sky. 
 
    “You won’t hit me with the same move twice!” Umus shouted as the hand swiped hard at him. 
 
    The god dove down and up like a bird, the giant hand missing him by feet. Umus laughed as he charged, mace glowing brighter. With a mighty swing, it struck the Elder’s chest with such power, the shockwave blasted away the fog around them before it slowly sank into the space. 
 
    Victor stared in astonishment, watching the god dart around like an armored sparrow. Umus laughed as he attacked, moving with quick arcs and striking the giant monster each and every time. Despite the power behind each blow, the Thing didn’t wince or stumble. It simply continued to swat at the god again and again. 
 
    “Umus, this isn’t working!” Victor shouted, but the shockwaves from each strike drowned out his words. 
 
    Hoisting the butt of the rifle to his shoulder, the Champion aimed the harpoon at the giant abomination’s chest. Light flashed again and again as Umus continued his barrage. Victor could see he didn’t have a shot without risking the harpoon bolt being struck from the air. Umus moved much too fast and the Elder Thing was quicker than its size would dictate. 
 
    “Umus isn’t listening. I can’t get a clear shot,” Victor said over comms. 
 
    “The Avatar has plasma cannons trained on your location, but the interference is not giving us a clear shot. We need the harpoon signal,” Portia crackled over communications. 
 
    Victor’s shoulder’s deflated. “I will be happy to fire it, but Umus is like a rabid priest. I’m open to suggestions.” 
 
    The comms were silent for a few seconds before Portia’s voice came through. 
 
    “Tell him ‘Nydia needs him.’ She is a goddess who sleeps deep in the core and his true love. He will listen,” Portia said, her voice soft. 
 
    Victor nodded. Bending his legs, he launched into the air toward the god and thing. Black and gray fog continued to try and roll in, but each strike from Umus sent the edges back. Victor had mostly a clear view, but Umus moved like a miniature comet, slamming into the Thing and flying back and slamming into it once again. The shockwaves nearly caused Victor to wobble as he reached his zenith and just began to fall. 
 
    “Umus! Nydia needs you,” Victor shouted with all his might. 
 
    The god halted his attack, black and yellow eyes turning to Victor’s falling form. “Nydia,” the god whispered, his mad grin softening and reason flooding his mind. 
 
    A pale hand reached out for the winged god. Umus turned his attention to it and darted away. Victor was still falling, aiming the harpoon rifle when shock filled his eyes. The pale hand reached for the fleeing god when reality shifted and bended. Umus’s eyes went wide as he instantly in the Elder Thing’s grasp, long white fingers closing around his body.  
 
    “No!” Victor shouted, aimed and pulled the trigger. 
 
    The harpoon launched like a small spear. The Elder’s fingers began to squeeze as Umus grunted. The grunt turned into a shout of pain as his armor cracked. The harpoon soared through the tendrils of fog and sank deep into the wide space between the monster’s black eyes. The Elder didn’t make any other move aside from holding Umus and squeezing. Armor cracked again and a plate blasted off. Umus struggled, his halo glowing brighter. 
 
    Victor landed on the hard ground, bent his legs and launched again toward the giant monster. Cold seeped into his mind the closer he flew toward it while a fire burned deep in his belly. With grim eyes, he let the rifle fall away and his Bone Sword slipped from his wrist and into his hand. Time moved in timid moments as Victor landed on the giant's wrist, back to the Elder and facing Umus in its grip. The god cried out as he was slowly being crushed.  
 
    Victor spent five points of Strength as he raised the Bone Sword up. Energy fueled the blade as Victor brought the point down on the wrist, driving it to the hilt before he unleashed a roar. The Bone Sword’s power glowed before it blasted out in all directions. Putrid flesh and alien blood shot out in all directions from the Thing’s wrist. The Elder didn’t wince as its wrist was hollowed out like Swiss cheese.  
 
    Umus’s mouth snarled into his own roar, arms bulging against the fingers before they opened from his might. For a shining moment, Umus’s power flared with divine power and just as quickly, shadows touched his eyes as he fell.  
 
    Victor jumped off the monster’s wrist, sword sliding back into his wrist. The Champion fell, arms out as Umus slowly blinked, his golden wings close to his body. Victor gritted his teeth as he clasped onto the falling god. Legs swinging out, he pumped another two points into his Jump ability. When they reached the ground, Victor held Umus as he let the momentum carry through him and he launched into the air, away from the immense abomination. 
 
    “Take the shot,” Victor growled over communications. 
 
    Portia looked down at her control panel, the Avatar’s weapon’s systems tied to it. With a tap of her finger, the heavens lit up with blaring light.  
 
    The Avatar’s plasma cannons moved slightly, aiming at the harpoon signal. Energy whirled and glowed before cannons spit out thick streams of plasma. A dozen streams of energy crossed space and entered the planet’s atmosphere. The thick black and gray cloud cover was blasted away as energy rained down. 
 
    Victor hit the ground hard, he and Umus tumbling to a stop. Umus moaned as Victor struggled back to his feet. Looking up, the dark sky was filled with light. The Elder Thing lurched forward in their direction before it turned its pale head to the thick bright dots in the sky. A second later, plasma streams struck it. 
 
    Explosions bloomed like flowers as Victor raised both of his hands to the light. They were still too close. Spending five points of Will, he activated his Bend Time ability. Time slowed to a crawl as explosions rippled from the giant monster. Victor was stunned by the terrible beauty of the explosions blooming along the monster’s head and shoulders. Not sure how long the effect would last, the Champion turned to Umus on the ground. The god struggled slowly to get up, the time dilation slowing him down too. Victor moved normally while time flowed into slow moments. Grabbing Umus, he pulled the god with him. At first it was like moving through molasses as he pulled the heavy god when an instant later, Umus was moving with him with no ill effects. 
 
    “Time means little to those monsters but for us…it's just enough to get away,” the god grunted with a crazy grin. 
 
    God and Champion clasped an arm to each other’s shoulders as they raced away from the spreading explosions. Victor felt the power weaken and a blink later, time returned to normal.  
 
    Explosions ripped through the area, sending Victor and Umus forward and crashing into the ground, the shockwave of the explosions causing their bodies to slid another twenty feet. 
 
    Victor rolled onto his back, his aura flickering. Alerts blinked in his vision, indicating toxicity levels were at 79%. The fighting and jumping around may have sped up the effects of the atmosphere. Victor tried to shrug it all off as he attempted to sit up and stand. The Champion looked up in the medium distance to see if the plan worked. Horror colored his gaze as he watched in stunned terror. 
 
    The Elder Thing stood, thick plasma streams striking its body, but the monster continued to stir. It lurched forward, one thick foot at a time, hand outstretched to the Champion and god and soulless eyes not blinking. 
 
    “Plasma cannons are overheating. Victor, is it dead?” Portia said over comms. 
 
    “It didn’t work,” the Blade huffed as the monster took another step forward. 
 
    The Avatar’s cannons slowed their output and the energy streams winked out. The Elder Thing lurched again as the streams of energy against its head and back died out. The toxic fog bellowed back in, filling the space created by the shockwaves. 
 
    Umus slowly stood up, mace in hand. “Valiant effort my lad, but it looks like I will continue the dance from here. Get back to the ship. I’ll keep this monster busy for as long as it takes.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “No, we can’t.” 
 
    “These Elder Things are not like gods or divine beings. They are incarnations of the deepest, hellish holes in the universe. Walking natural disasters on a cosmic scale. Even with all of your tricks and abilities, these things will consume all of us at the end of time,” Umus said with a fatherly tone as he stepped to Victor’s side. 
 
    Victor looked up to the giant monster as it made its way closer, one step at a time when an idea formed. “We…we don’t have to kill it. We just have to get it off the planet.” 
 
    “What’s that, Lad?” Umus asked with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    Victor looked to his armored hands and then back to the giant abomination. “If I can create a portal big enough, we can send it back to Dark Spire.” 
 
    Umus’s brow softened as he let out laugh. “Smart thinking. My power is for fighting and keeping me functioning, but you don’t have that restriction right now. Can you do it? Can you create a portal that big?” 
 
    Victor eyed his stats in the corner of his gaze. He had fifteen points in Wisdom. He hesitated spending so much at one time. When he spent for Greater or Titan effect, the drain was a little harder on his body. When he spent that much on his gun blade to keep Kali at bay, it was contained power. He had no idea how it would affect him if he spent it on creating a giant portal. 
 
    “I don’t know. But we have to get this thing out of here or Valis will never return to what it was,” Victor said with concern. 
 
     Umus clamped a thick hand on Victor’s shoulder. “I believe we can do it. You create the portal and I’ll beat the monster into it.” 
 
    The giant monster stepped closer, tendrils of fog and mist giving it an even weirder and demonic appearance.  
 
    Victor mulled it over in his mind. He could create a portal to anywhere but he wasn’t sure he would be able to hold it open. The other time he used it, he needed a destination that he was sure of. Sending it to Dark Spire was the easiest way to accomplish it and the Champion clenched his jaw, the decision made. 
 
    “Don’t worry Lad, we will be victorious!” Umus shouted before launching into the air and spreading out his golden wings. 
 
    The Elder swiped at the glowing god as Umus began his hit and run attacks, mace swinging and bashing against its chest. Shockwaves blasted out like bells, the air and ground trembling from the terrible power. 
 
    Victor took a deep breath, closing his eyes an focusing on Dark Spire. Armored hands up, he channeled all fifteen points of Wisdom to his Portal Weaving ability. Power blasted his entire body, eyes opening wide and glowing like flaming torches in the night. An alert appeared “Divine Effect” for only a moment before it was lost to the glowing energy.  
 
    The shock and awe were powerful, but Victor found it familiar. It instantly reminded him of when he tapped Vala’s power to fight Draygon. Was this what it was truly like to be a god? Was this the level of power he would reach? 
 
    Black and purple energy rippled and cascaded down behind the giant Elder Thing. Hundreds of feet tall, the portal seethed with power and beyond it, the black mountains of Dark Spire stabbed into the night sky. 
 
    “You’re doing it!” Umus shouted with the might of a titan. 
 
    Victor fought for control, wielding the energy of the gods. The monster stepped forward and was immediately struck in the chest. Umus laughed like a mad man as he came at the monster like a hammer. Despite his attacks, the abomination did not step back. 
 
    “No foul beast, you will not go home without knowing my true power! Tell your brethren, Umus will smite you all from the stars!” 
 
    Energy snaked and stabbed outward as the god of light’s body glowed like miniature sun. Power leaked from his eyes and mouth as he howled with holy wrath. Swinging his mace, wings spread out. With a thunderous shout, the god blasted forward like a lightning bolt and slammed dead center at the Elder Thing’s chest with a BOOM! 
 
    The Elder Thing’s entire body stumbled back, cracks splintering out from the spot where Umus struck it. The giant portal glowed with ethereal light. Umus roared with unchained power, slamming into the Thing with righteous fury. Two, four, eight strikes later, the Elder Thing fell back into the portal. Umus cried out with a divine shout when a pale hand reached out and smacked him from the sky. 
 
    Victor’s power ebbed as Umus fell, armor cracked and broken, his eyes closed and the glowing energy around his body dying. The Elder Thing didn’t make a sound as it fell further into the portal, the edges closing in around it. When its body passed the threshold, the portal sealed shut and it was gone. 
 
    The ground cracked and trembled as the energies of the portal leaked into everything. Victor channeled ten points of Strength into his Jump ability. With a mighty jump, he blasted off the surface as the ground fell in around him. Umus fell until a small body slammed into him, changing his fall to an ascension. Victor held the god as they blasted up through the lower atmosphere. 
 
    Portia looked to the sensors, seeing Victor’s signal. Turning her gaze to the window, Victor and Umus shot past them like a bullet.  
 
    Victor held the god close as his power propelled him past the upper atmosphere and touched space. It was then, Victor’s energy gave out. Weakness poured into every cell of his body as he and Umus drifted into the edge of space. Thoughts crawled along, relief filling his used-up body. A light flashed. Victor slowly blinked, lost to the beauty of space. A door opened and Portia floated out with golden wings and halo over her head. Delicate hands touched the weakening Victor, pulling him and Umus to the open Dropship doors.  
 
    Once inside, the hatch closed and oxygen flooded the ship. Portia placed the Champion and god on the floor, side by side. Victor’s aura faded away as his armor slid back into his body. Portia kneeled and took the mask off his face. Victor took in a deep breath; happy it was all over. 
 
    Umus turned his head, a weak smile on his lips. “Good job, Lad.” 
 
     Victor gave a weak grin when an envelope appeared by his shoulder facing Umus. 
 
    The god of light’s brow wrinkled, but Victor simply smiled. 
 
    “It looks like your invited to a resurrection,” Victor said before he passed out into blessed darkness.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    Victor floated in the abyss, misty tendrils caressing his naked body. Despite the lack of light, the champion stared out, watching the gray curls of smoke against the purple and black vastness of the nearly empty plane. 
 
    “Here again,” Victor sighed, his voice echoing off nothing. 
 
    Realms pulled at his spirit, wanting him to fall in their directions. One pull led to Vala’s Realm but the Blade ignored it. A weariness sank into his bones, questions touching his mind in abstract patterns. The crusade weighed him down, rooting him in the void. 
 
    “Vala, if you’re out there…I’m very tired,” Victor said and a sense of shame filled his heart. 
 
    Deep down, he knew she could hear him. Deep down, he knew he could tell her anything. Despite knowing he could, he regretted saying anything. Fighting to bring her back had taken its toll and now, small thoughts grew louder, telling him to stay in the abyss a little longer so he could rest. 
 
    Heat burned around his heart. Victor looked on, embarrassed that he could not be as positive as he wanted to be. Memories played out, optimism and fire coloring his soul as he fought for a goddess. Now, it burned low, doubt whispering in his ear, wondering if he was just a tool to bring her back and keep him as a servant or pet. 
 
    The crusade was nearly over and thoughts about the end constricted his very being. 
 
    “I won’t give up, but…we will have to talk once it’s over,” Victor whispered to the unfeeling abyss. 
 
    Shadows curled and surged from the darkness. A robe formed, covering a pale, heavenly body. Victor looked up to see Vala gliding toward him, arms out. Limbs moved on automatic as he reached for her. Bodies joined in a loving embrace and Victor’s heart beat a little faster. Vala smiled, shadows covering her eyes. The goddess leaned in and kissed her Champion. A deep connection burned bright enough to outshine most stars. When they parted, Victor gave the goddess a weak smile. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Vala said nothing as dark lips shifted into a warm smile. 
 
    Victor’s smile faded away as he floated. Logic cut into the wondrous moment, speaking louder, telling him she is a goddess and why would she bind herself to such a small mortal man. The scale of divine power was as wide as ten oceans and he was nothing more than a small ship, caught in her waves.  
 
    Thoughts sank back to his mother. When the crusade was over, maybe he could convince Vala and Anubis to return her back to Earth. Maybe he would follow, living a new life and turning back all the time they lost. It was a warm thought, the pain and weariness fading to the background. 
 
    Vala held out a hand. Victor looked down at it and smiled. Instinctually, he reached out for it, but stopped when a dagger appeared in her palm. Fingers closed around the pommel before the dagger shot forward in a blink, stabbing into his chest and penetrating his heart. Victor’s eyes widened to the size of saucers, pain filling his entire body. 
 
    “Vala?” Victor said softly, confusion and pain painting his expression. 
 
    Vala leaned in closer, full lips pressing against his, a tongue snaking in. The pain filled every cell in his body as the abyss turned black. A moment later, the Champion was gone. 
 
    Victor gasped as he sat up with wide eyes. Portia and Umus looked up from chairs and stood up. Victor gasped again, hand rubbing his chest. The dreamy pain fell away and he slowly felt normal.  
 
    Portia and Umus stepped closer, concern on their brows. 
 
    “Victor?” Portia asked. 
 
    Victor leaned back, hands and arms propping himself up as his breathing returned to normal. “I’m…okay.” 
 
    “You gave us a start, Lad. You have been unconscious for six hours,” Umus said with a warm grin. 
 
    Victor gave a sheepish nod. “Six hours? I guess using all that power drained me.” 
 
    Portia sat on the edge of the bed, her hand resting on the Champion’s covered thigh. “Are you well?” 
 
    Victor looked to the angelic beauty and gave her a small smile. “I’m okay. Just a little nightmare.” 
 
    Umus stepped closer and peered down on the Champion. “I can’t thank you enough for what you did. You’re truly a Champion in my eyes. Vala chose well!” 
 
    Victor nodded, unsure what to say, the nightmare still fresh in his mind. 
 
    Portia spoke next, “Now that the Elder Thing is back on Dark Spire, Xull dropped terraforming equipment on the planet. It may take about three years for the atmosphere to clear up and we can rebuild. We owe you our thanks.” 
 
    Victor shook his head, “No thanks needed. I’m happy to help.” 
 
    Umus cleared his throat as he shuffled slightly by the bed, “You did a brave thing down there, charging in and saving the day. Before Draygon attacked, I had a gift for you. I was going to give it to you after you spent a few days with us, but as it happens, fate was unkind to us at the time.” 
 
    Victor and Portia looked to the barrel-chested god as he held out his hand. A white and golden sword appeared in his palm, fingers closing around the pommel. Tiny runes covered the handle, but aside from that, the sword looked like any other sword except for the supernatural glow. 
 
    Umus continued, “I forged this weapon when Vala whispered to me from beyond the grave. I promised I would complete it and hand it over when the time was right. I can think of no other time than the here and now.” 
 
    The god held the sword sideways with both open hands and bent down to one knee. “Take it. You have earned to wield such a fine weapon. It is a holy sword, some of my finest work. It can slice through almost anything short of divine power. But, don’t let that stop you from using it against any gods or goddesses who threaten you. It won’t kill them but it will sting and maybe make them think twice.” 
 
    Victor sat up, eyes on the glowing sword. Reaching up, he took hold of the pommel and held it up. Energy reached out from the sword and anchored to the Champion’s soul. The connection established; the sword felt like it had always belonged to him. Victor smiled as he let the sword sink into his wrist. An image of the sword lay next to the other six swords, the collection of weapons complete. 
 
    A sword from every realm. Everyone is going to think twice about fucking with you. 
 
    Chill chuckled along Victor’s spirit as he ignored the shadow and turned his attention to Umus. 
 
    “Thank you. I will use it with honor and respect.” 
 
    Umus smirked. “I know you will.” 
 
    Portia smiled as she spoke, “If you’re ready, there is a dropship prepped. We used the Dimensional drive to come back to Xull. The Avatar is stationed high above Hope City. I will bring Umus to Xull so they can speak, but I know a few acolytes who are waiting to see you.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “The city is named Hope?” 
 
    Portia nodded. “We thought it fit for the time being. The Seproh will have to live there for a few years until the terraforming is complete and we can return to the Valis Realm.” 
 
    “It sounds perfect,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Umus clapped his hands and rubbed them together. “Alright, enough of this resting nonsense! Get up so we can be off this ship. Our people await!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The ramp to the dropship opened and extended until it reached the floor. Smoke billowed down, disinfecting the three figures as they walked down. Emerging from the smoky mists, Victor, Umus, and Portia stepped out onto the landing pad, several drones, a white furred cat woman in fatigues and two women with ram horns waiting for them about twenty feet away. Beyond them, a tall city of buildings and lights shined against the dark sky, their glow diffusing the heavens and only allowing the brightest of stars to shine. 
 
    Buk and Diz bounced and waved to Victor while Ema held her arms up so they wouldn’t run forward and mob the Champion. The thick ram-women wore tight black and white dresses and Victor wondered if they were dressed up for him. A drone broke away from the others, it’s digital face changing to that of a beautifully pale woman. It stepped up to the trio until they all met. 
 
    “Welcome to Hope,” Xull directed it to Umus. 
 
    The god of light bowed. “The pleasure is all mine. Portia has informed me of your kindness to our people, allowing us to stay here. I have not forgotten your role during the attack on Valis and wish to offer any assistance I can for all of our peoples.” 
 
    The drone bowed slightly before striating up. “No thanks are necessary during these troubling times. I know there is still much to discuss. Shall we sit someplace a little more comfortable to discuss our alliance further in depth?” 
 
    “I’m all yours,” Umus said with a heavy grin. 
 
    Xull turned her attention to Victor, “Thank you for saving Umus. I’m sure the discussion will not be a best use of your time, Blade of Vala. I have been informed there are several acolytes who are looking forward to seeing you. Ema, Buk and Diz will escort you to their location.” 
 
    Victor scratched his head and smiled. “If you think that’s best.” 
 
    “Come with us!” yelled Diz. 
 
    “We missed you!” yelled Buk. 
 
    Ema smiled and fought the urge to roll her eyes at the two rams. A futuristic vehicle stood over to the side, giving the appearance of an armored limousine. A drone stood by the back door, red digital eyes on the group. 
 
    Ema put her arms down as Buk and Diz burst forward. Victor’s eyes widened at how they barreled toward him in those tight dresses. When they reached the Champion, one curled her arm around Victor’s right arm and the other curled her arm around his left. Lovingly, they pressed their bodies to his sides and looked up with adoring eyes. 
 
    Ema stepped forward and stood before the Blade. “It’s good to see you again,” the cat-woman said with a dash of shyness. 
 
    Victor grinned. “It’s good to see all of you again.” 
 
    “Wynn is waiting at the club,” Ema said with warm-slitted eyes.  
 
    “Club?” Victor said as he raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Ema nodded before turning away and walking toward the limousine. Buk and Diz held onto to Victor tighter and pulled him along, their energy infectious. 
 
    “It’s the hottest place in Hope,” Diz squealed. 
 
    “Anyone who is anyone will be there!” Buk squealed as well. 
 
    Portia watched in amusement as the two genetically altered ram-women pulled Victor to the vehicle. The drone opened the door before Ema stepped in. Buk and Diz pulled Victor and nearly stuffed the Champion into the backseat, their giggling and singing escaping into the night air. With the door closed, the vehicle drove off, Umus standing next to Portia and clasping his big hand on her shoulder. God and angel watched silently as the car turned onto a street and drove off. 
 
    *** 
 
    The armored limousine stopped. Victor tried to look out the shaded window as Buk and Diz were all over him, kissing and touching him. Ema sat opposite of the trio, shaking her head at the two rams. 
 
    “Can’t the driver make a few loops around the block,” Buk whined. 
 
    “The night’s just starting!” Diz whined as well. 
 
    “Wynn wants to see him,” Ema hissed. 
 
    The two ram-women pouted, but didn’t take their hands off of Victor. 
 
    Victor turned his gaze to the cat-woman, a small smile appearing. “Why here?” 
 
    Ema leaned her head forward and closed her eyes, “Wynn felt it would be nice to meet in an informal place. Altered Humans have been helping the Seproh adjust to living on Xull, but it seems both sides like to party. Club Angel Light is one of a few places where both meet to unwind. Buk and Diz will take you in to see Wynn.” 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Ema opened her eyes, “I’m on duty. Wynn and Xull still feel the Xull Realm is not completely safe. Not everyone who was part of the Resistance trusts the ceasefire. Some cells have gone into hiding while others have shown their disdain toward the new peace. Hope is a fragile place, even with Xull drones and soldiers guarding it.” 
 
    “I wish you could come in with us,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Ema let a small smile slip. “Me too. When you come out, maybe we can sit and talk for a little bit. These two heifers aren’t the only ones who miss you.” 
 
    Buk and Diz laughed and started mooing like cows. Victor couldn’t fight the energy in the vehicle, his laughter joining the mooing rams.  
 
    Ema opened the door, but stayed inside. Buk and Diz pulled at the Champion, dragging him out into the street. The cool night air was chased away as the two rams stayed on either side of Victor. A gentle thumping of music radiated from a nearby building. It had no windows and a single door at street level. A tall, imposing minotaur stood at the entrance, thick arms folded and curved white horns shining in the street light. 
 
    The walk across the street to the front door was quick, Victor smiling as his ass was continuously grabbed and squeezed by the ladies to each side of him. The minotaur at the door looked down his short, squarish snout to the trio walking toward him. When they stopped before the bouncer, the bull huffed, eyes as cold as stone. 
 
    “Private party,” the minotaur said in a deep voice. 
 
    Buk looked up with amused eyes. “Cebelius, you know it’s us and Wynn is waiting.” 
 
    The minotaur closed his eyes and shook his head, “I know you and Diz. I do not know him.” 
 
    Victor broke away from Diz’s grip and held out his hand to the bouncer. “Victor Hobbs, pleased to meet you.” 
 
    Cebelius looked down at the outstretched hand and then back to Victor, arms still folded.  
 
    Victor let his hand drop to his side. “Tough crowd.” 
 
    Buk’s amused expression turned hostile as she stepped up to the minotaur and rammed her curved horns into his chest. The move was so quick and blunt, Cebelius took a step back, nostrils flaring. Diz moved to Buk’s side, eyes narrowing. The two women glared. 
 
    “Don’t make this a fight you can’t win,” Buk and Diz said in perfect unison. 
 
    The bull huffed before taking hold of the door handle and pulling it open. The two ram-women went from ready to brawl to sweet as pie as they stepped to Victor and entwined their arms around his. Giggling, they pulled the Champion along to the doorway. 
 
    Victor looked up to Celebius’s hard expression. “If I don’t make it out, send help,” Victor winked. 
 
    Celebius’s hard brow raised and a small smirk slipped. Buk and Diz laughed as they pulled Victor along, the smirking minotaur closing the heavy metal door behind them. 
 
    Smoke and flashing lights filled the short hallway. Music vibrated loudly as the trio made their way down the short corridor to the larger room beyond. Once they stepped into the main room, Victor’s senses were assaulted with pulsating rhythms and gyrating bodies. Fog billowed as colored lights stabbed through the smoke. Arms, legs and bodies moved to the beat. Altered humans with animal traits danced with each other and angelic humans. Tails whipped as golden wings flexed. Air swirled in the beautiful chaos as patrons danced to demanding music. 
 
     Buk and Diz broke away from the Champion, entering the main dance floor and beckoning the Blade to join them. Victor smirked as he stepped into the fray. Buk was first, thrusting her body against his and grinding against him. Diz laughed as she joined, the two women trapping him between them. 
 
    Victor laughed, but it was lost to the loud music and billowing smoke. A shadow emerged from the crowd, furry hands reaching out and tapping Buk and Diz on the shoulders. Victor, Buk, and Diz turned their attention to the fox-woman standing before them, a wicked smirk along her small snout. Even in the foggy darkness, Wynn’s foxlike features were unmistakable. Orange and white fur covered what was exposed beyond her tight black dress. The length of the dress stopped just above the knees and a fluffy tail peeked over her shoulder.  
 
    Buk and Diz saw their cue and separated from the Champion, bodies joining the large crowd. Wynn stepped closer, eyes shining in the flashing lights before she raised her arms and encircled them around Victor’s neck. Hips touched and the rhythm took root, their bodies moving as one. 
 
    “I missed you,” Wynn said with cool eyes. 
 
    Victor immediately noticed that he could hear Wynn perfectly, despite the thumping music. 
 
    The fox-woman noticed and gave a sly grin. “I wirelessly connected to your nano-shell. We can talk without shouting over the music.” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I missed you too.” 
 
    Wynn nodded before her foot missed a step and she slid. Quickly, she corrected herself and followed the rhythm. Victor’s hands were on her waist, holding her steady as he noticed the somewhat blank gaze she was now giving. Wynn held onto the Champion and when her face was close to his, he could smell the subtle hints of alcohol. 
 
    “I think about you…so much,” Wynn said with a slight slur. 
 
    Victor held her, eyes shifting to slight concern. “Has it been difficult with helping the Seproh adjusting to life here?” 
 
    Wynn gave a sheepish shake of her head. “No, it’s been a breeze. They are good people. I almost wish they came here sooner.” 
 
    The party vibe fell into the background. Victor looked to Wynn, holding her close as she looked away. It was obvious something was bothering her. Remaining silent, he simply listened.  
 
    “Vala is coming,” Wynn said as she closed her eyes and snuggled her face into Victor’s neck. “I wish we had more time.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    Wynn gave Victor’s neck a light lick before speaking. “She is going to take you away from all of us…from me. With her return, I will no longer be useful.” 
 
    Victor didn’t let the concern he felt bleed into his expression. Arms holding the fox-woman close, their bodies moved slower, a gentle swaying taking over. They no longer moved to the party atmosphere, lost to closeness. Warmth and intimate scents swirled from their union. 
 
    “I don’t believe Vala would take anyone away from anyone.” 
 
    Wynn was silent for a long moment before speaking. “The war here on Xull is over. I…no longer have purpose.” 
 
    “Yes, you do. You’re a diplomat for the Seproh and Xull. You’re needed here and with us. When Vala returns, we will have to bring balance back to the realms. You’re more important than ever.” 
 
    Wynn sighed. “I’m a traitor to the cause. There are many from the Resistance that will no longer speak to me. Without the fight, they are losing their way…and so am I.” 
 
    Victor took hold of Wynn’s arms and pulled her from his neck and chest. The Champion looked into her addled eyes, a fire lighting in his mind. 
 
    “Wynn, you can’t be serious? The fight is going only going to get bigger and we are all needed, every one of us.” 
 
    Wynn’s blank expression turned hard as she shrugged Victor’s grip off. “I have spent my life fighting Xull’s control. Family and friends have spent their entire lives fighting against that kind of control. Many have died, trying to free everyone. Xull played us, letting the game continue until she needed something else. Now we have peace because bigger threats are on the horizon. What happens when those threats are gone? Will she engineer a new conflict to keep us all busy?” 
 
    Eyes glistened for a brief second before Wynn blinked them away and continued, “I get messages from former resistance members, telling me this is the perfect time to strike and destroy Xull once and for all. My instincts agree with them…but I do nothing. 
 
    “Instead, I play babysitter to people who don’t need a babysitter. They don’t need diplomats. Xull is still controlling our lives, giving us meaningless jobs so we can remain useful. I was…never meant for this. I was meant to fight. All my life, I was meant to fight against tyrants.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes took on a kind edge. “You were meant to love.” 
 
    Wynn looked to Victor, sadness touching her expression. “Vala is just another force, wanting control. I’m just a soldier in her army. I would still be fighting Xull if…” Wynn trailed off. 
 
    Victor’s head leaned forward, shadows covering his eyes.  
 
    Wynn touched his chin and lifted his gaze up so she could see his eyes. “I stopped fighting Xull because of you. The time we shared haunts me. I would have fought to my dying breath in that hanger, but you opened my eyes to peace.” 
 
    “Change is always hard, at first. I panicked when I was first brought to the Realms. I tried to joke and remain upbeat, but I was terrified. After a while, it started to feel normal. I felt normal. Now, we fight for Vala to bring her back and restore balance to the Realms. We may have been chosen but that doesn’t mean we don’t have our doubts.” 
 
    “You have doubts,” Wynn asked in slight astonishment. 
 
    Victor nodded. “I do, from time to time. When Vala returns, will she even need me anymore. Will I be sent back to my world or maybe, I will just be a soldier in her army? I don’t know. All I do know is, I made a promise to help her. I love her like I love so many. I can’t believe the goddess of love would only want us to just bring her back.” 
 
    The Champion took hold of Wynn’s hand and lifted it to his lips. With a light kiss to the back of her hand, he gazed into her wide eyes with love. “I need you, not as a warrior or soldier…but as my friend.” 
 
    “You don’t mean that,” Wynn said as she looked away. 
 
    Victor used his fingers to guide her chin and eyes back to him as he smiled. “Once I love someone, I love them for forever.” 
 
    “Lily? Dawn?” 
 
    Victor smiled, “You forgot to add your name, Buk and Diz and the rest of our friends.” 
 
    Wynn fought her forming smile and lost. “You truly are a Champion.” 
 
    “I’m just a guy trying to do the right thing,” Victor smirked. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes took on a sultry edge as she gave the Champion a wicked smirk. “There is a fire I may need you to put out. A request I can only ask a friend.” 
 
    Victor gave a slight nod, “We have some time before I have to go back to Vala’s realm. I will do everything I can to…put out the flames.” 
 
    Wynn stepped closer, wrapping her arms around Victor’s neck once again before kissing him deeply. Victor held her waist, enjoying the intimate kiss. Hearts sang as bodies continued to move and shift along the dancefloor.  
 
    *** 
 
    Ema glanced out the car window to the club. Cebelius continued to stand like a statue, the street otherwise empty. Turning from the window, she listened in on Victor and Wynn’s conversation. Heart beating a little faster, the cat-woman with white fur couldn’t stop the warmth filling her ears. Thoughts shifting to a location where she could take Victor, Wynn, Buk, and Diz to, she figured they all would want to have some time together before Victor left the realm. Calling up a 2D display, she plotted out a short route to a safehouse for some much-needed private time. 
 
    Outside, black lines rippled over the empty street. The bull bouncer looked up to see a dozen black misty lines create a semi-circle in front of the club. A thick hand reached behind to a plasma pistol in his belt, the bouncer watched with intense eyes. 
 
    The shifting lines grew wider, purple energy flickering along the darkness. When they widened into oval holes, bodies emerged. Horns gleamed in the streetlight as long, black trench coats flapped to moving legs. Guns and rifles rose up as eyes hot as coals glared on the bouncer.  
 
    Cebelius activated his communication implant as he pulled his pistol and aimed. “We have guests! I repeat, we have guests,” the bull said as he pulled the trigger to his pistol. 
 
    The area lit up in plasma fire. 
 
    *** 
 
    Wynn pulled back from Victor as the music immediately died. Victor looked around as did a number of club-goers. Several altered humans moved in Wynn’s direction while others started to move many of the Seproh to the exits. The smoky air took on an electric current, Wynn moving from Victor and shouting to the crowd. Buk and Diz moved toward Wynn. 
 
    “Move to the exits! Take the Seproh to the designated safe locations,” Wynn ordered. 
 
    “Wynn?” Victor asked when an explosion rocked the area.  
 
    “We have to go,” Wynn said as she grabbed Victor’s hand and turn her attention to Buk and Diz. “Make sure everyone gets out.” 
 
    The rams nodded when an explosion rocked the building. From the corridor they entered, doors swung back as a large body stepped in, plasma fire lighting up Celebius’s form. Bolts rained against the edge as he promptly stepped back until he reached the corridor edge of the giant room. 
 
    Victor held out his hand as his gun-blade slid into it. Spending a Constitution point, the blade was charged with six rounds. Around him, many moved to the back exits while Wynn continued to shout orders. The minotaur continued to return fire, plasma bolts blasting holes into walls before one was too close. The explosion sent the large bouncer to the floor, smoke rising from his arm and pistol sliding across the floor to a halt. 
 
    Victor was already moving as Buk reached down for Celebius’s pistol. The Champion ducked down and slid across the floor as plasma fire entered the club. Reaching the bouncer, he pumped a point into Strength. Taking hold of the dazed minotaur, Victor was back to his feet, pointing his gun-blade at the entrance and pulling the trigger. The explosion was enough to silence the plasma fire for a breath of a second. 
 
    Buk appeared next to Victor and Cebelius, pistol up and firing into the black smoke. The ram-woman didn’t hold back, firing at any shadow until enemy plasma bolts fired back. Diz raced to Victor’s side. Strong hands took hold of the dazed minotaur. Victor watched as Diz helped the bouncer along, bringing him along to one of the back exits. 
 
    Victor tapped Buk’s shoulder and she began to step back. Victor held his gun-blade up but didn’t take any shots due to the smoke from the plasma fire. He wanted to make every shot count and firing blindly wasn’t going to help. Wynn appeared at his side and tugged at his arm. 
 
    “We have to evacuate,” Wynn ordered when an explosion ripped through the front entrance. 
 
    The shockwave knocked everyone down, Victor throwing his arms around Wynn as they hit the floor. Buk was knocked back, but kept her arm up and aiming at the now destroyed entrance. Seconds felt like hours as they attempted to get back to their feet when bodied rushed out of the smoke and destruction toward them. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a hair as demonic men and women rushed in. Horns gleamed in the stabbing lights of the club while armored coats flapped. Plasma rifles aimed as wicked and sardonic smiles formed. Gloved fingers pulled on triggers as manic laughter rose up.  
 
    “Kill them all!” a demon shouted before firing into the fleeing crowd. 
 
    The small horde of demons burst through the thick smoke, eyes wild and weapons firing. A seproh screamed as she took a bolt to the back that sent her crashing to the floor. Bedlam stormed as the demons rushed in, several of them aiming at Victor, Wynn and Buk. 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as he spent five points of Will and an aura appeared around his body. Demons licked lips as they fired on the now glowing Champion. Wynn and Buk stepped behind Victor as bolts slammed into his aura. Energy flared as Victor was forced to take a step back. The Champion noted that even with a greater aura, the plasma weapons could still break through if they hit him enough. 
 
    Victor spun his gun-blade around and held it behind him. “Wynn, take it!” 
 
    The fox didn’t hesitate as she took hold of the gun-blade from Victor and aimed it over his shoulder. Pulling the trigger, the energy blast hit a demon, blasting him into flying limbs and striking the one behind him with equal power. Buk knelt down to one knee and returned fire into the approaching demons. 
 
    A bone sword slid into Victor’s hand as he charged it with a point of influence from his Strength. Aiming, he blasted out a roar, sending every invading demon to the floor. Walls and floor cracked from the roar as plasma bolts went wild. 
 
    The demons struggled to stand while more poured in from the entrance. A shadow appeared over them before they fired up at it. Victor came down, bone sword stabbing into a demon. Time fell into moments as Victor’s blade pulled from the dying creature and he charged into the fray. Plasma bolts struck faces as Buk continued with fire support. Wynn pulled the trigger of the gun-blade, demons blown into pieces. 
 
    Victor growled as he came at the invaders like a freight train. Aura flickering, bolts slammed into it at point-blank range as he sliced hard across chests and necks. Bodies were thrown or fell apart as the Champion crashed through them. Plasma bolts exploded against his aura and just as it was about to go out, Victor pumped five more points into it.  
 
    No time to think, Victor cut down each demon with little effort. Soon, all enemy rifles and pistols aimed on the advancing Champion. The force of the barrage slowed Victor down until Buk and Wynn cut down the enemy, one by one. The rain of plasma fire caused Victor to stop his advance and whip his body away. More demons charged in from the street, firing indiscriminately as Wynn and Buk backpedaled while looking for cover. 
 
    Victor’s mind became razor focused as he landed. Spending a point of Will, the Champion activated his Time Bend ability and gave the advancing demons a wicked grin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Ema tapped a code under her seat as the horde of demons nearly filled the entire street. Tapping into Wynn’s visual feed, the cat-woman watched as Victor moved like a juggernaut through the demons. Touching the last digit to the code, a compartment slid out from under the seat. An armored vest and heavy plasma rifle gleamed in the small light.  
 
    Ema grabbed the vest and put it over her head. The vest adjusted and snapped into place around her torso and abdomen. Clawed hands reached down for the heavy plasma rifle while the drone driver turned its head to Ema in the back. 
 
    “Drones are on their way to your location,” the drone stated as it lifted up a pistol. 
 
    “Stay here while I even the odds,” Ema commanded as she opened the side door pointing away from the street. 
 
    “Do not engage,” the drone said before Ema slammed the door shut.  
 
    Ema hoisted up the heavy plasma rifle as it charged to life. Stepping around the rear of the vehicle, she aimed the barrel at the writhing horde of demons. At a quick glance, there was roughly a hundred demons in the street, all trying to enter the club and even firing plasma weapons at the structure.   
 
    The cat-woman picked her targets as her finger hovered over the trigger. A window slid down from the armored vehicle. Ema firmed her resolve as she squeezed the trigger. Thick plasma bolts blasted out, joining the roar of battle. From the open window, the drone assisted by firing into the crowd. Demon bodies lit up as energy blasted holes through them. Ema kept her stance, legs wide and arms tight as she methodically fired into the demon crowd. 
 
    Enemy demons turned their attention to the white cat-woman with the oversized plasma rifle and returned fire. The street flashed with deadly exchange of plasma bolts. Ema bent her body slightly, using the vehicle for cover while making sure every shot count. Energy bolts slammed into the vehicle, denting and blasting holes into it as the firefight fell into controlled chaos. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time slowed as weapons moved like snails across a thick sidewalk. Victor moved normally, bone blade slashing and separating arms from bodies. Using a single point of Will caused time to slow down to a crawl. The Champion flowed into the standing demons, slicing limbs in quick succession. Powerless, the invaders could do nothing as an unseen force cut them up like a hot knife through butter. 
 
    Victor’s brow furled as he worked, decimating the invaders. An alert blinked in the corner of his vision and time sped up back to normal. Victor slid to a halt and pointed his sword down when a dozen demons screeched, limbs flying off their bodies. Black blood bloomed or squirted as they fell, clutching at bloody stumps. 
 
    “Surrender,” Victor shouted as more demons rushed in, and some of those he had missed, re-aimed at him. 
 
    The cold, terrible evil in their eyes spoke volumes as they continued, indifferent to his words. 
 
    “You fucking morons,” Victor hissed as he spent a point of Will. 
 
    Time slowed once again. Wynn watched with hard eyes as she aimed the gun-blade. Victor moved like a stream of light, cutting through the demons without remorse. Bodies exploded and, in a blink, all the demons inside the club were cut down. Many cried out in pain while others laughed in macabre indifference holding up bloody stumps. Wynn had seen this behavior before. The demons didn’t care that they were being killed. They fought like their lives no longer mattered.  
 
    Time returned to normal and Victor burst from the destroyed entrance and into the demon horde. They cackled and laughed, firing at the Blade. Victor’s aura held as he crashed into them and sliced through their bodies. 
 
    Ema saw Victor entering the fray and stood up to her full height, shooting into the crowd. The drone stepped out of the vehicle; every shot true as it assisted Ema. In a span of moments, the demons fell. 
 
    A demon growled its contempt as it waved a hand. A sliver of a portal appeared. The demon glanced back as Victor cut down two demons with one strike. The demon turned back to the widening portal when a plasma bolt struck it in the shoulder. A cry screeched as the demon was thrown. The portal flickered and closed in on itself a second later. 
 
    The demon whined, hands clawing at the street as it tried to crawl away. Seeing a darkened alley, he tried to crawl toward it when a boot stepped on its leg. The demon turned his head to see Victor staring down, the tip of his bone sword inches from the creature’s demonic face. Glancing to the side, he watched as Ema and a drone stepped closer, weapons trained on him. 
 
    “What’s the hurry? All this effort to come here, you might as well stay awhile,” Victor said with a wicked smirk.    
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    Armed drones filled the streets while worker drones began the grisly task of removing the bodies. Mechanical limbs worked, picking up bodies and body parts, placing them in a truck, ready to haul them away. 
 
    Inside the damaged club, smoke still rose up from holes as drones moved to injured Seproh and altered humans. Drones administered injects to any wounded living creature, nano-drones rushing to affected areas and weaving them closed. Normal lights glowed on as a small cluster of bodies surrounded a demon tied to a chair. 
 
    Victor rubbed his jaw as Buk and Diz stood on either side of the demon. The foul thing hissed and growled, glaring at Victor with vile contempt. Wynn and a drone stood on either side of Victor as the demon continued its impotent growls. 
 
    Wynn stepped closer, eyeing the captured demon coolly. “As far as anyone knows, demon-kind on Night Sun do not have plasma technology. Where did you get the weapons?” 
 
    The demon grinned and snarled before cackling a laugh. 
 
    “Answer her,” Victor said firmly. 
 
    The demonic creature continued its snarling and giggling. 
 
    The drone’s digital face changed and Xull’s feminine features appeared. “Reports have finished coming in. Multiple areas were attacked across Xull Prime. Casualties are at two hundred and thirty-four individuals from indiscriminate weapon’s fire. Drone casualties number over two thousand as key areas were attacked.” 
 
    “Which key areas?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Better to show you,” Xull said as the smooth glassy surface of the drone’s face turned into a video feed. 
 
    Victor and Wynn watched as demons surged into a hanger where a dreadnought was housed. The feed flashed with plasma fire before the demons boarded the ship. A cloaked figure led the attack, firing into the drones before making their way inside. The feed changed to another hanger, a thick monster of a man with three eyes storming in with hundreds of demons at his back. The feed changed a third time, a blonde warp spawn laughed as she attacked drones. The video ended as she boarded another dreadnought. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Victor said and whistled. 
 
    Wynn looked to the Champion, “Who are they?” 
 
    “Three Champions. The robed one is Xix, he works for the demon god Redarr. The large guy with three eyes is Kaiser. He is Roorh’s champion. The warp spawn with the crazy laugh is Vayne. She follows Tantia.  
 
    “I tangled with them on Eddor. There was a fourth one, but he didn’t make it.” 
 
    Xull continued, “The enemy Champions knew the locations of the three dreadnoughts. Once they boarded the ships, they were able to overcome my defenses and activate the dimensional drives. Calculating the severity of the attack and the locations and defenses, the demons and Champions had prior knowledge and access codes. There is a seventy four percent chance the demons and Champions were aided by those who were formerly part of the Resistance.” 
 
    Wynn’s ears bent back as she turned her attention to Xull. “The Resistance never made deals with any other realm, especially demons from Night Sun. Your calculations are off.”   
 
    “The invading force used Xull technology and weapons. All weapons and codes are accounted for except those stolen by the Resistance before the cease-fire,” Xull said without emotion.  
 
    “They wouldn’t do this,” Wynn growled before Victor moved to her side. 
 
    “Wynn, we have to get to the bottom of this. We don’t know the whole story.” 
 
    The fox shook her head, “This is what Xull wants. A reason to stop the cease-fire and go back to hunting my people down.” 
 
    “I have no desire to hunt allies. Logic and evidence dictate the enemy has received an edge and are using it to their full advantage. Three dreadnoughts were stolen and in the hands of the enemy. We are now at a disadvantage.” 
 
    The demon laughed long and hard. All heads turned to the prisoner as he continued to chuckle his amusement. 
 
    “The mighty Xull and Vala’s Champion have lost. Praise Redarr!” 
 
    Victor eyed the demon. Wynn stepped over and punched the prisoner in the face. The demon’s laughter stopped as he licked black blood from his split lip. 
 
    “Say Redarr’s name one more time and I’ll break your jaw,” Wynn growled. 
 
    “Redarr,” the demon grinned. 
 
    Wynn lifted up a fist when Victor caught it by the wrist. 
 
    “Let’s get any information we can before we beat him to a pulp,” Victor said with a frosty edge. 
 
    Wynn pulled her arm away. “I doubt we will get much from him. The way they attacked; they were throwing their lives away. If I hazard a guess, this was a suicide mission. They were trying to keep us busy while they went through with their plan to steal the dreadnoughts.” 
 
    “I concur,” Xull added. 
 
     Victor turned his gaze to the prisoner. “You tried to run while your brothers and sisters in battle tried to stop me. What made you think you could run?” 
 
    The demon met Victor’s gaze; eyes unblinking. “Someone had to report back our victory.” 
 
    Victor took a step closer. “I doubt that. It may have been a suicide mission, but you had second thoughts. Share what you know and maybe my friend here won’t beat you bloody.” 
 
    The prisoner kept his evil gaze on Victor before his smile melted into a thin line. The dark red skin glowed in the light as he remained still as a frozen pond.  
 
    Victor could see that this was not some unintelligent creature. The eyes gave off a sinister intelligence as it studied Victor and those around him. It was watching and waiting for a moment so it could take advantage in some way. 
 
    I feel the same. I… 
 
    Victor felt Chill trail off. The air cooled as frost fell from lips. Buk shuddered while frosty air fell from Wynn’s nose. Diz hugged her arms as the chill deepened around them. 
 
    “I sense a dimensional vortex,” Xull said with an even tone. 
 
    Victor continued to eye the demon as their face took on a deadly serious edge. The laughter and giggling were gone, replaced with some new intelligence as the prisoner sat. Confident eyes stared at Victor as the demon relaxed in his bonds. 
 
    “Xix was right to be concerned about your power,” the demon said, it’s voice different, darker. 
 
    “Redarr,” Victor stated as his brow formed a hard V. 
 
    The demon gave a slight nod. “Truly, you are a Champion to be reckoned with. Watching you fight was the highlight of my evening.”  
 
    Victor, Xull, Wynn, Buk, and Diz stared down at the demon. No one made a sound as the prisoner looked to each one in turn before centering his gaze back on Victor. 
 
    “Vala has lost,” Redarr said with a frosty edge. 
 
    “You didn’t have to appear just to tell us that,” Victor said with an equally cold tone. 
 
    The demon prisoner gave a small nod. “You are correct. I simply had to meet you. Xix was so impressed, he begged me to try turn you to our side. My Champion loves a challenge, but I denied him, not wanting to spend so much energy on a man in love with a goddess.” 
 
    The prisoner shrugged in his bonds before he continued, “It doesn’t matter, in the end. I have four of Vala’s acolytes while Baaldir has the remaining three. We know about Vala’s little trick. If we kill them, pieces of Vala’s essence will flow back to you and help the goddess return from her grave. We cannot have that. 
 
    “I have mages loyal to me working on sealing them away from you. They have nearly completed their work. In a few hours, Vala’s crusade will end. You have lost. All of you have lost.” 
 
    Anger bubbled under Victor’s skin. Eyes shifting away, thoughts went to his swords as scenarios played out of the Champion slicing off the demon’s head. 
 
    Redarr’s lips twisted into a small smile. “There it is, the pain of defeat I so wanted to see. Thank you, Victor, you made the evening a perfect end. I will toast to your defeat. While you’re still enraged, please kill this prisoner. He tried to run and I will not tolerate weakness in my armies.” 
 
    Victor stepped closer to the prisoner. Anger turned to a muted rage. Thoughts flowed to Vala and he refused to believe this was how it ended. The Holy Sword slid out of his wrist and into his waiting palm. Redarr smiled, showing all of his razor-sharp teeth. Victor’s grip tightened along the handle when four envelopes appeared over his shoulder. 
 
    All eyes widened, even Redarr’s gaze at the floating invites. 
 
    “What the fuck?” Victor cursed as he looked to the invites. 
 
    The four envelopes floated down and hovered before the demon possessed by Redarr. The paper flaps opened and four letters floated out and unfolded. Redarr’s expression turned curious as he began to read. When he finished reading all four invites, the paper and envelopes flashed into small flames and they were gone. 
 
    “Vala has seen fit to invite Tantia, Roohr, Ibris and I to her resurrection. How interesting since it will never come to pass. The Goddess of love will only be a ghost of her former self as long as we have her acolytes. When she visits your dreams, tell her thank you for the invite, but the party will never happen. So long, Vala’s Blade.” 
 
    The demon’s eyes rolled back into his head. Victor could feel the cold slowly leaving the area and his mind went into action. There was no time to question or plan, he had to find out where the acolytes were or they will never complete the crusade. Vala would remain in limbo and it was only a matter of time before he and the acolytes were hunted to extinction. 
 
    Grinding his teeth, he called up his abilities from the Abyss Sphere of Influence. 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality 
 
    The Champion hated what he was about to do. The Spheres of Influence used abilities from each of the realms, but Dark Spire’s abilities were of a darker nature. Remembering when he used one of the abilities, it left a bad taste in his mouth. Time was ticking away and if Redarr was telling the truth, the crusade was nearly over, their side lost. 
 
    Victor lifted his left hand and clamped it over the demon’s head. Spending a point of Intelligence, he activated his Harvest Thoughts ability. Shadow energy rippled before it stabbed into the demon’s head. The prisoner let out a moan, half pain and half ecstasy. Wynn reached up with concern in her eyes, ready to touch Victor’s shoulder when Xull lifted up a metal arm to block her path. 
 
    The shadowy needles penetrated the demon’s thoughts and Victor’s own eyes rolled into his head. He could see the foul thing’s mind and feel Redarr’s presence leaving. The celestial strands broke away, one by one, but Victor pushed, clamping on fleeting thoughts as he straddled the line between the demon prisoner and the demon god, Redarr.  
 
    Energies clashed as Victor tried to go deeper. Feeling the thoughts slipping away, the Blade spent the remaining two points of Intelligence and cemented his hold. He wished he had more influence and hoped it would be enough. 
 
    Mental walls began to crack and Redarr attempted to break away quicker. Victor pushed and the protective layers of the mind parted to reveal inner thoughts. Victor took hold of those thoughts, pulling them into his mind like wet sinew from a dying body. Chunks of memories flooded him as he continued his grisly work. The last strands of Redarr broke away and Victor mentally snapped at the fleeing god, hungry for more. 
 
    The shadowy energy dissipated and Victor was back, letting go of the demon’s head and stumbling back. The prisoner’s head lolled to the side, white foam leaking from the edge of its mouth as eyes remained rolled back in its head.  
 
    “Victor?” Wynn said as she stepped closer. 
 
    “I know where they are. I have to go to them, now,” The Champion said with a dark edge before he spent five points of Wisdom and activated his Portal Weaving ability. 
 
    A swirling vortex appeared with black and purple energy surrounding it. 
 
    “We have to come up with a plan,” Wynn said as she looked to Victor with wide eyes. 
 
    “No time. They are performing the ritual right now. If I don’t go, Vala’s Crusade ends.” 
 
    “I will go with…” Wynn was cut off. 
 
    “No. Tell Cassandra the acolytes on Night Sun are located on the southern continent, by Razor Maw City. If I don’t return, that is where they have to go.” 
 
    Wynn’s eyes hardened as did her spirit. No words were spoken as Victor moved to the portal and stepped inside. The black and purple vortex fell into itself and vanished from sight.  
 
    *** 
 
    A demon in black leaned against the battlement edge. Eyes heavy, the demon fought through the sleepy haze to stay awake. Shouldering his plasma rifle, he blinked while searchlights moved in a steady pattern.  
 
    The sky was thick with clouds stretching from horizon to horizon. The dark sky gave off an ominous mood while a fortress stood in the middle of a clear plain. Spotlights stabbed into the darkness, scanning in circular patterns. Gigantic walls stood in a circular pattern, demon troops moving along the battlement walkways. Plasma cannons rotated slowly along the top of the protective walls while their gunners scanned the darkness. 
 
    The lone demon yawned. He waited for others to relieve his shift. Looking around sheepishly, several demons walked along the battlements but none looked his way. Frustrated, the soldier was ready to storm down off the walkway and inform his commander that his relief didn’t show up when he spotted something appearing in the distance. Blinking, he focused on the pale figure emerging from the darkness with something in his hand. When the demon noticed it was a sword, his mouth dropped as a chill touched his spine. 
 
    “He’s here…the…Champion…is…here,” the demon whispered with a fearful edge and reached for his communication amulet. 
 
    Victor stood at the dark edge of the field, eyes drinking in the high walled fortress in the distance, plasma cannons and searchlights scanning the area. Holy Sword in hand, it glowed with a golden aura as if it was trying to burn away the very darkness of the field around them. 
 
    We need backup. You’re not at 100%. This is suicide!  
 
    “You saw the memories and images. We don’t do this now, it’s over,” Victor stated and called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 70/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-5 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 0/3 
 
    Will (Holy)- 5/15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 14/15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 3 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
    Holy Blade 
 
      
 
    It had only been an hour since the attack at the club. Looking at his stats, his Will influence was low but everything else was full or nearly full. Eyeing the Intelligence influence, he knew it wouldn’t need it for this type of encounter. A simple strategy formed, Victor knowing he had to hit them hard and fast. 
 
    Seeing the five powers he could unlock from the Shadow Sphere of Influence; the Champion spent the points. Dark energy swirled around his body, the holy sword in his hand glowing brighter to combat it. When the energy sank back into his body, Victor checked the alerts filling his vision. 
 
    You have gained Seductive Whisper! 
 
    You have gained Illusion Glamour! 
 
    You have gained Chaos Gloom! 
 
    You have gained Shadow Minion! 
 
    You have gained Shadow Craft!  
 
    Victor noted the new abilities as he stared at the fortress in the distance. He had five out of the six abilities from Night Sun and was only one power away from having each of six powers from the six realms. A small smile crept into his cheeks as he was nearly maxed out. 
 
    Focusing his attention to the fortress, horns blared to life as searchlights swiveled in his direction. Plasma Cannons glowed as they prepared to fire and shadowy figures shouted orders to each other, many taking their places along the battlement edges. 
 
    It’s been nice knowing us. 
 
    Victor smirked as he spent six points of Strength, five points channeling to his strength and speed while one point went to his Jump ability. Five Constitution points went to his Power Armor ability. Nano-drones ejected from skin pores and connected together. Metal skin flowed over the Champion’s body as he spent a point of Will, sending energy to his new Holy Blade. The sword hummed with vibrant power as the darkness around him recoiled from its light. 
 
    A searchlight stabbed out, nearing his position while cannons came to bear. 
 
    “Time to be a hero,” Victor whispered as he bent at the knees. 
 
    Victor launched into the air just as the plasma cannons fired. The night lit up in flashes of light. Explosions rippled along the empty field as a small glowing spec flew through the air. Cannons readjusted while they continued to unleash burning plasma. Targeting scanners tried to lock on the flying man, but could not adjust for his small size and speed.  
 
    Victor drank in the air whipping at his body, cannon fire lighting the dark night. Holy sword in hand, he saw that he was going to land just before the main gate. Demons across the battlements raised their rifles and opened fired. Streams of plasma bolts filled the wide spaces between heavy cannon fire. Glowing eyes blinked and a sliver of fear stabbed at spines as the Champion landed, dirt and dust billowing up. Aiming over the edge, they continued to fire at the floating dust. 
 
    Victor was already moving, sword at his side as he barreled toward the front gate. With a smirk, he reached the thick, metal gate and sliced across. Sparks flew and metal groaned as Victor’s Holy Sword flashed with wide arcs. Left fist reared back, the Champion punched the twisting metal, shattering the thick door to massive shards. 
 
    Chaos bloomed just beyond the falling gate as demon soldiers opened fire. Victor leapt again, body spinning as plasma bolts missed him by inches. Sword flashing, he came down and sliced hard across. Three demons yelled before their bodies fell in half. Victor kept moving, holy sword cutting down any demon in his way. Strength and Speed amplified, he moved as a blur, cutting demons in half before a large plasma bolt hit the ground next to him and sent the Champion flying to the side. 
 
    Victor’s boots hit the ground and he slid to a halt, looking up at the cannons turning around and aiming into the courtyard. The Champion took in his surroundings and noticed metal barricades around him and demon soldiers taking cover behind them. A single armored building stood in the middle of the area, cannons on top aiming at him. 
 
    Victor thought this was a fortress to house an army. As a new realization cascaded over his mind, he saw that it was not a fortress but an arena. 
 
    Of course, it had to be a trap. 
 
    “Either help me or shut up,” Victor hissed as he bent his legs and launched into the air again. 
 
    Body soaring, the Blade landed on the battlements. Power pumping into his legs, he charged along as demons turned their rifles on him. Holy Sword flashing, he parried several plasma bolts before he cut down demons two at a time. Cannons turned, but one made a strange groaning sound as Victor sliced through its base and the two operators at its side. The cannon slid off, falling to the other side of the wall and exploding.  
 
    Demons shouted to one another as Victor blurred through them, their words going silent before their bodies fell in half. The Champion cut through another soldier before a bolt struck his chest, followed by two more. Victor grunted as he slid back, glancing down to blast marks on his armored chest, but no further damage. Sword up, Strength and Speed powered his limbs, parrying energy bolts and moving like a fish through a raging river. 
 
    “Time for some back up,” Victor whispered as he spent a Will point and activated his Summon Guardian Ability. 
 
    Never having used it, he wasn’t sure what to expect. A ball of energy appeared and spread out in a matter of seconds. Victor cut down demons and glanced to the glowing energy as it formed an angel. White wings spread out as a blindfold covered her eyes. A glowing yellow sword appeared in her hand and small armor plates appeared along her shins, mid-section, shoulders and forearms. Golden hair spilled out as the guardian dove down, sword flashing. 
 
    Victor grinned as he and the guardian cut through the demon horde with little effort. Screams filled the night as plasma cannons exploded and demons jumped off the battlements to escape holy death. Plumes of fire rose into the sky as Victor methodically cut through bodies. Demons in the courtyard fired up at the battlements, trying to hit the angel and Champion. The guardian spun, dipped, and dived, sword slicing through warm bodies and black blood painting the battlements. Victor sliced through another cannon and another, explosions lighting up behind him. 
 
    The Champion and angel had made their way around the entire battlements leaving bodies, blood, and explosions filling the sky with black smoke. When the last cannon was destroyed, Victor turned his attention to the courtyard and jumped. When he hit the ground, some demons fired at him while others dropped their rifles and ran for the destroyed entrance. 
 
    The two cannons on top of the lone building fired off until Victor’s guardian flew past, her golden sword slashing through them. Explosions sent flaming debris to the ground while demons continued to fire on the Champion cutting down their ranks. 
 
    “Why are you running?” Victor asked as he sliced across the demon’s neck, sending its head flying through the air. 
 
    The Champion stalked forward; eyes hard behind his armored face. Demons backed up, tails trembling and eyes wide. Rifles shook as the lone man approached a cluster of them. 
 
    “Redarr will kill us if we don’t fight back,” one demon shouted to his brothers and sisters at his sides. 
 
    “If you keep fighting, I’m going to kill you,” Victor’s tone holding a menacing darkness. 
 
    The cluster of demons hesitated before dropping their guns and running. Victor smiled behind his armored face, turning his attention to the lone building while his guardian flew in wide circles. The remaining demons in the courtyard rushed toward the entrance, not looking back as they cleared out, leaving smoke, flames, and dismembered bodies behind them. 
 
    Victor began walking toward the structure when a large figure appeared at the top. An arm pulled back as a gleam of a spear point appeared. Victor bent his legs to launch into the air, but he was too late. The spear launched like a cannon, flying silently through the sky and stabbing deep into the flying guardian. Golden blood spurted from its mouth as it spun out of control and struck the ground hard. The dark figure jumped from the top of the structure and came down with both clawed feet, crashing into the guardian as she tried to get back up. Clawed hands grabbed her wings and ripped them from her back before a foot came down, smashing the guardian’s head to pulp. 
 
    Victor stared as a hulking wolf creature grabbed the spear and pulled it from the guardian’s body. It turned around, ears back and eyes glowing. Salvia dripped from the corner of his mouth as locks of white fur ran along its head. Closing its maw, it stalked forward while a voice rose up from behind Victor. 
 
    “Hello cousin.” 
 
    Victor turned sideways, making sure he kept both in sight as darkness filled his eyes.  
 
    “Do not fail Baaldir this time,” Flint growled to Luis as he stalked toward Victor. 
 
    The Champion glanced to Luis in his human form. “Where are the puppies?” 
 
    Luis’s smug expression shifted to pain and hatred. 
 
    “They paid the price for not carrying out Baaldir’s wishes,” Flint scoffed. 
 
    Victor made eye contact with Luis, “You let them kill your dogs?” 
 
    “Luis killed them to prove his worth. He is a Champion of Baaldir and we all must earn our positions at his side,” Flint growled before he slowed to a stop. 
 
    Victor turned his back to Flint, his gaze on Luis. “I have been thinking about you, about us. You don’t have to be Baaldir’s Champion. There is a safe place at Vala’s side. Help me stop Flint and I can take you from here. Vala may be able to return you to Earth.” 
 
    Luis took a step forward, hefting a giant hammer. “Like I told you before, it’s too late for me. I’m going to enjoy turning your body into a red spot on the ground.” 
 
    Victor lowered his sword, “Luis, we can’t go on like this. I…don’t even know what I did to make you so angry. The realms hang in the balance and you’re a Champion to a monster who killed your dogs.” 
 
    Luis stopped his advance, annoyed rage filling his brow. “How can you say that? You know what you did!” 
 
    “Luis, I…” Victor barely had time to raise his sword as Luis and Flint were on him. 
 
    Holy sword parrying Luis’s hammer, his arms shook as sparks flew. Flint’s shadow covered Victor. The Champion raised an armored forearm and parried the spear point, causing it to slide off. Arm whipping out, he bashed it against Flint’s snout, but the war wolf barely moved. Claws flashed and Victor jumped. 
 
    The Champion flew straight up as Luis and Flint were on the ground, looking up with hungry eyes and weapons at the ready. When Victor reached the zenith of his jump, he began to fall toward them, Luis’s body shifting and growing with each passing second. When he was halfway to them, Luis had changed into his monstrous wolf form, hammer at the ready. 
 
    Victor let out a strong exhale as he landed and bodies blasted into motion. Holy Sword up, Victor turned into a typhon, parrying each hammer swing and spear thrust. Sparks and energy showered the area as the Champion moved against their attacks, parrying and stepping away to gain some room.  
 
    Luis growled as he launched at his small cousin, hammer coming down in hard strikes. Despite Victor’s strength, he felt Luis had become stronger. Each blow sent a foot back and another to remain standing. At this rate, Victor knew they would overcome him soon if he didn’t up his power. 
 
    Spending a Will point for his Bend Time ability, time slowed down. Victor tried to take the advantage, but saw Luis and Flint were not moving as slow as he hoped. Either they had some resistance or they were pumping influence into their speed, they came at him like two comets. Victor’s sword parried blows before launching backwards and landing fifty feet away. 
 
    “I’m strong enough to end your life now,” Luis said with an evil grin as he advanced. 
 
    Flint flexed his shoulders as he approached alongside Luis’s. 
 
    Victor stayed at the ready. “Luis, we can’t go on like this. I don’t want us to kill each other.” 
 
    “It’s okay, I’m just going to kill you,” Luis grinned and burst forward. 
 
    Victor parried the incoming hammer, arms shaking. A spear slammed into his side; metal plates blowing off. Victor readjusted to knock away Flint’s spear when Luis’s hammer came hard across. The power in the blow knocked Victor into the air, metal plates flying in different directions before hitting the ground and rolling to a stop. Checking his Armor status report, he had lost about 37% of his armor. Another hit or two like that, and it would be gone. Exposed clothes showed where he was struck and Luis gazed down at them, plotting out his moves. 
 
    Victor backed up as the war wolves stalked closer, a deadly menace in their eyes. “Luis…tell me…tell me what I did that wronged you?” 
 
    “Finish him so we may bring his head to Baaldir,” Flint growled. 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the older war wolf, “You beat me when I first arrived in Vala’s realm. I won’t let you get another chance. Tell Baaldir to fuck off.” 
 
    Flint gave a wolfish grin. “You’re pathetic. How could such a weak man kill a legend.” 
 
    “Kill a legend? What the fuck? Are you guys reading from a different script? I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Victor said as he backpedaled, his back to the lone building in the middle of the courtyard. 
 
    Flint’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t even know what you did. What you set into motion from your dreams. You saved Vala but you killed…” Flint’s growl began to grow. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened as he remembered the dream. It flashed before his mind’s eye, the rock in his hand as he brought it down on the wolf chasing Vala’s animal form. The blood staining fur and the protective fury fueling his dream self as he rammed the sharp rock into the giant wolf.  
 
    Flint gave a grave nod as he saw the realization in Victor’s eyes. “You killed my father. I swore a blood oath to slay the man who murdered him. I could not kill you in Vala’s realm, but I wanted you to feel my fists so you will always know, I beat you before I slayed you.” 
 
    Victor took another step back, heart growing heavier in his chest. Fire lit and touched the Champions eyes as he took another step back. The scene played out in his mind again, pouncing on the wolf and striking it with the stone. Never in his life had he raged as he protected such a small creature from the jaws of death. He didn’t know it was Vala. He had no idea about realms, monsters, angels, and demons. All he knew was he had to stop death from taking an innocent, even if it meant his own life. 
 
    Victor looked down, “I’m sorry I killed your father.”  
 
    “Keep your pathetic apology. I want retribution,” Flint growled as he stepped closer. 
 
    Victor looked up with a growing storm in his eyes, “But if I had to do it again, I wouldn’t change a thing.” 
 
    Flint howled with rage as he and Luis launched at the Blade. Victor spent ten points of Constitution and reactivated his Power Armor Ability. The Titan effect caused energy to super charge his body. The armor plates across his body doubled and tripled in size. Hydraulics unfurled from the metal and clamped onto joints. Victor’s armored body grew squarish at the shoulders as he slashed out with his holy sword. Flint and Luis brought their weapons down and when they clashed, the entire area trembled. 
 
    Victor moved like a titan against the two war wolves. Luis could barely keep up as he parried the holy sword. Flint moved like a dancer through the metal storm, body twisting and avoiding strikes and stabbing with his spear. The point bounced off the hardened metal, sending sparks into the air. 
 
    “Luis! I’ll stop Baaldir! I’ll save you from his influence!” Victor yelled as he backed up, sword swinging. 
 
    Luis launched at the metal juggernaut, ice covering the hammer head and the war wolf screaming. “I DON’T NEED SAVING!” 
 
    Victor turned his sword sideways, parrying Luis’s blow. Flint was airborne over Luis’s shoulder, spear point aimed for Victor’s un-armored eye. The Champion yelled as he pointed his left hand and spent a point of Will. Using his Energy Craft ability, golden energy surged into his hand, but before Victor could change it to something useful, instinct took over and a stream of energy blasted out.  
 
    Flint turned his spear sideways, taking the brunt of the blast, but it still knocked him from the air. The war wolf spun away, landing awkwardly and stumbling off as he tried to right himself. 
 
    Luis brought his hammer up and down, again and again on Victor’s holy sword. Power exploded as Victor tried to fend off his attack. A divine rage took hold of the war wolf as he brought the hammer down like a blacksmith at an anvil. The ground cracked and hydraulics kept Victor up and holding back the power. 
 
    “I’ll kill you like your dad should have done when he went crazy!” Luis screamed.  
 
    Victor took a step back when the ice hammer struck the blade again. The power in the strike cracked the Holy Sword and pain touched Victor’s soul. Energy whirled and before Victor could recover, white hot power slammed into every cell of his being. 
 
    Time slowed and Victor could see every motion as it was happening. Rage poured out of Luis as he lifted his hammer for another blow. Flint charged with snarling fury and spear in hand. The energy touching Victor’s body blasted him beyond his mortal senses as he felt peace.  
 
    Victor, it is like it was before. 
 
    The Champion nodded in his mind. He knew what Chill was saying. It was just like before when he tapped Vala’s power against Draygon. Wondrous power filled every last bit of his vessel and the universe made sense. 
 
    Victor’s left hand formed an armored fist. In a blink, the fist crashed into Luis’s chest and he flew backwards, his wolfish eyes wide. Flint was stabbing outward when Victor flashed before him, punching the war wolf and sending him flying back just like Luis.  
 
    Victor sighed, knowing he could end it with just another action when reality fell back into place, the crack along his sword sealing shut. Weakness poured into muscles and Victor found it hard to stand. The power he felt was gone. Groaning, he watched as Flint and Luis hit the ground and tumbled like they were hit by trains. 
 
    Turning, Victor tried to run, but instead hobbled quickly toward the lone building. Reaching the door, he looked back to see Luis and Flint shaking off the dazed confusion and slowly getting back to their feet. The Champion lifted the Holy Sword and slashed at the metal door. It split in half and fell with a thunderous bang.  
 
    Charging his left fist with his remaining Will point, Victor pointed up as he stepped in. Energy blasted out at the top of the entrance, cracking it. The metal and stone fell in as the Champion made his way deeper into the building. The front section of the building caved in as Victor rushed down the long corridor and stopped at a set of double doors, debris and dust flying. Sword up, he carved through the doors and rammed his shoulder into the falling shards. 
 
    Stumbling into the large circular room, Victor stared as his hulking armor took up the entrance. Four women lay, a robed figure over each one. Green energy spilled form hands as incantations filled the air. The mages didn’t break their ritual as they whispered arcane words over the women. One woman was demonic with leather covering her body. Her skin was a dark blue and her horns were tiny, smaller than Lily’s horns. The other three women were similar as they looked like a cross between a woman and a hound. Fur covered parts of their limbs and long hair covered their heads. Dog-like ears graced their heads while fangs stuck out from their mouths. Tails lay limply to the side while ashen skin covered their bodies not covered by fur. 
 
    Victor heard a thunderous rumble from outside. Moving with subdued urgency, the Champion raised his sword and cut down the first mage, cleaving him in two. The mage didn’t make as sound, his incantations going silent. Victor moved and cut down another and another until he reached the last one. With a small heave, he sliced the mage in two, blood spurting and spilling on the rune covered floor. 
 
    The four women opened their eyes at once. Victor went to the demon one. She looked to him with sultry eyes and a devilish smirk. 
 
    “Greetings Vala’s Blade. I was starting to wonder when you would arrive to save us,” The demon woman said as she sat up. 
 
    Victor was about to say something when clawed hands grabbed him from behind. Power diminishing, the power armor began to flake off and fall to the floor. Weakness took root as the Champion found it hard to move. Tongues licked at his face and neck as the hound women lapped at him.  
 
    Outside, another thunderous rumble shook the building. 
 
    “Ladies, we have to go,” Victor said as the women continued to lick at him. 
 
    “The hellhounds have wanted to meet you for a very long time,” the demon woman smiled evilly. 
 
    Victor tried to concentrate so he could open a portal when two pieces of Vala slipped into his soul. It was quick, the energy dispersing and two new Divine Orbs filling his body. 
 
    “My name is Lucretia Winter and these are my dogs. They serve me, but they can be a little eager to please if I let them,” the devil woman grinned. 
 
    Victor didn’t waste any more time. Spending the orbs, they flashed away and a new power sank into his bones. 
 
    You have gained Shadow Walk! 
 
    Victor placed one point in his Intelligence and the other point in his Charisma. Another pulse caused the building to shake. 
 
    Lucretia looked to the corridor and the caved in debris. “It’s safe to assume you have enemies at the gate.” 
 
    Victor weakly broke away from the hellhounds. Hand up, he spent five points of Wisdom. A portal appeared, growing larger by the moment. 
 
    “Everyone in,” Victor commanded as another shockwave from outside caused the walls to crack. 
 
    Lucretia pulled a whip from her hip and cracked it in the air. The three hellhounds looked to their mistress with wide eyes. 
 
    “Into the portal. Vala’s Blade is going to take us to our new home,” Lucretia said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Without a second thought, the hellhounds leapt into the glowing black and purple portal. Victor put his hand on the demon-woman’s hip and she quickly knocked it away. 
 
    “I control our actions,” the demon winked before stepping into the portal and disappearing. 
 
    Victor sighed in relief before the caved-in entrance exploded. The Champion turned around to see Luis and Flint walking in, Luis’s gaze connecting with Victor's.  
 
    “I’ll save you,” Victor whispered before he stepped into the portal and it collapsed behind him, vanishing from sight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    A black and purple portal appeared above dark green grass. Four figures stepped through with ease. A fifth one stumbled through the swirling portal, took three steps, spun as he fell and landed on his back with a “thump”.  
 
    Victor looked up to the starry sky. Muscles burning and his energy low, he continued to lay, admiring the inky dark sky with diamond shaped stars. The familiar scents of the realm washed over his senses and despite the pain, he managed a small smile. Eyes turning to the left, he saw Vala’s Mountain, glowing lights among the town at its base, the village halfway up and the flaming torches along the temple at the top. Images of his friends warmed his heart, but the song of weakness continued to play as he lay in the grass. 
 
    Four figures surrounded and stood over the weakened Champion. Lucretia gave a wicked grin while the three hellhounds turned their attention to their mistress. 
 
    “It would appear our savior is very tired,” the devil woman said with a wicked smirk before looking to her three hellhounds. “Muz, Glokk and Rozull, please disrobe our savior.” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to the devil as she methodically began to take off her leather outfit. “We should…” the Blade began. 
 
    “Hush now,” Lucretia said with half closed eyes. “Vala’s power begs to be free and I have waited for this moment for too long. You do not understand what we have gone through, bringing our bodies to climax and not being satisfied. To lust for something, we can’t have for so long. Now, we have you. Vala demands worship and we demand you.” 
 
    Victor lay like a stone as the hellhounds pulled at his clothes. Muz lifted his upper body to help pull off his coat and shirt while Glokk and Rozull took off his boots and soon, leather pants. The night air touched Victor’s exposed skin as he was laid back down. Despite having points in his influence, the inner fire of spirit burned low. It reminded him of when he would start working out after not working out for a long while. Body wasn’t used to spending that amount of energy, but a spark glowed from within, a deep knowing that he would become stronger because of it. 
 
    Leather hit the grass and Victor turned his gaze to Lucretia. The dark-blue skinned demoness stood naked over his head. There was no shyness in her eyes. Instead, Victor saw a hunger that needed to be satisfied. Azure colored breasts hung unassisted with dark blue nipples pointing in desire. Smooth skin covered most of her body except for a few scars at her arms and inner thighs. Wetness gleamed in the dim light from her hairless slit. Clawed finger tips ran down her body as she stared, nails caressing the pale scars. 
 
    “The pain helps control desire, but there will be no pain this evening,” The demon woman smirked. 
 
    Victor parted his lips when a warm mouth closed down on his half-hard member. Heat and wetness caressed his manhood before lips and tongue stroked it. Victor barely lifted his head to see Glokk and Rozull naked at either side of him while Muz was between his legs, eyes closed and enjoying the taste of his now rock-hard member. 
 
    “Glokk and Rozull can barely control themselves at times. Muz has been a good girl and gets your cock first. When we are all finished, we can climb the mountain to our new home,” Lucretia said with a sultry command. 
 
    The blue-skinned devil turned her body and stood over Victor, his head between her clawed feet. Legs bending, she lowered herself to her knees, her rump resting on the Champion’s chest. Warmth touched Victor’s body, soothing his weakened spirit as the devil let a single finger caress herself, inches from the Blade’s mouth. 
 
    “I have many experiences I want to show you, but for now, please me so the nagging desire will stop haunting my body,” Lucretia sighed before moving her warm thighs to either side of Victor’s cheeks and sliding down until her womanhood touched his mouth. 
 
    Energy swelled as Victor happily let his tongue and lips begin their work. The demoness watched for a long moment before bliss ran along every nerve and she closed her eyes. Hips moved as thighs held Victor in place. Champion and demon matched the motion and small moans fell from Lucretia’s dark lips. Glokk and Rozull ran their hands all over Victor, Muz, and Lucretia. Tails wagging, they licked black lips while Muz gave muffled cries. The hellhound was insatiable, the tip of Victor’s cock touching the back of her throat and she refusing to gag on it. Long strokes of her lips caused the throbbing member to pulse. Alternating her rhythm, Victor found it harder and harder to keep his urges at bay. 
 
    “Rozull, touch me how I like to be touched,” Lucretia said in a heated whisper. 
 
    The hellhound moved to her mistress, clawed hands moving from behind and running fingertips along standing nipples. The sharp tips of the claws touched the demoness in odd ways and Lucretia let out a sultry moan. 
 
    Despite the weakness in his body, the spirit was willing. Arms slowly rose up and his hands grabbed at the demoness' waist. The demoness opened her eyes as Victor took control. A whine fluttered up her throat, but she didn’t say anything as Victor buried his face and mouth at the apex of her sex, licking at her like she was the only source of water for miles. 
 
    Muz’s tail wagged faster as she upped the tempo. Inches of Victor’s manhood appeared and disappeared along her lips. Nuzzling her mouth to the base of his cock, her tongue slid along the shaft, calling for him to nourish her inner fire. The sound of their connections filled the air around them, small moans adding to the loving symphony. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Lucretia said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Rozull and Glokk said at the same time. 
 
    Muz said nothing, moving her head quicker, her heart crying out. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor mumbled as his tongue touched Lucretia’s clit in just the right way. 
 
    Lucretia’s body trembled and then it shuddered. The demoness let her moans grow louder as her inner world sparked in divine bliss. Hips still moving, she stayed in that internal place, using the Champion until she was ready to let it all go. Victor looked up with intense eyes as wetness flooded his mouth and her taste changed. Lucretia’s body shuddered again and again as she fell forward, her hands and arms keeping her up as she gasped for breath. Energy swirled and left her body to enter his. The demoness basked in the storm of orgasms, but remained over him, hips moving to Victor’s blessed tongue. 
 
    Muz upped the tempo until Victor’s cock thickened in her mouth. Slowing down, she continued to stroke him. Claws dug into the Blade’s legs, causing his hips to thrust. Pleasure blasted the Champion while white seed spurted into the hellhound’s throat. Muz’s lips touched the base of his cock while another spurt painted her throat. Energy bloomed between them before it sank into Victor’s spirit, another piece of Vala returning to the void. 
 
    Muz, unable to control herself, let Victor’s cock fall from her mouth as she climbed on him. Taking hold of his half-hard cock, she pressed it to her valley and moaned her approval as she slid down, the used-up member growing hard once again. 
 
    Victor let the symphony between them sing on. He had only three pieces of Vala left to find and the crusade would reach its end. Settling in as Lucretia demanded more, the Champion carried on with his sacred duty. Glokk and Rozull whining that they wanted their turn. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor sighed as the hellhounds each fought over who was to hold his hands. The lanterns of the village glowed with ethereal light as they stepped off the stairs. The entire walk up the mountain was fine except the hellhounds argued on who wanted to be with him. Even when Victor said he could hold a hand from each, the third one whined that it was unfair. Lucretia seemed not to care, her eyes distant and a dark smile on her lips. 
 
    Stepping onto the stone street, Victor felt his muscles begin to give out. The evenings activities had used up the last of his energy. A thought touched his mind, wondering why his regeneration wasn’t picking up the slack. Calling up a status screen in his vision, a small alert appeared, telling him that his nano-drone regeneration was offline. When he pulled up the details, it informed him the surge of energy knocked the drones offline and the system needed a few more hours to reboot. 
 
    Victor struggled to stand. When his sword cracked and he felt he surge of energy, it caused more havoc then he realized. The hellhounds reached out and helped steady the Champion just as Cassandra walked along the street toward them. 
 
    The eight-foot tall Keeper gave a welcoming smile as she approached. The demoness and hellhounds looked up to her tall stature and smiled. When the Keeper stood before them, her gaze moved to Victor as he struggled to stand. 
 
    “Welcome to Luna Springs Village. I summoned Yex to meet with you and she should be on her way. She will show you to your new home or homes here on Vala’s Mountain.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Lucretia said with a warm edge. 
 
    Victor tried to stand on his own power. Taking a step toward Cassandra, the Champion gave her a weak smile before his legs gave out. The Keeper’s arms swept out and caught him. Lifting the Blade up, she held him to her large chest. 
 
    “Hi,” Victor whispered. 
 
    “Hi,” Cassandra said with a concerned smile. 
 
    The Keeper turned from the small group as Yex approached. The Slyth beckoned the devil and hellhounds to follow her while Cassandra carried Victor to his home. Darkness touched Victor’s gaze in waves. The last few hours had taken its toll and he was barely able to stay awake. Images of his surroundings pulsed and before he knew it, Cassandra was placing him down on his bed. 
 
    “I saw what you did, from my dreams. I’m not happy you went to Night Sun without any assistance,” Cassandra said softly while she began to take off his clothes. 
 
    “We…didn’t have time,” Victor managed. 
 
    The Keeper nodded. “I know, but I’m still not happy. You are important not only to Vala, but to us as well.” 
 
    “Sorry,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Cassandra finished taking off Victor’s clothes and pulled a blanket over his nude body. Standing over him, she pulled at her emerald green robe and shed it from her shoulders. Victor looked to her as her alabaster body glowed in the limited light. It was warm and inviting, but he wasn’t sure he was up to the task of spending time with his friend. 
 
    The Keeper stood by the edge of the bed, “Not to worry, you need rest and restoring your energy. I’m here to help quicken your recovery.” 
 
    The tall woman picked up the blanket and slipped into bed. Pressing her body to Victor’s, she snuggled close while her arms and a leg held him to her. Warmth crawled along his body as he nestled in. Cassandra ran her fingers along his skin, energy dancing with each smooth touch. 
 
    Victor wanted to fall into slumber’s warm embrace, but he fought it. Questions raided his thoughts and he couldn’t keep them at bay any longer. 
 
    “Cassandra…why are some of the dark gods invited to Vala’s Resurrection?” 
 
    The Keeper’s expression didn’t change as she held Victor close. “I don’t know. Vala gave me instructions, but when I questioned her, she simply smiled.” 
 
    Victor stared upwards, “Drogoss…I don’t trust him.” 
 
    “I have seen the events on Eddor. He has ended the war between the Mages and the Slingers. There is a new peace.” 
 
    Victor turned his gaze to meet Cassandra’s dark eyes. “You…don’t trust him either. I can…feel it. For an all-powerful god…he hasn’t done anything until we showed up. He’s hiding…something.” 
 
    “Shhhh, try to get some sleep. We can talk more in the morning,” Cassandra said with a soothing tone. 
 
    “We shouldn’t…have the enemy…at the…” Victor tried to speak, but the warmth and comfort of the bed and Cassandra’s body against his was too much. 
 
    Eyes fluttering closed, Victor fell from the waking world and slid deep into the dreamscape.  
 
    The darkness caressed his mind and body as he floated in an ocean of black. Energy burned low like coals in a fire pit. Small thoughts carried on the tides of his inner world, wishing he could sleep like this forever. Tendrils of fear nipped at his dreamy skin, concern and worry for his friends and Vala herself filling him with dread.  
 
    Eyes opened as he floated. Two figures emerged from the darkness, walking toward him without making a sound. Smiles bloomed as a lilac-colored demon and a blonde elf walked toward the floating Champion. Hearts soared as the trio met, facing each other. Victor was so happy to see them, but noticed they had dark circles under their eyes and their smiles weren’t as bright as he had known them to be. 
 
    Victor reached out with both hands. Lily took his right hand while Dawn took his left. The elf and demon then held each other’s hands, forming a triangle in the abyss. 
 
    “Where are you?” Victor asked. 
 
    “Sleeping in the Tempest Realm,” Lily answered. 
 
    “We found the remaining three acolytes,” Dawn said, the darkness growing under her eyes. 
 
    “This is good news?” Victor asked while trying to remain upbeat. 
 
    Lily and Dawn looked to each other before turning their attention to Victor.  
 
    “There is a wide valley. Baaldir has the three acolytes tied to posts. They are surrounded by thousands of his War Wolves,” Dawn began. 
 
    “They aren’t like the war wolves we have fought in the past. They hold a demonic power to them. They stand like statues, staring out in all directions and surrounding the acolytes. Baaldir is there, standing among them, but not moving. He looks different.  
 
    “I’m not sure this is a fight we can win,” Lily said with a grim edge. 
 
    “He knows we’re coming,” Dawn said, her voice echoing through the abyss. 
 
    “We have to save them,” Victor whispered. 
 
    Lily and Dawn nodded but the shadows didn’t leave their eyes. 
 
    The three floated in the abyss, holding each other’s hands as loving warmth touched all their hearts. Victor didn’t know where it was coming from, but it seemed to grow with each passing second. In a blink, three women floated, their bodies tied to incorporeal posts and heads lifting up. 
 
    A gray-haired young woman looked up to Victor and gave a hard smile. “I see them.” 
 
    A green-haired young woman lifted her head, eyes on Lily, “We can smell you on the wind. Baaldir knows your coming.” 
 
    A blue-haired woman strained against her post, “We are ready to love or die to bring Vala back. Tempest is no longer our home.” 
 
    The gray-haired woman looked to her fellow acolytes. “Stay strong my sisters in battle. Our prayers are answered…” 
 
    Victor’s heart clenched in his chest as the three women faded away to the darkness. 
 
    The warmth of his spirit turned into a storm. The long fight had pushed him and his friends to the breaking point too many times. With the end so close, not even Baaldir himself could stop what was to happen. 
 
    “Lily, Dawn, when I wake, I’m coming to you,” Victor said with courage. 
 
    The demon and elf looked to Vala’s Champion. 
 
    Victor continued, “This crusade has gone on long enough. I’m going to come to you and we are going to liberate the last of Vala’s acolytes.” 
 
    “Even with our power we…” Lily trailed off as if ashamed to say anymore. 
 
    Victor squeezed her hand. “We have fought through the realms with every bit of our power and our wits. I’m not giving up and none of us are going to die. I won’t allow it. Vala’s ex-boyfriend isn’t going to stand in our way. I’m coming and I’m bringing hell with me.” 
 
    Lily’s eyes widened a hair as she saw Victor’s conviction. A fire burned brighter as the shadows left her eyes and a new glow rose up. Dawn nodded, color filling her cheeks. The trio held onto each other tighter, the power of their union glowing like a new star. 
 
    “Rest up and I’ll come to you,” Victor said with a confident smirk. 
 
    Dawn spoke up, “Stop by my room. Wynn had sent me two gifts some time back and this might be the perfect time to use them.” 
 
    Victor nodded toward the elf before looking to them each in turn. “Love is about to beat the shit out of evil!” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun set behind the horizon with a brilliant flash before the sky glowed like embers. Shadows grew longer as the jungle shifted to the waking song of nocturnal creatures stirring from their slumbers. A demon and elf peered from the thick jungle’s edge, staring down at the wide valley. No tree or bush stood, instead the valley was filled with hulking demon wolves, still and silent as a grave at midnight.  
 
    Lily watched the valley, staff in hand. Dawn was at her side, staring as her thin hand caressed the plasma pistol at her hip. The two women looked for any movement or weakness along the valley, but none appeared. The war wolves stood, eyes glowing with dark blue light and spines poking out of their backs, shoulders and arms. The pairs of glowing eyes spread out along the valley like points of candlelight. Dawn thought it would have been beautiful if only the lights didn’t belong to Baaldir’s monsters. 
 
    Baaldir stood not far from the three posts. The god stared at nothing as the women tied to the posts were still, their heads hanging forward and hair covering their faces. 
 
    Mist flowed at the women’s feet. Lily and Dawn turned to see a figure emerge from the mists with a cocky smirk. Victor walked toward them, a backpack in one hand and a plasma rifle in the other. Without a second thought, they were standing up and throwing their arms around the Champion. Victor dropped the backpack and rifle to the floor, his arms holding them close.  
 
    “I missed you both,” Victor said. 
 
    The embrace lasted for a long moment before all three parted. Dawn grabbed the backpack off the ground and slung it to her back. There was a whirl of machines as it seemed to tighten to her body, metal sliding down over the straps and securing to the thin elf. 
 
    Lily gave Victor a demonic smirk. “It’s about time you finally do some work around here.” 
 
    Victor returned her smile. “When this is all over, I’m putting you to work…in my bed!” 
 
    Lily licked her lips. “Good, because I need be taught some lessons.” 
 
    Dawn lifted up the plasma rifle and checked it, “Do we have a real plan or are we just going in guns blazing?” 
 
    “Cassandra and I came up with something that I hope…erm…will work.” 
 
    Lily’s smile dimmed. “You’re not sure?” 
 
    “Are we sure of anything in the universe,” Victor grinned. 
 
    “I’m starting to lose confidence,” Lily said as she closed her eyes and shook her head. 
 
    Dawn hoisted the butt of the rifle to her shoulder. “I’m sick of being in this realm. What’s the plan?” 
 
    Victor nodded and began detailing the plan. In the back of his mind, he called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 74/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 2 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 5 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
    Holy Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Unseen Hand 
 
    Enchant Weapon 
 
    Enchant Armor 
 
    Portal Weaver 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Summon Monster 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Body Enhancement/Repair 
 
    Interface Upgrade 
 
    Weapon Upgrade 
 
    Armor Upgrade 
 
    Power Suit Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Seductive Whisper 
 
    Illusion Glamour 
 
    Chaos Gloom 
 
    Shadow Minion 
 
    Shadow Craft 
 
    Shadow Walk 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Summon Guardian 
 
    Bend Time 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality  
 
      
 
    Victor kept talking as he glanced at his stats. The two extra points he received from Lucretia and Muz went to his Intelligence and Charisma Spheres of Influence. Knowing he had all the abilities and powers he could accumulate, he hoped they would be enough and maybe they could make it out of this fight without a single causality. 
 
    “Do we all got it,” Victor finished. 
 
    Lily and Dawn blinked. 
 
    “You think this will work,” Lily said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    Victor gave her a sarcastic hurt expression. “It was me and Cassandra’s idea.” 
 
    “Cassandra and I,” Lily corrected. 
 
    Victor fought back a laugh. “I come back, missing you both like crazy and you’re already riding me about my grammar?” 
 
    “I’m sure that’s not all the riding we’re going to do,” Dawn said with a deadpan expression. 
 
    Victor and Lily blinked before they started laughing. The sound of their laughter rose up, touching the valley walls and echoing down to the monster army. Glowing blue eyes all turned in unison, staring up at the jungle covering the valley edge. 
 
    Victor wiped away a tear before letting his Bone Sword slide into his hand. “I’m sure they heard us so, let’s get this party started.” 
 
    The trio turned and walked. Stepping out from the jungle edge, Victor eyed the sea of demonic war wolves as they all stared in their direction. Dawn’s face was a serious mask as she marched, plasma rifle pointing in her arms. Lily’s staff stabbed at the firm ground as she walked, tail moving from side to side. Victor walked along, sword pointed down and an amused smile on his lips. When the three of them were about a hundred feet from the jungle edges, they looked upon the monster army facing them. 
 
    Baaldir’s blank expression shifted to mild amusement. Glossy black antlers shined in the evening light as his black and green goatee glowed with ethereal light. A fur loin-cloth covered his godhood while a golden spear stood straight up, the god’s fingers curled along the shaft. 
 
    “Welcome, Champions of Vala,” Baaldir’s voice boomed. 
 
    Victor took two steps forward from Lily and Dawn. Stabbing his Bone Sword into the ground, the Blade cupped his hands around his mouth and shouted back. 
 
    “Not nice to see you, asshole!” 
 
    Baaldir’s smile remained. “Courteous as ever.” 
 
    “You should fire the general who came up with your plan! Who puts their forces at the bottom of a valley? You don’t have the high ground!” Victor shouted and fought the urge to smile. 
 
    Baaldir eyed the Blade as he held out his hand. A demon war wolf brought a head to his god. Baaldir took hold and lifted it up for all to see. Victor’s smile diminished as he saw it was Luka’s severed head, eyes rolled up and mouth hanging open. 
 
    “Luka and her tribe paid the price for not killing you,” Baaldir bellowed. 
 
    Hundreds of war wolves lifted up severed heads, showing them to the champions. 
 
    Victor’s mood darkened. Lily and Dawn stared down, humor bleeding to anger. 
 
    Baaldir threw the head to the ground before lifting up his arms. “You think I am at a disadvantage. You are mistaken. Even from this standpoint, we hold all the power. My Devil Wolves are the perfect combination of nature and corruption. They know no pain and are loyal to their dying breath. They are stronger than any force across the realms!” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as he let his hands fall to his sides. 
 
    “He wants us to think it’s just strength. I think he wants us to fight our way down so he can play an ace card,” Victor whispered over his shoulder. 
 
    Victor shook his head. “His strategy doesn’t affect the plan.” 
 
    Baaldir kept his gaze on the three Champions. “Tonight, Vala’s chance at resurrection dies with you.” 
 
    “You would like to think that you murdering son of a bitch,” Victor growled before he cupped his hands around his mouth once more. “Cassandra,” the Blade shouted. 
 
    The air rippled behind the Champions. Across many realms, The Keeper fell to her knees as she raised her hands, power pouring forth. Time and space shifted and twisted. A wide portal appeared in Vala’s realm, acolytes standing with rune covered weapons and determination etched in their brows. Marching, they stepped into the portal and appeared in the Tempest realm. Three dragons lurched forward, after the main force. When everyone was through, Cassandra cried out and closed the portal, her body falling to the floor. 
 
    Acolytes stood at attention. A blue, green, and white dragon flexed their wings while slyths, succubi, war maidens, angels, several undead, two gargoyles, hellhounds, a demoness, and a team of altered humans with plasma weapons stood, eyes filled with fierce determination. 
 
    Baaldir chuckled. “Is this rag-tag force here to overcome my power in my realm? Even if Vala herself were here, you would still be at a disadvantage. This will be a fitting end to this weak attempt to bring Vala back.” 
 
    Victor rolled his head, flexing his neck. Hand reaching down, he pulled his Bone Sword from the ground and held it at the ready. Lily and Dawn stepped closer to his side; eyes sharp. 
 
    “I have been stressing out about this whole mess between gods and realms. It really brought me to a dark place. But the thing I kept forgetting was we have love on our side. I know it sounds corny, but it touches all of our lives at one time or another. Right now, love is what’s driving us to bring Vala back.  
 
    “Baaldir, you murdered your child. There’s no coming back from that. When Vala returns, maybe she will forgive you. As for me, I hope I’m there when I slice your head from your neck and kick it into a black hole where it belongs!” Victor shouted with a snarky edge. 
 
    Victor turned to the gathered acolytes. “Tonight! We complete Vala!” 
 
    The acolytes shouted and roared! 
 
    Victor smiled as he turned around and bent at the knees, confidence in his eyes.  
 
    “WAKANDA FOREVER!” Victor shouted and charged. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn charged down the sloping valley edge. The acolytes charged as well, voices rising up like a hurricane. Devil Wolves growled before they charged. Like a sea of monsters, they surged forward, claws flashing and legs propelling them like the incoming tide.  
 
    Victor spent five points of Strength to increase his strength and speed. Bone sword sliding back into wrist, he smiled as he led the charge. Lily and Dawn stayed at his sides. The Blade held out his open hands behind him, Lily reaching out and taking one hand while Dawn took the other. 
 
    Baaldir simply smiled before he nodded his horned head. Along the valley cliffs, men and women emerged from their camouflage, raising longbows and notching arrows.  
 
    “I knew it,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra took flight and separated. The blue dragon took the cliff to the right while the green and white dragons took the cliff to the left. Bows lifted up and aimed at the approaching dragons when an orb of darkness appeared high over the valley. The orb grew bigger with streams of purple energy blending with it. From the orb, an elf in a black robe appeared. 
 
    Night held out her hands, incantations spilling from her lips and a moment later, shouting at the sky. Clouds appeared, filling the sky with a menacing darkness as the dragons reached the tribes along the edge, lighting blasted down from the heavens. Bodies were blown apart or thrown as the lightning struck down from the sky. 
 
    Vindrel took a deep breath and unleashed her lightning breath. Izy and Mildra did the same. Gas, ice, and lightning lit up the area before a handful of arrows left their bows. Mildra’s dragon head laughed as the arrows bounced off her scales and fell to the valley floor. 
 
    “Not enough,” Baaldir said before nodding again. 
 
    From a mile away in each direction, pterodactyls took flight with riders on their backs. The stormy sky was filled with winged dinosaurs as they banked and made a straight line for the dragons and floating elf. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn charged at the incoming line of Devil Wolves.  
 
    “Victor,” Lily said as the monstrous wolves closed the distance. 
 
    “No one dies today,” Victor reaffirmed before spending five points of his Charisma and activated his Shadow Walk ability. 
 
    Victor wasn’t sure how exactly it worked but he had an idea when he used a single point earlier on Vala’s Mountain and appeared at her temple to test it.  
 
    The Blade stepped onto his shadow and fell in, taking Lily and Dawn with him. The trio held each other as they ran through the gloom, clawed feet above them in some ethereal dimension. Victor laughed as they pushed on, the greater effect already starting to weaken. When they saw the bottom of the posts stabbing into the darkness, Victor took a breath and jumped up. 
 
    From the shadows of a post, Victor, Lily, and Dawn rose up and stood on solid ground. Baaldir turned his attention to the three, raising a single eyebrow. 
 
    “Keep them busy,” Victor shouted as nearby Devil Wolves turned their attention to the trio and bared their teeth. 
 
    Dawn smirked as she tapped at a spot on the straps. The backpack shifted and changed, two plasma cannons unfurling from it and moving in different directions. The cannons picked their targets as the elf aimed her rifle. In a moment, a wall of muscle, teeth and claws came at the three. In a blink, cannons and rifle roared to life. 
 
    Baaldir watched as Dawn’s body shifted her stance, the cannons acting independently and blasting holes into the incoming monsters. Rifle up, she pulled the trigger, each bolt slamming into a Devil Wolf and exiting out their back to slam into another wolf’s face. The carnage played on like a mad symphony as Dawn blasted holes in anything that got too close. 
 
    Lily rushed to a post. Claws flashing, she cut at the ropes. A woman fell, but was quickly grabbed by the Shield. Lily put the woman’s arm over her shoulder as she moved to the next post. A green-haired woman looked up and smirked as the demon cut the ropes. 
 
    Victor raised his hands, one pointed to the ground near them and another pointed behind the acolyte army. Vala’s forces slowed, smiles appearing as the devil wolves charged up toward them. There was still a hundred feet before Baaldir’s forces would clash with them.  
 
    Victor calmed his mind and heart as he spent fifteen points of Wisdom and activated his Portal weaving ability. He wasn’t sure he would have the power to create two portals at the same time and of varying power but he was damn sure he was going to try. Behind the acolytes, a wide portal unfurled while not far from Victor, another small portal appeared. 
 
    Night controlled the storm until she saw Victor’s portals. Changing incantations, the elf held up her hands and weaved her own. Vindrel barreled down on a large group of men when a portal appeared before her and swallowed the dragon whole. Izy and Mildra flew along as they eyed the incoming pterodactyls when a portal swallowed their bodies. Night winked at Victor before opening a portal and disappearing from view. 
 
    The acolytes on the ground turned their direction and ran back to Victor's large portal, Devil Wolves on their heels. Chaos bloomed as the tide of wolves rushed after the fleeing acolytes, only to see them reach the portal and dive in. Vala’s force leapt into the open portal until everyone was gone from sight. A Devil Wolf rushed ahead to leap in after them when the portal closed and he crashed face first into the ground. 
 
    Baaldir looked down at Victor in incredulous astonishment. “This…this was supposed to be our final battle!” 
 
    Lily threw an acolyte into Victor’s portal, followed by the second one. Dawn blasted at Devil wolves, their bodies littering the area around them. Victor moved to Lily’s side as the demon swiped her claws against the post and grabbed the last acolyte. They both took hold and pulled her to the portal. Lily took it from there, stepping with the last acolyte and disappearing into the portal’s swirling power. 
 
    “Dawn,” Victor said and the elf started to backpedal to the portal, rifle and cannons blazing. 
 
    A golden spear struck the ground near Victor’s boot. The Champion looked up to see Baaldir’s heaving shoulders as he glared down. 
 
    “You…cheated!” The god’s voice boomed. 
 
    Victor smiled. “More like played to your weaknesses. Just because you’re here doesn’t mean you can do anything. I know the rules, gods can’t attack unless a mortal attacks them first, right? Well, no one is going to touch you so you just stand there looking stupid while we take Vala’s chosen home, K?” 
 
    Dawn backed up until she was close to the portal, cannons keeping the wolves at bay. 
 
    Baaldir took a menacing step forward, “I will tear Vala to pieces! I will drown you in her blood! I will…” the god stopped when an envelope appeared over Victor’s shoulder. 
 
    The Blade looked to the floating invite, eyes widening. “Are you fucking kidding me! Your ex-boyfriend is invited to the resurrection?” 
 
    The invite floated up and Baaldir grasped it in his large hand. “It seems our dance shall continue, Blade of Vala,” the god chuckled. 
 
    “I’m going to have to have a long talk with Vala. It seems like everyone is invited, even the trash,” Victor shouted as he stepped back to Dawn’s side. 
 
    Dawn stepped backwards into the portal. Victor reached in but looked back at Baaldir’s amused smile. 
 
    “This isn’t over,” Victor shouted like a supervillain before stepping into the portal and disappearing in its rotating swirls. 
 
    Baaldir clutched the invite in his hand as the portal collapsed on itself. “No, it is not.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stumbled out of the portal. A cheer rose up as he was mobbed by acolytes. Lily and Dawn were at his side as the crowd smothered him. Cassandra stood off to the side as Yex helped her to stand. Sunlight bathed the mountain village with warm light as the crowd surrounded Victor, Lily, and Dawn. 
 
    Victor laughed as the cheering grew louder. “We did it!” filled the mountain air, the chant growing louder by the second. 
 
    “I can’t believe that worked,” Lily smirked as she held onto the Champion. 
 
    “I know, right?” Victor laughed. 
 
    Hands grabbed at the Champion and he could do nothing as he was caught in their hold. All he could do was laugh, the weight of the crusade reaching the end and that much closer to raising Vala from her celestial grave. 
 
    “We did it!” Victor chanted with all the smiling acolytes.  
 
    Cheers roared louder, screaming to the bright and sunny sky. 
 
    “We did it,” Cassandra smiled from a short distance, her heart lifting in her chest as a goddess smiled over all of them. 
  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    Excited chatter filled the hot springs as a single moon hung high in the night sky. Acolytes sat in each of the pools, some engaged in discussion while others touched each other in intimate places, gentle moans filling the air. The mood was light and full of energy. The thrill of knowing the crusade was reaching its end affected everyone and they reveled in it. 
 
    Victor sat in one of the pools, surrounded by beautiful acolytes while one with green hair faced him, sitting in his lap and taking his manhood with each slow move of her hips. Bliss spiraled as her moans grew in intensity. By their side, Lily played with Dawn with a devilish smirk. The elf cooed her affection as the demon kissed her neck. 
 
    At the edge of the hot spring, Cassandra sat, robe parted and legs in the water. She watched Victor and the last acolyte as their song was reaching its zenith. The Keeper’s heart swelled, watching Victor with a small smile on his lips and eyes drinking in the moment Vala would be free. 
 
    Victor looked up to Tyress as her body bobbed in the water. The Blade smiled as his energy grew with each stroke from the beautiful acolyte. Glancing over to the other two women they saved from Baaldir, the grey-haired one was named Nyx and beside her, the blue-haired one was named Leeza. Nyx and Leeza relaxed by the edge, soaking in the healing energy of the pool after having the Champion first. Nyx would glance over to Victor while Leeza would glance at Tyress and frown. Victor found it odd since the mood was so infectious, but he stayed at the task at hand, the urge for release calling out like a siren on the rocks. 
 
    “I…I feel Vala’s touch,” Tyress moaned before her eyes rolled into her head. 
 
    Victor felt the squeeze of the strong woman before he too could not hold back Vala’s song. The moment Tyress slid down to the base and squeezed again, Victor’s manhood swelled. The opposing forces meeting in the middle caused the Champion to groan while Tyress bent her head back and let out a long moan. A wave of bliss crashed into their souls as they held each other. Hips didn’t stop as they milked each other, come spurting into the beautiful acolyte while her orgasm blasted sensitive nerves. Magical fireworks filled them and not long after, Tyress settled down and leaned onto Victor, keeping him inside and in place as her hips moved barely an inch, enjoying the comfort. 
 
    Cassandra watched as the last piece of Vala was released, energy only she could see, shooting into the sky and vanishing. The tall Keeper slipped off the edge and stepped deeper into the pool, her open green robe floating behind her as she made her way to the Champion. 
 
    Victor looked up to Tyress’s satisfied expression before glancing to Leeza’s frown again. “Is everything alright between you and Leeza?” Victor asked. 
 
    Tyress gave a sultry smirk. “It’s fine. We’re friends, but we don’t like each other,” the acolyte whispered. 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Tyress gave a small giggle. “Nyx is the hub between us. She keeps us in line.” 
 
    “Why don’t you like each other?” 
 
    Tyress leaned her lips close to Victor’s ear. “It’s because we’re shapeshifters and in the wild, I would be hunting Leeza.” 
 
    Victor’s lips parted, even more questions filling his mind when Cassandra waded to them and touched Tyress’s bare shoulder. 
 
    “May I have a moment with Victor,” the Keeper asked with a polite smile. 
 
    Tyress nodded before slipping away and swimming backwards, her spirit light as air. Cassandra sat down next to Victor, her robe soaking in the hot water while she pressed her chest to his side. Victor looked over, face nearly red from all the activity and hot water. 
 
    “It is done,” Cassandra said softly. 
 
    “What do we do now?” 
 
    “Seal Vala’s resurrection with a kiss,” The Keeper smiled before she leaned in. 
 
    Victor and Cassandra kissed, energies glowing from within their hearts. Victor wasn’t sure what was happening, but the kiss was like distilled ecstasy. Lost to the touch of their lips, power swelled until it struck its zenith and exploded outward. All acolytes turned their heads to Victor and Cassandra as a delicate shockwave passed through them. The moon shined just a little brighter and Vala’s realm sighed. 
 
    Cassandra pulled back as Lily and Dawn swam closer. The four of them basked in the loving energy before the Keeper began to speak. 
 
    “It is midnight. In twelve hours, Vala will resurrect in the temple. We must rest and prepare for her arrival.” 
 
    Victor nodded before glancing to Lily and Dawn and looking back to Cassandra. “I don’t have a good feeling about inviting Vala’s enemies to her resurrection. I’m sure we all feel the same way.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “Neither do I, but it is her request. Certain events among the pantheon require witnesses. I’m not sure, but Vala maybe be following the laws, ensuring her resurrection is known to those selected so they can spread the word.” 
 
    “Please tell me there’s a plan if they get out of line? I can understand some of the invites but Baaldir isn’t just going to stand there and let it happen?” 
 
    Cassandra stayed close to the Blade, her hand stroking his thigh. “Vala’s power is growing even as we speak. I can feel it as my own power is growing with hers. When Vala’s guests arrive, they must follow the laws governing her realm. If any of them step out of line, Vala’s power will force them from the realm instantly. Baaldir will not have enough power to resist it, not now since all her pieces have returned to her.” 
 
    “Vala’s power was weakened when her followers were killed. It took several gods to add their energies just so Baaldir, Hexnia and Luhorr could enter this realm and kill everyone here,” Lily added. 
 
    Victor shook his head, “Need I remind everyone that four gods were invited to the Resurrection that helped kill her? What if they combine their energies and force themselves to stay here? I don’t even want to get started about Drogoss.” 
 
    “I understand your concerns, I have them too. We do have the advantage of Vala’s realm and her growing power. It took the death of every one of her followers before she was weak enough to be killed. My power has come full circle. The acolytes will be armed with weapons to ensure security and we must remember, allies have been invited to the resurrection as well.” 
 
    Victor looked to Cassandra with a heavy heart. “I know we are following protocol, for what it is, but I wish it was a smaller, more intimate resurrection.” 
 
    “I have faith in Vala,” Cassandra smiled. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened a little before he let out a laugh. “I have faith too. I just don’t want anyone to get hurt. We’ve come so far.” 
 
    The Keeper squeezed Victor’s thigh. “We will prepare for what we can. For now, we all need our rest. Once the suns rise, we will finish the last of our tasks in preparation of Vala’s return. After that, fate will decide.” 
 
    Cassandra stood up and looked to all the springs filled with acolytes. “Vala’s chosen! We must retire for the evening. At noon tomorrow, Vala will return to us and we must be well-rested for her arrival.” 
 
    Heads nodded and lips shifted into understanding smiles. Naked bodies rose up and many began the trek to the paths leading into the village. Victor, Lily, and Dawn stood up and began to follow the crowd. Cassandra stayed standing in the steamy pool, looking up at the moon’s glow. 
 
    Lily put an arm around Victor’s waist, as did Dawn. The trio walked naked along the path, following the crowd. Acolytes splintered off to their homes, some by themselves and others in small groups. It didn’t take long before the village grew quiet again, the three Champions strolling along in the night air. 
 
    Lily saw Victor’s brow was creased and she put her hand to his chest. “I know you’re worried, but Vala’s return is assured.” 
 
    Victor looked to the beautiful succubus and gave a grave nod. “I know. I want to believe everything will work out, but Vala may be at her weakest when she arrives. Baaldir may try something. I…I don’t know how I will handle it if they try to kill her again.” 
 
    “We will be there, protecting her and each other,” Lily smiled. 
 
    Victor gave Lily a weak smile, “We will.” 
 
    The three stepped onto a small path to the home they now shared. Entering the small home, they moved to the bedroom. Victor’s mind swirled as doubt lingered.  
 
    Dawn looked to Victor as they entered the bedroom. Lily sauntered to the bed and slipped in. Victor moved to the edge before hands touched his shoulders and turned him around, his back to Lily. The Blade looked to Dawn’s green eyes; his concerned expression reflected in pools of radiance. 
 
    “We have come so far, together. I know you have doubts, I have them too. If I never met you, my sister might have become insane from her shadow and I could be dead in some gutter. Vala’s faith carried us through. Despite everything, I have faith in us.” 
 
    Victor touched the back of his fingers to Dawn’s smooth cheek, drinking in her beauty. He wanted to say something, but no words came. He could see in Dawn’s eyes; she understood the bond between them and the gravity of the situation. They all understood the risks, but the reward was much greater. Vala was returning and balance would be restored. Victor let a small smile slip as he wondered how different their lives would be once the goddess returned. 
 
    The Blade barely felt Dawn push at his chest, forcing him to sit down on the edge of the bed. Kneeling before him, she licked at his half-hard member while looking up with warm, oval eyes. 
 
    “I thought we had to get some rest,” Victor said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “We are,” the elf smiled before licking his hardening member into her mouth. 
 
    “She has been insatiable lately,” Lily said from the bed as she parted her legs and touched herself. 
 
    The lantern in the room burned low as the sound of Dawn’s loving touch sent tendrils of bliss through the Champion. Victor didn’t say anything further, letting the elf show her appreciation and her love. 
 
    Calling up his stats, he glanced to them while enjoying the waves of bliss. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 77/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 5 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 5 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
      
 
     Seeing that he had five Divine Orbs to spend, he eyed his stats. For a moment, he admired that he had completed the crusade, the number seventy-seven glowing. The long journey was over and he had maxed out his power.  
 
    A dark tendril touched his mind and heart, wondering what he should spend the last five points on. Going over his abilities, he kept glancing back to his Abyss Sphere of Influence. The Bend Reality ability spoke to him despite not liking any of the other powers. They manipulated in a wrong way for him, but if there are going to be gods and goddesses at the resurrection, Bend Reality might be just what he needed against their power, if it came to that. 
 
    Making the decision, he spent the last five Divine Orbs and funneled all five points to his Intelligence Sphere. Power cemented into his spirit as he felt complete. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 77/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 10 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
      
 
    Victor let the stats fade away from his vision as he looked down at Dawn. The elf moaned as inches appeared and disappeared between luscious lips. Lily’s fingers touched Victor’s shoulder, pulling him down. The Blade lay on his back and the succubus kissed him.  
 
    The three of them basked in the loving warmth, a dreamy haze touching their hearts and wet sounds of their unions singing to Vala’s teachings. 
 
    *** 
 
    Twin suns rose, one after the other beyond the horizon. Morning light touched Vala’s temple first before it slowly sank down, painting the mountain in a warm, yellow hue. Doors opened and bodies stepped out among the stone village street, breathing in the glorious morning. 
 
    Victor stirred as rays of light touched him from the window. Blinking, he focused on two shapes not far from the bed. The sleepy haze drained away and the Blade turned on his side, admiring Lily and Dawn as they got dressed. 
 
    Lily looked over to Victor as she slipped her tight leather pants on and gave him a warm smile. “We have a lot to do today. Time to get up.” 
 
    Victor returned her smile as he threw the blanket aside and swung his legs over the bed edge. Standing up, Dawn admired the Champion as he grabbed clothes and began to dress. 
 
    “Am I the only one really excited?” Dawn said as she watched Victor. 
 
    “I think we are all pretty excited,” Victor said, not bothered by the elf’s gaze. 
 
    “The end we have all worked for is here. It will be a moment I’m sure none of us will ever forget,” Lily said as she smoothed back her raven-black hair. 
 
     Victor finished putting on his outfit and slipped his armored trench-coat over his shoulders. “I feel a little strange dressing in the same outfit I always wear.” 
 
    Lily sauntered closer and touched his rugged cheek. “By the end of this day, I’m sure no one will be wearing any clothes.” 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Victor grinned. 
 
    The trio gave each other one long once over before they moved out of the bedroom and toward the front door. Victor’s mind whirled with possibilities and his heart ached. He missed the beautiful goddess. She hadn’t visited any of their dreams for some time now and he longed for her beautiful smile and sultry voice.  
 
    Door open, Victor, Lily, and Dawn stepped out to see a large crowd had gathered. Smiling faces glowed in the morning light as Cassandra stood among the acolytes, a large leather bag over her shoulder. Victor looked to the crowd and saw almost every acolyte that lived here on the mountain were carrying either large leather bags or sheathed swords and spears. 
 
    “Good morning Vala’s Champions,” Cassandra greeted them with a head bow. 
 
    Victor was first to walk up to the tall Keeper. “What’s first?” 
 
    Cassandra gave the Blade a warm smile as sunlight caused her fiery red hair to shine brighter. “We can discuss on the way up and at the temple.” 
 
    The gathered crowd shifted as Cassandra turned and began walking toward the wide steps. Victor stayed at the Keeper’s side, reaching up to take the leather bag she was holding but Cassandra waved his hand away. 
 
    “You have done enough work for now. Enjoy this time while we prepare,” Cassandra said with a kind tone. 
 
    Roughly forty acolytes followed Cassandra, Victor, Lily, and Dawn up the wide steps. Victor looked up, Vala’s temple glowing in the morning sun light. Calling up his updated time display, he saw that it was 7am here in the realm, five hours to showtime. Iron butterflies began to flutter in his stomach as he realized the time had finally come. Vala was going to return to the realms and balance would be restored. The concerns he held before vanished as the growing excitement of what was to come had consumed him. 
 
    A sliver of doubt touched his logical mind and the Blade turned his attention to Cassandra. “How are we going to keep some of the guests in line?” 
 
    The Keeper took each step easily as she spoke, “Vala’s realm, like any of the pocket realms controlled by divinity, has certain rules in place. The law of Respect and Hospitably will bind all who enter here. If one or all god's break the law, Vala’s power will push them out to their perspective realms or homes.” 
 
    Victor nodded as questions filled his mind. “Baaldir, Hexnia, and Luhorr managed to enter and stay in the realm when they first killed her. How can we prevent that again?” 
 
    “Baaldir and the others had to kill every follower and worshipper across the six realms before they had enough of an edge to enter and stay here,” Cassandra said before she gave Victor a loving gaze, “But times have changed since that fateful night. You and everyone here have crossed the realms, bringing Vala’s light back to those who were lost. Your adventures have reignited her religion. Small temples are being built across each realm. 
 
    “It took a long time to extinguish Vala’s love. The gods and goddesses coming here will not have the edge they once had. They will not have the time or resources to hunt them down before Vala returns. Our goddess will return and the realms will feel her love once again.” 
 
    Victor looked up as they continued to climb the stairs. “I hope so. I know I said this before but I don’t trust some of the guests.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded. “We aren’t going into this blind. Every acolyte will be armed with magical weapons from the armory. My power as Keeper has reached its full potential. You have mastered your spheres of influence and gathered every weapon you were meant to wield.” 
 
    “Sounds good except many of the guests are gods. Do we stand a chance against them if they decide to stop the Resurrection?” 
 
    “I have faith,” Cassandra winked and squeezed Victor’s butt. 
 
    “Faith isn’t a very good battle plan,” Victor said with a polite smile. 
 
    “Would you rather I say we are all going to die?” 
 
    Victor let out a loud laugh. “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    Cassandra leaned in a little, an impish wink in her eye. “Vala has a plan. I can feel it in my heart. Stay true to your faith and convictions and we will see it through together.” 
 
    Victor nodded even if the sliver of doubt remained. 
 
    The crowd reached the top of the stairs and moved into the grand foray. Colored stones filled the walls with various depictions of the Goddess of Lust and Love. Cassandra beckoned with a twirl of her tall frame and many followed. Victor felt Lily’s hand touch his and he grabbed it, glancing back to her shy smile. The succubus was happy, happier than he had ever known her to be. It caused his soul to burn with passion and love as they walked side by side from the foray and into the main temple. 
 
    It continued to astound Vala’s Champion as they entered the main temple chamber. It stretched out, farther than it actually did on the outside. Walking up the stairs, the temple looked small enough to hold maybe fifty people. Inside, it looked like it could hold hundreds. Light spilled in from the east, some of it through stained glass windows while larger shafts filled open archways to the sky. The floor was a smooth stone pattern and thick pillars lined either side down the middle. At the end of the rows of pillars, a dais stood with a glowing crescent moon hanging above it. Behind it, an archway with clear glass framed it. 
 
    Victor stepped from the crowd, eyes scanning the room and settling on a nearby pillar. Carved designs of people depicted in various intimate acts lined the surface. It was enough for Victor’s inner 15-year old to laugh and bring a smirk to his lips. Stepping away from the pillar, Victor stepped through the grand chamber, Vala’s power touching everything like she had never left.    
 
    Cassandra faced all the gathered acolytes, “We have but a few hours before the time will come for Vala’s return. Guests will arrive here when they activate their invites. They are allowed to wander inside the temple, but nowhere else. We are to entertain them until the moment of fate.” 
 
    Victor turned to see Cassandra’s red hair nearly glow with its own power. 
 
    The Keeper smiled as she addressed the acolytes, “Make no mistake, this will be a crucial time. As Keeper, I can sense and know all that happens here in Vala’s Realm. Do not engage a divine being if they are behaving badly. I will address and correct their behavior.  
 
    “For now, we will add the final preparations to the temple. You have your assigned tasks. Let’s make the temple a true home for our goddess.” 
 
    Heads nodded before groups splintered off. Thick wooden tables lined the walls under open archways. Slyths and War Maidens removed sacks from their shoulders and gently placed them on the ground. Hands pulled out bottles of wine and glassware cases. Succubi and hellhounds took out food from seemingly bottomless sacks, placing them on silver trays and arranging them on the tables with the wine.  
 
    Victor eyed the food, seeing everything from fruits and nuts to meat and a strange red jelly substance. Stepping over, he couldn’t take his eyes off of it. Not thinking it would be a big deal, he reached out to touch the red jelly when Lucretia stepped to his side and smacked his hand away. 
 
    The devil grinned as she eyed Victor. “This is ambrosia. Only higher beings may dine on it. If you or any of us have it, it would quickly overwhelm us and maybe drive us mad.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Victor said as he rubbed his hand. 
 
    “Move along,” Lucretia said as she shooed him away. 
 
    Victor wandered the grand chamber, watching as the food was set up by some and others began to pull out weapons. The two gargoyles, Nobo and Avo put on silver chainmail over their bodies before picking up crossbows and swords. The three dragons, Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra, helped arm and armor an orc, halfling, and water nymph. Dawn dropped her pack and fished out her rifle and plasma cannon pack. The elf checked to see if the rifle was in working order before putting it down and strapping a plasma pistol to her thin waist. 
 
    Cassandra directed and moved with the crowd. The Keeper sent Vissi and Anima to hang new tapestries on the small wall spaced along the chamber edge. The banshee and ghost complied, rising up with rolled fabric and placing them on newly installed hooks. Lily rushed to their side to help. 
 
    Victor couldn’t help, but notice no one from the Xull or Valis realms were here. He wondered where was Wynn and the many Seproh who called the Xull realm home were? Not sure if they were going to show up later, the Champions eyes quickly fell on Szura as she leaned against a stained-glass window, her wide brimmed hat tilted forward and covering her eyes. 
 
    Victor began walking toward the cute lich and Shyryth stepped in front of him and bowed her head.  
 
    “Lily told me you saw Astor,” the red dragon-woman said with wet eyes. 
 
    Victor nodded, shadows under his eyes. “I did. She is in Normir, with my mother.” 
 
    Shyryth’s eyes trembled and a tear rolled down her cheek. Victor couldn’t help himself as he hugged the dragon close. 
 
    “She is doing well for what it is. She promised to look after my mom,” Victor said as he tried to keep his spirits high. “You know she wouldn’t want us to cry about it. We are here and we need to be strong for them.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded, “I know. I’m just happy she is still around, even if she is dead.” 
 
    “Me too,” Victor said as he kept his own sadness at bay. 
 
    Shyryth pulled away and wiped away tears. “I’ll help set up. Victor, thank you, for everything.” 
 
    The Blade simply smiled as the red dragon-woman walked past and gave him a peck on the cheek before stepping to Cassandra. Victor quickly pushed it away so he wouldn’t dwell on the fact his mother was still here among the realms. Walking on, he stepped to Szura’s side and leaned against the wall next to her. 
 
    “I saw you standing here looking cool so I had to come over,” Victor grinned. 
 
    Szura lifted her head, pale skin glowing in the morning light. “I have issues with the guests coming here.” 
 
    “It seems there’s some of that going around,” Victor’s smile melted away. 
 
    “The masters of death have mixed feelings about Vala’s resurrection, but they will not stop it.” 
 
    “How do you feel about it?” 
 
    The thin lich lowered her head, hat rim covering her eyes. “There is a scar across the realms and Vala is going to heal it. I held a piece of her and worshipped her, not thinking the dead can truly love. I was wrong. Death cannot stop love just as love cannot stop death. They exist in a dance.” 
 
    The lich hesitated before she continued. “I drank the potions and followed the recipes for my current state. I killed myself, thinking my heart would be free of love. Even in this undead form, I still know love and heartache. I left Eddor to dwell in Normir, but even there, I saw love glow among ghosts.  
 
    “I want the realms to heal. I want love to touch every being once again. I want to know we can be free to love again.” 
 
    “Sounds like a plan,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Szura look to Victor, her lip wrinkling in dismay. “How can you be so cavalier at a time such as this? Enemies will be here and they will…” Victor cut her off. 
 
    “Szura, you touched love, I know you did when we were together. I have some of my doubts too, but I know all of us together will see it through.” 
 
    The lich eyed the Champion before letting out a long exhale. “We will be victorious.” 
 
    “Or we will all be dead and meet back in Normir,” Victor winked before he stood up and walked away. 
 
    Szura continued to eye the Champion as he moved to a few slyths and the lizard women stopped what they were doing to give him a big hug. 
 
    The lich let a smirk appear. “Vala chose well,” Szura whispered as she held her staff at her side, the sun touching her pale skin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours floated by as the final preparations fell into place. The holy chamber was ready as the suns moved over the temple. Acolytes added their final details while the last of them armed themselves for the guests. 
 
    Victor eyed the dais as Cassandra stepped to his side.  
 
    “Is there like, anything we need to do? Chants we have to learn or special incantations?” 
 
    Cassandra let out a small laugh. “No, Vala is pulling herself from the void. We simply have to be here to welcome her home.” 
 
    Victor nodded. 
 
    A cool breeze flowed through the temple, caressing all who stood at the ready. Cassandra looked down as if reading something and then looked up and turned around to the acolytes. 
 
    “Our first guest is coming,” the Keeper said with a touch of revered excitement. 
 
    The air rippled in the center of the vast chamber before a leather covered leg stepped through. Victor smiled as Dorian appeared in the middle of the chamber, duster and hat on. The Slinger looked around, a black bandanna covering half his face from the nose down. 
 
    Victor walked toward the first Slinger, Shyryth joining his side. The pair reached him and looked to the Slinger with warm smiles. 
 
    “Welcome to the Resurrection,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Dorian took hold of his hat and tipped it. “Good to be here.” 
 
    Victor was a little awestruck as the Slinger looked around. He couldn’t believe the man before him was Vala’s child, one of twins. The fact that he survived for so long on Eddor showed how strong and clever he was when the rest of the realm wanted him dead. 
 
    “And back home?” Shyryth asked with an uncertainty in her eyes as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to hear any news. 
 
    Dorian nodded. “The mages have kept true to their word. The war between us is over. Slingers have made their way west to be part of society once again. I have signed the agreement. A new peace has come and I believe it is here to stay.” 
 
    Shyryth nodded, relief filling her eyes. 
 
    “Anyone wants a drink,” Victor asked so it would give him an excuse to drink so he could calm down his nerves. 
 
    The Slinger nodded. 
 
    Victor made his way to a table with Dorian at his side. The two men picked up glasses as Victor poured into them. Glasses up, Victor pictured that the Slinger would only drink hard whiskey. When the glass was close to Dorian’s bandanna mask, the slinger reached up and pulled it down, pressing the edge of the glass to his lips. 
 
    Victor’s arm hesitated as he stared at Dorian’s uncovered face. Warmth crawled up his neck as he couldn’t look away. The man with the mask now looked like something else. Unable to put it into words, Victor continued to stare until the Slinger put down his glass and pulled up his mask once again. 
 
    “The wine is good,” Dorian said before he noticed Victor staring at him. 
 
    Victor tried to talk, lips moving but no words coming out. 
 
    Dorian nodded. “I should have warned you. It’s the reason why most of face is covered. It doesn’t matter if you are male, female or animal, any who look at me can’t turn away.” 
 
    Victor slowly gathered his composure and barked out a laugh. “I…can’t even say what you look like! It’s like…it’s like…” 
 
    “I am Vala’s son,” Dorian’s eyes squinted as if he was laughing behind his mask. 
 
    “You are!” Victor laughed again and downed his wine. 
 
    “I do have to thank you, for everything you have done for my mother,” Dorian said simply. 
 
    “No thanks needed,” Victor poured himself a little more wine. 
 
    “I am indebted to you. Always know, my iron will always be at your side.” 
 
    “Just as my sword is at your side,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The air in the center of the chamber rippled again. All eyes turned to a female figure stepping through. Vines, leaves, and moss interconnected into a lavish dress. Mossy hair flowed out as green skin glowed in the warm light. Nephy flowed along, gaze meeting Victor’s, the goddess giving a light curtsy. 
 
    Victor stepped away from the Slinger and crossed the room. The Blade was happy to see here and gave the goddess a bow. 
 
    “Good to see you, Nephy.” 
 
    “The pleasure is all mine. I am happy I could attend such a momentous occasion. I wish I was allowed to bring Nebb, but the invite dictated that Champions were not allowed. He would have enjoyed this moment.” 
 
    Cassandra moved through the chamber to Victor and Nephy, bowing to the goddess of nature. “Please, make yourself at home. We have about thirty minutes before the suns reach their zenith and Vala returns to us.” 
 
    “How exciting,” the goddess said as she moved with Cassandra to the tables of wine and food. 
 
    Victor looked across the room to Lily, the succubus holding a glass of wine and licking her lips at him. The Blade wanted nothing more than to go to her side and drink some more when the air rippled again. 
 
    A ten-foot tall man in white and gold armor stepped through. Halo glowing, Umus looked down on Victor and his smile widened. The large god stepped closer and clamped two large hands on Victor’s shoulders, nearly flooring him and causing the Champion to grunt. 
 
    “Lad! So good to be here! Give me a hug!” Umus commanded and grabbed Victor. 
 
    The Champion could barely breathe as the god crushed him in his arms and then placed him on the floor. Victor held it together until the god slammed a hand on his shoulder and caused the Blade to grunt again. 
 
    “Where’s the food? I’m starving…” Umus trailed off when he spotted the ambrosia. “Excuse me, I need some of that.” 
 
    Victor fought to regain his composure as the giant god stalked off, eyes on the table with plates of ambrosia. The air took on hints of electric fire. Two gods had already arrived and the area seemed to vibrate with their coming.  
 
    Air rippled again and a man in a silver robe stepped into the chamber. Kind eyes drank in the surroundings. All heads turned to the newcomer and an instant later, everyone bowed. Victor glanced around, seeing Nephy, Cassandra, Dorian, Lily, Dawn, and everyone else bowed but him. Victor looked to Drogoss, body rigid and unsure what to do. 
 
    Drogoss simply smiled. “You don’t have to kneel. Follow Victor’s example. I have been away for a long time and must earn my way back to your hearts.” 
 
    Umus stood up, a fistful of ambrosia in his hand. “It has been so long,” the god said before stuffing it in his mouth. 
 
    “Too long,” Drogoss said he looked to everyone gathered. “It would have been much longer if not for Vala’s Champions and acolytes coming together to bring her back from her grave. The realms owe them a deep gratitude as do I.” 
 
    Nephy crossed the room and stood before the ancient god. “We were concerned you had moved on to new universes.” 
 
    Drogoss gave her a kind smile. “I exiled myself for longer then I should have. I transverse the realms, hiding myself so I may understand what it means to be like mortals again. I wanted to be among the people and for a long time, I was.  
 
    “I could feel the loss of Vala as I experienced mortal woes. Her light is greatly needed and I am humbled to be here for her return.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you stop it in the first place,” Victor said with a hard edge and narrowing his eyes. 
 
    A gasp filled the immense chamber. 
 
    “Victor,” Nephy said in astonishment. 
 
    Drogoss lifted his hands. “No, Vala’s Champion is right. I had exiled myself and placed restrictions on my being so I would no longer be among the pantheon. It is a regret I share with many here. I felt her loss, but did nothing, not wishing to break my pact. I was wrong and when I saw Victor fighting his way to save Vala’s precious acolytes, I knew I must change for the coming times.” 
 
    Victor kept his hard expression as a sigh of relief filled the chamber. Drogoss’s words came out like honey, but the Blade wasn’t buying it. Great power meant the god could break his rules at any time. 
 
    Victor…I..can’t…think…straight… 
 
    “Chill? What’s wrong?” Victor said in his mind. 
 
    I…don’t…know…it…hurts… 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Drogoss said with a warm smile. 
 
    Victor opened his mouth to speak when the air vibrated and flashed with bright light. The crowd turned their attention to a metal woman. A bald, metallic head turned with female features. Eyes moved, taking in the crowd while a metallic corset integrated with her form. A white and gray metal dress flowed out from her waist to her ankles. The dress shifted with her movements. A low glowing rhombus diamond shape took up her entire stomach area. 
 
    Victor and the crowd stared in amazement as the face of the metal woman looked around and gave a robotic smile. 
 
    “Transport success. Dimension Drive powering down,” The woman said as she turned her attention to Victor. 
 
    “Xull,” Victor smiled. 
 
    The metallic woman nodded before performing a curtsy. “I created this body for the occasion. I hope it is satisfactory?” 
 
    Victor stepped closer, “It’s amazing.” 
 
    An odd expression fell over Xull’s face. “Thank you, Victor.” 
 
    “How are you able to…” Victor trailed off. 
 
    Xull nodded and touched the glowing diamond symbol at her stomach. “I have created a portable fusion core strong enough to power my smaller Dimensional Drive. Due to my power needs and lack of connection to my mainframe on Xull, I required a body to meet those needs.” 
 
    “I’m happy you’re here,” Victor said and gave the metal woman a hug. 
 
    Xull’s arms were up for a moment before they returned Victor’s hug. “I’m pleased to be here as well.” 
 
    Victor broke away, head spinning from so much energy in the air. He wasn’t sure if it was the proximity of so many divine beings or that Vala was coming closer. The Blade nearly stumbled when Lily was at his side. Eyes looked to the Champion as Lily helped him stand. 
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” Victor said. 
 
    “I feel the same,” Lily whispered. “We’ve never been around so many higher beings at once.” 
 
    Victor felt the power around him begin to ebb. When he felt strong enough to stand, the chamber vibrated with energy again and bodies stepped out of nowhere. The mood shifted as brows furled and eyes narrowed on the five beings. Acolytes took a step back as Baaldir looked around the room in disgust. At his sides were a cloaked figure with long horns sticking out from the darkness of his hood, a giant barrel-chested monster with twelve eyes looking in all directions, a humanoid figure made of smoke and woman’s head along a long black neck connected to two dozen tentacles. 
 
    “We have arrived,” Baaldir sneered as he looked around at the gods and acolytes. 
 
    Cassandra moved through the crowd and stood before the tall gods and goddess. 
 
    “Welcome to Vala’s realm. I don’t have to remind you of the law of respect and hospitality, do I?” 
 
    Baaldir crossed his arms. “No, Keeper of Vala.” 
 
    Cassandra turned her back to the god and addressed the room. “Welcome Baaldir God of the Hunt, Redarr God of Disease, Roohr God of Monsters, Ibris God of Slumber and Tantia Goddess of Madness.  
 
    “They are aware of the law and are here by Vala’s invitation to witness her return.” 
 
    Victor stared at the five gods, a crawling disgust clawing at every fiber of his being. Seeing Baaldir only made it worse. The antlered god turned his attention, an eyebrow rising as he noticed the Slinger by the wine giving him a hard stare. 
 
    The smoky god Ibris floated next to Redarr and whispered in his ear. 
 
    Redarr nodded. “Yes, so many enemies in one place. The temptation is succulent.” 
 
    Victor’s fingers curled into a fist as Lily leaned close to his ear. 
 
    “They can’t do anything without breaking the law. They will try to tempt us into action so we break it first. We can’t give them the satisfaction,” Lily whispered. 
 
    “I fucking want the satisfaction,” Victor growled as he stared at the evil gods. 
 
    Cassandra addressed the room again, “The time is nearly upon us. Gather before the dais. Vala is coming.” 
 
    The gods, goddesses, and acolytes moved closer. Victor and Lily stayed at each other’s side as they approached and stood in front before everyone else. Sunlight glowed from the arched window behind the floating crescent moon. Dorian moved to the side, gaze sliding across the room, but always ending up on the antlered god. Drogoss watched with kind eyes as Umus stood among the crowd, giving the acolytes a warm smile. Xull moved up, standing behind Victor and Lily while Cassandra knelt onto the dais steps, eyes closing. In the back, an elf with glasses put on her backpack and hoisted up a plasma rifle, her dark-haired sister next to her. 
 
    A silence filled the chamber. All watched the dais, many with hope and several in feigned interest. Victor’s heart began to race. Lily pressed her hand to his and they squeezed each other in comfort. Points of light appeared over the dais and all gathered watched. 
 
    Light spilled in, snaking forth and connecting to the glowing dots. The miniature stars were bridged together in streams of light. A wave of heat rolled out as the lights moved closer together, the connections glowing brighter and brighter with each passing moment. Hearts lifted in chests as no one blinked. A symphony all could feel, but none could hear played on, tugging at parts of the soul and beating hearts. Shadows fell away and the light grew brighter. 
 
    “Vala…” Victor whispered. 
 
    Mist flowed up from the dais, the floating crescent moon growing brighter. Tears fell from Cassandra’s closed eyes while Lily held onto Victor’s hand tightly. Energies swirled and flowed like a playful dance until they sank into themselves. The lights converged just as the suns reached their zenith. When the floating lights touched one another, they grew bigger until they formed one large glowing ball. It sank down until it touched the stone dais and the light darkened until it turned black. 
 
    A figure melted from the darkness. It lay on its side as bone formed, followed by muscle and finally skin. Darkness shifted into long flowing fabric, covering some of the womanly body on the dais. A hood rose up and covered her head as black hair unfurled. The light pouring in shined with crystal clarity. The robed body finished forming and lay, unmoving. 
 
    Victor took a step forward when the robed head moved and a gentle gasp touched the entire chamber. 
 
    The body floated up, arms spreading out, white and blue flames rising up from open palms. Darkness floated over the eyes as full, luscious lips parted. Everyone gathered watched before a shockwave of power blasted out, touching all. Hearts sang as pure joy touched many and even caused a few black hearts to smirk. 
 
    “I…have…returned,” Vala said in a delicate voice before she fell to the dais. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Cassandra rushed up the dais steps to Vala as she lay in a heap. The flames in her palms gone, her arms and legs trembled. Victor fell to his knees, taking hold of the goddess and lifting her up to his chest. Hair and shadows covered her eyes but the sweet smile of her lips caused Victor’s heart to leap in his chest. Tears trailed down Cassandra’s pale cheeks while a single tear rolled down Lily’s lilac colored skin. 
 
    “Vala,” Victor said again, unsure what else to say or do. 
 
    The goddess reached up and touched his cheek. “I’m here…my love. I’m…here.” 
 
    Acolytes and Umus cheered! Nephy clapped her hands and sobbed. Xull bowed her metal head. Redarr, Ibris, Roohr and Tantia looked on with stony expressions. Baaldir stood with cold eyes. Dorian stepped closer to the dais; eyes wide. The energy in the temple touched all those who would allow it. In the center of the love and hate maelstrom, Victor held his goddess close and she snuggled her face against his chest. 
 
    Drogoss stood amid the crowd, time slowing down. With a thought, his voice touched all the minds gathered. The move was so quick and powerful, all turned their attention to the first god of the pantheon. 
 
    “It is done. Vala has returned from her celestial grave. Now begins the culling of divinity. Such an act cannot be allowed to continue for you do not have the divine right to wield such power.” 
 
    Victor’s eyes narrowed as fury and rage filled his heart. 
 
    Drogoss centered his gaze on Victor and Vala, “I have come to end it all.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    “I fucking knew it,” Victor seethed. 
 
    Acolytes and gods stared in disbelief, the temple taking on a shadowy gloom. Bodies moved away from the first god as he stood in the center, his gray eyes centered on Victor and Vala. Acolyte hands moved to weapons while Nephy, Umus, Xull, Dorian, Cassandra, and Lily stood by the dais, turning their attention to Drogoss. 
 
    “Of course, you would, Vala’s Blade. You have not been influenced like all who are here and across the realms. My power has been meticulous, spreading influence not only among the pantheon, but to every living being from all six realms. Even now, they fight their confusion to make sense of what is happening, but you do not. You see it for what it is and for that, I must commend Vala again on her choice of champions,” Drogoss said with a mischievous gleam in his eye. 
 
    Behind the first god, Redarr, Ibris, Roohr, and Tantia moved with evil gazes, standing behind Drogoss. The gloom in the temple took on sharp edges as confusion bled away. The only being standing by themselves was Baaldir. The God of the Hunt was transfixed, concern in his brow and eyes slightly wide. The god turned his attention from Drogoss to Vala and then back to Drogoss.  
 
    Victor’s muscles tensed but before he was able to get up, Vala touched her hand to his chest. The Blade looked down at the goddess, her expression blank but her eyes glowing through the darkness of the hood. 
 
    “We…don’t have much time,” Vala whispered. 
 
    Drogoss’s mouth slid into a wicked grin. “Vala is right, you all don’t have much time. I shall wipe out the mongrel divinity that infects these realms before taking my dark crusade across all universes. When the last star is snuffed out, only then will the chaotic universes know peace.” 
 
    “Vala…” Victor whispered as he ignored the god, eyes only for the goddess in his arms. 
 
    “Drogoss is not what he appears. You must lead the acolytes and defend the mountain until more of my power returns. No matter what happens, do not engage Drogoss,” Vala whispered weakly. 
 
    The first god took one step forward and the sound of blades were drawn from the acolytes.  
 
    Umus stood before Vala and the others, wide eyes on the first god. “Drogoss, what has happened that would cause you to want to destroy us? We used to create, fight, and drink together so long ago. What has changed?” 
 
    The first god centered his gaze on the armored angel god. “You cannot see because I haven’t allowed you to see. Let me clear your confusion.” 
 
    Drogoss lifted a finger and swiped a few inches across the air in front of him. The chaotic confusion in the temple died. Umus’s wide eyes narrowed before a golden mace appeared in his large hand. Halo burning bright, the god of light squared up his shoulders and hefted the mace in his hands. 
 
    Nephy’s expression melted from shock to anger with hints of fear. The goddess of nature held out a green hand, thick brown vines snaking out from her wrist and entwining into each other. When the vines formed a point, the edges sharpened into a tri-edge blade, the edges curving into serrated downward curves. 
 
    Xull continued to stare at the first god, her mechanical body unmoving and her expression as blank as stone. 
 
    “You see me as I allow you to see me,” Drogoss smiled with kind eyes. 
 
    “What’s happening,” Victor asked as the mood took a dark turn. 
 
    Umus squared his jaw. “Lad, listen to your goddess. We don’t have a lot of time. If we are going to survive what is to come, we need Vala at her full strength.” 
 
    Dorian stood by Victor and Vala, hands at his side but a steel glare in his eyes.  
 
    Drogoss remained calm, his body relaxed but eyes containing a strange gleam. “It is clear now. No need to hide behind masks any longer. I was sorely disappointed that many of you didn’t see it sooner. Vala was the only one to glimpse my true self and for that, among several reasons, is why she had to die.” 
 
    Tantia giggled as tentacles writhed. The mad goddess turned her attention to the gathered acolytes and licked her lips in anticipation. Redarr floated, a foul darkness dripping from his covered form while Roohr huffed like a bull ready to battle. Ibris’s smoky form curled as makeshift hands formed and reformed with different ghostly swords. Baaldir stood, black antlers gleaming in the light, but his body still as a frozen lake during the dead of winter. 
 
    Drogoss looked past Umus and stared directly at Victor. “It has taken me a long time to lower my intelligence so I could keep the madness of all knowing at bay. To be truly divine is to understand every inner and outer working of the universe. I can feel the ebb and flow of my greater self, growing restless with each moment of time.” 
 
    “What…” Umus fought through the pain before clenching his jaw and releasing it. “What…did you do to Drogoss? What…did you do to my friend?” 
 
    Drogoss turned his attention back to the god of light. “I killed him. I fought and slew your first god. He was a challenge and fought to the bitter end but like all of you mongrel divine beings, his power never held a candle to our might. 
 
    “Despite your narrow view of history, the first god to truly die was Drogoss. I slew him and ate his celestial corpse. When his memories blended with the tapestry of my being, I had become curious about lesser gods Drogoss created and allowed myself to enter this tiny span of the universe. I was surprised such a being would create a pantheon and have them influence the insignificant lives of lower creatures. It is barbaric and beneath us, but I had a thought, what if I broke this meager collection of gods?” 
 
    Drogoss returned his gaze to Victor, “After I killed Drogoss, I let my influence affect everything he created. It was simpler than I thought at the time, but so delicious. To bring madness to the realms was a meal I could feast on for eons. The only counterpoint, something that can heal madness was love.” 
 
    Victor looked down at Vala and a tear emerged from the darkness of her hood and streaked her smooth cheek. 
 
    Drogoss looked to each of the gods standing before Vala. “Drogoss never exiled himself. He left to fight me. I was coming for your worlds and he challenged me. We fought for years until he was beaten down. When he could no longer lift his divine sword, I ripped him to shreds, eating him like a fat beast in a cave.” 
 
    Umus looked away for barely a moment,” Your kind should be wiped from the universe.” 
 
    Drogoss kept his kind smile. “If you had the power to do it, you would have done it a long time ago.” 
 
    Victor held Vala close, hard eyes staring at Drogoss. “You’re an Elder.” 
 
    The god gave a small nod. “Vala chose well. Not only am I an Elder, I’m one of the most powerful ones across this universe. Lowering my intelligence so I can interact with these realms was difficult but necessary. I would have continued to play the game, but one of my children, I believe you call him Draygon, disturbed my plans. His power alerted you to greater threats and I knew I must begin the cycle of madness sooner than I had anticipated.” 
 
    Umus hefted his mace again. “What’s your name so I can carve it into your corpse!” 
 
    Drogoss slowly blinked and when eyelids pulled back, nothing but darkness and starry points looked back. “I must have a name to soothe your end, so be it. My name is Thulu, True God of Madness.” 
 
    Redarr spoke, “Baaldir, send in our forces so we may end this.” 
 
    The God of the Hunt didn’t move, confusion filling his eyes. 
 
    Redarr floated, turning his dark hood to Baaldir’s direction. “Follow the plan.” 
 
    Baaldir did nothing. 
 
    Thulu shook his head. “He is questioning what has happened.” 
 
    The Elder Thing looked to Vala, “It is hard to believe, a god of hunting and packs would turn on his lover and kill their child. Baaldir is fiercely loyal and if I hadn’t infected his divine power, he would have welcomed a child with open arms. Instead, I turned him, driving madness into his heart as he slaughtered his child.  
 
    “It was a necessary act. Only Elders are allowed to bear cosmic children. Your kind were never allowed to create divine life. Vala broke the cosmic balance of light and dark. Her child slain…” Thulu looked over to Dorian, “But one survived.” 
 
    “No…I had to…stop…Vala,” Baaldir said, eyes looking away. 
 
    “Baaldir, don’t let this vile thing control you any longer!” Umus shouted. 
 
    The God of the Hunt looked to Umus and then to Vala. “I…can’t.” 
 
    Vala looked to her Keeper, “Cassandra, rescind their invitations.” 
 
    Cassandra nodded, held up a hand and closed it. 
 
    Thulu, Redarr, Roohr, Ibris, Tantia and Baaldir remained. 
 
    “Your power here is great, but even your realm is not powerful enough to expel me and those I wish to keep here,” Thulu smirked. 
 
    Vala turned her attention to Victor, “Thulu is right. His power is keeping them here, but there is a price. He cannot expend too much of his power or he will revert to his true self and be unable to hold the other gods here in my realm. We don’t have to kill them but we have to disrupt their energies long enough so they will be forced from this realm.” 
 
    Vala touched Victor’s cheek, “My Champion, defend the mountain until I call upon you. Come to me when I whisper your name and not a moment before.” 
 
    “I…can’t leave your side,” Victor said with sorrow in his voice. 
 
    “You must. If you stay, Thulu will kill you and the acolytes. I need your power, your life…your love. Promise me you will defend the mountain and come to me when I call. Promise me.” 
 
    Shadows covered Victor’s eyes. “I promise…my love.” 
 
    Vala sighed in relief, “Thank you, my Champion. Now, take the acolytes and go.” 
 
    Pain surged along Victor’s soul as he hesitated. All the suffering they endured to reach this point and it was dashed on the rocks. He didn’t have a drop of power that could match the gods and monsters in the temple. Deep down, he knew she was sending him away for his benefit, for all their benefits. Her voice sent tendrils of bliss along his heart but the act of leaving cut at him like a rusty knife. 
 
    Victor squeezed Vala’s shoulder before he slowly stood up. Vala’s hands touched the dais, head bowed and a tear touching the stone floor. The Champion stood to his full height and began walking. Umus and Nephy looked to the Champion and gave him a nod. Xull did nothing, her artificial eyes staring at Thulu and the gods surrounding him. Dorian moved closer, standing by his mother. 
 
    Victor stepped down the dais steps, Lily at his side. The pair walked to Cassandra and she gave them a warm smile. 
 
    “My place is here, by Vala’s side,” the Keeper said with light in her eyes. 
 
    “Stay safe,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Lily gave the Keeper a warm hug before breaking away. Blade and Shield stepped along, hard eyes on Thulu.  
 
    “Prudent choice,” Thulu said simply. 
 
    Victor stopped and looked at the ten-foot-tall Elder in human form. “When I come back, I’m going to go full fucking God of War on your ass.” 
 
    “I have no doubt you will try,” Thulu nodded before turning his gaze back to the dais. 
 
    Lily took hold of Victor’s hand and pulled him along. Victor felt his heart tear in two as each step away from Vala meant he could not be there to defend her. Acolytes moved to his sides, most looking to him while others looked back at the enemy gods in contempt. 
 
    Dawn and Night stepped from the entrance of the temple and reached Victor, Lily, and the rest of the acolytes. 
 
    “We can’t just leave,” Dawn said as she held her plasma rifle. 
 
    “We have to, for now. I think another fight is on its way,” Victor said with a dark edge. 
 
    Redarr floated closer to Baaldir and a decayed reached out. “Call our forces,” The God of Disease said. 
 
    “Redarr…I…want to kill Vala,” the God of the Hunt said with further confusion. 
 
    Redarr nodded his hooded horned head. “Now now, dear Baaldir. Let me help you.” 
 
    The cloaked god took Baaldir’s hand into his and squeezed. Energy blasted Baaldir as Redarr’s grip became a vice. Divine energies clashed, but it was Redarr who took the advantage. The cloaked god pulled back and Baaldir looked at his hand as it lifted of its own accord and two fingers snapped. 
 
    “Now, we end it all,” Redarr laughed. 
 
    Outside the temple, high in the bright and clear sky, vortexes formed. In a perfect triangle, the vortexes flashed with dark light before they faded from the sky. Three Xull Dreadnoughts floated, large metal spikes running along the ships as large plasma cannons came to bear. Hanger doors opened as dropship engines glowed with power. The sunlight bathing the black ships glittered as cannons all aimed on the temple far below. 
 
    Victor, Lily, and Dawn moved to the archways edge and peered up at the dreadnoughts. A chill filled their collective hearts. Victor’s chill dissipated to a growing fury.  
 
    The Champion turned to the gathered acolytes; eyes filled with protective heat. “We don’t have time for speeches. Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra, you’re with me. The rest of you move down to the village and be prepared to repel the invaders. We need to fight for every ounce of time we can give Vala.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Lily stated. 
 
    Victor turned to the succubus and put his hands on her shoulders. “I want you to come with me, but I need my Shield to direct our forces here on the ground. They need you to lead them.” 
 
    The succubus’s lip trembled. “No, we are in this together. I won’t lose you again.” 
 
    Victor gave Lily a confident smile. “You won’t lose me, I promise. Lead our forces and we will meet back in the middle.” 
 
    Dawn and Night moved to Lily’s side.  
 
    “We got this,” Dawn smiled. 
 
    “They will not make it into the temple,” Night said sternly. 
 
    Victor looked to the acolytes, a brightness in his eyes. “I love you all. Let’s show the darkness what love can do!” 
 
    The acolytes cheered and raised their weapons. Victor smiled as Vindrel, Izy, and Mildra stepped closer. The three dragon women flexed their wings before reaching the edge of the large window archway. With talon covered feet, they stepped onto the edge and jumped. Wings spread out just as their bodies began to change. Scales burst from skin and cascaded along their bodies. Necks grew longer and snouts formed. Tails lashed at the air as wings grew longer. In seconds, their bodies became that of their true forms, catching a thermal and swinging around. 
 
    Victor grabbed Lily, pulled her close and kissed her. The succubus held him, savoring his taste before the Champion pulled away. Lily watched as Victor leapt onto the archway edge, turned his head and gave her wink. Turning his head back, knees bent and he jumped. 
 
    Lily, Dawn and Night moved to the archway edge, smiles forming as Victor was on the blue dragon’s back. The three dragons and Champion glided for a moment before wings pumped. They began to ascend as the hum of power filled the sky. 
 
    Lily turned back to the acolytes, “Defend the Temple! Defend Vala!” 
 
    “Defend the Temple! Defend Vala!” the acolytes shouted before they all rushed to the temple entrance and began their descent to the village, Lily and Dawn leading the way. 
 
    *** 
 
    Umus stepped forward, mace over his armored shoulder. Nephy and Xull stood at the bottom of the dais while Dorian stood by Vala’s side. 
 
    Redarr, Roohr, Ibris and Tantia moved, flanking each side of Thulu as the Elder simply stood with an amused expression. 
 
    “You abominations are a blight on the universe. Good thing I like to clean up the trash,” Umus grinned. 
 
    “Drogoss didn’t talk as much as you, but he did cry out when I killed him,” Thulu stated. 
 
    Umus kept his leer. “You killed my friend and my god. The other gods of light may forgive but I will not.” 
 
    The god of light lifted his mace and let it dangle at his side. “The difference between your fight with Drogoss and the fight you're going to have with me is, Drogoss didn’t have us fighting at his side. Your power is great, but it doesn’t compare to ours.” 
 
    Umus looked to the four gods at Thulu’s side. “You know my power. Which one of you wants their head bashed in first?” 
 
    The four gods didn’t move. 
 
    “I thought so,” Umus smiled wider before he burst forward like a flaming comet of light. 
 
    Roohr launched at the incoming god, a clawed hammer appearing in his large hand. The two met in the middle and when their weapons clashed, a shockwave blasted out. Cassandra was thrown to the floor as Nephy and Xull advanced. Cracks appeared along pillars before the tide of battle crested and came crashing down. 
 
    Redarr floated forward, sickle in hand as Nephy cried out and launched at him. Tri-blade sword clashed with his sickle before their bodies became furies, clashing and slashing at each other with divine power. Each blow rocked the temple as Umus and Roohr clashed together.  
 
    Ibris floated closer to Nephy, misty blade slashing out as the goddess of life spun away, knocking away each attack like a skilled fencer. Bedlam erupted as the gods and goddesses slashed with divine might at one another.  
 
    Tantia’s head launched forward, tentacles spiraling behind her. The goddess of madness kept her crazy gaze on Vala before a metal woman in a metal dress stood before the weakened goddess. 
 
    “Initiate defense measures,” Xull said as her hands shifted and changed.  
 
    Metal and mechanisms reconfigured along her arms, growing slightly larger. The metal dress changed and curled into itself, shifting and re-clamping onto her metal frame with precise movements. After a second, the dress had formed armored plates, giving the artificial body a slightly thicker frame. Arms had turned into plasma cannons and they aimed with deadly accuracy.  
 
    Tantia screamed as Xull stood her ground and opened fired. Thick plasma bolts shot out in rapid succession as Tantia spiraled and spun like a snake flying through the air. The swirling form of the mad goddess screamed on until a plasma bolt struck her face and sent her spinning upwards. Xull re-aimed as the head with tentacles trailing behind it moved along the wall and ceiling like an eel in the ocean. Plasma bolts cracked temple walls as Xull followed the tentacle goddess. 
 
    Dorian’s hand fell to his gun when a voice touched his mind. 
 
    “My son, I free you from your mortal bond and unlock your power,” Vala whispered. 
 
    The Slinger looked down at his mother before turning his attention to the tentacle goddess snaking her way closer. 
 
    “Thank you, Mother. I won’t let them touch you,” Dorian said and drew his pistol. 
 
    The blur of his arm was quick, even for a divine being. The Slinger was already re-aiming at another god as a mana bullet streaked through the air. Tantia laughed as her weird tentacle body shifted to the side and the bullet streaked past. When she resumed her advance, Xull re-aimed both plasma cannon arms and unleashed plasma bolts. 
 
    Tantia laughed as her body twisted, dodging each incoming strike until something touched her senses. Turning her head, she barely caught the hint of a streak when something struck the back of her head and blasted out her eye. The goddess screamed before a barrage of plasma bolts slammed into her face and along her tentacle body. The screams turned to shrieks as Xull fired, each bolt striking true. Tantia was blasted against a pillar, a mana bullet striking her again and again before it entered her mouth. 
 
    The goddess of madness let out a gurgled moan before lightning struck her body from all sides and she was gone, sent back to Dark Spire. 
 
    Umus and Roohr clashed again like titans. The temple shook as the monster god pushed at the god of light. Grunts and growls filled the air as another shockwave spider cracked pillars. Umus grinned as his mace swung hard. Roorh’s hammer came down in savage swings. When they met, mini explosions filled the temple.  
 
    “I never liked you,” Umus grunted as he was slowly pushed back by the monster god. 
 
    Sparks filled the air as Roohr growled with greedy fury.  
 
    Umus’s boots dug in as he glared at the monster god’s many eyes. “You never had a chance.” 
 
    Roohr pushed again, driving the power of his shoulders forward before Umus rammed his boot into the monster god’s stomach. A star winked in the universe as Roohr stumbled back, holy pain touching his nerves. Seeing a shadow, he looked up to Umus’s spiked mace swinging down. The strike was so hard, Roorh’s face buckled under the power, several eyes shooting out and landing on the floor. Umus kept his grin as his left hand grabbed Roorh’s shoulder, fingers digging into his body and holding him still as he raised his mace again. Divine blood spurted as Umus brought his mace down again and again. The god of light cackled before letting go of the monster god’s body. Roohr stumbled back, fell to his knees and lighting struck from all sides, sending him back to the Tempest Realm. 
 
    “Who’s next?” Umus smiled before setting his sights on Thulu.  
 
    “You’re next,” the god of light grinned as he advanced on the Elder. 
 
    Nephy moved with the grace of a bird and stabbing with the accuracy of a wasp. Redarr tried to fend her off but for every two strikes he blocked, a third one would get through. The cloaked demon god retreated until a sinister smile formed. Nephy advanced before she whirled around and blocked Ibris’s misty swords. For a moment, the god of life kept the two gods just at bay, her sword arm moving in blinks, parrying incoming swings. 
 
    Ibris let a few more arms of smoke appear, misty blades forming when plasma bolts struck his form. Xull advanced, firing in rapid bursts. The ghostly god of sleep tried to move but the energy from the plasma bolts disrupted his form. Nephy smiled as she pressed her attack on Redarr. 
 
    “Your… not like us,” Ibris said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    Xull advanced, each plasma strike hitting the ghostly god. “Energy is universal.” 
 
    Ibris turned into a stream, snaking through the air when a mana-bullet struck him. The god let out a sad moan before plasma bolts rained from the artificial construct. Power and plasma burned at him before he cried out. Lightning blasted his incorporeal body, sending him to Eddor. 
 
    Redarr backed up, his sickle barely keeping the goddess of life at bay. Sickle and sword clashed with power, but the god of disease moaned his discomfort. 
 
    “I will not be bested by you!” Redarr shouted as his sickle swirled into a blur. 
 
    “Life overcomes disease,” Nephy said before letting go of her sword. 
 
    Green hands grabbed at Redarr’s cloak as the sickle point stabbed into her side.  
 
    “You lost,” Redarr laughed. 
 
    Nephy said nothing as bugs, worms and green energy swelled along her arms and clasped onto the god of disease. Redarr’s laughing died as living energy crawled onto him. Trying to pull away, the god hissed as he could not break Nephy’s grip. 
 
    “Life is greater than holy power. Life can overcome death,” the green goddess smiled. 
 
    The creatures latched onto the cloaked god, tearing at him. Redarr tried to smash them with a skeletal hand but the creatures simply crawled onto his hand and up his arm. For every few dozen he killed, hundreds and soon thousands tore at him like a piece of meat left on a forest floor. 
 
    Nephy let go and the god of disease fell to the temple floor. He reached out, his deformed body showing through his destroyed cloak. Nephy picked up her sword, stepped to the god and drove the point into his celestial skull. Redarr let out a whimper before lightning lit up his body and sent him back to Night Sun.  
 
    Baaldir stood, watching as it played out. Umus stepped to Thulu, mace at the ready. Nephy stood up, sword in hand and facing the Elder. Xull turned her plasma cannons on the Elder in god form. Dorian remained at Vala’s side, gun in hand but he had only fired a single shot, the mana-bullet still streaking around the temple. The god’s gaze fell on Vala and the gloom in his mind grew thicker. 
 
    “Vala…I must…kill…Vala…” Baaldir said before his eyes widened. 
 
    A scream filled the temple as Baaldir fell to his knees. The God of the Hunt looked down as a hand burst from his chest, followed by another. Energy spilled out of the god’s chest as a horned head pushed out into the air and let out an animalist screech. 
 
    Hexnia struggled, pulling her body from the god. “You fucking asshole! I’m going to kick your ass,” the demon goddess shouted as her upper torso emerged. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor stared as Vindrel approached a Dreadnought. Docking bay doors open, drop ships emerged by the dozens. Underbelly spikes of the ship launched, streaking down until several were mere feet from the mountain and they exploded into falling mechanical bodies. Drones with digital blue eyes pulled plasma rifles before their feet touched the sloping ground of the mountain. Curved spikes extended from metal feet and clamped onto the mountain before they began their advance up. 
 
    Dropships floated down as Victor looked to the dreadnought closest to him. “Time to tear it up.” 
 
    The Champion called up his stats. 
 
    Victor Hobbs 
 
    Acolytes Unlocked- 77/77 
 
    Divine Orbs- 0 
 
    Powers to Unlock-0 
 
      
 
    Spheres of Influence 
 
    Str (Gaia)- 20 
 
    Con (Nano)- 20 
 
    Int (Abyss)- 10 
 
    Will (Holy)- 15 
 
    Wis (Mind)- 15 
 
    Cha (Shadow)- 5 
 
     
 
    Swords      
 
    Iron Sword 
 
    Elemental Sword 
 
    Gun Blade 
 
    Bone Sword 
 
    Cursed Blade 
 
    Phantom Sword 
 
    Holy Blade 
 
     
 
    Sphere Abilities/Powers 
 
    Mind 
 
    Speak/Read/Write Languages 
 
    Transmutation 
 
    Unseen Hand 
 
    Enchant Weapon 
 
    Enchant Armor 
 
    Portal Weaver 
 
    Gaia 
 
    Increased Strength/Speed 
 
    Animal Tongues 
 
    Jump 
 
    Animal Shapeshift  
 
    War Form 
 
    Summon Monster 
 
    Nano 
 
    Heightened Senses Upgrade 
 
    Body Enhancement/Repair 
 
    Interface Upgrade 
 
    Weapon Upgrade 
 
    Armor Upgrade 
 
    Power Suit Upgrade 
 
    Shadow 
 
    Seductive Whisper 
 
    Illusion Glamour 
 
    Chaos Gloom 
 
    Shadow Minion 
 
    Shadow Craft 
 
    Shadow Walk 
 
    Holy 
 
    Light Aura Shield 
 
    Soothing Touch 
 
    Healing 
 
    Energy Craft 
 
    Summon Guardian 
 
    Bend Time 
 
    Abyss 
 
    Impulse Control Touch 
 
    Body Control Touch 
 
    Mind Control Touch 
 
    Harvest Thoughts Touch 
 
    Possession 
 
    Bend Reality  
 
      
 
    Channeling influence, he spent five points of Strength to increase his Strength and speed while five points of Will flowed to his aura ability. His Holy Sword emerged from his wrist and slid into his waiting palm, spending another Will point to power the mystical blade. 
 
    “Victor, what’s the plan,” Vindrel said as she craned her head to him. 
 
    “Fuck them all up,” The Champion smiled before pressing his boots to Vindrel’s back, spending a point of Strength to activate his Jump ability and launched himself into the air. 
 
     Vindrel smiled as she opened her maw and lightning blasted at the floating dreadnought.  
 
    Victor soared upwards like a bullet. Gaze hard as stone, he pointed his Holy Blade and braced himself before stabbing through the hull of the ship. The sword cut through like it was water. Inside, drones moved through a corridor before metal exploded at them. Plasma pistols fired as a man came at them. Sword slashing, bodies burst into sparks as they were cleaved in two. Drones fell as more emerged, firing down the corridor. Victor turned toward them, plasma bolts bouncing off his aura for a microsecond before his body launched at them like a truck. Sword slashing, drones were cut to pieces in a blink of an eye as Victor barreled through them. Sword swings cut at the sides of the corridor, the Champion causing as much damage as he could as he made his way to the Bridge. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lily, Dawn, and the acolytes watched as blue-eyed drones made their way up the mountain. Rifles pointed up and mechanical fingers pulled on the triggers. Plasma bolts rained upward as Lily and the acolytes ducked down against the walls edge. Pieces of stone wall were cracked or blasted off as the barrage of plasma hammered at them. 
 
    “Return fire!” Lily shouted before getting up and running for the stairs. 
 
    Dawn nodded as she activated her backpack while hoisting up her plasma rifle and aiming down. Cannons unfurled from her back and over her shoulders. They hummed with power before the elf pulled the trigger. Plasma rifle and cannons exploded as bolts rained down on the advancing drones. 
 
    Night stood up, lightning arcing along her arms as she whispered command words and pointed her fingers. Lightning blasted out, striking drones and shorting them out, their bodies falling. 
 
    Two gargoyles raced behind Lily while a banshee floated into the sunny air, took in a deep breath and screamed. Vissi’s voice sent a cone shaped shockwave down the mountain and shattered drones to pieces.  
 
    Slyths pulled back on bowstrings and released magical arrows into the advancing army when more spikes from the dreadnaughts blasted down and exploded before they hit the ground. Drones fell and opened fire by the hundreds. The mountain was lit up by plasma and magical fire when the drop ships hovered close to the village. 
 
    Nerin the War Maiden eyed the demonic wolves jumping from the opening bay doors and landing on the streets of Vala’s mountain village.  
 
    “To me,” Nerin shouted as Ida, Halisa, and Nix were to her side, swords and axes in hand. 
 
    The War Maiden's rushed down the village street as a horde of Devil Wolves came at them, eyes glowing and claws flashing. Nerin let out a war cry and she launched into the incoming wall of muscle, her axe swinging and blood spurting from a split head. The Devil Wolves howled as they clashed with the War Maidens. The street was full as they fought like beasts, the Maidens keeping the enemy from advancing. Drop ships moved in closer, more Devil Wolves launching out and landing. 
 
    Ida fought like a demon when a claw slashed across her leg. Blood spilled as she stumbled and whipped her sword across a Devil Wolf throat. The Maiden stumbled back again when four succubi were at her side. 
 
    “You fight like us,” Helena the succubus smiled before driving her rune sword into a Devil Wolf stomach. 
 
    Succubi and War Maidens slashed and stabbed at the incoming horde. The demon women laughed as they cut at the burly beasts, using their smaller sizes to dodge against long wolf claws. Maidens brought blades and axe heads down, foul blood spraying them as they screamed for more. 
 
    Lily jumped a number of steps at a time before she stopped on the ancient staircase. Staff in hand, she watched as drones marched up the mountain, plasma rifles firing. The succubus spun her staff, knocking bolts from the air. The gargoyles at her side launched over the lilac-colored succubus, gray wings flashing and crossbows firing. Magical bolts struck drones in the chest, their bodies exploding and parts tumbling down. Despite the attacks, the enemy Xull drones continued their advance with little slowing them down. 
 
    Three women stood among the many acolytes, watching the carnage as it happened. 
 
    Nyx looked to Tyress and Leeza, “You know what we have to do.” 
 
    Tyress looked to Leeza and Leeza looked to Tyress, brows hardening. 
 
    Nyx continued, “We have to do this for Vala and everyone here. I know you both don’t like how you are when you change, but I will be there to make sure you don’t hurt each other.” 
 
    “You have always been the voice of reason between us,” Tyress smiled at Nyx. 
 
    “As long as you keep us in line, I’ll do it,” Leeza followed up. 
 
    “We do it for Vala,” Nyx nodded. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Tyress and Leeza said before their bodies began to grow larger. 
 
    All three women began to change, bodies morphing and bulging. Nyx gave a wolfish smile before fur sprouted along her body. Sharp teeth grew and a wolf snout extended. Leeza’s body fell onto all fours, her hands and feet taking on a round blunt shape as her skull shifted and horns stabbed out of her forehead. Tyress let out a roar as her arms shrank but her legs and body grew bigger. The sounds of battle continued until all three women changed into their animal forms. 
 
    Nyx stood like a slender werewolf with long, gray hair. At her side, a blue triceratops stomped on the ground. A green and brown skinned Tyrannosaurus Rex stood, salvia dripping from her open maw.  
 
    “For Vala,” Nyx growled before she and Leeza charged down the mountain. 
 
    Tyress roared as she turned to the attacking dropships. Stomping forward, the T-Rex bashed her head at a close dropship and sent it spinning from the sky. Devil Wolves that slipped past the War Maidens and the succubi attacked the T-Rex only for her to open her mouth and clamp down on bodies. Blood spurted as lower halves fell. Tyress chomped down on other Devil Wolves and threw them off the mountain with a swing of her massive head. 
 
    Lily knocked away plasma bolts as Avo and Nobo fired at climbing drones. A shout from behind caused the demoness to glance back. 
 
    “Out of the way!” a monstrous roar filled the air. 
 
    Lily stepped aside as a triceratops came down the ancient staircase, a werewolf on its back. The succubus smirked as they charged down at the approaching drones and smashed into them, breaking them to pieces. Nyx launched off the dinosaur shifter’s back and brought her claws down on drone’s faceplates as she fought like a wild animal. 
 
    Lily charged to join their side when she saw more drones and Devil Wolves joining the advancing army. 
 
    “Vala help us,” Lily said before screaming defiantly and leaping into battle. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor sliced and bashed his way through the ship. The design was the same for all of them from what he remembered aboard the Avatar. Making his way, he cut down any drones that came into view, his aura still holding. 
 
    Turning a corner, he stepped back as six drones opened fired. The Champion shook his head as they continued to blast away. The moment the firing died just a little, the Blade slipped around the corner and bolted for them. Rifles went off, but the Champion was already on them, slicing drones in half before the corridor floor was littered in parts. 
 
    Looking to the Bridge door, Victor stalked forward. The doors didn’t open as he hefted his Holy Blade and sliced through in a triangular pattern before kicking it in. Two halves blasted out and landed on the floor as Victor made his way onto the Bridge. 
 
    The Captain’s chair turned around and the sickly demonic smile of Xix greeted him. 
 
    “Welcome aboard the Talon! I was hoping we would meet again and here we are,” Xix laughed. 
 
    “Call off the attack and retreat,” Victor demanded as he didn’t slow his walking. 
 
    Xix tapped his cheek. “I think not. I positioned the ship closer so I hoped you attacked it first. My hunch was right.” 
 
    The ship shuddered as a blue dragon flew past the view screen, spitting lightning. 
 
    “Don’t worry about your dragons. We haven’t even used all the dreadnought’s firing capabilities. But I think you have other things to worry about,” Xix said before turning the chair back around and giving orders to the drones under his command. “Prepare all cannons to fire on the temple.” 
 
    Victor looked to one side and then the next as two doors opened. A War Wolf with a lock of gray fur along his neck stepped out of one door while Luis stepped out of the other. Flint held his spear while Luis hefted his large hammer. 
 
    “Hello cousin,” Luis grinned as frost grew into spikes along his hammer. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cassandra stirred from the temple floor. Blinking, she looked to Thulu standing in the center of the temple chamber. Umus, Nephy and Xull stalked forward while Dorian stood by Vala’s side. The Keeper let her senses fan out, drinking in the energies and shying away from the deep, cold darkness emanating from the Elder. Senses continued to fan out, feeling and seeing the battle as it was taking place outside. Dragons blasted at ships as smaller plasma cannons fired in all directions. Drones and Devil Wolves attacking acolytes with power and greater numbers.  
 
    Ida, a War Maiden cried out before claws slashed at her body, an arm flying off. The Maiden fought on until teeth and claws ripped into her, her heart stopping and her body falling to the stone floor. 
 
    Cassandra let out a small moan as she felt the rapid heartbeats of Kira and Skye locked in a vault deep in the mountain with two warp spawn, Vonn and Yimer. Fear colored their souls as Vonn tried to keep a brave face, unsure if she would be strong enough to protect them if the enemy began invading homes and finding the vault door. 
 
    Perception changed and she was back in the temple, seeing Hexnia falling from Baaldir’s chest and screaming like she was newly born. The God of the Hunt looked down before the demon goddess turned her hatred filled eyes to him and drove her heel into his chin, sending him flying onto his back. 
 
    The Keeper tried to get up, her senses touching on Victor aboard one of the ships. She heard what he heard and felt his concern as two war wolves stalked closer, ready to tear him to pieces. The words “Prepare all cannons to fire on the temple” floated through her mind and she snapped back into her body. 
 
    “No!” Cassandra shouted as she stumbled.  
 
    Outside and high above, main plasma cannons came to bear on Vala’s temple. Energy pulsed as all three dreadnoughts aimed and locked on target. A glow appeared at the mouth of each cannon as the fighting all around grew to a fevered pitch.  
 
    “I am Vala’s Keeper!” Cassandra screamed as she fell to her knees and crossed her arms. 
 
    Cannons roared to life as plasma bolts filled the sky. Streaking down, they raced towards their targets when they exploded before they hit temple. Xix looked to scans, mouthing a curse as the dreadnought’s sensors detected a barrier around the temple. 
 
    Cassandra’s eyes shot open and pain stabbed at her body. Streams of invisible energy shot out in all directions. The light engulfed her soul as she gave a small smile. A second barrage of plasma fire came down and another. The barrier took the strikes, flickering under the incoming enemy fire.  
 
    Pain stabbed again at her heart. Cassandra let out a small moan as plasma fire battered her barrier. Gritting her teeth, she held fast, faith guiding her power. Thoughts flowed to Lily and Victor before they settled on Vala. Heart swelling, she would not fail her goddess, even if it meant her life. 
 
    Plasma bolts hit the barrier and exploded. Pain stabbed at Cassandra once again, but it surged up her neck and she coughed up blood. The Keeper stayed on her knees; arms crossed as her energy began to weaken.  
 
    “Vala…I love you,” Cassandra said before pain surged and she coughed up another mouthful of blood.  
 
    Body sinking lower on her knees, the Keeper could barely stay upright. Blood dripped from her chin as phantom stabs struck her soul, pulled out and stabbed again. 
 
    Vala watched, feeling Cassandra’s pain as power slowly returned, helpless to aid her loyal Keeper in that moment. The goddess tried to stand up, legs shaking like a newborn fawn. Pain stabbed at her just as it stabbed at Cassandra. Rhass, a slyth in battle, let out a grunt as claws stabbed at her chest. Fingers wrapped around a heart and pulled. Vala felt the candle of Rhass’s soul wink out and she was gone. 
 
    Umus eyed the Elder before him with a sardonic grin. “Time to end this misadventure.” 
 
    The God of Light lifted his spiked mace as Thulu stood without a hint of emotion. The mace came down and slammed into the Thulu’s head. Umus’s smile faded as the spike on his mace didn’t even penetrate the Elder Thing’s hair. 
 
    “You are strong, God of Light, but as you can see, your power is beneath me,” Thulu said as he flicked one finger against Umus’s armored chest. 
 
    The shockwave blew out stained glass and cracked the very foundation of the temple. Umus was thrown back, hitting a pillar and shattering it, his armored body hitting the floor and sliding to a halt. 
 
    Xull clanked forward, plasma cannons firing in rapid succession at the Elder Thing. Thulu stood his ground, not even wincing as plasma bolts flashed and fizzed with ever strike. 
 
    Nephy held up two of her hands, green energy balling before her palms and blasting out. The two streams hit the Elder Thing and Thulu winced. Nephy took a step forward, pouring on her power as Thulu lifted an arm to block her streams. 
 
    “The tenacity of life,” Thulu growled before black lightning surged in his hand. 
 
    Nephy’s eyes drank in the monster’s actions as he pointed a finger and thick lightning blasted out. The Goddess of Life spun like a ballerina in a gunfight. Black lightning shattered everything it touched, but the goddess moved with liquid grace through the storm. 
 
    Umus sat up, a blast mark across his chest and slowly made his way to his feet. “Life and light to kill this monster!” 
 
    Umus left his mace on the ground as he pointed both of his hands and bright light blasted out. Thulu’s body stumbled as two beams of healing life slammed into him. The Elder Thing growled as streams of light and life struck him with uncompromising force. 
 
    “He’s resisting,” Umus bellowed as he poured all his energy into the streams. 
 
    Dorian eyed the Elder Thing, picking his targets. Hand moving in a blur, it seemed like he only fired once but his finger and power was so quick, five mana-bullets shot out. All five, joined by the sixth circling the temple came together in formation and in a blink, slammed into the Elder Thing. 
 
    Dorian let out a grunt as he controlled the power of the bullets. Each bullet hit the Elder but bounced off and came at the monster again. All three continued to pour it on as Vala watched, her power slowly growing. 
 
    Dorian flipped out the pistol chamber and pulled six mana-bullets from his belt. “I never had to reload during a fight before,” the First Slinger whispered as he reloaded. 
 
    Thulu’s face returned to a calm mask, but he took a step back. The energies hitting him burned at his darkness and he redoubled his efforts. The mask began to bleed away as edges of madness began to show. 
 
    “He’s allowing himself to have more power,” Vala said as she took a shaky step to the dais edge. 
 
    “If he goes mad…” Umus grunted as he continued to pour on the light. 
 
    “He will destroy this realm,” Vala said with a breathy tone. 
 
    Xull looked to the Elder Thing, halting her attacks and letting her cannons return back to normal hands before turning her attention to Cassandra on her knees. The artificial drone turned and raced toward the Keeper as blood dripped from her mouth, eyes dazed in pain. Feet clanked across the stone floor before she moved behind the Keeper and put her hands on Cassandra’s shoulders. 
 
    “I shall upgrade your defenses and initiate our counter attack,” Xull said plainly as metal forearms opened and cables snaked out and connected to Cassandra. 
 
    The Keeper’s eyes took on new life as energy pumped from Xull and flowed into Cassandra. Two rods, one on each shoulder of Xull, emerged. When they fully extended upwards, power hummed.  
 
    “Initiate counter measures,” Xull said as her portable fusion core glowed against her stomach. 
 
    Cassandra’s back straightened as new power surged into her body. The shield outside took on hexagon shapes, connecting to each other as plasma bolts rained from the sky. It did not flicker, but held like a brand-new shield, ready for war. 
 
    Aboard the Talon, Xix looked to the viewscreen and slammed his hand on the armrest of his seat. “How!” He shouted as he commanded the drones to use every last bit of power. 
 
    Victor stood with Flint to one side and Luis at the other. The Champion wasn’t sure what was going on outside, but it seemed that the good guys gained a reprieve for a short while. Turning his attention to Luis, the Champion lowered his sword. 
 
    “Luis, don’t do this. I know it’s tempting to want to hurt me for whatever I did, but it's not worth it with so many lives at stake.” 
 
    Luis hefted his hammer covered in frosty spikes. “Always the good guy. There is no going back for me. This is the end of you and Vala.” 
 
    Luis lifted his hammer and charged. Flint growled as he launched at Victor, spear in hand. The two sped toward the Blade, weapons closing in for the kill. 
 
    Victor spent a point of Will and time slowed down. Flint and Luis moved a little faster than the world around them, but Xix and the drones piloting the ship moved at a snail’s pace. The clock ticked in his vision as he knew he had to make it quick. Body shifting as Flint’s spear point was nearly on him, Victor sliced hard across Flint’s side, spun away and stood by the Bridge entrance. 
 
    Time snapped back to normal, Flint grunting as he fell to his knees and Luis’s hammer nearly striking the older Champion. Luis glanced down at Flint and turned his attention to Victor. 
 
    “You don’t have enough influence to fight forever,” Luis growled. 
 
    Victor looked to his cousin with kind eyes. “Luis, whatever happened between us, let’s just talk about it and end it?” 
 
    Luis stalked forward, “There is nothing to discuss! You’re dead!” 
 
    Victor brought his sword up, parrying the incoming hammer and sparks flying. Victor moved like a skilled fighter, no emotion in his moves as Luis’s rage grew into a storm. Hammer and sword clashed and clashed again. Movement’s turned into a blur as Victor stayed on the defensive while Luis pressed his attack. The battle outside seemed to fall to the background as Victor kept his cousin at bay. When sword and hammer clashed again, Luis raged. 
 
    “You fucking asshole! Your father should have killed you!” Luis screamed. 
 
    The words slid off Victor like summer rain. Warmth caressed his heart as he let the Cursed Blade slide into his left hand. 
 
    “Luis…this fight is over. Surrender and we can talk about it,” Victor said with a serene tone. 
 
    A shadow loomed up over Victor. The Champion turned his attention just enough to see Flint flying through the air, spear over his head. The mad War Wolf glared down as thin streams of salvia flowed from his open maw. 
 
    “You’re dead Champion!” Flint roared before Victor spun, the Cursed Blade slicing across the War Wolf’s neck and sending it flying from his body. 
 
    Streams of blood followed the severed head before it crashed into a wall and fell. Victor and Luis looked to the wolf head as it rolled to stop, eyes sliding up and tongue leaking out between its open snout. 
 
    Luis’s eyes bulged in his head as a shoulder rammed into him and sent him to the floor. Victor stood over the fallen Champion of Baaldir and held both swords to Luis’s neck. Luis looked for his hammer but it lay a few feet away, out of reach. 
 
    “We can still talk,” Victor said with a welcoming grin. 
 
    Luis looked to the swords and then back to his cousin. Death stared him in the face and the War Wolf could not hold back any more. Eyes watered before they streaked down his cheeks, lip twisting into defiance. 
 
    “I never understood…how grandmother loved you best!” Luis said through the tears. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened. “All of this hate is because Grandma loved me?” 
 
    Luis’s hand made a fist and slammed it down on the deck. “She talked about you endlessly with the family. She praised you at every turn. None of us could live up to her expectations because she talked about how every little thing you did was amazing.” 
 
    Victor tried to hide his smirk and failed. 
 
    “This isn’t funny!” Luis shouted. 
 
    Victor nodded. “I know, it’s not funny. But you have to know, she talked to me about everyone else in the family. She was the matriarch for the family while she was alive, but when she was around me, she talked about all of your accomplishments. It’s funny because I thought I could never live up to the rest of the family.” 
 
    Victor lowered his swords an inch. “I know I’m the firstborn of all the grandkids, but I never set out to be a leader in the family. I couldn’t understand why you and so many cousins hated me. Now it all makes sense why my mom, dad, and me were shunned by everyone when grandma died.” 
 
    “The rest of us never had a chance to show her how much we loved her before she died,” Luis sobbed. 
 
    Victor lowered his gaze, “She knew. She always knew.” 
 
    Xix turned his head from his seat as the entire ship shuddered again. “Luis, stop being a fucking child and kill him already!” 
 
    Luis looked up to Victor. The Blade eyed his cousin before pulling back his swords. 
 
    “Run Luis. Run away so we can talk another time,” Victor said as he looked to the red sword in his left hand. 
 
    Luis hesitated, “What…are you going to do?” 
 
    Victor eyed the red sword, “It seems to all make sense now. Love and death are such personal experiences. Power comes from our experiences, even if they are different. Vala, I understand.” 
 
    Luis scrambled back as Victor eyed the Cursed sword. 
 
    The Champion felt the weight of memories press on his being. Images dueled against one another, showing the Blade when he first arrived and how weak he was to now, strong enough to take on an army. Cold memories of defeat fell away like dying leaves in autumn while warm memories floated in his mind’s eye. Advice, love, and power swirled along his soul as he finally began to understand what he should have believed all along. 
 
    “Vala…I understand it all,” Victor shouted before taking his Holy Sword and slicing across the Cursed Sword, shattering it to pieces.   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
    Vayne looked to the viewscreen. The dreadnought Malice floating high above the battleground while her cannons fired on the temple below. The warp spawn licked her lips as tentacles writhed along the seats edge. The battle was turning to their favor as thousands of drones and Devil Wolves crawled up the mountain. Lightning, magic, and plasma bolts lit up the mountain as Vala’s few fought for their very lives. 
 
    Vayne checked the status of the Talon and the Spear. The Talon dreadnought was taking heavy damage from a blue dragon while the Spear was barely holding back a green and white dragon. Information played out in the corner of the viewscreen, calculations indicating an eighty eight percent chance of success. 
 
    The warp spawn licked her lips again, enjoying the comfort of her seat high above the battle. Her goddess may have been sent back to their realm, but Vayne would continue the work until every last follower of Vala was dead. 
 
    An alert flashed as a drone turned to face Vayne. 
 
    “A vortex is forming,” the drone stated. 
 
    “Where?” Vayne asked before the very air shifted outside the ship. 
 
    The warp spawn eyed the darkness clouding the sky before it flashed away, a dreadnought floating barely a hundred feet away. Cannons aimed at the Malice and before Vayne could shout orders to redirect their attack, the other dreadnought opened fired. 
 
    Plasma cannons roared at point-blank range, striking shields with merciless power. The two ships hovered close, the Malice re-targeting its guns on the Avatar and returning fire. The exchange carried on, each side blasting at their shields until Malice’s shields flickered and faded away. Plasma bolts opened up sections of the massive hull before the Avatar’s shields faded. Explosions lit up the sky as each dreadnought struck true, burning through thick hull plates and opening up with flames and debris. 
 
    Avatar’s bay doors opened. Battle suits with animal heads jumped from the open doors, thrusters firing. The battle suits hovered down toward the battlefield, firing plasma rifles at Devil Wolves and enemy drones. Massive black spikes fired from the Avatar and screeched down until they were close to the mountain. The spikes shattered as red-eyed drones fell onto the mountain, firing at blue-eyed drones and Devil Wolves. 
 
    Wynn held onto her seat as the Avatar shuddered. The fox-woman checked the scans and saw the Spear had turned its cannons in their direction and opened fired. The Malice continued to fight at close range, but the added cannon fire from the Spear ripped into the Avatar with streams of plasma death. 
 
    Wynn opened a channel. “Victor, I think this is the third time I had to save your ass. I do believe you owe me dinner.” 
 
    Aboard the Talon, Victor’s body surged with power as parts of the Cursed Sword vanished before they struck the floor. Divine energy filled every pore of his body just like when he used Vala’s power to destroy Draygon. The key difference he noticed was that it was contained and easier to manage. 
 
    Wynn’s words touched his mind and the Champion smirked. “Dinner is fine, but I think it’s time I saved everyone.” 
 
    Xix was up from his seat and glaring at Victor. “You are a Champion to be reckoned with but I will have to end you…” Xix never finished. 
 
    The enemy Champion’s hood fell back as he gagged and coughed up blood. Victor’s arm was through his chest and his hand exited out the back, covered in gore. The gore covered demon looked into Victor’s eyes, body sagging. 
 
    “I…may…have misjudged…you,” the Champion said before he went limp. 
 
    “You did,” Victor said before letting the body slide to the floor. 
 
    Drones stood up and pulled pistols. Victor stood as his aura glowed. Plasma bolts struck the aura with little to no effect. 
 
    “I’m coming, Vala,” Victor said before he blasted forth like a comet. 
 
    Vindrel flew through the air, blast marks along her thick blue scales and lightning pouring from her mouth. She had managed to take out a number of medium range cannons, but several more aimed and fired at her. The dragon grunted as one struck her tail and she wobbled in the air. Weakness bleeding into her form, a moment of doubt touched her heart until light burst from the Talon Dreadnought and streaked around.  
 
    The comet slammed into the ship and emerged out the other side. On it spiraled, slamming and crashing until the dreadnought began to tilt. Metal groaned as the comet of light continued to hollow out the ship until it turned and began to fall. Vindrel let out a shout before shooting her lightning breath. The ball of light emerged out of the middle of the falling ship, Victor floating like a god. 
 
    “Victor,” Vindrel shouted with glee before blasting towards the Spear Dreadnought. 
 
    On the mountain, acolytes fought on, blood and cuts covering their bodies. Lily slammed her staff into a drone head, arms growing weaker from the extended battle. Wiping away sweat from her brow, she let a smile slip as battle suits landed and fired into the hordes. Buk and Diz landed next to the succubus, shoulder cannons firing into the oncoming horde. 
 
    “Let’s fuck them up,” Buk shouted. 
 
    “Fuck them up,” Diz shouted as well. 
 
    Lily, Avo, Nobo, Buk, and Diz advanced against the incoming enemy troops. Plasma rifles and crossbow bolts ripped and burned bodies as the drones and Devil Wolves continued their upward advance.  
 
    Diz laughed. “We should get some drinks when this is…” a Devil Wolf launched into the air and landed on the ram in the battle suit. 
 
    Buk turned her head just as claws penetrated the armor and pulled out wires, metal, and blood. A wet cough filled the communications as the ram-woman’s vitals flatlined. Buk let out a whimper as Diz fell forward with a crash. Lily was already on the Devil Wolf, slamming her staff into its skull and coming away bloody. 
 
    Buk’s body trembled as she turned her sights to the stairs, the enemy coming for them with bared teeth and metal bodies. 
 
    “DIZ!” Buk shouted as she threw her rifle away and bent her head. 
 
    Lily tried to stop her, but it was too late. The armored ram charged down the ancient steps, crashing into the advancing enemy line and splintering their forces in two. She screamed like a hell demon, bashing her way down the stairs and armored feet caving in chests and skulls from fallen enemies. 
 
    On the mountainside village, Szura peered down at the fighting and despite the appearance of battle suits, the enemy continued to vastly outnumber their forces. 
 
    “And so, we turn the tides,” the lich whispered before raising her staff in the air. 
 
    Arcane words filled the area as incantations spilled from pale lips. Dark energy rippled along her skin as the words grew in intensity. The lich looked down, energy wrapping around her staff. 
 
    “I call to those you who lie beneath the holy ground of Vala’s realm! Rise and stop those who would harm our goddess! Rise and know that death cannot stop love!” Szura shouted before the dark energy curled along her limbs and splintered out into a storm. 
 
    Bolts rained down, striking the ground all across the mountain. Energy rained down, touching the base of the holy mountain. Szura screamed as her body was consumed. Thoughts invaded her mind, knowing what was to come, but could never prepare for it. Eyes looking up, she saw Victor moving like a titan among the warships and Szura let a smirk form before darkness consumed her mind. The lich stumbled backwards and fell, staff clattering at her side.  
 
    Anima rose up from the stone and looked down at the badly burned lich. The ghost floated down and stayed by her side as the battle raged on. 
 
    Along the mountain, the ground shifted before skeletal hands burst free from their graves. Hundreds of hands rose up and soon thousands more. The area around the mountain seethed like a living being before skeletal bodies rose up. Rusty weapons in hand, the undead lover's army turned hollow eyes to the invading forces. Silently, they advanced, walking and climbing. 
 
    A Devil Wolf looked to the hordes of skeletons before hands burst from the ground and clawed at exposed feet and legs. The mountain rippled again as Vala’s long dead chosen rose up and attacked the army. Screams and grunts filled the air as Devil Wolves fought for their lives while drones were smashed and clawed to pieces. The skeletal horde swarmed the enemy, biting, clawing, and killing in Vala’s name. 
 
    Along the edge of the battlefield, a portal opened. A humanoid man with a dog’s head and fine Egyptian clothing stepped out. At his side, a blue-skinned woman with four arms stepped with him, swords gleaming in each hand from the sunlight. Astor stepped through and looked up as another woman in white bone armor stepped out last, the portal closing behind them. 
 
    Victor was flying around before smashing into the Talon one last time. The ship fell away, gliding sideways until it hit another mountain and exploded into fire and black smoke. Vindrel let out a roar before joining her fellow dragons in battle. Victor waved her away before turning his attention to the newcomers at the edge of battle. A sliver of familiar energy touched him and he flew down in a blink of an eye. 
 
    Anubis and Kali waved at the incoming Champion as he landed.  
 
    Victor landed and looked to the god and goddess. “What are you guys doing here?” 
 
    Anubis smiled. “These are our realms too. We thought it foolish to stand back and remain neutral when what happens here could affect us in the future. The Masters of Death gave us permission and we came as soon as word reached us. We fight on Vala’s side!” 
 
    Victor turned his attention to Astor and the white armored woman. Victor smiled as did Astor. 
 
    The woman in white armor lifted her visor up and beamed. “No son of mine is going to a fight without his mother!” 
 
    “Mom, I love you, but keep your distance from the fighting. I need you to be okay,” Victor smiled. 
 
    Astor stepped to Beverly’s side. “I will keep her safe.” 
 
    Beverly lifted up a crossbow with a glowing bolt. “And I’ll keep everyone safe.” 
 
    Victor was about to laugh when weakness touched his body. Feeling the divine energy bleed away, Victor called on two swords. The Phantom and Bone swords each slid into a hand. A sentimental feeling washed over alert nerves before he slammed the blades into each other. The two swords shattered into floating sparks. Divine energy doubled and Victor’s body burned with power. 
 
    “I have to go,” Victor said as he looked to his mother. 
 
    Beverly nodded. “Go, go my son. Be the hero I always believed you to be.” 
 
    Victor nodded and shot into the sky. 
 
    A staff appeared in Anubis’s hand while Kali’s swords flashed. The god and goddess gave each other a loving glance before rushing into battle. Astor and Beverly followed. Astor unslung her own crossbow as Beverly aimed. Triggers were pulled and their aim true. A drone and Devil Wolf exploded. Beverly smiled as she rushed in with the skeletal army and seeing her son fight on. 
 
    *** 
 
    Alerts rang out as Wynn stayed at the controls. The Avatar had taken heavy damage and began to tilt.  
 
    “Portia!” the fox-woman shouted to the comm. 
 
    Outside, a vortex opened and another dreadnought entered the fray behind the Spear. Portia gave the command as cannons trained on the Spear Dreadnought and opened fired. 
 
    Plasma fire lit up the sky again. The four ships exchanged fire but the Malice and the Avatar began to fall. The Spear returned fire against the Sword, but the former was taking heavy damage. Cannon’s blared with each shot, both sides taking damage. 
 
    Wynn looked at the screens and saw that most of the cannons aboard her ship were destroyed. Tapping at the commands, she gave a final order to the ship. Tapping the last command, the fox-woman ran darted off the Bridge as consoles exploded. Racing through the damaged ship, drones continued to try and enact repairs. Fire and sparks splashed at the fox as she made it to a side room, pulled her pistol and aimed at the window. 
 
    “Vala, I have faith,” Wynn whispered as she pulled the trigger. 
 
    The plasma blasts hit the window, cracking but not shattering it. Crossing her furry arms, she ran toward it and smashed through. In free fall, she turned to see the Avatar smash into the Malice. Fires and explosions rippled along the hulls until they reached their crescendo and exploded.  
 
    Wynn fell, the realm quiet as the two dreadnoughts fell from the sky. She closed her eyes and left herself to her goddess’s hands. 
 
    The air felt wonderful along her fur. Time slowed down as she wondered if this was her true end and what waited for her on the other side. When a sigh fell from her lips, something hard grabbed her and stopped her fall. 
 
    Wynn opened her eyes to see a battle suit with a cat’s head. 
 
    “I will always be there for you,” Ema said. 
 
    Wynn touched the metal cheek of the suit. “And I will always be there for all of us. Now, let’s get back into the battle!” 
 
    Ema’s head nodded before the battle suit glided down to the battle below. 
 
    *** 
 
    Victor launched up like a white-hot fireball. Crashing into the dreadnought Spear, his divine body blasted through the thick hull with ease. The other dreadnought piloted by Portia aimed all its guns on the enemy ship. The two attacks caused the ship to groan and then break in half.  
 
    Victor felt Vayne’s life snuff out in the Malice as it crashed into a mountain. Turning his senses to the Spear, Kaiser roared from the Bridge until the ceiling was blasted in and sharp metal ripped his large body to chunks of flesh. 
 
    Looking to the battlefield, he watched as the enemy forces dwindled. The dead and acolytes swarmed the drones and Devil wolves, slicing, beating, and destroying them until bands of the enemy began to wink out. 
 
    “Vala, we did it,” Victor said as he watched Lily run back up the mountain toward the temple. 
 
    Concern colored his brow when a voice slammed into his spirit. 
 
    “Victor, we need you!” Vala’s voice touched his heart. 
 
    “I’m on my way,” Victor whispered and blasted toward the temple. 
 
    *** 
 
    Thulu pushed back at the holy and life streams eating at his arm. The Elder eyed the gathered gods in contempt as mana-bullets slammed into his frame and bounced off. The temple writhed with power as divine beings tried to hold back the monster from the dark.  
 
    Thulu’s features began to sharpen as madness took root. “This pantheon dies and it will be by my hands. Drogoss was deluded by his own power that your might could stand against the darkness of the universe.” 
 
    “Nephy…stay…strong,” Umus shouted. 
 
    The green goddess poured on streams of life, her arms beginning to tremble. Dorian fired his rune covered pistol, sending another six mana-bullets against the Elder Thing. Xull looked down at Cassandra as her power faded. The Keeper fell to the floor, unconscious. Hexnia straddled Baaldir, punching him again and again.  
 
    Vala looked on as Thulu began to surge with power. “To me!” the goddess shouted. 
 
    Thulu’s dark power swirled before it reached its zenith and blasted out. The mana-bullets shattered in the air. Umus and Nephy were thrown to the floor. Sharp stones were blown off damaged pillars. Xull threw her body onto Cassandra’s, shielding her from the blast. Energy hit the Xull construct so hard, her arm blasted off, sparks dying in the wind. 
 
    Thulu stood up to his full height. “All shall know the cold dark. Every sun will be wiped from the sky and only then, will every soul know the truth.” 
 
    Vala looked over to Dorian as he was on one knee and clutching at his side, divine blood leaking between his fingers and a stone shard sticking out of him. The goddess looked to Umus and Nephy as they tried to get back up. Baaldir stayed on his back while Hexnia rose up, hand to her head as if to wipe away mental cobwebs. The vibration of power was apparent as Thulu stepped closer to the dais, starry eyes on the goddess as she stood to her full height. 
 
    “There is no need to keep fighting. Your allies are defeated. Your power has not fully returned. Your return has come to an end, as all stories should end. Once I consume you, I will consume all and this realm will be the first of countless to feed my hunger,” Thulu said darkly. 
 
    “Fat chance!” Victor shouted as he blazed in with his fist cocked. 
 
    Thulu turned his head just as Victor rammed his fist into the Elder’s eye. The shockwave bounced off the Elder and struck Victor, sending him spiraling through the air and hitting the floor with a bounce.  
 
    Thulu looked to the Champion as he rose back up, “Gods could not stop me. What chance does a Champion have?” 
 
    Victor stood up and eyed the Elder. There was not a single mark on him. The punch drained his power and weakness filled his muscles. Shoulders sagging, Victor found it harder and harder to stand. Looking to Vala, his heart ached as she gave him a small nod. 
 
    “Victor, come to me,” Vala said, her voice melodic. 
 
    Thulu stood with a small, madness filled smile. “Go to your goddess for one last touch before I consume all.” 
 
    Victor made his way, body sagging further. Thoughts went to his remaining swords. If he shattered them, he would become very powerful, maybe strong enough to do some damage. Fingers flexing, he readied to summon them so he could give one last punch, anything to save Vala, his friends and lovers. 
 
    Vala beckoned with outstretched hands. Victor felt lighter as he took each step until he stood before his goddess. Weakness reaching the tipping point, he collapsed in her arms and the goddess held him close. 
 
    “I can…use my remaining power to…” Victor tried to speak but his voice was failing. 
 
    “No, love. You have done more than I could ever ask for many lifetimes. I wanted to hold you like this one last time before I ask you for one last thing,” Vala’s words soothing the pain and weakness away. 
 
    “Anything,” Victor said with wide eyes, “anything for you. I love you. I will always love you until the end of time.” 
 
    The darkness around Vala’s eyes bled away as Victor stared into her soul. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Victor whispered. 
 
    “Will you surrender?” Vala asked as she stroked his cheek. 
 
    “I surrender,” Victor smiled as darkness closed in around him. 
 
    A tear streaked down Vala’s cheek. Hand up, a dagger appeared. Victor stared at Vala’s eyes, lost to their beauty when the dagger tip stabbed into his chest, penetrating his heart.  
 
    Blood rose up, coloring Victor’s shirt crimson as the light in his eyes died.  
 
    Umus, Nephy, Xull, Hexnia, and Dorian looked on in shock as Vala held Victor to her, cradling him and tears streaking her smooth cheeks. 
 
    “My love,” Vala said as she gently lay Victor on the floor of the dais and folded his arms over his chest. 
 
    The goddess rose, new power filling the temple. Stepping down the dais steps, she moved with liquid grace, hands out to her sides and energy sparking across the temple. 
 
    Thulu stood. “You could not bear to see him consumed so you ended his life. Commendable in these end times.” 
 
    “You’re wrong,” Vala whispered as a whip unfurled from her open left hand and a white sword slid out of her right hand. 
 
    Umus and Nephy struggled to stand up. Dorian stood up, clutching his side and glancing down at Victor’s cold body. A whip appeared in Hexnia’s hand while Baaldir sat up and gazed on Vala. Xull pulled Cassandra away, her eyes watching and recording the events as they played out. 
 
    Vala continued as her sensual hips moved from side to side with each delicate step, “Drogoss gave us the ability to die, but no god or goddess would dare risk it. It was his final lesson to us among the pantheon. Death is never the end, but a new beginning in our evolution.” 
 
    Thulu looked down as the goddess stepped closer. “Death is the end. That is the lesson.” 
 
    Vala stood before the Elder Thing and looked up, shadows covering her eyes. “It is not. My time spent in death’s embrace opened knowledge I would have never discovered otherwise. I finally see why the Elders are mad and I prevented the madness from infecting me.” 
 
    “You cannot stop madness,” Thulu said with dark hiss. 
 
    Vala smiled. “Love is madness. That is why you fear me…why you fear us. You have no power over love. We are part of the same coin. You feared my power and had me killed for it. Life, death, and madness are all the same and it frightens you.” 
 
    Thulu raised an eyebrow. 
 
    Vala’s smile took a manic edge. “My power has taken a long time to return because I’m not what I used to be. I have grown, the flood of power soaking into my new body.” 
 
    “You cannot kill me,” Thulu said with a deep voice. 
 
    “For the universe to function, there must be a balance. I respect balance, that is why I won’t kill you…only defeat you.” 
 
    Thulu sneered. 
 
    “You question the new Queen of the Pantheon?” Vala smirked. 
 
    Umus smiled. Nephy grinned. Hexnia licked her lips and Dorian stared with love towards his mother. 
 
    “I question it,” Thulu said with manic smirk. 
 
    “So be it,” Vala sighed. “I, Vala of the seven realms decree, Victor Hobbs shall be my consort! To serve at my side if he wishes! He has shed the mortal coil! By right, I grant him the power of divinity! Rise my love!” 
 
    Light blasted out across the temple. Umus pumped his armored fist while energy swirled and sank into Victor’s body. Lightning arced along his torso and limbs. Heart beating with divine blood, his eyes flashed opened. Chest rising up, darkness blasted out and a shadow landed on the dais. 
 
    Chill cowered, the light burning his body. “Victor!” 
 
    The Champion rose up, light burning away all his doubts. Golden energy glowed along his skin as a pure white smile formed. Victor looked at his hands, new power pulsating like a new engine, ready to go for a test drive. 
 
    Victor looked to Vala and she turned her head to look back to him. Divine hearts soared as they connected across time and space to form an unbreakable bond. 
 
    “I’M BACK!” Victor shouted. 
 
    “No…no…you cheated! I will not let this mongrel divinity take root!” Thulu screeched before lifting his fists. 
 
    Vala twirled away as two fists came down, blasting debris into the air and shaking the entire mountain.  
 
    Time slowed down as Victor smiled. Thulu roared as he rushed the smaller goddess. Vala’s body moved like a dancer made of air. Body bending, turning, and twisting, she dodged every fist aimed at her by the mad Elder. Stone shattered and walls cracked as Thulu unleashed his madness. Umus aimed his hands and unleashed a torrent of holy power while Nephy did the same with life energy from the opposite side. Dorian pulled his pistol, mana bleeding from his life force into bullets. With a squeeze of the trigger, divine bullet after divine bullet blasted out of the barrel. 
 
    Thulu took one step forward and stumbled back as god energy slammed into him. Vala turned and jumped, her body spiraling before her whip lashed out and followed up with a sword strike. The tip of the whip struck Thulu’s eyes while the sword slashed at his cheek. Vala floated past him with a confident grin before spreading her legs and landing on the floor. Spinning away, she dodged the hurricane of fists Thulu blasted out. 
 
    “I want some meat!” Hexnia laughed as she launched into the air, whip swirling. 
 
    Vala and Hexnia moved under streams of energy like a divine ballet, whips and sword landing and power exploding against the Elder Thing. The goddess of love and the goddess of seduction moved in perfect sync, cutting and blasting away at the monster. 
 
    Victor smiled as power swelled from within. “Papa’s got a brand-new body!” 
 
    The newly divine Victor launched forward like a comet, fist up. Thulu lashed out, trying to hit the two goddesses when light filled his gaze and divine knuckles crashed into his jaw. The Elder stumbled back before regaining his composure, Victor floating before him. 
 
    “You vile pieces of dust,” Thulu growled before tentacles burst from his body. 
 
    Victor’s eyes widened as dark power caused time and space to wrinkle and fold. The divine beings in the temple tried to pull away, but a gravity well took hold. Vala lashed out her whip and it coiled around Victor’s leg. Victor tried to fly away, but the gravity held him in place. A vine shot out from Nephy and coiled around Hexnia’s foot. Umus resisted, but his boots slid across the floor inch by inch.  
 
    “Now you see my true power! Madness will consume me, but it will be worth it to take you all with me,” Thulu cackled darkly.  
 
    A shadow appeared above the Elder Thing. Thulu looked up as a spear point stabbed into his damaged eye. Baaldir grunted as he twisted the spear, the point barely breaking through a half an inch. 
 
    Thulu laughed as dark power swirled around his body. Baaldir’s feet were on the Elder’s shoulders, throwing power into his shoulders and arms, driving the spear point in another inch. 
 
    “Your pathetic attempts will do nothing, NOTHING! The Black hole will consume you all you!” Thulu laughed as his face looked up. 
 
    Tentacles wrapped around Baaldir’s legs and he struggled. 
 
    Umus looked to Victor, “We have to hold him in place! Remember on Valis! Make a big one!” 
 
    Victor fought against the gravity’s pull as he understood what Umus meant. Vala looked to Victor, holding on for dear life. Hexnia screamed as divine skin along her legs began to rip and tear. Baaldir grunted as flesh peeled off and sucked into Thulu’s form. Stone cracked and flew toward the orb of darkness beginning to surround the Elder Thing. 
 
    Victor turned his body and held out his hands. He had no idea if he could use an ability he used before when he was mortal. Focusing his mind, a black and purple portal swirled into being behind Thulu. It grew larger with every second until it nearly filled one side of the temple. 
 
    Energies continued to blast at Thulu, but he stood fast, his body not moving. “You cannot stop MY POWER!” 
 
    Victor readied to add his energy to all others when a lilac-colored succubus soared through the air and landed on Baaldir’s shoulders. 
 
    “Lily!” Victor shouted. 
 
    “I will never abandon my Blade,” the succubus smiled before leaping into the air and letting gravity pull her down. 
 
    Thulu stared up as the succubus fell toward him, Baaldir’s spear still in one eye. Lily took a breath as she came down, slamming a boot on the Elder’s nose. Staff sideways, she broke it over her knee and flipped the ends around. Energy exploded, filling the succubus with divine power as she roared. Taking a jagged end of her destroyed staff, she plunged it into Thulu’s other eye. Baaldir raised a damaged foot and stomped on it, forcing the divine power into Thulu’s celestial skull. 
 
    Thulu screamed as power exploded. Lily and Baaldir were thrown from the explosion, but the demoness didn’t make it far before she was caught in Thulu’s gravity well. 
 
    “Now!” Vala shouted as she pointed her hand. 
 
    Victor did the same and red power curled and exploded forth. Their streams of energy slammed into Thulu’s chest, adding to Umus and Nephy’s power, the Elder Thing stumbled back toward the portal. Power caused the temple to shudder and tremble as gods and goddesses poured all their energy at the Elder Thing. 
 
    Thulu’s hands lashed out and clamped onto the edge of the portal, holding him. The power blasting at him cracked his skin, but he did not fall into the portal. Lily spun, falling towards the Elder’s gravity well. 
 
    “Lily!” Victor shouted as he was ready to go after her when a shadow shot past him. 
 
    Chill’s shadow arms were out. Lily fell toward Thulu with wide eyes when the shadow grabbed her, turned slightly and threw her. Energies rippled along his body, resisting the black hole’s power just enough for Lily to hit the ground. Xull was already moving, her mechanical body jumping on the succubus, taking hold and dragging her away. 
 
    Victor watched as Chill fell toward Thulu, glowing blue eyes wide and heart leaping in his chest. 
 
    “I was tired of saving you. I had to save someone else,” the shadow smiled before touching Thulu’s power and slipped away to nothing. 
 
    “No!” Victor screamed as his power tripled. 
 
    Energy slammed into Thulu and the Elder grunted. Fingers slipped one by one from the portal edge. Feet sliding, the monstrous thing with tentacles gave Victor a hard gaze. 
 
    “The war is just beginning…” Thulu grinned before he let go. 
 
    The Elder Thing fell into the portal. The gravity well died and Victor shut the portal closed. The black and purple swirling collapsed on itself and winked out of existence. Bodies fell to the destroyed temple floor and heavy breathing filled the air. 
 
    Victor turned onto his stomach, his body already regaining energy it had lost. Seeing Vala on her back, Victor began crawling through the rubble to her side. Umus sat up and shook his head. Nephy groaned, as did Hexnia. Baaldir stirred as Dorian walked toward them, the wound to his side fading away. With one arm, Xull helped Cassandra sit up and then Lily. The succubus and Keeper blinked, looking on the destroyed temple and a small smiled forming as Victor crawled to Vala’s side. 
 
    Victor crawled until he reached out and touched Vala’s cheek. The goddess was still as a statue. Victor pressed the back of his fingers to her cheek, giving her gentle strokes as he moved to her side and pressed his body to hers. Energy rose up, a fire blooming as the goddess turned her face to him and smiled, darkness covering her eyes. 
 
    “Vala…” Victor whispered. 
 
    “Kiss me you fool…my love,” Vala smiled with full lips. 
 
    Victor pressed his lips to Vala’s, energy swirling against their bodies as their hearts became one. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eighteen 
 
    Plumes of smoke rose from craters along Vala’s Mountain. Some acolytes sat and stared at the bodies littering the ancient stairs and sloping land. The suns shined brightly, casting light on carnage of battle in all its terrible truth. 
 
    Destroyed ships lay in large pieces along nearby, smaller mountains. Drones and dead wolf shifters lay, some in heaps and others by themselves, eyes staring at nothing, their souls long gone. The dead sank back into the ground, their love glowing as they returned to the soil whence they came. 
 
    Buk pulled parts of a damaged battle suit while her suit lay a few feet away. The ram-woman moaned in sadness as she opened the torso and then pulled off the helmet. Diz stared up at nothing, her body cold and unflinching. Buk reached in and pulled her from the damaged suit. Blood covered her from Diz’s wounds as she clutched her dear friend to her chest and cried out in weeping sorry. 
 
    Szura opened her eyes but could not move her limbs. The power she exerted was too much for her even her undead body. Anima floated by her, looking down with sad eyes. The lich looked to the ghost and gave her a weak smile before she closed them again and rested, waiting for her energies to replenish themselves. 
 
    Nerin, Halisa, and Lix sobbed by Ida’s body as she lay. They touched her, praying to Vala and wishing their fellow War Maiden a safe passage to her next life. 
 
    Wynn and Ema walked up the stairs, seeing Buk sobbing and holding Diz. The fox and cat moved to her side and sat down, tears running down their furry faces as they all held each other. 
 
    At the top of the mountain, bodies moved among the ruined temple. Xull stepped along, picking up her damaged arm and touching it to the metallic stump. Wires and circuits joined, internal systems beginning their repairs. Umus was up and helping Nephy to her feet. Hexnia sat, tail curled around herself as her eyes gazed like daggers to the antlered God of the Hunt. 
 
    Baaldir stood, eyes heavy and shadows covering part of his face. The god was silent as he stood, his mind a million miles away. Lily was up and walking toward Victor and Vala. The succubus gave a warm smile as she approached. When Victor and Vala looked to the approaching succubus, Lily noticed the heat between them and it grew with very step closer. When she stood before them, Victor took her hand and kissed her. Vala watched before she took Lily’s other hand. When Victor and Lily parted, the goddess leaned in and kissed the succubus deeply. 
 
    Dorian stood, watching the trio and smiling behind his mask. 
 
    Dawn and Night entered the temple, stepping over rubble, but their gazes firmly on Baaldir. Dawn hefted up her rifle while Night prepared spells. They approached on either side of the god, Dawn aiming her plasma rifle at his head and energy bleeding into Night’s hands. Umus looked to the elves and stared hard at Baaldir. Stepping closer, he too gave the God of the Hunt a stern gaze, mace at his side.   
 
    Baaldir looked down and saw his spear twenty feet away, but didn’t make a move toward it. Instead he simply stood, eyes lost once again. 
 
    Cassandra was to her feet, cuts along her skin and some of her fiery red hair slightly disheveled. The Keeper smoothed it down as she looked to Vala, Victor, and Lily. Making her way closer, she stood at their side. Vala turned to the tall Keeper and hugged her. Cassandra held her small goddess with loving care and affection. 
 
    Umus kept his hard gaze on Baaldir. “You may have turned at the end, but you cannot be excused for what you did to bring us here. Despite Thulu’s influence, you still had the power to resist. We all do.” 
 
    Baaldir raised his head and stared at Umus before turning his gaze and looking past the god’s shoulder to Vala as she looked to him. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” the god said with subdued sorrow. 
 
    Umus squared his jaw and hardened his brow. “Sorry isn’t going to cut it.” 
 
    Vala moved from the small group and when she reached Umus, she touched his shoulder. The god of light looked down at her hand before stepping to the side, but staying close. Nephy, Xull, Victor, Lily, Cassandra, and Dorian moved closer standing behind the goddess as she looked to the taller God of the Hunt. 
 
    Baaldir lowered his head in shame. “I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what I did. I’m sorry I killed…our boy.” 
 
    Vala stepped closer, hand rising up and touching the god’s cheek. Baaldir stared at the darkness of her hood before the shadows began to part. Eyes glowed with loving brightness and the god’s eyes widened. All watched as tears slipped down from Baaldir’s gaze and he fell to his knees before the goddess. 
 
    Vala placed her hand on his shoulder as she spoke, “There is no punishment I can administer that will wash away the pain you feel. You must forgive yourself before any healing can begin. For such healing, I exile you from the realms so you may search for your own forgiveness. When you find it, only then may you return to us so we can heal the rest together.” 
 
    Baaldir nodded as tears flowed. The God of the Hunt stood up. Not looking at anyone, a portal appeared behind him and he stepped back into it. Vala watched as the swirling purple and black energy closed in around him, the god giving her one last long gaze before the portal sealed shut and he was gone. 
 
    Umus nodded before he turned his attention to Vala. “Did you mean it when you said you were the new Queen of the Pantheon?” 
 
    Vala looked to the taller god and nodded. “I discovered when I died, Drogoss was long gone. Even from my celestial grave, I saw that if it was ever discovered, the pantheon would turn on each other and the realms would fall into chaos. We need a new leader and I wish to take the mantle, if you will have me?” 
 
    Umus rubbed his jaw, “I don’t know. A sexy goddess in charge could be distracting.” 
 
    Vala smiled. 
 
    Umus clapped his hands and rubbed them together, “I’ll follow you, my goddess.” 
 
    Nephy smiled. “I’ll follow you, my goddess.” 
 
    Xull stepped closer, “I’ll follow you, my higher being.” 
 
    Hexnia lazily stood up, lifted up her heel and brushed debris from underneath. “Yea, yea, I’ll follow you.” 
 
    Vala nodded. “This is a beginning to bringing balance and love back to the realms.” 
 
    Bodies entered the temple. Vala looked to the large group coming in. Acolytes and the human forms of Anubis and Kali stepped in. Victor smiled as he moved to Vala’s side, his eyes on his mother and Astor as they walked alongside the ruling King and Queen of the dead. Beverly looked to her son with proud eyes. Victor smiled at her, seeing she had regained some of her youth, enough to fight. 
 
    “We felt your return and your new power. We wished to add our kingdom to your growing rule,” Anubis said with diplomatic ease. 
 
    “I welcome the King and Queen of the dead with open arms,” Vala smiled. 
 
    Anubis and Kali bowed before the goddess before standing up again. 
 
    Astor gazed past the crowd to Dorian. The Slinger lifted a hand, touched the edge of his hat and give it nod. Astor’s face melted into a bright smile before looking away, new life filling her undead heart. 
 
    Vala turned, looking to all those who surrounded her. “I know the battle is won for now, but there is still much to do. We must bury our fallen and provide some repairs to the mountain before we celebrate tonight. I ask everyone here to stay and help before we rejoice.” 
 
    Heads nodded before bodies began to move toward the entrance. 
 
    Victor stood, as did Lily and Cassandra. The temple began to empty out, Dawn and Night staying behind and guarding the temple. Vala turned and sauntered toward Victor. Arms rising, they glided over his shoulders and wrapped around his neck. Lily and Cassandra eyed them with loving amusement. 
 
    Victor smiled as he looked to his goddess. “So, I’m a god now.” 
 
    Vala let a small giggle filled the air before she spoke. “A demi-god. You have risen above the mortal coil, but you still have a long path before you can reach godhood. It’s a path only the strong or most cunning can survive.” 
 
    Victor raised an eyebrow, “Even as a demi-god, I can still die?” 
 
    Vala nodded. 
 
    Victor held her close and began to laugh. Mirth rose up as a slight madness took hold. When the laughing fit died down, he pulled back and gazed on the darkness of Vala’s hood. 
 
    “Okay, I’m over it,” Victor grinned. 
 
    The two held each other before Victor’s lips parted again. “Consort, like a husband?” 
 
    Vala nodded. “Like a partner from now on.” 
 
    Victor’s smile faded as his mind worked. “Does that mean no hanky panky with anyone else,” the demi-god said before he glanced at Lily. 
 
    Vala’s lip wrinkled in amusement. “I’m the goddess of love and lust. Do you think I would stand in the way of love, no matter where it comes from?” 
 
    Victor and Lily smiled to each other before Victor turned his attention back to the goddess. 
 
    “No, I suppose not.” 
 
    Vala kissed the demi-god before pulling away and addressing her loyal few, “There is much to do before sundown. Let’s bring our light back to the realms.” 
 
    The small group agreed before they began walking toward the temple entrance. Victor held Vala’s hands as they walked. The aches and pains of living were gone and energy flowed through his new body. It all paled in comparison as he looked to his goddess, heart lifting to a heavenly glow. 
 
    *** 
 
    The twin suns set behind the mystical horizon. Lanterns and torches burned brightly, along the base town of the mountain, the temple at the top and the middle village next to the springs. Some acolytes stayed in the base town, unable or unwilling to stray far from the graves of their fallen sisters. Others felt the pull of divine love and moved toward the springs. 
 
    Food and wine were brought out as naked bodies slipped or splashed in Vala’s springs. Excitement and relief filled hearts as they enjoyed the heat of the springs and warmth of bodies. 
 
    Victor, Vala, Lily, Dawn, Night, and Cassandra took one of the higher pools. The group looked down as their bodies soaked in healing steamy waters. Umus sat in a pool, acolytes surrounding him as he told stories. Nephy lay in a pool, her head back and staring at the starry sky. Xull had departed an hour earlier, taking the Avatar and the Sword Dreadnoughts back to Valis so they could supervise the terraforming. She was optimistic that the realm would be repaired in a few years and gave her goodbyes. 
 
    Dorian and Beverly sat at a table not far from the springs, talking about the Earth Realm and Victor’s mom schooling the Slinger on old cowboy movies. Anubis and Kali sat at another table, the King of the Dead poking a piece of fruit on a fork and feeding it to his smiling Queen. 
 
    Victor looked to all those gathered with a loving gaze before turning to the women in the pool with him. Dawn and Night talked, the dark-haired sister laughing while Dawn told her about her adventures. Gaze turning, he caught Cassandra and Lily eyeing him like a piece of meat, but remaining respectful as Vala’s hand caressed his chest. The demi-god could read their minds and before he knew it, he connected with them. 
 
    “I love you,” Victor said to Lily and Cassandra. 
 
    “I love you,” Cassandra said through the connection. 
 
    “I love you,” Lily said with her mind and whispered between lilac-colored lips. 
 
    Vala kissed Victor’s neck and the demi-god turned to his goddess. 
 
    “You still don’t know how to use all of your powers. Do you wish to step away for a little while?” 
 
    Victor smiled. “I’m all yours.” 
 
    Vala grinned. “I know.” 
 
    The goddess stood up and took Victor’s hand. The others watched as the goddess and demi-god floated up out of the pool and soared upwards. Clouds drifted by in the cool night air. Victor was light as a feather, barely holding onto Vala as his own power allowed him to float further and further upwards. 
 
    The couple reached a thick cloud and flew threw it. When they emerged above it, starlight dazzled senses as a crescent moon glowed with mystical beauty.  
 
    Vala let go and floated down to the cloud. Victor followed. Naked bodies touched as they floated on the puffy cloud, arms encircling and each one holding the other. Despite his new senses, things appeared differently as he touched the naked goddess. Her hood gone; a simple blindfold wrapped around her head. Luscious lips parted as her divine body glowed in the moonlight. Energy bloomed between them as they matched in intensity. 
 
    Victor could not resist himself, his divine member hardening to the goddess’s touch. Vala gave a wicked smirk, touching his hip and guiding him to her. A connection formed, blissful wetness and hardness meeting. The power from their bodies was overwhelming, but they could not stop what they both desired.  
 
    Love flooded their bodies, their embrace blazing bright as a new sun formed amid the cosmos. Victor never knew such delight and Vala moaned her wanting and approval as the couple continued with their embrace. Time lost all meaning and when arching backs slowed and divine seed filled tight spaces, the couple let out long moans before they held each other in the starlight. 
 
    “That…was…indescribable,” Victor sighed. 
 
    “It will only become greater the longer we are together,” Vala sighed. 
 
    Victor and Vala stayed close as they lay on their sides, facing each other and holding each other close. 
 
    “I can’t believe we're here, together,” Victor smiled. 
 
    “I knew we would be,” Vala said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    “You really had this planned from the beginning?” 
 
    Vala nodded. “For the most part. I didn’t expect Draygon but otherwise, it flowed together.” 
 
    Victor ran his fingers along Vala’s curves. “What did Thulu mean, about a war?” 
 
    Vala’s small smile faded. “A celestial alignment is approaching. Battlegrounds will be chosen as the divine forces of light and dark choose their armies and champions. It will be a period of great violence and great reward. Should one side win, the victor will influence every realm across this universe.” 
 
    Victor stared. “I take it we don’t have a choice.” 
 
    Vala shook her head slightly. “No, it will be thrust upon us and we must fight or realms will suffer extinction if the darkness wins.” 
 
    “I had a feeling this was not the end,” Victor smirked. 
 
    “It is only the beginning, my love,” Vala said with a soothing edge. 
 
    The couple held onto each other, the night spiraling on. Victor pulled the goddess close when she smiled and sat up amid the puffy cloud. 
 
    “I have a gift for you,” Vala smiled and raised her hand to the heavens. 
 
    Victor sat up and wasn’t sure what she meant when a rift appeared before them. Chairs lined in rows as people sat down. A big screen appeared in the dark room while Victor and Vala stared into the rift. Confusion circled the demi-god as he wondered what was happening until he saw it for what it was, a theater back on Earth. 
 
    The screen lit up and the crowd settled down. Previews played and Victor’s divine heart began to beat a little faster. 
 
    “Are you…serious!” he nearly shouted with a smile. 
 
    It’s taking some effort, but I believe I can hold this one-way rift open for a few hours while we enjoy the movie,” Vala smiled. 
 
    Victor looked to the goddess, “I fucking love you!” 
 
    Vala kept her smile. “I fucking love you too.” 
 
    The couple settled into the floating cloud, holding each other and watching as the title “Avenger’s End Game” appeared on the screen, a whisper of undying love and sweet affection connecting their souls like twin suns across the universe. 
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