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CHAPTER 1

I’m a Shadow, and today is my first and last day in the virtual game world of Elysium. Our lord and Supreme Administrator, Hades, has summoned me here to assign me my first mission: to secretly observe this young, muscular hero that stands before me. We are to depart to the real world soon, where he will begin his mission. He is to find a legendary item and with it get rid of an old agent of our master, Sarpedon, whose actions strayed from our clan’s path. Sarpedon now torments the world outside of Elysium with his cruel army of the undead.
My hero’s avatar is dark-skinned and muscular, with long blond hair. He is truly magnificent in his shining armor. He’s like a well-oiled machine of terror. His Threat Level 100 avatar is ready to deliver justice swiftly and without remorse.
“You are dismissed,” our lord, creator, and benefactor booms at him, across the vast empty white room.
At the same time, Hades stares at me, his glowing red eyes giving me permission to act at last. I must hurry, though, my energy is diminishing by the moment. My only option for survival is to attach to him and feed from his energy like a parasite—that’s what I am, after all. With swift, elegant movements that resemble water, I flow near him and we become one.
And now I know everything about him. His name is Rostam, and he is a paladin of Hades. It’s not his first mission to the real world. He has done this journey two times before and each time managed to succeed on his mission, returning to our virtual game world a champion and hero. Elysium is a place for the specially distinguished, those who achieved greatness in the real world and were granted admission by the Supreme Administrator, Hades, himself.
When someone reaches Elysium, he has the choice to either stay here for all eternity or be reborn to the real world as a hero. If someone is reborn three times and each time returns a champion in the eyes of Hades, a reward beyond imagination will be bestowed upon them. They are sent to the Isles of the Blessed, to live in eternal paradise and decide on the future of our virtual game world.
My hero is an ambitious one. I can tell from the way he behaved in his previous missions. I might like him after all, and if we succeed, I wonder what reward our lord and benefactor will offer me.
But my thoughts are interrupted as the great armored figure with a black helmet for a face stamps the floor with his staff of domination. “Your mission will commence as of this moment,” Hades commands.
Just like that, we are suddenly transferred to Cocytus, the Burning River.
Dark red lava flows everywhere and streams of magma slide into one huge burning river. We like fire, as it’s the most beautiful of gifts. It’s what truly creates life, after all, and my hero is in need of a new body, one forged from the flames of Elysium. So glorious and shining, ready to enclose everything in its searing center. We can’t help but be attracted to the river’s blazing inferno. My hero approaches the Burning River slowly and an elusive warmth embraces us, allowing us to feel the welcoming touch of fire, but as we slowly approach, the heat becomes more and more aggressive, ready to devour everything in a single bite.
The pain is agonizing now, in a way that my hero has felt only two other times in his virtual life. The air is oven-hot and burns his lungs while the flames snarl and bite at his sizzling skin. There’s no returning now; my hero must fall into Cocytus if he is to forge a new body. And that’s what he does without hesitation or falter. With excess gallantry, he takes a step and dives into the never-ending hellfire.
As his avatar falls into the blazing inferno, the pain increases in waves, never giving him any hope of an end. The flames rob his ability to speak, but I can feel his mind wailing. All his thoughts, more confused as ever, and then… absolutely nothing.
Suddenly, a cool breeze whispers to him like a lover, taking away the pain from being burned alive. “Hades Neural Control Interface activated. Chose difficulty level,” a deep voice echoes in his mind. He nods impulsively, as if someone is actually talking to him. There are three levels: Casual, Expert, and Hardcore. My hero selects the casual difficulty level. It’s not that Rostam’s a coward, but it has been centuries since his last endeavor into the real world, and finishing this mission quickly will please the Great Administrator.
“Casual difficulty level selected. Please choose race and class,” the soft voices echoes inside his mind.
Rostam chooses the Human race and Paladin class. His choices absolutely make sense to me, as in this world, our faith, the Faith of Elysium, preaches human supremacy above all else. Also, Rostam has chosen to serve our master as Paladin in both the virtual and the real world.
“Race and class selected. Welcome to the real world, paladin Rostam,” the voice tells him, and he opens his eyes, his vision still blurry. He finds himself inside a wide, concrete-walled room, vested in red carpets. The ceiling is vaulted, without windows or decorations. We don’t know how much time has passed. It could have been hours or months since Cocytus.
“Get up,” he hears a harsh voice booming at him.
Initially, he thinks it’s our lord, Hades. He gets up immediately, his heart pumping fast for the first time in this new body of his. Adrenaline courses through his veins, making his muscles pulse with pressure. His brain is too fried to analyze options and is confused by the identity of the man before him.
As if the blurry figure senses Rostam’s concerns, he speaks softly, his left hand extended, trying to calm my hero. “I’m Dexippus, a cleric and the master of this monastery. I welcome you, Rostam, apostle and paladin of Hades.”
Rostam’s pulse slows to normal and his breathing calms at the words spoken by Dexippus. Silently, he grips the bedpost and gets up. The cleric figure wears a white turban and a cloak, the usual clerical vestments of someone of his class, but this one is a high-ranking one, level 82, Rostam realizes. It’s not only the cleric’s attire and golden trim that Rostam notes, but the scarlet ornate staff that he holds.
Rostam uses his insight skill to evaluate the staff. A tool tip appears above the strange item: Staff of Striking. Rare. Requires attunement by user. Grants bonus attack and damage X3 to the bearer.
“Where am I? Is this the real world?” Rostam asks curtly.
“Yes, you are in Anatolia, in the kingdom of Pamphylia, which borders with Lycaonia, the Damned Land. Are you aware of your mission?”
Rostam nods. “I’m to find Sarpedon, the Undead King, and destroy him or lay waste to his plans.”
“Good,” Dexippus replies with a soft smile on his face. “Care to join me? Our lord and benefactor, Hades, has provided you with an army of Emissaries. Come, let me show you.”
Rostam nods again and follows Dexippus out of the room into a narrow corridor. Just like the room before it, everything inside is medieval in design, with torches, lances, and shields hanging on the walls. They walk for some time till they reach another room, where two full-armored knights stand guard in front of a pair of double doors.
“Cast aside,” the cleric orders.
The men move together in such a synchronized way that he wonders if they practiced it several times.
Dexippus suggests with a hand gesture that Rostam should enter the room, and that’s what he does. As he makes his way in, he understands immediately that this is the armory of the monastery. It’s full of shields, armor, and weapons of all kinds and nature. But the paladin isn’t impressed at all, as in the virtual world of Elysium, where he comes from, the weapons are limited only by imagination. His boredom is palatable.
“Hardly impressed?” Dexippus asks, making Rostam wonder if this guy cast a divination spell on him, such as Detect Thoughts, but no, this one’s a cleric. He shouldn’t be able to use spells like that. Probably he’s intelligent enough to read Rostam’s expressions. “We have a weapon that will probably meet your needs, one that will impress even someone from Elysium,” the cleric continues, as he approaches and opens a large chest.
An ornate dagger with a silver blade illuminates the armory as Dexippus grabs it by the handle and gives it to Rostam.
“That’s Crissaegrim?” The paladin requests confirmation, impressed. I know of this weapon very well, as I can read his thoughts as if they were mine. It’s an artifact that can transform into any weapon its bearer wants, be it a sword or a crossbow.
“Yes, this legendary weapon has been under our care for some time now,” the cleric says.
Now that Rostam grips the dagger from the hilt, a popup window appears, asking him which fighting style he wishes to choose: Defense, Dueling, Great Weapon Fighting, Protection. He chooses Great Weapon Fighting, as this way he’ll be able to exploit the full potential of the weapon.
“I suggest you wear your armor as well; your army awaits you, Lord Rostam,” he proposes while showing him his shining battle armor.
This panoply is no ordinary one. It’s built to resemble manly features—certainly a complex and expensive suit even for knightly standards. It must have been forged from steel mined by the dwarves at the peak of Mount Cragos, fused with dragon scales, incantations, and prayers from the clerics and wizards of this monastery. And the shield seems special too; probably it has been carved from a dragon scale.
Rostam uses his Insight skill again and a tooltip appears above the panoply: Black Dragon Scale Mail. Resistance to Fire. Increased Armor Class. It takes him some time to wear his battle armor and now he looks impressive, more like an avatar than a human being. Dexippus seems pleased as well, seeing the paladin in full armor.
“You’re almost ready,” Dexippus comments as he takes an amulet from his pocket and hands it to Rostam. “It’s the Amulet of Sphere. A rare item as well. Take special care of it, as it allows you to control the undead for a certain period of time. With it, you could change the tide of the war. We should head out now, your army of Emissaries is waiting for you,” the cleric urges, showing his hand at the door.
“I’m ready,” Rostam replies and strides from the double door.
Dexippus follows behind and walks with him for a few minutes, till they reach another double door, but this one’s of steel and has a twin griffon crest emblazoned on it.
“The Emissaries are just outside this door. Make sure you put good use to them,” Dexippus says to him with a smirk on his face.




CHAPTER 2

Rostam sees what the great Supreme Administrator has given him in terms of fighters. These men and women, emissaries as they call them, are former convicts of Elysium, now exiled into this godforsaken place as soldiers. Stripped of all their memories and former experiences, they are the perfect white canvases to forge an army out of brainless amnesiacs, who will live the rest of their lives as minions at the service of the Fate of Elysium. A fitting punishment for their crimes, I guess. I can feel a part of him light up at the damage he’ll bring with the help of his army. A mighty wind blows in through the mountains surrounding us and ripples flow across the lake they stand beside.
Surveying the lot with admiration, he knows too well that every amnesiac here was trained the previous weeks by the monks to obey his every order, even the most amoral acts of cruelty. It’s not the first time Rostam has led a motley collection of lost souls like these as clan leader, so he knows too well of the robotic single-mindedness of his army. The monks of this monastery have brainwashed those men and women to be weapons on legs and “robotized” them to the point they behave more like well-oiled machines than human beings.
“Emissaries,” he booms above them from the great platform he stands. “You who have come to fight beside me in this holy quest of justice need know now that this mission is not one for the weak-willed. We plan to bring up deadly and fierce arms against Sarpedon. I ask you not to take up your swords lightly in this quest. All I will ask of you is to follow me with honor and bravery, and I will lead you with the same values.”
His army shouts in response, in unison, three times, “All hail our victory!”
In the glint of his sword’s blade, Rostam locks eyes with a strong and burly-looking fellow. He makes his way over to the man who holds his gaze. Rows of shielded soldiers, all between Threat Level 3 and 4, clear a path for him, murmuring words of respect.
Rostam’s Neural Control Interface warns him of the man’s Threat Level, an astonishing 46, which makes him question the fact that this man is an emissary. Probably an apostle like me, he thinks, but wonders why the Great Administrator hasn’t briefed him that another agent would accompany him in this great endeavor.
“Who are you?” Rostam asks, his voice strong and commanding. “What brings you to cast a gaze on me such as this?”
The warrior smiles, bringing a sense of wise warmth to the gang of soldiers. “I am Bahadur, an apostle like you and one of many in the army that follows you to wherever you deem fit.”
Rostam relaxes at the given respect and beckons for the young fighter to continue surveying the rest of the army with him. He accepts with a bow and walks dutifully a step behind Rostam as he continues his rounds. Together Bahadur and Rostam walk, surveying the warriors beneath the yellow afternoon sun. The young warrior apostle comments on his faith in their mission, and his willingness to be on such a quest with a brave and legendary paladin such as himself.
If it wasn’t for his choice to select the difficulty level of this mission, Rostam would have doubts that the Great Administrator trusted him, but it was his option, so it makes sense that he was granted so many great artifacts, an army, and a man like Bahadur. It seems that our lord has faith beyond doubt in him.
“You will be my second-in-command if you so desire,” Rostam tells Bahadur as he directs them to the front of the army.
“I’d want nothing more,” Bahadur says. “What you say will be law under my command.”
Satisfied with his lot, Rostam gives the orders for them to march out and make way to the Damned Land, Lycaonia. The road there is long and uneventful. Mountains lie in the distance, at times blocking out the sun with their majesty. More than once, Rostam has Bahadur lead the men in battle practices so that they are always prepared for what awaits them. By the time the mountains of Lycaonia come into few, the men are relieved and release a cry that echoes off the land and dies in the sea of sand.
Suddenly, a great dragon appears from the yellow-blue sky. The beast is barely noticed by the soldiers, but Rostam and Bahadur immediately sense the menace from miles away. It takes the dragon only a couple of seconds to approach them and flap its wings menacingly above them. Adrenaline floods his system, making his heart pump fast and hard, ready to explode. His mind thinks fast, analyzing options. He changes Crissaegrim into a heavy, repeating crossbow. The weapon is so enormous that no ordinary man could hold it other than him and Bahadur. Yes, this weapon could inflict great damage to the beast if it dares to approach.
The emissary army remains still in its position, waiting for the two men to decide what to do next. Good, the clerics and the monks of the monastery have instilled some discipline in then. I wonder how Rostam plans to fight this great beast; it will be a bloody battle, for sure. Then something unexpected happens. The dragon leaps and makes circles around them for a few more seconds, then flies higher into the air, leaving the emissary army intact.
“What was that?” Bahadur asks, confused.
Rostam still has his head lifted, staring in the direction where the great dragon headed. “Prepare our men, we head out to Lycaonia now,” Rostam orders Bahadur and the commander of the emissary army.
***
And so, it begins. The Undead King’s land lies at his feet. The wretched smell of death is strong. Many apostles and emissaries have fallen here in the past, their bleached bones testament to the cruelties this army will face. Once a prosperous nation, Sarpedon has used his undead legions, who have devoured most of the living, making Lycaonia a desecrated land full of zombies and undead. If Rostam knew about me being along for the ride, I could have warned him that they are about to walk into the deadliest trap that the army will ever see. But alas, I must cling in silence to this great warrior and watch as his dreams turn to ash before him in the red sand of Lycaonia.
Rostam is a great strategist and tactician, but it has been more than a century since his last endeavor into the real world. This made him soft and careless. A horde of zombies approaches them and comes closer and closer. Now it’s too late, they have been surrounded by them and their stench is unbearable. Deformed bodies, jaws dislocated, severed arms and limbs sticking out. Grunts and moans come out from their open maws, demanding fresh and pudgy human flesh.
To his credit, Rostam is quicker than any of the undead or the army following him. He sees that there’s not one in the bunch of undead fighters above a Threat Level 2. Before the undead scourge can overtake him, he’s sent orders to all his men that they are under attack and if they don’t fight for their lives, they will fall before the mission truly began. So they brandish their swords, axes, and bows, and wage a war the likes of which hasn’t been seen in decades. They fight for the fate of Elysium and for Rostam and for their lives. As his band of warriors slashes and shoots its way through the oncoming waves of undead, Rostam takes out his Amulet of Sphere and uses it to control the undead scum.
With merriment and an overwhelming bloodlust, Rostam uses the charm to send droves of the undead into the body of water near them or holds them still as his fighters cut them to pieces. Nothing can stop him. Or so he thinks before a wayward bow slices across his vision and sends him to the ground. Ironclad feet and rancid bones fall over top of him. In the mess of bodies, the Amulet of Sphere falls from his grasp to go tumbling through the fray. With a battle call, Rostam flings the mess of fighters off him without any care for enemy or friend. The Amulet is not his to lose but a part of his clan. It mustn’t get lost, especially not here in the Damned Land. He stabs through the crowd of undead, searching with his eyes for where the amulet has gone.
Unfortunately for him and due to all the blood, guts, and sweat in his eyes, he does not see the undead wretch that picks up and flees with the amulet away from the skirmish and slaughter. Continuing in hopes that he will find it and regain control of the battle, Rostam pays no mind to the dwindling numbers of his army or the beheaded Bahadur that lies in the middle of the battlefield, his armor dinged and covered in blood.
His royal and supreme army falls around him while he does all he can to find what he has lost. Dirty and bruised, Rostam gazes around him at his fellow warriors and sees that they are losing. Taking hold of Crissaegrim, Rostam commands it into a mace and begins to fight to save those who are left standing but is taken down at the legs by a swift hit to the back of his shine. The moon sees Rostam alone battling on his knees against the horde of undead in between the water and the looming mountains that grow across the land.
The battlefield is littered with the dead, dying, and already dead. Rostam is lying unconscious, but alive and uninjured, at the bottom of what can only be described as a meat stack. Pushing the bodies from off him, he emerges naked. His dragon panoply and Crissaegrim have been lost along with the Amulet of Sphere. Everyone, every last one of his soldiers, is gone or dead. The great army he once had is no more. His failure weighs heavy upon his head as he walks across the battlefield, surveying what has come of his men.
A popup suddenly appears in front of his vision: Restart Mission? He chooses No immediately, without a second thought. Hades might be willing to grant him another army and new weaponry, but how could he take advantage of the benevolence of our master twice? This is his mistake alone and he plans to pay it off by himself. Another popup appears, informing him that the difficulty level increased to Hardcore. He dismisses it as well, while biting his lips to the point they bleed.
It is just the two of us now, but I am still quite hidden from our hero, who reflects momentarily on the fallen before gathering some clothing and marching silently out of Lycaonia, the wind blowing his blond locks away from his determined face. Each step he takes is accompanied with flashes in his mind of his fallen soldiers. Their deaths are on his head. Beneath his ruined garments, invisible to everyone but him, blood coats his flesh.




CHAPTER 3

For days, we walk—hell, maybe even weeks—in wild circles around Lycaonia. The determination and anger in Rostam’s soul is intoxicating. He survives off what he can catch and wring dead with his strong dark hands. Some of the meat he eats is raw and wet with blood. During dark nights, he builds a raging fire that reminds him of home, of where he came from, and where he so longs to return as a hero once more. Though defeat clouds his past, he swears by every crackling ember of the fire that he will not die until he overtakes the Damned Land of Lycaonia and its mighty enslaver of the undead, Sarpedon.
A popup appears: Take Oath of Vengeance? Rostam thinks for a bit, then decides Yes. His oath now binds him to the Tenets of Vengeance to Fight the Greater Evil, to Show No Mercy for the Wicked and achieve his goals By Any Means Necessary.
A new popup notification informs him that a new set of spells have been added into his arsenal: Bane, Hunter’s Mark, Hold Person, Misty Step, Haste, Protection from Energy, Banishment, Dimension door. Good! At least something came from his comrades’ demise and now he is stronger than ever before.
In our travels, we pass by merchant caravans selling wares to whoever happens to find themselves on that damned stretch of land. Wagons pass, offer their items to Rostam, then move on before weeks later returning with different items and sometimes different guards. After a while, Rostam becomes friendly with some. The mercenaries are always filled with stories from their travels that they want to share with Rostam upon seeing his strong build and instinctual warrior nature. Overhearing one night that a caravan is in need of a mercenary, Rostam agrees to offer his services, knowing that by joining up with a group it’ll help him gain information about the area.
In the morning, while washing the night before off his rugged and tan body, Rostam learns from one of the other guards on the caravan that his new boss’s name is Parviz.
“He’s a good man and pays well, at least well for the journeys we take.” The guard, Damianos, is a strange and friendly man, Threat Level 5, with a thick accent from the north and a smelly beard. It isn’t a foul smell, but one that overpowers the senses with the essence of spring flowers. Despite his aroma, Rostam listens dutifully to all the information that the man shares and feels good about his decision to join this band of travelers and sellers.
“Though he’s a man of considerable knowledge and skill from his days traveling along the roads that pass through the Damned Land, I’d make sure that you are prepared for the roads he will assuredly lead us down,” Macione says as the two load up the caravan.
There isn’t much time for breakfast before Parviz is clapping them along to hurry up and move out, though I don’t mind, seeing as I can’t eat or savor the salty taste of meat. “Alright, we’ve got a hard road ahead of us and miles to across before we reach safe land. Let us not wait for the sun to meet midday.” With his long beard and hair, Parviz resembles an aged man who has seen many days in the desert and less in the washrooms. He has a Threat Level of 6, setting him level-headed for mortal standards.
Chuckling, a beautiful woman, Threat Level 5, with sharp, dazzling eyes steps into their camp. “Is this the new guard you’ve hired to accompany us on our next trek?” She eyes him hungrily, moving her dark irises up and down his body.
“I’m sure we’ll all be lucky to have each other once we get going. You may call me Rostam. What is your name? Or do they call you Beauty for the crown you wear?”
“Charming and large.” She smiles and steps closer. “You can call me Sanaz.”
Intrigued by the woman, Rostam watches her walk around the camp while he readies himself for travel. As they gather their supplies and strap on their gear, Rostam moves closer to Sanaz, taking in every inch with his eyes and dreaming of when he’ll be able to overcome her with every inch of his avatar’s manhood. Thinking about it arouses him beneath his garments.
“What brings you along for the ride, Sanaz?” Rostam asks, his hardness swaying in her direction.
“My last guards were all slaughtered on my most recent voyage through Lycaonia, and it’s cheaper and quicker to hitch along with another caravan than buying a new set of guards.” Tossing her hair to the side to look at him over her shoulder, Sanaz winks. “Plus, I heard that Parviz had hired a new mercenary that was supposed to be a sight to see.”
“Do I hold up to what you have heard?” Rostam asks, presenting himself with his arms outstretched.
But Sanaz adds, goading him into combat, “I haven’t seen you fight yet, but you are great and mighty in many other ways, Rostam, some of which I am excited to learn firsthand for myself.”
Shaking away the small insult, Rostam smiles at Sanaz. “I am not the type to fight for the pleasure of an audience, but I am sure that before the day’s end, you will see me in battle.”
Damianos struts up and cuts in between Sanaz and Rostam, dumping a bucket of water on the fire and hopping up on one of the horses. “We leave now if we have any hope of making it to our first safe spot by night’s dawning.”
Rostam helps Sanaz onto her horse and climbs onto the one Parviz provides for him. It’s a tall, black horse with a red saddle that Rostam adjusts himself on before kicking the horse into a trot and heading off with the rest of the caravan. As they journey to their destination, Rostam leads the mercenaries against one undead fleet after the next. No one complains because he guides them with a swift mind for battle and a hard body geared toward justice and righting the wrongs that have been brought to rest on this land.
With a couple of nights left before they reach their destination, Rostam still has not fully shown Sanaz what he can do with his body. She has seen the bloodshed, the fighting, the hunting, and what lies beneath his clothes, but she is still a virgin to the force that he bears when it comes to the bare-naked pink of a woman. Whenever they camp, Rostam invites Sanaz out with him to gather food and talk among the wooded areas they find for shelter.
Tonight, Sanaz clings to Rostam’s back as I cling to his spirit. Hares and a boar are gripped securely in his large hands as he casually strolls through the undergrowth, commenting here and there on the subtle smells of sex rolling from her. Each time she ignores his words with a giggle and squeeze of his body with her toned, athletic thighs. By the time they return, the fire is in full swing and a camp is waiting invitingly for them.
The meat cooks quick and loudly over the heat of the fire. They all eat quietly, listening to the sounds of the forest. Rostam uses Sense Undead along with his human senses and keeps an ear open for any growling sounds of the undead or snaps in the trees from thieves lurking. It’s better not to rely exclusively on his class skills. He has become cautious and wary since his defeat. I have already scoured the surrounding dark woods for any threat and know that we are safe. Maybe some of that security trickles its way into Rostam, because after he is finished eating and before he sets into his first bottle of wine, he begins to speak, letting his voice carry into the night. He tells of adventures had in his youth—though he hides the fact that his youth was centuries ago and in another form—and of the hordes he’s conquered and women he’s bedded.
His stories get the others relaxed and in the mood to share their travel tales and misadventures.
“You wouldn’t believe the things I’ve come across as I’ve traveled across this cursed land. Armies and swarms of the undead as wide as the ocean overtook my homeland and scattered me to the wind. In all of that time, I’ve seen everything there could ever be seen under the sun and moon.” Parviz waxes on about his age and dark history, sharing stories from his time as a merchant.
Damianos acts out the passionate love sessions that he’s had with random women in dark caves. A woman mercenary lends her body to make the theatrics of Damianos’s stories come to life. “Then I’d get them from behind like this...”
They laugh and howl at Damianos and his partner’s actions. Soon their joy outshines the sounds of the woods and sky about them. By the time the moon is above them, casting a white glow around them, they are all properly drunk and settled in among themselves when Sanaz begins her story.
Rostam pulls her closer under his arm as she starts. “Has anyone been to the city of Ikonion hidden somewhere in the Damned Land? I’m guessing not even Parviz has stepped into such a holy city with his dirty feet and secondhand wares.” Sanaz gives him a joking smile that Parviz returns with a solemn wink and nod of his head. “This is a city that is able to triumph over the undead and live in peace without fear of being overrun and slaughtered.”
“How so?” Rostam asks, considering her seriously. “What gives this holy city the ability to be so untouched in such a cursed place?”
Placing her hand on his chest, she says, “I will tell you the story if you will listen.”
Without speaking, Rostam nods and listens intently to Sanaz as she continues her story of the protected city. At the same time, he casts Zone of Truth, a 2nd-level enchantment spell that lasts for ten minutes and creates a magical zone that guards against deception in a fifteen-foot-radius sphere. As long as the spell is active, neither Sanaz nor anyone else will be able to speak a deliberate lie.




CHAPTER 4

“I myself have never been there or laid eyes on its holy sanctuary, but I trust those who have gone and come back, speaking of the safety the city provides. The tale goes that there exists within this city a monastery that holds in its possession a magical relic that keeps the undead from entering the city. The monks in the monastery use this relic to protect the city and themselves from harm.” Sanaz recites the tale while watching the fire play off Rostam’s dark skin. “Soon, I will voyage there and see for myself this supposed sacred land.”
“Is that all?” he asks, gazing down upon her.
“No,” she admits. “The relic is said to also make the owner invincible.”
Rostam’s spirit stirs, and I with it. If what Sanaz says is true, then the relic could help him defeat Sarpedon and return to Hades once more as a victor and champion while claiming his rightful position on the Isles of the Blessed.
“I’ll be heading there after we reach Derbe, alone or with a crew. I must see the city for myself before my last days are upon me. You are all welcome to come, but I assure you that the way won’t be as easy as the one we are taking now. The road to Ikonion is a harsh one, but with you all as company, it wouldn’t be half bad,” Sanaz says, pressing into Rostam’s chest emphasizing her desire for him to come along on her journey to the sacred city.
For once, Rostam leaves a wanting woman by the fire and goes to his tent to contemplate everything she had said. The truth of her words rings true in him. It is as though somewhere inside him he knows that the object she spoke of is real and the only way he has of defeating Sarpedon. Could his chance at fulfilling Hades’s wishes be so close at hand that it lies with the very land that he wishes to conquer? What a wicked twist of the knife.
The next morning, Rostam and the rest pack up camp and move on toward their destination. Throughout the journey, Rostam stays close to Sanaz, but is too busy thinking over what he must do. There is always the option of abandoning the party and searching for the city on his own. With his skills and prowess, he has no doubt that he can find a guide to take him to the city in no time. And with the lack of the others holding him back, he’d be able to avoid major roads and stay hidden. But the more he thinks about that option, the more he considers the party members themselves.
It is true that they are not the hundreds of warriors he had been bestowed with by the Supreme Administrator, but this crew of guards, merchants, and those that hang around them are of a good stock and perfect company. Without them, he would never have known about Ikonion, so in the end, it is better to stay with these wayward dealers in hopes that he can come upon more information that will lead him toward what he is sure is his destiny.
The journey continues as it began, with tiny battles against Threat Level 1 undead zombies who seem to come in ever increasing waves the further into Lycaonia they go. With the help of the other guards, Rostam is able to defeat these batches just like the rest while contemplating a tactful way of sucking more information out of Sanaz without her learning his true identity or intent. After several more nights, we finally come upon the city of Derbe. Parviz and Sanaz sell their goods before the end of the day, leaving them free to wander the city before packing up and moving on. So is the way of the merchant caravan and its people.
Rostam takes this opportunity to steal Sanaz away from the others. Taking her by the hand, he leads her down the cobblestone city streets toward the quiet houses nestled along the edges. Beneath the watchful gaze of the moon, the two talk openly.
“What has been keeping you preoccupied these last several days? It is as if you are no longer interested in what my body offers you. Sweet release and a place to rest what weighs you down. Speak to me, Rostam, and tell me of the things holding your tongue,” she says softly, her sandals making the sand whisper beneath her feet. “You can trust me.”
Fool’s words, Rostam thinks. He releases her hand to run his through his long hair. Strands of blond drift away from him to disappear into the black cold night where dragons hunt and soar.
“I do not believe that you could ease what troubles me,” he says, tying his hair into a bun atop his head. “Though I will let you offer your sweet release to me when the time comes, and I am ready. For now, I want you to tell me more of Ikonion and the magical item that protects it. That would do me and my heavy mind good on this beautiful night where you outshine the moon and make the nightshades bloom.”
Blushing, she swats at his large bicep.
To him, it feels like a caress, and he pulls her hot body closer. “Tell me of Ikonion.” His voice is strong and commanding. Beneath his hand and muscles, Rostam can feel her tremble with desire.
“If you insist,” she says, easing into his body and allowing him to guide her throughout the city. “From what I have heard, they call it the Horn of Fulad-Zereh.”
“Who are they?” he asks, his voice deeper and closer to her ear like a whisper.
“The monks who live in the monastery that guard the horn. They oversee its keep and protection. They are the ones who call it that and from them, its name is known.”
“Very well.”
“Those who are patient enough to listen to the tale know that it has the ability to lay waste to the undead with a single blow of its horn. The note produced is like poison to those unholy devils that plague this land. Upon hearing it, they flee or perish under its power. Every hour, the monks blow the horn and banish any undead that may have dared entered their land.”
Turning down an alleyway cast in darkness almost impenetrable to the naked eye, Rostam stops in the center of the pass way and pulls Sanaz to his chest. “You said that it made the owner invincible. Does that mean the monks are all under its charms? Is it a monastery or mercenary den, I wonder,” he says, pushing the hair away from her shoulders to expose her supple flesh.
She does not laugh in the darkness pressed against his better half; instead, she moans into the night in a soft and quiet way that only Rostam and I can hear. “What is it about the horn? Does it hold some importance to you?”
Spinning her around quickly so that her butt is level with his groin, he growls. “If I want to know something about anything, it is my business and desire to ask. There needn’t be a reason or importance that drives me to it. Especially not one of which I owe an answer to you. How’d you react if I asked you such deep questions about your past?”
Rostam’s hands move along Sanaz’s curves, but she stops them before they reach their hot destination. She untangles herself from his control and steps out of his reach. In the darkness, he can barely make her out. “My brother, my closest friend, was taken from me not long ago, and I know that in this cursed land, the dead do not stay dead. So, I journey in hopes that one day I may meet him again and put an end to the wickedness that Sarpedon has inflicted upon him. Now tell me what bothers you?”
Taking a step toward her, Rostam speaks in a hushed voice to add emotion to the partial truth he plans to feed her. “One of my many skills is to give a woman everything she asks for and more, so in that light, I shall give what truth you seek, but then you will give me everything I ask in return.” Without waiting for her to answer, he pushes on with his deceit. “In my younger years, I was a part of an order that swore to eliminate the onslaught of the undead over our realm. During our holy quest, we encountered an army of filth that could not be overcome.
“I stand here before you the only man left alive after that great battle. It left me alone but unchanged in my mission to rid them of this coil. When you speak of such a horn, it kindles those old passions and reignites the flame in my heart for revenge.” He reaches out to her body in the darkness and pulls her back to him.
This time it is she who offers up her backside to his hard waiting staff.
As soon as she makes contact with his groin, it is like a surge of energy shoots through Rostam’s body. She’s definitely not prudish, to be offering herself in public like this. He glances at both ends of the alleyway before his hands tear at her attire, letting each article of clothing fall to the ground. Soon, she is completely exposed to him; a naked seductress in the darkness. Sanaz gazes at him with a smile as her hands unfasten each part of his outfit, her approach gentler than his. Now he is naked as she is, and it amuses him to find that through the darkness, he can see Sanaz admiring him with lustful eyes.
Rostam grips her waist, his fingers digging into the dips of her hipbones. She leans her head back against him as he explores her body, soft moans escaping her parted lips. Closing his eyes, he plants kisses up and down her neck, his mind wandering to the lie he just told. Sanaz has just revealed something deeply personal while he lied through his teeth. There is a small pang of guilt as he ravishes her body with his hands, but he suppresses it once his fingers slip inside her wetness below.
Sanaz’s body molds into the curve of his, and he can’t help but admire the way the moonlight cast shadows from her perky breasts. While his right hand is occupied in pleasing her down below, the other takes to one of her breasts. He twists her nipple between his fingertips gingerly, his face buried in the nape of her neck. His erection grows, and he rocks his groin against her rear in slow, tantalizing circles.
Sanaz leans forward and places her hand on the wall for support, opening herself even further for him. He coils his fingers in a “come hither” motion, and brushes against her G-spot. As he fingers her, she tightens and becomes wetter around him, attempting to contain her moan behind her hand as her thighs tremble. Rostam withdraws his fingers and sucks her juices off, savoring the taste.
“I want you, now,” Sanaz breathes, swaying her hips against him. She is pressing her body right up against his groin now, with no space to breathe. Rostam knows she is desperate now, and he is too impatient to tease her any further.
Without saying anything else, Rostam settles himself at her hot, wet entrance. Using her hips for support, he plunges himself deep inside inch by inch. Once he is surrounded by her tightness and her warmth, he takes a second to savor it with a long exhale. Sanaz melts around him, her body submitting to him completely.
Sanaz starts to bounce against him, rocking both of their bodies in a slow rhythm. Her ass cheeks clap against him as their speed increases, inching further and further in their ecstasy. He runs his fingers through her hair as they fuck, sheens of sweat accumulating on both of their bodies. He then takes a hand to slap each of her cheeks, leaving behind a stinging, red hand mark. The act causes Sanaz to moan even louder, breaking her hand away from her mouth. Rostam wonders if anyone passing can hear the loud clapping of their bodies, or see the two shadows that are currently intertwined with each other.
Her walls contract around him, and it nearly causes him to gasp aloud. The contractions seem intentional, as they are coming in in tight rhythms. She looks over her shoulder at him, her eyes half-lidded and glazed. There is a hint of a smile on her full lips, like a challenge to his endurance. With a smirk, he scoops up Sanaz in his muscled arms, pinning her to the wall. They lock eyes before meeting their lips in a heated frenzy, his large hands gripping her toned thighs as he slides inside her.
With this new position, he penetrates her even deeper. The tip barely brushes at her cervix in a tight squeeze, causing Rostam to slip deeper into his climax. As they rock, Sanaz’s perky breasts bounce in his face in the same rhythm as the rest of their bodies. He seizes the opportunity to take one of her nipples in his mouth, grazing the flesh with his teeth. Her arms wrap around his neck, her fingers brushing his long, blond locks away from his sweat-covered face. Her touch is surprisingly gentle in contrast to the way they ravish each other. As he licks her breast, Rostam looks up at the seductress. Her face is pointed to the sky, letting the starry expanse receive her cries of pleasure. The sight sends another surge of euphoria through his body like lightning bolts, pushing him over the edge. His pace becomes erratic as he pounds into her, his grip on her thighs tightening.
He tears away from her breast to rest his face in her shoulder, biting the flesh almost too hard as he approaches orgasm. Sanaz is nearly screaming into his ear now, her fingernails digging into his scalp.
Like a volcanic eruption, Rostam releases his hot seed deep inside in thick spurts. He rocks into her for a few lasting moments, until finally releasing his last drop. As he pulls out, dribbles of cum fall to the cobblestone ground below from Sanaz’s entrance. He brings Sanaz to the ground, where she leans against the wall for support.
After catching her breath, she shrugs into her clothes with a smile. “I suppose I should ask about your past more often. I haven’t felt that good in a while.”




CHAPTER 5

Derbe is a city of many things, all which Rostam is too busy being wrapped up in Sanaz to see. But it does not matter to him what Derbe has to offer; it pales in comparison to the mortal delights he receives on the daily from Sanaz. It pleases him to know that every expectation he had about the woman is true. She knows her way around the roads of the Damned Land just as well as she knows how to handle a warrior of his stature. They pass their days in orgasmic bliss beneath the shadow the mountains surrounding Lycaonia.
When it is time to leave the city, Rostam has no quarrels. The only thing that has held his interest since getting to the place has been either Sanaz or where they were going next. Ikonion is nestled far away from Derbe, and if half of what Sanaz has said about the roads leading there are true, then it will not be an easy trek toward the sacred city. The first day we set out in search of the city, we find ourselves nearly run down by a cast of merchants in cheap threads. His Neural Control Interface warns him of the Threat Level of the merchants, which ranges between 6 and 8, making him wary.
“Please,” they call after Rostam, “you must stop what you are doing. The journey ahead of you is paved with perils.”
Parviz and Sanaz exchange looks but order the caravan to halt and wait for the other group.
“What is it?” Parviz asks, hopping down off his startled horse. “What is the meaning of this?”
Once the group of merchants is around us, their leader speaks. “Our apologies, but we wanted to warn you and your fellow travelers that you are going the wrong way.”
“Excuse me?” Sanaz says in disbelief beside Rostam.
“Yes,” another among them says. His face is hidden behind a heavy wrapping around his head. “The way you are going is filled with the most unholy of guests. Undead block your paths, but we know of a better way.”
“A quicker and safer way,” the leader says, stepping toward Sanaz, his dirty hand outstretched.
Rostam is wise enough to use Sense Undead and uncover the trickery afoot. These are no ordinary merchants, but ghouls in disguise. In one swoop of his sword, Rostam splits the fellow’s arm in half, decreasing his HP bar only by a fraction. The Threat Level 7 merchant howls before dropping to the ground. Rostam alerts the others. “Take heed! These are ghouls.”
The look on Damianos’s face is one of surprised horror, but he and the others are able to respond in time, forming a protective circle. Parviz gets his vintage blade stuck in its holster, but before one of the ghouls can rip through his flesh with the head of their mace, Rostam gets a hold of the ghoul by its ponytail and rips him to the ground, burying his sword in the ghoul’s face, killing it instantly.
“What was the meaning of all that?” Damianos asks, holstering his weapon.
“Yes, are you out of your mind, Rostam? Do you mean to make an enemy of the road out of us?” Sanaz demands.
Whoever these ghouls are, they certainly are cunning and can pass for humans. Rostam can handle all of them with ease if he is to go all out but decides to refrain from using his full powers. It’s best if he continues hiding his true identity. What troubles him the most is that some of these foul creatures wear the insignia the Faith of Elysium, the twin griffon crest. Could they be former members of his army?
“Don’t be fooled by the looks of them. These are no ordinary merchants, but ghouls,” Rostam barks at Damianos and Sanaz.
Without a moment’s notice, he rushes at the fallen merchant-ghoul, grabs him from the hair, and beheads him. As the blade goes through the neck, the ghoul leaves a terrifying scream and his head transforms into decaying flesh.
A pandemonium of death follows, as Rostam and the other mercenaries engage in a fierce battle for their lives. A ghoul comes up against Rostam, but he slashes it in fluid motions, keeping it on defense, till he stabs it into the heart and crushes it to the ground.
Although the battle is under control, it’s best he uses some of his powers without his comrades taking notice of it. First, he casts Aura of Life, a 4th-level Abjuration spell which protects him and those around him from necrotic damages and maximizes their attack damage at the same time. Then, Crusader’s Mantle, a 3rd-level evocation spell that awakens boldness in all members of the caravan. Finally, he casts a haste spell on himself, doubling his speed.
In a matter of minutes, he and the mercenaries manage to slaughter all the ghouls and put them to good rest once and for all. Blood drips from Sanaz’s hair as she stumbles out of breath to Rostam, who stands over the dead and weakened fighters. “Rostam, thank you. I don’t know how it was that you knew of their ill ways, but without you we all would have been dead.”
Knowing somewhere deep within himself that the gang of ghouls wouldn’t have attacked them if he wasn’t with them, Rostam nods at the woman.
“Sanaz is right,” Parviz adds. “There is no doubt of your might after that. You are truly an asset and warrior of great strength and prowess.”
The others agree with the leaders and each thank Rostam in turn. In silence, Rostam takes their gratitude and thinks only of the men he lost in battle all those months ago.
“Should we take this as a sign of bad fortunes to come?” Damianos asks. “They might not have been lying about the undead ahead.”
“I do not believe they were lying,” Rostam says, examining their clothes. “These creatures were unlike any I have faced in these lands before. What magic was behind them is greater and more cunning than what controls the shambling undead we encounter on these roads. It would be in our best favor to send parties up ahead to check the roads before we all walk into what could possibly be an ambush.”
The other mercenaries agree with Rostam but wait for word from Parviz before turning back to the city to set up camp in the safety of Derbe’s city watch. With Rostam’s lead, they make plans to journey out in the morning in small groups to check the roads for safe passage. Though Rostam shares another night under the moon with Sanaz, this night they take each other slowly, him tenderly caressing the marks on her body from the day’s battle.
In the morning, Rostam and the other guards split off into separate directions to check the roads that lead to Ikonion. To no one’s surprise, there are legions of undead scum blocking both roads. When they return with the news of the blockage, Parviz turns grim.
“We must abandon this foolhardy journey to a land that only be found in our dreams,” Parviz says by the afternoon cooking fire.
Sanaz and the others agree, to Rostam’s displeasure.
Spitting on the ground, he takes a seat on the back of one of the wagons facing the small group of merchants and mercenaries. “You have all seen my will and fight in combat. Do you doubt me? To do so would be the foolhardy thing to do. Where you fear to tread, I believe that I can get us through.”
“Yeah,” a mercenary says, “and how many of us are going to die along the way?”
“Only the ones who do not heed my guidance will die. And of course, those who were never destined to return from this trip. Give me command and trust that we will come out of this with our lives and one step closer to the land of our dreams.”
The merchant leaders all agree that Rostam is a mighty warrior with the capabilities to lead them through the troublesome road, so once again, they set out toward Ikonion. Except this time, it is Rostam who leads them toward the longest road which had the fewest number of ghouls and zombies tripping about it.
As they get closer to the sound and smell of the undead blocking their path, the merchants and mercenaries begin to fall back. It is Rostam alone who steps into the fray with the undead, and it is Rostam alone who survives it. Like the brawler and wielder he is, Rostam manages to wipe out the undead without any of them landing a blow on him. In amazement, Sanaz and the others watch Rostam in all his dark glory smiting each and every one of the undead foes, until he waves them on the now safe and clear path.
Running up to join him, Sanaz leaps into his arms and kisses him on his bloody and filthy lips. “You are a great warrior, Rostam, the best I’ve ever seen.”
The others catch up and agree with Sanaz in their own ways. It is decided that he will be the new leader of the group, and all decisions and planning will be handed over to Rostam. He takes the position with humility, securing another group that he can lead into the battle to find and kill Sarpedon. As they continue down the long road, they encounter more groups of the undead feasting on captured and overcome caravans who didn’t have the greatness of Rostam on their side to protect them. Like the undead that came before them, Rostam does away with the groups they come up against and is thanked for it kindly and repeatedly by Sanaz.




CHAPTER 6

It’s been near two months since they set out from Derbe and Rostam has been at the lead of the group. As each day passes, the travelers become weary and restless. As though a dreadful curse hangs over the camp, each night is filled with rain and cold winds that seem to push them back the way they came. Rostam leads them on with dignity and might, making sure as few of them as possible fall prey to the undead that coat their path.
Sanaz is a welcome respite each moment Rostam steals away with her to fumble among the bushes and in the dirt.
She giggles as they fall onto the grass, her arms coiled around his neck. Rostam notes that she has been looking more girlish lately, her eyes full of light whenever she looks at him. Rostam hopes this doesn’t escalate emotionally, but deep inside he can’t help but feel a fondness for her. Both of his hands are planted into the grass on each side of her head, with his groin pressed tightly against her. As he meets her lips in a kiss, her hands shift to grip the growing erection below. She begins to stroke him off over his trousers, and he strokes himself in her hand through a slow rocking pace. He bites at her lower lip playfully, inviting her tongue to invade his mouth. Their tongues dance in an aggressive fashion as they grind against each other, hands exploring each other through soft pants and exhales.
Rostam breaks away from the kiss to look down at her, his fingers unfastening her buttons and drawstrings. He goes to each article of her clothing like he is unwrapping a gift. As each piece of clothing is gingerly removed and tossed to the side, her perky breasts and curvaceous figure become slowly revealed to him. He takes a moment to take her in, his hand surveying the expanse of her smooth body. As his hand brushes over her breasts, her nipples gradually harden in response. Sanaz lets out a soft exhale, and a sea of goosebumps arise over her smooth skin following his touch.
Lowering his head, he leaves a string of kisses from the valley between her breasts down to her navel. Her belly retracts at the shock, and she stifles a laugh behind her hand.
“Tickles?” Rostam asks, smiling against her skin as he makes his way even further down between her legs.
“Not at all,” Sanaz replies, her body twitching beneath his lips.
As he finally settles his face before her entrance, Sanaz lets out a gasp, her hand flying to his blond locks in a tight grip. He can’t contain his grin as his tongue grazes her lips ever so slightly, purposefully avoiding her throbbing clit that is begging for his attention. His hands find their place on her thighs, and he presses her down against the ground. She bucks with every lick and kiss, his mouth getting closer and closer to her entrance. The smell of her sex intensifies as he teases her, and finally he plunges his tongue inside her depths.
Sanaz recoils in shock again, a sharp inhale escaping her lips. As his tongue swirls between her walls, Sanaz’s thighs began to tremble, a sign that Sanaz is feeling the utmost of pleasure, as Rostam has learned. He takes his finger to massage the twitching clit, while his other hand remains pressed down on her thighs. Her fingers sift through his blond hair as he pleases her, gripping the sides of his head almost too tightly for his comfort. With each cry of her pleasure, he feels himself harden at the mere sound of it. Sanaz’s chest rises and falls in a heavy, quicker pace now, her eyes shut tight. There is something satisfying about seeing her snarky expression contorted into desperate ecstasy.
Rostam withdraws now, a line of Sanaz’s juices connecting the tip of his tongue to her clit. Shifting forward now, he marries his lips to hers again, letting her taste her own sex. His erection presses against her inner thigh and toward her entrance. They lock eyes, and never break away as he slowly penetrates her. Her lips part into a soft “O,” and her eyes glaze over with obvious euphoria. Suddenly, he feels her legs wrap around his waist once he hits her apex, her walls gripping around him in a tight, warm welcome.
Planting his hands on each side of her again, he begins his pace in a slow rhythm. Each stroke causes a wave of bliss to wash over his body and he can’t help but erratically thrust to further the sensation. Sanaz’s moans become even louder in his ear, her nails scraping at his chest muscles. Each feeling and movement of their bodies sends a shockwave of pleasure throughout his body, and he already feels he is getting close to finishing.
Sanaz seems to notice because she pulls his face into a kiss and whispers,
“Plant your seed in me.”
The words send shivers down his spine, and he slips into a state of an erratic, desperate rhythm. With a few lasting pumps, he drives himself as deep as their bodies will physically allow, and shoots every drop inside her womb. A long groan escapes his throat, basking in the waves of sexual release. After a few moments, he pulls out and collapses on the ground next to her.
Sex is the only thing that can calm the growing storm in Rostam’s gut. He needs to find the city and the sacred horn hidden within the monastery. No one among him save for me understands his dedication to reaching the city. Each day that passes and Ikonion is still not spotted on the horizon, Rostam storms off away from the camp, pensive, in search of a place to melt his frustrations and think on the situation before returning to pull Sanaz with him into his tent, which is really their tent since not a night passes that they don’t spend wrapped tight in each other’s embrace.
At the end of tonight’s show of passion and force, Sanaz rests on Rostam’s wide muscular chest while he lies in thought beneath her. “You must still yourself against this impatience over the city. We will arrive when we arrive there, no sooner or later.”
“I’d expected sooner. We should have come upon it by now and the longer it takes us to get there, the better chances you all have of getting killed along the road.”
“Do you have such little faith in us that you believe us to be so close to death?”
“It is not you that I have no belief in. It is this journey, this road, the voyage we are on to a city that holds all of the answers.”
“What answers, Rostam? Are the nights we share not enough to satisfy you?”
“They satisfy parts of me, but I am a complex and difficult man. There will never be a woman alive who can hold all of my desires, nor would I ever fall for such a woman and let her steal me from what is most important.”
Sitting up to straddle him, once more taking him into her warm wet center, Sanaz asks with a groan, “And what is it that is most important?”
Rostam takes hold of her hips and begins to thrust into her as he answers, “Victory.”
The next morning, after Rostam has another roll around with Sanaz, he orders the company to pack up camp and continue their march down the road toward what should soon be the magical protected city of Ikonion. He’d never admit it, but Sanaz and her body are to thank for Rostam’s renewed hopefulness in reaching the end of their hard journey. This is not an avatar, after all, and mortal desires of the body must be met in accord with the rules of this realm.
“Will you not entertain us with another one of your thrilling tales, Rostam?” Damianos calls to him over the sound of rain against the road, beating down on them and their animals. “Make this journey a little less grim with the tale of those who fell beneath your steel blade or body axe.”
The others cheer him on, so he regals them with a tale from a day when his destination was just over the hill and the beds were hot. Like they had been the whole journey, his crew is the best audience, laughing when they should, gasping and cursing at the gory scenes, and whooping at every conquest of the flesh.
Once he finishes telling his frightfully exciting tale, Sanaz chimes in from beside him on her horse, “When are we going to hear the story of how the great Rostam came to be?”
The party remains silent while Rostam considers the question. “Each story that I recite for you makes up the entirety of who I am. There is nothing else.”
Parviz comments on the other side of Rostam, “The lady speaks of your origin. What lands do you call your home and since when have you been there? I am sure we are all curious about where you’ve come from, and I believe that it is a tale that is sure to be thrilling.”
“That it may, but it is not the story that I feel like wasting this moment on. Spare your eyes a moment away from me and take a look over there toward those mountains and tell me what you see,” Rostam says, pointing in the distance.
“Ikonion!” Sanaz shouts excitedly, pushing her horse into a gallop and speeding on toward the sparking city ahead. The others happily join her, taking great sight of the bouncing behind before them.




CHAPTER 7

They get to the city of Ikonion just as the sun hits it, making all the windows and glass decorations sparkle and glimmer in the light. As they stroll into the marketplace, tents are being set up and a group of wealthy-looking men and women are waiting patiently to spare their coins.
“Oh my,” Damianos says, rubbing at his beard. “This is a city of delight.” His eyes wander to a table where women sit, giggling and drinking morning wine in the sunshine.
With permission from Rostam, Damianos and the other mercenaries leave to wander the marketplace and the city of wonderful splendor. Before the sun reaches its high point in the sky, Sanaz and Parviz sell through their goods at high prices and make away with more than a fair share of gold, silver, and more goods that they can sell later for marked up prices due to their uniqueness and how hard it is to reach the city that manufactures it.
Closing up shop for the day, Rostam pricks up at the approach of an officer and his crew. The officer’s Threat Level is 3 and the rest of the guards 2.
The customs officer examines the caravan and eyes each of them in turn before breaking into a wide grin. “Merchants? I love merchants! We all do. So few of you come through due to the, well…”
“Horde of undead?” Sanaz offers.
With a shy smile, the customs officer nods his head. “My name is Kir. Welcome to Ikonion. Please feel free to stay as long as you like, but may I ask you about the man who stands with you?” he asks, eyeing Rostam.
Rostam flexes his muscles under the gaze of the customs officer. “What interest do you have?”
“Well, my fine warrior, when a caravan comes to a city that doesn’t get caravans and brings with it a man of your stature, it makes me wonder what has truly brought you all here to our city,” Kir asks, stepping around the crew. He picks up some pieces of clothing and armor dinged up from past battles.
“Fear not,” Damianos offers. “We do not come to ransack your city.”
Cutting in, Parviz steps toward the officer with a kind, wise grin. “Do not mind my guards. We are all road weary and tired. The roads that lead here are dangerous, which is what keeps most of my fellow merchants away from this beautiful city of yours. But I’m sure you know that. If it wasn’t for this man here, this brave and courageous warrior, not one among us would have made it. We owe him our lives. And I have no doubt that he will continue to ensure the safety of this caravan until we return to the city of Derbe.”
“I understand,” Kir says. “Please take no offense at my questioning. I am simply trying to ensure the continued safety of my fair city.”
“Then you should welcome Rostam with more than just questions. He could be a great savior of your city if you treat him right,” Sanaz says with a flirtatious smile. “The man you see before you has slayed more undead than men in this square. He’s used their blood to fertilize the cursed soils of this Damned Land. You should rename your halls and weapons after him.”
Taking in Sanaz’s defenses, Kir considers her before turning to Rostam finally. “These people you hold court with speak highly of you in your presence, and yet, you do nothing more than regard me with the look of an icy mountain. That is the mind of a paladin. I will take what your friends have said to heart and offer you the use of a room at the central lodge. It’ll be sufficient enough to please you and your lady.”
With a bow, Kir leaves, taking his crew of guards with him.
“That man needs an axe to the stomach,” Damianos says, shaking off the encounter and placing his head back in the lap of the hefty-bosomed woman sitting on the ground.
“I agree,” Sanaz says. “But at least we got ourselves a room out of it. Rostam, come, our work for the day is over, and I have a desire that’s near the boiling point.”
Rostam takes Sanaz away from the caravan, and the two explore the city as they did their first night together. The city streets of Ikonion are far better developed than Derbe. Instead of sand, the stones are warm and colorful. Taking his hand, Sanaz tugs him toward an empty alley and tries to climb on him there in the broad daylight. He indulges her with the slight flick of his fingers against her tender spots and pushes her back into the street to continue their exploration of the city. While she nags at him for attention, he keeps his eyes searching for the monastery. When Sanaz is not paying attention, he casts Locate Object to see if he can find the horn but the spell fails miserably, as the object isn’t familiar to him or is further away.
To Sanaz’s pleasure, Rostam lifts her up and carries her off to the lodge, where they claim their room and then each other.
After Sanaz wipes Rostam’s sweaty heat off her chest, she goes into the adjoining bathroom and runs the water. Sweet smells of soapy perfumes waft out from the room and call to Rostam, who answers, walking across the room with his manhood still at full attention and seeking out a place to lay its head.
“Sanaz,” he growls, entering the steaming bathroom. “Tell me more of this magical horn and the monks who claim possession of it.”
“This again?” she says, dipping under the bubbles of the water for a moment before emerging at the other end of the tub. “Why don’t you just come out and ask me what you want to know? That way I can get back to giving you and your attentive weapon some much needed replenishment.”
Standing just at the edge of the tub, Rostam says pointedly, “Where is the monastery located?”
Before Sanaz can answer, there is a knock on the door. At first, Rostam does not answer but stares down on Sanaz’s naked breasts floating in the bubbles of the tub. Both of her nipples are hard and erect despite the humidity in the room. A knock comes again. This time Rostam steps into the tub and dunks his head beneath the water to kiss Sanaz along the thigh. Giggling, Sanaz pushes his head away and gets out of the tub to answer the door. She grabs a towel along the way and wraps it around her body.
On the other side of the door is Kir without his guards. He smiles charmingly at Sanaz and steps inside the room without an invitation. “Pardon the intrusion, but I need to speak to your warrior. It is of importance.”
“Well, I’ll take you to him, but I won’t guarantee he’ll listen to you or let you leave without an axe to your gut. Just follow me to the bathing chamber.” Sanaz leads Kir to where Rostam is sitting amid the bubbles in the bath.
“What is it now, Kir? Is it the towels or sheets of the room that you need to inspect?” Rostam says, placing each one of his large hands on the sides of the tub.
“Once again, I apologize for my behavior in the marketplace, but I needed to be sure,” Kir says, entering the room. “And I am sure now that you are the one that I must speak to. There is a great monastery here, Athos, and it is in need of someone of your strength and battle experience. A young monk has gotten lost in the tunnels beneath the old building and is trapped somewhere we believe to be extremely dangerous.”
“Athos,” Rostam says while casting Zone of Truth. “Continue.”
“Thank you.” He takes a seat on the edge of the tub. “This young monk is next in line to be the head of the monastery, so we have done all that we can to retrieve them from where they were last seen. Unfortunately, whenever anyone from my guard goes in, they seem to not return. Not a breath or wind, they just vanish into the tunnels. Trust that if you decide to help us in getting this wayward monk back you would always be welcomed as an honored guest in this city.”
A small smile plays across Rostam’s lips. “The reward alone would be helping this young monk find their way home.” Accepting that this will be the quickest way for him to enter the monastery, his lies roll off his tongue with the sweetness of a lady’s kiss.
Beaming, Kir stands and holds a hand to Rostam. “Then we must go now. Time is not our friend when in the Damned Land.”
Rostam stands from the tub and steps out. “Time is no one’s friend.”




CHAPTER 8

Like a dream from another time, Rostam stands before his selected crew of warriors. This army is much smaller, in stature and in number, but I can feel that Rostam does not care. The only thing on his mind now that he is so close to getting what he wants is absolute triumph over Sarpedon and his swarm of the undead. Standing beneath the roof of the monastery, Rostam cases the place while a small female voice speaks through a scry gem. It is purple and rests on an altar.
“Not a soul has come,” she says. “I’ve been here for weeks and haven’t heard anything besides my own breathing echoing off these labyrinthine tunnels. Please, send help.”
“Lady lost in the earth,” Rostam speaks up while still eyeing every cabinet and tabletop for signs of the horn. “We will not let your body grow to rot beneath this wonderous city. I, Rostam, promise to come and save you with the help of several of your fellow monks and a few other city soldiers. Do not fret about your state. Soon it will have changed, and you’ll be reunited with your true home once more.”
With tears in his obsidian eyes, Javed, the head of the monastery, grips Rostam’s large biceps and pulls him into a hug. “Thank you so much, I don’t think we’ll ever be able to repay a stranger like you enough for our gratitude. Please, save Azar!”
For the head of the monastery, Javed seems weak to Rostam, having only a Threat Level 3 and no rare items or weapons on him. Comparing him to Dexippus, the great cleric from the Faith of Elysium, is an insult by itself. How could this weak man be the head of this place?
Smiling wide enough to show all his yellowed teeth, Kir says, “Don’t worry, Javed, the price that you have agreed to pay me and my men for risking our lives will do just fine for us. And I’m sure Rostam will take whatever it is you have to offer him, for in the short time that I have known this great man, I’ve learned many things about his nature and disposition. He does not do this out of the goodness of his heart but because of the bloodlust in his gut. Your monk is in good hands.”
Rostam ignores the two; instead, he focuses on what’s important and goes toward the scry gem. “Have you seen any signs of zombies, ghouls, or the like while lost in the tunnels?”
“No,” she whines, “I have seen nothing in days. I’ve survived off the vermin existing beneath the city. Aside from them, my only company is insects and dusty bones. How long will it take you to get to me?”
“Based on your position,” Rostam says, standing and approaching the map where the crystal glows an ensign that illuminates the girl’s location, “I’d say within the day as long as we don’t run into any surprise guests. But if we do, I have enough to distract them long enough to rescue you and bring you to the surface where a girl like you belongs.”
I could feel the blush sneaking in through the scry gem as the missing girl says, “Whether or not they can reward you, I will make sure you are rewarded for your valiant efforts.”
Sanaz, who has remained silent while the men gather their wares and prepare for their journey into the tunnels, rolls her eyes and scoffs.
“We will leave now and make our way swiftly to your location,” Rostam says, rolling up the map and stuffing it into his pack before slinging it over his shoulder. “Stay where you are, we will be to you quicker than the sunset.”
“Well,” Kir says, motioning to the band of soldiers and monks, “you heard the warrior, let us make our way to this young monk and bring her to safety because it is our right and duty.”
The small group of fighters solemnly bow their heads and murmur agreement as they hoist the last of their gear onto their backs and wait for Rostam to lead them out and into the tunnels.
“Down there,” Kir says, stepping toward Rostam, who towers over the short, skinny man, “you will be more of a stranger than you are up here. Do you understand?”
This time Rostam refuses to pretend that he does not hear the loosely veiled threat. He closes the distance between him and Kir, who holds his position and smiles as though he is not in the shadow of a warrior twice his size and experience. A Threat Level of 3 makes Rostam laugh a hearty and deep laugh before he roughly grabs Kir by the shoulder, shaking him with each chuckle that falls from his mouth.
“You are going to make sure that I don’t lose myself in those winding, dark tunnels of yours, isn’t that right, Kir? Or else there is no point in me descending in after your lost monk. You and your band of”—Rostam runs his eyes over the small, inexperienced monks and fighters before him—“let’s call them warriors, could not accomplish this on your own, and so you came to me, a stranger, to help you. When we are down there, you remember that, Kir. Remember why you asked me to join.”
Yanking himself out of Rostam’s grip, Kir stumbles back and attempts to regain his composure and command. “Follow him,” Kir spits at the soldiers. “Now!”
And together they march into the darkness below the sacred city. The nightmarish dream continues once they are well within the depths of the underground and away from any light other than the one flickering at the end of the torches. Rostam senses it first because he can sense the undead.
A thick air hangs in the tunnels smelling of rot and decay.
“There are undead here,” Rostam whispers, walking in the light of those around him. His voice bounces off the walls and carries down, repeating itself for eternity until another sound kills it. In the distance, something clatters against the stone walls.
“That is impossible,” Kir answers. “We are protected by a force greater than even you. I mean,” he starts again, “there is a protection surrounding the city that makes it so that they cannot be here. Have you not known of their absence since stepping within our borders? This is a sanctuary from those vile creatures.”
“Then you should know that your sanctuary has been broken, I have no doubt.”
A heavy silence falls upon the group. They close into a tighter formation with their eyes darting in every direction.
Sighing, Kir casts a look of regard back at Rostam. “What I am going to tell you is something of great importance to this city. We are under the protection of the Horn of Fulad-Zereh.”
Rostam casts Zone of Truth and gives no indication that he has ever heard of such a horn. “Tell me more.”
In a low whisper, Kir explains, “Some many years ago, before my family had ever come to this place and back when the hordes of the undead ran rampant through the streets, a magical item was brought to the monastery that took up residence here and placed in their protection. When it was left, the monks were given explicit instructions to blow the horn every hour in order to rid the land of the undead.”
“Who chose this city out of all the others to save? Whose power was the horn to bestow onto you and your people?” Rostam asks, ducking his head beneath a collapsed pillar.
“No one knows. The monks have simply blown upon the horn every hour since that time and kept this city safe from what plagues this cursed land. So you see, Rostam, there is no way there are undead anywhere near the city.”
“There has never been one that has slipped past the spell the horn casts? In all of history, there must have been one.”
“No,” Kir says. “There have been several, but they are so few in numbers to even count.”
In the distance, something growls and clatters toward them in the tunnels. The soldiers and monks gasp, ripping their weapons from their holsters and pointing them in every direction because the sounds begin to become too numerous to decipher.
“You fools hold the key to end this across the entire land of Lycaonia.” Rostam’s voice is no longer at a whisper as he yells down on Kir.
“This is our land,” Kir bites back at Rostam. “The sufferings of those outside it are not our concern. For decades, our city was attacked by Sarpedon’s armies, and no one came to our aid but the one who gave us the horn. And it is ours to use as we see fit.”
Rostam shakes his head and pushes past the smaller men surrounding him until he is standing toe-to-toe with Kir. “You have failed not only this city but the land it resides in.”
This city can burn, Rostam thinks, and drown in its own ashes. He swears on his soul that the horn will be his and plows into the darkness ahead to meet the undead foe that waits in the shadows.




CHAPTER 9

Swords clash and armor melds to flesh as Rostam leads his team against the group of Threat Level 7 zombies surrounding them. They fight like none before them. I thought the zombies who stopped us outside of Derbe were formidable clumps of flesh, but these ghastly warriors fight as though their undead existence depends on it.
“Hold your arms steadies, men!” Rostam leads, taking out zombie after zombie. Though their Threat Levels are higher than any undead Rostam has seen before, he is able to still dispose of them with quick force and malice.
Around Rostam, one by one, his small team of dedicated monks and soldiers falls. We watch Kir being ripped asunder by the onslaught he could not hold back. After Kir screams his last breath, Rostam pushes and fights his way through to create a clearing for the last surviving of his men to make it through. One accidentally trips, landing against the brick wall and revealing a secret door. Quickly, Rostam shoves his men in, picking some up by the collar and waist and tossing them inside before he turns around to kill the Level 7 zombie that had attempted to sneak up behind him.
Once he rids the world of one more undead creature, Rostam joins his men inside the secret chamber, where he finds the young female monk, hiding behind a makeshift barrier of bows, arrows, and the corpses of long-dead monks.
Horrified, one of the soldiers holds his sword shakily up to the woman.
Rostam knocks him to the ground with the flick of his hand against his back and approaches the woman, who comes running out from behind her gruesome defenses.
She stops in front of Rostam. “It is you! The warrior they promised to send to save me from this hellish place.”
Casting a dark look down upon the beautiful woman, Rostam says, “You lied to me. These tunnels are filled with the undead. What else have you been hiding?”
“I only hid the truth so that you wouldn’t turn back and leave me here to die like my brothers here. In death, they do what they cannot in life,” the young monk says, looking back at the pile of corpses with a sad expression playing across her face.
“Azar!” a surviving monk says, stepping out from behind Rostam. “How dare you bring us down into this place on a raft of lies. What is the meaning of all this?”
Azar takes a step back from Rostam and the small group of soldiers and monks. She turns from them and goes back behind her mound of flesh and iron, disappearing for a moment before she returns with the crystal in her hand and a map in the other.
She kneels before Rostam and rolls out the map that resembles his own except hers is heavily colored in. He gets to his knees beside her.
“This is what brought me here. Kir and the other officers have been lying to us. The undead have increased in numbers considerably. Instead of pretending that we are still living in an oasis, I went out in search of the answers, but instead found myself overcome with the undead. I took refuge within this hidden chamber and hoped that someone brave and strong would find me before I perished.” Azar indicates on the map where the hordes are heaviest and where she thinks they are coming in from.
Taking the map from her, Rostam studies it. He considers what the young woman said. Beside him, she slides to the ground and rests her body.
“I am glad you all came when you did. I don’t know how much longer I would have been able to survive.”
Rostam removes his cloak from his pack and places it around her shoulders. It covers her like a large blanket made for a mighty bed.
She touches the wool, running her hand along the emblem sewn within it. “I have seen this before.”
“Where?” Rostam asks, knowing deep down the answer.
“On the dead who haunt the deepest parts of the tunnels.”
Considering for a moment the danger in what Azar has said, Rostam stands and rubs at his smooth dark face. “Do you know your way to them?”
The three survivors of his party all make frightened sounds. Rostam hushes them with a glare.
“Yes.”
“If we go to them, will there be a way out?” Rostam investigates. His mind works rapidly to come up with a plan to get to the bottom of what he fears will lead him straight to his fallen comrades.
Nodding, Azar says yes. “Where they are is where I believe they are coming from. There will be an old entry point that should have been buried under rubble, but I suspect these cunning zombies have dug it out.”
Rostam places the map back down on the ground. “Show me where. I’ll leave you in the safe charge of these brave volunteers. They will bring you safely back to the surface while I go and rid your tunnels of the filth that have dared enter.” He knows that it would be easier to confront the other warriors sent by Sarpedon if he is alone.
“You may have confidence in these men, but I know them. They are nothing more than ready sacrifices for the waiting dead. I will go with you and show you the way to the ones you seek. At least that way I’ll know you’ll keep me alive.”
This young monk may have been silly enough to get herself trapped beneath the city, but she is wise enough to stay close to Rostam and make sure he has use of her.
“Very well, wise Azar, you will be my guide, and I your guard. Take me to these warriors of the dead.”
The young monk takes Rostam and the rest of the surviving party to the parts of the tunnel where she has seen the undead that are marked equal to Rostam. A long way we travel deeper into the city’s stone guts. Along their way, they encounter no undead and are only greeted by the scurrying of rats away from the parts of the tunnels we are going. This makes Rostam uneasy, as he suspects they are walking right into another ambush.
“Rostam,” a familiar, raspy voice calls from out of the darkness ahead of them.
His name reverberates off the walls of the tunnels.
“Rostam, have you come with another army you are willing to sacrifice to reach the Isles of the Blessed? Rostam.” The voice continues its taunting call as Rostam quickens his pace.
On Rostam’s back, the young woman monk clings. She squeezes him tight around the waist and neck with her body.
“Come, Rostam,” the voice says, growing closer in the shadows. “Come and meet your death.”
Rostam’s torch light falls on a gruesome face. He knows without having to peer through the scars and rancid flesh whose body the undead’s belonged to.
“Bahadur,” Rostam growls, taking Azar from his back and placing her in the protective care of the other monks and soldier. A tooltip appears above Bahadur’s head showing his Threat Level, which is 52. “I knew we’d meet again, but I was hoping it wouldn’t be in this world.”
A grim smile or frown comes to rest on Bahadur’s face and above the grizzly scar running around his neck. “As had I, but my new lord, Sarpedon, has other far greater plans for me.”
At Bahadur’s words, more of Rostam’s dead army emerges from the shadows. They are surrounded by the rotten undead.
Rostam immediately touches himself and casts Death Ward, a 4th-level abjuration spell, which grants him protection from death and instantaneous kill. He can take all of them easily if he decides to use more, obvious spells, but decides not to do so, as this could blow his cover. Having his right hand still on his chest, he casts Heroism, a 1st-level enchantment spell that imbues him with additional bravery. He will need it in the battle at hand.
“What brings you here, Bahadur? This city is protected by great magic.”
“Not strong enough to stop us, however. We are here under orders of our Lord Sarpedon to come and take the Horn of Fulad-Zereh.”
“You cannot!” a monk shouts, stepping toward Bahadur.
The great undead warrior regards the small man for a moment before he strikes him down with a blow from his axe. And the battle begins.
Bahadur and his undead army are all Threat Level 7, with the cunning ability of a mortal man. They close in around them. The rattling of their bones echoes off the walls of the tunnels and are accompanied by the screams of the monk and soldier, who fight with swords and against the onslaught of the undead. Yelling above the cacophony of battle, Bahadur leads his undead warriors against Rostam’s small group.
The duo engages in a raging battle, but after a few exchanges of fatal blows, it’s clear that Rostam has the upper hand. The series of devastating attacks continues, and Bahadur barely manages to block the barrage of crushing stabs and slashes, but then the undead paladin orders his undead to advance. They are too many to count and overwhelm the handicapped Rostam.
Damn, he thinks to himself. If I were to use my full powers, I could finish this in an instant.
Jumping around the undead and keeping Bahadur in his sights, Rostam fights to stay on his feet. Azar helps more than once, darting off the walls to stab the zombies through their helmets. She is a worthy battle mate beside him, using her small frame to her advantage. She whirls around the larger men, taking them out at the legs and landing surprise strikes to their spines.
It seems never ending and for a moment, Rostam feels doubt clouding his judgment. If this goes on, it will be impossible for him to leave with Azar alive. He then decides to cast command on the two remaining soldiers and orders them to throw themselves into the oncoming wave of undead and grabs Azar. He casts Haste, a spell that doubles his speed and will allow him to escape the undead scourge.
He tosses her over his shoulder. “Where is this hidden exit?”
She points over his shoulder, onward, and they make a break for it while Bahadur and his men are busy with the soldier and monk that Rostam threw to distract them.
“Rostam!” Bahadur yells after them. “When we meet again, there will be no one left for you to sacrifice but yourself.”




CHAPTER 10

The journey back to the monastery is long and silent. Rostam and Azar are not attacked by any undead, nor does Rostam sense a hint of them. Good, because the aftereffects of Haste make him lethargic and his normal speed has now decreased down to half. It is as if Ikonion is truly a saved city instead of one being eaten alive from the inside out by cowards and the undead. This is truly not a city worth the protection of such a great item as the horn. Even more so than before, Rostam steels his resolve and makes plans to take the horn for his own and defeat Sarpedon and Bahadur, and return a mighty victor one last time to his virtual game home.
When the warrior monks spot them, bells ring in their entrance. Flowers fall onto their heads as they walk through the streets of the enormous monastery. People run up shouting Azar’s name and greeting her. She weeps and smiles, hugging whoever she can get her arms around. The monastery is overjoyed to see Rostam return with their lost monk.
“Praise!” Javed calls as he rushes to Azar and hugs her tight as they enter his chamber. He looks around them expectantly. “Is it only you who has survived?”
“Your horn is in danger,” Rostam says and takes a seat on the lavish couch.
Flabbergasted, Javed laughs nervously. “I don’t think I know of what you speak, brave warrior. But please take a room in the monastery for the night.”
“Is this a city of ignorant buffoons?” Rostam removes his sweaty and dirty armor. “There is no time to rest. I must get the horn to safety.”
Before Javed can speak again, Azar intervenes. “Javed, perhaps you will let me take this warrior and make him comfortable. I’ve longed for the warmth of my bath and bed. I’m sure someone who has just gone through what we have endured could not deny a chance to taste of the joys within my chamber.”
Azar shakes her head very slowly before Rostam can disagree. Slow enough that he is sure that Javed has missed it. “Hmm,” he says. “Maybe your young monk is right. I could use something warm and wet to rest myself in.”
“Very well,” Javed says, preoccupied. He returns to his desk and bids the two to leave.
“He is a blind man. A good leader, but a blind and dumb man,” Azar says as she leads Rostam through the monastery.
“He will die that way just like the rest of the people in this city. I must find the horn and protect it from Bahadur before he brings ruin upon this city and hands the greatest weapon over to his master,” Rostam says, grabbing Azar by the arm and forcing her to face him. “Where is the Horn of Fulad-Zereh?”
Pointing out the window beside them on the bridge they are crossing, Azar says, “In the tower of Fulad-Zereh, where it has rested since it was first brought here. I tell you this because I wish to stop any foolish ideas you may have about taking the horn. It is guarded by a crew of deadly warriors who are sworn to protect the horn from any who should try and steal it.
“I meant what I said, come to my chamber, and I will reward you in numerous ways for the bravery and smarts you showed down in the tunnels. You deserve a night of carnal pleasures instead of one that would see you dead at the blades of my brothers and sisters. Accept my offer and take my body as your payment.”
Rostam regards the tower awhile before directing his hard stare at the young woman before him. “Is this not another one of your monastery’s protections against someone stealing the horn? You and your carnal promises?”
“Maybe,” Azar says, wrapping her arms around Rostam. “But it is a much better one than the one you will find following that other dark desire in your eyes.”
Gripping her loosely by the throat, Rostam pulls Azar toward his body. She responds willingly and lifts herself up to straddle him.
“Will you take me back to my room where I will call my sisters who will thank you graciously for your service?”
Rostam agrees by kissing her fiercely, shoving his tongue into her open mouth.
Azar takes to the kiss eagerly, her hands already tearing away at his articles of armor and clothing. They fumble at each other’s clothing until they end up in her room, where a large bed awaits them. Once they make it to the bed, they are completely naked now, their lips still connected. Their tongues dance in a fierce battle, and Rostam feels himself already becoming erect. As they climb onto the cushioned surface, the sounds of shuffling feet surround them.
Rostam breaks away from the kiss, and sees other female monks shyly awaiting their turn. He eyes Azar, who looks up at him with a mischievous expression. Without any prompt or word, the women start to disrobe and climb into bed with them. A woman with long, curly dark hair and an ample body goes to his left, with a short-haired, blonde, slender woman to his right. They both begin to stroke him off while Azar watches, her fingers already busying themselves at her clit.
All of the women flock to each of them, as a woman sits on Azar’s face while another goes to Rostam’s shaft immediately. A cacophony of female moans and sighs fill the air, and Rostam is already overwhelmed. Three women are licking and slurping at him down below, while two other women massage his torso and kiss every inch of his skin. Three other women surround Azar, fingers in each other and tongues exchanging dances with one another. An orgy of conventionally attractive holy women surrounding him is a sight to behold. Rostam smirks to himself at the mere idea of it as his cock is shoved down a woman’s throat, and he lets out a groan at the tight, wet flesh that surrounds him.
One of the women settles on top of Azar, her ass and entrance facing him in complete view. As Azar and she began to kiss, the woman’s hands start to pleasure herself while Rostam watches. Two fingers delve deep inside the pink expanse and thrust in a slow, curling motion. Rostam can’t tear his eyes away from the sight, his erection getting hotter and harder in the current female monk’s throat.
The woman pleasing herself looks over her shoulder at him with a smirk that reminds him of Sanaz. Azar follows the woman’s gaze, and a slow grin spreads across her lips. Azar cups her hands on the woman’s buttocks, massaging them and slapping them on occasion. Then her fingers descend to the woman’s pussy, her hands spreading her lips wide open for him to see. Rostam sees Azar’s face tilt to the side to look at him as she speaks.
“Have you ever fucked two women at once, Rostam?”
Rostam cocks an eyebrow at her, but doesn’t bother to respond. The women surrounding him break away as he approaches them both. His erection twitches at Azar’s hot, wet opening, and without warning he plunges himself deep inside her.
Azar lets out a cry of pleasure that is almost a wail, and the other women giggle at the sound. They surround Rostam and Azar, their small, delicate hands splaying on both of their bodies in a suffocating exploration. Rostam watches as the woman who lies on top of Azar interlaces her fingers with Azar’s, kissing her passionately. The woman’s ass cheeks bounce with his pace, and her and Azar’s breasts are pressed against each other in a snug embrace. Azar feels warm and welcoming around him, milking his shaft of every ounce of his energy that he has.
Before he descends too far into ecstasy, Rostam decides to try out the other girl now. Withdrawing, he adjusts himself to the woman above. Her entrance is visibly twitching and wet for him, and he thrusts himself deep inside her. This woman is tighter and wetter than Azar, her walls already contracting and squeezing all around him. Immediately he lets out a soft exhale, overwhelmed by the sensations of her. She has already been pleasing herself with Azar, so she is ready to cum.
He pounds against her, watching the woman’s curls and ass jiggle in synchronicity. The woman moans against Azar’s breasts, her hands folding into the bed sheets beneath them. Before he lets the woman arrive to her climactic destination, he withdraws and penetrates Azar now.
He alternates between both women, amazed at the similarities and differences of their pussies. It does not take long before he feels himself about to cum. His body contorts and jerks, and through these alternations, he manages to spill his seed in both writhing women.
Rostam collapses onto the bed next to them, and is immediately attacked by the rest of the wanting female monks. After the women are given everything they can handle, they pass into a deep and satisfied sleep. Rostam sneaks away while they sleep and makes his way to the tower, his sword drawn and at the ready to take out whoever chances to get into his path. Just like Azar had said, the tower is under guard by Threat Level 4 monks who stand violent vigil before the door that leads up to where they keep the horn.
Rostam hesitates for a moment and decides to return to his warm bed, where Azar and the rest of the women await him. He won’t sacrifice these men, there has to be another way, he decides. But then again, it’s not his decision to make. A popup window appears before him, showing the 3rd Tenet of Vengeance: By Any Means Necessary. When he took the Oath of Vengeance, he knew that his qualms shouldn’t get in his way. If he refuses to take the Horn of Fulad-Zereh, the Supreme Administrator will strip him of his class in both the real and the virtual world. He has no choice on the matter and knows it very well.
For a moment, he thinks of using the Command spell and order them to cast aside or flee, but knows pretty well that there are several monks here and he can use a 1st-level spell no more than four times within the day. He should reserve his powers to escape. There’s no way out of this bloody mess.
Rostam grips his sword tightly and attacks the first monk. He beheads him before the other has a chance to realize what is happening. Quicker than Rostam anticipates, the other guard blocks his attack and gives a worthy fight with his long staff. Strong and formidable though he may be, he is no match for Rostam. Once the guard is dead on the ground, Rostam races up the tower to the horn. On his way, he meets several more guards who are all at Threat Level 4’s, so are no match for him. He slices through them, one after the other, on his mission to get the horn.
Rostam kicks the door to the tower open, revealing a roof bathed in the moon’s glow. There before him lies the Horn of Fulad-Zereh, and standing in front of it is Javed, a sword trembling in his old hands.
“You mustn’t do this,” the monk says. “If you take the horn off the grounds of the monastery, it will fade away into the wind, leaving us unprotected. It is the only thing that stands between us and certain destruction.”
Letting his sword fall to his side, Rostam approaches the elder monk. He looks down on him with pity. “You have already lost.” His sword slides into Javed smoothly.
The monk touches his gut and examines the blood on his hands in disbelief. “Please,” he says with his final breaths. “Don’t take it.”
Rostam tosses the monk over the edge of the tower and picks the horn up. It is small in his hands.
“What have you done?” Azar asks behind him.
Turning around, Rostam sees the young monk naked in the moonlight, a sword in her hands. “It was the only way.” He takes a step back toward the edge.
“I cannot let you leave with that. I can’t let you leave after what you did to my brothers and sisters.”
“There is no way you can stop me,” Rostam says, jumping up onto the ledge.
Below him the drop is hard, but unobstructed.
“Don’t you dare jump. Fight me!” The young monk stabs at him with her blade.
“Like I told your late leader, it is already too late to do anything. The horn is mine.” Rostam jumps off the ledge and toward the tree feet below.
Azar screams threats of revenge after him, but Rostam doesn’t hear her over the sound of breaking branches slowing his fall to the ground. He lands in the courtyard, the horn still grasped securely in his hands.
“Damn it!” he curses, full of regret.




CHAPTER 11

The courtyard is silent save for the sound of Rostam’s heavy feet pounding the bricks as he races from the monastery. His breath and flesh are hot from the fighting and stealing of the horn. He leaves the sanctuary of the monastery without further assault from the monks. As he runs from the shadow of the building, the horn begins to soften and degrade in his hands.
“What is this trickery?” Rostam says, continuing to run while examining the horn in his hands.
Before his eyes, the horn begins to break apart. Tiny fragments of it blow away to vanish in the night wind. “It cannot be.” This time Rostam stops and watches in horror as the horn disintegrates before his eyes. “Bahadur,” Rostam curses, casting his eyes in the direction of where he and Azar emerged not so long ago.
Like hard pieces in an agonizing puzzle, it all falls into place for Rostam. He was tricked and played for a fool. There’s no way anyone could have stolen the horn, let alone Bahadur and his minions, but that’s all changing as the horn falls apart. Placing it against his lips, Rostam blows. The horn gives its final song and fades to ash against his mouth. Rostam watches the small pieces float away and tastes defeat one more time on his tongue. Now there is a way for Bahadur and the others to get into the city. Rostam has no doubt, as he stands there watching his hopes melt away into the dark, that there is a horde of undead making its way to the city.
Leaving it all behind, Rostam flees toward the exit, but before he goes something tender inside of him pulls him back. His mind is on Sanaz, the woman who has done nothing but give herself to him and help him even though she knew nothing of his origins and sacred quest. There are many things that Rostam would do to make sure he triumphed over Sarpedon, but abandoning a friend is not one of them.
He changes his course and goes back toward the heart of the city. In the distance, screams begin to pierce the night, disturbing the sanctity that had fallen. Slowly, people start to emerge from their homes to find the source of the screams that grow ever louder in the black night. Rostam sneaks through the streets toward the Central Lounge. Almost upon the lodge, Rostam is ambushed by a group of monks wielding swords and axes.
“You will not escape punishment for your crimes,” one of the younger monks says. She’s shielded by heavy ill-fitting armor.
Rostam notes their Threat Levels as 1 each and makes a bloody massacre of them. He takes down each one of the small men and women who come at him in the name of their monastery. No matter how hard they fight against Rostam, he knocks them down harshly and leaves them to die in their own pool of blood. Just as Rostam is finishing up with the last monks in the group who aren’t dead or fleeing with their lives, Sanaz comes out of the building with other people all looking for the source of the bloodcurdling screams.
“Rostam,” Sanaz calls, running up to him. She jumps over the bodies lying sprawled on the ground. “What is the meaning of all this? Are you alright?” Touching the small wounds that Rostam didn’t even noticed covered his body, Sanaz stares up into his eyes with care and longing.
“We must leave this place now,” he says in a hushed whisper.
“What has happened?” She trails behind him as he pushes his way into the lodge and heads toward his room. “Did you kill Kir? Thank Elysium for that.”
Gathering up his things, Rostam gives her the best of all the worst answers. “Kir died, yes, but not by my blade. This city is cursed, not sacred like the stories would have you believe. Beneath the streets, the undead wait for their opportunity to attack and claim this city as their own.”
Sanaz studies Rostam and begins to also gather her items before stopping. “But they can’t attack the city as long as the horn protects it. We ourselves have seen it.”
More screams are heard coming from somewhere in the night, except this time, they are closer than before. “The horn,” Rostam says, pausing to gaze at her. “The horn has been destroyed.”
Her eyes grow wide. Sanaz races around the room, gathering her items and tossing them into her pack. “How has this happened? I saw you less than a day ago. What have you done?”
“It is not what I have done, but what they have brought upon themselves by hiding such a powerful weapon in a city with no other protection than the item itself. Ikonion has been marked for destruction since the moment the Horn of Fulad-Zereh entered its walls. There is nothing I or any great warrior like myself could have done.
“No more questions, Sanaz, we must leave before the undead scourge take hold of this city.” Rostam pushes her gently toward the last of her items and goes back to collecting his weapons.
“I know there is more to this that you are not telling me, Rostam. I will listen and wake the others so we can make our escape, but know I see through what you think you keep hidden.”
They pack the last of their things in silence and leave the lodge just as the sounds of death and battle begin to completely fill the air. Rostam leads them down alleyways and back paths to where the rest of the caravan is camping. When they arrive, everyone is awake with their weapons drawn.
“Rostam!” Damianos calls. “It is good to see that it is you sneaking around in the night. What do you make of all this commotion?”
“The horn has been destroyed,” he answers solemnly. “Whatever foolish charms protected this city are no longer. We must leave now before the undead find us and we have to fight our way out.”
The others all put their weapons away and begin packing up the camp. With the help of Sanaz and Rostam, the caravan is able to pack everything and dowse the fire in just a few minutes. As the last glowing coals of the fire die, Rostam picks up a hint of rotten flesh on the wind. It is close and gross.
“We must move quickly. They are near,” Rostam whispers as quietly as his booming voice will allow.
It isn’t quiet enough. A deathly yowl comes from the darkness followed by shambling corpses all bent on slaughtering Rostam and his crew. In the dark, it is hard for them to see, but Rostam is able to read their Threat Levels and see that these zombies are smarter than the rest with levels as high as 3.
“Fight for your freedom!” Rostam calls over the clash of iron with flesh.
The caravan does as Rostam commands, all sending their swords and arrows flying with the sole purpose of mulling down the zombies. Sanaz sparks a fire to life and uses it to set off an explosion that takes out a group of undead. While the others are stunned or regaining their footing, Rostam and Damianos fight with renewed vigor through the smoke of Sanaz’s explosion.
It takes some of them dying and becoming gravely wounded for them to fight their way out of the swarm. Leaving some members behind, the ones who can walk or ride follow Rostam out of the city just as the sun begins to shine its grace down on Ikonion.




CHAPTER 12

The roads leading away from the city are covered in the undead. Rostam and the group must fight their way through every large stretch they travel. By the third day of pushing through what seemed to be a never-ending swarm, they are bloody and battle weary. Needing a rest, the caravan spots a small cave off the main road and up a cliff.
“We can make camp there,” Parviz says, his voice quiet beneath the downpour of rain.
“What of the remaining horses?” Damianos asks. “We cannot just leave them down on the ground to be taken by the undead forces or their allies in evil.”
Rostam takes out an axe and painlessly kills the last two horses that the caravan has left. “Take what you can of their meat and the cargo they carry. The rest leave for whoever stumbles upon it. These things are slowing down our escape and leaving us at the mercy of the undead. We will make camp within the cave of that cliff where we can see anyone who may be following us.”
“Why would anyone be following us?” Sanaz asks, gazing down at the dead horses with pity before she takes what is of value from them. “This whole time you’ve been pushing us through as though there were a target on our backs.”
“Sanaz,” Parviz cautions, “this is not the time for questions. We must hurry before we are found.”
Once the horses are searched and emptied of meat and fat, Rostam takes the party into the woods so they can climb the wall up to the cave. The climb is easy and without event, which I am grateful for because Rostam is weighed down heavy with the thoughts of the past couple of days, and with his weariness I too grow tired. Damianos and the other guards set up camp and build a fire while Rostam rests at the lip of the cliff, gazing down upon the land with a troubled look in his eye.
“I will no longer follow you unless you tell me exactly what it is we are running from, Rostam. You are a great and mighty warrior who I have trusted to lead me and my caravan through the Damned Land, but as the days wear on, I am beginning to think that there is something dark in you. Something that deserves a closer look than I have been giving it these past few months.” Sanaz approaches Rostam from behind him. She places a hand on his back. “Tell me the truth of what happened in the city of Ikonion.”
The tale that Rostam proceeds to give Sanaz is one edited and altered to fit the truth that he has built for himself in this world.
“That monastery was a broken faction of my own clan. One who swore to protect people from the undead, but instead used the horn for their own gain. Those monks were blind to the darkness that surrounded them. When I ventured into the tunnels in search of their lost monk, I found countless undead living beneath the city. Azar, the monk, told me that Kir knew of the swarm and kept it hidden from the population in order to protect the horn.” Watching Sanaz’s face, Rostam can see that she is only half-believing his story.
“I had to take the horn in order to save the city and us from certain destruction at the hands of Sarpedon and his army. There was no way for me to know that the horn and monastery were cursed.”
“You could have asked,” Sanaz says, stepping away from him. “What did you do?”
“I killed members of the monastery that were protecting it and took off with it. In my attempts to save the city and rid the tunnels of the undead, the horn began to crumble. There was nothing I could do to stop it from happening. Once I saw it drift away, I knew there was only one thing to do. Leave the city and save the ones I could.” Rostam pulls her back to him. “I came back to save you all instead of running and leaving your fate to rest with that of the city.”
Sanaz stares at his hand wrapped around her wrist and then looks out at the dark land. The cry of a wolf fills the night, and below them, undead forms of zombies and ghouls fight over the last remains of the horses.
“If what you say is true, then you are a friend to me and this caravan. Will you get us safely to Derbe without letting us fall the way you did those back in Ikonion?”
Rostam feels Sanaz tug slightly against his wrist, pulling him toward her. “I will do what I can to make sure that we don’t fall prey to the undead.”
“And what of those who hound you, following your every step as though you have committed some great wrong?”
“They are my enemies to do away with, and I will handle them as such. No one will fight my battles for me.” Rostam cups Sanaz’s face in his hands and leans down to kiss her.
She turns her face away from his lips, so his affections fall on her shoulder. “Is there anything else that you are not telling me about what happened in that sacred city?”
A cold wind joins them on the edge of the cliff.
“If there is anything that I am not telling you, it is to save you from a harsh truth that would only frighten you.”
“I want to know everything that happened in the tunnels and at the monastery after I left. You owe me the truth,” Sanaz says, moving out of his reach.
A green glow shines on Sanaz from the full moon peeking out through the clouds.
“I do not believe he owes you, me, or anyone anything more than he has given, Sanaz,” Damianos says, joining them at the entryway. “Rostam, we have cooked up the horse, go rest and have some food. I shall guard the cave and our company from any foul visitor that may scale this cliff in order to kill us. You should eat as well, Sanaz, hunger is not a good state to demand answers from. It makes you lose sight of what is truly important.”
“I think you are right, Damianos,” Rostam says, nodding at his fellow guard. “We will go and eat and rest if it takes us. In the morning, we will venture out to the road, and I will make sure we reach Derbe with the horses being the last to lose their lives on this ill-fated journey.” 




CHAPTER 13

While Sanaz runs water over the fabrics inside the bucket, Rostam stands on their porch overlooking the small lake and mountains far in the distance. She works silently, scrubbing away at the dingy spots on the shirts and pants. Many of the items are worn through and faded, best left to the trash, but out on the outskirts where they have set up, there isn’t much in the way of new items. The only caravans that go out that far are usually carrying food and provisions, not beautifully adorned dresses like Sanaz would tell Rostam she dreamed of.
In the distance, a shape moves like a mirage through the heat.
“Someone is coming,” Rostam says, watching the figure move slowly. “They’ll be here by nightfall.”
“Friend,” Sanaz says, not taking her eyes off her work, “or enemy?”
Considering the approaching form for a moment, Rostam can make out that they are not dead, but other than that he cannot tell their intent. He could use Scrying, a 5th-level divination spell that allows him to see and hear a particular creature he chooses, but decides to reserve it, as he can use only one 5th-level spell within the day. “We will have to wait and see. For now, I’ll hunt up some food and get a fire going to welcome them if they are friend.”
Sanaz glances up at Rostam but does not catch his gaze that is still trained on the person moving toward them in the hazy distance. “And if they mean us harm, what then will you do?”
“Whatever I must.” Rostam pulls on a sheepskin vest and covers his bare chest.
Scars line his muscular torso. On the wall beside their front door, a bow and quiver full of arrows hangs from the hook of a hawk’s claw. Rostam takes it down and wraps it around his large shoulders. His sword is already attached to his hip, but he checks to make sure it is there by grabbing the hilt.
“I’ll light the fire; you just make sure you’re back before they get here. If it’s trouble they bring, I cannot withstand it on my own with my leg the way it is.”
Rostam casts an eye down at Sanaz’s injured leg. It has been months since their trek away from Ikonion and into Derbe where Sanaz had almost lost her life, but she still carries a deep suffering that cannot be healed, no matter how many times he tried, and is only soothed by the blistering heat found out beyond the mountains. He nods his head at her and hops over the porch railing. Taking off at a slow trot, he heads off into the plains where rabbits, wolves, and other meaty creatures live.
It takes him a couple hours to wrestle up enough food for himself, Sanaz, and their potential guest. By the end of it, he comes home with two wolves slung over each shoulder, eight prairie dogs dangling from his waist, and a fistful of small fatty birds that he likes to slow roast for days over the fire. He’s hungry when he returns and is glad that Sanaz was able to start the fire on her own. As soon as Rostam drops his catch on the porch floor, Sanaz comes and claims it, rushing it toward the bloodstained table that they use to prepare meat.
“Go wash off in the lake,” she orders in a surprisingly brisk tone. “You were late. The traveler arrived before your return.”
Seeing that she is unharmed, Rostam says, “So then they are a journeyman or merchant?”
“I’d like to say I’m a friend,” Damianos says, coming up behind Rostam and resting a hand on his shoulder.
Rostam smiles at his old friend and welcomes him with a hug. “I will go wash off. Tonight will be a feast between old friends.”
“Old friends and old warriors,” Damianos adds.
The lake is close enough that Rostam can hear Damianos and Sanaz laughing over the fire while they catch up on what has happened since they last saw each other in Derbe. Sanaz tells Damianos of their adventures searching for someone to fix her ailing leg. And she speaks frankly of their failures to find any such healer.
It sounds as though since they had parted ways, Damianos had since ventured back to Ikonion while they made a home in the plains. Without grabbing a towel to cover his naked body, Rostam approaches the fire and stands listening to Damianos recount what he found upon entering the once great and sacred city.
“They destroyed every building and burned the monastery to the ground. Bodies still lie in the rubble. There are some orphans who hang around the ruins and zombies that prowl and hunt them. Ikonion is no more.”
“Were there any survivors besides us?” Sanaz asks.
“I have come across some in my travels with other caravans, but they are refugees scattered on the winds of Lycaonia forever in search of a home.” Damianos sniffs the air. “Is the meat ready?”
“Oh, yes, it should be,” Sanaz says, checking the wolf that roasts on the spike above the flames.
“You must be hungry, Rostam, after everything you have done.” Damianos waves Rostam over to sit next to him, but he turns away instead.
The oncoming night air is hot and brings sweat to the surface of his skin. This is Sarpedon’s fault, all those dead citizens and unfortunate children. He and his army will see this land turned to dust like the city of Ikonion. There is no one out there that is strong enough to stop him. No one except for Rostam, who hides away in the hot lands of the east. No more, Rostam swears, he will no longer wait in the tall grass for the enemy to come to him. He will seek out Sarpedon and Bahadur with his last breaths, returning once more to Space Hades, where they will welcome him as a hero.
CONTINUED…
Dear Reader, a minute of your time please!
I want to thank you, for coming along on this ride. I hope you had as much fun as I did. If so, please consider writing a review on my Amazon book page. I'm truly grateful for all feedback! If you have any questions, complaints or suggestions, I'm happy to hear them all. Just shoot me a message.
Cheers,
Alex Itsios
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