
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
    Monstar Saga 
 
    Acolyte 
 
    Book 2   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Eden Redd 
 
    

  

 
  
    
 
    Monstar Saga: Acolyte: Book 2  
 
     © copyright 2021 Eden Redd 
 
    All Rights Reserved 
 
    Join my mailing list and receive updates on new titles! 
 
    Editing 
 
    Lucid Dream Editing 
 
      
 
   

 

 "It is in pain that we find the meaning of life." 
 
    ~Ofelia, Pan’s Labyrinth  
 
      
 
    

  

 
 
    Monstar Saga 
 
    Acolyte 
 
   



 


 Book 2   
 
   

 

 One 
 
    Warm evening air floated in through the open barn doors. The symphony of crickets began to rise as the sun began its slow descent behind the horizon. A gentle calm flowed in as three figures looked down on a pair of vats. 
 
    Kavan held a large, colored egg with spots. He gently lowered it into the water-filled vat. Slitted eyes looked down as his entire arm was submerged. When the egg touched the bottom, he gently let go and pulled his arm up. 
 
    Onka watched Kavan with warm eyes. The goblin’s heart was all a flutter as she saw a genuine small smile from the dragonkin. In her hands, she held a second egg with tanned coloring and purple spots. She gently cradled it as Kavan turned his attention to her and reached for the egg. 
 
    Abby stood close by with a dour expression painted along her bovine features. The taur sulked as she watched Kavan take the egg from Onka and gently submerged it in the second vat. 
 
    The taur stamped her cloven foot in frustration. “Why do I have to be in charge of them! They can take care of themselves once they hatch.” 
 
    Kavan gently rested the egg at the bottom of the vat and let go. He rose up and stood tall, water dripping off his arm and hand. He turned to the now annoyed taur and gave her an understanding nod. 
 
    “We already went over this. Summer is approaching and we’ve already missed the spring crop season. If we want to make sure the town has more than enough for the winter, we need to start early. Your taur sisters will be supplying milk and helping around the farm.” 
 
    Abby looked away in a huff. “I thought I was only supposed to supply milk, not work the farm. This is barbaric.” 
 
    Onka shook her head. “On a farm, everyone works. Lorta’s bolids help in her fields.” 
 
    “I’m not a bolid and this isn’t Lorta’s farm,” Abby whined. 
 
    Onka parted her lips to speak when Kavan spoke up. 
 
    “Abby, we all need to do our part for the farm and the town.” 
 
    The taur looked down and to the side. “It wouldn’t be so bad if I could stay in the house.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the taur with amused eyes. Abby stood in her overalls with her arms crossed along her waist. She didn’t wear a shirt, the flap covering her breasts and suspenders over her slender shoulders. A memory washed on the shores of Kavan’s mind, of him having to practically force her to wear the overalls as she protested. It was a simple practicality, but she fought him at every turn. She eventually relented, but had been mad about it ever since. Staying in the barn was another matter that she pushed back nearly every day. It turned into a repeated struggle with Kavan remaining firm. Another thought crawled into his mind and he let out a small sigh. 
 
    She’s so stubborn, I wonder if she is part mule. I don’t want this to be a constant battle. She’s smarter than I thought livestock could be and Voldor is such a strange place, maybe I should handle this differently. 
 
    Kavan stepped closer to the taur. Abby turned her gaze upwards and looked into Kavan’s yellow, slitted eyes. 
 
    “Abby, what can I do to help make the barn more like a home?”  
 
    Abby’s eyes trembled for barely a moment and a small smile formed. “Add a second floor. The barn is too big and open. You can add another floor and bedrooms right over our heads. Add a proper water closet and kitchen. Oh, and bigger beds.” 
 
    Kavan gave her a small nod. “Work hard, get along with your taur sisters and I will build it.” 
 
    A mischievous smile bloomed across Abby’s lips. “I want to stay in the farm house from time to time.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed. “Time to time?” 
 
    Abby nodded, her mischievous smile vanishing and giving the dragonkin an innocent look. 
 
    “Yes, Master. I want to be able to have my own space, away from the barn,” Abby blinked. 
 
    Onka looked away and covered her mouth, hiding her smile. 
 
    Kavan gave the taur a shrewd look before his features softened. “If you prove to me that you can lead your taur sisters and work the field, we can talk about it again.” 
 
    Abby’s mouth twisted into a wide smile. She clasped her hands in front of her chest and began jumping up and down in excitement. 
 
    “Thank you Master!” the taur grinned before opening her arms and crashing into the dragonkin with a tight hug. 
 
    Kavan barely remained standing as the taur embraced him fiercely. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Farming Skill! Farming Skill is now 4th degree, Proficient. 
 
    The dragonkin smiled as the alert crossed his vision. He then called up his skill stats. Information appeared in the corner of his gaze as Abby lingered a little longer into her hug. 
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 5 
 
    Farming: 4 
 
    Mining: 0 
 
    Social: 4 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 3 
 
    Metal Smithing: 3 
 
      
 
    I suppose gaining degrees in skills is more than just performing the skill. 
 
    Viz spoke up, “There are many subtle ways to help increase skills. Taking into account livestock wellbeing will help increase the appropriate skill or skills. Abby is genuinely happy, which means she may produce more milk because of it, which in turn, improves your skills.” 
 
    I’m starting to get the hang of this farm life. Thank you Viz, for the clarification. 
 
    “Anytime. I’m here to help.” 
 
    Scenes and memories touched Kavan’s thoughts as he hugged the taur. It had been two weeks since the xykks and their queen invaded the town of Moonvale. The battle wrecked large sections of the town and only now was it feeling like it did before the invasion. The townsfolk came together to repair shops, buildings, and even some of the cobblestone streets that were damaged before the invasion. The town of Moonvale began to look brighter and healthier. With each day that passed, the residents had become more and more relaxed, happy for the conflict turning into a small, bad memory. No lives were lost, but the possibility loomed in many that it could have been much worse. 
 
    Kavan pulled back and put his scaled hands on Abby’s shoulders. The taur looked up to him with adoring eyes. Kavan glanced to the side, seeing Onka’s approving smile. 
 
    A shadow slithered into the dragonkin and it pushed away the warm moment. Knowledge burned at him, knowing he was in the presence of an actual goddess who either lost or suppressed her own memories. The beautiful goblin looked upon Kavan with a loving gaze, but the dragonkin knew he couldn’t speak to her about the truth. Mayor Sunaxe’s words hung heavy in Kavan’s mind, knowing that if any prolonged conversation was said about a certain, demonic goddess, she could wake and put the whole town and herself in danger. It became a secret with only a few residents knowing the truth and keeping it to themselves. 
 
    Abby sighed and looked down. “I won’t bother you about the farm house for a time. I’ll help my new sisters with the farm and I will try to not be a pest.” 
 
    Kavan mentally returned to his body and looked again at the taur. “That is all I ask.” 
 
    Abby pulled away and stepped over to the two large vats. She took hold of the simple lids on the floor and placed one on top of each vat. 
 
    Kavan glanced at Onka and the goblin smiled brighter. 
 
    “We should let Abby settle in for the evening. I’m hungry and could use a meal at the Dragon’s Table,” Onka said with a warm gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “We’re eating fancy tonight?” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Onka nodded. “Oh yes, my treat.” 
 
    Kavan raised a boney eye ridge. “With the gold I just paid you?” 
 
    The goblin let out a loud laugh. “It’s my gold now. So, my treat. Or you could just stay here and try to cook something while I eat fancy and drink wine.” 
 
    “Should I freshen up?” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Onka giggled. The goblin reached over, took Kavan’s hand and tugged him to follow. The dragonkin kept his smirk as he followed the beautiful goblin out of the barn and into the evening air. 
 
    Abby stepped to the edge of the barn door. The taur leaned on it and watched them walk toward the gate with a warm glow along her gaze. 
 
    Once the couple exited out the main gate of the farm, Onka walked at Kavan’s side, her arm entwined with his. She leaned her head on his arm as they walked side by side. 
 
    Kavan took in a small inhale, the warm evening air filling his nose. Onka’s scent mingled with the varied smells and for a small moment, he was lost to it. The last few weeks brought them closer. Kavan spent part of his day helping to repair her shop before helping others. Onka often laughed when she found a dismembered xykk arm or leg under the furniture. At one point, the two had a sword fight with found, severed xykk arms and couldn’t stop laughing. The armored xykk arms quickly fell apart after a few parries, but the laughter continued.  
 
    Kavan glanced down on the short goblin, his pulse quickening slightly. His old world was falling further and further away, while his new life filled him with purpose, and affection. 
 
    “We can stop by Zellee’s shop and see if she wants to join us?” Onka said in a low, relaxed tone. 
 
    “I don’t know. It could be just us tonight,” Kavan said in an equally relaxed tone. 
 
    Onka pulled her head from Kavan’s arm and looked up at him. He was now looking forward, but the aura of affection was still there. Her gaze drifted down to his farmer shirt and how it adhered to his strong chest and shoulders. She licked her lips as wicked thoughts filled her mind as to what they would do after dinner and back at either her place, or his. 
 
    The south gate to the town of Moonvale was just a short distance away. A wide grassy field filled the world to the west, and the edges of a forest stabbed out from the east. Fireflies glowed with intermittent flashes of greenish white light. A warm breeze washed over the area as the couple made their way closer to the walled town. 
 
    Kavan looked up at the taller buildings and towers of the town. Street lamps began to glow, giving the entire town an almost ethereal flair. The last embers of the setting sun slipped away and stars twinkled across the dark sky by the hundreds. 
 
    Kavan let out a small sigh as he looked up at the sky. “I think I can get used to this.” 
 
    Onka smiled. “You better. Moonvale feels more like a home than it ever did before, thanks to you.” 
 
    The dragonkin looked down at the goblin with a wry gaze. “Thanks to me?” 
 
    Onka nodded. “I feel like I’ve been lost for a long time. For the first time, as far back as I can remember, I feel like I belong. We belong.” 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod. “Yeah, I feel the same.” 
 
    The goblin smiled before hugging his arm and pressing her cheek to it. 
 
    The couple slowed as they approached the south gate. Senses tingled with romantic energy. The night filled with the spark of intimate thoughts and desires. Time and the world seemed to slow down to a crawl as the couple took one step closer to the south gate. 
 
    Shadows darted from the forest edge to the east. Hunched bodies raced along. A gleam of sharp and blunt metal moved with charging bodies. Muscles filled with violent energy as they darted toward the dragonkin and goblin a mere twenty feet from the south gate of town. 
 
    A small inhale caused Kavan’s senses to blaze with alarm. The smell of dirty sweat and bodies stabbed at his senses. Instinct took over, Kavan turning to see a group of bodies rushing toward him with daggers, short swords, and maces filling their hands. Worn and ripped leather armor covered their bodies. In that split second, Kavan saw the crazed look in their eyes. Goblins, kobolds, and orcs charged, crossing the small distance in just a few heartbeats. 
 
    Kavan’s body reacted. His scaled hand grabbed at the dagger at his belt and he pulled it from its sheath while calling up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 12 
 
    Gold: 20 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 5 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 3 
 
    Life: 2 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 5 
 
      
 
    Onka was barely turning her attention to the small noise when Kavan pressed his dagger to her hand. The goblin’s eyes widened as the dragonkin then grabbed her shoulder and pushed her toward the gate. 
 
    “Alert the town,” Kavan hissed as he turned on the nearly twenty bodies rushing toward him. 
 
    Onka stumbled, reality falling into flashes. She watched as claws stabbed out of Kavan’s fingertips. He lowered his body and a deep, menacing growl filled the area with deadly intent. 
 
    Kavan readied himself as war cries filled the air. Spittle flew from open mouths as raging eyes filled the attacking force, all of their attention on the dragonkin. 
 
    “There are twenty-one attackers. Twelve kobolds, seven goblins and three orcs,” Viz said instantly. 
 
    Alert me if any of them go for the city gate. 
 
    “Affirmative,” said Viz.  
 
    A second ticked by as Kavan considered his strategies. When a goblin leapt into the air and swung a mace, he knew only that he had to end it as quickly as possible before things got out of hand.  
 
    Kavan’s growl vanished as he darted forward and slashed hard across.  
 
    The goblin’s eyes widened as his body tumbled out of control, entrails spilling out from its stomach and drops of blood raining down. 
 
    Kavan channeled three points of mana into his Body Sphere. Muscles burned with endurance, strength, quickness, and power. The world around him became crystal clear as he crashed into the rest of the attacking force. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 9/12 
 
      
 
    Weapons gleamed as they tried to stab and bash at the dragonkin. Blades stabbed at nothing before claws raked across a pair of surprised expressions. Weapons fell as two goblins clutched at their ruined and bleeding faces. 
 
    Kavan threw his weight into the battle, hip and arm crashing into an orc and sending them backwards into others. Bodies fell as kobolds leapt up like scaled little monsters. Kavan turned into them, his claws stabbing into a leather-covered chest. Points stabbed deep and blood ran as the light died in a kobold’s eyes. Chaos bloomed as Kavan whipped his hand away and sent the dead kobold hurtling through the air. A dagger flashed and stabbed into his leg. 
 
    Kavan looked down just as a goblin’s mace struck the side of his head. The dragonkin stumbled, the pain a distance away. He barely felt the dagger point in his thigh and the mace strike barely registered. The Body Sphere glowed along his spirit as he was tougher than normal and ready to return the damage dealt. 
 
    Feral monsters crowded around and raised their weapons for another strike. Kavan’s body continued to move and his claws slashed in a blur. Cries filled the air as several kobolds stumbled back and tried to keep their internal organs from spilling out. Kavan roared as his body began to heat up. A sword slashed down at his back. The blade bit into his flesh before it bounced off bone. Kavan whirled around with claws slashing across chests. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Hurt. Bleeding. 
 
    Mana: 9/12 
 
      
 
    Kavan ignored the alert, the battle turning chaotic. Weapons flashed and despite his speed and strength, there were too many to dodge. Kavan’s hand blurred and caught a wrist from an incoming short sword, but two daggers stabbed into his side. Pain flared hotter. Kavan lifted his leg and struck a goblin’s chest so hard, it caved in with bone penetrating its heart. The goblin died before it hit the ground as the deadly melee continued. 
 
    Kavan roared as he channeled two mana points into his Fire Sphere. Flames erupted from his clawed hands. 
 
    Onka watched as Kavan roared like a monster and flames lit up the area.  
 
    Fiery claws streaked around, slashing and burning at the same time. Bodies backed up a pace as horrific screams filled the air. Blood pulsed out of Kavan as he pressed his attack. A goblin turned to run and was struck down. A kobold hesitated and met their fate with their head spiraling into the air and away from their neck. Kavan’s eyes glowed with power as he quickly turned the tide. The remaining attackers turned and tried to flee. Kavan gave chase, heat and energy pooling into his throat.  
 
    Time slowed down as Kavan watched fearful glances over shoulders as the attackers tried to run. They cried out as Kavan leapt on each one, slashing down with flaming claws and then leaping to another. Their numbers dwindled as Kavan moved like a bolt of lightning from one feral monster to another. 
 
    An orc turned to face the dragonkin, the mace in his hand shaking. Kavan’s eyes blazed bright as he came at the orc with roaring power. 
 
    A sharp whistle touched the air. The orc stood with wide eyes, before an arrow slipped over their shoulder, barely an inch above it.  
 
    The moment was quick, barely a blink in time before a black arrow struck Kavan’s shoulder. The barbed point stabbed deep, penetrating skin and muscle. The force of the arrow was enough to stop Kavan’s momentum. Boots slid to a halt and the dragonkin stumbled back. Blood trickled from the arrow as Kavan tried to regain his stunned wits. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Serious Wounds. Critical Bleeding. Critical Arrow Wound.   
 
    Mana: 7/ 12 
 
      
 
    Kavan reached up and took hold of the arrow shaft. He snapped it off as the fleeing ferals turned and approached. Seeing the blood and that the dragonkin was stunned reignited their courage. Evil smiles and snickers filled the smaller group as they approached. 
 
    Kavan held up his flaming hands and claws, ready to defend himself. He watched the confidence fill them once again, but they gave him measured looks and glances. Both sides sized each other up, but it was Kavan who felt his own blood soak into his shirt and leggings. 
 
    “Kavan, you’re going to bleed out!” Viz said with alarm. 
 
    I will not let them win! 
 
    “This isn’t like fighting xykks. They have some fighting skills and no matter how skilled you may be, their numbers give them the edge!” 
 
    A faint memory touched Kavan’s mind of Brom’s words and advice. The dragonkin closed his eyes and released three mana points, but didn’t focus them on any sphere. The mana glowed along his spirit as blood pulsed out of his wounds. 
 
    “Kavan?” Viz said with a fearful edge. 
 
    Kobolds, goblins, and two orcs grinned before they roared. They attacked as one, reaching the dragonkin and raised their weapons. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes flashed open before he took two steps forward and slashed wide across. Flames streaked and caused the attacking ferals to hesitate. Kavan’s other arm stabbed forward like a flaming lance. An orc with a raised short sword let out a whimper as fiery claws stabbed into his chest, the tips penetrating their heart. Others closed in and were met with elbows and a boot. Bodies were flung backwards and to the sides. 
 
    Kavan’s senses blazed bright as he heard a sharp whistle. Legs bent and the dragonkin launched into the air. Body spinning away, a black arrow streaked past him a few inches away. 
 
    Kavan landed and weakness drained his muscles. The dragonkin’s eyes widened as he fell to one knee, blood spilling from his wounds. The last few ferals charged as Kavan couldn’t stand up. 
 
    The dragonkin roared and a sliver of energy returned to his legs. He pushed off the ground and energy blazed deep within. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Body Sphere. Body Sphere is now 4th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 point of mana. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Serious Wounds. Critical Bleeding. Critical Arrow Wound.   
 
    Mana: 5/13 
 
      
 
    Kavan leered as he took a step back and pressed his flaming hands to his wounds at his side and thigh. Ferals rushed him, blades and maces slashing downwards. New energy filled the dragonkin as he cauterized the wounds and dodged incoming strikes with quick footwork. Confidence filled the dragonkin as he kept the attackers at bay, stepping back and dodging blows. His leer grew wider as he channeled 4 points of mana into his Body Sphere. 
 
    The dragonkin continued to dodge as his body turned on like a powerful engine. Willpower took the reins and Kavan forced his body to regenerate. A switch within him went off and power surged to his wounds. The barbed arrow in his shoulder pushed out as several wounds began to close at once. Pain ebbed as Kavan’s wits grew sharper and his body pushed to heal him as quickly as possible. 
 
    Flaming claws pulled away from closed wounds and when he went to slash at a kobold, muscles became dead weight. 
 
    “It’s a side effect from forced healing! You need time to recover!” Viz shouted in Kavan’s mind. 
 
    “I… can’t… stop,” Kavan said weakly as everything around him grew darker. 
 
    A mace swung and struck the side of his head. Kavan ignored the sudden bloom of pain before a shoulder slammed into him. The dragonkin stumbled back and fell to one knee again, dazed and confused. 
 
    The remaining four ferals charged as one, ready to finish their work when a small figure darted toward them. A kobold glanced to the side and was rewarded with a dagger point in the eye. The blade slid deeper and into their small brain before a monstrous hiss filled the air. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes slowly blinked as he looked over. Onka was pulling out her dagger from the dead kobold’s head. She turned to a goblin, leapt the short distance and stabbed down in repeated blurs. The goblin cried out as a bloody dagger rose and fell in quick strikes. 
 
    Kavan tried to stay conscious, watching as Onka stabbed the goblin under her to death. The dragonkin’s eyes widened a hair, seeing a blazing red aura surrounding Onka. Black horns stabbed up from her forehead as she stabbed down with manic glee. She giggled and growled like an unhinged monster, the goblin under her already dead and their soul departed. 
 
    A kobold rushed with fear in their eyes at the demonic goblin. Onka’s red eyes glanced up before her free hand shot forward and grabbed the kobold by the neck. She growled as her hand squeezed. The kobold’s eyes bulged in their head before the head popped off and fell. A fountain of blood sprayed up and Onka basked in it like she was home. 
 
    For a brief instant, she closed her eyes and relished the blood painting her features. Her eyes flashed open and looked down as the remaining orc as he buried his short sword in her gut. 
 
    “Onka,” Kavan whispered as he fought to stay awake.  
 
    Will power blazed into his spent body, forcing him to stand and lurch toward Onka and the orc. The orc looked down in fearful disbelief, the blade buried in the goblin’s stomach and not even a drop of blood spilling from the deep wound. 
 
    Onka giggled. 
 
    The orc let go as his entire body trembled like a leaf. He watched in stunned horror as Onka’s limbs grew longer and her body taller. Her features twisted between green and red. Teeth sharpened into points and her maddening giggle filled the night. Energy curled off her body like red and black tentacles, they lashed forward and grabbed the orc. 
 
    The orc screamed in terror as the black and red tentacles pulled with supernatural strength.  
 
    “Onka,” Kavan whispered as he tried to put one boot in front of the other, getting closer but not close enough to the demonic goblin. 
 
    Onka’s giggle turned into hysterical laughter. The orc screeched before limbs were pulled from their body with a sickening ripping sound. Blood showered the grass in all directions as the light went out in the orc’s eyes and its head falling from the remaining stump of a body. 
 
    Onka looked down on the falling body parts. Her laughter diminished to giggles and then into sobbing. The goblin’s demonic form began to revert back to normal. Horns slid back into her head. The red aura vanished. The sobbing grew louder as she looked down on her hands and arms, covered in blood. 
 
    Kavan reached her and slumped down to both knees. He watched as she turned around to him in confused terror, blood dripping down her body. 
 
    “Kavan…” Onka wept with tears streaking down her cheeks and blending with darkening blood. 
 
    Kavan used the last of his strength to hold up his arms. Onka fell into them. The goblin’s eyes fluttered as weakness filled her body. 
 
    Kavan tried to speak, but was too weak to say a word. He instead glanced to the forest edge. He watched a shadow slink away and vanish into the inky darkness. 
 
    Kavan held the sobbing goblin to his chest and rocked back and forth. 
 
    A whistle and bell sounded from the town of Moonvale as the moon began to rise in the starry night. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Two 
 
     An orc in a regal dark blue robe led the way with a lantern in his hand. The lantern swung slightly as he rushed toward the open south gate with wide eyes. Behind him, a younger orc followed with a warhammer in his hands and grim determination in his eyes. Following the pair of orcs, two trolls took up the rear with metal clubs in their hands. A naga slithered with them, potions already in her hands and concern painted across her pale brow. 
 
    Doors opened along some of the homes and medieval buildings. Bodies spilled out to see what was the commotion, a sliver of fear in their eyes. The roars, shouting and screams alerted the town of Moonvale. Some of the residents held daggers or short swords at the ready. Others stayed in doorways, ready to shut their doors if any violence made its way into the walled town. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe stepped through the south gate and lifted his lantern. The warm glow caused inky shadows to writhe in the light. The mayor turned his attention to the right and then to the left. Dark eyes widened as the edge of the lantern light touched mauled corpses, severed limbs and heads. Blood and organs painted the scene, the lantern light just touching Kavan’s back as he was on his knees. 
 
    “Kavan,” Mayor Sunaxe whispered in fear as he and the small group approached. 
 
    The sound of sobbing rose up from Kavan as he remained on his knees. The group reached him and slowly moved around to see Onka in his arms, quietly sobbing. Kavan’s serpent gaze didn’t leave the goblin as he held her close in his comforting arms. 
 
    “Goddess,” Soki gasped as she lowered down and pulled a cork from a potion. 
 
    Kavan didn’t realize anyone was close by until the rim of a glass potion touched his lips. He glanced up to Soki’s concerned eyes before tilting his head back and taking a drink. The moment the healing potion touched his lips, he lifted a hand to take hold and guzzled down the rest. 
 
    Soki looked at Onka in his arms. Pale hands reached down and touched the goblin’s bloody form. Fingers ran along green and crimson covered skin, searching for wounds. 
 
    “She’s not hurt,” Kavan said as he glanced down at Onka's stomach and saw that the stab wound she had taken earlier was completely healed like it never happened.  
 
    Onka’s sobbing trailed off as she slowly blinked. 
 
    Durzol looked around at the carnage with hard eyes. “Ferals.” 
 
    A thin, wiry troll with wild hair scratched his head as he looked around.  
 
    “Were they attacking the town?” Kazko said. 
 
    Rujin looked at the bodies on the grass and then glanced at the south gate. “There are over twenty dead ferals here. If they wanted to get in, I doubt Kavan would have been able to slow them down. No, it looks like they were trying to kill Kavan and Onka.” 
 
    Kavan looked up to the tall, wide troll. “They were only trying to kill me. Onka tried to help defend me.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe gave a grave nod. “Let’s get everyone inside town and close the gates. Rujin and Kazko, help Kavan and Onka. They will stay at the Blue Lantern Inn for the night as we try to understand what happened.” 
 
    Healer Soki looked down on Onka, her hand pressed to the goblin’s cheek. “I’ll be staying at the inn tonight as well to keep an eye on Kavan and Onka.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “Alright, let’s get everyone inside.” 
 
    Rujin glanced at a severed arm with a black symbol tattooed on it before helping Kavan to his feet. The dragonkin gently placed Onka on the ground. She leaned on him heavily, her eyes slowly opening and closing. 
 
    Kavan took inventory of himself as they began walking toward the main gate. His wounds were closed and the bleeding had stopped. The mixture of the healing potion and his natural regeneration had pulled him from the edge of death, but a weakness filled his tired muscles.  
 
    When the group reached the south gate, a thought stabbed into Kavan’s mind. 
 
    “Abby and the farm! I have two new taurs in vats,” the dragonkin said with alarm. 
 
    Durzol nodded, hefted his warhammer up and leaned it against his shoulder. “I’ll stay at your farm and defend it for the night, my friend.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head when the mayor spoke up. 
 
    “If the ferals were trying to kill you, dear Magistrate, it would be for you and the town’s benefit if you stay behind the walls tonight. Durzol can watch over your farm until morning.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the mayor before turning his gaze to the town’s blacksmith and gave him a small nod. 
 
    Durzol grinned before he turned and began marching down the dirt road toward Woodhaven Farm in the small distance. 
 
    “Everyone else, inside,” the mayor said with a gentle authority. 
 
    The small group made their way into town. Kazko closed the gate doors and slid the heavy bolt between them, and then secured it. 
 
    Eyes widened along the street as residents stepped out. Gazes fell on the blood covered dragonkin and goblin as they walked. Mayor Sunaxe led the way with Rujin and Soki on either side of the couple. 
 
    “Kavan,” Onka said weakly. 
 
    The dragonkin looked down to see the goblin was barely standing. Without a second thought, he reached down and scooped her into his arms. Kavan held the goblin to his chest as they walked north on South Street and toward the town center. 
 
    Lantern light touched a statue of a man over a fountain. The statue held up an open book with their gaze firmly to the nighttime heavens. Water splashed along the fountain as townsfolk converged on the center to see the small group. 
 
    Zellee clicked along from East Street, her eyes widening as she saw Kavan and Onka. The arachnix, as did many others, made their way closer. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe noticed the growing gathering and addressed the crowd. 
 
    “People of Moonvale, our magistrate was viciously attacked. We don’t know the entire story, so I suggest everyone lock their doors this night until we know more.  
 
    “Do not fret for our Magistrate and Master Breeder. They are in Healer Soki’s expert hands and will be cared for. We will have a town meeting tomorrow to address tonight’s events. Try to get some rest and all will be addressed tomorrow.” 
 
    Many listened, but made no move to return to their homes. Instead, they watched as the mayor led the small group down West Street.  
 
    Zellee hugged her own waist as she looked away, fear and concern clouding her heart and mind. 
 
    The door to the Dragon’s Table opened. A blue and black scaled dragonkin stepped out and looked upon the small group. His gaze moved to Kavan and remained, seeing the dark red dragonkin cradling Onka to his chest. Kavan didn’t look up to see Drayke’s cool and concerned gaze on him as they walked by. 
 
    Rujin rushed ahead and opened the door to the Blue Lantern Inn. Mayor Sunaxe stepped in first. Kavan stepped in with Onka in his arms. Soki and Kazko entered. Rujin stepped in and closed the door behind him. 
 
    The Blue Lantern Inn was filled with warm, inviting air. Rujin moved to the front windows of the inn and pulled the thick curtains closed. The mayor helped guide Kavan to a couch by the main window. Kavan bent down and placed Onka on the couch. When she was settled, he turned and sat beside her. 
 
    Soki stood by the couch. The two trolls made their way to the kitchen and behind the wine bar counter. Mayor Sunaxe took hold of a nearby chair, slid it over, turned it and sat down. He leaned forward, elbows on knees.  
 
    “Alright my boy, tell me what happened.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at the white and purple scaled naga before turning his attention to the mayor. He then began detailing the ambush. Kavan left out the part about Onka turning demonic and simply explained she tried to help as he was overwhelmed. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded as he listened. Rujin emerged from the kitchen with two plates of cheese and fruit. He placed them on a table and lifted the entire table. He brought it over and placed it by the couch.  
 
    Kazko emerged from behind the bar with a bottle of wine, glasses, and small towels. He brought them over to the table. Glasses down, he poured into them and began to hand them off to everyone. The mayor took a glass and a light sip. Soki took her glass, but put it down as she kept her attention on the dragonkin and goblin. Rujin took his glass and downed its contents in one gulp. 
 
    Kavan waved off his glass as he finished telling what happened. 
 
    The main room of the inn was silent for a moment. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe broke the silence with a small, tired exhale. “It would seem you made some enemies of a feral clan. The kobolds you killed when you first arrived in these lands may have been part of a larger clan. If they somehow found out about you and tracked you here, this could be dangerous for you and the entire town.” 
 
    Rujin’s eyes narrowed. “Damn ferals can’t leave any town on the edge alone,” the troll growled. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No kobolds survived. I did allow one to retreat after he told me where the nearest town was. The moment I let go, he stabbed me in the leg and I ended his life.” 
 
    The mayor gave a single nod. “It still doesn’t take much to put the pieces together. Your claws would be a dead giveaway and they may have been watching your farm and the town for some time.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe leaned back in his chair and held his wine glass to his robust belly. The older orc’s eyes became distant as his mind worked. 
 
    Energy began to fill Kavan’s muscles again as he slowly felt better. “How many ferals are in a clan?” the dragonkin asked everyone gathered. 
 
    “Could be a dozen to a few hundred,” Kazko shrugged and sipped his wine. 
 
    Rujin looked down on Kavan with knowing eyes. “I spotted a tattoo on one of the severed arms. It was a black tusk.” 
 
    The mayor looked over to the seven-foot-tall troll with a raised eyebrow. “The Tusk Clan? This is bad news.” 
 
    “Anyone want to let me in?” Kavan asked with curious eyes. 
 
     The mayor nodded, took a sip and held the glass to his belly. “The Tusk Clan is a nomad clan of ferals. They have crossed this region many times before, often visiting the border towns along the Shadowsand Desert and then making their way to the Treba Kingdoms in the far east.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe looked down at his drink as he continued, “They have demanded supplies in exchange for leaving Moonvale alone, most of the time.” 
 
    Rujin crossed his thick arms across his wide chest. “Fucking ferals never stay completely to their word. The kobolds that invaded us and took our gold were smart enough to cover themselves. I’m willing to wager they were trying to earn some extra gold on the side when they attacked us. It explains how they knew where our gold was and how few warriors we had at the time.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the mayor, “You mentioned most of the time.” 
 
    Shadows touched the older orc's eyes as he tilted his head forward. “The clan knew we wouldn’t put up much of a fight. There were a few times where they broke our windows and damaged shops. The orc in charge commanded his clan to not harm us, but it wasn’t the same for our properties.  
 
    “I believe he knew, if he hurt any of the townsfolk, our fear would turn into rage and we would defend ourselves.” 
 
    A shadowy gleam touched the mayor’s dark eyes. “The clan leader is named Grukk Bloodspit.” 
 
    Kavan noted the name as he continued to listen. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe took a long sip from his glass. “Those were some dark times, but we weathered through them. We prepared supplies for when they would arrive so they could quickly move on.” 
 
    A flame ignited across Kavan’s soul. Slitted eyes narrowed as he looked at the mayor and then everyone gathered. 
 
    “Those times are behind us now. As magistrate, I’m not going to allow any ferals to extort or harm our people again. You have my word,” the dragonkin said sternly. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe smiled and nodded to Kavan. “Good to hear and we support our magistrate with everything we have, but the Tusk Clan have the greater numbers. We don’t know how big the clan has grown since our last interaction over a year ago. We could be fighting an army.” 
 
    Kavan stood up, ignoring the slight weakness in his body. “Moonvale will always be on the defensive until we become stronger. The battle with the xykks showed how many warriors we truly have here in town. With some time and training, we will be able to hold off any force that tries to push their way here.” 
 
    Rujin looked to the side. Kazko lifted a hand and scratched at the back of his head. 
 
    Kavan noticed the small actions of the troll brothers and raised a boney eye ridge. 
 
    Kazko looked at Kavan, smiled and continued to scratch at the back of his head. “It’s not that we can’t fight, it’s more about do we want to. Thankfully, the xykks didn’t kill anyone in town.” 
 
    Rujin closed his eyes and nodded. “If we keep fighting, we may not be as lucky as we were.” 
 
    Kavan noticed what they were implying. Kazko was gravely injured during the xykk battle and Rujin nearly lost his brother. It was plain as day that the two trolls didn’t want to take another risk like that. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I don’t expect the town to come together to fight this battle, but as magistrate, I have to prepare for the worst. I have to continue my training. If I have a choice, I would rather take an army by myself than have anyone in town risk their lives.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Kavan is right. We do have to prepare for the worst. If the Tusk Clan come looking for their fallen members, there may be a fight. We should not let our guard down or put it on our magistrate’s shoulders alone. We will all do our part to protect each other and our town.” 
 
    Rujin and Kazko nodded. 
 
    Kavan eyed the trolls with an understanding gaze. 
 
    They’re scared and I can’t blame them. I was scared for Onka as she threw herself into the fight. I have to stop this threat before it comes to the town. 
 
    “I know it’s been a few weeks, but can we resume practice training again? Maybe have Durzol, and anyone else who wants to help, join us?” Viz mentioned. 
 
    Maybe. We will have to come up with a better defense and maybe fortify the town. We still don’t know when the Tusk Clan will come back. I remember seeing a shadow dart away after the last feral was killed. Whoever they are must have returned to the rest to tell them what happened. We may have ferals appearing tomorrow, or within a few days. Either way, the town needs to be ready to repel an invasion. 
 
    A small moan to Kavan’s right woke him from his thoughts. The dragonkin turned his head and looked down at Onka as she stirred. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe stood up. “I think that is enough for tonight. Clearly, you both need rest. Stay here at the inn tonight. Tomorrow, we will address the town before disposing of the bodies outside the South Gate.” 
 
    The mayor turned to Rujin, “Make sure they’re comfortable and send my office the bill.” 
 
    Rujin nodded. 
 
    Onka’s eyes fluttered. Kavan stepped to her and scooped the goblin into his arms. Soki was up, gathered the towels and slithered closer. 
 
    “Take the main suite. The door should be unlocked,” Rujin smiled. 
 
    Kavan smiled and nodded back. 
 
    “Kazko, come with me so we can alert the farms and anyone else we didn’t see as we came into town,” the mayor said. 
 
    “Aye,” Kazko said and nodded. 
 
    The mayor turned his attention to Kavan, “When you’re ready, we will sit down and discuss strategies and address the town. Have a restful evening. See you in the morning.” 
 
    “Yes, Mayor,” Kavan said before walking toward the stairs with Onka in his arms. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe and Kazko bid their farewells and left the inn. Rujin stayed on the main floor as Kavan climbed the stairs and Soki followed behind. 
 
    On the second floor, Kavan walked with the naga close behind. They reached the main suite and stepped in. Onka snuggled to the dragonkin’s chest as he crossed the room to the large bed. He gently laid her down and began undressing her blood-stained clothes. The naga placed the towels on the edge of the bed. Kavan picked up a towel and wiped blood off the sleepy goblin’s face, arms and chest. 
 
    Soki slithered to a comfortable chair and slid onto it. She faced the bed as Kavan covered Onka in a blanket. 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the naga.  
 
    Soki smiled. “I would feel better if I was close by to watch over both of you. Don’t concern yourself too much, I’ll be here to make sure you’re both well through the night.” 
 
    “Thank you, Healer Soki,” Kavan said as he used a towel to clean off blood before getting undressed. 
 
    Blood-soaked clothes piled on the floor. Kavan was in his small clothes as he slipped in under the blanket and close to the sleepy goblin. Onka snuggled to him again, her fluttering eyes growing still. 
 
    Kavan held her close as exhaustion crawled along his spirit. He quickly passed out into a troubled sleep as the naga watched over them.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Three 
 
    A haunting laughter filled the darkness. Kavan marched through dark shadows. The inky darkness sucked at his boots like thick mud. The strain of pulling his boots from the sinking black mud caused him to growl in frustration. 
 
    Pale hands rose up from the darkness and grasped at the air. Each one was different, from orc to troll to kobold. A blue and black scaled hand reached over and tried to grab at Kavan’s leg as he continued his march.  
 
    A ball of light appeared in the distance and began to grow. 
 
    “I’m coming,” Kavan growled as he made his way through the black muck. 
 
    The light grew brighter until a pair of oval eyes appeared over it.  
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed. “No,” he whispered into the dark. 
 
    A black head reared back and a torrent of light blasted out. It cut through the darkness and engulfed the dragonkin. Kavan screamed as scales were blasted off and flesh was burned away.  
 
    Kavan’s screams died as he pressed on. He glanced down at his arm, it was nothing more than bone in the light. The hands in the black muck grabbed at his skeletal legs, slowing him down to a stop. 
 
    Kavan opened his now skeletal maw and shouted with rage. A flame touched his throat as he was burned in the bathing light. With a defiant roar, he blasted back a torrent of flames, cutting the light in half as the dreamscape exploded into light and sound. 
 
    Scaled eyelids pulled back. Kavan blinked as he looked up at the ceiling. Turning his head, he looked over to see that Onka was gone. The dragonkin’s glance flicked to the chair against the wall, seeing that Soki was no longer there as well. 
 
    “Back to this again,” Kavan muttered and sighed, remembering how Onka left before sunrise as they grew to know each other. 
 
    The dragonkin sat up and looked around. He saw a new shirt and leggings neatly folded on a nearby table. 
 
    Kavan swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. He crossed the small distance to the table with new, clean clothes. He looked down at them for a moment and smiled. 
 
    “Better get this day started. There will be a lot to do,” Kavan whispered to himself as he picked up the shirt. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan stepped toward the top of the stairs. When he looked down to the first floor, he smiled. A tall female troll stood with long, black braided pigtails. She wore overalls and looked up to Kavan with wide eyes. 
 
    A half woman and half spider stood by the troll. Her humanoid upper half was cloaked in a blue dress robe. Her lower half and abdomen were black, but held a shine from the morning light filtering into the inn. She looked up with concern in her eyes and a small relieved smile across her lips. 
 
    In a chair and breaking his fast, was Mayor Sunaxe. The older orc quickly stuffed some eggs and sausage into his mouth before taking a napkin and dotting the corners of his mouth. Kogan did look at his plate again, wondering if he could shove the rest into his mouth before Kavan reached the bottom of the stairs and quickly decided against it. The older orc stood up and fixed his regal robe as the dragonkin made his way down the stairs. 
 
    “Pleasant morning, magistrate,” the mayor bellowed. 
 
    “Pleasant morning, everyone,” Kavan said just as Lorta rushed him when he reached the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    The dragonkin braced himself as the strong troll embraced him and lifted him off the floor. Kavan grunted as Lorta held him close. Zellee looked on with amused eyes. Kogan waited patiently. 
 
    Lorta’s eyes were squeezed shut as she held him fiercely. When Kavan struggled for a breath, the beautiful troll pulled back her head. Pink touched her blue cheeks as she let go. 
 
    Kavan landed on his feet and smiled. 
 
    Zellee stepped closer from the side. “As you can see, we are happy to see you,” the arachnix smiled. 
 
    Lorta looked away in embarrassment. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you both,” Kavan said and glanced around. “Onka?” 
 
    Zellee’s smile dimmed a little.  
 
    “We ran into her as she left the inn. She seemed depressed,” Lorta began. 
 
    “We tried to talk to her, but she said she needed some time alone,” Zellee finished. 
 
    “I told them the details of what happened,” the mayor said simply. 
 
    Kavan nodded, knowing he would have to talk to the mayor again in private. 
 
    Zellee stepped closer and ran her hands down Kavan’s new shirt. “It fits you well. We thought a change of clothes was appropriate because of what happened last night.” 
 
    “It’s a perfect fit,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The mayor cleared his throat. “Most of the town should be gathered in the town center. We should address last night’s events quickly so everyone can go about their day.” 
 
    Kavan, Lorta, and Zellee nodded. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe pointed an open hand toward the front doors before everyone moved as one to it. 
 
    The door swung open and bright sunlight filled the world. Kavan slowly blinked as he stepped out into the brilliant morning light. The street was bathed in light and the air held a welcoming freshness. The dragonkin took a deep breath, the air cleansing his lungs before he let out a relieved exhale.  
 
    Magistrate and Mayor walked side by side. Lorta and Zellee followed a few paces behind, the pair falling into their own quiet conversation. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe began talking in a low tone as they walked. “Kavan, as you know, we have to be careful with this announcement. Many town residents remember how the Tusk Clan treated us in the past and may be a little scared. It is our duty to help them feel safe and secure.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “We will, but we have to come up with a plan. They will come back and there will be more of them.” 
 
    “It is something we will have to discuss, but for now, I will inform the town that we will do everything we can to make sure Moonvale is safe for the moment. Summer is approaching in a few weeks. The Summer Dream Festival is a time where the whole town comes together to celebrate the longer days and healthy crops, with many bringing their own, homemade brews. It lasts for three days and nights and we should bring the focus there so as to give the town a semblance of normality.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as they walked. Thoughts swirled along his mind, not of the attack, but of how Onka couldn’t contain her power. The sight of her turning partially demonic and her divine power appearing didn’t sit well with him as he replayed the last night’s events. 
 
    Onka is compromised and I’m partially to blame. She clearly kept her distance with many residents, but as we grew closer, she let her guard down. She’s probably confused and scared right now. 
 
    “She may be processing what happened and trying to reset herself. If she is trying to remain hidden, deep down, she knows last night was a mistake. If it was anyone else, she may have let them die,” Viz speculated. 
 
    Not a completely comforting thought, but I understand it. I still feel I could have kept fighting, but Onka couldn’t stop herself. 
 
    Kavan looked over to Onka’s shop, Breeding Friends, as they walked. It stood, dark and closed. He glanced up to a window over her shop, a faint flutter of a curtain falling back into place.  
 
    Kavan looked forward as his heart sank in his chest. 
 
    She will need time to adjust to what happened.  
 
    In the distance and around the fountain, many of the town’s residents stood and talked to each other. Kavan noticed many familiar faces amid the crowd. Ammi and Soki stood, talking like old friends. Hynrik was off to the side, his arms crossed and his head bowed as he waited. Tezzi laughed as Shegga spoke to her. The troll and kobold were all smiles. Nava stood to the side, her gaze to the side as if she was deep in thought. Rujin and Kazko stood side by side, their collective annoyed gazes on Drayke who stood by the fountain, ignoring them. 
 
    Priest Raine and priestess Misty stood by Glem. The large ogre was all smiles as the two fae talked to each other. Kavan noted that since the xykk battle, the ogre was constantly smiling and staying by them. The two fae didn’t seem to mind, often breaking their conversation to include him as well. 
 
    When Kavan, Kogan, Zellee, and Lorta reached the edge of the town center, Kavan glanced over and smiled as Durzol made his way up from South Street. The orc looked over to Kavan and his father, smiled and approached. When he reached them, Kavan and Durzol clasped forearms and smiled. 
 
    “Your farm is still intact and there were no attacks during the night. I did have to constantly check on Abby because she kept sobbing about wanting to be by your side through this difficult time, but didn’t want to leave the vats because she felt you might be disappointed,” Durzol smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, Durzol. I’ll smooth things over with her after the town meeting,” Kavan said and bowed slightly. 
 
    “It’s what friends are for,” Durzol grinned and bowed his head to the dragonkin. 
 
    The dragonkin and orc pulled their arms away and stood up straight. Kogan clasped his hand on his son’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze. 
 
    “How lucky I am to have such a brave son,” Kogan said with fatherly affection. 
 
    “Don’t let Dura hear that. She will make my life miserable,” Durzol laughed. 
 
    “I don’t know why? I’m very lucky to have a brave and beautiful daughter as well,” Kogan grinned. 
 
    The two orcs smiled in the moment. 
 
    Kavan glanced over to a makeshift stage. It was nothing more than four large crates close to North Street, with a smaller crate acting as a step. Beside the crude stage, Dura stood in a white dress and was staring at him. The orc had her black hair tied back and looked at the dragonkin with warm eyes. Her emerald green skin nearly glowed in the morning light as they held each other’s gaze for a moment, before the beautiful orc looked away with a hint of shyness. 
 
    The mayor sighed. “Let’s get this over with. I’m sure we will get the usual barrage of questions. I'll do most of the talking and then we can discuss further after we look over and dispose of the bodies beyond the south gate.” 
 
    Kavan nodded before he and the mayor made their way to the makeshift stage. 
 
    The murmur of conversations stopped as everyone turned their attention to the mayor and magistrate. All ears and eyes were pointed at the pair as they made their way to the stage and stepped up the small crate. The pair stood side by side as they looked out at the small crowd. 
 
    Kavan glanced over to Lorta and Zellee as they looked at him with warm gazes. Kavan’s slitted eyes turned and scanned the crowd. Everyone had warm and welcoming expressions. It wasn’t like when he first arrived. Most of the town looked upon him with suspicion, curiosity and a few with annoyed looks. Now, it was almost completely different, looking at him with an almost familial warmth and understanding. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe lifted his chin, smiled slightly and addressed the crowd, “Townsfolk of Moonvale, pleasant morning to you!” 
 
    “Mayor, get on with it!” Shegga shouted from the crowd. 
 
    A small chuckle ran through the crowd. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded as his smile faded a touch. “Last night, our magistrate was viciously attacked by members of the Tusk Clan. He bravely fought them off, ending their lives, but took many serious wounds in the process. Soki, our wonderful town healer, addressed his wounds and ensured he would be okay. That is why Kavan is up here with me to show everyone he is healthy and ready to resume his duties.” 
 
    A small murmur floated up from the crowd. 
 
    Tezzi towered over some of the crowd. The blue-skinned troll looked to Kavan, an eyepatch covering one of her eyes. 
 
    “What will be done to stop them from coming back in greater numbers?” the troll in adventurer clothes projected over the crowd. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “The magistrate and I will formulate a defense plan after the town meeting. We simply wanted to ensure that every resident, and the town as whole, will be our top priority. We’ve weathered many storms and we will come through this one as well.” 
 
    “Why aren’t we hearing this from the magistrate?” Shegga said loudly. 
 
    The mayor was about to say something when Hynrik lifted his head and spoke. 
 
    “I mean no disrespect, but the farms outside of the town face a larger threat than everyone who is in town and behind protective walls. What are we to do if our farms are attacked? Lorta, myself, and Kavan can fight, but even the three of us cannot defend each of our farms if we are swarmed by ferals.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “We will address all of those concerns once we have a full understanding of the situation.” 
 
    Shegga shook her head and closed her eyes as she stood toward the front of the crowd. “We waited too long and the xykk attacked us. The Tusk Clan may not wait as long as the xykks before they come for us. I just repaired my shop and I don’t want to see it destroyed again.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Kavan eyed the crowd and saw the growing concern among the townsfolk.  
 
    We can’t wait like we did with the xykks. It was impossible to track them and only by luck did we manage to piece together their location. This might be a little different and we have to take the offensive or they will swarm us and our defenses. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the flustered mayor as he tried to talk to the crowd and reassure them. 
 
    I understand that the mayor is trying to play it safe and look out for everyone’s safety, but if we wait, someone could die if the town and farms are attacked again. 
 
    “I don’t advise hunting down the Tusk Clan,” Viz remarked. 
 
    I’m going to have to hunt down the Tusk Clan and put an end to this. 
 
    “I just said I don’t advise this course of action. Kavan, you barely held your own against twenty ferals. They are not mindless monsters with simple fighting skills. Some of the ferals last night were able to fight from experience and skill. If there is an army of ferals, there is a low probability of success.” 
 
    Never tell me the odds. 
 
    “Using a line from The Empire Strikes Back does not constitute a plan,” Viz said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    I know, but staying around town and hoping they don’t attack is not an effective plan either. If I’m going to protect the town, I have to truly protect it. If that means hunting down our enemies, then so be it. 
 
    Kavan looked out across the gathered crowd, his heart swelling in his chest. 
 
    They are my people. We have fought and bled together. I can’t wait to protect them. I have to do it now. 
 
    “We will come up with a plan as soon as…” the mayor stopped abruptly as Kavan stepped forward to the edge of the stage. 
 
    The murmur along the crowd died as everyone turned their attention to the dragonkin. 
 
    “We can’t wait for the ferals to come to us. We were lucky we made it through the xykk attack, but this is different. I wouldn’t be doing my job if we simply waited for them to come to us. That is why, I’m going to bring the fight to them.” 
 
    Silence remained as everyone gathered understood what that meant. 
 
    Kavan gave the crowd a small smile. “I may be speaking to some of you soon to gain some information and insight with the Tusk Clan, but waiting for them to come to us puts us all in danger. My plan is to stop them before they come within a mile of Moonvale.” 
 
    Lorta and Zellee looked to Kavan with concern coloring their expressions. Mayor Sunaxe looked over to Kavan, a glimmer of respect and fear in his dark eyes. 
 
    The silence was broken when the entire crowd began talking at once. A chorus of voices filled the area, some saying it was suicide and others saying that they supported his decision. The mayor lifted his large hands and waved them at the crowd, trying to calm everyone down. 
 
    Kavan stood and looked over the crowd as his mind worked. 
 
    It may seem like suicide if I was just blindly searching for the ferals, but I think I may have a plan. The first part will be to find them. 
 
    “Please, everyone, can we have some order!” Mayor Sunaxe shouted to the crowd. 
 
    The chorus of voices dimmed as everyone turned their attention back to the mayor and magistrate. 
 
    A clopping sound blended with the dying voices. Confusion touched raised brows and eyes as many of the town’s folk looked to one another. The clopping continued, echoing off weathered homes and towers along the town. 
 
    Heads turned and looked up North Street. Mayor Sunaxe stepped down from the small stage. Kavan hopped down and stayed by his side. Orc and dragonkin made their way to the edge of the town center and looked up North Street. 
 
    Horses moved at a slow, steady pace. They pulled carriages behind them. Each carriage had an intricate design of green and gold. The sound of horseshoes continued to fill the air as the carriages drew closer. 
 
    Kavan focused on the first carriage, a goblin holding the reins and a tired look in his eyes. His large ears drooped like life had beaten him down to dust. Next to him was a smiling ogre. Kavan noted the ogre’s single black horn stabbing out from his forehead, but the rest of his appearance was slightly different than one would expect. The ogre wore almost regal clothes. His tunic and coat were impeccable. Fine boots graced his feet. Kavan saw that this ogre was not like Glem’s brutish form. The ogre sitting beside the driver was tall and muscled, but not bulky like the glass-smith of Moonvale. His hair was black and well groomed, the front swept to the side. He was built more like a troll, than an ogre, his body well portioned and even. 
 
    The carriages stopped about sixty feet from the town center. The well-groomed ogre hopped down and landed on the cobblestone street. He moved with a showman’s grace, kicking the step ladder down from each carriage door. He then swept back, opening each door to the three carriages.  
 
    Goblins, trolls, thin ogres, and a fae couple stepped down from the carriages and looked around in curious excitement. They turned and spun, taking in the town around them. Some pointed and others smiled. Voices floated up as they looked around at a place they had never been before. 
 
    The ogre smiled as he addressed everyone who stepped out of the carriages, “Welcome everyone to the lovely town of Moonvale!” 
 
    Kavan and the mayor blinked. 
 
    “Visitors,” Mayor Sunaxe whispered. “Visitors!” the older orc said louder and a gleeful smile touching his dark green lips. 
 
    A thought instantly stabbed into Kavan’s mind as he looked at the gaggle of visitors to Moonvale. 
 
    “Mayor, we have dead bodies outside the South Gate,” Kavan whispered out the side of his small snout. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Take whoever you need to clean it up. I’ll welcome our visitors and keep them contained until you let me know everything has been taken care of. Now go,” Kogan whispered before smiling and walking toward the groups of visitors with his meaty arms out. 
 
    The mood of the morning shifted into controlled chaos. Kavan turned to see Shegga, Rujin, Kazko, and Drayke darting in the directions of their places of business. Raine, Misty and Glem walked up North Street, following the mayor and presenting wide, welcoming smiles. Nava slinked away down a side street. Ammi waved at the newcomers as Soki stayed by the dryad’s side.  
 
    Kavan looked at a few others in the town center and walked toward the fountain with determination in his eyes. 
 
    “Zellee, Lorta, Hynrik, and Durzol, come with me,” Kavan commanded as he continued to walk past them and toward South Street. 
 
    Everyone Kavan called, moved to his sides without a word in protest or confusion. They all knew there were dead ferals outside the gate and with visitors, it needed to be cleaned up as soon as possible. 
 
    Oaks was standing by the fountain as the group walked by.  
 
    “I’ll bring a cart,” the wood shop goblin said before darting to East Street. 
 
    Kavan led the way, the group at his side following. Zellee and Hynrik’s bodies were so large, their abdomens blocked what was happening as they remained to the rear. It didn’t take long before the group emerged from the South Gate. All eyes turned to the carnage outside of town. 
 
    Flies hovered over dismembered corpses and body parts. Kobolds, goblins, and orcs lay in the green and red grass, some of their eyes staring at nothing. The stench of decay in the hot sunlight filled Kavan’s nose as he looked down at the gruesome spectacle. His small snout wrinkled before he firmed up to what needed to be done. 
 
    “Start gathering corpses and body parts. We will store them behind my home so they can be examined. Our priority is to get this place cleaned before anyone notices,” Kavan directed. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We can help make it a little easier,” Zellee said as her spider legs moved along with delicate grace. 
 
    The arachnix lifted her hands, small slits opening along her palms. She aimed each hand at a corpse and sticky white webbings shot out. The bulbed end of the thick web strand splashed on corpses and Zellee pulled. The corpses slid across the grass as Zellee reared up. Pointed spider legs worked as she began spinning the corpse and wrapping it in webbing. 
 
    Hynrik did the same. The arachnix moved into the thick of the corpses amid the grass, reared up and shot webbing from his palms. The pair worked effortlessly, cocooning each corpse and placing down well-wrapped bodies back on the grass. 
 
    Kavan watched in astonishment for a moment before he moved into the thick of the carnage and began picking up body parts. Durzol and Lorta did the same, helping the magistrate by collecting arms, legs, and a few heads. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Oaks to push a large cart through the South Gate. He closed the gate behind him and then wheeled it toward the group. Zellee hummed as she wrapped another corpse. Three wrapped corpses lay across her abdomen, the sticky webbing keeping them in place. She and Hynrik moved to the cart and began placing the wrapped corpses on it. 
 
    Lorta, Durzol, and Kavan brought over severed limbs and heads. They placed them onto the cart until it was quickly filled. The group worked quietly and efficiently until the cart was full. What didn’t fit on the cart was laying on Hynrik and Zellee’s abdomens. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol moved to the cart and began to push. The group made their way down the southern road, toward Kavan’s farm. 
 
    When they reached the farm, Kavan opened the main gate and directed them inside. They circled around the house to the back. When they stopped, Kavan, Lorta, Oaks and Durzol began pulling corpses and making a neat pile, side by side. Zellee and Hynrik wrapped severed limbs in webbing just like the rest. 
 
    “It will keep it fresh and mask the smell of decay,” Zellee said as she placed cocooned limbs on the pile of corpses. 
 
    When the last corpse and limb was placed on the pile, everyone looked at each other. Bits of gore and blood covered their clothes from collecting and moving the bodies. 
 
    “We can’t go back into town like this,” Durzol mentioned as he tried to wipe some gore off his leggings. 
 
    Kavan looked across his property to the small pond by the Misty Forest edge. 
 
    “Let’s go for a quick swim before we return to town and greet our new visitors,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Everyone looked at each other for a moment and smiled. Kavan turned and led the way, the rest of the group following and removing pieces of clothes as the sun moved higher in the clear, blue sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Four 
 
    Cloven feet moved across the grass as a lone taur approached with towels in her arms. Abby looked at the group as they finished getting out of the pond and tried to dry off. Sunlight glowed across the pond waters and surrounding area. Everyone gathered was in their small clothes, keeping some of their modesty. Zellee and Hynrik had remained clothed as they only dipped into the cold water from the waist down. Durzol, Lorta and Oaks were dripping water as they basked in the sunlight. Abby’s gaze scanned the group until she stopped at Kavan. 
 
    Stars filled the taur’s eyes as Kavan stood shirtless. The dragonkin was spending the moment cupping pond water into his hand and trying to wash away the gore on his leggings. His dark red skin was bare. Partial scales ran along his arms, sides of his neck and well onto his head. Scales ran down the sides of his legs and to his taloned feet. Aside from the visible scales, his skin was smooth and his physique was strong. The taur’s gaze lingered on his T shape as he turned his attention to her and smiled. 
 
    Abby’s breathing quivered as the dragonkin stood tall and approached her with a smile. He reached out and the taur was ready to faint into his arms. 
 
    “Thank you, Abby. Can you get me a change of clothes? I can’t seem to get all of the blood off my shirt,” Kavan said kindly. 
 
    Abby simply nodded, her cheeks a radiant red. She turned and marched back to the house, her form weaving like she was trying to fight a dream. 
 
    Lorta looked at the taur. She turned her gaze to Kavan and smiled. 
 
    “She adores you,” the troll said in a low tone as she moved to the dragonkin’s side. 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod and looked away. “Yea. It’s a little strange. She has made it very obvious.” 
 
    Lorta took a towel from Kavan’s hands and began drying herself. “It’s not that strange. My bolids and harpies adore me, even if they are a little scared of me. I have to keep it that way to maintain order.” 
 
    The troll with braided pigtails turned her attention to Abby as she stepped into the house. “But Abby does seem like she will be happier when you give her attention.” 
 
    Kavan looked at Lorta and gave her a weak smile. “I never raised livestock before. It feels strange to me to treat them… like that.” 
 
    Lorta nodded. “They are fully grown people. They just need to be watched over. That means, certain duties must be handled by their master.” 
 
    Kavan’s former earth sensibilities clashed with Voldor’s way of life and he quickly changed the subject.  
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask you, when monsters or raiders would come here to Moonvale, how come the farms outside are not attacked first? How did you keep them away, especially bigger monsters?” 
 
    Lorta curled the towel around a wet braid and tried to absorb the water by squeezing it with her strong fingers. “Large monsters are often attracted to light and activity. Oftentimes, I lock down the farm. All outside lights are blown out and curtains are drawn. I lock the barns and my livestock know not to make a lot of noise. They often pass out an hour after sundown, so they don’t make much noise. 
 
    “As for raiders, they have sometimes targeted our farms first. Hynrik can tell you stories about how he slew dozens of raiders over the years. I’ve had my share of slaying raiders who tried to break in. I’ve kept Glem working for a time, replacing my broken windows.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he tried to dry himself off. “I’m trying to understand how everything works here. I want to protect all of Moonvale, but we need a small army just to patrol the area.” 
 
    Lorta wiped the towel across her neck as she looked at Kavan. “There are ruins of fallen watch towers. If we had a larger population, we would have rebuilt the towers and placed guards or soldiers within to watch over the town. Moonvale has such a small population, it’s not worth the effort or time.” 
 
    Hynrik made his way closer and held out his hand. Kavan looked up to the arachnix before tossing an extra towel to him. 
 
    “I don’t mean to interrupt, but I couldn’t help but overhear your conversation. On the town council, we discussed all kinds of ways to protect the town, from drawing people from Loduss to Moonvale and even exploring magical constructs or guards to watch over us at all times. Those ideas had to be abandoned due to lack of gold and available people willing to take the job.  
 
    “Guarding a town is not a glamorous job. It doesn’t pay enough to risk your life, especially if the town will be attacked by something at least once or twice a year. If we had guards when you were attacked last night, surely a number of them would have been slain as well.” 
 
    Hynrik let out a small exhale and looked up at the clear blue sky. “We don’t have the magical skill to create golems or anything else that we could use to guard our town.” 
 
    Kavan regarded the arachnix. “It’s something I will have to explore with the mayor and the council, after I put a stop to the ferals.” 
 
    Lorta’s dark gaze took a firm edge. “It’s not just you who will stop them. I volunteer to help you.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a hair as he looked into Lorta’s firm gaze. He parted his mouth, ready to explain that it may be a bad idea when a large, green hand clamped on his shoulder from the side. 
 
    “The magistrate wouldn’t think of not taking us with him,” Durzol grinned. 
 
    Kavan closed his mouth and shook his head.  
 
    Hynrik rubbed his chin as he spoke, “We will need a strong force to take on an entire clan. I can think of a few ways to whittle them down. It should be close to the same as drawing xykks away and slaughtering them.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the small group around him and smiled. “I have a plan that might work, but I will need to prepare. I want to talk to the mayor and put a few things into place. Maybe we can get through this without any further bloodshed.” 
 
    Hynrik turned his gaze to Kavan with a stern look. “You’re not going to try and appeal to their better nature, because I can tell you, they don’t have a better nature. Generations of living like ferals has bred away any glimmer of being better than what they are now.” 
 
    “Once a feral, always a feral? Is that what you're saying?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Hynrik nodded. “There have been rare instances of ferals embracing a civilized life, but they are just that, rare. The Tusk Clan has been through here for years and have never shown us that they could live here and alongside us. They demanded and because they outnumbered us, we complied. What happened to you last night could be the turning point we need to stop them once and for all.” 
 
    Durzol gave a weak nod. “I hate to admit it, but Hynrik is right. We tried diplomacy on several occasions. If we were not laughed at, they would trash our town. I don’t know if the ferals can be reasoned with enough to leave us alone.” 
 
    Hynrik shook his head. Zellee and Oaks moved closer as everyone dried in the warm sunlight. 
 
    Kavan looked at those gathered with a gleam in his slitted eyes. “Might respects might. Sometimes, the only way to stop a bully is to give them a black eye and a newfound respect. My plan doesn’t entail appealing to their better nature. The ferals I dealt with when I first came through this region showed me everything I needed to know about them. As Magistrate, I must show them that they cannot come through here without the proper respect for our borders and people.”  
 
    Abby began walking back with a fresh pair of clothes. She reached the group as Kavan stood tall. 
 
    “I may be coming back to some of you to help me with this little adventure. Prepare some travelling clothes, packs and weapons while I speak to the mayor,” Kavan explained as he took the clothes from Abby’s outstretched hands. 
 
    The dragonkin then turned his attention to Zellee. He stepped closer and looked up to her with warm eyes. 
 
    “I need you to make me something that may help,” Kavan said. 
 
    Zellee looked down on the dragonkin with adoring eyes. “I’m ready to help you with anything you need.” 
 
    Kavan nodded before turning to the small group. “Let’s get back into town. I’m sure the new visitors are all over town and we should be there to help.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe looked around with pride. He watched as Raine and Misty gave a small tour to some new visitors, explaining some of the rich history of the town. Kazko carried a tray with him. It held small cups filled with spirits. He handed them out to visitors around the town center and enticed them to visit West Street and the tavern where the drinks were stronger and plentiful. Rujin did the same, but with small bites of food, giving out samples. 
 
    Soki and Ammi mingled with a small group of visitors. The healer spoke to her history and time with the town. Ammi held up her fingers. Small flowers bloomed on tiny stems before she broke them off and handed them to visitors.  
 
    Along South Street, Shegga set up a table outside of her shop and called to any visitors close by to see what she had to offer. She had a jewelry display case on the small table, the kobold letting everyone know they can buy a keepsake of their trip to Moonvale. 
 
    The mayor glanced to his right, the finely dressed ogre beside him and drinking in the town and its people. The visitors were all filled with wonder and pleasantries as they sampled food, spirits, and town history. Many looked and pointed at the ancient architecture, their ears absorbing the rich history. 
 
    Several figures emerged from South Street. The mayor looked at them with heartfelt eyes as Kavan led the small group into the town center. Zellee and Oaks broke off from the group and made their way onto East Street and toward their shops. Hynrik and Durzol soon split from the group and mingled with the small crowds of visitors. All that was left was Kavan and Lorta as they approached the mayor and finely dressed ogre. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe gave the approaching dragonkin a wide smile. “Magistrate, let me introduce you to Nazog Silverhorn, Guide for Gold Travels. Nazog, please meet Magistrate Kavan Cynder.” 
 
    The well-dressed ogre put out his arm and gave Kavan a bright smile. “Honored to meet not only the magistrate of Moonvale, but a dragonkin as well!” 
 
    Kavan clasped the ogre’s forearm and gave it a strong shake.  
 
    “As you may have noticed, having Magistrate Cynder here has greatly improved our protections around the town,” Kogan said with pride. 
 
    Kavan eyed the ogre as they let go of each other’s forearms. The dragonkin immediately noticed the height and size. Ogres were often taller than trolls by a foot and Nazog was no exception. He was eight feet tall. The only difference between Nazog and Glem was their physique. Glem was muscled and thicker. Nazog was T shaped, well dressed and carried himself almost like a car salesman, Kavan thought.  
 
    The ogre nodded and kept his smile. “I can see that. A strong dragonkin presence out here on the edge would help everyone sleep better at night. Tell me, Magistrate, what brought you all the way out here?” 
 
    “I wanted to expand my experiences,” Kavan said with a small smile. 
 
    Nazog nodded. “A noble endeavor. I too wish to expand many people’s minds and experiences. That is why Gold Travels helps bring a new and exciting dynamic to visiting different places. After what I heard about the Xykk invasion and how Moonvale banded together to fight the threat and succeeded with no loss of life is truly astounding in this day and age.” 
 
    The ogre lifted his open hands and pointed to small groups along the town center, “As you can see, my people at Gold Travels wanted to open travels from Loduss to Moonvale. This quaint little town has a great degree of potential to be a travel destination and I can already tell you, the visitors here are enjoying everything your town has to offer!” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “The visitors will be staying the night at the Blue Lantern Inn and travelling back to Loduss first thing in the morning. This is very exciting for everyone involved.” 
 
    Kavan nodded before he glanced at a nearby group of visitors. All of them had their gazes centered on him. They spoke to each other in hushed tones and some of the goblin women giggled. 
 
    They’re not here for just the town. They came to see me and Drayke. Dragonkin this far out here must have piqued their curiosity.  
 
    Nazog glanced around. “I heard you have two dragonkin here, but I haven’t seen the second one.” 
 
    Kavan’s smile faded a touch. 
 
    Called it. 
 
    Kogan nodded with a smile. “If I know Drayke, he is preparing his restaurant for taking on our new visitors. The food at the Dragon’s Table is sublime and will be an experience they will never forget!” 
 
    Nazog grinned. “I’m sure they will never forget this trip. We will have to discuss a regular schedule between your wonderful town and visitors wanting to take it in from Loduss. We can even increase and expand the schedule if the demand grows. But I can already tell that after today, many more will want to visit and take in the town of Moonvale.” 
 
    “Indeed!” Kogan said with a gleeful shout. 
 
    “Mayor, I need to speak to you in private for a moment,” Kavan said simply. 
 
    Kogan nodded. “Of course, of course. If you excuse me, Nazog, I have urgent town business to discuss.” 
 
    The ogre bowed. “Of course, dear mayor. Take all the time you need. We will be here for the night and I look forward to speaking to you more about how we can help each other.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe clamped a hand on the ogre’s tall shoulder before pulling his hand away. He moved to Kavan’s side and the pair walked away. Nazog turned to the townsfolk and visitors and walked to them with a confident smile. 
 
    Kavan glanced over his shoulder, seeing Lorta watch the small crowds and Nazog mingling with everyone. When he and the mayor were out of ear shot, the two slowed down until they stood before a boarded-up shop. 
 
    “Kavan, this is a very exciting time for Moonvale! Think of all the gold we will have coming in from Loduss. We might be able to do the long-needed repairs and make our town shine,” the older orc said with giddy glee. 
 
    Kavan looked at the mayor with neutral eyes. “I know this is very exciting, but we still have to deal with the Tusk Clan.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe pulled back on his giddiness. He fixed his robe and smoothed it down with his large hands before standing tall and looking at Kavan. 
 
    “Of course. They must be dealt with quietly. We don’t want to scare our visitors. Tell me, have you learned anything further? Were the bodies moved discreetly?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “We moved the bodies away and have them behind my farm house. After the visitors leave, Abby has been instructed to burn the bodies.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Kogan said with an approving nod. 
 
    Kavan continued, “I’m putting a plan together to hunt down the Tusk Clan, but I wanted to know if you knew anyone in town who is a tracker?” 
 
    The older orc rubbed his square jaw. “Tezzi has spoken to me a few times about tracking artifacts among ruins. She has had a few stories of finding tracks of creatures and knowing to avoid anything that is particularly dangerous. She might be your best choice if you’re going to go hunting.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I will talk with Tezzi and see if she will volunteer. Something else I wanted to address, Durzol has already volunteered to come with me.” 
 
    The mayor’s eyes half-closed and he gave a small nod. “You’re concerned that I may not want him to go, especially after what happened when you both took on the xykk colony.  
 
    “Kavan, I’m thankful for you bringing it to my attention, but my son is fully grown and makes his own decisions. It doesn’t mean I don’t want him always close to me, but I cannot bury the orc he is meant to be.” 
 
    Kogan’s eyes took on a fatherly gleam. “But I will ask you to make sure he comes back to me, alive and well. I must let him be his own orc, but that doesn’t mean I won’t worry about his well-being.” 
 
    Kavan smiled and nodded. “I will make sure he is fine and well. If Durzol is joining me, I will ask Hynrik to stay and defend the town. Our group could use his experience, but we need someone strong here in case things don’t go as planned.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “You, Durzol, and Tezzi will go hunting for the Tusk Clan. Anyone else?” 
 
    “Lorta will be joining us.” 
 
    “That brings your group to four. Will that be enough to take on the entire Tusk Clan? They will have many more and even if I have full confidence in your skills and abilities, it won’t be enough. I commend you on trying to stop this threat, but we as a town cannot afford to lose any of you and our friendships.” 
 
    “I understand, mayor. That is why I plan to show our strength and hopefully, little to no bloodshed. They simply have to know that Moonvale will not allow their attacks or threats to our lands to continue.  
 
    “After I gather everything we may need, we will set off before first light. We may be gone for a few days.” 
 
    “Anything you need, the town will provide. This is a great thing you’re doing and everyone will breathe easier knowing that we may never have to deal with the Tusk Clan again.” 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod. “Mayor, how did Nazog know about the xykk attack?” 
 
    The mayor let out a small, dark chuckle. “My guess is Shegga might have said something to those who bring her deliveries. She has working contracts with several vendors in Loduss. Knowing her, she mentioned it to any of them and the news spread. It may mean we may have more visitors over the summer, especially as we draw closer to the Summer Dream festival.” 
 
    “It’s impossible to stop gossip, but I hope the news doesn’t bring any unwanted attention. Drayke and I are the only dragonkin out here and I’m not sure if that is good or bad for the town.” 
 
    The mayor shook his head. “Nonsense, Kavan. It will only be good. Your people do occasionally visit other places outside of the Spire Cities. Seeing dragonkin is rare, but not unheard of. I’m sure it will be fine.” 
 
    “I hope so,” Kavan said before he turned his attention to the cobblestone street. 
 
    Drayke walked with a satchel at his hip. He glanced over to Kavan and gave him a wink before continuing on to the town center. Kavan and Kogan watched as the dragonkin walked on with his chest out and head held high. 
 
    “I believe your fellow dragonkin is going to steal the show once again,” the older orc laughed. 
 
    Kavan nodded and started walking. The mayor stopped laughing and quickly followed Kavan, his belly bouncing to his quick steps. 
 
    Drayke walked into the center of town. Some of the visitors turned their attention to the dragonkin and smiled with curious eyes. Rujin and Kazko turned their attention to Drayke and their eyes widened. 
 
    “Damnation,” Rujin cursed under his breath before he waved a hand to the small crowds and held up his silver tray of food. “The Blue Lantern Inn will not just provide accommodations, but also serve splendid cuisine!” the troll shouted. 
 
    “Buy one drink at the Shouting Troll and get the second one free!” Kazko shouted next. 
 
    The two brothers tried to gain everyone’s attention, but many gazes were pulled to the dragonkin with blue and black scales. Drayke smirked as he watched the trolls attempt to sway their gazes. He flipped the flap to his satchel open. Scaled hands dove in and grabbed at mystical deeper pockets.  
 
    Soki and Ammi looked over. The naga and dryad began to giggle as Drayke pulled out a long table from the mystical satchel and slammed it down on the cobblestone street. 
 
    “He’s doing it again,” Soki laughed and Ammi joined her. 
 
    A tablecloth fluttered into the air and settled down on the long table. All eyes were now on dragonkin as his hands moved in quick blurs. He pulled out trays of food and slid them perfectly onto the table. In a blink, the table was filled with covered metal plates. Drayke moved with grand, sweeping gestures. He pulled off metal tops to steamy piles of carefully prepared food. The tops were shoved back into the satchel as bodies began to move toward him. Rujin and Kazko’s shoulder sunk in defeat the moment Drayke projected his voice. 
 
    “Fine dining has never been this grand! I’m sure you're famished from the long journey! Please, enjoy what the Dragon’s Table has to offer!” 
 
    Visitors approached the table and began taking food. The murmur of the crowd grew as eyes widened from the delicious and varied tastes of each dish. 
 
    Drayke pulled out a thick book from his satchel and placed it at the end of the table. He then pulled out a feather and inkwell and placed them next to the book. 
 
    “I will be taking reservations for tonight’s dinner! Please, be sure to sign the book. First come, first serve!” Drayke bellowed. 
 
    Several visitors moved to the book and began signing it. 
 
    Rujin and Kazko stared daggers at Drayke as they stood. 
 
    Drayke looked past the crowd to the two trolls. His smile grew wider as he addressed the mob at his table. 
 
    “There may not be enough tables for everyone, but I endorse the Blue Lantern Inn for fine dining and the Shouting Troll for their incredible drinks! All of these locations are on West Street, so don’t be shy with seeing what Moonvale has to offer!” 
 
    Rujin and Kazko’s eyes softened for barely a moment before they hardened again. 
 
    “He won’t get away with this, no matter what scraps he throws at us,” Rujin muttered. 
 
    “Agreed, brother. Tonight, we will show the combined might of our family cooking and drinks,” Kazko said with an evil grin. 
 
    The two brothers nodded in unison as they watched Drayke speak with the crowd around his table. 
 
    Kavan stepped into the town center and spotted Tezzi sitting on the fountain edge. He was about to walk to her when Lorta approached. The troll moved to his side and took his hand into hers. 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to her, her gaze firmly looking down and to the side. “Lorta?” 
 
    “I tried to get Onka to come out and meet the new visitors. She refused. She said she needed time to herself. I’m a little worried about her. I’ve never seen her like this. She’s always so confident, but after last night, she seems different,” Lorta said and squeezed Kavan’s hand. 
 
    Kavan gave an understanding nod. “Onka and I were having a great evening until we were attacked. I think it shook her. She may need some time to herself.” 
 
    Lorta shook her head. “Is it right that we are leaving in the morning to hunt the Tusk Clan and she is not seeing us off? It doesn’t sit well with me. I thought the four of us were very close, but Onka seems to be pulling away.” 
 
    Kavan turned to the beautiful troll and looked up into her eyes. “Onka is very tough. I’m sure she will come back to us when she feels better. We just have to give her space until she is ready. 
 
    “In the meantime, I’ll stop by and see Zellee. I’ll ask her to keep an eye on Onka while we’re gone. Maybe by the time we get back, she will be ready to be around us again.” 
 
    “What if we don’t come back,” Lorta said with an edge of concern. 
 
    “We’ll all come back. Moonvale needs us and we need Moonvale,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Lorta gave Kavan a small nod and smile. “I’m going to go home and get everything prepared. After that, I’ll let Durzol and Hynrik know to meet at your house in the morning.” 
 
    “There has been a change of plan. Hynrik will stay here to help defend the town. Tezzi may be joining us on our little hunt.” 
 
    Lorta smirked. “Hynrik will not like that. I can’t wait to tell him.” 
 
    Kavan continued to hold Lorta’s hand. “We’ll be okay, I promise.” 
 
    Pink touched the troll’s blue cheeks. The seven-foot-tall troll looked away and sighed. She pulled her hand away and kissed Kavan on the edge of his small snout. She then slowly stepped away, glancing at him with love in her eyes before turning fully and walking down West Street. 
 
    Kavan watched her go for a moment, admiring her form. 
 
    With so many secrets in this town, I wonder if Lorta would be okay knowing that Onka is actually the demon goddess Hexnia? 
 
    “It depends on how deep your relationships will be. Lorta, much like Onka and Zellee, have fallen for you. I can feel you have deep feelings for them as well, but some of these secrets could break or enhance your relationships.” 
 
    What do you recommend? 
 
    “Handle with caution. There is a difference with a passing comment about worshipping the old gods and actually following their faiths.” 
 
    I’ll keep it in mind. Thank you, Viz. 
 
    Kavan made his way to the edge of the fountain under the town statue. Tezzi looked up from her thoughts and gave Kavan a small smile. 
 
    “I’ve seen a look like that before. Come, sit beside me so we can talk,” the troll with an eye patch said as she patted the spot next to her. 
 
    Kavan sat down beside her with a warm smile. He gazed at the troll. A leather eyepatch covered one eye. A small scar on her cheek and neck stood out against her blue skin. The scars were white and old, telling a story from her past from long ago. Tezzi seemed to brighten up as she looked at the dragonkin. She was wearing adventurer clothes and they reminded Kavan of a certain movie archeologist from earth. 
 
    “What can I do for the town magistrate?” Tezzi said with a small smirk. 
 
    “As you heard earlier, I’m going to go searching for the Tusk Clan,” Kavan said. 
 
    “And you need a tracker,” Tezzi said while keeping her smirk. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “The mayor said you have some tracking skills. I have a few others joining me. I wanted to know if you could help us find the clan. You don’t have to fight. I have a plan that may stop them from bothering Moonvale again.” 
 
    Tezzi regarded Kavan with a cool eye. The dragonkin watched her, seeing the gears working along her mind. 
 
    Dark blue lips shifted from a smirk into a small smile. “I am more than willing to help the town magistrate hunt down a clan of ferals, for a price.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’m not sure what the budget may be for this, but I can talk to the mayor…” the dragonkin was cut off with a wave of Tezzi’s hand. 
 
    “Not gold. Something else,” the troll said with a wicked gleam in her eye. “You know I’ve talked to the mayor on more than one occasion about opening a relic museum here in Moonvale. Now that we have visitors and more are on the horizon, we will need more in our town to keep the visitors coming back.” 
 
    Kavan eyed the troll with a shrewd gaze. “You want me to help convince the mayor to build and open the museum.” 
 
    Tezzi let out a small chuckle. “It’s so nice to speak with someone who understands the subtle intricacies of deal making. I will help you find the Tusk Clan and in return, you help me convince the mayor of my project. I will also need a strong partner for ruin diving, but we can talk about that at another time.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I agree.”  
 
    Tezzi tipped her head forward, the edge of her hat covering her eye. “Then we have a deal. I assume this will be happening soon, so I’ll be at your home at first light?” 
 
    “Yes. We leave at first light.” 
 
    The full-figured troll stood up and looked down on Kavan. “Bright and early, perfect time to track down the enemy. See you then.” 
 
    Kavan watched as Tezzi stepped away and toward Drayke’s food table. She mingled with the crowd, smiling and talking as she picked up a pastry. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze shifted to Drayke. The blue and black dragonkin was looking directly at him and an evil smile plastered across his small snout. He gave Kavan a slow nod before turning his attention to a few visitors wanting to speak with him. 
 
    “You’re hesitant to ask him to join us.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    I don’t entirely trust him yet. We fought together, but there is still something about him that rubs me the wrong way. He knows more than he is letting on. He may already have an idea that Onka is not what she seems and may be trying to find out more, pretending to be a friend. 
 
    “If things get bad, we may need his skills and sword to aid us. From a mathematical view, Drayke improves our chances of success.” 
 
    Maybe. I need a little time to think it over. 
 
    Kavan turned his head and looked at the babbling water of the fountain. Streams splashed down into the clear water. Copper coins littered along the bottom and Kavan wished he had one so he could make a wish. A nervous feeling filled his stomach as it felt like he would be taking on a strong threat. The dragonkin clamped down on that feeling, knowing they had to do this or the town would always be threatened by the gang of ferals. 
 
    Something touched Kavan’s gaze and he focused on the fountain pool. A small figurine lay at the bottom, partially obscured by several copper coins. Kavan leaned over a little. His scaled hand sank into the water. He brushed away the copper coins and took hold of the little figurine. He lifted up from the water and looked at it. 
 
    The figurine was made of white stone. It wasn’t like the black knight khess pieces he found before. He had found three knights and all of them were black. This one was different, not only in color, but in appearance. It was a small goblin with a mace in its hand. It smiled evilly as it held out the mace in a threatening manner. It held a similar design to the other khess pieces he had found and most likely belonged to Brom. 
 
    Kavan’s thoughts shifted to the lich. He hadn’t seen him since the day after the xykk attack. No one had seen him and no one asked where he could be. Kavan had the impression the lich would disappear at times and return out of the blue. 
 
    The dragonkin opened the belt pouch at his waist and slipped the khess piece into it before clipping it shut. 
 
    When we get back, I’ll have to search for Brom. For now, I need to gather a few more supplies.  
 
    Kavan looked out at the many new faces in the town center, enjoying the day, food and drink. A sigh touched his spirit as he watched them carry on like it was all a dream. 
 
    Maybe after this, I can see what else I can contribute to making Moonvale better. 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself as he basked in the small moment and happy smiles. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Five 
 
    Kavan stood by his bed. A tattered satchel was on the bed, alongside a large cluster of potions, a folded leather long coat, an odd vest, a full waterskin, bedroll, and a small stack of rations. They were arranged neatly on the covers as the dragonkin looked them over. 
 
    Concern touched the edges of his mind. Small memories of how Zellee looked at him after he told her what he was going to do. The arachnix voiced her own concerns and soon stopped, Kavan guessing because it was her fear talking. He told her to not worry, but even he knew deep down, no matter how much you told someone not to worry, they would always worry. 
 
    The memory shifted along his mind, the dragonkin and arachnix holding each other. He whispered in her ear to keep an eye on Onka and Zellee simply nodded. When they parted, the arachnix had to turn away. Kavan noticed she was holding back a tear and watched her walk away. 
 
    Images turned into moments of Kavan going to the town alchemist, Esmerelda. The cat beast-kin was shy at first, but listened to Kavan’s request. She nodded and quickly filled his order. She talked fast as she explained again how dangerous these potions were. After they were finished, she shut the door to her small shop and peeked from behind a curtain as Kavan turned and walked off. 
 
    The rest of the day was spent talking to a few new visitors before he made his way home. 
 
    Kavan returned to the present and turned his attention to the window. The darkness of night filled the world beyond his window. It was nearly dawn, but the sun had not peeked over the horizon to illuminate the world in its warmth. 
 
    The dragonkin turned his attention to a small lantern by his bed. The flame danced behind the glass, giving the room a comforting glow. 
 
    Kavan stepped to the side and stood before the small nightstand with the lantern. He stared down at it for a moment before calling up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 13 
 
    Gold: 20 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 5 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 4 
 
    Life: 2 
 
      
 
    Kavan focused on his mana spheres, his gaze purely on the fire sphere. 
 
    “Viz, because I am a red dragonkin, I should have some resistance to fire?” 
 
    “Dragonkin have resistance to their natural element. Yes, as a fire dragonkin, you do have some resistance to fire, but not immunity. If the flame is strong enough, it will burn you,” Viz explained. 
 
    Kavan kept his gaze on the fire sphere. “I’ve used the fire sphere for attack. It is magical by nature and I should equally be able to use it for defense.” 
 
    “I see where you’re going with this. Yes, you should be able to use it to allow you to have greater fire resistance and even immunity.” 
 
    A memory of the ferals attacking him filled the dragonkin’s thoughts. “I was able to cauterize my wounds. Technically, I shouldn’t have been able to do that.” 
 
    “Resistance is not one or the other. You have the ability to spit fire. It means your mouth, throat, and snout should have some greater resistance than other places on your body. Your skin and scales should also be resistant to fire. 
 
    “As for your wounds, there is no reason for your internal organs to be resistant to flames. You stopped the flow of blood and only burned the wounds, not the surrounding areas.” 
 
    Kavan eyed the lantern. “I wish I had more time to do a real effective test, but the others will be here soon and we can’t waste any more time.” 
 
    Kavan reached for the lantern and opened the little glass covering. The flame wavered with the sudden draft of air before it simply glowed with dimmed brilliance.  
 
    The dragonkin pointed a scaled finger and pushed the tip into the flame. He watched with intense eyes as the flame surrounded his finger. 
 
    A long moment passed. The flame engulfed his finger, but the tiny scales didn’t blacken. There was no pain. All Kavan could feel was a comforting warmth. He kept his finger in the flame for several minutes and it remained the same. 
 
    Kavan pulled back his hand and inspected his finger. There was no damage, pain, or black soot. It looked just like it did before he put it in. 
 
    “I hope this is a good sign my plan will work,” Kavan said softly. 
 
    “Out of everyone in your group, this plan will only work with you.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and moved to the items on his bed. The dragonkin worked quietly, putting each item in a mystical pocket within the satchel. When everything was in the satchel, Kavan closed the flap. 
 
    The dragonkin stepped away from the bed and moved to a window that overlooked the road by his farm. Slitted eyes moved slowly from side to side, waiting for his hunting party to arrive before they set off to hunt a clan of ferals. 
 
    The dark sky began to lighten a hair, dawn approaching. 
 
    Kavan eyed the woods across the road. Inky shadows filled in spaces between silent trees. It was a primal darkness and for a small moment he stared at it. 
 
    A soft green glow appeared between trees, chasing away the primal shadows. Kavan watched with unblinking eyes as a small ball of light moved. It appeared and disappeared behind trees, but the glow remained.  
 
    The light caused Kavan’s skin to crawl. It moved with a slight bounce and steady pace. When the light hovered close to the road, it slowed down. It stayed just within the tree line. A breath later, it faded away. 
 
    I never saw a light like that in the woods. I wonder what other things lurk out there while everyone is sleeping? 
 
    Kavan was about to turn away when shadowy figures reached his front gate. 
 
    The dragonkin smiled as he saw Lorta, Durzol, and Tezzi. They were all dressed in traveling clothes and satchels at their hips. Durzol had his warhammer across his back. Lorta had a small spear across her back. Tezzi had a long sword and a short sword at the same hip. The three of them looked up at the window. Lorta and Durzol waved. Tezzi tipped her leather hat. 
 
    Kavan waved to them before turning away from the window. He picked up his satchel from the bed and made his way out of the bedroom. A short moment later, he was downstairs and by the door. He picked up his leather armor and put it on. He picked up a belt with a sheathed dagger and put it around his waist. He then picked up his mithril-tipped spear. Scaled hands twisted it in the middle and it slid down to a half-spear. He reached behind and secured it to its special sheath. A scaled hand took hold of the door handle and pulled his front door open. 
 
    Morning air and fresh scents filled the dragonkin’s slitted nostrils. He stepped out to his friends as they waited patiently. He crossed the small distance, opened the gate, and stepped out onto the road with them. 
 
    Kavan looked at Lorta’s weapon and smiled. “A spear?” 
 
    “It works for you, so I thought it would work for me too,” the troll smiled. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “How did Hynrik take it when you told him he was staying behind to guard the town?” 
 
    Lorta’s smile remained. “He was annoyed, but after I explained, he understood. His ego loves that he is the great warrior defending the town. He’ll be fine.” 
 
    Tezzi spoke up, “I already scouted out the tracks from the feral raiding party. They didn’t do much to cover them up. It’s only been a day and there hasn’t been any rain, so we should be able to easily track them.” 
 
    “Thank you Tezzi. Let’s get going and put an end to this…” Kavan stopped mid-sentence. 
 
    All eyes and heads turned to the road leading up to the town. A dark figure approached. They were dressed in black, with silver edges. A sword pommel glowed over a shoulder as the sky began to lighten. Oval eyes stared at the group and a sardonic sharp grin formed. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed as Drayke made his way closer and stood before the small group. A satchel leaned against his hip as he kept a relaxed stance. 
 
    “You didn’t think you could run off and play hero without me,” Drayke grinned. 
 
    Kavan glanced at his group and they looked at him with surprise. 
 
    Drayke closed his eyes as he spoke, “No one informed me, I simply had a hunch. The way everyone was moving with urgency, I figured it wouldn’t be long before our dear magistrate would go hunting for the ferals that attacked him and the beautiful Onka. 
 
    “I come to offer my sword and put an end to the feral threat.” 
 
    The blue and black scaled dragonkin bowed deeply before standing up and opening his eyes. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I feel if I tell you no, you’ll come along anyway.” 
 
    Drayke smirked. “That is a correct assumption.” 
 
    Kavan stared at the dragonkin for a long moment before he looked to the eastern horizon.  
 
    “Our party now has one more. I’ll detail the plan as we travel. I’m assuming the ferals will not be too far away. Let’s get started.” 
 
    Kavan walked up to Drayke and then past him. 
 
    “Follow my orders or you can go home,” Kavan whispered as he walked past him. 
 
    “As you will,” Drayke smiled before he turned and followed the red scaled dragonkin. 
 
    Durzol and Lorta noticed the exchange before following. Tezzi eyed Drayke before she too followed them. 
 
    Birdsong filled the morning air as the small party made their way past the farm and to the lush green forest to the east. The first rays of sunlight lanced across the sky to the new day. 
 
    *** 
 
    The forest took on a dreamy symphony. Bright, emerald green leaves flowed with the small breeze. Branches swayed slightly, as if the very forest was coming to life. Moss covered rocks as figures made their way deeper into the forest. 
 
    Kavan looked ahead. He watched as Tezzi led the way. The tall troll moved with skilled experience, stopping only to investigate tracks and then beckoning with a finger to continue.  
 
    The journey through the forest was silent for the most part. Kavan glanced over his shoulder to see Drayke behind him a few paces. The dragonkin looked from side to side, scanning the surrounding forest. When he glanced at Kavan looking at him, the dragonkin smirked and winked at him. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze took on an annoyed gleam as he looked past the blue dragonkin to Lorta and Durzol. 
 
    Lorta was behind Drayke, short spear in hand. An uncomfortable look filled her eyes as she glanced from right to left. As they travelled, it became more and more apparent to Kavan that Lorta was not at home in the wild forests. She didn’t complain or purposely show her uneasiness, but he thought he knew her well enough to see that being in the wild was not her first choice.  
 
    The notion stabbed deep into Kavan, knowing that Lorta was only putting herself in danger because she cared for him. If he wasn’t out hunting ferals, the beautiful troll may have stayed behind at her farm and tended to her livestock. Instead, she followed Kavan into the forest and potentially difficult times ahead. 
 
    Durzol held his warhammer sideways as he marched. The young orc kept his wits sharp as he looked beyond the surrounding trees and shrubberies. The forest swayed to the small breeze and the orc sniffed at the air to ensure they were not being followed. 
 
    Kavan looked ahead as he walked. The plan filled his mind again and he tried to work out every detail. He was taking a big chance, but if ferals functioned like they did when he encountered them before, he had to make sure he showed enough power so that they would think twice on coming back this way or threaten Moonvale ever again. 
 
    A shadow touched the edge of Kavan’s gaze and he turned his head slightly to Drayke at his side. The blue dragonkin walked casually and a small smile on his lips. 
 
    “It always seems that we can only talk when we are marching to battle,” Drayke chuckled. 
 
    “You could have stayed behind and we could have talked when I got back,” Kavan said sarcastically. 
 
    Drayke kept his grin. “After everything we’ve been through, you still don’t trust me.” 
 
    Kavan looked over to the dragonkin with wary eyes. “It’s hard to trust someone with so many secrets. You still haven’t told me anything about your life on Earth or anything further about this mysterious call you felt. You can understand why I would be hesitant for us to become best buddies.” 
 
    “Would knowing those things help you feel better, or worse?” 
 
    Kavan grew silent as they walked. 
 
    “What about your secrets? I’m not the only one keeping things from everyone else.” 
 
    Kavan said nothing. 
 
    Drayke leaned in a little closer as they walked side by side. “Onka is one of them, isn’t she?” 
 
    Kavan’s expression didn’t change but his senses grew sharper as Drayke walked at an easy pace. 
 
    “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. I figured it out on my own. When you rescued Onka from the xykks that carried her off, I was suspicious when you brought her back and she was covered in xykk goo. I doubted very much that Onka killed them on her own and figured you were especially brutal saving her.” 
 
    Drayke looked up to the blue sky through the leafy branches. “But when the ferals attacked and you properly disposed of them, you walked into town with serious wounds and Onka was covered in blood. She didn’t have a scratch on her and considering how brutal the fight must have been, there was no way she would have escaped it unharmed. 
 
    “Either Onka was very lucky, or she isn’t what she appears to be.” 
 
    “What’s your point?” Kavan said sternly. 
 
    Drayke lowered his snout and looked ahead as they walked. “Kavan, I’m not your enemy. Neither am I a hunter or enemy to Onka. I am truly here to help you defend our special goblin and any other special people that come to our town.” 
 
    Kavan looked over. “I’ll need a little more than just your word that you’re here to help.” 
 
    Drayke nodded as his eyes darkened. “You were one of the beta testers for the Monstar Saga MMO, correct? What if I could tell you what happened and why it happened?” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a hair. “You know what happened to us?” 
 
    Drayke gave a small nod. “I do, in great detail. I was part of the development team for Monstar Saga. We were going to create a game that was going to change the world. It was such a magical time to work on something so special. 
 
    “But, like all things, there were greater powers at play. The development team was being influenced for a greater destiny. I was able to piece it all together the longer I was here. It would seem, deities from this world were directly influencing what we were trying to create on Earth. They snuck into our dreams and guided us to make changes to the game. Even I was not immune to their influence and was caught in its magic. I didn’t know if it was real or imagined, but it pushed us to change the core aspects of the game code and bring us to the great event that changed a thousand player’s lives.” 
 
    Drayke turned and looked at Kavan with serious eyes. “You know some of the history of this world. The dragons murdered or drove away the deities of this world and replaced them with their own kind. It doesn’t mean the war between them is over. I believe those fallen deities called upon us to come to this world so we can help them retake it from the new dragon gods.” 
 
    “There are a thousand of us?” Kavan whispered as information cascaded along his mind. 
 
    Drayke nodded. “Scattered across Voldor. I believe it was luck and fate that brought us together. If Onka is one of these fallen deities, it is our sacred duty to protect her until the time is right to take back the heavens and the underworlds.” 
 
    The blue and black dragonkin gave a somber nod to Kavan. “We have the same goals. If you still don’t trust me, I understand, but know this, I do trust you and will fight by your side to protect our little green goddess.” 
 
    Kavan was at a loss for words. Bits of floating information began to connect across his mind. The system failure, waking in this world, and everything he learned about Onka, it all made some kind of outlandish sense. Despite Onka suppressing her true self, in some way, she or others called them here to fight in some celestial war. 
 
    Am I just a soldier for some impossible war? That can’t be the only reason why I’m here?  
 
    “It explains some things, but I still see unanswered questions. How did Drayke’s team manage it? What would drive them to kill a thousand players to bring them here? Did they know for certain, or was everything based on faith? What about after the system failure? Families and lives would have shattered after something like that. It’s hard to believe a team of game developers would take a chance on something this grand without realizing the consequences of such actions.” 
 
    Drayke did mention before that every beta tester was brain scanned to be sure they could be in the virtual world. I know it was standard practice, but what if they were searching for the right kind of people to come here? 
 
    “There isn’t enough information to have a solid theory. It doesn’t explain why you’re here. Did you dream of this world before you logged on? Were there any signs that revealed why you should be here?” 
 
    Kavan looked down as he walked. 
 
    You know my past. I had it rough on Earth because of what happened to me, but I was never religious or pious. I dreamed of the game Monstar Saga because it spoke to me, but there was no mystical moment or event that helped tie me to being here other than being a beta tester. I’m not special in any way. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that. The people of Moonvale love and respect you. Some are willingly following you into a fight with a feral clan.” 
 
    I can’t say for certain what it is, but I do know, when we get back, we have to research the gods and the celestial war. There might be some pieces that can help fit all of this together. I wish I could simply talk to Onka about this, but considering she is suppressing her power, we shouldn’t try to wake her. We have to keep our life in Moonvale as simple and normal for as long as we can. If Onka truly awakens and becomes Hexnia, the town and all of our lives could be at risk. 
 
    “I’ll remind you when we get back. For now, you should focus on finding and stopping the ferals. They will not behave like regular monsters, and we should be extra careful,” Viz noted. 
 
    Kavan lifted his head and glanced to the side. Drayke was no longer walking beside him. With a further turn of his head, he saw over his shoulder that Drayke was behind him and back in his spot of the formation. 
 
    The red dragonkin turned his attention forward and slowed his step as Tezzi was kneeling down on one knee and inspecting the ground. Kavan approached and knelt down beside her. The rest of the group slowed to a stop and took in their surroundings. 
 
    “Tezzi?” Kavan said as he looked at the ground she was staring at. 
 
    The soft dirt was disturbed. A cluster of prints overlapped, giving it a muddled appearance. At first glance, the ground looked weathered. At second glance, details began to appear. The indents of boot heels could be seen, only if one was truly looking for them.  
 
    “The ferals are not even trying to hide themselves,” Tezzi said in a low tone. 
 
    Kavan looked over to the troll, “They want us to find them.” 
 
    Tezzi nodded. “I noticed the direction the tracks lead to. There is a set of ruins in this direction. They are between the Misty Forest and the Greenwood Forest. I used to visit the ruins once a year so I could find artifacts and bring them back to Loduss to sell to collectors.” 
 
    The troll with a leather eyepatch looked up and stared through the forest to the North East. “The ruins are about two more hours from here. We should reach it before sunset. Since they are not hiding their tracks, it’s safe to assume we’re walking into a trap.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “It would seem so.” 
 
    Tezzi looked over to the dragonkin, “I hope your plan has a contingency for this. Their numbers and an ambush will truly mean the end of us.” 
 
    Kavan looked over to the troll and gave a grave nod. “My plan will still work. We just have to get close enough and I’ll do the rest.” 
 
    Tezzi nodded and stood up. “We better get moving before sunset. If they are waiting and it grows dark, they will come looking for us.” 
 
    Kavan looked down at the tracks and studied them. Time slowed down as he took in every nuance. The plan whirled across his mind, filling his thoughts with possible outcomes. 
 
    An alert glowed and moved across his vision. 
 
    You learned Tracking Skill! You have 1st degree in Tracking, Tracking Skill is Weak. 
 
    You learn something new every day. 
 
    Kavan stood up with a small smile and brought up his skill list. 
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 5 
 
    Tracking: 1 
 
    Farming: 4 
 
    Mining: 0 
 
    Social: 4 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 3 
 
    Metal Smithing: 3 
 
      
 
    The red dragonkin turned to the group and waved them in closer. Bodies moved in as Kavan met them in the middle. When everyone was together, Kavan began speaking.  
 
    “Tezzi informed me that the ferals will most likely be waiting in some ruins, about two hours away. We should go over the plan before we proceed.” 
 
    Drayke crossed his arms and tilted his head forward a little. “I hope this plan isn’t us fighting some desperate battle against greater odds, because I don’t feel like dying today.” 
 
    Kavan smiled at the blue and black scaled dragonkin. “If we follow my plan to the letter, the only person here in danger will be me and I’m ready to meet that challenge.” 
 
    Durzol shook his head as Lorta looked at Kavan with wide eyes. 
 
    “We won’t let that happen,” the orc and troll said in unison. 
 
    Kavan smiled at his friends. “Everyone will have a part to play, but first, I want to introduce everyone to a few battle terms that will help us work together as a team.” 
 
    Drayke smirked as Kavan continued. 
 
    “The first term is called Tanking,” Kavan began as the group huddled closer. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Six 
 
    The sun hovered above the western horizon. The golden yellow light of the day had dimmed to a bright orange. The blue sky took on a darker hue and white clouds slowly turned pink to the ending of another late spring day. 
 
    A wide swath of land stretched on to the east, separated by two different forests to the north and south. Ancient stones, outcroppings and weathered ruins stood between the two forests. The ruins filled the swatch of land, acting as a disheveled bridge between them.  
 
    Kavan, Lorta, Durzol, Tezzi, and Drayke crouched down amid the brush and stared out with silent eyes. The area was as still as a tomb and just as silent. Kavan glanced down to the grassy field before the ruins and noticed boot-prints and claw marks. It was apparent a large force moved through here and toward the ruins. 
 
    They want to lure us, or maybe just me, out here. I’m guessing they don’t want to destroy the town. This feels like they want to show their power and not damage Moonvale that will give them food and supplies when they pass through. 
 
    “It does make sense. If they kill us, they can haul back the bodies to display their dominance,” Viz spoke up. 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    One of them from the raiding party escaped. They will have already told the rest what they witnessed and how strong I am. The archer will be a slight problem with the plan, but I think we can manage it. 
 
    “I’m fully connected to your senses and ready to aid you in battle,” Viz confirmed. 
 
    Focus on the archer or archers. I’ll do the rest. 
 
    Kavan shrugged off his satchel and placed it on the ground beside him. Lorta looked over as the dragonkin began pulling out a folded coat, vest and leggings. He then pulled out potions and began piling them beside the clothes. 
 
    “Kavan, are you sure about this plan?” Lorta asked with a whisper. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he shrugged off his spear sheath and leather armor. “It will work. Stick to your roles and we will make it through this. If I fall, all of you head back to town as quickly as you can to alert them.” 
 
    “We will not fall or fail,” Durzol said with a confident nod. 
 
    “That’s the spirit,” Kavan smiled as he put on a vest. 
 
    Drayke was the only one watching the ruins as Lorta, Tezzi, and Durzol watched Kavan put on his new gear. The vest closed over his torso, metal hooks sewn into it and facing outward. Leggings were slipped on, more hooks on them. Kavan put on the leather long coat, hooks along the inside of it. The dragonkin reached over to a pile of red potions and began hooking them onto his vest. Kavan worked methodically, hooking and securing each potion to a hook. Once he hooked over a dozen potions to his vest and leggings, he stood up and began hooking more potions along the inside of his coat. Lorta noticed the odd bulges. When Kavan finished, he hooked his half-spear and sheath behind his back and stood to his full height. Scaled hands dug into the side pockets of the coat and each hand pulled out a potion. 
 
    “We don’t have much time till sunset. I will stall them for as long as I can. Once the fire starts, use the evening darkness to hide your movements. Focus on your roles and we will beat them into submission,” Kavan directed. 
 
    Heads nodded, except for Drayke. 
 
    “Don’t try to convert them. It’s not worth the effort,” the blue dragonkin whispered. 
 
    “Worry about what you have to do and I’ll worry about what I have to do,” Kavan said before turning his gaze to the ruins in the distance. 
 
    Moment of truth. 
 
    Kavan began walking with his chest out and determination in his slitted eyes. Lorta’s fingers twitched, wanting to say something until the moment slipped away. She watched with a sliver of fear in her dark eyes as the red dragonkin stepped out of the forest edge and walked toward the ruins. 
 
    The evening air grew cooler as Kavan walked. The sun touched the western horizon and began its nightly descent as a lone dragonkin walked with his arms at his sides and a potion in each hand. Shadows grew longer across the grassy field, the line of trees beginning to stop the steady beams of light.  
 
    Kavan’s pulse quickened as his senses sharpened. He glanced at every shadow as he marched toward the ruins. Fingers gently held a potion in each hand, ready to fling them if anything charged from the inky darkness of the ruins. 
 
    For a small span of time, the area was quiet and peaceful. Nothing stirred, aside from the lone dragonkin making his way closer to the ancient ruins. Towers of weathered stone stood tall. A sliver of decay touched Kavan’s sensitive nose. Soon, the scent of living bodies followed. With every step closer, the scent grew and turned into an unwashed stench.  
 
    Kavan kept his pace steady. When he reached the edge of the ruins, he slowed down and surveyed the area. Nothing moved as his slitted eyes moved from right to left. The stench lingered as the dragonkin stood before the ruins. The sun sank lower, nearly half set when fire bloomed. 
 
    Shadows pulled back as sparks appeared and soon the familiar scent and sight of torches filled the area. Darkness receded as figures emerged from dark crevices and behind tall, standing stones. Orcs, goblins, and kobolds appeared, at first only a few and then, by the dozens. Some held torches. Others held weapons from daggers to swords to warhammers. Mismatched armor covered some, while others were bare-chested and breathing hard. Eyes glimmered in the torchlight as a semi-circle of ferals appeared, their gazes purely on the lone dragonkin. 
 
    On top of a tall rock, a dark figure climbed up. One of their hands lifted up a bow. The other hand reached behind and drew an arrow from a quiver. Kavan glanced at the figure on the tall rock. White hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Deep shadows covered their face, but dark, pointed ears were unmistakable. 
 
    Is that a dark elf? 
 
    “From what I can see, she’s a shadow elf. Which is odd in itself because most elves were driven mad thousands of years ago. It has been said they are rare, but a feral shadow elf must be the rarest creature in all of Voldor.” 
 
    The shadow elf pulled back on the bowstring, the sharp arrowhead gleaming in the dimming light. 
 
    Kavan pulled his attention back to the many ferals standing about seventy feet from him. Male and female creatures stood at the ready. All of them had a look of wanting violence in their eyes and expressions.  
 
    “Our prey has come to us,” came a voice from behind a large stone. 
 
    Kavan watched as an over six-foot-tall orc stepped out from behind the large stone. He was bare-chested, brutish and carried a large, silver mace. He only had one tusk jutting up from behind his large, lower lip. Earrings graced his slightly pointed ears. His head was bald, except for a long, black braid flowing from the top of his head and behind his back. He wore furry leggings and weather-beaten brown boots. 
 
    The orc stepped out into the middle of the semi-circle and looked at Kavan with amused eyes. 
 
    “We would have waited for you to come into the ruins, until my scouts saw what was in your hands. Can’t have you hiding behind stones and throwing those potions, now can we,” the orc smirked. 
 
    Kavan called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 13 
 
    Gold: 20 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 5 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 4 
 
    Life: 2 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 5 
 
      
 
    Can’t spend mana until the violence starts. I will need every drop to fight as long as I can. 
 
    “I caught glimpses of archers hiding behind the first row of ferals,” Viz said. 
 
    Good to know. 
 
    “Grukk Bloodspit,” Kavan said plainly as he stood. 
 
    The orc bowed. “In the flesh. I’m sure the lovely people of Moonvale told you all about me. How I bullied them into giving us supplies. How I mistreated their kindness and threatened great harm.” 
 
    Grukk stood up to his full height with a sinister gleam in his eyes. “Did they lie and say that I and my people killed some of their residents?” 
 
    “No, they never said that,” Kavan said with stern eyes. 
 
    Grukk chuckled. “Good. They do have some honor and I have always admired that about them.” 
 
    The orc took a few steps closer and stopped. “And now we have an actual dragonkin before us, masters of the divine and foot soldiers to the very gods. This is truly a remarkable moment, a greater being in the presence of lesser beings.” 
 
    “I’m not greater than anyone else here. I came to talk and put an end to the tension between your clan and the town of Moonvale. I am the magistrate for the town and seek a peaceful resolution,” Kavan said firmly. 
 
    Grukk kept his sinister smirk. “Just like you sought a peaceful resolution with some of my clan that were left to guard the road? You were efficient in ending their lives, but you didn’t finish the task. 
 
    “Tuk, come out here,” the orc commanded. 
 
    A kobold broke from the feral ranks. He stepped out with a dagger in his hand. Slitted, oval eyes glanced around with nervous energy before he stopped and looked at Kavan. 
 
    “Tell the dragonkin what you told me,” Grukk said. 
 
    The kobold nodded. “We were peacefully camped in the woods, watching the road like we always did. Then, without warning or cause, this red dragonkin marched into our camp and began attacking us. We put up a fight, the rest of the group pushing him back to the road. I was told to watch the camp as they fought him back.” 
 
    Tuk gulped before he continued, “The dragonkin became a wild monster. He called upon his wicked power and began slaughtering us. I had to run or he would have killed me too.” 
 
    Grukk looked over to the nervous kobold. “And you are sure this dragonkin is the same as the one who attacked your camp?” 
 
    Tuk gave a quick nod. “It is him. I remember the dark red scales and horns.” 
 
    Grukk looked at a goblin behind Tuk and gave him a nod. The goblin marched forward with a dagger in hand. Tuk turned his head just as the tip of the dagger stabbed into his neck. The kobold gave a gurgling cry as he tried to pull away. The goblin grabbed the kobold’s arm and continued to stab at the neck. Blood spurted and the very light died in the kobold’s eyes. The gurgling stopped and the goblin let go. The kobold fell to the ground like a sack of rocks, blood dripping from its neck and onto the grass. 
 
    Kavan looked at the dead kobold with cold eyes. “His version of events is wrong.” 
 
    Grukk shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Tuk should have fought to the very end to help his brothers and sisters. Instead, he ran. The Tusk Clan is a family and we never desert family.” 
 
    Kavan glanced to the shadow elf and then back to the large orc. “What about the shadow elf? She left when I stopped your raiding party.” 
 
    Grukk nodded. “Uriko is different, rare and special. As a dragonkin, you must know firsthand that some lives are more important than others?” 
 
    Kavan remained silent. 
 
    Grukk continued, “It doesn’t matter if Tuk was telling the truth or not, he and you broke two cardinal rules of my clan. One, you never desert family. Two, no one fucks with my clan and lives. 
 
    “You killed twenty more of my clan the other night. It doesn’t matter what truth you think you know, I cannot forgive, nor forget what has happened. The only way you could have redeemed your actions is if you died by their hands. Instead, you survived and came all this way to kill all of us.” 
 
    Kavan didn’t blink as he spoke, “It doesn’t have to be this way. We can discuss this and reach an agreement that could benefit both sides.” 
 
    Grukk’s eyes narrowed before he chuckled to himself. “It must be nice, living in the spire cities without a care in the world. You don’t have to try and survive on the outskirts of civilization. There are no long, harsh winters, trying to find and eat roots so you can survive to the spring. Huddling by small fires just to keep the deep chill away. 
 
    “The towns and cities survive, but they must bow down to the dragon gods. We on the other hand bow to no one. No gods or deities will tell us who to worship or how to live. We are truly free. That is something most will never know in their small, feeble lives.  
 
    “The dragons and dragonkin can rot in shit for the next thousand years. We ferals, and especially my clan, will die on our feet and not on our knees.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a hair. “We don’t follow the dragon gods. Moonvale is its own place, free to worship who we please.” 
 
    The shadow elf’s white eyebrow lifted half an inch. 
 
    “Kavan, I count eighty-three ferals, including Grukk. Even with your plan, this will be a hard fight,” Viz mentioned. 
 
    Grukk shook his head. “No. No one is truly free of the dragon gods’ influence. Sooner or later, they will come for Moonvale and ensure all kneel to the dragon gods. It has been like this since the celestial war. It will continue until the end of time. 
 
    “The Voldor Realm lost and now the dragons in power control most, if not all. As refreshing as it is to reaffirm why we are all here, the sun is nearly setting and the rest of your party has already circled around.  
 
    “When our business here has been concluded, I will throw your severed heads to Mayor Sunaxe’s feet and he will have no choice but to supply us every time we pass through for years to come. It will solidify our unspoken agreement and end this annoyance once and for all.” 
 
    Kavan simply stared as the orc sighed. 
 
    “Archers,” Grukk bellowed. 
 
    Orcs and goblins stepped aside and lifted up bows with arrows notched. Arrowheads aimed at the lone dragonkin wearing a long coat and a potion in each of his hands. 
 
    “Death to the dragons and their kin!” Grukk shouted.           
 
    Fingers let go of bowstrings. A series of twangs touched the air as arrows shot forth. Arrowheads gleamed in the dying light as they rushed toward their lone target. 
 
    Kavan’s knees bent as he channeled mana. The dragonkin channeled eight points of mana, 4 into his Body Sphere and 4 into his Fire Sphere. Time slowed down as power instantly rippled along his muscles, blood, skin, scales, and bone. Strength and alacrity swarmed Kavan as his mind gently pushed the power of the fire sphere against every inch of his own skin and scales. 
 
    Silent as a grave, the dragonkin shot straight up into the air. The ground moved further and further away as Kavan leapt over fifty feet straight up. The raw power arced along muscles as Kavan felt stronger than he ever did before. 
 
    Arrows missed by several feet, eventually falling to gravity’s pull and stabbing into the soft ground. Several archers who didn’t fire, lifted their bows up as the dragonkin reached his zenith in the air. 
 
    Grukk watched in amused curiosity as Kavan’s arms whipped forward and potions were hurtled down like blurred comets. The sound of bowstrings touched the air once again as a dozen arrows soared toward their intended target. 
 
    Kavan’s coat billowed as he turned sideways. Arrows shot past him as he fell. Continuing to move his body, he spun and curled, dodging arrows with skilled ease. 
 
    Grukk’s body thickened before he launched into the air. The orc snarled as he snatched a potion out of the air and threw it in another direction, away from his clan.  
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes caught the moment, the orc moving like he did. 
 
    He has access to the Body Sphere. 
 
    An arrow struck the second incoming potion. The moment the glass vial shattered, the liquid inside touched air and exploded. A fiery ball of light touched the air above the ferals before it faded away. The second potion Grukk caught and threw, smashed on a far away stone and exploded into a fiery cloud. 
 
    For a brief moment, Kavan and Grukk landed on their feet in the field. The two eyed each other as archers pulled arrows from quivers and notched bows.  
 
    Time to get into the thick of it. 
 
    Kavan’s legs bent and charged straight toward the semi-circle of ferals. Grukk leapt away as arrows launched at the incoming dragonkin. 
 
    The world around Kavan slowed down. The Body Sphere surged with power and sharpened his senses beyond normal. Everything about him was stronger, quicker and more aware. He saw the dark intent in the ferals eyes, and a small fear in some.  
 
    “Stop his approach!” Grukk bellowed. 
 
    Arrows slipped through the air, all of them converging on the charging dragonkin. Kavan’s body moved like a dancer, leaping into the air and spinning. His body became as small as possible, arrows shooting past him as he grabbed at two more potions. Arms whipped out and potions spun through the air. Feral eyes widened as two potions blurred toward them and struck the front line. One hit an unguarded chest. Another potion hit the grass, bounced and struck a knee. Both potions exploded and a blast wave ripped across some of the ranks. Bodies pulled back as several ferals flailed with burning bodies. 
 
    Kavan’s legs flipped out and he hit the ground hard. He slid forward when he glanced to his side and saw one of the potions from the trench coat came loose from its hook.  
 
    Shit! 
 
    The potion hit the ground and shattered. The explosion slammed into Kavan and knocked him sideways. Fire blasted his coat and burned through it. Kavan braced himself. When the exploding flames crashed into him, he barely felt it. 
 
    Kavan stumbled to the side and quickly glanced down at himself. Fire potion vials were blackened, but not broken. The leather coat had several large holes burned into it. Even his clothes underneath were singed, but his exposed skin was unaffected. 
 
    It barely tickled. 
 
    Kavan grabbed two more potions when an arrow struck his shoulder. 
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    The dragonkin spun from the impact and hurled a potion into the chaotic line of ferals. The following explosion threw bodies in different directions. Kavan continued to spin and glanced to his right to see Grukk seething. Kavan let go of the second potion and it flew toward the large orc. 
 
    Grukk bolted forward and snatched it from the air. He heaved back his massive arm when another potion came at him. The orc cursed as he leapt away and the second potion slammed into the ground and exploded. 
 
    Fire lit up the evening. Ferals regrouped and pulled back on bowstrings. Eyes widened as several potions flew toward them and many screamed before fiery explosions engulfed them. 
 
    Kavan’s scaled brow was a sharp V as his arms whirled in spinning blurs. Scaled hands grabbed at potions and threw them with power. Potions streaked across the small distance and exploded along the ferals as they tried to dive for cover. Others burned as the sun was more than halfway set. 
 
    The shadow elf stared at the dragonkin, but did not let her arrow loose from her bow. She studied him as he moved like a machine. When her gaze fell to a potion along his belt, she lowered her bow a few inches, took a small inhale and held it. Her fingers pulled away and an arrow shot forth. 
 
    The area was lit up in explosions, fire and burning bodies. Kavan unloaded every potion he could grab in his arsenal. Something touched his senses and when he glanced down, he saw a black arrow an instant before it shattered a potion at his belt and penetrated his hip. 
 
    The explosion threw the dragonkin back as other potions rattled and cracked. Several went off and Kavan was engulfed in light. Shockwaves slammed into him, knocking him around, but fire only caressed his scales and skin. There was no action he could take as he was caught in the thunderous explosions, unable to see. 
 
    Another arrow stabbed into his gut and muted pain filled his world. 
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    Fire burned away wooden arrow shafts, but the barbed heads remained under the dragonkin’s skin. Kavan stumbled until the light began to die. The deafening explosions slowed and stopped. Flames vanished and only smoke rose into the air. 
 
    Kavan glanced to himself, seeing that his coat was in tatters. Clothes underneath were burned away and his leggings barely covered his legs. The strap across his chest remained and he felt his spear across his back. A scaled hand reached up, ripped what was left of his coat and quickly tossed it aside as power continued to glow along his muscles and senses. 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the battlefield. Half of the ferals lay, some wounded and others nothing more than blackened corpses. The rest regrouped and readied their melee weapons. 
 
    Kavan reached for a potion and his hand touched nothing. Glancing down again, he saw that every potion was gone or destroyed. 
 
    Grukk leered.  
 
    “Charge!” the orc shouted with demonic power. 
 
    The dragonkin reached behind, grabbed his half-spear and brought it around. In both hands, he turned the shaft in opposite directions. The spear extended and locked into place as a horde of ferals rushed toward him like a tidal wave. 
 
    “The arrowheads are slowing down your reaction time. The mana used for the Body Sphere is beginning to weaken!” 
 
    Kavan nodded before he bent his knees and launched into a charge. 
 
    On the edge of the battlefield, amid the standing stones and ruins, Drayke watched with slitted eyes. Durzol, Lorta and Tezzi stood at the ready. They all watched a small force waiting among the ruins for their group to attack. Goblins, orcs and kobolds stared with weapons in hands. They didn’t join the battle, instead held their ground as they knew they would be attacked at any moment. 
 
    “We have to get in there to help him,” Lorta whispered with urgency. 
 
    Drayke didn’t respond, his gaze flickering from the small force, the shadow elf on the standing stone and the chaos of Kavan rushing toward incoming ferals. 
 
    The blue and black scaled dragonkin let out a small sigh.  
 
    “You’re right. We can’t let Kavan have all the glory. Let’s start kiting them away,” Drayke whispered. 
 
    Lorta blinked. “That is not what I meant…” the troll managed to say before trailing off and watching Drayke charge. 
 
    “Come on!” Durzol shouted as he followed. 
 
    Lorta and Tezzi both followed as Drayke led the charge. 
 
    Ferals growled as they saw the blue and black dragonkin bolt for them with sword in hand. There was no hesitation as they moved as one. Drayke smirked as the goblins, orcs, and kobolds shouted with savage roars. When both sides were nearly upon each other, the dragonkin ducked down as a sword sliced over his horned head. Drayke glanced to an exposed belly and whipped his sword across so fast, the goblin tried to hack downward and coughed up blood before he slid in half. 
 
    Drayke moved with agility, power, and finesse as his sword blurred through the ferals as they crashed into him.  
 
    Lorta’s eyes widened as she watched Durzol leap into the air, his warhammer held high. The orc shouted a war cry before crashing into ferals and swinging his hammer down. A skull shattered into a bloody mess as Durzol roared. 
 
    Tezzi silently sliced and hacked at ferals. The troll used her size, her hips knocking away a feral and her blade slicing across their chest.  
 
    Lorta hesitated with half-spear in hand. The troll watched in disbelief as each side hacked at each other like butchers. She watched Durzol and Tezzi push back at the ferals as Drayke sliced through them with relative ease. Blood and gore splashed and fell. Shouts turned to manic cries. Bodies fell, with some ferals grabbing at their internal organs. 
 
    Lorta’s arms and legs trembled. Her life flashed before her eyes, not thinking when she took on invaders on her farm, monster or feral. It was a matter of protecting herself and her farm. The reality of the moment pressed down on her psyche and it slowed her resolve.  
 
    “I’m not a soldier,” the troll whispered as the carnival of carnage unfolded around her like a bloody flower. 
 
    The troll blinked and looked over to Kavan. The dragonkin crashed into the attacking wave of ferals. His mithril-tipped spear gleamed in the last rays of sunlight before it impaled a body. Kavan planted his feet and swung his spear upwards, the dead goblin sliding off the spear and crashing into others. The spearpoint moved in quick blurs, stabbing at ferals as they tried to get closer. They slowly surrounded the red dragonkin as he fought with precise skill and deadly aim. 
 
    A black arrow shot through the air and sank into Kavan’s shoulder. The dragonkin grunted as he continued to fight the ferals surrounding him. 
 
    Lorta looked up to the standing stone, the shadow elf pulling another arrow and notching it to her bow. 
 
    Protective rage boiled around the troll’s heart. The trembling ceased as energy filled her muscles. Fear bled away from Lorta’s eyes before a fury took root. Her heart glowed along her spirit as she lowered her shoulders and saw the path to the shadow elf blocked by ferals. A seething growl filled her throat before she charged like a primal monster. 
 
    Fighting ferals turned their attention to the incoming troll. Their bravery faltered before the seven-foot troll’s spearpoint penetrated one body and another behind it. The light left dark eyes as Lorta roared. Ferals were knocked aside as she pushed through them like they weighed nothing. 
 
    Durzol slammed his warhammer down on a feral’s shoulder. Bone shattered and the feral screamed before a boot struck their chest and they went flying. Several more ferals rushed the orc when Durzol turned to see Lorta slamming into them and scattering them. The orc stared in astonishment as Lorta moved like a titan, slamming and stomping through the enemy like a boulder rolling over tall grass. 
 
    The shadow elf readied her aim when she felt a presence to her side. She glanced just as a bloody spear shot at her from a female troll. The elf threw her upper body back as the spear struck her bow and it went flying into the air. The shadow elf stumbled and missed a step on the large stone. She fell and tumbled. Boots struck the ground and she stood crouched as a large troll with murderous eyes rushed her. 
 
    Lorta could only see the shadow elf. Her dark skin was covered in black tattoos. They covered her arms, neck, face, and even bled into her pointed ears. Lorta was nearly on her when the elf pulled a dagger from her belt. The troll reached for her when the dagger tip stabbed into her side. The pain barely registered as she grabbed the elf by the arm and slammed her into the standing stone. The elf’s eye blinked from the sheer power of the troll when she was pulled from the stone and slammed again. This time, bone cracked and the elf let out a scream. 
 
    The dagger slipped from Lorta’s side and she was about to slam the shadow elf into the standing stone again, when a dagger stabbed into her back. Lorta let out a grunt as she let go of the elf. The shadow elf clutched her ruined arm to her chest as she turned and bolted away.  
 
    Lorta turned to an orc as it pulled the dagger out and was ready to stab her again. A blade gleamed before it sliced across their neck. Lorta watched as the head fell away and blood spurted into the air like a red fountain. Drayke stood behind the headless orc as it fell, blood showering his snout, face and scales.  
 
    Lorta let out a whimper as weakness filled her. She fell to the ground as Drayke stayed by her. He slashed and hacked at ferals. Durzol and Tezzi joined his side. The three of them surrounded the fallen Lorta as she clutched at her belly wound, blood seeping out between blue fingers. 
 
    Kavan’s spear moved in quick blurs. Enemy blades took swings at him. He either parried them, stabbed at arms and chests, or both in quick succession. Ferals fell, some crying out and others dead before they hit the ground.  
 
    The red dragonkin moved like a typhoon. His spear gave him some room to maneuver as the bloody mithril point stabbed and sliced across soft, exposed parts of the surrounding ferals. He noted their numbers began to dwindle, but he also noted the drain of power from his muscles. Movements began to slow and it was taking more and more effort to keep his attacks and defense steady. 
 
    “Mana is nearly used up,” Viz said. 
 
    Kavan tried to channel 4 more points of mana into the Body Sphere, but nothing happened. 
 
    “You can’t go beyond the number of degrees already in use. It must drain away completely before you can use all four degrees in the Body Sphere again,” Viz informed. 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes darkened as he pushed through the draining power along his muscles.  
 
    The last rays of sunlight touched the dimming sky. Stars twinkled across the heavens as a battle of life and death played out on blood-stained grass. 
 
    Kavan kept his control, driving his spearpoint into an unguarded throat when a shadow appeared at his side and slammed into him. The dragonkin was lifted off his feet and crashed into several ferals. The small group tumbled to the ground. Kavan kept his wits as claws slid out of his left hand. A goblin tried to get up, only for claws to slice across his throat. Kavan was merciless as he swung his spear with one arm. The point stabbed into an eye while his left-handed claws raked down an orc’s face.  
 
    Kavan tumbled away and back onto his feet. Claws slid back into his left hand and he held his spear with both hands. The dragonkin heaved as blood trickled down from wounds and cuts. A glow touched his throat. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Serious Wounds, Medium Bleeding, multiple penetrated wounds.  
 
    Mana: 5/13 
 
         
 
    Kavan stood as the ferals parted and Grukk stepped through them with mace in hand. 
 
    The orc looked untouched as he walked with even steps toward the heaving dragonkin. 
 
    “You’re stronger than I thought,” the clan leader said with a menacing edge. 
 
    Kavan remained silent. The arrowheads under his skin burned with heat and pain. Blood trickled down his body as he fought to stay standing. 
 
    “Mana drained,” Viz said. 
 
    Weakness filled every cell of Kavan’s body. Arms trembled as he tried to keep his spear up and held sideways. Pain roared under his skin and he pushed it to a faraway place to keep it at bay. Memories of his old life touched his mind, the times where pain sang to him and he ignored it so he could live a somewhat normal life. 
 
    “Good fight, but you’ve lost,” Grukk said as he approached. 
 
    Kavan didn’t hide the trembling in his limbs. 
 
    “You can barely hold your spear,” Grukk said like a wolf sniffing at wounded prey. 
 
    Kavan felt the fiery power of his spitfire breath deep in his throat. 
 
    Grukk’s eyes narrowed. “Your world ends.” 
 
    Kavan’s senses were sharp as a knife. He waited for a long moment before he took a step back. 
 
    Grukk’s eyes flared into raging pools as he blurred toward the dragonkin. Kavan lifted his spear sideways with pure instinct, parrying the mace as it struck downwards. Sparks showered into his face as the large orc glared down on him with murderous eyes. 
 
    Time slowed as Kavan channeled 4 points of mana into his Body Sphere. Muscles burned again like engines. Heat radiated from his body as the pain faded away to nothing. Power and regeneration filled every cell of his being. The dragonkin growled and pushed back hard. 
 
    Grukk’s mace was knocked up into the air. The orc readied to bring it down when the blunt end of the spear slammed into his unguarded ribs. The orc grunted from the strength behind the blow before the spearpoint swung around for his neck. The orc’s mace was up, parrying the blow and sparks flew into his green features. Eyelids closed and Kavan opened his maw, shards of fire leaking out from the sides. 
 
    Kavan stared as he had the orc dead to rights. He reared back his head and just as he was about to spit out a fireball, a green fist shot up under him and slammed into his throat. 
 
    Pain flared as Kavan’s head was knocked up. Reflex took over and he spit a fireball up into the air at an angle.  
 
    Ferals watched their clan leader and the dragonkin fight in close combat when a ball of fire touched their eyes. Before the awe of the moment receded a hair, many screamed as the fireball slammed into their ranks and exploded. An orc was blasted back as many other ferals dove for the floor, flames licking at their backs and heads. 
 
    Grukk gave a maddening laugh as his left fist connected with Kavan’s cheek. The dragonkin stumbled a foot before a mace swung and slammed into his chest. Kavan stumbled back as a bone cracked in his chest.  
 
    Grukk advanced and swung his mace in quick arcs. Kavan tried to regain his stance but was knocked off balance as he parried hard blows from the powerful orc. Metal on metal caused sparks to flash. The last rays of daylight disappeared behind the horizon as small fires along the field lit up the carnage and bloody battlefield.  
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    Despite the power of the Body Sphere, the damage to Kavan’s body began to grind on him. Metal in his wounds, broken bone, and bleeding slowed him down. The pain was distant, but he knew, after a time, it will roar back and incapacitate him.  
 
    “One on one, you would have had a chance!” Grukk laughed as he swung his mace. 
 
    Kavan fought through the pain, barely regaining his balance as the orc crashed his mace into the dragonkin’s parries. 
 
    Grukk’s muscles bulged as he swung his mace sideways. Kavan parried it, only for the power behind the mace swing to knock his spear from his hands. It spun through the air and stabbed into the ground about thirty feet away. 
 
    Grukk leered as he swung his mace and it connected with Kavan’s side. Rib bones cracked and shattered. Kavan stumbled with only his willpower keeping him standing. 
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    “Kavan retreat!” Viz screamed in his mind. 
 
    “No,” Kavan whispered as the world around him became crystal clear. 
 
    The dragonkin watched as Grukk lifted his mace to bring it down on Kavan’s head. The look of pure evil filled the orc’s eyes as he readied to give the killing blow. Kavan channeled his last drop of mana into the Life Sphere. A serene calm washed over him as he felt the very world around him. It sang to him of distant melodies and deep connections to the world around him. The small drop gave him clarity as his strength, speed and willpower took over. 
 
    Grukk’s arm swung down. The orc watched as Kavan’s hand shot up in protest. The orc licked his lips, ignoring the pathetic attempt of wanting mercy. The orc’s thick arm came down. Kavan pointed his fingers and claws stabbed out. Grukk couldn’t stop his own momentum as the small claws stabbed into his forearm. Pain flared and the orc let go of his mace. It swung past Kavan’s head and struck the ground with a thud. 
 
    The orc roared as he twisted his forearm. Kavan’s Claws snagged on bone and the twisting motion caused them to crack and break. Blood spurted from Grukk’s forearm as he pulled his arm away and drove a thick fist into Kavan’s broken ribs. Despite the dragonkin’s willpower, pain stormed into a hurricane. Kavan barely held his wits as a fist slammed into the side of his snout. The dragonkin stumbled as Grukk pressed his attacks. 
 
    Claws stabbed out of Kavan’s other hand. He swiped across, only for Grukk to catch his arm by the wrist. The orc slammed a thick fist into Kavan’s ribs and he was blinded by the pain. 
 
    Regeneration surged. Kavan felt barbed arrowheads push halfway out of his shoulder. The scaled hand with the broken claw tips grabbed at the two arrowheads sticking out of his shoulder. He clamped his fingers around them as he made a fist. Grukk was about to slam Kavan’s arm in his hand over his knee when a scaled fist with sharp points swung around. The orc turned to it and tried to pull back. Eyelids closed by instinct, but they didn’t stop the arrow points from stabbing into his eye. 
 
    Grukk grunted as darkness filled his eye. Blood spurted and he let go of the Dragonkin. Kavan’s right arm was free and he slashed across with no restraint. Grukk stumbled back, trying to see as claws raked across his chest and neck. Blood spurted and the orc gave a gurgling grunt. Kavan’s arm moved in quick, wide swipes. Flesh was carved away from the large orc’s chest as he stumbled. Fear touched his remaining eye as Kavan pressed his own attack. 
 
    A glow touched Kavan’s throat as he advanced a step at a time. Claws and fist moved in a flurry, stabbing and punching the retreating orc. 
 
    The remaining ferals watched in stunned silence as their grand leader whimpered and bled. The dragonkin was unchained, slicing, cutting and punching. 
 
    Kavan opened his maw, reared back his head and blasted out a fireball.  
 
    Grukk barely saw the fireball as it streaked the tiny distance. He didn’t make a sound as the fireball struck him and exploded.  
 
    All gathered watched as the large orc was thrown ten feet and landed on his back. Black, burnt skin covered his body. Blood sizzled from many wounds and the large orc let out his last, dying breath. 
 
    Kavan stood, heaving and glaring at the dead orc. He then lifted his gaze and looked to the ferals not far away. 
 
    “Run,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    The ferals hesitated, caught in the unthinkable, their strong leader dead. 
 
    Kavan took in a ragged breath. “I said RUN! Never come back to Moonvale or I will burn you all away!” Kavan shouted like a monster. 
 
    The hypnotic moment was broken. Ferals dropped their weapons, turned and fled. None of them looked back to their burnt and dead leader as he lay like a broken doll on a field of carnage. 
 
    Kavan slumped to his knees and stared at the bloody grass.  
 
    “Kavan, stay very still. There is still power in the Body Sphere. It will help regenerate some of the damage,” Viz explained. 
 
    Kavan simply nodded. Bones slowly knit together. Wounds slowly closed. The dragonkin swayed on his knees as his heart thudded in his chest, trying to repair some of the damage. 
 
    Alerts filled his gaze. 
 
    Combat Skill increased by 1 Degree. Combat Skill is now 6th degree, Advanced. 
 
    Constitution increased by 1 Degree. Constitution is now 6th degree.   
 
    Body Sphere increased by 1 Degree. Body Sphere is now 5th degree. 
 
    Life Sphere increased by 1 Degree. Life Sphere is now 3rd degree. 
 
    Gained 2 points of mana to mana pool.  
 
    Four shadows touched the edge of Kavan’s vision. Slitted eyes looked up as Drayke, Durzol, Tezzi, and Lorta approach. Each of them had potions in their hands, except for Lorta, who was drinking the rest of hers. 
 
    “Kavan?” Durzol said with concern across his green brow. 
 
    Kavan looked at them, covered in blood and their wounds slowly closing. 
 
    “I need a moment to regenerate,” Kavan said in a low tone.  
 
    “Fucking hell,” Drayke said as he lifted a healing potion to give to Kavan. 
 
    Lorta stepped forward, snatched the potion from Drayke, crossed the small distance and fell to her knees by Kavan. One blue hand cupped his cheek, while she popped the cork with her other thumb and held it to Kavan’s lips. The dragonkin drank in the warm liquid. It travelled down his throat and spread out. Energy rushed to his wounds, helping his regeneration and closing the wounds further. 
 
     Lorta’s eyes trembled. 
 
    Kavan looked at the troll with long, braided pigtails. “Lorta, we won.” 
 
    The troll’s lip quivered before she dropped the empty potion vial and hugged the dragonkin. Tears streamed down her cheeks as she sobbed by his ear. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kavan. I’m not a soldier. I’m just a farmer. I… can’t do this again. I can’t,” the troll sobbed. 
 
    Kavan weakly lifted an arm and hugged her to him. “Shhhh, it’s okay. You never have to do this again. I promise. I’m just happy you’re okay.” 
 
    Drayke, Tezzi, and Durzol stood over the dragonkin and troll as Lorta’s sobs blended with the sound of crackling fires around them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Night’s cloak fell across the world.  
 
    On a grassy field by ancient stone ruins, burnt and bloody bodies lay scattered. Glowing embers were scattered across the field, next to bodies. A cool breeze washed over the area. Scavengers began to appear at the forest edges, sniffing at the cooked meat and blood. Ears perked up and the scavengers darted away. Larger forms moved from the dark forest edge and into the starlit field of the dead. 
 
    Scattered figures walked out onto the field. Elderly eyes glanced around. Children clutched to their mothers. Orcs, goblins, and kobolds stepped out to see what happened to their loved ones.  
 
    Sorrow touched their eyes and hearts as they all saw many warriors and family members laid out. Some were burnt. Others were broken. Some were missing limbs. Ferals that had run from the battle, returned to gather what they could.  
 
    Many eyes looked over to the blackened corpse of their clan leader. The remainder of the clan moved with purpose, picking up weapons, items and keepsakes of their fallen families. They moved silently, their senses dulled by the carnage and sorrow. 
 
    A figure not of their own, appeared at the forest edge. 
 
    Eyes looked up and horror stabbed into their already heavy hearts. A skeletal man in a tattered regal robe walked toward the now cold battlefield. White eyes surveyed the field littered with bodies, and cracked gray lips curved into a sinister smile. He moved with ease until he reached the first bodies. He visually inspected them and gave a small nod. 
 
    “Yes, these will do nicely,” the old lich whispered. 
 
    Ferals backed off, their bodies trembling. The stench of death and decay shattered what little bravery they had left to retrieve what they could from their dead. 
 
    Brom lifted his gaze to the two dozen ferals, his smile remaining. “No need to fret, I will be sure to put every body to good use. They will have a purpose once again, to serve me. 
 
    “I suggest the rest of you move on. I’ll take good care of them. If you stay, you will only join them in my work. Now run along. I have much to do.” 
 
    The remaining ferals turned and bolted for the dark forests. In a matter of moments, the ferals were gone and only Brom stood among the dead. 
 
    “Yes, much to do,” the old lich said as he looked around and thought over his dark designs. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Seven 
 
        A suffocating darkness pressed down on Kavan. Scaled hands reached up to grab anything and fingers touched nothing. Invisible tentacles held him down as moans permeated the abyss.  
 
    A red shard of light appeared and Kavan blinked. He looked around in horror as hundreds of dead and decayed bodies crawled toward him. Some were on him, holding him down and hollow eyes staring into his soul.  
 
    The moans grew louder, but the dead did not attack. They watched with blank or missing eyes as the dragonkin struggled in their grip. More and more climbed over others, staring at him with damned gazes. The stench of decay filled Kavan’s slitted nostrils as he tried to break free of their unholy hold. 
 
    Water swirled underneath him, seeping into his clothes as he struggled. Undead orcs, goblins, kobolds, nagas, and trolls opened their mouths. Webbing spilled from open mouths and rotten hands took hold. The dead worked to tie the dragonkin down as the water level began to rise. 
 
    “Stop this!” Kavan shouted. 
 
    The dead ignored him as they mummified his body with white web ropes. The water rose high enough to engulf his body. Kavan lifted his head and gasped for air before the webbing was tied around his small snout. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened as he was soon submerged. The dead crawled over him and stared as he slowly drowned in the deepening abyss. 
 
    Scaled eyes opened. Kavan slowly glanced around. When he tried to move, the same restriction was there, holding him in place. The dragonkin blinked as he saw the edge of the tent and two piles of folded clothes. He looked down at himself. He felt and saw Lorta’s arms and leg around him, pinning his back to her chest and their bodies touching.  
 
    The heat in the tent was nearly suffocating as Kavan gave up trying to break free. The nightmare lingered for a long moment before it fell away to his waking mind. Light touched the outside of the tent, signaling the morning. Memories crawled along his mind as he remained in Lorta’s grasp. 
 
    Images played across his mind. The small group gathered themselves after the battle and slowly left. They traveled for an hour before exhaustion set in again. It was agreed upon to set up camp for the night and return to Moonvale in the morning. Drayke, Tezzi, and Durzol chose guard shifts in case the fleeing ferals regained their courage and returned to hunt them down. The three of them agreed that Kavan and Lorta should rest. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes closed as he remembered he and Lorta setting up their tent. A haunted look filled the troll’s eyes as she worked. When the tent was finished, she was first to climb in. Kavan went in next. The mood was somber. Lorta spoke little at first. After a small time of getting ready to bed down for the night, she began talking. 
 
    Kavan listened as Lorta whispered to him. She tried to explain the differences of the battle by the ruins and defending one’s home and town. Kavan tried to comfort her, but the beautiful farmer troll wept again. 
 
    After a time, the weeping stopped. Weariness took hold of the pair and they fell asleep, side by side.  
 
    Kavan lay in the bedroll, staring at the tent ceiling as his mind recounted the battle. Thoughts shifted to Lorta and his heart grew heavier in his chest. Many in town, even Lorta, were trying harder to be more than what they were, but the hard truth Kavan came to realize was that many in town weren’t soldiers. They only wanted to live their lives. 
 
    Thoughts shifted again to Onka. Kavan mentally stared at the goblin hiding a goddess. Their lives were on the edge of civilization and if a big enough threat came along, it could end everything they were trying to achieve. 
 
    Kavan soon fell into a troubled sleep as thoughts roamed and he tried to find some answers. 
 
    Morning light glowed brighter along the top of the tent. Lorta stirred and soon her eyes opened. She saw the back of Kavan’s horned head and held him closer, her cheek rubbing against a horn. 
 
    “I’m sorry… about last night,” the troll whispered. 
 
    Kavan lifted a hand and touched her arm around him. “No need to be sorry. You spoke the truth and that is all we can do.” 
 
    Lorta squeezed the dragonkin tighter to her plentiful bosom.  
 
    “Need… air,” Kavan gasped. 
 
    Lorta smiled before loosening her grip. Kavan sat up and looked down on her with a small smile. 
 
    “Let’s get up and break down camp. I want to be back home,” Kavan said warmly. 
 
    Lorta nodded, sat up and reached for her clothes. 
 
    A small part of the morning was spent eating rations as the group began breaking down their camp. Durzol informed them there wasn’t much of anything to report. The night was serene, considering the harrowing fight they all endured beforehand. Drayke was quiet for the most part as he broke down his tent. Tezzi remarked about returning to the ruins to seek out more relics. Kavan noted the troll seemed excited at the prospect of going back to explore the ruins again. 
 
    Once camp was broken down and packed away in mystical satchels, the group began the trek back home. 
 
    Hours slipped by as they hiked. The morning blended into early afternoon. Kavan took in the beautiful surroundings and was surprised a few times as Lorta appeared next to him, took his hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. He watched as the walk and time began to sooth her rattled nerves. 
 
    When the spires of Moonvale could be seen in the distance, Kavan sighed in relief. Drayke walked next to the dragonkin as Lorta and Tezzi took the rear and Durzol was ahead, leading the group. 
 
    “Now would be a good time for us to talk,” Drayke said in a low tone. 
 
    An annoyance crept into Kavan’s eyes before it cooled and the dragonkin gave a small nod. It wasn’t worth it to fight these odd moments when Drayke wanted to talk. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Kavan said plainly. 
 
    Drayke nodded. “The two of us must work together if we are to keep Onka safe.” 
 
    Kavan closed his eyes and shook his head. “Do I have to remind you that I wanted that in the beginning and you gave me a big fat no?” 
 
    Drayke kept his serious gaze as they walked. “We were getting to know each other. Everything has changed now. I came to Moonvale for a few reasons, but the main reason was to explore some of the edge towns and see if I could find a hidden deity. I had no idea my luck would be fruitful with the first town.” 
 
    Kavan opened his eyes and took in a deep inhale. He let the air leave his lungs slowly as they walked. 
 
    Drayke continued, “You haven’t spent any time outside of Moonvale and the surrounding areas. Moonvale is not like the rest of Voldor. There is a passionate faith for the dragon gods from Loduss and beyond. All worship the new gods and never speak of the old ones, not even in passing conversation. I spent a great deal of time in some questionable places, trying to discover if anyone knew about the old gods.  
 
    “It is an odd thing to know that even people at their most desperate, will not acknowledge the old gods. At first, I thought it was because of fear, but I soon realized it’s about fanatical faith. Moonvale is an oddity, but the rest of Voldor is filled with true believers.” 
 
    “It can’t be just Moonvale. There must be others who know and worship the old gods. I just don’t understand what the two of us can do about changing an entire world to help bring them back or protect them,” Kavan said coldly. 
 
    Drayke looked over to the red dragonkin, “Do you mean to live a simple farmer life? A white picket fence where you and Onka live a long life, hidden from the rest of the world? And when a thousand years pass and you have grown old and she remains forever young, you will die and she will move on to start another life somewhere else, forever running from dragon gods?” 
 
    Kavan sighed. “I didn’t say any of that. Talking to you is damn frustrating sometimes. All I can say is I don’t have an answer right now. I’ve spent the last few hours thinking about providing better protections for the town and the people who live in it. We barely have enough strength to fight a feral clan, what do you think dragon gods and their followers will do to us?” 
 
    Drayke nodded and smirked. “That is why we must pool our resources and skills. I propose we train together. I feel we are pretty evenly matched and we can build upon that.” 
 
    Kavan let out a sardonic chuckle. “Evenly matched? I was doing most of the heavy lifting last night.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “You were. You’re an effective meat shield, but we pulled many others away from you to better the odds. It was a slim victory, but I know we could have done better.” 
 
    The blue and black scaled dragonkin kept his amused smirk. “I was conserving my power so if the battle turned badly, I would have swooped in for the victory. I just didn’t want to hurt your feelings. The town looks up to you.” 
 
    Kavan touched his own stomach as he let out a gruff laugh. “Drayke, I think you just like to hear yourself talk. I wouldn’t have allowed us to lose, if you were there or not.” 
 
    “Whatever you need to say to yourself so you sleep better at night,” Drayke quipped. 
 
    Kavan’s laughter died and he wrung his scaled hands in frustration. “Are you always like this?” 
 
    “Like myself? Yes,” Drayke chuckled. 
 
    Kavan hissed his contempt. 
 
    Drayke nodded. “All kidding aside, there will be greater threats, especially from the dragonkin. We must work together and vigorous training will only help us.” 
 
    Kavan’s expression blanked out. 
 
    I hate to say it, but he has a point. I’m getting stronger, but it’s only a matter of time before I hit a wall and it takes longer to gain degrees. I’ve only just begun my magical training. I will need to learn more if we have a chance to defend the town and Onka. 
 
    “It might go beyond the town and Onka. Voldor is vast and filled with many cities and towns. There is no empire, but how long before kingdoms ban together? How long before the dragonkin from the Spire Cities realizes there is a goddess in a small town?” Viz added. 
 
    Kavan stared ahead as his mind worked. 
 
    We need to live a normal life and find out as much as we can. Moonvale may have more answers than we know. Brom has thousands of years of knowledge. If we can keep him lucid, we might be able to learn more. As for the dragon gods and the fallen gods, I think we need more research. 
 
    Kavan looked over to Drayke walking beside him. “We can start our training a few mornings out of the week.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “Excellent decision. I’ll bring something to break our fasts.” 
 
    Kavan watched as the blue dragonkin walked ahead without a second glance.  
 
    I hope I don’t regret this. 
 
    The group soon emerged from the forest. Small smiles appeared as they all looked to Moonvale’s towers and high walls. The pace slowed as they approached, a sudden weariness taking hold. When they were nearly to the South Gate, the doors opened and a small crowd stepped out. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe smiled wide and held out his arms as he walked. Behind him, Priest Raine, Priestess Misty, Dura, Rujin, Shegga, Soki, Zellee, and Onka approached. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze fell to the goblin and arachnix, his heart lifting in his chest. Zellee gave Kavan a happy smile, but Onka’s eyes widened. Her arms trembled as if she was fighting every part of her to not run to him. The fight carried on for a breath before she darted forward. 
 
    The goblin slammed into Kavan’s body and threw her arms around his waist. She hugged him tight as he hugged her. Kavan smiled as the goblin rubbed her cheek against the lower part of his chest. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe embraced Durzol. Dura came over and hugged her brother from the side.  
 
    The two groups became one as all eyes looked to their magistrate. 
 
    “So, what happened?” Shegga growled. 
 
    The mayor broke his embrace and cleared his throat. “Let’s bring it all inside so our illustrious magistrate can tell us all about it.” 
 
    Onka looked up to Kavan with endearing eyes. “I’m sorry about before. I was…” 
 
    Kavan gently cut her off. “We can talk about it later, if you wish?” 
 
    The beautiful goblin nodded. 
 
    The group walked back and through the south gate. Inside the town, doors and windows opened. Smiles bloomed as some residents watched Kavan, the mayor, and Onka walk and other residents following behind.  
 
    It didn’t take long for everyone to reach the center of town. Town residents approached with curious eyes, eager to find out what happened. 
 
    The mayor was all smiles as he waved his hands to give Kavan a moment. “Everyone, everyone! Please give our magistrate some room.” 
 
    Onka stepped to the side as Kavan faced the crowd. The dragonkin glanced over to the goblin, before turning his gaze to Durzol, Drayke, Lorta, and Tezzi. All of them nodded in unison before Kavan turned his attention to the crowd. 
 
    “I want to start by saying, the Tusk Clan will no longer bother Moonvale again,” Kavan projected to the gathered audience. 
 
    Relief and smiles bloomed as the magistrate began telling their tale of tracking, finding and ending the feral threat to their beloved town. 
 
    Onka watched Kavan as her heart soared and the crowd drank in his every word. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan, Onka, Zellee, and Lorta stepped to the South Gate. Kavan’s head swam from the barrage of questions the townsfolk asked after he finished his story.  
 
    It had been two hours since they returned and the dragonkin spent most of the time telling every detail and answering every question. After a time, weariness seeped into Kavan’s shoulders and eyes. The mayor noticed it and quickly took over. He spoke to future events of the town, reminding everyone about the Summer Dream Festival and how he reached an agreement with Gold Travels and more visitors would be coming to the town on a regular basis. 
 
    Drayke left halfway through the story. Durzol remained and helped answer some questions. Tezzi touched Kavan’s shoulder and gave him a knowing look before departing the town center. 
 
    When it was all over, many stood around and discussed everything they heard. Kavan stood up and made a semi-discrete exit with Onka, Zellee, and Lorta moving with him as he left.  
 
    At the gate, it was Zellee who rushed the dragonkin and hugged him.  
 
    “I was so worried!” Zellee said as she pressed her cheek to the top of Kavan’s head. 
 
    The dragonkin hugged her back before letting go and stepping back. 
 
    Zellee smiled before she looked to the side. “Will there be more adventures like this one in the near future, because I don’t think my heart can take it.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I don’t think so. I’m here to stay, for now.” 
 
    Zellee let out a relieved exhale. “Well, I think we all deserve a nice meal. Let’s have dinner together?” 
 
    Lorta looked away. Onka glanced to Kavan and then to the dirt floor outside the South Gate.  
 
    Zellee noticed their reactions and quickly spoke again, “It doesn’t have to be this evening, but soon?” 
 
    “I have to get back to my farm. I’m sure my harpies and bolids are going crazy without me there. We can plan to see each other,” Lorta said with a demure tone. 
 
    “I have to check on Kavan’s new taurs. They should be emerging in a day or two and I have to make sure they’re healthy,” Onka said. 
 
    Zellee nodded and looked at Kavan. 
 
    “I think we can have dinner soon,” Kavan said, leaving it open-ended. 
 
    The arachnix bowed her head. 
 
    Kavan noticed the strange uneasiness in the air between the four of them. Unspoken feelings were swirling into a small storm. He noticed Lorta was still a little unnerved. Onka seemed to have her own agenda, and it wasn’t examining livestock.  
 
    Zellee stood with a knowing and not knowing look in her eyes, detecting something amiss, but not wanting to bring it up at this time. 
 
    “Everyone, have a nice evening,” Lorta said in a monotone voice before turning and walking along the southern wall of the town, toward her farm. 
 
    Zellee smiled brightly at Kavan and Onka. The breeze washed over them. 
 
    Onka tugged Kavan’s hand. The arachnix caught the small movement and kept her smile. 
 
    “I’ll be off. Stop by anytime so we can talk or go out for a bite,” Zellee said before waving to the dragonkin and goblin. 
 
    Kavan watched as the arachnix turned and her bent-black legs moved. Her spider-like legs clicked as she stepped onto the cobblestone street and made her way deeper into town. 
 
    Kavan wanted to call out to her when Onka turned and pulled him. The dragonkin moved to her pulling and soon, the pair was making their way to Woodhaven Farm. 
 
    The goblin picked up the pace, practically dragging Kavan along. 
 
    “Are we in a hurry?” Kavan smiled. 
 
    “Yes,” Onka said with a heat in her voice. 
 
    Kavan pulled back a little and Onka was forced to slow down. She looked at Kavan and saw that his smile was gone and a serious expression remained. 
 
    The goblin’s eyes lost their determination and she looked to the side as they walked slowly.  
 
    “I know you want to ask questions. I want to answer them, but I don’t have any answers,” Onka said in a small voice. 
 
    “What do you remember from the other night when we were attacked?”  
 
    Onka’s eyes widened a hair as she looked down at the dirt road. “I remember the ferals attacking you. I remember how much it scared me that they were hurting you. Then, there was nothing. The next thing I remembered was crying in your arms and covered in blood.” 
 
    “I…” Kavan began and was quickly cut off. 
 
    “I don’t want to know what happened. I never want to know. I just want to be in your arms. I can’t relive that moment. Please, Kavan, I don’t want to talk about it. Let’s get back to our lives and treat it like a bad dream?” 
 
    Kavan watched the fear seep into Onka’s eyes.  
 
    “We don’t have to talk about it. But if there is ever a time, I’m here if you need me,” Kavan said with an understanding tone. 
 
    The fear drained away from the goblin’s eyes and a bright smile formed. The goblin grabbed his hand and pulled. Kavan followed as the couple made their way to the front gate. 
 
    The moment the front gate opened, the barn door opened and Abby darted out. 
 
    “Oh no,” Kavan whispered as he and Onka turned to see the taur barreling toward them. 
 
    Abby’s breasts bounced against the front flap of her overalls. Her eyes were wide with excitement as her hooves churned up dirt with every step. She crossed the small field in nearly a blink, her arms out and sighing loudly. She was nearly within ten feet of crashing into the dragonkin when Onka stood before him with her arms out. 
 
    Abby skidded to a halt before the goblin, looked down at her and blinked. 
 
    “Kavan has had a long and tiring quest. He is exhausted and needs to rest,” Onka said adamantly. 
 
    Abby blinked again before her eyes began to water. 
 
    “Shit,” Kavan cursed when the taur began bawling her eyes out. 
 
    “It was so lonely last night! I spent the whole time awake so no monsters would sneak into the barn! I watched over the vats all night. When I saw you, I was so happy, I wanted to run over and tell you the two taurs are almost fully grown,” Abby wailed. 
 
    Onka didn’t move as she stood between Abby and Kavan. Kavan face-palmed as the crying taur pointed a finger at the goblin. 
 
    “You ruined my excitement!” Abby sobbed. 
 
    “You’ll be fine,” Onka growled. 
 
    “I’ll never be fine!” Abby wailed louder. 
 
    Kavan touched Onka’s shoulder. The goblin turned her head and glanced at Kavan. 
 
    “May I?” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Onka looked back to the sobbing taur. “They like to manipulate. If you let her get away with this act, she will use it to her advantage every time.” 
 
    “I know,” Kavan said and stepped past Onka. 
 
    Abby’s wailing turned into sniffles. Her eyes brightened as she looked up to Kavan as he approached her. She was stunned as he took her hand and held it between them. 
 
    Kavan gave her an understanding gaze. “Thank you for being so brave. You protected the farm, barn, and our new taurs. You’re the strongest and bravest taur I have ever known. I would be lost without you.” 
 
    Abby’s eyes shined like stars. The wailing, sobbing and crying vanished as she stepped closer with heat in her eyes. Dazzled eyes trembled as her master’s words spun along her heart. 
 
    “Do you mean it?” Abby asked. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I do.” 
 
    The taur swooned and Kavan helped her keep her balance by holding her hand. He watched as red glowed along Abby’s cheeks and she was breathing fast. 
 
    “Abby, I do have something to ask,” Kavan said warmly. 
 
    “Anything for you, master,” the taur said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    “I do need to rest. I need to know that I can count on you to watch over the farm for the evening. I will be home to protect us, but I must be sure you’re keeping an eye on our new taurs. Can you do that for me?” 
 
    Abby’s body immediately became rigid. She stood under her own power, stuck out her more than ample chest and stayed at attention. 
 
    “The farm will be safe under my watchful gaze!” Abby shouted. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan said solemnly. “Tomorrow, we will start fresh. I haven’t forgotten about what you asked for. Now that the feral threat is over, I can focus on you and the farm.” 
 
    Abby nearly floated up with hearts beating in her eyes. She tried to speak, but incoherent babble fell from between her lips. 
 
    Onka watched and looked away, her hand covering her smile.  
 
    “I’ll see you in the morning,” Kavan said. 
 
    Abby gave a vigorous nod. She turned and marched back to the barn. 
 
    Kavan turned to Onka and pointed a hand to the farm house. “Shall we?” 
 
    Onka moved to Kavan’s side and curled her arm around his. She leaned her head against his arm as they walked. 
 
    “How did you know that would work?” the goblin asked with a whisper. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Abby just wants to feel important. She thinks by crying and wailing, she will get her way. I figured that would change if she felt less like livestock and more like an important member of the farm.” 
 
     Onka glanced over her shoulder to see Abby at the barn door, watching them walk to the farm house. The taur licked her lips before showing a scowl at the goblin. 
 
    “I think there is a certain member she has her sights on,” Onka giggled. 
 
    The couple climbed the small steps onto the porch. Kavan opened the front door and the pair made their way inside. The door closed behind them and Kavan was greeted with a homey silence. 
 
    “I’ve been meaning to ask, is it true that livestock…” Kavan was cut off when Onka grabbed at his belt. 
 
    Kavan didn’t blink as the goblin moved in quick blurs. His belt flew in one direction. His satchel flew in another. Green hands grabbed at his shirt. Kavan helped by taking off his shirt and throwing it aside. He looked down at his near nude body, Onka grabbing the top of his leggings and pulling them down. 
 
    When his dragonhood was free, it bounced and grew harder by the second. Onka stared at it like she had been missing it all her life. 
 
    “Ask your question,” Onka said before taking hold of Kavan’s cock and wrapping her lips around the throbbing end. 
 
    The sudden attack dazed the dragonkin. Bliss surged as the mood shifted from talking to heated desire. Pleasure surged into the dragonkin’s body as Onka took several more inches into her mouth. Muffled moans rose up between them, her lips moving easily along his now rigid member. 
 
    “I forget what I was saying,” Kavan said as he weaved a little on his feet. 
 
    Onka didn’t slow down as her head bobbed. Kavan let out a small growl of bliss as Onka’s tongue slithered under his cock and her lips moved over veiny inches. The wicked sounds of muffled moans and slurping sang their intimacy. Kavan carefully pulled his clawed feet from his boots and leggings. With a small kick, he knocked everything away as Onka never broke the connection. 
 
    Thoughts stabbed into the dragonkin as he swayed, but they were soon buried to Onka’s skilled sucking. He could feel her trying to pull his very soul into her throat. 
 
    “I missed you,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    Onka looked up, but didn’t slow down. A fire was lit across her soul and she sucked harder. The moans grew as lips slid down. She kissed the base of his member with her full mouth. Her tongue moved with seductive ease, knowing the small intimate places to bring him closer to climax. 
 
    The moment was so sudden and filled with burning desire, Kavan let out a small groan. Onka moaned louder as Kavan’s cock thickened in her mouth. She looked up with warm eyes as spurts of molten seed painted the back of her throat. Her head made small movements, milking thick spurts and swallowing with delicious ease. 
 
    Kavan swayed on his feet, lost to the blissful sensations. He barely felt Onka pull away and take his hand. The cloudy ecstasy dimmed as he felt himself directed toward the couch. Onka placed her hands on his hips, turned him around and shoved him. Kavan fell onto the couch, his cock still standing and a small stream of seed leaking from the tip. 
 
    Onka practically ripped off her clothes as Kavan watched. A smile crept into his face as the goblin was now completely naked. Her emerald green skin practically glowed in the light streaming in from outside. Her breasts bounced as erect dark green nipples stood. A drop of wetness ran down her inner thigh before the goblin climbed onto Kavan’s lap. She took hold of his still hard member and pressed it to her tight opening. The goblin growled her own desire as she slowly impaled herself on the dragonkin’s thick lance. Yellow eyes rolled into her head as she slid down, inch after inch. A seductive moan fell from her parted lips and when she reached the hilt, she bucked slightly and settled down. 
 
    “By the underworld, you feel good,” Onka said with a faraway voice, her hips moving on the dragonkin’s lap. 
 
    Kavan touched her hip as she made small motions, riding his lap and a waterfall of bliss clouding her eyes. 
 
    “So do you,” Kavan managed as Onka rode him. 
 
    Onka nearly fell into a trance as she gently bounced. “If you need me to help you to tame your taurs… bring out some wine and we can take a few days to make sure they’re happy.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the goblin with half-closed eyes. He couldn’t tell if it was truly her speaking, or her demonic self. After a long moment, the question faded from his mind. Wetness coated his member as the goblin bounced on him. Onka squeezed him as she was lost to spirals of heavenly bliss. Her hand dove between them and fingers caressed her engorged clit. Her eyes fluttered as paradise tingled along their nerves and as quickly as Kavan came, Onka could not fight her own heated desires. Nerves tightened to the breaking point and the ends exploded into magical shockwaves. 
 
    Kavan held the goblin as she convulsed from a surge of pure bliss. A gasp touched the air as her eyes were firmly in her head. Her mouth hung open as she gulped in air. Her hips moved with a slow bounce, milking the powerful sensations and dripping lust between them. 
 
    The dragonkin ran his hands along Onka’s smaller body. She weaved to his touch before falling forward against his chest. Her body betrayed her, continuing to milk his cock and bringing it closer to climax as she languished in ecstasy’s feathery grip. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Onka whispered as she snuggled against Kavan’s chest. 
 
    The dragonkin stroked her purple-pink hair as they never broke their connection and love dripped between them. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan looked over to Onka as she slept. The goblin was on her back, half-covered by a blanket and her mouth open. Strange sounds rose up from her open mouth as she was dead asleep. 
 
    The dragonkin turned his head and looked at the bedchamber windows. The shroud of night had covered the land. Only the dim lantern in Kavan’s room kept the inky darkness at bay. 
 
    Kavan returned his attention to the sleeping goblin. He took in a deep inhale, enjoying the blending of their scents from hours of lovemaking. Onka was unchained and to a degree, so was Kavan. It was nice to reconnect and simply enjoy their shared intimacy. It caused the connection between them to glow brighter as they couldn’t help themselves. 
 
    Kavan took another deep inhale and his small smile vanished. Their scent continued to mingle, but a sliver of decay touched Kavan’s sensitive nose. 
 
    The dragonkin looked around before tossing the blanket off of him. He swung his legs over the edge and stood up. He crossed the bedchamber and stood by a window. The small touch of decay filled his nose, leaking in from the closed window. Kavan stared out and saw the front gate of his farm, the south road and the dark forest across the road. Trees swayed in a light breeze, but nothing else moved. 
 
    I wonder if I’m smelling a ghost, like the one I saw the other night? 
 
    Kavan stared at the woods across from his farm. The rotten scent remained as the dragonkin grew very still and watched. 
 
    A figure stepped along the road. Kavan didn’t blink as he saw the strange humanoid walking with a slow, limping gait.  
 
    They weren’t there a moment ago. 
 
    The figure continued to lurch forward until they were close to the farm’s main gate. Kavan watched, ready to run down and grab his spear if the figure was going to enter his farm. Slitted eyes narrowed as Kavan tried to determine if it was one of the undead, or someone from town. 
 
    A pale blue aura surrounded the figure. They turned their attention to the woods. A slowly bouncing light appeared in the woods. It moved slowly, almost trying to entice the figure on the road. 
 
    The aura glowed brighter and a gaunt orc shuffled toward the glowing light in the woods. 
 
    Kavan was frozen to the spot, wondering what exactly was happening. 
 
    The orc faded from view before it reached the woods. A small ball of ghostly light appeared in his place and floated along. Kavan watched as two orbs moved behind trees, one following the other. It went on for a long moment, before both orbs dimmed and disappeared. 
 
    Kavan blinked. 
 
    On the bed, Onka stirred and called for him with a small moan. The dragonkin pulled himself from the window. He crossed the room and slipped into bed. He moved closer to Onka and the goblin turned and clutched at him, her eyes still closed. 
 
    Kavan held the goblin to him as she snuggled to his chest, his thoughts replaying the ghostly lights and questions filling his mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Eight 
 
     The dreamscape melted away as Kavan slowly awakened. One slitted eye looked around while darkness covered his other eye. Moving his head slightly, he felt the familiar touch of Onka’s hand laying on his face. The goblin snored lightly beside him as the dragonkin moved his uncovered eye. 
 
    Sunlight beamed in through bed chamber windows. The brilliant radiance warmed the room as birdsong filled the air outside.  
 
    Kavan moved his head slightly and Onka’s snoring stopped. The goblin stirred as Kavan turned on his side, Onka’s hand falling onto the bed. He reached up and took it, giving it a light peck on the back of her hand. 
 
    Onka’s eyes slowly opened. She turned and faced the dragonkin next to her, a sleepy smile filling her cheeks. 
 
    “Morning,” Onka whispered. 
 
    “Morning,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    “I think you broke my hip last night,” Onka’s smile turned into a grin. 
 
    “I’ll be a little gentler,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    The goblin shook her head slightly. “No, don’t do that. I think you should break the other hip so I have a matching pair.” 
 
    Laughter and giggles filled the bed chamber as the two lounged close together.  
 
    It’s almost like she has completely forgotten everything that has happened and turned into the goblin I first met. 
 
    Onka slowly blinked. “You look like you have things on your mind.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I have a lot to do today. Have to get the farm ready for summer crops, see the mayor, and maybe a few other errands.” 
 
    “If you’re going to see Brom today, he may not be in his tower. I haven’t seen him around town since the xykk invasion,” Onka explained. 
 
    “I’ll see if he’s there,” Kavan said before changing the subject. “What are you doing today?” 
 
    Onka stretched on her back, her arms over her head and touching the headboard. “I don’t know, help you and then get back to my shop. I have a new shipment coming in. I lost most of my supplies from the invasion and new eggs should be here today.” 
 
    The goblin sat up and the blanket fell away. Kavan’s gaze fell to the goblin’s breasts as she scratched the side of one. Her green nipples stood erect as Onka did nothing to cover herself up. 
 
    Kavan sat up next, his mind filling with the many errands and chores he had to do. A thought touched his mind and he looked again to the goblin. 
 
    “Lorta didn’t handle the fight well at the ruins. She confessed to me that it was very difficult and she didn’t want to be a soldier. She said she was a farmer first. Defending her farm and the town was different than fighting against an opposing force.” 
 
    Onka looked over to Kavan with understanding eyes. “Lorta is a gentle spirit. She knows how to fight, but I think she would rather just be on her farm and tending to her livestock. 
 
    “I’ll talk to her and see if she’s okay. She’s probably embarrassed and doesn’t want to disappoint you.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “That may help. Please tell her that she never has to put herself in that kind of situation again. I always appreciate the help, but she never has to worry about disappointing me.” 
 
    Onka nodded and yawned. After she closed her mouth, the goblin slipped out of bed and stood beside it. 
 
    “Now that the ferals are gone, I hope things get back to normal. The town has been too exciting over the last few months and I miss the quiet, sleepy days,” Onka said and scratched her butt. 
 
    Kavan slipped out of bed and stood. “Same.” 
 
    “I’ll see if I can put together something to break our fast,” Onka smiled. 
 
    “I have to check on the bodies behind the house and then check on Abby. I may be spending the rest of my day digging a large grave, after I run some errands.” 
 
    Onka didn’t even question what Kavan said and simply nodded. The couple moved to their clothes scattered across the floor, picked them up and began getting dressed. 
 
    After a long moment, the pair made their way downstairs. Onka stepped toward the kitchen as Kavan made his way to the front door. The moment the door swung open, fresh air washed over Kavan’s senses as he stepped out into the morning light. 
 
    The symphony of birdsong carried on the air. A blending of scents touched Kavan’s sensitive nose and he basked in it. Worn boots moved with ease across the small porch and to the small set of stairs. Kavan stepped down until he was on the grassy ground. 
 
    Slitted eyes stared across the fence and dirt road to the woods across the way. They stood with shafts of sunlight penetrating the leafy canopy. No hint of ghostly spirits or undead lingered. It was as if last night was nothing more than a dark dream. 
 
    “Maybe it was a dream,” Kavan whispered to himself before turning and walking along the house. 
 
    The dragonkin walked around the house and glanced at the barn in the small distance. The doors were closed and it was eerily quiet. 
 
    Kavan walked past the corner of his home and mentally prepared himself for burying the stack of cocooned bodies. When he looked up, he slowed his step as his eyes widened. 
 
    Thick strands of webbing lay in tatters across the grass. The dead bodies they once contained were gone. 
 
    Kavan glanced around as he moved closer to where the bodies once were. The area was empty, save the few trees along the back of his home. When he reached the spot where the bodies were, he knelt down and inspected the web strands and grassy floor. 
 
    Slitted eyes drank in the odd footprints and pressed down grass. From a cursory glance, the prints were muddled together. Kavan looked over to the side and saw a wide trail of footprints leading to the fence of his property. 
 
    Kavan stood and followed them. When he reached the wooden fence, he looked down to see clumps of dirt on the two-bar fence and nearby posts. They continued on to the edge of the Misty Forest. 
 
    Kavan rubbed his jaw. 
 
    They just got up and walked away? I doubt they simply animated themselves and suspiciously walked into the Misty Forest where Brom’s dungeon is. 
 
    “Do you think he animated them?” Viz asked. 
 
    It’s the only reasonable explanation. He did say we were going to take down the dragon gods. He might be trying to build a new undead army. 
 
    Kavan continued to rub his jaw as he spoke out loud, “But how effective will the dead be against gods? I find it hard to believe this is part of his master plan, whatever that is.” 
 
    The dragonkin stared at the prints for a moment as he leaned forward against the fence. “I’ll have to ask him, but I’m not sure I’ll get a real answer.” 
 
    “Maybe Brom is the reason for those two spirits by the road,” Viz added. 
 
    “I don’t know, but I do have to investigate. If more spirits appear, the residents may start noticing them and they will come to me anyway.” 
 
    A small bell chime touched the air. Kavan turned his head to the barn, hearing the familiar chiming from when Abby emerged from her vat. 
 
    Kavan turned and began walking toward the barn. The sound of the farmhouse door opened and slammed shut. Onka appeared shortly after, moving to Kavan’s side as they approached the barn. 
 
    “They’re fully grown,” the goblin smiled as they walked. 
 
    The pair were about twenty feet from the barn when the large door parted.  
 
    “It’s okay,” Abby said as she stepped out backwards and beckoned with her hands. 
 
    Kavan and Onka slowed to a stop and watched as the barn door opened further and two figures stepped out on shaky legs. 
 
    One taur stepped out with trembling, thick thighs. Long, wet brown hair ran down from her head to her naked bottom. Small horns graced her head while long ears dangled at the sides. Kavan couldn’t help but notice her rubenesque figure with a tiny waist and large, heavy breasts. Her breasts bounced as she walked out on cloven feet. 
 
    The second taur was thinner and shorter. She had short brown hair, black horns, and a lithe body. Her breasts were hand sized and bounced slightly as she stepped out on cloven feet. Her tail was a little longer than the larger one, swaying from side to side. 
 
    Abby grinned as she pointed to Kavan, “Welcome to your new home and our master.” 
 
    The two taurs turned their dazed gazes to the dragonkin. Once they focused on him, smiles bloomed. Strength filled their muscles and the trembling stopped instantly. With arms outstretched, they charged Kavan. 
 
    “Brace yourself,” Onka grinned and stepped aside. 
 
    Kavan took a step back as the two naked taurs rushed and crashed into him in strong hugs. Kavan lost his balance and all three teetered. The dragonkin tried to flail, but his arms were pinned to his sides by the strong taurs. In slow motion, the three of them continued to fall like a freshly cut tree and crashed onto the grassy ground. 
 
    “Hi! Hi!” The thin taur beamed with excited flair. 
 
    “Hello,” the large one said with a sultry edge and sleepy eyes. 
 
    Kavan was pinned down as the pair were over him. They stared with unnerving gazes as Kavan fought to break free. 
 
    Abby jumped for joy and giggled like a maniac. Onka shook her head as she watched with amused eyes. 
 
    “My name is Myn!” the thin one said with unhinged excitement.  
 
    “I’m Belle,” the larger one said softly as she pressed her body down on Kavan. 
 
    “Pleased… to… meet… you,” Kavan struggled. 
 
    Abby stepped over. “Master needs to breathe.” 
 
    Myn and Belle pulled away and Kavan took in a deep breath. He slowly sat up as the two new taurs stayed close, their hands on his legs.  
 
    Kavan smiled as Myn didn’t blink. Belle yawned before running her fingers through her long hair. 
 
    “It looks like the imprint was successful,” Onka smiled. 
 
    Myn turned her attention to Abby with bright eyes. “It’s so good to see you again, Abby!” 
 
    Kavan raised a boney eye ridge. 
 
    Abby nodded and looked to Kavan, “Myn and Belle are from the same Silverherd farm. We knew each other, but didn’t share the same housing.” 
 
    Abby turned her attention back to the two taur. “But now we can be sisters in our forever home!” 
 
    Myn leapt up to her feet, rushed to Abby and the pair grabbed each other’s hands. They jumped together and giggled in the sunlight. 
 
    Kavan smiled until he felt a hand on his leg. He looked down to see a hand stroking his thigh. Glancing up, he saw Belle looking at him with sleepy eyes. 
 
    “You seem very strong,” Belle said with a sultry edge. 
 
    “Erm, thank you,” Kavan said. 
 
    Belle’s hand grabbed his crotch and gave it a gentle squeeze. 
 
    “Very strong and thick,” Belle whispered and looked down. 
 
    Kavan grabbed her wrist and pulled it away. “Thank you, but let’s help you settle in.” 
 
    Belle gave a slow nod. “It’s a bit sudden, but you can settle in me if you wish, master.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant,” Kavan said with a blink. 
 
    Belle let out a small, soft giggle. “I know what you meant.” 
 
    Abby and Myn stopped jumping. A semi-serious expression filled Abby’s face and she stood with her chest out and legs spread in a powerful stance. 
 
    “Master made me head of the herd. That means I take care and watch over you. First thing we must do is get dressed. Then, I will show you the farm, the beds, and talk about what master has planned for us,” Abby said with authority. 
 
    Belle looked at Kavan with sleepy, blank eyes. “We have to wear clothes? How barbaric.” 
 
    “I like being naked!” Myn bounced on cloven feet. 
 
    Abby nodded. “It’s what master wants. Let’s get back to the farm and get the two of you settled. I’m sure master has a lot to do and we don’t want to get in his way.” 
 
    Belle moaned as she slowly stood up. Myn spun around, drinking in the field, barn, farm house and master as he slowly stood up. 
 
    I thought Abby was a handful. 
 
    Myn and Belle moved to Abby’s side. The taur turned and walked toward the barn, explaining what was expected in their new home. Myn bounced along. Belle followed, but looked over her shoulder at Kavan. Her eyes slowly blinked before turning to the other two and following them into the barn. 
 
    Onka stepped over to Kavan and crossed her arms against her stomach. “You’re going to have a good time with those three.” 
 
    Kavan scratched at the scales along the back of his head. “Did you know all three eggs came from the same farm?” 
 
    “I cannot confirm or deny such knowledge,” Onka grinned. “But I can tell you that all three are a lot of fun.” 
 
    Kavan parted his lips as more questions filled his mind when the goblin spoke up. 
 
    “I prepared a little something to break our fast. Let’s eat before we start our day,” Onka smirked before turning and walking toward the house. 
 
    Kavan followed, wondering just how fun the three taurs were going to be. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan and Onka stepped through the South Gate and into town. Their bellies were full and the couple spent the short walk laughing and talking. 
 
    Kavan couldn’t hold back his small smile as Onka imitated Belle’s sleepy movements. The goblin was incredibly happy and showed it. She often grabbed the dragonkin’s hand and gave it a squeeze between jumping around and laughing. 
 
    It almost feels like we’re back to normal. 
 
    Once the couple were about twenty feet into town, Onka grabbed Kavan’s hand again and gave it another squeeze. 
 
    “I’m having a lot of fun today, but I do have to check on my shipment. Afterwards, I’ll check on Lorta and see if she wants to talk.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’ll be around town for a little while. I need to get everything ready for the summer. When will I see you again?” 
 
    Onka gave the dragonkin a sly gaze, “Soon. Take care of your farm and we’ll meet up.” 
 
    The goblin pulled and Kavan bent slightly. Onka pressed her lips to his and the couple kissed each other. When they pulled apart, Onka let out a long sigh and let go of Kavan’s hand. 
 
    The dragonkin stayed where he was, watching the beautiful goblin saunter up the street and making sure he saw her butt. 
 
    Kavan sighed and glanced over to Shegga’s Grocery. When Onka turned onto West Street, the dragonkin lifted his chest and walked over to the kobold’s shop. 
 
    The door swung open and touched a hanging bell. A chime rose up as Kavan stepped in and the door closed behind him. Shelves ran the length of the shop, filled with food and miscellaneous items. At the back was a short counter and a small figure with a book in her hands. 
 
    Shegga lowered the book and looked the length of the shop to the approaching dragonkin. A small smile bloomed as she closed the book and put it under the counter. The kobold leaned forward with her scaly elbows on the counter and watched as Kavan approached and stood before her. 
 
    “Morning, Magistrate,” Shegga said with a coy tone. 
 
    “Morning Shegga,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    “What can I do for the hero of Moonvale today?” Shegga said as she glanced at his strong neck. 
 
    “I missed the spring crop season. I want to get ready for the summer season. I need seeds and any pointers I can get for my first crop.” 
 
    Shegga gave a small nod. “Why do you want to farm crops in the first place? Hynrik usually farms enough for the town.” 
 
    “That is why I’m here. The last thing Moonvale needs is to be short on food for winter. I’m not just a magistrate and I want to help our community,” Kavan explained. 
 
    The kobold nodded again. “And it has nothing to do with some extra coin in your pocket?” 
 
    Kavan smirked. “Coin is always good. So is taking care of our people.” 
 
    Shegga gave the dragonkin a wry gaze. “You’re in luck. I happen to be an expert on seeds and farming equipment. Since we are entering summertime, the best crops to grow are blueberries, corn, and melons. If you want to get more coin for your crops, corn and melons have a great return. Blueberries are good, but better to ship them to Loduss. Paying for shipping will be extra and eat into your profits.” 
 
    “Can I grow all three?” Kavan asked innocently. 
 
    Shegga let out a sharp giggle. “You are a delight and very cute. No, it’s best not to grow multiple crops. Each one needs a certain kind of care and unless you have a lot of farmhands, you’re going to be spending more time farming than keeping the town secure. 
 
    “I recommend corn, because it’s easier to grow. Melons are good, but require a lot of water. If I remember correctly, you have a small pond on your property. It should be enough to grow a healthy crop of melons.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I’ll take corn and melon seeds.” 
 
    Shegga nodded. “I like a dragonkin who lives dangerously. Before I get the seeds, how are things with Onka, Lorta, and Zellee?” 
 
    Kavan blinked and smiled. “Good. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “No grand reason. Our recent visitors spent a great deal of gold at my shop and it put me in a good mood. I also wanted to know if Drayke is seeing anyone?” 
 
    Kavan raised a boney eye ridge, “I wouldn’t know.” 
 
    Shegga leaned forward, her oval eyes nearly glowing in the shop light. “If you do find out, I wouldn’t mind taking you and Drayke out for a nice dinner and see where it takes us. Two strong dragonkin could lead to hours of… pleasant experiences.” 
 
    The last two words hung heavy in the air. 
 
    Kavan and Shegga stared at each other, the silence in the shop deafening. 
 
    The kobold broke the silence. “I’ll get your seeds. Think about what I said.” 
 
    Kavan simply watched as the kobold gave him a sultry smile, turned and walked toward a shelf filled with seed packets. 
 
    I think the good mood in town is infectious. 
 
    “I think she wants to be your sugar momma,” Viz laughed. 
 
    I think you’re right, but my love life is already complicated. 
 
    “The gold could be good,” Viz giggled. 
 
    Viz, are you trying to convince me? 
 
    “I’m thinking about our future and if Shegga wants to lavish you in gold and attention, I don’t see a downside.” 
 
    Kavan simply shook his head as the angelic AI in his mind laughed. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan stepped out of Shegga’s Grocery as he placed the packets of seeds in his tattered satchel. The sudden fresh air washed away the oddness of the kobold hitting on him and he took in a deep breath. 
 
    Across the street, the door to Sunaxe Metal opened and two figures stepped out. Durzol and Dura were talking to each other as they stepped out onto the cobblestone street. As if on cue, the pair stopped talking and looked over to Kavan standing before Shegga’s shop. 
 
    Durzol smiled and waved to the dragonkin. Dura’s hand rose up and touched her hair to make sure it was still tied in a neat ponytail. Dura looked away for a moment as Kavan crossed the street and approached them. 
 
    “Good to see you my friend,” Durzol said as he stepped to Kavan and grabbed his forearm. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he gave the orc a hearty forearm shake. “Good to see both of you. Dura, how’s it going with the library repairs?” 
 
    Pink touched Dura’s green cheeks before she straightened up. The shyness vanished as her face took on a blank expression. 
 
    “It’s coming along well. My brother has been a great help with reenforcing the shelves and bars for the windows,” Dura said simply. 
 
    Durzol nodded as he let go of Kavan’s forearm. “Dura came up with a great idea to help protect the library. We were going over plans to install bars that slid down behind the windows and lock into place. Much like the church, it will make the library another place to house townsfolk during an emergency.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “That is a good idea. Any way I can help?” 
 
    Durzol’s eyes closed as he smiled. “I can always use the help. Making strong iron bars is monotonous work. I could use a hand in making special bars, but I only have the one forge. It will take a lot of time and I still have a stack of orders to fill.” 
 
    Kavan blinked. “I know we talked a little about a forge on my farm. I would be willing to build one and help you out.” 
 
    Durzol opened his eyes and kept his smile. “That is a great plan. I have the materials to build a simple forge. I can cart it over to your farm and we can build it together? After that, I can show you a few more tips and tricks to build your own metal works. I will also have to show you the quarry and mine where we get our materials. 
 
    “I’ll be honest, it will be nice to have some help.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “That’s what friends are for.” 
 
    Dura watched the interaction between the magistrate and her brother. The pink returned to her cheeks, but this time, made no attempt to hide it. 
 
    “I’ll be over tomorrow morning and we can get started,” Durzol said with a nod. 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to Dura, noticing the pink along her green cheeks. “Dura, thank you for the books you supplied me weeks ago. I’ll have them back to the library soon, but I think I need to learn a little more about the old and new pantheon. Can I pick your mind sometime, maybe over tea?” 
 
    Dura was nodding before she parted her lips to speak. The orc mentally grabbed a hold of herself and smoothed down her white dress. 
 
    “That would be acceptable,” Dura said with her chin held high. 
 
    Kavan looked at the brother and sister for a moment with warm eyes. “I have a few more errands to run, but I’ll see you both soon.” 
 
    The dragonkin turned away and started walking further into town. 
 
    Durzol glanced over to his sister as she watched the dragonkin walk away. The large orc chuckled. Dura’s eyes narrowed as she looked at her brother. She lifted a fist and punched her brother on the arm. Durzol continued to chuckle as he stepped back far enough to avoid another punch. 
 
    Kavan made his way to the town center and looked to the mayor’s office. 
 
    “You say your love life is complicated, but yet you flirt with Dura?” Viz asked. 
 
    I wasn’t flirting. I was asking a friend out to talk and have tea together. 
 
    “I’m in your head. You know I can sense when you're lying,” Viz said with an amused tone. 
 
    It’s such a nice day today. 
 
    Kavan approached the mayor’s office as Viz’s small laughter echoed through his mind. 
 
    The front door swung open and Kavan stepped inside. The office was exactly the same. Front desk and the small wooden fence and gate. Past the gate and toward the back of the long chamber, a wide, heavy desk stood. A large battle axe was mounted on the wall behind the desk, a beam of sunlight from a window gleaming against the metal blade. A regal older orc sat with scrolls and parchments across his desk. When he lifted his gaze and saw Kavan opening and stepping through the gate, a wide grin formed. 
 
    “Kavan, my boy!” Kogan shouted as he stood up and circled around his desk. 
 
    The dragonkin and orc met in the middle and gave each other a strong embrace. 
 
    The mayor pulled back, but kept his large hands on Kavan’s shoulders. “I’m happy to see you. Good things are happening to Moonvale and I wanted to share some of the spoils with you, but first, I know it’s payday.” 
 
    The mayor pulled back his hands and stepped back to his desk. He opened a top drawer and pulled out a small, but heavy sack. Kogan closed the drawer and walked to Kavan. He took hold of his wrist, lifted it up, and placed the heavy sack in his hand. 
 
    “This is your normal payment and a bonus for taking down the Tusk Clan. Don’t fret, I was able to give a little extra coin to everyone who assisted you.” 
 
    Kavan hefted the weight. “This is a little heavy for doing my job.” 
 
    Kogan laughed. “Nonsense! You deserve it. The extra coin we received from our visitors has helped everyone. It wouldn’t be right to simply take and not spread the wealth to everyone keeping our town safe. 
 
    “This is only the first surprise. I have something else I want to show you.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and placed the sack in his belt pouch. “Thank you, but I didn’t just come here for payment. There is something else I wanted to discuss.” 
 
    The older orc nodded. “Please do. You have my full attention.” 
 
    “Tezzi agreed to help track down the ferals, not for payment, but to see if I can help convince you about the opening of the museum she had mentioned before.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe gave a deep, belly laugh. The older orc placed a hand on his large belly as he nearly giggled like a happy child. When the laughter slowed, he wiped away a tear from the corner of his eye and nodded. 
 
    “Kavan my boy, with the future we are seeing for Moonvale, we can open several museums. Walk with me and I’ll tell you all about it.” 
 
    The pair turned and walked for the gate. They passed through and reached the front door. They stepped out into the sunny day as the mayor led them across the town center to another building. They walked side by side as Kogan continued. 
 
    “I made some impressive deals with our visitors from Gold Travels. With a steady stream of visitors, their gold will revitalize our town. Word of mouth of our quaint little town is reaching Loduss and it has stirred the curiosity of many. That means we will have coin pouring in from visitors on a weekly basis.” 
 
    The pair circled the fountain and statue as they walked. 
 
    The mayor continued, “Tezzi mentioned the museum to me again, but she wasn’t as fiery as she normally has been. I assumed she was leaving it to you to do the heavy lifting. Before we had our visitors, I would have had to stand firm on not opening a museum for relics, but now, the gold has changed that decision. 
 
    “A museum, and many more projects, can soon begin. We have to create and nurture many different sights and places so new and old visitors will enjoy and come back. Maybe, some will stay and our little town’s population will grow. This is an exciting time for all of us.” 
 
    Kavan smiled a little. “Will that interfere with Moonvale’s freedom of religion?” 
 
    The mayor shook his head and hand, as if to wave the very words from the air. “Not at all. I will speak to the council on that very subject, but everyone knows in town that they can worship who they wish in private. It’s safer for everyone to follow your heart and not put it on display. 
 
    “Now, let me show you your next surprise.” 
 
    Kavan looked up to a hanging wooden sign. He blinked as he read “Magistrate’s Office” in gold letters. The dragonkin looked down to see a simple door and strong windows. The front was nondescript as in it looked like a normal store front, except for the sign.  
 
    Kogan fished an iron key from his robe pocket and placed it in Kavan’s hand. “Welcome to your office, Magistrate. Let’s take a look inside.” 
 
    Kavan stepped to the door and inserted the key. The door clicked open and Kavan gave it a gentle push. 
 
    The office was simple with a large desk and a single door beside it. The floor was hardwood and the walls were bare. The door beside the desk was heavy with thick iron bands. It looked sturdy enough to hold back anything. A small desk was off to the left and closer to a window. 
 
    “Durzol and Oaks did a superb job of getting your office and jail in working order. It’s across from my office so we’re not tripping over each other. Let’s take a look at the back,” the mayor said and moved for the thick door. 
 
    Kavan watched as the orc opened the door and stepped inside. He followed and drank in the long corridor with several cells lining it to the right and left. Benches filled the jail cells and Kavan couldn’t help but feel it reminded him of those cells from old westerns he used to watch. 
 
    “Durzol made the bars very strong. We had Glem test it and even he couldn’t break them. They are not meant for long term custody, but if anyone is a little too rowdy, they can spend the night here,” Kogan grinned. 
 
    Kavan nodded before he turned his attention to the mayor. “Thank you for this. I hope we don’t have to use them, but I think we still need to talk about the town.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “You’re worried about Onka and more visitors to the town, yes?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    The mayor leaned his back against several bars, his fingers interlocked tight over his belly. “I do share some of your concerns. A goddess in our midst could mean terrible things if it is ever found out. But at the same time, Moonvale cannot survive without infusions of gold and people. We would remain a dying town on the edge of civilization if we didn’t do something to change that. 
 
    “Onka has hidden herself well. We would have never known about her until she revealed herself. Priest Raine and Priestess Misty are attuned to divine energy and they didn’t detect her the entire time until she showed herself. We can assume Hexnia is suppressing her own power so no one knows about her but us.” 
 
    “Mayor, she couldn’t hide herself when we were attacked,” Kavan mentioned. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “That is true, but now that the threat of the Tusk Clan is no more, we should be in much calmer waters.” 
 
    “And the next attack or threat?” Kavan asked with concern in his slitted eyes. 
 
    The older orc grinned. “Kavan, there will always be another threat or catastrophe. In all my years on Voldor, it is never an if, but a when. Certain sacrifices must be made so we may gain some progress for a better future.  
 
    “From what I can see, Onka wants to lead a simple life. As long as she has that life, we have nothing to fret over. Of course, as a town and secret council, we will do everything we can to keep her hidden and safe. With time, she and everyone else in town will slowly blend with the changes. Moonvale will reach a brighter future and gain some influence. It will be a slow process, and dare I say, we can show others that living under the dragonkin does not mean being slaves to their will.” 
 
    Kavan looked to the side, the impact of the true rulers of Voldor touching his spirit. 
 
    The mayor caught the look and clasped a thick hand on Kavan’s shoulder. “You know from the bottom of my heart that I do not think you are like your people. You have become a pinnacle of strength and understanding and it does not go unnoticed from me or the town. You have become part of our collective family and I can tell you with absolute truth, everyone in town supports you.” 
 
    Kavan smirked. “Even Hynrik?” 
 
    Kogan let out a robust laugh. “Even stick up his abdomen, Hynrik.” 
 
    The older orc and dragonkin laughed as the good mood washed over them. 
 
    “I’m sure you have a lot to do, so I won’t keep you. Enjoy your new office. You’re not chained to the place, but it’s here if you need it.” 
 
    The mayor and magistrate left the office and stepped out into the center of town. Kogan bid his farewells before walking back to his office.  
 
    Kavan took in the moment, moving his gaze from the bubbling fountain to the statue with a book in its hand. He then looked at the wood and stone buildings surrounding the center.  
 
    A sense of home rooted a little deeper in his soul. Kavan enjoyed the sensation as Earth and his former life slowly became a distant memory. Faint memories from his past were washed away in the new current of his life and his soul sagged in wonderous relaxation. 
 
    “I’m home,” Kavan whispered to himself before turning his gaze to a side street. 
 
    The dragonkin eyed the small street sign, the words “Talon Street” carved across it. 
 
    One more stop before home. 
 
    Kavan walked toward the street and onto it. His boots stepped on the slightly uneven cobblestone as he walked at a leisurely pace. Slitted eyes turned and looked at a sturdy tower standing between small buildings. 
 
    I’m not even sure he’s there. 
 
    Kavan’s hand slipped into his belt pouch, spindly fingers grazed the small sack of coins and touched a khess piece at the bottom. 
 
    When he stepped closer to the tower, he pulled his hand from his pouch. He eyed the door, ready to give it a strong knock. When he was within five feet of the door, something touched his senses. 
 
    Kavan stopped his approach. A tingling touched him, like he was being watched. The odd feelings grew a little more before Kavan turned his head and looked around. Eyes glanced around until he spotted a dark alley across the street from Brom’s Tower. The light of day came in at a slant, the bottom of the alley an inky shadow. Something moved and Kavan faced it with alert eyes. 
 
    A slender, light blue hand emerged from the shadows and beckoned the dragonkin with a curl of a webbed finger. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze cut through the darkness and saw a short, blue skinned woman. Ears pointed past long blue hair. Leather leggings covered her legs, but her webbed feet were bare. A simple black top covered her upper body and oval eyes blinked in the shadows. 
 
    “Nava?” Kavan said he approached. 
 
    The siren gave a small nod as she stepped further back in the alley. Kavan reached the alley opening and looked around. 
 
    “It’s safe. I just want to talk a little,” Nava said. 
 
    Kavan stepped in and stood with the siren in the cool darkness of the alley. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Kavan asked as the siren blinked quickly. 
 
    Nava nodded. “I… I wanted to talk to you, in private. You’ve been so busy, I didn’t want to try and speak with you with so many people around.” 
 
    Kavan looked upon the short siren. Nava looked away as if it was difficult to keep eye-contact. Her webbed hands held each other and she shuffled her feet. Her behavior was completely different then when he met her before. She was excited and full of confident energy, but now, she gave off a nervous and vulnerable demeanor. 
 
    “What do you want to talk about?” Kavan said with a friendly tone. 
 
    The sound of the dragonkin’s tone changed the siren’s odd demeanor. She looked up to him with renewed confidence and stopped her fidgeting and shuffling. 
 
    “Kavan, I’m not sure how to talk about this, so I will be honest. Please, after everything I say, do not judge me too harshly. I simply have to say my peace and ask something of you,” Nava said softly. 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    The siren sighed, took in a deep breath and began, “Do you remember when we dove for pearls and Onka was attacked by the dregger?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Nava continued, “You took some nasty head strikes from the dregger. I was surprised it never took your head off. It showed how strong you were. You managed to kill it, but me and Onka had to help you back home. Do you remember the khess piece I left for you at your home?” 
 
    Kavan kept his blank expression. “Everything had happened so fast, I never really questioned it. I assumed the blows to the head fogged my memory.” 
 
    Nava nodded. “I’ve lived in Moonvale a long time. You get to know all the residents over time. You know their schedules, likes and dislikes. From what I’ve seen and know, Brom was always looking for his khess pieces. Most of the town treated him like a befuddled old lich, but I always knew there was more to him. I found the piece I gave you, a year before. I thought it was interesting and tried to give it to him. I thought it would make him happy and maybe help him talk to me. Everyone in town knows he has incredible magical knowledge, but it was hard to talk to him for longer than a small moment before he rattled off about mad things. 
 
    “When I held out the khess piece to him, he became more of himself. He reached out to take it, but before his fingers touched it, he asked me what I wanted.” 
 
    Nava looked away, reliving the moment. “I never had a chance to say a word. It was almost like he could see directly into my soul and knew what I was going to say, before I could say it. He snatched his hand back and talked about things that didn’t make any sense. He wandered off, ignoring me as I chased him. I tried to give it to him and he wouldn’t even acknowledge my presence.” 
 
    Kavan regarded the siren as she seemed to be baring her soul to him. 
 
    Nava let out a deep exhale. “I thought I did something wrong and left him alone. When you came to town, everything seemed to change, even Brom. I noticed you visiting him and after your visits, when Brom was wandering around town, he seemed more lucid.  
 
    “When I gave you the piece and you went to visit him afterwards, my suspicions were correct. He gladly took the khess pieces from you.  
 
    “When the town was fighting against the xykks, I could see that you had grown your power. Brom helped you achieve that. After the battle, I scoured the town, searching for khess pieces. When the visitors came to town, I placed one in the fountain so you could find it. It’s safe to assume that you’re here to give it to him and he will train you further in the magical arts.” 
 
    Kavan waited as the siren gathered her courage to continue. Nava slipped a webbed hand into a belt pouch and pulled out another white khess piece of a goblin. She held it up between them so Kavan could get a good look. 
 
    “There is so much I wish to tell you, but I have to ask something of you first. My request is not something of deceit or dishonesty. It comes from my heart. You have grown closer to Brom than anyone else in town and I hope you can help me.” 
 
    Nava looked into Kavan’s eyes with a genuine light. “Can you help convince Brom to take me on as an apprentice? He will listen to you. Your relationship will give it more weight than it simply coming from me. I would never ask anyone to do this, but I have no other choice. He won’t speak to me, but he will listen to you.” 
 
    Nava held the khess piece up a little higher. “This is the only other piece I’ve found. I will continue to look for others, but I wanted to give it to you as a gift for considering what I’m asking.” 
 
    Kavan looked down on the khess piece. A snarling white goblin stood with a spear in its hands, just like the other one in his belt pouch. 
 
    “Nava, why is it so important to become Brom’s apprentice?” 
 
    The siren looked away. “Brom is the only creature that can teach me what I want to learn. I cannot say anything further and please respect my reasoning as my own.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. He lifted a scaled hand and gently took the khess piece from her webbed hand. The dragonkin bowed at the hip to the siren. 
 
    “Thank you for coming to me with your request. I cannot say if I can convince him, but I will bring it to his attention, I promise,” Kavan said and stood up. 
 
    Nava’s eyes watered before she blinked it away and smiled. “Thank you, Kavan. I know he may still deny me, but at least I continued to try, with your help.” 
 
    Kavan slipped the piece into his belt pouch. “If Brom is in his tower and he lets me in, where will you be so I can come to you with his answer?” 
 
    The siren kept her small smile. “I’ll be around town or by the lighthouse. You don’t have to rush back to me. I want to enjoy this moment of hope for a little while before we speak again.” 
 
    Nava darted toward Kavan and wrapped her arms around his waist. Kavan looked down as the siren pressed her cheek to his lower chest for a tiny moment. She broke the embrace and stepped back, her hands clasped behind her and a look of hope in her eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” the siren said as she turned and marched further down the alley. 
 
    Kavan watched her go as she turned a corner and disappeared from sight. He lifted his hand and scratched the back of his scaled head. 
 
    She seemed genuine, and desperate. 
 
    “She has tried to gain Brom’s attention for some time. This might be her last avenue left,” Viz said. 
 
    Kavan placed his hand over his belt pouch.  
 
    It couldn’t hurt to ask, but knowing Brom, there has to be a deeper reason to why he wouldn’t even speak to her. He’s been looking for his khess pieces for a long time and accepted them pretty easily from me. He knows I’m not from Voldor. Maybe that is why he trusts me? But why wouldn’t he trust Nava? She doesn’t seem like someone who would betray anyone. But then again, I don’t know her that well. She did help me to get home after the dregger attack. She was going to stay by my side to make sure I was okay, if Onka didn’t demand it was her who would stay.  
 
    Kavan’s thoughts churned as he stepped out of the alley and toward Brom’s Tower. He crossed the cobblestone street until he stood before the thick, heavy door.  
 
    I don’t even know if he is here. I haven’t seen him around much. I’ll knock and see if he’s here. If not, I’ll have to come back another time. 
 
    Kavan lifted a scaled fist and was ready to knock when the door opened on its own. A small creak touched the air as it opened wider. 
 
    “Come in,” a ghostly voice echoed. 
 
    Kavan lowered his hand. Slitted eyes glanced around as he stepped in. The moment he crossed the threshold and was inside, the thick door closed behind him and locked shut, bright sunlight painting the street and tower in golden light.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Nine 
 
    The familiar scent of decay touched Kavan’s sensitive nose. Eyes glanced to the left and the right, seeing the familiar first floor of Brom’s tower. What little tables and furniture took up the outer edges of the level and a stone staircase spiraled upwards to a higher floor. The place was impeccable, even if the air was a little stale with hints of ancient death. 
 
    Kavan turned his gaze to the stairs. There was no familiar glowing light to lead the way. The dragonkin assumed the lich had grown confident that he knew the way. He made his way to the stairs and began to climb them, one step at a time. 
 
    Thoughts and questions stormed Kavan’s mind as he made the slow ascent. The town, its people, Onka, Nava, and the strange ghostly occurrences whipped at him. The simple life he chose directly clashed with what the lich had implied after the battle with the xykks. The words hung heavy in his thoughts as he recalled them perfectly. 
 
    To slay the dragon pantheon, or course. 
 
    Kavan kept his calm demeanor as he climbed the steps. The nervous swirl in his belly dimmed as he reached the top of the stairs and stepped onto the main floor. Bookshelves lined the walls, filled with mystical and ancient tomes. Small tables dotted the area. A bed was in the middle of the room and a large desk was off to the right, with a figure standing in front of it.  
 
    The dreadful swirl in the dragonkin’s stomach returned as he looked to the lich standing before his desk. His thin, gray lips were stretched into a demonic smile and his white eyes glowed in the dim lantern light. 
 
    “Welcome, my apprentice. I believe you have a gift for me,” Brom said with an unusual lightness in his tone. 
 
    Kavan’s hand touched his belt pouch, but didn’t open it. He crossed the circular room and stood not too far from Brom.  
 
    The dragonkin and lich stood before each other, the undead man’s smile remaining. 
 
    “Before we begin with my lessons, we should talk about a few things,” Kavan began. 
 
    Brom nodded. “I can spare a few moments to talk. We do have much work before us, but we should never forget to connect so we understand each other.” 
 
    Kavan gave a slow nod. “Brom, you know I am not only your apprentice, but I’m the magistrate of Moonvale?” 
 
    Brom nodded. “A fine title. It will hide your activities behind a mask of petty justice.” 
 
    Kavan continued, “I was attacked a few nights ago. I managed to slay them and the next day, the dead were transported to my farm and stacked behind my house.” 
 
    The lich kept his cheery smile. “If you are asking if I had anything to do with it, yes, I took the bodies. They were in fine condition and the limbs can be sewn back onto them. They will make fine soldiers for our armies.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes half-blinked at the admission. “You are building an army?” 
 
    Brom chuckled and it came out like a wheezing hiss. “I suppose at the moment, it is a singular army, but that will change over time. Once we have a sizable force, I can begin crafting abominations. I have many designs I wish to implement. When you are strong enough, you will aid me in our creations. We may be able to craft monsters that can hurt or even slay gods. It will not happen overnight, but you are young and dragonkin live a long time.” 
 
    The lich lifted a mummified finger and scratched at his decayed cheek. “Humanoids make the best soldiers. They are versatile and can fill many roles. It’s a shame there aren’t too many this far south. I would hate to resort to dreggers and other such creatures, but an artist works with what they have.” 
 
    Brom dropped his hand to his side and looked Kavan in the eyes. “And I must thank you for the ferals you defeated the other night. Their sacrifices will be put to good use. Burnt corpses can be a little harder to manage, but they will do.” 
 
    Kavan wanted to be shocked. The depraved indifference the lich displayed would have been enough for most to gasp and retreat. But the shock never appeared. There was no outrage or stunned awe. Instead, Kavan drank in every word like putrid water and silently choked on it. 
 
    Brom’s smile waned slightly. “I must admit, I haven’t been around town much to know what the townsfolk have been doing. My work has begun to consume me and I have you to thank. Is your investigation something I should be aware of?” 
 
    Kavan was silent as he tried to pull the words together. When he collected his thoughts, he chose honesty as the best policy. 
 
    “It is, in a way. No one will miss a clan of ferals, but if you are building an undead army, Moonvale may not be safe from any of the neighboring kingdoms. If any of them find out, they may demand it to stop.” 
 
    Brom’s smile widened. Decayed teeth appeared as he began to laugh long and hard. Boney shoulders bounced under his tattered robe as he let out a soul haunting laugh that pulsed through the fetid air. 
 
    Kavan waited patiently as the lich cackled in delight. When the laughter slowed, and soon stopped, Brom recomposed himself and kept a small smile. 
 
    “I often forget, many cannot feel or see the tendrils and divine movements under the veil of reality. I assumed you may have trained yourself to reach that level of understanding, but your training has just begun. I can sense your fire, body, and life spheres within you, but no other spheres. Time plays tricks on me sometimes and I must admit, I am still befuddled at times, but not for our work, never for our work.” 
 
    The lich lifted a thin hand and pointed at a small table with the khess board and pieces. “Have a seat.” 
 
    Kavan stepped over and sat down in one seat by the table. Brom stepped over and sat down in the other.  
 
    The lich leaned forward, boney elbows on the edge of the table and an amused look in his white eyes. 
 
    “The war to slay the dragon gods has already begun. You may not understand what is happening and that is why I, your master and teacher, will explain what is taking place below the surface of reality. 
 
    “I don’t know how the old gods accomplished this feat, but they did it. They summoned many souls from another realm to come to Voldor and become their guardians and champions. They had to work in secret and the amount of divine energy needed to bring so many souls here would have been greater than any of us could imagine, and I can imagine a great deal. 
 
    “Such activity, no matter how secretive, will not go unnoticed for long. Your presence would have tingled the dragon god’s senses. They would take a mild interest and may send some of their minions and devoted to investigate, but when Hexnia revealed some of her power during the xykk invasion, that tingle would have grown into a distant buzzing, like a bee hovering over a flower from miles away. It would be enough to secure an investigation and search for any divine energy they can find and stamp it out. 
 
    “Hexnia’s power has already pushed wheels into motion and we must prepare.” 
 
    Kavan dipped his small snout down an inch. “The war has started and most of Voldor doesn’t know yet.” 
 
    Brom nodded. “You are perceptive, my apprentice. Most of Voldor is not aware of what is happening, but some may have some knowledge of it. It will be slow, but it will spread with time. 
 
    “This is where we have the advantage. Time moves differently for divine beings and mortals. Gods must prepare their moves and strategies, which take long to enact and influence. Mortals move at a much faster pace. The dragon gods, like all gods, cannot come down and give direct orders to the mortal populations. They must influence through riddles and signs. If a god was to appear and give divine direction, faith would be shaken and fear could cause some to revoke their faith. It would be chaos and a dagger to the very order the gods want in place. 
 
    “No, they will scheme and plot. This allows us time to form our strategies and counter strategies.” 
 
    “How much time?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Brom nodded. “It depends. It could be decades or a few hundred years, but no matter the timetable, we must prepare. My dark designs have already begun, but I will need more flesh and bone to build our forces. Moonvale is my home, but much of the territory is under the influence of Loduss and their faith of Tymass, the dragon god of Light and Justice. He is a powerful silver and gold dragon god who took Umus’s role from the pantheon.” 
 
    Brom’s cheery demeanor dimmed as he continued, “Tymass’s light is a cruel and brutal power against the spheres of dark and decay. The dragon god has influence in many kingdoms and his influence in Loduss burns me even at this great distance.” 
 
    Kavan watched as Brom’s gaze began to wander. The lucid moment began to fall away as the lich looked around, a slight confusion filling his decayed brow. 
 
    I have to help him stay lucid. I need to know more. 
 
    Kavan opened his belt pouch and took hold of one of the two khess pieces. He lifted it up and put it on the khess board between them.  
 
    Brom’s gaze fell to the white goblin khess piece. His hand twitched before he reached over and placed it on its proper place on the board. The edges of confusion began to slip away and sanity returned to his white eyes. A smile bloomed and Brom continued as if nothing happened. 
 
    “I have much to do and we should begin your lesson for today,” Brom said plainly. 
 
    Kavan was about to get up when the lich waved his hand at him. Kavan saw the hand motion and remained in his seat. 
 
    “This lesson will be a simple one. Due to our work, you must learn subterfuge and stealth. It will be a needed skill as we grow our forces.” 
 
    Kavan watched as the light dimmed in the room. Lantern light faded. Darkness grew thicker with each passing moment. Soon, the last embers of lantern light winked out and the chamber was swamped in an inky abyss. 
 
    “Use the lessons I taught you. Allow yourself to open to the dark and it will slither into your soul,” Brom’s voice barely a whisper. 
 
    Kavan stared at nothing. The darkness pressed down on his senses, as if it created a vacuum and he had to push his mind and will against. With a small thought, he called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 15 
 
    Gold: 130 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 6 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 5 
 
    Life: 3 
 
      
 
    I just have to follow his previous teachings. Use mana to open the door and let the darkness in. It should be a piece of cake. 
 
    The stats faded away from the dragonkin’s gaze and the inky darkness remained. Kavan channeled a point of mana from around his heart and let it float along his spirit. The mystical energy moved, trying to find a use and only found darkness. It pulsed and vibrated like a small, irritated insect, but the darkness never came to him. The sphere did not open and the ball of mana floated with no purpose. 
 
    “Some spheres are more difficult than others to open. Dragonkin are dripping with life energy and the Dark Sphere dislikes this light. You need to focus your will and make it bend to your thoughts,” Brom’s voice came out otherworldly. 
 
    Kavan focused on the single drop of mana floating along his spirit. His mind formed a lance and tried to pierce the veil between magic and reality. Instead, he was greeted by nothing. 
 
    “You’re not trying to banish the darkness. You’re trying to draw it in,” Brom’s voice floated from the dark. 
 
    Kavan closed his eyes as the darkness remained. He sat on the chair, the oppressive weight on his senses lessening. His very soul felt lighter, calmer. The noise of his mind fell into a pool of serenity and he swam in its waters. His heartbeat slowed and the sound of each pulse whispered across him with a gentle caress. 
 
    Draw it in. 
 
    Kavan’s intelligence and will twisted and bent. The dragonkin channeled two more points of mana and let them float with the third. With a dreamy thought, Kavan’s intelligence and will formed a hook. The three drops of mana melded together into a glowing line. 
 
    The dragonkin let out a slow exhale as he drew in the darkness. 
 
    A space by the dragonkin’s heart bloomed and something curled into a ball. It pulsed as thin roots anchored it to Kavan’s being. 
 
    You have unlocked the Dark Sphere. Dark Sphere is 1st degree. 
 
    Gained 1 mana point.       
 
    “You have improved, my apprentice. I expected us to be here for a few hours, but you have impressed me with the alacrity of your skill,” Brom said. 
 
    Lanterns glowed to life once again. The chamber was flooded with a dim light as the lich looked upon the dragonkin with a knowing and amused smile. 
 
    “I look forward to our next lesson. Once you have opened yourself to the twelve spheres, you will be steps closer to fighting the very dragon gods themselves.” 
 
    An image of Nava touched Kavan’s mind. “Brom, I wish to speak to you about Nava.” 
 
    The jovial look in the lich’s face dimmed into slight confusion. “Nava? I don’t believe we need to speak about her. She is a lovely siren, but hardly worth a discussion at this time.” 
 
    A hesitation touched Kavan’s spirit and he pushed past it. “She approached me and wanted me to ask you if you can take her on as an apprentice as well. She says she tried to speak with you, but you ignored her. She has been helpful in finding khess pieces and…” Kavan was cut off. 
 
    “I have one apprentice. I have no need for another, especially a thing like her,” Brom said sternly and with a pointed brow. 
 
    “A thing like her?” Kavan said. 
 
    Brom’s demeanor shifted into mild annoyance. “Her people and many others from the great seas will only hinder our work. I demand you cut any fledging friendship you may have with her. She cannot be trusted.” 
 
    Kavan simply stared as Brom became more and more agitated. 
 
    “Foul creatures from the deep. Their connection to the deep gods runs in their veins. They may not be aware, but the deep gods know. They are sinister, like a parasite under the skin, feeding without anyone’s knowledge. Taking, watching and listening. They are a sickness.” 
 
    Brom looked away as a rage filled his eyes. “The hudenns were first on land and we are thankful for it. We left the deep waters because of those primal deities. Their endless hungers and alien ways. They consumed all and with little care. The siren will bring our enemies to us!” 
 
    Kavan eyed the lich as he grew slightly unhinged. “I don’t believe she means us any ill will. She helped gather khess pieces. She wants to learn. She says she wants to learn the mystical arts she can’t learn anywhere else.” 
 
    Brom’s eyes glowed like white-hot embers in his head. He stood up and slammed his boney hands on the table. The khess pieces jumped and fell jumbled across the board.  
 
    “Why do you defend her? Has she snared you in her song!” Brom said with a sadistic growl. 
 
    He’s losing himself again. I have to put it in terms he will understand. 
 
    “Brom, when we storm the heavens and the underworlds to slay the dragon gods, will it just be the two of us?” Kavan asked firmly. 
 
    Brom blinked, but the rage stayed in his gaze. “No. We will have armies of undead and abominations!” 
 
    “What about allies?” Kavan said sharply. 
 
    The lich blinked again, the words not penetrating his contained fury. 
 
    Kavan reached into his belt pouch, grabbed the second khess piece and placed it on the table, amid the several fallen pieces. 
 
    Brom looked down at the white, carved goblin and the rage and fury diminished. The wind died along his mental sails and clarity seeped into his eyes. A coolness touched his undead, decayed face. He fixed his tattered robe and sat down, a serene calm filling his features. 
 
    Kavan continued, “I may be new to Voldor, but I’m not completely inexperienced. All armies require generals. All great wars and battles require allies. Nava has expressed an interest in learning the mystical arts. We can use that, hone it. Like some here in Moonvale, we can help them become powerful and work with us. They just need time to learn and become stronger, like how you’re helping me learn and become stronger.” 
 
    “You see what we are trying to accomplish? You see what our goal is?” Brom said softly with reflection in his white eyes. 
 
    Kavan gave a slow and deliberate nod. “A goddess pulled my soul from another realm to this one. I’m here to help fight against dragons that murdered every living hudenn across Voldor. I know the goal. I know what you and I want to accomplish.  
 
    “Hexnia is frightened and I believe there are others from the old pantheon that are frightened as well. If we are going to continue with our great work, it will have to be with allies or we will fail.” 
 
    Brom slowly blinked. “You have taken an interest in this siren?” 
 
    Kavan looked down to the fallen khess pieces and the single one standing. “In a way, yes. The way she spoke to me, it was genuine, sad and a little desperate. I can’t explain it, but I feel she wants to do more. Several people in town want to do more. If we are going to fight the dragon gods, we will need every ally we can get.” 
 
    Brom was silent as he stared at the dragonkin. The mood turned somber as heated words hung in their minds. The flickering of lantern light played with shadows, causing them to dance around the pair at the small table. 
 
    “Kavan,” Brom began, “Do you know why undead armies are superior to any other army? They don’t eat. They don’t sleep. They are not slowed by the elements. They do not cry for their loved ones. They do not lose their will to fight when others die around them. They are perfect in every way.” 
 
    Brom lifted a fallen khess piece, righted it and placed it down on the board. “We will require legions of undead. They will follow our commands, slaughtering those faithful to the dragon gods. With each dead follower, the celestial dragons will weaken, much like how they caused madness across the world to weaken the old gods. That is our key to victory. I take no joy in slaughtering those faithful to the dragons, but I do take a perverse joy in their divine downfall. Great deeds often times require great sacrifices.” 
 
    Brom leaned forward a little, his white eyes sharp as a knife. “I know you doubt our work. I can feel it across your mind and crawling along your heart. I do not hold it against you. I know with time and experience, you will understand what we are trying to accomplish. It may be the death of a friend or a lover. It may be an act of horror on the innocent. It may be from a sense of boredom or a need for true purpose. Whatever it may be, you will know it, down to the very bottom of your soul. I have lived long enough that even an abomination like myself does not belong anywhere, but in the ground, dead and forgotten. Despite my personal feelings and regrets, the work will continue. It will always continue.” 
 
    Kavan stared at the lich as he sat calmly. 
 
    Brom kept his steady gaze as he sat back. Intelligence slid into his eyes before he continued, “I will not take on a new apprentice. My focus is on you and purely on you, but that doesn’t mean you cannot take on one yourself.” 
 
    Kavan blinked. “Take on an apprentice? I’ve barely learned how to use what I’ve learned. I’m not ready to teach.” 
 
    Brom’s gray lips twisted into a knowing smile. “You don’t have to be a master to teach others. You must have just enough knowledge, skill, and experience to impart it to others. I have already shown you the skills you need to open yourself to growing your spheres of mana. You can teach the siren as well, under my proposed restrictions.” 
 
    “Restrictions?” Kavan said with a raised eye ridge. 
 
    Brom nodded. “Show her what you’ve learned, but only on land. She is not to practice any mystical arts under water, under any circumstances. If she accesses certain spheres under water, she may attract denizens from the deep, loyal to Sokaa, Dragon Goddess of the Seas. Sokaa has imprisoned the primal goddess and god, Kana and Orrem.  
 
    “Kana and Orrem are primal sea gods, and cannot be killed like some of the other gods. Their power is much too great, therefore they are imprisoned. It doesn’t mean Sokaa is not using them to help rule the vast oceans with her draconic grip. 
 
    “If you can keep your apprentice in line and under your influence, I will aid in your instruction so you may aid her and others, should you take others under your banner. I will not interact with your pupils. You will be their master and caretaker. Do you agree?” 
 
    “I do,” Kavan said with a serious gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Brom gave a simple nod. “I have tasted the hint of death on the siren. She has a fascination for the dead. There is an overgrown graveyard, South West of the Moonvale, in the Dark Wild Forest. I recommend the two of you clean and repair it. It will allow you and her to study and attempt to learn the Sphere of Decay. You would do well to learn it, so we may grow our legions together.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as his spirit sank down deeper and deeper into a pit he couldn’t climb out of. 
 
    “Another stipulation to our agreement, if there are any new, freshly dead bodies from your adventures and battles, they will belong to me. I do not care if they are monsters or people from Voldor, their souls will be departed and their meat and bones will belong to me. I understand as magistrate, you may encounter certain unusual situations, but know this, I will put the dead to good use. I will not keep their souls and let them move on, but their remains are mine,” the last sentence coming out in a dark hiss. 
 
    “What about family members and their dead? What if one of the townsfolk dies? Will they join the dead legion?” 
 
    Brom shook his head. “I have grown fond of many in town. They will be spared and allowed a proper rest. All others will not. Judging from your encounters with the ferals, I’m sure you will supply me with more dead over time.” 
 
    The lich let out a small, sickening chuckle. 
 
    Thoughts swirled along Kavan’s mind as he processed everything said. The path that lay before him grew darker with each thought. Brom’s words slithered along his heart like a sinister serpent, biting and injecting small drops of poison into his soul. 
 
    We have to play the game until we can break the rules. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I agree to your terms.” 
 
    Brom kept his smile. “Excellent. That is all for today. Bring me another khess piece and we will continue your lessons. For now, enjoy the approaching summer. I look forward to the Summer Dream Festival. The food is often delicious, so I’ve heard. 
 
    “You know the way out.” 
 
    Kavan stood up. He was about to turn and a memory touched his mind. 
 
    “Brom, have you summoned any ghosts near my home? Two have appeared and have lingered across the road.” 
 
    The lich shook his head. “I will admit, my work may bring ghosts closer to the veil, but no, I haven’t summoned any. Spirits have their uses, but I don’t require them at the moment. Dead bodies are all I require now.” 
 
    The lich chuckled again. “This might be a good opportunity to grow your power. Find your answers and test yourself.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Have a good day and thank you.” 
 
    “Have a good day, my apprentice,” Brom said as he sat. 
 
    The dragonkin walked toward the stairs and took them down. He didn’t look back as he made his way to the first floor. The front door opened on its own. The moment Kavan stepped through it, it slammed shut and the lock slid into place. 
 
    Kavan stood on the street, the afternoon sun beaming down on him and bathing him in light. 
 
    “Kavan, we’re not really going to slaughter people to hurt the dragon gods, are we?” Viz asked in a small voice. 
 
    The dragonkin shook his head. 
 
    No. I could never live with myself killing people just to hurt the gods. The way Brom worded it, it will take a long time before we’re strong enough to take on the dragon god pantheon. We may have time to find an alternative solution.  
 
    I will never become that kind of monster. Brom may be jaded from thousands of years of pain, but we’re not. With time, I might be able to convince him to take a different path. For now, we have to play along. 
 
    Kavan looked up to the bright, sunny sky. Light gleamed off his dark red scales as he took a cleansing breath and exhaled through his slitted nose, calming his spirit. 
 
    I want to get the farm in order first, before I speak with Nava. I have a feeling this summer is going to be interesting. 
 
    Kavan turned and began walking down the cobblestone street as he basked in the beautiful daylight.    
 
    

  

 
   
    Ten 
 
    Darkness shrouded the inside of the barn, except for the tiny glow of embers from the fireplace. Three beds were close to a wall with a trio of slumbering taurs. Limbs lay scattered as snores and heavy breathing filled the air. The dreamy peace lingered as Abby, Belle, and Myn slept.  
 
    The main door to the barn opened and a shadowy figure stood at the entrance. Slitted eyes gleamed in the dark as they looked to the three sleeping taurs. A boot stepped in, followed by another. The door creaked as it shut and inky darkness smothered the outline of the figure. 
 
    Abby’s eyes fluttered open, her senses feeling a shift in the air. Long ears twitched. Cloven feet moved. The sound of a boot touched sensitive ears. Abby’s eyes shot open as her hand darted to the edge of her bedding mattress. From a secret pocket, she pulled out a sheathed dagger. Fingers unlatched the sheath and she stumbled onto her cloven feet. The sheath fell away as the taur continued to wake up and lift a shaky dagger. The sudden movements caused Myn to instantly sit up and blink. Belle continued to snuggle and snore against her pillow. 
 
    “I will cut you!” Abby shouted at the darkness with wild eyes.  
 
    The shadowy figure stepped closer. Eyes adjusted to the dark and Abby held out the dagger in a threatening manner. The moment the darkness receded, she spotted the familiar horns and scaled snout. 
 
    “Morning,” Kavan grinned as he approached. 
 
    Abby dropped her dagger hand to her side and let out a long, relieved exhale. “Master, I was going to stab you!” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I see that. When did you get a dagger?” 
 
    Myn moved to a lantern and touched a small symbol at the base of it. The wick lit and a flame began to glow. Soon a warm light filled the barn. Belle buried her face in her pillow. 
 
    Kavan looked at all three naked taurs.  
 
    They really need to wear more clothes. 
 
    Abby moved to her bed and sat down on the edge of it. She let out a loud yawn before rubbing an eye. 
 
    “It’s early. Is everything okay, master?” Abby said with a sleepy tone. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Everything is great. Everyone get dressed. We’re going to do some farming today.” 
 
    Myn jumped up and down in place. “Sounds exciting!” 
 
    Belle didn’t move from her bed, her face firmly buried in her pillow.  
 
    Abby blinked. “Farming? We are going to milk ourselves in the morning. Is that what you mean?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No, not that. Get dressed and we can get started before your morning milking.” 
 
    Abby blinked again. Myn continued to hop. Belle gave a muffled moan into her pillow. 
 
    “Come on, up!” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The next twenty minutes was Kavan helping the three taur get up and get organized. Myn was first to get dressed in her overalls. Abby was a slow second, complaining the entire time. Belle purposely made herself deadweight as Kavan and Abby grabbed her arms and pulled her up. Dressing the rubenesque taur was harder than Kavan realized and Belle didn’t help. After some growls, Abby weeping, and Belle pretending she was asleep the entire time, the front door to the barn slid open and all four walked out. 
 
    Kavan led the way to the small field between the farm and the small pond. It wasn’t vast, but it was big enough to grow a small crop. The dragonkin planted stakes to mark where they were going to till the soil. A pile of copper shovels and hoes lay not too far from the barn. Kavan stepped over to the tools and lifted several of them up. He then turned and walked back to the three taurs as they stared at him in confused silence. 
 
    The silence was quickly broken the moment a tool was placed in their hands. 
 
    “You mean real farming!” Abby shouted. 
 
    “I thought we only produced milk?” Belle said in a sleepy tone. 
 
    Myn looked at her hoe and raised a thin eyebrow. 
 
    Kavan looked at Abby with a sly gaze, “If you want those upgrades to the barn, you’re going to have to do more than just supplying milk. The farm still needs to run, especially if I have to go away for periods of time. This will give everyone a chance to earn their keep. We can start by digging and tilling the soil. I marked it off with those stakes. We will dig out columns and plant some corn and melon seeds.” 
 
    “This is torture! Why are you doing this to us!” Abby whined. 
 
    “We haven’t even started yet,” Kavan grinned. 
 
    “I thought we only produced milk?” Belle repeated with a sleepy gaze. 
 
    “I like learning new things!” Myn hopped with a hoe in her hands. 
 
    Kavan kept his serpent grin, “Let’s get started.” 
 
    Time turned into a series of moments, stacked on a bad mood. Abby complained as she stabbed the shovel into the dirt. Belle moved like she had cement blocks on her cloven feet. Myn attacked the grass and dirt in a frenetic frenzy. The cool early morning air washed over them as they worked, the sun still not up.  
 
    Kavan directed and moved into the thick of it. Muscles moved with liquid ease as he carved out a planting path. Orders were said, but not always followed. Belle often dropped her shovel and tried to wander off. Kavan wrangled her in, pulled her gently by the hand and stuck a shovel back in her hands a few times. Abby shouted at Myn as the thinner taur was carving out planting paths very quickly. When Kavan and Myn worked side by side, Abby’s eyes flared hot and she stamped her cloven foot in frustration. She then moved to their sides and threw her back into it, clearly not wanting to be out worked by the thinner taur. 
 
    When the sun touched the eastern horizon and the first rays lanced across the sky, a small field was tilled and ready for planting. 
 
    Kavan looked at their work and smiled. He then turned his gaze to the taurs and his smile diminished slightly. 
 
    Belle lay to the side of the field and her shovel twenty feet away where she dropped it. Myn continued to shift dirt piles for absolutely no reason as far as Kavan could see. Abby sat at the other edge, dirt covering her clothes, hands, and arms as tears rolled down her dirty cheeks. The taur sobbed like her life was ruined and she would never recover. 
 
    “Good work everyone,” Kavan said to the taurs. 
 
    Belle didn’t answer. Abby sobbed louder. Myn smiled brightly and nodded. 
 
    “You can do the morning milking and relax. Tomorrow, I’ll show you how to water and care for the crops,” Kavan instructed. 
 
    Myn was up and walking quickly toward the barn. When she reached it, she placed her copper tool against the wall and stepped into the barn without another word.  
 
    Abby slowly stood up and sobbed as she dragged her shovel behind her. She let go of the tool and it fell onto the grassy ground before she entered the barn. 
 
    Belle stayed by the edge of the field, making no attempt to get up or acknowledge anything Kavan said. She snuggled into her own arms as she lay on her side, her back to the dragonkin and tilled field. 
 
    “First days are always the hardest,” Kavan whispered to himself as he picked up his tattered satchel of holding.  
 
    Kavan pulled back the flap and reached into one of the mystical deep pockets. Fingers touched seeds and he walked to the corner of the field. A mental map formed in his head as he plotted out what he was going to plant. With a small nod to himself, he stepped into the small field and began dropping seeds into the tilled dirt. 
 
    Kavan’s mind began to drift as he fell into a relaxed state, his arm moving and dropping seeds from his hand. Memories of Shegga’s advice for farming quickly filled the corners of his thoughts as thoughts of Brom, Lorta, Nava, Zellee, and Onka blended in. It turned into an odd storm of concern and excitement. The summer season was nearly upon them and yet, Kavan still felt like a stranger in a strange land. Memories of Earth seemed to fade with every passing day. Even his real name didn’t feel quite right anymore. It wisped along his soul like a faded dream and he found himself nodding to that particular thought. 
 
    I’m not completely sure what my destiny is, but I’m okay not knowing for now. My old life is gone and the oddness will fade with time. 
 
    Before Kavan knew it, he reached the opposite corner of the field from where he started. The dragonkin turned around and eyed his handiwork. The small field was planted and ready to grow new crops of corn and melons. 
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    Kavan nodded to himself as the alert crossed his gaze.  
 
    I’ll grab some buckets and start watering the crops. There won’t be a big yield, but this is a good attempt and will help get the taurs used to it. 
 
    Kavan took one step around the corner of the field when the metal hinges on the front gate squeaked. The dragonkin turned his attention to the main gate and his eyes narrowed as Drayke stepped in and closed the gate behind him. The blue and black scaled dragonkin was in his familiar black and silver leather armor. The pommel of his sword stabbed out from behind his shoulder. A snarky smirk filled his scaled snout as he walked closer. 
 
    “Morning!” Drayke said with an uplifting tone. 
 
    “Morning,” Kavan said darkly. 
 
    Drayke stepped to the opposite corner of the field and looked down at it. “You’ve taken to this life. Planting crops like a true farmer. Is there nothing you can’t do?” 
 
    “What brings you by, other than pointing out the obvious,” Kavan said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Drayke looked at the red dragonkin and blinked. “We’re going to start our regular training together.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I wasn’t sure you would take this seriously.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “Where’s your spear?” 
 
    “In the house,” Kavan stated simply. 
 
    Drayke nodded again. “I suppose we can train in hand to hand a few mornings in a row before we go back to weapons.” 
 
    Drayke lifted up his scaled hands and unbuckled his leather armor and sheathed sword. He pulled them off to reveal only a black shirt that matched his black, leather leggings. He gently placed his armor and sword on the ground and stood to his full height. 
 
    “Where do you want to spar? I would hate to mess up your field,” Drayke said. 
 
    Kavan pulled the satchel strap over his head and placed the satchel on the ground, by the field. He motioned with his head to a place by the house. Drayke nodded and walked in that direction. 
 
    Belle opened her eyes and watched the two dragonkin move to a small clearing between the house and field. Her gaze drifted to Kavan as he was wearing only his dirty farmer shirt and brown leather leggings. 
 
    Drayke hopped in place and twisted his head, stretching his neck and shoulder muscles. “You’re good with a spear, but hand to hand will help hone our skills.” 
 
    Kavan stood his ground as he looked at the blue dragonkin. “You keep talking like you’re in charge.” 
 
    “Someone needs to be,” Drayke chuckled as he loosened his arms, hands, and fingers. 
 
    “Were you always like this, back on Earth?” Kavan asked with a shrewd gaze. 
 
    Drake shook his head. “No. This life opened my true self and I’m happier for it. They say you have to be a little crazy to follow your dreams. I discovered you have to be very crazy to follow your dreams.” 
 
    “I don't know anyone who has ever said that,” Kavan said simply. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter,” Drayke said as he fell into a fighting stance, “The only thing that matters now is carving out our true destiny as partners.” 
 
    Kavan fell into a stance, twenty feet of distance between them. “We’re not partners.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “That’s the spirit.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he studied the blue dragonkin, “When are you going to tell me the truth about your past?” 
 
    Drayke’s eyes narrowed as he smirked. “Maybe when we trust each other. No claws.” 
 
    Kavan’s lips parted slightly to speak when Drayke instantly bolted forward. Kavan firmed up his stance as Drayke appeared before him and threw a punch. Kavan’s arm shot up, blocking the punch when Drayke’s other fist came up and struck him in the ribs. The power behind the strike was enough for Kavan to grunt and spin away. Boots slid into place, keeping his stance strong when a shadow touched Kavan and Drayke was over him, fist raised. 
 
    Kavan turned his upper body away as Drayke’s fist missed his snout by inches. Kavan’s arm swung sideways as Drayke landed, his attack blocked by Drayke’s arm. Kavan’s boot lifted off the grass and slammed into Drayke’s knee. The blue and black scaled dragonkin grunted before Kavan’s fist slammed into his cheek and sent the dragonkin stumbling back. 
 
    Drayke touched the side of his face before falling back into a stance. “You do have some hand-to-hand skills.” 
 
    “Don’t you ever wonder why we know such things? I’ve had some training in my youth, but I should not be as good as I am now,” Kavan said with raised fists. 
 
    “I assume you’re speaking to the farming and magical skills as well? It’s a simple explanation, our AIs are not just passengers to our experiences. They are not completely aware that they are collecting information, no matter how small, and processing it to help us grow and learn. It gives us an edge over others here on Voldor, to make us better at everything we do,” Drayke said and darted forward. 
 
    Kavan readied himself as Drayke came at him again. The pair of dragonkin exchanged blows and blocked attacks. The fighting grew into a practiced dance, the two neither retreating or gaining an advantage over the other.  
 
    Belle sat up and crossed her legs. The taur watched the two dragonkin with mild fascination.  
 
    The barn door opened. Abby and Myn poked their heads out and watched in stunned amazement as their master and a blue dragonkin, fought with punches and kicks. 
 
    Seconds turned into minutes as Kavan and Drayke exchanged blows. Grunts touched the air when they landed a strike. Bodies leapt into the air and each one threw a hard kick connecting with each other’s ribs. The strike was so hard, the pair knocked each other away and landed on their backs. Drayke’s legs spun and he was immediately on his feet. Kavan pushed off the ground hard enough for him to right himself in the air and land in a fighting stance. 
 
    Drayke was breathing hard as electricity arced along his shoulders and throat. “Your combat skill has improved. What are you, 4th or 5th degree?” 
 
    Heat from Kavan’s head and shoulders caused the air around him to wave. “So, you can change your attacks to compensate? No, I think training is better not knowing what each of us can do.” 
 
    “You’re a hard dragonkin to get to know,” Drayke smirked and bolted forward. 
 
    The distance between the two dragonkin closed. Kavan readied for any attack when Drayke’s body moved in a blur. Kavan lifted an arm, barely blocking an incoming fist. His head turned as another fist missed his head by an inch. The flurry of attacks knocked him off guard and he took a step back. 
 
    I don’t sense any magic from him! Is he really that fast? 
 
    Drayke pressed his attacks, his scaled fists moving in a storm of blurs. Kavan stepped back as his arms tried to keep up and block each one. When a fist struck his throat, Kavan’s eyes bulged. 
 
    The power behind the fist strike was enough for Kavan to stumble back a few paces and clutch at his throat. A shadow touched his gaze as Drayke was above him. The blue dragonkin looked down with knowing eyes, his maw open and energy pooling in his throat. 
 
    Time stood still as Kavan stared at the dragonkin ready to blast him with his lightning breath. Instinct took over and he shifted his body to the side. 
 
    A lightning bolt blasted out of Drayke’s mouth and cut through the air. Kavan leaned harder to the side, the bolt passing him and small arcs of electricity reached out and struck his shirt. Kavan grunted as he kept the odd stance, little sparks of energy burning black spots along his shirt. The rest of the lightning bolt struck the ground behind Kavan and exploded into flying grass and dirt. 
 
    Drayke landed and a red scaled hand shot up. The dragonkin blocked it when Kavan rammed his shoulder into Drayke’s chest. The blue dragonkin stumbled back, but didn’t get far as Kavan’s hand whipped out, slammed, and grabbed Drayke’s neck. 
 
    The blue dragonkin grabbed at Kavan’s arm as the red dragonkin squeezed his iron grip. Drayke struggled as he glanced at Kavan. The red dragonkin opened his maw, small shards of fire spilling from it.  
 
    Kavan kept his hard gaze on the blue dragonkin. Drayke grunted and Kavan caught a sliver of panic in his slitted eyes. Drayke lifted his leg and slammed his shin into Kavan’s side. Kavan ignored the pain from the strike as he kept his deadly gaze on the struggling blue dragonkin. Drayke hissed a grunt as he slammed his shin two more times into Kavan, hoping he could break from the red dragonkin’s grip. Panic swelled as Drayke pointed an open palm at Kavan’s chest and an invisible bolt of air blasted out. 
 
    The moment the bolt struck Kavan’s chest, he was knocked back. His grip never loosened as he took Drayke with him. Kavan turned his body around and flung the blue dragonkin. Drayke’s arms flailed before crashing into the grassy floor and rolling to a halt. 
 
    Kavan reared back his head and blasted out a fireball. 
 
    Drayke lifted his scaled hand to stop the fireball as he streaked through the air. It flew a foot over him, landed about ten feet away and exploded. 
 
    The blue dragonkin turned his head and looked at the small crater with smoke and flames. He touched his own throat and grimaced. A shadow stood over him and when he turned his head to look up, Kavan was standing over him with his hand out. 
 
    Drayke stared at the outstretched hand for a moment before he waved it away. Limbs moved and he slowly stood up. Drayke fixed his clothes and checked the cuffs of his shirt to make sure they were hanging properly. 
 
    Kavan let his hand fall to his side as he looked at his fellow dragonkin. “You don’t know any mana spheres other than the one you started out with, do you?” 
 
    Drayke slowly fixed this shirt and brushed away from dirt, not looking Kavan in the eye. “Not all of us have an ancient lich to show us the ways of mana. True, as a dragonkin, I have a natural affinity to a particular sphere, but I haven’t accessed any of the other spheres. 
 
    “From what I’ve seen of your fighting skills and abilities, you have access to several spheres.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “If I used the Body Sphere, I would have been as fast or faster than you, but you are naturally fast.” 
 
    Drayke held his head high as he looked at Kavan, “I trained myself to move with quickness and deadly accuracy. It has only been a few months since we arrived and I need to continue refining my skills and abilities.” 
 
    “Were you actually trying to blast me with your lightning breath?” Kavan asked with a shrewd look. 
 
    Drayke smiled. “Yes. I wasn’t using my full breath attack. It was just enough for it to sting like a stun gun.” 
 
    The blue and black dragonkin let his arms drop to his sides and he looked into Kavan’s slitted eyes. 
 
    “Were you aiming at me when you spit out a fireball?” 
 
    Kavan’s expression softened. “No, I wasn’t.” 
 
    Drayke gave a solemn nod. “That is where you and I differ. We have our degrees of honor, but when it comes down to life and death, there is no honor, only survival. We are here for the same reason, but make no mistake, when our lives are on the line, I will live to fight another day.” 
 
    A coy smile filled Drayke’s mouth, “Unlike you, who will not step over the line, even when your enemy tried to hurt you.” 
 
    “I thought we were becoming friends?” Kavan said with sharp eyes. 
 
    “Allies might be the proper term. You have some advantages right now, but that will change with further training. For today, that was a good session. We will pick it up again the day after tomorrow,” Drayke stated. 
 
    The mood cooled as the two dragonkin regarded each other with a new sliver of respect. It was in that moment that the pair felt eyes on them. Kavan and Drake turned their attention to the front gate. 
 
    Durzol stood with a large wheeled cart before him. The orc was staring, his mouth slightly agape and his eyes unblinking. When all three looked at each other, a breeze washed over the area. 
 
    “I have to prepare tonight’s menu. It was good to see you, Kavan,” Drayke said as he turned and walked toward his leather armor and sword.  
 
    Kavan simply nodded as the blue dragonkin picked up his gear and walked toward the gate. 
 
    Durzol closed his mouth, but continued to stare. The gate opened and Drayke stepped out. Orc and dragonkin looked at each other, but it was Drayke who winked at the large orc before stepping onto the dirt road and walking toward town. 
 
    Kavan stepped to the gate and looked at Durzol’s cart. It was filled with shaped stones, a bucket with gray dust and beside all of it some metal cups and rods. 
 
    Kavan glanced up to Durzol’s blank stare. “Durzol, are you okay?” 
 
    The orc blinked. “I saw the entire thing. You two looked like you were going to kill each other.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “We decided we should spar and train together so we can provide better protection for the town.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at the cart again, “Is all of that the forge items?” 
 
    Durzol snapped out of his stunned gaze and looked at the cart. “There is enough material here to build a simple blacksmith’s forge. I’ll have to show you the quarry and mine to gather stones and metal ores, but this should be enough to get you started.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Let’s get it inside. I very much want to build and learn everything about it.” 
 
    Durzol smiled and nodded. 
 
    Kavan helped Durzol push the heavy cart onto his property. The pair moved it until they reached the side of the barn with the overhanging roof and wood supports along the corners. A table saw was already there and a stack of cut boards beside it.  
 
    The two friends pushed the cart close and wheeled it to a stop. Abby, Myn, and Belle stepped closer with wide eyes. They watched as Durzol began explaining what they had to do and Kavan drank in every word. 
 
    The sun slid slowly across the sky. Three taurs sat on the grass and watched as Kavan and Durzol began mixing a hardening clay and stacked stones. The orc explained as they went along, piecing each stone together like a puzzle piece. He talked about adding a bellows and the importance of a slack tub of water to cool your creations. He spoke of adding an anvil to shape the metal to one’s design and having tongs and hammer close by.  
 
    Kavan took in every word as the pair worked. Water was added to a clay solution in the bucket. Durzol mixed it as Kavan readied the stones for their proper placement. Once the solution was ready, Durzol showed Kavan how to apply it and took his time to add stones to it. 
 
    When the sun reached the early afternoon, the round stone forge was stacked as the clay solution slowly hardened. Tools were moved from the cart and placed on Kavan’s work table. The two friends worked together to lift a small anvil and place it on a round piece of log standing up. Durzol hammered metal nails into the edges of the anvil and into the wood. He then hammered more nails at the base of the wood to keep the anvil steady.  
 
    After they were done, the orc and dragonkin sat on the grass and breathed heavily from all the manual labor. 
 
    “It takes a day or two before the clay solution fully hardens. After that, you will be able to use it normally. It should last a long time, but if you need an upgrade to a metal one, we can talk about it then,” Durzol huffed. 
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    “Thank you, Durzol. This will be a great help,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Durzol nodded and looked over to the red dragonkin. “Tell me if I’m wrong, but are you and Drayke preparing for something the town doesn’t know about?” 
 
    Kavan’s smile faded a little. “Drayke and I discussed ways to better protect the town. The xykks nearly destroyed the entire town and everyone in it. Weeks afterwards, I was attacked by ferals. We all managed to fight the monsters and stop them, but we should be ready for anything else that may come to harm Moonvale.” 
 
    Durzol nodded grimly. “It does depend on the year, but some years are worse than others. Winter is often the hardest because starving monsters will come closer to the town, looking for food. The snow and ice don’t help either, but I do admit, it's easier working the forge during winter.” 
 
    Kavan and Durzol leaned back on their hands, sunlight painting the world around them in a bright golden hue. 
 
    “Summer is almost here,” Durzol said in a low, relaxed tone. 
 
    Kavan nodded, enjoying the last of spring and the warm air. 
 
    “Hi,” came a voice from the main gate. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol turned to see Zellee on the other side of the gate. She had a rolled-up blanket laying across her abdomen and a large basket hooked onto her arm. The arachnix looked at them with bright eyes and a smile. 
 
    The dragonkin and orc were immediately to their feet. Durzol brushed off dirt from his leggings as Kavan crossed the distance and reached the gate. He opened it quickly and stepped to the beautiful arachnix as she towered over him. He noticed the light dress she was wearing, the back of it cut so it hung without bunching up. It had a flowery pattern in spots along the sky-blue coloring. A sun hat graced Zellee’s head and she looked down on Kavan. 
 
    “I didn’t know you were coming over,” Kavan said as he tried to brush dirt and clay dust off his shirt and leggings. 
 
    Zellee nodded. “Please forgive me for the surprise visit. I peeked from the south gate and saw you and Durzol moving around. I thought I would surprise you both with a small picnic on your farm, if you don’t mind?” 
 
    Kavan smiled wide. “Not at all. I think we were getting hungry. It’s been a long morning.” 
 
    The dragonkin stepped aside. Bent spider legs moved with nimble grace as Zellee made her way onto the property. Durzol gave a toothy smile as Zellee approached. Not far away, a trio of taurs glanced at Zellee and then to the basket. 
 
    Zellee reached Durzol and glanced at the three taurs. Kavan came from behind and stood by the tall arachnix. 
 
    Zellee smiled as she noticed the hungry look in Abby, Belle, and Myn’s eyes. “I brought a lot of cheese, bread, and fruit. If you help me set up, we can all sit and enjoy it.” 
 
    Durzol cleared his throat as he rushed to Zellee’ side and pulled the rolled blanket from her abdomen. Abby, Myn, and Belle rushed to Durzol's side. The blanket unfurled and all four took a corner. They spread it out on the grass and settled it down. 
 
    Zellee leaned over a little to Kavan, “I also brought us a bottle of wine for the three of us. From what I remember, I think taurs cannot have wine or spirits because it causes their milk to sour for a day or two. Are you fine with the wine just for you, me and Durzol?” 
 
    “I’m more worried about the food,” Kavan said as he caught his three taurs glancing at the food basket. “I’ll get some more food from the cold chests, but it should be fine for now.” 
 
    The blanket on the grass, everyone else moved and sat down. Zellee moved to a corner and folded her legs under her as she lowered down. Durzol took a seat, as did Kavan. Abby, Myn, and Bella sat in a cluster, licking their lips as Zellee opened the picnic basket. 
 
    Wrapped breads, cheeses, and fruit were pulled out and placed in the middle. Durzol and Kavan helped by unwrapping it. Zellee pulled out a wine bottle and three wood cups. The taurs inched closer and looked ready to pounce on the spread.  
 
    “Enjoy,” Zellee said with warm eyes. 
 
    Kavan watched and was impressed by the taur’s restraint. They reached out and broke pieces of bread and cheese. They handed chunks to each other and started taking small bites. Durzol picked up some strawberries. Big green fingers gently pulled off the leafy ends and he popped a strawberry at a time in his large mouth. 
 
    A claw stabbed out from Kavan’s finger on one hand and the bottle of wine was in his other hand. He stabbed the single claw into the cork, turned and pulled the cork out with a small pop. He then poured into the three wood cups. The taurs moaned in delight as they enjoyed the meal. 
 
    Kavan, Zellee, and Durzol picked up their cups and held them up before taking a deep sip. A cool breeze slipped over the serene moment. A nearby tree cast some leafy shade on everyone on the blanket as they enjoyed the picnic. 
 
    Kavan eyed Zellee as she and Durzol spoke for a moment. She asked about the new forge and the orc happily explained what they did. Kavan’s gaze lingered as Zellee sat with poise and genuine interest. 
 
    She is magical. She could have become jealous or angry that I’ve had so much concern for Onka. Instead, she surprises us with a picnic and wine. I don’t know if I ever met someone so kind and beautiful. Onka is special in her own way, as is Lorta, but Zellee is like a gem in the sunlight. 
 
    “Kavan, I don’t mean to interrupt your time with your friends, but as you said to Brom, we will need allies. Do you think Zellee will be one of them?” Viz asked. 
 
    Kavan stared warmly at the arachnix as she laughed at Durzol’s explanation of why fire is bad for the skin. 
 
    Brom cautioned me to not speak about Onka to Zellee and Lorta. I’m not sure what path we should follow. If we are going to be together, there will be a time where we have to come together and come clean about Moonvale’s secrets. We just have to find the right time to talk about it. 
 
    In the meantime, I think I will enjoy the day. 
 
    A thought snuck into Kavan’s relaxed mind and a sliver of darkness wrapped around his heart. He turned his attention south, barely seeing the top of the lighthouse by the beach through the trees. The white stone was painted in sunlight and the glass windows along the top glimmered in the daylight.  
 
    One thing at a time. 
 
    Kavan closed his eyes and let out a long cleansing exhale as the taurs laughed, an arachnix giggled, and a kind orc chuckled in the light. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Eleven  
 
    The air grew warmer with each passing day. The days shone with brilliant sunlight. Birds and insects took to the air, bathing in the magical summer days as spring slowly faded away to memory. 
 
    Kavan’s heart lifted in his chest as Moonvale moved into summer with a dreamy sigh. 
 
    Two weeks drifted by as Kavan worked on the farm. Green corn stalks and melon vines sprouted, much sooner than the dragonkin had expected. They seemed to grow faster in the Voldor soil than back on Earth. From what little he remembered, it took a season to grow corn to maturity. The way it was growing now, the crop would be ready to harvest in another two weeks and give him enough time to plant more. 
 
    The longer Kavan settled into farm life, the more details of Voldor began to unveil themselves. Each season on Voldor was roughly two months, unlike Earth’s three-month durations. An entire year was only eight months, which explained why creatures seemed to live longer. Their years were shorter and it gave off the impression everyone had longer lifespans when compared to Kavan’s old home realm. They had no frame of reference other than their own world, and Kavan grew used to it with each passing day. 
 
    Mornings were spent tending to crops and watering them. Abby and Belle often moaned and grumbled about the work. With each passing morning, they grew more and more used to it, their complaints turning into nothing more than tired stares. Myn was the only one who hopped up from bed every morning, ready to tackle the day, much to her fellow taur’s dismay. 
 
    Work began on upgrading the barn. Part of his day was chopping down trees and using the saw table to cut them into boards. Trips were made to the Sunaxe Metal and Sturdy Planks to buy nails and pre-cut wood when he felt he didn’t have enough. A simple plan was drawn, with the Oak’s and Durzol’s help. It detailed how the second floor would be built and how to place walls to create private bedrooms. Afterwards, Kavan went to work. 
 
    The dragonkin often hummed as he worked, enjoying the physical labor and working with his hands. The heat in the barn was thick, but it didn’t bother the dragonkin. Kavan noticed that he didn’t sweat and the heat helped him work better. It was his natural environment and he took to it like a fish to water. The taurs were on the opposite end of the heat spectrum, complaining it was too hot in the barn during the day and it prevented them from napping. Much to Kavan’s chagrin, he did nothing to make it cooler because it kept them out of the barn during the day. He could work in peace and without distraction as he nailed perfectly sanded boards and added strong pillars underneath to reinforce the second floor. 
 
    Every other morning, as the taurs tended to the crops, Drayke came by for their training sessions. Unlike the first session, the others were less intense. Kavan noted the slight respect the blue and black scaled dragonkin seemed to show to him. Sparring was intense, but it never seemed to cross a line.  
 
    After a week, Durzol showed up with a blunted hammer. 
 
    “I’m here to train with you,” Durzol said to the two dragonkin with a confident smile. 
 
    There was no further discussion as Kavan and Drayke nodded their approval. Morning training sessions took on a different dynamic as the trio fought in pairs while one waited to the side, or all three threw themselves into the restrained melee. 
 
    Midway through the second week, Lorta appeared at the morning gate. Kavan, Drayke, and Durzol looked upon the troll with pigtails as she entered with a wood practice sword and wood spear. Kavan raised a boney eye-ridge, clear concern touching his slitted eyes. Lorta looked to him with one part love and another part determination. 
 
    “I know what I said before, but the more I thought about it, the more I decided I wasn’t going to live in fear. We all have to do our part to become stronger so we can defend Moonvale. It is my home and I want to do this. I expect no special treatment. We’re here to train and fight,” Lorta stated. 
 
    Kavan nodded, followed by Durzol and Drayke. Lorta nodded and smiled before charging into an attack. The four warriors clashed with blunt and wood weapons. Sometimes they fought hand to hand. All of them felt like they were getting better as they gave each other advice and helpful hints to become better fighters. 
 
    When training was over, Drayke often prepared a large feast to break their fasts. He pulled out a table from his mystical satchel and placed plates of food to feed their starving bellies. After training and food, the blue dragonkin often left without saying a word. 
 
    When Kavan readied to work on the barn, Durzol and Lorta took time out of their day to help him. Supports were put into place and stairs were built. Wood was stacked on the second floor and the red dragonkin smiled to himself as it was slowly coming together. 
 
    Onka and Zellee sometimes appeared during lunch time. The goblin and arachnix would bring food, wine, spirits, and a blanket for everyone to sit on. The taurs shouted with glee when they saw the pair and devoured anything put in front of them. Kavan, Durzol, Lorta, Onka, and Zellee often sat in the shade and talked about little bits of news around town. The summer air sapped all of them, except for the dragonkin. Sometimes, Onka would lay on her back, her head on Kavan’s thigh and Lorta would lay with her head on his other thigh. Conversations drifted from one thing to the next, but all of them marveled at the deep blue sky and puffy clouds as they floated by. 
 
    The world was calm and relaxing as Kavan breathed in the summer scents. No monsters prowled close to town. No ghosts floated on the road at night. No undead shambled along. It was almost like Moonvale had found a small peace in the chaotic storm of living on the edge of civilization. 
 
    The days were hot and muggy, but the nights were cool and crisp. During mid-day picnics, Kavan couldn’t help but overhear Onka, Lorta, and Zellee discussing spending time with him. He smiled as the three planned out and presented a schedule to him. The work on the barn kept him close to home, with only a few short trips into town. Onka, Zellee, and Lorta would stay on specific nights, with Kavan showing his undivided attention. Despite the hard work during the day, there was never a diminished affection as the dragonkin and his lovers enjoyed each other’s intimate company. 
 
    Despite the farm work, training and pleasant company, a nagging thought crawled into Kavan’s moments of a certain siren who begged for his help. 
 
    After a few more days into the summer, the barn’s upgrade was complete. Abby, Belle, and Myn were overjoyed as they explored the new second floor and their bedrooms. The main area on the first floor was made into a seating and lounge area. A kitchen was built and supplied with cold chests. A storage room was added on the main floor to house harvested crops, but it wasn’t as big as Kavan wanted it to be. He told himself he would have to build a new storage area, after a short break. 
 
    Gained 2 degrees in Wood Working Skill! Wood Working Skill is now 5th degree, Skilled. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Social Skill! Social Skill is now 5th degree, Skilled. 
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 6 
 
    Tracking: 1 
 
    Farming: 4 
 
    Mining: 0 
 
    Social: 5 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 5 
 
    Metal Smithing: 4 
 
    Kavan noticed that even with the training days, his combat skill was not increasing. Viz was quick to remind him that the higher degree a skill was, the longer it would take to increase. The familiar wall of slow advancement was in place and the dragonkin knew he would have to keep working at it to make himself and his friends stronger. 
 
    With the barn finished and after a morning training, Durzol approached Kavan.  
 
    “I know the barn was a priority, but now that it is complete, I still have to fill Dura’s commission order. I’ve only completed half of the order of new bars for the library. I could use your help with smelting and making strong iron bars,” Durzol smiled. 
 
    “I’m here to help,” Kavan without hesitation. 
 
    Durzol smiled and nodded. “The commission will require a lot of iron ore. There is a quarry and a mine to the north east of Moonvale. It’s past Hynrik’s farm and hidden in the Greenwood Forest. I can show it to you first thing in the morning and we can mine together. 
 
    “I do have to warn you, the mine has monsters deeper down. They sometimes come up, so we should be armed when we go. I’ll bring some pickaxes and make sure to bring your satchel to carry the ore back.” 
 
    “Sounds good. I can meet you by the eastern gate and we can set off,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Durzol nodded and smiled. 
 
    Kavan glanced past the orc to see Lorta speaking with the taurs. Drayke was already long gone once training finished. 
 
    Durzol spoke up, “I have to go and keep working on that commission. My sister gets grumpy when things take too long.” 
 
    Kavan smirked. “Maybe I can distract her and take her out for tea?” 
 
    Durzol let out a hearty laugh. “Maybe you should do that soon. She has mentioned it a few times to me and I think she’s getting tired of waiting.” 
 
    The dragonkin nodded and glanced to the side. In the distance, through the trees, he spied the tall, white lighthouse again. The nagging thought returned and he felt he had put it off long enough. 
 
    “I’ll be sure to speak with your sister soon. I have something I have to attend to before I have some free time,” Kavan said. 
 
    Durzol nodded. “I understand. We all have a lot on our plates. Visitors keep coming into town by Gold Travels. My father told me that Moonvale is turning into a destination place to get away from the crowded city of Loduss. Shegga has been selling her jewelry by the dozens. Rujin, Kazko, and Drayke have barely kept up with the demand for food and drinks. Even Oaks is selling little wood figures he carved himself to children. There have been rumors that some repeat visitors have been thinking of buying buildings and making them summer lodgings. My father thinks the only thing holding them back is making sure the town is safe.” 
 
    “That is excellent news. I can understand, security is important,” Kavan nodded. 
 
    “My father may come to you soon about that, but right now, he is loving the extra gold in town. In the evenings, he has been working on designs and proposals to vote on with the town counsel. He may have you there when he presents them.” 
 
    The dragonkin placed his called hand on his friend’s shoulder. “You know I will do everything I can to help the mayor and the town.” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “I know. I see a bright future for Moonvale.” 
 
    The two friends smiled at each other before Kavan pulled back his hand and Durzol turned to leave. 
 
    “Have a great day, my friend. See you in the morning by the eastern gate,” Durzol said with a wave and walked toward the main gate. 
 
    Kavan watched his friend go before he turned his attention to Lorta. The troll walked toward him with a warmth in her dark eyes. When she was close, she bent her head down and the couple kissed. When she pulled back, her cheeks were glowing. 
 
    “I wish I could stay, but I have to get back. The bolids have been complaining about their fur and the heat. They fight me when I shear them during the rest of the year, but during summer, they are manic and want routine shearing,” Lorta said with a now tired look in her eyes. 
 
    “I can come over and help,” Kavan mentioned. 
 
    Lorta’s tired expression faded for a small moment. “I would love that, but I know you have duties here and around town. Your taurs are happy with the new accommodations, but they hinted at further demands.” 
 
    “There are always new demands,” Kavan said with a playful sigh. 
 
    “Yes, there are,” Lorta said as she looked the dragonkin up and down and let out her own, playful sigh. 
 
    Lorta shot Kavan a small, pleasant smile before turning and walking toward the main gate.  
 
    The dragonkin watched her go as the sun bathed her in light. Time slowed down as the troll walked away. The training made her quicker, and gave her a renewed confidence. Kavan couldn’t help the proud and affectionate feelings filling his spirit. 
 
    I never knew love could feel this powerful. 
 
    When Lorta was beyond the gate and walking toward town, Kavan turned his attention to Abby, Belle, and Myn staring at him with a dreamy glee in their eyes. 
 
    “We love Lorta!” the three taurs said in unison. 
 
    Kavan scratched at the back of his scaled head. “How long were the three of you watching?” 
 
    “Long enough to know master is in love,” Abby grinned. 
 
    “We see it with Onka and Zellee too!” Myn clasped her hands to her chin. 
 
    “We think you should bond with all three,” Belle said in a sleepy tone. 
 
    “Thank you all for your opinions, but relationships require enough time to know it's right. You can’t rush these things.” 
 
    The shoulders of the three taurs sagged and their heads hung forward in defeat. 
 
    “We just want master and his lovers happy,” the three of them said at the same time. 
 
    Kavan fought back the urge to smile. “We will see what the future holds, but for now, I’m going to take a walk to the beach. Make sure the crops are watered and after that, you can take the rest of the day off.” 
 
    Abby, Belle, and Myn stood at attention, their chests out and breasts straining against overalls. 
 
    “Yes master!” they said in unison. 
 
    Kavan nodded before walking toward the farmhouse. He glanced over his shoulder to see the taurs immediately crowd around each other and began talking in low whispers. Kavan guessed it was playful gossip, but he had other matters to attend to. 
 
    The dragonkin stepped onto the porch and then to the front door. He opened the front door and took his sheathed spear just inside. He strapped it over his chest, the half-spear comfortable against his back. He decided to leave his leather armor behind. It was a beautiful day and he liked the hot sunlight on his scales.  
 
    Door closed, Kavan made his way to the gate and the road just beyond. 
 
    Bird song filled the trees as Kavan made his way down the southern dirt road. The white lighthouse stood in the distance and the whisper of waves soothed Kavan’s spirit. He stared out, seeing the hint of sapphire blue waters as he strolled along. 
 
    Moments sped on and before he knew it, he reached the sandy white beach, lighthouse and dilapidated dock. Looking around, he saw there was no change to the area. The dock still looked rundown and weathered. The lighthouse had cracks running along the sides of it. Grim still covered the lighthouse windows, the lantern housing barely seen through the gray and green grime. 
 
    The dragonkin opened his senses and breathed in the warm, sea air. He kept his guard up, knowing dreggers liked to roam the nearby forests and beach. Memories of the ones he fought floated across his thoughts and he kept his senses sharp. 
 
    The waves were small with muffled crashes on the surf. Sunlight sparkled from the blue waters and the dragonkin resisted the urge to take a swim. 
 
    I have to find Nava and talk with her. Maybe I’ll go for a swim afterwards. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the small house and shop on the end of the dock over the sandy beach and surf. It was dark and showed no sign of movement within. The door was closed and the curtains drawn. The sign “Seadream Fish” was over the door, weathered and small bits of paint peeling off. 
 
    I might have missed her. She could be in town, or taking a swim. 
 
    Kavan just turned his attention to the sea and spotted the top of a head in the water. Pointed light blue ears stabbed up from the side of their head and long, dark blue hair was slicked back. Oval eyes gleamed in the sunlight as Nava stared at the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan lifted an arm and waved to the siren. 
 
    The head dipped down and was gone from sight. 
 
    “I might have taken too long to meet with her again. She might be mad at me,” Kavan whispered to himself. 
 
    A wave crashed on the beach. The moment the white foam faded away, Nava stepped out of the receding waters. She stood tall, for her short height. Her eyes were blank as she stepped easily onto the wet sand. Her webbed feet left footprints, which were soon washed away by another small wave. When she stepped onto dry sand, she looked at the dragonkin with a hint of sorrow in her eyes. 
 
    Kavan stepped closer and approached the siren. When he stood before her, she looked up and her expression soured. 
 
    “You didn’t have to come here to tell me that Brom was not going to teach me. Your silence was enough,” Nava said coldly. 
 
    Kavan tilted his head to the side as he looked down on the siren. “That is not why I’m here.” 
 
    The sorrow washed away from her eyes and a glimmer of hope returned. “He said he would teach me?” 
 
    Kavan looked to the side. “Not in so many words.” 
 
    Confusion filled the siren’s face. 
 
    Kavan sighed. “Brom does not wish to take on a new apprentice. He made that perfectly clear, but he suggested that I should take you on as an apprentice.” 
 
    Nava’s confused expression remained. “You? I don’t understand. Everyone in town knows Brom is teaching you how to use mana, but you’ve only been with us for over three months.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I know. Brom’s suggestion was a little odd, but he felt I could teach you what you want to know.” 
 
    A shrewd look filled Nava’s eyes before it melted away to a blank gaze. “Do you know necromancy?” 
 
    “To be honest, no. I know about the undead to some degree, but I haven’t performed any necromancy.” 
 
    Nava’s expression softened. “How can you teach me something that you don’t know?” 
 
    Kavan’s mind worked before he quickly realized what Brom was trying to do.  
 
    “I think Brom wants us to learn together. He showed me how to open myself to mana spheres and use their power. From what I’ve learned, it's not easy, but it's possible. The technique is straightforward, but it may help us learn more than what we know now,” Kavan explained. 
 
    Nava looked to the side and a short moment later, gave a small head nod. “The first step is the hardest. The only mana sphere I know is the water sphere. If we…” the siren trailed off. 
 
    Kavan waited patiently as Nava seemed to have some kind of internal war of thoughts. She bit her light blue lip and it appeared she was trying to make up her mind. The sounds of waves continued in the background before she looked up to Kavan with a determined gaze. 
 
    “Would you mind going for a swim? I have something I want to show you,” Nava said plainly. 
 
    Kavan nodded.  
 
    Nava turned and stepped back into the surf. When she was waist deep, she turned and looked at the dragonkin as he stepped out of his boots. He kept his leggings, shirt and sheathed spear on as he strode toward the incoming waves. Cool waters touched his bare, clawed feet as he stepped in. The water rose and the dragonkin made his way deeper. He looked up to see the siren in her simple shirt and shorts as she turned and dived into the water. He followed when the water was up to his chest, he took a deep breath and dived under. 
 
    The noise of the waves vanished as a serene pressure filled Kavan’s senses. A range of colored corals stood out against his slitted eyes as he swam down. 
 
    I’m glad dragonkin can hold their breaths for a long time. 
 
    Kavan swam down deeper to a sea floor of sand and many stones. Nava was swimming along the bottom, moving parallel to the beach. The dragonkin followed as shafts of sunlight penetrated the clear waters. 
 
    Time felt different underwater. Kavan heard his steady pulse behind his ears. The water felt wonderful against his skin and scales. When he wondered how much farther they had to go, he watched as Nava turned to a dark outcropping of rocks and disappeared behind them. 
 
    Kavan followed and when he swam to the very spot Nava disappeared, he saw a dark cave. He glanced around before a strange watery song touched his sensitive ears. Cautiously, he swam into the cave and followed the melodic sounds. 
 
    The cave was dark, but not dark enough to blind the dragonkin. Kavan’s gaze cut through the shadowy darkness. The tunnel curved up slightly and the melodic sounds pulsed through the water. Kavan grabbed stones along the bottom and propelled him further until he reached shimmering water. Feet touched the bottom and he swam upwards. 
 
    Torchlight greeted the dragonkin as he emerged from the water. A quick glance around showed he was in a cave. He took a deep breath and slowly stepped out of the sea pool and onto the firm cave floor. Nava’s song drifted as she stood further down the cave, a small lantern in her hand and a glowing torch on the wall by her head. 
 
    “Before you come any further, promise me you will keep this place secret. I haven’t shown it to anyone else. You’re the first.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he walked toward her. “I promise.” 
 
    Nava gave him a nod, turned and led the way. 
 
    The cave was much deeper as the pair walked along. Kavan looked around and ducked his horned head a few times because of the low ceiling. After another forty feet, a crude door stood before them with arcane symbols carved into it. 
 
    Nava turned to Kavan and looked up at him. “I’m going to show you something very personal to me. Please, don’t judge me.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I understand and will never judge you.” 
 
    Nava gave a firm nod before she took hold of the simple knob, turned it and opened the door. Nava stepped in first and Kavan followed. The moment the light touched the insides of the chamber, the dragonkin drank it in. 
 
    Simple shelves lined the walls to Kavan’s right and left. Each shelf had rows of different kinds of skulls. Some were simple and small. Others were large and carried different kinds of horns. The longer Kavan glanced from shelf to shelf, the more he saw how extensive Nava’s collection truly was. 
 
    At the far end of the underground chamber, a simple table and chair stood. Nava moved to it and touched symbols at the base of each candle holder. Small flames appeared along wicks and a gentle glow filled the back of the chamber. A closed, big leather-bound book sat on the table as candles glowed above it. 
 
    Nava turned around and rested her butt against the edge of the table, her body partially covering the book behind her. Her gaze was steady as she watched the dragonkin look at the shelves of skulls. 
 
    “This is an impressive collection,” Kavan remarked. 
 
    The siren nodded. “It’s easy to find skulls on the sea bottom, but harder to find intact ones. I like collecting the ones that are not damaged and worn down by the waves and sand. They look nicer.” 
 
    The siren bit her lip before lifting her chin. “My people don’t like death and the dead. They can be superstitious, but with some good reason. The dead often wander the seas. When you spend your whole life evading sea monsters and the dead, it can make anyone cautious.” 
 
    Nava looked down. “My collection is what cast me out of my tribe.” 
 
    Kavan looked upon the siren with concerned eyes.  
 
    Nava looked to the side and continued, “I was always fascinated with the dead. I remember when I found my first skull. I spent some time just holding it in my hands, exploring every curve and indent before I brought it home to show my family.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes hardened at the memory. “My father snatched it from me and shattered it with a rock. He and my mother scolded me for bringing a cursed item into our home. They forbade me from doing such a thing again, but I knew it was already too late for me. 
 
    “I found a small cave, not far from my village. I filled it with skulls and bones I found on my little adventures. I was obsessed. I never felt bad about it. I only felt bad that I thought my family would understand. It became my secret. 
 
    “After a time, I wasn’t content with just finding skulls and bones. I wanted to know more about death and the dead. Books don’t last long in sea water. My people often carved things into stone. We knew the common tongue for when we interacted with surface races. There are established trade routes and everyone worked together, bringing fish catches and kelp to traders on land. 
 
    “I befriended an orc fisher. We often talked and I asked her about books. She said she liked to read and would find me some books. When she came back, I would sit on her boat and read as she fished for her daily catch. I read books about the dead, death, and the gods. I learned about mana spheres and some of the history of magic. I felt like I had found what I was always looking for.” 
 
    A heat touched Nava’s eyes and her lip wrinkled in dismay. “My family discovered what I was doing.  They waited for me to return home and confronted me. They forbade me to see my friend, saying she was poisoning my mind. My brothers and sisters told my parents that they had followed me and found my secret cave.  
 
    “My parents forced me to show them the cave and when my family saw that I was still collecting bones and skulls, they flew into a rage and destroyed everything they could grab.” 
 
    Nava slowly blinked as a deep sorrow filled her eyes. “I watched them destroy my collection and I was powerless to stop them. 
 
    “That very night, while everyone slept, I gathered what little I could and swam off. I didn’t belong in my village anymore. Swimming at night in the sea is dangerous, but I didn’t care. I knew I had to get away from them. 
 
    “I swam for days along the coast. When I saw the Moonvale lighthouse, I crawled onto land and made my way to town. That was about five years ago. I met the mayor and many others. I told them I didn’t have a home anymore and they welcomed me to the town. 
 
    “I fished off the dock and brought fresh fish to the town. I eventually earned enough gold to buy the shop on the dock and make it my home. There was an available seat on the town council and I took it so I could show my gratitude and help Moonvale become better.” 
 
    Nava hugged her waist as a shadow touched her eyes. “The library was a magical place for me. I spent hours out of the day, reading everything I could. I finally felt I was where I belonged. I dreamed of magic, gods, and goddesses. I devoured stories about great mages performing grand deeds with magic.  
 
    “When the town began to decline and residents were leaving, I was heartbroken. I had found this magical little town and it was slowly dying. We tried as the town council to find ways to keep residents here, but it was a losing battle. I vowed to stay and help the town, but not everyone felt the same.” 
 
    Nava looked into Kavan’s eyes as he listened. “The night we discussed dissolving the town and moving the resident to Loduss, Onka appeared and showed us her power.” 
 
    The siren bowed her head. “Even in my tribe and village, they follow the dragon gods. To speak of the old gods would bring a curse to any who would listen or say their names. I didn’t care. I devoured every book I could find about the old gods. I studied the God of Death, Decay, and the Harvest, Samhayn. I knew I wanted to be his acolyte and have the very power over death and the dead.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes gleamed in the candlelight. “It was all a dream, until Onka showed her true self. The old gods were still alive. They moved among us, hiding from the dragon gods. If Hexnia was still alive, then so was Samhayn and many of the older gods. 
 
    “When you arrived, the town began to change. Real hope returned and I knew I couldn’t let this chance slip away. If Hexnia was here, then I could follow the ways of Samhayn and study his teachings. I could be an acolyte and help the old gods. My dream became my cause.” 
 
    The siren turned around and took hold of the thick book. She opened it and pressed her webbed hands to the desk on either side of it. Kavan stepped closer and looked down, seeing a page turned to summoning ghosts and spirits from beyond the veil. 
 
    “The spells and rituals of necromancy are vague. I have some mana, but I do not have access to the correct sphere. I’ve tried the spells several times and with no effect. I want to help. I want to protect Moonvale and worship Samhayn, but I’m missing aspects that only a learned mage can teach. I tried to win Brom’s favor and he denied me. As you can see, I am at the end of my tether and I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Kavan touched Nava’s shoulder. The siren turned to him with defeated eyes. 
 
    The dragonkin gave the siren a small, encouraging smile. “I wouldn’t say there was no effect. For a few nights, several ghosts and spirits have visited the road outside my home.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes widened. “Truly?” 
 
    Before Kavan could say another word, Nava moved to a shelf and picked up a thick skull. She turned it around and showed it to him. 
 
    “Was one of them an orc?” the siren asked with wide eyes. 
 
    “Yes, I saw an orc spirit,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    A bright smile filled the siren’s face as she hugged the skull to her chest. “I did it! I was able to summon a spirit from beyond the veil!” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I think, with the correct sphere, the spells and rituals could become more focused. Brom taught me focus and opening oneself to mana spheres. Some need more focus and effort than others, but if we work together, we can help each other learn together.” 
 
    Nava put the skull on the shelf before rushing to Kavan and hugging him around the waist. Kavan looked down with understanding eyes as the siren hugged him fiercely. After a small moment, he touched her shoulders and she let go. The siren took a step back as Kavan kept his hands on her shoulders. 
 
    “Brom encouraged me to help you learn how to use mana spheres, but there is a stipulation. You cannot perform any dark magic in the sea. Brom believes it will bring monsters from the deep to find you and report to the dragon goddess, Sokaa. 
 
    “If you can follow this rule, then I can help you with what I know and we can learn together.” 
 
    Nava gave a firm nod as a webbed hand grabbed the dragonkin’s arm. “I swear not to perform spells or rituals in the sea. I swear it to the old gods and to you.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and let go. “Then we can start training our magic together.” 
 
    “Can we start tomorrow morning?” Nava asked with an edge of excitement. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I have two things to do tomorrow, but we can meet tomorrow afternoon. Be at my farm and we can go to another location so we can train privately.” 
 
    Nava kept her grin as she hugged Kavan around the waist again. 
 
    “Thank you, Kavan. I never thought this day would come. You’ve changed my life!” 
 
    Kavan hugged the siren to him as he looked down on her. 
 
    I think we changed each other’s lives. 
 
    The dragonkin and siren held each other for a small moment as the faint sounds of dripping water echoed along the cave to the open chamber door.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Twelve 
 
    Sunlight painted the tops of towers and homes of Moonvale. Golden light shined from the horizon as cool night air began to warm to the new day. Flocks of birds soared into the sky as an orc moved along the cobblestone streets and made his way toward the eastern gate. 
 
    Durzol looked to the gate down the street, his large green hand moving his satchel strap so it was comfortable across his wide shoulders and chest. He spotted a red dragonkin standing by the closed eastern gate and the two waved to each other. Once they met up, the two friends clasped forearms before turning to the closed gate, removing the metal beam keeping it shut, and opening the gate doors to the lush countryside. 
 
    The pair made their way out, sunlight illuminating the vibrant green grass. In the distance along the eastern road, a vast farm stood. A three-story farm was close to the road. A stone tower stood, accompanied by a large barn. Across the farmland, stalks of corn stood, drinking up the first rays of the day. 
 
    A figure moved, their upper body just above the stalks of corn. Hynrik moved carefully on long spider legs. The arachnix’s attention was on an ear of corn and his fingers running along it. He turned his attention to another and did the same. Something touched his senses and broke his concentration. He looked up and saw Kavan and Durzol as they waved to him. 
 
    The arachnix cracked a small, gruff grin, lifted his arm and waved to them. He dropped his arm and watched them as they turned off the east dirt road and made their way north to the edge of the Greenwood Forest. He eyed them a bit longer, until they reached the edge of the forest. When they stepped onto a thin dirt path and vanished from sight, he lowered his attention to his crops and resumed his morning inspection. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol made their way along the dirt path. Shafts of early morning light stabbed through the canopy, giving the forest a mystical glow. 
 
    Kavan looked around and let out a cleansing exhale.  
 
    Every time I think I’m getting used to Voldor, it always seems to surprise me with its beauty. 
 
    The trees began to part and it wasn’t long before the pair of friends reached a deep, stone pit quarry. The two friends moved to the edge and looked down. Kavan eyed the quarry. It had cut marks along the stone walls. Large blocks were scattered in the middle. Some of the standing stones were cut or cracked. The ground was nothing more than brown dirt and small patches of green grass. To the north of the quarry, a dark and wide cave opening stood. Signs ran along the edges of the cave with words of warning scrawled into them. 
 
    “Let’s get down there and I’ll show you around before we start mining,” Durzol said and pointed to stone steps carved next to the edge of where they were standing. 
 
    The two friends made their way down the worn, stone steps and reached the bottom. Kavan swiveled his head, mentally mapping it out. 
 
    “If you simply need stone, the standing stones or walls will provide you with more than enough. It’s the most basic and plentiful material to gather from here. The area is pretty quiet. I think monsters don’t like it down here because there isn’t any place to really hide,” Durzol spoke as they walked. 
 
    The orc lifted a thick arm and pointed to the cave entrance with the signs, “That’s the mine. Not sure how deep it goes. I’ve only been down about three levels and I wouldn’t recommend going any deeper. I’ve sometimes heard things lurking down there like clicks or scraps. I’ve run into large crawlers from time to time, but anything else down there tends to stay down there.  
 
    “The ore we need can be found on the first and second floor. Plenty of copper and iron veins. I also recommend mining early in the day. By late afternoon, I’ve heard some strange sounds coming closer.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and absorbed the information. 
 
    They reached the mouth of the mine. Various signs hung, but they all pretty much said the same thing, enter with caution and beware of monsters. 
 
    “Why so many signs?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Durzol nodded. “My father and the council decided safety and warnings were top priority since we lost a miner many years ago. Velk was a strong orc and loved to mine. He said it helped him stay in shape. He was tough as iron and wanted to mine deeper. There is a belief there is starstone down there and he wanted to find it. One morning he went in and never came out. After two weeks of searching, he wasn’t found. His family left after a few months, unable to bear knowing that he was gone.” 
 
    Durzol stared into the darkness of the cave. “I’ve heard whispers when I come here sometimes. I often wonder if it’s Velk, trying to talk to me.” 
 
    The blacksmith lifted a meaty hand and slammed it down on Kavan’s shoulder. “You’ll be fine if you don’t follow any ghosts.” 
 
    Kavan looked over to the orc with a wry gaze before the two of them began laughing. When the laughing died down, Durzol grinned. 
 
    “Let’s get in there and mine,” the orc said as he opened his satchel. 
 
    Kavan looked at Durzol's satchel as his hand plunged into a magical pocket. He pulled it out with iron pickaxes warping from the pocket’s depths. When they cleared the satchel opening, the pickaxes were now full-sized. Durzol handed one to Kavan and the orc hefted the other one in his hands. 
 
    The pair stepped into the mine entrance and were slowly engulfed in darkness. 
 
    Kavan looked around, trying to see through the dark. A row of small lights appeared and soon, light filled the cave. 
 
    “I installed some magical lanterns that we ordered from Loduss. They light in the presence of bodies and movement. It always scares away the more skittish monsters,” Durzol said with sharp eyes. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he walked along. They had made it over a hundred feet in when Durzol turned to a wall that had large chunks taken out of it. The dragonkin eyed it, thinking it little like Swiss cheese. The longer he stared, the more he noticed the faint gleam of a metal vein along the wall. 
 
    Durzol moved to the gray vein and ran his hand down it. “This is the iron ore vein I mine from normally. Behind you is a few veins of copper. I thought we would start here so it's as easy as possible. There should be more than enough iron here for the library commission. Shall we get started?” 
 
    Kavan nodded and hefted his pickaxe. 
 
    Durzol smiled before lifting his pickaxe and slamming it against the metal vein. The walls cracked and chunks of ore fell to the dirt floor. The orc swung his large arms like a titan, ore flaking off and landing on the ground. 
 
    The dragon moved over to the side. He lifted his pickaxe and slammed the sharp end into the wide, iron vein. The pickaxe sparked, but nothing came off.  
 
    Looks like I will have to put a little more muscle into it. 
 
    Kavan steadied himself, lifted the pickaxe and slammed it down again. Sparks flew up and small, palm sized chunks fell off. The dragonkin smiled as he lifted the pickaxe again and brought it down. 
 
    Time flowed on as the dragonkin and orc worked. The clattering of their pickaxes against the wall echoed throughout the cavern-like mine. The sharp metal on metal was enough to make the most sensitive of ears cringe, but Durzol and Kavan quickly grew used to it as they continued to work, side by side. 
 
    After a time, an alert appeared and scrolled across Kavan’s gaze. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Mining Skill! Mining Skill is now 1st degree, Weak. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he kept at it, swinging his arms and pickaxe with renewed vigor. 
 
    After another hour, another alert touched his gaze. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Mining Skill! Mining Skill is now 2nd degree, Average. 
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 6 
 
    Tracking: 1 
 
    Farming: 4 
 
    Mining: 2 
 
    Social: 5 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 5 
 
    Metal Smithing: 4 
 
      
 
    Kavan huffed and rested the end of the pickaxe on the ground.  
 
    My strength and constitution should have allowed me to mine all day. I’m pretty strong, but it seems sustaining it is a different skill entirely. 
 
    Kavan looked over at Durzol. The orc was humming as his arms and pickaxe moved in defined arcs. He gave no hint of struggling or getting tired. For the orc, it was just another day in the mine. 
 
    “With enough time and dedication, your Mining Skill will allow you to mine for longer periods,” Viz explained. 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself.  
 
    Durzol made one final swing and a large chunk of orc crashed on the rubble at his feet. He turned to Kavan and noticed his much smaller pile of iron ore and nodded. 
 
    “That is still pretty good for your first-time mining. You’ll get better. Let’s gather what we have. It should be enough to complete the commission,” Durzol said with kind eyes and slight smile. 
 
    The two friends knelt down and opened their satchels. They picked up pieces of ores and stuffed them into magical deep pockets. When they were finished, the two closed their satchels and stood up. 
 
    Kavan hefted his satchel, noticing it was slightly heavier than before, but not as heavy if he was simply carrying all the ore he collected. 
 
    “Satchels of Holding help lighten the weight. I believe with a better satchel, you will be able to hold more and it will still be light as a feather,” Viz said across Kavan’s mind. 
 
    Maybe after I sell my first crop, I’ll earn enough to buy one of Shegga’s better satchels? They were expensive the last time I checked the price. 
 
    “Or, you could go out on a date with her and have her gift one to you?” Viz smiled. 
 
    Still trying to pimp me out for gold and gifts? 
 
    “Yes,” Viz said, followed by a small laugh. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol left the mine and walked out into the early, sunny afternoon. They crossed the quarry and climbed the stone steps. Once they were on the path through the forest, a thought slipped into Kavan’s mind. 
 
    “Durzol, I’m planning on stopping by the library to ask your sister out for tea,” Kavan mentioned. 
 
    Durzol nodded as he looked forward. “You’re wondering if I’m going to murder you if you touch my sister.” 
 
    Kavan looked over to the orc’s stern expression.  
 
    Durzol kept his gaze forward for a moment before turning his hard gaze to Kavan. The two of them looked at each other as they walked. Durzol’s mouth was firm until an edge began to lift and twitch. A blink later, the orc began laughing. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he watched Durzol laugh and chuckle. When the laughter died down, the orc gave the dragonkin a sheepish, amused look. 
 
    “Dura is her own person. If I had an issue, it wouldn’t so much be between us, but between my sister and me. And let me tell you, she has a strong punch that has forced me to my knees on more than one occasion.  
 
    “You have nothing to fear from me, my friend. You have everything to fear with her,” Durzol winked. 
 
    The pair chuckled as they walked along the thin, dirt path. When they reached the edge of the Greenwood Forest, Kavan slowed down. 
 
    “You go ahead. I think I’m going to explore the forest here for a little while,” Kavan said. 
 
    Durzol nodded and smiled. “I’ll see you for our morning training session tomorrow. Enjoy your day.” 
 
    Kavan watched as the orc walked off with his face toward the sun. Durzol smiled with his eyes closed as he basked in the warm light. When he was far enough away, Kavan dropped his satchel, bent down and opened it. 
 
    The dragonkin shifted through the inner mystical pockets until he grabbed some fabric. He pulled out a nice, bolid fur shirt. It was white and loose. He took off his dirty shirt from mining, and put on the new shirt. He then rummaged through the satchel and pulled out another pair of leggings. He took off his old ones and put on the new ones. Boots slipped over his clawed feet and he looked himself over. 
 
    “Trying to impress Dura?” Viz said with an amused tone. 
 
    I think meeting in dirty clothes from mining will not set off the best impression. Refreshed and relaxed will. 
 
    “I thought your love life was already complicated?” Viz smiled. 
 
    It’s complicated, but there is nothing wrong with meeting someone for tea.   
 
    Kavan picked up his satchel and pulled the strap over his head. The leather strap laid across his chest as he began walking toward the eastern gate of Moonvale. When he arrived, he stepped through the gate and made his way deeper into town. 
 
    The town moved with activity. Residents moved about their day. Some stood and talked to others. The mood was relaxed as everyone was enjoying the fine summer day. Kavan walked past Orb Styles. He glanced in through the shop window to see Zellee speaking with a few new visitors to town. The female goblins looked to the arachnix in awe as she showed them some of her designs. 
 
    Kavan continued on and walked past Sturdy Planks. Oaks stood outside his shop with Shegga. Oak’s head was bent a little forward and his gaze purely on the kobold. Kavan wasn’t sure, but he looked annoyed as Shegga talked to him. The kobold spoke with a sliver of an attitude and often gestured with her hand, Kavan guessed to make sure she still had the goblin’s attention.  
 
    When Kavan was about to walk past them, Shegga glanced over and a wide smile bloomed. 
 
    “Magistrate Cynder! So good to see you!” the kobold gushed as her whole demeanor changed to pleasant surprise. 
 
    Kavan nodded to Shegga and Oaks. “Good to see you too. I hope all is well?” 
 
    Oak’s lips wrinkled in dismay. Shegga’s oval eyes were wide, as was her smile. 
 
    “All is well. Perhaps you can help us with our little discussion, Magistrate?” the kobold blinked. 
 
    “As I said, no, I will not create your weapon,” Oaks scowled. 
 
    Shegga ignored the goblin. “Oaks is refusing my generous commission. Considering what we endured with the xykks, it is in the interest of the town and our own personal safety to be properly armed for any threats to Moonvale.” 
 
    Oaks shook his head. “I don’t make weapons and never will.” 
 
    Shegga sighed as she kept her focus on Kavan. “As you can see, our wood master is being difficult. I’m willing to pay extra coin for him, but he continues to refuse me.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at each of them before focusing on the kobold. “What do you want him to build?” 
 
    Shegga nodded. “A reloadable crossbow. During the fight at the church, I was only able to fire one bolt. The crossbow was too heavy and I wasn’t strong enough to pull back the cord.” 
 
    The kobold shifted her annoyed gaze to Oaks, “I want our wood master to create a lighter and easier to reload crossbow, but he has made it difficult.” 
 
    Oaks stamped his foot. “I no make weapons! I build for Moonvale and its people, but I no make weapons. You cannot make me build it!” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he watched Oaks grow more and more frustrated. “Shegga, he doesn’t have to take a commission if he doesn’t want to. It is his business.” 
 
    Shegga’s oval eyes narrowed. “And if I refuse to sell him any supplies, he has no recourse? It is, after all, my business and I can sell to whoever I wish.” 
 
    “It’s not the same,” Oaks growled. 
 
    Kavan eyed the snide kobold as Oak’s little green hands balled into tight fists. 
 
    The dragonkin closed his eyes and let out a small exhale. “Shegga, I have to stock my office with weapons and armor. I’m guessing Loduss may have such a crossbow you can own. I’ll place an order with the mayor, so that I will have plenty of weapons on hand. I will be sure to order a smaller, reloadable crossbow for you. Since it is to protect your shop and home, I’ll see if we can order it without any cost to you. It may take some time, but once I have it, I’ll hand it over to you.” 
 
    Shegga’s snide look melted away and a bright smile ran along her small snout. “That would be most acceptable, Magistrate. You are truly a grand help in our small town. Once I have my crossbow, I will see to it you're rewarded for your good deed.” 
 
    The kobold in the simple dress glanced at Oaks and gave him a look before turning and walking away. 
 
    Oaks watched her go with annoyed eyes. He then turned his attention to Kavan. 
 
    “I know we must defend our town, but I will not build weapons for it. I want a peaceful life. I build one weapon, others will want. I will add more pain to our town,” Oaks said with an edge of exasperation. 
 
    Kavan smiled kindly at the goblin. “Oaks, you never have to build or fill a commission you’re not comfortable with. If Shegga, or anyone else gives you any trouble, send them to me and I’ll set them straight. You have my word.” 
 
    The goblin visibly relaxed and bowed his head. “Thank you, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Kavan. I like to think of us as friends,” the dragonkin smiled. 
 
    Oaks looked up and smiled. “Thank you, Kavan.” 
 
    Kavan said his goodbyes and walked away. Oaks sighed and walked back into his shop, the door closing behind him. 
 
    The dragonkin reached the center of town. He turned onto North Street and made his way along the cobblestone street. He passed the church and soon reached the library. The front door opened and Dura stepped out. She closed the door and locked it into place. 
 
    Kavan noticed the light blue dress she wore. It flowed down to her ankles. The waist was cinched and the top covered her, but left her arms bare. The dragonkin looked at her for a moment, seeing the slender strength along the beautiful orc. Her hair was tied in a bun and her green skin nearly glowed in the daylight. Her form was toned, but not overly muscled. The dragonkin instantly thought Dura looked like someone who cross-trained on Earth, all she needed was spandex to complete the look. The blue dress almost didn’t go with her physique, but for some reason, Kavan thought it worked for her. 
 
    Dura turned around, looked down the steps and spotted the dragonkin. A small smile formed as she stepped over and took each step down. 
 
    “Good timing. I was just going to have lunch and some tea at the Blue Lantern,” Dura said as she reached the bottom. 
 
    “It is good timing. I did say we should meet for tea. It seems now is the perfect time,” Kavan smirked. 
 
    “Yes,” Dura eyed him, “for the both of us. Shall we have lunch together?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I think we shall.” 
 
    Dura smiled as she and Kavan began walking down the street, back to the town center. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the now shy orc. Dura walked with a hint of silent cheeriness. They reached the town center and stepped over to West Street. They walked along until they reached the Blue Lantern Inn. Kavan opened the door and Dura stepped inside. 
 
    Rujin was tending to a few patrons when he saw Kavan and Dura. The tall troll smiled and gestured to an open, two-seater table. Dragonkin and orc made their way over and sat down, their table by the window. 
 
    “I was beginning to give up on meeting for tea,” Dura said with a knowing smirk. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “It has been very busy lately, but I never forgot.”  
 
    Rujin appeared by their table with a pair of menus. “What will you have today?” 
 
    Kavan took a menu and looked it over. Dura waved the menu away and looked up to the tall troll with a warm smile. 
 
    “I’ll have a red berry tea and your delicious meat and cheese plate,” Dura said with practiced ease. 
 
    Rujin nodded and turned to Kavan. “And for you, Magistrate?” 
 
    Kavan looked over the menu for a moment before handing it back. “It appears meat is back on the menu. I’ll have the same.” 
 
    Rujin took the menu, bowed slightly, turned and walked toward the kitchen entrance. 
 
    Gentle conversation floated through the room from several occupied tables. Visitors from Loduss were talking, some enjoying tea and others enjoying a glass of wine. Several visitors glanced over at the dragonkin and orc, smiles blooming and some talking in excited hushed whispers. 
 
    “I’m sure they are talking about you. Not many people see a dragonkin in the flesh,” Dura said in a low tone. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “So, I hear.” 
 
    Dura looked across the table at the dragonkin for a moment, drinking in his features. “Do you still not remember a time before your travels?” 
 
    Kavan was slightly taken aback, but didn’t show it. “I think it comes and goes when I dream. I can’t remember much and I forget by the time I truly wake up.” 
 
    Dura nodded. “It must have been unpleasant. People suppress negative memories and histories so they don’t have to relive them.” 
 
    Kavan smirked. “I’m having a great time here in Moonvale, aside from the xykks, ferals, and occasional monsters.” 
 
    “Welcome to Moonvale, where you can be yourself, but have to be ready to fight wild monsters at any given moment.” 
 
    Rujin came over with a silver tray. On the tray was a small teapot and two cups on saucers. He placed down the small teapot, steam rising up from the nozzle. He then placed each saucer and cup before the couple, before picking up the teapot and filling each cup with a red tinged tea. When each cup was full, he bowed his head again, turned and walked off. 
 
    “Rujin takes pride in his work,” Dura smiled as she took hold of her teacup and lifted it up. 
 
    Kavan did the same. The pair took a long sip before placing the cups back on their saucers. 
 
    “I know this isn’t just a meeting for tea. You mentioned before that you had questions about the dragon gods and the old gods,” Dura said with relaxed eyes. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I read the book you gave me about the pantheons. It was very vague on a few points. I want to have a better understanding of what happened thousands of years ago between the dragons and the old gods.” 
 
    Dura’s calm expression stayed as she took another sip and put the cup down. “There have been many books written on the time of the Celestial War. You have to sift through it to find many kernels of truth. I spent a lot of time in my youth reading about it. Most people I’ve known often had an obsessive fascination with the war. It was often talked about and stirred much of my curiosity.” 
 
    Dura picked up her cup and held it before her, steam rising up like smoky tentacles from it. “Many seers across Voldor witnessed it as it happened. Much was written down, but it's fragmented. Even some of the non-hudenn seers suffered madness from the events as they played out.” 
 
    Kavan rested his elbows on the table and leaned forward a little, “How did it first begin? How exactly did the dragon’s overthrow the old pantheon?” 
 
    Dura regarded the dragonkin before she continued, “It is believed, the dragons plotted their invasion for a long time. There was an ancient God of Madness and Decay. Their name was Thulu. A tentacled deity with the power of the mind and the dead. Their power rivaled that of Drogoss, the God of Light and Shadow.  
 
    “You have to understand, dragons were plentiful on Voldor for many millennia. They were favored by all and many often searched out dragons for knowledge and understanding the universe. They lived peacefully with all on Voldor and were highly regarded. 
 
    “A few thousand years ago, there was a great celestial event. No one knows what exactly it was, but right before it, an army of dragons opened portals and invaded the underworld. They directly attacked Thulu by the hundreds.” 
 
    Dura looked away as she recalled her many readings. “The seers wrote down much of the terror and hope the dragons endured by taking on such a powerful deity. They attacked as one and died by the dozens. The strongest dragons banded together and unleashed all of their power on Thulu.  
 
    “For a time, they were losing. The ancient god was powerful and uncompromising. He attacked their minds and destroyed their bodies, but even a deity can weaken over time. Out of hundreds of powerful dragons who attacked Thulu, their number fell to twelve, but Thulu was brought to his limit and tried to escape. 
 
    “The remaining twelve didn’t let the god get far. They used the last of their power to slay him. The god from ancient nightmares was no more. The remaining twelve dragons took hold of Thulu’s power and made it their own. Next, they unleashed Thulu’s power of madness and focused it on the hudenns of Voldor.” 
 
    Dura put her cup down and sat back in her chair, eyes filled with knowledge. “Hudenns and elves were favored among the gods and they were the target of the dragon’s power. In one night, every hudenn went mad. There was no warning, only a single dark act to break the power of the old gods. The elves were next and their demise lasted weeks, but the damage was done. Many of the old gods weakened, as their power diminished. Too weak to gather their strength, tens of thousands of dragons stormed the higher and lower planes.” 
 
    The orc smiled, but her eyes contained a wicked gleam. “Even a weakened god is stronger than many dragons. The battle across the higher and lower realms raged for a long time. Some said the true battle was merely weeks. Others say it lasted years. No one can agree on how long, but it did happen. 
 
    “As far as we know through visions and seers, many gods were weakened and fled. Some stayed to fight and were torn to pieces. Others were imprisoned, even to this day, so it is said.” 
 
    “Kana and Orrem, goddess and god of the sea are still imprisoned,” Kavan said. 
 
    Dura nodded. “Xynera, Goddess of Lust and Dreams is also imprisoned. As is Samhayn, God of Death, Decay and the Harvest. 
 
    “Others were not so lucky. Tantia, Goddess of Night, Luhorr, God of Books and Knowledge, Roohr, God of Monsters, all slain. Many others escaped, some to other realms and some say others are hiding here on Voldor, gathering their power to take back the celestial realms.” 
 
    Kavan drank in every word. “But does anyone know why the dragons did it? Why did they storm the heavens and the underworlds to kill deities?” 
 
    Dura sighed. “It’s a question no one, other than dragons and dragonkin, have an answer for. The dragonkin are secretive with everything they do. Those who are not dragonkin, are not allowed in the Spire Cities. Any who tried were met with swift deaths and families cursed.  
 
    “Since it has been so long ago, no one attempts to enter the cities and the last cursed family died out over two thousand years ago. The dragonkin’s power is absolute and the many people of Voldor have simply accepted it and the dragon god pantheon.” 
 
    Dura’s eyes gleamed in the light and a small smile formed. “Maybe, when you get your memories back, you will be able to tell me the truth of what happened? It would be a childhood dream to know what set everything in motion and changed our entire world.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and smiled. “If I do remember, or find out, you’ll be the first to know.” 
 
    Dura’s smile remained as she kept her steady gaze on the dragonkin. “I must say, you continue to surprise me. When I first saw you, I had all these assumptions of ego and an uncompromising will. I never expected you to be so… personable.” 
 
    “I’m happy to disappoint,” Kavan grinned. 
 
    Dura shook her head. “Onka, Lorta, and Zellee are very fortunate to have your affections. I dare say, I’m a little jealous.” 
 
    Kavan’s grin turned into a small smile. “The four of us are not bonded, if that is a concern?” 
 
    “Is that an invitation?” the orc smiled and pink touched her green cheeks. 
 
    “It’s merely a current truth. I don’t know what the future holds and we are enjoying each other’s company,” Kavan said with sly flair. 
 
    Dura nodded, Kavan’s reflection in her dark eyes. She leaned forward again and her gaze fell to the dragonkin’s strong neck. 
 
    “In ancient times, if an orc woman wanted a mate, she often attacked him. If during the fight, she bit him and he didn’t strike her back, then the two or more would fall into passionate embraces and love each other for several nights.  
 
    “It is not often practiced anymore, now that gifts have replaced the ancient ways for many races.” 
 
    “The old ways sound a little chaotic,” Kavan said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Dura nodded lightly. “The old ways were, but such passion they produced. Sometimes, several females would attack a male orc, or several males would attack a female orc. There were even times when groups banded together during festivals and won battles, to attack each other and fall into decadent orgies. When children were born from such orgies, a new clan would break off from the main clan and all would care for the children as their own, no matter who the father or mother was. It has no real place in our societies anymore, but it is whispered that some still follow the old traditions among feral orc clans.” 
 
    Dura reached over and touched Kavan’s scaled hand, a heat in her eyes. “I can be quite passionate, if the right spirit lights my fire.” 
 
    Kavan raised a boney eye ridge when Rujin appeared by their table with a silver tray. 
 
    “Your order,” the troll stated simply as he picked up medium sized plates filled with cooked meat and an assortment of cheeses. He placed each of them down before the pair. 
 
    Dura withdrew her hand, but the pink in her cheeks stayed. She bowed her head for a moment as Rujin bowed to them, turned and left. 
 
    Kavan picked up a piece of meat and placed it in his mouth. The dragonkin eyed Dura as she picked up a large piece of cooked meat and tore off part of it between her teeth. The two eyed each other in comforting silence as the mood glowed between them. 
 
    A conversation bloomed and the couple talked about the new bars for the library. Kavan informed the librarian that he was helping Durzol to fashion iron bars. Dura nodded, but her gaze drifted along Kavan’s features. When lunch was finished, Kavan paid for the meals and the pair made their way outside. 
 
    On the street, Dura turned to Kavan and looked into his slitted eyes. 
 
    “Lunch was very enjoyable. I’m normally available at this time of the day, if you want to do it again?” 
 
    Kavan bowed deeply from the hip. “I would be honored to have lunch again, or simply seeing each other. It doesn’t have to be lunch.” 
 
    Dura waited until Kavan stood up and smiled. “The Summer Dream Festival is in two weeks. If we don’t meet before then, I will search for you during the festival.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I will do the same.” 
 
    Dura smiled shyly before turning and walking away. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze fell to her strong backside and let it linger for a long moment before letting out a small exhale. 
 
    “I thought your love life was already complicated!” Viz half shouted and half laughed along Kavan’s mind. 
 
    Kavan closed his eyes and sighed. 
 
    I don’t have an answer. The mood around town has been very relaxed. I’m getting the impression that with me as magistrate and some of our wins against monsters and ferals, everyone is less stressed. 
 
    “That tracks, but there is something else I’ve noticed when I connect to your senses from time to time.” 
 
    Kavan blinked as he waited for the mental AI. 
 
    “When Onka has been close to us, something is pulsing from her. It’s very light, barely noticeable, but it’s there. You're often distracted when she jumps you, but I can sense something of her power.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head.  
 
    Is some of Hexnia’s power leaking out? Is she the actual cause for everyone feeling… so free? 
 
    “I don’t know for certain. It’s just a theory. Onka has been incredibly relaxed with you. It could also be a combination of what you said, recent wins. I will continue to observe.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as a small realization slithered into his mind. 
 
    Viz, I think I’ve asked you this before, but have you been present when… 
 
    “I have, sometimes,” Viz said plainly. “I wasn’t just an assistant AI. I was there to help ground you as a player and help ease any frustrations within the game.” 
 
    Therapist, in more ways than one. 
 
    Kavan chuckled to himself on the cobblestone street. 
 
    “You could say that,” Viz smiled across Kavan’s mind. 
 
    The dragonkin began walking eastward, toward the town center. As he passed Onka’s shop, he glanced over to see it was closed. 
 
    She’s been very happy when she comes to the farm, but I haven’t seen her much around town. I don’t think she’s opened the shop for a while.  
 
    “She could still be handling her personal crisis. She has acted like her old self, but that doesn’t mean what happened doesn’t affect her anymore. It could be buried in her subconscious and she continues to wrestle with it. It could take months to years before she is at peace with what happened,” Viz said. 
 
    Kavan kept walking and turned his attention forward. 
 
    True, but we don’t know what it means for a goddess to have a mental breakdown. Her power came out when she thought I was in danger. It may have caused more damage than she knows, and is afraid it may happen again. I wish I had an answer to help comfort her, but I don’t. Unless Moonvale goes through a very long period of peace, she may be a little skittish.  
 
    “Look at you, using understanding and logic like a therapist. My influence has been paying off,” Viz grinned. 
 
    You give sound advice. I would be an idiot if I didn’t take what you said seriously. 
 
    “This is true,” Viz giggled. 
 
    Kavan turned onto South Street and made his way to the southern gate. It didn’t take long for him to reach the dirt road and walk toward his farm in the small distance. Thoughts swirled as Kavan’s mind slipped from one piece of information to another. His world was becoming more and more complicated, but protecting Moonvale and its people glowed with strong purpose. Relationships soon filled his thoughts as Lorta, Zellee, Dura, and especially Onka appeared in his mind. Each one glowed across his thoughts and spirit as the dragonkin wondered if his love life would only grow into something more. 
 
    I never thought of bonding with so many, but the longer I think about it, the more natural it feels. Is this because of Onka’s influence, or is it my own desires? 
 
    Kavan silently contemplated to himself when he reached the front gate of his farm. He opened it, stepped in and closed it behind him. Thoughts washed away as he looked up and saw a certain siren sitting on his porch steps.  
 
    Nava smiled as she slowly stood up. A shawl was draped over her shoulders. Long, black gloves covered her webbed hands and reached to her just before her elbows. She wore shorts, showing her creamy light blue thighs and thigh high leather boots. Her hair was out and hung down, spilling over her shoulders. An excitement filled her eyes as she gazed at the approaching dragonkin. 
 
    “I’m here for our first lessons,” Nava said with a cheery smile. “Let’s visit the cemetery and see what we can dig up,” the siren winked as a warm breeze caused her shawl to billow in the afternoon light. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirteen 
 
    Kavan stepped out of his front door with his spear in hand. He looked at Nava as she patiently waited at the bottom stairs of the porch. Sunlight bathed the world in golden, afternoon light. The hint of approaching evening touched the air as the afternoon light began to shift as the sun sank lower in the sky. 
 
    The siren was all smiles as the dragonkin sheathed his now half-spear behind his back. A tattered satchel was at his hip and strap across his chest. Leather armor covered his chest, shoulders, and part of his arms. A cloak hung from his shoulders and around his neck. The idea of wearing a cloak in the summer was absurd to most, but the heat of the day did not affect him like many others. In fact, Kavan felt more and more comfortable with hot days. It licked at his core, speaking a personal language no one would understand unless they too were dragonkin. 
 
    Nava watched as Kavan crossed the porch, stepped down the small set of stairs and stood beside the siren.  
 
    The dragonkin looked down on the casually dressed Nava. She had a sheathed dagger at her belt and no armor. 
 
    “I notice you only have a dagger. We don’t know what to expect at the cemetery. I have a few more weapons in the house, if you need something a little stronger,” Kavan said. 
 
    Nava’s smile grew a little brighter. “Why do I need more weapons when I have the town magistrate to protect me?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “True.” 
 
    “Besides, the forest and surrounding areas are only dangerous at night. I believe we should be finished well before that, my master,” Nava laughed. 
 
    Kavan closed his eyes and shook his head. “Don’t call me master. I’m simply helping a friend learn magic. I’m sure if I asked you, you would have helped me understand the mystic arts without a second thought.” 
 
    Nava eyed the dragonkin with a mischievous gleam, “Maybe. Maybe not.” 
 
    Kavan’s brow wrinkled as the siren turned and nearly skipped to the front gate. 
 
    “Let’s begin our little adventure. I want to be back in time for my reservation at the Dragon’s Table. Drayke has a new fish special that he has been talking about for a week. I supplied the fish and he promised to dazzle it for everyone dining tonight,” Nava said over her shoulder as she opened the gate and stepped beyond it onto the dirt road. 
 
    “Lead the way,” Kavan said as he followed. 
 
      Dragonkin and siren made their way directly across the road and into the sparse woods of the Dark Wild Forest. Kavan glanced around, knowing the forest was home to the occasional dregger. Senses sharp, he became deeply aware of his surroundings as they walked on. 
 
    Nava was in a different mood entirely. The dragonkin watched as she walked with light steps. Her eyes and head moved slowly, taking in the sparse woods around them. It appeared, to Kavan at least, the siren was visually absorbing the forest around her with a full and happy spirit. It was true that Kavan didn’t know her very well, the way she walked was like the veil of the world had parted and she was living a new life. 
 
    The sparse woods began to grow thicker as they walked along. Insects fluttered through the air and shafts of sunlight painted small patches of light on the ground. Scents shifted as the sun continued its slow slide toward evening. With so much light, there would be no ghosts or nocturnal monsters. The tension in Kavan’s gaze relaxed, but he continued to listen for anything that may be wanting a late afternoon snack. 
 
    The walk through the thickening forest slowed. Nava lifted a pale blue, webbed hand and pointed ahead. Kavan followed her finger and looked into the shadowy forest. At the edge of his gaze, he noticed twisted bars with spear points standing up. Thick vines curled around the metal, interweaving like a mangled tapestry. 
 
    “Moonvale Cemetery, a place to rest your dead body, forever,” Nava said with deep understanding. 
 
    Kavan looked over to the siren, “You do have a dark streak, don’t you?” 
 
    Nava smiled and nodded slightly. “Death has always been a part of life. The more you understand it, the less you fear it. Life in the oceans can be harder than life on land. A whole undersea village can be wiped out by one giant sea monster. 
 
    “From an early age, we are taught that every moment is precious. Enjoy those moments because we don’t know when we will be taken to the great beyond. I lost many friends growing up to sea monster attacks. I lost others when they went exploring unknown places and never came back.  
 
    “You develop a thick skin to it, but it's still there, hovering on the edge of your mind. At any moment you could be swallowed up and gone. Our villages protect us most of the time.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes hardened a little. “Unless you don’t follow the ways of the village. Then, you become an outcast and you have no one to remember you when you’re gone.” 
 
    The pair made their way closer to the vine covered metal fence. Kavan’s gaze moved from left to right, examining the twisted metal and looking for a gap to enter. 
 
    Nava caught Kavan’s gaze and took his hand into hers. Kavan looked down before the siren pulled him along. Nava moved with purpose as they passed a few nearby trees and reached a gaping hole of twisted metal. 
 
    “The main gate is toward the Western Road, outside of Moonvale. It’s not far from Lorta’s farm, but it’s hidden by the forest. It hasn’t been used in a few years and there is no caretaker. 
 
    “I assumed we didn’t want anyone to know we’re here, so we’re entering through one of my secret ways in. It’s my favorite place to reflect and listen to my thoughts. Come on.” 
 
    Nava continued to pull Kavan by the hand as they stepped over the twisted metal and into the cemetery proper. 
 
    Kavan turned his head around, drinking in the ancient place for the dead. Weathered and cracked tombstones stood. Some were nothing more than a pile of broken rocks, nature and time wearing them down to smooth stones. Thick trees with hanging vines dotted the enclosed cemetery. The canopy had parted mostly over the graveyard as Kavan and Nava made their way in a little deeper. 
 
    The dragonkin spied names and dates across some tombstones. Small, decrepit mausoleums stood. Cracks ran along their surfaces and some of the metal doors were rotted away with rust and laying on the leafy ground. Green and brown vines curled into or around everything. The dragonkin could see that this place had a plant-like infestation, the vines taking over. The trees themselves were dark and had indents across their trunks and bark. It gave them odd shapes and some of the shapes looked like demonic faces. 
 
    Nava let go of Kavan’s hand and stepped over to a raised stone monument. Webbed hands touched it before she hopped up, turned and sat on the edge, treating it like a bench. She swung her boots as she watched Kavan look at the odd trees. 
 
    “Ammi told me the trees here are Bone Eater Trees. As you can tell by their name, they grow in places that have a lot of bones. Their vines snake out and dig into places. When they reach bones, they latch on and slowly feed off of them over years.  
 
    “Ammi said that the trees still feed on sunlight, but something in dead bones gives them something they need. They can be a pest if cemeteries are not well kept,” Nava explained. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he looked around. 
 
    This is what Brom meant when he wanted us to clean it up. I’m sure these plants will destroy any good bodies he could put to use. 
 
    Kavan blinked. 
 
    Or maybe he simply wanted the cemetery cleaned up for the town. It’s hard to tell what he actually wants, aside from taking down the dragon pantheon. 
 
    Nava broke the silence. 
 
    “What’s our first lesson?” the siren smiled. 
 
    Kavan looked at Nava, “I think the lesson will be simple, compared to what we have to do.” 
 
    “What do we have to do?” Nava inquired. 
 
    “We have to restore the cemetery. It’s terrible that it has fallen this far into disrepair. I would hate to bury anyone in such a place, if and when the time comes.” 
 
    Nava nodded. “Much of Moonvale is like this. Maybe with more visitors, some will stay and we can grow as a town. It would be nice to come to this place without the fear of some monster or undead snatching someone away.” 
 
    Kavan walked to the siren and stood before her. She was sitting high enough that they could see each other, eye to eye. He put his scaled hands on hers and looked into the siren’s deep, blue eyes. 
 
    “We have to swear to each other that we will restore the cemetery. Make it a place others can visit again,” Kavan said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Nava nodded and curled her webbed fingers into his. “It’s a big undertaking, but I believe the two of us can do it together. I swear to restore it, like many places in and around Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “If we are to practice magic together, you have to swear you won’t use any new magic you learn in the sea. It’s important because we don’t want anyone knowing what is truly going on here, or let Hexnia’s enemies know she’s here.” 
 
    Nava’s expression took on a serious edge. “Kavan, I swear not to use magic in the sea. I swear to protect Hexnia from all her enemies. I swear it to you and to Samhayn. May I be struck down and dragged into the belly of monsters if I break my vow.” 
 
    Kavan smirked. “Then let’s begin our first lesson.” 
 
    The dragonkin helped the siren slip off the raised tomb. It was his turn to lead her to the center of the ancient graveyard. They turned to each other, slowly sat down and crossed their legs. They let go of each other and rested their hands on their knees. 
 
    Trees swayed slightly in the breeze and leaves drifted down as the dragonkin and siren looked at each other. 
 
    “Brom taught me a simple way to open yourself to mana and each of their spheres, but it’s not easy. Unless someone has had practical training, no one can stumble upon accessing mana spheres unless you have a natural gift. It requires focus and pushing yourself beyond your limits or years of training. 
 
    “Brom taught me a way to increase degrees with mana spheres to become more skilled and knowledgeable if you break your own limitations. Does any of this make sense?” 
 
    Nava nodded. “I know the basic ideology of mana and mana spheres. My people are gifted with manipulating the water sphere. My skill is only 2nd degree, but I felt I could increase it on my own, with little success. Natural talent is not the same as skilled learning.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Brom’s way is slightly quicker than learning through study and practice, but more painful. You have some mana within you because you can manipulate the water sphere. You need to focus it away from that particular sphere and into one you want to learn. Are you ready?” 
 
    “I’m ready,” Nava said with confident oval eyes. 
 
    Kavan closed his eyes. “Alright, open your senses.” 
 
    Nava closed her eyes and let out a long exhale.  
 
    The dragonkin and siren became very still. Kavan opened his senses and a sickening darkness crept along the edges of his spirit. A gloom pressed against his senses like mud on skin. It crawled along his nerves, testing the abundant life dripping from the dragonkin and wanting to consume it. A faint scent of old decay touched Kavan’s sensitive nose and incorporeal moans sang to his soul. The rotting darkness slithered along their spirits and tried to drag them down into the ground for a long rest. 
 
    The dragonkin released three drops of mana and let them hover close to his heart. 
 
    Kavan swayed as he sat. A conflict grew within, the life sphere glowing brighter as if to shut out the rotting decay. It pulsed like a living heart and pushed away at the dark tendrils inching closer. 
 
    The Life and Decay Spheres don’t like each other, but the whole purpose of this is to find harmony so they can work together. 
 
    Kavan called up his mana sphere's stats. 
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 5 
 
    Life: 3 
 
    Dark: 1 
 
      
 
    The life sphere grew brighter and the tendrils of decay pulled back from the burning green light. 
 
    “Release your mana and allow it to float along your spirit,” Kavan said as the sensations of decay slowly recoiled away. 
 
    Nava’s closed eyes wrinkled. “I can sense death and decay. I released some of my mana, but nothing is happening,” the siren whispered. 
 
    Kavan continued to fight the Life Sphere’s influence as the mana of decay moved further away. 
 
    I can’t get any closer to the Decay Sphere with the Life Sphere pushing it away. How am I to teach Nava to access mana spheres if I can’t do it myself? 
 
    The dragonkin let out a long, cleansing breath as he witnessed the struggle between his own spheres. 
 
    Nava’s wrinkled brow smoothed and closed eyes widened. “I… I can sense it. I can almost touch it. It’s there, just beyond my reach, but it’s getting closer.” 
 
    A darkness rippled along Kavan’s spirit. It was in that moment the dragonkin felt Nava’s hunger. It moved like a hulking beast, desire and hunger driving it. The ghostly monster grunted and struck the ground, like it could break it open and feast on the mana just below the surface.  
 
    I can feel her getting closer to the Sphere of Decay. I can… 
 
    Kavan’s thoughts trailed off as Nava’s hunger helped the decaying mana to push against his Life Sphere. 
 
    I need an edge. 
 
    Inspiration struck like lightning. Kavan spent another point of mana and opened his Dark Sphere. Black mana coiled along his spirit. It stayed well hidden, the light of the world not penetrating the dragonkin’s armor, cloak and chest. It writhed like a serpent before it reared up. Decay slipped closer. Pale tendrils latched onto the sliver of darkness and with one, focused, mental push, Kavan’s will engulfed the Life Sphere. 
 
    The Decay Sphere yawned and a piece of it broke off. It slipped closer and took its place among Kavan’s four other mana spheres. 
 
    You have unlocked the Decay Sphere! Decay Sphere is 1st degree. 
 
    You have gained 1 point of mana. 
 
    Dark, foul, and rotting energy surged. Before Kavan had a chance to clamp it down, invisible energies bloomed and burst. 
 
    Kavan and Nava opened their eyes at the same time, the same pulse splashing against their spirits and moving beyond their senses. 
 
    “We… did it,” Nava whispered with a knowing peace. 
 
    Kavan remained seated, his senses tingling with a rotting gloom. It gently faded away and soon was gone. 
 
    “We did,” Kavan smiled at the siren. 
 
    Nava’s eyes gleamed before she curled her legs under her and pounced. Kavan’s hands shot up and caught her, but the siren’s momentum knocked into him and he fell on his back.  
 
    Nava straddled the dragonkin and looked down with wide, joyful eyes. 
 
    “I feel it, the Decay Sphere. It has taken root by my Water Sphere and my heart. I never thought it would be so easy to tap the sphere. I have you to thank!” 
 
    Kavan simply looked up into her joy filled expression and smiled. The mood was infectious and the light of her spirit washed over his senses. 
 
    “I only showed you the way. Practice and learning will only make it stronger. We can…” Kavan trailed off and looked to his right. 
 
    Nava followed his gaze. The two of them remained very still, watching the ground of a nearby grave begin to shift. Dirt cracked and vines moved. The ground bulged and a tiny moment later, a mummified hand broke the surface. 
 
    Kavan and Nava quickly untangled themselves from each other. Dragonkin and siren stood up, hands close to weapons. Pale gray fingers grasped at the air before the ground around it bulged higher. Vines parted and dirt fell away as a corpse began to rise up. A tattered robe hung off the undead thing as it sat up. A nearly skull-like head turned and a dim red glow filled an eye socket. Kavan noticed the skeleton was thicker than a normal humanoid’s skeleton and reminded him of Durzol and Kogan. It was bulky and moving with animated energy. 
 
    “Krek Bloodriver! He was an old orc that lived here many years ago and died of old age,” Nava whispered as she stared at the rising corpse. 
 
    Kavan looked down on the mummified skeleton as it slowly rose up and an inhuman moan dripped from its open mouth. 
 
    Time to test my new sphere. 
 
    Kavan spent a point of mana and channeled it into his Decay Sphere. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 12/17 
 
      
 
    A draining energy filled the dragonkin as he looked at the corpse. He stepped closer and the undead looked up with its glowing red eye. 
 
    “Don’t slay him!” Nava pleaded. 
 
    Kavan shook his head and smiled at the corpse sitting up in its grave. “I’m not going to slay him,” the dragonkin said simply. 
 
    A darkening power crawled along Kavan’s hand as he stepped over to the undead. The orc corpse growled as the dragonkin approached. It was about to swipe at him when a scaled hand touched the corpse’s shoulder and dark energy whispered.  
 
    The undead orc looked up at Kavan and made a small whimpering moan. 
 
    “It’s alright. We’re sorry to have disturbed your rest. We will be more mindful in the future. Sleep well. We will take care of your home,” Kavan said in a soothing tone. 
 
    The dead orc simply stared for a moment. A low hiss fell from its open mouth before its upper body sank back down into the ground. Kavan pulled his hand away and stood up as the orc sank lower and lower into the ground. Nava stepped to his side and the pair watched as dirt flowed over the corpse. It bulged a few times before settling down and becoming still. 
 
    “That was amazing!” Nava grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear. 
 
    She turned her attention up to Kavan, keeping her grin. “How did you know to do that so fast? Did you already have a connection with the Decay Sphere? Were you just testing me?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I unlocked the Decay Sphere the same time you did. The only difference is I’ve had a little more practice over the last few months. The principles work the same with any sphere. They allow you to do things with a little extra help, like a tool in a toolbox.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes gleamed wet as she looked up at the dragonkin. A breath later, she hugged him around the waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. 
 
    Nava closed her eyes. “You’ve changed my life. I will never forget everything you have done for me and the town we love.” 
 
    Kavan held the siren to him, lost in the warm moment. An image of Onka filled his mind and he suddenly missed the beautiful goblin. The moments between them were warm and loving, but a little distant. Feelings Nava’s affection reignited his passion for the goblin, but it burned brighter when he thought of Lorta, Zellee, and now the beginning sparks of a certain siren. 
 
    Nava pulled back and her hand dove into a belt pouch. A knowing smile filled her face as she looked up to Kavan. 
 
    “I have a gift I’ve been wanting to give you,” Nava said with a brightness in her eyes. 
 
    Kavan smiled as she was ready to pull something out, when something touched his senses. Nava hesitated as she felt it too. The pair turned their heads from side to side, seeing multiple mounds beginning to bulge and shift. 
 
    “More undead?” Kavan asked out loud as his hand reached behind and took hold of his spear. 
 
    Nava glanced from each bulging mound and shifting vines. A gray, clawed hand broke through the surface and raked at the dirt around it. The siren’s eyes narrowed as she stepped closer to Kavan’s side, seeing that the mounds were not from graves, but between several. 
 
    Another gray, clawed hand burst up and grabbed at the surface. Dirty debris and ground fell away as ugly, bat-like faces emerged. Black eyes gleamed for a moment in the sunlight before they cringed in its brilliance. It didn’t stop the gray humanoids as they further clawed to the surface. Lower jaws jutted out and snapped as bald heads turned. Lifted and pointed snouts sniffed at the air as the humanoids rose up. Black eyes all turned to the dragonkin and siren as they stood. A foul rage filled their gazes and a terrible stench touched the air. 
 
    “Ghouls,” Nava said as she drew her dagger and held it at the ready. 
 
    Kavan drew his spear and clasped it with both hands. He twisted the shaft in the middle and the half-spear extended into a full spear, a mithril bladed point at the and. The dragonkin spun the spear once before holding it at the ready. Kavan counted eight as they stood to their full height with heaving shoulders. 
 
    “They’re not undead, but feed on the dead. They don’t come out during the day and often stay away from living creatures. They like to feast in peace. They must have come up when we accessed the Decay Sphere. They think we have food,” Nava said as she stood at the ready. 
 
    Kavan called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 12/17 
 
    Gold: 130 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 6 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 5 
 
    Life: 3 
 
    Dark: 1 
 
    Decay: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 6 
 
      
 
    “Do you think they will listen to reason?” Kavan said as he eyed the slowly approaching ghouls. 
 
    “No,” she said flatly. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Stay behind me.” 
 
    “I can fight,” Nava said defiantly. 
 
    “I know you can, but I can move easier if I don’t have you at my side. I’ll create an opening, you run for it,” Kavan said as the ghouls moved in closer. 
 
    Before Nava could protest, the dragonkin lowered his center of gravity and burst forth in a blur. A ghoul roared before a spearpoint stabbed into their wide, open mouth and the back of its head exploded in a putrid, gory mess. 
 
    The light in the monster’s eyes died and Kavan was already pulling his spear back from the destroyed skull. Four ghouls rushed the dragonkin and he shifted his stance and spun his spear. Kavan’s gaze hardened as the spear point sliced across a throat and gray blood spurted. The ghoul clutched at its neck, but the other three were on the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan grunted as he turned his spear sideways before the others crashed into him. His boots slid across the ground as their combined strength kept him in a defensive stance. Jagged teeth snapped as they tried to grab the dragonkin and tear him to pieces. Kavan’s strong legs bulged as he pushed back when a scream pierced the air. 
 
    The dragonkin glanced between the snapping ghoul mouths to see Nava leaping away with her mouth open and a sonic scream rippling through the air. The siren screeched as the other three ghouls rushed her and stopped short. They clutched at their ears as the siren landed and darted toward them. A dagger flashed and stabbed into an unguarded gut. The siren screamed again at point-blank range, the force of the wave striking the ghoul she stabbed and rupturing their face into a small, gory explosion. A gurgling rose up from the ghoul before it fell.  
 
    The other two ghouls each grabbed one of Nava’s arms and pulled. Nava’s grip on the dagger slipped and she screamed, not with power but in pain. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes flashed as his arms moved. Leverage clashed against the two remaining ghouls he was fighting and the pair shifted their weight. They stumbled to the side and Kavan had full use of his spear again. The spear edge whipped wide and slashed against a throat and across a face. Gray blood spurted and the two ghouls stumbled further back. Kavan turned his attention back to Nava and the two ghouls trying to pull her apart. 
 
    Nava turned her head to a ghoul and screamed. The sonic cone blast struck the ghoul in the chest, neck, and face, its gray skin rupturing open. The ghoul let go as blood spilled down its body. The other one tried to pull the siren closer, its teeth snapping at about eight inches away. 
 
    A long shadow darted. Nava looked up as the ghoul’s face exploded, a mithril point stabbing through and continuing its path over her head. The instant the hold on her weakened, she spun away, gray blood missing her by several inches. She turned to see the spear strike the other ghoul she hurt and stab through its neck. The creature gurgled as the spear was half-way through its neck and fell to the ground. 
 
    Nava turned again to Kavan as he leapt at the two wounded ghouls beside him. Claws flashed in repeated blurs. Whines and moans filled the air before the pair stumbled and fell, the last of their life leaking out of their bodies. 
 
    As quickly as it began, the fight was over. 
 
    Kavan looked down on the dead ghouls before turning his attention to Nava. The siren bent down and grabbed his spear. She pulled it from the dead ghoul, turned and walked to the dragonkin. She lifted it up and he took it from her hand. A quick spin and he sheathed it behind his back. 
 
    “Are you okay?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Nava nodded. “I’m okay. Ghouls aren’t very bright, but there was a moment I thought they were going to hurt me.” 
 
    “I’m glad they didn’t,” Kavan said. 
 
    Nava’s expression brightened as the sky took on a faint burnt orange. “We should get out of here. With all these dead ghouls, other monsters may come around for an easy meal.” 
 
    “I couldn’t agree more,” Kavan nodded. 
 
    Nava was about to turn, when she stopped herself. Her hand touched her belt pouch again and she opened it. A webbed hand dove in, grabbed something and pulled it out. 
 
    Kavan looked down at a small, leather strap with a spiral seashell embedded in it. Nava turned to Kavan and bowed her head. She lifted up the small strap with the seashell and held it up to the dragonkin. 
 
    “A gift,” Nava said in a soft voice. 
 
    Kavan picked up the small strap and held it before him. Slitted eyes looked it over and a small smile appeared across his snout. 
 
    Nava lifted her head and smiled. “It’s a wrist bracelet. I wanted to give you something to show my appreciation, and a spark.”  
 
    Kavan gave the siren a small nod.  
 
    “Thank you,” he said as he took it, placed it on his wrist and tried to tie it.  
 
    Nava stepped closer and took hold of the two, thin leather ties. She began tying it as Kavan watched her. Webbed fingers moved with skilled dexterity as she knotted it and pulled to make sure it was secure. 
 
    The siren’s hands dropped to her sides, but she didn’t look up. “When you came to the beach and were swimming with Onka, I saw you. I knew there was something there and I couldn’t let it slip away.” 
 
    Nava looked up, a genuine shine in her eyes. “I swam to you and touched your chest, just to know you were real. When I felt your heartbeat, I knew there was something more than simple attraction.” 
 
    “What did you feel, aside from my heartbeat?” Kavan asked with warm curiosity. 
 
    Nava’s gaze never wavered, “I felt a kindred soul, one who was once an outcast, looking for their tribe. You found your place here, as did I.”  
 
    Kavan’s heartbeat quickened to Nava’s words. They stabbed deep, reminding him of his former life.  
 
    Nava smiled. “I have another gift. We have reservations at the Dragon’s Table this evening.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “This was all part of your plan.” 
 
    The siren nodded. “Yep. Now, let’s get to town.” 
 
    The pair made their way to the main gate of the cemetery. They slipped out the main, wrought iron gate and onto a barely visible path. Walking side by side, they continued on until they emerged from the forest. 
 
    The first thing Kavan noticed once they left the forest was Lorta’s farm. The slowly setting sun painted the side of the farmhouse with orange light. The barns were closed and Kavan noticed a light turning on from behind a curtain.  
 
    The dragonkin eyed the farm, wondering what Lorta was doing when a webbed hand took his hand and gently pulled. His attention diverted to the siren as she led him along. 
 
    It’s strange. It’s almost like Nava is acting like Onka. Onka would sometimes pull me around with her. 
 
    “She could be taking her ques from the way Onka behaves with you. She may think that is what you like.” 
 
    I just want her to be herself. 
 
    “You may need to tell her,” Viz said. 
 
    The pair reached the road and walked east, toward the western gate of Moonvale. 
 
    Kavan slowed his step and pulled his hand away from Nava’s grip. The siren slowed her walk as well, turning her attention to the dragonkin as he looked at her. 
 
    “Nava, I want to say something about what is happening between us.” 
 
    The siren kept her gaze on Kavan as they walked, side by side. 
 
    “Be yourself. You showed me your secret cave and collection. You were honest with me about what you wanted, by Brom’s tower. You told me how you felt, with a gift. You don’t have to be anyone else but yourself.” 
 
    The siren gave the dragonkin a small smile. “Thank you, Kavan. I was going to say the same thing to you when we sat down for dinner.” 
 
    Kavan smirked as the siren winked at him.  
 
    The pair reached the western gate and stepped in. The sun sank lower in the sky, the heavens growing darker and stars appearing one by one. A warm breeze washed over the town and slipped along streets. The town of Moonvale sighed to the approaching evening as the heat of the day abated and night’s cloak floated over this part of the world. 
 
    Lanterns along the cobblestone streets glowed to life. Many residents were out and enjoying the evening air. The last rays of daylight painted the tallest buildings with a dying light. A comfort touched all as they carried on with their evening. 
 
    Kavan and Nava passed the Shouting Troll and then the Blue Lantern. Each place had its share of town residents and visitors. Kavan lifted his gaze to the blinking, glowing sign of the Dragon’s Table. Blue letters flashed in slow succession as Drayke stood by the entrance and a small line of patrons eager to dine. 
 
    Mayor Kogan stood at the front of the line, with his daughter Dura. Drayke turned his attention to Kavan and Nava as they approached. Kogan grinned and Dura smiled as they too watched the pair approach. 
 
    Drayke bowed to Nava and Kavan when they stood before him. “Welcome Nava. I see you brought your plus one.” 
 
    Kavan shot the blue and black dragonkin a look. Nava smiled. Kogan shook his head and Dura’s smile grew a little wider. 
 
    The siren clutched to Kavan’s arm and nodded. “We’re here for our reservation.” 
 
    Drayke stood up and nodded. “Of course. Your table is ready. Follow me and we can sit the two of you down for an exquisite meal. I must remind you to keep the magistrate on a short leash and make sure he conducts himself in a civilized manner.” 
 
    Several chuckles rose up from the short line.     
 
    Kavan’s gaze narrowed at the smirking dragonkin. 
 
    “This way,” Drayke said before he hesitated. 
 
    Kavan’s senses bloomed with calm serenity. He quickly glanced around to see Nava, Kogan, Dura and the other patrons in line visibly relaxing. It was almost like everyone in front of the restaurant had been instantly drugged. Their eyes grew heavy and shoulders sank down an inch or two. Even Nava leaned against his arm, lost in a dreamy moment. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke turned their attention to the street, the statue at the town center visible in the distance. Three figures approached with shadows covering their eyes. The nearby lanterns glowed a little brighter, as if something else was fueling them. The shadows began to slip away as the three figures walked along West Street and toward the group gathered before the blinking, blue sign. 
 
    Shadows vanished as the first of the trio came into the street light. Golden hair covered his head, blending in with light fur covering his face. A broad nose stood out, with cat-like eyes staring into Kavan’s soul. A short, golden beard ran along his jaw and chin, blending with his glorious hair. It gave him the vague appearance of a man, which matched his lion-like features. He wore armor over his chest and arms. Blue and gold clothing covered the rest. Dark blue leggings covered his legs and led to strong, black boots. A sword was sheathed at his hip. Kavan’s gaze fell to the lion-man’s hands as they too were covered in light, golden fur. A tail with a bushy tip swayed behind him, appearing and disappearing between his strong legs. 
 
    Shadows further parted, revealing another figure on his right. A purple-skinned demon woman walked. Small, black horns stabbed out from her forehead and a sultry smirk stretched her black lips. Straight, black hair was tied back into a ponytail. She wore a revealing, one-piece outfit. It hiked up her breasts to the point it seemed they would burst free from the top of her outfit. Knee-high boots covered her shins and feet. A cloak covered her shoulders as she stepped along. A ball and chain were curled and hanging from her hip as she walked. Naked thighs moved with caged power as eyes gleamed darkly in the street light. 
 
    To the lion-man’s left, a tall, dark blue skinned troll walked. Short, spiked black hair covered his head. A white lock of hair stabbed up and mingled with the standing black spikes. The troll was seven-feet-tall. His features were sunken in around his eyes and along his cheeks. White, soulless eyes stared at Kavan. Wide shoulders gave the large troll a T shape. He wore a black shirt, black belt, black leggings and black boots. A metal mace hung from his hip as he walked with dark confidence. 
 
    Kavan noted three different symbols etched into places along their clothes. Under the lion-man’s chest armor, a golden shield was etched into his shirt. The demon woman had a pair of demonic serpent eyes on the clothing barely covering her left breast. On the center of the troll’s black shirt was a monstrous white skull with a small set of horns. 
 
    The calm serenity remained as the three strangers approached Kavan, Nava, and Drayke. Eyes gleamed in the light before all three bowed their heads.  
 
    Kavan watched in disbelief as the trio of strangers knelt down to one knee and bowed their heads without looking up. 
 
    “Holy dragons,” the lion-man said in genuine awe. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke glanced at each other before looking down on the three strangers again. 
 
    Only the lion-man lifted his head and looked up with a small, warm smile. “We are paladins of the Divine Alliance. We have come to seek out a corruption and defend the two holy dragons who reside here with our very lives. As decreed by the gods.”  
 
    “As decreed by the gods,” the demon woman and the troll repeated as the summer breeze died. 
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    Fourteen 
 
    Kavan stared at the three paladins as they continued to kneel before him. They stayed to one knee, only the beastkin looking up. Nava continued to lean against Kavan’s arm, her eyes a little lost and dreamy. Drayke stood close by as well, his face a blank mask as he looked down on the trio of paladins. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe shook his head as if to shake off the serene mood. He stood straighter, his chest and belly filled with confidence. He took a step closer and addressed the paladins on their knees with his arms out and a welcoming smile across his green lips. 
 
    “Welcome paladins of the Divine Alliance to Moonvale! I am Mayor Sunaxe, humble servant of the town. Please rise so we may speak,” the mayor said with warm cheer. 
 
    The paladins didn’t move an inch, the beastkin still looking up to Kavan. 
 
    Kogan’s brow wrinkled before turning his attention to Kavan. The dragonkin glanced at the mayor, seeing him emote with his hands to give the paladins permission to stand. Kavan nodded and looked down again. 
 
    “You may rise,” Kavan said, the words sounding foolish the moment they left his lips. 
 
    The three paladins immediately stood up and to attention. 
 
    “Thank you, holy dragon. I am Kuro Pride, Paladin of Tymass. I am a Ralkish from the eastern lands of Treba, loyal servant of the gods and the dragons of Voldor.” 
 
    Kuro pointed an open hand to the demon woman to his right, “She is Nolla Blackhorn, Paladin of Inos. She is a succubus from the Burnt Lands and loyal servant of the gods and dragons of Voldor.” 
 
    Kuro pointed his open hand to the troll on his left, “He is Zulkis Nyght, Paladin of Hymora. He is a troll from the Shadow Forests, loyal servant of the gods and dragons of Voldor.” 
 
    Kavan stood, unsure what to say next. 
 
    The mayor slipped between the dragonkin and beastkin and kept his welcoming smile. Kuro’s attention was forced on the robust orc as he stood. Kavan, Nava, and Drayke took a step back to accommodate the mayor as he took over. 
 
    “It is always a pleasure to see anyone from the Divine Alliance in our small town. May we speak in my office to further discuss your visit here?” 
 
    Kuro smiled, closed his eyes and shook his head. “There is no need to discuss it in private. As paladins, we bring truth and justice wherever we go.” 
 
    The mayor regarded the three paladins for a sliver of a moment. “With respect, no one from our town sent word for any visitations from the Divine Alliance. Your visit here is very much a surprise. We would have prepared a humble welcome had we’d known.” 
 
    Kuro opened his eyes and gave a single nod. “It is understandable that our sudden appearance may make some uncomfortable. The alliance once held a reputation of dealing divine retribution to those who wavered from the true faith, but the alliance has changed over the last few hundred years.” 
 
    Dura stepped to her father’s side. She looked at the paladin with sharp eyes and a firmness along her mouth. 
 
    “Yes, centuries of hunting dragon god non-believers destroyed many families and communities. You can understand with your surprise visit, our community would be a little cautious, especially since the Divine Alliance has never visited our town before this evening,” Dura said with a hard edge. 
 
    Kuro’s face remained calm, understanding and attentive. “And we would not be here, if not for visions from our seers. My fellow paladins and I were stationed in Loduss when the seers from our separate orders informed our superiors of a corruption event close to the Azure Sea coast. They instructed us to visit the area and seek out this sinister corruption, if one is here.” 
 
    Kuro bowed slightly to the mayor. “We do offer our sincere apologies, but we must follow orders. It is the will of the gods and we cannot waver from our duties.” 
 
    The beastkin stood up and looked past the mayor to Kavan and Drayke. “We heard the rumors, but we could not believe them to be true. Two holy dragons, here on the edge of civilization. It is unheard of in hundreds of years.” 
 
    The ralkish’s eyes took on an almost zealous gleam as he stared at Kavan and Drayke. “I have never seen a dragonkin in the flesh. Only the select few may enter and leave the Spire Cities where the holy dragons live. There has always been sightings and rumors of the holy dragons visiting different locations across Voldor, but this is unprecedented this far south.” 
 
    Drayke crossed his arms and dipped his snout down an inch. “Hard to believe, since I lived in Loduss for a time.” 
 
    Kuro looked over and bowed his head to Drayke. “Please forgive my ignorance. The Divine Alliance dictates our travels and where we are needed. Many in the orders must travel, often to the outskirts where monsters and non-believers may congregate. We rarely visit the large kingdoms, due to the nature of our duties. Loduss was merely a stepping stone to our next assignment.” 
 
    “You mentioned a corruption. I can assure you Moonvale is a simple town with a small population. We enjoy our freedoms and living a peaceful, quiet life. I personally know all who dwell here and I can say without a doubt that there is no corruption in or around our town,” the mayor said with confidence. 
 
    Kuro nodded. “I do not doubt your belief, Mayor Sunaxe. But corruption can hide in plain sight, if no one is looking. I understand that this may be uncomfortable, but we have a duty to investigate and report back what we have found, if anything. At worst, we will stamp out the corruption and be on our way.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “We will of course assist in anything the Divine Alliance needs or desires. I am at your disposal and will not impede your sacred investigation.”  
 
    The beastkin smiled. 
 
    Kavan glanced to the side, seeing visitors on line drinking in every moment. He turned his gaze to the street, seeing a few of the residents looking from windows and doorways, craning necks to see what was happening. 
 
    “There is something you can do for me, Mayor,” Kuro said with the tact of a polite politician. “We will need to interview some of the townsfolk. Not all, but some to help ascertain if there is a corruption within this territory.” 
 
    Dura’s brow formed a sharp V. “Interview? I thought the kingdoms did away with the demon hunts?” 
 
    Dura glanced at the succubus paladin, “No offense.” 
 
    “None taken,” the succubus said with a demure smile. 
 
    Kuro nodded. “It is why we only seek to interview some of the townsfolk. In the past, the entire town would have been marched into the streets. Holy mystic power would have uncovered the truth and those who didn’t worship the dragon gods would have been slain on the spot. 
 
    “We now live in a civilized time. We are not hunting heretic ferals or secret cabals. We only seek to uncover corruption and stop its spread, with as little bloodshed as possible. You appear to be a learned woman and I have no qualms speaking the truth. The Divine Alliance is not the order it used to be. 
 
    “The dragon gods do not fight among themselves like the old gods. They understand the many shades of the universe and work accordingly, ensuring a balance. Voldor has prospered since the celestial war. Times have changed and so has the alliance.” 
 
    Kogan shot Dura a quick glance. The librarian caught her father’s glance, but her brow remained rigid and uncompromising. 
 
    “Paladin Kuro, it is a relief to have those of the Divine Alliance in our town. I will have the Blue Lantern Inn prepare accommodations for your stay and anything else you may need,” Kogan said politely. 
 
    The mayor cleared his throat before he continued, “How long will you be staying with us?” 
 
    Kuro smiled. “I understand your town has the Summer Dream Festival in two weeks. We should complete our investigation before then, so your town can enjoy the festivities without our interference or presence.  
 
    “I do wish we could stay longer so we too can enjoy it as well, but there is never a moment's rest when seeking out and slaying corruption.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “If you follow me, I can show you where the inn is and set up your accommodations.” 
 
    Kuro nodded. 
 
    Kogan turned to Dura with a sad and serious gaze. “Forgive me, daughter. I will be unable to dine with you tonight.” 
 
    “Dura can dine with us,” Nava said from Kavan’s side. 
 
    The librarian turned her attention to Nava and then to Kavan. Kavan nodded, his gaze speaking more than words could say. 
 
    “I would be honored to join your table for dinner,” Dura said with a small bow. 
 
    “I will move the three of you to a bigger table,” Drayke said. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe turned to the three paladins, “If you will, please follow me.” 
 
    Kuro took a step forward, but not to follow the mayor, but towards Kavan. The beastkin stood before the dragonkin, the two seeing each other eye to eye. Kuro reached out with both hands and took hold of one of Kavan’s hands. Before Kavan could pull away, the beastkin lifted Kavan’s hand and touched the back of it to his forehead.  
 
    The beastkin closed his eyes. “Your presence here has blessed our arrival. I am certain we will find the source of the corruption in these lands and smite it in your honor. Praise Tymass.” 
 
    “Praise Inos,” the succubus bowed her head. 
 
    “Praise Hymora,” the troll said with a deep, dark voice and bowed head.  
 
    Kuro let go and bowed. When he stood up, he turned and walked toward the mayor. The succubus and troll followed. The mayor led the way along West Street and toward the Blue Lantern Inn. He lifted his large green hand, pointing out various locations like a tour guide. 
 
    Kavan watched them go. His gaze was steady and his senses alert for any hint of trouble. Chatter from the small line of visitors touched the air. The summer breeze returned. When the paladin’s moved far enough away, the calm serenity faded, but a piece of it lingered. 
 
    Nava gently pulled Kavan’s arm. The dragonkin turned his attention to Nava, Dura, and Drayke looking at him. 
 
    “Go inside and wait at the velvet rope for the fine dining level. I’ll be in shortly to seat the three of you,” Drayke said in a low whisper before he turned to the small line of people waiting to be seated for dinner. 
 
    Drayke gave everyone a charismatic smile. “Please forgive the interruption. I will seat everyone shortly. Dessert is on the house.” 
 
    Nods and delighted conversation filled the small line. 
 
    Dura led the way as Kavan and Nava followed. They entered the impressive restaurant. Stone statues of angels, monsters and demons, severed plates of food to different tables. To the right was a set of stairs that led to an upper loft for fine dining. A velvet rope was across the bottom of the stairs. The higher loft was, from what Kavan remembered from his first time in the restaurant, a place for a fine dining experience and special attention. 
 
    Drayke came in with a small group of three patrons. He sat them down and made mocking quips of how his dining had even brought the Divine Alliance to Moonvale, before walking over to Kavan, Nava and Dura. Silently, he took hold of the velvet rope, unhooked it and let it hang. He pointed up the stairs with an open hand. 
 
    Kavan led the way, climbing the stairs to the upper loft area. Nava, Dura, and Drayke followed.  
 
    At the top, Kavan looked at the exquisitely carved table. It was thick and sturdy, with an assortment of angels and demons carved into the table legs. Several chairs surrounded it and fine paintings hung on the nearby wall. Kavan looked over the side, glancing down to the rest of the guests dining at separate tables. Some looked up and smiled. Others gave a quick head nod. The dragonkin guessed it was because they were going to sit in a special area, that as far as he knew, no one had sat at yet. 
 
    Bodies moved and took seats at the table. Drayke stood by them with a serious gaze. 
 
    “I’ll bring you all the house special for tonight. The way the loft is angled, you shouldn’t have too many prying ears or eyes. Keep your conversation low. I will return. Kavan, we can talk at another time about what was discussed here tonight. I’m very interested in what is said, because of our paladin friends tonight.” 
 
    Drayke bowed before turning and making his way to the stairs. 
 
    Dura’s hands were on the table before her, fingers curled into tight fists. Kavan looked at the orc, seeing a simmering rage and a hint of concern in her dark eyes. The orc looked ready to lash out at any moment and she made no attempt to hide it. 
 
    Nava sat with a simple worry in her eyes. Her mind worked behind her gaze. Kavan guessed that the appearance of three paladins may have shaken her earlier good mood. 
 
    “This is wrong,” Dura growled. “There is no reason for them to be here, despite what they have said. Rooting out a corruption? Out here? It’s ridiculous,” the orc seethed. 
 
    Kavan leaned in a little closer, elbows on the table. “My memory of history is a little vague,” the dragonkin said simply. 
 
    Dura lifted her gaze and looked at Kavan. Her hard brow relaxed a little as she quickly collected her thoughts. 
 
    “As you heard before, the Divine Alliance used to be a cruel collection of orders for the dragon pantheon. Despite what Kuro said, there are still rumors of the alliance dragging out non-believers, slaying them on the streets or roads and burning down homes. It is not as frequent as it was hundreds to thousands of years ago, but it still happens.” 
 
    Dura relaxed her fingers and continued, “When the dragons took over the higher and lower realms, they had to enforce their new doctrines quickly before the populace of Voldor regrouped from the celestial war. At first, they sent out dragonkin to enforce the new religions. There was some natural resistance and many people met their end swiftly. But it is more insidious than just that. 
 
    “The justiciars and paladins snatched the souls of the non-believers. Since the dragons now controlled the celestial realms, the justiciars and paladins showed many of the living exactly what would happen to those who defied the dragon gods. There are many books written of souls damned to the darkest, deepest pits of the hellfire realms, forever tortured. It didn’t matter if you led a good, bad, or neutral life, a soul was damned if they didn’t accept the new pantheon.” 
 
    Dura looked to the side, memories from her studies filling her thoughts. “The fear Voldor felt was unmatched to anything in known history. To see loved ones and neighbors, tortured because they refused the new pantheon, was a bitter root to chew on. The fear forced many to accept, for the fear of their lives and their souls.  
 
    “It went on for hundreds of years. Generations of people were conditioned to know and love only the dragon gods. The non-believers were rooted out and over time, it became the standard for every kingdom. The Divine Alliance slowed their demon hunts, but the damage and re-education had already been done.” 
 
    “You mentioned demon hunts before. Was there something that happened with demons?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Dura nodded. “Demons thrive on manipulation and subterfuge. Unlike the dwarves who tried to bring back order during the chaos, demons used stealthier means to fight the dragon pantheon. During the hundreds of years after the celestial war, demons led the resistance across the entire realm. The Divine Alliance were often ambushed or fed mis-information. The demons didn’t accept the dragon gods and only worshipped their gods. When Hexnia and Luhorr were killed, demons and devils fought harder against the new doctrines.” 
 
    Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge. 
 
    She doesn’t know Hexnia is still alive. Kogan hasn’t told his children that the demon goddess lives here in Moonvale. I can assume Durzol doesn’t know either, perhaps to keep them safe for an event such as tonight. 
 
    Nava leaned forward, her eyes filled with burning thoughts. “It happened everywhere, the Divine Alliance ensuring only those of faith for the dragons can live freely. Even in the deep seas, paladins and deep ones would hunt for non-believers and devour them.” 
 
    “Deep ones?” Kavan asked the siren. 
 
    Nava nodded. “Deep ones are strange, deep sea creatures. They were the first children of Kana and Orrem when Voldor was young. They are misshapen, big and powerful. They can live a very long time and it is believed they are immortal.  
 
    “After Kana and Orrem were imprisoned, the sea dragon, Sokaa, took the deep throne and the power of both primal deities. She used the deep ones with the pantheon’s paladins to seek out all who defied the dragon gods. Living on land can be difficult, but below the ocean surfaces, it is horrors born of nightmares. Whole communities were swallowed by giant monsters. There was no chance to beg for forgiveness, only eaten, chewed and swallowed, your soul forever damned to hellfire.” 
 
    Dura looked upon the siren with understanding eyes. “All races and peoples across Voldor experienced heartaches and horrors from the dragon gods. We had no way to fight back. The dwarves were enslaved. The demon hunts reduced their populations to low numbers and have never truly recovered, even after thousands of years. In some respects, Voldor is a shell of a realm, built on the ruins of shattered lives and broken souls.” 
 
    A fire returned to the orc’s eyes as her right hand formed a fist and slammed it on the table. The entire table shuddered as Kavan and Nava looked at her. 
 
    Kavan reached over and placed a scaled hand on Dura’s hand. The orc looked at the dragonkin, her gaze softening a hair, but the fire was still there. 
 
    “There must be a way to entice or order them to leave?” Kavan asked the orc and siren. 
 
    Nava looked away. Dura’s hard expression softened further as she thought it over. 
 
    “There is no great empire. Each kingdom is an island of their own. Only the Divine Alliance can move with authority between kingdoms. The alliance has their freedoms, but, for mutual respect, they must be allowed by lords or ladies to investigate and hunt within their territories,” Dura said with a low tone. 
 
    Nava nodded. “Moonvale is not its own kingdom. It is part of the Loduss territories. That means, only the lord or lady of Loduss has the authority to have the paladins leave Moonvale. But, judging from what the paladin Kuro said outside, I think they have the full support of the lord of Loduss. We could go to the city and ask for the paladins to leave, but without a good and proper reason, I doubt the lord will change his mind.” 
 
    Dura nodded. “Loduss is a city filled with believers and the faithful to the dragon gods. It is one of the reasons my family didn’t stay there for long before coming to Moonvale. Anyone in the city would gladly open their doors to the Divine Alliance without a second thought. They are that faithful.” 
 
    Kavan rubbed his jaw as he looked away. “It seems we will have to keep the town as normal as possible while the paladins continue their investigation.” 
 
    Nava looked at Kavan with worried eyes. “And if they find something?” 
 
    Kavan knew what the siren meant. Thought swirled of Onka pulled out by her hair into the streets and slain by three paladins. He doubted they had the power to do it and there would be a very good chance Onka would turn into Hexnia and slay them all. It would only compound their problems with the whole Divine Alliance coming down on Moonvale. 
 
    “We will have to come up with a plan before anything like that happens. As magistrate, I’m not going to allow the Divine Alliance to walk into our town and harm anyone here,” Kavan said with confidence. 
 
    Dura gently rubbed the side of her temple. “There are many books on the subjects of kingdoms, the Divine Alliance and established rules of conduct. Tomorrow, I’ll begin my research and find out more. Maybe I can find something that will help us.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and smiled at Dura. “That would be a great help. We can keep the paladins busy. If they are going to speak with any of the townsfolk, I’ll make sure I’m there to keep it civil and safe.” 
 
    Nava smiled. “I’m on the town council. After this evening, there might be an emergency meeting. I’ll see what I can do to help slow down the paladins.” 
 
    Dura nodded. “We have to be careful. If the whole town shows too much resistance, they may escalate it into violence. Kuro speaks like a gentle soul, but I’m sure he is like most paladins in the alliance with an uncompromising cruel streak.” 
 
    “We will comply as much as we can, much like your father. I’m sure the mayor will have his own ideas as well,” Kavan added. 
 
    Nava glanced at Dura and then at Kavan, “Are we really doing this? Are we going to go against the paladins and dragon gods?” 
 
    Kavan and Dura gave a firm nod. 
 
    “They will not strike fear or destroy what my family has tried to build here,” Dura said with a hard edge. 
 
    “We won’t let them hurt or take away anyone from town. We will use strategy for as long as we can until other means are needed,” Kavan said with a firm tone. 
 
    Nava gave a small smile. “I have something to ask both of you. Would you join me tomorrow night?” 
 
    “Join you?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Dura equally looked upon the siren with a questioning gaze. 
 
    Nava nodded while she kept her smile. “I can’t tell you any more, but there is something I wish to show both of you, if you can keep it secret. Meet me tomorrow evening by the western gate entrance. Don’t tell anyone. If you show up, I’ll know you're both serious about it.” 
 
    Kavan and Dura glanced at each other before turning their attention to the siren. Dragonkin and orc slowly nodded in acceptance. 
 
    “Don’t worry, I’m sure you both will love it,” Nava said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    Drayke came up the stairs with a silver tray, three metal cups and two bottles of spirits on it. The dragonkin quickly placed the cups before the three patrons before sweeping his scaled hand up and snatching a bottle of spirits. He poured with deft skill before placing the bottle on the table, followed by the second bottle. 
 
    “Your meal should arrive shortly,” Drayke said with a host’s flair before his eyes narrowed. “What did I miss?” 
 
    Kavan began explaining what they talked about, but kept out Nava’s invitation to meet her tomorrow night. Drayke nodded as he drank in every word. Dura and Nava filled in further details. The blue and black scaled dragonkin slowly smiled as he listened. When they were finished, he picked up Kavan’s cup and took a deep drink. Kavan shook his head and sighed as Drayke placed the cup back on the table. 
 
    “It seems the resistance has been born in my establishment. Long live the resistance,” Drayke winked to everyone at the table. 
 
    The tone of the evening changed as plates of food were brought up the stairs by angelic statues. They placed plates down of steaming fish, rice, and vegetables. Drayke lingered as they ate and talked.  
 
    Kavan looked at all three gathered and wondered if this was truly the beginning to something more for the town of Moonvale. 
 
    *** 
 
    The air cooled as Kavan and Nava walked toward the beach and lighthouse in the small distance. The sounds of waves gently crashing on the surf and the hints of salt in the air wrapped around Kavan’s senses. Stars filled the dark sky, gleaming specks across this small corner of the celestial heavens. 
 
    Kavan glanced down at the siren beside him. She held his hand as they walked, her oval eyes filled with starshine. 
 
    “You didn’t have to walk me back to my place, but I appreciate it,” Nava said simply. 
 
    “We walked Dura to her home. It was only fair I escort you to your home, considering the types of creatures that come out at night,” Kavan said. 
 
    The pair reached the beach. The white lighthouse stood like a finger stabbing into the sky.  
 
    Nava turned and looked up at the dragonkin with warm eyes. “I think Dura wanted a kiss before we left her.” 
 
    “You could have kissed her at any time,” Kavan grinned. 
 
    Nava let out a quick, loud laugh. “You know she wanted a kiss from you.” 
 
    The siren stepped closer and looked up with an amused smile. Her oval eyes danced with deeper thoughts. 
 
    “I would like a kiss too, but it’s been a long day and we have a lot to do,” Nava said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’m not in a rush either. We can take our time.” 
 
    Nava blinked. “Thank you, Kavan, for everything. I won’t disappoint you. We can learn the arts of necromancy, together.” 
 
    A tension filled the air between them. Kavan looked down on Nava’s amorous eyes and wanted nothing more than to pick her up, kiss her and bring her into her home. The moment slipped away when Nava stepped back, turned and began walking toward her home on the dock. 
 
    “See you tomorrow. Bring some coin,” the siren said with a wave of a webbed hand. 
 
    Kavan watched her until she reached her front door. She stepped in and locked it behind her. The moment the bolt slid into place, the dragonkin turned and began walking home. 
 
    The night air took on a cool edge from the sea. It flowed over his scales as he made the short walk back to his farm. Thoughts floated along his mind, plans and concerns blending together into a new conviction and plans. The small town of Moonvale seemed to be standing on the edge of a knife with the paladins’ arrival. Kavan wondered if the old stories would become true once again on the cobblestone streets of his home. 
 
    The farm was still and silent as Kavan approached the front gate. He opened the gate, stepped in and closed it behind him. The barn was locked down, the dragonkin hoping his taurs were fast asleep and not waiting to rush out to greet him.  
 
    He crossed the large yard and looked at his house. Most of the lights were out, except for one in the living room window. Kavan approached with caution, knowing he didn’t leave any of the lanterns on before he left. He expected a dark house and the single, dim light set off internal alarm bells. 
 
    The dragonkin reached behind and touched his spear sheathed to his back. He reached the door and slipped the key into the lock. Senses were sharp and muscles ready for anything. The lock slid back. Kavan put away the key and wrapped his spindly fingers around the knob. With a gentle turn, he opened the door and peeked inside. 
 
    A small fire was lit in the fireplace, giving the living room a warm, dim glow. Kavan further opened the door until his slitted eyes widened in surprise. 
 
    Onka sat on the couch, her sad eyes looking back at the dragonkin and her long, pointed ears a little droopy. She was fully dressed in a shirt and leggings. Her feet were bare, her boots beside the couch. 
 
    Kavan slipped in, closed the door behind him and locked it. His hands fell to his sides as he looked at the goblin on his couch. 
 
    “I didn’t know where else to go,” Onka said in a low tone. “I can’t explain it, but I couldn’t stay in town. I feel my life is in danger and I don’t know why. I came here because this is the only place I feel safe.” 
 
    Kavan approached with knowing eyes. “You don’t need a reason to come here. This is your home too,” Kavan said with deep warmth to his voice. 
 
    The goblin stood up from the couch and crossed the small distance. She wrapped her arms around Kavan’s waist and pressed the side of her head to his chest. 
 
    “Thank you,” Onka said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    Kavan held Onka to him as the sound of the crackling fire blended with their close heartbeats. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Fifteen 
 
    Onka’s thighs clenched around Kavan’s waist. Heat colored her green cheeks pink as she let out an orgasmic sigh. Kavan held her close, his hips slowing down as the goblin panted. The couple slowed their tempo until they stopped. Onka’s eyes were closed as she licked her lips in satisfaction. Kavan looked down on the goblin, a loving affection in his eyes. A dim lantern light filled the bedchamber as night shrouded the outside world.  
 
    The bliss of the moment slipped away as dark truths crawled along his mind. 
 
    Kavan pulled his hips away and slipped from the goblin. Onka’s eyes slowly opened as the dragonkin fell to his side and placed his hand on her stomach. 
 
    “Why did you stop?” Onka asked with a sultry whisper. 
 
    Kavan let his hand glide up her stomach. He touched her breast, a thumb smoothing over her pert nipple. Onka let out a small gasp, but kept her confused gaze on the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan snuggled closer, his eyes filled with a lightness and a sliver of shadow. “Three paladins from the Divine Alliance have come to Moonvale. They are looking for some kind of corruption in the town.” 
 
    Onka slowly blinked as she looked at her lover. “Why would they come here? A corruption? If there was a source of corruption, they would never waste their time on a town on the edge of civilization.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he looked at the beautiful goblin. “Dura pretty much told me the same thing.” 
 
    Onka lifted a hand and touched Kavan’s cheek. “Was it Dura that gave you your new bracelet?” 
 
    Kavan smirked. “Nava made it for me.” 
 
    Onka’s mouth bloomed into a sly grin. “I knew with time, they would come for you. How can they resist such a strong and virile dragonkin?” 
 
    Kavan chuckled.  
 
    Onka’s smile dimmed and she let out a relaxed sigh. “Our family is getting a little bigger. The old gods smile on us.” 
 
    Kavan kept his steady gaze on the goblin. “Onka, I hope I’m not being rude, but who do you worship?” 
 
    Onka stretched her arms up and closed her eyes. “I don’t really worship anyone. I like some of the old gods, but I don’t follow them. I have nothing against those who follow the old gods. I think everyone should be free to worship who they wish.” 
 
    Kavan mentally braced himself. 
 
    I need a little more. I need to understand what is happening with her so I can best protect her. 
 
    “You never asked if I worship anyone,” Kavan mentioned as he kept his hand on her. 
 
    Onka relaxed. She turned and snuggled to Kavan’s chest. 
 
    “Isn’t that a private matter? You don’t have to tell me. Just shove that cock in me so we’re both happy,” Onka giggled. 
 
    Kavan looked down at Onka. His hand slid down to her waist and kept it there. Slitted eyes took a gleam and lips parted. 
 
    “I have grown fond of Hexnia, Goddess of Lust and Madness,” Kavan said with confidence. 
 
    Onka remained snuggled to Kavan’s chest. She was silent, breathing in the dragonkin’s scent. 
 
    “Hexnia’s teachings really speak to me. A lust that can drive a person to the edge of madness. If the demon goddess was here on Voldor, I would worship her every night.” 
 
    “Hexnia, like most of the old gods, is dead,” Onka said plainly. 
 
    Kavan kept his senses sharp and gaze on the goblin. “Can a god or goddess truly die, if they have followers who still believe in them? I have really taken to her and thought about following her doctrines. I think Lorta and Zellee also worship her, among several of the old gods. It could bring a center to our family, a faith that we can all follow.” 
 
    Onka’s brow wrinkled. 
 
    “Faith will only get us killed and I want to live a long time,” Onka said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    “I have faith in Hexnia. I also have faith in you,” Kavan said. 
 
    Onka pulled back her head and looked up at the dragonkin. Her eyes narrowed as her annoyance turned into a simmering anger.  
 
    “I don’t want to talk about this anymore,” Onka growled. 
 
    “Does talking about Hexnia bother you?” Kavan asked as he knew deep down, he was playing with fire. 
 
    Onka’s eyes flashed with heat. Her green eyelids slid down until her eyes were closed. The heat from her body grew by a few degrees. Kavan kept his gaze on the goblin, ready to leap out of bed and restrain her, if he could. 
 
    Onka’s eyes opened and they were a crimson red. Energy glowed around them as her pupils turned into thin slits. Points bulged along her forehead, her horns not breaking skin yet. 
 
    “Kavan,” Onka’s voice came out sultry and otherworldly. “Why do you test me?” 
 
    “Hexnia,” Kavan said with wide eyes. 
 
    Onka nodded. “Do your duty as my champion and protect me. Do not say my name and do not summon me again until you’re strong enough to fight the dragon gods,” Onka’s voice dripped with acidic power. 
 
    “I will do everything I can to protect you. I will do anything I can to become stronger. But I must know, why was I chosen? Why were a thousand people from Earth sent to Voldor to fight against the dragon gods? How can we fight the dragon pantheon if the old gods were defeated by them?” 
 
    Onka’s lips twisted into a deranged smile. “When you laid at the bottom of a mountain like a broken doll, your will, strength, and faith saved you.” 
 
    “Faith? I had no faith in any deity, from Earth or any realm,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    Onka’s smile grew wider as her teeth sharpened into points. “Faith in your strength and will was enough to prove your pious nature for something greater. As for why and how many souls from your realm came to Voldor, Drayke will have the answers you seek. But hear me, those chosen must be protected for when the celestial realms run red with dragon blood.” 
 
    Onka’s hand reached up and gently touched Kavan’s cheek again, but her eyes dripped with power. “Do not summon me again until the proper time, or I will scar you for your insolence. You may have wormed into my heart, but our survival is paramount in these desperate times. Love me, care for me, worship me, but do not summon me until it is time.” 
 
    Kavan watched as Onka’s eyes closed and opened again. They had returned to normal. The heat from her body cooled down a few degrees. She had once again become herself with no hint of the goddess that resides within. 
 
    “I’m not tired yet and I need something to suck on to help me sleep,” the goblin said as she moved down on her side. 
 
    Kavan stared at the goblin as she moved down and took the tip of his cock into her mouth. She let out muffled moans as she sucked on hard inches. 
 
    Kavan’s hand rested on Onka's head as she slowly moved back and forth on his now rigid cock. Thoughts swirled in disbelief as to what he had just witnessed and heard. 
 
    I can’t do that again for a long time, but now I have a better understanding of why. 
 
    “We must grow our power if we are going to fight the dragon gods,” Viz said, her own voice filled with understanding. 
 
    Kavan’s cock thickened and Onka’s moans grew louder. He continued to look down as his willpower was shattered. Thick spurts splashed against Onka’s tongue. She sucked it down and was rewarded with a few more. Bliss ran along Kavan’s body as the goblin continued to suck on him, keeping him hard. 
 
    Onka lifted her head slightly and looked up with innocent eyes. She continued to suck on the dragonkin, trying to pull drops of his soul into her hungry throat. 
 
    We have a lot to do. 
 
    *** 
 
    The field was bathed in morning sunlight. The few trees that dotted the Woodhaven Farm swayed to the small ocean breeze. Three taurs moved about the field filled with corn stalks. Myn pushed Belle to water the corn. The larger, rubenesque taur whined, wanting to go back to bed and sleep the day away. Myn talked fast as she pushed, trying to cheer up the larger taur into doing her work. 
 
    Abby put down her empty bucket, finishing watering her side of the field. The taur wiped at her brow with her forearm, her gaze turning to the figures standing closer to the farm house. Her gaze lingered on Kavan as he addressed Lorta, Durzol, and Drayke. The red dragonkin paced and talked in front of the others as they looked at him with attentive eyes. 
 
    Kavan stopped his pacing and stood before his three friends. He had informed them of the three paladins and their investigation in town. All three listened intently, drinking in every word. 
 
    “I will work with them, but not enough to out our town and its beliefs. Hopefully, they will find nothing and go back to Loduss empty handed,” Kavan finished. 
 
    “The Divine Alliance are relentless with searching for any kind of corruption,” Lorta said in a low voice. 
 
    “There are many stories of their brutality,” Durzol said as he rubbed his green jaw. 
 
    Drayke gave a smug smile. “I have faith our magistrate will be able to handle them.” 
 
    Kavan eyed the blue and black scaled dragonkin for a moment. 
 
    I can’t tell if he is mocking me or actually has a genuine trust that I can slow down their investigation? 
 
    Kavan pushed away the thought and stood straighter. “Because of the paladins, I think we should push our training in a new direction.” 
 
    Lorta and Durzol blinked. Drayke gave Kavan a smug smile. 
 
    Kavan eyed them for a moment before taking a deep breath and letting out a long exhale.  
 
    “I believe we should all learn magic, so it will complement our fighting abilities and skills.” 
 
    “Magic? I’ve never cast a spell in my life,” Lorta said with wide eyes. 
 
    “Magic can be a fickle thing. No one in my family history has taken up learning the magical arts. It’s not in our blood,” Durzol added with a look of concern. 
 
    “Will you be our teacher?” Drayke asked, his smug smile remaining. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I can show you all the tools you need to gain and use mana. Once you have the basics, we can start learning the different mana spheres and then use them in actual combat training.” 
 
    Drayke snickered before he composed himself and stood taller. “You will train us? You’ve mastered the ways of the arcane arts?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I’m still learning as I improve my magical skills. But that doesn’t mean we can’t help each other. I can see we are all getting a little better, but having magic on our side will tip every battle in our favor. You’ve seen me use magic in battle. There is no reason why everyone here can’t learn it too.” 
 
    Drayke shook his head and chuckled to himself. “This is ridiculous. Why should you teach us? Brom seems the magical powerhouse in the entire town, and maybe the entire region. He should be the one who trains us.” 
 
    Kavan’s brow sharpened as he looked at Drayke. “Brom has already told me that he has no desire to take on any more apprentices. He did say that I could impart what I know to others. What exactly is your problem with that?” 
 
    Drayke’s chuckles stopped and he met Kavan’s gaze with his own. “The paladins are the problem. I spent most of the night piecing together my experiences when I lived in Loduss. I remember seeing paladins come through the city and kingdom on many different occasions. My inquiries into them were mostly stopped short, many fearing of being found out by the holy paladins. They are strong, skilled, and powerful.  
 
    “Teaching us how to use magic will be slow and painful. With the paladins here, we do not stand a chance against them. Learning magic from a novice will not help us. We must learn powerful spells from the strongest magic user in Moonvale. Demand that he teaches us and maybe, we will have a chance.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “Brom was very clear. He encouraged me to teach any who are willing.” 
 
    Drayke folded his arms in annoyance. 
 
    Durzol spoke up, “Is there a chance we may have to fight them?” 
 
    Kavan looked at his friend and nodded. “The paladins are here because of some kind of corruption. We don’t know if it’s their true intention. The only thing I can say is, if they take anyone, and I do mean anyone, they will be stopped by any means necessary. 
 
    “I was informed about their history and their cruelty. They say they are trying to change from the old ways, but until we’re sure, I will not trust them as far as I can throw them.” 
 
    Lorta looked over to Drayke’s annoyed look. “Does it bother you that you will be learning magic from Kavan?” 
 
    Drayke lifted his chin and hesitated. “No.” 
 
    Lorta’s eyes narrowed. “Drayke, don’t be a jerk. We are all helping each other.” 
 
    Drayke kept his chin up and away in defiance. 
 
    Lorta looked to Kavan, “I don’t know if I can learn magic, but I will try for us and the protection of the town.” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    Kavan looked at Drayke. 
 
    He sees us as equals. It must be tearing him up inside that he has to learn something from me. 
 
    The blue dragonkin dipped his head and gave a small nod. 
 
    Kavan nodded back and looked at all three of them. “There are twelve elements, or mana spheres, but we should focus on the basic four: fire, water, stone, and air. I assume Drayke knows the air sphere. Lorta and Durzol, which ones do you wish to learn?” 
 
    Durzol stuck out his chest. “The stone one is the most logical to me.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and looked over to Lorta. 
 
    The troll stood with an uneasiness in her entire form. She looked away, as if she couldn’t bear to look in Kavan’s eyes.  
 
    Kavan stepped closer to the troll and looked up at her. She averted her gaze, unable to bring herself to look at the dragonkin she loved. 
 
    “I… don’t know. I want to learn, but magic doesn’t run in my family’s bloodline. We’re farmers. We don’t use magic. It feels… dishonest,” Lorta said with sad eyes. 
 
    Kavan took the troll’s hands into his. He continued to look at her until she turned her gaze to his. The couple stared into each other’s souls for a brief, tiny moment. 
 
    “Are you the same Lorta who told me she couldn’t be a soldier or warrior? The same Lorta who knew she didn’t have to learn to be a warrior, but arrived here to train and learn how to fight like one?” Kavan said with a soothing tone. 
 
    Lorta’s eyes glimmered in the sunlight. “Yy.. es,” she said with a timid edge. 
 
    Kavan gave her a confident smile. “Lorta, you never have to do anything you don’t want to, but if you’re brave enough to come to these training sessions, I believe you are brave enough to learn magic.” 
 
    “So do I,” Durzol nodded. 
 
    “As do I,” Drayke added with a genuine kindness in his serpent eyes. 
 
    Lorta glanced at the orc and dragonkin before turning her attention back to Kavan. Her entire demeanor firmed up and a fire touched her eyes. 
 
    “I can learn magic,” the troll in pigtails said as she fought the tremble along her lip. 
 
    Kavan nodded and let go of her hands. He stepped back and eyed the troll as she stood with a new light in her eyes. 
 
    “I know I just mentioned the basic spheres, but I think there is one sphere where you might already have some knowledge in.” 
 
    Lorta blinked, “I do?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “There is the Life Sphere. It is the opposite of the Decay Sphere, and might be the very element you may be an expert with.” 
 
    Lorta smiled and nodded. 
 
    “Alright, everyone sit down and put your weapons aside. We will take our training in a new direction,” Kavan instructed. 
 
    The sun slowly moved across the sky as frustration and annoyance curled along all four figures on the grass. 
 
    Kavan kept his expression as blank as possible as he imparted knowledge to his friends. Drayke hissed his annoyance with every word from Kavan’s mouth. Durzol held a rock in his hand and kept his eyes closed. The orc whispered, as if he was talking to the rock directly so that it may impart its power. Despite Kavan telling Durzol that he didn’t have to talk to it, the orc couldn’t help himself after a few long moments at a time and saying sorry after every time. 
 
    Lorta pressed her hands against the grass at her sides. Her brow wrinkled as if she could force the magic to happen. She growled to herself a few times when, predictably, nothing happened. 
 
    The sunlight beamed down on all four as it reached its zenith. Kavan enjoyed the warm touch of the sun. Drayke was fine as well, sitting akimbo with his hands on his knees, palms up. Durzol and Lorta sat with closed eyes and sweat trailing down from their temples and perspiration along their necks. 
 
    Lorta growled before her head tilted forward in defeat. “I don’t feel anything but this heat.” 
 
    Durzol opened his eyes and looked down at the stone in his hands. “I can feel the rock, but no mana.” 
 
    Drayke sighed. The blue and black dragonkin lifted one of his hands off his knee. He made a small motion with his hand. The air around the small group began to swirl. It surrounded and washed over them, turning the almost non-existent breeze into a swirling wind. 
 
    The cooler air washed over Lorta and Durzol and they sighed in relief. 
 
    Drayke opened his eyes and looked over to Kavan. A smarmy smile filled his small snout. 
 
    “I spent so much time hiding my power, I didn’t think it would increase through use. I have achieved 2nd degree in the Air Sphere,” Drayke said with a toothy grin. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “If you keep using it, the sphere will grow stronger and you will have access to other abilities within the sphere.” 
 
    Durzol looked down at his rock. Lorta sighed and flopped onto her back. 
 
    Kavan looked over to them and smiled. “That might be enough for today. I know we meet every other day, but maybe we should meet every morning, just until everyone has accessed their first sphere.” 
 
    The front gate opened. 
 
    All heads rose up and gazes turned to the main gate to Woodhaven Farm. Zellee came in with two large baskets hanging from each arm. The arachnix smiled brightly in the sunlight. A wide brimmed hat graced her head and a flowing white dress covered her humanoid half. Her spider legs and abdomen gleamed in the sun as she gracefully made her way closer. 
 
    “I knew today was training day, so I brought a big lunch for everyone,” Zellee said with a cheery tone. 
 
    “Zellee’s HERE!” Abby shouted from the edge of the field. 
 
    Myn burst out from the tall corn stalks. Belle and Abby were next. The three taurs made their way closer, their gazes firmly on the picnic baskets.  
 
    Lorta and Durzol were to their feet and rushed over to the approaching arachnix. They helped her with the baskets as the taurs helped pull the rolled-up blanket off Zellee’s abdomen. 
 
    Drayke looked at Kavan. “Thank you, Kavan.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “You can thank me by having a real conversation between us. I’ll explain another time.” 
 
    Drayke’s small smile faded as he saw the serious intent in Kavan’s eyes. 
 
    Soon, everyone was sitting on the large blanket under the tree, drinking water and eating small cakes, fruit, and cheese. Laughter filled the air as the group enjoyed each other’s company.  
 
    Kavan watched as everyone was having a good time. Smiles bloomed. Durzol and Myn laughed. Drayke complimented Zellee on the food she brought. Belle lay on her side, snoozing in the shade. Abby was on her back, eating a grape at a time. Lorta was also laying down, her head on Kavan’s thigh and eyes closed. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the farm house, knowing Onka was there. They had agreed she would hide there until she was ready to return to her home. Memories filled his thoughts from last night, how she seemed to return to normal and acted like nothing else had happened. It jarred the mood a little, but Kavan went with it, not wanting to stir her true self back to the surface. He found it odd, speaking to the goddess, but the more he thought about it, the more natural it felt. 
 
    Drayke was the first to leave. He bowed and said his farewells. Durzol was next, giving everyone a hug before he made his way back to town. The taurs complained about the heat and soon, after Durzol left, they stripped down to nothing and made their way to the pond. Soon, splashes and laughing could be heard in the distance as the three taurs cooled down in the summer heat. 
 
    Zellee sat with her spider legs bent at her sides. Lorta kept her head on Kavan’s lap. 
 
    I have to say something to them. 
 
    “Zellee, Lorta?” Kavan began. 
 
    Zellee looked at Kavan with loving eyes. Lorta opened her eyes and looked up with a curious gaze. 
 
    Kavan looked at each of them in turn before he continued, “I have some concerns about the paladins in town…” 
 
    Kavan explained what he encountered with Nava and Dura last night. He spoke to what they talked about in the Dragon’s Table. He told them about Drayke joining the conversation and about the reputation and history of the Divine Alliance. Zellee and Lorta listened intently. Kavan told them that Onka was staying with him because she didn’t want to be in town while the paladins were there. The mention of it caused their brows to lift in curiosity, but Kavan quickly told them that he couldn’t explain it to them just yet. 
 
    “I need you both to know, after the paladins leave, I will tell you everything. For now, I need you both to trust me to watch over Onka. It’s for everyone’s safety,” Kavan finished. 
 
    Lorta sat up and faced Kavan. Her expression was cool and curious. 
 
    “Kavan, I support everything we are doing and trust you with my life,” the troll smiled. 
 
    Zellee nodded. “I know Moonvale has its secrets, but if it's to protect the town and the people, I can wait for your explanation.” 
 
    Zellee glanced down to the bracelet around Kavan’s wrist. “A gift?” 
 
    Kavan glanced down and smiled. He looked back to Zellee with warm eyes. “Nava made it for me. She expressed a spark.” 
 
    Lorta grinned. Zellee smiled.  
 
    “Our family grows,” the arachnix said with affection. 
 
    “Vala would be pleased,” Lorta whispered. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I know it will be strange for a time, but we have to not speak of the old gods. We must keep Moonvale as normal as possible until the paladins leave. I have to go into town to speak with the mayor soon. Once I find out more information, I’ll let you both know. In the meantime, we all follow Drogoss.” 
 
    Zellee and Lorta nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We can go back into town together? I really should be getting back to my shop. With so many visitors enjoying my clothes and styles, the demand has never been this high,” Zellee smiled happily. 
 
    “I have to tend to my farm. I’ve spent too much time away and the bolids are getting bolder,” Lorta laughed. 
 
    “I’ll help clean up and we can all go,” Kavan said as he began picking up empty dishes and placing them in the baskets. 
 
    Cleaning up was quick. Kavan gave the farm house a long glance before all three stepped out beyond the gate. The dragonkin yelled to the taurs that they were leaving and Abby shouted back “Okay!” Followed by more splashing and laughing. 
 
    The trio made their way along the dirt road, toward the south gate of Moonvale. Once inside, they made their way to the town center. Zellee kissed Kavan on the lips before making her way to East Street and her shop. Lorta was next, holding the dragonkin fiercely to her as they kissed deeply. When she let go, Kavan had to regain his balance. The troll turned and made her way along West Street and was soon gone from sight. 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the mayor’s office and walked toward it, a new determination in his eyes.   
 
    The door swung in and Kavan looked ahead. Over the wood railing separating the front of the office to the back, Kogan was sitting at his wide desk with Kuro sitting in front of it. The mayor looked up and smiled at Kavan. Kuro turned his head and looked back, the ralkish smiling and bowing his head slightly. 
 
    The dragonkin made his way through the small gate and stepped into the mayor’s office. He walked over with a blank expression when Kogan stood up. 
 
    “Magistrate, so good to see you. I was just finishing my meeting with Kuro,” Kogan said with warm flair. 
 
    The paladin stood up and bowed deeper to Kavan. “It was a good discussion. I look forward to our time here in Moonvale.” 
 
    Kuro stood up and looked at the mayor, “Have a pleasant day.” 
 
    The paladin turned and walked toward the front of the office. Kavan and Kogan watched as the paladin stepped out and closed the door behind him. Once the paladin passed the front windows and was gone, the mayor let out a long, slow exhale. 
 
    Kavan looked over to the mayor as the orc sat back down in his chair and leaned back. 
 
    “Have a seat, Kavan,” the older orc gestured to the empty chair with his hand. 
 
    Kavan sat down and kept his gaze on the mayor. 
 
    “Productive meeting?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “It was. Kuro wanted to inform me there would be no interviews with anyone in town. They are simply here to observe for a time and investigate if the rumors of divine corruption were true.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “That is part of the reason I’m here. I was going to say I needed to be there for every interview to make sure every resident was protected and treated fairly.” 
 
    Kogan gave a knowing nod. “I expected as much and it is welcomed. Kuro confided in me that the Divine Alliance is moving away from such draconian ways. He and his fellow paladins simply want to observe. They don’t wish to be intrusive with our way of life. 
 
    “He did beat me to the punch as well. I was ready to inform them that it was highly irregular paladins would arrive to seek out a rumor or a seer vision when Loduss never sent help when we were attacked by ferals and monsters. The lord and lady of Loduss have a very cosmopolitan approach to things and if it doesn’t affect them or the kingdom directly, they pretend the problems don’t exist. It was why Moonvale has been on its own since the area was resettled.” 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes darkened. “We do have to discuss Onka.” 
 
    Kogan gave a grave nod. “Her shop has been closed the last few days and no one has seen her.” 
 
    “She’s in my home. She told me she couldn’t stay in town and asked to stay at my place.” 
 
    The mayor smiled. “That does sound for the best. Kuro reiterated that there would be no searching of homes and their focus is purely on the town itself.” 
 
    “Did he mention anything more about why it was so important to send three paladins to investigate Moonvale?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The older orc laced his fingers over his belly. “He did. The seers in the city kingdom of Loduss saw visions of a dark power growing. I have had my shared experiences with seers of any order. They tend to get hints, but nothing solid from their visions. They feel things and see things, but it is a puzzle that must be put together. More often than not, the visions don’t often correlate with current events or with what is actually happening. It is why, when the Divine Alliance went hunting for heretics and demons, they were so brutal with their judgements instead of following what the evidence told them.” 
 
    Kogan grinned. “My personal opinion and how Kuro spoke with me, tells me that they are simply following a possibility. Kuro is a young paladin and appeared genuine about not wanting to perform the same mistakes the alliance made in history. He knows their presence will disrupt the daily lives of our residents and would much rather be in the background. If something odd happens, they will investigate further. If not, they will return to Loduss and speak about their experiences.”  
 
    Kavan nodded. “We still have a problem. If they find Onka or something slips…” Kavan trailed off. 
 
    The mayor looked kindly on the dragonkin, “I share your concerns, but Onka is in the best place she can be right now. Kuro is in awe with you and Drayke. He has made it abundantly clear he and his fellow paladins do not want to cause any disruptions in town.  
 
    “The Summer Dream festival is less than two weeks away. Kuro has said he and the others will be gone before the festival. For the time being, we must let the town run as normal as possible. After the paladins leave, we’ll be able to relax a little.” 
 
    A small relief washed over the dragonkin. Despite the paladin’s presence, they appeared to be taking a hands-off approach. Kavan knew Onka would only stay with him for the coming days and the idea was not unwelcomed. The thought of her in his home made his heart pulse a little harder. A faraway thought touched his mind, wondering if he was going to upgrade his farm for his now growing family. 
 
    Kavan lifted his gaze to the mayor and smiled. “There are a few other things I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “I’m here for you, Magistrate,” Kogan smiled. 
 
    “My office will need weapons stocked,” Kavan said simply. 
 
    “Durzol has plenty of weapons in his shop under lock and key.” 
 
    Kavan kept his smile. “It’s more than that. I was informed that there are special, lighter crossbows in Loduss. I want to order a few and give one to Shegga.” 
 
    Kogan grinned. “I heard about what happened with Shegga and Oaks. She is tenacious when she wants something. I commend Oaks for staying firm with his decision. He is a goblin of honor and dislikes violence unless it is absolutely necessary.  
 
    “I will place an order for several light crossbows and a few other odds and ends. You can give one to Shegga, under the express restriction that she may only use it to defend herself, her shop, and the town.” 
 
    “I will be sure to pass that along,” Kavan nodded. 
 
    “If that is all, I must ask, which side will you join during the Summer Dream Festival?” 
 
    Kavan blinked. 
 
    Kogan gave a hearty chuckle. “It is a local festival, so I don’t expect you to know the full details. Summer Dream is about celebrating the very forces of life and death. Both are a natural part of our lives and community. Residents often dress in a green robe for life, or a black robe for death. During the festival, there is much drinking and dancing, eating and merriment. Life and death come together for all to enjoy. No one works for three days and three nights. It is truly a festival for celebrating the living and dead at the height of summer.” 
 
    “I haven’t given it much thought, but now that I know, I’ll decide which side I wish to be a part of,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    “Speak to Zellee. We used to have plain colored robes, but she really impressed the town with her designs and styles over the last few years. Once you pick life or death, that is your side until the end of the festival. Of course, you may change it from year to year. Considering how much coin the town is taking in from regular visitors, and the general well-being of the residents, this year’s festival will be one none of us forget.”  
 
    Kavan smiled. “I will speak to Zellee about it.” 
 
    The mayor unlaced his fingers and leaned forward, his belly touching the edge of the desk and a gleam in his eyes.  
 
    “Dura spoke highly of you when I saw her today. We are having dinner tonight at the Dragon’s Table. We would be honored if you joined us.” 
 
    Kavan thought about the meeting at the West Gate with Nava. Dura is supposed to arrive as well and the three of them were to go to the siren’s secret invitation. 
 
    “I must decline for tonight. I have to get back to the farm and make sure Onka has everything she needs for staying there. I may come back into town later in the evening and have a look around, you know, to make sure the paladins are doing as they say they are doing.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “Understandable. That is why you’re the magistrate, always thinking about the safety of others. Have a great evening and don’t concern yourself too much with the paladins. We survived a xykk invasion. We can make it a week with paladins behind our walls,” the older orc said with a confident grin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Sixteen 
 
    Kavan stood by the door to his home, Onka before him and running her hands down his shirt to smooth it out. The dragonkin looked down on the affectionate goblin as she looked up and smiled at him. 
 
    “I hope you have a lot of fun with whatever Nava has planned,” Onka said as she let her hands drop to her sides. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Me too.” 
 
    Onka continued to look up with dreamy eyes, “I wish I could join you. I’ll have to just stay here, drink, and curl up with a good book.” 
 
    “Maybe tomorrow night we can do that together?” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Onka shook her head. “I doubt it, but we can try. When you're around, I can’t concentrate. Maybe if you slay my lust, we might read a page or two before passing out.” 
 
    The goblin giggled as she eyed Kavan up and down. 
 
    The dragonkin nodded as the last rays of sunlight filtered into through the curtains of his home. The evening was fast approaching and he didn’t want to be late for this mysterious meeting. 
 
    Kavan turned slightly and looked at his spear leaning against the wall, by the front door. Onka glanced at the weapon too and shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t think you’ll need that tonight. Walking around town, armed, might give off the wrong impression.” 
 
    “What wrong impression?” Kavan asked with a smirk. 
 
    Onka looked up and returned his smirk with her own. “That you’re ready for a fight. Remember, Moonvale has three paladins now. I’m sure they can handle anything that may be out of the ordinary. This is your evening to relax.” 
 
    “Difficult to relax knowing they are looking for something corrupt. But, maybe you’re right. There are some weapons in my office, if anything gets out of hand,” Kavan said as he thought about it. 
 
    Onka touched his hip. “The sun has almost set. Don’t want to be late.” 
 
    The goblin’s hand travelled down and squeezed Kavan’s ass cheek. “I’ll wait up, in case you want to talk or anything else,” Onka winked. 
 
    Kavan nodded and lowered his head down. The dragonkin and goblin kissed deeply. Her hands clamped on his neck and when he tried to pull back, she was lifted off the floor, keeping the kiss connected. Kavan grabbed her by the waist and held her up as their tongues danced and explored. When they finally broke their kiss, the couple stared into each other’s eyes before Kavan lowered the goblin to the floor.  
 
    The front door opened and Kavan stepped out. Onka stayed by the door, watching the dragonkin step off the porch and make his way to the front gate. She slowly closed the door when he stepped out onto the dirt road and looked back at her. The pair made eye contact and small smiles bloomed before the goblin closed the door shut. 
 
    Kavan turned and began walking toward Moonvale in the short distance. His mind worked as his heart felt lighter in his chest. A certain relief washed over him, knowing the paladins were not going to be intrusive in their lives. It was a small comfort, and didn’t stop him from planning eventualities if the paladins decided to alter their intentions. 
 
    “If we fight three paladins, the odds may not be in our favor. From my observations, they seemed skilled and may have deeper plans that we are not aware of,” Viz said across Kavan’s mind. 
 
    True. That is why this training has been so important. Brom understands that armies require generals and warriors. We have to keep playing into that to keep him compliant. Otherwise, he may take bolder steps to ready us for war. 
 
    “Considering Drayke is an exile like us, he would be fine as a general, but what about Lorta and Durzol? A farmer and a blacksmith as generals in a divine war? Do you want to put their lives at risk?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head as he walked. 
 
    Of course not. Lorta and Durzol want to become stronger to help defend the town. One day, I will tell them our plans, but not now. It will change everything in town if we are trying to build an army to fight dragon gods. 
 
    “What about Onka? When the time comes, the goblin she is will cease to exist and she will be the demon goddess Hexnia. This war we’ve been drafted into will change everything across Voldor and the nearby planes of existence. Moonvale will no longer be a simple town on the edge of civilization, it will become a center point for a new age if we continue on this path.” 
 
    Viz, do you think we should not take part in the war? The deities of this realm called us for help and we answered. Should we abandon it for a simple farmer's life? 
 
    Viz was silent for a moment. 
 
    “It’s no longer an option. Paladins have arrived, which means others have taken notice of what is happening here in Moonvale. I fear there may be more threats on the horizon no matter what we do,” Viz said with a defeated tone. 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    This town is becoming home. The people who reside here are becoming a family I thought I would never have again. It doesn’t matter what I think or what the truth is. All I know is, I have to defend them. And if that means burning down the celestial realms of dragon gods, then that is what I will do. 
 
    “We,” Viz said with an incorporeal smile. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he approached the South Gate of Moonvale. 
 
    The last rays of the setting sun slipped away behind the horizon. The sky flashed with a tiny moment of light before the horizon glowed like fiery embers. The gray stone walls that surrounded the town of Moonvale darkened as a lone dragonkin entered the South Gate and stepped onto a cobblestone street. 
 
    The air took on a relieved sigh as he slowly walked along. A glance at the evening's heavens and stars began to shine by the dozens. Small clouds drifted as the purplish black sky covered the town. Street lanterns blazed to life and a comforting glow filled the streets. 
 
    Kavan made his way along to the center of town. The lightness he felt in his spirit began to bleed away as he approached the town center. Two figures were by the fountain and statue. The succubus paladin was laying on the fountain edge, one arm and leg dangling off the side and touching the floor. She was looking up to the sky with a maddening smile, as if she was lost in a daydream. Beside her and standing, was the tall troll. His gaze was purely on the statue above the fountain. Thick arms dangled at his sides and his shoulders were slightly hunched. Only his neck was craned upwards and eyes locked on the statue. Even at the small distance, Kavan made out the disturbing sunken features of the troll. 
 
    When Kavan approached the town center, the succubus turned her mad smile to Kavan. She lifted her other hand from the fountain waters and gave the dragonkin a small wave, water dripping down her arm. 
 
    “Greetings, Magistrate,” the succubus said with a now cheery smile. 
 
    “Greetings, Magistrate,” the paladin troll said without taking his gaze off of the statue. 
 
    “Greetings Nolla and Zulkis,” Kavan said simply as he approached them. 
 
    The succubus sat up and faced Kavan. She shook her wet arm before sliding her hand over her dark hair. Her smile remained, white and bright. Zulkis never wavered as he continued to stare at the statue. 
 
    “Where’s Kuro?” Kavan asked simply. 
 
    “Exploring the town,” Nolla smiled. “It is truly a charming little village you have here.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan said before turning his attention to Zulkis. “Interesting statue, isn’t it?” 
 
    Zulkis gave a single nod. “Odd how a hudenn statue has survived this long here. It looks slightly weathered, which is strange since it stands by a coastal town. The storms and sea air would be enough to erode it until it was unrecognizable, yet here it is with most of its features intact.” 
 
    “The town does have a little magic to it, from what I’ve experienced,” Kavan said as he looked up to the statue. 
 
    Zulkis gave a single nod again. “When you say magic, do you mean magic from the lich?” 
 
    Kavan didn’t blink, but his spirit did. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Zulkis turned his gaze from the statue and looked at Kavan. The dragonkin turned his head and their gazes met. Time stood still in that instant before it resumed, a strangeness between them. Kavan noticed the white eyes and sunken in features, giving the troll an almost undead appearance. His presence gave off a thin scent of decay, reminding Kavan of the graveyard he and Nava spent time in. It all blended into a seething gloom as it dripped off the troll paladin like a transparent cloak. 
 
    “The lich, Brom. From what we know of Moonvale, the lich has been here since before the celestial war. He is like a myth come to life, as it were, haunting this town and countryside for a long time.  
 
    “Since you are the magistrate of Moonvale, you must be aware of everyone here, including the lich. He must have you concerned, considering his power could wipe out everyone in town if he so chooses,” the last words left the troll with a sharp edge. 
 
    Kavan kept his blank look and didn’t look away. “I know everyone in town and Brom is a resident here. He is no threat to anyone in town. This is his home.” 
 
    “No need to defend my honor, Magistrate,” came an amused voice from a cluster of shadows. 
 
    Kavan and the two paladins turned to see shadows parting. A figure in a tattered robe emerged. Brom stepped from the shadows and they fell back into place. He was in his undead form, skin pulled tightly over ancient bones. Hands were in his robe sleeves before him as he walked with ease toward the small group by the fountain. Nolla raised a thin eyebrow as Zulkis simply stared at the approaching lich. 
 
    Brom moved to Kavan’s side and kept his white gaze on the larger troll. “The town magistrate is simply being kind. The two of us have talked at length about my presence here. I have sworn to Magistrate Cynder, I have no desire to cause ill will or discomfort in and around Moonvale. As he said, this is my home from long, long ago. It has great sentimental value and it is nice to see the living populate it again.” 
 
    Zulkis bowed his head to Brom. “Forgive my rudeness. As you may already know, we were sent by the Divine Alliance to investigate a possible corruption here in Moonvale. Naturally, we wanted to know more about you.” 
 
    Brom gave a disarming smile, but it came off wicked and strange. “What more is there to know? I have travelled these lands many times. There are many tomes, telling of my adventures. Do you believe I am the source of this corruption? A corruption that has gone mostly unnoticed until recently where three paladins must visit our town when they never did before?” 
 
    Zulkis kept his head bowed. “It does beg the question of why now? Perhaps the dragon gods have finally decided to put down a relic from another time? A chance to bring further purity to the lands?”  
 
    Nolla looked up to the troll, “Zulkis, we are their guests.” 
 
    Brom chuckled. “No need to leash this paladin of Hymora. The dragon goddess of Death and Decay does enjoy letting her followers cut to the quick, much like life and death. You either exist or you don’t. There is no gray plane between each.” 
 
    The lich’s eyes relaxed, like he was talking to a child. “We live in different times. There is no law or decree a lich cannot exist, as long as they follow the laws of the kingdom they reside in, much like everyone else. Has that changed?” 
 
    Zulkis stared at Brom before shaking his head. “No, it has not changed. The dead may walk among the rest of the living races, as long as they break no laws or feed on any living populace.” 
 
    Brom looked over to Kavan, “Magistrate, have I fed on any souls of the living here in town?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No, you have not.” 
 
    Brom turned his attention back to the troll paladin, “No law has been broken. No lives have been endangered. If you speak with our magistrate a little more, you will discover I aided in the protection of Moonvale from our little xykk pest problem.” 
 
    Zulkis’s eyes narrowed slightly, “A lich of your power would have easily destroyed a colony of xykks. Yet what we heard, the entire town fought against the xykks.” 
 
    Brom nodded. “When you have been around as long as I have, you do tend to lose moments of time. It is why many have given me the title of the Befuddled. An endearing title from a lovely people.” 
 
    Brom’s eyes took on a hint of clarity. “I am still not hearing if I have committed any crimes, divine or otherwise. Living a long time and being forgetful is not a crime, is it?” 
 
    Zulkis looked darkly on the lich. “No, it is not a crime.” 
 
    Brom stepped a little closer to the troll and looked up at him with hard eyes. “Am I a heretic? If so, will it be you, Paladin Zulkis, who will slay me in the name of Hymora? Is this your moment to prove yourself, destroying a lich from a time before Hymora became a celestial dragon goddess? Oh, what a story that would be. How a paladin with 8 degrees in Decay, 5 degrees in Dark and 4 degrees in Time mana spheres will destroy a lich that has much more power and knowledge? That would be an interesting story indeed.” 
 
    Zulkis’s eyes widened in surprise.  
 
    Brom gave a wicked smile as he continued, “Paladin of Hymora, you will not find the corruption you seek in me, but if you do brand me as a heretic, I hope you’re leading the charge when you attempt to smite me. It will take more than,” Brom glanced at Nolla's wide eyes before looking back at the tall troll, “yourself to take on such a task. Your fellow paladins may not be up to such a glorious act.” 
 
    Nolla grabbed Zulkis’s arm and gave it a slight pull. “We didn’t come here to insult any of the town’s residents.” The succubus turned her attention to Brom and bowed her head. “Please forgive my fellow paladin. He meant no disrespect.” 
 
    Brom chuckled like an adult among children. “I know he didn’t. But I shall put your thoughts at ease, Zulkis, Paladin of Hymora. I generally haunt the town. Simply speak my name and I will come to you to answer any questions you may have. No need to trouble the town magistrate with such inquiries. He has more important things to attend to than keeping track of an old lich.” 
 
    Zulkis didn’t budge from Nolla’s pulling. The shock in his eyes quickly evaporated and a confident darkness remained. He bowed his head to the lich and closed his eyes. 
 
    “I have been rude, Lord Brom. I ask for your forgiveness. My fellow paladin speaks the truth and I wish no ill will between us,” the troll said with a genuine tone. 
 
    “Carry on with your duties, enjoy the lovely night and all will be well,” Brom said simply. 
 
    Nolla pulled a little harder, and Zulkis slowly moved to her pulling. The pair of paladins walked away without looking back and made their way up North Street. 
 
    Kavan watched them go before turning his attention to Brom. “You didn’t have to show yourself. I would have directed them away from you.” 
 
    Brom nodded. “I know you would have. I needed to be here to ensure they didn’t harass you. Paladins are cunning when it comes to exposing corruption and evils against their doctrines. They will think twice before coming to disturb you again.” 
 
    A gleam filled the lich’s eyes. “Our work must carry on without interference. I sense powerful vibrations along the threads of fate and we must do what we can to stave off anything that may slow down our work.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. Brom’s eyes darkened and he looked away. A tiny tremble filled his gaze as he looked around confused. 
 
    He’s losing his lucid moment. 
 
    “Where did I put my pieces? I know they are here, somewhere,” the lich said and wandered off without giving Kavan a second glance. 
 
    “Enjoy the evening,” Kavan said out loud to the lich. 
 
    The dragonkin turned to West Street and began walking.  
 
    The town had some small activity. Kavan looked ahead to see a small line of visitors waiting to enter the Dragon’s Table. He continued to walk by and several goblins and orcs waved to the dragonkin as he passed by. Kavan smiled and waved to them before continuing on. 
 
    Several visitors stood by the entrance of the Blue Lantern Inn. Kavan looked to them and through the front windows, seeing Rujin move about and seating new visitors to Moonvale. The troll moved with relaxed urgency, taking moments to speak with those already seated and moving newcomers to tables. The troll’s dark eyes always held a snide gloom, but in that innocent moment, Kavan could see Rujin was happy. A smile filled his mouth and he moved in his element, showing visitors what his inn and restaurant could provide for them. 
 
    When Kavan reached the Shouting Troll, he glanced in through the windows and took a double take. The tavern had a few patrons within, enjoying a drink. But behind the bar, a dark-skinned dryad was smiling and flipping a bottle in the air. Kavan slowed his walk as he passed by, not believing what he was seeing. Ammi, the town’s magical botanist, slinging a bottle and cups like a pro bartender. Patrons laughed and clapped as the dryad moved with dexterous agility and skill. A bottle flipped before she grabbed it by the neck, her other hand pulling away the cork top. A stream of liquid poured from the bottle and into the cup before she turned the bottle and slid the cup to a tavern patron. She then took hold of another bottle and flipped both of them, a wide smile across her face. She poured into two cups as the clapping continued. 
 
    Kavan lifted his hand and scratched at his horned head, unsure how a dryad would learn something like that here on Voldor. 
 
    What she was doing was like out of an old movie back on Earth. How could she have learned that… unless people on Earth learned it from here? 
 
    Kavan cracked a smile at the preposterous thought. When he looked up again, he spotted Dura standing by the Western Gate. She was in a black dress, the hem past her knees. Her hair was in a tight bun as she looked at Kavan as he approached. The dragonkin noted her emerald green skin contrasting against the black. The dress accentuated her cleavage and smooth neck. Her eyes blinked slowly as she smiled at Kavan's approach. 
 
    “I thought you might be late, since you were having dinner with your father,” Kavan said as he stopped before her. 
 
    Dura kept her smile. “We ate early. I told him I was meeting friends after sundown. He didn’t press any further.” 
 
    Kavan looked down at her dress. “You look beautiful.” 
 
    Dura made a little curtsey with a shy smile. “Thank you. You look dashing.” 
 
    Kavan smiled as he noticed the librarian was not acting like her usual librarian self. Her demeanor came off softer and her eyes gleamed with a magical shine. The hardness he often saw from her seemed to shrink back. In one way, it reminded him of Lorta. In another way, Dura’s shyness was less than Lorta’s, but it was there, just below the surface. 
 
    Kavan parted his lips, ready to wonder out loud where the mysterious siren was when a quick whisper caught his and Dura’s attention. The pair looked over to a thin alley, a light blue webbed hand beckoning them into the inky shadows. 
 
    “Don’t let anyone see you,” the shadows whispered. 
 
    Kavan and Dura looked around, the area by the West Gate devoid of visitors or town residents. When they were in the clear, the couple slipped into the shadowy alley like ghosts in a graveyard. 
 
    Kavan looked down on Nava as she grinned in the shadows. The siren turned and walked further along the alley, Kavan and Dura in tow. They turned a corner and walked down another alleyway. The lantern lights along the streets faded to darkness as the trio made their way along. 
 
    The dragonkin’s senses sharpened as star light illuminated their way. He watched the siren as she led them further along a small maze of twists and turns. Dura was behind Kavan, following closely along. When the three of them reached a thick door, Nava turned and looked at them with a knowing smile. 
 
    “Welcome to our private club,” the siren said before turning to the door, lifting a webbed fist and knocking four times. 
 
    Kavan readied himself for anything. Thoughts swirled with possibilities that anything could be behind that door. 
 
    A slot opened high up on the door and a pair of dark eyes looked out. They looked into Kavan’s eyes and a sliver of concern touched them. Kavan looked into the slot. Despite its small size, he could clearly see it was Kazko. 
 
    Nava lifted a webbed hand up and waved it in front of Kazko’s eyes. “They’re with me. New members and they brought gold.” 
 
    Kazko’s brow wrinkled as he glanced at Kavan again. When he looked past the dragonkin to Dura, the troll nodded and closed the slot. A bolt slid back and the door opened.         
 
     The lanky troll stepped back, but kept a wary gaze as Nava walked on. Kavan followed and Dura was behind him. When all three were inside, the troll closed the door and bolted it shut. 
 
    Kavan took in the medium-sized room. It didn’t have any windows. Different paintings hung on the walls of trolls, goblins, orcs, nagas, and demons playing cards. A small bar stood to the side. It was a simple design, but had many different kinds of markings on it, like someone stabbed it with daggers and tried to carve out odd symbols. A red rug covered the floor. In the middle of the room was a large, octagon table. It was made of strong polished wood. Two figures sat at opposite sides of the table. A goblin turned his attention to the newcomers and simply stared. A golden haired fae turned her gaze to the newcomers and smiled brightly. 
 
    Kavan simply blinked as he looked at Oaks and Misty. His gaze moved to the stack of cards in the middle of the table. Then he looked at rectangular spaces carved into it at each edge of the sturdy table.  
 
    Kazko looked at Nava with nervous eyes. “Is this wise, bringing the magistrate here?” 
 
    Nava nodded and smiled. “Are you afraid he’s going to arrest us?” 
 
    Kazko blinked and remained quiet. 
 
    “What is happening here?” Kavan asked with a curious tone. 
 
    Dura stepped past Kavan and to the edge of the table. Priestess Misty, still in her holy black robe, lifted a mug of ale and gulped it. Oaks leaned back in his chair, his eyes cool as a stream on a spring morning. 
 
    The orc nodded to herself before turning and leaning her butt against the edge of the table. She looked at Kavan with a knowing gaze and a small smile. 
 
    “There are a few laws that carry across any kingdom you may visit or live in. Gold coins are the common currency for every kingdom, but there are things that are outlawed among all kingdoms,” Dura said before turning her upper body slightly and picking up a card off the top of the deck. 
 
    Dura held it up and showed the number side to Kavan. On it was a small design of land and goblin soldiers next to each other. Kavan noted the number 4 on it, filling every corner of the card. 
 
    “One game that is outlawed across all kingdoms is the game called Empire. It is a card game where players try to grow their kingdoms until one last player is standing as emperor. You can see why a game such as this would be outlawed. It promotes an idea that anyone can build an empire,” Dura said as she waved the card before her. 
 
    Nava moved to the bar. The siren reached down and picked up a few cups. She placed them on the bar top and then picked up a bottle of ale. She poured as she talked. 
 
    “Kazko and I came up with the idea of our own little private club. Since I’m on the town council, Kazko would be shielded from anyone wishing to put a stop to it. We’ve had this place for years and try to meet weekly for a few games,” Nava finished pouring into the cups. 
 
    Misty grinned with pink cheeks, the ale already gone to her head. “We only had four players for a long time, but now we have six!” 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to Kazko. The troll gave a nervous grin and shifted on his feet to the dragonkin’s gaze. 
 
    “A bit of fun and a way to earn a little extra coin,” the troll said as if he was ready to bolt for the door. 
 
    Dura looked at the card in her hand. “If a paladin found out about this secret place, we would all be thrown in a dungeon and our property seized.” 
 
    Nava came around from the bar with cups in her webbed hands. She gave one to Dura and then stepped to Kavan. She lifted her hand and pressed the cup into Kavan’s hand. He took it and held it before him, not taking a sip. 
 
    “Kavan wouldn’t allow that to happen to us. I can feel it in my heart,” the siren smiled and took a sip of her drink. 
 
    The dragonkin looked down on the siren. In that moment, he saw the dark blue rings under her eyes and saggy skin. Oval eyes blinked slowly, but red veins stretched across the white part like crimson roots. 
 
    She hasn’t slept. 
 
    Oaks simply looked up at the dragonkin, his face a blank mask. 
 
    Dura kept her knowing smirk. “This would be the only moment where our magistrate could turn us in. If it didn’t happen now, he would also be thrown in the dungeon for failing his duty and his land would be seized. 
 
    Kazko laughed, nervously. 
 
    Kavan looked at everyone in the secret room. His gaze met each one until at last, he looked into Kazko’s twitching eyes. 
 
    “I don’t see anything out of the ordinary,” the dragonkin winked. 
 
    Kazko let out a sharp, relieved laugh. Shoulders relaxed as he lifted his hand and clamped it on Kavan’s shoulder. 
 
    “Welcome to the Empire Clan,” the troll said with a wide, toothy smile. 
 
    Kavan smiled as an alert crossed his gaze. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Social Skill! Social Skill is now 6th degree, Advanced. 
 
    Kavan pulled up his skill list. 
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 6 
 
    Tracking: 1 
 
    Farming: 4 
 
    Mining: 2 
 
    Social: 6 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 5 
 
    Metal Smithing: 4 
 
      
 
    Kazko let go of the dragonkin and walked over to the bar. He moved behind it and pulled out large cups and several bottles. 
 
    “Tonight deserves the good stuff,” the troll said and began opening bottles. 
 
    Misty put her hands in the air and smiled wide. “Yeah! Drinks!” the fae laughed. 
 
    Nava took a seat with her drink before looking at Dura and Kavan, “Have a seat. We’ll start a game. I promise to not take all of your gold.” 
 
    Dura shot Kavan a wry smile before moving from the table edge and stepping to an empty seat. 
 
    Kavan moved closer to the bar as Kazko was making drinks. A thought touched his mind and he smiled. 
 
    “I didn’t know Ammi was a bartender for you,” the dragonkin said. 
 
    Kazko nodded as he poured. “It was her idea some time back. She told me she spends a lot of time talking to her plants and wanted to make sure she interacted with residents in town. It helped her stay connected. She has become very good at it.” 
 
    The lanky troll pushed a mug to Kavan. The dragonkin lifted it up and took a sip. A delightful burning sensation slipped down his throat and nodded that it was good. 
 
    “Where did she learn to toss bottles around? I saw her doing that before coming back here.” 
 
    Kazko chuckled as he picked up a few mugs with his long fingers. “She saw Drayke do it once one night in his restaurant. It was all she needed to mimic it. When she works the bar, she tries different flips. She has become quite good and the visitors seem to like it. She hasn’t broken a bottle or mug yet.” 
 
    Kazko moved to the table and began placing filled mugs before each player in turn. 
 
    Kavan moved to the table and saw an empty seat between Nava and Dura. The dragonkin stepped over and took that particular seat. He shot glances at each woman to either side of him. Nava grinned with tired eyes. Dura’s demeanor glowed as she gave the dragonkin a warm smile. 
 
    Kazko sat down in his seat. Drinks were by each player and stacks of cards stood in the middle. 
 
    Kavan couldn’t deny the small electric excitement of playing a banned game. It made what they were doing that much more intriguing. It didn’t escape him that if they were found out, they would all be in big trouble, but the dragonkin smirked to himself, knowing he was the law in town and some of the town’s residents before him were his people.  
 
    Kazko leaned forward with his long fingers laced before him. The wild spiky hair along the top and sides of his head framed his serious expression as he eyed everyone at the table. 
 
    “Not everyone knows how to play Empire, so I will go over the rules. Our first game with our new members will be a trial run with no gold placed. After the trial game, all members must use real coin,” Kazko began. 
 
    Everyone nodded at the table. 
 
    The troll picked up a stack of cards and began shuffling them. His blue fingers moved with precise skill and dexterous grace. He began speaking as he kept shuffling. 
 
    “The game is simple once you understand. Each player is dealt three land cards, which are face down. Next, three legion cards are dealt. They stay in your hands. The three cards facing down are your Land Cards. Each one will have a number, representing the value of such lands. The higher the number, the more its worth. 
 
    “The cards in your hands are your Legion Cards. Each legion card represents a number of legions under your control. The higher the number, the more powerful the legion. These cards will be used for attack or defense. 
 
    “The goal of the game is to conquer or acquire everyone’s land cards. There are moments for diplomacy, but we can talk about that as we play. You may only have as many legion cards as land cards. The more land cards you have, the larger your legions will become. Land cards are not revealed until they are attacked or during a diplomacy action to reveal their worth.” 
 
    Kazko finished shuffling and began tossing out cards to each player. 
 
    “Once you have your land and legion cards, you will be ready to play. On a player’s turn, they may attack or perform diplomacy. To attack, you must use one or more legion cards to annex a land card from another player. The attack card is not revealed until all attack legions are on the table. The cards are turned and numbers tallied. The attack legions must have a total number above the defending kingdom’s cards on the table. Ties go to the defender, every time. After it is tallied, if the attacker exceeds the defender, they win the land card and move it to their lands on the table, face up. The defender loses their weakest of the defending legion cards. The attacker loses a legion card, but it is chosen by the defender which one is lost. Most often, defenders pick the attacker’s strongest card from the battle. 
 
    “If the attacker cannot overcome the defender’s legions, the attacker loses their weakest card and may choose which one of the defender’s legion cards is lost after the battle. It keeps the odds fair.” 
 
    Kavan lifted his land cards and looked them over before placing them face down. 
 
    Kazko continued as he dealt legion cards, “To join a game, players will pledge a certain amount of gold. It must be an equal amount for all players. This is your Treasure Hold for your empire. Coin is used to either buy a new legion card, or use your diplomacy turn to Bribe or Entice a fellow player into an alliance. You can only use one coin per turn and no more. 
 
    “Diplomacy is used to stave off attacks or gain allies. No matter if you have an alliance with every player, the goal is to win every land card in play. Coin is not replenished in your Treasure Hold, so diplomacy will be needed to earn coin to keep buying legion cards.  
 
    “During your diplomacy turn, you may ask a player to not attack you by giving them a coin, ask a fellow player to help attack another player, or ask another player to defend you from attack. The price is often one coin for such actions, but know this, a player does not have to honor the agreement. They may take the coin and do nothing when you are attacked or you can help with an attack. Those who help another player attack do not earn any land, but bridge good will for future battles and alliances. You may only choose to attack or use diplomacy during your turn, not both.” 
 
    Kavan picked up his legion cards and looked them over. “Can you buy land cards from another player?” 
 
    Kazko smiled and nodded. “You can, but it is expensive. Your coins must match the land card number. This is the only time you may spend more than one coin per turn. It is difficult because most games only have a limit of ten coins per game.” 
 
    The troll lifted up another stack and shifted through the cards. He pulled a card out and turned it to everyone at the table so they could see it. On the card was a black swirling vortex. 
 
    Kazko gave everyone an evil grin. “When you buy legion cards, if you pick up this card, it means a catastrophe has struck your kingdom and you must discard either a legion card or a land card. You also lose the gold coin you spent to gain a legion card.” 
 
    Dura nodded as she looked at her cards, “Even the greatest empires may fall in the grandest of times.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Kazko re-shuffled the legion deck and placed it in the middle of the table.  
 
    “How does anyone win the gold used to buy legions?” Kavan asked as he looked over his legion cards. 
 
    Kazko nodded. “It stays in the middle of the table. Once all players have been eliminated, the last player with the greatest empire wins the pot.” 
 
    The troll lifted his cards, looked them over and placed them face down. “We can start a simple game, five coin buy in. End of game, everyone gets their five coins back.” 
 
    Kavan looked at his legion cards in his hand. He saw that he had a ten, eight, and twelve card. Each one had different lands with different races. 
 
    “Let’s play a full game,” the dragonkin said as his hand slipped into his belt pouch. 
 
    Everyone looked at Kavan as he placed ten coins on the table, beside his land cards. 
 
    “Feeling bold,” Nava smirked as she fished out ten coins and put them beside her land cards. 
 
    Oaks simply put ten gold coins by his cards, not saying a word. 
 
    Dura was next, putting coins down by her cards. 
 
    Misty hummed with pink cheeks as she rummaged around her robe pocket. She grasped a fist full of coins and placed them down beside her land cards. The pile was more than ten and before anyone said anything, the fae waved her hand to silence them and picked at the coins. When she had only ten on the table, the priestess sat back in her chair and sank down, legion cards in front of her eyes. 
 
    Kazko eyed everyone at the table before looking at his legion cards again. With a smirk, he fished out ten coins and placed them beside his land cards. 
 
    “Leave friendships and love at the door, for tonight, we fight for kingdoms,” Kazko grinned. 
 
    Drinks flowed into mouths as the game began. Time slowed as a competitive nature took root. Attacks began in the first round, each player having to reveal a land card while others revealed their legion cards. The mood thickened into sideways glances, smirks, smiles and tilted heads in defeat. Misty laughed like a mad fae, sending her legions on the offensive. A crazed look filled the drunk fae’s eyes as she annexed a few land cards in the first few rounds.  
 
    Kavan watched for two turns, watching Kazko, Nava, Oaks, and Misty play. When it was Dura’s turn, she immediately attacked the dragonkin and annexed one of his lands. The next few rounds were Kavan trying to regain what he had lost and it cost him another land in the process. 
 
    Oaks played his cards silently and with pointed aggression. Nava looked around at turned up land cards, plotting her moves and counter moves. Kazko’s hands moved with defined strategy as he placed legion cards. 
 
    The world beyond the secret room faded away as the six players brutally played the game to win.  
 
    The mood shifted when Misty lost all her land cards. The fae sat back in smiling defeat before picking up her drink and guzzling it. Kazko was winning, his land cards growing after every turn. Kavan looked around with nervous slitted eyes as Nava was a close second to Kazko. Oaks held his own while Kavan and Dura were at the bottom. 
 
    The dragonkin and orc glanced at each other and a silent bargain was made. On their turns, they slid a single gold coin to each other and pledged their forces in combined attacks on Kazko. The troll shook his head as he couldn’t keep their remaining forces from annexing his lands. He growled when he was down to two land cards and Oaks swept in to finish the troll off. 
 
    “I’ll get more drinks,” Kazko said as he stood up and marched over to the bar in annoyance. 
 
    Oaks pushed a coin to Nava and she accepted it during his turn. The siren attacked Kavan’s lands and the goblin joined her. Dura rushed to Kavan’s defense, but when legions cards were turned, the dragonkin and orc were outmatched. 
 
    Fun shouts and cheers filled the room as Kavan lost another land card and began his slow slide into defeat. The dragonkin was next to fall to the Nava empire. After that, Dura was next. 
 
    Oaks tried to buy more legions, but was soon outmatched by Nava’s forces and fell. When the last land card was taken by a webbed hand, claps filled the air. Nava grinned with tired eyes as she reached over and took the pot in the middle of the table, her empire complete. 
 
    “Another game!” the siren shouted and heads nodded. 
 
    Not long into the second game, the mood relaxed a little and conversations bubbled. The drinks were strong and Kavan found himself weaving in his chair, trying to remain sitting upright. He was not the only one caught in the siren song of spirits. Misty could barely keep her head up, the fae slowly blinking. Kazko’s eyes were cool as ice, until Nava told him to take his turn and he didn’t move. For a moment, the troll was sleeping with his eyes open and a quick punch from Nava woke up the troll. Even Oaks was smiling as he played, his green cheeks a little rosy from the spirits. 
 
    Kavan turned his horned head and glanced at Dura. The orc was looking at him with hungry eyes and not paying attention to the game. 
 
    “The paladins make me uncomfortable,” Kazko said with a slight slur. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Dura looked at her cards and then to the troll across the table from her. “I spent the day researching about Loduss kingdom law and the laws of the Divine Alliance. It was an eye-opening couple of hours.” 
 
    Everyone turned their attention to the orc. 
 
    Dura continued as she sat back in her chair, “Paladins and justiciars follow the laws of the alliance and are flexible with the laws of each kingdom. One thing I noticed was that paladins cannot simply investigate corruption without the approval of the lord or lady of the kingdom they enter.” 
 
    “It’s no surprise if the Lord and Lady of Loduss let them come here without a second thought. They don’t care about the smaller towns outside of Loduss. They only care what happens in their city,” Nava said with a bitter tone. 
 
    Dura nodded. “The Divine Alliance may roam where they please, but they cannot interfere unless lives are in danger or they have approval from the local kingdom. Since Moonvale is part of the Loduss territories, the paladins only need to speak with the lord and lady of Loduss.” 
 
    Misty’s entire body sagged as she barely held her cards up. “I love Moonvale for our freedom to worship who we wish. Pretending to simply worship Drogoss drains me.” 
 
    The fae shifted in her seat like she was relieving a bad dream. “My brother and I love the old gods. They spoke to us and we felt we needed to answer their call. We left our home and family to find a place where we could pray in peace, without prying eyes eager to turn us in. Fae towns and villages are ripe with gossip. Our town was no different. If any other fae found out our love for the old gods, we would have been imprisoned, or worse.” 
 
    Kavan looked over at the drunk fae as she stewed in her own thoughts, her eyes looking at nothing. 
 
    “Is there any way to appeal to the royalty of Loduss? Maybe something that we can use to help them leave sooner?” Kavan asked Dura. 
 
    Dura let out a frustrated exhale. “There is, but I don’t think we have the numbers, power, and influence to do it.” 
 
    Everyone at the table looked at the orc and leaned in a little closer. Misty sat up and leaned forward as she pushed away the drunken haze. 
 
    Dura looked at everyone and continued, “The Divine Alliance must respect the kingdoms and territories they enter. The only thing I found is if Moonvale breaks away from Loduss and becomes its own kingdom.” 
 
    Everyone at the table blinked. 
 
    “How does Moonvale become its own kingdom?” Nava asked with interested eyes. 
 
    The orc nodded. “Someone who owns land, may put forth their nomination of becoming lord or lady before the town council. Everyone on the council must agree, but there are a few other things that must be done to make it official. 
 
    “Anyone who applies for lordship, must have land and a standing army to defend the town and surrounding areas. They must appoint a general for their army and a diplomat for relations between kingdoms. After that, a letter is sent to Loduss, signed by the council and the lord or lady, declaring their independence from Loduss. 
 
    “The lord and lady of Loduss have a year to decide if they agree or disagree, but the moment the council votes in favor, the kingdom may declare its independence. The Divine Alliance will have to respect the decision and only then, can the new lord or lady ask them to leave until diplomatic relations have been established and formalized between kingdoms. This is so paladins will not have to engage in disputes among kingdoms if they happen to be on different sides.” 
 
    Dura looked down as shadows covered her eyes. “It’s not as simple as it may seem. Just because a kingdom declares its independence, doesn’t mean it will stay that way. Loduss can send an army to retake the land and town. If they do, they can imprison, exile or put to death the lord or lady and the entire council. Loduss put this law into place to give a fair chance for smaller towns and kingdoms in their territories to grow stronger, but the laws are old and from a different time.  
 
    “During the chaos after the Celestial war, the laws were meant to nurture fledging kingdoms to grow strong alliances if war touched Voldor. A way to secretly band together if other kingdoms decided to grow their territories. Since that was not the case for a long time, I believe the laws were forgotten, unless someone went looking for them.” 
 
    Kavan absorbed every word from the orc. Gears turned in his head with the implications of such a bold action. It could liberate Moonvale into its own kingdom, but it could also be a death sentence if Loduss sent an army to reclaim the town and lands. 
 
    “I nominate Kavan!” Kazko laughed and clutched at his smooth stomach. 
 
    Nava looked over with a wry gaze and smile. “You’re not on the council. You can’t nominate anyone.” 
 
    “When I win this round, I will have an empire and then I will have the power to make any I see fit as a lord or lady,” Kazko said with a sly edge. “Play your cards right, and you may be a lady of many lands while I sit on a large throne of gold!” 
 
    The troll slammed his fist on the table, “Everyone here will be a lord and lady in my empire! I swear on my brother’s life!” 
 
    “No throne big enough to carry all of your shit,” Oaks snickered. 
 
    Everyone at the table howled with laughter at the goblin’s sudden remark, including Kazko. 
 
    The haze of the drink and happy laughter lifted Kavan’s spirit. The feelings of belonging stirred once again, seeing so many happy smiles across the table. Oaks was often serious and barely smiled. To see him laughing with everyone else was like seeing a mythical creature in a forest. Misty clutched at her own stomach and leaned forward. Her long fae wings fluttered as she seemed to lose control over them. Nava laughed as she tried to take a swig of her drink and missed. Spirits fell onto her lap and she laughed louder. 
 
    The dragonkin turned his gaze to Dura when her hand touched his thigh. He looked into her eyes as she smiled, two sharp lower teeth exposed with the rest. The orc squeezed Kavan’s thigh as sultry intentions filled her gaze. 
 
    The night grew late. After the third game finished, Misty put her head down on the table and fell asleep. Oaks said his goodbyes and left with a pouch filled with gold from winning the last game. Kazko was leaning back in his chair and snoring at the ceiling. 
 
    Nava glanced over to Kavan as Dura focused her full attention on him. The siren smiled before she yawned. Kazko was startled awake. Misty continued to sleep. 
 
    “Kazko, help me get Misty to the church,” Nava said with a sleepy tone. 
 
    Kavan turned to the siren and stood up. He weaved slightly from the spirits. 
 
    “I can help,” the dragonkin said as he fought through the haze. 
 
    Nava shook her head. “No, it’s okay. Misty does this at almost every game. Kazko and I are used to getting her home.” 
 
    “The spare bedroom upstairs is free. It’s too late to walk home. You can stay and leave in the morning,” Kazko offered. 
 
    Nava gave a tired nod. “Okay.” 
 
    Dura leaned in closer to Kavan. “I could use an escort home,” the orc said slyly. 
 
    Kavan nodded. He looked at the siren and she gave him a smile and a small nod. 
 
    Dura wrapped her arm around Kavan’s arm as she stood up. She gently pulled him toward the door and he complied. The bolt slid back and the door opened. Cool summer night air washed over the couple as they stepped into the alley. The door closed behind them and Dura pulled the dragonkin along. 
 
    The haze fell away slowly. The dragonkin looked around, unsure where he was behind the clusters of buildings in Moonvale. Thin alleys spider webbed out in different directions, but Dura seemed to know her way. Overhead was a dark purple sky filled with stars. Before he had a chance to look back down, hands grabbed him and slammed his back against a wall. 
 
    Kavan looked into Dura’s heated gaze. The orc looked at him like he was a piece of prime meat and she was ready to devour him. 
 
    “How long are we going to play this game?” Dura asked with a sinister and sultry edge. 
 
    Kavan’s scaled hands rose up and grabbed her by the arms. Muscles thickened as he pushed the orc and slammed her back against the opposite alley wall a few feet away. Dura let out a gasp as she was in the dragonkin’s clutches and licked her lips. Kavan’s serpent gaze caused her to melt slightly in his grasp and her hips moved slightly to a wanting desire. The heat between them glowed as Kavan turned his gaze downward, admiring her body. 
 
    “I had fun tonight,” Dura said with a sly grin before driving her knee into Kavan’s stomach. 
 
    The force of the blow was strong, but not strong enough to hurt him. He continued to hold her by the arms and he bent slightly. Dura grinned as she tried to twist out of Kavan’s grip. The dragonkin took a firmer hold and slammed her back a little harder against the wall. 
 
    A deep sigh fell from the orc’s lips as her eyelids fluttered in heat. “You… you think you can tame me?” 
 
    Kavan glowered with heated intention. His grip on her arms loosened and Dura took full advantage. She stepped closer and rammed her elbow into his chest. The force of the blow was enough for Kavan to take a single step back. Dura capitalized her attack by jumping up and wrapping her legs around his waist. Arms circled his shoulders and before Kavan could make another move, Dura clamped her open mouth on the spot between his neck and shoulder.  
 
    Pointed teeth stabbed between scales and blood welled up. Kavan held the orc to him as she bit and her tongue tasted his blood. Dura closed her eyes as Kavan’s hand smoothed over her rump and pulled up her dress. She made no protest as the dress was raised and fingers explored her from behind. 
 
    Kavan felt wetness the moment he touched her womanhood. Drops of desire and affection coated his fingers as he explored. The pain in his shoulder was barely noticeable, the two locked in an overpowering wanting. 
 
    Dura pulled her head away and licked blood off her teeth and lips. Legs uncurled and she stood under her own power. Kavan pulled his wet fingers away as the orc stared into his eyes. 
 
    No words were spoken as the two gazed at each other. 
 
    Dura took hold of Kavan’s belt and unbuckled it. She undid the ties along the top of his leggings and pushed down. Kavan grabbed at her black dress and pulled it up, bunching the fabric in his hand. In the dim light of the alley, he saw that she was wearing nothing underneath. When his dragonhood was free, Dura stroked him and it instantly hardened. 
 
    The moment took them both, Kavan grabbing the beautiful orc and lifting her up. He slammed her back to the alley wall as the tip of his meaty spear touched her quivering and dripping valley entrance. Dura’s legs shot up and coiled around his waist again. She pulled him closer with her strong legs and Kavan’s dragonhood pierced her soul. 
 
    Dura opened her mouth in silent ecstasy as thick inches parted her soft, pink flesh. Her inner world spread to the dragonkin’s invasion and wetness surged. Kavan pressed on until he reached the hilt. 
 
    Dura breathed heavily, her gaze on the dragonkin between her legs. Her hips moved, enticing him to fuck her into submission and Kavan complied. Their bodies writhed with urgency, thrusting and squeezing. The tempo grew and Dura growled her approval. She held onto Kavan as his hips and lower back worked like battering ram, knocking down her almost prim and proper facade to reveal a lustful creature of the night. Dura bounced and gasped, unable to hold back the tension in her entire body. Nerves tightened as the deep pit within was filled and overflowing with bliss. 
 
    “Fuck me, hurt me,” Dura hissed harshly. 
 
    Instinct took over as Kavan opened his mouth. The dragonkin’s maw opened a little wider and his head snapped forward, biting her shoulder. Dura lifted her right hand and slammed it against Kavan’s back as his teeth bit through the fabric of the dress and pierced her skin. Drops of blood welled up and Kavan licked at it while his hips drove his thick spear to the hilt again and again. 
 
    Dura let out a whimper as her eyes rolled into her head. She surrendered to the dragonkin and her senses were enveloped in blissful light. Nerves exploded as an orgasm slammed into her. Each thrust caused her to reach a new, higher level of bliss. A deluge of wetness splashed and dripped from their union, the orc nearly incoherent. 
 
    Kavan was lost to the tenderness of Dura wilting against him. He thrust to the hilt again and his cock thickened. Thick spurts of seed painted Dura’s inner, wet world. Affection dripped between their union as his hips slowed, but didn’t pull out. 
 
    Dura seemed to regain some of her mind, eyes rolling back into place and moving her body on Kavan’s still rigid cock. 
 
    “One more, then my place,” Dura whispered as she rode the dragon. 
 
    Kavan simply nodded as he could barely control himself. He continued to slay Dura’s desires as the night continued with its celestial dance. 
 
    A pair of oval eyes stared from the distance, watching the union between dragonkin and orc. A tongue snaked out and licked lips as Dura’s moans touched the night air. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Seventeen 
 
    Eyes fluttered in the near dark of the bedchamber. Dura stirred as her arm was outstretched across the bed. Fingers curled into the bedsheets. Eyes slowly opened to see that the bed was empty, save for herself. The orc turned slightly onto her side, a thin blanket barely covering her from the hip down.  
 
    The chamber cast thick shadows, broken by the gentle glow of the coming morning hours. The faint light spilled in as a dragonkin was standing in the center of the bedchamber, his shirt pulled down over his head and settled down on his shoulders. 
 
    Dura bunched up a pillow under her head and looked at Kavan as he finished getting dressed. Her gaze flicked to the floor by the door, her black dress laying in several tattered pieces. A memory curled along her mind, Kavan’s claws flashing and slicing the dress off her body. She remembered grabbing him to wrestle him to the bed, when Kavan took hold of her, lifted her up, and threw her on the bed. Dura slowly blinked as moments washed on the shores of her mind of the many hours of entwined bodies and heated passion. 
 
    Kavan turned his head and looked at the beautiful orc on the bed.  
 
    Dura looked up to him and gave the dragonkin a weary smile. “The library may have to open a little late today.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I’m sure the town won’t mind.” 
 
    Dura sighed and nestled into the pillow. “I know you have to go, but I want you to stay.” 
 
    The dragonkin gave a small nod. “I want to stay, but I need to continue training. A few residents have come to rely on it and I don’t want to let anyone down.” 
 
    Dura nodded. “I know. Durzol talks to me about it. He’s excited to learn some kind of magic. No one in our family has ever learned the mystic arts. This is something new for our entire bloodline.” 
 
    “It’s new for a lot of people. I don’t want to let anyone down,” Kavan said with a genuine tone. 
 
    “I admire your dedication,” Dura said softly. “I also admire your body in my bed.” 
 
    Kavan turned and stepped to the edge of the bed. He looked down with warm slitted eyes as he admired her nude body like a painting in a museum. 
 
    Dura slowly blinked. “I know your love life is complicated. I don’t want to add to any complications. Last night was wonderful, but I don’t expect you to drop everything to be with me.” 
 
    Kavan let his gaze linger before he smirked. “Giving up? Not an orc thing to do.” 
 
    Dura let out a rough laugh before grabbing her pillow and throwing it at him. Kavan caught the pillow in mid-air and held it with both hands. 
 
    “You leave me no choice,” the dragonkin hissed before gently putting the pillow over Dura’s face. 
 
    Dura pretended to struggle, her hands and arms flailing as muffled laughter rose up. The two lovers laughed as Dura grabbed the pillow, pulled it away and slammed it into the side of Kavan’s horned head. Before she could pull it away to hit him again, he snatched it out of her hands and threw it aside. Dura blinked before Kavan placed a knee on the bed, bent down and kissed her. 
 
    The sultry kiss between them flashed with heat. Dura’s tongue played with Kavan's tongue. The two enjoyed the moment before Kavan pulled away and stood up. 
 
    Dura stayed in bed, watching the dragonkin give her one last look before turning for the bedchamber door. He opened the door and stepped out. When he was gone from sight, Dura laid on her back and let out a long sigh, her mind filled with intimate moments and lurid touches. 
 
    Kavan made his way out of Dura’s home and down the stairs. He stepped out onto the street. The town library was across the street. Kavan looked up at the night slipping away from the approaching morning. Stars faded away as the sky brightened on a new day. 
 
    The dragonkin inhaled the pure, morning air. With a small exhale, he turned and made his way down North Street to the town center. 
 
    Boots clicked on the cobblestone as Kavan looked around. The town was silent with most of the residents still asleep. The town gave off a serene peace that Kavan enjoyed as he made the slow walk home. When he reached the town center, he lifted a boney eye ridge as he noticed a certain succubus sitting by the fountain edge.  
 
    Nolla was moving her hand through the bubbling water, her back to him. When Kavan stepped a little closer and the sound of his boots touched the demon woman’s ears, they twitched. She pulled her hand from the fountain waters, turned and looked at the approaching dragonkin. 
 
    “All is well?” Kavan asked as he approached and stood before her. 
 
    Nolla nodded and smiled. “All is well. I was enjoying your town before everyone awakened. It’s calm and peaceful here, unlike Loduss. It is a busy kingdom and there is hardly a moment to enjoy the silence.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’m sure during your stay here, you will experience a pleasant serenity. It’s part of Moonvale’s charm.” 
 
    Nolla nodded and her eyes shifted. She looked to the side as it seemed a sudden thought came to her. 
 
    “Magistrate, I must apologize for Zulkis’s behavior again. I agree with Kuro, we shouldn’t be rude as we conduct our investigation. Zulkis can be a little intense and follows more of the old ways. He sees evil in every corner.” 
 
    “What do you see?” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Nolla’s mouth twisted into a kind smile. “I see a town with many wonderful townsfolk.” 
 
    The succubus’s mouth wrinkled before she parted her lips again. “If you don’t mind, may I confide something to you?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “By all means. I’m not just the town magistrate, but a friend to everyone here as well.” 
 
    Nolla’s smile brightened a little more. “I didn’t want to come here, not because it’s a town on the edge, but because hunting corruption has become little more than finding rats in a cellar. There are no great evils to fight anymore, your people have seen to that. 
 
    “I joined the Divine Alliance because I spent my youth learning about the great battles and amazing adventures I read about. When I was of age, I joined the alliance, ready to help keep the great darkness at bay.” 
 
    Nolla turned her head and looked down, her hands on the stone edge of the fountain as she sat. “They never tell you in the stories how unfulfilling it can be. I’ve spent many nights sleeping on cold ground. I’ve arrested people who cried and begged that they were not servants of the old gods. They simply liked what they represented, a time before order swept across Voldor. 
 
    “I’ve had my share of fights, but after each one, I felt like I was going through the motions. It’s not my calling anymore, I think.” 
 
    Kavan looked upon the succubus with understanding eyes. “What is your calling?” 
 
    Nolla looked away and smiled. “You’ll think it’s odd.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I don’t believe I will. If you’ve looked at many of the town residents here, they are all a bit odd, including myself.” 
 
    Nolla let out a small giggle before looking back up to Kavan. “You’re a dragonkin. Anything you do is not odd.” 
 
    Kavan grinned. “Maybe you’ll see it, the longer you’re here. Now, tell me, what’s your calling?” 
 
    Nolla’s smile faded a touch as she looked up to the dragonkin. “I like baking.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “That sounds like an excellent calling.” 
 
    The succubus kept a warm smile. “No one has ever said that to me before. Everyone in the orders talks about keeping great evils at bay, but anything less than that is met with indifference.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re not around the right people,” Kavan said. 
 
    Nolla nodded and stood up. The chain to her ball and chain clinked as she stood to her full height. She looked at the town magistrate with serious eyes. 
 
    “Magistrate, I don’t believe there is any great evil here. From what I’ve seen, Moonvale is simply a close-knit town and that is what I will report. The royalty in Loduss doesn’t care for anything outside its city borders. Kuro feels the same way. 
 
    “We will be here for another seven to ten days, but honestly, I feel like we are chasing ghosts. This isn’t the first time the seers have sent paladins to investigate a town or city, and it won’t be the last. Most of the time, we find nothing. Other times, we find a single person who has a fascination with the old gods. In my eyes, it’s not enough to destroy their lives. The dragon gods won and aside from the occasional monster and feral attacks, it is a peaceful realm.” 
 
    Kavan listened as the succubus’s shoulders lowered an inch. 
 
    Nolla looked at the sky. “Your people haven’t been involved in the lives of Voldor’s people for a very long time. It’s good to see a dragonkin involved with a small town on the edge of civilization. It brings a glimmer of hope that Voldor may be changing for the better.” 
 
    The succubus lowered her head and closed her eyes. “I’m sorry. I’ve had a lot of time to think here. It has been a welcomed change.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “No need to be sorry. For the time you’re here, you can talk to me and I’ll keep it between us. Your fellow paladins don’t need to know, I swear it on my honor.” 
 
    Nolla opened her eyes and nodded. “Thank you, Magistrate.” 
 
    “Kavan,” the dragonkin corrected. 
 
    “Thank you, Kavan,” Nolla smiled. “If you don’t mind, I would like to ask you something that may not be public knowledge?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “You may. I’ll try to answer it to the best of my ability.” 
 
    Nolla’s eyes gleamed in the growing morning light. “Is Rujin single?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I do believe he is.” 
 
    The succubus nodded. “I know it's very unprofessional to ask that, but I tried some of his cakes at the Blue Lantern and I can’t get enough of them. His food is delicious and I have been dining there many times out of the day. Please, don’t tell him I asked.” 
 
    Kavan chuckled. “Your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kavan,” Nolla smiled brightly. 
 
    “I do have to go, but I will see you around town,” the dragonkin said. 
 
    “Yes, you will. Have a pleasant day,” the succubus said as she sat back down on the fountain edge and dipped her hand in the cool water. 
 
    Kavan bid his farewell and made his way down South Street. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the dragonkin to make his way to the south gate and beyond. He walked along the dirt road, his farm in the distance. The dragonkin mentally reviewed the different discussions he had from the game last night, from Dura to a succubus paladin who felt she needed to unburden her soul. It stitched together like a growing tapestry and the dragonkin found himself enjoying the budding connections. 
 
    When he reached the main gate to his home, he spotted Drayke leaning against the tree they often sat under after their morning training. The dragonkin was clad in black and silver as his arms were crossed and sword pommel peeking over his shoulder. 
 
    The blue and black dragonkin lifted his small snout, looked at Kavan and gave him a small smile. 
 
    “You’re late,” Drayke said with amused eyes as Kavan entered his property and made his way closer. 
 
    Drayke has answers I need. The others aren’t here yet and now is the best time as any. 
 
    Drayke stood up from the tree. “Should we begin practice training until Lorta and Durzol show up?” 
 
    Kavan eyed the dragonkin before him with a shrewd gaze. “Drayke, I have questions and I need honest answers.” 
 
    Drayke’s demeanor shifted into sharp attention. “Questions? I thought I answered all your questions.” 
 
    Kavan kept his knowing gaze. “I believe there is more you can tell me.” 
 
    Drayke shook his head. “There’s nothing to tell. We were exiled from Earth to fight in this new war. Not much else to say.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed. “I spoke with Hexnia,” Kavan said and let the name hang in the air. 
 
    Drayke blinked before he looked away. “What did she say?” 
 
    Kavan kept his firm gaze, “Enough to say you’re not telling me the whole story. I want to think we are becoming friends, so take this moment seriously. No more obfuscation. No more riddles. If we are truly going to be friends and defend the old gods, I need to know what you know.” 
 
    Drayke turned his gaze and connected with Kavan’s slitted eyes. “Our old lives were a dream. Like any dream, we should forget it and move on with our future.” 
 
    Kavan’s hands balled into fists. “Drayke, speak the truth.” 
 
    The blue and black scaled dragonkin kept his gaze before closing his eyes and tilting his head forward. 
 
    “The truth will only claw at your honor. Kavan, you are a dragonkin of honor and strength. You will do what needs to be done, but will not break your honor to serve a higher power. If I reveal the truth, our very friendship will be in danger. Let us not go down this path. Our former lives are ancient history. We should focus on what we can do to help Hexnia, and any of the old gods, to reclaim their world.” 
 
    “You say I am a dragonkin of honor and strength, yet you cannot tell me the truth because you feel I may not handle what you have to say?” 
 
    Drayke looked at the red dragonkin and nodded. “To a degree, I do. If you can make me a promise, on your honor, I will tell you what I know. If you cannot, there is nothing further to discuss.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes flashed with heat.  
 
    Drayke continued, “Kavan, at this moment, we are in a delicate time. The dragon gods committed genocide to overthrow the celestial realms. They killed the established order and evicted the seated pantheon for their own ideals.  
 
    “When I arrived on Voldor, I researched everything I could find on the celestial war and the various pantheons. I spent many sleepless nights trying to piece it all together. My theory is, the dragons didn’t want to take part in the cosmic balance and destroyed the natural order.” 
 
    Kavan watched as Drayke’s eyes slipped into a dark knowing.  
 
    Drayke cleared his throat and continued, “I believe, this realm was the stepping stone. The dragons didn’t stop with just this realm. I believe they have spent the last thousands of years moving through the cosmos, destroying the old pantheons on many worlds and replacing it with their own.” 
 
    “How can you know that?” Kavan asked with hard eyes. 
 
    The dragonkin looked down. “Because, Hexnia told me in my dreams.” 
 
    Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge.  
 
    Drayke shook his head. “The dragons have grown bold. They have tasted celestial power, and like all dragons through history, they liked it. Their very nature is to horde. How long before they wipe out other races, realms, or worlds and replace them with their own. Dragons don’t care about lesser races. They barely cared about the gods and when the time came, they murdered them.” 
 
    “Even if what you say is true, it doesn’t explain your part in this. You know more than you’re saying and I don’t mean just your dreams. Earth was targeted to bring souls here so they can be champions for the old gods. You’ve told me that a certain kind of person needed to come here. Hexnia told me they had to be strong and pious to fulfill the role of champion. How does that all connect with us and our friendship?” 
 
    Drayke slowly blinked as he looked at the red dragonkin. “Promise me on your honor, we will stay friends. Promise me that no matter what happens, we will continue our work.” 
 
    Realization washed over Kavan like cold water. The air around the red dragonkin grew crystal clear as a fire burned from deep within. Slitted eyes narrowed as heat glowed along Kavan’s spirit. 
 
    “You did this. You killed all those players to bring them here,” Kavan growled before his eyes widened a little. “You killed me.” 
 
    Drayke stood his ground and lifted his chin. “My name on Earth was Luther Ash.” 
 
    Kavan stared, his eyes glowering as memories of the day he died flooded his mind. 
 
    Drayke stood tall. “When I designed the game Monstar Saga, I was visited by Hexnia and a few of the old gods. They promised a grand purpose and I couldn’t let it pass. I gave up everything to be here, so we could fight to save not only this realm, but many others.” 
 
    Kavan channeled 5 points of mana into his Body Sphere. Muscles bulged with power. Drayke took a step back before a blur struck his throat. The dragonkin was lifted off his feet and his back was slammed into the tree he was just leaning on earlier. The blue and black dragonkin grabbed at Kavan’s hand, trying to pry the iron grip from his throat. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes burned with heated rage as he stared at the struggling Drayke. “You designed a game and killed a thousand people to bring them here! You had a choice and took away the choices of almost a thousand people with lives and families!” 
 
    Drayke struggled to breathe, unable to pull a single finger away from Kavan’s hand. “It… was… for… a… higher… purpose,” Drayke wheezed. 
 
    “You murdered people who just wanted to play a game! You destroyed them so you could please gods who lost their war. What kind of sick monster are you!” 
 
    “The… same monster… who loves… a demon goddess,” Drayke hissed and grunted, struggling for drops of air. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes softened as he kept his iron grip. 
 
    Drayke looked Kavan in the eyes as he grabbed at the red dragonkin’s wrist, “Promise me… we remain… friends. Promise…. me.” 
 
    An urge to squeeze harder filled Kavan’s mind. Thoughts of his own life paled in comparison to the implications of Drayke’s actions. Imagined moments of torment filled Kavan’s mind’s eye, seeing families discover their dead loved ones, or finding rotted corpses of those who lived alone, long after the damage had been done. 
 
    Pain seethed under Kavan’s skin as thoughts of shattered families stabbed deeper into his soul. 
 
    Kavan closed the distance, but didn’t ease his grip. His head was inches from Drayke’s strangled expression, a cold fury in his slitted eyes. 
 
    “My life was nothing back on Earth, but here, I have a family I care for and will protect. You had a choice when I did not. I accepted my role here on Voldor. I accepted what we are meant to do. I accept my feelings for Onka and Hexnia!” 
 
    Drayke gasped for air. “Kavan… please.” 
 
    “Kavan, we need him!” Viz said with an urgent tone. 
 
    Kavan stared at Drayke for a small moment before he let go. 
 
    Drayke took in a deep gasp as he barely stayed standing. He leaned against the tree and touched his neck as Kavan stood before him. 
 
    “We still have work to do. We still have a purpose,” Drayke managed as his breathing slowly returned to normal. 
 
    Kavan glared at the dragonkin, “I know we have purpose and I will continue with that purpose.” 
 
    Drayke nodded before his eyes took on a concerned gleam. “And our friendship?” 
 
    Shadows darkened Kavan’s eyes as he tilted his head forward. 
 
    The sound of the front gate touched the air. Kavan and Drayke turned their attention to Lorta and Durzol as they entered. The pair looked at the pair of dragonkin, seeing something had happened, but not sure what it was. 
 
    “Is everything alright?” Lorta asked as she approached. 
 
    Durzol glanced at Drayke and then to Kavan. 
 
    Kavan turned to the troll and orc and nodded. “I know we were supposed to work on our spheres of magic, but I’m a little exhausted today. We can pick it up tomorrow morning.” 
 
    “That is for the best,” Drayke said as he stood up to his full height. 
 
    Durzol and Lorta watched as the blue and black dragonkin stepped past them and made for the gate. The pair looked at Kavan as he faced them with sad eyes. 
 
    “Do you want to talk about it?” Durzol asked his friend with concern. 
 
    Kavan looked at his friends and his heart grew bigger in his chest. “Maybe another time. I need a day to take care of my farm. We can continue with practice tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Durzol nodded. Lorta looked at Kavan with worried eyes. 
 
    Kavan stepped to his friends, raised his arms and hugged both of them to him. The trio embraced each other for a small moment before Kavan let go and stepped back. 
 
    “Everything will be alright by tomorrow,” Kavan said with warm eyes. 
 
    Durzol nodded. “If you need to talk, you know you can come to us any time.” 
 
    Lorta nodded.  
 
    Kavan smiled. “I know. Thank you, my friends.” 
 
    Durzol bowed his head, before he turned and walked for the main gate. 
 
    Lorta lingered, her eyes betraying her desire to comfort the red dragonkin. 
 
    “When the time is right, I will tell you everything,” Kavan said cryptically. 
 
    The troll with pigtails gave a slow nod. She lifted her arms, took hold of Kavan and pulled him into her overflowing bosom. She hugged him to her chest and kissed the top of his head. 
 
    “You are there for me and I will always be there for you,” Lorta said with loving affection. 
 
    The troll let go and stepped back. She gave Kavan a long, loving look before she turned and stepped toward the front gate. 
 
    Kavan watched her go. Durzol slowed down and the pair walked together, back to the town of Moonvale. 
 
    “My family,” Kavan whispered before he turned to his home.  
 
    The front door was open with Onka standing at the entrance. Her expression was blank as she stood in one of Kavan’s shirts and nothing else. It fit her like a dress as her gaze never left the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan made his way to the porch. He climbed the small set of stairs and toward the short goblin. Onka stepped back into the house as Kavan entered and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Onka looked up into Kavan’s eyes. She watched the small pains of sorrow fill his gaze, before she stepped closer and hugged him around the waist. Kavan hugged her back and craned his head so he could look down on her. 
 
    “You have become special to so many people, including me. No matter what happens, never forget that,” Onka whispered. 
 
    “I haven’t. I won’t,” Kavan whispered back. 
 
    Onka squeezed him around the waist before pulling her head back and looking up with innocent eyes. 
 
    “I saw you, last night, with Dura,” the goblin grinned. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I had a feeling we were being watched.” 
 
    Kavan’s smile faded away, “You shouldn’t have done that. You could have been spotted by the paladins.” 
 
    Onka kept her smile. “It melts my heart when you’re concerned about me, but do not fret. No one saw me and no one knows I was there except for you. I’m a forest goblin, and we know how to hide.” 
 
    “And my time with Dura?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Onka’s smile grew wider. “I don’t care how big our family grows, as long as we have each other, I’m happy.” 
 
    Kavan gave a slow nod. 
 
    Onka pulled away, but took Kavan’s hand into hers. She pulled him with her, toward the stairs. The dragonkin followed along with a questioning gaze. 
 
    “Since you have the morning off, I have need of you between my legs,” Onka stated simply as they reached the stairs. 
 
    “As you wish,” the dragonkin smirked as he followed the goblin in the large shirt up the stairs as morning birdsong filled the air outside the farm. 
 
    *** 
 
    Time flowed like a river. Kavan found himself busier than ever as he worked in and around the farm. Days slipped by as he tended to his crops, his taurs, and his work.  
 
    Each day started out the same, Lorta, Durzol, and Drayke arriving for mana training. The first few days were difficult, Kavan not speaking to Drayke directly unless he had to. Other times it became very frustrating with Lorta and Durzol unable to access any kind of magic, despite his lessons. An hour was dedicated to learning a sphere of magic and only Drayke was able to increase his Air Sphere another two degrees.  
 
    Lorta and Durzol floundered. The orc bowed his head in defeat a number of times. Lorta ripped out grass from the ground in frustration. Kavan remained calm, trying to help them find their center and allow themselves to be open to different elements. After another five days, Durzol was first to access the Stone Sphere by levitating the stone he held a few inches up from his large, green hands. When the stone fell back in his hands. The orc lifted his tight fist into the air in triumph. 
 
    Lorta witnessed Durzol’s success and a renewed confidence filled her. The next day, she was focused and calm. She opened herself to nature and it answered. The Life Sphere opened and she felt it like a warm river running over her soul. She listened to the world and understood nature’s chatter as the Life Sphere glowed deep in her heart. 
 
    Kavan grinned as Zellee arrived that fateful day. Lorta and Durzol were quick to show the arachnix their new magic and she gave them her full attention with a wide smile.  
 
    When morning training ended, Kavan and his trio of taurs tended to the crops. The four of them plucked full corn cobs from the stalks and threw them in wheel barrels. The first crop was a good one. The dragonkin collected it and brought it to Shegga to sell. The kobold gave a shrew inspection of the first crop, before nodding and accepting it. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Farming Skill! Farming Skill is now 5th degree, Skilled. 
 
    Shegga mentioned that Hynrik’s crops are usually bigger and more robust and said he should learn a thing or two from the arachnix to grow much bigger crops. Kavan nodded as he took his payment of one hundred and fifty coins. 
 
    When Kavan returned home to show Onka how much he made from his first crop, the goblin jumped him in celebration. Abby, Belle, and Myn looked to the farm house as Onka moaned loud enough to wake the dead. 
 
    Every other day, Kavan met with Nava in the graveyard. The pair brought axes and proceeded to chop down the trees and vines that infested the place. There were no more ghouls, much to Kavan’s relief. The siren moved slowly as Kavan cut at trees like a dragonkin possessed. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Wood Working skill! Wood Working skill is now 6th degree, Advanced. 
 
    The graveyard began to clear of trees and vines, turning into a place one could visit and not feel like they were walking into a jungle. 
 
    Kavan enjoyed the work, but often found himself glancing at Nava. The siren was slow most days, chopping at vines and smaller trees. The dark circles under her eyes spoke volumes, Nava not sleeping. As the time they worked together passed, one day, Kavan confronted the siren about how she appeared. 
 
    “I’m learning so much,” was all Nava said before returning to her work. 
 
    It was then when Kavan realized she was spending most of her time learning and using her magic. At first, he wanted to tell her to slow down and take care of herself, but he thought against it, knowing he was pretty much the same as he learned his spheres of magic. 
 
    When the graveyard was cleared of overgrown vines and trees, Kavan and Nava hugged each other before bringing the wood to Oaks and selling it for a good price. 
 
    Evening time was spent having dinner with Onka, Abby, Belle, and Myn. The five of them grew closer. Kavan crafted a long dining table and placed it in a room he wasn’t using. Everyone worked together as they prepared the meals. Abby was extra starry eyed as she often looked at Kavan, unable to pull her gaze off of him. 
 
    When dinners were finished, Kavan would go out into the evening air and attempt to practice his magic. After long days, it was hard to concentrate, but he powered through. Unfortunately, despite using some of his different mana spheres, they did not increase. Distractions plagued the dragonkin and he found himself lost to them. Spending time with Lorta, Zellee, and Onka sapped his attention and his time learning magic was only a few moments in the evening summer air. 
 
    Farm life carried on. When chores were finished, Kavan spent time at his forge. The collected iron was smelted into rods and those same rods were delivered to Durzol. The orc commended Kavan on his work. One day Dura happened to be in the blacksmith shop and smiled brightly when she saw Kavan. After Kavan dropped off his iron bars, the three of them often stood around, talking and laughing about town gossip. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Metal Smithing skill! Metal Smithing skill is now 5th degree, Skilled. 
 
    Dura chatted excitedly about the Summer Dream Festival. It was only a few days away and she chided her brother to not be on the side of death this year. 
 
    “It’s a personal choice whatever I pick,” Durzol laughed at his sister. 
 
    Dura lifted a fist and punched her brother on the shoulder. “Be different!” She scolded him with a laugh. 
 
    When Kavan had small moments to walk around town, he noticed a certain paladin succubus in the Blue Lantern. The gossip around town only grew as many other eyes noticed the paladin talking with Rujin with a bright smile. Rujin seemed also caught in Nolla’s snare, often slow to leave her table when she went in to enjoy his cooking.  
 
    The mood was infectious around town. With the approach of the Summer Dream Festival, everyone in town was happier. It was like a veil was lifted from the town and everyone looked forward to a few days and nights of food, drinks, and music. 
 
    When the shipment of weapons arrived in town, Kavan went to his office and inspected it. He opened a small crate and pulled out a lightweight crossbow with a belt of bolts. He held it up and saw that it had a mechanism that allowed the crossbow to fire four bolts before reloading. It was light to the touch, but when he shot it, he saw that it had a limited range. It was effective in close combat, but the bolt lost power the further it travelled. 
 
    When Kavan brought the crossbow and bolt belt to Shegga, the kobold was all smiles as she took it. Kavan warned her that it was only for self-defense and she waved his words away as she aimed the unloaded crossbow. When he was about to leave, the kobold called out to him and picked up something from under her counter. 
 
    The dragonkin smiled as a new satchel of holding was placed on the counter. It was a dark red with brown edges. Shegga said it was an upgrade from the tattered one. It had more pockets and could hold slightly larger items. 
 
    When Kavan thanked her, the kobold mentioned going on a date with her. In that moment, Kavan said “Look at the time,” turned and darted out of the shop with Shegga looking on with blinking eyes. 
 
    Kuro and Zulkis were often seen around town, but gave Kavan no issues. The paladins were polite and happy to see the magistrate. Zulkis appeared to have lost his earlier attitude and was friendly to everyone as he spoke with them. The three paladins slowly became part of the town and after a time, no one paid them any attention unless to speak a little about the day. 
 
    When Kavan and Drayke were not training, they sometimes bumped into each other. A tension filled those moments, the two dragonkin looking at each other, talking briefly about the day and moving on. Kavan often found himself wanting to speak with the dragonkin, perhaps over drinks, but the urge would leave him every time something new came up. 
 
    Three days before the festival and during a setting sun, Kavan and Onka prepared a big dinner. The three taurs were sitting in their seats. Lorta sat across from them and Zellee sat at the other end of the table, her form taking up some room.  
 
    Kavan and Onka came out with dishes of cooked meat, corn, cheeses, and vegetables. The dishes were put down along the long table. When everyone was seated and the wine flowed, it was Zellee who addressed everyone at dinner. 
 
    “I’ve been hard at work with robe designs for the festival. When everyone has a chance, tell me in private which one you want and I will set it aside. It’s true you cannot take a robe until the beginning of the festival, but I can make an exception for all of us,” the arachnix smiled. 
 
    “I like it when we cheat,” Onka laughed. 
 
    Kavan nodded and looked at everyone gathered at the table. It was a moment frozen in time. Many of his loved ones were gathered around and a part of him wished Nava and Dura were here to join them. He had spent little time with the siren and orc, but the bond they shared seemed to grow stronger with each passing day. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Lorta asked with a sweet tone. 
 
    Kavan blinked and smiled. “Enjoying dinner with the most beautiful people I know.” 
 
    “You’re welcome,” Abby said before shoving a fist full of vegetables into her mouth. 
 
    Belle chuckled while Myn slapped her knee and laughed loudly. Onka and Lorta joined in the laughter. Zellee smiled before lifting a full wine glass to her lips and drinking deeply. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he looked at all of them, his heart filled with dreamy bliss. 
 
    *** 
 
    Cool air flowed off the ocean. It slipped over a lighthouse, dock and a lone figure sitting on the very edge. Stars filled the sky as the sun disappeared for yet another night. The small sounds of waves lapping on the surf filled the siren on the dock with a deep comfort, while her mind wandered. 
 
    Nava looked out to the great ocean before her. She kicked her webbed feet a little as she drank in starlight. Her heart was heavy in her chest as she looked out to the distant, dark horizon. A magic filled the air as feelings bled through her entire body. 
 
    Nava sighed as she stared at the water and sky. 
 
    “Samhayn, Kana, and Orrem, I know you’re out there somewhere. Your ways still flow along my heart and I pledge my life to the three of you. It is why I’m out here.” 
 
    Nava’s gaze lowered to the water under her webbed feet. Thoughts swirled with images of a red dragonkin. 
 
    Nava slowly blinked as she saw her reflection in the water. “I never thought I could love after I left my family and my village. I thought I had forever lost the way of true love. I hardened my heart and told myself to never love again, because it will turn to poison. 
 
    Nava smiled. “But everything is different now. I love a dragonkin, and I’m afraid to truly tell him. He knows my affection, but he doesn’t know I have fallen for him.” 
 
    Webbed hands gripped the edge of the dock tighter. “Gods and goddesses, give me strength to tell him how I feel, to show how much he means to me. If you do this, I will dedicate my life to bringing all of you back from the void. I will be your acolyte. I will be your servant. I will be your champion.” 
 
    Nava shifted and stood up. She stood tall, lifting her face to the starry heavens. 
 
    “I swear an oath to any divines who hear me! I swear my soul to you, all of you! Give me the strength to truly speak my heart and Voldor will know how powerful our bonds are! I swear it to the old gods! I swear it to all that I am!” Nava shouted to the sky. 
 
    The siren continued to look up, her voice vanishing from the air and replaced with the gentle lapping of water on the surf. 
 
    “I swear,” Nava whispered and closed her eyes. 
 
    In the watery distance, bubbles reached the surface. The bubbles grew wilder and foamed as something moved. It made its way up, a large ring of bubbles marking its ascension. 
 
    Nava opened her eyes and looked out at the wide ring of churning water and white foam. It continued like a pot of boiling water. The siren took a step back in terrified astonishment. 
 
    A plume of white water shot into the air. Something big surfaced and rose higher and higher. 
 
    Nava was rooted to the dock as she looked out in stark terror. A roar blasted the night sky as something monstrous began moving toward the dock and shore, the siren frozen in fear. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Eighteen 
 
    Kavan leaned back in his chair, hand on stomach and eyes filled with deep contentment. He lounged like a fat lizard in the sun, basking in the glow of everyone gathered in the dining room. 
 
    The three taurs, Abby, Belle, and Myn, relaxed as well. Belle’s eyes opened and closed slowly, as if she was fighting to stay awake and was losing badly. 
 
    Onka lazily drank from her mug of spirits, the goblin caught in its dreamy gravity. Lorta finished the last bits of food on her plate before washing it all down with a full cup of mead. Zellee sat on her legs, picking at her food and sipping on wine. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze moved across the room, drinking in everyone gathered. The full feeling in his stomach and the affection he felt for everyone before him drove hooks deeper into his spirit until the very hooks became part of him. The old life was dead, long live his new life. 
 
    I could really get used to this. I may have to look to making additional rooms to the house, or build a newer, bigger one. It feels like I finished a quest and started a new one with a brighter horizon. 
 
    Lorta finished her cup of mead, picked up a black bottle and poured more into her cup. 
 
    “I’m very excited for the Summer Dream Festival. One of my bolids has been growing a lustrous fur that is sure to win the farmer competition. This year, I might finally beat Hynrik at something,” Lorta smiled before she sipped her drink. 
 
    Kavan looked at the troll with pigtails, “There’s competitions?” 
 
    Onka, Lorta, and Zellee all nodded in unison. 
 
    “There are several kinds of competitions. One of them is showing off your crops or livestock,” Lorta explained before turning her gaze to the plump taur sitting at the table. “Belle looks very healthy and her milk is delicious. You could enter her into the competition.” 
 
    Belle sat with happy closed eyes and pink touching her cheeks. 
 
    Abby’s brow wrinkled in annoyance. A vein throbbed along her forehead before she stood up and slammed her hands down on the table, causing everything to rock from the impact. 
 
    “I was your first! You should enter me into the competition!” Abby growled. 
 
    Kavan looked at the taur with understanding eyes. “I’m not sure I was going to enter anyone or anything this year. This is the first I heard of any competition and I’ve only begun to understand the many things about farming.” 
 
    The taur crossed her arms under her breasts and looked away. “If you do enter any of us, I demand to be your first choice.” 
 
    Kavan sighed. “Abby, we can talk about it later. For now, I think we all want to rela…” the dragonkin was cut off as a monstrous roar filled the air outside of the farm house. 
 
    Eyes darted to each over for a brief moment before everyone stood up at once. Kavan led the charge out of the dining room, across the living room and to the front door. He picked up his half-spear in its sheath, swung it around and buckled the strap over his chest. He pulled the door open and rushed out, the rest of the group followed. 
 
    Kavan’s senses sharpened as he opened the main gate and stepped out onto the dirt road. Another roar pierced the dark, starry sky. Kavan turned his slitted gaze down the road to the lighthouse in the distance. The rest of the group followed and moved to Kavan’s side. Everyone stared out before their blood chilled.   
 
    Something big and pale lumbered upwards. The lighthouse was standing tall as the creature made its way onto land. Kavan watched as the humanoid’s upper body was nearly as tall as the lighthouse, Kavan guessing the monster was just under a hundred feet tall. 
 
    The monster continued to move slowly onto land, its body from the waist down obscured by trees along the road. The sound of breaking wood drifted on the air as the thing fully moved onto land. 
 
    “Nava,” Kavan whispered as his thoughts swirled with the siren. 
 
    The rest of the group looked at the slow approach of the monster. It stepped onto the road and the sounds of trees splintering and falling carried on with thunderous cracks. 
 
    Kavan pushed away the shock and awe and turned his head sharply to the group gathered by him. 
 
    “Alert the town and stay behind the walls,” Kavan commanded. 
 
    Onka gave a firm nod before turning to the rest of the group. “You heard Kavan. The walls will protect us, but we have to alert the whole town.” 
 
    Zellee and Lorta nodded in agreement. Abby, Belle, and Myn looked on in terror as the monster lifted a pincer clawed hand and arm and smashed a large tree into shattered kindling. 
 
    “What are you going to do?” Lorta blurted out. 
 
    Kavan stared at the approaching monster and his eyes narrowed. “I have to get to Nava and make sure she’s okay. Don’t worry, I’ll be right back with her and defend the town. Now MOVE!” 
 
    Onka nodded, turned and started running. Lorta was next. Zellee waved her arms at the stunned taurs, breaking their trance. They turned and ran, Belle lagging behind. 
 
    “I’m not meant for running! I’m meant for grazing!” Belle whined until Zellee took the taur’s hand and helped her to move faster. 
 
    Kavan held his ground, watching his group make their way toward the south gate of town. When they were far enough, he turned his attention back to the road and saw the giant monster approaching in the small distance. 
 
    The dragonkin hesitated, his gaze caught on the horrific appearance of the monster. It had a humanoid upper body, but it was covered in pale armored plates. From the waist down, the lower portion was that of a pale white crab. It had segmented legs and moved like a steady armored tank. Bent legs moved with power and grace as thick, pincer arms swung and smashed trees away to give its main bulk enough room to move forward. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze flicked to the monster’s head. It was bald and white. Its mouth was open with many rows of teeth. The dragonkin could see its teeth were the size of his forearm. But all of that paled in comparison when Kavan looked at the creature’s single, large crimson eye. It moved with purpose, searching for something as it crashed through the trees. 
 
    Kavan called up his stats. 
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    Constitution: 6 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 5 
 
    Life: 3 
 
    Dark: 1 
 
    Decay: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
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    I need to make this as quick as possible. 
 
    Kavan channeled five points of mana to his Body Sphere. Muscles bulged with power and energy. A limber and light feeling filled the dragonkin. The moment he bent his knees, he darted forth into a blur. 
 
    Boots threw up dust from the road as the dragonkin charged like a comet. The monster continued to look around and when its gaze fell to the road, Kavan shifted his charge into the forest. The monster caught sight of a trail of dust and looked up to the town in the distance, ignoring the dust trail and laying waste to all trees along the road. 
 
    Kavan darted around trees while glancing to the side. He glimpsed through the trees and falling lumber as thick crab-like legs moved. Inky shadows blended with alabaster segmented legs. 
 
    Kavan’s legs blurred as he leapt and moved through the forest. The sounds of splintering wood stormed on. The dragonkin spotted an opening and the ocean beyond. He darted to it and leapt into the air. 
 
    Time slowed as his gaze glanced around. The dock was destroyed, large chunks of destroyed wood were scattered on the beach or floating in the sea water. Nava’s house was half destroyed, the rest leaning over to the small waves as they pushed debris on land. The lighthouse looked untouched. 
 
    Kavan landed on the sandy beach and moved with urgency. He visually scanned the area, starlight lighting his way. He caught sight of a strange row of lumps in the surf. A faint moan touched his senses and the dragonkin watched as a webbed hand rose into the air. 
 
    Kavan darted to the surf and saw Nava on her side, her eyes fluttering. He scooped her up in his arms and held her to his chest. 
 
    “I’m… sorry. The gods… are angry with me,” Nava whispered as she fought to stay awake. 
 
    Kavan eyed the siren in his arms. Her body was covered in bleeding cuts and bruises. He held her to him as he turned around and looked down the path of destruction in the monster’s wake. It had reached his farm, but made no attempt to destroy it. Instead, it lumbered along, heading for the town. 
 
    “Let’s get you to town,” Kavan said before he bent his knees and power jumped into the air.  
 
    The dragonkin soared about seventy feet into the air. When he reached the zenith of his jump, he watched with determined eyes as the monster made its way closer and closer to Moonvale. 
 
    Kavan kicked out his legs and landed hard on the ground. He broke into a run and moved to the field along the left side of the monster. Legs pumped as he moved at an accelerated rate. Slitted eyes glanced to the side as he ran alongside the creature at a small distance. The monster paid him no mind, it’s single large eye on the town before it. 
 
    It’s not destroying anything else. It’s purely focused on the town. It wants something there. 
 
    A realization struck him as he outpaced the giant monster and made for the town wall. 
 
    It must be after Onka. It came from the ocean. I think it's one of those deep ones Nava mentioned before. Deep ones are strong enough to hunt and fight gods. 
 
    “Shit,” Kavan cursed as he reached the town wall and jumped. 
 
    The dragonkin spun in the air and faced the creature as he flew upwards. The monster’s red eye stared at the town, not even glancing his way. White armored plates gleamed in the starlight and muscles bulged underneath. It picked up its pace, moving closer with a menace in its eye. 
 
    Kavan cleared the sixty feet tall stone walls and descended. He landed on a roof, turned and charged across it. Leaping from rooftop to rooftop, he reached South Street and leapt again. A bell rung as Kavan fell, the town stirring to life. 
 
    Doors and windows opened. Shouts filled the town. Some residents in higher homes looked out their windows to see the top part of the monstrous beast approaching the town. Gasps and screams soon followed. 
 
    Kavan landed on the cobblestone street. He glanced right and left. When he saw bodies gathering at the town center and Onka waving to him, the dragonkin turned and charged towards them.  
 
    Mayor Sunaxe held his battle axe, Dura and Durzol at his sides. The siblings were also armed, Durzol with his warhammer and Dura with a sword. Lorta was close by with a half-spear. Zellee was keeping the taurs calm at the side of the fountain.  
 
    From North Street, Raine and Misty arrived with short swords in their hands. From West Street, Rujin, Kazko, Nolla, and Soki appeared. The healer caught sight of Nava and rushed to them, her lower body slithering along. She took Nava from Kavan’s arms and sank down to the street floor. Her hand dove into her satchel and pulled out a healing potion. 
 
    Kavan turned southward and saw the monster was nearly to the town walls. He reached behind his back and took hold of his spear. He pulled it from the special sheath, took hold with both hands and twisted them. The spear extended to its full length and the mithril spearpoint gleamed in the street lantern light. 
 
    “Anyone know how t0 kill a deep one?” Kavan asked over his shoulder. 
 
    No one answered as they looked at the monster getting closer. 
 
    Kavan sighed. “I’ll keep it busy. If it gets in the town, flee through the North Gate.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe projected his voice to everyone in the town center, “Gather food and weapons. If it breaches the walls, we travel to Loduss!”          
 
    Bodies moved and shouts filled the town. It rippled across, readying everyone to gather food and weapons. 
 
    Kogan turned his gaze to Kavan and he looked up, the dragonkin already in the air and soaring toward the approaching monster. 
 
    “Be safe my friend,” Kogan whispered before turning to the chaos around the town center. 
 
    Wind whipped at Kavan as he soared through the air. The boost from his Body Sphere began to weaken and he knew he would have to spend more mana to keep himself strong and agile enough to fight the monster. 
 
    Viz, I’m open to suggestions? 
 
    “The only obvious weakness is the monster’s eye. Its body is covered in armored plates and I don’t think your spear will penetrate them.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he landed on the wide wall edge and stood at the ready. 
 
    I’m willing to bet that monster has an eye beam. Every game I’ve played, or show I’ve watched, one eyed monsters have eye beams. 
 
    “I think now is not the right time to place bets when lives are in danger,” Viz said plainly. 
 
    I’ll take your bet as no eye beam. 
 
    “That’s not what I said!” Viz shouted in his head. 
 
    Kavan stood his ground as the monster approached. Its crimson gaze lowered and stared at the dragonkin on the top edge of the protective wall. It growled and stalked closer. Bent legs stabbed into the ground and pincer claws rose up to the monster’s chest. 
 
    Weakness touched the dragonkin as the last of his mana drained away from the Body Sphere. 
 
    I have to conserve mana and do as much damage as possible so the town is evacuated. 
 
    Kavan channeled 5 points of mana into his Body Sphere again. Muscles filled with energy and power. His skin grew tougher and he felt like he could take on the world. 
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    The dragonkin took in a deep breath, bent his legs and launched into the air like a spear. 
 
    The giant monster swung its massive claw sideways at the flea leaping toward it. Kavan watched the incoming claw and turned his body, swinging his legs. The claw was under him, missing by several feet. Kavan’s boots landed on the claw and he darted across the arm. Legs blurred as he kept his focus on the prize, the monster’s only visible weak point. The claw shifted as the monster growled. Kavan reached the elbow as the arm swung wide, trying to throw him off. Legs bent and snapped up as Kavan was airborne again. Spear at the ready, he flew up to the monster’s face and held his spear at the ready. 
 
    A shadow touched the corner of his gaze. Kavan glanced to the side, seeing the other claw flashing toward him. Unable to change his path through the air, he turned sideways and brought up his arms and legs, making his entire body a tight ball. 
 
    The armored claw slammed into the dragonkin and he went spiraling through the air. Stars filled the dragonkin’s eyes as he tumbled. The spear was still in his hand as he fell out of control through the sky. A quick glance caught sight of the wall and he tried to right his body. Legs and arms flashed out and he stabilized before bending his legs and landing on the town wall again. Boots slid and he turned. He slid off the wall and fell about twenty feet before landing on a roof of a nearby building. 
 
    The monster roared as it lifted a thick claw, ready to smash down on the town wall. Kavan shifted his feet and launched into the air again. The monster’s focus was on the wall and didn’t see the dragonkin as he silently soared through the air with his spear aimed at the monster’s eye. 
 
    The monstrous claw came down and struck the town wall. Purple energy blazed and an aura surrounded the town wall. Kavan aimed his spear as the monster stumbled back. Its eye turned to Kavan and its entire head shifted to the side. Kavan’s spear gleamed before slicing into pale white skin by the eye. A gash opened and the monster roared again. 
 
    Kavan’s body cleared past the monster’s head and neck. He turned as he fell and looked at the town wall in astonishment. Purple runes glowed along the wall in various places. The purple aura remained for a long moment, before it began to fade away. It looked like the entire town was surrounded by protective magic. 
 
    The town is protected. We have a chance! 
 
    Kavan’s boots slammed onto the ground and he barely kept himself standing. He looked up to the monster and it turned its large eye in his direction. Balls of light appeared before the eye as the monster growled its contempt. 
 
    “Eye beam!” Kavan shouted before he darted to the side. 
 
    The monster roared as a thick, crimson beam blasted down. 
 
    Light filled the area as Kavan pumped his legs. A quick twist of his body and he dove to the side, the thick beam blasting up ground and grass. Kavan struck the ground, rolled back to his feet and jumped to the side. The beam followed him, missing him by several feet. The stench of burnt grass and dirt filled the area as the monster’s head swiveled, trying to blast the dragonkin to dust. 
 
    Kavan kept moving and glancing around. The heat of the beam pressed down on him as he dodged to the left and right. Legs bent and he jumped sideways. The dragonkin turned in mid-flight to see the beam peter out. 
 
    The monster roared, lifted a claw and slammed it against the wall behind it. The purple aura flashed again, accompanied by mystical runes. 
 
    I have to take out that eye. 
 
    Kavan landed. He took a few steps to the side, bent his legs and launched again. The monster swung its claw, missing Kavan by a foot. The dragonkin planned his attack as he flew through the air, him and the monster looking at each other.     
 
    “I’m coming for you,” Kavan snarled as he stuck out his legs. 
 
    A claw swung around, following the falling dragonkin. Kavan landed on the wall and jumped straight up. The claw slammed into the top of the wall and bounced off the protective barrier.  
 
    Kavan spun in the air, pulled back his arm and threw his spear like a bullet. The mithril tipped spear shot forth. The monster closed its eyelid just before the spear stabbed through the eyelid and into the side of the eye. 
 
    Kavan began to fall as the monster thrashed and roared. He watched as a pincer moved up and grabbed the spear. The pincer gently took hold and pulled the spear out. The eyelid slid up, revealing the hole by the iris and clear liquid spilling out.  
 
    The monster growled as its pincer squeezed. The metal spear shaft cracked and broke in half, each end of the spear falling to the ground. 
 
    It’s time for the old fashion, up and personal approach. 
 
    Kavan channeled 2 points of mana into his Fire Sphere. Claws slid out of his fingertips before spindly hands were engulfed in fire. When he landed on the ground, he darted for one of the creature’s crab legs. 
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    So far it hasn’t hurt me, but that can change at any moment. Time to test if fire is truly my best friend. 
 
    The more Kavan pumped his legs, the brighter the glow in his throat. He could already feel the urge to spit fire as he readied for the right moment to unleash his fire breath. 
 
    A pointed claw stabbed down and Kavan jumped to the side. His legs swung and he caught himself as dirt and debris exploded into the air. Kavan charged the claw as it slowly was pulled from the ground. He jumped the small distance with his fiery claws and stabbed them into the hard chitin shell. Flames scorched the white armored pincer. Claws melted through some of the surface, but didn’t penetrate deep enough to do any real damage. 
 
    Kavan grunted as he dug his claws in deeper and held on as he was lifted off the ground. Turning his head, he saw the monster’s other pincer moving toward him, the claw open. The deep one blinked as it readied to sever the annoying flea on it in half. 
 
    Can’t wait any longer. 
 
    Kavan opened his maw at the approaching pincer claw. A glow filled his throat as he reared back and blasted out a fist-sized fireball. It streaked across the small distance, struck the incoming claw and exploded into flames. Smoke billowed before it parted, the pincer still moving toward the dragonkin. 
 
    “Shit!” Kavan shouted before turning his body and making himself as flat as possible. 
 
    The pincer missed him by a foot. Kavan rose up and charged up the arm, flaming claws at the ready.  
 
    Balls of red light appeared before the damaged eye as the monster watched the dragonkin run up its arm. 
 
    “Come on! Shoot that fucking beam at me!” Kavan shouted as he slowed his advance. 
 
    The balls of red light sank into one another before a thick beam blasted out. Kavan grinned as he threw himself toward the beam and immediately fell. The beam blasted over the pincer, but the monster’s reflex kept its eye moving downward. The energy beam struck its armored arm and down. 
 
    Kavan landed on the grass before darting under the armored creature. The beam followed for a moment, blasting the ground Kavan just ran over until it dimmed and vanished. 
 
    The dragonkin turned under the deep one and looked up. The beam blackened the white shell covering its arm, but did not sever it. Segmented legs shifted as the monster bent its humanoid half forward and looked under itself to the dragonkin standing underneath it. 
 
    “So much for that plan,” Kavan hissed before he darted towards its crab-like legs. 
 
    Kavan continued to pump his legs, ready to unleash a flurry of attacks on one of the monster’s six legs. Just before he reached a leg, he felt his mana draining from the Body Sphere. 
 
    I can’t keep fighting like this. It’s too tough. I’ll exhaust my mana and my strength if I keep this up. I have to take out its legs and maybe I can regroup and attack again. 
 
    Kavan reached a leg and saw a single leg was as wide as his body. Flaming claws slashed in a flurry of strikes. The leg rose up and the point stabbed down. Kavan spun away as the leg stabbed deep into the ground. He resumed his attacks, arms moving with power as he tried to inflict as much damage as he could. 
 
    The giant beast shifted, raised the leg Kavan was attacking and stabbed down in rapid strikes, trying to impale the dragonkin. Kavan spun and dodged, trying to keep the monster from landing a blow. Flaming claws continued to slice and melt white shell-like armor. After what seemed like eons, Kavan sliced and then slammed his shoulder into the lower portion of the leg. White shell cracked and broke. The end of the pointed leg broke off. 
 
    Kavan glanced to the side to see if it had any effect. His heart dropped as the large monster compensated with its five other legs. 
 
    A glow once again touched Kavan’s throat as he darted to another leg. The giant monster danced around, unable to reach down to grab the fast dragonkin. Kavan reached another leg when the mana drained completely from his sphere. His body weakened just as he stabbed his claws and they bounced off the chitin carapace. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    Kavan pressed his burning claws to the leg. Armor blackened as the leg pulled away and slammed against the dragonkin in the chest. The power of the blow threw Kavan like a ragdoll, his body tumbling and bouncing until he hit the ground and slid to a halt. 
 
    Pain radiated along Kavan’s chest and stomach from the blow. He gulped in air, the glow in his throat still there. 
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    Kavan blinked as he tried to regain his wits. 
 
    Have to keep… fighting. 
 
    “Kavan!” Viz shouted in his head. 
 
    The dragonkin looked up to see a pointed leg lift up and aim for his chest. It flashed down as Kavan snapped his head forward, blasted out a fireball and turned away. Fiery light flashed as the fireball exploded against the incoming leg. The point stabbed down into the ground, six inches from the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan lurched to his feet and ran. He readied to channel the last of his mana into his body spear when a painful roar vibrated across the area. The dragonkin looked over his shoulder as figures launched into the air. 
 
    Kuro was sailing into the air and drawing his sword. The lion-like paladin stared with uncompromising eyes at the giant monster. He flashed forward and stabbed his sword deep between two pieces of armor. Boots moved as he charged up the monster sideways and sliced up the middle of the deep one’s chest. 
 
    Nolla was on the edge of the wall. She held her ball and chain in one hand, but pointed her other hand at the immense monster. Shards of black shadows rose up around her, aimed at the beast and shot forth like a barrage of arrows. They struck the deep one along its neck and face as it turned away. 
 
    Kuro reached the neck, bent his legs and leapt off. Clear blood spilled from the line the paladin sliced through between armored plates.  
 
    Another figure leapt into the air. Zulkis soared toward the monster’s face, mace in hand. The creature turned back and opened its eye to see the large troll soar toward him. A pincer shot up to grab the troll paladin from the air. Zulkis’s white eyes gleamed. 
 
    Kavan could hardly believe what he was seeing. The pincer blurred until it didn’t. It moved slowly across as the troll soared closer to the deep one’s face. Mace up, Zulkis grinned as he brought it down to the slowly closing single eye. The mace flared with green and ghostly power before it connected with the eye. Light flashed and then time returned to normal. The deep one’s head whipped back as its giant eye burst in its head. 
 
    Zulkis fell with a nod of approval of his own power. 
 
    The giant monster stumbled back, pincer claws crisscrossing over the damaged eye. It whined and thrashed, blinded by the troll paladin. 
 
    Kavan turned his retreat into a forward attack. He rushed underneath the monster, opened his maw and blasted out a fireball. It streaked upwards until it exploded under the monster’s underside. 
 
    I need more! 
 
    Kavan channeled 4 points of mana into his Fire Sphere. Fire blazed bright as he aimed his hands upward. The fire came together into a giant fiery ball. Kavan swung his entire body around and threw the fireball like a shot put. The giant fireball streaked and struck the underside with a deafening explosion.  
 
    The dragonkin watched as the giant monster stumbled and screeched. The underside of it cracked into the design of a demented spiderweb. It turned its entire body, and legs moved with spider-like urgency. It scuttled blindly back toward the sea.  
 
    Kuro and Zulkis walked over to the dragonkin as he stood and watched.  
 
    The giant monster crashed into the forest and barreled through. Trees were knocked down and trampled as the deep one continued its blind charge. It reached the sand and then splashed into the water. It sank down, moaning in pain before it went under and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Kavan was barely standing when Kuro placed his hand on the dragonkin’s shoulder. White light glowed and healing energy spilled into Kavan. He stood up straighter and looked over to the beastkin with the face of a lion. 
 
    “Thank you for doing most of the dirty work. We would have arrived sooner, but we were formulating a plan to assist,” Kuro said with a small smile. 
 
    Zulkis nodded. “You distracted it enough so we could come in with everything we had.” 
 
    Kavan turned to the two paladins and smirked, his body feeling much better. “Better late than never. Thank you. The fight would have gone on much longer without your help.” 
 
    The paladins smiled and bowed their heads. 
 
    “Always a pleasure to see a powerful dragonkin at work,” Kuro said with a genuine tone. 
 
    The South Gate doors opened and nearly the entire town rushed out. Bodies moved at a fast pace. Many smiles bloomed as they looked at Kavan, Kuro, and Zulkis. When the crowd swarmed them, questions and talking filled the air. 
 
    Kavan smiled. He watched Nolla move to Kuro’s side and the beastkin clamping a hand on her shoulder. Zellee, Lorta, the taurs, Durzol, and many others swarmed the dragonkin. Kavan was struck by a barrage of questions, but his gaze scanned the crowd for Onka. The goblin was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    In the back of the crowd, Drayke looked at Kavan and gave him an approving nod. 
 
    Kavan didn’t acknowledge him as he turned to the many townsfolk surrounding him. 
 
    Alerts filled his gaze as he tried to sort through the chaos. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Dexterity! 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Fire Sphere! Fire Sphere is now 5th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 point in Mana! 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Combat Skill! Combat Skill is now 7th degree, Experienced. 
 
    “Kavan my boy!” the mayor shouted before he embraced the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan smiled as the orc pulled back but kept his hands on the dragonkin’s shoulders. 
 
    “Excellent work! Excellent work! We were gathering our own strength to help when the paladins rushed in to aid you in the fight,” the mayor said over the noise of the crowd. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’m glad you didn’t rush in. The monster might have killed someone. I’m glad we’re all okay.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Let’s get everyone inside the town. We have much to discuss!” 
 
    The dragonkin gave a single nod before turning and walking through the crowd. Everyone parted as he made his way through the battlefield and reached his broken spear. He picked up both halves and held them before him. 
 
    The mithril spearpoint is fine. I’ll need to repair the shaft before I can use it again. 
 
    Kavan turned and walked back to the crowd as they smiled at him. 
 
    *** 
 
    The center of town was a jumble of many voices and conversations. The entire town filled the center, talking about the harrowing experience. 
 
    Lorta, Zellee, the taurs, Durzol, and Dura stayed by Kavan’s side. Kuro, Zulkis, and Nolla were clustered in their own, small group, talking quietly to each other. The rest of the residents were retelling what they saw and heard, how scared they were and how proud they were when Kavan leapt into battle to protect the whole town. 
 
    The mayor stepped up on the edge of the fountain and lifted his big hands, waving everyone to be quiet. 
 
    “People of Moonvale, let’s settle down. I know we are all a bit excited, but I must ask everyone to return to their homes. We can discuss more in the morning, but for now, our heroes need some rest,” Kogan projected to the crowd. 
 
    Bodies mulled about for a moment before sections broke away and walked back to their homes. Nava hugged Soki, her body fully healed. The naga nodded to the siren before she slithered away with the rest of the crowd. Soon, only a fraction of the town stayed in the center. 
 
    The mayor stepped down and approached Kavan.  
 
    “Fine work, but we were all worried for you,” Kogan said with a small nod. 
 
    “And we were ready to join the fight,” Lorta added with conviction. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Thank you, everyone. Again, I think it would have been a harder fight if not for the paladins.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the mayor, “I didn’t know the town wall had magical protections?” 
 
    The mayor shook his head, “Neither did anyone else here. We’ve had large monster attacks before, but the walls were sturdy enough to keep them out. They often grew bored when they couldn’t get in, and moved on.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    The mystical protection is something I may have to speak to Brom about. 
 
    “What was that thing?” Durzol asked as he scratched his head. 
 
    Nava stepped closer, her eyes filled with sorrow. “It was a deep one. They are the children of Kana and Orrem who now serve Sokaa, Dragon Goddess of the Deep.” 
 
    “Why did it come here?” Kavan asked the siren. 
 
    Nava shrugged. “I don’t know. I was on the dock when it surfaced. I tried to run and it smashed the dock.” 
 
    “Considering the damage it took, it shouldn’t be bothering us again,” Mayor Sunaxe said with a hearty nod. 
 
    The three paladins turned and walked closer to the gathered group. Bodies parted as Kuro stepped to the mayor and bowed his head. 
 
    “Mayor Sunaxe, I’m afraid we must depart for Loduss this very night. There has not been a deep one attack such as this since the celestial war. Deep ones can sometimes be felt as corruption to our seers, no matter if they serve the dragon goddess of the deep. We must report what we found to our superiors. 
 
    “Now that the deep one has retreated, there is no reason for us to stay. We thank you for your hospitality. We will report our findings to the high priests and they will decide the best course of action, if one is needed,” Kuro said and stood up. 
 
    The beastkin turned his attention to Kavan, stepped closer and grabbed the dragonkin’s forearm. 
 
    “You were magnificent. To see a holy dragon fighting an impossible foe, is the stuff of legends. I am happy to have helped in some small way,” Kuro smiled. 
 
    “As are we,” Zulkis and Nolla said in unison. 
 
    “We thank you for your help,” the mayor said with a warm smile. 
 
    Kavan nodded to the beastkin. “Thank you. It was an honor to fight with you.” 
 
    Kuro’s eyes shined and his smile grew wider. The beastkin let go of Kavan’s hand and stepped to his fellow paladins. All three said their goodbyes to the remaining townsfolk and began walking northward. 
 
    Nolla glanced to the side and saw Rujin standing in the street. The troll looked at the succubus with sad eyes. The succubus bowed her head, trying to hide her own sorrow. When the three paladins disappeared from view, Rujin leaned his back to a building, looked up to the starry sky and sighed. 
 
    “I think the rest of us should go home. We can talk more in the morning,” Mayor Sunaxe said with a weary edge. 
 
    Dura hugged Kavan first. When she pulled away, Durzol clamped a hand on the dragonkin’s shoulder. The family of orcs stepped away as Kavan and his friends remained. 
 
    “Where’s Onka?” Kavan asked Zellee. 
 
    The arachnix bowed her head. “When the deep one retreated, she rushed back to the farm so as not to be seen by the paladins.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    Abby, Belle, and Myn rushed the dragonkin, swamping him in hugs and kisses. 
 
    “You were so brave!” Abby nearly shouted. 
 
    “My hero,” Belle said with a sleepy voice. 
 
    Myn simply bounced in excitement as she hugged the dragonkin. 
 
    “Okay, okay, some room please,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The dragonkin turned his attention to Lorta looking away. 
 
    The troll sighed and looked at Kavan. “I should have been at your side, fighting that monster.” 
 
    Kavan stepped to the troll and hugged her. “I’m glad you weren’t there. If anything happened to you, I wouldn’t be able to live with myself.” 
 
    Lorta looked down on the dragonkin with wet eyes before hugging him tighter. 
 
    Zellee smiled and looked to the side. Nava was walking toward West Street without saying a word. 
 
    “Nava?” Zellee called out. 
 
    The siren stopped in her tracks and turned around to the group. “My dock and home were destroyed. It looks like I’ll be staying at the inn until I can get a new house built.” 
 
    Kavan and Lorta broke their embrace. The dragonkin looked at the siren with a warm gaze. 
 
    “You can stay at my place. Plenty of room,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The siren blinked before looking to the side. “You would have me stay with you, even though I may have caused this mess?” 
 
    Kavan lifted an eye ridge, “What do you mean?” 
 
    The siren sighed before looking at Kavan, surrounded by those who love him. 
 
    Nava gathered her thoughts before centering her gaze on the dragonkin. “I swore to the old gods, I would serve them if they gave me the strength to tell you how I feel about you. They rewarded my oath by sending a monster. I was a fool to think this could work.” 
 
    Kavan broke away from the group and stepped closer to the siren. She looked up with wet eyes as he looked down with warm eyes. 
 
    “I don’t think the deep one arrived because of your oath. Did you keep to our agreement and not use magic under water?” 
 
    Nava blinked. “I stayed true to our oath. I didn’t use magic under water.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “There’s something else at work here. The monster wanted to get into town.” 
 
    Kavan’s voice lowered so everyone behind him couldn’t hear him, “I think it was trying to get to Onka. That means, someone or something was hunting her and sent the deep one to find her. We will have to look into this further, but that can wait for now. For now, you will come home with us and stay until your home is rebuilt.” 
 
    A tear streaked down Nava’s light blue cheek. She wrapped her arms around Kavan’s waist and hugged him fiercely. 
 
    “Thank you, Kavan,” the siren sobbed. 
 
    Kavan held her close to him, her sobs fading as a half-moon glowed in the sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Nineteen 
 
    Dreams slipped away as Kavan slowly opened his eyes. Shafts of morning light stabbed into the bedchamber with the dawn of a new day. Kavan turned his attention to his side, Onka snuggled under his arm. He turned his attention to his other side, Lorta snuggled to his other side and her breath on his neck. 
 
    For a moment, Kavan enjoyed their touch. Flashes of memories filled his waking mind of bringing everyone home. He made sure the taurs were safely in their barn. He and Onka helped set Nava in the spare bed chamber. The siren was exhausted and quickly fell into bed. Lorta asked to stay and it was Onka who pulled the tall troll into Kavan’s room. 
 
    The evening was so exhausting from the battle, Kavan remembered light kissing before all three fell asleep. 
 
    The dragonkin turned his attention to the shafts of sunlight. A relief flowed over him as the paladins left last night to return to Loduss and report to their superiors. There was no need to hide anymore and Onka could return to her home and shop. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes shifted to his side again, seeing the goblin snuggled to him with a peace across her closed eyes. 
 
    Maybe Onka should stay a little longer, just in case. 
 
    Kavan smiled just as the goblin began to stir. Oval eyes fluttered and she looked up with a sleepy smile. 
 
    “Morning hero of Moonvale,” Onka grinned with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “Morning,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Lorta was next to stir. Her arm slipped around Kavan and held him to her.  
 
    “I think we earned a day off,” Lorta sighed. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I think so too. Since Nava will be staying here until her home is fixed, we should get some extra supplies.” 
 
    Onka stretched out her arms as she yawned. When she closed her mouth, she simply laid out with her arms out. 
 
    “I’ll help Nava adjust to being here. You and Lorta can get the supplies,” the goblin said. 
 
    Kavan looked over to the goblin. “Are you staying a little longer?” 
 
    Onka smiled. “I should, just to be sure. Don’t know if those paladins may come back. We should be extra careful.” 
 
    Kavan grinned. “Yes, we should.” 
 
    The dragonkin sat up, Lorta’s arm slipping away. “But first, let’s break our fast!” 
 
    Kavan curled forward and leapt from bed. He landed on the floor and scooped his clothes off a nearby chair. Lorta and Onka sat up, watching the dragonkin get dressed. The goblin and troll slowly slipped out of bed, fighting the urge to keep sleeping. Kavan turned to them as they stretched and yawned in the nude. 
 
    Life is pretty good. 
 
    Kavan turned and left the room as Onka and Lorta began to dress. 
 
    Downstairs, Kavan stepped into the kitchen. He moved to a cold chest, opened it and pulled out several harpy eggs. 
 
    I really have to improve some of my other skills. I haven’t cooked much, but if I make breakfast, that should unlock the skill. I mean, how can anyone mess up eggs? 
 
    Kavan moved to the cooking hearth with a metal shelf over it. He stoked the fire until it blazed hot. He grabbed a pan and placed it on the metal shelf as it heated up. He took a large harpy egg from the kitchen island, cracked it on the edge of the pan and spilled the contents of the egg into it. Pieces of shell went with the egg and he nimbly picked them out and tossed them into the fire. 
 
    Harpy eggs are big. Three eggs should feed everyone. It’s only a matter of time before the taurs barge in, searching for food. 
 
    As if on cue, the front door slammed opened and hooved feet stampeded in. 
 
    “I’ll get the vegetables on plates,” Abby said in the other room. 
 
    “I’ll set the table!” Myn said with an excited tone. 
 
    “I’ll collect some water for everyone to drink,” Belle said in her half-sleepy tone. 
 
    The three taurs barged into the kitchen and stopped in their tracks. They looked at Kavan in surprised astonishment as he was cooking over the hearth.  
 
    “You’re cooking?” Abby blinked. 
 
    Kavan looked at the three taurs and nodded. “The only way I will get better is if I try. I overheard what the three of you said as you came in. I think it’s a great idea if we all work together to break our fast.” 
 
    Smiles bloomed from all three before they all nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Kavan smiled and returned to his eggs. 
 
    The kitchen turned into a controlled chaos as dragonkin and taurs worked together to make breakfast. Plates and utensils were put in the dining chamber. Vegetables were collected from cold chests. Water was poured into mugs and the smell of eggs filled the farmhouse. Before long, the dining chamber was set as Onka, Lorta, and Nava came down the stairs. 
 
    Nava looked around. The siren’s demeanor was filled with uncomfortable silence. Onka glanced at the siren before reaching over and taking her hand. She pulled her with her to the table. The two sat on either end of the seat where Kavan normally sat.  
 
    The dragonkin came in with a big plate of cooked eggs. He set it in the middle with a big spoon in it for scooping it onto plates. 
 
    You have unlocked the Cooking Skill! Cooking Skill is 1st degree, Weak. 
 
    Kavan smiled at the alert as it crossed his gaze. He sat down at the end of the table. With a small nod to everyone gathered, they sat and attacked the food with unforgiving relish. 
 
    Plates full, the taurs shoveled food into their mouths. Lorta ate slowly as she enjoyed the eggs. Onka looked across the table to Nava. The siren ate very little and continued to look uncomfortable.  
 
    “Are they not how you like them?” Kavan asked as he too looked over to the siren. 
 
    Nava tilted her head forward. “It’s not that. I’m… still terribly embarrassed that I am staying here and all the trouble I may have caused last night.” 
 
    “No one blames you,” Onka said with understanding eyes. “You know Moonvale has been attacked by giant monsters before.” 
 
    Nava kept her low gaze. “But a deep one has never come to our shores. I think the dragon gods are punishing me.” 
 
    Lorta shook her head. “No one is punishing you. The deep one was defeated and the paladins are gone. The Summer Dream Festival is in a few days. We should be preparing to celebrate.” 
 
    Heads nodded at the table. 
 
    Kavan reached over and curled his fingers over Nava’s webbed hand. “This will be a little bit of an adjustment, but we are here to help each other. I need to go into town to talk with the Oaks and see what he needs to help rebuild your home. I will also pick up some extra supplies for your time here. There is no rush for you to leave. I have the room and you can stay as long as you need too.” 
 
    Nava looked up to the red dragonkin and a small smile appeared. “Thank you, Kavan.” 
 
    Onka smiled. “I’ll help you get comfortable here while Kavan goes into town.” 
 
    Lorta looked across the table to the dragonkin. “I’ll come with you to help bring supplies back here.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    Abby stood up and addressed the table, “We will water the corn and harvest the melons. They are ripe and ready to be picked from the vines.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Thank you, Abby, Belle, and Myn.” 
 
    The three taurs sighed with bliss at his thank you and Abby sat down. 
 
    Breakfast continued into light conversation. When it was finished, Onka and Nava cleared the table. The three taurs rushed out of the house to attend to their duties. That left Kavan and Lorta getting ready and heading out of the house. 
 
    Kavan checked his new satchel. He pulled out the pieces of his broken spear and looked them over before putting them away. He and Lorta left the farm house and into the bright, sunny morning. 
 
    In the kitchen, Nava put plates in the sink. When she turned around, Onka was there with a kind smile. 
 
    The siren blinked before Onka spoke. 
 
    “He will love you just as much as the rest of us,” Onka said with warm affection. 
 
    The siren looked down. “It’s not that. So many adore him, I will be lost. I’ve been alone for so long, I wouldn’t know what to do with so much love, if he accepts me.” 
 
    “If we accept you,” Onka said with a mischievous gleam in her eye. 
 
    Nava looked at the goblin and stared. 
 
    Onka stepped closer to Nava and took the siren’s webbed hands into hers. “It is not simply about Kavan’s love, but all of us loving each other. I can say, I have always had a place in my heart for you. Lorta and Zellee will adore you too.” 
 
    A small smile appeared across the siren’s dark blue lips. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    Onka nodded. “Don’t say anything. Let the moments speak to you and you will know what to do, for yourself and for us. As for now, know we are here for you.” 
 
    The goblin let go of Nava’s hands, lifted her hands up and cupped Nava’s face. The siren watched with wide eyes as Onka leaned in and kissed her on the lips. Wide eyes softened as Nava’s muscles turned to jelly.  
 
    The goblin and siren lingered in their kiss as sunlight filled the kitchen. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan and Lorta looked down the south road to the beach. The swath of destruction was more apparent in the daylight. Destroyed trees littered the dirt road and the areas beside the road. Holes from the deep one’s crab legs filled the area.  
 
    Lorta nodded. “If I know the mayor, he is getting a group organized to help clear the road and assess the damage.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as well. “Let’s get into town. I think there will be a lot to do before the festival.” 
 
    Dragonkin and troll turned and made their way to town. 
 
    Kavan and Lorta stepped through the South Gate. The pair looked up South Street to a lot of activity in the town center. Bodies were moving around as the mayor stood on the edge of the fountain. 
 
    “It has begun,” Kavan chuckled and continued walking.  
 
    Mayor Sunaxe spoke with a commanding tone as he organized the townsfolk. Everyone was gathered in the center and listened. The older orc gave out duties to each town resident and many raised their hands to take on roles. 
 
    The mayor stopped addressing the crowd when he saw Kavan and Lorta arrive. 
 
    “Magistrate! So good to see you!” the mayor shouted with a smile. 
 
    Heads and bodies turned. The town looked upon the approaching dragonkin and troll with unbridled warmth and affection. 
 
    “The town is preparing to inspect the damage from the monster and see what we can clear away from the road. We are also going to inspect the damage to the docks and Nava’s home. We could always use your help in these matters,” the mayor smiled. 
 
    Kavan looked at everyone gathered. Durzol had his satchel over his shoulder, as did Oaks. Ammi and Soki were in the crowd. Dura looked at Kavan with bright eyes and a small smile. Hynrik hefted his satchel, most likely filled with an assortment of tools. Kazko smiled at Kavan. Rujin was beside his brother, a small smile on his lips, but a shadow under his eyes like he had not been sleeping. Raine and Misty stood with the crowd. Tezzi, Shegga, and the gentle giant ogre Glem stood at the ready. 
 
    Kavan glanced over to the side of the crowd, Zellee there and smiling at him. 
 
    “I will be more than happy to help,” Kavan smiled before turning his attention to Zellee again. “Does everyone mind if I join you shortly? I have some things to pick up in town first.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “Of course! We’ll be on the south road. Join us when you can and we can get started.” 
 
    The older orc jumped off the edge of the fountain and moved to the edge of South Street. 
 
    “Follow me! We’ll make short work of the damage,” Kogan bellowed and led the way. 
 
    Kavan moved to the side with Lorta. The pair walked up to Zellee, and Kavan motioned to a side street. The arachnix nodded and slinked away with the dragonkin and the troll. 
 
    When the crowd was far enough away and the three seemed alone, Kavan turned to the arachnix and troll with serious eyes. 
 
    “This may be the only chance the three of us have together for the near future, and I need to tell you both something important. It must stay between us for a long time. No one outside our circle should know what I’m about to tell you,” Kavan said. 
 
    Lorta looked at Kavan with concerned eyes. 
 
    Zellee looked to Kavan with an understanding gaze. “Anything said will be kept secret between us.” 
 
    Lorta nodded. 
 
    Kavan let out a small exhale. “There is something you both should know about Onka…” 
 
    Kavan began explaining to the troll and arachnix everything he knew about the goblin. He told them that she is the goddess Hexnia. He told them about the incident where she begged the town council to remain in town. He spoke to how the goblin could not control herself when she killed the xykks that tried to abduct her and how she changed and attacked the ferals. Kavan left out the pieces of his role in all of this and how he was from another world. 
 
    Zellee and Lorta’s eyes remained neutral until they heard the part about Onka being the goddess Hexnia. Their eyes widened a little as Kavan explained much of what had happened since he arrived. When he finished, a silence filled the space between all three for a small moment. 
 
    “The old gods walk among us,” Lorta whispered. 
 
    Zellee nodded. “The old gods truly still walk among us. If Hexnia is here, that means there are others, hidden all over Voldor.” 
 
    Kavan gave a single nod. “It means we have to do everything we can to protect her and ourselves. The appearance of a deep one and the paladins means there are others who are aware and trying to discover the truth. 
 
    “At first, I didn’t want to tell you both so you’d be protected. But now, everything has changed. I have a feeling there may be more trouble on the horizon and we have to be strong together,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 
    Lorta looked to the side. “I… don’t know how I will be around her? It was different when I thought she was just a goblin. Now, I won’t be able to stop thinking about who she truly is.” 
 
    Kavan was going to speak when Zellee turned to the troll and spoke first. 
 
    “We treat her as normal as we can. She is still our friend, no matter what lies below the surface.” 
 
    Kavan stepped to Lorta and looked up into her eyes. “We have worshipped to her and I saw no regret in your eyes.” 
 
    Lorta slowly blinked. “There was no regret. I love the old gods. It’s why I’m still here in Moonvale, so I can love them in peace. But to be in a relationship with one, is different.” 
 
    Kavan kept his gaze on the troll’s eyes, “It’s why we must become stronger together. I know it was strange when I found out too, but I’ve accepted it and my role at her side. If the dragon gods know she is here, they will move every force they can to hunt her down and try to kill her. They won’t stop at killing a goddess, they will turn their wrath on us for harboring and protecting her.” 
 
    Lorta’s eyes sagged. “We are trapped?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No, we are free and we must protect that freedom.” 
 
    Fear filled the troll’s eyes as she looked down on the dragonkin. Zellee clicked closer and touched Lorta’s arm, giving it a light squeeze. The troll looked at the arachnix before turning her gaze back to Kavan. 
 
    For a brief moment in time, Kavan saw the deep uncertainty in Lorta’s eyes. The troll was strong, but also shy. She valued hard work, but had a soft spirit. When she broke down after the battle with the ferals by the ruins, Kavan thought that was the beginning of the end of their relationship. Instead, she came back to train and grow stronger, when she swore, she could never do that again. It displayed her spirit and the dragonkin fell further into love to the troll. 
 
    She won’t run. She’ll stay and fight. 
 
    “And if she doesn’t?” Viz asked in a small tone. 
 
    It will be her choice and I won’t care for her any less. 
 
    Lorta looked up to the beautiful sky, a tear rolling down her dark blue cheek.  
 
    “I feel like if I agree, I will be signing my own death scroll. Crusades are never without bloodshed. The dragon gods are strong. History has never been kind to the losers,” Lorta sniffled. 
 
    The tall troll lowered her gaze and looked into Kavan’s eyes. “But at this moment, I feel we can do anything. You have helped me to fight better. You’ve introduced me to magic, something I thought I would never possess. You have shown me a love that I never thought was possible.” 
 
    Another tear streaked down her cheek as her mouth widened into a happy smile. “Kavan, my love, promise me, if I die, you will take care of my farm. Make sure it stands for many years as a symbol of love and hard work. Promise me you will do that.” 
 
    Kavan gave Lorta a loving smile. “Lorta, even if you didn’t join us in this crusade, I will always take care of you and your farm. It will always stand as a place of love and hard work. I swear it to the old gods.” 
 
    Lorta sobbed as she nodded. “We will grow stronger, together.” 
 
    The troll lifted her arms, grabbed the dragonkin and hugged him to her bountiful chest. Kavan hugged her back as the two stood. Lorta’s sobs grew as she buried her face in Kavan’s neck. 
 
    Zellee wiped away a tear before moving closer and bringing her arms around the troll and dragonkin. 
 
    “We will all fight for our love and the old gods,” the arachnix said with a sad and happy tone. 
 
    The melancholy moment slowly slipped away and the trio parted from their embrace. Lorta and Zellee wiped away small tears. Kavan stood with a heavy heart. 
 
    “Let’s raid Shegga’s shop for supplies before we meet everyone on the south road,” Kavan said with a small smile. 
 
    Lorta and Zellee let out a small laughter as the tender moment floated away. 
 
    Kavan turned and led the way down South Street, Lorta and Zellee following. The trio reached Shegga’s Groceries and Kavan checked the door. It was open and all three went inside. 
 
    “Keep track of prices of things you pick up,” Kavan said as he moved to the vegetable aisle. 
 
    Lorta and Zellee nodded before they all separated. All three picked up different things from fruit, vegetables, dried meat, and wheels of cheese. Zellee moved delicately along wide isles, picking up things and cradling them in her arm. Lorta did the same, picking up a few large items and carrying them with her. Kavan picked up several items as he made his way around. 
 
    After a time, the three met at Shegga’s counter. They counted out how much everything cost. Kavan dipped into his belt pouch and counted out thirty-four coins. He placed them on the counter for when Shegga returned. He then went around and saw a small collection of blank scrolls under the counter, next to an inkwell, a feather and a romance book titled “Chasing Dragons.” 
 
    Kavan grinned as he lifted up a scroll, inkwell and feather. He dipped the pointed end of the feather and scrawled down a list of items and their costs. When he was finished, he put the small pile of gold on the note. 
 
    The trio left the shop, Kavan placing all the supply items in his new satchel. When he closed the flap, they made their way to the South Gate and beyond. 
 
    In the distance and past the farm, bodies moved along the road. Many townsfolk moved debris off the dirt road and placed it to the sides of it. With nearly the whole town working together, they had already cleared half of it. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe was giving directions as he helped pick up a large broken log and threw it to the side of the road. He wiped his brow as Kavan, Lorta and Zellee arrived. 
 
    “Kavan, Lorta, and Zellee, good to see all three of you. There isn’t much we can do for the destroyed sections of the forest, but we are simply going to clear the road,” Kogan said as he caught his breath. 
 
    Lorta and Zellee nodded before they broke off and moved among the townsfolk moving debris away. 
 
    The mayor looked at Kavan and nodded. “Once the road is cleared, we will inspect the damage to the dock and Nava’s home. Since the damage was from something beyond anyone’s control, we will use some of the emergency gold to repair all the damage. Nava should have a home again in a few weeks.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “She will stay with me in the meantime.” 
 
    The older orc nodded. “Very good.” 
 
    “Mayor, before we get to work, I have something to ask?” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “You may ask me anything. What are your thoughts?” 
 
    Kavan looked at everyone moving shattered wood and made sure no one was in earshot before he continued. 
 
    “This entire incident has left a bad taste in my mouth. I don’t believe it has ended since the deep one was defeated and the paladins left,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe gave a small, grave nod. “Nor do I. The presence of both has caused me some unease. After what happened last night, I had Dura do some further research on deep ones. She can confirm there hasn’t been a recorded sighting of those monsters since the celestial war.  
 
    “From what was written down, deep ones fought against the dragons as they invaded the celestial realms and here on Voldor. Some of the gods dwelled here, like Kana and Orrem. The seas were bathed in blood as two of the primal gods fought to keep the dragons at bay.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the mayor, “How did they stop two primal gods? Aren’t they stronger than other gods?” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “They are, but the dragons were insidious in their invasions. They knew Kana and Orrem loved their children, the deep ones. They killed some, but captured many others. When the dragons reached the water kingdom of the gods, they demanded Kana and Orrem’s surrender, or they would slaughter every captured deep one. 
 
    “The primal god’s love for their first children caused their surrender and imprisonment. Sokaa was rewarded the deep realms and became goddess of the sea. Many of the underwater folk witnessed the last moments before they swam off and told the harrowing tale. Much like many other tales across Voldor, it was written down and the stories were passed down for generations as one of many warnings, telling of the dragons and their power.” 
 
    The white-haired orc looked at the swath of destruction and sighed. 
 
    “Kavan, Onka’s presence may bring others to our town. It is our duty to protect everyone who lives in and around Moonvale. There is a piece of me who wishes to lock up our gates to all, or to move further away, but either choice will only further doom us. There is no place on Voldor where we can hide from the dragon gods and their followers. All we can do is try to lead a normal life until the time comes where we no longer have a normal life.” 
 
    Kavan gave the older orc a long, knowing look.  
 
    Kogan turned his gaze back to Kavan and smiled. “Moonvale is no stranger to violence and defending our ways. You’re coming to us was a sign of changing times. I’ve been on Voldor for a long time and I know the changes when I see them. I don’t know how many years I have left in me, but I know I will use every moment to make sure the people of Moonvale, my people, will have a better future. There is still some strength in these old bones and I will defend all to the bitter end.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean we?” Kavan smirked. 
 
    The mayor looked at the dragonkin for a small moment and let out the deepest belly laugh. Heads rose up from their work, looked over and smiled as Kogan laughed and clasped a thick, green hand on Kavan’s shoulder. The orc’s shoulders bounced from laughter before he slowly calmed down, his laughter turning into chuckles. 
 
    “Yes, indeed. Today, we will clean up the damage. In two days, we will enjoy the Summer Dream Festival. After that, we will sit and discuss the future. We all earned a moment of respite and there is nothing like a festival to bring our community closer together. 
 
    “Now, if you may, let's clean some of this up. We have a festival to prepare for!” 
 
    Kavan smiled as he and the older orc moved to fallen lumber and debris. They began picking it up and tossing it to the side of the road as the sun glowed in the morning sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty 
 
    Kavan stared out across a vast field. A full moon illuminated the sky into a deep, dark blue. Moonlight caused the dark grass to glow with subdued fairy light. Shadows moved with the breeze as a sense of divine peace washed over the lone dragonkin in the nighttime field. 
 
    Kavan remained silent, his eyes closing and his thin nostrils expanding to take in more air. Pleasant scents filled his small snout and washed over his senses. The pulse of his heartbeat played like a steady drum. 
 
    The dragonkin slowly opened his eyes. In the small distance, Onka stood. The beautiful goblin looked at Kavan with endearing eyes. Long purple-pink hair framed her features as oval yellow eyes slowly blinked. She licked her lips as she eyed the dragonkin. 
 
    Hearts sang as the two looked at each other. Kavan was the first to move, taking a single step toward the goblin. Images flashed of him taking her hand and the couple walking along the field in the moonlight. 
 
    Onka’s smile slowly faded away. Dark shadows appeared along the grass around her. The inky darkness began to rise, surrounding her in a ring of odd shapes growing taller and taller. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a hair before he darted forward. He watched as Onka lowered her head, closed her eyes and her smile vanished. The shadows around her took on vague, humanoid shapes. All of them raised spears made of shadows. Points sharpened to razor edges. As Kavan reached a space between two tall shadows, spears stabbed down at the prone goblin. 
 
    Kavan launched himself as black spears stabbed into her small body. She shuddered from each stab, no emotion in her green face. All spears pulled back at once to stab at the goblin again, when Kavan threw his body over her and they both struck the grassy floor. 
 
    Spears hesitated for a breath before they rained down. The humanoid shadows moved with unfeeling demeanors, stabbing into the dragonkin. 
 
    Distant pain radiated along Kavan as he looked down on Onka. 
 
    “You shouldn’t have protected me. Now, we both die,” Onka said with a monotone voice. 
 
    Spearpoints entered Kavan’s back and stabbed out of his chest. They continued their unfeeling barrage, stabbing the dragonkin and goblin he was shielding with his body.  
 
    “We will never die,” Kavan said with warm eyes. 
 
    A tear streaked down from Onka’s eye as the black spears rained down with power and purpose. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes opened and he was greeted with darkness. He turned his head and despite the darkness of the bedchamber, he could barely make out Onka’s face close by. She was on her back and snoring. Her pointed ear flickered from a dream, but she didn’t stir from her deep sleep. 
 
    Kavan stared at the goblin for a long moment, before he slipped out of bed and stood up. In the dark, he picked up some clothes and began getting dressed. Onka didn’t wake or move. She continued her snoring symphony as Kavan silently crept out of the bedchamber and closed the door behind him. 
 
    The hallway was dark as he made his way to the stairs. The nightmare had all but receded back to the dreamscape as he quietly took the stairs down to the first floor. A faint light greeted the dragonkin as he made his way down. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, he saw a light in the living room. 
 
    Kavan slowly approached, knowing he didn’t leave a lantern on. When he stepped into the main room, he saw Nava sitting on the couch, looking at nothing. 
 
    The siren blinked and turned her gaze to the dragonkin. She smiled as he approached and patted the seat next to her. Kavan stepped over and sat down. His upper body and head were facing the siren as she sat, wearing a simple robe. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep. I assume you couldn’t either,” Nava said simply. 
 
    “Bad dream?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The siren nodded.  
 
    The two sat for a while, neither saying anything. Kavan was first to break the silence. 
 
    “Have you been, okay? I noticed you haven’t said much in the last few days, since the deep one arrived.” 
 
    Nava gave a weak smile, her eyes betraying her sorrow. “I cannot find a reason why a deep one would come here, unless it was because of me.” 
 
    Kavan watched as the siren seemed to wrestle with her own reasoning. 
 
    “I try to tell myself it was some strange alignment of bad luck and misfortune, but it doesn’t feel right. There have been so many changes lately and with Onka at the center, I feel the dragon gods are only going to try harder to find her and destroy her. What if Sokaa used me and I didn’t know it? What if I can’t stay here because it could put the whole town in danger? I devoted myself to the old gods and now, the dragon gods want to punish me for it? Some of the old gods died. What if I am wasting my vow to a dead god who cannot hear me?” 
 
    Kavan reached over and placed his hand on Nava’s hand. The siren woke from her downward spiral and looked up to Kavan’s kind features. 
 
    “Nava, even if every word you said is true, it doesn’t change how we feel about each other. You’re not alone.” 
 
    Nava gave a small nod. “I have my collection of skulls.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “You have us.” 
 
    The siren sighed and closed her eyes. “I know I have you. I know I have Onka. I know I have Lorta and Zellee. I know I have wanted to learn necromancy for many years. The time spent improving my knowledge and skill has been wonderful, but now, I don’t know what happens next? I don’t know what my future is. I focused on learning a certain kind of magic and now that I have learned it, I don’t know what to do. Onka’s enemies will come here. They may hurt or kill those we love and hold dear.” 
 
    Kavan gave the siren a warm smile. “We will deal with that when and if it happens. For now, maybe we should focus on the festival.” 
 
    Nava blinked. “The festival?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “It begins today. The town is prepared and the mayor told me the Blue Lantern Inn is filled with many visitors from Loduss, eager to take part in the celebration. All we have to do is enjoy the celebration over the next three days and nights.” 
 
    The dragonkin’s eyes gleamed with a hint of excitement. “It’s my first Summer Dream Festival. I’m looking forward to it and spending time with you, Onka, Lorta, and Zellee.” 
 
    The siren’s sad expression pulled back and a playfulness touched her oval eyes. “You can’t forget the taurs. Abby has told me a few times how she’s looking forward to it.” 
 
    Kavan sighed. “Every time I try to forget about them, they pull me back in.” 
 
    Nava giggled. “They love you.” 
 
    “I know they love me, but, right now, I have my attention on a certain siren who needs a break from her thoughts.” 
 
    Nava smiled. “Have you ever felt like you have done everything you can to prepare for the worst and such preparations meant nothing? Felt so powerless that you wanted to give up?” 
 
    Kavan gave a firm nod. “I know that feeling too well. A long time ago, I was broken in body and spirit. I felt death crawling closer, ready to take me away.” 
 
    Nava’s attention sharpened as she listened. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “It was a very real moment. There was a part of me that thought it wouldn’t be so bad to simply let go. Let the end come and learn the secrets of death. It was at that moment, I knew I couldn’t let death take me just yet. I fought harder than I ever fought before. Nothing else mattered but survival. I clawed myself from the edge of death and made it back into the light.  
 
    “I was hurt, broken and bloody, but I survived. But what you’re going through right now is different from my experience.” 
 
    “How so?” the siren asked with curious eyes. 
 
    Kavan gave Nava a knowing smile. “I was alone. You’re not alone. And if another deep one appears because you swore an oath to the old gods, I will punch it in the face until it retreats for making my friend cry.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes trembled before she launched forward and hugged the dragonkin. Kavan held the siren to him. The light outside the farm began to lighten to the new day. Night’s cloak pulled back as the sun began its ascent. 
 
    Nava pulled back slightly, a small smile across her dark blue lips. “Kavan, my oath isn’t just to the old gods, it is also to you. I lost my trust in others when my family and friends turned on me. I want to believe I can trust again. I can trust in you.” 
 
    “I swear an oath to trust you with my life. You never have to fear if I will turn on you because it will never happen. All relationships begin with a strong foundation and ours will be as hard as bedrock.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes glistened. She parted her lips, ready to speak to the joy in her heart when a thud by the front door caused the siren and dragonkin to turn their heads and look at it. The pair were to their feet. Kavan stepped forward to the door. His spear was leaning against the wall by the front door, newly forged. He took hold of it with one hand and the other hand took hold of the doorknob. The knob twisted and opened. Kavan looked around until something pulled his gaze downward. 
 
    A large sack was on his porch. 
 
    Kavan looked up again and caught sight of spider legs moving along the road. He took a step out and saw Zellee making her way back to town. The arachnix turned her head and looked over her shoulder to the dragonkin. She gave him a wink before turning back and walking back to the South Gate of town. 
 
    Kavan smiled before he reached down and grabbed the sack. He pulled it into the living room and closed the door. 
 
    Nava stepped over and took hold of the top. She opened it and looked down, green and black reflecting in her eyes. 
 
    The stairs squeaked as a goblin in an oversized shirt stepped down to the main floor and walked into the living room. She rubbed an eye and yawned as Kavan and Nava were over the opened sack. 
 
    “It’s early,” Onka yawned again as if that was enough explanation for her weary self. 
 
    Nava pulled out a green robe and a black one. The siren held them up, showing them to the dragonkin. 
 
    “These are our robes for the festival. We have to pick which one we want to wear, life or death,” Nava explained. 
 
    Kavan spotted a small kit inside the sack. He reached down and picked it up. It was leatherbound with a small leather latch along the side. Kavan pulled away the latch and opened it. Inside, there was an assortment of tiny vials of paints and brushes. Onka stepped closer and smiled. 
 
    “That’s makeup if you want to add to your outfit. It’s part of the tradition.” 
 
    Nava looked in the sack again, “It looks like there are two robes for each of us, including the taurs.” 
 
    Kavan put the kit down and grabbed a black and green robe. He lifted them up and admired the stitchwork and patterns. The green robe had leaf shapes stitched into it and the black robe had skulls and bones stitched into them. 
 
    “I love this festival. We have to decide which side we want to represent, life or death?” Onka smiled. 
 
    Kavan nodded to the goblin and siren. “Let’s make our choices. We have a festival to prepare for!” 
 
    *** 
 
    Green and black petals floated on the small breeze. A glow of merriment and dreamy gazes filled the center of town and spread outwards. Potted plants, each one with either black or green flowers, stood by tables and booths. Streamers of paper leaves and bones were strung up from buildings to the statue in the middle of an ancient hudenn with an outstretched hand holding a book and a dagger in his other hand by his side. The statue looked to the sky as revelers laughed, talked and some kissed. 
 
    People of all sizes, shapes, and species lifted up wooden mugs filled with spirits or wines. Massive tables took up much of the town center, filled with a grand banquet of foods. Out of town minstrels played soothing melodies. Visitors from the nearby city kingdom of Loduss spoke and looked around in awe. Green and black robes covered bodies. Some wore makeup to accent their looks. Others wore full face makeup to give themselves a leafy or dead appearance. Despite the variations of makeup, it couldn’t hide the growing excitement of the festival. 
 
    A small group entered from the South Gate of Moonvale. Nava led the group, her body covered in a black robe and her features painted with black eyeliner and black lips. Behind her, Kavan and Onka walked. The goblin’s arm encircled the dragonkin’s arm and she looked up at him with loving eyes. The pair were both dressed in green robes. Onka had autumn leaves painted on her green features, each leaf either red, brown, or yellow.  
 
    Kavan walked in a green robe. He didn’t wear any makeup, unsure how he felt dressing up for a festival he knew very little about. Despite grand battles and hard training, he told Onka and Nava that he just wanted to observe the festival first before putting anything on his face.  
 
    Behind the trio, three taurs walked with green robes. They laughed and held hands, their eyes filled with excitement. 
 
    The group stepped closer toward the center of town. When they reached the crowd, many parted and smiled as they entered the festival proper. 
 
    Kavan slowly blinked as the energy, excitement, and music washed over him. Dreamy memories played on of how in his earlier life on Earth, he wanted to go to parades and festivals, but his body was so broken, he couldn’t bring himself to be in crowds for fear others would take pity on him. He often dreamed of joining celebrations as an equal and not a broken man. 
 
    I’m living the life I always wanted. 
 
    Kavan smiled as an older, white haired orc walked toward Kavan and Onka. The mayor was wearing a black robe and had a white skull painted over his face. He grinned from ear to ear as he stepped closer. When he reached Kavan and Onka, he hugged them both with his large arms. 
 
    “Kavan, Onka, so glad you’re here! Welcome to the Summer Dream Festival. A time where we celebrate life and death. Where we mourn those, who were here before us and celebrate our life here and now,” Kogan smiled. 
 
    Kavan nodded and kept his smile. “Thank you, mayor.” 
 
    The mayor waved his hand before him, “For the next three days and nights, we are all the same. No titles or special names, just people of Voldor. Life and death are the common threads that bind us. For our time here, we are the same.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    “I’ll get us some drinks,” Nava said and stepped through the crowd. 
 
    Onka still held Kavan’s arm as she looked to the older orc, “The festival looks much better than the previous years. I see more decorations and fancy robes.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “With the extra visitors to Moonvale, our coffers have increased. We were able to import finer fabrics and specially made decorations. It has made this year the grandest. With so many visitors here for the festival, word should spread. I assume in the next few years the festival will become grander.” 
 
    The older orc looked at Kavan with warm eyes. “The entire town has you to thank, Kavan. You have brought a sense of security and hope to our little town. I don’t wish to get too sentimental so early into the festival, but I thank you from the deepest parts of my heart.” 
 
    Kavan smiled at Kogan’s words and his heart lifted a little in his chest. 
 
    Onka smiled and shook her head. “Kogan, don’t start blubbering just yet. We still have a few days and nights of enjoyment.” 
 
    The orc gave a solemn nod. “Yes, my dear Onka, you are correct. I’ve only had one drink and I crave more. Eat, drink, and be merry. I’ll see you around the festival.” 
 
    Kogan turned and made his way to one of the refreshment tables. 
 
    Nava came back with three cups in her hands. She handed one to Kavan and one to Onka. The dragonkin took it and sipped on it. The drink was strong. He glanced around to see his three taurs had already mingled with the crowd. Abby was speaking with Soki. The naga wore a green robe and a leafy crown on her head. Her hair was tied with what looked like leafy vines. She smiled as she spoke with Abby, before glancing over to Kavan and giving him a sly wink. 
 
    Belle had moved to a food table. The rubenesque taur picked up a large plate and began piling a lot of food onto it. She took from every plate on the table, filling her plate to nearly overflowing. 
 
    Myn had stepped to the minstrels in the center of town. The music had changed to a dancing tune and the thin taur began the most awkward dance Kavan had ever seen. No one paid the taur any mind and some even joined, dancing with her as she writhed to the music. 
 
    Kavan continued to drink from his mug as he spotted townsfolk scattered through the crowd. Hynrik’s tall and wide form was at the edge of the crowd. The arachnix was dressed in a green robe and a leafy crown adorned his head. He was all smiles, a drink in his hand and speaking with a smaller, female arachnix, two trolls, and a goblin. The small crowd of visitors looked at him with adoring eyes, hanging on his every word. He moved his hands as if he held an invisible sword and talked about some heroic deed. The arachnix glanced over the crowd to Kavan, stopped his story and gave the dragonkin a smile and a nod, before returning to his tales of heroism. 
 
    Rujin and Kazko moved about from table to table. Rujin was simply dressed in a black robe and wore a crown of small bones. He was smiling, but tiny shadows were under his eyes. The troll moved about, pulling plates of food from his satchel and replacing empty plates with full ones. 
 
    Kazko was dressed in a green robe and wore a crown of leaves. He whistled and smiled as he replaced empty bottles of wine and spirits with new, full ones. The lanky troll would stop to talk with people as they refilled their mugs. When they moved away, he would often glance at his older brother with concern before going back to replacing bottles. 
 
     Tezzi and Shegga were to the side, laughing loudly and giggling. The troll with the eye-patch slapped her leg as Shegga talked with a wide smile. The adventurous troll was wearing a black robe with a crown of bones. The smaller kobold wore a green robe with a crown of leaves. Even at a small distance, pink touched their faces as they talked, laughed, and drank. 
 
    Clapping rose up by the minstrels. Kavan looked over to see Oaks and Glem dancing with Myn. The small goblin had a drink in his hand as he moved his little hips in his green robe. Glem, the town’s glass smith, bounced up and down in his green robe, lost to the music. The ogre was all smiles as he leapt and bounced, the single horn on his head shining in the morning light. 
 
    Priest Raine and Priestess Misty were on two opposite ends of the large crowd, each one wearing green robes and leafy crowns. The two fae drank and laughed as the mood grew hazier. 
 
    The crowd parted slightly by Kavan and Onka. Ammi stepped out, wearing a green robe and a crown of leaves. The dryad walked with purpose, a satchel at her side. She smiled brightly as she approached the dragonkin and goblin. Her hand reached into her open satchel and pulled out two crowns made of leaves.  
 
    “Merry Summer Dream,” the dryad said as she put a crown on Onka. 
 
    “Merry Summer Dream,” Kavan said as the dryad put the second crown on his head. 
 
    Ammi stepped back a step and looked at the couple to make sure the crowns fit right. Kavan lifted a scaled hand and adjusted it so it lay just right on his horned head. 
 
    “I like your choices. We had a few years where many more dressed in black. It’s a nice change to see it a little more even this year,” Ammi smiled. 
 
    Kavan nodded and looked around the green and black petals floating in the air. 
 
    Ammi caught his look and nodded. “You see the plants scattered around the town center, I grew them specifically for this festival. When they mature, their petals are easily caught in the breeze. I have used them for many years and they add to the celebration and are good for the environment.” 
 
    The dryad turned her attention to Nava and looked her up and down. “Death this year?” 
 
    The siren nodded. “I felt it was time to change it up.” 
 
    Ammi smiled, stuck her hand in her satchel and pulled out a crown of bones. She placed it on Nava’s head and bowed to her. 
 
    “It matters not what you choose, you are always beautiful,” the dryad said before standing up. 
 
    Nava shyly looked away. 
 
    Kavan looked at the siren, the drink gently wrapping around his senses. He turned his gaze to his mug, the drink much stronger than he thought. He took a long sip, his shoulders beginning to relax. 
 
    From West Street, a troll in a dark robe walked. Behind her, a small crowd of bolids and harpies followed. All of the bolids and harpies wore green robes. Lorta walked along with a black robe and a white skull painted over her features. Kavan blinked as he saw Lorta’s long, braided pigtails were gone, and her black hair flowed down and over her shoulders. The darkness of her hair framed her features, giving her an almost regal and primal appearance. She smiled when she saw Kavan and Onka. The troll broke away from her livestock and made a direct line to the dragonkin and goblin. 
 
    Onka let go of Kavan as all three of them hugged each other fiercely. The embrace was long, their hearts beating as one. When the embrace ended, Lorta stepped back and looked at the dragonkin and goblin with loving eyes. 
 
    “I was certain you would have come in a black robe,” Lorta said softly to Kavan. 
 
    “This is my first Summer Dream. I thought I should come on the side of life. Maybe next year I’ll try death,” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Ammi stepped over to Lorta with a crown of bones. The tall troll bowed to the dryad as Ammi placed it on her head. When Lorta stood up, the dryad gave an approving nod.  
 
    “I have more crowns to give out. See you all soon!” the dryad said as she turned away. 
 
    Lorta looked down on Onka. The goblin was smiling and looking up at Kavan with adoring eyes. Onka’s gaze shifted and she kept her loving gaze as she looked up at Lorta. The two locked eyes and a sudden shift of warmth deepened into a fiery heat. Lorta’s mouth turned into a smile, but her gaze betrayed her knowledge. 
 
    Kavan looked at the troll and goblin, feeling the tension deepen. 
 
    Lorta cannot hide what she knows. 
 
    Kavan looked at Onka, her face a mask of beauty and understanding. 
 
    I think Onka knows she knows. 
 
    The goblin stepped to the tall troll and barely hugged her around the waist. Lorta touched Onka’s slender shoulder before hugging her back. When they pulled back, they gazed into each other’s eyes like they had known each other their entire lives. 
 
    A shadow touched the edge of Kavan’s gaze. He turned and looked up to see Zellee in a black robe. 
 
    The arachnix looked down with bright oval eyes. She was dressed in a long, flowing black robe. Her legs were adorned with jewelry in the shape of skulls. Her face was painted a deathly white, but her black eyeliner ran along the edges of her oval eyes and wisps of black strands spread out from her eyes. Her lips were painted black, but the corners stabbed out to make it look like she was constantly smiling. A quick glance to her abdomen showed white skulls and bones painted on the black surface. She had made her entire body a moving work of art and Kavan couldn’t help but find it exceedingly beautiful. 
 
    The arachnix lowered her body and draped her arms over Kavan’s shoulders. She stared into his eyes like a predator and prey blended together as one. 
 
    “You look dashing and good enough to eat,” Zellee said with a mischievous smile. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” Kavan said simply as he looked at the detailed design work of her makeup. 
 
    The arachnix lifted one spindly hand and ran it along Kavan’s horn, “You know, life and death have a complicated and loving relationship. Life loves death so she sends him gifts and he keeps them until he feels it is ready to send the spirit of the gift back to her. Each soul is a love letter between life and death and we are the manifestation of their muses and affection.” 
 
    Kavan stared into Zellee’s hypnotic gaze. “I never thought of it that way.” 
 
    Zellee ran a finger down the side of Kavan’s head to his neck as she licked her lips. “The Summer Dream is a time where life and death come together to love each other. Death needs life and life needs death. The festival isn’t simply about honoring them, it’s about being those powerful forces in a delicate and affectionate embrace. 
 
    “I prepared my place so we may celebrate in the true manner of the holiday, when the time is right.” 
 
    Kavan gave a slow nod.  
 
    Onka stepped closer and looked up at Kavan and Zellee. “I’m hungry! Let’s eat and drink!” 
 
    Kavan and Zellee let out warm laughter as they broke their embrace. 
 
    A pair of figures stepped to Kavan’s group. The dragonkin turned his gaze to Durzol and Dura. Durzol was dressed in black, with a crown of bones. Dura was dressed in a green robe with a crown of leaves. Brother and sister greeted the group, hugs and light kisses on the cheek followed. 
 
    “I have a feeling this festival will be the best one in years,” Durzol said with excitement in his eyes. 
 
    Dura looked Kavan up and down and smiled.  
 
    Onka looked around at everyone before stamping her foot. “I said, I’m hungry!” she yelled with a playful tone. 
 
    Everyone looked down at the goblin, blinked and laughed. 
 
    “Yes, let’s get something to eat,” Kavan said and led the charge to the food tables. 
 
    Time lost all meaning as the festival carried on like a soldier marching to paradise. Food was enjoyed and drinks spilled into mouths and down throats. Laughter and smiles pervaded across the small, walled town of Moonvale. Troubles washed away as music filled souls and bodies moved to delightful tunes. The celebration became a tapestry of joy and reflection. 
 
    Kavan lost track of each moment as it was filled with new ones. The drinks seemed to get stronger and even his mighty constitution began to fail in the onslaught of spirits. His smile grew wider. He soon found himself in moments of dancing. Those moments had become odd because he never danced in his entire life. No one paid any attention other than encouragement as he moved from one dance partner to the next. Music changed from fast to slow moments. Kavan remembered dancing with everyone, but Onka, Nava, and Dura glowed brighter in his memory. 
 
    Spirits and food fueled the celebration. Strangers became friends as the festival continued. Kavan heard names and immediately forgot them as the spirits played with his mind. Visitors stumbled and raised drinks. Small groups of minstrels took turns while some enjoyed what the food and drink had to offer.  
 
    It had all become a dream, Kavan laughing louder than he ever remembered he could. His spirit was light and his body nimble. The sun moved across the sky as this tiny corner of the world partied like nothing and everything mattered. 
 
    Kavan woke up from the haze to have Lorta helping him stay steady. The troll’s eyes held their own haze as she was several sheets to the wind. Kavan stood tall and regained his balance. Lorta stared at his neck and kissed it. Kavan smiled as she pulled away, her makeup smeared. 
 
    The drunk troll leaned closer to Kavan’s ear, her words carrying a sultry edge, “I want you to live with me so we can fuck all the time.” 
 
    Kavan smiled and looked over at Lorta. “How would we take care of our farms?” 
 
    Lorta shook her head and nearly stumbled if Kavan didn’t grab her and help steady her. 
 
    “All I want right now is to take care of each other,” Lorta said with a drunken wisp. 
 
    “I think Zellee is having a private party at her place later,” Kavan said as he couldn’t keep his gaze steady. 
 
    Lorta gave a slow nod. “I hope you're rested because I won’t let you sleep. We can pray to Onka as I drain your soul.” 
 
    Kavan and Lorta looked at each and burst into laughter. 
 
    The dragonkin wiped away tears from the corner of his eyes as the drunken moment swirled.  
 
    Kavan glanced to the side and his eyes widened. Brom appeared from a side street, wearing a green robe. He was in his skeletal form, skin pulled tightly over his skull and neck. Milky white eyes closed as he bowed his head to Ammi. The dryad lifted a crown of leaves and placed it on his head. When he stood up, the dryad kissed his decayed cheek before turning and skipping away. 
 
    The lich turned his gaze to Kavan and bowed his head. 
 
    Onka came over to Kavan and Lorta with a bottle in each of her hands. “I need help finishing these bottles! Kazko said they’re bottomless and wanted to place a wager. I think he’s drunk and a fool, but I took the wager anyway! Help me!” 
 
    Lorta stumbled to the goblin and snatched a bottle from her green hand. In the next moment, the troll was guzzling from the bottle and Onka was cheering her on. 
 
    Kavan’s body swayed as he turned and walked toward the lich. His body moved in slow, off jerks, trying to keep his balance without falling sideways. Brom waited patiently as the dragonkin stepped closer and fought to stay standing. 
 
    “Brom! I haven’t seen you around much,” Kavan slurred. 
 
    The lich smiled and nodded. “As you know, the work continues. I do have to commend you on your fight with the deep one. I watched from my dungeon. You were clearly outmatched, but didn’t hesitate to fight it to save the town. Well done.” 
 
    Kavan gave a sloppy nod as he tried to think. “I’ve… been meaning to ask you… the town wall? Is it magical? It protected the town from the… deep one?” 
 
    Brom’s pale smile widened. “How do you think the town has stood for so long? I have always been its caretaker. The walls are enchanted with protective runes. They serve as extra protection against the elements, time, and powerful creatures. This is my home and I will never let it rot away.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Makes sense.” 
 
    Brom’s eyes took on a playful gleam. “It’s good to see you enjoying the festival. I must admit, it is one of my favorites. It speaks to the great cosmos of life, death, and rebirth.” 
 
    Kavan nodded again. “It does. I hope… I’m not being rude…but you seem better today.” 
 
    Brom kept his smile. “Sometimes, my sanity returns for periods of time. I’m pleased it coincided with the festival.” 
 
    Kavan stood straighter, trying to chase away the spirits as he laughed and giggled in his hazy mind. 
 
    “Brom… why did a deep one come here? You must know or have some kind of idea?” 
 
    The lich regarded the dragonkin for a moment. “I have my suspicions, but if I gave you the answers, how would you learn?” 
 
    “I would learn if you gave me the answers.” Kavan said and laughed. 
 
    The lich chuckled as he watched the drunken dragonkin try to stay upright. 
 
    “Tell me, what has changed in the town that a monster from the deep would come here for?” 
 
    Kavan fought through the inebriated haze, his mind trying to work. “Nava has become my apprentice… or acolyte. I don’t know, it’s all muddled.” 
 
    “Anything else?” Brom asked with a sly grin. 
 
    Kavan’s scaled brow pointed as he tried to concentrate. Thoughts and memories scattered across his mind as he tried to piece it together. 
 
    “The paladins?” Kavan slurred the question. 
 
    Brom remained silent as he watched the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan let out a frustrated sigh as he couldn’t think straight. A jumble of memories crashed into him as he tried to weave through them. The dragonkin pushed hard against the haze. It barely budged. He growled as he pushed harder. It remained steadfast. Kavan’s inner world roared and his own power pushed against the drunken wave, splitting in two. 
 
    An alert crossed his gaze. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Constitution! Constitution is now 7th degree. 
 
    The haze pulled back and thoughts became slightly clearer. Memories of the paladins entered his mind and one rose out above the rest. The dragonkin stood, seeing the memory clear as day, a moment of time where the troll paladin Zulkis was staring at the statue of Samuel Truewind. 
 
    Kavan turned and looked across the packed town center. The sun was close to setting, the bottom of it touching the horizon. 
 
    Brom watched with amused eyes as Kavan made his way toward the crowd. Balance had returned, but the tendrils of spirits still caressed his soul. Bodies parted as he made his way to the center fountain of the town. He looked up at the open book in the statue’s hand.  
 
    Kavan stepped into the fountain waters. His boots filled with water as he crossed the small distance. He took hold of the bottom edge of the statue and began to climb. People around the fountain began to cheer on the dragonkin as he slowly climbed up. Kogan yelled with a frothy mug in his hands to the dragonkin. Claps and cheers turned into an encouraging storm. 
 
    Purpose filled the dragonkin as he climbed up to the side of the statue and looked down on the open book. His eyes widened a hair as he saw a flat yellow parchment with strange designs on it. They looked like mystical runes in black ink. Kavan grabbed the scroll, rolled it up and stuck it in his belt. He climbed back down to the cheers and shouts of the crowd. He splashed in the water, crossed the small distance and stepped out of it. Hands patted his shoulders as he made his way through the crowd, partiers thinking it was some kind of challenge or game. 
 
    Kavan emerged from the crowd and made his way to Brom. The lich waited as Kavan pulled out the scroll, unfurled it and showed it to him. 
 
    “What is this?” Kavan asked plainly. 
 
    Brom kept his knowing smile. “What do you think it is?” 
 
    Kavan’s brow furled as he looked at it. “A summoning scroll.” 
 
    Brom bowed his head slightly. “Your initiation serves you well. I was correct to take you on as an apprentice.” 
 
    “I have to tell the mayor,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 
    “What will you tell him?” Brom asked. 
 
    Kavan blinked and looked at the lich. “The paladins summoned the deep one.” 
 
    Brom took on a fatherly gaze. “Kavan, the paladins are gone and we do not know for sure if it was all of them, two, or just one. Despite my scrying abilities, I only noticed the deep one and not the magic used to summon it. 
 
    “For now, I recommend you enjoy your time with the festival. There are many things at play here, but they can wait. There will always be dark plots and designs. Best to forget them for now and enjoy the happy moments. I may be dead, but even I know some things can wait.” 
 
    Kavan mostly sobered up when the noisy crowd in the town center died down. The dragonkin turned and watched as Kogan stepped onto the edge of the fountain and looked at the many faces gathered. The sun had halfway set, orange light painting the tops of homes and towers within the walled city. 
 
    Kogan cleared his throat and raised his hands and arms up before him. “Townsfolk and visitors of Moonvale, welcome to the Summer Dream Festival!” 
 
    A loud cheer erupted as fists and mugs were hoisted into the air. 
 
    The older orc continued, “I know we are all having a grand time, so I will not keep you. We are all equals in the eyes of the universe! Life and death have come together to begin their waltz and we celebrate their union. Let us not forget those we have lost, for they are never truly lost as they dwell in our spirits! Let us welcome new life to Voldor with open and caring arms! 
 
    “We are people of the world! This is our time to show our fire, spirit, and love! Worship each other! Love each other! Remember each other! We are the embodiment of life and death. Our spark will ignite history until the end of time! Bask in this moment for we are made of dreams come to life!” 
 
    The crowd cheered at the top of their lungs as if the very world was going to break in half. 
 
    Kogan looked at the crowd with warm eyes. “Remember! The last night of the festival, we honor our dead by sending lanterns to the sky and stars. Until then, we honor our lives with drinking, food, and music!” 
 
    Another round of cheers and applause filled the air. 
 
    Kavan nodded as the orc stepped down with the help of his son. Kavan turned his attention to the edge of the crowd and saw Onka and Nava talking to each other while holding each other’s hand. 
 
    “Excuse me, Brom. I must help ease a lost soul,” Kavan said and walked off. 
 
    The lich watched the dragonkin go, a fatherly gaze gleaming in the dying daylight. 
 
    Kavan walked up to Onka and Nava. The goblin and siren turned their attention to the dragonkin with innocent eyes. 
 
    “Nava, I have something to tell you,” Kavan said with a serious tone. 
 
    The siren looked up with attentive eyes. 
 
    Onka glanced to the side to see Lorta sitting by a few barrels with her mouth open. Her bolids were pouring spirits into her open mouth with giggles and chuckles. 
 
    “I’ll find you both. I think I have to tame Lorta’s bolids before they give her too much to drink.” 
 
    Onka stepped away. 
 
    “What is it?” Nava asked. 
 
    Kavan looked around and remembered what Zellee had said earlier. “Let’s go someplace a little more private so I don’t have to shout.” 
 
    Kavan took the siren’s hand and the couple walked around the crowd. Nava glanced up to Kavan as he moved with purpose. They circled the crowd and made their way onto East Street. They made their way along the cobblestone street until they reached Zellee’s shop. 
 
    Kavan turned around and faced the siren. “I have something to tell you and show you.” 
 
    Nava looked up with bright eyes. 
 
    Kavan pulled the scroll from his belt, unfurled it and showed it to the siren. “You were worried that your oath brought the wrath of the dragon gods. I want to show you that is not what happened. This is a summoning scroll, a powerful one from what I can see. Someone summoned the deep one to attack Moonvale. My guess is, it was meant to drive out or reveal the corruption the paladins were searching for.” 
 
    Nava slowly blinked as she could hardly believe what she was hearing.  
 
    Kavan smiled. “You didn’t bring the deep one. Your oath did not cause what happened.” 
 
    Nava let out a long, relieved exhale. In the next moment, she rushed him and hugged the dragonkin around the waist. 
 
    “You have no notion of how much of a relief this is,” Nava said as she hugged him. 
 
    Kavan returned her hug with his own. “I have some idea, and I needed to tell you.” 
 
    Nava pulled her head back and looked up. “I was scared, thinking if I followed through with my oath, I would bring more pain to Moonvale. My soul is free. I don’t have to fear my affections for…” the siren trailed off. 
 
    “Nava?” Kavan said. 
 
    The siren pulled away, but held his hand. She pulled him to Zellee’s shop door and turned the knob. The door opened and swung in. 
 
    “Zellee told me about tonight, but I can’t wait any longer,” Nava said in a low tone as she pulled the dragonkin with her inside. 
 
    Kavan followed the siren. Tables and mannequins stood silently. They crossed the main showroom floor to a wide door at the back. Nava’s webbed hand reached out and took hold of the door handle and pulled. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes reflected the glow of the back room. Nava tugged his hand and they both stepped in. Sheer fabric hung like thick strands of spiderwebs, from ceiling to floor and along the walls. Lit lanterns radiated a comforting light. A large, round bed took up the center of the room, complete with extravagant pillows and sheets. A table was off to the side, filled with different sized mugs, glasses and dark bottles. 
 
    “Zellee, you really outdid yourself,” Kavan whispered.  
 
    Nava pulled Kavan along until they reached the side of the immense bed. She turned to the dragonkin, pressed her body to his and looked with affectionate eyes. 
 
    Kavan couldn’t resist her touch, his hands touching her shoulders and looking down at her with warm eyes. 
 
    The siren glanced away. “I’ve… never been with anyone before.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “We don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.” 
 
    Nava looked back to Kavan’s gaze. “I want to. I’ve wanted to since I saw you under water by my home and I touched your chest. It felt natural and welcomed, like two spirits finding each other at midnight.” 
 
    Kavan gave a slow nod. “Nava, my love life is complicated.” 
 
    The siren grinned. “I know it is. So are my feelings for you and Onka. She is a goddess and you’re a dragonkin. I never dreamed of being with either, and yet, here we are. I swore an oath to the old gods and I intend to keep it. 
 
    “Kavan, I have fallen for you. I don’t know where our paths may go, but I know I want to be here, with you.” 
 
    Nava stepped back. Kavan watched as webbed hands rose up and took hold of her robe. The short siren gave a sultry smile as she pulled the robe open. Inner buttons broke free and scattered to the floor. The dragonkin gazed on Nava’s nude body underneath. Light blue skin glowed in the dim lantern light. Tiny, dark blue nipples stood erect. Her breasts were small, but Kavan found them delicious to his rising ardor. The robe was shrugged off and puddled at her feet. Nava slipped out of her shoes until she was completely naked. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze fell to the apex of her sex. A hairless thin line bloomed with edges of pink. Her entire body was smooth. The only hair she had was on the top of her head. Black makeup and eye-liner gave the siren a near exotic appearance, but her true intentions were plain across her features. The flame of lust and love burned bright in her gaze as she stepped closer and took hold of Kavan’s robe. 
 
    “I heard what Onka said to you while you were getting dressed,” the siren said with a mischievous sigh. 
 
    Webbed hands took hold of Kavan’s robe and she pulled. Inner buttons snapped and fell. The robe opened and Nava looked on Kavan’s athletic and nude body. She didn’t blink as she stared at his rising dragonhood. Her gaze moved along his strong body and found herself licking her lips. 
 
    “We can be gentle…” Kavan began when the siren knelt to the floor before him. 
 
    A webbed hand took hold of the base of his cock and her blue lips kissed the tip. Nava’s tongue slid out and licked at it. The dragonkin watched as she closed her eyes and licked along the head, causing his dragonhood to bounce with need. 
 
    Lips wrapped around the tip and inches slowly slid into the siren’s mouth. Kavan ran fingers through her blue hair as her tight lips and tongue moved along the sensitive flesh. The undulating movement of her tongue caused Kavan to exhale and take control of his own desires. The more she enjoyed his cock, the more he wanted to spurt his love down her throat. 
 
    “Nava… sometimes I can’t… stop myself,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    The siren ignored him, her head bobbing and her lips running along his veiny shaft. The red cock was engulfed as she moaned her pleasure. Tongue sliding, it touched along all the right places. Blood pumped along Kavan’s body, his heart thudding in his chest. The slow movements turned the small haze into a dreamy fire.  
 
    Nava pulled back a string of salvia connecting her bottom lip to the tip of Kavan’s dragonhood. She looked up with sultry eyes as her webbed hand stroked Kavan’s iron hard member. 
 
    “My body may be a pure maiden, but my desires are not. Onka has told me of your primal needs. We both protect the demon goddess and know this, my desires are as strong as yours. Make me your canvas and use your needs as a brush. I won’t turn you away. I will never turn you away.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes glowed with draconic heat. The deep urges rushed to the surface as Nava took his member into her mouth again, sucking on it like a hungry nymph. Her muffled moans grew as she tasted a drop of pre-come. Her head bobbed with eager intent, silently begging for more. The tempo steadily grew and her moans were music to Kavan’s ears. 
 
    The dragonkin took a deep inhale of the warm air. His senses tasted her scent. It was like a perfume he could not ignore. It flowed into his slitted nose and only added to the moment. 
 
    Nava’s lips tightened as she tried to suck Kavan’s soul out of his cock. When it thickened, her eyes opened. Webbed hands grabbed at the dragonkin’s hips, her mouth moving along the rigid member. She moaned a little louder when Kavan’s hand touched her head. 
 
    The siren’s lips touched the base of his cock, thick spurts of seed splashing against her throat. Her eyes rolled into her head, the magical heat and seed moving down her throat. It was like nothing she ever tasted before, mana and seed nourishing her soul. 
 
    Kavan didn’t make a sound as he looked down on the siren. Urges continued to push and another volley of seed spurted. Nava let out a lazy moan, sucking it down and teasing out a little more with her tongue. 
 
    The room spun slightly, Kavan caught in the waves of bliss. He pulled his cock from the siren’s mouth and she fell onto all fours. She huffed as her eyes stared at nothing. Kavan reached down and scooped her up into his arms. Nava looked up to him with a dreamy gaze as the dragonkin moved onto the bed and placed her in the center.  
 
    Nava was breathing heavy as she surrendered to him. She parted her thighs as Kavan ran his hand over her body. She turned her head away and closed her eyes. Kavan gave her breast a gentle squeeze before running his fingers down her smooth stomach. His gaze pointed down to her unguarded womanhood. Wetness spilled and her scent floated up. The dragonkin slid down until he was nestled between her thighs. His snout touched her sirenhood and Nava let out a sigh. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes took on a sultry, evil gleam before his tongue snaked out and licked at her. A moan rose up and Kavan continued. He slowly slathered at her, his pointed tongue exploring her flooded valley.  
 
    Nava opened her eyes wide as Kavan’s tongue licked at her just the right way. She lifted her head and looked at the dragonkin as he enjoyed her taste. She moaned and writhed, helpless against his tongue. When the tip brushed against her pearl, her webbed hands grabbed the bedsheets and bunched them up. The siren’s body tensed as waves of bliss grew with each passing moment. An emptiness yawned from deep within, needing to be filled. The more he played with her, the more her nerves tightened to the breaking point. 
 
    “Kavan… please,” Nava begged. 
 
    The dragonkin ignored her, the tip of his tongue pushing away pink folds and touching her clit. Kavan remained, licking at her pearl as Nava’s hips writhed and bucked.  
 
    A webbed hand grabbed at one of the dragonkin’s horns, keeping him in place as Nava sat up. She looked down with wide eyes as Kavan licked her further and further into submission. Her grip trembled along the horn. Kavan opened his eyes and looked up. He watched as desire dripped from her eyes and her breathing labored. The grip on his horn tightened. Kavan closed his eyes and remained, lazily licking at her clit and nudging it with the end of his small snout. 
 
    Nava let out an exasperated sigh as her entire body tightened and tingled. Her eyes widened as she watched Kavan. Her nerves vibrated as her willpower cracked. The siren threw her body back onto the bed as her entire being exploded into dazzling, magical light. 
 
    Wetness surged as the dragonkin licked. Her hips writhed and a long moan filled the air. Kavan opened his eyes again, Nava’s chest arched up and gasps touched the air. Her thighs trembled as her breathing labored.  
 
    Kavan rose up on all fours. He glanced down at the sudden wetness dripping onto the sheets. Looking up, Nava was lost to a sea of bliss. He crawled forward on all fours. His shadow covered her. When the tip of his cock touched her quivering valley, the siren’s eyes opened slowly and a small, tired smile bloomed. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Nava whispered. 
 
    Kavan gave a reassuring nod before his hips moved. The tip of his member touched her tight slit. Nava’s hand snaked down between them, two fingers touching her own clit and rubbing them. 
 
    The siren’s eyes widened as Kavan’s strength pushed at her. She bit her lip and her eyes widened as her inner world parted to his slow invasion. The siren let out a heated whimper as pleasure and pain danced. Thick inches opened her thin world and it was Nava who grunted while biting her lip. 
 
    A scent of blood touched Kavan’s nose as he slowly speared her world. He licked his own lips as hips moved with steady power, driving himself deeper. Nava’s arms flashed up and grabbed Kavan’s wide shoulders. She whimpered as his member fit snug within her tight valley. Her inner walls were pushed to the breaking point and Nava moved to get further accustomed to his girth. 
 
    Kavan let his body fall. Nava’s back hit the soft bed and she held onto Kavan for dear life. Heat radiated off his body as his hips moved with a firm rhythm. Each push filled her soul and every pull back caused her to weep for more. The scent of their union mingled. The primal sounds of their connection grew. Moans from the couple became a welcomed symphony of bliss and carnal desire. Nava squeezed with every thrust. Kavan grunted as he drove his urges and affection home. The snug union glowed as neither of them wanted to leave this sacred moment. 
 
    The door to the room opened. Shadows stepped in and the door closed behind them. Three figures made their way closer as they watched the dragonkin and siren. Nava buried her face in Kavan’s neck. The dragonkin’s hips pushed with power, causing the siren to struggle to stay clinging to him. 
 
    Shadows parted as Onka, Lorta, and Zellee stepped into the warm light. The three women looked down with approval as Kavan and Nava moaned their delight. 
 
    Lorta’s eyes took on a knowing warmth. 
 
    Zellee stared with her primal desires rising. 
 
    Onka watched with a deepening hunger. 
 
    “Life and death,” the goblin said with a soft whisper. 
 
    Kavan didn’t stop his repeated invasion when he heard Onka’s voice. Nava pulled her head back to see the trio and gasped as Kavan’s movements grew heated. She made a half cry, half moan as her nerves tightened again. 
 
    Lorta moaned as she watched. The often-shy troll didn’t hide her desires as she watched Kavan take the siren. 
 
    “I’ll prepare some refreshments,” Zellee said as she clicked over to the table with black bottles, picked one up and began to pour. 
 
    Onka took hold of her robe and opened it. She shrugged it off her shoulders and let it fall to the floor. She stepped over to the bed and climbed into it. Moving on all fours, she crossed the bed and laid down beside the entwined couple. The goblin was on her side, her head propped up by her hand, watching Nava and Kavan with lust-filled eyes. 
 
    Nava turned her face to the goblin while her body bounced to Kavan’s thrusts. The siren’s eyes pleaded for more. Onka moved closer and kissed her on the lips. Tongues swirled as Kavan pushed hard into the siren. Moans dripped between the three of them. Onka pulled back her tongue and gently bit the siren’s lips. Kavan thrust at the same moment and Nava let out a whimpering moan. 
 
    Nerves exploded once again and showered her in the tendrils of nirvana. White touched the edge of her gaze and she floated away as she shuddered. Her hips bucked upwards and were slammed down by Kavan’s thrusts. Bliss spiraled as she lost all coherent thought. All there was, was the light and heat of the orgasm. 
 
    Onka watched as Nava’s eyes slowly closed. 
 
    Kavan let out a loud grunt, his cock thickening. Nava’s mouth opened as her inner world was pushed to the breaking point. She barely recovered when thick spurts of come filled her tiny space. Kavan’s body betrayed him, unable to stop each thrust and spurt. Seed overflowed and spilled from their union. When the bliss pulled back slightly, Kavan pulled himself from the siren and flopped onto his back. 
 
    Onka kissed Nava as she moaned. The goblin’s hand touched her warm flesh and moved down to her slit. Fingers touched the small flow of come and she found the siren’s clit. A finger swirled and a pleasant moan rose up from Nava’s lips. 
 
    Zellee hummed as she poured spirits into cups. The sounds of ecstasy behind her stirred her own inner fire. Several cups filled, she left them there and only picked up one. She turned her entire body around to see Lorta pulling off her robe. The troll looked upon the dragonkin on his back with urgent needs. Nude, she climbed onto the bed, toward Kavan. 
 
    Zellee moved along, her long spider legs moving with simple grace. She sipped from her cup as Lorta was on Kavan. The troll squatted and took hold of Kavan’s still hard member. Kavan looked up just as Lorta impaled herself on his thick spear. The two let out heated moans as the busty troll slid down an inch at a time. Her body shuddered with need until she reached the hilt. Lorta stayed there, enjoying the full feeling. Kavan reached up and squeezed her large breast, a thumb moving over her pert nipple. Lorta let out a deep moan before her hips moved, unable to stop them. 
 
    Zellee reached the edge of the bed. She watched and sipped her drink as Nava was helpless to Onka’s swirls. The siren whimpered as her hips moved to Onka’s touch. The goblin looked down on the prone siren, a greediness in her gaze. 
 
    “Do we pray to life or death? Or do we pray to Vala or Hexnia?” Zellee asked like it was the most normal question in the realms. 
 
    Kavan grunted as Lorta’s strong hips slammed down onto his. The troll was lost to blissful sensations. Kavan’s hands grabbed her waist, but could not slow her. She ignored his touch, nerves on fire as she hungered for her own release. Wet inches appeared and disappeared between them in rapid strokes. 
 
    Nava cried out as her nerves exploded in a shower of bliss. Onka drank in the siren’s movements as she shuddered from a string of orgasms. The goblin drank it like a fine wine, admiring the siren as she was trapped in a spiral of ecstasy. 
 
    Onka’s eyes took on a red hue. Points touched her forehead and pushed out, but did not break the skin. The goblin’s limbs grew a little longer as a maddening giggle filled the room. 
 
    Kavan looked over to Onka. His eyes widened as she began to slip into her demonic form. Panic swelled before a wave of heat slammed into him, greater than anything he had ever known before. It burned and churned like a fiery engine. His dragonhood stiffened and vibrated as he lost complete control. 
 
    Lorta’s dreamy eyes flashed with dripping heat. She slowed her hips and fell forward. Large breasts nearly engulfed Kavan’s head as the troll’s hips moved with caged heat. Lorta rubbed her body on the trapped dragonkin like a rutting animal. She moaned when her nerves dripped with bliss. She sank down to the hilt and her body shuddered with a long string of orgasms. Dark eyes rolled into her head and she continued to milk her own orgasms, her mind far, far away. 
 
    Kavan struggled and pulled his head from Lorta’s cleavage. He looked over until the heat blasted his soul. His cock thickened and creamy spurts of molten seed pushed him to the breaking point. The dragonkin was lost to a dreamy haze, his hips moving and spurting more come. Lorta milked him with firm squeezes, pulling every drop from his still hard member. 
 
    “Hush my little ones. Your goddess is here,” Onka said with an other-worldly voice. 
 
    Kavan fought through the haze, unable to break the hypnotic glow. Onka’s will pressed down on him and he was chained to his urges. 
 
    Onka sat up and turned her red eyes to Zellee. The arachnix stood, her robe now parted and fingers touching her dripping slit. The arachnix whimpered as she couldn’t stop herself, circular motions moving along her pearl. 
 
    The demonic goblin stood up and looked around at the dazed expressions. 
 
    “No need to speak my name to call me. Your souls have already done that. I taste it on the air and in your hearts. Take this moment in stride as I speak my mind.” 
 
    Bodies continued to move with primal needs as the demonic goblin looked around at her lovers. 
 
    “I adore my little morsels,” Onka said with the warmth of molten lava. “Your needs and urges have fed me and for that, I am grateful. I know everyone gathered here knows who I am and what I represent. I can sense the fear along the edges of your minds, but know this, I am not what the legends have made me out to be.” 
 
    Kavan looked over as a sadness filled Onka’s face.  
 
    The demonic goblin sat down, crossed her legs and tilted her head forward. Shadows covered her face, but her red eyes glowed from the darkness. 
 
    “I am no longer the heartless demon goddess,” Hexnia said softly. “My time in exile has shown me different paths I never knew to exist. Instead of being a force for lust and madness, I have experienced things I never did before.” 
 
    Onka looked down on Nava as the siren rubbed her clit, unable to control herself. “You have shown me kindness and understanding.” 
 
    Onka looked to Zellee, “You have shown me acceptance.” 
 
    The demon goblin looked to Lorta, “You have shown me friendship.” 
 
    Red oval eyes looked down on Kavan, “And you have shown me love.” 
 
    Kavan listened as Lorta continued to move on his rigid member. 
 
    Onka gave a simple, knowing smile. “You four are my favored acolytes. For this, I will be forever grateful. It has been such a long time since I’ve had true souls who worshipped me. It has infected my spirit and I have no desire to purge it.  
 
    “A long time ago, I would have found your affections weak and punished you all with unending bliss. Now, I crave your attention like some whelp. Voldor has changed and so have I.” 
 
    Onka stared into Kavan’s eyes, “It won’t be long before the dragon gods take bolder actions. They are suspicious, and my own weakness for all of you has revealed something is amiss. Their power is threatened and my very existence is in danger. 
 
    “I do not seek power for the sake of power. I seek it for self-preservation and a preservation of the old ways. The dragon gods have disturbed the balance and this realm will fall further into chaos, no matter how strong the dragon gods think they are.” 
 
    Hexnia’s mouth twisted into a small smile. “This knowledge I have given you will weigh heavy on your minds and souls. Fear not, what I have said will be a distant knowledge in your minds. A knowing that cannot be found again, but will dwell in the deepest parts of you.” 
 
    The demonic goblin looked into Kavan’s eyes once again. “Care for Onka as you always have. When the time is right, you will remember this night and what I have said. Continue with your plots and plans and I know that I love you.” 
 
    “Hexnia don’t!” Kavan whispered as he watched Onka lift her hand. 
 
    The demon goblin snapped her fingers and an invisible wave struck all present. 
 
    Bodies relaxed. Lorta slipped off of Kavan and flopped to the side of him. Nava gasped as she continued to touch herself, an orgasm flashing. Zellee crawled onto the bed, her fingers swirling herself to climax and she shuddered. 
 
    Kavan sat up and looked over to Onka. The goblin was sitting with her head tilted forward. Wide, fearful eyes gleamed as she stared at nothing. She turned her head and looked at the dragonkin with the same look she had after she killed the ferals. 
 
    “Kavan,” Onka whispered with a frightened tone. 
 
    The dragonkin crawled over. A jumbled memory filled the back of his mind, but he quickly pushed it away. When he crawled to Onka’s side, the goblin threw her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist. She sat on his lap, her face buried in his neck. 
 
    “It happened again,” Onka whispered. “I don’t know what is happening to me?” 
 
    Kavan tried to call back the memory, but it floated away as the goblin sought comfort. “Nothing is happening other than us being here, together.” 
 
    “Kavan, Hexnia revealed herself. She planted a memory of it for you to see when the time is right. I don’t think she knows I am here, in your head,” Viz said with a calm voice. 
 
    Show me. 
 
    Images blended into a movie across Kavan’s thoughts. He watched the small moment, drinking in Hexnia’s words. She spoke with fear and timid bravery for the future. He looked down on the scared goblin as she clung to him for dear life. The separation between the goddess and the form she has taken were apparent, like parallel lines crossing once and moving away. 
 
    Thank you, Viz. I think Hexnia meant well and didn’t want to put us in further danger. For now, we will follow what she has said and pretend to not remember. When the time comes, it will reveal itself to us. 
 
    In the meantime, we have to keep growing stronger. If the dragon gods grow bolder, we need to be ready to fight. 
 
    “Understood,” Viz said firmly. 
 
    Kavan looked down on Onka. Her entire body moved against his. The dragonkin’s cock was still hard and trapped between their bodies.  
 
    Onka pulled back her head and looked up with scared eyes. “I just want to feel.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as the goblin continued to rub herself against him. Onka’s demeanor changed as her internal fire blazed hot. She planted her feet on the bed and lifted herself up. Her dark green lips touched Kavan’s lips and the two kissed. The goblin pressed her wet valley entrance to Kavan’s still standing member. With determination, she slowly impaled herself on him, sliding down an inch at a time. Drops of wetness slid down his cock before the goblin took all of him. 
 
    Onka settled down on Kavan’s lap, small moans falling from parted lips. 
 
    “My lover,” the goblin whimpered as she slowly moved on his rigid dragonhood. 
 
    Bodies moved around the locked couple. Lorta touched herself, rubbing her pearl in needed release. Nava moved to Zellee, who was on her side and lost to her touches. The siren looked at the prone arachnix and helped her, touching her sensitive flesh. They fell into a rhythm, lost to carnal desires. 
 
    Small moans filled the large room and scents and bodies mingled. 
 
    Onka and Kavan looked into each other’s eyes as bodies moved to a slow tempo. The intimate writhing played on as the pair were lost to each other’s gazes. Hearts beat as one and before long, the couple cried out to the heavens with blissful swirls of paradise. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty One 
 
    Days and nights blended together into dreamy memories. The Summer Dream Festival played on with laughter, drinks, and happy smiles.  
 
    Kavan recounted the time as he helped to take down decorations while standing on a ladder. Weary eyes and haggard bodies moved slowly as everyone in town was drained from the festival. The dragonkin glanced over to see Lorta taking down a streamer, skin sagging under her eyes. Hynrik moved across rooftops to take down streamers and odd items thrown on roofs during the celebration. Soki slithered slowly along the cobblestone street, gently picking up discarded mugs and empty bottles. 
 
    Rujin and Kazko lifted tables and pushed them into their satchels. Magic glowed as the tables warped and fit into their satchels. Kazko had a small smile as he worked. Rujin had a haunted gaze as he moved like an automaton.  
 
    Durzol and Dura helped to break things down. Kogan was in a wood chair, slouched and snoring loudly. 
 
    Dura looked up to Kavan on a ladder, the orc giving him a warm smile. Kavan smiled back remembering how she attacked him several times during the celebration, pulling him deep in an alley and the couple forcing themselves on each other. 
 
    Kavan turned back to his work, his mind filled with a small buzz from enjoying the celebration in excess. The debauchery was not simply localized to him, the magistrate often catching Hynrik and many other visitors caught in lurid embraces. It didn’t stop with visitors as Lorta, Onka, Zellee, and Nava often dragged him away for an intimate moment.  
 
    The dragonkin smirked as the women he loved often passed him to one another when they were done. Even with his draconic constitution, by the end of the third night, the dragonkin wanted nothing more to sleep the days and nights away. Nava was especially demanding, enjoying each time with devilish urges. 
 
    Memories shifted to Onka. The goblin was less demanding for sex and wanted Kavan to be close. She often snuggled to him as if her very world would fly apart. She whispered to him, wanting him to always be with her and Kavan found himself whispering he would. The bonds between them grew stronger and the dragonkin didn’t hesitate to be there for Onka when she was having a sad moment. 
 
    The images and moments Viz showed him remained. Kavan knew that Hexnia was having a weak moment, but her warning was clear as day. She had lost control over herself because of how she felt and it had been noticed by the dragon gods. Despite the pleasant times during the festival, Kavan found himself thinking about the future and how best to protect the goddess, his lovers and the town as a whole. 
 
    The dragonkin climbed down with streamers wrapped around his shoulder. When he stepped off the ladder, he turned to Kogan sleeping in the chair. Kavan made his way over and gently tapped the older orc on the shoulder. 
 
    “I’m awake,” Kogan snorted awake. 
 
    “We have this. How about I get you home,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The older orc shook his head and stood up. “I’m rested enough. I’m ready to help,” Kogan said and yawned. 
 
    Kavan put his arm around the orc’s shoulders and helped him walk to his office. “Do I have to have Soki tell you to get some rest?” 
 
    The orc shook his head. “No, no, it's fine. Maybe a little rest, just to be sure. Leave some work for me. When I wake, I will be refreshed and ready to assist.” 
 
    Kavan simply nodded as he helped the orc to his home.  
 
    A memory of last night filled Kavan’s mind. He smiled as he remembered Kogan leading everyone beyond the protective walls with paper lanterns. The orc looked proudly to everyone gathered, speaking of their ancestors with well-spoken words. How he smiled brightly as the townsfolk and visitors lit the wick of the paper lanterns and let go, the lanterns floating into the air. 
 
    The magical memory played on as everyone looked up in wonderment, celebrating all those who were there before and were now gone to the next world. 
 
    When Kavan and Kogan reached the front door to the mayor’s office, the older orc turned to the dragonkin with a small smile. 
 
    “How did you like the festival?” 
 
    Kavan nodded and returned the orc’s smile. “It is one I will always remember with fondness.” 
 
    Kogan gave a gruff chuckle. “Until next year.” 
 
    Kavan grinned as the older orc stepped into his office and made his way for the small stairs that led to his place on the second floor. 
 
    The dragonkin stepped away and looked at the town center. It was nearly cleared and slowly returning to normal. 
 
    Onka walked into the town center. She turned her oval eyes in Kavan’s direction and smiled brightly. Kavan walked toward her and she ran toward him. The goblin nearly crashed into him and hugged him tightly around the waist. 
 
    “I opened my shop again,” the goblin said with a sad sigh. 
 
    “Does that mean you're going to go back to your place? No more living on the farm?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Onka pulled her head back and looked up with a playful grin. “I don’t know. I could stay a little longer, to help you around the farm. The taurs can be trouble and I have seen how Nava looks at you. The taurs may take advantage when Nava distracts you.” 
 
    “You’re right. We can never be too careful,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Onka’s expression softened as she continued to gaze into Kavan’s eyes. “I love you, you know that?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I do. Dare I say, I love you too?” 
 
    “I dare,” Onka blinked. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I love you.” 
 
    Onka hugged him once again, the side of her head pressed against his chest. “I wish it could stay just like this.” 
 
    Kavan held the goblin to him, thoughts swirling to dark and bright possibilities.  
 
    “We will do the best we can with the time we have,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    Onka nodded before she pulled away. 
 
    “Let’s get this place cleaned up! We have a farm and shop to run!” Onka said before turning around and skipping away. 
 
    “Yes, we do,” Kavan smirked before he followed the happy goblin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Days rolled by as the midpoint of summer began to wane. The warm air and sunlight continued to fill Moonvale and the gentle slide toward autumn became pronounced with each passing day. 
 
    Two weeks after the festival, Kavan found himself, Onka and Nava working together on the farm in the early mornings. The trio laughed and enjoyed their time as the taurs spent their time farming and complaining about the heat. 
 
    Work had begun on repairing the docks and Nava’s home. After early morning farming, the three of them would join Durzol, Oaks and Lorta as they made their way to the beach. Thick, sturdy logs of wood were pulled from magical satchels or from wheeled wagons. A design plan was agreed upon and work began with the dock. Some days, it was just the six of them. Other days, half the town would come out and help. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he finished hammering in several planks while working on the dock. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Wood Working Skill. Wood Working Skill is now 7th degree, Experienced. 
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 7 
 
    Tracking: 1 
 
    Farming: 5 
 
    Mining: 2 
 
    Social: 6 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 7 
 
    Metal Smithing: 5 
 
    Cooking Skill: 1 
 
      
 
    The dragonkin nodded to himself and continued to work in the bright sunny day. 
 
    Combat training had stopped for the most part. The needed work and taking care of the farm had taken priority. It was during those times when Kavan thought about Drayke. The dragonkin had been absent most of the festival and afterwards, stayed in town and tended to his restaurant. The two dragonkin had spoken little and a sliver of concern touched Kavan. When the memory of Drayke’s confession returned, Kavan found himself shrugging it away and focusing on his work. 
 
    The town of Moonvale had regular visitors from Loduss. Word of the small town on the edge of civilization sparked adventure, good wine, and great food. It had become a standard occurrence with visitors coming nearly every other day. 
 
    When Kavan had a moment to himself, he breathed in his relief that his life and town were slowly returning to normal. 
 
    The moments to himself were small and short lived. Nearly every night after dinner, Onka and Nava dragged the dragonkin upstairs to the bedroom, often to the taur’s dismay. The sounds of their love-making often floated around the farm house and Abby often left for the barn in disgust because she was not part of it. 
 
    Kavan, Onka, and Nava grew closer over the weeks. The dragonkin noted that Onka was more like when they first met. She was smiling, sassy, and constantly hungry. Nava was a little more reserved, sometimes going to the beach for a swim and returning hours later. The siren often whispered to the dragonkin, telling him how happy she was.  
 
    Life had become a dream and Kavan didn’t want to wake up. 
 
    Two weeks into the second month of summer, the air changed slightly. The days weren’t so hot. The air was pleasant and the slow shift to autumn began. 
 
    One afternoon, Kavan, Onka, Nava, Durzol, and Lorta were walking home after nearly completing the dock. Zellee was standing under a shaded tree by the farmhouse gate. She had her hands clasped before her, her eyes bright and her smile small. When the group reached her, Durzol noticed the look in the arachnix’s eyes and bid his farewell, saying he was tired and had to rest before he met with his father and sister for dinner.  
 
    The group waved to the blacksmith as he walked on toward the South Gate. 
 
    Zellee waited until he was gone before she turned to the people she loved deeply. 
 
    “I have some news, but I don’t want to say it here. I thought I would treat us all to dinner at the Dragon’s Table,” the arachnix smiled. 
 
    “Is it good news?” Kavan asked, his curiosity piqued. 
 
    Zellee nodded. “Yes, I hope so. It will be better when I tell you. Dress in your best clothes and meet me at the restaurant at sundown.” 
 
    The arachnix stepped closer, lowered her body and kissed Kavan on the lips. Onka, Nava, and Lorta watched with warm smiles as the dragonkin and arachnix kissed for a long moment. When she broke away, she gave Kavan a sly look. 
 
    “Bring your appetites,” Zellee said before turning and moving away on large spider legs. 
 
    The foursome watched her go before they walked to Kavan’s small pond, stripped their clothes and dived in to wash away the grim of the day’s work. After a time of playful swimming and talking, Lorta bid her goodbyes as she returned home to change into something more fitting for the evening. 
 
    The afternoon sun slipped further to the western horizon. When it touched the line between heaven and Voldor, its yellow glow turned into a dimming orange. 
 
    Kavan put a black shirt over his head and made sure it didn’t have any wrinkles. Black leather leggings and boots completed the outfit. Nava dressed in a short black skirt and tight top. She put a shawl over her shoulders, laced with leaves and tiny skulls. Onka put on a red dress that adhered to her tight figure. The goblin’s pink-purple hair was tied up into a standing ponytail. After she smoothed down her green hands over her dress, she stepped to Kavan and fixed his small collar. 
 
    “Handsome,” the goblin said and looked up with not so innocent eyes. 
 
    “Dinner first,” Kavan said, shutting it down before it started. 
 
    “I’m hungry now, and I’m not talking about food,” Onka grinned. 
 
    Kavan chuckled and turned away from the horny goblin. His slitted eyes fell on his spear by the door. Something tugged at him, whispering he should take it with them. The urge caused him to step over and reach for it. 
 
    “Why do you need that? We’re just going to dinner,” Onka said. 
 
    Kavan stopped his hand inches from the spear and closed his spindly fingers. “It’s a habit.” 
 
    Onka crossed her arms. “The strap will bunch up your shirt. We’re just going to dinner to hear Zellee’s news.” 
 
    Nava moved to Onka’s side and nodded. 
 
    “There hasn’t been too much wildlife close by. I think the deep one scared off a lot of the larger creatures. I haven’t seen any dregger tracks or anything else by the farm, beach, or town.” 
 
    Kavan turned to the two beautiful short women and nodded. “My paranoia gets the better of me sometimes. Let’s go and enjoy the evening.” 
 
    Kavan stepped to the door and opened it. He gave a slight bow as the goblin and siren stepped out. The dragonkin followed and closed the door behind him. 
 
    A light sobbing could be heard coming from the barn. Kavan turned his attention to it, plainly hearing Abby sobbing loud enough to be noticed. 
 
    “Is Abby crying again?” Nava asked as she too looked at the barn. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “She heard we’re going out tonight and it naturally disappointed her that she wasn’t invited.” 
 
    “She may need a spanking,” Onka said with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. 
 
    Kavan sighed and moved to the front gate. “Let’s not be late.” 
 
    The trio left the farm and closed the gate. The sun was more than half-way below the horizon as they made their way toward town. When they stepped through the South Gate, the sun was nothing more than a dim sliver along the western horizon. 
 
    Lanterns glowed to life along the town. Kavan looked around and noticed how the town seemed to look better with time. Residents went to work, patching up cracks and repairing buildings. Stones were replaced and roofs were re-slated. The influx of visitors and their gold was enough to slowly change the look of Moonvale into a welcoming glow. Paint was reapplied to homes and buildings and a coziness began to shine. 
 
    “Autumn will bring even more visitors. I can’t wait until the air cools. It's great snuggle weather,” Nava smiled. 
 
    Onka looked up to Kavan as they walked. “Yes, great snuggle weather.” 
 
    “The winters get bad here, don’t they?” Kavan said, making small talk. 
 
    Onka and Nava nodded. 
 
    “We better make sure we have plenty of firewood for those long, cold nights,” Onka said with a sultry edge. 
 
    “The beach can get bitter cold. I may have to stay on your farm through the winter, just to be safe,” Nava laughed. 
 
    Onka looked at the siren, “Of course! You’re welcome to stay with us as long as you want. More bodies mean more warmth.” 
 
    “I believe I have a say in this,” Kavan grinned. 
 
    Nava nodded, ignoring Kavan. “The bed in Kavan’s room is big, but maybe we need a bigger one?” 
 
    Onka nodded. “I think we can convince Kavan to build a bigger bed. He likes building things with his hands.” 
 
    “He likes doing other things with his hands,” Nava winked. 
 
    Kavan kept his smile as the goblin and siren laughed.  
 
    The trio reached the town center. The sunlight died and night’s cloak fell across the lands. Stars slowly filled the sky as their ancient glimmer continued to bring distant light to the world of Voldor. 
 
    Kavan, Onka, and Nava made their way onto West Street. They walked along until they saw the blinking blue sign of the Dragon’s Table. The dragonkin noted there was no line to get in and a single, animated statue stood by the door. The angel turned its stone gaze to the approaching three and bowed at the hip. It opened the door as Kavan let Onka and Nava step in first and he followed. 
 
    The scent of cooked food and wine touched Kavan’s senses. The restaurant was sparsely filled. In one corner, Kogan, Durzol and Dura sat. A demonic statue made their way over and began placing plates of hot cooked food before them. At another table, Shegga and Soki sat, drinking wine and plates half-filled with their meals. The pair turned to Kavan, Onka, and Nava and raised their glasses to them. 
 
    At a single seated table, Oaks sat with a plate of food before him and a tall glass of wine. The goblin gave Kavan a light nod and returned to his meal. 
 
    At the large center table, Zellee waved to Kavan and the others. The dragonkin instantly noticed her fine, silky yellow dress. Gold rings adorned her spider legs and flowers were painted on her abdomen. 
 
    Kavan smiled and took a step forward when Drayke stepped from the side and greeted the dragonkin, goblin and siren with a practiced smile. 
 
    “Welcome to the Dragon’s Table!” Drayke said with enthusiastic flair. 
 
    Kavan’s smile faded a hair. “Drayke, we come here all the time. You don’t have to do that.” 
 
    The blue and black dragonkin nodded. “I know I don’t, but if I stop, the restaurant loses a little of its magic. 
 
    “I am pleased to seat you all at our best table tonight. The visitors from yesterday had left early this morning. Zellee had made a reservation and I of course gave her the best table available.” 
 
    Drayke looked at Kavan’s party for a moment. “I see that Lorta has not arrived yet. I will be sure to have wine brought to your table as you wait for the last of your party. Please, follow me.” 
 
    Kavan followed the dragonkin the short distance to the wide, middle table. Kavan and Drayke pulled out chairs for Onka and Nava. Kavan pushed in Onka’s chair and Drayke pushed in Nava’s chair. The blue dragonkin bowed before standing up and walking back to the kitchen. 
 
    Zellee beamed as she looked at everyone in turn. “All of you look stunning!” 
 
    “You look beautiful,” Kavan’s gaze moving from the dress, to the rings and then the artistic leaf designs on her abdomen. 
 
    Zellee smiled. “This old thing?” 
 
    Kavan chuckled as Onka and Nava giggled, knowing full well the arachnix had various clothes and fashions for nearly every occasion. 
 
    An angelic statue stepped to their table with a silver tray. On the tray were two bottles of wine and five glasses. The angel moved methodically, placing a glass before each patron and then pouring wine into each glass. The extra bottle was left on the table before the stone angel bowed and left. 
 
    “Lorta should be here soon,” Zellee said. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “She said she wanted to make sure everything was okay on her farm before meeting us.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Onka took a long sip of wine before looking across the table at the arachnix. “So, what’s this news you mentioned earlier?” 
 
    Zellee’s eyes shined with excitement. “It’s better if we wait for Lorta. I want my entire family present when I say it. I already ordered for us, so we wouldn’t be interrupted.” 
 
    Kavan sipped wine as Onka and Zellee fell into small talk. Nava looked around, taking in the ambiance of the fine restaurant. The dragonkin glanced at the mayor and his children. They were engrossed in a conversation, but Dura occasionally glanced over to Kavan and gave him a warm look. 
 
    I’m starting to forget Earth. Voldor feels like home. 
 
    The dragonkin looked around his table, seeing the beautiful women at it. 
 
    And they are my family. 
 
    Kavan smiled at the thought when the front door opened. Heads turned to see Lorta step in and the door close behind her. She was wearing a flowing, sage green dress. It hugged her waist and top. The bottom flared out and moved as she walked. Her hair was not in pigtails. Instead, it was out and framed her face.  
 
    The troll stepped in with confidence and a smile. She approached the table, much to Kavan’s stunned expression. He scrambled out of his chair and took hold of her seat. The often-shy troll gave him an infectious smile as she sat down and he slid the chair under her. 
 
    Everyone looked at the glowing troll as she picked up her glass and took a sip of wine. 
 
    “You look amazing,” Onka blinked. 
 
    Lorta grinned. “Zellee gave me some fashion pointers. I’ve been wanting to wear this dress for a special occasion. When Zellee said she had news, I thought this would be perfect.” 
 
    Kavan couldn’t form any words as his gaze was caught in Lorta’s gravity. He thought she looked stunning. The dress was tailored perfectly to her body. The sage green blended well with her blue skin. It was almost like she was a different person. 
 
    Nava glanced at Kavan and giggled. “I think our dragonkin is at a loss for words.” 
 
    Everyone at the table laughed as Kavan shook his head. 
 
    “It’s hard to think with so many beautiful women around me,” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Pink touched cheeks as their laughter died. 
 
    Zellee leaned forward and looked to her friends and lovers, “Before the food arrives, I better get this out before I burst.” 
 
    Everyone at the table leaned in. At another table, Shegga and Soki leaned in while drinking from their glasses. 
 
    All attention fell on the arachnix as she gathered her thoughts and parted her lips. 
 
    “Every year, there is a fashion show in Loduss. Since I was young, I always wanted to see it. Designers from all over come to Loduss to show their fashions for the elite. It has been a dream to be part of it and I never thought my dream would come true.” 
 
    Zellee’s eyes gleamed as she continued, “Many visitors have been coming to my shop and praised my fashions. I didn’t know at the time, but they were talking about them in Loduss. More visitors have come and bought many clothes I thought I could never sell. 
 
    “I was visited by a fashion designer, Loras Bluebraid, and he told me he was in charge of scouting talent from the nearby kingdoms. He fell in love with my designs and I have been invited to the Autumn Leaf Fashion Show. Only the best in the surrounding kingdoms are invited and my clothes will be put on display and added to the show!” 
 
    Eyes widened across the table. For a breath, there was silence. A tick later, congratulations filled the table.  
 
    “That is wonderful!” Nava smiled. 
 
    “So proud of you!” Onka grinned. 
 
    “They should have come sooner!” Lorta laughed. 
 
    Kavan looked across the table to Zellee and she looked back at him with shy eyes. 
 
    “How long will you be gone?” Kavan asked. 
 
    “Most of Autumn. There is a lot of preparation for the show and new designs to make,” Zellee said with a near timid tone. 
 
    Kavan nodded and his gaze took on a sharp intensity. Lorta, Onka, and Nava looked at the dragonkin, not sure what to expect. Zellee blinked as she looked across the table to Kavan. 
 
    The dragonkin’s sharp gaze softened. He leaned forward and gazed into Zellee’s eyes. 
 
    “Onka had the right of it. We are so proud of you. This is your dream and we will do anything we can to help you. We will not let this chance slip away and you will dazzle them with your amazing designs.” 
 
    Zellee’s eyes watered. “Thank you, Kavan. Thank you, everyone.” 
 
    “Toast!” Onka nearly shouted and lifted her glass. 
 
    Everyone at the table raised their glasses. 
 
    “To Zellee! May her fashions bring Loduss to its knees!” the goblin laughed. 
 
    “To Zellee!” everyone said and took a deep sip of wine. 
 
    “Thank you,” the arachnix said in a soft voice. 
 
    “Who will be at your shop when you’re gone?” Nava asked. 
 
    Zellee nodded and put her glass down. “We have a few weeks before I board a coach for Loduss. I was thinking I may ask one of you to take over my shop. I can show you the basics of…” Zellee trailed off. 
 
    A tension touched the table as Zellee looked past them to the front door. Kavan’s back was to the door. He slowly turned his upper body and head. The restaurant grew silent as gazes shifted and three figures stepped in. 
 
    Kuro was first. The lion-faced paladin made his way in, his expression firm. Behind him, Nolla walked. The succubus looked down with sad eyes, as if she didn’t want to be there. Behind the succubus, Zulkis stepped in. The tall, gaunt-faced troll walked with his head held high and dark shadows under his white eyes. 
 
    Nolla moved to Kuro’s right and Zulkis moved to the beastkin’s left. The three paladins approached the center table, but stayed about three feet from the red dragonkin. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe was on his feet and throwing his napkin onto his plate. His expression took in a welcoming glow as he stepped between tables and moved to Kavan’s side. 
 
    “Welcome back to Moonvale, Kuro, Nolla, and Zulkis! I assume you’ve come back to give us news about your investigation?” 
 
    Kuro glanced to the side as Drayke emerged from the kitchen door. The blue dragonkin stood by a counter and looked on with interested eyes. 
 
    The beastkin turned his gaze back to Kavan and the mayor before giving a slight bow. 
 
    “Thank you for the warm reception, Mayor Sunaxe. We do indeed have news. If you, Kavan and Drayke would be so kind to come with us outside, we can discuss what we have learned in private.” 
 
    Drayke’s fingers flexed as he stepped from the counter and looked at the three paladins in turn. 
 
    “Can the news wait until morning? I have hungry patrons and many here have just started their dinner,” Drayke said with a cordial tone. 
 
    Kuro’s gaze shifted to Drayke and then back to the mayor. “I’m afraid, it can’t wait. I am under urgent orders to deliver this information. It is highly sensitive and we do not want to impede on anyone else’s night.” 
 
    Drayke stepped over to the large table in the middle and stood by Nava. “Too late for that, I’m afraid. As you know, this is my establishment. I cannot leave and have hungry bellies wait.” 
 
    Kavan stared at Kuro. The beastkin’s face was a mask of duty, but a war filled his eyes. 
 
    Zulkis’s gaze narrowed as he stared at Onka. 
 
    The mayor puffed out his chest and belly. “This is highly unorthodox. Surely it can wait until tomorrow? I’m sure the Lord and Lady of Loduss would not want an evening impeded by simply relaying some news?” 
 
    Kuro looked at the older orc. “My orders do not come from the Lord and Lady of Loduss. They come from my superiors in the Divine Alliance. When it comes to this kind of information, our power supersedes the royalty of the kingdom.” 
 
    Kavan remained sitting as he looked up at the beastkin paladin. “This isn’t about news on the investigation, is it?” 
 
    Kuro looked down on the dragonkin with heartfelt eyes. “Please, we should speak outside.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe’s eyes flashed with heat. “The magistrate and proprietor of the Dragon’s Table will do no such thing. Any contact that involves the people I govern in town requires witnesses from the town.” 
 
    Kogan glanced to Soki, Shegga and then to Oaks. “You three are witnesses and I ask you to stay.” 
 
    The naga, kobold and goblin nodded as they stood up. 
 
    “We are not going anywhere,” Shegga said with a firm hiss. 
 
    Soki nodded. 
 
    Oaks crossed his arms and stayed by his table. 
 
    Onka stood up on her chair and looked at the three paladins. “What’s so important that you have to come here now?” 
 
    “Onka,” Zellee whispered. 
 
    The goblin shook her head. “No, I want to hear it from them. They walk in and want Kavan, Drayke and the mayor to walk out with them and not give a reason? Nobody is going anywhere until we know why three paladins are here.” 
 
    Durzol let his hand rest on a metal plate at their table. Dura’s fingers curled around a knife. The brother and sister watched from the back of the restaurant as the air took on a heaviness. 
 
    Kuro let out a small sigh and closed his eyes. The tension was thick enough to cut with a battle axe. 
 
    Kuro opened his eyes and looked down on Kavan. “Please, holy dragon, come with us and we can talk. I promise, no violence or deception. We have urgent information that we must part onto you and Lord Ash.” 
 
    Zulkis eyed everyone in the restaurant. He caught sight of Durzol and Dura in the back, their bodies tense. 
 
    “Kuro, this is a mistake. You cannot appeal to this town’s better senses,” the troll said in a low tone. 
 
    Kuro glanced over his shoulder to the troll and gave him a hard look. “We can and we will! Do not say another word.” 
 
    Zulkis gave a dark nod. 
 
    Kuro looked back at the mayor and two dragonkin. “Please forgive my fellow paladin. We are all eager to settle this and get back to our normal duties and lives.” 
 
    “The morning would be a better time to discuss anything you have to say,” the mayor said firmly. 
 
    Kavan glanced down to the paladin’s weapons. They were fully armed, but he noticed a slight, almost dim glow from Zulkis’s mace. Strange runes pulsed with a barely noticeable light. 
 
    Drayke shook his head and stepped closer to Kuro. “I’m afraid you have put a damper on this evening. I will have to ask you to leave. You can discuss your business in the morning, like the mayor said.” 
 
    Drayke put his hand out to guide the three paladins to the door when Kuro’s hand shot out and grabbed the dragonkin by the wrist. 
 
    Kavan stood up and everyone else who was sitting did the same. Nolla’s hand touched her ball and chain. Zulkis’s hand touched his mace. 
 
    “Unhand me,” Drayke said with a low, threatening tone. 
 
    Kuro bowed his head and unfurled his fingers from the dragonkin’s wrist. “Forgive me.” 
 
    Drayke’s eyes narrowed. “I do not forgive you. Leave my establishment, now.” 
 
    Kuro kept his head bowed. “I fear we have no choice, and must speak what we know.” 
 
    The beastkin stood straight and his gaze connected with Kavan’s slitted eyes. 
 
    “People and witnesses of Moonvale, I must inform you about Kavan Cynder and Drayke Ash. They are not who they say they are,” Kuro said loudly enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    Nobody moved as they kept their gazes on the paladins. 
 
    Kuro looked at Drayke, “Your real name is Gizurth Lorescales, a humble librarian from the Spire Cities.” 
 
    The beastkin turned his attention to Kavan, “Your real name is Joros Starflame, a sculptor from the Spire Cities.” 
 
    “What is the meaning behind these accusations!” Mayor Sunaxe bellowed. 
 
    Kuro’s expression remained firm. “No accusations. We vetted the information many times and spoke with representatives from the Joros and Gizurth’s families.  
 
    “A phenomenon touched most of Voldor several years ago. At first, it was simply a rumor. People from all races and walks of life, dropping their tools or duties and leaving without a word. They left no notes or told any family members or friends. At first, it was thought to be some strange malady that only affected some races, but soon, it was learned that it affected individuals from all races.” 
 
    The paladin looked into Kavan’s eyes. “Those affected were secretive with their movements. They changed names, clothes, and how they looked. They spread out, making their way to outer kingdoms and borders. Many families were concerned and sought help from the Divine Alliance. Despite our vast network, we heard little and saw even less of those who left their homes. 
 
    “A few months ago, many of those affected, appeared in different cities, towns, and kingdoms. Their names were changed and some were very confused. They spoke of things our elders or seers could not discern their meaning. Some were taken into custody, others fled.” 
 
    Kuro didn’t blink as he stared into Kavan’s soul. “Rumors of two dragonkin on the outer edge of civilization reached the Spire Cities. Families inquired if the two dragonkin were part of their missing members.” 
 
    Drayke let out a loud, haughty laugh. “This is preposterous! We cannot be the only two dragonkin on the outskirts of the world! You say this affected many, but you are so sure we are the same missing dragonkin you speak of!” 
 
    Kuro lifted a hand and touched his belt. The tension grew thicker, but no one made a move. The paladin pulled out two scrolls from his belt and unfurled them. He turned them around and held them up for all to see. 
 
    Kavan stared at a perfect drawing of himself, down to how his scales were arranged, his horns and snout. 
 
    Drayke showed no emotion as he stared at a perfect drawing of himself, with information of his height, weight and the color of his scales. 
 
    Kuro lowered the scrolls and rolled them up. He placed them in his belt and looked at Kavan with pleading eyes. 
 
    “We don’t know what happened to you. We don’t know why you’re out here or why you changed your names. It is not for us to learn why. However, it is our duty to bring you back to your families. They are worried sick and have many powerful friends in the Divine Alliance. They promised to sort this out and help you both regain your lives.  
 
    “You don’t belong here, holy dragons. You belong in the Spire Cities with the rest of your people.”      
 
    The paladin bowed his head to Kavan. “I take no pleasure in this, but we must follow our duty and return you back to your homes and families.” 
 
    Kavan’s face was blank. Onka, Nava, Lorta, and Zellee looked at the red dragonkin with worried eyes. 
 
    “Moonvale is my home,” Kavan said with a defiant edge. 
 
    “It is my home too,” Drayke said with a threatening hiss. 
 
    Kuro stood straighter, a strength filling his entire form. “Our orders are to bring you back to Loduss. After that, arrangements will be made to transport you to the heart of Voldor.” 
 
    The mayor leered at the three paladins. “You have your answer.” 
 
    Kuro looked at the older orc, “Mayor Sunaxe, you are not a kingdom lord and have no power to intervene or obstruct our orders. Only the Lord and Lady of Loduss have that power.” 
 
    Kogan’s eyes narrowed. “The same lord and lady who ignored our pleas for help when ferals and monsters attacked our town? No, you take it up with them. Lord Cynder and Lord Ash have chosen to stay. As Mayor, I must respect their wishes.” 
 
    “I knew this would not work,” Zulkis said in a deep, low tone. 
 
    Kuro ignored the large troll to his left and addressed the older orc, “Mayor, orders are to bring back the two dragonkin. We are under strict orders to not harm anyone in town or the holy dragons, but if you do not comply, we are allowed to take a harder approach to ensure they are brought back to Loduss.” 
 
    The beastkin’s hand touched the pommel of his sword at his belt. “But make no mistake, if we must use force to complete our orders, we will.” 
 
    Durzol and Dura stood up. Durzol held a metal plate as Dura held a knife. The brother and sister stepped through the restaurant and slowly approached Kavan’s table.  
 
    Onka looked at Kuro’s hand and let out a stark laugh. “Paladins ready to spill blood? How little you’ve come from the time of the Celestial War.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, goblin!” Zulkis nearly spit. 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes focused like sharp daggers at the troll. “Speak like that again to the woman I love and you will never speak again.” 
 
    Zulkis’s mouth twisted into a taunting smile. “Considering we are going to drag you out of here, you have little power or influence to stop me from saying what I will.” 
 
    “Enough Zulkis!” Kuro’s voice boomed. 
 
    The beastkin lifted his chin and removed his hand from the pommel of his sword. “We have distanced ourselves from those bloody parts of history. Lady goblin, you are correct. Times have changed and so have we.” 
 
    Kuro looked at Kavan. “If you will not come with us, we will have to convince you, without weapons.” 
 
    Zulkis growled. “This is foolish!” 
 
    “I am the lead paladin and you will follow my orders,” Kuro stated. 
 
    Nolla bowed her head, unable to look anyone in the eye. 
 
    “They outnumber us,” the troll hissed. 
 
    Kuro nodded. “We have the dragon gods on our side.” 
 
    Drayke’s eyes narrowed as he stood before Kavan and the mayor. He stared into the beastkin’s eyes, a sly smile forming along his snout. 
 
    “The people behind me are my friends. We may not always get along, but in my heart, I know we are all family,” Drayke said with a soft tone. 
 
    The blue and black scaled dragonkin glanced over his shoulder to Kavan before looking back at the beastkin in blue and gold. 
 
    “I know my friend will not light the wick unless he has to. It’s one of the things I admire about him. He is honorable, kind, and even when he is angry, he knows when to stop himself. He is the strongest person I have known in a very long time.” 
 
    Drayke’s smile grew wider. “And with time and some training, he will be almost as strong and devious as me.” 
 
    Drayke’s fist flashed forward. Kuro took a step back and raised his arms. Drayke’s hand stopped short of the beastkin’s chest and opened his fist. Kuro glanced down as a ball of lightning formed and blasted outward. 
 
    Light flashed and struck the beastkin dead center on his chest. The force of the lightning bolt caused the paladin to slide back and grunt. When he stopped sliding three feet, smoke rose from the center of his chest and his eyes glowed with calm power. 
 
    Time was frozen as no one moved. Kavan watched as Drayke’s body began to lower and balls of lightning filled his hands. Time began to move again, rage and fury filling the troll’s eyes. Nolla’s hands shot up and she took a battle stance. Kuro straightened his stance as his entire body grew slightly bigger. Muscles bulged as the beastkin took a step forward. 
 
    “Run! I’ll hold them off!” Drayke shouted as he readied another blast. 
 
    “We’re not running,” Kavan growled and pulled up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 18 
 
    Gold: 510 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 5 
 
    Constitution: 7 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 5 
 
    Life: 3 
 
    Dark: 1 
 
    Decay: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 7 
 
      
 
    Onka bent her legs and jumped. Lorta grabbed a bottle, stepped forward and swung it at the troll. Nava leapt onto the table. Zellee lifted her hands. Durzol and Dura rushed around the table. 
 
    Kavan and the mayor leapt forward on either side of Drayke, Kavan going for Zulkis and Kogan going for Nolla. 
 
    Time snapped into place and bedlam erupted. 
 
    Drayke pointed both hands and unleashed two torrents of lightning. They streamed the short distance as Kuro lifted an arm and blocked them. The stench of burnt fur rose up as lightning burned at his arm, but didn’t slow him down. 
 
    “Shit,” Drayke hissed as his lightning died. 
 
    Kuro reared back a fist and slammed it into Drayke’s chest. The dragonkin went flying back and crashing onto the wide table, his wits dazed and Nava standing over him. 
 
    Kavan threw a punch at Zulkis. The troll lifted an arm and easily blocked it with a leer. A blur to his side caught his attention and his smile vanished as Lorta slammed the wine bottle in her hand against his skull.  
 
    Kavan channeled 5 points of mana into his Body Sphere as he reared back his fist. 
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    Zulkis turned and slammed his shoulder into Lorta. The troll in the sage green dress was knocked off her feet and crashed to the floor. Soki and Shegga rushed to her side as Zulkis turned his attention to Kavan. 
 
    Kavan stepped closer and rammed a fist into the troll’s ribs. He followed up with his other fist to the ribs on the other side. The power between the strikes caused the air to vibrate. Kavan slammed another two strikes before an elbow shot out and he pulled back. Zulkis grinned as he advanced when thick streams of webbing struck his face and chest. 
 
    Kavan glanced behind him to see strands of webs connecting to Zellee’s hands. The arachnix let out a defiant shout and pulled. Kavan helped her by grabbing the flailing troll and pulled him straight down. Zulkis’s entire body struck the floor hard as he tried to pull the webbing off his face. 
 
    The mayor was nearly on the succubus when her entire body shifted to the side like she was never there. Kogan’s eyes widened as he crashed on the floor and rolled back onto his feet.  
 
    Nolla shifted her stance when a small body crashed onto her. It was enough for her to stumble one step forward, when a fist came around and smashed into her cheek.  
 
    “That’s for trying to arrest my boyfriend!” Onka shouted on the succubus’s back as she reared back her fist again. 
 
    Nolla’s hand shot behind her and grabbed Onka by her dress. Onka’s eyes widened as she was pulled off and swung around. The goblin closed her eyes as she crashed into a wall. Cracks splintered outwards against the wall the goblin hit as the succubus paladin heaved. Nolla held Onka by her dress and pulled back a fist. 
 
    “Let go!” Onka shouted as she struggled to break free. 
 
    The succubus hissed as she rammed her fist into Onka’s stomach. The goblin gagged as all the air left her lungs. 
 
    “Sleep,” Nolla said as she pushed mystical energy into Onka’s mind. 
 
    The goblin struggled when her body relaxed. Nolla pushed her power into her Mind Sphere, causing Onka to get tired. 
 
    “When did you lose your way?” Onka asked in a sleepy tone as points stabbed outward from her green forehead. 
 
    Nolla’s eyes widened as she watched the little goblin take on a devilish appearance. 
 
    “Goddess?” the succubus gasped when a plate swung around and slammed into the back of her head.  
 
    The succubus let go and stumbled off as Onka fell to the floor. Durzol rushed to Onka’s side as Dura attacked the demonic paladin. 
 
    Nolla stumbled back, dodging incoming swings from the orc. Dura growled as she advanced, slicing at the air and trying to land a blow. The succubus called on her Dark Sphere and a small shadow shot out like a blunt bolt. Dura was nearly on the demon woman when a bolt struck the side of her head and sent her flying back in the opposite direction. Dura landed on her back and slid a few feet, her eyes dazed and her wits dulled. 
 
    Kuro advanced into the attacking group, his gaze on Drayke. The blue dragonkin sat up and then jumped onto his feet on the table. 
 
    Kavan let go of the downed Zulkis and leapt at Kuro. The beastkin saw the blur toward him and his hand flashed out and grabbed Kavan’s shoulder. Kavan grunted as the beastkin’s grip was like a vice. The red dragonkin was lifted off his feet. 
 
    “Forgive me,” Kuro said before he threw Kavan at Drayke. 
 
    Drayke lifted his hands and caught Kavan, but the force of the blow knocked them both off the table and crashing down to the floor as Nava turned sideways. 
 
    Kogan shook off his confusion, stood up and saw Kuro reaching the table. The older orc roared and rushed at the beastkin. Kuro looked over his shoulder before a meaty fist struck his cheek. The beastkin’s head barely moved before Kogan slammed his fist again into the paladin’s furry cheek. 
 
    “You’re taking no one!” Kogan roared as he reared back a fist. 
 
    Kuro spun like a top and his strong arm flashed out. Kogan’s fist was halfway to connecting, when Kuro’s arm slammed into his side. Bones cracked loudly and the mayor was lifted off his feet. 
 
    Durzol watched in slow motion as his father was flung like a rag doll, his eyes wide in fear. The mayor struck a nearby table and his body shattered it to kindling. 
 
    “Da!” Durzol screamed and launched from beside Onka.  
 
    Nava jumped off the table and rushed to Onka’s side as the goblin fought to regain her senses. 
 
    Kuro turned to Durzol just as the younger orc slammed a fist into his face. Kuro took a step back as Durzol unleashed a flurry of punches. Madness consumed the orc as his arms blurred with unrelenting power. Kuro took the blows, slowly backing away. 
 
    Zulkis stood up and ripped the webbing from his face. He glared at Zellee as she unleashed several more strands. They struck the large troll and he continued to pull them off. Zulkis wrapped a strand of webbing around his hand and pulled. 
 
    Zellee’s eyes widened as she was pulled forward. Spider legs shot up and slammed down on the table to halt the troll’s strong pull. Kavan and Drayke grabbed the arachnix. Kavan reached up and wrapped the strand connecting from Zellee’s hand to the tall troll. Muscles bulged as the three of them pulled. 
 
    Zulkis stumbled forward. The paladin tapped into his power. Shadows moved before a volley of them blasted up from under the table. The middle table between them shattered into large fragments, severing the webbing. Kavan, Zellee, and Drayke stumbled back, the red dragonkin shielding Zellee from the flying wood with his body. 
 
    Nava looked around as the chaos seemed to grow. The siren stood up, ready to join the battle when Oaks touched her shoulder. 
 
    “We have to get Onka out of here!” the goblin ordered and reached for Onka. 
 
    Onka was dazed as Oaks helped her up. Nava grabbed Onka’s other arm and helped her up. The two moved for the door when Nolla blocked the way. 
 
    “What is she?” the succubus growled with fear in her eyes. 
 
    “My friend!” Nava shouted before letting go of Onka and charging. 
 
    Nolla lowered her body, ready to grab the siren and slam her down when Nava opened her mouth and screamed. 
 
    Outside the Dragon’s Table, the front door was blasted off its hinges and the glass windows shattered. Nolla was thrown onto the cobblestone street, her eyes dazed and small cuts covering her body.  
 
    Nava and Oaks walked Onka out onto the street. 
 
    “We must take Onka away from here!” Oaks shouted and pointed for the town center. 
 
    Nava nodded and glanced back into the restaurant as chaos continued. 
 
    Kuro’s hand shot up and grabbed Durzol’s fist. The orc cried out as he swung his other fist and the beastkin caught it. 
 
    “Your father will survive,” Kuro said before slamming his forehead into Durzol’s face. 
 
    The orc’s nose broke and blood spurted. Durzol grabbed his face and Kuro slammed a powerful fist into the orc’s stomach. Durzol’s eyes bulged as he was lifted up from the floor. He curled forward and crashed to the floor, gasping for breath through his bloody features. 
 
    Kavan pulled away from Zellee and watched in horror as Durzol fell from the uppercut. Body tensing, the dragonkin shot across the destruction and slammed his fist into Kuro’s cheek. The beastkin stumbled from the blow and turned into Kavan ramming another fist into his features.  
 
    Drayke lifted a hand, a ball of lightning forming. He aimed it at Kuro, but Kavan’s body moved in quick blurs, punching the beastkin.  
 
    Kuro’s body moved in quick blurs, matching Kavan’s speed and strength. The two went blow for blow, each one trying to knock the other one down. Kavan’s fist missed the beastkin’s face and Kuro swung upwards, connecting with Kavan’s chin. The force of the blow knocked him up and back. 
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       Drayke took the moment and unleashed a bolt of lightning. 
 
    Zellee took several steps back as Zulkis advanced on her. 
 
    “Meddlesome spider,” Zulkis growled as his hands formed large fists. 
 
    From the side, Lorta was on the troll. She screamed as she threw punches. Zulkis blocked some, but others landed. A grunt touched the air as Lorta moved like a titan. She continued to scream defiantly until Zulkis bent low and slammed his heel into her knee. The force of the blow knocked Lorta off balance and Zulkis raised his fist. 
 
    “You are a disgrace to our people!” Zulkis shouted. 
 
    A glob of webbing struck the troll’s raised fist. Zulkis looked at his hand and then to Zellee some distance away. 
 
    “I wonder if I break your legs, will they grow back?” the troll growled before kicking Lorta and knocking her to the floor. 
 
    Zellee watched helplessly as Lorta moaned.  
 
    Zulkis grinned. “Running out of web? I’ve heard that about your kind. Or are you just holding back?” 
 
    Something with white and purple scales crashed into the troll paladin. Zulkis regained his balance and watched with wide eyes as Soki’s snake half wrapped around him. The healer looked on the paladin with grim eyes as her coils clamped the troll’s arms to his sides. The bulk of her weight was on him and he found it difficult to stand. 
 
    “Run!” Soki shouted to Shegga. 
 
    The kobold darted past and jumped out the window. 
 
    “You’re… a… healer,” Zulkis grunted as he was slowly being squeezed. 
 
    “My duty is to heal and protect the people of Moonvale. You are not one of them!” Soki hissed and continued to squeeze. 
 
    Zellee lifted her hands and shot a thick stream of webbing. Zulkis turned his head and it was instantly engulfed in spider webbing. 
 
    “He’s strong!” Soki grunted as the troll’s muscles bulged against her coils. 
 
    In the center of the destroyed restaurant, Kuro stepped over to Kavan while knocking a lightning bolt from the air with his bare hand. The beastkin looked down as his hand shot down and grabbed Kavan by the neck.  
 
    Kavan struggled as the beastkin’s grip was like iron. He grabbed at the arm and slammed his knee into Kuro’s side three times. The beastkin didn’t flinch as he held Kavan at arm’s distance. 
 
    “You’re strong, but my Body Sphere is 8th degree. Judging from the power of your blows, you’re about 5th degree. It won’t be enough to stop me. Surrender and this ends,” Kuro said calmly. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes flashed with power as a ball of heat touched his throat. 
 
    “Holy fire,” Kuro said with wide eyes. 
 
    Drayke darted forward and slammed his boot into Kuro’s knee. The force was enough for the beastkin to shift. Kavan capitalized on it by grabbing the paladin’s wrist and twisting with all his might. Kuro let go and Drayke slammed his fist into Kuro’s ribs. Kavan let go of the wrist and grabbed the paladin’s head. The red dragonkin roared as he brought Kuro’s head down and Kavan’s knee went up.  
 
    The sound of bone on bone was unmistakable.   
 
    Kuro stumbled back as he barely held his balance. He lifted his gaze and stared as Drayke fell to one knee and his hand outstretched with a ball of lightning in his palm. Over him, flames fell from Kavan’s mouth before he reared back his head and it snapped forward with an open maw. 
 
    Outside, Rujin and Kazko ran out into the street, each with a metal club in their hands. The Hearth Brothers looked at each other before turning their gazes down the street to a battered door, shattered glass and a moaning succubus. 
 
    “Nolla!” Rujin shouted and charged toward her. 
 
    “Brother! Wait! We don’t know what is happening!” Kazko shouted as he followed. 
 
    Flames flashed as Kuro’s flaming body flew from the restaurant and crashed onto the cobblestone street. 
 
    Kazko skidded to a halt part way there. Rujin continued until he knelt to Nolla’s side. 
 
    “Nolla, what is happening?” the troll looked down on her with worried eyes. 
 
    The succubus paladin moaned. 
 
    Rujin lifted his gaze to Kuro. The beastkin slowly sat up, singed fur covering his face, neck and chest. 
 
    Inside, Drayke stood up as Kavan stood by his side. 
 
    “Do you think that might have been over the top?” Drayke asked. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “If he is as strong as he says he is with the Body Sphere, he can take it.” 
 
    Kavan looked over to Soki and Zellee trying to contain Zulkis. “Let’s end this.” 
 
    Soki cried out as she couldn’t contain the troll much longer. Zellee shot webbings at the troll’s head, trying to suffocate him, but the webbings kept flaking off. The more she shot, the more it would flake off. 
 
    A deep growl filled the troll as his arms pushed outward. Soki cried out in pain when a sudden rot touched her body. The naga watched in horror as patches of scales fell off. Chunks of flesh began to wither and a creeping pain crawled over the naga. 
 
    Soki hissed as she uncoiled her body and fell to the floor. Hands pulled herself along the floor, her lower half not responding. 
 
    Zulkis grabbed his mace and glared past Soki as Kavan and Drayke charged him. 
 
    “You have angered me,” Zulkis growled at Zellee and called on his mystical power. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke were side by side as they charged. The troll lifted his free hand and closed it. A pulse of magical power blasted out and struck the two dragonkin. Their bodies slowed. The world around them seemed to move normally but they moved in slow motion. Kavan couldn’t turn his head as he charged. He only saw the troll paladin summon his power again. 
 
    Zellee watched as a nearby shadow leapt up and formed into a thin spear. The arachnix glanced at Kavan as he moved in slow motion. Her heart leapt in her chest as she glanced back to the black spear. 
 
    Zulkis grinned as he pointed a finger. 
 
    The thin black spear launched in a blink. Zellee’s hand moved up by pure instinct. The tip of the black spear aimed for her chest. The tip raced past her hand and nearly penetrated her chest. Her hand slammed against the side of the spear and pushed it just enough. The point gleamed before it stabbed into her shoulder. 
 
    The force of the blow slammed Zellee’s entire body into the wall. The spear point impaled her shoulder into the wall and she screamed. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened as he heard Zellee’s scream. It sent a chill down his entire body. Power pulsed as time snapped back into place. Zulkis lowered his body at the two incoming dragonkin. Kavan’s eyes burned with power.  
 
    The paladin’s mace swung hard as it aimed for Kavan’s head. Drayke saw the path of the swing, bent his legs and jumped. 
 
    The mace slammed into Drayke’s chest. Kavan couldn’t move fast enough as Drayke crashed into him sideways. The two dragonkin were thrown to the side, both crashing down and sliding into a wall. 
 
    Zellee cried out as she tried to pull the spear from her shoulder. The darkness melted away and she fell to the floor. Blood spilled from her shoulder as she applied webbing to stop the bleeding. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke moaned as they tried to sit up.  
 
    Zulkis turned and looked down on the pair of dragonkin with contempt. “You could have made this easy! You could have gone home and we all would have shared in the glory! No, instead you fight like children!” 
 
    The paladin’s mace glowed with arcane runes. A sickening green aura pulsed from the weapon as the troll looked down on Kavan and Drayke in disgust. 
 
    “No more! I will drag you two worthless dragonkin to Loduss myself if I have to!” Zulkis shouted. 
 
    The paladin looked around at the moaning Soki, Lorta, Dura, Durzol, and Kogan before returning his gaze to Kavan and Drayke. 
 
    A sinister smile formed. “And if I have to harm everyone in this town to drain your courage, so be it. Inos will be pleased either way.” 
 
    Zulkis kept his dark gaze on Kavan. 
 
    “Praise the dragon gods for what I am about to do,” Zulkis chuckled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty Two 
 
    Abby leaned by the entrance door to the barn. Stars filled the night as the dim glow of lantern light from Moonvale added to the serene moment. The taur sighed and looked down, the memory of Kavan, Onka, and Nava leaving together for town. Her mouth twisted in annoyance and she stamped her cloven foot. 
 
    “Master should have taken me too. I’m his first taur. I should be dining with them!” Abby said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    Belle was inside the main room of the barn, sleeping on the couch. Myn was leaning back in a chair, her gaze on the ceiling. 
 
    “Master is not going to come back and whisk you away for dinner. They must have eaten by now. Why don’t you come in and sit with us?” Myn said as her gaze never left the ceiling. 
 
    Abby crossed her arms against her stomach and pouted. “I have to guard the farm while master is away. If he comes back drunk, I'll help him to his bedroom.” 
 
    Myn smiled. “Not if Lady Onka and Lady Nava are guiding him to his bed.” 
 
    Abby glared over her shoulder at the thin taur before turning her gaze back to the town. 
 
    “I hate this,” Abby muttered to herself. 
 
    The taur stared at the town, a small shooting star crossing the starry heavens. For a brief moment, the annoyance subsided and she took a deep inhale. As she exhaled, a flash of light rose up from the town of Moonvale. Abby blinked as she looked on. Floppy ears twitched and her gaze remained on the town. 
 
    A small pit filled her stomach as she saw another small flash reflected off windows of taller buildings. 
 
    Abby stepped out and the feeling grew deeper. Panic touched her eyes. A memory of Kavan, Onka and Nava leaving filled her mind’s eye. They were unarmed, Master not bringing his spear. 
 
    “I think master is in danger!” Abby said with alarm. 
 
    Myn sat up in her chair. Belle stirred from the couch. 
 
    Abby glanced at the farmhouse and then back to the walled town. Fear swirled in her heart and stomach. Anxiety spiked and the taur ran for the farmhouse. 
 
    Myn stood up and stepped over to the couch with the sleeping Belle. She tapped the full-figured taur and Belle opened her eyes halfway. Myn made her way to the open doorway. Her eyes widened as Abby opened the door to the farmhouse, reached in and pulled out master’s spear. 
 
    “What are you doing?” Myn shouted. 
 
    Abby was off the porch and hurried to the main gate, mithril spear in hand. 
 
    “Master is in trouble! I have to get his spear to him! Stay here and watch the farm,” Abby ordered. 
 
    Myn darted out. “You can’t go alone! We will go with you!” 
 
    Belle approached the doorway with sleepy eyes. 
 
    “No! I have to do this. Master needs me,” Abby said harshly. 
 
    The taur turned to the town and another flash filled the air. “Kavan needs me,” she whispered. 
 
    “I’m coming too!” Myn said as she reached her side. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Belle whined as she trotted toward the two taurs by the gate. 
 
    Abby looked at her fellow taur and noticed the look of unwavering determination in Myn’s eyes. 
 
    “We’re going to save master!” Abby shouted before opening the gate. 
 
    “Wait for me! I’m a grazer!” Belle said as she huffed. 
 
    Abby and Myn waited for their fellow taur. When the three of them were together, they rushed along the dirt road toward the South Gate of town. 
 
    *** 
 
    Soki crawled along the wood floor, rotting wounds along her lower, snake half. She grunted as she slowly made her way to her table, a satchel hanging off the back of her chair. The naga continued to crawl as voices filled the air behind her. 
 
    Zulkis glared down on Kavan and Drayke. The two dragonkin were slowly getting up to their feet. Drayke rubbed his chest as pain radiated. Kavan glanced over to Zellee, the arachnix huddled by a wall with webbing around her shoulder and blood soaking into her yellow dress. 
 
    The troll paladin held his rune covered mace in one hand. “I’m going to enjoy this.” 
 
    Outside, Kuro sat up. Tendrils of smoke rose from his burnt clothes, but his flesh and fur had already healed. He curled up to his feet, watching Zulkis and hearing everything he said. 
 
    “Zulkis, stand down!” Kuro commanded. 
 
    The troll took another step toward Kavan and Drayke, contempt painting his gaze. “Kuro, your child-like feelings for the dragonkin have softened your resolve. I will do what you cannot. You can claim the glory with me after we deliver them to Loduss.” 
 
    Kuro stalked forward and stepped in through the broken window. Rujin stayed by Nolla and Kazko approached his brother’s side, metal club in hand. 
 
    “Zulkis, I will not repeat my command,” Kuro growled. 
 
    The troll looked over to the beastkin and his eyes flashed with annoyance. “They will overwhelm us if we do not take the advantage. We will sort it out after we have the dragonkin in our custody.” 
 
    “That is not your decision,” Kuro said with a furled brow. 
 
    Soki reached up to her satchel and pulled it down to her. The chair tipped and she caught it. The naga righted the chair before sinking down and rummaging through her satchel. Her pale hand dipped into a deep, mystical pocket and pulled out a potion.  
 
    The naga pulled out a white vial and pulled out the cork. She drank the contents, the cure disease potion filling her stomach. Heat and energy spread out along her body. The rotting patches along her scaled snake half began to close. Soki pulled out another potion and drank it. Red liquid slipped down her throat as healing energy surged. Scales grew back over her healed wounds. 
 
    The healer turned her gaze to Zulkis and Kuro. The beastkin walked further into the damaged restaurant, past the mayor, his children and Lorta. Soki silently pulled out several healing potions and began slithering toward them with determination in her eyes. 
 
    The troll paladin kept his furious gaze on the two dragonkin. Kuro slowly approached the troll’s side. 
 
    Kavan glanced at Drayke. The blue dragonkin gave him a small nod. Kavan looked at the two paladins, his mana still keeping his body strong and quick. 
 
    “This madness stops now,” Kuro said firmly. 
 
    Zulkis glowered before a smirk formed. “It stops when we subdue the dragonkin, and not a moment before.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Nava, Onka, and Oaks reached the town center. Onka moaned as Nava and Oaks looked around. 
 
    “We have to hide her,” the siren said, implying Onka. 
 
    “We can take her to Hynrik’s farm! He will be strong enough to protect her,” Oaks said. 
 
    The sound of clawed feet scraped across the cobblestone street. The siren and goblin turned with Onka between them, Shegga running to them. 
 
    “Follow me! We will go to my shop. I’ll protect all of us,” the kobold shouted. 
 
    In front of the Dragon’s Table, Nolla looked toward the town center and spotted the small group by the statue. The succubus blinked before she turned and darted along the street, her gaze firmly on the dazed Onka. 
 
    Rujin glanced to the side and watched Nolla dart off. He bolted after the paladin succubus. 
 
    “Rujin!” Kazko shouted as he looked into the restaurant with their fallen friends and his brother running after the succubus. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Kavan,” Kazko whispered and darted after his brother. 
 
    Inside the destroyed restaurant, Kuro and Zulkis faced Kavan and Drayke. The two dragonkin stood in a waiting battle stance as the beastkin and troll flexed their hands. 
 
    “We don’t want to harm anyone,” Kuro said with a diplomatic edge to Kavan. “We are following our orders. We cannot return unless you are with us.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at his fallen friends and growled. “You’ve already hurt my friends. The time for discussion is over. Leave or we will make you leave.” 
 
    Kuro and Zulkis stayed their ground, side by side. 
 
    Drayke chuckled. “Kavan, my friend, you give these poor paladins too much credit. They won’t leave until they have completed their orders.” 
 
    Drayke’s chuckles died as he stared at the two paladins. “They have already overstayed their welcome. Time to call in the bouncers.” 
 
    The blue and black scaled dragonkin clapped his hands twice. The kitchen door burst open as eight statues of demons and angels rushed out to their master’s defense. They crossed the small distance in a blink and charged the pair of paladins. 
 
    Zulkis swung his mace and Kuro threw a hard fist. Two statues exploded from the impacts, sending stony debris into the air. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke bent their legs and leapt into battle. The dragonkin threw punches as another pair of statues exploded from the power of the paladins. Zulkis caved in an angelic statue’s head with his mace when a red scaled fist slammed into his cheek. Statues punched with magical power, knocking the troll back several paces. 
 
    Kuro’s body moved with power and dexterity. He smashed a statue as an electrically charged fist struck his chest and zapped him with power. The beastkin grunted as Drayke threw several charged punches, each one blasting and burning fur. 
 
    As the chaos swelled, Soki coiled her lower half and sprang forward toward the others on the floor. The naga slipped potions into the hands of the three orcs and Lorta. All of them popped corks and began to drink. Durzol put the potion to his ruined face, the healing liquid splashing and restoring his features. 
 
    The last two statues were shattered to dust as Kavan and Drayke continued to pummel the two paladins. Kavan rammed his heel into Zulkis’s stomach and sent the large troll crashing to the floor. Kuro grabbed Drayke by his neck, lifted him up and slammed him onto the floor. 
 
    Drayke opened his mouth, electricity arcing along his throat. Kuro’s other hand clamped on the side of Drayke’s snout. The moment the dragonkin was to unleash his lightning breath, Kuro slammed Drayke’s mouth shut and energy flashed. 
 
    Drayke gave a muffled scream as energy blasted at his mouth and seeped from the sides. Scales along his lips were blasted away and the dragonkin’s eyes rolled into his head. Kuro let go with sorrow in his gaze as Drayke remained on the ground, his lips cracked and burnt from his own breath attack. 
 
    Kavan glanced to the side, seeing Drayke non-responsive on his back and Kuro over him. He glanced over to Zellee growing pale and not moving. The blaze within him exploded into a furious rage. He channeled 2 mana points into his Fire Sphere. 
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    The dragonkin leapt the short distance as his fists blazed with fiery auras. Kuro stood up just as a flaming fist struck his side. The beastkin grunted as he turned and blocked an incoming fist. The smell of burnt fur grew as Kavan’s arms moved in fiery blurs. Kuro shifted his stance and backpedaled as Kavan swung his blazing fists in rapid strikes. 
 
    The mayor sat up and put the empty potion vial on the floor. His ribs had healed and he was ready to join the fight when Dura grabbed his arm. 
 
    “The paladins won’t stop unless a lord commands them to stop,” the orc said with knowing eyes. 
 
    “Moonvale has no lord…” Kogan said before he caught the meaning in his daughter’s eyes. “We need a formal declaration and the council must vote on it. Only after a unanimous vote, can we proceed.” 
 
    Dura hastily nodded. “We have to gather the town council,” the orc said before she turned to her brother. 
 
    Durzol was slowly getting to his feet, ready to join the battle when Dura called to him. He turned his attention to his sister and father with a manic urge to spill paladin blood. 
 
    “Durzol, we need to gather the council. We need your help,” Dura shouted over the sounds of violence. 
 
    Durzol looked at Kavan as he fought the beastkin paladin. His heart strained, fighting the urges to help his friend. 
 
    “Durzol, we have to go,” Dura pleaded. 
 
    The orc growled before darting to his father and sister’s side.  
 
    “I’ll help Zellee. Go!” Soki shouted before her entire body slithered low around the fight. 
 
    Durzol helped his father and sister to their feet. All three orcs jumped out the shattered window and onto the cobblestone street. They charged toward the town center as grunts and shouts sang on from the damaged restaurant. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Stay right there,” Nolla’s voice filled the town center. 
 
    Nava and Oaks turned while holding Onka up. Shegga stepped before the trio with her arms out to her sides as the succubus paladin approached. Nolla’s ball and chain hung from her hands as she stared at the dazed goblin. 
 
    “Is it true? Is the goblin…” Nolla stopped as Shegga cut her off. 
 
    “They are under my protection! If you don’t want to feel my wrath, leave and never come back!” the kobold said firmly. 
 
    Nolla looked down on the small kobold and her brow wrinkled.  
 
    Windows and doors opened, some of the townsfolk looking out to see what the shouting and commotion was about. Rujin and Kazko stopped at the edge of the town center, clubs in hands. Rujin stared at the succubus, his heart breaking in half. 
 
    “I need to know… what she is,” Nolla said as her gaze flickered to Onka. 
 
    Shegga stood her ground as the succubus slowly approached.  
 
    “Tell me. I don’t want anyone to get hurt,” the succubus said with a disarming smile. 
 
    Oak’s entire body began to shiver. Nava glanced over to see a small panic in the goblin’s usual calm demeanor. The siren parted her lips to speak when Oaks pulled away from Onka and darted down East Street, away from the town center. 
 
    The sudden shift of weight caused Onka to fall on the siren. Nava sank down with Onka in her arms, unable to hold her up anymore. 
 
    “One more touch and I will know for sure,” Nolla said with a faraway voice as she stared past the kobold to the goblin in Nava’s arms. 
 
    “You’ve done enough for tonight,” came a male voice from North Street. 
 
    Everyone looked to the side to see Priest Raine and Priestess Misty casually walking into the town center. The two fae each held a short sword and their eyes held a gleam of protective light. 
 
    Nolla turned to the two fae and let her metal ball dangle from a chain. “I only wish for a closer inspection of the goblin, nothing more.” 
 
    Misty spun her short sword in her hand as transparent wings fluttered behind her. “Protection of the flock is greater than any decree by the gods, Paladin.” 
 
    Nolla took a stance and began swinging the metal ball on the chain. “I don’t want to hurt any of you.” 
 
    “We will believe you, if you leave town this instant,” Raine said simply. 
 
    Nolla glanced to Onka and then back to the two fae. “I must know if what I felt was real. Step back and allow me to find the truth.” 
 
    From West Street, Kogan, Durzol and Dura skidded to a halt by Rujin and Kazko. The three orcs looked at everyone gathered and the succubus paladin in the middle. 
 
    Nolla turned her head and body, seeing that she was surrounded. “I will not be denied the truth!” 
 
    The demon woman’s body rippled. Everyone watched as the succubus multiplied. She doubled and doubled again until twelve succubi crowded the town center, each one swinging a ball and chain. 
 
    Shegga’s eyes widened. Nava looked up to see the kobold dart down South Street without looking back. 
 
    The siren looked down on Onka’s dazed expression. “I won’t let them harm you,” Nava said with deep sorrow and an edge of fear. 
 
    The siren closed her eyes and called on her Sphere of Decay as the sound of metal chains whipped and filled the town center. 
 
    *** 
 
    Zulkis slowly opened his eyes and looked up to Lorta standing over him. 
 
    The troll said nothing as she brought her foot up and slammed her heel down on the paladin’s nose. Lorta’s eyes filled with defiant rage as she continued to slam her heel into the troll’s face, each strike causing it to cave in a little more. 
 
    Kavan and Kuro roared as they exchanged blows. The beastkin slammed a fist into Kavan’s side. The blow was strong enough to knock him to the side and the dragonkin quickly recovered. He closed the small distance and his boot flashed out. The beastkin dodged the kick before a flaming fist struck his cheek. 
 
    Kavan huffed as a dim pain touched his senses. He held his flaming fists up as Kuro turned to him and energy glowed, healing his wounds. 
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    He keeps healing. At this rate, he will outlast me. 
 
    “You need a moment for your body to heal. If he keeps hitting you, he’s going to wear you down. If you force heal, you will be weakened. Manage your strikes and keep him on the defensive,” Viz instructed. 
 
    Kavan glanced at Lorta caving in the troll paladin’s face. He then glanced to the side, seeing Soki pressing a healing potion to Zellee’s lips. 
 
    I need to move the fight out of here. 
 
    Kuro shook his head as he looked at the red dragonkin. “End this and no one else needs to get hurt.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed. “You heal pretty quick.” 
 
    Kuro raised an eyebrow as Kavan opened his flaming hands and claws slid out of fingertips.  
 
    “Please, holy dragon,” Kuro whispered. 
 
    Kavan bolted forward. Kuro blocked incoming strikes with his forearms. Flames licked at his bare, furry arms as Kavan moved with perfectly controlled strikes. Claw points aimed for the beastkin’s face and he held them at bay by several inches. Kavan pulled back and slammed his shin into Kuro’s knee. The beastkin bent to the side and Kavan drove his flaming claws into the beastkin’s gut. 
 
    Kuro grunted in pain as he looked down at claws and fire. Kavan took hold of the beastkin. Muscles bulged as he picked Kuro up, turned and threw him. The paladin flipped through the air, out the shattered front and crashed onto the street again. 
 
    Kavan glanced at Lorta. The troll whipped her hair back as she continued to stomp the troll paladin. Zulkis’s face had fully caved in, odd bone and gray matter clearly visible. 
 
    “I’m fine,” Lorta said as she took a quick break and then resumed smashing the paladin’s face in. 
 
    Kavan nodded and bolted for the front. Kuro was already standing up, his wounds healing when Kavan launched into the air and slammed his shoulder into the beastkin. Both paladin and magistrate continued to rain down blows. In the distance, the town center filled with violence and supernatural light. 
 
    *** 
 
    A small army of succubi swung a storm of ball and chains. Raine and Misty sliced at chains, knocking them away as they swung around. Rujin and Kazko did the same. The chaos grew with each passing moment as a small army of succubus paladins created a flurry of swinging chains. 
 
    Further down South Street, three taurs huffed as they ran, one of them holding a spear. 
 
    Shegga darted out of her shop, a crossbow in her hands. She skidded to a halt as the three taurs reached her.  
 
    Abby looked ahead to the storm of chains and moving bodies. “Where’s Kavan?” the taur shouted. 
 
    Shegga glanced at the spear and then back up to Abby. “He’s fighting these paladin bastards! We’re going back in. Follow me and stay behind me!” 
 
    The kobold charged back to the center of town with three taurs close behind. 
 
    *** 
 
    The mayor watched with wide eyes as Raine, Misty, Rujin, and Kazko fought off the swirling chains. The many forms of Nolla moved with expert grace and skill, bodies moving in many directions as they kept everyone at bay. 
 
    “We need Hynrik and Shegga! They’re the last members of the town council!” Kogan said as he couldn’t see a way around the battle in the center of town. 
 
    In the storm of chains, Nava’s body glowed with a sickening green aura. The siren poured all of her mana into her only sphere. 
 
    In a cave under the surf and by the beach, shelves of ancient skulls vibrated. A small glow filled eye sockets. Eight skulls began to hover, hearing the call of their mistress. They floated to the center of the cave. At once, they turned and shot the length of the cave and into the water at the other end. 
 
    A row of skulls burst from the waves and flew up to the sky. Ghostly bodies formed with the skulls. They felt the pull of their mistress and they answered. 
 
    Eight ghostly bodies with physical skulls flew through the night sky toward the walled town in the distance. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kuro clamped his hands on Kavan, lifted him up and threw him. Kavan’s body spun before arms and legs flashed out. He hit the wall, arms and legs bending before he pushed off. Kuro flexed his hands as he charged the dragonkin. Kavan landed, turned and both the magistrate and paladin threw a punch. 
 
    Each fist connected with the other’s jaw and both dragonkin and beastkin stumbled back from the blow. 
 
    Kavan eyed Kuro as the beastkin eyed him. Both heaved. Kavan lifted his flaming fists as a soreness blazed across the side of his jaw. Kuro raised his fists as the burnt mark on his jaw began to heal. 
 
    My mana is starting to wane. I’m going to lose the effects of the body sphere if I don’t end this soon. 
 
    Kavan glanced down the street to see many chains whipping around the town center. He spotted the mayor and his children, alongside Rujin and Kazko. 
 
    “I… don’t wish… to keep fighting,” Kuro huffed, but showed no signs of slowing down. 
 
    Kavan eyed the paladin as he huffed. “If you are a real paladin, you will join me to stop what is happening in the town center. My people will get hurt if this continues and you said you didn’t want anyone to come to harm.” 
 
    Kuro glanced to the town center and then back to Kavan. 
 
    “I’m not waiting for your answer,” Kavan growled, turned and charged toward the center of town. 
 
    Kuro watched the dragonkin for a small moment before he too darted after him. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shegga, Abby, Myn, and Belle stopped at the mouth of South Street. They looked on in disbelief as a storm of chains and succubi swirled, keeping everyone at bay. 
 
    “Master!” Abby shouted. 
 
    Shegga lifted her crossbow and began to advance. The kobold aimed at the moving succubi. When one was moving into her line of fire, she pulled the trigger. A crossbow bolt shot across the short distance and struck a succubus in the stomach. The demon woman looked down and faded away, the bolt clattering on the cobblestone street. 
 
    “They’re illusions!” Misty shouted and pounced into the storm of chains. 
 
    The fae’s blade sliced away at chains until she reached another succubus. Misty swung her blade sideways, cutting at a thigh. The moment the blade struck it, the succubus faded away.  
 
    Nolla felt two of her illusions fade away. She turned and launched into the air. Her gaze centered on the siren and goblin in her arms. She landed and reached out, ready to touch Onka’s head when eight spirits slammed down around the siren and goblin. 
 
    Nolla looked up when several spirits with skulls slammed open hands against her chest and sent her crashing onto her back, by the fountain. The storm of chains and illusions instantly vanished. 
 
    Nolla clutched at her chest, feeling the slight life drain from the spirits. 
 
    The crowd stepped in closer as Nolla fought to try and sit up. Kavan rushed to the edge of the town center. Kuro appeared by his side. The pair looked down at Nolla as she gasped for air. 
 
    From East Street, Oaks and Hynrik appeared. The arachnix had a sword sheathed over his shoulder and a grim look in his eyes. 
 
    Shegga stepped into the town center, Abby, Myn, and Belle following behind her. 
 
    “The town council is here,” the mayor began as he stepped toward the fountain and projected his voice.  
 
    “I am bringing a motion to the floor,” Kogan said as he stood on the edge of the fountain and turned to everyone in the town center. “Too long have we been forgotten by the royalty and people of Loduss. They have ignored our calls for aid for many years. I will be honest in saying enough is enough!” 
 
    The mayor looked across the center to Kavan and smiled. “I put forth a motion for Moonvale to become its own kingdom and make Lord Kavan Cynder the Lord of Moonvale and surrounding territories!”  
 
    Nava opened her eyes and looked across the gathering to the red dragonkin. “I second that motion and vote in favor of it!” the siren shouted for all to hear. 
 
    Kuro stepped out into the town center. “Do not do this! I have familiarized myself with the local laws and customs of Loduss. If you do this, they have a right to take back the kingdom if they so choose! All of you will be signing on to a conflict you cannot win!” 
 
    Raine looked at his sister. Misty looked back at her brother and nodded. 
 
    “I vote in favor of Kavan Cynder becoming Lord of Moonvale!” the fae said with confidence. 
 
    “Without formal ties and agreements, the Divine Alliance may be asked to assist Loduss in reclaiming its territory! Please, for the sake of all of your lives, do not break away from Loduss,” Kuro shouted. 
 
    Shegga smirked. “I vote in favor of Kavan Cynder to become Lord of Moonvale!” 
 
    Many eyes and heads turned to Hynrik as he stood at the edge of East Street. The arachnix looked to everyone in turn before centering his gaze on Kavan across the way. 
 
    “And if I abstain?” Hynrik asked with a haughty look and crossing his arms. 
 
    Dura stepped forward, “It has to be unanimous or the motion fails.” 
 
    Hynrik kept his gaze on the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan simply stood, the flames going out on his hands and ready to hear the final vote. 
 
    Shegga glared at the arachnix. “Just vote in favor, you giant buffoon of a spider! You’ve told me many times you respect Kavan and would gladly follow him into battle!” 
 
    Hynrik closed his eyes. “I told you that in confidence,” the arachnix growled. 
 
    “Do it, or I’ll rescind your discounts!” the kobold chided him. 
 
    “Fuck,” Hynrik muttered under his breath. 
 
    “What’s that?” Shegga called him out on it. 
 
    Kuro moved to Nolla’s side and helped her up. A golden light glowed from his hand and the succubus began to feel better. The two paladins, among the rest of the town, looked to Hynrik as his brow wrinkled. 
 
    “Before I vote,” Hynrik said as he looked at Kavan, “I only do this so that I may have a place on your royal council.” 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod. 
 
    Hynrik gave a knowing smile. “I vote in favor of Kavan Cynder to be the new Lord of Moonvale!” 
 
    “The motion has carried! Moonvale is now our own kingdom and Kavan Cynder is our new Lord,” the mayor shouted. 
 
    Kuro’s shoulders deflated.  
 
    Shouts and claps filled the air as everyone turned to the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan stood with wide eyes, the town he called home and the people he loved, making him a lord for their fledgling kingdom. 
 
    *** 
 
    Drayke stirred as his eyes tried to focus. Soki was giving Zellee another potion to help with her healing. 
 
    Lorta huffed as she pulled back her foot and looked down on Zulkis’s destroyed head. 
 
    “Fucking troll,” Lorta hissed as she stepped back, exhaustion filling her frame. 
 
    Lorta turned to Zellee and Soki. She made her way over. Zellee looked up with color returning to her features. 
 
    “She will be fine with some bed rest,” Soki said with a tired sigh. 
 
    “When can she be moved?” Lorta asked with concern. 
 
    “In a little while. The potion should nearly be done,” the Naga said as she brushed away a lock of hair from Zellee's brow. 
 
    In the center of the destroyed restaurant, the dead troll stirred. Zulkis’s face began to pull together and push up. Bone and tissue reconnected. Destroyed eyes inflated and filled forming eye sockets. Features returned and the paladin sat up. 
 
    A dark blue hand picked up a sharp knife from the floor, his mace still in his other hand. He stood up and turned to the troll, naga, and arachnix. An evil glow touched his white eyes as he took a step toward the three women. 
 
    Soki’s eyes widened as she saw the troll paladin. 
 
    Lorta turned as Zulkis advanced. She charged at the troll. Zulkis raised his mace and swung it hard across. Lorta ducked down, but not fast enough. It clipped the back of her head and caused her to lose her balance. Zulkis stepped into the stumbling troll and drove the sharp knife into her gut. 
 
    The blade slid to the hilt and Lorta’s hands clamped on the paladin’s shoulders. Eyes widened as a trickle of life spilled from her stomach. 
 
    “You tried to kill me,” Zulkis said plainly. 
 
    Lorta fought the growing weakness. Her fingers dug into the paladin’s shoulders, trying to hold on and somehow wrestle him away. 
 
    Zulkis leaned into her ear. “You can’t kill what is already dead. I gave my life to Inos a long time ago. I am forever his servant.” 
 
    The paladin twisted the blade. 
 
    Lorta let out a wet moan as pain radiated and blood dripped. 
 
    “No!” Soki launched through the air toward the trolls.  
 
    Zulkis lifted his mace and magic bloomed. Time slowed down for the naga, stuck in the air. The paladin pulled the blade out, stepped to the healer and slashed across the side of her neck.  
 
    Lorta fell to her knees, hand clutching at her stomach. 
 
    Time returned to normal and Soki landed on her side, hand clamped on the side of her neck and blood dripping between fingers. 
 
    Zellee cried out as she leapt up. A rune covered mace swung up and down, striking the arachnix’s shoulder and breaking several bones. Zellee crashed to the floor and let out a whimper. 
 
    Zulkis stepped to Lorta and stood over her. “Our people were feared and respected before the dragon gods arrived. I promised I would bring that fear and respect back, even if I must serve a dragon god to do it. 
 
    “You, you’re a pathetic reminder of how low our people have become. The fire has gone out. I saw how you looked at the dragonkin. He’s not even one of us. He’s a demagogue among mortals! He will never love you for long, because his people will ascend and our people will remain slaves to their will.” 
 
    Zulkis lifted up his mace and looked at it. “It’s better to end your suffering now. No troll should endure such slavery.” 
 
    A tear slipped down Lorta’s cheek. Zulkis lifted his mace. Lorta thought of Kavan and called on the tiny degree of her Life Sphere. A small, green aura engulfed her hand. She reached up and grabbed the paladin’s knee. 
 
    Zulkis grunted as living energy burned against his knee and leg. 
 
    “Fuck… you,” Lorta whispered. 
 
    Zulkis’s eyes burned with supernatural energy as he brought his mace down. 
 
    Zellee lay helpless on her side, tears streaming down as Lorta’s head was bashed to one side and the next. Blood spurted into the air and the sickening crunch of metal on flesh and bone filled the restaurant. Lorta stayed on her knees, her upper body shuddering from the strikes and blood splashing on the floor. She kept her grip, her small magic burning at the enraged troll.  
 
    Zulkis roared as he made one more swing. The mace struck the side of Lorta’s head and she hit the floor. The green aura faded from her hand and blood spilled onto the wood underneath her. 
 
    “Now, to show off my trophy,” Zulkis said as he reached down and took Lorta by the hair. 
 
    The paladin tried to walk when his knee didn’t function right. Zulkis looked down on his leg in disgust as he limped toward the entrance, dragging a bloody Lorta behind him. 
 
    Zellee closed her eyes and prayed to the old gods as tears dripped onto the floor. 
 
    *** 
 
    “At first light, I will send the signed documents to the Lord and Lady of Loduss, declaring our kingdom and separating from their territories,” Mayor Sunaxe said as he walked up to Kuro. 
 
    The lion beastkin simply looked at the older orc. “You have put your people in grave danger.” 
 
    The mayor smiled. “We have always been in danger. Now, we get to change our own destiny.” 
 
    Kuro nodded. “I assume your lord will want us to leave, as is his right.” 
 
    The mayor looked over to Kavan. “Shall we have these paladins leave our lands?” 
 
    Onka’s eyes fluttered open. She looked up to Nava’s smiling face. The goblin smiled and looked over to Kavan as he stood tall. 
 
    Kavan crossed the small distance and stood by the mayor, his gaze on the paladin. “I understand you were following orders. Always know this, Moonvale is my home and I will not leave it. The dragonkin you came searching for is dead, and for that, I am sorry. Tell their families that they can rest in peace and move on.” 
 
    “You know it's not that simple,” Kuro stated. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I know, but there is nothing else that can be done. By right, you must adhere to a lord’s decision and leave if asked to leave.” 
 
    A thought crossed Kuro’s eyes. “About that…” He began. 
 
    A scream pierced the night air. 
 
    Everyone turned toward West Street as one of the townsfolk in a taller home slammed their window shut and closed the curtains. 
 
    Zulkis walked with a limp, dragging Lorta by her long, black hair. A crazed look and smile filled the troll as he made his way closer. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze fell to Lorta as she was dragged like a broken doll. His heart stopped and his dragon blood turned cold. Weakness filled his muscles as his mana dissipated. 
 
    “Enough of this shit!” Zulkis chuckled. 
 
    Kuro’s eyes widened. “What have you done?” 
 
    Kogan looked at the approaching troll dragging Lorta. Shadows covered the older orc’s face as a grimness filled his mouth. 
 
    “Dura, fetch your father his axe,” Kogan said in a low tone. 
 
    Dura stumbled back with wide eyes. She turned and ran for her father’s office, pain circling her heart. 
 
    Durzol moved to Kavan’s side, inky shadows covering his eyes. 
 
    Shegga lifted her crossbow and walked forward, aiming at the paladin. 
 
    Misty and Raine turned with horror painting their eyes. 
 
    Nava’s lip trembled. 
 
    Onka slowly stood up, a heat coming off her body in waves. 
 
    “Lorta,” Abby cried as she clutched Kavan’s spear to her chest. 
 
    Hynrik drew his sword from over his shoulder and his spider legs clicked his body closer. 
 
    Nolla looked upon the paladin troll with seething disgust. 
 
    Rujin and Kazko moved to Kavan and Durzol’s side, hefting their clubs. Pain and rage filled their eyes as they stared daggers into the troll paladin. 
 
    “Good, I have your attention,” Zulkis said and his rune-covered mace glowed. 
 
    Dark balls of light emerged from the magical mace. Twelve comets swirled around the paladin before they slammed down around him. Energy flashed and reformed. Ghostly armor took shape and red eyes glowed from open, dark-filled visors. The ghostly knights stood at attention, swords in each of their hands. 
 
    “The pain must be overwhelming,” Zulkis chuckled. “It would have been much easier if you just came along. Inos would have praised me for such a heroic deed, returning two lost dragonkin to their proper families. Such an opportunity has not happened in thousands of years.” 
 
    The troll’s eyes narrowed. “Instead, you fought us and forced this moment. I thought you would have learned your lesson when the deep one arrived. Yes, I summoned it, to teach this miserable town a lesson. Fuck with the dragon gods and everyone you hold dear will be slain and judged.” 
 
    Dura rushed out with her father’s battle axe and two short swords strapped to either side of her hips. She reached her father and handed him his axe. Kogan took it and hefted it onto his shoulder. Dura drew a short sword and handed it to her brother. Durzol took the blade and held it at the ready. 
 
    Durzol lifted his chin, “Kavan, we follow you to the end.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes trembled as he stared at the blood dripping from Lorta’s face, hidden by shadows and hair. 
 
    Zulkis glanced down at Lorta and smiled. “She is the first trophy of many. Inos will be pleased when I send every soul here to the underworld.” 
 
    The paladin looked through the crowd to Onka. “Inos will reward me when I send a goddess to him.” 
 
    “Kavan, I know it hurts, but he is strong. He has the spheres of Decay, Dark, and Time. Life and Fire can counter two of those spheres. Your numbers will give you an edge. Please, listen to me. Keep your mind sharp. Don’t let your emotions win. We can succeed!” 
 
    The trembling in Kavan’s eyes stopped. Mana surged and he channeled it. 5 points slipped into his Body Sphere, 2 points slipped into his Fire Sphere and 2 points slipped into his Life Sphere. Regeneration healed him as his body vibrated with power. 
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    Fire engulfed Kavan’s left hand. A green aura engulfed his right hand. Muscles surged with power and strength.  
 
    “Let the symphony begin,” Zulkis grinned and let go of Lorta’s hair. 
 
    Lorta’s head hit the cobblestone street with a wet crunch. 
 
    Kavan’s body blazed hot as he darted forward. Two shadow knights stepped in his path. The dragonkin was silent as he threw both of his fists. The knights raised their blades to hack at him when a life aura and a fire aura slammed into them and they shattered. 
 
    Kogan, Durzol, Dura, Kazko, and Rujin charged with weapons raised. Kuro and Nolla followed. Shadow knights rushed the large group coming toward them. 
 
    Zulkis lifted his hand and pointed it at Kavan. The dragonkin didn’t flinch as he charged like a demon from hell. The troll paladin kept his smirk as he re-aimed his arm and a sickening green energy filled his hand. 
 
    A thick beam of energy blasted out, missing Kavan’s head by several feet. The beam cut through the group, bodies moving or dodging to the side.  
 
    Kuro’s eyes widened as an aura of light surrounded him. The thick green beam struck the beastkin and blasted him off his feet. Kuro grunted as his aura faded and he hit the ground. 
 
    “Kuro was the only one that gave me pause,” Zulkis said as he lifted his mace. 
 
    Kavan growled as he lifted his right fist.  
 
    The two clashed and bedlam erupted. 
 
    Zulkis dodged Kavan’s swings. Fire and life moved within inches of his body as he tried to keep some distance. Kavan pressed his attack. Claws stabbed out from fingertips and the dragonkin moved with power. Zulkis pulled back as fiery claws missed him. He then stepped into the advancing dragonkin and slammed his mace into Kavan’s side. Pain bloomed but Kavan ignored it. Slitted eyes were focused on the undead troll as the dragonkin raked green, glowing claws across the troll’s stomach. Zulkis grunted as life burned at him. 
 
    Kavan clamped his hands on the troll’s shoulders. Zulkis cried out as fire and life burned like acid. Kavan growled as he pushed. Zulkis’s back slammed into a wall and Kavan unleashed a flurry of punches against the pinned paladin. 
 
    Nolla leapt into the air and swung her ball and chain. Spikes stabbed out from the ball and swung around, crashing into a shadow knight’s head, blasting it to pieces. 
 
    Kogan, Durzol, and Dura crashed into the shadow knights, hacking and slashing like monsters. The knights parried and blocked, but the orcs moved, shoulder to shoulder and pushed back their defensive line. 
 
    Nava remained sitting in the street, her ghostly guardians around her. 
 
    “Protect the townsfolk and kill the troll paladin,” Nava said with a faraway voice. 
 
    The eight spirits launched into the air and dove down, dead screams piercing the night. 
 
    Onka walked as the world around her flashed with violence. Her brow wrinkled as she looked at Lorta’s still form. The goblin moved with steady ease, stepping closer to the still Lorta. 
 
    Raine and Misty appeared at Onka’s sides.  
 
    “Please Onka, we have to get you out of here!” Misty shouted over the sounds of chaos. 
 
    Onka ignored them. Oval eyes watered as she stood over Lorta and she sank down to her knees. 
 
    “No… I’m… not supposed to feel this,” Onka whispered and touched Lorta’s bloody hair. 
 
    Shegga aimed and pulled the trigger to her crossbow. A bolt shot for the head of a shadow knight and bounced off. The knight turned to the kobold as a bolt automatically loaded. 
 
    “You must have a weak spot,” Shegga muttered as she aimed. 
 
    A sword with a thick strand attached to it sliced through the air and struck a shadow knight. It stumbled as the sword swung twice and struck the knight across the legs, causing it to stumble. 
 
    Hynrik was on the town’s statue, swinging his blade as he monitored the fight. He quickly noticed the knights were being knocked around but they hadn’t dissipated, except for three, two from Kavan and one from Nolla’s spiked ball. 
 
    “The knights are spirits! You need fire or magical weapons!” Hynrik shouted. 
 
    Nava watched the battle with dead eyes. “Or other spirits.” 
 
    Kogan’s battle axe clashed with a shadow knight sword. The undead knight made no sound before it pushed back at the powerful orc. Kogan stumbled back when a spirit flashed down and crashed into the shadow knight. The two spirits became one, morphing and changing as they fought each other. The knight screeched and so did the spirit. Kogan watched with amazed eyes as both spirits dissipated and a skull hit the street and cracked. 
 
    The remaining seven spirits did the same. They clashed with the shadow knights. Spirits screamed and howled before they both faded away. Skulls struck the ground and rolled to a halt. 
 
    The mayor and the rest around him looked upon a single knight as it stood between them, Zulkis, and Kavan. 
 
    Onka stared down at Lorta with tears. “I’m… not supposed to love. It’s… not in my nature.” 
 
    The goblin kept her hand on Lorta’s head and a pulse of life touched her senses. 
 
    Onka’s eyes widened as she felt the troll was still alive. 
 
    The goblin smiled as heat glowed off her body. “Lorta, your time has not come yet. We still have a long life together and I can’t do it without you.” 
 
    Darkness glowed off the goblin’s hand as she kept it on Lorta’s head. 
 
    “Stay with me. Stay with us,” Onka said as Raine and Misty witnessed the goblin’s power. 
 
    Zulkis and Kavan exchanged blows. The troll grunted as his undead flesh was being eaten alive. Kavan moved like an automaton, his sole purpose to destroy the troll paladin before him. 
 
    Zulkis swung his mace and it struck Kavan’s chest. The dragonkin stepped back as light touched his throat. Zulkis side-stepped as a fireball blasted from Kavan’s mouth, struck the wall and exploded. 
 
    The flash of fire and smoke filled the area. Zulkis charged and swung his mace. It connected with Kavan’s horned head. The blow sent stars across Kavan’s eyes. 
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    Kavan ignored the pain as he turned toward the troll and time stopped. Bodies were frozen, rushing past the last shadow knight and running to Kavan’s aid. 
The dragonkin noticed he was aware, but couldn’t move. 
 
    Zulkis stalked closer, mace in hand. “I’m using the last of my mana to freeze time. I have a long moment before time resumes. More than enough time to beat you into submission.” 
 
    The troll lifted his arcane mace and brought it down in rapid strikes. Pain exploded along Kavan’s head and shoulders as the paladin rained down attacks. Scales and bones cracked. Flesh erupted with drops of blood slowly floating into the air. A mace blow caved in his eye, thick tendrils of pain stabbing into his already damaged head. 
 
    “Fffffiiiiiggggghhhhhtttttt…” Viz’s words came out in slow motion. 
 
    Pain bloomed and Kavan’s soul sighed amid the troll's unrelenting cruelty. 
 
    Lorta, no matter how much damage he deals or how many bones he breaks, he will not break my spirit. I have lived with pain most of my life. My life with you has shown me a life without pain. It has shown me, you must endure until everything changes. You must endure to live the life you always wanted. Our time has shown me, I want my life with you. 
 
    The paladin’s mace slammed down on the center of Kavan’s head. 
 
    Time snapped back into place. Blood spurted from the dragonkin as he fell to his knees. His ruined head and shoulders dripped and spurted steamy blood. 
 
    “KAVAN!” Durzol screamed as he drove his short sword into the troll’s back. 
 
    Kogan sliced down with his axe, toward the troll’s shoulder. Zulkis sidestepped and Kogan’s axe struck Durzol’s blade. The short sword was pulled free and clattered against the floor. 
 
    Zulkis turned with a haughty smile when a crossbow bolt penetrated his gut, followed by another.  
 
    Shegga’s eyes were thin slits as she clicked the trigger to the crossbow again. The crossbow string snapped forward, but it was empty. 
 
    Zulkis used his heavy bulk and crashed his shoulders into the two orcs. Kogan and Durzol were knocked back, the older orc falling and hitting the street, his battle axe clattering against the cobblestone. 
 
    Zulkis grinned when a figure darted toward him from the side. He turned as a mithril spearpoint stabbed into his gut. Abby had tears in her eyes as she pushed with all her might. The paladin was pushed back as the spear emerged out past the side of his spine. The tip sparked as the troll was pinned to the wall by the crying taur. 
 
    “You hurt master,” Abby said with tears and fury in her eyes. 
 
    Zulkis grabbed the spear and pulled his body along it. Abby’s eyes widened as the paladin raised his mace and brought it across.  
 
    Dura dropped her sword and lunged for the taur. Her green arms grabbed the taur and whipped her away as the mace missed by inches. The orc and taur hit the street and rolled away, Dura covering Abby with her body. 
 
    Zulkis lifted his mace and it glowed with arcane power. “More souls to end your miserable lives!” 
 
    Kavan stared with one eye through streaming blood. His heart pulsed with power as his Body Sphere glowed. Regeneration bloomed as it began to repair his body. 
 
    Pure willpower forced Kavan back to his feet. He turned to Zulkis as the troll pulled the spear from him with one hand and held up his mace with the other. Souls began to pulsate, ready to serve their master. 
 
    A dreamy, fiery trigger switched on. Kavan’s ruined face began to reform. Shoulders popped back into place as muscles and tissue reconnected. A weakness filled the dragonkin, but he ignored it, using every last drop of willpower and strength to finish what he set out to do. 
 
    Spines stabbed out of Kavan’s skin. Each spine fanned out and slammed down, forming interlocking scales. Kavan walked with growing ease as his entire body shimmered and flexed with dragon scale armor. It rippled along his reconnecting flesh as he approached the troll paladin. 
 
    Zulkis pulled out the spear and threw it down. He turned and his smile faded away as an armored red dragonkin walked toward him with confident strength. 
 
    The troll paladin woke from his astonishment and charged the armored dragonkin. Kavan glanced to the side as the mace swung toward him. He lifted an armored arm and blocked it easily. 
 
    You have gained a new dragonkin ability, Dragon Scale Armor! Armor may be summoned once after a full day and night.  
 
    Kavan noted the requirements as his armored fist shot out. Armored knuckles caved in the paladin’s sharp, blue nose. Zulkis stumbled back when Rujin and Kazko leapt from either side of Kavan and slammed down their clubs on the troll’s head. Bone cracked as the two trolls beat the paladin. 
 
    Zulkis fell and was greeted with Kazko’s club striking the side of his face. 
 
    Kavan reached down and picked up his spear. He stepped over to his friends who continued to beat the paladin on the street. 
 
    “Rujin, Kazko, if you will excuse me,” Kavan said with a dark tone. 
 
    The two trolls backed off. They watched with dark smiles as Kavan lifted his spear, spun it and stabbed down. 
 
    Zulkis grunted as the spear pierced his chest and exited out his back, burying between two thick cobblestones. 
 
    “Ha! I’m already dead! You can’t kill me!” Zulkis howled with laughter. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he channeled the last 2 points of mana into his Life Sphere. Green auras engulfed his armored hands as he knelt down to one knee. 
 
    “Even the dead can die,” Kavan said with a menacing hiss as he clamped his hands around the paladin’s neck. 
 
    Zulkis screamed as life energy burned and Kavan squeezed. The dragonkin looked down with dispassionate eyes as the flesh along Zulkis’s neck began to burn away. The troll continued to scream until his voice petered out, his throat gone. Kavan gave one last squeeze and the troll’s head popped off and rolled away. The dragonkin stood up and watched as the head rolled into a gutter and stopped on its side. 
 
     Kavan stayed standing as his body remained weak. His armor gleamed in the street lantern light as alerts filled his gaze. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Strength! Strength is now 6th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Constitution! Constitution is now 8th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Willpower! Willpower is now 6th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Fire Sphere! Fire Sphere is now 5th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Body Sphere! Body Sphere is now 6th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Life Sphere! Life Sphere is now 4th degree. 
 
    Gained 3 points of mana.  
 
    Gained 1 degree in Combat Skill! Combat Skill is now 8th degree, Expert. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
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    Mana: 21 
 
    Gold: 510 
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    Strength: 6 
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    Fire: 5 
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    Mining: 2 
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    Wood Working: 7 
 
    Metal Smithing: 5 
 
    Cooking Skill: 1 
 
      
 
    Everyone in the center of town moved closer to Kavan and Onka. The dragonkin turned around and looked across the small distance as Lorta lay face down on the street and Onka kneeling beside her, her green hand on the troll’s head. Raine and Misty stood over the goblin and troll, their eyes heavy with sorry. 
 
    A dark aura barely covered Onka’s hand as she touched Lorta’s matted hair. A figure stepped closer from behind as the aura faded away from Onka’s hand. 
 
    Kuro knelt down beside the troll in the ruined and bloody sage green dress. The beastkin’s hand glowed and he touched Lorta’s back. Kuro closed his eyes and a small smiled appeared, the pulse of life still with the troll. Golden light shined and spread out like magical water. It encased Lorta in divine light. 
 
    Nava remained sitting a few paces away, watching with sadness in her eyes as everyone gathered around the fallen Lorta. 
 
    Kavan forced his legs to work. He stepped closer and stared with unblinking eyes as ruptured flesh began to mend. Blood dried and flaked away. Lorta stirred and let out a tired moan. 
 
    The dragonkin fell to his knees beside the troll. He took hold of her, turned her onto her back and lifted her upper body to him. He looked at her closed eyes as they moved underneath. Slowly, the troll’s eyes opened and she looked up to Kavan’s armored face and snout. 
 
    “Do I know… you?” Lorta said weakly and her mouth curved into a small smile. 
 
    Scales retracted into spines. Spines pulled back into the dragonkin’s body. Kavan’s face was once again his own and he smiled down on the beautiful troll. 
 
    “There you are,” Lorta whispered. 
 
    Kavan held her to him and put his chin over her head, embracing Lorta and rocking back and forth.    
 
    Onka watched with a tear streaking down her green cheek. Dura was beside Durzol, her eyes wet and her brother putting his arm around her shoulders.  
 
    Kazko looked down with a smile when a small movement to his side caught his attention. Rujin stepped to Nolla. The succubus threw her arms around the taller troll’s neck and the pair kissed deeply. 
 
    From further down West Street, Drayke helped Soki along. Zellee was beside them, her body low and her legs trembling as she walked. A haunted look filled their faces as they slowly approached.  
 
    Doors opened as many residents came out of their homes and made their way to the town center.  
 
    Kuro stood up, bare-chested with most of his clothes burned away. He only wore a pair of ruined blue leggings and boots. He turned to the mayor as the older orc approached, his battle axe leaning against his shoulder. 
 
    The beastkin bowed. “I formerly apologize for Zulkis’s behavior. Justice was served when Kavan finished him off and no further action will be taken by myself, Nolla, or the Divine Alliance in this matter. Zulkis acted in his own self-interests and not to the laws and doctrines of the alliance.” 
 
    “Good to hear,” Kogan said with a firm tone. 
 
    Kuro stood straight up and his gaze took a sharp edge. “Despite the events of tonight, your declaration of Moonvale becoming its own kingdom has not met the requirements of Loduss law. 
 
    “Moonvale cannot begin the process of becoming its own kingdom unless it has an army. I’m afraid your declaration is not complete and the royalty of Loduss will use that as the sole reason to reclaim the territory.” 
 
    The mayor parted his lips to speak when the air shimmered and waved on the other side of the town center. The older orc looked up at the edge of South Street. Kuro turned his body sideways and also looked to see what the mayor was staring at. Many heads turned to the shimmering tendrils of light and darkness to the south of the center. 
 
    A swirl of darkness and purple light appeared, a foot off the ground. A figure in a tattered robe stepped out and onto the cobblestone street. Skin was pulled tightly over bone and gray lips twisted into an amused smile. 
 
    Brom stood in the middle of the street. The portal behind him faded away and his small crown gleamed in the lantern light. 
 
    “I apologize for my tardiness,” Brom grinned. 
 
    The lich lifted a hand and waved a boney finger. 
 
    The doors to the South Gate opened. Figures marched in formation, making their way up South Street. Inky shadows covered their bodies, but once the street lantern’s light touched their bodies, stitched body parts and armored carapaces were illuminated in their glow. Some of the marching figures were different sizes and shapes. Others had antennas and tall, thin forms. Feet, boots, and insect-like legs moved in perfect step, making their way along the street. 
 
    Nava slowly stood up and looked on in disbelief. Onka was to her feet as a wicked smile formed. Kazko blinked. Rujin and Nolla held each other as they looked together at the approaching force. Shegga had reloaded her crossbow and held it sideways, ready for anything. Drayke, Zellee, and Soki reached the crowd in the center and looked over in stunned disbelief.  
 
    Kuro faced the lich and the marching army stepping closer.  
 
    Kavan used his returning strength to help Lorta to stand up. When she was on her feet, she leaned on the dragonkin as he stood with a smile across his small snout. 
 
    Stitched, undead bodies of orcs, goblins, and kobolds walked with blank eyes. In every other row of undead, xykks marched beside them. Their chitin bodies were not the usual dull yellow. Instead, these xykks marched with black and yellow armored plates. Aside from that, they were exactly like the ones who attacked Moonvale months ago. 
 
    A nervous pulse filled part of the crowd. 
 
    The marching undead and xykks moved behind the lich and halted. They looked out with blank eyes and became still as graves. 
 
    Brom turned slightly and bowed to the red dragonkin, “Forgive me, Lord Cynder. It took some time to march the first company of soldiers to Moonvale. They are a hundred strong and ready for your command.” 
 
    Kuro kept his expression blank as he crossed his arms. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe moved to the paladin’s side with an amused smile. “Our army, Paladin Kuro Pride.” 
 
    “So it is,” Kuro said plainly. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe yawned. “We will have to work out titles and roles in the new kingdom. I will send the first letter tomorrow morning.  
 
    “It will take some time to organize Moonvale into its own kingdom, scroll-work and what not.” 
 
    The beastkin kept his gaze on the undead and xykks. “Mayor, you understand this will only slow down what is to come. The alliance and the dragonkin families will not simply accept this and move on. They will want to learn more and see their family is returned. Your troubles are just beginning.” 
 
    The older orc nodded. “Perhaps. We will see as time unfolds. As for now, you have our answer and our declaration. You’re welcome to stay the night at the Blue Lantern Inn, at no cost to you. We are not uncivilized ferals and can work together for a better tomorrow.”    
 
    Kavan pulled away from Lorta. The troll stood and watched as the dragonkin walked toward the lich in the distance. Onka stepped over to the troll and hugged her hand. Lorta looked down on the goblin and smiled. 
 
    Zellee made her way over to Lorta and Onka. The arachnix put her arms around both of them. She leaned her head against Lorta’s head. The three of them looked on as a sigh of relief touched their hearts. 
 
    Myn jumped up and down beside Abby and Belle. “You were so brave!” the thin taur said with an excited tone. 
 
    “I knew you were strong,” Belle said with sleepy eyes. 
 
    Abby stared at Kavan as he approached the lich. “I learned it all from our master,” she smiled. 
 
    “Things are going to change,” Drayke said in a low tone. 
 
    Soki nodded as they held each other up. “Yes, they will.” 
 
    Kavan stood beside Brom and looked at the standing undead and xykks. The dragonkin noticed a few familiar faces of ferals he killed some time ago. 
 
    Brom leaned his head closer to Kavan, “They will obey your every command and the commands of any general or generals you appoint. You have the power to take it away, but I recommend you give that ability to those you can trust.” 
 
    Kavan looked over to the lich. “You’re not going to lead them?” 
 
    Brom shook his head. “I’m here for the final confrontation with the dragon gods, not for commanding and moving armies. They are your responsibility.” 
 
    Kavan turned his gaze to a xykk in the front row. 
 
    Brom nodded. “The colony was not completely destroyed. I found some eggs and one of them had a queen. They have been altered to obey the same rules as the dead. They will listen to you and those you appoint. However, the queen will remain under my control until you are strong enough to be her new master. 
 
    “For now, your new army will be in and around my dungeon until proper housing can be built. The undead do not require food, sleep or rest, but the xykks do. We can discuss the details in the future.” 
 
    A gleam touched the lich’s gray eyes. “Do you have any individuals to help lead your new army?” 
 
    Kavan turned around and looked at the siren. “Nava, would you like to be a general?” 
 
    The siren blinked in surprise. “I don’t know how to lead an army.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “We’ll learn as we go.” 
 
    The look of surprise melted away and confidence filled the short siren.  
 
    Nava bowed. “I would be honored.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at Hynrik and Durzol. The arachnix shook his head as the orc blacksmith looked away and whistled. 
 
    “I much rather the role of advisor. I have no such ambitions to command an army, especially if it’s a xykk army,” Hynrik smiled. 
 
    Durzol turned his gaze back to Kavan. “I’m not the commander type. I just want to help my friend and the people of Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and smiled. 
 
    “Let’s discuss this a little more over tea or wine,” Kogan said to Kuro. 
 
    The beastkin nodded. “I have to heal more of your people and then we can talk.” 
 
    Kuro turned around to see if he could help heal anyone hurt by the troll paladin’s actions when Nolla and Rujin walked over, holding each other’s hand. 
 
    “Kuro,” Nolla began. 
 
    The beastkin closed his eyes and lifted his hand to stop her. “You’re resigning from the order. No need to tell me anymore. I’ve known for some time you have been unfulfilled in your duties. I must admit, you would fit perfectly here.” 
 
    A sadness touched the beastkin’s eyes. “There will be trouble on the horizon for Moonvale, you understand this?” 
 
    Nolla nodded. “I know and accept the risks,” the succubus said with conviction and squeezed Rujin’s hand. 
 
    The troll looked at the succubus like she was the most divine and beautiful creature in all of Voldor. 
 
    “Bless your time together,” Kuro said and bowed to them. 
 
    The mayor smiled.  
 
    “Let’s see about getting you a shirt first before we sit and discuss,” Kogan said as he and Kuro walked toward West Street. 
 
    Across the town center, Brom stepped to Kavan’s side. 
 
    “There is still much to learn,” the lich said in a low tone to the dragonkin. “Bring me three khess pieces and I will teach you how to craft flesh. We will create many abominations to add to your future legions.” 
 
    Kavan glanced over to the lich with a raised boney eye ridge. Brom had already turned and wandered off. 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the crowd, everyone looking at him with warmth and hope in their eyes. Onka, Lorta, Zellee, and Nava broke from the crowd and made their way to the dragonkin. 
 
    Brom stepped to the company of undead and xykks. He made a quick signal with his hand. The undead and xykks turned on their heels and began marching south, toward the South Gate. 
 
    The lich waved his hand and a dark portal appeared. He was about to step through when he noticed a severed troll head in the gutter. The eyes of the severed head slowly blinked as it stared at Kavan. 
 
    “Finally, someone to talk to and interrogate,” Brom smiled as he held out his hand. 
 
    Zulkis’s severed head shot up from the gutter and into Brom’s hand. He coiled fingers into the troll’s dark hair and white lock. The lich stuffed the head into his robe pocket, the head slipping into a deep mystical pocket. 
 
    The lich glanced back at Kavan with a small smile before he stepped into the portal. The black and purple portal collapsed on itself and disappeared. 
 
    Kavan held out his arms as Onka, Lorta, Zellee, and Nava reached him. The group embraced into a deep hug. Shoulders trembled as they hugged each other fiercely. 
 
    My family. 
 
    The small group continued to hug each other as the rest of town fell into conversations, the full moon rising along the dark sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty Three 
 
    The last two weeks of summer drifted on warm air and beautiful, sunny days. A red dragonkin, a green goblin, a short siren, and a tall troll made their way toward the south gate of Moonvale. The sun hung low in the afternoon sky, it’s light warming Moonvale a few more days until the first of autumn.   
 
    Kavan led the way as memories washed over him. Images played out of the dock being restored on the beach and Nava’s home rebuilt. Most of the town came to help, making sure it was completed well before the coming autumn and winter. The dock and house were reinforced and strengthened to withstand the storms and bitter cold winters.  
 
    Nava was beside herself when the home and dock were finished. She profusely thanked everyone in town. Kavan smiled as he remembered the siren moved back into her home for one night before returning back to his home the next morning. Nava complained that it didn’t feel right staying there because it felt too new. She asked if she could stay with Kavan until she was ready to move back. The dragonkin of course said she could stay and the siren hugged him tight. 
 
    Onka’s shop was running like normal during the day, but the goblin spent every night at Kavan’s home. She made the same complaint as Nava, not even bothering to hide her true intentions. The goblin enjoyed staying on the farm. Soon, Kavan found his bed filled with a goblin and siren nightly, not that he was complaining. 
 
    Lorta tended to her farm, but Kavan sometimes found himself at her place. The couple slept together those nights and the dragonkin helped her with her chores during the next day. The troll donned her braided pigtails and overalls again. The pair were often laughing as they sheared bolids. 
 
    The look in Lorta’s eyes held a happy warmth, but there were times, Kavan saw a shadow along her eyes when she was deep in thought or daydreaming. Lorta often woke from it with a smile and extended sessions of kissing, but the look stuck with the dragonkin, unsure what it meant, if anything. 
 
    A new memory washed on the shores of Kavan’s mind. Despite the declaration of Moonvale becoming its own kingdom, little changed in the last two weeks. Many of the townsfolk focused on new projects to make the town better. With the dock finished, focus was shifted to the new protection gearwork for the library. Durzol, Kavan, Oaks, and Dura worked over several days to implement and ensure it worked. The design needed tweaking and there were a few frustrating days, but an automatic system was in place. Dura flipped the lever and the bars slid down over windows and doors locked to ensure the library was another location for safety during fierce storms or attacks on the town. 
 
    Dura had been so happy, she took Kavan out on a date that lasted one dinner and two nights at her home. 
 
    After the library was completed, Tezzi had brought plans for the new museum to Kavan and town council. She bought an old, abandoned building on North Street, not far from the library. Kavan and the council agreed and diverted gold to complete the museum’s construction. Tezzi floated on air and threw a lavish dinner party, explaining to everyone the direction of the museum and what it meant for the future of Moonvale. 
 
    Kavan thought back to Kuro. The paladin wrapped Zulkis’s headless corpse and had it transported back to Loduss. Before he left, he clasped Kavan’s hand and wished him nothing but good luck with the future. The dragonkin and beastkin waved to each other as the coach rode off with a very dead troll paladin inside. 
 
    In a short amount of time, Nolla had become part of the town. The succubus bought an abandoned shop on West Street, not far from the Blue Lantern. Rujin and Nolla had become thick as thieves, smiling, laughing and working together to set up the new shop. Just the other day, Devilish Delights Bakery opened to much fanfare. The entire town was at the opening, Nolla and Rujin selling baked goods to the community. 
 
    Kavan licked his lips as he remembered Nolla’s cookies and muffins. They were delicious and the entire town agreed. The succubus was beaming for the last two days as she had a line out the door every morning. 
 
    Memories shifted as Kavan and his group stepped through the South Gate and onto the cobblestone street. Kogan spoke to Kavan several times about what they needed to do to ensure everything was prepared for Moonvale as its own kingdom. The older orc was concerned that tourism would stop after Kuro gave the Lord and Lady of Loduss the news. Instead, a steady stream of visitors continued to arrive at the small, walled town. Little of anything was said about Moonvale becoming its own kingdom. Nazog of Gold Travels, said he didn’t hear much about anything concerning Moonvale. When Kogan informed him of the town’s status, the ogre shrugged and said he would keep an ear to the wall if he heard anything different. 
 
    The mayor slowed on lordship talks with Kavan, the older orc explaining that being a lord would come into play sometimes, but in most smaller kingdoms, lords and ladies kept their day jobs. Kavan was still magistrate of the town and lord of Moonvale, but not much else had changed. The residents of the town went about their normal days, smiling at the dragonkin when he did his occasional patrols. 
 
    The air cooled with the first of autumn just two days away. 
 
    Kavan looked ahead to the town center as he walked. A carriage stood on the north side of the center with a goblin in the high driver’s seat. A beautiful arachnix picked up a travelling chest and placed it on the back, metal hooks of the carriage. Zellee turned slightly and looked up at the tall towers of Moonvale and the sinking sun. The arachnix let out a sad sigh before she spotted Kavan and the others emerge from South Street and make their way around the fountain to her. She smiled brightly as they approached, her hand holding a wide-brimmed hat on her head. 
 
    Kavan’s heart sagged as he walked. The day had finally come. Lorta wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye. Onka and Nava smiled at the arachnix, sad shadows under their eyes. 
 
    When the group stood before Zellee, the arachnix lifted her arms and skittered toward her friends and hugged them at once. Arms clamped onto each other as everyone squeezed in a group hug. Tears streaked some cheeks. Zellee kissed Kavan’s cheek before she pulled away. 
 
    “This is it,” Zellee said with a tremble in her voice. 
 
    Everyone nodded with sad eyes. 
 
    “I should be back before winter. I’ll send letters, detailing my experience,” Zellee said as her lip quivered. 
 
    Kavan stepped forward and took Zellee’s hand into hers. “We will always be here for you.” 
 
    Onka stepped forward and took her other hand. “If you need to come home or need us to get you, say it and we will be there.” 
 
    Lorta stepped to the side and touched the top of one of Zellee’s legs. “Without hesitation.” 
 
    “Why does she have to go?” Nava sniffled and wiped at her eyes. 
 
    Zellee blinked wet eyes as she looked at them in turn. 
 
    “My family,” the arachnix said in a low, loving tone. 
 
    Zellee looked at Kavan and her heart beat like a drum. “Dura said she would help with my shop over the next two months. She has some tailoring skills and said she could help with repairing armor and clothes, if you need it.” 
 
    The arachnix grinned. “Dura also said she will teach you some of the basics so you can help me when I come back.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I will make sure to learn everything I can so I can help.” 
 
    Zellee nodded before she flung her arms around Kavan’s shoulders and pulled him closer. The dragonkin and arachnix kissed passionately for a long moment. When they parted, they pressed their foreheads together. 
 
    “I’ll count the days,” the couple said at the same time, blinked and laughed. 
 
    Kavan stepped back. Zellee crawled back and moved to the oversized carriage. The double doors opened and she climbed part way in. She looked to her friends and lovers, blew them a kiss and crawled into the carriage. 
 
    The goblin driver snapped the reins the moment the door carriage door closed. Large wheels turned as it began its slow journey up North Street. Zellee poked out her head and waved. Kavan and the group waved back until she passed through the North Gate and onto the road to Loduss. 
 
    Waving hands dropped to sides and gazes lowered to the stony street. 
 
    Onka took in a deep breath and let out a long exhale. “How about we drown our misery at the Shouting Troll?” 
 
    Lorta, Nava, and Kavan nodded in agreement. 
 
    Kavan turned to three beautiful monster women. “Go ahead to the tavern. I need to make one stop and talk to a friend. I’ll meet you afterwards.” 
 
    Everyone nodded and they all turned and walked for West Street. Kavan slowed as he reached the Dragon’s Table. Onka led Lorta and Nava toward the tavern. The goblin glanced over her shoulder and looked at Kavan with endearing eyes. 
 
    Kavan smiled and nodded to her, saying without words, he will be there soon. 
 
    Onka nodded and turned back. The goblin began to skip as Lorta and Nava smiled at her. 
 
    Kavan walked to the front door of the Dragon’s Table, turned the knob and stepped in. 
 
    The door swung closed behind him as he looked at the repaired restaurant. He noticed a few more additions of artwork and finer tapestries. 
 
    Drayke emerged from the kitchen, looked over to the red dragonkin and gave him a small smile. 
 
    “Greetings Lord Cynder! We’re not open yet. I still have a few things to get ready. Do you need a reservation for later?” 
 
    Kavan walked in until he stood before the blue and black scaled dragonkin. “No reservation. I wanted to see you. Can we sit and talk?” 
 
    Drayke’s smile faded a touch and he nodded. He reached under a nearby counter and pulled out a bottle and two glasses. 
 
    “I feel this conversation may require drinks,” the dragonkin said and motioned to a nearby table. 
 
    The two dragonkin sat down opposite from each other. Drayke poured a clear spirit into each glass before putting the bottle down. The two of them lifted up their glasses and clinked them together before taking a deep sip. 
 
    Glasses back on the table, Drayke relaxed in his chair, arm over the backrest. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Drayke asked. 
 
    Kavan leaned forward a little, his long fingers still touching his glass. “I haven’t been a good friend to you.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “You don’t say, but please continue, I want to see where this is going.” 
 
    Kavan smirked. “I must apologize for my outburst that morning on my farm. It was a bit of a shock to learn someone you knew helped kill and transport a thousand souls to another realm. It was a little hard to digest.” 
 
    Drayke ran a finger along the rim of his glass. “Apology accepted.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head before he continued, “That is not the only thing I wanted to talk about. You were just as surprised as me to find out that we didn’t suddenly appear out of thin air on Voldor.” 
 
    Drayke’s smile weakened. “It was a surprise. I didn’t know what to expect when we arrived. We only had to survive.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “It was a surprise for me too, but now that we know, we have to do more than survive.” 
 
    Drayke looked into Kavan’s eyes, “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    Kavan’s gaze took on a serious gleam, “The families of the dragonkin bodies we inhabit will come for us. Loduss may come for us. Onka is a demon goddess. I have been made lord of Moonvale and Brom has helped supply me with an army, but it won’t be enough. 
 
    “With so many forces converging on Moonvale, we must become stronger, not just with our abilities and magic, but with our friendship.” 
 
    Kavan let go of his glass and held out his hand to Drayke. “Let’s start over and on the same side. No more secrets between us. We need to work together to protect Onka, the town and ourselves.” 
 
    Drayke looked at Kavan’s hand. “A few secrets?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No secrets.” 
 
    The blue dragonkin chuckled before he lifted his hand and shook Kavan’s hand as if they were back on Earth. 
 
    Hands let go and both dragonkin took their glasses and drank the rest of their contents. 
 
    Kavan stood up from his chair and smiled.  
 
    Drayke stayed sitting and looked up. “What’s the hurry? I don’t open for a few hours. We can sit and finish this bottle, reminiscing about Earth?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I have a date with three women.” 
 
    Drayke tut-tutted. “You’re such a whore. Have fun.” 
 
    Kavan grinned before turning and walking for the front door. 
 
    The red dragonkin stepped out onto West Street. He turned and made his way to the Shouting Troll, his heart relieved and heavy at the same time. 
 
    The front door to the Shouting Troll opened. Onka, Nava, Lorta, and Kazko looked up from the bar and saw Kavan enter. They all raised their drinks and shouted in unison. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he made his way to the bar. Kazko put a drink in front of the dragonkin as he sat on a barstool. 
 
    Onka leaned over and the couple kissed.  
 
    When Onka pulled back, she gave Kavan a wry smile. “Good talk with a friend?” 
 
    “It was a good talk.” Kavan said. 
 
    The goblin drank down the contents of her mug and slammed it down. She turned on her stool and looked at Kavan with warm, oval yellow eyes. 
 
    “I’ve been talking with the girls and we all want to spend the evening together and you have no choice in it,” Onka grinned. 
 
    “Okay,” Kavan said and sipped his drink. 
 
    Onka leaned a little closer and looked at him with warm eyes. “And, I just want to tell you, I love you. I love us. I love our family.” 
 
    “I love you, us, and our family,” Kavan smirked. 
 
    “Good,” Onka said before grabbing Kavan’s shirt, pulling him closer and kissing him deeply. 
 
    Nava slammed her mug down on the bar top. “Kazko! More spirits!” 
 
    “Yeah!” Lorta, Kavan, Onka, and even Kasko shouted. 
 
    The sun sank lower to the west as the air cooled to the approaching evening and warm hearts. 
 
    *** 
 
    Two cloaked figures approached the North Gate of Moonvale. They slowed their approach, hooded heads moving from side to side. Light touched one of the cloaked figure’s faces, revealing dark purple skin and tattooed flesh. The other figure stood with their features shrouded in shadow. 
 
    Uriko’s red eyes scanned the area just beyond the entrance. 
 
    “Is something amiss?” the shrouded figure said with a delicate, feminine voice. 
 
    “I’ve been living with ferals for so long, I’m naturally suspicious of towns and cities,” the shadow elf whispered. 
 
    The hooded figure gave a small nod. “You don’t have to live that life anymore. We are meeting friends.” 
 
    “They won’t see me as a friend,” Uriko said with a harsh edge. 
 
    “Do not fear, my precious exiled. After we settle in, they will welcome us with open arms,” the shrouded figure said with a hidden smile. 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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