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"Magic is the bloodstream of the universe. Forget all you know, or think you know. All that you require is your intuition."


~High Aldwin, Willow


   
 Monstar Saga: Lordship, is book 3 in the Monstar Saga Series. 
 Please pick up books 1 and 2 to discover the mystical adventure. 
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Monstar Saga: Acolyte: Book 2

   





 The Story so Far… 
 My name is Bromamir Truewind, undead Lich of Moonvale. I will be your temporary guide to the events and people of Moonvale. 
 Where to begin? How about from the beginning? 
 Kevin was a young man who survived a terrible incident from his youth. His body was broken and disfigured but he survived by pure force of will. Unable to fully function in society, and leading a lonely life, he turned to VR worlds and games to live any life he wanted. 
 Kevin was chosen to beta test a new VRMMO, Monstar Saga. It was a game meant to change gaming with epic storylines, adventures, and characters could play any class or race they wished, except for human and elf. Kevin was excited to play this new MMO, feeling he would fit right in considering his scarred features and broken body. 
 Little did he know there were other forces at play. 
 Luther Ash, the designer and creator of Monstar Saga, was visited by strange dreams from another world and beings he didn’t understand. They taught him a kind of rune magic and charged him with bringing many souls from Earth to the mystical realm of Voldor.  
 Luther went mad from the dreams. He designed the game to kill a thousand beta testers, including our dear Kevin. 
 A few minutes after the game went live, there was a cascading system failure and power surge. The resulting shock zapped a thousand players, killing them, and sending them to the actual world the MMO was based on, Voldor.  
 Kavan woke up on the side of a road, his new body that of a dragonkin, the superior race of Voldor. He quickly learned that the dragons of thousands of years ago, stormed the higher and lower planes. Many of the gods from the old pantheon were slain or retreated. The dragons became the new gods of Voldor and took the places of the old gods. Hudenns and elves went mad and the mighty dwarves were enslaved. The rest of the known races were free to live, as long as they embraced the dragon gods. 
 There was a time of great bloodshed, fear, and death. The other races bowed to the dragon gods and accepted them as their new pantheon. 
 Kevin, now Kavan Cynder, made his way to the town of Moonvale on the edge of known civilization. He performed a good deed and was welcomed into the town with open arms. 
 I myself have been dead longer than the dragon gods have ruled. I watched as every hudenn I knew went mad before my eyes and killed each other. You can understand why I have a personal hatred for the dragon gods, but this isn’t my story, it's Kavan’s story. 
 In the first part of the saga, Kavan bought a farm, grew to know the inhabitants, became magistrate, and unraveled a mystery of strange creatures haunting the lands around Moonvale. His heart grew as he came to know Onka, a beautiful goblin with a fiery attitude. Lorta, a shy troll woman with her own farm and a big heart. Zellee, an arachnix woman with an eye for fashion and a beautiful soul. 
 Kavan also grew to know many of the other residents. Kogan Sunaxe, Mayor of Moonvale and elder orc. His son and daughter, Durzol Sunaxe and Dura Sunaxe. Durzol is the resident blacksmith and Dura is the resident librarian. 
 Soki Whitescale, naga and healer for the town. Oaks Splinter, goblin and master carpenter. Priest Raine Quickmoon and Priestess Misty Quickmoon, fae brother and sister who led the faith of Moonvale. Rujin and Kazko Hearth, troll brothers. Rujin owns the Blue Lantern Inn and his brother Kazko runs the Shouting Troll Tavern. 
 Ammi Leaf is a dryad who lives in town and takes care of a plant nursery. A gentle spirit with no love for violence. 
 Tezzi Ironheart, troll adventurer. Losing an eye on one of her adventures never stopped her from seeking treasures and artifacts from the ancient world. 
 Shegga Coinwatcher, a small kobold with a big aura. She is owner of Shegga’s Grocery, lover of gold coins, and the town gossip with a love for romance tales. 
 Glem Feathertouch, ogre with a simple mind, but a heart of gold, and an unmatched skill to bend glass to his will. An accomplished glass maker, he is often in the company of Raine and Misty. The priest and priestess treat the ogre as a family member and watch over him with kind eyes. 
 Nava Seadream, is a siren and owner of Seadream Fish Shop and lives by the abandoned lighthouse and dock to Moonvale. 
 Hynrik Weaver is an arachnix with the largest farm in Moonvale. He used to be quite an accomplished warrior until he settled down in Moonvale to grow crops and lead a peaceful life. He is an arachnix of few words and a less than sunny personality, but is respected in the community. 
 Finally, we have Drayke Ash, dragonkin and new resident in the first tome of Monstar Saga. A blue and black scaled dragonkin, he is the proprietor of a fine establishment, the Dragon’s Table.  
 Now that we are caught up on the who, let’s move on to the why. 
 Kavan, among the many souls that came to Voldor, are destined to fight against the celestial rule of the dragon gods. A goddess was hidden within Moonvale’s lands, Kavan discovering her. After that discovery, the town was attacked by a horde of insect creatures called the Xykk. The town banded together and fought off the monstrous insects with Kavan’s leadership. I had taken on the hudenn soul with a dragonkin body to become my apprentice. Kavan had fallen in love and all seemed well for a small time. 
 In the second part of the saga, the town of Moonvale was attacked by a clan of feral creatures. Ferals are intelligent, humanoid monsters who don’t embrace civilization and live their lives like their ancestors, moving from place to place, stealing and killing along the way. Grukk Bloodspit was the leader of the Tusk Clan and threatened to kill Kavan and take everything from the town.  
 Kavan took his chosen friends with him to take on the feral clan leader. The conflict ended with Grukk being slain and a rare shadow elf escaping in the dark of night. 
 All thought all was well. They returned victorious, only to discover three paladins of the Divine Alliance had arrived in Moonvale, seeking out a strange mystical disturbance. 
 You see, Kavan had fallen in love with a goddess and protected her.  
 During the time the paladins stayed in town, a giant deep one rose from the sea and attacked the town. Kavan and the paladins put up a fight, driving the ancient creature back, but its presence hinted at a deeper plot. 
 A paladin for the dark dragon goddess of death and decay, had summoned the deep one to chase out and discover the strange divine energy in the town. Unsatisfied, Zulkis, turned on his fellow paladins and the town, trying to drag Kavan and Drayke back to their dragonkin families and earn his glory. After the battle and Zulkis’s defeat, Nolla Blackhorn, one of the paladins, gave up her role as paladin and joined the town, falling in love with Rujin Hearth. Nava had become Kavan’s apprentice and lover, learning the arts of undead magic. Kavan was made Lord of Moonvale, preventing the final paladin from returning Kavan to his previously unknown dragonkin family. 
 And that is the crux of the mystery. Kavan discovered his soul fell into a body that belonged to another being on Voldor. 
 There is more to tell, but the details are in the first two tomes of the saga. Now that you have been guided through the important details of Monstar Saga, let us continue on with our grand tale of power, lust, greed, love, magic, and friendships in a world of monsters and dragon gods.          



 Monstar Saga 
 Lordship 




 Book 3   

 One 
 A gray filled the sky from horizon to horizon. A chill nipped at the air as the summer drew to a close. Birdsong was low, but still there, filling the forest with a muted greeting to a new day. A lone figure stepped through the cool forest. Dark red scales contrasted against the greens and browns of the ancient forest, the figure walking alone with purpose and a sliver of uneasiness. 
 Kavan looked ahead as he made his way through the Misty Forest. Thoughts hovered in the background of his mind as he kept his senses alert. Faint images of wild dreggers danced on the edges of his thoughts. A feeling pressed down on him of what a strike from one of those monsters caused months ago. Despite Kavan’s growth in power and skill, the gleam of caution lingered of fighting one or more of those creatures deep in the forest. 
 Kavan pushed away his concerns and pressed on. Thoughts and memories stormed on in the background and the dragonkin switched his thinking to Onka and Nava. The goblin and siren had made themselves at home on the farm. It didn’t bother him in the least and unknowingly, a small smile formed as he brushed away a low hanging tree branch.  
 In a matter of days, the temperature dropped. Despite today being the first of Autumn, it still astounded the dragonkin how quickly the seasons changed with the times of the year. The last two days of summer were warm during the day, but much colder in the evening. Onka suggested that, since it would be cooler at night, she, Kavan and Nava sleep in the same bed, for warmth. Kavan smirked as he looked at the goblin’s deceptive innocence and knowing full-well she wanted them all together, every night.  
 Kavan didn’t argue. Neither did Nava. 
 The three of them had grown closer over the last few nights and the dragonkin couldn’t have been happier. 
 The intimate memories faded as a shadow curled along his senses. Kavan looked ahead through the trees and spotted a clearing with a hint of standing, gray stones. 

Keep it light and to the point. No need to stay longer than I have to. I’m sure he’s very busy and will barely know I’m there, but the discussion must be had.

 The dragonkin pressed on. His slitted eyes glanced to the side and noticed the hanging leaves from trees. The emerald green he had seen throughout spring and summer had dimmed. Orange and yellow touched the edges of leaves. Autumn had already begun on the first day and it waited for no one. The faint change in the air touched Kavan’s sensitive nose and a hint of decay came with it. It wasn’t simply that the dead walked this forest. It was also the beginning of the seasonal change as the world of Voldor slipped from summer into fall and eventually, winter. 
 The trees parted and Kavan stepped out into the wide clearing. Stones stood, scattered across the area. A stony entrance stood with arcane markings carved into its very surface. The entrance was like a monolith, strong and mysterious. Kavan could hardly believe how it looked. The last time he was here, he caved it in to prevent the xykks from escaping. The whole area was practically destroyed, but now, it stood untouched by time or previous actions.  
 “Brom, you have been busy,” Kavan whispered as he made his way closer. 
 The dragonkin approached the stone doors. Scales along his brow wrinkled as Kavan wasn’t sure he should knock or try to force them open. 
 As if on cue, the thick stone doors opened slowly. Kavan took a step back and stared into the darkness. When the doors opened completely, decayed, stale air spilled out and caused Kavan to wrinkle his slitted nose. 
 “Welcome, my apprentice. Please, come in,” Brom’s voice was dark and otherworldly. 
 Kavan looked around before taking a small inhale and stepping into the open entrance. 
 Torchlight glowed as Kavan’s eyes adjusted quickly. Magical torches ran along the walls and between them, dead bodies and skeletons stood at attention, still as statues. 
 Kavan walked along, seeing the entire corridor was the same as the entrance, perfect and untouched. No hint of the battle that took place here in the spring remained. It was almost like it never happened as the red dragonkin walked further along. 
 Movement from the side caught Kavan’s attention. He glanced over to see several xykks vomiting something onto a yellowish fungus in the room. They paid him no attention, carrying on like he was never there. Yellow and black armored carapaces covered their bodies, different from the sickly yellow of the previous xykks that made this dungeon their home. The air was warm and dry, simulating the conditions of the Shadowsand Desert. If Brom didn’t have the conditions just right, the xykks would have fled or died.  

Knowing Brom, he would let the xykks die and create new ones that could survive the cooler temperatures.


“It is possible he has already accomplished changing them,” Viz added.

 Kavan nodded as he walked. 

I wouldn’t put it past him. What good is an army if it can’t fight one or two seasons out of the year.


“Kavan, is this a good idea? Speaking with Brom is precarious at best. We don’t even have any khess pieces to give him. He might not even speak with you.”


I’m still his apprentice. If we don’t address this, it could put the entire town in jeopardy.

 Kavan reached behind and touched his spear strapped to his back. The sheath holding it had lodestone along the curved metal. The shaft of the now half-spear held tight to the magnetic power of the lodestone, allowing it to be pulled quickly if he needed to. 

I doubt I could do more than give him a slight headache if it came to a fight. I don’t think it will come to that, but one can never be too careful.


“I hope you’re right,” Viz said in a low tone.

 The corridor widened and soon, the dragonkin reached an open archway. Kavan stepped through it and looked around in subdued astonishment. 
 The vast chamber spread out with a high ceiling. The arena was pristine, stone seating surrounding the center. The walls were covered in arcane runes, as were the seats. The dais seating cascaded down to a wide, oval arena. On one side of the arena were tables and bookshelves. Sets of cauldrons bubbled and books laid open on many tables. Different colored mists and smoke rose up from the cauldrons as a lich moved about in tattered robes.  
 On the other side of the arena, a black and yellow xykk queen stood. She was surrounded by eggs and worker xykks. A collar was around her neck as she looked down and helped her workers move eggs. The workers moved several eggs at a time, placing them next to each other on the stone seating. The queen and workers moved slowly, not rushing their delicate work. 
 “Welcome,” Brom’s voice boomed through the vast chamber. 
 Kavan nodded and made his way down the stone steps. His slitted eyes darted around, taking in the strangeness as the lich seemed to be working side by side with the xykks. When he reached the bottom, Kavan walked over to the tables and cauldrons.  
 Brom continued to glance at books and move to cauldrons. He picked up a large, metal staff and plunged it into a glowing purple liquid in a cauldron. He stirred as he looked over at a book. 
 “Is this your laboratory?” Kavan asked as he looked around. 
 The lich shrugged as he stirred. “It is for now. I wanted to keep an eye on our queen as I worked. I have many different laboratories in lower levels, but I felt it would be beneficial to monitor the queen’s health as she grows our armies.” 
 Brom stopped stirring and looked at Kavan. Gray lips peeled back into a grimacing smile. 
 “She is handling the changes well. I believe our xykks will be able to survive longer in colder climates. The real test will be this winter,” Brom said with an edge of excitement. 

I think I’m beginning to know him a little too well.

 The lich went back to stirring the purple liquid in the cauldron, his smile diminishing. “I see you’ve come for a visit, but have nothing to offer. Disappointing.” 
 Kavan gave a single nod. “I wanted us to talk a little.” 
 Brom continued to stir, “I will humor this interaction, only because I am in a good mood. The work is coming along splendidly and I should make time for my apprentice. Speak your mind.” 
 Kavan lifted his chin a little as he spoke, “It’s about Moonvale, the dead, and the xykks.” 
 Brom nodded as he stirred. “You are concerned about the dead and xykk presence in and around town?” 
 Kavan nodded. “I know you made an army to protect Moonvale, but showing our hand will give Loduss and other kingdoms more of a reason to make things difficult. I wanted to speak with you about keeping the dead and xykks out of the public eye.” 
 Brom smirked as he stirred. “It is our army, but you are the general who controls them. If you don’t want them to be seen, it is by your command to have them remain unseen. It makes no difference to me. My purpose now is to make our forces stronger. Your purpose is to lead them.” 
 The lich’s stirring slowed as he looked at Kavan with cold, white eyes. “Do not forget what we are trying to accomplish.” 
 Kavan shook his head. “I haven’t forgotten. The dragon god pantheon must fall to regain balance across Voldor. I came to you to talk about what is happening currently and how we can be a little more discreet.” 
 Brom gave Kavan a small nod.  
 Kavan continued, “In a few hours, I will be attending a Moonvale Council meeting. Some of the discussion will be focused on my title as Lord of Moonvale. I’m not sure what will be discussed in detail, but certain things must be put in place for the safety and future of the town and its residents. 
 “Since the night of the paladins, a few residents have come to me about you and the xykks. They didn’t seem to mind the undead, but after the xykks attacked Moonvale, some of the residents have told me their concerns. They have also voiced their concerns about you.” 
 Brom raised his eyebrow. “Concerns with me?” 
 Kavan nodded. “Everyone knew you as a harmless lich who wandered around town. They grew accustomed to you over the years. Since the night of the paladins, they have voiced concerns, thinking you may be turning back to how you used to be, before the Celestial War.” 
 Brom’s gray lips twisted into a wide grin. He threw his head back and cackled. The sharp laugh echoed off the stone walls and filled the chamber with his mad laughter. The xykk queen and workers raised their heads and looked at the lich with unblinking, yellow eyes. 
 Kavan stood his ground watching as Brom’s laughter continued. It soon slowed and he closed his decayed mouth. His white eyes turned back to Kavan and an evil gleam touched them. 
 “I am becoming like I used to be. My sanity is slowly returning and purpose drives these old bones again. The dragon gods will pay with their blood for what they did to my world, what they did to my people. I have had thousands of years to find my purpose again and it came from a hudenn from another realm to show me the way.” 
 Brom’s white eyes half-closed. “Hexnia may be fearful of being discovered, but I am not. The dragon gods will only personally engage if any of the old pantheon are discovered, but that doesn’t mean they won’t use every dirty trick to out the demon goddess and others from the old pantheon who fled. These times will only grow darker and more dangerous. I am taking steps to protect my interests and the town of Moonvale, despite their fear of me.  
 “I am not here to play nursemaid. I’m here to tear down the gates of paradise and the underworld. You, my dear apprentice, will be an instrument to that purpose. Together, we will slay gods.” 
 Kavan kept his cool expression as the lich finished. Brom chuckled as he leered at Kavan.  
 The dragonkin lifted a spindly finger and scratched at the scales at his neck, “Brom, I know all of this. I just wanted you to keep a low profile with the undead and xykks. Some visitors coming to Moonvale have brought their children. Everyone in town is afraid to ask you to cool it. I thought I would be the one to tell you.” 
 Brom’s white eyes blinked. The lich looked to the side as his inner thoughts played out along his dead, skeletal features. 
 “Many in town just want me to be calm?” the lich said with a confused tone. 
 Kavan nodded and sighed. “No one thinks bad of you. Some have told me they support you taking an interest in the town. The xykks make them nervous, but not enough to want to make you uncomfortable. They know your memory is a little off and they know you listen to me a little more than others. 
 “The meeting will be about discussing many things for Moonvale and its future. Xykks are feared across Voldor, so, if we can keep them from town, that would be great.” 
 Brom let go of the stirring rod and touched the side of his head with a skeletal hand. “I… I thought that everyone was fearing my power, like in the old days.” 
 Kavan shook his head. “You’re the town elder. Many in town look up to you. I look up to you. Moonvale has had a lot of tourists and the town is prospering. I know we have a lot of work to accomplish before fighting the dragon gods, but it may take a long time to achieve that. In the time being, we need to make sure Moonvale is safe. 
 “One of the topics of discussion is repairing and rebuilding lookout guard towers in the surrounding territory. I plan to suggest staffing the towers with undead in the short term before Moonvale has a living army. There have been rumors of visitors making Moonvale their home. If the town grows, that means we will have actual soldiers to protect our lands. 
 “Moonvale is on the verge of becoming a power of its own. The more residents we have, the more influence we will have. It will better our chances to fight against the dragon god pantheon and their followers.” 
 Brom kept his gaze to the side as he spoke, “I don’t want to scare children.” 
 Kavan nodded again. “That is why I wanted to bring it to your attention.” 
 Brom gave a small nod. “It has been so long since children ran and played on Moonvale’s streets. I miss their laughter and life. You know, many in town thought Zellee and Hynrik would have had children. It was a sad day when they severed their bond.” 
 The dragonkin let his arm drop to his side as he watched Brom’s expression shift to faraway memories. 

I think I’m losing him again, but that’s alright. He’s reliving a pleasant memory and I should keep it as light as possible.

 Brom stood a little taller and looked at Kavan, “I will instruct the xykks to stay hidden and away from town. You also have this power. If one wanders too close, you can instruct them to leave.” 
 Kavan bowed. “Thank you, Brom. I just thought you should know.” 
 The lich nodded and looked to the side again. “Thank you for bringing it to my attention. Moonvale must prosper for the future of Voldor.” 
 Kavan smiled. “You know, you don’t have to stay here all the time. You should come into town more often.” 
 Brom looked around at the bubbling cauldrons, “But, my work?” 
 Kavan gave the lich an understanding smile. “It will be here. We have a lot of time before we storm the higher and lower planes. How about you come into town from time to time so everyone knows you’re there.  
 “Kazko has told me he misses your stories. The mayor says the town isn’t the same without you wandering around the streets. Dura has been re-reading some of the town's history and wishes you were around to see if some of the stories are true. You’re an important part of the town and many would like to keep seeing you in and around town.” 
 Kavan watched as a genuine smile filled Brom’s dead features. 
 “I do tend to focus on my work at times. It would be rude if I denied the people of Moonvale my experienced and well-mannered presence.” 
 The lich blinked with innocent eyes. “I will make more of an effort to be around town.” 
 Kavan nodded and smiled. “That would be great. I will be sure to tell the council to expect to see more of you in town.” 
 Brom nodded. “That will be acceptable.” 
 “I do have to go. It will take me some time to walk back to Moonvale and I don’t want to be late for the meeting,” Kavan explained. 
 Brom nodded as his gaze sharpened. He made eye contact with Kavan, the two of them locked on each other. 
 “Thank you for coming, but remember, I require three khess pieces to continue your training. When you have those three pieces, you will have a choice on what I teach you next. I will reveal those choices when you have the pieces.” 
 Brom’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Come to me again without three pieces and I will be forced to make you stronger the hard way.” 
 Before Kavan had a chance to ask anything, Brom lifted a skeletal hand and made an arcane gesture. 
 A black and purple light swirled underneath’s Kavan’s boots. The dragonkin looked down with wide eyes before he fell into the swirling portal and vanished. It collapsed into itself and was gone as if it wasn’t there. 
 Brom smiled before turning back to a cauldron. Skeletal hands gently grabbed the metal rod and he began stirring again. Across the chamber, the xykk workers resumed moving eggs. The queen looked across the distance, her oval yellow gaze on the lich as he stirred. 
 Brom lifted his head and looked across the chamber to the xykk queen. A smile bloomed as he continued to stir. 
 “There will be children in Moonvale again,” the lich said with a grin before he looked back down on the bubbling cauldron, his arms continuing to stir and a light touching his long, dead heart.  





 Two 
 Gray skies covered the town of Moonvale. Locals tended to their shops as many new visitors partially filled the town center. A statue of an ancient hudenn stood over a flowing fountain, an open book in one hand and a dagger at his side with the other. The stone man looked up at the sky, as if he could see his destiny in the distance, ready to be claimed. 
 The sound of laughter and polite conversation touched the air. Adults mulled about with warm tea in their hands and pastries in others. Several goblin and troll children laughed and ran. A young naga with red scales along her snake half chased them. She had a wide grin as her lower body moved in a slithering motion as her upper body was upright and hands out. She chased the other children and their laughter echoed off the nearby buildings and shops. 
 By the fountain, a black and purple portal swirled into reality. Conversations slowed or stopped as heads turned their attention to the unusual portal. Children stopped in their tracks and looked over as the odd black and purple portal pulsed with deep magic. 
 A red dragonkin rose up from the portal on the floor. Kavan looked around with keen eyes as he rose to his full height and hovered a few inches over the horizontal gateway. The black and purple swirling collapsed on itself and Kavan’s boots touched the firm, stone floor. 
 The children present shouted and jumped for joy. Visiting parents watched with warm smiles as the small group of children rushed the dragonkin.  
 Kavan looked down and smiled as he was quickly surrounded. Wide eyes and chatter rose up like a pleasant cloud as little goblins, trolls, and a naga bounced, jumped and asked a barrage of questions. 
 “You’re real!” a little goblin girl shouted. 
 “Can I hold your spear?” a troll boy said as he jumped around. 
 “Can you breathe fire? My mom says you can because you’re a dragonkin,” another troll boy asked and explained at the same time. 
 “I want to go on adventures with you!” The little red-scaled naga beamed and hugged Kavan’s leg. 
 Kavan looked down at the bouncing little monsters and his smile, and heart, grew a little bigger. 
 “If everyone calms down for just a moment, I’ll answer your questions,” Kavan said kindly. 
 The bouncing stopped and the young monsters grew still with wide eyes and attentive ears. 
 “Yes, I’m real. Spears are not toys, but maybe when you’re older. Yes, I can breathe fire.” 
 Kavan turned his attention to the naga still hugging his leg, “Going on adventures is exciting and filled with wonder, but you need to prepare for the hard work and travelling. The best time to start is now, so you have to become strong and skilled. It requires a lot of training. If you start now, you might be ready in a few years to go on many adventures.” 
 The little naga nodded as she rubbed her cheek on the dragonkin’s thigh. “I’m already strong, but I will be stronger. I’ll train hard so I can be as great as you!” 
 Kavan gently touched her head, “I believe you will become greater than I ever will be.” 
 The little naga pulled her head back and looked up with stars in her eyes. 
 Parents moved closer and wrangled their children. Everyone was all smiles as pastries were promised from the new bakery. The little monsters began jumping and bouncing again in excitement. They all waved to the dragonkin and he waved to them. The parents guided the excited children onto West Street as the sky glowed with gray light. 
 Kavan stared at them as they walked along. An ache touched his heart. A brief memory of a little boy dropping his teddy bear at his feet and Kavan picking it up to give it to him again. It was a tiny moment in time, but it was enough to latch on to and never let go. The wonderment in his eyes flashed, despite Kavan’s scarred disfigurement when he was back on Earth.  
 Kavan looked to the side as his thoughts shifted to a darker shade. 

Sometimes, I forget my old name from Earth. I wonder, with time, will I forget it completely?

 Kavan lifted his head and pushed away the faint memories of his old life. He looked up to the gray sky. 

I didn’t expect Brom to portal me here. I still have some time to kill. Maybe I should walk around and say my hellos.

 Kavan nodded to himself as he made his way onto West Street. His boots made muted clicks as he walked on the cobblestone street. In the distance, he spied the magical neon blue sign of the Dragon’s Table. Past it, signs gently swung in the small breeze. The Blue Lantern, Devilish Delights Bakery, and the Shouting Troll stood with doors open to allow visitors to easily step in. 
 Kavan was about to make his way to the restaurants and bakery when he spotted Onka in front of her shop, Breeding Friends. The goblin didn’t notice him as she pulled out a triangular sign and placed it in front of her shop. 
 For a pinch of time, Kavan eyed the beautiful goblin. She had her purple-pinkish hair tied in a tight ponytail. She was wearing a brown jacket, black shirt, and brown leggings. She seemed smaller in the small distance, Kavan knowing her head only reached his chest, but despite her size, he knew she had a larger-than-life personality. Memories of the last four months played on, moving images of how they met and fell for each other. The goblin was not an ordinary one, her life a mirage to obfuscate the fact that she is a goddess hiding in plain sight. 
 The dragonkin continued to walk at an easy pace, drinking in Onka’s beauty and the tender moments they spent together. 
 Onka moved the sign slightly, making sure it was just far enough for everyone to see, but not be in their way. She took hold of it again, trying to shift it a little more when her ears perked up and her eyes widened a hair. The goblin turned and looked at the approaching dragonkin. She smiled as her heart melted. Not waiting for him to get any closer, she burst toward him and jumped with her arms and legs out. Kavan caught the flying goblin in his arms and spun her around. The two kissed as Kavan slowed his spinning. When they stopped, they pulled their lips from each other and gazed into each other’s eyes. 
 “I thought you would still be home, sleeping,” Kavan said with a playful tone. 
 “Sleeping? During Autumn? No way. This is my favorite time of the year. It’s when everything slowly dies or goes to sleep,” Onka grinned. 
 Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge, “Seems a little dark.” 
 Onka let out a loud laugh. “This is Voldor. Everything is a little dark.” 
 Kavan smiled as he put the goblin down. His slitted eyes turned and looked at Onka’s new sign. It read, “Breeding Friends now has pets! Come in and ask to see our selection!” 
 Onka put her green hands on hips and a wide smile across her features. “I’ve been communicating with a few other breeders from Loduss. I wanted it to be a surprise, but I didn’t expect you back so soon. I received my first batch of pet eggs. Now, instead of just livestock, my shop sells small pets. Moonvale has had a lot of visitors from Loduss and I knew they wouldn’t buy livestock, so I’m diversifying what I sell for a little extra coin.” 
 Kavan nodded. “Sounds like a great idea.” 
 Onka nodded as well. “We’ll see how it works out. Rumor has it that Moonvale is a destination town for autumn. The forests around here turn many beautiful colors. Hopefully it won’t rain too much. I love the rain, but it’s bad for tourism.” 
 The goblin looked up at Kavan, “How did it go with Brom?” 
 Kavan returned her gaze, “Good. Once I told him that children were visiting, he agreed to keep the xykks and undead far enough away from town.” 
 “That’s good. We don’t want to scare away the visitors.” 
 A small silence filled the space between them as they both looked at the new sign. 
 “I miss Zellee,” Kavan and Onka said at the same time. 
 The couple looked at each other and smiled.  
 “She’s probably settling in. I’m sure we will get a letter by raven soon,” Kavan said. 
 “I hope so. It will be nice to hear from her. It’s only been a week, but Moonvale doesn’t feel the same without her here,” Onka said in a low tone. 
 A darkness touched Kavan’s eyes. 
 “Considering what happened with the paladins a few weeks ago and Moonvale becoming its own kingdom, I just hope she’s safe. Loduss has not taken any action, not even a note of acceptance since Kogan sent them the declarations.” 
 “I assume you, the mayor, and town council have a lot to talk about,” Onka said with understanding eyes. 
 Kavan nodded. “We do.” 
 “You have Nava on your side, for whatever you want to do,” the goblin smiled. 
 Kavan looked down on Onka and smiled. “I think I have most of the town on my side. Do I not have your support?” 
 A wicked gleam filled Onka’s oval, yellow eyes. “Maybe, but you may have to work harder to keep it. I can’t just throw my allegiance and support to any lord. You have to wine and dine me before you force your laws and ideologies on me.” 
 The dragonkin chuckled. “Are we talking about lordship, or something else?” 
 Onka looked up with half-closed eyes, “I don’t know. What do you think?” 
 Kavan watched as the goblin slowly blinked and licked her lips in a seductive manner. 
 Heat bloomed between them in the cool, morning air. 
 “I have a meeting in an hour,” Kavan stated. 
 “Sounds like you have some time to kill. Come into my shop so I can show you my new pet eggs. The slimes are really cute. After that, I’m sure we can think of something to keep you busy until your meeting,” Onka smirked. 
 Kavan wanted to ask about the slime pets, but the words were caught in his throat as Onka grabbed his hand and pulled. He followed the goblin into her shop. Onka closed the door and put a hanging sign on the glass, saying she will be back in an hour.  
 The shades were pulled down on the inside of the shop as visitors walked along enjoying the first autumn morning. 
 *** 
 Hynrik stood off to the side, his long spider legs keeping his body suspended off the floor. The arachnix dipped his teabag in a steamy mug of hot water. His eyes glanced to the room and his cup as he stayed well out of the way of everyone else as they spread out scrolls and written parchments. 
 Mayor Sunaxe stood at the end of a long table, his big green hands on it and his eyes scanning each document before him. Shegga sat in the middle of the long, wide table, surrounded by many open scrolls. The small kobold swiveled her head to drink in each one around her. 
 Priest Quickmoon was sitting in a chair with a large tome in his hands. The fae’s eyes moved from left to right, absorbing kingdom laws. He licked a finger and turned a page, silently continuing to understand every line of disputed law between kingdoms. 
 Hynrik lifted his cup of tea and took a sip, his gaze falling on the siren at the other end of the table. 
  Nava simply sat, her gaze at the large windows on the same side she was sitting. She spied the familiar buildings that were part of the town center. She glimpsed the top of the statue of Samuel Truewind. Thoughts fluttered along her mind and a small, sick feeling filled her stomach. The siren briefly glanced to a door at the side of the room before turning her gaze back to the window. The sickening feeling in her stomach grew deeper, resisting the urge to find Kavan and speak to him before the meeting. 
 A door from downstairs opened and closed. 
 Mayor Kogan stood up and fixed the collar to his regal robe. Green hands smoothed the fabric over his belly and a practiced smile glowed. Shegga began gathering the parchments around her into her thin arms. The kobold slid to the edge of the table and put the parchments down. She then slid off and into a high seat and checked her clothes for wrinkles. 
 Hynrik’s spider legs moved with delicate grace as he moved over to a spot along the table devoid of chairs. Legs remained steady as he drank his tea. 
 Priest Quickmoon closed the thick book and placed it on the table before him. He fixed his collar and sat up straighter. 
 Nava sat up in her chair and looked over to the staircase with wide eyes. 
 A shadow moved along the wall with the stairs. The chamber grew quiet as Kavan made his way up onto the second floor. The dragonkin smiled as he looked at everyone gathered along the thick, sturdy table. 
 “Lord Cynder!” the mayor shouted with gleeful enthusiasm. 
 Heads nodded in agreement as Kavan stepped in. He nodded to everyone in turn, before his gaze fell on Nava’s wide eyes. 

Nava looks like she wants to tell me something, but can’t.

 Kavan gave the siren a reassuring smile as he approached the table. 
 The Council Chamber was in a building next to the mayor’s office. It was a simple, three-story, stone and wood building. It had only one, large window and it overlooked the center of town. Tapestries and paintings hung on the wood walls. The entire chamber was polished to the point it shined. The large, rectangular table took up the middle, with a thinner table to one wall. The smaller table was filled with a steaming kettle, many cups and some of the cups were filled with a variety of teas. A large tapestry hung against the wall behind the mayor, a scene immortalized with many different creatures in white robes, discussing things in court. A set of doors stood to the right, Kavan knowing those rooms were for discreet conversations and sensitive business. 
 “Good to see everyone,” Kavan said as he walked to the table, pulled out a seat by Nava and sat down. 
 Nava reached over and placed her hand on Kavan’s hand, giving it a light squeeze. Kavan squeezed it back before turning his attention to the table. 
 Hynrik’s’ face was a blank mask. Shegga gave the dragonkin a simple smile and attentive eyes. Priest Quickmoon nodded to the dragonkin. Mayor Sunaxe remained standing with a wide smile. 
 “Council meeting is now in session,” Mayor Sunaxe projected before sitting down. 
 Kavan watched as everyone made themselves comfortable in their seats. 

I wonder how long will this take? If I knew being a lord meant sitting in meetings, I might have declined. 

 “We have many things to discuss, but we should handle some of the urgent points first,” the mayor said before his gaze fell on Kavan. “Tell us, Lord Cynder, how did it go with Brom?” 
 All eyes and ears turned in Kavan’s direction. 
 Kavan nodded. “Good. Brom agreed to keep the xykks and undead away from the town. At first, he didn’t seem to care, until I mentioned that children were now visiting with their parents here in Moonvale.” 
 Shegga smiled. “Old Brom always had a soft spot for young ones.” 
 “Am I the only one who finds it strange that the town lich has control of our forces?” Hynrik said as he continued to dip his tea bag. 
 Kavan looked at the arachnix, “Brom has repeated his claim that I too have control over them, and anyone I choose to give that ability.” 
 “Have you tested it?” Hynrik said simply. 
 Kavan kept his gaze on the arachnix. “I haven’t, yet.” 
 Hynrik shook his head. “This is a sad state of affairs. I’m only saying this because we’re all thinking it, Loduss could march an army down here at any time to retake our town and territory. We agreed to make you Lord of Moonvale, but we do have to think about our future.” 
 “Easy Hynrik. That is why we are here, to discuss the future of Moonvale and its people,” the mayor said with an even tone. 
 Hynrik nodded to Kavan. “My apologies. I meant no rudeness. Moonvale has declared its independence, but we have little power in protecting that independence. Our military is the undead and xykks. Not exactly a golden army to protect ourselves and our interests.” 
 “We work with the hand we are dealt,” Priest Raine smiled. 
 “Which brings us to our next bit of business, Kavan Cynder’s Lordship and what it means for the near and far future. I will admit, the decision was made under duress, but it was a decision we all backed. Enough time has elapsed so the idea has become comfortable to everyone in town, but now, we have to work out the finer details before we enter winter. I don’t have to tell everyone here how difficult the winters are and we need to be sure we have many stored crops and meat to last,” the mayor said as he sat back in his chair. 
 Shegga spoke up, “Winter is too difficult to travel for most. I foresee little to no visitors during those months. It may give us a chance to begin projects and ready them for spring, after the first thaw.” 
 Kogan nodded as he laced his fingers on his belly. “Everyone will do their part to help us through winter. For now, let’s focus on the here and now.” 
 The older orc with a thin white beard looked across the table to the dragonkin. A seriousness touched his eyes before he began speaking. 
 “Kavan, as lord of Moonvale, you are the leader and symbol of our town and surrounding territories. We, as the town council, will not only handle many aspects of keeping our town well-stocked and happy, but we have also become your advisors. Our duties as advisors means everyone at this table works together for the common good.  
 “Kavan, your role as Lord will be filled with diplomacy and leadership of our forces, if the time ever comes. Aside from that, you can continue as town magistrate and farm owner. Our town and population are not big enough to warrant you sitting on a throne or chair.” 
 Raine spoke up, “But, we should repair the lordship’s tower on North Street.” 
 “The old, decrepit tower half a block up North Street?” Kavan asked the table. 
 The dragonkin had seen the three story tower many times, but didn’t know what it was used for. The windows and doors were boarded up and when he did some night patrols, he caught sight of crawlers sneaking in and out of it. 
 Everyone’s head nodded in response. 
 Mayor Sunaxe spoke up, “We have many projects in the works right now. There are a team of goblin builders staying in town to help complete the Museum. Tezzi has been instrumental in organizing the work. She has also had regular shipments coming into town of artifacts and has been storing them in her home until the museum is finished. With any luck, the museum will be ready to open in a few weeks.” 
 Shegga nodded. “We can divert gold to the builders and extend their contract. They can most likely have the tower repaired quickly, after they finish the museum.” 
 “Or, I could spend some time fixing it up,” Kavan smirked. 
 Everyone looked at the dragonkin. 
 “Not afraid to get your hands dirty? Here I thought the role of power would have gone to your head and you would have started barking orders,” Hynrik chuckled. 
 Mayor Sunaxe smiled. “Obviously, it is your choice, but as lord, you shouldn’t be burdened with such things.” 
 Kavan kept his smirk. “It’s fine. I have to spend a few days getting the farm ready for autumn crops, but it can run by itself as I work on the tower, if it is that important.” 
 Kogan nodded. “It is indeed important. We must, even in appearance, be ready to lead our lands. The town population has grown over the last two weeks. The goblin builders are staying at the Blue Lantern, but we have a few newcomers who have fallen in love with Moonvale and have made it their home. 
 “We can discuss it, but lastly, we must still address one thing about your lordship.” 
 The room grew quiet. Kavan felt the concerned edge among everyone present as they looked at him. Kavan turned his gaze to Nava and she simply blinked.  
 Kavan turned his attention to everyone else again. “I sense a hesitation. It’s okay, we’re all friends here. Tell me, what does being a lord require in our new kingdom?” 
 The mayor smiled and nodded. “A true lord must have a lady, or partner, at their side. It shows unity and places a trust in another, should you be called away.” 
 Kavan’s slitted eyes widened a hair. The dragon parted his lips to say something, but no words came out. He closed his short snout and looked away, the implications clawing deeper into him. 

I have to marry someone?!

 A fatherly glow touched the mayor’s dark eyes. “It is something that must be addressed, but doesn’t need to happen for some time. It is a big thing to ask, but necessary. As a lord, you may have as many partners and lovers at your side as you desire, but one must be your true Lady. They will also be responsible for the town and territories, becoming a symbol of our foundation and strength.” 
 Kavan nodded. “How long do I have before I decide?” 
 The mayor nodded. “Your choice should be before winter. It will bring a needed positive spirit to the residents and the town as a whole, before we enter winter. As you may or may not know, there are no official celebrations during autumn because we spend a lot of time preparing for the cold months. It is backbreaking work, ensuring every home and storeroom is well stocked.” 
 “It looks like you need to be bonded to someone within the next two months,” Hynrik smirked before sipping on his tea.     
 Priest Raine leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on the table. He laced his fingers before his chin as he spoke up. 
 “As lord, it is always your choice to choose who you wish to have at your side, but we should speak a little more on it. As your spiritual council, a lord should have a lady who shares his beliefs and can take a leadership role.  
 “It pains me to say this, but I believe Onka is not the best choice to rule at your side.” 
 Kavan watched as the fae looked at him when he said it. The unspoken knowledge crossed between them, knowing full well that having Onka in the public eye could draw more attention to her true self. 
 The dragonkin felt Nava touch his hand again and give it a squeeze. He turned his head and looked at her as she gave him a small, sad smile. 
 “I must agree,” the siren said in a low tone. 
 “As do I,” Shegga nodded. 
 “I must concur,” Kogan said. 
 Hynrik glanced around the table as he put his cup down. His gaze was sharp as he looked at everyone present. When he turned his attention to Kavan, he saw that the dragonkin showed no emotion. 
 “I’m surprised,” Hynrik said as he lifted his body up a little higher. “Was I the only one who thought Onka was the perfect choice to be at his side? The two of them clearly love each other and she has a strength of her own.” 
 “It is my choice who I choose,” Kavan said, trying to draw away Hynrik’s suspicions. 

Everyone here knows Onka is the goddess Hexnia, except for Hynrik. We can’t have this knowledge made public, especially with so many visitors in town. If it is discovered, Moonvale may not make it to winter.

 Hynrik looked down on Kavan for a long moment before looking at everyone at the table. He crossed his arms as he stood tall. 
 “I know our town has its secrets, but this surprises me. Everyone here is sharing the same secret, except me. I cannot help but feel I was excluded. Know this, if we are to work together as council and royal advisors to our new Lord of Moonvale, we must all share the knowledge.  
 “I will not press the matter further, but I want everyone here to know, I will not support Kavan’s Lordship if I am not a well-informed and accepted member of the council and advisors. I side-stepped my own ambitions for this town. I will not be used as a puppet for whatever secrets the rest of you share.” 
 Kogan nodded. “We understand your complaint. It will be addressed, but not at this time. We have many different things to discuss.” 
 The older orc leaned forward and spoke to everyone gathered, “Lord Cynder will decide who will rule at his side on his own time, but for now, it pleases me to bring some positive news. 
 “Word of our town has reached farther than just Loduss. It has brought the attention of a wealthy and powerful person. They have already purchased a home on East Street and have been with us a few days. They wished to remain hidden until this meeting, so they may introduce themselves formally. They wish to spend part of their wealth to help bring Moonvale further into glory. They will invest in future projects to make Moonvale a truly impressive kingdom.” 
 The mayor turned his attention to a door along the side of the room. “Please come in!” Mayor Sunaxe said with excited flair. 
 Everyone turned to the side door.  
 Kavan turned his chair and looked at the door as it slowly opened. He had no idea who was on the other side and looked on with curious eyes. 
 The door opened and a leather clad shadow elf stepped out. Long white hair was pulled back into a ponytail. Tattooed runes covered her face and ran down her exposed neck. Red eyes scanned the room before they centered on Kavan’s shocked eyes. 
 “Uriko!” Kavan said as he stood up. 
 Memories crashed into him as he remembered the tattooed shadow elf working side by side with Grukk Bloodspit, leader of the Tusk Clan. She escaped when the battle turned and Kavan slew Grukk in battle. 
 The shadow elf gave him an evil smile. 
 “You remember me,” the shadow elf said snidely as her hand grabbed at a dagger from her belt, drew it and threw it at the shocked dragonkin. 





 Three 
 Kavan was already moving as the dagger spun through the air. The dragonkin’s slitted gaze remained on the shadow elf as the dagger shot past him and stabbed into the table at an angle. 
 Uriko stayed her ground as Kavan advanced.  
 The dragonkin’s eyes narrowed as one hand reached behind and took hold of his half-spear. His stats appeared in the corner of his gaze as he took two long strides toward the tattooed shadow elf. 

Kavan Cynder

 Species: Dragonkin  
 Health: Normal 
 Mana: 21 
 Gold: 810 
   

Attributes

 Strength: 6 
 Intelligence: 4 
 Dexterity: 5 
 Constitution: 8 
 Willpower: 6 
   

Natural Abilities

 Claws 
 Regeneration 
 Dragon Scale Armor 
 Fire Spit  
   

Spheres

 Fire: 5 
 Body: 6 
 Life: 4 
 Dark: 1 
 Decay: 1 
   

Skills

 Combat: 8 
   
 The mayor and Shegga leapt away from the table and slid between the advancing dragonkin and the smirking shadow elf. Orc and kobold put their arms out and looked at Kavan with wide eyes. 
 Kavan halted his advance as he stood before the orc and kobold, his gaze still firmly on Uriko about ten feet past them. 
 “Stop this!” Kogan boomed before turning his head and looking over his shoulder to the shadow elf. “This isn’t what we agreed upon!” 
 Shegga looked up to Kavan with wide eyes. “She wasn’t supposed to do that. She agreed to come out with her mistress,” Shegga explained. 
 Kavan kept one hand on his spear behind him. Shoulders relaxed a little as he stood tall and kept his firm gaze on the shadow elf. A webbed hand touched Kavan’s lower back. He turned his gaze to see Nava’s sad eyes. 
 “I wasn’t told she was here until I arrived for the meeting,” Nava said in a small voice. 
 Kavan glanced around to everyone around him and then looked at Uriko. 
 “I’m ready for an explanation,” Kavan stated as he kept his senses alert. 
 The mayor turned his gaze back to Kavan with worried eyes. “Shegga is correct. Uriko and her mistress were supposed to step out together and explain why they were here. We didn’t know the shadow elf would pull something like this.” 
 Uriko crossed her arms against her stomach. “I wanted you to know that if I wanted to hit you, I could. You see the dagger in the table? I was aiming for the table.” 
 Kavan growled as he stared daggers at the shadow elf. “I still don’t know why a feral shadow elf is here in Moonvale?” 
 “Perhaps I can explain,” came a warm voice from the open doorway. 
 A woman in an elegant, black robe with blue runes stitched into it, swept in like a dancer onto a stage. Her mere presence sucked all the air out of the room and replaced it with dreamy brilliance and dripping beauty. 
 Kavan was stunned as the woman stepped to Uriko’s side. He couldn’t stop staring at the woman’s alabaster beauty. Pointed ears graced the sides of her head as long, luscious black hair framed her perfect features. Her eyes glowed with deep green radiance. Her features were perfectly portioned to her face, bordering on mystical symmetry. Her long eyelashes moved like delicate fans, fanning her deep pools of emerald-colored eyes. The robe adhered perfectly to her form. Instead of the robe hiding her curves and lines, it accentuated them. The strange woman stood with elegance and regal flair as her smile disarmed the entire room. 
 Kavan found himself letting go of his spear as he was caught in the woman’s beauty. When transparent wings stabbed up from her back and fluttered, Kavan’s heart cooled. He watched the woman fold them back and looked directly into his eyes with a soothing gleam. 

She’s a fae.

 “I must apologize for my colleague. We thought it would make the introduction unforgettable if Uriko came out first,” the woman smiled. 
 Kavan glanced at the tattooed shadow elf before turning his gaze back to the beautiful fae. “There are less obvious ways to make an impression.” 
 The fae woman nodded. “I agree, but you must admit, this did make an impression.” 
 The mayor and Shegga lowered their arms and stepped to the side. Nava stayed to the side and behind Kavan. Hynrik poured himself some more tea and Priest Raine stayed by his seat. 
 The fae stepped closer to the dragonkin and bowed at the hip. “My apologies for taking the jest much too far.” 
 The woman stood up and Kavan could barely blink, not wanting to miss a moment of her beauty. 
 “My name is Lilah Honeydream. Uriko and I are the newest residents here in Moonvale. Pleased to meet you, Lord Cynder.” 
 Kavan found himself bowing slightly, but never taking his gaze off the fae and shadow elf. 
 “You must pardon me for not being completely relaxed around a shadow elf that tried to kill me and my friends,” Kavan said flatly. 
 “Completely understandable,” Lilah said with a knowing warmth. “To help set your mind at ease, you were never in any real danger, at least from Uriko. She was acting under my directive to infiltrate any feral clans in the area and break their influence. You see, I have been long interested with life on the edge of civilization and had long thought about moving here to get away from it all.” 
 The mayor smiled at Kavan, “Lady Honeydream is a wealthy business owner from the Merchant Kingdoms, close to the Spire Cities. She had heard about Moonvale and wishes to invest in our town.” 
 Lilah nodded. “It’s a personal hobby of mine, finding places and investing in them so that they can reach their full potential. I had heard about Moonvale months ago and discovered your little town may have plenty of opportunity to grow. 
 “There were, of course, the threat of ferals in the area. The Tusk Clan was the largest, so I sent my dear Uriko to infiltrate them to learn more. When the leader of the Tusk Clan wished to exact his revenge on the dragonkin who slew some of their family, it turned into a perfect storm. Uriko helped convince Grukk to lay a trap and well, you know the rest.” 
 Lilah stepped a little closer and looked at the dragonkin. Her gaze touched his strong, scaled neck and moved up, drinking in his features and then looking at his horns. 
 “I must admit, I was intrigued at the many mentions of dragonkin this far out on the edge. Your people never come out this far, unless they are hunting for something. I do have to admit, the rumors never mention your powerful and handsome features,” the fae said with a seductive edge. 
 Nava stepped to Kavan’s side and took his hand into hers. The siren stared up at the fae with firm eyes. 
 Lilah gave the siren a sensual smile before taking a step back. 
 “I do hope we can put this practical joke behind us and work together to help Moonvale reach its full potential,” Lilah stated with warm flair. 
 The mayor stepped closer to Kavan. “Lady Honeydream is a boon for our town. With her help and the added tourism, Moonvale will grow into a proper kingdom,” Kogan said in a low tone. 
 Kavan stared at the fae and shadow elf behind her. Suspicious thoughts crawled along his mind and heart as he eyed the two new residents. Memories flashed of the fight by the ruins, Uriko unleashing arrows meant to kill him, so he thought. It had all become a blur of fighting, fire, and blood. When it was over, most of the Tusk Clan’s warriors were dead and Uriko long gone. The oddness of the moment began to dull and Kavan took a relaxed stance. 
 The dragonkin looked at the mayor with cool eyes. “If we are going to make this all work, let’s not have any more surprises. This goes for everyone, including myself.” 
 Kogan nodded. “Agreed, no more surprises or practical jokes,” the older orc said as he looked past Lilah to Uriko. 
 Shegga and Nava both joined the mayor in looking at the shadow elf. 
 Uriko smirked before bowing her head to Kavan. “No more surprises.” 
 The dark-haired fae smiled. “Well, that was certainly exciting. Lord Cynder, I will work closely with you and your advisors for the foreseeable future. My new home is on East Street, not too far from Style Orbs. Please stop by at any time for discussions or tea.  
 “I do promise that myself and Uriko will be model residents of Moonvale. Mayor Sunaxe has agreed to let those who were at your side during the battle with the ferals, know that Uriko is a friend to the town and its people. She will not do anything to provoke or challenge the status quo. You have my word.” 
 Kavan gave a slow nod. “I will hold you to that. It may take some time for some residents to get used to a shadow elf who ran with ferals, but the residents are tough. They will welcome you both, with time.” 
 Lilah’s smile brightened. “Excellent. I’m sure we will be seeing more of each other. Now that introductions have been made, Uriko and I will no longer keep you. I’m sure we are all busy with our duties. We will take our leave.” 
 The fae bowed to Kavan, as did Uriko. The shadow elf moved to the table and pulled her dagger from it. She sheathed it in one smooth move before moving to Lilah’s side. The dragonkin and the town council watched as the fae and shadow elf made their way to the stairs and began their descent. When they were no longer in view and the front door closed shut, a certain calm flowed through the chamber. 
 “Kavan, I must apologize again,” the mayor bowed his head. 
 Kavan looked at the older orc and smiled. “It’s okay. Uriko decided to break what was agreed upon. I don’t hold anyone here responsible for her actions.” 
 Hynrik lifted his steaming cup of tea to his lips as he talked, “You must admit, it was an unforgettable introduction.” 
 The mayor ignored Hynrik as he spoke to Kavan, “Lady Honeydream will help change everything. Her presence alone will invite others to Moonvale. Besides her and Uriko, we have several new residents already. There is plenty of room in town for more. Oaks, Durzol, and Glem have been given new commissions to help repair old buildings and replace broken windows. Once the museum is finished, they will focus on improving the town as a whole.” 
 Kavan noticed the excited gleam in Kogan’s eyes as he talked. The older orc was truly excited at the many prospects for the town. It had been a remarkable difference since they first met, Moonvale a decaying and depressing town on the edge of nowhere. Now, it was becoming its own kingdom and the dragonkin felt a similar excitement as he knew he would be protecting and leading them into the future. 
 “Should we continue with our meeting? I have crops to plant,” Hynrik said with a bored tone. 
 Heads nodded in agreement before everyone sat at the long table again. 
 Kavan sat down and Nava sat down in a chair beside him. She reached over and touched his hand again. The dragonkin took her hand into his as Mayor Sunaxe began discussing the next topic on their agenda. 
 *** 
 Gray skies thinned and the afternoon sun touched the town of Moonvale. Birds fluttered and sang their melodic chirps on the high walls surrounding the town. The sun sank lower to the west, the day nearly over. 
 Bodies stepped out from the council chambers and into the town center. Kavan glanced up at the warm sunlight touching the tops of buildings. A small relief touched his shoulders and a small exhale drifted from his lips, the long meeting finally over. 
 Hynrik said his goodbyes as he stepped away with long spider legs. Shegga bid her farewells as she made her way down to South Street. Priest Raine bowed to Kavan, Nava, and the mayor before making his way up North Street. Mayor Sunaxe clasped Kavan’s forearm before saying his goodbyes and making his way to his office. 
 After everyone had parted, only the dragonkin and siren remained. 
 Kavan’s mind spun with the different projects for the town and surrounding areas. The meeting went longer than expected, covering many details and trying to work out a schedule for the many projects to complete before winter. The dragonkin found it difficult to think how they were going to do everything in two months, but many at the table agreed it could be done, if everyone pulled their weight. It wasn’t simply on Durzol, Oaks, and Glem’s shoulders to make the repairs. Mayor Sunaxe said he would talk to the goblins working on the museum and extend their contracts to help with town improvements. Kogan seemed confident that the goblins would be more than happy to stay for the extra gold. 
 The main portions of the meeting began to fade to the back of Kavan’s mind as he thought about the need to have a lady at his side to properly lead Moonvale.  

I have to bond with someone and take them as my wife. You think that would be an easy choice.


“Such arrangements have been made all through human history. It’s safe to assume they follow the same traditions here on Voldor. Whoever you pick, has to be a strong leader to help keep the town unified,” Viz added.

 Kavan nodded before an image of a tattooed shadow elf and a beautiful fae entered his mind. 

I feel Lilah and Uriko may be some trouble. Lilah seems a little eccentric and able to get away with much because of her wealth. Uriko, on the other hand, seems like a hired thug. She may have the grace and skill of an archer, but she gave off a vibe that she had an ax to grind.


“Shadow elves, much like all elves and hudenns, were also driven mad by the celestial war. Her presence indicates that some shadow elves may have survived the event and managed to live on,” Viz said.


How long do elves and shadow elves live?


Viz gave an incorporeal nod. “All elves can live about eight hundred to a thousand years. It’s safe to assume, Uriko was not here when the Celestial War happened and may be a descendant. The tattoos covering her body may be protecting her from the divine madness. It’s the only obvious explanation.”


She will be around town. Maybe with time, she will reveal it to us. For now, I’ll play nice as long as she plays nice.

 A webbed hand touched Kavan’s hand. The dragonkin blinked and looked down on Nava looking up at him. 
 “You seemed far away,” the siren said softly. 
 The dragonkin gave a simple nod. “I’m sorry. There is a lot on my mind. Repairing and improving the town seems like a mountain of work. I hope we can do it before winter.” 
 Nava continued to look up at Kavan for a long moment before looking away. “I’m sorry I couldn’t warn you earlier about Uriko. Lilah convinced everyone that it would be a fun way to break the ice. We had no idea Uriko would come out first and throw a dagger.” 
 Kavan looked down on the sad siren. The genuine tone in her voice spoke volumes. He lifted his hand and touched her chin, turning her face up so they could see each other’s eyes. 
 “It’s okay. It happened and we’ll move on. I think Uriko wanted to show her skill and independence. The battle at the ruins was a little tough, and she didn’t make it any easier. I’m more concerned with how Lorta and Uriko will be around each other, since Lorta did break her arm.” 
 Nava nodded as she looked away again. “Lorta has been quiet lately. I don’t see her much and others have told me she’s been working on her farm.” 
 “It may be because it’s the first of autumn. We’ll have to pay her a visit soon,” Kavan said. 
 Nava turned away from Kavan and began walking. The dragonkin moved to her side and walked with her. The pair made their way onto South Street as the sun sank lower in the sky. 
 “It’s going to be a clear evening, perfect for the Blood Moon,” the siren mentioned. 
 Kavan was silent, unsure what she meant. 

Viz spoke up in Kavan’s mind, “The seasons and celestial events follow closely with the MMO rules and the real Voldor. Autumn is a time for great change. Voldor actually has two moons, but one of them has such a slow orbit, it arrives in this hemisphere once a season. It always appears here during autumn and can be seen day and night as it crosses the sky.”


I take it that it’s red in color.


Viz gave an incorporeal nod. “It is a dim crimson and is a celestial sign of the coming winter.”

 “It will be nice to see it,” Kavan said. 
 Nava nodded and looked away. “I will understand if I’m not chosen to be at your side.” 
 Kavan looked down on the siren. “I don’t know who I will choose to become Lady of Moonvale. I had no idea this would happen and I need a lot of time to think about it.” 
 “I understand how sudden this was, but as a general for your armies, I don’t think it would be a good fit. Don’t misunderstand, I’m falling deeper in love with you every day, but to be a lady at your side, requires not just strength, but a certain elegance. At least, that’s what I’ve read of the practice.” 
 Kavan smirked. “Speaking of our armies, we only have a small force. I did grant you control of them as well. I don’t know if there is a ceremony, but Brom made it sound like I can simply choose who can lead them, aside from myself. We will have to discuss the future, once the territory guard towers have been repaired.” 
 Kavan glanced down at the siren and put his arm around her shoulders. Nava leaned into his arm and looked up as they walked along the cobblestone street. 
 “But I think we should focus on tonight. I think me, you, Onka, and the taurs should welcome the blood moon on the first night of autumn.” 
 Nava’s sad expression slid into timid happiness. “That sounds wonderful. The nights will get cooler and we should enjoy it before it’s too cold.” 
 “Some spirits may help warm us up?” Kavan grinned. 
 “Or being close,” the siren said with a seductive edge. 
  Dragonkin and siren held each other, side by side as they walked. Nava leaned her head against his ribs as Kavan’s strong arm was around her shoulders. The couple enjoyed the closeness as they exited out the South Gate and onto the dirt road, Woodhaven Farm in the small distance. 
 The very landscape began to change with the new season. Varied colors of orange and reds blended with the surrounding green forests. Much like when Kavan travelled to Brom’s dungeon, it created a tapestry of color, giving the entire area a different feel along the senses. 
 The swath of destroyed trees remained to a small degree along the dirt road to the beach. When the deep one attacked, it crashed through the trees on either side of the road between the farm and the beach. Days after the battle, it took some time to clear the road and pile broken wood along the sides of it. What Oaks didn’t take for his shop, the rest of the wood was there for firewood. After weeks, it dwindled down to a few large heaps of broken timber. 
 Saplings had already begun to grow in the places of destruction, the forests reclaiming the land. They grew quickly in the summer sun and Kavan wondered if they would be strong enough to last through the winter. 
 Kavan’s mind wandered as they approached the front gate to the farm. He noticed the deep concern the whole town had for winter. Some of the residents and Onka told him of how hard the winters were and the few times they nearly ran out of supplies. Snow was heavy every year and the roads were often too treacherous to travel. Everything stopped during winter and all anyone in Moonvale could do was hunker down, wait it out, and dream of spring.   
 The gate opened. Dragonkin and siren stepped in to see Abby walking along with sacks in her arms. The taur could barely see over what she was carrying. A faint smile appeared along the taur’s mouth before she jostled the sacks and her lower face was covered again. 
 “Hi master!” Abby shouted over the full sacks in her arms. 
 Kavan glanced around, seeing Myn and Belle by the barn entrance with forlorn gazes. Another glance to the front of the house showed Onka standing by the front door and holding it open. The goblin was smiling as Abby nearly stumbled to the front steps and onto the porch. 
 Kavan rushed to the taur’s side and lifted up a heavy sack, revealing Abby’s bright eyes and smile. 
 “Thank you, master. I still have a few things to bring in,” the taur said and her hooved feet clomped on the wood porch and into the house. 
 Onka looked at Kavan holding a heavy sack and grinned. “She’s moving her stuff in, just like you agreed to.” 
 Kavan looked at the sack in his hand. “I said she could stay in the farmhouse sometimes. It looks like she’s moving her entire bedroom inside.” 
 Onka nodded. “It looks that way.” 
 “This isn’t what I agreed to,” Kavan said as he lifted a boney eye ridge. 
 Onka hid her mouth with her hand as she smiled wider. “I think what you said and what she heard are two different things.” 
 Nava approached Myn and Belle. Myn sniffled as she looked at the farmhouse. A second later, she hugged Belle and the rubenesque taur hugged her back. 
 “Are you both okay?” Nava asked the taurs. 
 “No. Abby is leaving us,” Myn sobbed as Belle stroked her hair. 
 “She’s just in the house,” Nava said, trying to be diplomatic. 
 Myn shook her head. “It’s not the same!” the thin taur sobbed louder. 
 Kavan saw and heard the exchange between Nava and the taurs before his brow hardened.  
 “I have to clear this up. I said she can stay at the farmhouse sometimes, not move in permanently,” the dragonkin said before turning and taking a step toward the front door. 
 Onka stepped in front of him and held up a green hand. Kavan stopped in his tracks and looked down at the beautiful goblin. 
 “It’s going to break her heart on her first night here. Why don’t we wait until tomorrow and let her have this,” Onka stated. 
 Kavan looked down on Onka for a moment before shaking his head. “If I don’t make it clear, it won’t be long before Myn and Belle want to move in.” 
 Myn sobbed louder in the small distance. 
 Kavan glanced to the side and a snarl dripped from his short maw. “You see! Myn is doing the exact same thing Abby is doing because she thinks it will work. How long before all three taurs are inside?” 
 Onka stepped closer to the dragonkin. She lifted her hands and fixed his shirt as she spoke, “Is that so bad? Let Abby have this and then we can talk to her about it tomorrow. I promise.” 
 Kavan eyed the beautiful goblin, “You promise we both will talk to her tomorrow? It won’t be just me talking to her while you run off with some excuse?” 
 Onka let out a happy giggle. “I promise, we will talk to her tomorrow, together.” 
 Kavan’s eyes softened as Onka seemed genuine. 
 Nava stepped onto the porch and moved to Onka’s side. “Tonight’s the beginning of the Blood Moon. Kavan and I talked and thought it would be great to be outside and watch it rise from the horizon.” 
 Onka’s eyes brightened. “That sounds like a wonderful idea. I’ll start getting some drinks together.” 
 “I’ll get a blanket for us to lay on,” Nava added. 
 “Can we see it too?” Myn shouted from the barn door. 
 “Of course!” Onka shouted back. 
 Myn and Belle started jumping in place before rushing into the barn, Kavan assuming to gather things for the event. 
 Onka curled her arm around Nava’s arm. Goblin and siren stepped into the house, the two of them discussing which drinks would be the best to keep them warm and enjoy the spectacle. 
 Kavan remained on the porch with Abby’s sack in his hand. He lifted it up and looked at it before letting his arm drop to his side and looking into his home. 
 “When did I lose control of my life?” Kavan asked no one before stepping into the home with the sack in hand. 
 *** 
 The last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon. A cold chill swamped the lands as the last beam of sunlight died. Stars twinkled into existence across the celestial abyss.  
 On the grass, a large blanket was laid out. Figures all sat or laid upon it. Wood mugs filled hands as a bottle of hardy spirits was poured into each one. Belle, Myn, and Abby looked at their cups, not having had spirits in a long time. Onka poured into the taur’s cups with a wicked gleam in her eyes and a sinister smirk stabbing into her cheek. 
 Nava sat close to Kavan, siren and dragonkin watching the goblin pour into the cups. Nava snuggled close to Kavan’s arm as she pulled up a blanket over their legs. Several small blankets laid on the large blanket, ready to keep everyone warm for the first evening of autumn. 
 Kavan watched as the taurs lifted the mugs to their noses and gave it a quick sniff. 
 “I know spirits can spoil the milk. Tomorrow morning, be sure to dump what you collect. All three of you should be fine for the day after tomorrow,” Kavan instructed the taurs. 
 Abby, Myn, and Belle nodded before they lifted their mugs to their lips and drank deeply. 
 Onka poured into three more mugs. When they were full, she lifted each one in turn and handed them over to the dragonkin and siren. The goblin picked up her mug. All three gave a silent toast before taking a deep, long sip. 
 “Mmmmmm, this tastes so good!” Abby grinned. 
 Myn scowled. “You’re just excited you get to sleep in the house.” 
 Abby sat back with a smarmy look in her eyes. “When you become a leader, maybe you will be able to live in the house too.” 
 Myn’s scowl sharpened. 
 “Abby, stop that,” Kavan said sternly. 
 Abby’s demeanor completely changed as she bowed her head. “I’m sorry, master. I didn’t mean to be rude, but it’s true, Myn must earn her way into the home.” 
 “I’ll be a better leader than you!” Myn growled. 
 “You can try,” Abby said with an obnoxious grin. 
 “Abby!” Kavan said with an edge. 
 Onka moved to the dragonkin’s other side, sat down, and leaned on his arm, drink in hand. “No, don’t stop them. I want to see where this goes.” 
 “Me too,” Nava grinned and took a sip of her drink. 
 Belle guzzled down her drink. When she finally came up for air, her eyes took on a happy, distant stare. 
 “Spirits are wonderful,” the large taur said and burped. 
 Myn and Abby continued to drink and stare at each other in barely veiled annoyance. 
 Kavan couldn’t stop his grin as he watched them. It wasn’t so much the two of them fighting or that Onka and Nava were enjoying the show, it was about the whole moment. His family on this world was gathered on a blanket under the stars. A sliver of regret crawled along his heart, wishing Zellee and Lorta were here to enjoy it with them. His thoughts drifted to the troll and arachnix. Lorta had been busy on her farm and Zellee was living the fashion life in Loduss. He couldn’t deny missing them, but looked forward to seeing them both again in the near future.  
 Nava grinned as Abby and Myn stared daggers at each other as they sipped on their drinks. A glow touched the sky and the siren looked up. 
 “The moon is rising,” the siren whispered. 
 All eyes turned upwards to see the normal, yellow-white moon began to rise. It was full and began rising up from the horizon. 
 Kavan blinked as he looked at the moon. “When does the blood moon rise?” 
 Onka leaned a little more against Kavan’s arm. She snuggled close as she pulled a blanket over her legs and waist. 
 “It will arrive soon. We won’t see all of it, because it takes two months for it to cross the sky. 
 Kavan put down his cup and wrapped each arm around Onka and Nava. The two women snuggled to him as they all looked up to the starry sky. 
 Belle weaved on the blanket before falling onto her back and staring at the sky. Abby and Myn seemed to come to a silent truce. The two taurs snuggled on each side of Belle, the rubenesque taur giving off a lot of body heat.  
 All six watched the sky in comforted silence. 
 Time moved on as they watched the celestial ballet. Kavan’s slitted eyes glanced to the horizon and spotted a small crimson glow. Onka and Nava looked to the horizon, as did the taurs. They all watched as the edge of the blood moon touched the dark sky. The full moon hovered in the sky as a sliver of red joined the celestial dance. 
 “Welcome to autumn,” Onka said as her hand touched Kavan’s thigh and gave it a squeeze. 
 “Welcome to autumn,” Kavan said as he held his lovers close. 
 The small family watched as moons touched the sky. 
 *** 
 Laughter filled West Street. A small crowd of goblins walked along the cobblestone street, jostling each other and smiling as the long work day was over. The Blue Lantern Inn stood in the short distance. A little beyond it was the hanging sign to the Shouting Troll. A goblin pointed to the tavern sign and many heads nodded in agreement. 
 The assortment of goblins made their way to the tavern, stomachs crying out for food and drinks. They walked past an alleyway and made their way to the front door. One goblin opened the door and bowed deeply, letting his fellow workers stream into the tavern. A spiky-haired troll greeted them with a wide smile as the goblins jumped on high stools and a cloud of voices rose up, playfully demanding drinks. 
 Once the tavern door closed shut, shadows moved along a nearby alley. The two shadows slinked along the darkness, just beyond the light of a street lantern. Eyes glanced left and right, not seeing or hearing anyone else on the street. 
 In the dark alley, several sacks of trash laid against a wall. The two figures approached and looked down. Misty exhales fell from lips as a chill bit the air. The sacks along the wall began to rustle. One of the figures looked at the small movement and watched as a crawler the size of a large cat emerged. The worm creature with spider-like legs scuttled out from between the sacks. Its razor filled maw bit at the top of a sack and tried to rip it open so it could feast on the food waste inside. 
 One shadow nodded to the other. The second shadow’s hand struck out like a viper, grabbing the crawler and lifting it up. The vermin craned its worm-like head and neck, trying to bite the hand that grabbed it. The shadow reached with its other hand, took hold of the head and ripped it off. 
 Black and red blood spurted as the crawler’s body continued to move and shudder. 
 The shadow took the headless corpse as it spurted blood and pressed it to the gray stone wall. The other shadow watched as words were scrawled across the wall in crawler blood and gore. When it was finished, the dead crawler was dropped onto the floor with a wet splat. 
 New sounds of conversations and light laughter touched the cold evening air. 
 The two shadows slinked back into the darkness and faded away as several visiting trolls and goblins made their way to the Shouting Troll, ready to celebrate the first evening of autumn with drinks and wonderous stories. 





 Four 
 Leathery wings filled the sky as storm clouds pulsed with chaotic energy. Lightning arced among the clouds before several bolts cracked the air with thunderous light. 
  Kavan stood on barren ground and stared at the magnificent and chilling sight. His slitted eyes widened as he watched swarm after swarm of full-grown dragons flying high above. Their colors ranged across the known spectrum. Their wings glided and flapped as the swarms nearly blocked the threatening sky.  
 The lone dragonkin took a step back and the weight of the spectacle shook him to his soul. The pure power of the dragons pressed down on all his senses. Kavan’s legs trembled as he tried to stay standing against the onslaught along his nerves. Never in any dream did he experience what he was seeing and feeling in this moment. A sense of hopelessness stabbed into his core and doubt touched his mind as he felt he could never take on such power. 
 Figures stepped past him. The dragonkin fell to his knees, unable to remain standing. He glanced around to see figures in various armors and robes surrounding him. A robed woman with a hood over her head, held up a sword and a whip. A demonic woman with a mace and chains stood with bent knees and a manic gleam in her eyes. A robust knight with a trimmed beard stood, a massive hammer leaning on his shoulder. He smiled as he stared at the dragons filling the sky. A man with antlers and a green beard stood with a spear in hand and a hard gaze on the many dragons. A woman with green skin and wearing a green robe looked up as roots and vines moved up her legs and began to entwine around her limbs. 
 Kavan’s eyes trembled as he looked at the celestial beings around him before looking to the sky again. 
 “Come down and fight you scaly bastards!” the armored knight bellowed and then laughed. 
 “Umus, we need to form a strategy first,” the robed woman in black said over her shoulder. 
 “I don’t know, Umus might have the right idea,” the demon woman hissed as she swung black chains in one hand. 
 The woman with green hair was nearly engulfed in roots. The roots began to tighten and formed an armor, her head the only thing poking out uncovered. 
 “Vala, I don’t think there is a strategy across the realms that can save us from this fight. We’re strong, but they outnumber us by many,” the green woman said as she looked at the sky. 
 “Nephy, this cannot be the end,” Vala said with heartfelt sorrow. 
 The tall god with antlers spoke as he gripped his spear, “The other gods will join us, once we engage the enemy. It falls on us to lead and win this fight.” 
 The demon woman laughed. “Baaldir, you’re always the optimist. The other gods want to see how we fare before they commit. We’re the front line and our brothers and sisters think we are expendable.” 
 Baaldir shook his head. “Hexnia, we will be fighting for our very lives. Quell your humor and focus all of your power on the enemy.” 
 Hexnia continued to spin her chains as she looked up at the storm of dragons, “The hudenns and elves are dead or dying. We’ve lost most of our power, as by design from the dragons. Our time has come to an end, but I won’t let them break my spirit.” 
 “We decide when it all ends,” Vala said as she stood defiantly. 
 Kavan heard every word as the gods and goddesses talked around him as if he wasn’t there. Every moment felt real as he remained on his knees. 
 Umus glanced over at a distant mountain. A man in a white robe and with silver hair stood on the tip, looking down on the small group of gods with a deep sorrow in his eyes. 
 “We could change the tide, if Drogoss fought beside us. Instead, he watches us like a craven coward, unwilling to save everything we’ve created!” Umus shouted the last six words. 
 Nephy looked at Drogoss on the distant mountain top and a tear streaked her green cheek. “He created the dragons. How could he go against his children?” 
 Umus gave a gruff chuckle. “How can he go against us, his brothers and sisters? We created many realms and worlds together. Yet, the dragons killed Thulu, stole his powers and use them to drive our followers to madness and death. 
 “There is a cosmic justice for such heinous acts and we are it! If we don’t make our stand, the balance will be broken and many realms will spin into chaos and destruction. It is the natural order of things we created,” Umus said and spat on the ground. 
 Baaldir stared at the dragons as more filled the sky. “They will not simply kill us. They will take our places and keep the balance, but it will be in their favor. Our time is coming to an end. The age of dragons has arrived.” 
 “Fuck that!” Umus laughed and lifted his hammer off his shoulder. “I’m not letting some uppity lizards rule in my place! We may have all had our differences, but we didn’t kill each other. Thulu was our brother and he was slain. His cosmic power was stolen and used to commit genocide on Voldor. How long before they use their power across other realms? How long before they disturb the balance we are trying to protect?” 
 Umus hefted his immense hammer in his hands. “I’ll tell you how long, never. Scaly bastards will know what it means to fuck with our pantheon! I’m ready to fight to the end and pull myself back together as many times as I need to, to make sure every last dragon is smashed to pulp, I swear it!” 
 Shadows from Vala’s hood covered most of her features, but her oval eyes stared up at the endless streams of dragons overhead. 
 “We will fight, but if we fail, we must retreat and gather our strength again,” Vala said with an edge. 
 Hexnia glanced over to the shrouded goddess and raised an eyebrow. “You don’t think we’re going to make it, do you?” 
 Vala continued to stare at the dragons spiraling overhead. A gloom of violence and power circled high above. Slitted eyes looked down at the gathered gods, some dragons licking their lips, while fire, ice, and lightning dripped from the maws of others. The sky seethed with wings and colored scales. Tails swayed back and forth and teeth gleamed, ready to tear celestial bodies to pieces. 
 “No matter what happens, we must survive,” Vala said. 
 Baaldir took a stance, his spear at the ready. Umus stopped hefting his giant hammer and held it, his gaze hard as stone on the dragons overhead. Roots crawled over Nephy’s head and encased it. Spiked roots stabbed up from rudimentary knuckles as her wood root armor glowed with green light. 
 Vala turned her head and looked over her shoulder to her fellow gods and goddesses. “If we lose, promise me, we must retreat and find each other again. Even if it takes thousands of years, promise me we will take up the fight again.” 
 “We won’t lose!” Umus bellowed as he waited. 
 Vala looked across the small distance to Hexnia. The demon goddess looked at the robed goddess, seeing the fear in her perfect eyes.  
 “Promise me,” Vala whispered low enough for only Hexnia to hear. 
 Kavan stared at the two goddesses, their power and fear washing over him in waves. 
 Hexnia gave Vala a manic grin. “I will not make such a promise. Umus is right! We will defeat the dragons and restore our power once again!”   
 “Please… sister… don’t let chaos control you,” Vala whispered. 
 Hexnia looked up to the sky and bent her knees, chains and mace in hands.  
 “I AM CHAOS!” Hexnia shouted with a sonic boom before she launched into the air. 
 Kavan watched in disbelief as leathery wings unfurled from Hexnia’s back, her body shooting up like a comet of power. She grinned with evil intent as she soared closer to the storm of dragons. 
 Scaly maws opened and torrents of energies and elements rained down. Hexnia’s body defied gravity and physics as she soared through the raining storm of cosmic breath attacks. She giggled with mad glee as she swung black chains and held her spiked mace at the ready. 
 Kavan lifted a scaled hand just as the world around him exploded into light and shadow. Breath attacks streamed down and ripped the ground to shreds. Gods and goddesses moved with supernatural speed, dodging attacks and launching themselves into the air to engage the horde of dragons. 
 The light of explosions dimmed and chaos reigned. The dragonkin watched as Hexnia moved like a small titan amongst the dragons. Her laughter rang out as her mace smashed in dragon skulls. Black chains blazed with unholy fire as the demon goddess whipped them around. She jumped from dragon back to dragon back, whipping her flaming chains and shattering wings off bodies. Dragons shrieked in pain as the much smaller goddess rushed along, each swing of her chains and mace dealing death blows. 
 For a small moment in time, Kavan thought they could win. They could beat the dragon hordes and reclaim their realms. The other gods joined Hexnia, their celestial weapons and powers tearing through dragon bodies like they were paper. The awe and spectacle of the gods seemed to be enough to take on the dragon horde and win. 
 Hexnia leapt from a dying dragon and glided toward another. Mad determination filled her eyes and brow as she readied to slay another dragon before her. 
 Kavan saw several dragons aim their maws at the demon goddess. Power sank into Kavan’s body as he was able to stand up once again. 
 “HEXNIA!” Kavan screamed from the deepest parts of his soul. 
 The demon goddess glanced to the side, seeing the lone dragonkin shouting to her. Her madness dimmed as something else curled along her heart. A heartbeat later, several beams of energy slammed into the demon goddess. Explosions followed, blasting the goddess sideways and smoke trailing from her body. 
 Kavan watched in horror as one of Hexnia’s legs was severed at the knee. A thin trail of blood streaked the air behind her as she fell. Unholy chains and her mace fell separately as she tumbled down from the sky. 
 Energy welled up deep within the dragonkin. Kavan’s eyes became narrow slits as he bent his knees. Inner power thrummed along his soul as he let out a hellish cry and launched himself into the air. 
 Vala sliced upwards, a dragon head parting from its neck. The shrouded goddess turned her attention to Hexnia as she fell and a dragonkin soaring toward her. 
 “Sister,” Vala whispered before landing on a dragon’s back and driving her sword into it. 
 The shrouded goddess ran along the dragon, slicing the creature’s back until she reached the neck. Legs bent and she launched into the air as the dragon died and fell to gravity’s pull. 
 Kavan soared upwards, his focus purely on the falling demon goddess. He outstretched his hands, not caring how high he was or how the battle was going. He only had eyes for the goddess and he would save her. 
 Hexnia barely opened her eyes before slamming into something. Her eyes opened wider as a red dragonkin looked down on her with a smile. She reached up and touched the side of his snout with a warm tenderness. 
 “Kavan, you’re not supposed to be here,” Hexnia whispered. 
 “I will always be here,” Kavan said with knowing confidence. 
 “My mad lover,” Hexnia sighed. 
 The pair began to fall. Kavan held the goddess to his chest, his arms curled under her. He mentally prepared for the long fall down when a fireball slammed into them and blasted the goddess and dragonkin apart. 
 Kavan reached out as pain and smoke engulfed him. He barely saw through the plumes of smoke as Hexnia fell, her eyes closed and her face filled with sorrow. 
 “Dammit!” Kavan cursed as he couldn’t control his descent. 
 A robed figure shot like an arrow across the sky. An arm whipped out and grabbed the falling demon goddess. 
 Kavan simply blinked as Vala changed direction and darted toward him as they all fell. The goddess’s hood ruffled in the air, but did not dislodge to show her true face. Only perfect oval eyes stared down, an arm curled around Hexnia and her other hand letting go of her sword.  
 The dragonkin fought to stay awake as Vala stretched out a hand to the falling Kavan. 
 “I will save you,” the shrouded goddess shouted as the sky was filled with explosions, breath attacks, and the sound of cosmic weapons on dragon scales. 
 The pain ebbed as Kavan fell. He stared at Hexnia being held by Vala. The demon goddess looked peaceful, like she didn’t have a care in the world. 
 “Save her,” Kavan whispered before his body slammed into the ground with the force of a comet.    
 Eyelids shot open and Kavan sat up. Frantic glances around showed he was in his bedroom. The curtain was parted by a window, revealing it was still dark outside. Cold air filled the bedroom, but heat glowed from the dragonkin. 
 Kavan glanced down, Onka to one side of him and Nava on the other side. The goblin and siren were snuggled close. Despite sitting up, neither one was disturbed by it. Onka snuggled closer, her arm around Kavan’s waist and her leg curled around his. 
 The dragonkin let out a long exhale as he blinked the dream away. The images remained, burned into his thoughts as he tried to sort himself out. A spindly scaled hand reached down and gently pulled Onka’s arm from around his waist. The goblin’s brow wrinkled in annoyance as Kavan next took hold of her leg and gently uncurled it from his. Onka’s sleeping expression grew more annoyed as the dragonkin gently slipped out of bed and stood on the cold floor. 
 Nava’s hand moved, as if she was searching for something in her sleep. Kavan smiled as he watched the goblin and siren touch each other. The two of them moved closer and snuggled together. Onka’s brow smoothed out and the pair seemed to fall back into deep sleep. 
 Kavan stepped to a chair with his clothes hanging on it. He silently picked them up a piece at a time before stepping to the bedroom door and slipping out. 
 The dragonkin slowly dressed as his mind spun on. Seeing the old gods fighting the dragon hordes filled Kavan with shock and awe.  

For a dream, it felt very real.


“It’s strange, I can often see your dreams, but I couldn’t see this last one,” Viz echoed in his head.


You’re up?


“I can wake at any time. I woke when you sat up. I thought we were under attack,” Viz said.


We’ll I was, in a way. It’s hard to explain. All I know now is I can’t sleep.

 Kavan finished getting dressed and walked along the corridor toward the stairs. An open door was to his right and he peered in as he stepped by. Abby was on her bed, naked and body spread out. She snored loudly as she was on her back. 

I really hope she doesn’t think she can stay here. It’s only supposed to be from time to time.

 Kavan reached the stairs and made his way down. On the main floor, he stepped into the dark living room.  

I wish I knew the time?


“It’s about five am,” Viz answered.

 Kavan nodded. 

You have an internal clock?


“I do,” Viz said with an incorporeal nod of her head.

 A buzzing touched the edges of Kavan’s mind. The dream didn’t fade from his thoughts. Kavan moved to the front door and looked at his spear leaning on the wall beside it. He reached over and took hold of it. He then took hold of the door knob and turned it. 
 Cold, early morning air washed over the dragonkin as he stepped out onto his porch. Kavan felt a small chill, but the heat coming off his body kept the chill from sinking any deeper. Twisting the spear’s shaft, the spear extended and Kavan locked it into its full height. 
 The dragonkin stepped off his porch and walked to a spot of land beside the corn field, a thick tree, and the barn. 

Maybe some exercise will shake away the cobwebs.

 Kavan fell into a practiced stance, spear at the ready. The mithril tip gleamed in the small light before the dragonkin began swinging and stabbing at the air. The motions felt natural, falling into graceful steps and thrusting with power. The buzzing sensations and the images from the dream began to fade to the background as muscles worked. A small relief touched Kavan’s eyes as he spun, stepped to the side and thrust again with power. 
 Blood pumped and the early morning mental cobwebs fell away. Kavan moved with measured steps and flowing spins of his spear. A glance to the left showed the blood moon. It was half-risen along the horizon, the slow orbit dictating that the celestial body would not clear the horizon for another night or two. The normal moon was nowhere to be seen, long gone from the sky. 
 The crimson glow from the horizon cast a strange light on Kavan’s senses. He continued to spin, move and thrust, but the oddness of the blood moon pushed against him like the very tides. 
 The dragonkin bent low and stabbed out. He launched into the air about ten feet, before landing and holding his spear at the ready. The metal hinges to the wooden front gate groaned. Kavan spun around and saw Drayke stepping in. 
 The blue and black scaled dragonkin smiled as the gate closed behind him. A silver and black sword handle poked out from behind this shoulder as he stepped closer. Black leather armor covered his form as he reached Kavan and looked at him with deep blue, slitted eyes. 
 “It’s good to know I wasn’t the only one thinking about resuming our training,” Drayke’s smile shifted into a smirk. 
 Kavan stood tall and nodded. “I actually had a hard time sleeping. I thought I would come out and practice a little. I didn’t expect anyone to arrive, since we all took a little break from training.” 
 Drayke nodded, but kept his smirk. “Now that you’re the Lord of Moonvale, it’s safe to assume you have a lot on your plate. Despite your busy schedule, we must make time for training. How are we to protect the grand lord if we are not strong enough?” 
 Kavan closed his eyes and shook his head. “You’re going to be a pain in the ass about this for a long time, aren’t you?” 
 “I sure am,” Drayke said with a small nod and devilish grin. 
 “Is it a problem, me being Lord of Moonvale?” Kavan asked sincerely. 
 Drayke shook his head. “Not for me. I have enough to deal with, running the restaurant and practicing my mana spheres. Besides, the title and role couldn’t have gone to a finer gentle dragonkin. If anything bad happens, it will be your head on the chopping block and not mine.” 
  “You do have a point,” Kavan smirked. 
 The two dragonkin eyed each other for a moment, before Drayke’s small smile faded away and a seriousness touched his slitted eyes. 
 “I heard the rumors, Uriko is here in Moonvale and living with the new fae woman. I don’t know what was discussed in the council meetings, but obviously, Uriko is allowed to live here in Moonvale. My only question is, why?” 
 Kavan stuck the blunt end of the spear into the ground and leaned on it as he looked at Drayke. 
 “The simple explanation, Uriko was working for Lady Lilah Honeydream to help break the Tusk Clan’s hold on this region. We were manipulated into helping and effectively did the dirty work. Lady Honeydream was pleased enough to move into town to invest in it and Uriko is her assistant or bodyguard.” 
 “How dastardly,” Drayke chuckled. 
 “How do you feel about Uriko being here?” Kavan asked. 
 “I have no feelings about it whatsoever. As long as she isn’t sinking arrows into us, I’ll be fine. Our bigger concern is our futures, you as a lord and myself as one of your advisors and elite warrior,” Drayke grinned. 
 “I was wondering when this conversation would happen,” Kavan said with a slight sigh. 
 Drayke continued as if he didn’t hear the red dragonkin, “We are in a sad state of affairs with Moonvale becoming its own kingdom and territory. You have no royal guards. Our military is a small force of undead and xykks. The town isn’t even fully repaired, and, this is just a guess, Loduss will punish this region for separating from it. On top of that, winter is coming.” 
 The blue and black dragonkin blinked as he looked at Kavan. “I say, I think you took on more than you can chew.” 
 “Plans are being put into place, but the priorities right now are preparing the town for winter,” Kavan explained. 
 Drayke nodded and tapped a finger at his chin. “Winter will be a beast to endure, but I’m sure I’m not the only one thinking about that. Loduss will either make their move before winter, or in the spring. My guess, it will be before winter.” 
 “What makes you think that?” 
 Drayke continued to tap his chin as he spoke, “You forget, I lived in Loduss for a time. The lord and lady of Loduss can be a bit cosmopolitan, but that doesn’t make them any less dangerous. They love their kingdom, but the Bloodcoin family line is filled with many hidden assassinations and destroying people’s lives if they don’t adhere to their ways and show the proper respect.” 
 “Bloodcoin?” Kavan said with a raised eye ridge. 
 Drayke stopped tapping his chin, closed his eyes and gave a slow shake of his head. “Don’t you pay any attention to anything outside of Moonvale? Never mind, I know you don’t, so let me educate you. Lord Kryll and Lady Jafina Bloodcoin are the rulers of Loduss. They like their arts, music, and plays, but do not like being crossed. I only saw one public beheading during my time there, but I was quickly informed by my fellow gawkers, they happen more or less depending on the lord and lady’s moods.  
 “The beheading I witnessed was of a royal steward who didn’t inform the lord and lady in a timely manner of a new play in the Theater District. I later discovered, the lord and lady didn’t miss the play, as they did sit and enjoy it, but hated not being first to discover it before the public.” 
 Drayke opened his eyes. “Goblin heads tend to roll very far once they have been cut off.” 
 Kavan drank in Drayke's words as his mind worked. “Do you think they will send a force to us to reclaim the town and surrounding territories?” 
 Drayke’s smirk returned. “It is not a question of if, but when. We will be very lucky if they wait until spring.” 
 Kavan rubbed his jaw. “It seems we should prepare for the worst and hope for the best.” 
 Drayke let out a small chuckle. “You’re beginning to get this lordship thing down. Kudos.” 
 Kavan couldn’t hide his smile. After their last talk at the Dragon’s Table, their friendship grew. It was only a week ago, but after everything they had been through, it was nice to start over again. The two dragonkin had a better understanding of each other. It cemented the comradery between them. 
 The farm gate opened. Kavan and Drayke turned their attention to Durzol and Lorta as they stepped in. Durzol had a blunt warhammer with him and Lorta was carrying her blunt half-spear. 
 “It seems we all had the same idea!” Durzol said with a cheery smile. 
 Kavan grinned at the orc before turning his attention to Lorta. The seven-foot-tall beautiful troll with braided pigtails stepped in with a shy demeanor. She wore her standard overalls, but it didn’t do anything to diminish her beauty. 
 It had been nearly a week since they saw Zellee off on her carriage. The rest of the day was spent drinking, laughing, and trying to not think about Zellee being gone. Her absence weighed on them. That evening, Kavan, Lorta, Onka, and Nava spent their time in the throes of passion. By morning, Lorta had left before everyone woke up. 
 Lorta hadn’t been seen around town since that night. Residents often caught glimpses of her on her farm, but she didn’t come into town or visit Kavan’s farm. A distance filled the space between their hearts.  
 Lorta glanced at Kavan and then looked away. Her eyes slowly blinked as one hand tightened around the shaft of her half-spear.  
 Durzol stepped to Kavan with open arms. Dragonkin and orc embraced. When they pulled apart, Kavan smiled at his friend before stepping away. Durzol moved to Drayke’s side and stood with him as the red dragonkin stepped before the blue-skinned troll. 
 Durzol leaned a little closer to Drayke. “I planned to come here by myself. The moment I stepped outside, Lorta was waiting for me. She didn’t say anything and simply started walking with me.” 
 Drayke nodded. “I think they are getting reacquainted. She did almost die by that troll paladin. Looking death in the eyes can change a person.” 
 Kavan stood awkwardly before Lorta and Lorta fidgeted as she stood. The troll couldn’t look the dragonkin in the eyes and simply looked at the corn stalks. 
 “I’m sorry I haven’t been around,” Lorta nearly blurted out as her own conscience got the better of her. 
 “It’s alright. We all understand you needed some time. You were missed,” Kavan said in a soft tone. 
 Lorta made her gaze connect with Kavan’s slitted eyes and her lip quivered. “I missed everyone. I missed you.” 
 Kavan stepped closer and looked up into Lorta’s wide, dark eyes. “I missed you.” 
 Lorta let out a small whimper before she threw her arms around his head and neck and pulled him in. Kavan smiled before he was nearly smothered by Lorta’s kisses. The pair held each other, lips locked and tongues snaking into mouths. Heat glowed between them as eyes closed and enjoyed the intimate taste of each other. 
 Drayke lifted a scaled hand and pointed it at the engrossed couple. “You see, reacquainted.” 
 “I don’t know if we will get much training in today,” Durzol said as he put his warhammer down and crossed his large arms. “Now that Kavan is the Lord of Moonvale, we need this training more than ever.” 
 Drayke nodded. “Yes, we do. I fear we are moving into strange times and we will need to be strong enough for whatever may come this way.” 
 Durzol looked over at the black and blue dragonkin, “Drayke, you know you don’t have to talk like that around us.” 
 Drayke looked at the orc and blinked. “What do you mean? This is how I always talk.” 
 Durzol grinned before he let out a hearty laugh. He lifted a large green hand and slammed it down on Drayke’s shoulder.  
 “You know what Drayke, you’re alright,” Durzol grinned. 
 “I’m happy you approve,” Drayke said while not trying to betray the moment that Durzol was much stronger than he looked. 
 Kavan and Lorta pulled back from each other, the deep loving glow still between them. 
 “I really missed you,” Lorta smiled. 
 Kavan parted his lips to speak when he caught movement from the road. The dragonkin craned his head to the side to see Kazko running along the dirt road. The sky began to lighten as the sun touched the heavens. The spiky-haired troll moved like lightning down the road and toward Kavan’s farm. 
 “Something’s wrong,” Kavan said as he stepped away from Lorta and moved toward the gate. 
 Lorta, Durzol, and Drayke followed. Kavan opened the gate and stepped out onto the road. The rest of the group were by his side when Kazko reached them and skidded to a halt. The thin, wiry troll huffed as he placed his hands on his knees and tried to catch his breath. 
 “Kazko?” Kavan inquired. 
 The troll stood up, his breathing slowly normalizing and his dark eyes wide. 
 “The town needs its magistrate. Something has happened and the mayor wanted me to get you. It’s urgent,” Kazko huffed. 
 No further words were spoken as Kavan took the lead. Kazko moved to his side and the rest of the group trailed behind as they made their way toward the South Gate. 
 *** 
 West Street was crowded with visitors and townsfolk. The cool morning air filled the cobblestone street as heads craned to look down an alley beside the Shouting Troll. The murmur of voices drifted along the gathering as speculation ran rampant and eyes tried to see the strange words scrawled on the alley wall. 
 Mayor Sunaxe and Dura stood by the alley entrance. A little further behind them, Rujin stood with Nolla. The troll and succubus were close as the taller troll stared at the words on the stone wall. He bent down and whispered into Nolla’s ear, telling her what was written and she gave a grave nod. 
 Heads turned and conversation softened as many watched a red-scaled dragon and a spikey haired troll walk toward them from the town center. Behind Kavan came Drayke, Durzol, and Lorta. Eyes were sharp as they approached and the crowd parted. Goblins, trolls, and orcs watched with wide eyes as Kavan and Kazko pressed on until they reached Rujin and Nolla. 
 The troll and succubus greeted the magistrate with a grim nod before they looked over to the mayor and the town librarian. 
 Kavan nodded back as he made his way to Kogan and Dura’s side. Kazko was close as they all stood at the mouth of the alley and looked at the words scrawled on the wall with crawler blood. A headless crawler remained on the stone floor, it’s head not too far away. 
 Kavan stepped in and looked at the words. When he stood before it, he took in the dried blood and gore. 
 “EAT THE WEAK!” was painted in large letters across the gray wall. 
 Lorta, Drayke, and Durzol kept the crowd back as the mayor, Dura, and Kazko stepped to Kavan’s side. All of them looked upon the scene with muted grimness. 
 Kavan looked at the dead crawler before his boots and then back up to the words. “How can a crawler the size of a cat have enough blood to write this out?” 
 “It’s not just blood, but some of the crawler’s entrails,” Dura mentioned. 
 “Does it matter?” Kazko said with slight irritation. “Someone defaced my alley with his nonsense!” 
 The mayor shook his head. “The greater the population, the greater the chance there will be undesirables within. It is a sad fact we must all begin to live with.” 
 Dura looked at her father with dark eyes. “We don’t have to live with this,” the orc said sternly. “We don’t have hundreds or thousands of residents here. We can still find out who did this.” 
 Kavan nodded. “We can.” 
 Mayor Sunaxe stood with firm eyes. “This has already gotten out of control. We cannot have a panic within town, not before winter. All the progress we’ve already made will be for nothing if there is a dark element here. We’ve lost our chance to keep this secret, so now, we must come from a place of confident strength.” 
 The older orc looked to Kavan. “As magistrate, we must have an investigation. We have to show the town and its many visitors that we will not take this lightly.” 
 Kavan looked at Kogan and nodded. He could see the concern bleeding into the older orc’s eyes. Truth spoke volumes that this little action of graffiti could turn the whole area into a ghost town. 

I’ve played murder mystery sims before, but this is real life. I don’t know how much of it will translate to Voldor. There are different values and ideologies here. I have to be sure if I can treat it like something I learned back on Earth.


“The principals should be the same,” Viz spoke up. “Gather a list of suspects, interview them, and find evidence. With enough evidence, and how we know most of the town, it should be easier to narrow it down.”

 Kavan rubbed his scaled jaw as he looked at the words written in blood.  

Those are great starting points, but I think I may have to stack the deck in our favor.

 Movement at the end of the alley caused everyone before the bloody words to turn their heads. They watched as Durzol walked toward them with Nolla at his side.  
 Memories flashed across Kavan’s mind of the succubus, formerly a paladin who came to take him back to the Spire Cities. She had grown disenfranchised with her duty as paladin and wished to live a simpler life. She fell in love with Rujin, left her order, and opened a bakery next to Rujin’s inn. The troll and succubus had been inseparable. But now, she walked like a woman with a haunted past. 
 The orc and succubus reached the group and Durzol spoke up. 
 “Nolla says she may have some information that may help,” the younger orc said. 
 All eyes turned to the light, purple-skinned succubus. 
 Nolla looked at the words before turning her attention to Kavan. “When I was part of the Divine Alliance, our early training was learning about all dragon gods of the pantheon, down to their rituals and forms of worship. It’s a lot of knowledge to learn, but necessary in my former line of work.” 
 The succubus glanced at the words again before returning her gaze to Kavan’s slitted eyes. 
 “Eat the weak, is a prayer used by those who follow Omyd, Dragon God of Monsters. During the Celestial War, Omyd was the one who slew the former god of monsters, Roohr. For his noble act among the dragons, he took the mantle of being the father of monsters.” 
 Nolla pointed to the words, “They believe in strength and eating those weaker than themselves, much like regular monsters. They are a tolerated cult within the Divine Alliance, used for unusual situations where force and terror are required.” 
 Kavan’s eyes narrowed. 

This might be Loduss’s move. It’s too much of a coincidence that this happened now.

 Kavan looked past the succubus to the many different people trying to get a better look. 

It could be anyone new in town or visiting. Including the working goblins, there could be at least twenty individuals to interview. Never mind trying to gather evidence.

 The dragonkin bowed to Nolla, “Thank you for the information, Nolla. We will put it to good use.” 
 The succubus bowed as well. 
 Kavan stood up and turned his attention to the mayor. “I will need a list of all new residents living here in Moonvale. We will have to have a late curfew, in case any followers of Omyd decide to escalate beyond writing on walls.” 
 “I will have a list of names and locations for you within the hour,” Mayor Sunaxe bowed. 
 Kavan turned his attention to Durzol. “We will have to set up a schedule between me, you, Lorta, and Drayke to patrol the town at night. I wish we had more people, but this will have to work for the time being.” 
 The younger orc nodded. “I’m sure we can make time in the evening for a proper patrol. I’ll talk to Drayke and Lorta.” 
 “I wish to help,” Nolla spoke up with strong eyes. 
 Everyone looked at the succubus and a concern slithered among them. 
 Nolla saw it and continued with her chin raised high. “I know I’m new to Moonvale, but it is my home too. I wish to help any way I can to make sure its people and the town are safe. My knowledge of the different orders is extensive and maybe I can help find who did this or prevent them from trying again.” 
 Kavan smiled. “Nolla, you’re more than welcome to be part of the investigation. We can use every drop of your expertise with this. Thank you.” 
 Nolla smiled. 
 “I’ll find every book I can about Roohr and Omyd,” Dura added. 
 Kavan nodded. 
 “I’ll talk to everyone gathered and ease their concerns. A late curfew will be put into effect and I will inform the town that our magistrate is looking into this event with the town’s best interest and security at heart,” Mayor Sunaxe said with a firm nod. 
 Everyone watched as the mayor stepped past the group and moved to the alley entrance. He lifted his thick hands and arms and addressed the growing crowd on the street. 
 Kavan turned his attention to the bloody words on the wall as his thoughts simmered. 

The sooner we finish this, the sooner we can get back to normal, I hope.






 Five 
 Sunlight poured over Moonvale. After the mayor spoke with the residents and visitors on West Street, the crowd dispersed with small relief and trepidation. Rumors snaked along from one group to the next, discussing what was found written on the alley wall. An excited mood filled the walled town as everyone carried on with their day. 
 Kavan walked into the town center before turning his attention to North Street. Chores and duties circled his mind, unsure how he was going to get anything done now that he was leading an investigation. With it being the second day of autumn, Kavan’s mind touched upon the Lordship’s tower, planting new crops on his farm, training, and trying to decide who he would ask to be the ruling lady at his side.  
 The last thought stung a little, not because he had to make a decision, but because he could only choose one. Images of Onka, Nava, Lorta, Zellee, and even Dura filled his mind’s eye, knowing they all had their strengths, intelligence, and beauty. 
 Kavan’s mind focused on Onka and heat bubbled along his spirit. The goblin held a special place in his heart, and despite what was said at the town council, he would have picked her instantly. The dragonkin loved all of them, but Onka was closest to him. Being a goddess was a surprise, but the closeness they felt went beyond their bodies. Everything about themselves fit, like a perfect puzzle. She was loud, sexy, and spoke her mind. At times, Kavan felt she could do the things he couldn’t normally. He examined himself, knowing he was quiet, strong, and didn’t force his ideologies on others.  
 The dragonkin smiled to himself, knowing that he and Onka liked to laugh and play, their sense of humor practically the same. 

One thing at a time.

 Kavan stood tall and organized his thoughts. Kogan was going to get him a list of names of new residents. Durzol, Lorta, Drayke, and Nolla were going to schedule a patrol. Dura said she would see what the library had when it came to Omyd, Dragon God of Monsters. 
 A lingering moment stayed in Kavan’s thoughts as Kazko and Rujin brought out buckets of water and sponges. They placed the buckets down and dunked the sponges within. The brothers pulled out the sponges and began cleaning the bloody words from the wall. Kavan offered to help, but Kazko smiled at him, saying the dragonkin already had a lot on his plate, too much to worry about cleaning up some blood on a wall. 
 Kavan looked again up along North Street. A few empty buildings in, he saw the Lordship’s Tower. With a small nod to himself, he walked along the cobblestone street toward it. 
 The few trees in town had already changed into bright yellows and reds. The green was almost gone from the trees as the air took on a cooler edge. It was only the second day into the season and everything had begun to change. Onka and Nava’s words hung heavy in his mind, saying it would only get colder as they approached winter, but that was two months away. Not a lot of time to investigate cultist behavior and prepare for winter. 
 Kavan approached the double doors of the Lordship’s Tower. The dragonkin looked down at a single, thick piece of wood nailed across the entrance. The doors themselves were weathered and poorly kept. The stone around the entrance was covered in a light moss and several ivy vines snaked upwards from the ground. It gave the tower an ancient appearance. 
 Kavan lifted a scaled hand and took hold of the wood bar. Muscles barely strained as he pulled the nailed board from the entrance. Kavan held it to his side as he lifted his other hand, took hold of the door handle and pulled. 
 A cloud of dust spilled out before fresh air washed back in. The chamber before Kavan was dark and musty. He stepped in, his sensitive nose wrinkling to the smell of old dust and crawler stench. As if on cue, several small, rodent sized crawlers unfurled on the floor and rushed for cracks in walls. In a matter of seconds, the main entrance chamber was empty except for the dragonkin as he stepped further in. 
 Kavan’s slitted eyes moved some side to side as the dragonkin looked around. Boarded up windows with bars circled the circular chamber. The outside air swished dust around as Kavan’s boots left imprints on the floor. 
 Tattered tapestries hung along the walls. Ruined paintings hung at odd angles. Crawler feces lay in piles, scattered throughout the chamber. A flight of stairs curved up along one wall, leading to the second floor. 
 “It’s not feeling very royal now. With some love and a deep scrub, it may be usable,” Kavan whispered. 
 The dragonkin turned his head from side to side, the amount of work needed to clean and repair the tower growing in his mind. 
 “Maybe I did bite off more than I can chew,” Kavan said to himself. 
 Light spilled in from the open entrance. A shadow moved into view, and Kavan turned to see who it belonged to.  
 Long, bent spider legs moved as Hynrik bent his head low and stepped inside. The arachnix glanced around at the dust, ruined paintings, and piles of crawler feces. His spider legs moved with easy dexterity as he avoided the dung piles and looked at the dragonkin with a haughty gaze. 
 “A tower fit for a lord,” Hynrik chuckled. 
 Kavan ignored the jab. “With some work, it will be a fine place to hold court.” 
 Hynrik nodded as he looked around. “I’m sure it will be fine once the goblins start working on it.” 
 Kavan shook his head as he faced the arachnix. “I’m not sure I will have the goblins work on the tower. They need to work on the guard towers along the borders. This might be a project just for me. I wouldn’t feel right asking anyone else to fix up the tower.” 
 Hynrik’s gaze took on a respectful gleam before he nodded. “As it should be. A leader should never ask anyone else to do something they cannot do themselves. Words to live by.” 
 Kavan nodded. “What brings you by?” 
 Hynrik stepped along to a broken, hanging painting. He rubbed his chin as he looked at it.  
 “I saw you come in here after I dropped off some of my crops to Shegga. I thought I would come over and see if you needed any help.” 
 “Help?” Kavan said, unsure if Hynrik ever offered anyone any real help. 
 Hynrik nodded. “Restoring the tower will be a lot of work, maybe too much work for one person. I wanted to offer my time and aid.” 
 “I thought you would be working hard to ensure your farm had enough to help the town last through winter?” 
 The arachnix nodded again. “I spent the majority of the spring and summer ensuring there was enough. Even with the influx of new residents, my autumn crops should be enough to help keep everyone fed long into spring, for a modest fee of course.” 
 “Of course,” Kavan said with a low tone. 
 Hynrik continued, “With you and Lorta adding to what we have, we should be fine this winter when it comes to food. Firewood and fixing up the town are the priorities. Some of the things that no one likes to talk about are the dreggers coming closer to town and the crawlers trying to break into storerooms. The dreggers develop shaggy coats and will try to inspect farms for any food, or livestock that happens to wander too far away. The crawlers, especially the bigger ones, will break into storerooms and basements for even a morsel of food. 
 “Winter is a desperate time for a lot of wild creatures. It’s better to have an overabundance of food incase storerooms are raided.” 
 Hynrik’s entire body turned with moving legs. He faced Kavan and lowered his body down so they could see each other, eye to eye. Ten feet separated them. Kavan noticed Hynrik’s expression changed into a sliver of modesty. 
 “Kavan, I mentioned at the meeting that I indeed give up a lot of aspirations to support you as Moonvale’s new lord. Because of your new title and role, becoming mayor of the town has dimmed. Being an advisor has its perks and I’m glad to fill the role to help you and Moonvale.” 
 Hynrik’s gaze sharpened as he continued, “But this secret between you and the rest of the council burns me. We have fought side by side against the xykks and the paladins. I thought we had an honorable friendship between us, but the meeting yesterday told me that this is not true. I understand why everyone else would keep secrets from me. I haven’t been the easiest to get along with and I prefer to strike at the heart of matters instead of dancing around them. It makes me blunt and unyielding at times, but this isn’t who I am, not completely. 
 “What I am saying is, if this continues, I will have to withdraw my role as council member and advisor. Moonvale is my home and I won’t leave it. I still have grand plans for my farm and the town, but I want to know I will be heard and taken seriously.” 
 Kavan eyed the arachnix with a measuring gaze. 

He has a lot of good points. If I cannot trust my advisors, I can’t trust anyone. Kogan, Shegga, Raine, and Nava have shown me they can be trusted. Hynrik has shown to be a strong ally when he is not being a pompous jerk. He has done more for this town than I have since I arrived, feeding everyone through the winters and defending those who cannot fight.

 Kavan made a decision as he looked into Hynrik’s strong eyes. 
 “What I am about to tell you must stay between us and the council. With everything that has happened lately, it is more important than ever that we are on a united front. If you speak about this with anyone else, it will further jeopardize everything we are doing for Moonvale.” 
 Hynrik’s forward black legs bent and he bowed to the dragonkin. “You have my word of honor, any secrets spoken will be kept between us.” 
 Kavan glanced to the open doorway, seeing no one walking by or lingering. He stepped closer to Hynrik and the arachnix looked to him. 
 “I will state this as simply as I can…” Kavan began. 
 Hynrik’s expression remained neutral as Kavan explained. The arachnix’s eyes widened a hair when the dragonkin explained that Onka was not as she appeared and was actually a goddess in hiding, suppressing her mind and power so as not to be discovered. Kavan left out anything that connected him from another realm. He did warn Hynrik that even Onka doesn’t know about her true self and not to mention Hexnia’s name too often around her. 
 When Kavan finished, Hynrik gave a small nod as it all began to make sense. 
 “I wish I could say I already knew, but that would be a lie,” Hynrik said in a low tone. “One of the old gods lives in our very town. I thought Brom was powerful and dangerous, but I was clearly mistaken.” 
 Kavan shook his head. “Onka doesn’t want to hurt anyone. She is here to simply live her life away from the dragon gods. She isn’t the goddess she once was.” 
 Hynrik’s eyes narrowed. “How can you be sure? If she is suppressing her true self and if she is discovered, she can lay waste to Moonvale.” 
 Kavan’s mind took on a shrew edge. “Tell me, Hynrik, what brought you here to Moonvale in the first place?” 
 Hynrik’s brow lifted and a small smirk appeared. “I understand what you’re getting at. As long as we are trading secrets, I came here so I could worship the Goddess of Life, Nephy. Kogan always whispered to us that we could worship anyone and not worry about punishment. Moonvale was meant to be a place to be free, as long as we didn’t flaunt it.” 
 The arachnix looked away, his eyes taking on a distant stare. “A life of fighting, hunting, and killing didn’t fulfill me. I wanted a simpler life. I wanted to be bonded to someone special and have children. On my travels, I came into possession of a small book about the ancient gods. If any paladin caught me with it, I would have been executed, but I didn’t care. At the time, I didn’t have anything special to keep me alive in this realm. 
 “I read the book cover to cover in a single night. I spent days and nights thinking about what I read. The dragon gods have always been too harsh and rigid. The old gods were more open and accepting. After a time, I knew I wanted to follow Nephy’s ways. To grow life and add to the world spoke to me after many years of fighting and killing. 
 “I made the decision to let Nephy into my heart. Not long after that, I met Zellee and we came here to grow our life together.” 
 Hynrik’s eyes took on a sad gleam before he blinked it away. “You know some of the rest. Zellee was more ambitious than I noticed. I focused too much on my work and not enough time on her. It broke our bond. It is a regret I still carry with me, but one that I have learned from.” 
 The arachnix looked at Kavan and a small smile bloomed. Hynrik bowed his head to the dragonkin. 
 “Thank you, Kavan. I know it was a difficult choice to reveal such insights to me, especially after our rocky start. I swear I will keep it between us and the council.” 
 Hynrik lifted his head with a new gleam in his eyes and a brightness to his soul. “I will assist you in repairing the tower. Together, we will make this a place for true royalty. Call on me anytime and I will be there.” 
 A small relief touched Kavan’s eyes as he looked at the arachnix. It was like a huge weight was taken off Hynrik’s shoulders. A connection was there and the two men knew deep down that they could count on each other. 
 “Let’s check out the other floors and see the extent of what needs repairs,” Kavan offered. 
 Hynrik smiled. “Lead the way, Lord Cynder.” 
 *** 
 Kavan and Hynrik nodded to each other before they parted. The arachnix made his way to West Street and was soon gone from sight. Kavan walked around the town center before making his way toward South Street. 
 The dragonkin’s mind was filled with possibilities for the tower. The wood was rotten in many places and the crawlers needed to be cleared out, but it could be ready to be inhabited before winter.  
 Kavan noted the tower had three floors and a basement. The main entry floor was big to host incoming guests. The second floor was just as big, complete with a pair of royal chairs. Each chair was covered in grime and the cushions were ripped and covered in a thick layer of dust. The chairs could be salvaged, but the cushions would have to be replaced. The third floor contained several rooms with broken furniture. Hynrik was quick to explain that the top floor was the royal quarters if the lord and lady and their guests wished to stay there. 
 Boarded up windows were on each floor. The second floor looked out onto North Street. The top floor had windows around it to see the rest of the town. The top of the tower wasn’t too high above the other buildings, but just enough to get a good look all around. 
 Kavan mentally noted the building materials needed to make the repairs. Every window needed to be replaced. Thoughts swam as Kavan knew Glem was the resident glassmaker. The ogre was gentle. Despite his size and almost simple self, Glem repaired the stained-glass windows to the church after the xykk attack. It looked better than it did before and the simple ogre shied away from the many kind praises from the town. 
 “Kavan!” came a shout from behind. 
 The dragonkin woke from his thoughts and stopped at the mouth of South Street. He turned to see the mayor running toward him. The older orc huffed as his belly jiggled from running. When he reached Kavan, he bent forward and huffed, trying to catch his breath. 
 “I could have come to you,” Kavan smiled. 
 “It’s… okay,” Kogan huffed. “I… need the… exercise.” 
 Kavan glanced down to the rolled-up scroll in the orc’s hand. Kogan gained his breath and stood tall. He handed the scroll over and Kavan took it. 
 “It is a list of all new residents in town, and the name of each goblin working on the museum. The goblins are easier to speak with, since they are all staying at the Blue Lantern. The others are spread around town. I also included Lilah and Uriko. Lilah may have plenty of gold, but she and Uriko should not be exempt from the investigation,” the mayor said a little quickly. 
 Kavan bowed his head to the orc. “Thank you, Mayor.” 
 Kogan smiled. “No, thank you. Your leadership has put many at ease. We are all working together, but after I talked to the crowd, many spoke to me afterwards saying they have complete trust in you and your abilities to find out who did this.”    
 Kavan bowed his head again. “Thank you.” 
 The older orc bowed at the hip.  
 When the two of them stood up, a nagging thought touched Kavan’s mind. 
 “Speaking of trust, I think you should know, I told Hynrik about Onka,” Kavan began and quietly explained what they talked about. 
 Kogan’s face remained neutral. He gave no hint of emotion or shock as Kavan explained what he told Hynrik. When the dragonkin was finished, Mayor Sunaxe lifted a large, green hand and touched Kavan’s shoulder. 
 “I was going to suggest we bring Hynrik in when we next talked. It seems you beat me to it. Hynrik has calmed down throughout the summer. He seemed a little more reflective and easy going. He has his moments, but he has been generally a little more pleasant to be around. I’m glad you told him. We need to be on a united front if the town and kingdom is to prosper.” 
 Kavan smiled. “Hynrik and I looked over the tower. We will be working together to restore it. It should be finished well before winter.” 
 “Excellent news!” the mayor beamed. “Let me know if you need any assistance. The worker goblins are eager for extra work and the extra gold. After the investigation is complete, of course.” 
 “Of course,” Kavan said, keeping his smile. 
 “I will leave you to it. There is much to do. I’ll see you soon,” Mayor Sunaxe smiled before turning and heading back to his office. 
 Kavan turned back onto South Street and began walking. Thoughts curled as images of the bloody words dripped along his mind. A cult here in Moonvale would make matters worse, especially if they escalated their crimes. A sliver of concern wrapped around his heart, wondering if worse things were on the horizon. 
 The dragonkin blinked and then looked up to his left. He stood before Shegga’s Grocery, the front door wide open. 

I need seeds for new crops. The corn will continue to grow through the fall, but I need something to replace the melons since they are out of season.

 The dragonkin turned and stepped into the large shop. 
 Familiar shelves lined the place as Kavan made his way deeper. He looked ahead to see Shegga putting a book under the counter and a wicked smile forming. The kobold licked her lips as Kavan reached the counter and stood over it, looking down on her. 
 “Welcome to my shop, Lord Cynder,” Shegga winked. 
 Kavan smiled. “Thank you, Shegga. I was wondering which seeds I could purchase for the best autumn crop? My melon field has been cleared and needs a new crop to grow next to my corn field. Any suggestions?” 
 Shegga nodded as she leaned on her elbows, her rump swaying side to side as she looked up to the dragonkin. 
 “I have pumpkin, grape, and yam seeds. Those three crops grow best during this time of year. Grapes are not in high demand, unless you’re making wine. Yams are a standard crop, but pumpkins, everyone loves pumpkins. I’m sure with the new bakery, pumpkins will be in high demand.” 
 Shegga slowly blinked, “I would say, grow some pumpkins.” 
 Kavan nodded and reached into his coin pouch. Shegga watched him as he placed a few gold coins on the counter and slid them toward her. The kobold eyed the ten coins and swiped them up in one, smooth move. Kavan expected Shegga to get the seeds, but she lingered, looking him up and down like a piece of meat. 
 “So, Lord Cynder, have you given any thought to who will be your bonded lady?” Shegga said with a seductive edge. 
 Kavan blinked. “I’m thinking it over, but it’s barely been a day. I need time to consider it.” 
 Shegga leaned a little closer, showing her small cleavage along her red, scaly skin. “I would not be against such a proposal. Think about it, my gold and negotiation skills, and your strapping power and good looks, we could rule more than just Moonvale. Onka and the rest of your clan would be welcomed of course, but the gold we could gain from combining our talents would be… immeasurable,” the kobold said the last word slowly. 
 Kavan opened his mouth and closed it again, unsure what to say. 
 “It’s something to think about,” Shegga said with a whimsical edge before turning away and moving to a shelf filled with seed packets. 
 The kobold snatched a few packets and stepped to the counter. She placed them down before the dragonkin. Kavan reached for them and the moment he touched them, Shegga’s clawed hand gently touched his. Kavan glanced into her slitted eyes as she looked like she was ready to devour every piece of him. 
 “Word travels fast around town. I won’t be the only one considering being your lady. If things become too much, you can always come to me to tell me your woes. I can be very accommodating to anything you may need…” Shegga’s eyes flashed with heat, “…or want.” 
 Kavan smiled politely. “Thank you, Shegga, for the seeds.” 
 The dragonkin gently pulled the seed packets from under Shegga’s hand. He quickly placed them in another pouch pocket. Shegga looked up at him, her ass and small, thick tail, swaying as she slowly blinked. 
 In an awkward turn, Kavan nodded and walked back the way he came. 
 Shegga watched him go, her gaze falling on his firm, strong backside and licking her lips. When the dragonkin left the store, the kobold fanned herself with her hand as dreamy thoughts filled her dripping wet mind. 
 Kavan stepped out onto the street and let out a long exhale. 

Shegga is as forward as a hammer, and twice as strong.


“I keep saying it, let her be your sugar momma and we will never have to worry about gold again,” Viz giggled.

 Kavan shook his head and smiled. 

Considering Shegga’s strong personality, I don’t think she will get along with the others.


“Maybe, but she seems to be very independent. If you show her affection from time to time, I think she will be fine with it.”

  An uncomfortable feeling sank into Kavan’s soul. The thought of a horny kobold jumping him didn’t sit too well. Plus, the fact that she may be right, others in town might try to win his affections to become Lady of Moonvale. It created a churning soup of doubt, dismay, and possible hurt feelings. 
 Kavan mentally pushed it all away as he made his way down South Street and toward the South Gate. 
 Sunlight touched the dragonkin as he stepped out of the town. He walked along the dirt road, making his way toward the farm. A jumble of thoughts filled his mind, thinking about the investigation, the future of the town, and picking a woman to rule at his side. 
 When Kavan reached the front gate to his farm, he woke up from his thoughts as an odd feeling fell over him. Nava was just on the other side of the gate and was slowly opening it. The siren smiled at the dragonkin as she stepped out and looked up to him. 
 “I’m glad I could see you before I left. I have a meeting with someone who is going to help me at the docks. It’s prime fishing season, and if I want to make sure the town is well stocked with fish, I’m going to need all the help I can get,” Nava said. 
 “I didn’t know you were looking for help? I can help,” Kavan said with a smile. 
 Nava looked up with adoring eyes. “Thank you, but I think you have a lot of things to take care of here. The autumn fishing season is tough and takes a lot of dedication. Since we’ve had some new residents in town, I thought I would put up a request on the town bulletin board for some help over the next two months. 
 “That is why I’m going to the docks. Someone answered my request and I’m going to interview them. If they seem like they know what they’re doing, I’ll hire them for the season.” 
 Nava’s warm smile faded a bit and she looked away. “Because I will have someone working for me, I think I will have to stay at my home for the next few months. I know you don’t live that far away, but I need to be up and ready before dawn to make sure the nets and lines are ready.” 
 The siren looked back up to Kavan with a dash of warm sorrow. “I’ll still be coming over to visit, or you can visit me. But between fishing, the shop, and studying necromancy, I will be very busy. Maybe after autumn, I can come back here to stay in your warm house. Despite my new home, I don’t know how well it will stand against the winter wind off the sea.” 
 Kavan gave a reassuring nod, “You can come back to our home anytime. Aside from that, I will be visiting to help, if you want it.” 
 Nava’s oval eyes gleamed. “I always want it, you know that.” 
 “We’re just down the road from each other, for anything,” Kavan said with a slight tug at his heart. 
 “I know. Keep the farm standing,” Nava smiled before she lifted herself on her tippy toes. 
 Kavan bent down and the two kissed in the sunlight. When they parted, Nava smiled and began walking down the road toward the beach. 
 The dragonkin watched her go for a long moment. The moment he turned and took hold of the gate, he glanced up to see Abby on the porch.  
 Kavan stepped onto his property and closed the gate, spending the whole time watching a scene unfold before him. 
 Abby was in a long shirt, her elbows on the edge of the porch railing and looking down the small distance to Myn and Belle standing side by side. The two taurs looked up to Abby with annoyed gazes and wrinkled brows. Abby looked down on them like a queen speaking to the lower class. A smug look filled Abby’s features as she talked down to them. 
 “Start tilling the field by the pond. We have to get it ready for master,” Abby ordered. 
 “You have to till it with us!” Myn said with tight fists as her sides. 
 Belle nodded in agreement. 
 Abby’s smile grew a little wider. “I live here at the house, so you have to do everything I say. If you do a good job, I’ll tell master and we will reward you.” 
 Myn stomped a cloven foot. “That’s not what master said! He said you can stay at the house from time to time. You’re supposed to still work with us!” 
 Abby’s brow wrinkled and she parted her lips to berate Myn when Kavan approached. The taur’s eyes widened, as did her smile as she turned to Kavan. 
 “Master! So good to see you! I was just directing everyone to start tilling the melon field.” 
 An annoyed heat filled Kavan’s eyes as he stepped up the few steps and onto the porch. He stepped to Abby as she looked up at him with innocent eyes. Kavan looked past her to see Myn and Belle’s wide eyes. 
 “Myn and Belle, please start tilling the field by the pond. Abby will be there shortly, after I have a word with her,” Kavan practically growled. 
 Myn and Belle barely nodded before they turned and rushed through the cornfield. 
 “Yes, master?” Abby blinked with wide eyes. 
 Kavan opened his mouth to speak when the front door opened. Kavan and Abby looked over at Onka as she stepped out. The beautiful goblin looked over and smiled. She was wearing a simple leather jacket, black leggings and a white shirt. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail as she stopped in the middle of the porch. 
 “I have to go into town and open the shop. I should be home for dinner,” Onka smiled. 
 Kavan nodded. “Before you go, we should speak to Abby, together.” 
 The beautiful goblin shook her head. “I can’t. I’m already late and I have to see if the new pets will sell.” 
 Kavan raised an eye ridge. “You said you would be with me to talk to Abby about our little situation?” 
 Onka smiled. “I don’t remember ever saying that.” 
 Kavan’s eyes widened in disbelief. 
 The goblin grinned from ear to ear. “Sorry, wish I could stay to help, but I have to get to work. You both will be fine. You don’t need me here. See you at dinner!” 
 In stunned disbelief, Kavan watched as Onka leapt off the porch and onto the ground. She walked quickly to the gate, opened it, and stepped out onto the road. She turned slightly as she walked, blowing Kavan a kiss before skipping toward town in the small distance. 
 Kavan stood, dumbfounded. 

Why, in my heart, did I know she would pull something like that!

 “What did you want to talk about, master?” Abby said with a warm smile. 
 Kavan turned to the taur and a hardness touched his scaled brow. He looked down on the taur as she waited patiently with attentive eyes. 
 The dragonkin’s eyes cooled as he took Abby’s hands into his. 
 “Abby, I think I must clarify the rules. It’s not fair to your taur sisters and we made an agreement that you can stay at the house, from time to time.” 
 Abby nodded. “About that, I thought it would be wonderful if Myn and Belle had a room of their own in the house. They can only stay a night or two, here and there, but that would help them not to feel excluded.” 
 Kavan looked down and sighed. “Abby, you can stay in the farm house, once a week. Your home is in the barn, with your taur sisters. They need you to lead them. I have other duties to attend to in town and I need to make sure the farm is running. The storage room barn is only half full and we need it full for the winter. I need you now, more than ever, to oversee many things on the farm.” 
 Abby’s eyes shined before her lip quivered. 
 “Abby, don’t…” Kavan began before he was interrupted with a harsh wailing. 
 “You’re kicking me out of our home!” the taur wailed loudly. 
 “That is not what I said!” Kavan tried to say through the storm of sobs. 
 “I thought you loved me! I thought we had something special!” Abby sobbed and pulled away her hands. 
 Kavan watched as the taur rushed off the porch and toward the barn. The white shirt was the only thing she was wearing as her naked rump appeared and disappeared as she ran away on cloven feet.  
 The taur reached the barn and disappeared through the entrance. Her sobs and wails continued to drift out of the barn. 
 Kavan turned his attention to the field. Myn had a wicked smile across her face while standing in the cornfield before she looked away. Belle was turned sideways, inspecting her hoe and glancing at the porch. 
 The dragonkin rested his hands on the porch railing and looked out at his cornfield. Kavan’s heart sagged in his chest as guilt crawled along his psyche. 

What am I doing? I’m just trying to be fair and it keeps blowing up in my face. If I can’t keep the peace here on the farm, how can I keep the peace in a kingdom?


Viz spoke up, “Take this as a learning experience. Not all decisions are easy ones. All leaders will encounter situations that don’t make everyone happy.”

 Kavan nodded. 

Thank you, Viz. I’ll remember that.

 Kavan stood tall as he looked past the cornfield to the pond and empty field beside it. 
 “Time to plant some pumpkin seeds,” Kavan smiled before stepping off the porch and making his way to the field in the small distance. 
 *** 
 The sun slipped away behind the horizon as night filled the sky. A white moon began to rise as a smaller, blood red moon was still touching the horizon. The white moon began its waning phase as a full, red moon glowed with crimson light. 
 Lanterns glowed along the streets of Moonvale. Visitors and residents moved about town, running last day errands before curfew. The stars shone high in the sky as a deep chill filled the air. Like invisible cold fingers, the chill sank down into the cobblestone streets.  
 The front door to the Blue Lantern Inn opened. Nolla stepped out, wearing skimpy leather armor and a ball and chain at her hip. The succubus’s expression was stern as she stepped out onto the street. 
 Rujin emerged from the entrance and stepped out onto the street behind the succubus. A pained look filled his dark eyes as he stood behind the beautiful succubus. 
 “There is already a patrol set up. I don’t see why you have to do it too?” Rujin said with a flustered edge. 
 Nolla turned to the tall troll with sharp eyes. “If Moonvale is our home, we must do everything we can to protect it. I have to do my part and make sure everyone is safe.” 
 Rujin’s brow hardened, “You’re not in the Divine Alliance anymore. You don’t have to do this. Come inside so we can talk about this some more.” 
 Nolla’s eyes narrowed. “I’m not in the Divine Alliance anymore, but I am still a paladin. If there are any cultists of Omyd here, I have to do my part to protect the town and root them out.” 
 Rujin’s brow softened. “It’s not about you continuing to be a paladin. I love that you want to protect the town, but I’m worried about who will be protecting you. We just started our lives together and I don’t want anything to happen to you.” 
 Nolla’s eyes softened as Rujin stepped closer. He towered over the succubus as he gave her a small smile. The troll lifted a large blue hand and cupped her chin. Nolla looked up as he looked down on her. The two lovers gazed into each other’s eyes, their hearts melting. 
 “I’ll be fine. Durzol should be here at any moment and we will patrol the streets together. Kavan was quite clear on no one patrols alone,” Nolla said with a small smile. 
 Rujin touched Nolla’s cheek and his thick fingers slid down her smooth skin. A conviction filled his eyes before he let his hand fall to his side. The troll instantly turned around and walked toward the front of the inn. 
 Nolla watched him with concerned eyes, her heart beating hard in her chest.  
 Rujin stepped into the inn and the door closed behind him. A few seconds ticked by, Nolla unsure what was happening. The door opened and Rujin came out with a thick, smooth mace. He stepped down the small steps and made his way to the succubus. He stood before her with a tenderness in his eyes. 
 “I can’t just be here, waiting and not knowing if you are okay or not. I know you can take care of yourself, but you’re right, this is our town and we need to protect it. If you don’t mind, I’ll come with you and the three of us can patrol the town,” Rujin said with a kind tone. 
 Nolla’s eyes shined before she leapt up and threw her arms around his thick neck. The troll and succubus kissed deeply, Nolla lifting a leg and coiled around his leg as she hung onto him. When their lips parted, the succubus slid down to her own feet and beamed a smile. 
 “I would love to patrol the town with you,” Nolla grinned. “But what about the guests at the inn?” 
 Rujin smiled. “Dinner was already served and everyone seemed pretty wiped out from the day’s excitement. I’m sure everyone can manage for a few hours.” 
 Rujin hefted the heavy mace onto his shoulder. He bowed and extended an open hand to the side. 
 “Shall we?” 
 Nolla was all smiles as she nodded and bowed to her lover. The two of them stood tall and walked side by side. Down the street, Durzol waved to them and the couple waved back at him. 
 From a nearby alley, a crawler the size of a rat poked its head and razor maw out. The little creature looked around with rudimentary eyes, trying to see any moving, large creatures. The vermin was ready to dart across the cobblestone street to find food in another alley. 
 The crawler watched as the two, large dark shapes moved farther and farther away. Spider-like legs along its worm body were still, ready to move when the coast was clear. 
 From the inky dark shadows of the alley, a tentacle silently slipped out. It stretched and hovered as a pair of oval eyes gleamed in the dim light. The thing was silent as a tomb, its gaze on the small crawler. 
 The moment the crawler no longer saw the dark, moving shapes, it darted forward. The hovering tentacle lashed out and instantly grabbed the little creature. The crawler squirmed and craned its mouth to bite at the thing holding it. Before it could latch on, it was snatched back and pushed into an open, tooth filled mouth. The crawler barely screeched before sharp teeth clamped shut on the wiggling creature. A tiny munching sound floated up from the alley as the crawler was consumed. 
 When the crunching stopped, the thing in the alley slipped away as the air took on a deeper chill and two moons glowed in the sky. 





 Six 
 Strange dreams of gods and monsters began to fade away. Kavan fell, trying to grab onto the darkness as if to slow his descent. Scaled hands grasped at nothing as he fell further and further away from the dreamscape. Warmth bubbled as Kavan turned to the yawning abyss. Faint images of gods fighting dragons dissipated. The dragonkin tried to remember what was happening when the abyss yawned further and swallowed him whole. 
 Kavan’s eyes opened as bliss curled along his body. A quick glance to the side showed the dim light of morning. Wet sounds filled the bed as Kavan lifted his head and looked down his body. Onka’s head bobbed on his standing member. The goblin hungrily moved her lips up and down the rigid dragonhood. Her eyes were closed as she appeared to be enjoying the intimate moment.  
 The dragonkin rose up on his elbows and looked at the beautiful goblin as light, muffled moans filled her throat. Wet inches appeared and disappeared between her luscious lips as Kavan enjoyed the show. 
 “Morning,” Kavan whispered as pleasure surged along his nerves. 
 Onka moaned a little louder as she sucked deeper. 
 Kavan was distracted for a moment. He barely blinked as he relaxed. The loving moans and deep sucking caused him to suck in a breath. He had no idea how long she had been at it, but he wasn’t complaining. 
 An image of Nava touched Kavan’s mind; the bedroom seemed a little emptier.  
 Onka pulled her head up and was breathing hard. The naked goblin crawled onto Kavan’s lap. She took hold of his dragonhood and touched the tip to her wet slit. Onka seethed with half-closed eyes and parted lips. She slowly impaled herself on Kavan’s cock, sinking down inch after inch until she reached the hilt. 
 “Morning,” Onka said with a breathy whisper before moving her hips barely an inch. 
 Kavan remained on his elbows, watching the naked goblin moving on his iron hard member. Her light green breasts with dark green nipples bounced slightly. Onka’s knees were on the sides of Kavan’s hips as she moved on him. Kavan reached up and touched her hip as her hands touched his chest as she moved her ass up and down. Honey surged and dripped down the dragonkin’s cock as Onka’s breathing quickened. 
 The dragonkin relaxed, seeing that Onka was close. She liked to come first and he had no issues with it. Seeing her unchained and humping his cock like a wild creature added to the moment and his cock throbbed with need. 
 Onka’s eyes squeezed shut and she went silent. She slid down to the hilt and her oval eyes shot open. A long, deep moan escaped her lips as she squeezed the dragonkin. Her body shuddered next. Onka’s breathing labored as she milked her own orgasm and then gasped as another one followed. 
 Kavan’s hand moved to her ass and gave it a squeeze as she shuddered again.  
 The goblin lifted her hands and ran them through her own hair, hips moving on Kavan’s still hard member. She gasped and bounced, enjoying the full feeling deep within her sacred valley. 
 “You were so hard, I couldn’t help myself,” Onka whispered as she bounced. 
 Kavan simply smirked as Onka’s hands touched his hard stomach and continued to enjoy him. 
 The goblin opened her eyes and looked down. She smiled for a moment before it faded away.  
 “The house feels so empty,” Onka whispered. 
 Kavan nodded. “Nava and Lorta have a lot to do. I wish they were here too.” 
 Onka gasped as Kavan’s cock thickened slightly. “I even liked Abby here. Our home should be full and warm.” 
 “You feel pretty warm right now,” Kavan chuckled before he let out a relaxed sigh. 
 Onka nodded, “It’s only going to get colder. You’re hot enough to keep all of us warm.” 
 A small moan fell from Onka’s lips as wetness surged from between their snug union. “The last few winters were hard, sleeping alone in a cold place. My place never warmed up enough to keep out the chill.” 
 Onka’s hips moved with a little more urgency. “We are going to change that this autumn and winter.” 
 Kavan sat up and hugged Onka around her waist. The goblin looked shyly into his slitted eyes as he held her close. Smooth, green legs wrapped around his waist as she barely moved. 
 “We are going to change it? Like how you said you would be there with me to talk to Abby?” Kavan smirked. 
 “Your cock feels so good,” Onka said, trying to distract from the questions. 
 “Oh no, I have you in my grasp,” Kavan grinned as he held her close. 
 Onka sighed and moaned. “I knew you could handle it and didn’t need me.” 
 Kavan chuckled. “Onka, we have to be on a united front, or the taurs will try to manipulate me to get their way.” 
 “What’s wrong with them getting their way?” Onka said softly as she squeezed his cock with her tight valley again. 
 Kavan was silent, enjoying Onka and thinking about their family. No answer bubbled along his thoughts. Soon, bliss grew thicker and needs began to rise. The wall of control began to crack and Kavan’s hold on the goblin grew tighter. 
 “I can feel it. You’re going to come,” Onka said with a breathy whisper. 
 Onka’s words stabbed deep into Kavan’s core. It was like each word was a whip strike to his soul and he couldn’t fight it. The dragonkin growled as his cock thickened. Onka’s eyes rolled into her head as her tight, inner walls were pushed to nearly the breaking point. Her hips and ass moved with urgency, trying to draw out Kavan’s soul. Heat bloomed into a fever between them. Kavan licked at Onka’s bare neck and she shuddered. 
 A grunt and moan filled the intimate space between them before spurts of thick seed fired. Dripping heat, lust, and orgasms caused the loving couple to clutch at each other. The embrace stayed firm as loving moans filled the air. Hot breath touched bare skin and scales. The touch of nirvana remained for a long moment, before it faded to the background of bliss and ecstasy. 
 Kavan fell back onto the bed, Onka going with him. The goblin laid her head on his chest as they breathed hard. The connection between them remained, honey and seed slipping out. Onka moved her hips slightly, squeezing and milking Kavan’s cock of every last drop. 
 After a time, Onka lifted her head and rested her chin on Kavan’s chest. The dragonkin looked at her, seeing a wide smile bloom. 
 “That was fun, but think how much more fun it will be with everyone we love here,” Onka grinned. 
 Kavan nodded before a memory of the council meeting slipped into his clearing thoughts.  
 “Onka, the council asked something of me. Since I am Lord of Moonvale, there is something else I must do,” Kavan said before explaining the meeting. 
 Onka listened with warm eyes as the Kavan told her about the meeting and explained that he had to find a lady to rule at his side. Onka’s expression didn’t change as he talked to her. The dragonkin left out the part about having reservations when it came Onka being the Lady of Moonvale. 
 “Nava said she felt she didn’t have what it took to be the Lady of Moonvale,” Kavan finished. 
 Onka sat up, but didn’t break their snug connection. The goblin looked down with oval yellow eyes and smiled. 
 “Zellee seems the obvious choice. She’s elegant, strong, and would make a wonderful Lady of Moonvale,” Onka said. 
 Kavan nodded. “She seems like an obvious choice, but I still feel conflicted. With Zellee living her dream in Loduss, she may not want to come back.” 
 Onka moved her hips, coaxing life back into Kavan’s semi-hard cock. “You made Nava a general of Moonvale’s forces. I have no aspirations to become royalty. I’m happy just fucking you whenever I want. Lorta is from a long line of farmers, and honestly, I don’t think she wants the position either.” 
 The goblin tapped her chin in thought as she bounced on Kavan’s lap. “Maybe Dura is a possibility? She is falling for you. I see it when she sees you. Her whole demeanor changes when you’re around.” 
 “You’re fine with not being the Lady of Moonvale?” Kavan asked. 
 Onka smiled. “I’m very happy right where I am, but don’t get me wrong, I think anyone who loves you would be happy being your lady. If you asked any of us directly, I don’t think anyone would turn you down.” 
 “Knowing that makes it harder,” Kavan said as he leaned his head back on the pillow. 
 “Don’t think about it too much. You said you have until the end of autumn. That will give you plenty of time to consider everyone, or add a few more possibilities. I doubt any of the single women in town will turn down a chance to be your lady,” Onka smiled. 
 “You make it sound like it’s easier than it actually is,” Kavan smiled. 
 Onka nodded. “It is easy. You’re Lord of Moonvale and a dragonkin. You’ve done so much for our town and the people in it. Anyone would be mad to say no to you.” 
 The goblin leaned forward and her green fingers walked along Kavan’s strong chest, “Being a lord has many perks. A concubine harem would keep you very entertained and happy.” 
 Kavan looked at the goblin's evil smile as she rode him. “Onka, you know I tend to hold back on my desires. You know I always want more. I just don’t want to hurt everyone I care about.” 
 Onka let out an amused laugh. “Kavan, my love, you know we are not porcelain dolls who will break from a simple fall. Zellee, Lorta, Nava and many others fully understand what is happening. 
 “You’re ambitious. It is a fine quality here on Voldor. So many people are broken because of the dragon gods, it has created a malaise. Many lack the will to try, because the dragon gods have stopped anyone who tried to elevate themselves to a higher standing. Voldor is a paradise for those who want a simple life. It is also a hell for those who want more. Myself, and all those who love and care for you, know you don’t want a simple life.” 
 Kavan smirked. “Malaise? That’s not a word I hear too often from you.” 
 Onka let out a loud laugh. “I spent a lot of time reading over the summer, while hiding from the paladins.” 
 The dragonkin sat up and held Onka close. “How much colder will it get?” 
 Onka moved as the dragonkin was rigid again, “Very cold. I don’t doubt the taurs will be sleeping in the same bed just to stay warm. Nava may have a new home, but even the cold off the ocean is enough to freeze parts of the sea. Locks sometimes break and windows have been known to crack, if there isn’t enough heat in the home.” 
 “We may have to prepare for winter. A full house will be warm enough to keep everyone happy,” Kavan smirked. 
 Onka nodded. “Yes, that would be the right thing to do.” 
 The goblin snuggled into Kavan’s chest as he held her close. Green hips moved slowly to their wet and intimate connection. 
 “What are your plans for today?” Onka asked with a whisper. 
 “I have to interview the goblins staying at the Blue Lantern and some of the new residents in town. I have to see if any of them are involved with what was written in the alley. It may take a day or two to finish the interviews. I hope I can discover who was behind it soon.  
 “After the investigation, I plan to work on the Lord’s Tower. Hynrik said he would help me. It will be nice to complete it before winter.” 
 “Sounds like you will be very busy. I’ll make sure the taurs are tending to the crops before I go to the shop. I sold two slime pets yesterday, which is great because I haven’t sold any new livestock in the last two weeks.” 
 “That is good news,” Kavan said as bliss curled along the couple’s hearts and bodies. 
 Onka looked up with warm, big eyes, “My love, know this, I will support anything you desire. Stay true to your heart, and everything will fall into place.” 
 “It is not just my desires, it’s our desires,” Kavan said as he held her close. 
 Onka smiled with a sultry edge against Kavan’s chest. “It’s early. My only desires right now are to orgasm a few more times.” 
 “I was thinking the same thing,” Kavan grinned. 
 The couple chuckled and giggled together before moans rose up from their union, the sun slowly rising along the distant horizon. 
 *** 
 Rujin placed a large platter of eggs, sausage, and bacon in the center of a table. The troll stood up to his full height with a smile across his face. The main dining room was filled with goblin workers. The moment the last plate was on the table, all the workers started scooping mounds of food on their individual plates. Hungry eyes drank in the feast before every goblin began eating. 
 Rujin stepped back, his soul singing to the happy grunts from the feeding frenzy. Six tables had four goblins at each one. Male and female goblins ate and soon talked to each other. The murmur of small conversation rose up like a thin cloud, everyone excited at a new day. 
 Rujin stepped to a counter. Nolla was leaning against it and smiling. The succubus eyed the troll with deep warmth as he was very much in his element. 
 The front door opened and a bell chimed. Rujin, Nolla, and the many goblins looked at the front door as a red dragonkin stepped in. A spearpoint stabbed up from past his shoulder and a friendly smile filled his small snout. Leather armor covered his chest and brown leather leggings covered his legs, while black boots completed the look as Kavan made his way to the troll and succubus. 
 “Morning,” Kavan said with a slight nod. 
 “Morning,” Rujin and Nolla said at the same time. 
 Kavan stood before the couple and glanced around first before talking to them directly. 
 “Thank you both for aiding in last night’s patrol.” 
 “It was our pleasure. Anything to help Moonvale,” Nolla smiled brightly. 
 Kavan nodded and looked to Rujin, “I may need a little more of your assistance, at least for a few hours.” 
 “Happy to help,” Rujin smiled. 
 Kavan glanced at the goblins, now all of them looking at him. He looked back to Rujin and spoke in a lower tone. 
 “Rujin, I need you to keep all the goblins here for a few hours and let me use a room to hold interviews. I will need to see each worker alone and rule out any possible suspects.” 
 The troll’s smile faded a touch and he nodded. “Of course, I understand. Room 201 is empty on the second floor. It has no windows, so it should be fine for private interviews.” 
 “Thank you. While I conduct interviews, please make sure no one leaves here until I’m finished. Each interview shouldn’t be too long. I just need to ask a few questions.” 
 “I’ll make sure everyone stays,” the troll said with a firm nod. 
 Kavan’s mind worked as he turned to the many goblins sitting and eating breakfast. Memories washed on the shores of his mind of his life back on Earth. Disfigured and scarred, Kavan saw over the years that people often betrayed how they truly felt with their expressions. No matter how polite people were about his disfigurements, their eyes often gave them away if they were uncomfortable. It developed into a sense when he knew people were lying or not. It wasn’t one hundred percent effective, but it did work most of the time. The dragonkin hoped it would translate to the people here and maybe he could root out possible suspects. 
 Kavan was about to address the goblin workers when Nolla moved to his side. She leaned toward his ear and spoke in a hushed whisper. 
 “May I be in the interviews with you? I have a 4th degree in the Mind Sphere. I might be able to peak into their minds and tease out the truth, if anyone becomes difficult.” 
 Kavan nodded. “That would actually be a great help. Thank you, Nolla.” 
 The succubus grinned. 
 Kavan lifted his chin and spoke to the goblins at the tables. 
 “Hello everyone. My name is Kavan Cynder, Lord and Magistrate for Moonvale. As you know, there was an incident the other night where some disturbing words were scrawled on an alley wall. I’m conducting an investigation into who might be responsible, which requires me to interview many people.  
 “I know your group has been here a few weeks, working on the new Moonvale Museum. I don’t believe anyone here was involved, but I have to be thorough. I will be interviewing each one of you. I have just a few questions, so it shouldn’t take long. 
 “I understand that you have a full day of work ahead of you, but I spoke with the mayor and he agreed that you will still earn your daily wage as we conduct these interviews. Please, stay here and do not leave the room until every interview has finished. After that, if there is time, you can resume your work this afternoon or early tomorrow.” 
 Nervous eyes glanced around. Some goblins bowed their heads, shadows covering their eyes. Others continued to eat like they didn’t hear a word the dragonkin magistrate said.  
 Kavan pulled out a rolled-up scroll from his belt pouch. He unfurled it and looked over the names of the goblin workers. 
 “Ruk Greentips, please come with me,” Kavan said. 
 A goblin stood up from his chair with nervous eyes. Kavan and Nolla made their way to the stairs and Ruk followed. Many goblins looked at the scared goblin as he, the dragonkin, and succubus made their way up the stairs. 
 At the top of the stairs, Kavan spotted Room 201. He moved to it and opened the door. Ruk walked in with his head bowed and Nolla bringing up the rear. All three stepped in and Nolla closed the door behind her. 
 The room was simple. It had one bed, a small table, several chairs, and a single, glowing lantern. Since there were no windows, no one could tell if it was day or night inside. 
 “Let’s all have a seat,” Kavan said simply. 
 Ruk moved to a seat, his hands shaking. Before he sat down, his eyes widened to the side of saucers. 
 “Please don’t tell my bonded that I’m having an affair with Drena!” Ruk blurted out. 
 Kavan and Nolla both raised eyebrows as they sat down. 
 “She will break our bond if she finds out,” Ruk sobbed. 
 The dragonkin let out a small exhale.  

This might be harder than I thought.

 “Ruk, I just want to know what you were doing the evening of the first,” Kavan said calmly. 
 Ruk blinked and looked away. “In Drena’s room, having sex.” 
 Kavan fought the urge to smile. He looked away for a moment before looking back at the panicked goblin. 
 “Will she say the same?” Kavan asked. 
 Ruk nodded. “She might say we did it six times, but I know we did it eight times. She only counts it when she orgasms.” 
 Kavan blinked as he tried hard not to laugh. He turned to Nolla, the corners of his lips fighting not to smile. 
 “I think we’re done here. Can you get the next goblin?” 
 Nolla smiled. 
 “That’s it?” Ruk said in astonishment. 
 “That’s it,” Kavan said. “And don’t worry, what happens here, stays here.” 
 “Thank you, Magistrate Cynder,” Ruk bowed deeply. 
 Kavan watched as Nolla escorted the goblin out. The moment the door closed, he laughed to himself and held his side. 

One down, twenty-three to go.

 *** 
 A gnarled, older goblin sat across from Kavan and Nolla. The goblin’s eyes held a lifetime worth of experiences and his weathered green face showed his contempt of being questioned. He wore worn-down overalls and a toolbelt surrounded his waist. 
 Kavan eyed the goblin. The little green man clearly was not impressed by anything, even a dragonkin sitting before him. 
 “Lead Goblin Grizz,” Kavan began. 
 The older goblin nodded. “Can we get this over with? I would like to get back to work. Ask your questions.” 
 The dragonkin nodded. “Can you account for the whereabouts of the goblins working under you?” 
 Grizz nodded. “Only the ones that were here, in the Blue Lantern, having dinner. Half of them went to the Shouting Troll for drinks. But let me clear this up, I have worked with every goblin on my team for years. None of them worship Omyd, and if they did, they didn’t tell me. We are a close-knit family and speak on many things. Your investigation will not point to anyone working under me.” 
 Kavan smiled. “I understand. We’re just being thorough.” 
 Grizz gave a gruff nod. “May I go now?” 
 “Not yet. Since we are conducting these interviews, I do have something to ask of you after we are finished here.” 
 “Spit it out,” Grizz said with a hard edge. 
 Kavan nodded. “Because something odd is happening here in Moonvale, I ask you to keep your workers to the curfew, and have them always be paired together. There should be no lone goblins wandering the streets after sunset.” 
 Grizz’s eyes narrowed. “Is that the same for everyone else here in Moonvale?” 
 Kavan nodded. “The town has been told to do the same. The rules apply to everyone.” 
 Grizz’s eyes softened a hair. “Good to hear. We’ve worked a long time in Loduss and it is more of do as we say and not as we do. It’s refreshing to work somewhere that the rules apply to everyone.” 
 “How is it different in Loduss?” Kavan asked with curious eyes. 
 Grizz’s face hardened again. “There are many rich and powerful people in Loduss. They like to dictate, but never put in the work. There are two classes, the rich and the workers. There are plenty of museums and the arts, but those places are not for us. We are lesser citizens in their stuck-up lives.  
 “That is why I’m very protective of my crew. They are good goblins and put in the work. Many like it here and are considering moving here so as not to deal with the pompous idiots back in Loduss. These interviews make them nervous, but I believe it is not enough to change some of their minds. If you and I are clear with each other, the crew will be okay with you.” 
 Grizz gave a stern nod. “You seem like you're doing good work, trying to protect the town. Don’t disappoint me.” 
 Kavan nodded. “I will do my best to not disappoint you.” 
 Grizz nodded again and stood up. Without permission, the older goblin left the room and closed the door behind him. 
 Kavan looked at Nolla. 
 “He was telling the truth the whole time,” Nolla smiled. 
 Kavan nodded. “How can you tell, if you don’t mind me asking?” 
 “I’m only using my 1st degree of the Mind Sphere. It gives me insight into another's mind, without intruding on them or manipulating them. I used it many times to find those who went against the dragon gods.” 
 “Was it difficult to attain?” 
 Nolla gave the dragonkin a polite smile. “I can’t say for everyone, but it was for me. I was instructed to learn the Mind Sphere so I can be an asset on missions. It requires a lot of reading and focus. Even at 4th degree, I can create illusions and peer into the surface thoughts of those around me, if I choose.  
 “Of course, I don’t do that, because it's rude and everyone already has hesitations about befriending a demon. My people have had it difficult for a very long time. I hoped by being a paladin, it would change that perception, but instead, it only buries the mistrust a little deeper.” 
 Nolla kept her smile. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to go on like that.” 
 “It’s okay. I’m glad you did. It helps with us working together,” Kavan smiled. 
 Nolla nodded. “Should I get the next goblin?” 
 “Please,” Kavan said with a warm smile. 
 *** 
 A goblin with folded hands on his lap stared at the dragonkin and succubus with wide eyes. His knee bounced as he bit the edge of his lip. He was wearing worker overalls and had short, brown hair. 
 Kavan watched the goblin with kind eyes. 

I haven’t seen him blink since he arrived.

 “You’re Worker Drudd Grasseater?” Kavan asked. 
 The goblin gave a vigorous nod. 
 “Drudd, you don’t have to be nervous. We just want to ask a few questions,” Kavan said in a calm tone. 
 The goblin shot to his feet, his eyes as wide as saucers. “I’m sorry! It was me! I stole cookies from my mother’s cookie jar when I was two! It was me who overfed my cat and made her fat! It was me who was sleeping on the job because I was really tired!  
 “Please! I don’t want to lose my job! I promise to do better! I’ll be a great worker! Don’t tell Grizz! He will let me go! I love my job!” 
 Kavan blinked. “Drudd, I only want to ask if you were outside a little after sunset and with anyone else?” 
 “I was with the crew in the Shouting Troll! We had Fire Berry Spirits. I tried to keep up, but I got sick and had to run to the water closet to throw up. I had six drinks, but I should have limited myself to two. I threw up three times. I laughed with the others, but deep down, I just wanted to lie down.” 
 The dragonkin gave a simple nod. “Thank you, Drudd. That will be all. And don’t worry, we won’t tell anyone what you told us.” 
 “Thank you,” Drudd said before bolting out of the room and the door swinging behind him. 
 Kavan sat back in his chair and looked up at the ceiling. 

This is getting me nowhere. The goblins have been here for weeks and it doesn’t make sense they would start painting the wall with crawler blood and saying something from Omyd’s religion.

 Nolla looked over to the dragonkin as he stared up at the ceiling. “Half down, other half to go.” 
 “Send up the next one,” Kavan sighed as he looked at the ceiling. 
 *** 
 A look of trepidation filled Kavan’s gaze as he looked at the goblin sitting just a few feet away from him. Her short, blonde hair was combed to the side, nearly covering one eye, but not completely. She wore a tight, white shirt and brown leather leggings. Some of the top buttons to her shirt were undone, giving the dragonkin full view of her cleavage. Kavan would have stared a little longer at her creamy green cleavage, if not for the goblin’s haunting stare. Darkness touched the skin under her eyes as she stared at the dragonkin. 
 The goblin licked her full lips as she kept her hungry eyes on Kavan. 
 “Drena Nightdrink,” Kavan said. 
 The goblin gave a slow, seductive nod.  
 “You’re the last one today, I just have a simple question,” Kavan began. 
 “I’ll do anything you ask of me,” Drena said with a sultry blink. 
 “Erm,” Kavan said as he felt lust dripping off the goblin. “I just have a simple question, were you with Ruk after the sun sat on the evening the words were scrawled on the alley wall?” 
 Drena glanced at Nolla before looking back to Kavan. “If I don’t answer, will I be punished?” 
 “No, not at all,” Kavan said innocently. 
 Drena kept her hungry gaze on the dragonkin. “I can’t recall. You might have to make me talk.” 
 Nolla smiled. 
 Kavan shook his head. “This is just a simple interview. If you answer the question, you will be free to go.” 
 Drena licked her lips again. “I think better when I have something to suck on.” 
 Mentally, Kavan laughed, hard. On the surface, he kept his face serious and still.  

She’s a wild one.


“I have to agree,” Viz giggled.

 Nolla leaned over, cupped the side of her mouth, and whispered into Kavan’s ear, “She was with him. I can see it in her thoughts. I only peeked because this could take a while.” 
 Kavan nodded. “Drena, thank you for speaking with us.” 
 The goblin sulked. “This isn’t much of an interrogation.” 
 “It’s not an interrogation,” Kavan stated. 
 Drena shrugged. “If you need to ask me any more questions, I’m in room 220. Knock first, in case anyone else is there with me. Don’t knock if you want to join in.” 
 The goblin stood up and walked out, giving Kavan and Nolla a wink before she left the room. 
 The door swung shut. Kavan and Nolla deflated in their chairs, the last interview finished. 
 “That was grueling,” Kavan sighed. “At least we know it was none of the workers.” 
 Nolla nodded. “They were all very honest.” 
 The dragonkin and succubus got up from their chairs and left the room. They made their way to the top of the stairs and looked down at the main room. The goblin workers had already cleared out. Rujin was leaning against his bar. The troll looked up and smiled as Kavan and Nolla came down the stairs. 
 “They left after Drena came down. Any good or bad news?” Rujin asked. 
 The dragonkin gave a tired nod. “Good news is, none of them seem like suspects. The bad news is, the cultists are still in town, somewhere.” 
 Nolla stepped to Rujin and hugged him around the waist. She pressed the side of her head to his chest and let out a long sigh. Rujin held her close and the two of them swayed in each other’s arms. 
 Kavan glanced at the window, seeing the last rays of the afternoon sun. The interviews took longer than expected and evening would arrive in just an hour. 
 Nolla broke from Rujin’s embrace and looked at Kavan. “What’s next?” 
 Kavan shook his head. “I was going to interview a few other new residents, but the day is nearly over. There is a new resident living on Horn Street. She’s close. I’ll stop by and ask a few questions before coming back for evening patrol.” 
 “Do you want us to come with you?” Rujin asked. 
 Kavan smiled and shook his head. “No, it’s okay. I’ll stop by, ask some questions and move on. Just, if any of the goblins act differently, or stranger than usual, please let me know.” 
 Rujin and Nolla gave a firm nod. 
 Kavan said his goodbyes and left the Blue Lantern. Cool, late afternoon air filled the dragonkin’s nose. The fading afternoon light touched the taller buildings. The dragonkin walked west a little bit before turning north and making his way to Horn Street. 
 The dragonkin eyed the thin street as he stepped onto it. Looking around, he saw that he wasn’t completely familiar with the street. Talon Street ran diagonally from the town center to the North East. Horn Street ran from the town center to the North West. Many of the homes were empty and no shops lined the sides of the street. It almost looked like a ghost town compared to the activity of West Street. 
 Kavan walked along, his thoughts drifting. The hours spent in a windowless room took their toll and the dragonkin was happy to be out in the fresh, cool air. 
 Boots clicked as he walked along. A simple, two-story home stood. It was as nondescript as it could be. A simple stone and wood front faced the street. The buildings beside it were empty and foreboding. The only thing that made this building different was lantern light coming from a ground floor window. The curtains were drawn, but in the shadow of buildings, the lantern glowed with warm light. 

Let’s get this over with.

 Kavan stepped to the door and gave a few knocks. 

I hope, with word getting around about the investigation, whoever is doing it will think twice. With any real luck, they may stop or leave all together. I really don’t have time for this to continue. There is too much to do and I need to make sure the farm is prepared for winter.

 A lockbolt slid back and the door opened. 
 Kavan pulled back from his thoughts so he was in the here and now. Slitted eyes looked down and the dragonkin’s eyes widened a hair. 
 A goblin stood in the doorway, but she was unlike any goblin he had seen before. Long, vibrant neon red hair framed her green features. Oval, light yellow eyes slowly blinked. Lips curved into a polite smile.  
 Kavan blinked as he stared at the stunningly beautiful goblin. She wore a green dress that hugged her chest. Emerald green ears stabbed out from her full and wavy hair. 
 The dragonkin immediately noticed the goblin before him was taller than any other goblin he had met or seen. Where Onka’s head reached his chest, this goblin’s head reached his neck. She had a full-figure and long limbs for her size.  
 “You must be Lord Cynder,” the goblin smiled brighter. 
 Kavan gave a slow nod, caught in her infectious and polite smile. 
 The goblin bowed. “My name is Hagasa Gloom. I must apologize for not meeting you sooner. I’m still getting my home in order. I’ve only been here a few days and I still have much to do.” 
 Kavan’s wits returned to him and he bowed. “It is I who must apologize. I should have made the rounds sooner and welcomed you to Moonvale.” 
 The dragonkin and goblin stood up and looked into each other’s eyes.  
 “No need to apologize. Being the lord of Moonvale must take up a lot of your time. Mayor Sunaxe informed me you may stop by to speak with me and many others new in town. 
 “Would you like to come in? I know I mentioned my home is in slight disarray, but the living room is ready to receive guests.” 
 Kavan blinked and quickly realized he was smiling. 

What is wrong with me? Do I have a goblin fetish because Hagasa has to be the most beautiful goblin I have ever met.


“Don’t let Onka hear you say that,” Viz said with an incorporable elbow to Kavan’s psyche.

 Kavan cleared his throat and bowed again to the stunning goblin. “Yes, that would be acceptable.” 
 Hagasa nodded with a smile and stepped back into her home.  
 “Please, come in,” the goblin said with inviting warmth. 
 Kavan’s legs betrayed him as he stepped in.  

Just ask the questions and get out.

 The front door closed.  
 For a small moment, the street was as still as a frozen lake. From a dark alley, something sniffed at the air and let out a whimper before it retreated away, stillness once again returning to the thin street. 





 Seven 
 The large living room smelled of lavender and vanilla. Kavan glanced around, seeing a well-furnished room, complete with a couch, fireplace, small end tables, and a coffee table. A single vase stood on a small table by the fireplace, a red flower in it. The walls were bare and the fireplace cold. In another room connecting to the living room, a small stack of crates stood, some opened and others still nailed shut. 
 “Please, have a seat. Do you care for some tea or wine?” Hagasa asked. 
 Kavan looked at the beautiful goblin and his spirit melted. 

All she did was ask me a question and I want to say yes to anything she says. Pull it together!

 “No, thank you. I only need a moment of your time to ask a few questions,” Kavan said as plainly as he could. 
 Hagasa smiled. “Well, if you don’t mind, I would like a glass of wine. Please, have a seat so we can get to those important questions.” 
 Kavan nodded as the Hagasa turned and walked into the other room.  
 The dragonkin stepped deeper into the living room. He drank it in as he sat down on the comfortable couch. His slitted eyes slowly moved as he inhaled the delicious scents. His senses warmed and a peaceful fog shrouded Kavan as he sat and waited patiently. 

Everything feels so… dreamy.


“I don’t detect anything magical or odd,” Viz mentioned.


I can’t explain it. Something here feels familiar, and warm.

 Kavan perked up as Hagasa stepped in with an open wine bottle and two glasses. 
 “I don’t like to drink alone,” the goblin smiled as she sat down on the couch beside Kavan and placed the glasses down. 
 Kavan watched as Hagasa poured a deep, red wine into each glass. When the glasses were nearly filled, she put down the bottle and lifted her glass. 
 “To new friends and new beginnings,” Hagasa said with a cheery smile. 
 Kavan picked up his glass and held it close to Hagasa’s glass, “To new friends and new beginnings.” 
 Dragonkin and goblin clinked their glasses before they took a deep sip. 
 Kavan’s eyes widened a little and allowed himself a deeper sip. The wine blasted his nerves with tendrils of bliss and familiar warmth. When he pulled the glass away, he let the wine remain on his tongue, as if revisiting a long, lost memory. 
 Hagasa watched Kavan with warm eyes. “It’s a personal favorite. You seem to like it.” 
 Kavan gulped down the wine and held the glass close to his chest. “It’s delicious. It may be the best wine I have ever tasted.” 
 Hagasa’s smile widened. “The compliment warms my heart. I didn’t know if Moonvale would carry Dream Fruit wine, so I brought a case with me. If you ever visit Horn Street and want to have a drink, simply knock on my door. I love entertaining.” 
 Kavan nodded before taking another sip. 

I wonder if she will find it rude that I want to take a bottle home?

 The air swirled with a subdued heat. The dragonkin blinked away the moment before setting his glass down and looking at the goblin sitting beside him. Hagasa was turned sideways and facing him, her full attention on him. 
 “Are you aware of what happened to the Shouting Troll?” Kavan asked. 
 Hagasa nodded. “I was in the crowd, trying to see what the commotion was about. I saw you enter the alley. The mayor came out to address the crowd and told us what happened.  
 “It is a little frightening knowing that someone painted those very words. From what I know about them, the cult of Omyd can be dangerous. I do hope it is a practical jest and those who did it are afraid to continue it.” 
 Kavan nodded. “As does everyone else in town. But I do have to ask, the night before, where were you around sundown?” 
 Hagasa nodded politely. “I was here, unpacking. I was alone, so no one else can confirm if I was here or not. I understand that you must investigate who committed this crime. I have no proof I was here, other than my word.” 
 The goblin reached over and gently placed her hand on Kavan’s thigh. “I completely understand if I am a suspect. I am willing to answer any other questions you may have or if you need to have me watched.  
 “I can only say my truth, I had nothing to do with the words on the alley wall or anything to do with the Cult of Omyd.” 
 Kavan’s slitted eyes looked down on Hagasa’s hand on his leg. Warmth soothed the dragonkin’s soul as he stared. The goblin’s hand on him wasn’t being forward, but instead, it was comforting. Unlike Drena at the inn, Hagasa’s touch was innocent and welcomed.  
 Kavan lifted his gaze to see a bright shine in the goblin’s eyes. Her scent was intoxicating and the dragonkin found it difficult to think, let alone talk. A spark glowed from deep embers of the dragonkin’s soul and soon, a confusion followed. 

What is happening right now? Why do I feel this way? It’s like her presence is singing to me.

 Kavan’s scaled hand trembled before taking hold of Hagasa’s hand, lifting it up and placing it on the couch. The dragonkin stood up and looked down, shadows covering his eyes. 
 “Thank you for your time. I’ll stop by if I have any other questions,” Kavan said in a monotone voice. 
 Hagasa stood up from the couch and bowed her head to the dragonkin. “I’m sorry if I have offended you. I meant no disrespect or anything inappropriate.” 
 Kavan looked down on the goblin as she kept her head bowed. His heart quickened as the rush of blood pressed along his ears. A nervous tendril slipped along his spin and Kavan resisted the urge to shake it off. 
 “You… didn’t offend me or do anything inappropriate. I simply have to go. Thank you for speaking with me.” 
 Hagasa lifted her head as Kavan turned and walked toward the front door. He took hold of the door handle and opened it so hard, it hit the tiny, hallway wall with a bang. The door shuddered before Kavan stepped out and closed the door behind him. 
 The cool, late afternoon air washed over the dragonkin. Kavan closed his eyes as his heart pumped. When he opened them again, thin wisps of steam rose up from his scales. He turned his gaze to the sky, seeing the sunlight dim across the heavens as evening was fast approaching. 

What is wrong with me? I… never felt like that before. It was like I fell into a dream.

 Viz was silent. 
 Kavan closed his eyes and shook his head as if he could shrug off the strange feeling. After a small moment, he opened his eyes and began walking. 
 Kavan fought the temptation to look back. His muscles pulled, as if to try and make him look back. He had barely met Hagasa and his mind worked to see if he could find an excuse to see her again. 
 The dragonkin stepped along a small side street and slowly made his way to West Street. Chaotic thoughts jumbled as Kavan tried to organize his mind. The words “Eat the Weak!” stabbed into his mind’s eye and were quickly consumed with goblins, wine, and a dreamy haze. 

Viz, is there something wrong with me?


“Nothing that I can detect. There are no status alerts of any kind. You’re normal, but I can also tell that your thoughts are in chaos.”

 Kavan stepped out of the side street and onto West Street. He turned his gaze, seeing the Shouting Troll, the Blue Lantern Inn, and the Dragon’s Table in the small distance. West Street had a few small groups of visitors. A small line waited to be seated in front of the Dragon’s Table. Several goblins and town residents stepped into the Blue Lantern and the Shouting Troll. Street lanterns began to glow as the sky grew darker by the moment. 

It feels like the entire day got away from me. I have to find Lorta so we can do tonight’s patrol together. She said she would meet me in the town center at sundown. She might be waiting for me.

 Kavan turned and began walking along West Street. He quickly pushed away the confusing thoughts as he walked. Several heads turned to the dragonkin on the street. Smiles appeared and some heads nodded. 
 Kavan lifted a hand to wave at the small groups of visitors when something touched his senses. 
 The dragonkin’s hand was partially up, ready to wave when something black darted out of a nearby alley. Kavan’s head and eyes turned as a cloaked figure was upon him and jumping into the air. Time slowed as a gloved hand reached out and a small, red aura encircled it. 
 His muscles tensed as Kavan ducked low, spun on his heels and stepped back. The gloved hand missed him by inches as the figure’s legs spun over head from the quick somersault. Kavan reached for his spear behind him, fingers touching and closing around the shaft. Stats appeared and filled the corner of his gaze. 

Kavan Cynder

 Species: Dragonkin  
 Health: Normal 
 Mana: 21 
 Gold: 800 
   

Attributes

 Strength: 6 
 Intelligence: 4 
 Dexterity: 5 
 Constitution: 8 
 Willpower: 6 
   

Natural Abilities

 Claws 
 Regeneration 
 Dragon Scale Armor 
 Fire Spit  
   

Spheres

 Fire: 5 
 Body: 6 
 Life: 4 
 Dark: 1 
 Decay: 1 
   

Skills

 Combat: 8 
   
 Kavan took firm hold of his spear and pulled it from its magnetic sheath. His arm was coming around as the figure’s feet barely touched the cobblestone street. In a blink, the figure was airborne with an outstretched hand. 
 Time slowed as Kavan drank in the cloaked figure. Black covered their body, from their boots to their face and hood. A robe billowed, as did a separate cloak. Even the figure’s eyes were covered as they closed the distance. 
 Kavan’s arm whipped his spear around just as the figure floated over him. The gloved hand glowed with a dim, crimson aura before it touched the dragonkin’s shoulder. There was a faint burst of light as Kavan took a step away and fell into a stance. 
 Kavan harnessed his mana as his muscles felt like dead weight. The figure landed as Kavan slowed. The dragonkin siphoned 6 mana into his Body Sphere. The moment the mana charged into Kavan’s body, it slammed into barriers and exploded. 
 Kavan’s entire body trembled before red energy arced along his entire body. Pain crashed into his nerves and he grunted. A buildup of energy continued to crash into him and the dragonkin’s eyes glowed red. Shards of fire dripped from his open mouth as he stumbled back. The spear fell as Kavan grabbed at the sides of his head, his mind exploding in unrefined torment. Wave after wave of arcing energy slammed into his senses until it petered out. 
 The dragonkin continued to step backwards, his senses on fire. He heaved as fire dripped from his open maw. An animalistic expression seeped into Kavan’s pained face as he tried to collect his wits. 
 The figure in black charged like a shadow. They closed the distance and when they reached the stunned dragonkin, a barrage of gloved fists shot out. Kavan couldn’t move as hard knuckles slammed into his chest, neck, and face. Pain surged as Kavan took another few steps back. The figure in black didn’t hold back, fists striking the dragonkin a dozen times before they leapt up and slammed their heel into the dragonkin’s stomach. 
 Kavan’s eyes widened as he bent forward and crumpled to the street. Fire dripped from his maw as he stared at the street with wide eyes. Pain prickled and arced, blasting his senses to nubs. 
 The figure stepped to Kavan’s side, raised their leg up straight and brought it down on the dragonkin’s back. 
 Kavan grunted as the boot struck. Senses reeling, Kavan bent lower and spun with his leg out. The figure leapt over it and both of their boots landed on the dragonkin’s spine. Kavan grunted as his chest slammed onto the street. 
 People on the street watched in stunned horror as the figure in black leapt off the downed dragonkin, spun in the air and landed on the street, legs slightly spread. Several visitors and residents ran off, but many others watched, unable to look away. 

“Kavan! There is a spell effect on you! Don’t use your mana!” Viz shouted in Kavan’s head.

 The dragonkin pressed his hands to the floor and launched himself up into the air. The pain became an echo as Kavan landed on his feet and burst forward.  
 “EAT THE WEAK!” the cloaked figure shouted with a deep, booming voice. 
 Several gasps filled the air at the very sound of those very words. 
 The figure turned their head slightly before Kavan was to them with his scaled fist raised. A gloved hand shot up, grabbed his wrist, and twisted. Kavan’s entire body twisted with it as he brought his leg around and struck the figure in black with a knee to the stomach.  
 The whipping of bodies was so quick and powerful, both Kavan and the figure in black were knocked away from each other and both landed on the street floor. Kavan rolled and jumped back to his feet. The figure in black spun their legs and slipped back onto their feet. 
 For a tiny span of time, Kavan and the stranger in black stared at each other. 
 Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he pulled back his head and it snapped forward. Maw open, a small fireball blasted out. 
 The figure spun away as the fireball streaked past, hit the street and exploded. Kavan was already moving, legs pumping as he curled his arm out. The figure in black spun to a halt just as Kavan crashed into and curled his arm around them.  
 The two of them hit the street and an elbow slammed into Kavan’s snout. He ignored the pain as he lifted the stranger up a foot and slammed them down with all his strength. Kavan hoped that would have knocked the wind out of them, but instead, a hand chopped at the side of his neck. 
 Pain caused flashbulbs to fill Kavan’s gaze. 
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 A deep growl filled Kavan’s throat as the figure chopped at his neck again, another surge of pain rising up. 
 With a thought, spines instantly stabbed out from Kavan’s dark red skin. Scales fanned out from the spines and slammed down, cascading from the top of his head and down along his body, destroying his leather armor. It happened so fast, the figure in black tried to chop again at Kavan’s neck when their hand struck hard, armored scales. 
 “Nice try,” Kavan hissed as he pulled back and took the figure with him. 
 The dragonkin stood with his armored hands holding the figure in black by their robe collar. A leather clad leg was up and the figure slammed a knee into Kavan’s armored stomach. 
 Kavan didn’t flinch as he reached for the hood.  
 The figure in black wrapped one leg around the dragonkin’s leg as their head moved away from Kavan’s hand. Another arm curled around Kavan’s arm and muscles tightened. Kavan’s eyes widened as the figure grappled him, raised their heel and slammed it against the inside of his knee. Thinner, armored scales along the joint were shattered off as the heel slammed hard. Pain flared as Kavan lost his balance and began to fall. A gloved finger stabbed through the eye sockets of his dragon armor. Kavan blinked and pain exploded from his eye. The eyelid kept the finger from penetrating, but it was strong enough to push back the eye slightly. 
 An involuntary reflex caused Kavan to let go. He stumbled back as he couldn’t see out of one eye. Movement shifted before him before a boot shot out and struck him dead center on the chest. 
  Kavan was knocked off his feet and landed on his back. His armored body slid a few feet before it stopped. A shadow appeared over him and before he could do anything, a pair of boots slammed onto his chest with the power of a boulder. The armored scales along Kavan’s chest cracked and the dragonkin knew if he didn’t have his armor on, it would have cracked or broken his ribcage. 
 The figure tilted their head to the side as they looked down on the dragonkin. 
 “You have angered Omyd and you must be punished for such insolence!” the figure said darkly. 
 The figure grabbed at the sides of Kavan’s armored head and slammed it down on the hard street, again and again. Scales along Kavan’s horned head cracked as the figure viciously slammed the dragonkin’s head down with supernatural strength. 
 Kavan’s hand grabbed at a leg and aimed his fingertips. Claws stabbed out and penetrated flesh. The figure didn’t even grunt, but did stop slamming his head down. Kavan fought through the waves of pain and confusion as he twisted his claws and blood spurted. 
 The figure on him laughed darkly. “Pain is for the weak. We are strong.” 
 A gloved hand grabbed Kavan’s hand and pushed the claws deeper until they reached the hilt. Kavan looked up at the shrouded figure as they didn’t make a sound. Blood pulsed and splattered on Kavan’s armored chest. 
 Knees bent and the figure launched off the dragonkin. They somersaulted through the air and landed on their feet, facing the length of the street. Visitors and residents stared with shock in their eyes. 
 “Moonvale! Change your wicked ways or you all will be devoured!” the figure boomed before bending their legs and leaping into the air. 
 Everyone on the street watched as the cloaked figure made an impossible leap into the air and landed on a roof. They ducked away from view and were gone. 
 Kavan remained on his back, aches and pains filling his entire body. His vision slowly returned to his hurt eye as he tried to collect his wits. It wasn’t long before bodies surrounded him and many kneeled at his side. Kavan looked up at faces he didn’t recognize as his body began to regenerate. 
 With a thought, armored scales rose up and folded into spines. The many spines over his body sank into his flesh and were gone. 
 “Move aside!” a familiar voice touched the air. 
 Goblins, trolls, orcs, and nagas moved aside as a white and purple scaled naga appeared. Soki lowered herself down to Kavan’s side, an open potion in her hand. 
 “I’m here,” Soki said as she pressed the edge of the potion to Kavan’s lips. 
 The dragonkin took a sip and waited for the moment the healing potion would work with his regeneration. The moment passed and fiery pain surged along his body. It was so unexpected, Kavan let out a half growl, half shout in sharp torment. 
 Lorta was rushing along when she heard Kavan. Fear crawled into her soul as she pumped her legs, half-spear in hand. She charged along West Street as Rujin and Nolla stepped out of the Blue Lantern and Kazko stepped out of the Shouting Troll. Drayke emerged from the Dragon’s Table and the moment he saw the charging Lorta, he rushed to her side.  
 Everyone converged on the crowd gathered around the fallen magistrate. 
 “Hold him down before he hurts himself!” Soki shouted as Kavan growled and writhed.  
 Hands clamped onto the dragonkin as he seethed in torment. Lorta, Drayke, Rujin, Nolla, and Kazko joined the group, grabbing hold of the dragonkin and holding him down. 
 “Soki, what’s wrong with him?” Lorta shouted with alarm. 
 “I don’t know. He’s being afflicted with something that is preventing the healing potion from working,” the healer said before lifting her head and looking down the street. 
 A thought struck the healer and she took charge. “Pick him up! We need to get him to Black Potions on North Street. Ezma can help us with this!” 
 Kavan’s inner world burned with mystical fire. He felt hands on him and his body being lifted up. The world turned before the dragonkin felt he was in a pair of arms. Eyelids fluttered as he caught flashes of Lorta’s worried features. Pain surged again as something bled into his entire body. The world bounced slightly as he was moving. 
 Lorta carried the dragonkin in her arms and she ran along the street. Soki slithered at one side of the tall troll and Drayke was on the other side. Rujin, Nolla, and Kazko followed close behind. 
 “Can you heal him?” Rujin asked Nolla as they ran. 
 “I don’t know what’s afflicting him and my holy abilities have diminished since I left the Divine Alliance. Inos is not pleased with me,” Nolla huffed as they ran. 
 The group charged into the town center, Mayor Sunaxe just stepping out of his office. Seeing Kavan in Lorta’s arms caused Kogan to bolt to their side. The group turned and ran up North Street. 
 “Kavan, we’re going to help you,” Lorta said with wet eyes. 
 Boots echoed off the buildings as the group reached a small shop with black curtains. Mayor Sunaxe rushed to the front door and slammed the bottom of his meaty fist on it. 
 “Ezma! Ezma! Open up!” the mayor boomed. 
 Time slowed as nothing happened. Kavan’s growls weakened as he tried to stay awake. 
 The front door to the shop opened and cat eyes stared out.  
 “What’s all the noise!” the feline woman said before she saw Kavan in Lorta’s arms. 
 “Kavan is being affected by some kind of binding spell,” Soki said quickly. 
 The robed cat woman opened the door wide. “Bring him inside and put him on the table.” 
 Lorta stepped in with Kavan. A large room filled the shop's first floor. A counter was to one side and shelves covered the walls. Every kind of potion filled the shelves in many different colors. A large table filled the middle of the shop. Esmeralda rushed to the table and her arms scooped up the display potions. She stepped to a corner and put them down on the floor. When she stood up, she turned to see Lorta placing the dragonkin on the table. 
 The rest of the group surrounded the dragonkin as he writhed in agonizing pain. 
 Kavan’s mind had become shattered, jagged edges. The internal pain undulated like a living thing, eating at him with poisonous acid. 

“Kavan… fight the pain. Fight it!” Viz pleaded.

 An image stabbed into the dragonkin’s mind, a faint memory of his broken body at the base of a mountain, waiting to die. 
 “No,” Kavan growled and his writhing slowed. 
 Everyone leaned over him with wide, worried eyes.  
 Ezma stepped close and looked down on the writhing dragonkin. She then turned her attention to Soki. 
 “Was he like this before or after you gave him a healing potion?” the cat woman asked. 
 “After,” Soki said. 
 Ezma nodded before she turned and stepped away. 
 “There is a binding spell on him,” the cat woman said over her shoulder as she walked towards a door. “His mana chakras are bound and cannot let the energy flow freely. The healing potions work with the body to heal it, but if his chakras are bound, the healing energy cannot work and rebounds back on the body. Instead of healing, it is burning him from the inside.” 
 Ezma reached the door and wretched it open. Stairs descended down. 
 “I know about binding spells and how to treat them. I have something that can unlock his chakras, but it won’t be gentle. Hold him down and make sure he doesn’t hurt himself,” Ezma ordered before descending down the stairs. 
 Kavan’s eyes blinked rapidly. Friends stood around him, worry and concern filling their eyes. Soki moved closer, her face hovering over his. 
 “Kavan, Ezma has something for this affliction. Just hold on,” the naga whispered. 
 Kavan’s eyes stared at the naga as his inner world burned and raged. 
 Deep within, Kavan raged against the pain. It roared like a monster and he slashed at it with all of his might. As images of the trees and sky filled his inner thoughts, the monstrous pain whimpered. Kavan’s inner world cooled as he was surrounded by peace and calm. Pain snarled, but it was Kavan who touched its neck like a pet he had known his entire life. 

We have to control ourselves. This is a place we both know very well.

 The pain whimpered and then snarled. 

I know it hurts, but we’ve had worse.

 Kavan’s eyes stayed open as everyone looked down on him. Something faint touched his senses and he looked past Lorta. On a high shelf, a white goblin khess piece stood, painted in bright lantern light. 
 Ezma leapt up from the doorway and crossed the room. An open potion was in her hand, filled with a sloshing green liquid. She reached the head of the table and looked down on the dragonkin. 
 “Hold him down. This will unlock his chakra points and it will hurt the entire time,” Ezma said with a dispassionate tone. 
 Everyone grabbed Kavan’s limbs and pressed down on his chest. 
 Ezma looked into Kavan’s serpent eyes. “Kavan, forgive me.” 
 “Do… it,” the dragonkin whispered. 
 Ezma poured the green potion into his open mouth. The moment it filled his throat, the pain flared into an unrelenting storm. Kavan gagged as more of the potion streamed into his mouth. Soki cradled his head in her arms and held his mouth open as the last of the potion spilled into his throat. 
 Kavan’s mind was blasted with light as logic fell away like dying leaves. 
 The dragonkin’s body vibrated as everyone held him down. A tear streaked down Lorta’s cheek as she tried to hold down her love.  
 Heat bloomed and before anyone could react, Kavan’s body burst up and thrashed. Power and energy filled his body. A green and white glow filled the dragonkin’s eyes and he roared. 
 “Kavan, we have you!” Soki said before Kavan’s head pulled from her grasp. 
 The side of Kavan’s head slammed into the naga’s chest and sent her falling back. A scaled hand launched up and knocked away the arms holding him. Lorta went to grab the dragonkin when his palm slammed into her chest and caused her to stumble back. 
 “Kavan!” Drayke said before a leg broke free and struck his stomach.  
 The blue dragonkin stumbled back as Kavan curled up. Ezma grabbed at his shoulders and he shrugged her off.  
 Kogan threw his thick arms and chest into Kavan and slammed him back down on the table. 
 “I know you’re in there, Kavan my boy. We won’t leave your side!” the older orc shouted. 
 A madness took root in Kavan’s glowing eyes. He grabbed Kogan by the shoulders and rolled sideways. The large orc was lifted off his feet, rolled with Kavan and fell off the other side of the table. Kogan crashed onto the floor with a hard thud. 
 Nolla, Rujin, and Kazko rushed in to hold Kavan down when he stood up and charged. The three of them threw their arms up to grab him when the dragonkin leapt into the air and over their heads. Bodies turned as Kavan landed on the floor, took several steps toward a shelf and snatched the white khess piece off the shelf. 
 Kavan looked down at the khess piece in his palm with madness filled eyes. 
 “Brom…” Kavan growled. 
 Chakra points glowed as the power slammed into them. The binding energies cracked and broke like shattered glass. The pain vanished and a deluge of relief crashed into the dragonkin. 
 Kavan blinked before his legs weakened. A tremble filled his body. His fingers closed over the khess piece before the dragonkin fell and crashed onto the floor. 
 Kavan watched as everyone moved closer with cautious eyes. Slitted eyes rolled into his head and the dragonkin was swallowed by blissful darkness.    
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 The darkness fell away as his eyes slowly opened. Bright light streamed down, blinding the world around the dragonkin. His eyelids blinked and reality fell into focus. Muscles tensed and Kavan stirred. 
 All heads in the shop turned to the table in the middle. The murmur of small conversations fell away and bodies stood up from chairs. Everyone in the crowded potion shop stepped closer to the dragonkin on the table. 
 Kavan turned his attention to his right, seeing Onka and Nava looking down on him with happy, yet worried eyes. Lorta towered behind the goblin and siren, a small, happy smile across her dark blue lips. 
 Drayke and Soki stepped over. Raine, Misty, and Shegga looked over, but kept a little distance to give everyone room. Rujin and Nolla stayed by the door. 
 “Welcome back,” Onka smiled. 
 Kavan nodded and slowly sat up. Closed hands rested between his legs as the dragonkin tried to shake away the mental cobwebs. After a few more blinks, he looked around and noticed a certain orc wasn’t there. 
 “Kogan?” Kavan asked. 
 “He left to see if he could talk to everyone who witnessed the attack. You’ve been asleep for a little over an hour,” Onka explained. 
 “How do you feel?” Soki asked. 
 “My head hurts, but other than that, I feel fine,” Kavan said as he turned his body and let his legs hang over the side of the table. 
 “You had us worried for a moment,” Drayke said. 
 Kavan nodded. “I was worried too. I couldn’t think straight.” 
 The dragonkin’s eyes widened as he looked up at everyone. “I’m sorry if…” 
 Drayke lifted his hand and shook his head. “Save it. We know what happened to you and none of us took it personally.” 
 Heads nodded in agreement. 
 “Where’s Ezma?” Kavan asked as he didn’t see the alchemist among them. 
 “She said she couldn’t handle the shop being so crowded, so she is downstairs in her lab,” Lorta said. 
 Kavan nodded as the memories of the figure in black and the fight on West Street filled his mind.  
 The shop grew quiet as the mood darkened. Everyone standing or sitting around felt the implications of what had happened. 
 Drayke lifted his chin as he spoke, “I’m just going to say what we are all thinking, what happened tonight is going to hurt the town.” 
 Heads nodded. 
 Kavan lifted his gaze to his friends. “The figure in black was skilled, not only in fighting but in magic. What they did to me put me at a severe disadvantage. It was a planned attack on a populated street. They wanted to knock me down so they could spread their fear in front of witnesses.” 
 “The mayor will do what he can to calm visitors and residents. We must do our part to help him,” Raine spoke up. 
 Drayke eyed the fae priest, “I’m sure we are open to suggestions? No matter what we say to help alleviate the situation, the cultists did what they set out to do. The town is going to be afraid and everyone is going to mistrust everyone else, wondering if their neighbor is a secret cultist.” 
 Raine looked at the blue and black dragonkin, “We carry on with strength and calm reserve. We normalize our routines, showing that we will not bend to their terror.” 
 “We can increase our patrols around town, showing we are taking this very seriously,” Lorta added. 
 Drayke shook his head. “Extra patrols and acting like it didn’t happen isn’t enough. We need to root out these cultists.” 
 “What do you suggest? We drag everyone out into the street and judge them? What if an innocent is accused? Do we slay them or imprison them? How long before everyone loses their trust. We have to come from a place of understanding and calm strength,” Raine said. 
 Kavan lifted his head and looked at his fellow dragonkin, “Drayke is right, we have to root out these cultists as quickly as possible. If we continue to behave like we’re in control, the cultists will scale up their attacks. They hurt me, but how long before they hurt one of the townsfolk?” 
 “We could have the undead in town. They can patrol the streets. Their presence may stop the cultists for a time and give us a chance for a better plan,” Nava suggested. 
 Drayke crossed his arms against his chest, “If we put undead on the streets, I can guarantee every visitor will leave Moonvale. All living things have an aversion to the undead and visitors are not going to enjoy our town with rotting corpses standing on every street.” 
 Nava’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t hear you giving any suggestions. Instead of dismissing ideas, try giving some new ones.” 
 Drayke eyed the siren before he looked at Kavan. “We know most of the residents in town are not cultists. That reduces the number of suspects. We should round up those who are new in town and interrogate them. It’s the only way to be sure.” 
 “It’s possible they may be expecting that to happen. If they know enough magic to weaken Kavan, they may know enough to hide themselves from any kind of interrogation we perform,” Soki said. 
 Drayke’s eyes hardened as he turned his gaze to the naga, “Then we lock up the suspects and search their homes and the town for evidence. They might be strong enough to resist an interrogation, but they can’t hide everything they do. Cults, like any religion, require places or items for worship. They need to connect to their deity for divine guidance. We find anything pertaining to Omyd, then we find our cultists.” 
 Soki glared at Drayke, “The dragonkin and those loyal to the dragon gods did that thousands of years ago. They slew anyone who was suspected of worshipping the old gods. If they had a book or charm of the old gods, they were killed without a trial. Are we really going to step back to those barbaric ways? Moonvale is better than that. We are here for our freedom from the dragon gods. We shouldn’t turn back everything we’ve done just for results. There must be another way.” 
 Drayke shook his head, “Healer Soki, will you be saying that when someone is murdered? Followers of Omyd are monsters. They will escalate their attacks until Moonvale steps down as its own kingdom. I won’t bend the knee to Loduss and neither will anyone else here. We’re committed to Moonvale being its own kingdom and that means the cultists will try harder to break us. We have to break them first.” 
 “Spoken like a true dragonkin,” Soki hissed. 
 Kavan lowered his gaze as he silently tuned out Drayke and Soki. He opened his hand and saw the white khess piece in his palm. 
 Nava leaned into the red dragonkin. “Ezma said you could keep it. It wasn’t important to her. She found it one day and put it on a shelf,” the siren whispered. 
 Kavan nodded before he looked at Onka. The goblin was beside him, her eyes betraying her concerns. The dragonkin and goblin looked into each other’s eyes. Kavan looked down and the goblin touched his cheek. 
 “No matter what you decide to do, we will support you,” Onka whispered. 
 Kavan lifted his hand and placed it over Onka’s hand touching his cheek.  

There is no conventional way to fight this kind of enemy. I have to stack the deck in our favor, or Moonvale will become a ghost town.

 The front door to the shop opened. Everyone turned their attention to Kogan, Dura, and Durzol stepping in. Durzol held Kavan’s spear. The younger orc gave Kavan a firm nod and Kavan returned it with his own. Dura looked at Kavan with warm eyes. Mayor Sunaxe held a small, disarming smile as he walked in and stood before Kavan, Onka, and Nava. 
 “How are you feeling?” Kogan asked with genuine concern. 
 “Better than before. Thank you, Kogan,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 The older orc shook his head. “No need for thanks. This is what our town is about, helping each other when things get tough.” 
 The mayor lifted his head and spoke as if addressing everyone in the shop, “I spoke with the witnesses and they gave me every detail they could of the attacker, which wasn’t much. Many visitors have already informed me they will be leaving in the morning, returning back to Loduss. As much as I tried to calm their fears, the damage was done.  
 “The important thing we must do now is protect the town and each other.” 
 Kavan slid off the table and stood on his own feet. He slipped the khess piece into his belt pouch and closed it shut before looking the mayor in the eyes. 
 “It may be just as well that the visitors leave. Less of a chance of any of them being hurt if the cultists decide to escalate their attacks. As for everyone else in town, curfew will have to be shortly before sundown. The cultist who attacked me waited until the sun was down so they could make their escape.” 
 Kavan lifted his gaze and glanced at everyone gathered around him. “What they did was calculated and fulfilled everything they wanted to do. This is just a guess, but I think they will wait it out before they do something else. They will watch us, perhaps even me to see if their plan worked. What they may expect is for us to move secretly to hide our plans against them. I think we should turn it to our advantage.” 
 Kogan smiled and nodded. “What’s your plan?” 
 Kavan’s mind worked as ideas began to string together. “Let’s give them what they want.” 
 The dragonkin looked at Shegga. “We will need some rumors. Something that says we are in over our head. Something that will lean toward returning to being part of Loduss.” 
 Shegga gave Kavan a sinister smile and a nod. 
 Kogan rubbed his bearded jaw, “Fight their terror with disinformation? It might buy us some time, but it will also undermine the town’s confidence.” 
 Kavan nodded. “It’s something we will have to risk. It will hurt now, but it will change once we find the cultists. For now, we simply have to let the town know that everyone is losing confidence in my ability to lead.” 
 “No one will believe that,” Raine said. 
 “The cultists won’t know that. They will be watching everyone and when morale is down, they will think it's working. Everyone here must do their part and cast doubt on my leadership.  
 “The curfew and patrols will help to protect the town. Aside from that, everyone must continue with preparing the town for winter. It will keep everyone busy and not thinking too hard about what happened tonight.” 
 Kavan tilted his head forward slightly and shadows covered his eyes. “I will do my part by not leading the investigation. They have to think my confidence is shaken and I will be licking my wounds. If the cultists only believe in strength, they will expect us to come back at them just as hard. At this time, we have to do the opposite. They need reasons to continue to escalate and we won’t give it to them. 
 “Someone else will have to lead the investigation, but not delve too deep into it. It has to look like we’re trying, but we don’t know what we’re doing.” 
 Nava looked away. “I should lead the investigation. Everyone in town knows I am your general for our forces. If I take over, they will think you are unable or unwilling to continue with it.” 
 Kavan looked at the siren and gave a small nod. “You just have to go around town and ask questions. Make it obvious and appear like you’re not confident.” 
 “It shouldn’t be too difficult,” Nava said with a shrug and wry smile. 
 Kavan looked at Nava with warm eyes. “We are simply playing parts. Don’t ever truly think you’re not strong enough to do anything.” 
 Pink touched Nava’s light blue cheeks as she looked away. 
 Drayke shook his head, “This plan may work, if we can trust everyone here.” 
 Drayke turned his gaze to Nolla standing by Rujin. The troll’s brow wrinkled in dismay at the assumption. The succubus touched his arm and he looked down on her with loving eyes. 
 Nolla smiled at the troll before turning her attention to everyone else in the room. Her gaze fell on Onka as a gleam touched her eyes. 
 “Moonvale is my home now. What happens here will stay with only us. When the time comes to fight, I will be standing beside everyone, ready to fight to my last breath,” Nolla said with confidence. 
 Kavan looked at the succubus and nodded.  
 The mayor looked to the side, deep in thought. “Kavan, what will you be doing during all of this? Spreading false information is one thing, but finding these cultists is another matter entirely.” 
 “I cannot say. For everyone’s benefit, the less everyone knows, the better our chances for it to work. The only thing I can say is, I will try to give us an edge in finding the cultists, but it may take some time. I need everyone to appear as they have lost confidence in me. It’s the only way this will work.” 
 Shegga nodded. “You heard Lord Cynder! We must all do our part.” 
 Kavan stepped through the group and stood before Durzol. The orc smiled as he handed Kavan’s spear back to him. The dragonkin took it and twisted the shaft with both hands. The spear shortened and he re-sheathed it behind him. 
 “You’ve been through enough this evening. I’ll take your patrol for the rest of the night,” Durzol said. 
 “Thank you, my friend,” Kavan smiled. 
 Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “From this point on, we follow Kavan’s plan. We don’t know who is watching, so no secret meetings or whispers to each other. We have to play our parts perfectly. Keep a distance from each other until something changes. Does everyone understand?” 
 Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 “Let’s start leaving in small groups,” the mayor ordered. 
 The front door to the shop opened and closed with each leaving party. Rujin and Nolla were first to leave. Shegga and Soki were next. Raine stepped out after the kobold and naga. 
 Dura approached Kavan. “I will continue to perform research. I’ve found some interesting things about the Cult of Omyd, but we can talk more later. Come by the library.” 
 Kavan nodded. 
 Mayor Sunaxe, Durzol, and Dura were next to leave. Which only left Kavan, Nava, Onka, and Drayke. 
 The door to the side opened and Ezma walked up from the stairs. She glanced around with nervous eyes before looking at Kavan. 
 “I heard everyone leaving. I just came up to lock up,” Ezma said as her pointed ear twitched. 
 Kavan crossed the room and stood in front of the cat-woman. “Esmeralda, thank you for helping me.” 
 “You’re welcome, Lord Cynder. I must admit, in the heat of the moment I was able to keep from freaking out. But after you passed out, I couldn’t be up here with so many people. I don’t like crowds. I’m just happy I was able to help.” 
 “You saved me and I am in your debt,” Kavan smiled. 
 Ezma blinked and looked down. Her tail swished from side to side and a slight purring touched the air. 
 Drayke cleared his throat before he spoke, “This plan will not work unless we have a way to find the cultists and stop them. It’s only a matter of time before pretending to lose confidence will turn to actually losing confidence in you.” 
 “It sounds like you may abandon my side,” Kavan smirked as he looked at his fellow dragonkin. 
 Drayke’s eyes half-closed and he sneered. “Friends don’t abandon each other. Just don’t muck this up. We have a kingdom to grow.” 
 Drayke’s sneer softened into a small smile. “But seriously, I’ll do my part to root the cultists out. Don’t let them get the drop on your again and we all might survive this.” 
 The blue and black scaled dragonkin bowed to Onka, Nava, and Ezma. 
 “Ladies,” Drayke said before standing up. 
 Everyone watched as Drayke turned and left the shop. 
 Onka took Kavan’s hand into hers, “Let’s go home.” 
 The trio left the potion shop, Ezma closing and locking the door behind them. 
 The streets of Moonvale were empty as the three of them walked. Doors were closed and curtains pulled. Only the glow of street lanterns kept the primal darkness at bay. 
 Kavan looked at the night sky, stars filling it from horizon to horizon. A waning moon was high in the sky as a smaller, blood red moon was close to the eastern horizon. The air was cold, the chill beginning to nip at exposed faces. 
 Onka pressed her cheek to Kavan’s arm as they walked. Nava was on the other side of the dragonkin, glancing around at every shadow. 
 The three of them walked around the fountain in the town’s center and stepped onto South Street. They made their way down until they reached the gate. Kavan lifted the bolt and opened the door. He closed it, knowing Durzol would be by to put the bolt back into place. 
 The trio walked down the dirt road toward the farmhouse in the small distance.  
 Dark thoughts swirled along Kavan’s mind as they walked. A hard truth bore down on his psyche and he knew the evening wasn’t over. When they reached the farmhouse, the three of them climbed the stairs and entered the home. 
 Onka stepped further in as lantern light glowed in the living room. “We should get some rest.” 
 Kavan stayed by the door. He reached down and picked up his satchel by the door. He slung it over his shoulder and stood tall.  
 Nava looked at Kavan. Onka turned around and saw Kavan with his satchel over his shoulder. The siren looked down as Onka gave Kavan a knowing gaze. 
 “You’re going out again and you can’t say what you’re doing,” Onka stated. 
 Kavan nodded. 
 “It can’t wait until morning?” Nava asked. 
 The dragonkin touched the siren’s cheek and shook his head. “I wish it could. I would give almost anything to be in bed with both of you, but I can’t at this moment.  
 “Nava, will you stay here for the night? I would feel better if you and Onka were here to look out for each other.” 
 The siren nodded. “Of course.” 
 Onka stepped closer and looked up into Kavan’s slitted eyes. “It’s dark out there. Be safe and return to us soon. We’ll keep the lanterns on until morning.” 
 Kavan nodded. “I will.” 
 Onka threw her arms around Kavan’s waist and hugged him fiercely. The dragonkin dipped his head and kissed the top of the goblin’s purple pink hair. The moment warmed the couple before Kavan broke away and stepped out the door and into the night. 
 Onka and Nava stood side by side as the dragonkin stepped off the porch and made his way to the gate. Once the gate opened, he stepped out and closed it behind him. He gave Onka and Nava a wave before making his way south and turned into the Misty Forest. The darkness of night swallowed him whole and he was gone. 
 Onka and Nava hugged each other before closing the door and locking it shut, a cold breeze washing over the land.  





 Nine 
 A light glowed among the dark forest. It hovered and bounced slowly as a figure walked amongst the trees in the dead of night. The breeze picked up, causing the trees to sway as the light and figure moved on. 
 Kavan kept a steady pace as he walked. A glowing light hovered by his shoulder as he made his way deeper and deeper into the forest. His slitted eyes glanced at the trees, seeing a small mark before moving on. 
 The dragonkin was thankful he had marked the trail through the Misty Forest. It made it easier to navigate during the day and a little easier at night. Long shadows played tricks on his eyes as he pushed on. The chill in the air deepened after long moments, but the dragonkin’s own internal fire kept him warm. It pushed away the cold as he marched deeper and deeper into the forest. 
 Powerful senses listened for anything that might be stalking him. The forest was dangerous, especially at night. Dreggers lived in the woods and by the sea. They often prowled at night, looking for an easy meal. But on this night, no creature hunted the lone dragonkin. An occasional shine of eyes glanced in his direction at times, but they quickly retreated, the mystical ball of light keeping them away. 
 Kavan stayed to task, but after a time, even his mind began to wander. His thoughts fell back to the fight with the cultist and how they managed to beat him down. When they pushed his claws further into their leg, it was enough for Kavan to understand they were not ignorant ferals or honorable paladins. No, this enemy was sinister and embraced their ways without regret or remorse. It was humbling as Kavan understood that despite his strengths, he still had become stronger and smarter to beat back his growing lists of enemies. 

“You’ve been quiet since we left,” Viz said.

 Kavan nodded as he continued to hike through the dark forest.  

“The plan about losing confidence in you is not just the plan,” Viz said in a low tone.

 Kavan continued to look forward. 

This isn’t a problem I can fight my way through. The ferals had a simple organization to their clans. Monsters like dreggers and crawlers function on basic instincts. The paladins, other than Zulkis, didn’t want to hurt anyone. They only wanted to subdue me and Drayke so they could take us back to Loduss and eventually back to the Spire Kingdoms.


I have little to no experience with this kind of fighting. I have degrees in mana spheres, but I still don’t know how to use them to their full potential. The only one who has thousands of years of experience is a lich who isn’t completely in his right mind.


“The last time you both spoke, he said not to return unless you had three khess pieces. He said he will make it much more difficult for you. Shouldn’t we find two more pieces before we see Brom?”

 Kavan shook his head. 

We are on the clock. The longer the cultists are here, the more damage they can do. This is why it couldn’t wait until morning. I need Brom’s help, whether he wants to give it or not. One piece will have to be enough to keep his mind together and point me in the right direction.


“And if he doesn’t want to help?”


Then I have to go with plan B, gather all new residents and keep them in cells.

 A mental image of Hagasa touched Kavan’s thoughts and he quickly pushed it away. 

“Kavan, I can see your thoughts. You’re worried you will have to arrest Hagasa?”

 The dragonkin pushed on as his heart sank in his chest. 

I can’t explain it, but there is something between us. I don’t think she has anything to do with this, but I can’t be trusted with thinking that way. She was too short to be the cultist that attacked me, but who is to say she doesn’t have some kind of magic where she can change her shape? For all I know, one or several of the worker goblins could have been disguising everything about themselves. There are too many variables and I can’t wait for another attack or hope the cultists slip up. They have to be stopped and if that means making a deal with the devil, then so be it.


“I noticed you haven’t considered Lilah and Uriko among them.”


Uriko seems too obvious a choice. She’s angry and skilled, but if she really was working for Loduss, I doubt she would be aligned with Lilah. As for the fae, she seems genuine, if a little crazy. It just seems to go against her interests. She’s investing in the town and living in it. Unless there is some motivation we don’t know about, I put her in the maybe pile.


“The obvious motivation for the cultists is chaos and breaking the town’s confidence in you. If Loduss is behind this, they won’t stop when the cultists are discovered and caught. They will continue to push down on Moonvale until it breaks or they simply invade.”


That is why we have to think a few steps ahead. 

 Kavan mentally grew silent for a moment as he pressed on. 

The cultist used a spell to lock my mana chakras. I didn’t know anyone could do that. With the mana spheres I know, I should be able to perform spells too, but I don’t have any formal training. I’ve only been able to cast basic spells and make them stronger. I have to learn how to use the mana spheres for more refined magic. I have to understand and utilize my spells in a way to keep us several steps ahead.

 The trees parted and a stone entrance stood in a dark clearing. The light of the orb over Kavan’s shoulder barely touched the rune covered stones and doors. A primal darkness dripped with shadows along the surrounding forest. 

 If I don’t continue to learn and grow my power, our family and friends will suffer because of it. I won’t let that happen.

 The stone doors to the entrance slid open and a foul stench of decay drifted out. 
 “Welcome my apprentice. I wasn’t expecting you. Come in,” a disembodied voice drifted out of the foreboding entrance. 
 Kavan nodded and stepped toward the entrance, his senses alert and his body ready. 
 The outside chill began to fall away and was replaced with a dry heat as the dragonkin entered the dungeon. Once he was a few feet in, the stone doors closed shut.  
 Kavan glanced to the sides, seeing the familiar undead and xykk guards standing by the walls. The xykks looked like they were asleep. The dead looked like the dead, only standing. 
 The dragonkin made his way along the wide corridor. When he reached the mouth of the arena room, he looked down the stone steps and seats to Brom stirring one of his many vats. Each vat bubbled with different colors. The lich moved the rod in his skeletal hands. Turning his head, he looked up to the top of the stairs and a decayed grin bloomed. 
 “You’ve returned so quickly, and in the dead of night. You must have some gifts for me. Please, come down so we can begin,” Brom said with a cheery tone. 
 Kavan mentally braced himself as he made his way down to the arena floor. He glanced to his left, seeing the chained xykk queen staring in his direction with unblinking eyes.  
 The middle of the arena was empty. Brom’s lab was to the right and the xykk queen was to the left. Kavan reached the bottom of the stairs and made his way over to the smiling lich. 
 “Place the khess pieces on the table and we may begin,” Brom said as he stirred. 
 Kavan’s fingers slipped into his belt pouch, took hold of the single khess piece, and pulled it out. He placed it on the edge of the nearest table and simply stood at attention. 
 Brom glanced at the single white khess piece and then looked at the dragonkin. “You may place the other two pieces down.” 

I have to remain calm as I try to reason with him. I cannot give him a reason to take his anger out on me.

 “I don’t have two more pieces. I have this one and needed to come to you. I need your knowledge and wisdom,” Kavan said and bowed his head. 
 Brom’s undead smile faded from his decayed features. He stopped stirring the vat and let go of the rod. The lich stepped closer, his gray gaze on the single khess pieces. A skeletal hand snatched it up and put it in a robe pocket. 
 Kavan kept his head bowed as Brom stepped closer to him.  
 “I believe I was very clear on what was expected,” Brom said with cold eyes. 
 “I know, but this can’t wait any longer. I don’t know if you are aware, but I was attacked by a cultist of Omyd. They bound my chakras and I was unable to use my mana. It was something I didn’t expect and was beaten down because of it. When a healing potion was used to heal me, the binding spell caused the potion to work against me, nearly killing me.” 
 Kavan looked up at the ancient lich with cool eyes. “You’re the only here who is a master of mana spheres and the only one I can trust to teach me how to fight against different kinds of magic.” 
 Brom’s expression was hard like ancient stone. The lich’s eyes showed no hint of emotion or understanding. Only a cold, cruel gaze looked down on the dragonkin. 
 “How can I teach an apprentice who does not follow my directions? I have already shown kindness with allowing you to take the siren as an apprentice, against my better judgement. I have given you the tools to learn any sphere you put your mind to. I have listened to your suggestions of keeping Moonvale free of the undead and xykks. Now, you come to me asking for more and yet, you have not kept to our agreement?” Brom said like a disappointed father. 
 Kavan stood up, but kept his draconic expression neutral. “Brom, I wouldn’t be here if it wasn’t important. Moonvale is being attacked by an enemy we can’t find. I need to learn how to protect myself better and find those who wish to hurt the town.” 
 Brom looked away with unfeeling eyes. “I have already given you everything you need to learn and fight. Sadly, it is not enough. You have yet to reach a fraction of your potential. Maybe I thought too highly of you.” 
 Brom turned away and walked toward his vats, speaking to the air. “You have had some clever ideas, from what I’ve seen. Using your fire sphere magic to resist fire potions strapped to your body was a clever way to keep your enemies at bay. Using the life sphere to confuse the xykk queen in the church, so you could spit your dragon fire into her mouth was a devious edge. All were very creative ways to stop or hurt your enemies.” 
 The lich moved to the vat with the rod in it. He grabbed it and began stirring again. “When you are forced into certain situations, you have a knack for coming up with an idea to combat it. It’s one of the reasons why I tolerate you. 
 “But this coming to me in the middle of the night to beg me for more knowledge is disheartening, at best.” 
 Kavan’s inner fire glowed and his eyes flashed with heat. “Brom, I’m not begging for your knowledge, I’m asking. And as for tolerating me, I’m glad we can come to an understanding with that because I feel exactly the same.” 
 Brom simply looked at the dragonkin as he stirred. 
 Kavan’s eyes sharpened as he continued, “You took me on as an apprentice. How can I fight for our cause if you hoard your knowledge!” 
 Brom chuckled. “Do not dictate how I train you. I may not have my wits about me at all times, but there is a method to my training.” 
 The lich stopped stirring and leveled his dead gaze on the dragonkin. “I can feel it, your fear of disappointing your friends and lovers. The responsibility weighs heavy on you. I can see it in your mind, the cultist beating you before you had a chance to form a strategy. It is unnerving to know anyone could come along and shatter the little life you have created. 
 “You have spent much of your time farming, training your elite guard, and creating your family, and not enough time on growing your mana spheres and your magical knowledge. That is where you are failing and that is where you must grow. If you think a single cultist was enough to shatter your confidence, what happens when you’re fighting dragons with enough mystical knowledge to break Voldor in two?” 
 The fire in Kavan’s eyes died and he looked to the side. 
 Brom chuckled as he stirred. “I suppose, being from another realm may have something to do with it. Hexnia, among some of the old gods, brought many souls from your realm to this one. It may have been foolish on my part to expect more from you than you were ready to give.” 
 “Brom, I’m ready to learn. You gave me the tools. Now, I need the skill to use them to my full advantage,” Kavan said and bowed his head again. 
 The lich eyed the dragonkin for a moment before he closed his eyes. “I do have much to teach you.” 
 The lich let go of the stirring rod and stood at his full height. “Knowledge may be hoarded, but mana is not. Mana must be used many times before you understand what it is and how it can be best utilized.  
 “What I have witnessed through your encounters and adventures is, you hold back as much mana as you can and only use it when you need it. You should be treating it as a natural extension of you. You currently know five spheres, but tend to gravitate to your Body and Fire Sphere. You use those spheres to best your enemies. They have grown, but you continue to use them in the same way, for every conflict. Your methods are singularly focused when you should be using them to do things to assist you in other areas.” 
 Brom stepped away from the vat and moved to a bookshelf. He turned his back to the shelf filled with many arcane tomes and books, but his gray gaze remained on the dragonkin. 
 “I remember explaining that magic can be learned in several different ways. Some need to learn in classes. Others discover it naturally. Some use mana crystals to grow their knowledge and power.  
 “You require learning it at your pace and through exercising the very mana within you. This method is ideal because it allows you to access spheres and grow your power quickly, but suffers from the lack of focused study. How can you discover new spells when you haven’t learned what can be done or has been done? How can you master mana spheres, if you don’t know their full potential?” 
 A small, decayed smile formed before the lich continued, “Something you suffer from is that you still think like a hudenn instead of thinking like someone from Voldor. You have lived here for over four months and I certainly don’t expect you to be like the people here immediately. It takes time to adjust to a new life, but it appears time is not on our side any longer.” 
 Brom turned and held up his hand. A thick tome flew off the shelf into his waiting hand. The lich turned and placed the book on a nearby table. He opened it and looked down on yellow pages as he continued. 
 “Mages have spellbooks. If you were to look at different spellbooks, you would see, no two spellbooks are alike. That is because, to a degree, all mages cast magic and learn differently. One mage may use incantations. Another prefers rituals. Some use gestures and others may use pure thought. It depends on the mage wielding the power of mana 
 “You opened the doors to several spheres, but you don’t know what is at your fingertips. Your fellow dragonkin, Drayke, understood the Air Sphere. Instead of simply controlling the air, he was able to harness lightning as well. Your siren apprentice managed to dedicate herself to the Decay Sphere and was able to call on her favored undead to stop the troll paladin’s shadow knights.” 
 Brom chuckled again as he looked down on the open book before him, “You use your Body Sphere just to make yourself stronger and faster. You use your fire sphere to create flaming hands. What a lack of imagination.” 
 Kavan kept his gaze cool. “I’m still learning.” 
 Brom didn’t look up as he nodded. “Yes, I know. Kavan, you have a grand potential to become more than what you are. I hope to see you, and many like you, strike down the dragon gods.” 
 The lich looked up with serious eyes. “But this will be the last time I indulge your demands. After tonight, if you do not follow our agreements when it comes to your training, you will not be trained. Take this last gift with care. We have much to do and I have much to show you, but it must follow our strict agreements. Come to me again and ask me for knowledge when you have not brought the proper tithe, will only mean wasting each other’s time. I have all the time in the world, you do not. Do we understand each other?” 
 Kavan nodded. “I do.” 
 Brom smiled. “Good. Please remove your spear and satchel and place them on the edge of the arena.” 
 Kavan reached behind and pulled his spear from its magnetic sheath. He then shrugged off the satchel strap into his other hand and walked over to the edge of the area. As he reached the edge and placed the two items down, Brom began speaking. 
 “I know we’ve touched upon many aspects of mana and mana spheres. I’m sure you won’t mind if I speak on them again. 
 “Walk to the middle of the arena. I will be speaking as you train. I also have a few of your old friends who will be helping you with your training.” 
 Kavan walked to the middle of the arena with concerned eyes. 

Old friends?


“I don’t like how that sounded?” Viz added.

 Small movement caught the corner of Kavan’s gaze. He looked over to see a small, covered object rise up from a table and float closer to Brom. The lich made no gestures or said any words. He simply looked over the open book before him as the cloth covered object hovered over his shoulder. 
 “You will need a spellbook of your own. What I teach you tonight may overwhelm your mind and you will need to write down the spells you discover. Even with my age and power, I tend to forget some of the spells and must refresh my knowledge. You will understand.” 
 The cloth pulled off the floating object and into the air. Kavan’s eyes widened as the cloth folded in on itself and a severed troll head glowed with a thin, ghostly aura. The troll’s eyes shifted and looked across the arena, making eye contact with the dragonkin. 
 “Zulkis,” Kavan whispered as he looked at the troll’s floating head. 
 Brom nodded. “Yes, the paladin troll who tried to kill you and nearly killed Lorta.” 
 The troll looked over at the lich with a seething gaze. “Return me to my body, Lich! Hymora will not let one of her faithful be your prisoner forever!” 
 Brom chuckled. “No, I don’t believe I will. Your purpose is to keep me company and help our dear Kavan with his training.” 
 “I will do no such thing! I…” Zulkis trailed off. 
 “Sometimes he needs a little coaxing,” Brom smiled. 
 The floating, severed head looked down with dark eyes. 
 “Tell Kavan about your mana spheres and how you utilized them in your last encounter,” Brom said with a calm demeanor. 
 Zulkis began talking instantly, like he was compelled to speak, despite his own personal wishes, “My Decay Sphere was 8th degree. My Dark Sphere was 5th degree. My Time Sphere was 4th degree. Unlike mages, paladins and clerics use mana through faith and our connection to our deity of choice. I was able to draw upon my spheres and use them to aid me in combat.” 
 “Tell us about the Time Sphere,” Brom said. 
 Zulkis continued, “The Time Sphere allows one to control the flow of time. It can be sped up or slowed down. Depending on the degree, the effects last a certain amount of time. At 1st degree, I can slow or speed up time by a few seconds. With each degree higher, the duration lasts longer. At 4th degree, I was able to slow time for nearly a minute. 
 “As a paladin of Hymora, I must give up my living life to serve the dragon goddess. As one of the undead, I could regenerate my form, but it takes time.” 
 Zulkis looked across the room to Kavan with knowing eyes. “Lorta caved my head in with her boot. Had I a living pulse, I would have surely died. Instead, I sped up the flow of time to regenerate my head and change the battle to my favor, by stabbing your Lorta.” 
 Kavan’s hands closed into fists as he looked at the floating, severed head. 
 Zulkis continued, “The Time Sphere is difficult to learn. It requires meditation for prolonged periods of time. Being an undead servant for Hymora, time is something the dead have plenty of.” 
 Brom nodded. “As you notice, some spheres are easier to learn than others. With enough time and dedication, you will be able to access the Time Sphere. But let’s speak on what the undead troll said about the degrees. 
 “As you know, there are twelve degrees for every sphere. Early degrees will allow you to perform simple spells for very short periods of time. The higher the degree, the more powerful a spell will be and the longer it will last. It is why your favored Body Sphere allows you to fight for much longer, with some added benefits for regeneration and toughness.” 
 A gleam touched Brom’s undead eyes. “But what if you didn’t use your Body Sphere simply for strength or quickness? What if you controlled your heartbeat, slowing it down so you can appear dead to anyone? What if you were in an icy lake, deep underwater and quickening your heart to warm you against the cold water? These are all effects you have under your control. 
 “There is also multiplying the effects. At 5th degree of the Fire Sphere, do you use your mana for one large fireball, or five smaller ones? What happens after you’ve created them, do you lose control of them after throwing them, or do you keep your control?” 
 Kavan simply stared, unsure what to say. 
 Brom grinned, “Let’s discover the answers together.” 
 A figure stepped out of a shadowy corridor along the edge of the arena. They moved with a shambling gait, moving to the stairs and slowly making their way down, step by step.  
 Kavan looked at the figure as they came down the stairs. Shadows covered their head, but their chest was robust and crisscrossed with stitching and different colors. As the figure stepped down, the details came into focus, a patchwork of different colored skins stitched over large muscles. 
 When the figure stepped into the lantern light, Kavan fought back his internal surprise. 
 Grukk Bloodspit stepped onto the arena floor. The Tusk Clan Leader stood with dead eyes and stitches running along his entire body. The last memory Kavan had of the feral clan leader was burning to death in an open field, by his hand. 
 “Grukk was quite damaged by the time I reached him. In the state you left him, it proved quite a challenge to sew and graft new skin to his burnt remains. But I do enjoy a challenge. Grukk had access to the Body Sphere and it made it easier for me to make him one of our minions. He will be ready to be made into an abomination, when you're ready to learn. For now, he is a useful tool for teaching you the finer points of mana,” Brom said and lifted a skeletal hand. 
 A deep, purple aura surrounded the undead orc. Purple energy filled his eyes as he stood with his mouth open. 
 “Grukk is now my avatar. I’ve only imparted a few degrees of my power into Grukk for your training. Kavan, stay very still,” Brom said. 
 Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge when Grukk lifted a thick pale green hand. Energy crackled along fingers before a bolt of lightning blasted out. 
 Kavan stood his ground when the bolt struck his chest and sent him flying backwards and crashing onto his back. Smoke rose up from his chest as the dragonkin turned onto his side and looked at the undead orc. He then turned his attention to Brom. 
 “That was a simple, 1st degree lightning spell from the Air Sphere. As you may have felt, it hurt, but not enough to break your tough flesh,” Brom stated. 
 Kavan looked down at his chest and saw the blast mark on his ruined leather armor. 
 “Now, stand up so you will know what a 2nd degree spell feels like,” Brom said with a whimsical tone. 

He’s going to make this hurt the entire time. I can’t let him do this just to teach me!

 Kavan curled up to his feet and called up his stats. 

Kavan Cynder
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 Mana: 19/21 
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 Regeneration 
 Dragon Scale Armor 
 Fire Spit  
   

Spheres

 Fire: 5 
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 Life: 4 
 Dark: 1 
 Decay: 1 
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 Combat: 8 
   
 Grukk made an arcane gesture with his hand and energy arced along it. 

I’m not going to be Brom’s punching bag.

 Kavan calmed himself as his senses sharpened. His first instinct was to channel mana into his Body Sphere, but considering he was trying to learn how to use magic instead of his own body, there had to be another way. 
 Grukk’s eyes flashed as a thicker lightning bolt blasted out. Kavan shifted on his feet and ducked to the side as the lightning bolt shot past him. 
 Brom’s face was blank as Kavan shifted on his feet and took a fighting stance. 
 The lightning bolt curled in midair and shot forth. Kavan’s senses raised the alarm a blink before the lightning bolt struck him dead center on the back. The dragonkin was thrown forward and landed on his chest, sliding a few feet to a stop. 
 “A 2nd degree Air Sphere spell was much stronger,” Brom said plainly. 
 Kavan grunted as he pushed off the floor and stood up, a small wisp of smoke rising up from his back. 
 Brom lifted a hand and made a small gesture. Not far from Kavan and Grukk, ghostly images of the two of them stood. Mouths moved, but no sound came out. Kavan looked over, thinking it was like a silent movie. 
 “When you fought the living Grukk, he had access to the Body Sphere. It was 5th degree and quite formidable. I believe, at the time, your Body Sphere was 4th degree. If you both tried to knock each other down with pure strength, Grukk had the clear advantage. But a clear advantage doesn’t mean an assured victory,” Brom explained. 
 Kavan watched as the ghostly version of himself and Grukk began fighting, a living memory from that time months ago. 
 Brom continued, “Degrees in mana spheres double after each one until you reach 9th degree. 9th to 12th degree will make spells very powerful and last much longer. There will be greater effects you can use or create that will dwarf any lower degrees.” 
 The lich chuckled. “Dwarf, poor choice of words considering they are enslaved.” 

I think I’m losing him again.

 Energy arced and crackled along Grukk’s undead hand. 
 “Oh, where was I? Yes, showing you the effects of each degree. Let’s continue with the 3rd degree.” 
 Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he stared at the undead Grukk. To the side, the ghostly forms of Kavan and Grukk fought on. The xykk queen watched as everything played out, her yellow eyes glowing in the dim light. 
 Lightning curled and balled in Grukk’s hand as he pointed it at the dragonkin. 
 Kavan focused as he channeled 4 points of mana into his Life Sphere. The living aura around the dragonkin glowed to life and flashed into a green aura. Lightning blasted out and crossed the distance. Kavan stood his ground as the lightning bolt struck the green aura and stopped inches from his body. Energy curled and singed at the aura before it dissipated into nothing. The green aura remained as Kavan looked at the undead orc with hard eyes. 
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 Brom lifted a decayed eyebrow, “How did you know to create a mana shield?” 
 Kavan looked over to the lich with a knowing gaze. “As you said, I can be very clever when my back is to the wall. I always felt my living aura. I decided to test it with my Life Sphere and see if I can harden it. It seemed to work.” 
 Brom gave a single nod. “You are finally beginning to understand. You created a 4th degree mana shield from the Life Sphere. That was an excellent use of your mana and creating a spell of protection, using a higher degree to stop a lower degree spell. Let’s see how your mana shield fares against a higher degree.” 
 Kavan readied himself as Grukk pulled back both hands. Energy crackled along his arms and thick hands. He let out a deep growl as the energy began to build. 

Shit, this is going to hurt.

 The orc’s hands shot forth and a thick streams of lightning blasted out. Kavan’s body tensed before leaping away at the last moment. The movements were so quick, Kavan was barely out of the way as the thick lightning stream struck the edge of his aura. 
 Kavan’s senses lit up like the sun. Time slowed as the dragonkin watched his aura shatter. Energy arced along his arm, stabbing and burning him as he dodged to the side. Pain roared as Kavan hit the ground, rolled and leapt back onto his feet. He glanced to his arm, seeing blackened holes along his leather sleeve and feeling an aching pain throughout his limb. 

Kavan Cynder
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 Health: Light Wounds 
 Mana: 15/21      
 His senses blazed with alarm as Kavan looked up and saw the thick stream of lightning curve and surge toward him. 
 Kavan’s mind worked in that split second. 6 points of mana channeled into his Body Sphere. The dragonkin turned to the streaming lightning bolt and bent his knees. With a sharp thought, the dragonkin focused the mana into his very flesh and scales. Everything hardened into stone as Kavan braced himself. 
 The surge of lightning slammed into his chest and an explosion rippled through air. Brom watched with interested eyes as Kavan stumbled back from the explosion. Leather armor smoked and burned but Kavan remained on his feet. The leather armor on his chest had a big gaping hole with smoke rising up, and his flesh underneath was blackened but remained whole. 
 “Good,” Brom nodded. “You used the same kind of protection spell, but channeled it through your Body Sphere. You’re understanding…” The lich stopped talking as five balls of fire appeared around the dragonkin. 
 Kavan turned with intense eyes as he was surrounded with balls of floating fire. He focused purely on the undead orc. 
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 The dragonkin brought his spindly hands up and made a flowing, arcane gesture. Kavan noticed the immediate flow as he took control of his Fire Sphere. Invisible tendrils took root as mana blazed under his skin. 
 Grukk stood like a statue, staring at the dragonkin.  
 Kavan moved his hands and each fireball blasted out in turn. They shot across the small distance and streamed toward the undead orc. The moment the first one nearly reached him, time slowed down to a crawl. 
 Kavan’s mind was alert as his body moved very slowly. The world around him seemed to move like muddy syrup except for Grukk. The undead orc side-stepped the flaming row of fireballs and started walking toward Kavan. 
 “You are doing well, but there is still a lot to learn and experience,” Brom’s voice slid over Kavan’s mind like smooth silk. 
 Kavan watched as Grukk stepped closer with lightning arcing around his closed fist. 

I have to stop him before he does some real damage. Time is slowed down, but I still have my mind. I have to focus.

 Kavan channeled 4 points of mana into his Life Sphere. His slitted eyes looked down to the ground and arcane symbols filled his mind. 
 Grukk reared back his energy covered fist when roots stabbed up from the ground. They curled around his feet and ankles. The orc looked down with dead eyes as roots coiled around ankles and held firm. 
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 A thought filled Kavan’s mind and he used it. The sharp end of the root stabbed into the dead orc’s ankle. A small energy flashed and time resumed again. 
 A strain slammed into Kavan’s senses as he tried to keep control of his mana. Two out of the five fireballs winked out of existence. The remaining three changed direction and shot at Grukk’s back. The orc tried to turn, but was rooted to the spot. The first fireball struck him dead on and exploded. The other two struck him and explosions echoed through the arena. 
 Kavan backed up as smoke engulfed the undead orc. 

Did I stop him?

 Brom gave a small smile. “Excellent use of your spheres.” 
 Kavan eyed the plume of smoke when it was blasted away before his eyes. Grukk looked on with blank eyes as he raised a hand and closed it into a fist. An unseen force clamped on Kavan’s upper body and he was lifted from the floor. The dragonkin’s eyes widened as he was whipped high in the air. Everything stopped as Kavan hovered forty feet into the air. The dragonkin looked at Grukk as he brought his fist down. 
 The air around Kavan tightened and his entire body slammed onto the dirt floor of the arena.  
 Kavan blinked as he stared at the dirt floor. The spell he used earlier to harden his skin absorbed the damage. A dull throb filled his head from the jarring crash, but there was no extra damage. 
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 Kavan was about to channel his mana when he was lifted up and turned around in midair. He faced the approaching undead orc as Brom smiled by his table. 
 “You’re beginning to understand how to use mana. This is very good.  
 “Now that you have the tools for spell casting, next comes practice. The night is just beginning for us.” 
 The lich’s eyes and smile took on a sinister gleam. “You didn’t follow our earlier agreement. As I said, I will make your training much more painful because of this failure. 
 “Let’s bring balance to our relationship as we start again,” Brom leered. 
 Kavan’s eyes widened as he was thrown down toward the arena floor and braced himself for a night of painful lessons. 





 Ten 
 Onka’s eyes fluttered open. The goblin moved her arms and legs into a stretch. A loud yawn filled the bedroom before she collapsed her limbs on the bed. A hand reached over and touched nothing but bed and blankets. The goblin turned her head and looked at the spot where Nava was sleeping. The siren was long gone and her spot was cold. 
 Onka sat up and looked at the empty room. She glanced at the door, expecting Kavan to step in with his warm smile. A moment ticked and when it didn’t happen, the goblin sighed to herself. 
 Slipping her legs over the side of the bed, she hopped down to the cold floor. A chill filled the bedroom as gray light glowed from the window. Onka stepped to the window and looked out, seeing nothing but a gray sky and brightly colored autumn leaves on the trees. The goblin drank in the painted reality, but her heart sagged in her chest, missing the red dragonkin. 
 “He’ll be back,” Onka whispered to herself. 
 The goblin turned from the window and moved to her clothes on the floor. She scooped them up and began to get dressed, Kavan in her thoughts. 
 *** 
 A rubenesque taur lazily watered the corn. Belle yawned as she spilled water from a watering can onto the base of the corn stalks. She slowly blinked and tried to stay standing as she moved with small steps along the rows of corn. 
 In the small distance away from the sleepy taur, Abby and Myn glanced at each other with hard eyes. The two taurs were watering the small pumpkin field. A cold wind passed over them and the pair ignored it as they remained focused on their work and stared daggers at each other. 
 The two taurs moved closer with their watering cans until they both started watering the same line of budding seeds. 
 “Water the other side of the field,” Abby said sharply. 
 “I was here first. You water the other side,” Myn shot back. 
 Abby looked at the thinner taur with half-closed eyes, “I’m in charge when Kavan isn’t here and you have to do as I say!” 
 Myn’s eyes blazed hot as she scowled. “I don’t have to listen to someone who talks down to me and Belle. When Kavan returns, I’m going to ask him if I can be in charge. I would never act like I’m better than my sisters!” 
 Abby growled. “I didn’t leave you! Master and I had an agreement!” 
 “An agreement you ignored,” Myn smirked. 
 Abby put down her watering can and crossed her arms against her stomach. “I am still negotiating with master. I’m trying to get us all to live in the farmhouse.” 
 Myn shook her head. “I don’t believe you. The way you talked to us the other day was disrespectful. You just want master to yourself!” 
 “It was a little mean,” Belle said in a low voice no one else could hear. 
 Abby tapped her hooved foot. “Master is nervous with having us in the house. The longer I’m there, the more comfortable he will become. If you go to him and ask to be in charge, you’ll ruin our chance to be close to him.” 
 Myn let out a sharp laugh. “If you told us what you were doing from the beginning, we would be helping you. I love master too. Belle loves master. We should be working together, but you didn’t tell us. Instead, you acted like we were beneath you.” 
 Myn’s anger subsided and sorrow touched her eyes.  
 “This is our home and we should always be sisters first,” Myn said with a sniff. 
 Abby’s eyes cooled. She tried to look away from Myn’s unhappy expression, but couldn’t do it. The thinner taur fought back tears as she bowed her head in sadness. 
 “I… I didn’t mean to be so mean,” Abby said in a soft voice. 
 “You were mean,” Myn sniffled again. 
 Abby parted her lips but no words came out. She watched as Myn’s entire demeanor sagged. It cut at her heart and the taur’s eyes glistened for her hurt sister. 
 “Myn, being around master makes me a little crazy,” Abby began. 
 Myn looked up with attentive eyes. 
 Abby continued, “He’s so handsome, strong and powerful. I… I just wanted him all to myself for a while. I fell in love with him the moment I crawled out of the vat. I want all of us to be happy, together. I thought… with some time…” Abby trailed off as Myn gasped. 
 Abby turned her head, following Myn’s wide eyed gaze. She looked across the small pond and to the waist-high wood fence. Her heart leapt in her chest as a red dragonkin crawled over the top and onto the property. 
 Kavan placed his boots down on the soft, grassy ground. A haggard look haunted his eyes and shoulders. Torn and burned leather armor barely covered his chest, stomach, and arms. His cloak was ripped in many places and his leggings were torn open along one leg. The dragonkin shambled along the edge of the small pond, his haunted gaze locked on the farmhouse. 
 “Belle! Get Onka!” Abby shouted before grabbing Myn’s hand. 
 The two taurs raced across the small field to the pond. Abby led the way, holding Myn’s hand as she kept up. 
 Kavan glanced at the pair of taurs and a small smile ran along his snout. A moment of weakness caused him to stumble forward. Abby and Myn grabbed Kavan and helped to steady him. The dragonkin looked at the taurs on each side of him, helping him to remain standing. 
 “My beautiful ladies,” Kavan said with a delirious tone. 
 “Don’t worry, master. We’ll get you inside,” Abby said with conviction. 
 “We’ll take care of you,” Myn said with wide eyes. 
 The three of them were nearly to the house when Onka and Belle charged out the front door. Onka’s eyes widened as she saw Kavan shamble along. She leapt off the porch and darted to them. Her hands were out, one touching his chest and the other at his waist. 
 “My love,” Onka said as she was at his side. 
 Abby and Myn let go with wide, fearful eyes. 
 “We can help,” Abby said. 
 “Take care of the farm. I’ll take care of Kavan. Belle, you’re in charge,” Onka ordered as she helped Kavan to the stairs. 
 Abby and Myn looked on helplessly. Belle moved to their side and all three watched as Onka helped Kavan up the small set of stairs and made their way to the door. The door opened and closed, the dragonkin and goblin disappearing from sight. 
 Abby and Myn turned their gazes to Belle. The full-figured taur looked at them and smiled with closed eyes. 
 “I am the new queen. Bow before me,” Belle giggled. 
 Stormy gazes filled Abby and Myn’s eyes as they growled at the smiling taur. 
 Inside, Kavan concentrated on trying to keep one foot in front of the other. Onka was under his arm, helping him to the stairs.  
 “Do I need to get Soki?” Onka asked with concerned eyes. 
 Kavan shook his head as they reached the stairs and slowly began to climb them. “No. I’m just a little tired.” 
 Onka glanced at his ruined armor and clothes. 
 “It looks worse than it actually is,” Kavan said with a weak tone. 
 The goblin and dragonkin made it down the hallway and to the master bedroom. The door swung open and they stumbled in. Onka guided him to the edge of the bed and sat him down. She stayed close as worry filled her eyes. 
 Kavan reached behind and pulled his spear from his back. He let it drop to the floor with a small bang. He then lifted his hands to his ruined armor and began unbuckling it. Onka moved in closer, smacking his hands away and unbuckling each clasp. 
 The dragonkin looked at the beautiful goblin as she undid his armor and pulled it off. 
 “We can stop the cultists. I can stop them,” Kavan said with a faraway voice. 
 Onka continued to undress Kavan as he swayed on the bed. 
 “I have to start thinking like a dragonkin,” Kavan whispered with a blank gaze. 
 “What happened to you?” Onka asked as she pulled off a boot. 
 “I learned how to be someone from Voldor,” Kavan said weakly. 
 Onka was about to ask what that meant when Kavan’s eyes rolled into his head. His upper body fell onto the bed as his legs were over the side. Onka blinked as Kavan was deep asleep, his chest rising and lowering to his breathing. 
 “I will stay with you,” Onka whispered. 
 The goblin placed her hands on the side of Kavan’s leg. She leaned into him and pushed. A small grunt rose up as she barely managed to lift and push his legs onto the bed. After that, she crawled onto the bed and pushed with all her might against him, rolling him over until he was on his back in the middle of the bed. 
 The goblin huffed as she sat beside him. She looked down on Kavan’s peaceful expression and she touched his cheek with a tender caress. 
 “Sleep well, my love,” Onka whispered before leaning over and kissing his forehead. 
 *** 
 Monsters roared as they climbed up the mountain. Kavan looked down from a small castle ledge at the top. The horde of monsters continued their ascent, thick claws stabbing into the mountain side as they climbed closer. Scales, spines, and tentacles writhed along their bodies as foul ichor dripped from their sharp, open maws. Feral eyes glowed with deadly intent as they set their sights on the small castle at the top. 
 Kavan lifted his head and looked out to a celestial sky. Billions of stars and misty nebulas filled the heavens with cosmic light. The mere sight of it calmed Kavan’s heart as he stared upwards instead of looking at the approaching monsters from below. 
 From a shadowy corridor, a demonic woman stepped out. A tight, leather bikini top and bottom barely covered her as she sauntered across the stone balcony and moved to the dragonkin’s side. Leathery wings were folded behind her as she leaned on the balcony edge and stared up at the same sky Kavan was staring at. 
 The dragonkin didn’t look at the demon woman. He kept his gaze on the sky as he let out a long, cleansing exhale. 
 “You had me worried for a short time,” the demon woman said. 
 “I was worried too, for a short time,” Kavan said. 
 Hexnia drank in the stars as the snarls and roars of monsters below grew louder.  
 “What is this place?” Kavan asked as he continued to look up. 
 “It belongs to a friend. She used to let me stay here from time to time,” the goddess said. 
 “Is she a good friend?” Kavan asked. 
 Hexnia smiled. “Yes, she always was a good friend to me, even when I was not a good friend to her.” 
 “Friendships go through phases. I miss some of my friends from back home. It’s strange knowing I’ll never see them again.” 
 Hexnia touched her shoulder against Kavan’s shoulder. She leaned her horned head on the top of his shoulder and let out a small sigh. 
 “If you could, would you go back?” the demon goddess asked. 
 Kavan turned his head slightly and looked at the beautiful goddess staring at the sky. “I miss some things of my old life, but not enough to go back. I’m very happy being around the people I love.” 
 Hexnia snuggled closer. Kavan reached his arm around her shoulders and held her close to him. A leathery wing curled around him as the couple looked up to the cosmic sky. 
 “The monsters are getting closer,” Hexnia whispered. 
 “Let them come. We can stop them together,” Kavan said softly. 
 Hexnia leaned harder on the dragonkin. A dripping sound rose up between them. Kavan looked down to see the lower half of one of Hexnia’s legs was gone. Blood dripped and sizzled on the stone floor as severed veins and a bone shard were clearly visible. 
 “After all this time, my leg still doesn’t feel right. My form regenerated, but what the dragons did to me, has stained my being to this day,” Hexnia said with an accepting tone. 
 “Maybe, with the right attention, it will heal completely,” Kavan said. 
 Hexnia looked at Kavan’s handsome features and her eyes glowed with warmth and love. “With the right attention.” 
 Claws grabbed at the sides of the balcony. Snarling horrific faces appeared as monstrous eyes looked at the dragonkin and demon goddess. 
 “I can’t predict the future, but I can tell you, it's brighter when we’re together,” Hexnia smiled. 
 “I feel exactly the same,” Kavan smirked. 
 Hexnia looked into Kavan’s slitted eyes and her face visibly relaxed. “I know you love me, but I want to hear you say it.” 
 “I love you,” Kavan said without hesitation. 
 Hexnia’s eyes shined as her celestial heart thudded in her chest. “I love you,” she whispered. 
 More and more monsters crawled onto the small balcony. Wet teeth gleamed and claws clicked. Hulking bodies moved closer as the couple remained close. 
 “We have to fight,” Kavan said darkly. 
 Hexnia nodded. “After we fight, we will love until every star winks out of the sky. Then, we will create a new universe from our passion, and our love.” 
 The goddess and dragonkin kissed deeply as monsters crowded around them. When they pulled away, the couple turned to the monsters. The demon goddess stood, her form once again completely whole. Kavan stood beside her, his uncompromising gaze on the wall of monsters. 
 A stillness filled the small space between the monsters and the couple. A roar pierced the night sky and the horde charged the pair of lovers. 
 Kavan’s eyes opened. The world came into focus and he found himself staring into Onka’s large, oval eyes. The couple laid in bed, on their sides and facing each other. A comfortable silence filled the space between them as they continued to stare into each other’s souls. 
 “It’s about time,” Onka smiled. 
 Kavan smiled. “How long was I asleep?” 
 “A whole day and night,” the beautiful goblin said and moved in closer. 
 Kavan lifted his arm and curled it around Onka, holding her to him. She snuggled at his neck, her breath on his chest. She closed her eyes, basking in his warmth. 
 “Nava left a little while ago. She said she was going to stay, but I told her we would come to her when you woke up,” the goblin whispered. 
 “How did you know I was going to wake up?” Kavan asked. 
 Onka was silent for a small moment. 
 “I knew you would wake up when the monsters came for us,” the goblin said in the barest of whispers. 
 Kavan looked down, not in surprise, but in warm, knowing comfort.  

Pieces of her true self keep slipping out. I think she wants to be free of her personal prison. To suppress her own power must consume her, or she is becoming braver the longer we’re together.

 Onka sighed and slowly sat up. She looked down on Kavan with tired eyes. 
 “Most of the visitors and their families left Moonvale yesterday. Omyd’s cult must be pleased. Only the worker goblins have stayed behind. They said they won't quit their jobs. I think the mayor giving them some extra coin to stay helped.” 
 Kavan looked up at the naked goblin and nodded. “Just as well. It will keep them out of harm’s way until we find the cultists.” 
 “What about the residents already here? I know it’s only been a day, but it could get worse over the coming weeks.” 
 Kavan smiled. “I have a few ideas that may help put an end to this, but we have to be as normal as possible.” 
 Onka lifted a thin eyebrow. “Normal? Since you’ve arrived, nothing has been normal.” 
 “Are you blaming me?” Kavan chuckled. 
 “Yes,” Onka grinned before throwing herself onto the dragonkin and kissing him deeply.  
 The couple held each other close before Onka pulled back and looked down on Kavan’s loving gaze. 
 “The taurs have been worried sick. Lorta visited a few times yesterday to check on you. I know the whole town is worried about you.” 
 Kavan nodded. “I need just a night or two. After that, everything will be better. I promise.” 
 Onka nodded and smiled.  
 “Do you want to come with me to see Nava and run a few errands?” Kavan asked the beautiful goblin. 
 Onka saw the confidence in the dragonkin’s eyes and her heart melted. “How could I say no?” 
 “Let’s eat first before we head out. I’m starving,” Kavan grinned. 
 The dragonkin was about to get up when Onka pressed a hand to his chest.  
 “You get ready. I’ll make us something to eat,” the goblin ordered before slipping out of bed. 
 Kavan sat up and watched the short, naked goblin walk to the bedroom door. She opened it and glanced back. She winked and smacked her own butt before stepping out and closing the door behind her. 
 “Don’t get distracted,” Kavan smiled to himself before throwing the blankets off of himself. 
 The dragonkin swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. He stretched as cold air filled the room. A quick glance around and he noticed his ruined clothes piled on the floor. 
 Kavan stepped over and bent down. He took hold of his leather armor and lifted it up. It was torn, burned, and ripped in many places. His slitted eyes narrowed on a patch of dried blood on the chest. A memory of the cultist standing over him, Kavan’s claws in their leg painted his mind. 
 The dragonkin held the leather closer and he took a deep inhale of the dried spot of blood. The scent was faint, but it was there.  

I have to be like the people of Voldor.

 The dragonkin opened his mouth and let his tongue snake out. He licked the dried blood. The scent grew as a peculiar taste filled his senses. The dragonkin let it linger and memorized it. He pressed the blood patch to his nose and inhaled deeply, ensuring he would remember. 
 Kavan stood up and let the ruined leather armor fall to the floor. He stepped to his closet and pulled out a new piece of leather armor he bought before Zellee left. 
 “Time to heal Moonvale,” Kavan whispered before he began getting dressed.  
 *** 
 Large waves crashed on the beach as white birds floated on thermals. The ocean scent bled into the forests as sharp-eyed birds scanned the beach for small creatures to snap up and devour. The steady crashing of waves created a white noise as the cold ocean wind drifted further inland. Brightly colored trees stood against the cold breeze as a dragonkin and a goblin walked onto the beach. 
 Kavan and Onka looked over to the lighthouse, Nava’s home, and the docks as the sounds of the waves continued. Two figures raced along the dock, both with nets in their hands as the waves crashed on the nearby surf. 
 Nava pulled the net with her to the edge of the dock. With a practiced heave, she threw the netting out and it splashed onto the water and sank. The siren then moved to crab pots lined up on the dock. She grabbed a pot, lifted it up and threw it. She didn’t wait for the splash as she grabbed another one with webbed hands and threw it. 
 On the other side of the dock, a green skinned orc was throwing his net into the sea. He wore a light coat, white shirt, and brown leggings. He moved with skilled ease, grabbing a bucket of chum and tossing it into the sea. He then moved to a line of crab pots and began tossing them into the turbulent sea, one at a time. 
 Nava tossed out crab pot after cab pot. Ropes were connected to each one and sank below the surface. Chum drifted in the water. The siren threw her last pot into the water and stood on the edge of the dock. She looked down, seeing the frenetic movement of sea fish and creatures moving toward the feast. 
 “Too easy,” the siren said before looking up to the southern horizon. 
 Nava’s eyes drank in the gray sky. The wind flowed over her body from the east. Her blue hair was tied back in a ponytail, but the ends floated up with the wind. She turned her attention to the weather vane on top of her roof. The thin, metal fish moved to the eastern wind and remained steady. 
 Nava eyed it for a moment before her gaze fell to the beach. The siren’s eyes widened and she smiled brightly. Kavan and Onka stepped from the beach and onto the end of the dock. The dragonkin walked with a smile across his lips and a confidence in his step. Onka was at his side, her eyes bright and her smile infectious. 
 Nava quickly walked toward them. When all three met in the middle of the dock, the siren threw her arms around Kavan’s waist and hugged her cheek to his chest. Kavan held her close and kissed the top of her head. 
 Nava pulled back and looked up with excited eyes. “I was so worried. We all were. I didn’t want to leave this morning, but if I stayed, we would have missed the catch.” 
 “It’s okay. We don’t want Moonvale to run out of fish for the winter,” Kavan said. 
 Nava gave a small nod, but didn’t let go of his waist. “A few days into every autumn, the Sea Karp come to these shores to spawn. They mate and leave their eggs. It attracts crabs and other sea life. This is the first of many waves that will come to our shores during autumn.” 
 Nava turned her head and gaze to the orc throwing in his last crab pot. “Now that I have some help, we will have enough fish and crabs from this season to last well into spring.” 
 “Sounds like good news,” Kavan smiled. 
 Nava nodded and glanced at the weather vane on top of her home again. Kavan and Onka followed her gaze and noticed the metal fish moving slightly in the wind. 
 “We should be fine, if the weather holds,” Nava said. 
 Onka nodded. “The storms.” 
 Kavan glanced at the goblin and siren in turn. 
 Nava pulled from his waist and looked up into Kavan’s curious eyes. “Usually every year, a storm hits in the first week or two of autumn. There hasn’t been a year it hasn’t slammed into our coast. I keep checking daily for the wind to change. If it suddenly changes northward, it means the storm is coming. We have to get the catches in as quickly as possible or we could lose an entire early harvest.” 
 Kavan nodded. “We came to visit you, but is there anything we can do to help?” 
 Nava’s smile grew. “If you’re not busy, you can help with the nets and hook them. Suluk has been a great help, but we can always use more hands.” 
 Kavan and Onka looked up at a smiling, burly orc. He wore a cap and tilted it to them as he approached. The orc didn’t have any hair on his head, as far as Kavan could see. He was strong and broad shouldered, but his eyes were kind and gentle. The light coat ruffled in the wind, revealing blue suspenders over his muscled chest. 
 “Greetings! Suluk Fishwish,” the orc said with a cheerful grin and slight bow. 
 “Kavan Cynder,” the dragonkin smiled. 
 “Onka Treeclimber,” Onka smiled. 
 “A pleasure to finally meet you both. I’m afraid, because of the season, I can’t leave my post. Nava has told me about you both and I’m happy to meet in the flesh.” 
 The orc looked down on Nava with a warm smile, “I know sirens know the sea, but Nava has an exceptional gift for the fishing seasons. I’m happy I’m able to get some work this far south.” 
 Nava nodded. “Suluk was working in the Treba Kingdoms to the East through their summer season. The hauls were not too big, so he came down here to look for more work.” 
 Suluk nodded. “Word has travelled far about the small town on the southern coast that has two dragonkin living there. I must admit, it piqued my curiosity and helped guide me here for work. My plan is to stay in Moonvale through the autumn, and maybe winter. I can set out in the spring, unless I fall in love with the town.” 
 “Everyone falls in love with Moonvale,” Kavan smirked. 
 Suluk let out a hearty laugh. “Indeed!” 
 Nava glanced at the ropes connecting to the nets. “Suluk, I think we’re ready for our first haul of the day.” 
 “Yes, Nava. I’ll start reeling it in,” the dapper orc said. 
 Suluk bowed to Kavan and Onka before turning and rushing down the dock to the ropes. 
 Kavan stepped closer to the siren. “I’m ready to help.” 
 The siren grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear. “Follow me.” 
 The trio made their way to the end of the T shaped dock. Suluk was on one end, coiling a rope around his arm. 
 “I’ve never hauled in fish before,” Onka said with a nervous edge. 
 “Neither have I,” Kavan winked. 
 “Grab the ropes and when I say pull, pull with all your might,” Nava instructed as she grabbed a rope. 
 Kavan and Onka moved to a pair of ropes. The ocean wind whipped at them as they readied themselves. 
 “Pull!” Nava shouted. 
 Kavan began pulling with all his strength. The rope came easily to him as he grabbed hand over hand. After a small moment, a thick weight pulled and Kavan fought to keep the line tight.  
 Onka was nearly lifted off the dock when the line went taut. Her legs kicked in the air for a moment before they slammed down and she leaned away. The goblin glanced over to Nava. The siren was only a few inches taller than here, but for some reason, Nava wasn’t lifted off the dock. Her body leaned back and she pulled with steady hands. A firm determination filled her eyes. 
 All three pulled until the net was close to the dock. Their arms strained and they pulled up a bulging net of fish. Kavan grabbed at the netting with fish struggling within. With one strong pull, the net was hoisted onto the dock. 

You gained 1 degree in Fishing Skill. Fishing Skill is now 1st degree, Weak.

 Kavan smiled to himself before he glanced to the other end of the dock. Suluk hauled up a large catch by himself. He grunted as he reached down, grabbed the netting and pulled it up with one arm. The large bundle of fish slapped onto the brand-new dock. He quickly hooked it to the side of the dock and secured it. 
 The orc stood up and looked at Kavan at the other end. He lifted his hat and nodded with a smile. 
 Kavan smiled at the orc before turning his attention to Onka and Nava securing the catch. 
 “Great first haul,” Nava smiled. “Now, let’s get the crab pots next.” 
 Kavan and Onka nodded as they stepped to Nava’s side to help. 
 They pulled on ropes to bring the pots in as the wind continued to whip at them. The weather vane on top of Nava’s home danced in the easterly wind. A gust of wind struck the shore and the weather vane pointed North against the gray sky. 
 *** 
 Onka sniffed at her hands as she and Kavan walked through the South Gate of Moonvale.  
 “I still smell like fish and crabs,” the goblin said as she sniffed at her hands again. 
 “You smell fine to me,” Kavan smiled. 
 Onka leaned toward the dragonkin and sniffed at him. “You smell like fish too.” 
 Kavan nodded. “We may have to take a dip in the pond later.” 
 Onka nodded and sniffed at her hands again. “Better use the pond as much as we can before it gets colder. Unless you have a heated tub in your home, no one bathes during the winter. It’s too cold.” 
 Kavan blinked as he thought about a smelly winter at home. “We need a heated tub.” 
 Onka smiled. “Shegga should have some heating gems for sale. She gets them every autumn. But we will need a metal or stone tub made. I’m not sure where to put it in the house. Maybe the basement?” 
 Kavan shook his head as they walked along the cobblestone street. “I’m going to convert the basement into my private study and lab. I have some ideas on some magical work and research. I need a place to lock myself in so I won’t be disturbed.” 
 Onka cocked her head to the side as she looked up at Kavan. “Do you think I’ll disturb you?” 
 “Not you, the taurs,” Kavan stated. 
 Onka nodded. “Yea, that could be a problem.” 
 The couple came up to Shegga’s Grocery as the front door opened. Two goblins stepped out and stopped their small conversation. The pair looked at the dragonkin and goblin and smiled. 
 Kavan barely held the look of surprise as Hagasa and another goblin he was unfamiliar with smiled at them.  
 “Greetings, Lord Cynder!” Hagasa said with a cheerful smile. 
 Onka blinked before her eyes narrowed. Her hand shot up and took Kavan’s hand into hers. The dragonkin was about to return the greeting when he felt Onka snatch his hand into his. He glanced down at Onka, her gaze a little annoyed as her hand held his hand tight. 
 Hagasa didn’t look down at Onka’s sudden hand holding. The red-haired goblin only had eyes for Kavan. 
 The goblin beside Hagasa was wearing a black, wide brimmed hat. He wore black and gray clothes. Kavan noticed the dirt along the cuffs of his leggings and boots. He looked very much like any other goblin, big ears and a slightly big nose, but his eyes held a kindness Kavan hadn’t seen much in other goblins. 
 “Greetings, Hagasa,” Kavan said cordially. 
 “What a pleasant surprise,” Hagasa said warmly before looking at Onka and bowing to her.  
 “Hello. I’m Hagasa Gloom. I just recently became a resident of Moonvale. It was so nice to meet Lord Cynder yesterday.” 
 “Onka Treeclimber,” Onka said with an annoyed edge. 
 Hagasa nodded and looked back up to Kavan. “I heard what happened to you after you left my home the other evening. I’m very pleased to see the rumors are true of your quick recovery. It’s nice to see you again.” 
 Kavan nodded. “Thank you. Thankfully, the town alchemist had something to help me overcome some dark magic.” 
 “This is good to hear,” Hagasa smiled. 
 The other goblin stepped a little closer and bowed. “Pleased to meet you, Lord Cynder. My name is Takk Gravegold. I’m Moonvale’s new Cemetery Groundskeeper.” 
 Hagasa’s eyes widened. “I’m sorry. I thought you both knew each other.” 
 Kavan smiled and bowed to the goblin, “A pleasure to meet you. I must apologize for not introducing myself sooner. The attack on my life disrupted some of my plans.” 
 The goblin nodded. “Those cultists can be troublesome, but do not worry. Hagasa and I were just talking about it with Shegga, it will take more than a few shouts and threats to get us to leave our new home.” 
 Hagasa nodded, “Takk and I just met in Shegga’s Grocery and began talking about recent events. It’s a shame many visitors left. I can understand their fear, since living in Loduss is easier than living on the edge. But as we talked with Shegga, we all agreed we have to be strong for the sake of the community and our home.” 
 Kavan nodded. “We all feel the same. Unfortunately, because of my duties, I had to pass on the investigation to others. With any luck, the cultists will be found and life can return to normal here in Moonvale. We have to be ready for winter.” 
 The two goblins nodded. 
 Takk bowed to the dragonkin again, “I must take my leave. The vines in the cemetery have kept me busy for days. I should have them all removed by the end of the week. After that, the cemetery should be ready for normal visitations.” 
 “Thank you, Takk,” Kavan said as he bowed. 
 The goblin stood up, smiled, and began walking down South Street. 
 A breeze washed over the dragonkin and two goblins. 
 “Oh!” Hagasa said as her hand moved to her satchel against her hip.  
 The goblin opened the flap and stuck her hand in. She rummaged around in deep pockets before taking hold of something. She pulled a bottle of wine and cradled it in both hands. She lifted it up to Kavan and bowed her head slightly. 
 “You mentioned how much you liked the Dream Fruit wine. Since I have a full case, I thought I would give you a bottle. A spark for our friendship,” Hagasa smiled. 
 Kavan couldn’t fight his own smile. He reached over with his free hand and took it. He bowed as he held the wine to his chest. Onka didn’t let go of his other hand as she stared daggers into the red-headed goblin. 
 “Thank you. This is an incredible gift. I will have to speak to Rujin and Kazko about it. They will have to order some crates of it to enjoy through the rest of autumn and well into winter.” 
 “I haven’t met them yet, but when I do, I will bring it up as well,” Hagasa said with a warm tone. 
 The three of them stood, looking at each other. 
 Hagasa turned her gaze to Onka’s annoyed expression. “Oh, do you like Dream Fruit wine? I can bring you a bottle too. Any friend of Lord Cynder is a friend of mine.” 
 “I’m not a heavy wine drinker. Thanks, but no thanks,” Onka said with a hard edge. 
 Kavan looked down on Onka and saw what was happening. 

Oh boy. Onka doesn’t like her at all.

 Hagasa nodded. “I understand.” 
 The crimson-haired goblin sniffed at the air. She looked directly into Onka’s hard eyes with her own, steady stare. 
 “I smell fish,” Hagasa said directly to Onka. 
 Onka’s brow formed a hard V. “I was just going to say I smell burnt ass, I mean, burnt ash.” 
 Hagasa’s eyes half closed and took on a calm coolness. She looked up to Kavan and bowed her head. 
 “It was good to see you again, Lord Cynder. Please, stop by anytime you wish. My door is always open to you,” the beautiful goblin said with a warm smile. 
 “Thank you,” Kavan said politely. 
 Hagasa turned her attention to the goblin by Kavan’s side. “Onka,” she said plainly and with a small nod. 
 Kavan felt Onka squeeze his hand tighter as the beautiful goblin turned and walked away. 
 The couple watched as Hagasa made her way to the center of town and turned toward West Street. When she was gone from sight, Onka let go of Kavan’s hand, turned to him and looked up with fierce eyes. 
 “You had wine with her?” Onka said with sharp disdain. 
 Kavan looked down on the fiery goblin.  

I didn’t even know Onka could get jealous. I assumed she was always a free spirit. She had no issues with anyone else. Why is she so mad about Hagasa?

 “She invited me in when I went to interview her. I had a few sips as we talked about where she was when the alley was vandalized,” Kavan explained. 
 Onka ground her jaw as she looked up at Kavan. “You should have told me how beautiful she is!” 
 Kavan stuffed the wine bottle into his satchel. Once it was secure, he lifted his hand and scratched at the scales along his neck. 
 “That evening was a little hard to deal with, if you remember,” Kavan said, hoping it wasn’t going to send Onka over the edge. 
 Onka crossed her arms against her stomach and tapped her foot. She looked to the side, a simmering rage under her skin. 
 “She’s stunning, tall, great figure, beautiful hair and her breasts are perfect,” Onka growled. 
 Kavan blinked. “I didn’t notice,” he grinned. 
 Onka’s eyes widened. She uncrossed her arms and punched Kavan’s stomach. Her green fist bounced off and she stamped her foot. Kavan noticed she wasn’t trying to hit very hard as he looked down on the enraged goblin. 
 “I’ve never seen you like this before,” Kavan said honestly. 
 Onka crossed her arms again and looked away with her chin out. “I never felt like this before!” 
 Kavan was about to say something when he glanced at the large glass window of Shegga’s Grocery. Toward the front of the shop, Shegga was moving some things on a shelf and her head leaned toward the front glass and partially open front door. 
 The dragonkin shook his head. “Let’s walk to the center of town. I wanted to see the mayor about a few things and maybe speak with Dura. Maybe we can get some tea at the Blue Lantern?” 
 Onka turned her gaze to Kavan, an attitude in her eyes. “Why don’t you go have a drink with Hagasa!” 
 Kavan shook his head.  
 Onka’s hard gaze softened as she looked at Kavan. She uncrossed her arms, reached out, and took his hand. She burst into a quick pace, pulling on Kavan’s hand. The dragonkin moved with her until they were both walking toward the town center. When they reached the edge, Onka slowed down to a stop, turned and looked up at the red dragonkin. 
 “I’m not jealous. She just took me by surprise,” Onka said as she cooled down. 
 “Onka, you’re very important to me. How you feel matters to me. I know we are very open, but if Hagasa bothers you, I won’t return her affections. She seems nice, but you’re my best friend,” Kavan said warmly. 
 Onka looked up fiery embers in her eyes. “She wants to be your best friend.” 
 Kavan shook his head. “I don’t know what else to say about this.” 
 Onka closed her eyes and let out a small exhale. Her shoulders sank down and she tilted her head forward. 
 “Kavan, I don’t get jealous. I don’t know what’s wrong with me. Lorta, Zellee, Nava, and Dura never made me feel this way. Even when others look at you with wanting eyes, it doesn’t bother me. I know where your heart is and I know how big it is. The rest of our family knows it too. I…” Onka trailed off and looked away. 
 Kavan stepped closer and touched her cheek. The beautiful goblin looked up with loving eyes. The couple stared into each other’s souls as the connection between them blazed bright. 
 “I’m confused,” Onka said truthfully.  
 Kavan gave Onka a loving smile.  

She may be confused because of her deeper self. I don’t know why, but petty jealousy doesn’t seem to be a trait for a goddess or deity. She has always been so open about our relationships. There must be something more going on here than I know.

 “Onka, you and our family are the most important people to me. If there is a rule we need to agree to, we should talk about it. I will give up the world to make sure everyone I love is happy,” Kavan said with genuine warmth. 
 Onka blinked as she looked into Kavan’s slitted eyes. “Do you like her?” 
 Kavan nodded. “I do, but I don’t know what that means. There is something there I don’t understand. I feel like I need to know more, if that makes any sense?” 
 Onka’s gaze took on a knowing shine. “I understand that feeling. I felt that when I met you. I had to know more. I had to explore what was happening between us. That night at the Blue Lantern, I thought we were just having fun, but it was deeper than that. It was something magical I couldn’t turn away from. You ignited my soul and the flame has only grown bigger.” 
 Onka smiled. “Most people of Voldor don’t put restrictions on their heart. I don’t know how they do it in the Spire Cities, but everywhere else, to restrict desires is to breed resentment. It would hurt more if you resented me. 
 “I know, deep down, we’re connected. I know we will always be together. It is a truth that has never cracked since we’ve met. Exploring how you feel about Hagasa doesn’t bother me. What bothers me is how I reacted to it. It feels unnatural and I can’t say why it feels like that.” 
 The dragonkin nodded. “I have to admit, it does feel like there is something else going on under the surface. I can’t explain it.” 
 Kavan put his hands on Onka’s shoulders, “But always know this, there is nothing on Voldor or beyond that can break our bond.” 
 “I know that,” Onka said softly. “Just remember to tell me the details after you fuck her.” 
 Dragonkin and goblin stared at each other for a small moment before the couple broke out in laughter. The two held each other as their laughter echoed off the town center. 
 By North Street, the door to the mayor’s office opened. Kogan and Dura stepped out and looked across the center to Kavan and Onka laughing and hugging each other.  
 The mayor stood up straighter and began walking around the fountain and to the laughing couple, Dura at his side. 
 Kavan and Onka’s laughter died down as they separated and faced the two orcs approaching them. 
 “Kavan and Onka! So good to see you both and in such a good mood considering recent events,” Kogan smiled. 
 Dura gave the couple a warm, happy smile. 
 “We were just coming to see you,” Kavan said. “We were both at the docks, helping Nava with pulling in her first catch of the season, when she pointed out the wind changed.” 
 Onka nodded. “The first storm of the season is on its way. Nava guesses it may arrive by tomorrow night or the morning of the day after.” 
 The mayor nodded and rubbed his bearded jaw. “Yes, it’s not completely unexpected, but we do have to alert the town. Those storms can last a few days. Most homes should be able to stand up to the rain, but townsfolk may be contacting Oaks to help with any last moment repairs. Everyone will have to make sure their cold chests have enough food to stay indoors for a few days.” 
 The mayor looked at Kavan, “This is your first autumn with us. You should know, your crops may not survive the storm. It depends on how powerful it is and how much damage it brings. This is why we don’t have any celebrations in autumn. The early storms wreak havoc on us, sometimes laying waste to everything not covered or behind the town’s walls. Some years, Hynrik has had to replant his crops to ensure they are ready to harvest before winter.”  
 Kavan nodded. “We’ll have to make sure everything is secured and tied down before the storm hits.” 
 “I’ll begin notifying everyone in town and we can start readying for the storm’s arrival. Be sure to stock up your home with enough wine and spirits. Traveling in the storm is not as fun as it may seem,” Kogan grinned. 
 Kavan looked at Onka, “We have to stop by the Shouting Troll and Shegga’s Grocery.” 
 The goblin nodded as she slipped her fingers between his. “A day or two at home might be just what we need.” 
 The mayor smiled. “Kavan, how are you feeling? I know the other night was difficult and we didn’t see you yesterday.” 
 “I’m better. I managed to sort some things out, but I have full confidence Nava will find the cultists and bring them to us.” 
 The mayor nodded. 

I don’t know who may be watching or listening. Have to keep up appearances until I can put my plans into action.

 “I have some new books you may want to take home, since we may be inside for a few days,” Dura said plainly. 
 Kavan looked at the beautiful orc, knowing she was saying more than words could tell. 
 Onka spoke up, “Dura, Kavan and I were just going to have some tea. Would you like to join us?” 
 Dura smiled. “I would love to join you both.” 
 Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “Enjoy the moment while you can. With no visitors and a storm coming, this might be the last decent day for a time. Oh, Kavan, I have something for you.” 
 Kavan watched as the mayor slipped a hand into his regal robe and pulled out a sealed scroll. The mayor held it out to the dragonkin and smiled. 
 “A raven brought it this morning. It’s a letter from Zellee. Her name is on the outside, but not to worry, the wax seal was not broken. I take pride in every letter that leaves and comes to Moonvale.” 
 Kavan took the scroll and looked at it. A question filled his thoughts and he looked back to the mayor. 
 “How do the ravens carry these scrolls?” Kavan asked innocently. 
 The mayor grinned. “The ravens between here and Loduss have small, very light pouches on their backs that are similar to your satchel. A raven can hold one to four scrolls in them and have no effect on their flying. It’s how we get messages back and forth between certain kingdoms.” 
 “And here I thought there would be crystal ball communications between kingdoms,” the dragonkin joked. 
 “I believe they do use that kind of communication between the merchant kingdoms,” Dura informed. 

I learn something new every day.

 The mayor nodded. “Enjoy your tea. I have to be off.” 
 Dura hugged her father and he kissed her forehead. The older orc nodded to Kavan and Onka before stepping away and walking toward East Street. 
 “Shall we?” Kavan said as he pointed an open hand to West Street. 
 Onka and Dura nodded before all three made their way along the cobblestone street. 
 *** 
 Drayke leaned forward in his chair. His elbows rested on the table as he eyed a fae woman in a seat across from him. The dragonkin’s eyes held a weighted amusement as the woman across from him sat with an uncomfortable demeanor. Her dirty blonde hair was tied back. She had thin facial features and large, ovals eyes. Her nose came to a small point. Pointed ears graced the sides of her head. She wore a simple shirt and jacket. Her legs were crossed and her hands neatly folded on the top leg. 
 Drayke’s gaze lingered on the clearly uncomfortable fae, his small smirk stabbing a little deeper along his short snout. 
 “Misha, please help me understand. You have expressed your overwhelming desire to work for the most prestigious establishment in fine dining Moonvale has to offer. Is this correct?” 
 Misha gave a slow nod and a fake smile. “Yes.” 
 Drayke gave a slight nod. “Yet, you know I have animated statues who serve the food and seat the guests. On top of that, there are cultists disrupting the whole town, and an early curfew is in place, and dining out has fallen to zero.” 
 Misha shifted in her seat as she looked at the dragonkin across the small table. “I understand what is happening. I need the work and thought your establishment can use a few living workers to bring a sense of familiar comfort. Kazko and Rujin have already told me they are not hiring. You’re my last hope.” 
 Drayke put his chin on his laced fingers before him. “Oaks at Sturdy Planks could always use an extra pair of hands to help in his shop.” 
 Misha’s eyes darkened. “I have dining and hosting experience. I don’t have many skills elsewhere.” 
 The blue and black scaled dragonkin kept his steady gaze. “I find that hard to believe, especially for a fae. With your charms, you could have easily swayed Rujin or Kazko.” 
 Misha shook her head. “Charms don’t last. Nothing does. But, to work for a powerful dragonkin and in the best restaurant in Moonvale, that certainly means more than working for a pair of trolls.” 
 A gleam filled Drayke’s eyes. “You certainly have a way with the truth. I did have a mind to close down the restaurant until this business with the cultists was finished, but what’s the fun in that? 
 “I thought about changing my business model for a time and serving food and drinks during the day. The residents of Moonvale need to eat and why should I deny them my fine cooking.” 
 Misha bowed her head. “I really need the work and I would love to work here. If you hire me, you won’t be disappointed.” 
 Drayke grinned. “Don’t make any promises you can’t keep.” 
 The dragonkin picked up his head and unlaced his fingers. He sat back in his chair and let out a soft exhale. 
 “You clearly have to work on your social skills. You have a less than welcoming demeanor and you seem a little desperate,” Drayke said plainly. 
 Misha looked down in defeat. 
 Drayke grinned, “But you did say I was powerful and this was the best restaurant in Moonvale. There is very little chance you will outshine me and my cooking. Can you start tomorrow?” 
 Misha lifted her head up and her eyes widened in disbelief.  
 “Does your surprised expression mean yes?” Drayke chuckled. 
 The fae nodded. “Yes, of course! Thank you, Lord Ash!” 
 Drayke shook his head. “Please, just Drayke. I’m not a lord at this time. Who knows, maybe it will be different in the future.” 
 The dragonkin stood up. Misha did the same. 
 “Now, run along. I’ll see you tomorrow, bright and early,” Drayke said with a genuine smile. 
 Misha bowed twice before turning and rushing for the door. Past the glass front, Kavan, Onka, and Dura were walking by. Misha stepped out of the restaurant and nearly crashed into the dragonkin. 
 “Poor girl. She won’t survive working for me,” Drayke said with an amused whisper. 
 Kavan’s hands were up and grabbed the fae before she completely slammed into him. Misha looked up with confused eyes before gently pulling away and bowing to him. 
 “Please forgive me,” the fae woman said. 
 “It’s okay,” Kavan smiled. 
 The fae glanced at Onka, then Dura, and then back to Kavan. She gave another nod, turned and walked away without a second glance. 
 “She’s friendly,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 The door to the Dragon’s Table opened and Drayke stepped out with a smile. 
 “My friends, won’t you come in? Since there is a curfew, I thought I would open for breaking one’s fast and lunch. I could use a few warm bodies to test some of my new dishes. All on the house, of course.” 
 Kavan was about to agree when Onka stepped to the blue and black dragonkin. 
 “By the dark forest, yes!” the goblin smiled from pointed ear to pointed ear. 
 Drayke bowed to Onka before stepping aside and holding the door open. “Please, come in.” 
 The trio made their way inside. Drayke stepped in, closed the door behind him and locked it. He moved to the window and pulled the velvet curtains closed. The light in the restaurant dimmed. Kavan, Dura, and Onka moved to a table and sat down. Drayke walked over to them and sat with them. 
 “This cloak and dagger business is already wearing thin on me,” Drayke hissed. 
 “We have to keep up appearances.” Kavan said. 
 “For how long? The curfew is hurting my business and a lack of visitors isn’t helping. My restaurant will be turned into a diner and I will be reduced to becoming a short order cook for the town’s rabble,” Drayke said sharply. 
 “What’s a diner?” Onka asked. 
 “Who do you consider rabble?” Dura said with a hard gaze. 
 Drayke waved his hands in the air as if to shoo away the very words that left his mouth a moment ago. 
 “It’s a turn of a phrase,” Drayke said to Onka before looking into Dura’s hard eyes, “And what I said was in jest. May I prepare some tea for you?” 
 “Wild Berry tea,” Dura said firmly. 
 “Add some spirits to it, to take the morning edge off,” Onka grinned. 
 “Special tea coming right up,” Drayke said as he stood up, bowed, and made his way to the kitchen doors. 
 Dura watched him go before leaning closer to the table, “Kavan, I wanted to let you know, I’ve studied everything I could find about the Cult of Omyd.” 
 Kavan and Onka leaned in a little closer as Dura continued in a low tone. 
 “The cult is very close knit and has a long, bloody history. Omyd may be a dragon, but that doesn’t mean he was a noble one. He enjoyed his carnage and eating anything that displeased him or simply tasted good. He spent a hundred years training his followers through chosen prophets and priests he enlightened.  
 “Some information I discovered were personal stories of survivors of the cult’s actions. Their communions were made up of feasting on living people and animals. The more a person screamed, the better they tasted. There are many stories of Omyd cultists haunting weak families, abducting members and leaving the head or other body parts in front of homes. The more afraid people became, the more the cultist desired to eat them.” 
 Onka looked at Kavan. “You stepping down from the investigation may make them come for you, or all of us.” 
 Kavan gave a grave nod. “We can’t let it get that far. I’m sure word has already reached the cultists. They may be already planning to do something as the town prepares for the storm.” 
 Dura and Onka nodded.  
 Dura gave Kavan a knowing look. “But, it’s not just about eating and striking terror in people. The cult is very close knit. Most of the other religions tolerate the cult, but will not do anything to aid them. That means those in the cult often act like they are blood related. They are fiercely loyal to each other. Attack or defend yourself against one cultist and you will have to contend with the others.” 

I can use this to our advantage.

 Onka looked to the side. “We will have to have weapons hidden around the farmhouse. It might not be safe for the taurs to be in the barn.” 
 Kavan nodded. “For the time being, it looks like they are all staying with us until this is over. As for weapons, we have some, but I will get more from my office, just to be sure.” 
 Kavan reached across the table with both hands, one to Onka and one to Dura. Onka took the dragonkin’s hand. Dura looked down with surprised eyes before reaching out and taking his hand. The three of them held each other’s hands as the mood darkened. 
 “I will do what I can to stop them, but I need to know everyone else is safe. Onka, talk to Lorta and see if she can stay at our house. If she needs to bring the bolids and harpies, they will have to stay in the barn, but that also means there will be a lot of people close together and we will have to check in on each other routinely.” 
 Onka gave a firm nod. 
 Kavan looked at Dura, “The Library has the new locking system in place. If any cultists saw us together today, they may target you. Stay in the library with the bars down. It will deter them from trying anything with you.” 
 Dura smiled. “It wouldn’t be the first time I slept at the library.” 
 “You could stay with us?” Onka smiled. 
 Dura looked at the goblin and returned her smile with her own. “Thank you. I may just do that if I don’t stay at the library.” 
 Kavan nodded. “Onka is right. Our home is always open to you.” 
 Dura’s smile grew brighter. 
 The kitchen doors opened and Drayke came out with a tray filled with a teapot and several cups. 
 “I have to talk to Drayke for a moment,” Kavan said and stood up. 
 Onka looked at Dura as Kavan stepped away, “I have something to ask you.” 
 Dura nodded as the goblin and orc talked privately. 
 Drayke was halfway to them as Kavan approached. The two dragonkin looked at each other as Kavan stopped before his friend. 
 “Drayke, I have something to ask of you,” Kavan said. 
 “Tell me. I’m all ears,” the blue and black dragonkin said with a smile. 





 Eleven 
 The gray sky turned black as the sun set behind the horizon. Only the faint, round crimson glow of the blood moon remained, obscured by a layer of cloudy darkness.  
 A deepening chill swept across Moonvale. The cool day turned into a cold evening as magical lanterns glowed to life. A misty dampness settled on the town. Residents scurried to their homes. Doors and windows closed. Locks slid into place. Weapons were placed in many locations as a thin fear crawled along the populace. Hushed whispers of cultists in the streets kept everyone alert. Curtains moved slightly as inhuman eyes peeked out to see if anything or anyone was moving along the wet streets and dark alleys. 
 Kavan put down several sheathed short swords beside the couch. Belle and Myn sat on the couch, looking up at the dragonkin with fearful eyes. Abby sat on another chair, her expression strangely solemn. She eyed her master as he gave them a reassuring smile.  
 Onka and Nava stood beside the front door. Nava looked down, a small darkness under her worried eyes. Onka looked at Kavan with silent confidence. The dragonkin stepped toward the goblin and siren with relaxed strength. A mithril spearpoint stabbed up from behind Kavan’s shoulder. A cloak covered his wide shoulders as new leather armor covered his chest. Leather leggings covered his strong legs and boots completed his warrior’s outfit. 
 The moment Kavan stopped in front of the goblin and siren, the pair rushed him and hugged him at the same time. Kavan looked down as he hugged them both. Abby smiled from her seat. Myn and Belle leaned on each other, Myn’s head laying on Belle’s soft shoulder. 
 “We should go with you,” Nava said in a low tone without looking up. 
 Kavan nodded. “I wish you could, but I need you both to guard the taurs and the farm.” 
 Onka and Nava pulled back and looked up to Kavan’s relaxed expressions. 
 “I wish Lorta was here with us,” Nava said as she hugged her own waist. 
 “She needs to watch over her farm,” Onka said before looking down. “But I wish she was here with us too.”  
 “We don’t know what we can expect from the cultists, but whatever happens, we must protect our home and our people,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 Nava looked at Kavan. “I don’t know how you can be so calm about this?” 
 Onka smiled. “It’s because he has a plan.” 
 Kavan looked at the goblin and gave her a loving nod. “I do have one. I hope it does work out to our benefit.” 
 Kavan stepped closer and hugged his two lovers again. When he pulled back, he stepped toward the door. A scaled hand touched the knob, but instead of opening it, he looked at Onka and Nava again. 
 “The curfew will keep everyone off the streets. It should make my job much easier. With any luck, we may be able to end this tonight,” Kavan said. 
 Onka and Nava gave a firm nod. 
 The dragonkin gave everyone a long, loving look before opening the door and stepping out into the damp, cold evening. 
 Onka and Nava stayed by the open door, watching Kavan step off the porch and toward the front gate. He opened it easily as he stepped out and closed it behind him. He gave a small wave to Onka and Nava before walking toward the misty town of Moonvale. 
 Onka hugged Nava. The pair looked into each other’s eyes with sad concern before the goblin closed the door shut and bolted it. 
 Kavan walked along the dirt road, his serpent gaze on the glowing light fog covering Moonvale. The mists gave the town’s street lanterns, walls, buildings, and towers an ethereal atmosphere as he slowly approached. 

“Kavan, everything you learned from training with Brom will give you an edge, but I’m more concerned about the number of cultists. One of them was strong enough to stop you. If there are more, the odds don’t look good in our favor,” Viz said.

 Kavan nodded. 

I will have to pick my battles. Tonight, may turn up nothing, especially with the storm coming. But if we think like a cult based on fear and monsters, they will want to do as much damage as they can before the storm. Fear and chaos will break the will of the residents. My guess is, tonight will be the night they try to do something that will shake the town down to its core.


“Like murder?” Viz said darkly.


Like several murders.

 Viz was silent as Kavan approached the south gate.  
 The dragonkin looked at the closed gate, knowing it was already barred on the other side. With a turn, he walked along the high stone wall protecting the town. The wet grass bent with every step. The eerie silence pervaded along the town and surrounding areas. Kavan found the silence welcoming. It allowed his mind to think and work out potential problems. A confidence was there in his heart, but also a small fear. Lives were on the line and he knew he had to be very careful. 
 Kavan stopped by the wall and looked up. A dark outline of a tall, abandoned tower stood on the other side of the southwest wall.  
 The dragonkin called up his stats. 

Kavan Cynder

 Species: Dragonkin  
 Health: Normal 
 Mana: 21 
 Gold: 800 
   

Attributes

 Strength: 6 
 Intelligence: 4 
 Dexterity: 5 
 Constitution: 8 
 Willpower: 6 
   

Natural Abilities

 Claws 
 Regeneration 
 Dragon Scale Armor 
 Fire Spit  
   

Spheres

 Fire: 5 
 Body: 6 
 Life: 4 
 Dark: 1 
 Decay: 1 
   

Skills

 Combat: 8 
 Kavan looked them over for a moment, planning out possible strategies.  

I have to conserve some of my mana. I regenerate about 1 point of mana per hour when I’m resting and can recover all my mana after a full night’s sleep. Since I will be up most of the night, I will need to make sure I have plenty for anything that might happen.

 The dragonkin channeled 2 points of mana into his Body Sphere. Mentally, Kavan went over the proper amounts of mana for each of the spheres. One point gave you an edge, but two solidified and strengthened the spell. Using Body Sphere magic, there was very little use of arcane gestures or mystical words. The spell was a focused intention and the dragonkin had that in abundance.  
 Power surged into his legs and lower body. Kavan bent his knees with his gaze on the empty, boarded up tower. Silently, he launched into the air. The dragonkin soared upwards. The side of the tower blurred down until Kavan practically floated into the air, put his leg out and stepped onto the very edge on the top of the tower. With easy steps, he made his way across the roof to the other side. When he reached the other side, he looked down with alert eyes. 
 The town was illuminated, but nothing stirred. The cobblestone streets were wet. Lanterns glowed behind closed curtains among a few residents. From what he could see, Moonvale had indeed become a ghost town. 
 Kavan nodded to himself before bending his legs and launching into the air. Mana glowed along his muscles as he leapt down to another building, ran across the roof and leapt into the air again. The dragonkin used precise muscle control, landing carefully and not making a sound. Each step was light as a feather, running across the rooftops and leaping over empty streets.  
 When Kavan reached the edge of the town center, he leapt across it and landed on the roof of the mayor’s office. His slitted eyes glanced to the lord’s tower as Kavan ran across. Bending his legs once again, he made an impossible leap upwards and stepped onto the tall tower overlooking the town. 
 Kavan crouched down on the edge of the tower roof and scanned the streets. The lord’s tower was on North Street, close to the town center. It gave a very good vantage point, the dragonkin able to see down many streets. 

There are still too many places to hide. I better settle down for the evening.

 Kavan moved from the edge. He pulled his spear from its sheath and twisted the shaft in opposite directions. The spear extended to its full length. The dragonkin spun it with one hand before placing it on the floor beside him. Sitting down, the dragonkin crossed his legs and sat as comfortably as he could. 
 His eyes grew heavy for a moment with thoughts and plans churning along his mind. A thought snuck in and the dragonkin smiled to himself. A spindly hand reached into the top of his leather armor and pulled out a rolled-up scroll. Kavan looked down on the intact wax seal and his name scrawled above it.  
 Kavan broke the seal and unfurled the scroll. He looked down at Zellee’s handwriting and warmth glowed along his heart. His slitted eyes moved from left to right and he silently read the letter to himself. 

To my dearest Kavan,


How I wish you were here by my side, enjoying what Loduss has to offer. I have visited the city kingdom before, but not as a small celebrity. I humbly thought I would be simply working on my designs by my lonesome. Instead, I’ve had many admirers practically begging for my time and attention. I have even seen my fashions on random strangers walking the streets of Loduss. It is one thing to dream of people loving your work, but to see it on display is truly astonishing.


Despite the magical time I’m having here, it pales to how much I miss you and our family. I think and dream of you all, every night. I’m looking forward to the Autumn Leaf Fashion Show, only so it can be finished and I can be on the first carriage home. I’m looking forward to a winter of being close with our family.


I promised myself I wouldn’t get sentimental, but here I am, writing this letter and holding back tears. I miss picnics on the farm. I miss our close intimate touches. I miss the whole town. But I miss you the most of all. 


I know you are very busy and loved by many. I will continue to dream of you. When my time here draws to an end, I will be coming home. Until then, I will send letters once a week, twice if I can. Kiss everyone for me and I hope we see each other in our dreams, my handsome dragonkin.


Love,


Zellee

 Kavan smiled to himself before he read it again. Warmth glowed along his spirit, knowing she was living her dream and missing them terribly. A sliver of concern touched his mind after she left, wondering if she would come back. He would never stop her from living her dreams and if she loved it in Loduss and wanted to stay, despite his personal feelings, he wouldn’t stop her. The very thing that destroyed her relationship with Hynrik would not destroy their relationship. Zellee wanted to be free to make magnificent fashion designs and Kavan knew he would always be there to lift her up and not chain her to him. 
 The dragonkin rolled up the letter and stuffed it back into an inside pocket of his leather armor. His hands touched his knees as Kavan sat. His senses spread out as the mana he used before slipped away. 
  

Time to see what I can do.

 Kavan raised a single hand and channeled a point of mana from the Body Sphere. An internal light shifted and glowed into his head. Kavan noticed his dragonkin senses were sharp, but he wondered if he could amplify them. His scaled hand made an arcane gesture and the single point of mana surged into his senses. 
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 His senses opened wider as a flood of sensations slammed into the dragonkin. At first, the deluge overwhelmed Kavan’s senses, but quickly, they normalized. Kavan stared into the gloomy distance as the clicks of insects could be heard a building or two away. The slight scurry of mice touched his senses. Faint heartbeats of residents pulsed against his ears. Scents drifted along the air, Kavan closing his eyes and recognizing several faint scents from the townsfolk. A tiny scent of bark touched his sensitive nose. Kavan instantly imagined Ammi, the dryad. A musk floated up, Kavan recognizing it as belonging to Mayor Sunaxe. A similar, but different scent touched his senses and an image of Dura filled his thoughts. 
 Kavan marveled at the many scents, but there was a limit. Spending only one point of mana gave him a range of a few buildings over. He couldn’t hear or smell anyone else he recognized.  

I have to test out the range.

 Kavan spent another point of mana and channeled it into the Body Sphere. His senses glowed brighter before new scents and pulses touched them. Kavan noticed the wood scent of Oak’s shop. A variety of animal scents touched his nose from Onka’s shop. Despite the distant smells, Kavan’s vision increased and he saw well past the top of the town walls and into the surrounding forests and road. He visually caught sight of a rabbit darting across the east dirt road, before Hynrik’s farm.  
 Kavan narrowed his gaze and looked through a closed window to an upper room on Hynrik’s farm. The arachnix was cradled in webbing as a lantern glowed closed by. He was reading a book in one hand and holding a steaming cup of tea in the other. Hynrik sipped his tea before giving a gruff chuckle to something he read. 
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If I keep spending mana, for every degree, my senses could take in everything within town. My vision will be able to see for dozens of miles, even in the dead of night. I’ve been holding back for too long, but I can’t be wasteful. I need my mana for tonight and I’ve already used some of it. I have to focus my mana on the plan.     


 The steady thrum of heartbeats washed over the dragonkin. Kavan’s eyes slowly closed and he listened with his enhanced senses. The symphony of pulses washed over him. With a little concentration, the pulses turned into strings he could visualize. Each one was short and contained. The dragonkin assumed that the pulses he felt were relaxed or moving short distances, such as walking around the different homes across town. For the most part, the many vibrations gave off the same pulse. Kavan listened intently as the symphony continued. 
 The heartbeats began to shift as Kavan listened. Two new heartbeats moved with steady, but strong beats. One was stronger than the other, it’s pulse like a sledgehammer against a tree. The other one was softer, but beat quickly. 
 Kavan called up his mana spheres. 

Spheres

 Fire: 5 
 Body: 6 
 Life: 4 
 Dark: 1 
 Decay: 1 
   

I can hear two hearts moving, but I don’t know where they are going. It feels like they are moving toward North Street. It may be time to try something else.

 Kavan tapped into the Life Sphere and channeled 2 points of mana into it. 
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 Kavan kept his eyes closed as he felt a living, breathing pulse burst outward from his heart. His scaled hands rose up and made small, arcane gestures. Each movement held a small nuance as his fingers curled and moved. 
 The green pulse that only Kavan could feel, spread out until it touched a small creature hiding in inky shadows. The tiny heartbeat beat rapidly and the dragonkin gently eased into the creature’s small mind.  
 New sensations washed over Kavan. The chill of the night and an overpowering need to feed spoke like a deafening chorus. Kavan gently soothed the creature and the darkness parted. 
 Kavan tried to understand what he was seeing. The world was slightly fuzzy, with light and shadow pervading over all. The creature’s mind whimpered with hunger before Kavan took complete control. His senses spread out to long, spindly-like spider legs and a long, tubular body. Simple thoughts stabbed along the creature’s mind, hunger being the biggest thought in the little creature’s head. 

I think I’m in a crawler’s body. It just wants to eat and get out of the cold. Its mind is so simple, it was easy to take control of it. It has poor vision, but I think its sense of smell is much better. 

 A shadowy figure stepped past the crawler with a determined stride. 
 The small crawler in the alley scurried to the edge of a thin alley and craned its head. The shadowy figure moved and pressed their back to a wall. Their hooded head looked out into the street. 
 The crawler the size of a kitten, darted across the alley to the same side as the figure. It moved silently closer. A scent touched the crawler’s senses and Kavan drank it in. 
 The dragonkin’s eyes remained peacefully closed as a familiar scent touched his mind.  

It’s the same scent of the cultist who attacked me. It’s faint, but I recognize it from the blood on my destroyed leather armor.

 The shadow figure continued to look into the deserted street. The crawler crept closer, getting a better sense of the scent. 
 Kavan watched through the creature’s poor eyes, unable to get any definitive visual images aside from them wearing all black. A new scent washed over the crawler and Kavan. It barely turned its worm-like head when teeth came into view and clamped down hard. 
 Blood and pain slammed into Kavan and the connection was broken. The dragonkin opened his eyes and stared out across Moonvale. His head turned and he faced North Street. The dragonkin took hold of his spear beside him and slowly stood up. 
 “They’re not wasting any time,” Kavan whispered to himself as he moved to the edge of the lord’s tower and peered down on the empty street. 
 *** 
 Esmeralda stepped out of her kitchen with a small tray in her hands. A small teapot with a cup and a saucer were on the tray as she made her way into the living room. The entire tray trembled slightly, the cup and saucer making little clinking noises. The cat-woman’s tail was low as she stepped to a coffee table. Her slitted cat eyes glanced to a closet door before she sat down on the couch. 
 A small wisp of steam rose up from the spout as Ezma took hold of the teapot and poured into her cup. Her hands continued to shake as her pointed ears twitched and swiveled in many directions.  
 Once the tea was poured, she put down the teapot and simply stared at her full teacup. Steamy tendrils waved into the air. The air within the home was silent. Ezma blinked as she could hear her own heartbeat. 
 “I’m okay. Everything will be okay,” Ezma whispered to herself, the words bringing her no comfort. 
 A shadow moved along the back alley of Esmeralda’s home. It slid to a window and a hooded head moved to the window’s edge. Cloaked eyes stared through the sheer fabric and could see a lantern in the kitchen. Its eyes narrowed as the shadow looked deeper into the home and saw a cat-woman sitting on her couch. She lifted up a cup and sipped from it. She then cradled the cup in her hands as she stared at nothing. 
 The shadow slipped under the window and slunk to the kitchen door. A gloved hand gently grabbed it and gave it a light turn, the turn stopping instantly as the door was locked. The shadow let go and dug into a waist pouch. It pulled out two thin rods used for lockpicking, and inserted them into the lock. Skilled ease forced the lock to open with a tiny clink. The thin rods were quickly put away. 
 The shadowy figure flexed their hands. Misty breath emerged from the hood and black mask. A hand reached for their belt and took hold of a dagger pommel. With one smooth move, the dagger cleared the sheath and sharp, silver metal gleamed in the dim light. A gloved hand took hold of the doorknob and slowly turned it. The door opened and the shadow slipped in. 
 Esmeralda’s heart beat like a drum in her chest. She flexed her fingers as her tail coiled around her own waist. Hair stood along her neck as something didn’t feel right. She glanced around and turned her head, seeing nothing but her familiar home. 
 The cloaked figure moved to the edge of the kitchen doorway. They glanced out just as the cat woman looked down on her cup of tea again. Firm fingers held the dagger pommel as a tongue licked covered lips. 
 Esmeralda’s pointed ear twitched and she glanced at the kitchen doorway.  
 “Is anyone there?” she said out loud. 
 The home was silent. 
 Esmeralda’s shoulders sank as she let out a long exhale. She looked down on her tea as her heart continued to race. 
 “Just because I don’t see or feel anything, doesn’t mean they’re not out to get you,” the cat-woman whispered to herself. 
 The cloaked figure peeked out for barely a moment. Heat and energy fueled the shadow’s muscles before they silently burst from the kitchen, dagger at their side. They crossed the short distance and lifted their dagger up high. Esmeralda turned with wide eyes, seeing the cloaked figure behind them and a dagger held high in the air. 
 Fear caused Esmeralda to scream and hiss. 
 The closet door burst open as the dagger flashed down. Esmeralda launched sideways from the couch, the dagger slicing down and cutting at her robe arm, but not touching skin. The cat woman fell as she glanced behind the stranger at Drayke reaching the cultist and grabbing them from behind. 
 “It’s incredibly rude to stab someone in their own home,” Drayke quipped as he spun on his feet and slammed the cloaked figure against a wall. 
 The wall cracked as the cultist raised a knee to slam it into Drayke’s stomach. The dragonkin was already moving, the knee missing and his closed fist striking the cultist across the chin. The force of the blow was enough for the figure to stumble to the side, but they quickly turned with the momentum and pounced.  
 Drayke bent his upper body to the side as a gloved hand reached out with a threatening red aura. Slitted eyes widened as the gloved fingers missed him by an inch as he spun away. The cultist hit the floor and rolled back to their feet. They held the dagger in hand as they sized the dragonkin up. 
 “Eat the weak? You might find me a bit tough to chew,” Drayke smirked as claws stabbed out from fingertips. 
 The cloaked cultist spun their dagger in the air, grabbed it by the blade side and threw it. The dagger spun as Drayke ducked to the side. The dagger spun until it struck the edge of the kitchen door entrance. 
 A shadow touched the air and the cultist turned their head slightly, seeing a teapot spinning through the air and Esmeralda’s arm down. Ezma’s eyes were filled with terror as the spinning teapot struck the intruder’s arm and shattered. Boiling hot water splashed on the cloaked figure’s arm, but they didn’t make a sound. They turned and darted toward the terrified cat-woman, but Drayke was already to them. 
 The blue and black dragonkin threw his body hard at the cultist and Esmeralda. In mid-flight, his arms encircled the cat-woman while a boot flashed out. The cultist had nearly grabbed the cat-woman when Drayke’s boot slammed into their stomach and bent them in half. 
 Drayke and Esmeralda crashed to the floor as the cultist stumbled back. 
 “I won’t let them hurt you,” Drayke said as he covered Esmeralda’s body with his own. 
 The cultist regained their balance and took a step toward them when the front door to the home slammed open.  
 Time slowed down as the cultist turned to see a red dragonkin charging in with hard, slitted eyes and a pointed brow. A mithril tipped spear stabbed forward as the scent of mana entered the living room. 
 Kavan channeled 5 mana into his Body Sphere as he charged. 

Kavan Cynder

 Species: Dragonkin  
 Health: Normal 
 Mana: 10/21 
   
 The air in the living room whipped around as a spear tip flashed in quick, blurry motions. The cultist’s body moved with equal speed, their body performing quick sidesteps and ducks. The spearpoint missed by millimeters as the cloaked cultist and the dragonkin moved in blurry flashes. 
 Drayke helped Esmeralda to her feet and the pair of them rushed for the front door. Kavan moved with liquid power and grace, keeping the cultist busy as Drayke and Ezma darted out the front door. 

They’re safe. Now I can end this.

 The cultist backed off toward the kitchen. Gloved hands slipped into their cloak and came out with a dagger in each hand. 
 “Your weakness will mean the death of Moonvale!” the figure shouted with a deep voice. 
 Kavan ignored the words as he took a step back and held his spear in one hand. His other hand made a quick, arcane gesture. Three points of mana slipped into the Life Sphere. 
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 The cloaked cultist took one step forward when roots burst up from the wood floor. They clamped and encircled the cultist’s ankles and feet, rooting them to the spot.  
 The cultist roared like a monster as it pulled one leg up. Muscles strained, but only for a moment as one foot broke free. 

This is the only moment I need.

 Kavan channeled five points of mana into the Fire Sphere. 
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 Five balls of fire flashed around the dragonkin as he charged forward. The sudden blast of fiery heat and movement caused the cultist to raise their arms and daggers into a defensive position. Kavan’s spearpoint shot forward like an arrow. A dagger edge slammed into the incoming spearpoint before the cultist’s entire body glowed in fiery light. 
 Kavan watched with intense eyes as five balls of fire shot forth at once. Bodies were already moving, but the cultist couldn’t move anymore, one of their feet trapped by gnarly roots. Orange and yellow light bathed the cloaked cultist before all five fireballs slammed into them and exploded. 
 Fire scorched the walls and floor as the cultist’s body slammed to the floor like a broken doll. They didn’t fly back, their boot still trapped. Blackened daggers clattered to the floor as a roar rose up from the burning cultist. 
 Kavan leapt the small distance in a flash. The cultist lifted a hand with a glowing aura, their body burning and smoking. A spearpoint flashed before it impaled through the cultist’s hand and slammed down on the wood floor. 
 The cultist growled like a mongrel animal, their hand and foot trapped. A boot slammed on their chest with enough strength to crack their ribcage. There was no grunt of pain as flames consumed them. Their other hand swung wide, an aura engulfing it. Kavan’s boot connected with the wrist of the incoming hand and slammed it down on the floor so hard, delicate wrist bones cracked and broke. 
 The fire ate away at the cultist’s clothes and burnt flesh was exposed. The figure writhed and growled. Hard, oval eyes looked up as burnt skin covered most of their features. 
 Kavan looked down with dispassionate eyes. 
 A burnt fae writhed like a trapped animal. Misha looked up with hard, oval eyes and teeth bared. She tried to move, but three of her four limbs were trapped, impaled or broken.  
 Drayke rushed in with claws at the ready. He looked to Kavan standing on the fae’s chest with one foot and his other foot pinning an outstretched hand. A spear stood straight up, the end buried deep into another outstretched hand. 
 Drayke stepped closer and looked down on Misha’s snarling features and a crazed look in her eyes. 
 “I suppose you won’t be coming into work tomorrow,” Drayke smiled. 
 Outside and not far away, Dura stepped out of the library, Durzol at her side. The orc held his warhammer against his shoulder as the commotion down the street indicated the trap was sprung. 
 Further into town and in Soki’s home, Lorta stayed by the naga’s side. The pair listened and waited. It wasn’t long before they heard a bell ringing in the distance, indicating all was well.  
 Lorta looked at Soki and the two nodded. 
 “They did it,” the pair said with a relieved smile. 
 *** 
 Misha stumbled into a cell. The burnt fae turned with rage-filled eyes as the cell door locked shut. She rattled the thick chains between her wrist and ankle cuffs. Her shoulders heaved along her burnt clothes. Tufts of hair remained on her burnt head. Her eyes were untouched by the fiery damage, her gaze locked on the dragonkin on the other side of the cell bars. 
 Kavan watched as hair began to grow along Misha’s scalp. She continued to heave as burnt flesh mended together. Damaged skin flaked away. Before his eyes, she was slowly healing as her gaze were like daggers. 
 “I’m going to keep you here until after the storm passes. That will give us enough time to think about what to do with you in the long term,” Kavan stated. 
 Only growls dripped from Misha’s parted lips. 
 Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the crazed fae. “Why not come for me directly? Was it because I was strong enough to take you?” 
 Misha continued to growl, but said nothing else. 
 Kavan gave a small nod. “It’s because I am a dragonkin, isn’t it? We are the favored children of the dragon gods. You worship Omyd, Dragon God of Monsters. A little fighting and some broken bones are one thing, but outright killing a dragonkin? I don’t think your dragon god would like that.” 
 Misha continued to heave with hard eyes. 
 Kavan continued, “You thought killing one of the townsfolk would send a stronger message, but we already knew you would try that. I knew one or more of your cult would come for those you thought were the weakest and who could help me. The town healer, Soki, can heal many people in town, including myself. Dura had come to me with information and that made her a valuable target, but you know as well as I, Dura is not weak. That left the only one who helped me when I was beaten, Esmeralda. The town alchemist unblocked the binding spell you put on me. That made her a threat and it’s no secret Ezma doesn’t like to leave her home and shop. She became the most valuable target and you proved my point when you tried to kill her.” 
 Misha closed her mouth, but her eyes blazed with rage. 
 Kavan nodded. “As town magistrate, I can tell you, we have no prison. Judgement purely comes from me. Considering you assaulted the town magistrate and lord, you also attempted to kill one of the townsfolk. By the town charter and laws, it is perfectly within my right to chop your head off in the town center as punishment for your crimes.” 
 Misha didn’t blink at the words. 
 Kavan eyed the seething fae, “But a true follower of Omyd would not fear losing their life in service to their god. You’re not afraid of torture or confinement. You’re afraid of disappointing your god.” 
 Misha looked to the side. 
 Kavan’s eyes narrowed. “You were caught. Only the weak get caught.” 
 The seething fae growled deeply. 
 “If you are thinking about escaping, that might be difficult. I can tell you were using the Body Sphere to enhance your strength and speed. We were evenly matched, so either you used just enough to fight me and you were holding back, or that was your max. Either way, you won’t be strong enough to break out of here. The bars are reinforced and tested by Glem. You know Glem, right? The kind ogre who works the glass shop? He tested the cell. We even gave him a metal hammer.” 
 Kavan reached up and ran a finger along a metal bar with a tiny indent on the inside.  
 “He had to hammer at this spot for a while to even make this dent. When your mana returns, it won’t be enough to break those chains and get out of here. At least, not fast enough before I come in and subdue you again.” 
 Misha’s eyes narrowed. 
 Kavan stared into the fae’s eyes with confident power, “As for the short term, I’m not just going to keep you here until you get your strength back. Do you know Brom, the town lich?” 
 Misha’s anger dimmed as her eyes widened a hair. 
 Kavan tapped the bar as he looked at the cultist. “You may know, Brom and I are good friends. He is incredibly powerful and well versed in many mana spheres. One of them is the Mind Sphere.” 
 Misha was silent as a grave. 
 “I’m going to ask my good friend Brom to pull every bit of information he can from your mind. We both know he can do it too. He will be able to tell me who your fellow cultists are and even who directed you to come to Moonvale and attempt to stop us from being our own kingdom. I’m sure it will not be pleasant, even for someone as strong as you.  
 “You don’t have to tell me who your fellow cultists are. Just give me the name of who sent you? As Lord and Magistrate, I can release you and your fellow cultists. All of you can keep your lives if you leave Moonvale peacefully and never return. I don’t wish to fight the people of your religion. I only want to stop whoever directed you to come here and cause chaos.” 
 A smug smile bloomed across Misha’s features, “We are many. We are everywhere. Your weakness will mean the death of Moonvale. All will be eaten. You will be a lord of a dead town.” 
  Kavan sighed. “I thought we could discuss this through, but it seems you would rather throw away your life, and the lives of your brothers and sisters of Omyd. Brom will clean out your mind of every bit of useful information. We will find your fellow cultists. Once everything is over and your cult’s influence is broken here in Moonvale, all cultists will be beheaded in the town center by my hand. This is not an idle threat. You know I’ve killed people and monsters to defend my town.” 
 Kavan’s slitted eyes flashed with heat, “If strength is the only thing you people respect, it will be with great strength when I separate your head from your neck.” 
 Misha’s smug smile melted away. Her body relaxed and she bowed deeply.  
 “We understand each other. Followers of Omyd will not bow to you and you will not bow to our strength. Only a test of might, teeth, and claws can speak the truth among monsters. May Omyd bless us both before we settle the truth between us,” Misha said with an understanding tone. 
 Kavan simply stared at the bowed fae. She kept her form, not bothering to look up as hair slowly grew back along her head. 
 The dragonkin stepped away and walked toward the door. He opened the thick door and stepped into his wide office. Drayke, Durzol, and Lorta were waiting in the office. They stopped talking and turned to Kavan as he bolted the door to the cells shut. 
 Kavan turned to his friends with a small smile. 
 “She won’t talk,” Kavan stated simply. 
 “We kind of expected that,” Durzol shook his head. 
 Kavan nodded. “It means we move onto part two. I’ll be staying here through the night to keep an eye on our prisoner. I need the three of you to patrol the town until morning. I sensed there was something else with Misha, but I couldn’t catch sight of it. I don’t know if it is another cultist, or something else, but it was hungry.” 
 Drayke crossed his arms, “We readied ourselves for multiple attacks, but it was only Misha who took action. Do we even know if there are more cultists? Maybe she was just a crazed follower, trying to prove herself.” 
 Kavan looked to his fellow dragonkin, “We don’t know. With the storm coming and one of the cultists imprisoned, it will force the others out of hiding. They are very loyal to each other, so either they will try to free Misha tonight, or tomorrow. Either way, we have to stay with the plan.” 
 “They may try to outlast us by waiting,” Drayke said. 
 Kavan shook his head, “I don’t believe so. I’m going to have Brom come here and try to pull everything from her mind. Either Misha tells us, or we get the answers by tomorrow night from Brom.” 
 “So, it’s a waiting game,” Durzol said. 
 Kavan nodded. “For now. We have to keep an eye on the town while keeping an eye on Misha. She was strong, but I still don’t know how strong she can become. She might have been holding back.” 
 “I’ll stay with you, so we can both take turns resting,” Lorta said. 
 Kavan looked at the beautiful troll and smiled. “Thank you.” 
 A faint commotion could be heard beyond the front door. Kavan glanced at the curtained window. Through a tiny gap in the curtains, bodies moved and voices could be heard. 
 “I’ll speak with the mayor and see if we can calm everyone down. This fight isn’t over and we need to be extra careful,” Kavan said before making his way to the front door. 
 Outside, Mayor Sunaxe had a bell strapped to his belt and his thick arms up. A thick crowd had formed in the town center, everyone talking to each other and the mayor. 
 “We need order and peace! Lord Cynder has captured a cultist and has them safely imprisoned. They will not pose a threat and are in Lord Cynder’s capable hands,” the mayor shouted to the noisy crowd. 
 “We know there are more of those damned cultists in town! What will we do if they try to hurt any one of us in town?” Shegga shouted. 
 “This will only make things harder here in town!” Rujin shouted. 
 “Ezma was nearly killed! How can we be sure we will be safe!” Ammi said with fear in her eyes. 
 Kogan nodded as he tried to address the crowd. “We know things are a little tense, but Lord Cynder and the town council will do everything we can to make sure Moonvale is protected. We…” the older orc was cut off. 
 The murmur of the crowd died as the front door to the Magistrate’s office opened. All eyes and ears were turned to the entrance as a red scaled dragonkin stepped out. Kavan walked with even steps toward the mayor. When he reached him, he gave the older orc a knowing gaze before turning his attention to the crowd. 
 Kavan stared at the citizens of the town gathered in its center. Dura and Soki stood, side by side. Their eyes were filled with knowing understanding. Glem stood with concerned eyes. The large ogre was flanked by Raine and Misty on each side of him. Misty touched the ogre’s arm. Raine simply stood. Not far from them was a fae and shadow elf. Lilah and Uriko stood side by side. The tattooed shadow elf stared at Kavan with hard eyes. Lilah had a blank gaze, the fae clearly trying to absorb what was happening. 
 Oaks and the newcomer, Takk, stood side by side in the front of the crowd. Both their faces were blank as they waited on Kavan’s words. Tezzi towered over most of the crowd. The troll with the eyepatch was a foot smaller than Glem, but she still exuded a quiet strength. She kept her single gaze on Kavan and waited.  
 Kavan noticed the worker goblins. Rujin and Nolla stood with them, the pair towering over the many goblins. Kazko was off to the side, leaning against a wall and his head tilted forward. A metal club leaned against the wall by his feet. 
 Several more unfamiliar faces were amid the crowd, but as Kavan visually scanned them, he stopped when he saw Hagasa. The beautiful goblin’s ruby red hair glowed as she stood toward the front, a look of deep concern in her large, oval eyes. When their gazes connected, the goblin shifted uncomfortably on her feet, but didn’t break her gaze. 
 For a brief instant, Kavan lost his train of thought. Seeing the stunning goblin set his soul on fire and he quickly extinguished the inner flames. Instead, he broke his gaze from the goblin and stood up straighter. He looked over the crowd one more time before he parted his lips to address them. 
 “I will make this brief. It’s cold out tonight and we should be safe and warm in our homes. We have captured a cultist of Omyd. They are in shackles and in a cell. They will be kept there until we find out more and then we can decide on their fate.  
 “Our current priority is to make sure everyone is safe and prepared for the storm coming. Once the storm passes, judgement will be dealt. The cultists broke into a home to kill one of us. We managed to stop them. There will be a patrol for the rest of tonight and I will be staying in my office to ensure our prisoner stays our prisoner.” 
 Shegga shook her head. “What if there are more of them? Are any of us truly safe with cultists of Omyd in Moonvale!” 
 A confident smile filled Kavan’s features. “I’m not concerned and neither should anyone else be. For a cult that follows strength and power, they are doing a lot of hiding and moving around in the dark. If there were a concern, they would have attacked already. No, I believe the town is safe. We have one of their members and I’m sure the rest will leave so they do not join her. Go home. Rest for the night. The streets will be patrolled and the prisoner will be held until judgement.” 
 Heads nodded among the crowd. A small moment later, everyone gathered began to disperse. 
 “Thank you, Kavan,” Kogan said as he turned and embraced the dragonkin. 
 Kavan hugged the older orc back, his finger tapping the mayor's back a few times before they broke their embrace. 
 “Try to get some rest. Tomorrow will be busy with the final preparations to ready the town for the storm,” Kogan said in a low tone. 
 “I will. Thank you, Mayor,” Kavan said with a slight bow. 
 The mayor shuffled off to the last of the crowd, walking with them as they made their way to their homes. 
 Kavan turned and marched back into his office. Lorta, Durzol, and Drayke were still inside as Kavan came in and closed the door behind him. 
 “Patrol the town for the rest of the night. At sun up, try to get some rest,” Kavan ordered. 
 Drayke and Durzol nodded before they made their way to the door. 
 Lorta looked at Kavan with warm eyes. “I’ll come back so you can rest a little.” 
 “Thank you,” Kavan said simply as he stepped to his desk and sat down in his chair. 
 The dragonkin watched his friends leave. Once they were gone, he leaned back in his chair, his body suddenly very tired. 
 “Your move,” Kavan whispered to no one. 
 Outside, the crowd had dispersed. A thick mist continued to envelope the town as street lanterns glowed with ethereal light. 
 A small whimper and growl fell from the shadowy alley. Slitted eyes stared at the Magistrate’s office for a long moment. Another whimper touched the air before the thing stepped further back into inky shadows and was gone. 





 Twelve 
 A cold wind swept over the town of Moonvale. The sky was gray with thick clouds. Brown and red leaves flew through the air and landed on the cobblestone streets. Shop doors which were often open during the summer to invite people in, were closed to keep the cold wind out. Hints of moisture filled the dreary morning as the threat of the approaching storm loomed on everyone’s minds. 
 Darkness parted as Kavan felt something touch his cheek. His eyelids pulled back and he looked over at Lorta looking down on him. The troll with pigtails had a warm gleam in her eyes as her fingers ran along his scaled features. The way her fingers moved, Kavan felt like she was studying him, or simply enjoying his touch. 
 Kavan lifted his hand and placed it over Lorta’s hand. The troll’s small smile brightened as warm sensations played along their touch. 
 The dragonkin slowly sat up in his chair. Memories crashed on the shores of his mind, staying up most of the night and taking a quick patrol around town. The town didn’t stir, except for Drayke and Durzol also moving along the slick wet streets. After the evening’s events, peace had returned to the town and Kavan guessed everyone slept better knowing one of the cultists was behind bars. 
 “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to wake you. You looked so peaceful and I felt I had to touch you,” Lorta said with a loving tone. 
 “It’s alright. I like when you touch me. I should be getting up anyway. How long did I sleep?” 
 “A few hours,” Lorta said as she pulled her hand back and placed it on her lap. 
 Kavan blinked away the mental cobwebs. “How’s our prisoner?” 
 “She’s fine. The damage she took has completely healed. She’s been sitting in her cell, not making a sound or moving around.” 
 “She might be biding her time. We will have to be extra alert today,” Kavan said and glanced at the window. 
 Leaves flew by as threatening dark clouds filled the sky. 
 “It looks like the storm is approaching,” Kavan said as he looked out the window. 
 Lorta nodded. “I've been watching the town center from the window. I’ve seen many townsfolk moving through the center to get to South Street. I think many residents are trying to get last moment supplies before the storm hits.” 
 “It’s a good idea. I think Onka and Nava have purchased many supplies. Did they talk to you about staying with us through the storm?” 
 Lorta looked away. “They have.” 
 Kavan watched as Lorta shifted in her seat and wouldn’t look him in the eyes. With a slight turn in his seat, he faced the troll with an understanding gaze. 
 “Do you want to talk about it?” the dragonkin asked. 
 Lorta closed her eyes. Her hands formed into tight balls on her legs and she let out a small, cleansing exhale. 
 Lorta opened her eyes and looked into Kavan’s patient expression. “I know I haven’t been around much. I keep… sinking back to being alone.” 
 “We all feel or need that sometimes,” Kavan smiled. 
 Lorta nodded. “When I work on the farm, I don’t have to think too much. I know my chores and duties. I throw myself into my work and there is a sense of peace. It’s when I go to sleep at night when I don’t feel like myself.” 
 The troll shifted in her seat as if the very thoughts were painful to think about. “I used to fall asleep the moment my head touched the pillow. Now, I lay awake for hours. I’ve worked harder during the day to tire myself out, but it doesn’t help. I get a few hours at a time and I’m exhausted.” 
 Kavan saw the dark shadows under Lorta’s eyes. 

I don’t think she slept at all last night.

 Lorta continued, “I’m not sure you want to hear this, but I’m constantly worried. I’m worried about you, Onka, the farm, my bolids, my harpies, everyone in town. It haunts me. I used to just work on my farm, but now, I’m fighting our enemies and learning magic. My simple life has become not so simple.” 
 Kavan touched Lorta’s closed fist. The tension in her hand softened as the troll looked at the dragonkin with innocent eyes. 
 “First, I always want to hear about how you feel. Lorta, you are important to me. You’re important to our family. If you gave everything up, we would still love you and care for you.” 
 Lorta smiled as her eyes trembled. 
 “Second, if you need breaks to adjust, no one will treat you badly for it, especially me. Just so you know, I’ve felt the same. When Misha beat me on the street, I had to use every part of my soul to fight off my own disappointment. I’ve been made a lord and magistrate for the town and it can be a little hard to deal with. So many people rely on me to lead and I don’t want to disappoint anyone here.” 
 Kavan squeezed Lorta’s hand and gave her a reassuring smile. 
 “We can deal with it together,” the dragonkin said warmly. 
 Lorta’s eyes gleamed. She leaned a little closer with haunted eyes. 
 “Kavan, I’m afraid. You helped me find the Life Sphere, but I now have two more mana spheres I can call upon. I don’t know how, but they appeared to me a few nights after the fight with the paladins.” 
 Kavan watched as fear dripped from the beautiful troll’s eyes. He leaned forward as Lorta spoke in a hush whisper. 
 “My dreams are of demons and monsters. I wish I could say they were coming to kill me or torture me, but it’s the opposite. They speak kindly to me and hug me. Their touches are soothing and warm. I feel like I’m losing my mind and they surround me with comforting gazes.” 
 Lorta bowed her head and looked down. “I… I don’t know what to think. I don’t know what to feel. I only ever wanted to run my family farm and maybe find some love before something killed me, like a monster or old age. Now, I feel like I’m drowning in a summer pond, if that makes sense. Everything is warm and inviting and I don’t want to come up for air.” 
 Kavan gave a slow nod. “Lorta, could you be feeling this way because of Zulkis? He did hurt you and brought you close to death. There is a difficulty with accepting death.” 
 Lorta kept her head bowed. “Your story about nearly dying haunts me. I feel I may be going through something similar, but I’m not sure. I remember my life draining away. I thought I had reached the end. I thought of you and our family. I thought it would be enough to fight… but it wasn’t.” 
 Kavan watched as Lorta looked up with soulful eyes. 
 “At the end, I fought for myself,” Lorta said and a tear streaked her cheek. 
 Kavan nodded as shadows covered his eyes. “I completely understand. It was the same for me. Thinking about my parents or my family was not enough. I fought because I wanted to remain alive. I wasn’t ready for the great beyond and it sounds like, neither were you.” 
 Lorta nodded. “It doesn’t mean I don’t love you or anyone else. I love our family more than ever. But something changed and I don’t know what I am becoming.” 
 Kavan squeezed Lorta’s hand again, looked up and gave the troll an understanding smile. “No matter what happens, we will be there for each other. You don’t have to do this alone.” 
 “Even if I become a different person than the one you met?” Lorta said with a sliver of fear in her eyes. 
 “Lorta, all of us will become different over time. You never have to worry about us becoming different because we are already different. I’m still here and how I feel about you has never wavered.” 
 “Kavan,” Lorta whispered before she slid off her chair and onto her knees. 
 Blue arms grabbed the dragonkin and hugged him tight. Lorta remained on her knees as she embraced Kavan and he embraced her. The troll’s shoulders trembled as she buried her face in his neck. Kavan held her close, feeling tears on his neck scales. 
 *** 
 The wind picked up as a goblin with ruby red hair walked along a cobblestone street. Her hair was tied back, but the wind caused a few wisps to escape and wave in the air. A dark red, leather long coat covered her body as she walked along. 
 Hagasa stepped into the town center. Her gaze fell upon the hudenn statue before she looked up into the sky. Dark clouds writhed. A drop of rain touched the goblin’s green cheek as she stared up at the dismal heavens. 
 “The dragon gods are not happy,” Hagasa whispered to herself. 
 The goblin glanced to South Street. A small list of items she needed filled her mind. The wind whipped through the town center and Hagasa lifted up her collar to protect her neck. 
 “Some extra spirits will chase away the wet chill,” the goblin said with a small smile. 
 Hagasa took one step away from Horn Street when she stopped in her tracks. She looked onto East Street with delight as Hynrik scuttled slowly into the town center. The ten-foot tall arachnix stepped easily along with his bent spider legs. A long cart was hitched to his abdomen. On the cart were many medium-sized barrels. 
 Hynrik made his way along the north side of the center. Hagasa noticed the turn was a little sharp and it looked like the arachnix was making his way around. A leather jacket covered his top as a thin robe was underneath. Hynrik made his way around and spotted the smiling goblin with crimson red hair. He smiled as he slowed down by Horn Street. When he came to a halt, he bowed his humanoid half to the smiling goblin. 
 “Hagasa, is it?” Hynrik said as he straightened up. 
 The goblin bowed her head. “Yes. You must be Hynrik. I’ve heard so much about you.” 
 “All pleasant I hope,” the arachnix smiled. 
 “Yes, very much pleasant. Your farm is legendary from what I’ve heard. You’ve fed this town for many years, especially during hard winters.” 
 Hynrik nodded. “Moonvale has had some difficult times, but it brings me joy to help our town. How are you adjusting?” 
 Hagasa kept her smile. “It is going well. Lord Cynder was kind enough to see me and welcome me into town while he was carrying on his investigation.” 
 “Lord Cynder has also done much for the town. What happened to him isn’t the norm for Moonvale. Our town has been very close knit, but with so many visitors, it's nice to have new people living here. The cultists are new and if there are any others, they will be captured or run out of town.” 
 Hynrik noticed as Hagasa glanced at the magistrate’s office. “I’m sure his door is open, if you want to talk to him.” 
 Hagasa seemed to catch herself and looked up at the arachnix. “I had a feeling his door would be open, but I’m sure he is busy with the captured cultist. I don’t wish to disturb him and his work.” 
 Hynrik smiled. “Moonvale is a very open community. We often spend some of our time simply talking to our neighbors. I doubt very much Lord Cynder would turn you away if you simply wanted to talk.” 
 Hagasa nodded. “You are right. I’m a little shy sometimes. I love Moonvale, but I know it takes time for everyone to become comfortable with new residents.” 
 “What brought you here?” Hynrik inquired. 
 Hagasa glanced at the magistrate’s office again. “I was searching for something and decided I needed to start a new life.” 
 The goblin caught herself and waved her hand before her as if to shoo away the very words she spoke. “Don’t mind me. The storm has me a little worried. I don’t know how well my home will stand up to the rain and winds. I hope there will not be too many leaks.” 
 Hynrik nodded and smiled politely. “That is an understandable concern. Oaks is always available for repairs. It wouldn’t be the first time he braved storms to help a resident fix a leaky roof. He is the most dedicated goblin I have ever met.” 
 “I like Oaks,” Hagasa smiled. “I hope I don’t have to call upon him, but I will remember what you said, in case my roof caves in.” 
 “May your roof hold up against the test of time and the elements,” Hynrik smiled. 
 The arachnix and goblin continued to chat as a pair of oval eyes looked down from a nearby roof.  
 The wind continued to howl and blow as the sky grew darker. Whatever sun that tried to penetrate the cloud cover was lost as the sky thickened. Across the town, many curtains were pulled aside as residents waited for the eventual deluge that would fall on the town and surrounding lands. 
 From two separate dark alleys, cloaked figures stepped out. Hoods covered their heads and fabric masks covered their faces. One was short, stepping out into the wind and their cloak billowing to it. The other stepped out with wide shoulders. Both were clad in black from head to boots. They walked with powerful confidence, making no other attempt to hide themselves.  
 Something large padded out of the edge of an alley looking out to North Street. 
 The short figure in black stepped out to the mouth of North Street. The taller, broad shouldered one stepped out to the mouth of West Street. 
 Hynrik glanced to West Street and saw the figure turning their covered head and looking around. Hagasa was still talking when the arachnix motioned with his hand to get her attention. 
 Hagasa noticed Hynrik’s gesture and looked around. Her eyes widened and she took a step back. The broad-shouldered figure stepped toward the center by the fountain, ignoring the arachnix and goblin. The shorter one did the same. The pair met in the middle and turned their attention to the magistrate’s office. 
 “Stay behind me,” Hynrik said as he unhitched himself from his cart. 
 Hagasa did as she was told, moving behind the cart as Hynrik tilted his body over a small barrel and opened it with one hand. 
 The two figures moved together until they were on the side of the fountain facing the magistrate’s office. They stood with their chests out and heads held high. 
 “Dragonkin!” The pair projected their voices with a boom. 
 Kavan and Lorta were immediately on their feet. The dragonkin and troll grabbed their spears from a nearby wall. Kavan stepped to a window and looked outside to see two figures cloaked in black. Their features were covered, but their height was not. One was short and the other one was broad. He quickly looked them over, not seeing any weapons along their belts as their cloaks flapped in the wind. 
 “Don’t tell me to stay behind. I’m coming with you,” Lorta said firmly. 
 Kavan nodded. “We have to stay by each other’s side. They will try to pick one of us off and we must stand strong.” 
 “I’m with you, my love,” Lorta said with strong affection. 
 Kavan moved toward the front door and took hold of the knob. He called up his stats and mentally prepared himself for battle. 
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 Kavan turned the knob and pushed the door out. Wind blasted him as soon as he stepped outside. The two people in black stayed by the fountain edge as Kavan and Lorta stepped out. The door closed shut behind them as a few more drops of rain fell from the threatening sky. 
 “Kavan Cynder,” the large one bellowed. “Return our sister to us and Omyd may overlook this indiscretion. Do not, and not only will you pay with your life, but the whole town will suffer because of your decision.” 
 Kavan kept his serpent gaze steady on the pair of cultists. “Is this all there was? A trio of cultists sent to spread terror in our community? Omyd must be desperate.” 
 “How dare you!” the short figure shouted. 
 Kavan kept his cool gaze as strategies formed along his mind. “I dare. You entered my town and tried to hurt the people I care for. I will offer you the same choice I offered Misha. Tell me who sent you and leave. You will not be followed and you can return to your masters with what you learned here. You get to keep your lives and fight another day. 
 “Or, you may make a foolish attempt to free your sister and forfeit your freedom and possibly your lives.” 
 The pair of cultists gave a single nod. 
 “Omyd does not bargain and neither do the children of Omyd. Monsters eat and your weak flesh will satisfy our stomachs,” the short one growled. 
 Kavan spun his fully extended spear once before holding it with both hands. “You’re throwing your lives away.” 
 The pair of cultists unfastened the clasps to their cloaks. Each cloak was released and swept up with the wind. They danced and floated like ghosts before crashing down on a corner and becoming still. 
 “You could have returned to Loduss and we would have caused no more harm. The natural order of things would have been restored. Instead, you spit in the face of a kingdom’s power and a god’s might. Omyd will be pleased with our offering as we consume you and shit out your remains for the carrion eaters,” the broad shouldered one said with a snide edge. 
 “Moonvale will not bow to any kingdom. We are strong,” Kavan said with confidence. 
 The short cultist let out a sardonic laugh. “I only see you and a troll. There is no one else rushing to your side. Even the arachnix holds back. They know. The whole town knows that you are weak. Once you fall again, they will run and hide. We will search for their trembling bodies and eat each one, a feast fit for Omyd.” 
 Gloved hands rose up and the pair of cultists made arcane gestures. Thin, red auras glowed around their shrouded bodies. 
 “Get ready,” Kavan whispered to Lorta. 
 The troll nodded as she was in a battle stance, half spear in hands. 
 The pair of cultists looked up to the writhing, nearly black sky. 
 “Omyd! Dragon God of Monsters! We call upon you! Grant us our war forms so we may smite this disease from Voldor!” the pair shouted to the sky. 
 Red auras glowed brighter and terrible roars filled the center of town. 
 Hagasa watched with fearful eyes as Hynrik stayed close to her, a short sword in each hand. The arachnix watched with intense eyes as the red auras swirled around the pair of cultists. 
 Kavan watched with cool serpent eyes as the pair in black began to morph and change. Growls and snarls echoed through the town center as their forms started to get larger and thicker. Fabric began to rip across their faces and black clothes tore along bulging muscles. 
 Kavan channeled 6 points of mana into his Body Sphere and 4 points into his Life Sphere. Mana surged along his body as he felt stronger, tougher, and quicker. A green aura encircled his body, forming an emerald mana shield. 
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 Kavan glanced over to Lorta as a similar green aura encircled her body. The troll stood at the ready, her gaze firmly on the cultists. 
 Mask coverings ripped and fell away in tatters. Pointed ears stabbed through the hood and shredded it as the small cultist grew bigger. 
 The taller cultist roared as his mask and hood were torn apart. Muscles bulged bigger and bigger. 
 Kavan watched with steady eyes, seeing the faces of the other two cultists. He watched as the short, goblin one was getting taller and boarder. Takk Gravegold’s face remained the same for only a moment before it warped, taking on monstrous and demonic features. His eyes were manic as he stared at the dragonkin. His teeth grew longer and sharper. Everything about him took on a hunched form as he slowly turned into a brutish monster. 
 The taller cultist grew bigger and taller. Muscles tore through the fabric. His leather gloves split open as green hands curled into tight fists. The black mask fell away to reveal Suluk Fishwish. The orc’s face shifted into snarling features. His body turned misshapen as his arms grew longer, as did his legs. 
 When the transformation was finished, two hulking monsters stood by the fountain. Crazed eyes looked down on Kavan and Lorta. Tongues licked lips as a haggard breathing filled the air. 
 Kavan stood, not surprised. It didn’t take much to make the connections to the new residents in town. Now that they had shown themselves, all doubt was cast aside. 
 “Eat the weak!” both monster cultists roared. 
 “Not in my town,” Kavan whispered to himself before he bent his legs and blurred forward. 
 Time slowed down as Kavan picked his targets, spear at his side. The monstrous cultists caught sight of the blur and thick arms lashed out. Kavan was already leaping into the air as large hands missed him by inches. His legs spun up as the dragonkin’s spear slashed hard across. Blood spurted as the mithril tip cut across Suluk’s cheek. Burly bodies turned as they tried to grab the falling dragonkin. Takk growled as a spear stabbed into his back. 
 Kavan landed and spun away as large fists came down and cracked the cobblestone. The dragonkin moved, staying light on his feet as Suluk tried to grab him. Takk turned and threw his arm across. Lorta let go of her spear as she ducked down. The large arm missed her head by inches before the troll charged and slammed her shoulder into Takk’s stomach. The monstrous goblin barely moved as he clasped both hands into one large fist and brought it down. Lorta threw herself to the side as the clasped fist struck the ground and shattered several cobblestones. 
 Lorta rolled away and back onto her feet. She stood ready as she saw her spear still in Takk’s back. The monster cultist didn’t seem to notice or care. Takk roared and charged the troll. 
 Kavan’s body bent and twisted as fists the size of his chest punched out. Suluk’s roars vibrated through the air as he charged and punched at the quick dragonkin.  
 Kavan leapt up and spun. His spear made a full rotation before it cut across Suluk’s cheek and nose. The monster orc ignored the blood spurting from his face as a hand opened and swiped hard across. Kavan was just landing when the open hand struck him and he went spiraling through the air. 
 The dragonkin remained calm as he harnessed the mana in his body. He turned his body and boots struck a wall hard. The momentum bent his knees, but power rebounded back along his leg muscles. With a hard push, Kavan blasted off the wall like a cannonball. Spear at the ready, he crossed the distance in a blink and drove his spear into Suluk’s chest. The mithril tip was buried deep. Suluk roared as a fist punched out. Kavan’s mana shield flared and cracked as he was knocked into the air, pulling his spear with him. 
 Suluk bent low and charged. The orc’s manic gaze was on the dragonkin. Kavan hit the street and slammed his free hand down. The mana shield was cracked, but it didn’t collapse as he slid to a halt. The dragonkin stayed low as the brutish cultist charged like a raging bull. Thick arms and fists rose up as Suluk looked down with murder in his eyes. Kavan launched to the side as the fists came down and shattered cobblestones. Kavan slid across wet stones, spun and stabbed out with his spear. The blade point stabbed into a hamstring and the dragonkin sliced away. 
 Suluk stumbled and crashed down to one knee. Blood spilled from behind Suluk’s knee. A growl touched the air as he turned his hard gaze on the dragonkin.  
 Kavan remained calm as he watched the wound he just inflicted began to heal. 

Dammit. They are regenerating as they fight.

 Kavan leapt up to his feet and backed off, spear in hand. Suluk gave the dragonkin an evil grin before he stood up and charged. 
 “I feast!” Suluk roared. 
 Kavan stood his ground till the last moment. His legs bent and he launched into the air. A large hand swiped at air and Suluk looked up. Kavan used every muscle in his body and arm. He turned and threw the spear down with the force of a rifle. 
 A shadow touched Suluk’s face before the spear point stabbed into his large eye. There was a small grunt as blood pulsed. A large hand rose up and grabbed the spear. With a wet crunch, the spear was pulled free and thrown aside. 
 Kavan fell as claws slid out of his fingertips. He landed on Suluk’s back and his claws slashed, opening large swaths of skin and muscle. Kavan stabbed claws into the orc’s shoulder and held firm as Suluk tried to reach around and grab him. 
 Hagasa watched with wide eyes as Hynrik stood beside her. Fear painted her soul as the red dragonkin fought to stay on and slashed with his claws. 
 “Hagasa, run!” Hynrik said just as a shadow touched the edge of his gaze. 
 The arachnix turned his head as a black, scaly tentacle lashed around his arm and pulled. Spider legs slammed down into crevices along the street and Hynrik pulled. The tentacle vibrated as something monstrous growled. 
 Hagasa stepped back in horror. A large scaly creature on all fours pulled at the struggling arachnix. It had the shape of a hairless dog. Its snout was sharp and demonic. Its slitted yellow eyes focused on the arachnix. The monster was the size of a horse. A pair of thick tentacles was attached to its shoulders, one of them curled around Hynrik’s arm and the other lashing out. It circled around his waist and pulled. 
 “Run,” Hynrik grunted as he pulled away with all his might. 
 Hagasa was frozen as she watched the monster pull, saliva dripping from its sharp maw. 
 Hynrik turned his arm and slashed at a tentacle, only for the short sword’s blade to bounce off the monster's scales. The arachnix lifted a leg and stabbed out, the monster was quick to dodge the leg and pull with all its might. Hynrik lowered his center of gravity as he spun a sword and tried to cut at a tentacle again. The blade bounced off again and the monster growled. 
 Kavan glanced up as Suluk tried to shake him off. Time stopped as he saw Hynrik struggling with a four-legged monster with tentacles along its shoulders and Hagasa frozen in fear. 
 Instinct slammed into him like a hammer on an anvil. The dragonkin slashed across the back of Suluk’s thick neck. Blood spurted as the brute stumbled forward. Kavan slid off the orc’s wide back and hit the street. He darted toward Hynrik, the monster, and Hagasa.  
 Suluk looked up and saw the dragonkin race toward the goblin and arachnix. He leered as he charged after him, when an arrow sank into his shoulder. A sliver of pain caused him to look up. A shadow elf with tattooed runes covering her face and arms pulled back on a bowstring, another arrow ready. The shadow elf let go and reached over her shoulder for another arrow. 
 Suluk grunted as another arrow sank into his chest. A large hand grabbed the arrow and pulled it out, blood and gore spurting out. The monstrous orc continued to charge after the dragonkin as arrow after arrow sank into him. 
 Lorta leapt away as a fist slammed down on the spot she was just standing in a moment ago. The troll tucked into a roll and was back onto her feet. Takk charged with an evil grin. Lorta braced herself and readied to deliver a blow to a weak spot when a bolt of lightning streaked down and slammed into the brutish goblin’s head. The blow was enough to veer the charging goblin off course. He stumbled and crashed onto the floor. 
 Lorta looked up and smiled as Drayke and Durzol leapt off a short roof. The dragonkin and orc landed on the street and charged into battle. Drayke lifted a hand as energy crackled and arced. The energy surged and another bolt of lightning burst forth. It crossed the small distance and slammed into Takk’s back as he was getting back up. 
 Durzol roared as he charged. Lorta joined the charging orc’s side. The pair reached the rising monster goblin and leapt into the air. Durzol let out a heroic roar as he swung his warhammer and brought it down on the back of Takk’s head. Blood spurted as Durzol slammed a boot into Takk’s side.  
 Lorta leapt up and grabbed the shaft of her spear still in Takk’s back. She threw her body like a pole vaulter and the end of the spear ripped along bone, muscle, and flesh. When she landed on the other side of the monster goblin, she wretched out her spear and spun around. 
 Takk growled as he continued to stand. Durzol stepped closer and swung his warhammer up. The end struck the goblin under the chin and caused his head to whip up. 
 Drayke drew his sword from over his shoulder. He darted across the center edge, threw himself down and slid a short distance as he swung his sword. The blade bit deep into a leg before it sliced clean through.  
 Durzol grabbed the sliding dragonkin and turned away as Takk’s leg fell away and he lost his balance. Durzol and Drayke stepped away as Lorta launched into the air and stabbed her spear point into Takk’s chest.  
 The point stabbed into his heart and he grunted. Lorta’s eyes shone with cruel light as she bent the spear to the side, the spear point slashing across the goblin’s heart. Takk growled as his large hand blurred up and slammed into the troll. Lorta’s eyes widened as she was thrown off the monster goblin like a stone from a catapult.  
 Durzol turned to see Lorta flying through the air. The orc pushed Drayke away and dropped his hammer. Hands went up and Lorta slammed into the blacksmith. Orc and troll crashed to the floor and rolled to a stop. 
 Drayke turned to the monster goblin as he slowly rose up. He pulled the spear from his chest and broke it in his grasp. Veins and muscles stretched out to the severed leg and pulled it back onto the stump. The hole in his chest began to close as the demonic goblin set his sights on the blue dragonkin. 
 “This might be harder than we thought,” Drayke said as he took a stance with his sword in one hand and energy cracking in the other. 
 *** 
 Misha sat in her cell, hands and ankles bound in iron. She looked down at her chains as muffled roars touched the air in the distance. A cruel smile formed across her features as she continued to look down at her binds. 
 “Omyd, grant me the strength and power to feast on the weak. I live to serve. I live to feast,” Misha whispered. 
 A red aura engulfed her. Muscles grew larger as her body began to change. 
 “Thank you, Omyd. I will feast in your honor,” the fae smiled as her entire body grew bigger and her features sharper. 
 *** 
 The tentacle pulling at Hynrik’s arm pulled harder. The arachnix gritted his teeth as his strength nearly matched the monster’s strength. Raindrops fell from the dark sky. The air grew colder and Hynrik raised a sword and slammed the blade onto a scaled tentacle. The blade bounced off and the monster pulled with violent power. 
 Bone cracked and shattered along Hynrik’s arm. He grunted as his arm became useless. The sword in the broken arm fell. Hynrik’s body lurched closer to the scaled monster. Webbings touched the pommel of the other sword he held. The arachnix growled as he threw the blade with a string of webbing connected to it. 
 The monster pulled and shifted, but it wasn’t quick enough. The blade point stabbed into a large eye and the monster howled in pain. Hynrik pulled back his arm, the short sword yanked out of the destroyed eye socket and back to his hand. He readied to throw it again when the monster pulled with power. The tentacle around Hynrik’s waist lifted him off his street and he swung into a wall. Exo-skeleton legs cracked, as did a few ribs. The arachnix hit the floor and collapsed into a heap. Pain surged along his body as his spider legs trembled. He forced himself to stand, one arm dangling uselessly at his side and his other hand barely holding onto his sword. 
 The arachnix stumbled as he readied to enter the fight again, when a red dragonkin soared through the air with spear in hand. The serpent hound turned just as the mithril point stabbed into its shoulder. It hissed and whimpered as Kavan landed and twisted his body.  
 Kavan watched with intense eyes as the four-legged monster seemed reluctant to fight him. In that split second, he capitalized on it by jumping and kicking his spear deeper into the creature. The monster roared as it turned away and lashed out with its tail. Kavan glanced to the side to see Hagasa was directly in the path of the thick tail. In a blur, he darted to the frozen goblin, curled his arms around her, turned his back to the incoming tail and braced himself. 
 Hagasa woke up from Kavan’s touch before power slammed into them and they were thrown. 
 Kavan felt his mana shield collapse as he was hurtled sideways. He barely looked down to Hagasa’s terrified eyes before they hit the cobblestone street and rolled. 
 Suluk continued to charge as arrow after arrow sank into him. He ignored the arrows as he reached Kavan and lifted up both giant fists. 
 Hagasa was on her back and Kavan was over her. He was on all fours, looking down with concerned eyes. Hagasa didn’t blink as she looked up at the dragonkin. 
 Time stopped and their souls whispered to each other. 
 Kavan saw the reflection of Suluk in Hagasa’s large oval eyes. He summoned his armor. Spines stabbed out along his body before fanning out and slamming down. Scale armor covered his entire form just as thick fists struck his armored spine. 
 The blow was enough to cause Kavan’s entire body to shudder. Scales cracked and were blasted off. The mana-fueled strength barely kept him on all fours as Kavan’s will refused to bend, so as not to crush the beautiful goblin underneath him. 
 “Run,” Kavan whispered. 
 Hagasa watched Suluk pull up his meaty fists again. Kavan grabbed the goblin with one arm and with power, shoved her hard. The goblin slid on her back across the wet cobblestones. She slid about twenty feet when she came to a stop. She sat up and watched as Kavan threw himself to the side as two fists rained down. Shards of cobblestone shattered into the air as the monster orc roared. A hand touched the goblin’s shoulder and she looked up at a purple skinned succubus. 
  Drayke blasted out a stream of lightning at the charging monster goblin. Energy burned and curled around Takk, but he didn’t slow down. When the goblin reached the dragonkin, a meaty fist swung out and Drayke stepped to the side. Energy blinked out from his hand and the dragonkin sliced downwards. The sword tip sliced across an arm, but it didn’t affect the goblin as he swung his arm across and struck Drayke across the chest.  
 The dragonkin was off his feet and his back crashed into a wall. He slid down to his feet and stumbled, energy dripping from his mouth. 
 “No need for a gentle touch,” the blue and black scaled dragonkin whispered before pulling his head back and spitting out a thick stream of lightning. 
 Takk turned to the stream before it struck his chest. Dragon breath bore into the monster goblin’s chest. The goblin roared in pain as he took a step back. 
 The stream of lightning died and Drayke watched as Takk struggled to stay standing. Time slipped by and the burnt flesh on his chest didn’t regenerate. 
 “You do have a weakness,” Drayke said before turning his attention to Kavan across the town center. 
 Kavan was ducking and dodging the monster orc’s attacks. The four-legged serpent hound blocked off a street. Deep cracks formed along the street as Suluk tried to bash the dragonkin to paste. 
 “They are weak against dragon breath attacks!” Drayke shouted. 
 Kavan stepped back as Drayke’s words touched his sensitive ears. The moment he decided on a plan, the front door and walls of the magistrate’s office exploded outward. 
 Misha charged into the town center with a monstrous form and crazed eyes. She looked around until she saw Kavan by West Street. She barely had a humanoid shape, covered in muscles. Her face was wide and blunt, unlike her previous feminine features. Her clothes hung in tatters as her large fingers curled into fists. She roared like a monster from the deepest pits of the abyss before she charged. 
 “Kill the dragonkin and afterwards we will feast on the town!” Misha roared. 
 Uriko aimed an arrow at the monstrous Misha and let go of the bow string. The arrow soared through the air and stabbed into her roaring mouth. Misha bit down and chewed the arrow as she charged to join Suluk’s side. 
 Shards of fire dripped from Kavan’s mouth as he kept his firm gaze on Suluk and the charging Misha. 
  Time to pull the trigger.

 Kavan lifted his small snout and roared as flames leaked from the sides of his mouth. 
 Doors swung open as bodies spilled out onto the street. The serpent hound looked down a street as bodies came out with crossbows in their hands. Determined eyes pointed in the direction of the creature from West Street. Ammi was by them, the dryad carrying a metal shield.  
 Behind them, a large gang of goblins followed, each one holding a crossbow. 
 Nolla helped pull Hagasa back as Rujin, Kazko, and Soki walked or slithered with crossbows in their hands. 
 Shegga, Nava, and Onka stepped up from south street, crossbows in their hands. Bolt quivers were strapped to thighs as they held their crossbows up at chest level. Behind them, Glem walked with a metal club in his hand and a hard look in his eyes. 
 From North Street, Mayor Sunaxe, Priest Raine, Priestess Misty, Dura, and Tezzi stepped along with crossbows in their hands. They held them up and aimed at the three giant monsters in the town center. 
 The serpent hound backed up and into the town center. It growled as it eyed the many crossbows aimed at it. 
 Suluk backed up as his large eyes drank in the many crossbow bolts aimed in his direction. Takk stepped back to the center, his large fingers scratching at the small hole in his chest. Misha stepped closer to her fellow cultists, a rage in her eyes. 
 Drayke stood before Durzol and Lorta as the pair slowly made it to their feet. Durzol scooped up his warhammer. Lorta stood in a fighting stance with her fists up. 
 Uriko had an arrow notched as she aimed it at the small cluster of cultists and their pet monster. 
 Misha glanced to East Street to see it was empty. 
 Kavan glowered as he stood. His mouth was partly opened and flames dripped from the sides. He heaved as he used all his willpower to not fire off a ball of flame breath.  
 Misha moved in front of her fellow cultists and faced Kavan as rain began to pour from the sky. 
 “An army could not stand up to us! We will tear through your ranks and eat every one of you!” Misha growled in the rain. 
 Kavan’s slitted eyes glowed as flames leaked from his mouth. “No, you won’t. Your cult talks about eating the weak, but together, we are stronger than ever. 
 “You came into our town to break us and it only made us understand what we must do. Here me, followers of Omyd! East Street is open for your retreat. Tuck your tails between your legs and run. Your fellow cultists will not save you. Your god will not save you!” Kavan said darkly. 
 The dragonkin’s eyes narrowed. “I will not save you. Run so you may die another day. Or stay and fight. Show your god how weak you really are as we put an end to your terror.” 
 Misha clenched her strong jaw. “Omyd, we fight to devour your enemies!” 
 Kavan watched with hard eyes as he saw any semblance of reason leave the monsters in the town center. 
 “EAT THE WEAK!” Misha roared. 
 The three monstrous cultists and their serpent hound charged toward Kavan. 
 “Fire!” Nava shouted with a small sonic boom. 
 Fingers pulled triggers. A barrage of crossbow bolts shot across the medium distance. Rain fell as the three monsters charged. Bolts stabbed into their bulky bodies, but they didn’t slow down. The trio had crazed eyes as they barreled toward the standing dragonkin. 
 The serpent hound veered off, unwilling or unable to attack the dragonkin. Tentacles whipped and shot out as crossbow bolts slammed into it. Bolts bounced off the hard scales as a pair of tentacles lashed out.  
 Rujin, Kazko, Soki, and the goblins all began to reload. Time slowed down as the tentacles whipped hard, ready to slam into standing bodies. Ammi leapt into the air with the shield. Determination etched into the dryad’s face as she used the shield she was carrying and bashed it away. 
 Crossbows reloaded, everyone on West Street lifted them up to fire again when the serpent hound was on them. Fear filled their eyes as the snarling beast opened its maw. Kazko stepped in front of his brother and aimed. 
 A shadow darted from the side and a short sword gleamed. The serpent hound was nearly over the trolls, ready to bite down when a short sword stabbed into the soft part of its neck. 
 Kazko, Rujin, Soki, and the goblins looked in disbelief as a haggard Hynrik pushed the short sword to the hilt and the tip of the blade appeared out the other side of the monster’s neck. A torrent of blood splashed as the creature’s eyes rolled into its head. Hynrik let go as the monster fell in a heap and let out a hissing death rattle. 
 Kavan stood his ground as arrows and bolts struck the incoming hulking monsters. The sheer number of bolts striking the cultist’s bodies was staggering, but they didn’t slow down. 
 Nolla watched from the side as the serpent hound was dispatched.  
 “Inos, grant me power,” Nolla said as she called on her Mind Sphere. 
 The three cultists were nearly on the dragonkin when Kavan’s image doubled and doubled again. The hulking monsters skidded to a halt as many images of the dragonkin stared up at their monstrous forms. 
 Lorta watched what Nolla had done. An idea struck her and she prayed. 
 “Hexnia, grant me power,” the troll whispered. 
 Onka was in the middle of reloading when weakness touched her. Her arms shook and she dropped her crossbow. Nava lifted her crossbow and fired before seeing Onka fall to one knee. The siren dropped her crossbow and was to Onka’s side. 
 Power welled up in Lorta’s mind and the troll gave a wicked smile. Her hands moved in arcane gestures and she added her power to the illusion. 
 Kavan’s form tripled and quadrupled. An army of red dragonkin surrounded the three cultists. 
 Misha, Suluk, and Takk looked around with fear in their eyes, seeing two dozen red dragonkin. 
 The army of red dragonkin pulled back their heads and spit out balls of fire. 
 Kavan channeled 5 points of mana into his Fire Sphere the moment the fireball left his mouth. 
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 The fireball stopped in mid-flight. Each Kavan took hold of it with an arcane gesture. The dragon fire turned into a flaming serpent. Each Kavan reached up and grabbed the tail of the flaming serpent. The entire construct elongated into a thick, flaming whip made of dragon fire and mana. Two dozen flaming whips appeared and the army of dragonkin leapt up with conviction in their eyes. 
 “No!” Misha shouted as she punched a red dragonkin and shattered it like a mirror. 
 Suluk roared as he charged several dragonkin, when a flaming whip wrapped around his neck and burned. The hulking orc growled as dragon flames cut into his neck. His eyes bulged as several Kavans hit the street and pulled with power. The flames ate away at the flesh and in a blink of time, the orc’s head popped off its neck. The hulking body crashed down as the severed head spun with a trail of blood splashing into the falling rain. 
 “Suluk!” Takk roared when a sword stabbed into the back of his neck and exited out his throat. 
 Drayke was on Takk’s back as he pulled back his head and blasted down a stream of lightning breath. The lightning was at point-blank range as it stabbed into the goblin’s head. Light and energy blasted out the goblin’s eyes and surged out of his mouth before his entire head shattered. 
 Drayke held on as the headless body crashed down. The blue and black dragonkin pulled back his sword and wiped the blade against his leather clad thigh. 
 Misha roared as she shattered one red dragonkin and then another. Flaming whips filled the air before they came down. One of them wrapped around her arm and burned. Misha let out a yelp before her arm was burned and pulled off. Blood spurted in the rain as the hulking Misha slammed a fist into another red dragonkin and shattered it. 
 A barrage of crossbow bolts slammed into the hulking Misha. She stumbled back, barely able to keep her balance. An arrow stabbed into her eye and it was enough for her to fall to her knees. 
 Everyone reloaded as multiple dragonkin stepped closer to the kneeling cultist. Fiery whips glowed and sizzled in the falling rain. 
 Misha looked up, crossbow bolts sticking out of her body and an arrow embedded in her eye socket. Her remaining eye was fixed on a single dragonkin stepping out from the crowd of dragonkin. 
 “This message is for your god. Omyd, your followers failed here. If you send more, I will make it my quest to wipe out every follower of yours until you are as dead as the god you replaced. I swear it,” Kavan said with deadly intent. 
 “You cannot win against a god,” Misha growled. 
 “I can. I will,” Kavan said as he reared back a hand with a flaming whip. 
 Misha bowed her head and closed her eyes. “I have become weak. Omyd, consume me.” 
 The flaming whip struck the dead center of Misha’s large head. Dragon fire burned through her hair, skin, and bone. It struck her brain and burned it to ash. Misha’s eyes rolled into her head, divided by flaming fire.  
 Kavan pulled back his whip when it reached her neck. He turned away as what was left of Misha fell onto the wet cobblestone and the last of her life left her body. 
 There were no cheers or elated cries. Everyone looked at Kavan as his mirror duplicates vanished in the rain. The armored dragonkin stood, the flaming whip vanishing from his hand. 
 Nolla smiled as she looked down on the cultist’s corpses. A strange feeling fell over the succubus and she gasped. The touch of her god slipped away. The power she had vanished from her spirit. 
 Nolla fell to her knees as her god left her. 
 “Inos,” Nolla whispered before she looked up. 
 Mayor Sunaxe was first to embrace Kavan. He quickly backed away when Nava, Onka, and Lorta mobbed the armored dragonkin. Drayke, Durzol, and Dura were next, making their way closer and smiling. 
 The rain thickened as Kavan held and was held, the nightmare of terror over. 





 Thirteen 
 Torrential rain fell from the nearly black sky. Wind whipped water against the hard stone and wood of Moonvale. A howling touched the air as wet wind blew through several empty towers. 
 Three corpses and a monster lay in the town center. Rainwater washed over them. A severed head of a brutish orc stared at nothing as water splashed against its open, dead eyes.  
 Glem stepped from East Street, pushing a large cart in the rain. Rujin and Kazko were with him as they made their way beside the fountain. The two trolls and ogre each moved to the large bodies lying in the street and began gathering them up to place on the cart. 
 The rest of the town center was empty, most of the crowd leaving for their homes to get out of the rain and wind. Despite the victory, the weather didn’t permit any kind of celebration or standing around to discuss the morning’s exciting events. The edge of the storm had struck the coast and the very air vibrated with wind and rain. 
 Many figures stood within the ruined magistrate’s office. Broken stone and wood littered the street. A gaping hole looked out to the sheets of rain coming down. The wind whipped around, sending spraying water into the destroyed office. 
 Kavan stood and looked at the broken entrance to the cells. Beyond the jagged hole, twisted and bent bars filled the back holding area. 
 Alerts filled his gaze as he silently read them. 

Fire Sphere increased by 1 Degree. Fire Sphere is now 6th Degree.


Life Sphere increased by 1 Degree. Life Sphere is now 5th Degree.


You gained 2 points of mana for your Mana Pool. 

 Mayor Sunaxe was behind Kavan, as was Onka and Nava. In the ruined main office, Drayke, Lorta, Durzol, Dura, and Nolla stood. The mood was solemn and quiet, the sound of rain creating a white noise in the background. 
 Nolla rested against a cracked and ruined desk, biting the edge of her lip. Her thoughts spiraled as she tried to feel her god and felt nothing. 
 “We will rebuild it,” Mayor Sunaxe said in a low tone. 
 Kavan nodded and turned around to face everyone in the destroyed office. 
 “Only used it once and it was already trashed. We may have to make the bars stronger,” Kavan said with a small smirk. 
 “That we will,” Durzol smiled. 
 “What was that monster with them? It seemed like a pet,” Nava said as she looked out the gaping hole in the office to see Rujin and Kazko lifting a corpse up and throwing it on the cart. 
 Dura gave a small nod, “It’s a Serpent Hound. During my research into Omyd, the god created them to help hunt and fight for those who worship the dragon god. They are often summoned, but they are very small. They eat a lot to grow in a short amount of time. I assume the hound was meant to help aid them in sowing chaos in the town.” 
 Drayke rubbed his jaw, “I noticed during the fight, it seemed hesitant to attack Kavan and made no attempt to attack me.” 
 “I may be able to answer that,” Nolla said as she stood up from the edge of the desk. 
 All eyes turned to the succubus. 
 Nolla bowed her head, shadows covering her eyes, “During my time in the Divine Alliance, I learned a few things about the natural order of things here on Voldor. There is a hierarchy to everything, from magic to positions of power. No matter what religion or gods one follows, all can agree on one thing, dragonkin are at the top of power and status. 
 “The serpent hound worked for the cultists, but they all worship the dragon god Omyd. No creature summoned or made by magical power gifted from the gods will purposely attack or harm a dragonkin. Dragonkin are the favored children of the dragon gods. Dragonkin hold a holy status that prevents the creatures from willingly attacking your people.” 
 The succubus looked to the falling rain outside as her soul sighed. “Clerics, paladins, justiciars, all gain their power from their chosen deity. Unlike mages, followers of the dragon gods are gifted degrees in the spheres associated with their god, depending on their piety and devotion. The more devoted you are to a dragon god, the more degrees you gain. You are dependent on your god to impart abilities and gifts, depending on how much you worship them. 
 “An unwritten rule within the orders is dragonkin are exempt from divine judgement. Your people can do no wrong in their eyes. Dragonkin are the chosen ones. To kill a dragonkin would cast a judgement on a follower, to see if it was justified or not. It is generally accepted that it is never justified.” 
      Durzol looked at the succubus with a raised eyebrow, “Zulkis followed the goddess, Hymora. He tried to kill Kavan.” 
 Nolla shook her head. “Wanting to kill someone is different than actually killing them. If Zulkis succeeded, he would have been judged by Hymora and most likely, stripped of his power. Fighting is accepted, because it helps you grow your power and experiences. Killing a divine being is not, at least if they are dragonkin.” 
 Kavan gave a small, grave nod, “Despite everything that has happened, there was no real intention to kill me or Drayke.” 
 “But the rest of us have no such protections,” Dura said with sad understanding. 
 Nolla’s expression shifted into defeated emptiness. “And like those who attack or assist against another religion and their followers, there is a price to pay. I have worshipped Inos for a long time. It would seem, since I assisted in attacking others of a divine order, I was punished for my transgression.” 
 The succubus lifted her head and looked directly into Kavan’s eyes. “Inos has shunned me. The dragon god of lust and madness has excommunicated me from the order. I no longer have Inos’s blessing or influence. My last attempt to help Kavan with multiple illusions broke the last tether to my god.” 
 Everyone grew silent at the small revelation. 
 Mayor Sunaxe stood straighter and a smile bloomed across his features. He stepped over to the succubus and gave her a big hug. 
 “Inos may have deserted you, but we haven’t. Everything you have done was in service of our town. Have faith, for we will never leave your side.” 
 Nolla rested her head on Kogan’s shoulder and closed her eyes. “Thank you.” 
 Everyone stepped closer. Hands reached out and touched the succubus’s shoulders as Kogan pulled away. Tears of joy streamed down Nolla’s cheeks as a new light touched her soul. 
 The wind and rain howled louder outside.  
 Mayor Sunaxe patted his belly as he addressed everyone gathered, “It would seem, for the moment, we have a true victory.” 
 Kavan nodded, “Getting crossbows to everyone was a little tough. I’m glad it worked out.” 
 “It was tough. Handing out crossbows, knowing it only took one person to let the cultists know what we were doing was nerve-wracking,” Durzol grinned. 
 “I was worried one of the worker goblins were working for the cultists,” Lorta said. 
 Kavan nodded and looked to the mayor, “I’m glad Hynrik was there in the town center.” 
 Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “After you gave me the signal, I spoke with many residents in private. Uriko agreed to help immediately. Hynrik was ready to help and good thing, we weren’t sure if anyone would be on the streets when the attack happened. Hynrik protected Hagasa from being hurt. 
 “Soki took Hynrik to her office to wrap his arm and give him some potions. I’m sure he will be fine.” 
 Mayor Sunaxe looked at Kavan with warm eyes. “Your plan worked out for the best. Secretly arming the town as you, Lorta, Drayke, and Durzol tested the cultists strength was a stroke of genius.” 
 “If one thing went wrong, it could have changed the plan drastically. Good thing it worked out for everyone,” Drayke smiled. 
 Kavan nodded as he looked at everyone. A glow touched his spirit as he saw his family and friends gathered around. A sense of belonging rooted deeper into his soul as he appreciated everything everyone had done to ensure the cultists were defeated. 
 “I hate to say this, but are we sure we found all of them? One or two cultists could have held back to see what would happen,” Drayke mentioned. 
 Dura shook her head. “Followers of Omyd are pack orientated. They wouldn’t be able to stand back and watch their packmates being killed.” 
 Heads nodded. 
 “How come they didn’t try to bind Kavan’s chakras again?” Nava asked. 
 Kavan remembered a small discussion he had with Brom during his midnight training. 
 “I think I can answer that,” Kavan said and he looked at the siren. “The first time they performed the binding spell, they needed the element of surprise. Since I cast my mana shield and used my Body Sphere, they couldn’t get any close contact to activate the binding. From what I learned, you can only bind chakras when they are not in use. The moment I cast my spells and used my mana, they wouldn’t be able to bind me,” Kavan explained. 
 Heads nodded in understanding. 
 “Well, that was exciting,” Onka said as she stood in front of Kavan and addressed everyone. “But we all should be going to our homes. The rain isn’t going to lighten up for time and we can all agree we earned our rest.” 
 “Here here,” Durzol said with a smile. 
 Onka gave Dura a small glance before turning slightly and taking Kavan’s hand into hers. 
 “Let’s go home,” the goblin smiled. 
 Kavan smiled at the beautiful goblin and bowed his head. “Lead the way.” 
 Onka turned and pulled the dragonkin along. Nava and Lorta followed. Durzol, Dura, Drayke, Kogan, and Nolla bowed their heads to the red dragonkin as he stepped into the heavy rain and wind. 
 The calm of being in the ruined magistrate’s office was blasted away by heavy rain and wind. The foursome made their way down South Street as they were battered by the strong winds. 
 Despite the downpour, Kavan liked how it felt on his scaled head. The water was soothing as it made its way down his body, soaking into his clothes and leather armor.  
 When they reached the South Gate, the foursome stepped out onto the wet, muddy road. Lorta walked close to Kavan and Onka. Nava was a little way behind, enjoying the rain on her skin. 
 Kavan looked over to the tall troll. 
 Lorta seemed to understand the sudden glance and nodded in the rain. “My bolids and harpies will be fine for the day and evening. They are safely in their dry barn and have plenty of food. They know how to behave themselves when I’m gone for a short time.” 
 The beautiful troll looked down on Onka, “Besides, I would rather spend the day and evening with the people I love.” 
 “We feel the same,” Onka smiled as water matted down her purple-pinkish hair. 
 The foursome reached the gate to the farm. They entered and walked toward the farmhouse. The front door opened and the taurs came out. Their eyes were wide and filled with excitement that everyone had returned home in one piece. 
 “Master! Mistresses!” Abby and Myn shouted together. 
 Belle’s eyes half-closed and she yawned. 
 The small group were soon on the porch. Abby and Myn mobbed Kavan as he stood. The dragonkin didn’t hesitate to hug them. The feeling of home washed over his senses and a sudden weariness filled him. 
 The group entered the home with water dripping from their clothes. 
 “Abby and Myn, can you both get some towels for us to dry off,” Kavan asked. 
 “Of course, master,” Abby and Myn said at the same time before they bolted off, their cloven feet clomping on the wood floor. 
 A short moment later, towels were handed out and everyone began to dry off. 
 Onka looked up at Kavan as he stared at nothing while he dried himself off. Small shadows were under his eyes and he seemed a little wilted. 
 “You seem tired,” Onka said as she looked at the dragonkin she loved. 
 Kavan nodded. “I’m a little exhausted.” 
 The goblin stepped closer to him and looked up with endearing eyes. “How about you go upstairs and get some rest? We can prepare a meal for when you wake up and all of us can have dinner together.” 
 Kavan couldn’t find the strength to say he agreed and simply nodded. 
 The dragonkin handed a towel to Myn and she took it with bright eyes. Kavan made his way to the stairs and slowly climbed them, everyone watching him go with warm eyes. 
 Time jumped into small moments. Before Kavan knew it, he was in his bedroom and the door was closing shut behind him. Never had he felt this tired. Fighting and using most of his mana drained him. It was enough for him to lazily undress. Wet clothes fell onto the floor until he was completely nude. The dragonkin shambled over to the bed and flopped onto it. 
 The weariness deepened and the moment he closed his eyes, he fell into a deep sleep as the sound of rain pitter pattered against the windows. 
 *** 
 A grand stone chamber stood. The ceiling was so high, it could barely be seen from the ground floor. Tapestries of lewd, demonic acts covered the walls. Fiery braziers illuminated the chamber as shadows danced along the walls and perverted images. 
 Kavan looked around, realizing he was standing on a raised dais. He looked down to see he was wearing black and red armor. A glowing spear was in one hand and a draconic helmet curled in his other arm. Kavan took in the chamber until he turned to wet sounds dripping from his right. 
 The dragonkin looked over to see a rune covered throne with bones surrounding the base of it. Hexnia sat on the throne, her legs spread and her gaze on the figure between her legs. Kavan’s gaze moved to see Lorta kneeling between the demon goddess’s legs, licking at Hexnia’s wet slit. Lorta’s eyes were closed as she hungrily licked at Hexnia’s budding pink lips. 
 “That’s the song I enjoy,” Hexnia hissed with sultry delight. 
 Kavan glanced around at the huge, empty throne room, lost to its size and cathedral vaulted ceiling. 
 “My throne room was filled with many worshippers, ready to kneel and drink my blessings,” Hexnia said softly. “Now, it stands almost empty, except for a chosen two.” 
 Kavan looked down on the troll, a concern bleeding into his slitted eyes. 
 Hexnia leaned her head back and closed her eyes, moving her hips to Lorta’s lips and tongue.  
 “Lorta is beginning to understand. You may have to speak to her about what this means.” 
 Kavan faced the demon goddess. “What is happening to her?” 
 Hexnia turned her head slightly and opened her black eyes. She looked up at the dragonkin with a calm and relaxed gaze. 
 “Onka will not be able to tell you, but I can, here in our dreamscape. Lorta nearly died defending you and defending me. She showed her faith to us. She showed her faith to me. She knows my true self and fought for us anyway.” 
 Hexnia’s hand and taloned fingers slid to the troll’s head. Her fingers ran through the troll's thick hair, keeping the devoted troll on the spot the goddess enjoyed. The wet sounds grew with each lick as Lorta moaned in her throat. The demon goddess looked down on Lorta with affectionate and wicked eyes. 
 “Lorta has become my first priestess in thousands of years. How weakened I have become. There are some who still worship me, but they keep me as a dirty secret, unable or unwilling to commit. 
 “Not my dear Lorta. This shy piece of morsel has dedicated herself to me and I accepted. Her spirit is strong, even if she is quiet. When she laid in the street, dying, I went to her as Onka. I touched my beautiful Lorta and blessed her, making her a priestess of Hexnia. In her weakened state, she accepted, not only for me, but for you as well. She loves you. She loves me.” 
 A small moan dripped from Hexnia’s lips as her hips moved to Lorta’s mouth. 
 “I need more like her, to regain much of my strength. Devoted souls who love me and worship me. Their faith will grow my power again. I feel the trickle of power, but I hunger for more. It will take time, but I will be powerful again.” 
 The demon goddess sighed. “Kavan, my love, this is not a concern for you. Understand, I need you for other things. The only thing I require from you is to tell our dear Lorta of her new station. Tell her I will grant her what little gifts I can at the moment in my weakened state, but they will be granted. Tell her so her heart knows what is truly happening to her.” 
 Kavan looked down on Lorta with concern. “What is happening to her?” 
 “Lorta, and others to come, will spread my word. They will teach my ways again,” Hexnia whispered. 
 “Lust and madness?” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 A strange thing happened at that moment. Hexnia’s sultry gaze shifted into an odd concern. Her demonic features softened. A dim confusion took root and she looked up to the dragonkin with strangely innocent eyes. 
 “Kavan, I can’t answer that question. There has been a change and I don’t understand it myself. The old ways have lost their luster. The drive to bring people to their knees with madness or lust no longer fulfills me.” 
 The demon goddess let out a small moan as an orgasm cascaded along her celestial nerves. She threw her head back and moaned into the air as pleasure and bliss washed over every sense of her being. 
 “Kavan… for the first time in my long existence, I don’t know what that change means.” 
 Hexnia turned her black gaze to the dragonkin. Kavan watched as fear filled her dark eyes. 
 “I have always had a sense of the future, but no longer. The river of destiny has shifted. My return to power is a new path ahead of me and all I know is, you are part of that path.” 
 Hexnia moaned again, this time louder as Lorta slathered at the demon goddess’s tender flesh. 
 “Remember what I said. Stay true to your heart and we will discover the future, together,” Hexnia seethed as her fingers and toes curled. 
 Kavan bowed his head and then his eyes opened. 
 The sound of rain continued to drone on outside the farmhouse. The light spilling in from the window dimmed to an approaching darkness. The wind pushed against windows and streams of rainwater trickled down the smooth surface. 
 Kavan sat up, his mind swimming. He touched the side of his head, as if he could touch the very cobwebs clearing away. The dreamscape faded in his mind, but his memory was intact. Hexnia’s words filled his thoughts. 
 Energy glowed along his body and muscles. A refreshed feeling filled the dragonkin as he swung his legs over the side of the bed and stood up. Vitality bubbled under his skin as he made his way to his dresser and picked out simple clothes. 
 The scents of meat, food, and burning wood touched his sensitive nose. Other scents mixed in with the food and wood smell, telling of those in his home and an unexpected visitor.  
 The dragonkin began to dress as he felt life fill the home once again. 
 *** 
 Abby placed a big plate of thick, cut meat in the center of the table. Myn placed a large clay pot filled with a hearty soup. Nava walked into the dining room and placed a large bowl of bread with the rest of the food as Belle put down plates and bowls. 
 The dining room was warm, as the heat from the kitchen poured in through a side door. Rain spilled down against the windows as their bodies moved to prepare the feast. The cold, wet wind howled outside, but the heat inside was warm and comforting. 
 In the kitchen, Lorta stirred a big pot with more soup. She reached over with one hand to scoop up some garlic and cut potatoes. She dumped them into the creamy soup and inhaled deeply with closed eyes. 
 Onka was cutting up vegetables on a table when she looked over to an orc in a gray dress beside her. Dura smiled as she helped cut up carrots, celery, and beets. Goblin and orc continued to work, the meal nearly fully prepared. 
 Onka scooped up a bunch of vegetables and placed them in a bowl. When she went to scoop up some more, she noticed a small look of reflection in Dura’s eyes. 
 “He will be very happy to see you,” Onka smiled. 
 Dura seemed to wake up from the moment and looked at the smiling goblin. “I hope so. It’s strange, knowing we had a moment.” 
 Onka dumped the last of the vegetables into the bowl before reaching over and placing her green hand over Dura’s green hand. 
 “I think that sometimes, Kavan is unsure how we would all feel about it, being together. He might be concerned that we may not get along,” Onka said with an understanding tone. 
 “I don’t believe that is it,” Lorta said as she picked up the pot and poured the creamy soup into another clay pot. 
 Dura and Onka looked over to the troll as she finished pouring. 
 Lorta smiled as she put the large pot back on its hook over the kitchen hearth. She placed the thick hand towels on a nearby table and looked over at the goblin and orc with warm confidence. 
 “Please, enlighten us,” Onka smiled. 
 Lorta nodded to the beautiful goblin. “He’s timid of his own desires and crossing a line that may hurt one, or many of our feelings. He’s brave in battle, but when it comes to the heart, he takes a slow approach.” 
 “Insightful,” Onka grinned. “Our dear Kavan does have a lot of love to give. He has said to me a few times that he is concerned about letting his true nature out.” 
 Dura sat back in her chair with a knowing smile. “I saw hints of it before. I can’t deny that I want to see more.” 
 “Or feel more,” Onka winked at the orc. 
 Dura let out a strong laugh. 
 Lorta approached the goblin and orc and towered over them with kind eyes. “There is still the matter of Kavan choosing a Lady of Moonvale. The rumors of who it may be have run rampant through town while we were putting together our plan against the cultists.” 
 Dura nodded. “He needs someone who is strong, learned, and social. Enough to keep Moonvale safe in his absence.” 
 “You seem to fit that piece of the puzzle,” Onka grinned as she leaned toward the orc. 
 Dura smiled. “I don’t think it will be me. He has a deeper relationship with both of you, Nava, and Zellee.” 
 Onka slowly blinked. “And you,” the goblin affirmed. 
 Dura looked down, but kept her smile. “I have become nothing more than a research assistant to our Kavan.” 
 “You are so much more than a research assistant. He trusts you and your knowledge. It’s the very thing he needs,” Onka said with an understanding tone. 
 Dura looked at the goblin and gave a small nod. “Perhaps, but I won’t press the matter of becoming a Lady at his side. He will do as he wishes and so will we. If we meet in the middle, maybe there can be something more. I’m not going to push fate.” 
 The stairs creaked as footfalls whispered along the cozy home. 
 “He’s up!” Onka said and leapt off her chair. 
 Lorta and Dura scrambled, grabbing bowls and plates.  
 Onka rushed to the kitchen doorway before turning with wide, happy eyes. “We need spirits!” 
 Nava rushed into the kitchen as Dura and Lorta rushed into the dining room. 
 “I’ll get a few bottles!” the siren grinned as she opened a cabinet and began pulling out opaque bottles. 
 In the dining room, Abby and Myn darted on either side of the table and slammed their ample behinds in seats. Bella lazily moved to a seat by Myn and sat down. Lorta placed down another clay pot of steamy soup on the table. Dura placed her bowl of vegetables in the middle. The troll and orc sat down at opposite sides of the middle of the table. Nava rushed in with several bottles and placed them on the full dining table before sitting on the right-side of the end of the table. 
 Kavan stepped down off the stairs and looked into the living room. The last glow of daylight vanished along the wet windows. The cold wind howled as rain pelted the farmhouse. But the living room to the home was warm and inviting. The hearth was ablaze with a burning stack of wood. A thick fur was laid about in the center of the room. Cups and bottles sat on small tables off to the sides, but the center of the room was empty, save for the thick fur blanket. 
 Onka skidded out from the kitchen and looked up at Kavan with a mischievous smile. 
 “My lord,” the goblin said with an elitist tone before bowing deeply. 
 Kavan smiled as he looked down on the bowing goblin. “Full evening planned?” 
 Onka stood up and kept her hands behind her as she smiled. “Since you are the Lord of Moonvale, it’s only proper that you be treated like one, from time to time. A feast has been prepared in your honor and your royal subjects await.” 
 Kavan shook his head. “You don’t have to talk like that.” 
 Onka bowed her head again and closed her eyes. “This is how we must speak in the presence of royalty.” 
 The dragonkin lifted a hand to try and hide his smile. “Onka…” 
 “Just go with it,” Onka opened her eyes and growled. 
 Kavan grinned along his short snout. “What is on the menu tonight?” 
 “Cuts of meat, a hearty soup, bread, vegetables, and all of your favorite spirits,” Onka said with flair. 
 “Very good,” Kavan nodded. 
 “This way,” Onka said as she turned on her heels and strode into the dining room.  
 Kavan followed and stepped into the dining room. Warmth touched his senses as he saw all the beautiful women he loved sitting and looking at him. Dura smiled brighter at seeing him standing in the doorway. Kavan glanced at Lorta and saw something different in her expression. She was smiling with confidence and not her usual shy demeanor. 
 Abby, Myn, and to a lesser degree, Belle, were sitting with their spines straight up and chests out. The dragonkin had to fight the urge to stare because their breasts were pushed against the fabric of their overalls and looked like they were ready to explode out of them. 
 “This way,” Onka said as she led the way. 
 Kavan followed until they reached the end of the table. Nava leaned forward with elbows on the table. The siren looked up with loving eyes.  
 Onka pulled out the chair and Kavan sat down, feeling oddly uncomfortable. Onka stepped to her seat to his left side and sat down. 
 “We invited Dura to join us this evening for dinner,” Onka said with her nose in the air. “But because of the weather, she may have to spend the night, with your permission, of course.” 
 Kavan looked down the table at Dura. The orc smiled brightly, her usually stern expression nowhere to be seen. 
 “I wouldn’t be much of a lord if I kicked anyone out into this harsh weather. Of course, our home is your home,” Kavan smiled at the orc. 
 Heat touched Dura’s cheeks as she looked down. 
 Kavan turned his slitted eyes to the feast before him. Tendrils of steam rose up from the cooked meats and soup. The pleasant aromas and warm company only added to the moment. All eyes were turned to him with accompanying happy smiles. The heavy rain continued to add a soothing white noise to the feast. 
 “Let’s eat!” Kavan shouted with a smile. 
 Hands reached out for food as Lorta stood up, grabbed a bottle of spirits and began pouring into empty cups. 
 Kavan didn’t reach for anything as he looked at the full table. A piece of him missed the arachnix and wished Zellee could be there to join them. The feeling sank down as it was replaced with this moment in time. Kavan committed the scents, sounds, and everything he witnessed to memory. 

Is there such a thing as being too happy?

 Kavan watched as conversations emerged along the table as everyone ate. 

No, I don’t think there is such a thing as being too happy.

 Kavan joined the feast as rain continued to fall from the black sky. 
 *** 
 Lightning cracked the abyssal sky as rain poured down. The sky darkened once again and a faint thundering boom touched the air in the distance. Torrential rains slammed into the town of Moonvale. Deep puddles formed outside of the protective stone walls of the town. Small rivers overflowed and the nearby forests were devoid of wandering animals or monsters, each having already sought refuge from the powerful storm. 
 Kavan leaned back in his chair, his plate empty and his belly full. The dragonkin sat back like a fat lizard. A scaled hand rested on his stomach as he looked around with lazy eyes. 
 Everyone at the table was in the same predicament. Onka slowly scooped soup into her mouth, trying to eat when her stomach was already full. The taurs at the other end of the table were slouched in their chairs and moaned from full stomachs. Nava drank deeply from her cup. Lorta stuffed a piece of meat in her mouth and chewed. 
 Kavan turned his attention to Dura. The orc sat in her chair, but looked directly into his eyes. She held a cup in her hand and took a small sip, never breaking her eye contact. Her dark eyes gave off a deeper hunger food could never satisfy. 
 Lorta finished chewing and looked at everyone at the table. “There’s pumpkin pies on the counter.” 
 Moans touched the air as minds and stomachs fought for control. 
 “I want pie,” Myn said and moaned. 
 Abby nodded. “I want pie, but I can’t eat another bite. Maybe in a little while?” 
 Belle stood up and walked to the kitchen without a word. 
 Onka put down her big spoon and stood up on her chair. “We can have dessert, after we relax with some more spirits. Everyone into the living room.” 
 Bodies slowly lurched to their feet. Kavan struggled for a moment before he too was on his feet. His taloned feet stretched as Kavan enjoyed not having his boots on. It was comfortable to be barefoot. Onka took his hand and gently pulled him along. 
 Their bodies moved into the warm living room. A soothing haze fell over everyone as Abby and Myn lowered themselves to the floor and laid out on the thick fur blanket. Nava moved to a chair with a cup in one hand and a bottle of spirits in the other. Onka pulled Kavan along to the couch and sat him down. The goblin looked at Dura and smiled. The orc moved to the couch and sat on the other side of the dragonkin, orc and goblin keeping Kavan between them. 
 Lorta lifted up a bottle of mead and poured it into her cup. She stood close to the door as she put the bottle down. The troll drank deeply from her cup as pink touched her blue cheeks. 
 Waves of heat washed over the dragonkin as Onka and Dura snuggled closer, with drinks in their hands.  
 “I was thinking…” Onka began. 
 “Sounds like trouble brewing,” Kavan chuckled as the spirits pickled his mind. 
 Onka playfully punched Kavan’s arm before she continued. “As I was saying before I was so rudely interrupted, I was thinking, no one here has any real experience with becoming royalty.” 
 Dura nodded. “I have studied the subject many times. There are many protocols and traditions with becoming royal blood.” 
 The orc turned her wicked gaze to Kavan as she leaned in close, “I could enlighten all of us, for the sake of Moonvale’s royal future. You have been chosen to be the Lord of Moonvale, for our protection and our growth. We should understand that role to the fullest.” 
 Kavan’s mind and senses swam in a hazy intoxication. “I fully encourage a deeper understanding of what is expected.” 
 Onka gave a small nod before licking Kavan’s chin. She then turned to Dura with playful and inquisitive eyes. 
 “Being a lord must be difficult and stressful,” the goblin smiled. 
 Dura nodded. “It can be very stressful. That is why most lords and ladies have a harem of concubines to help ease their woes. But they are not simply there to relieve royalty of their troubles. Concubines study and assist in royal matters. They are often the scholars to the ruling party and help when advisors sometimes bicker or don’t agree.” 
 Myn lifted her head and looked at the trio on the couch.  
 “What are they talking about?” the taur whispered to Abby. 
 Abby turned onto her stomach and kicked her cloven feet in the air. A knowing smile filled her features as she saw the playful banter between Dura and Onka. 
 “They are talking about the future,” Abby smirked. 
 Myn turned onto her side and looked at her fellow taur. “I hope we’re part of that future?” 
 Abby watched the play between them and licked her lips. “Oh, we will be. I swear it to you, my sister.” 
 Myn smiled before sitting up and snatching a cup off a nearby table and filling it with spirits. 
 The living room took on a velvet haze as Kavan looked from goblin to orc and back again. 
 “Would it be rude to command those under me to help relieve a lord’s stress?” Kavan asked. 
 Dura and Onka both shook their heads. 
 “It is a concubine’s duty and desire to help a lord or lady with anything they need,” Dura said with a sultry whisper. 
 Kavan glanced around as a sudden tension filled everyone around him and ran along his own body. The mood dripped with a sultry edge as flowing spirits eased nerves. 
 Onka ran her fingers down Kavan’s smooth neck scales and eyed him with a heat in her eyes. 
 “You will have to understand what to expect and what is expected,” the goblin said with a wicked whisper. 
 Kavan looked over to Onka as she slowly blinked and licked her lips. 

This was planned, but as a Lord, I should know my role better.


“I will leave you to do your research. Have a good time,” Viz laughed before she faded to the background.

 Kavan nodded. “Can a lord direct his concubines to disrobe?” 
 Abby and Myn perked up from the furry blanket. Nava sat in a chair across from the couch, her senses dulled by the spirits. Lorta smiled as she stood by the door.  
 Dura leaned in a little closer, pushing her chest against the dragonkin’s arm and touching his chest with her hand. 
 “I don’t know. It is up to the lord,” the orc said with a breathy whisper. 
 Kavan grinned, but only for a moment. His expression became very stern as he looked at the many pairs of wanting eyes. The rain outside continued to batter at the windows and the farmhouse, but it meant little to the rising heat in the cozy living room. 
 The dragonkin looked into Dura’s eyes and smiled. “Everyone, disrobe. I have a hunger and we should enjoy our evening together.”  
 Lorta nodded. “You heard Lord Cynder, disrobe.” 
 A wild thrill filled Abby and Myn’s eyes. The pair of taurs grabbed at their own clothes and nearly ripped them off. Straps were unhooked and flew back over shoulders. Bodies snaked out of overalls as the pair smiled in eager excitement. 
 Nava stood up on shaky legs. The siren tried to stay standing in her inebriated state. She put her cup down and grabbed at her clothes. A shadow fell over her and she looked up with blurry eyes. 
 Lorta looked down on the small siren. She reached down and helped her to undress, pulling her shirt over her head and undoing her leggings. The siren gasped as her clothes fell away and she fell against Lorta’s strong hands and arm. 
 Onka and Dura slid off the couch and stood before the dragonkin. Onka pulled her top off and threw it aside. Dura lifted her gray dress over her head and tossed it to a corner. 
 Kavan’s gaze fell on the orc as she stood naked. Her emerald green skin glowed in the hearth light. A small bush of dark hair was above her budding pink line. Her firm breasts defied gravity as she stood unashamed of her body. Her dark green nipples stood erect as Kavan noticed her arousal. 
 The dragonkin turned his attention to Onka. The goblin stood in all her short, naked glory. Her green nipples were a little darker than Dura’s. Her firm breasts bounced slightly as the goblin looked at Kavan with warm, oval eyes. Kavan’s gaze lowered and noticed a drop of honey running down Onka’s inner thigh in the firelight. 
 Kavan reached for his own leggings when Onka stepped closer and smacked his hand away. 
 “No, my lord. Rest for now,” Onka whispered as she lowered down and undid the top of his leggings. 
 Kavan watched with hungry eyes as blood rushed to his member. Onka took hold and gently pulled. Dura stepped closer and grabbed at his shirt. His clothes were pulled off and tossed against a wall. 
 Onka stayed between Kavan’s strong legs as his impressive member stood under its own power. 
 From the kitchen doorway, Belle stepped out with a fork in one hand and a half-eaten pie in the other. The taur scooped a chuck of pie into her mouth as she looked at everyone naked or getting naked in the living room. 
 “Oh, we’re getting naked,” Belle said simply as she put the half-eaten pie on a nearby table, stabbed the fork into it and grabbed at her clothes. 
 Kavan smiled as he looked over to the rubenesque taur when Dura moved into his vision. He looked up into her hungry gaze and she settled down beside him. Her hand reached over and took hold of his rigid shaft. Bliss bloomed as Kavan looked down to see Onka’s lips close over the head of his member as she gently sucked on it. Her lips smoothed down over a few inches as the goblin stayed between Kavan’s legs. 
 Dura helped with small strokes, her fingers touching Onka’s lips as she licked and sucked on the tip. 
 Abby and Myn sat on the furry blanket, watching with interested eyes as Onka and Dura played with their master. 
 Nava slouched into her chair and looked up at Lorta. The tall, beautiful troll stood up and began to undress. The siren eyed her size and when Lorta’s large breasts spilled out, the siren licked her lips. 
 Lorta’s confidence was shaken for a moment with so many naked and beautiful bodies around. A self-conscious feeling overcame her, but didn’t stop her from undressing. The troll pushed down on her leggings and snaked her hips out of them. A shy hunger took hold of her as she glanced at Kavan, Onka, and Dura. Heat touched her cheeks as she stepped out of her clothes. Her fingers touched her own, wet slit and massaged herself. A moan dripped from her lips as her hunger deepened further. When webbed hands touched her, Lorta looked at Nava in front of her. 
 “I’m Kavan’s General. Lay down,” Nava said with a drunken wisp. 
 Lorta’s eyes cooled as she lowered down. Nava looked down on the voluptuous troll as she laid on the blanket next to the taurs.  
 The siren weaved for a moment as intimate scents touched the air. Nava fell to her knees and buried her face between Lorta’s strong sensual thighs. 
 Lorta gasped as the siren’s tongue snaked against her valley. The tip explored until it grazed her clit and the troll shuddered with lust. Nava remained, her mouth clamped on the troll’s tender trollhood and exploring with her tongue. 
 Belle stepped over to the blanket and sat down beside her taur sisters, pie and fork in hand. She chewed as she watched Kavan, Onka, and Dura. Her heavy breasts jiggled as she scooped chunks of pie into her mouth. Her often sleepy gaze was wide awake and enjoying what was happening on the couch. 
 The room grew hazier as everything slowly fell out of focus. Kavan enjoyed Onka’s lips and Dura’s touch. Their combined skills stroked his iron hard member. 
 “I often dream of you,” Dura said with a sultry whisper. “The night we shared together haunts me. Hours of bliss until the sunrise. I had to write it down.” 
 Kavan looked at the beautiful orc as Onka gave muffled moans, her mouth full. 
 Dura continued, “I always read that dragonkin were virile, but to witness it firsthand was an experience I had to record.” 
 The orc let go of Kavan’s member, lifted her hand, and touched his cheek. “It still makes me wet to think of you.” 
 Onka’s lips slid down Kavan’s rigid dragonhood as her tongue slathered along the shaft. The hungry goblin moaned her enjoyment as her head slowly began to bob. 
 Kavan and Dura kissed deeply as wet sounds rose up in the room. 
 Abby looked over to see Nava’s head between Lorta’s thighs. The troll held onto her own breasts, squeezing and running her fingers over her dark blue nipples. Her entire body quivered as the siren licked her further and further into submission. 
 A hand touched Abby’s arm. The taur turned her horned head to Myn as she looked at her with a fire in her eyes. 
 “We always miss you,” Myn said in a soft voice. 
 Belle nodded as she continued to eat pie. 
 Abby smiled at Myn and looked down. The thinner taur had her hand between her legs, massaging herself as the scent of sex filled their noses. Myn whimpered as she gently rubbed at her clit. 
 “My sister, I will always take care of you and Belle,” Abby said as she crawled over and pushed at Myn’s shoulders. 
 The thinner taur fell on her back. She lifted her head just as Abby bent her head down and kissed Myn’s wet valley entrance. Myn’s whimpers grew as Abby kissed and licked her taur sister, urges and affection pushing her to satisfy her. Milky wetness emerged from Myn’s firm, perky breasts. The taur’s whimpers grew into gasps as Abby licked at her. Her thighs tensed and the thin taur called out for more. 
 Kavan’s hand slid down along Dura’s side and hip as they kissed. Dura cupped the dragonkin’s face in her hands, kissing and licking at him like a primal beast. Her body tensed, wanting to be closer.  
 Kavan pulled away slightly and looked into the orc’s eyes. “Take your place on my lap.” 
 Onka pulled away, a string of saliva connecting from Kavan’s member to her lip. It broke as Dura lifted a leg and brought it over Kavan’s lap. Strong, green hips lowered as the tip of the dragonkin’s spear touched her quivering line. 
 Dura smirked before driving herself down hard on Kavan’s cock. There was no easing into the intimate connection, the orc hungry for more. Her pink lips engulfed the throbbing member as she sank down to the hilt. A greedy exhale touched the couple’s chests before Dura began rising up and thrusting down. A few inches appeared and disappeared between their union, the orc moaning loudly. She pressed her breasts into Kavan’s face as she cradled her head. The slamming motion of their bodies was enough to create a rhythm to the intimate dance. 
 Onka stayed on her knees, watching Dura’s firm ass slam down. Kavan’s member barely appeared for a moment before it was engulfed by the wanting orc. The motion had turned hypnotic for the goblin. A dreamy look filled her eyes, seeing Dura being as greedy as she could, taking every inch without so much a whimper or a gasp. 
 Dura growled as she squeezed. Kavan held onto her hips, his own urges causing his fingers to dig into Dura’s firm flesh and helping her slam down to the hilt. The pounding grew into a steady pace. 
 “Impale my heart, Lord Cynder!” Dura growled like a mad beast. 
 Kavan growled his own intent, his urges rising closer and closer to the surface. Dura was truly letting her hair down as her legs and thighs worked. Angry moans dripped as her fingers dug into Kavan’s shoulders. Their wet union grew as Onka watched with muted fascination. 
 Kavan took a firm hold of Dura’s hips and slammed her down. She hit the hilt of his member and tried to move. Kavan’s strength kept her in place as she tried to pull up. 
 “No… no… don’t hold me down… don’t,” Dura’s words came out in a harsh whisper before her eyes took on a faraway gaze and her body tensed. 
 Onka’s own body betrayed her as she buried her face between Dura’s ass cheeks. The goblin licked at her puckered asshole as Kavan was buried to the hilt. 
 Dura’s eyes widened to the size of saucers before they closed. Dura’s entire body shuddered violently in Kavan’s hands. Onka lapped at the sensitive flesh as she spread Dura’s behind open.  
 Her nerves exploded into magical fireworks as Dura was swept away by the tidal wave of bliss. A sultry nirvana washed through her as she clutched at Kavan. For the first time, Dura whimpered, unable to break away from the deepening, ecstasy filled waters. The pulse crashed into her again and again. Wetness exploded from their union and Kavan’s cock thickened. Dura moaned loudly as Kavan’s member pushed her inner world to nearly the breaking point. She licked her lips as Kavan throbbed within and Onka slathered at her ass. 
 “No,” Dura whimpered as another orgasm crashed into her. 
 Kavan let go of his control as thick spurts of seed filled their intimate, tight space. Bliss roared as Kavan looked up at the orc, her eyes listless and her body shuddering again. 
 Onka remained on her knees, licking and slathering. She pulled back slightly, feeling wetness and come dripping from Kavan and Dura’s union. The goblin licked at honey and seed, savoring each taste. 
 A loud moan rose up. Lorta let out an almost painful cry as her thighs trembled. Nava licked and suckled on the troll’s clit and was quickly rewarded with a deluge of honey. The siren didn’t stop or slow down, enjoying the taste of the troll and drinking her in as she continued to lick at her. 
 Kavan ran a finger down Dura’s cheek. The orc was lost as she lazily moved on his still rigid member. The feeling of Onka’s tongue and mouth along their union tickled and aroused him, keeping him hard. 
 The dragonkin gently took hold of the orc and lifted her up. Dura looked around in a daze as she was placed on the couch beside Kavan. 
 “I need more,” Onka said with a faraway voice. 
 The naked goblin stood up and grabbed a bottle of spirits off a small table. She poured a splash on her mouth and cheeks before guzzling some directly from the bottle. She placed the bottle down on the table and, instead of looking at Kavan, the goblin looked at the shuddering orc. 
 Onka stepped over and fell to her knees between the slumped orc’s thighs. Her arms curled around the orc’s strong thighs and she buried her head between them.  
 Dura’s eyes widened a little before they fell into a sultry stare. Her hips moved to Onka’s talented mouth and tongue. 
 Kavan stood up and a hunger filled his eyes. He looked down on Abby’s head between Myn’s thighs. He glanced at Nava making Lorta come again. He then looked down on Belle. 
 The taur was on her knees and shoveling one last bit of pie into her mouth. She swallowed it and placed the empty pan and fork beside her. She looked up with innocent eyes and her thin, bushy tail flipped from side to side behind her. 
 “Master, I’m thirsty,” Belle said with an innocent tone. 
 The dragonkin stepped closer, his come covered cock throbbing and rising again. He looked down on the taur with heavy breasts and light pink nipples. 

I’m not on Earth anymore. To be someone from Voldor, I must be like someone from Voldor.

 “You may drink,” Kavan said with commanding authority. 
 Myn opened her eyes as an orgasm washed over her body. She shuddered and gasped as she looked over to Belle leaning forward and engulfing their master’s member between her plump lips. 
 “No…” Myn whimpered before another orgasm surged through her body. 
 Abby pulled her head up and looked over. A knowing smile filled her wet lips as the voluptuous taur moved her head along Kavan’s hard member.  
 Muffled moans rose up as Belle moved with relaxed desire. Her eyes were closed, enjoying every inch of her master’s cock. Milk leaked from her large breasts and dripped down. The taur moaned as her tongue pressed the hot shaft to the roof of her mouth, making her mouth tighter. Her curved horns touched Kavan’s stomach as she slowly ran her lips over his veiny inches. Belle kept her hands resting on her own thighs as she rocked back and forth. 
 Abby crawled over Myn and kissed her nipple as it leaked milk. She glanced to the side at master and Belle. She then turned her attention to Myn. She lowered her head and suckled on her breast. 
 Myn’s eyes took on a faraway gaze, the sensations of Abby suckling on her calming her heart. The thinner taur lovingly wrapped her arms around Abby’s horned head, holding her close as a sultry peace washed over her. 
 Kavan looked down with loving eyes as Belle upped the tempo. The buildup began again, pushing at him for another release. The demons within the dragonkin broke free from their chains, knowing that Kavan had let go of the old world and embraced the new one.   
 Dura moaned from behind and Kavan’s cock thickened. Nava and Lorta giggled before they fell into sultry moans again. Myn hummed as Abby suckled on her nipple. 
 Kavan looked down on Belle, the taur’s eyes rolling into her head and a small, lazy moan filled her throat. The dragonkin reached down and touched her cheek as his cock thickened in her mouth. 
 Belle’s moans grew louder as thick spurts of come painted the back of her throat. Her lips pressed together tighter, milking her master with slow, long strokes. Her mouth became tight, trying to pull every drop of seed from her master’s loins. When she sucked down the last drop and pulled away, she gasped as wetness dripped from between her thick, parted thighs and rivulets of milk spilled from her engorged nipples and breasts. 
 “You… taste… delicious,” Belle said before she wilted to the side.  
 Kavan looked down with concern until he noticed Belle looking down at her empty pie pan and fork. 
 “I need more pie,” Belle said as she sluggishly picked up the empty pie pan and rose to her cloven feet. 
 The rubenesque taur gave her master’s cock a gentle tug before sauntering off toward the kitchen. 
 Myn hummed as Abby suckled at her. The thin taur basked in the glowing warmth between them. The gentle sensations of lips on her nipple eased all the tension out of her body. 
 “I… never knew it could feel like this,” Myn said in a hushed whisper. 
 Abby opened her eyes and looked over at Kavan as he glanced at them. She pulled her lips from Myn’s nipple and looked up with affectionate eyes. 
 “Master, Myn has adored you from the moment she woke from the vat,” Abby said with an innocent tone. 
 Kavan stepped closer, his strong body glowing from the light of the fiery hearth. He looked down at Abby and Myn, their bodies close and milk dripping from her engorged breasts. 
 Abby looked down on Myn with endearing eyes. “Master, Myn is ready for your love. I ask you to fill her with your love.” 
 Myn sat up slightly, fear and desire filling her eyes. Her body tensed as she looked down on Kavan’s impressive member and let out a small moan. 
 Lorta and Nava slowly sat up. The siren and troll looked over at Kavan and the two taurs. Nava crawled into Lorta’s lap and the troll held the siren close. 
 Dura woke from her hazy bliss as Onka continued to lick and drink from the Orc’s parted thighs. 
 Kavan stared with yellow eyes on the thin taur as she sat up with her legs parted. 
 “Take Abby, master. She deserves it before I do,” Myn said in a low tone. 
 Kavan knelt down beside the two taurs. He reached over and cupped her breast, giving it a small squeeze. Milk dripped as Myn cooed.  
 Abby looked at her fellow taur with knowing eyes. “Please master, she needs to know she’s loved, by all of us.” 
 “Myn, is this what you want?” Kavan asked. 
 The taur gave a slow nod. “I have always wanted you.” 
 Kavan curled his arm around the taur and pulled her close. The primal hunger licked at Kavan’s spirit. Myn snuggled closer and when Kavan reached between her legs, she spread them. A lone finger touched her dripping slit and she gasped in delight.  
 The thinner taur trembled as her body betrayed her. Her entire body bucked and she slammed her head into Kavan’s chest. The dragonkin’s eyes widened as he was thrown onto his back with a thud. 
 The mood in the room was shattered in an instant as Myn launched into the air and onto the dragonkin on his back. She looked down with wild and crazed eyes. She reached between them and grabbed at his cock. Before Kavan grabbed her hips, the tip of his cock touched her wet slit and the taur let gravity take control. Kavan’s hand slapped onto her hips, but did nothing to pull or push her away. A vice-like tightness gently moved down Kavan’s cock, one inch at a time. 
 “I’m sorry, but I need you,” Myn moaned and grunted as Kavan’s thick member opened her tight, inner world. 
 Lorta and Nava laughed as they held each other. 
 Dura giggled before her giggles turned into sultry moans, Onka’s tongue whipping the orc into submission. 
 Myn’s eyes squeezed shut and she made a tight fist. The moment she sank down to the hilt, she hammered her fist on Kavan’s chest once.  
 “So big,” Myn whimpered as she moved, adjusting to her master’s girth. 
 “Take your time,” Kavan said as he sat up and held her to him. “We’re not in a rush.” 
 Myn nodded before moans dripped from her parted lips. Her body betrayed her again, moving with slow urgency. Her entire body was tense as bliss filled her. When a mouth kissed and suckled on a nipple, the taur opened her eyes to see Abby beside them, sucking on her. 
 The tension drained away as a soothing sensation rolled through her body. Her mouth made a perfect oval as she bounced on her master’s lap.  
 Belle came out of the kitchen with two pies. The taur made her way over to Lorta and Nava as they watched Myn bounce on Kavan’s cock and Abby suckle from Myn’s breast. 
 Belle lowered one pie to the troll and siren with a happy smile. “It’s delicious.” 
 Nava took the pie and not needing forks, the siren and troll began scooping up pieces of pumpkin into their mouths as they watched with seductive titillation. 
 Belle sat beside them and used a fork to shove chunks of pie into her mouth. 
 Myn’s breathing quickened as her body bounced with urgency. She clutched to Kavan as he held her close. The deep touch of the dragonkin and the sensual suckling by Abby, pushed the taur to the very edge. She let out a deep cry and her body bucked hard. Nerves flashed as a string of orgasms blasted her senses to glass. The overpowering tidal wave struck her and before she could get her breath, another barrage of orgasms slammed into her. 
 Abby pulled back and looked on Myn with proud eyes. The thin taur clutched at her master as bliss dripped from every cell in her body. When her master’s cock thickened, she yelped into a long moan.  
 Kavan held Myn close as white seed spurted into her tight valley. The sensations were overpowering as he held her to him, each spurt releasing another dreamy drop of paradise. 
 Myn slowly moved as she pressed her forehead to Kavan’s scaled head. “I’m sorry I was so eager. I will be slower next time,” she whispered. 
 “I think if you’re having fun, it’s okay,” Kavan smiled. 
 “Again!” Nava, Lorta, and Belle said in unison. 
 Laughter and chuckles filled the living room as rain continued to drone on outside. 
 *** 
 Abby moaned as Kavan was over her. He drove himself slowly to the hilt as Abby kept her ass up. The taur’s eyes rolled into her head as the dragonkin punished her from behind. The last of Abby’s willpower cracked as she slumped down. Her body shuddered lightly and she was breathing heavily. 
 Kavan looked down as Abby passed out. Bliss still ran through him as he pulled himself from her, his cock sending one last spurt onto the back of Abby’s thigh. 
 The dragonkin was on his knees and he glanced around at passed out bodies. It looked like a warzone of lust and affection and he was almost the last one standing. 
 Rain continued to drone against the windows. Memories of the evening filled Kavan’s mind with an endless parade of decadent debauchery. The dragonkin looked down at the passed out taurs, Nava, and Dura. Their bodies were slick with perspiration and intimate fluids. Exhaustion had taken each lover out, one at a time.  

It’s almost morning and I could go a few more times.

 Kavan chuckled to himself before wondering if he should check to see if there was any pumpkin pie left. Whispers from his left drew his attention to the couch. The hearth had dwindled down to embers, but the many bodies laid out kept the chill from entering the large room. Kavan’s sensitive eyes had easily adjusted to the dim light as two figures were by the couch. 
 Onka sat on the couch. The goblin looked down to Lorta’s face between her tender thighs. Her green fingers moved through the troll’s thick, black hair. Wet sounds rose up as Lorta licked at Onka’s goblinhood. A tender moan spilled from Onka’s lips as she looked down and continued to run her fingers through Lorta’s unbraided hair. 
 Lorta pulled back with wet honey dripping down her chin. She looked up with wondrous eyes as if she was in awe. 
 “I love you Hexnia,” Lorta said in the barest of whispers. 
 Onka looked down with hungry and affectionate eyes. Lorta snuggled again to the apex of the goblin’s meaty thighs and licked at her. 
 “My tender and strong Lorta. My first priestess in many thousands of years. How could I not love such a giving servant? I promise to reward you for your devotion and your love,” Onka whispered before closing her eyes. 
 “Worship me. Love me,” Onka whispered. 
 Kavan stared as Onka opened her eyes and looked across the room at the dragonkin. The pair made eye contact and Onka gave Kavan a wicked smirk. 
 “Love our Kavan. Love him as much as you love me. I know you do. I can feel it. Never be afraid to show us how much you love us,” Onka’s voice dripped with sultry bliss. 
 “Yes, my goddess,” Lorta whispered before returning to licking Onka’s divine clit. 
 A peace settled over Kavan as he watched. The fear that once shrouded them had begun to loosen. Hexnia was asserting herself more and for a moment, Kavan wondered if it would change what he had with Onka. Would she change and become someone else? Or would she merge the two, becoming a whole person made up of two parts, the goblin he met and the goddess he discovered her to be? 
 The moment in the dim light was broken as lips wrapped around Kavan’s member. He looked down to see Dura on her back and his cock in her mouth. She gently sucked on him as she looked up at him with sleepy eyes. 
 “I doubt you could stop if you wanted to,” Kavan smiled as he pulled his cock from her mouth. 
 “No…” Dura said with a dreamy whisper. 
 Kavan moved over her. He knocked her legs open as he pushed his cock to her abused womanhood. Dura gasped in pleasure as the dragonkin slowly invaded her sacred valley. When he reached the hilt, Dura wrapped her arms and legs around him. She snuggled her face to his neck before strong, slow thrusts caused her to sigh in delight. 
 Onka watched from the couch as Kavan and Dura continued their intimate dance, the goblin licking her lips to the song of intimate connections and small moans. 





 Fourteen 
 Rain and wind battered the coast for three days and three nights. Moonvale stood in defiance of the harsh weather as the farms, walls, and towers were blasted with unrelenting gales and hard rain. 
 On the morning of the fourth day, the storm broke and clouds drifted away. 
 The front door to Woodhaven farmhouse opened. A dragonkin, goblin, troll, siren, orc, and three taurs stepped out onto the wet porch. The group moved to the edge of the railed porch and looked up at the crystal-clear blue sky. Sunlight bathed the lands in a warming glow as the air held a tiny morning chill. 
 Kavan blinked as he looked at the beautiful sky and woods across the dirt road from his farm. Brightly colored leaves remained on many of the trees. The colored forest and the clear sky reminded the dragonkin of his visits to New England during the autumn months. The small memory fell away as reality washed over him, telling him his old life was gone and this new one was his life. 
 Abby stepped to the edge of the porch facing the crops. A sad look touched her eyes before she called over Kavan. 
 The dragonkin stepped to her side and looked out. Part of the cornfield was flattened and disheveled. Dozens of corn stalks were uprooted and laying on the ground. From the look of things, half of the field was destroyed with the other half barely standing. 
 Kavan looked past the mangled field to the pumpkin patch by the small pond. The vines and small pumpkins were still there. For the most part, it appeared the pumpkins survived the storm intact.  
 “It’s not a total loss,” Kavan said with an even tone. 
 “It’s still early in the season. We could replant again,” Abby said. 
 Kavan nodded. “We should.” 
 The dragonkin stared out at the battered field, but his mind drifted to the last few days and nights. His mind dripped with intimate memories of long moments of unbridled affection and deep closeness. Each day was nothing more than eating, sleeping, and lustful bonding. The taurs were demanding, barely giving Kavan a chance to rest. Between them, Onka, Dura, Lorta, and Nava couldn’t stop themselves. Kavan smiled to himself because it wasn’t just them. His hunger and urges pushed him beyond his limits many times. When he thought he couldn’t go any longer, deep desires pushed him for more, much to everyone’s delight.  
 When he had small moments of rest, his mind wandered with the same, reoccurring thought. 

I still don’t know who to choose as the Lady of Moonvale. What if I can’t decide? How will Moonvale be with no Lady at my side?

 Onka stepped to Kavan’s other side. She grabbed his arm and leaned her cheek and body against it. The goblin looked out and let out a breathy sigh. 
 “The weather will be wonderful for a few days. We should begin putting everything we talked about into place,” Onka said softly. 
 Kavan looked down on the goblin as his heart beat a little faster. During or between intimate moments, the group talked about many things. One of those things was talking about a larger home. The farmhouse was big, but not big enough to hold all of them. Kavan mentioned increasing the property size and building a small castle or mansion. The lands around the farm were pretty wild and there was plenty of space. The comment was meant as an off joke, but the way everyone gathered looked at him, Kavan knew the idea was very much welcomed. 
 Discussions quickly followed of expanding the eastern side of the farm fence into the Misty Forest. It would require chopping down a lot of trees and building a longer fence. Dura quickly drew a simple floor plan as Nava and Onka talked about rooms and extra storage places to hold more crops. Lorta brought up that a castle would help keep everyone on the farm safe from the wilds of the nearby forests and beach. Abby smiled as she talked about how everyone could live there instead of the barn. 
 The discussion had turned into a perfect storm of fulfilling what everyone wanted, one place to call home. Kavan couldn’t deny the appeal and the more they talked about it, the more it felt like the right thing to do. 
 Dura helped work out the numbers for stone, lumber, and time. With enough dedication and workers, it could be completed in a season. If there were little to no extra workers helping, it could take two to three seasons. Either way, Kavan liked the idea. 
 The dragonkin let the castle linger in his mind, working out the details. Even with a simple design, it would take some time to gather the materials and begin building. With the Lord’s tower needing work, the dragonkin figured he couldn’t start working on the castle until winter. Since there was little to do during the winter, he could mine supplies and maybe talk some of the goblin workers into helping. 
 A thought on the amount of gold needed to begin such a project was questionable. Kavan knew he could mine stone and wood himself, but to fill it with everything they needed would require gold and time. It was an epic project, but worth it for the new Lord of Moonvale. 
 Kavan turned to the group of beautiful monster women on his porch and smiled. 
 “I know there is a lot to do. How about we do a quick survey of the damage and then head into town. We can pick up some morning pastries at Devilish Delights and part ways.  
 “I need to see the mayor and pick up some new seeds and supplies at Shegga’s Grocery. I’m sure we all want to check on our homes and farms.” 
 Heads nodded before everyone looked away. 
 Kavan’s eyes cooled as he looked at them. “I know. I feel the same. I don’t want anyone to leave, but remember, my door is always open to everyone here.” 
 Abby, Myn, and Belle perked up with smiles. 
 Kavan looked at the three taurs and shook his head. “We will need to talk a little more about you three. There isn’t enough room for everyone, so we will have to work it out.” 
 Abby and Belle deflated. Myn was jumping into a little happy dance. 
 “Anything for you, master,” the thin taur said with stars in her eyes. 
 Abby and Belle shot Myn a small, dirty look. 
 Kavan laughed in the morning sunlight. 
 *** 
 Drayke stepped to each table and ensured each chair was in their proper place. The dragonkin was meticulous, keeping everything in his restaurant organized and prepared for the afternoon guests.  
 Thoughts lingered in the dragonkin’s mind as he shifted a chair. Knowing the Dragon’s Table was a fine dining experience, he finally came to the conclusion that he would also be open for lunch to allow the town to have added options for the middle of the day. It also meant a little more coin in his pocket. 
 Drayke moved to the edge of the dining area and looked around proudly as everything was in order. 
 “I think I deserve a reward for all my hard work,” the blue and black scaled dragonkin whispered to himself before moving to a counter by the kitchen doors. 
 Drayke reached down and picked up a bottle of spirits and a glass. He placed the glass down, uncorked the bottle and poured into it. An amber liquid filled the glass halfway before he put the bottle down. The scent of whiskey touched his sensitive nose as he lifted the glass. The aroma licked at his spirit, a growing excitement filling his heart as it seemed the town of Moonvale would be returning to some semblance of normal. 
 Drayke held up the glass to his lips, ready to take a sip when a shadow touched the edge of his gaze. He looked over to the glass front of the restaurant and by the front door. 
 A shadow elf with tattooed runes covering her face looked in with a steady gaze. Uriko was dressed in a black, leather outfit with a jacket over her upper body. Her hair was tied back as her pointed ears graced the sides of her head. Her expression was blank, but her red eyes almost glowed in the morning light. 
 Drayke eyed the shadow elf for a long second before putting his glass down on the counter. He made his way to the door and turned the lock. With a quick pull, the door opened and the dragonkin smiled graciously. 
 “My dear Uriko, what a surprise to see you on this fine morning. I doubt you’re here this early for lunch. How can I help you?” 
 The shadow elf continued to eye him as she spoke, “I wanted to know if we could talk, in private?” 
 Drayke visually measured the shadow elf before he smiled wider. “I hope you’re not a secret cultist and here to murder me? If so, that would simply ruin my day.” 
 Uriko sighed and shook her head. “No. I just want to talk.” 
 Drayke nodded and stood aside, “Please, come in.” 
 Uriko stepped in and looked over her shoulder to Drayke, “Lock the door behind us.” 
 “If you’re trying to dispel any concerns I may have, it isn’t working,” Drayke smirked. 
 The shadow elf sighed. “Just lock it, please.” 
 Drayke closed the door and locked it. When he turned to the restaurant, he saw Uriko step behind the counter, pick up his glass and drink down the contents. 
 “Help yourself. And while you’re at it, pour me a glass too,” Drayke said as he approached. 
 Uriko nodded as she reached down, grabbed a glass and put it on the counter. She poured the dark amber liquid into each one and slid one closer to Drayke on the counter edge opposite from her. 
 Drayke took hold of the glass and held it up, “To our health.” 
 Uriko simply nodded. The pair took a deep sip before placing the glasses on the counter. 
 “I assume anything you have to say is important. Should we be sitting down at a comfortable table?” Drayke asked like a gracious host. 
 Uriko shook her head. “No, I'd rather be standing, in case I’ve had enough of you and need to leave.” 
 Drayke’s eyes half-closed as he looked at the beautiful shadow elf. “If this is about your past with the feral Tusk Tribe, I thought all of that was under the bridge?” 
 Uriko’s eyes flashed with annoyed heat. “You can be such an asshole sometimes.” 
 A suspicion snaked into Drayke’s mind as he watched the look of agitation fill the shadow elf’s features. 
 “Have we met before?” Drayke asked simply. 
 Uriko lifted up her glass and downed its contents. She slammed the glass down and poured some more spirits into it. 
 “I wasn’t sure it was really you,” Uriko began as she lifted her glass and didn’t drink from it. “I had a suspicion when you and the others fought the Tusk Clan. At first, I thought you were Kavan, but when I spoke to him, I knew that wasn’t right.” 
 Uriko took a deep sip from her drink and looked at Drayke with hard eyes. “Then I saw how you fought the cultists and it reminded me of how you used to talk in your sleep.” 
 Drayke’s eyes widened and he took a step back. Faint memories from a past he chose to ignore came rushing back to the dragonkin. Images of another life slammed into him and pushed every other thought away at the stark realization.  
 “Karen?” 
 Uriko smiled evilly before drinking from her glass again. 
 “Surprise,” the shadow elf shrugged.  
 Drayke took another step back. The shock cooled, but he still kept a distance between them. 
 Uriko put her glass down and leaned her elbows on the counter before her. She looked at Drayke with devilish eyes as he stayed a few feet from the counter and her. 
 “You weren’t the only one who logged onto the beta test when Monstar Saga went live. Even after our fight, I wasn’t going to let you ruin our big moment. I thought the stress of launching the game had made you crazy, so I logged on to see if everything was working correctly.” 
 Uriko kept her devilish smirk, “I even accessed the secret character classes and made my current avatar. I know the remaining shadow elf clans weren’t supposed to be introduced until later in the game, but I thought I would playtest it with the beta test group.” 
 The shadow elf’s eyes narrowed as her brow made a sharp V. “Little did anyone know that you had intentionally designed the game to kill every beta tester shortly after they logged on.” 
 Drayke stood straighter and composed himself. He fixed his loose collar and stared at the shadow elf. 
 “Then you understand what it all meant. You know now why I did it.” 
 Uriko shook her head. “Not at first. It was jarring to wake up in a cave and not understand what was happening. I had to learn quickly that Voldor was real and you somehow brought all the beta testers here. I was nearly killed while venturing out of the cave by some random monster.” 
 Uriko seethed as she looked at the dragonkin before her. “Your last words to me began to make sense as I thought about them. When I met a few others like us, it started to make sense. We were exiled from Earth to help fight the dragon gods of Voldor.” 
 The shadow elf looked upon Drayke with a burning fury in her crimson eyes. “You’re the asshole who did this to us!” 
 Drayke lifted his chin as he spoke, “It needed to be done. There was no way I could ask a thousand people to volunteer for suicide. It would have been impossible to fulfill our destiny.” 
 Uriko jabbed a finger at Drayke, “Your destiny! No one asked for this but you. You forced players from Earth to come here and fight in a war they didn’t understand.” 
 Uriko let her arm drop onto the counter as she drank down the last of her spirits. She put down the glass and sorrow filled her eyes. 
 “There could have been a better way to do it. You were always the one to rip off the band-aid and never eased anyone into anything.” 
 “What are you saying?” Drayke asked with curious eyes. 
 Uriko shot him a look, “My time here has not just been spent surviving. I understand the quest and I hate to say this, I understand why you did it. If you had told me what you were doing, we could have done it differently. We could have further incorporated the storyline into the game and got players used to the main plot. We could have better vetted players to see if they wanted to be a part of it. We could have found another way to bring those willing players to Voldor to help. Not create a massacre and dump a thousand souls on an alien world.” 
 “Death was the only way to cross the bridge between realms,” Drayke said with a low tone. 
 Uriko shook her head. “No, it wasn’t. The rune magic you learned could have been refined. It would have been proof enough to those willing to make the journey between the realms. We could have done it together. Instead, you went off the deep end and here we are.” 
 Drayke kept his chin high. “I am fully committed to what I’ve done and will have to live with that decision the rest of my life. I don’t need you to throw it in my face about what has already happened.” 
 “Does Kavan know?” 
 Drayke nodded. “He does and he took it about as well as you did.” 
 “Does Onka know she is the demon goddess, Hexnia?” Uriko said with a wicked leer. 
 Drayke kept his expression blank. “She does, to a degree. That is something you have to speak with Kavan about. He is close to her. But I do have to ask, how did you discover all of this since you arrived?” 
 Uriko kept her knowing, evil smile. 
 Drayke gave a single nod. “You have met one of the fallen gods.” 
 The dragonkin lifted a boney eye ridge. “Lilah?” 
 Uriko lifted up the bottle and glasses. She stepped around the counter edge and stood before the blue and black scaled dragonkin. 
 “We should sit down and talk. There is still a lot we have to discuss,” the shadow elf said with bright, red eyes. 
 *** 
 Moonvale was abuzz with activity. Doors and windows opened, allowing the fresh and cool autumn air in. Townsfolk stepped out onto cobblestone streets. The air was crisp and cleansing after spending a few days indoors from the rains. A lightness touched everyone in and around town as they moved about with errands and tasks to begin or finish. 
 Kavan and the group stepped in from the South Gate. Nava, Onka, Lorta, and Dura walked with the dragonkin, the taurs still on the farm and helping clear out the last of the ruined crops. 
 Nava walked alongside with Kavan as Onka, Dura, and Lorta trailed behind. The three of them talked a little too loudly about what they loved about the last few days and nights. 
 Nava looked down as she walked. “I should have known Suluk was a cultist.” 
 “There was no way to really know,” Kavan said. 
 “I’m a general of your forces. I should have known better. I was just so happy to have someone helping with the early autumn sea harvest. But now that it has passed and Suluk is dead, I can handle the rest of the season.” 
 Kavan looked down on the sad siren. “I know we are all busy, but I will take some time to help you with anything you need.” 
 Nava looked up and smiled. “That would be great.” 
 Kavan nodded with a smirk. “We all have to pull together before winter. If you need me and the taurs to be there, we will.” 
 Nava blinked at the smirking dragonkin and the pair laughed. Imagined moments of the taurs complaining filled both of their minds as they walked along the cobblestone street. 
 When they reached the town center, townsfolk looked at the dragonkin and others with smiles and head nods. Colored leaves floated down onto the fountain and brushed against the standing statue. Patches of red and yellow leaves lay along the edges of the town center. 
 Toward the north side of the center, Mayor Sunaxe stood with his eyes closed and sunlight painting his features in yellow light. The older orc took in a deep breath before opening his eyes. A smile bloomed as Kavan stepped along the edge of the fountain.  
 The older orc saw Dura with Onka and Lorta. Dura looked at her father with loving eyes and gave him a nod. Kogan’s heart lifted in his chest, knowing his daughter was truly in love. 
 “Lord Cynder!” Kogan shouted as he approached the small group. 
 Kavan broke away and met the older orc. The two embraced and held each other close before pulling apart. Kogan kept one large hand on Kavan’s shoulder as he smiled from ear to ear. 
 “We were just on our way to Devilish Delights. Care to join us?” Kavan asked with his own smile. 
 Kogan let out a hearty laugh as he slapped his belly with his other hand. “I would love to join you, but I spend too much time there already. Nolla’s pastries are the best I have ever had and dare I say, I have eaten more than I should. 
 “But I am truly glad to see you. I wanted to speak briefly on what Durzol and I found while we cleared the cultist’s homes.” 
 Kavan's smile faded a touch as he listened intently. 
 Mayor Sunaxe continued, “Suluk, Misha, and Takk were very good at hiding their activities from the rest of the town. Durzol and I entered their homes and searched from top to bottom while it rained. It took some time, but we did find their hidden altars and promptly destroyed them. It was in Misha’s home where we ran into some concern. 
 “The fae had a runic circle on her basement floor. Judging from what was said after the battle, Durzol and I assumed it was the same circle used to summon the serpent hound. We also found many pieces of crawlers, rats, and a few cats in the corners of Misha’s basement. We assumed she was feeding the beast so it could grow. 
 “There were also crude writings on some scrolls. It appeared the serpent hound was going to be used for slaughtering residents here in town when the time came. Nasty business these cultists. Misha seemed to be the leader of their dark designs. She seemed to have a cruel streak with small notes about bathing in the blood of the weak after everyone in town was murdered.  
 “We destroyed the runic circle and disposed of the rubble, including the pieces of dead animals and the scrolls. Durzol plans to fix the floor so any new residents may reside there. Those three may have been cultists, but the repairs they performed on the small dwellings make them prime properties,” Kogan said with a grave nod. 
 “Sounds like it will work out better for the future,” Kavan said. 
 “Indeed. I have already talked to Shegga. Our dear kobold will start informing her delivery people from Loduss of what has happened and of the disposal of the cultists. With a little time, the rumor should grow like a flower and we may have visitors returning for late autumn, just in time before winter.” 
 Kavan nodded. “That may also mean Loduss may try something else.” 
 Kogan nodded. “It is a possibility, but one we will have to endure through the rest of the season. The cultists disrupted much of what we had planned and the storm didn’t make anything any easier. Work on the museum has resumed today and the leader of the worker goblins, Grizz, has had a few conversations with me over the last few days.” 
 “You met with him?” Kavan asked. 
 Kogan nodded and smiled. “We have. The Shouting Troll is a favored place in a storm. Filled with warmth and even warmer spirits. Many in town braved the storm to sit and drink for many hours. Brom even appeared one evening. He sat down and told many of us splendid tales from Voldor’s past. I wish you were there with us to make it perfect, but everyone understood you needed your rest after what happened. 
 “But, be that as it may, Grizz has expressed that he and many others are interested in staying in Moonvale. There is plenty of work here in town and the surrounding areas. The gold has been good of late, before the nasty business with the cultists, but things are ready to continue. After the museum is complete, the goblins will work on the guard towers along the Moonvale territory and then, further work can be accomplished for the town itself. We will bring Moonvale into a new golden time. 
 “Many of the goblins are looking into abandoned or empty buildings, ready to claim them and live here as permanent residents. They have no true desire to return to Loduss and I cannot blame them. They feel underappreciated and know their work will mean more here in Moonvale.” 
 “That is very good news. We have the space and they all seem to fit in with the town,” Kavan smiled. 
 “Indeed!” Kogan said, followed by a happy chuckle. 
 “Speaking of space,” Kavan said as he leaned in a little closer to the mayor. “I was thinking of extending my property. The farmhouse is nice, but I was thinking of a more ambitious project.” 
 “What do you have in mind?” Kogan asked with interested eyes. 
 “I want to build a small castle or mansion. It would have extra room and protections. Considering the Deep One that arrived, xykks, dreggers, crawlers and whatever else might be out there in the forests, a sturdy castle might be something needed,” Kavan explained. 
 The mayor touched his bearded chin as he thought about it. “That is a good idea, but it may take some time.” 
 “After we finish with a lot of projects in town, I would most likely work on it over the winter and well into spring.” 
 Kogan nodded. “I have to look at the property lines, if there are any that intersect with your property. It will require some research, but I believe it can be done. For something that size you want to build, it may only cost about a thousand gold to extend the property out to accommodate a new structure.” 
 Kavan blinked. He knew he only had about eight hundred gold to his name. 
 “You wouldn’t have to pay it all at once,” the mayor said with understanding eyes to Kavan’s hesitation. 
 “Or I could loan you the gold,” came a voice from the side. 
 Kavan and the mayor turned their attention to Lilah as she approached. The beautiful fae was all smiles as she approached the dragonkin and orc. 
 “I must apologize, but I couldn’t help overhearing about such an ambitious project. As I have said before, I love to invest in towns, and a castle to help defend the town to the south makes for a splendid investment.” 
 Kavan and Kogan bowed. Lilah did the same. When they all stood up, they looked at each other. 
 “The last few days and nights were so confining. I thought I would take a walk and get some fresh air. Seeing the lord and mayor of Moonvale only added to the wonderful morning,” Lilah beamed. 
 Kavan bowed again. “Thank you for the offer, Lady Honeydream, but this is something I would rather do on my own.” 
 “Admirable, but I know a good project when I hear it. Instead of a loan, it can be a gift. I’m sure you have your own gold, but what is a few hundred gold pieces when we are discussing the future of Moonvale?” 
 Kavan kept his expression neutral as he fought back being rude at her offer. “Thank you again, but I…” the dragonkin was cut off as Onka stepped to the fae and smiled. 
 “Lady Honeydream! I have heard so much about you,” Onka said with a wide, happy smile. 
 The fae looked down on the goblin and her smile was equally bright. “Lady Treeclimber, so good to finally meet. I’ve been thinking of stopping by your shop to buy one of your lovely pets. It can be so dreary without a little life running around the home.” 
 Onka beamed. “I was planning on opening tomorrow. I would love to have you by to see my selection!” 
 Lilah’s expression filled with joy. “I will gladly come over tomorrow morning. For the time being, I think we should visit the Shouting Troll this evening for some drinks.” 
 The fae glanced at Kavan and gave him a wink before looking back at Onka's smiling face. “I have to learn all your secrets about winning a dragonkin’s heart. My beauty could never match yours, but maybe with a little advice, I could find my own dragonkin lover.” 
 “It wasn’t easy, but dragonkin can be brought to their knees with the right attitude,” Onka grinned. 
 “Do tell!” Lilah grinned. 
 The goblin and fae burst into laughter. 
 Kavan and Kogan looked at the laughing pair with raised eyebrows. 
 “Is this happening right now?” Kavan said in a hushed tone. 
 “Indeed, it is,” the mayor said and gave his own, gruff chuckle. 
 Lorta, Nava, and Dura looked on with happy gazes as Lilah and Onka seemed to get along famously.  
  Lilah wiped a tear from the corner of her eye and looked down on the goblin with affection. “I look forward to having drinks this evening.” 
 “Oh, and mayor, please see me in a little while to discuss several gifts I have for Moonvale,” the fae said with a smile. 
 Kogan bowed. “As you will, Lady Honeydream.” 
 Lilah and Onka looked into each other’s eyes for a small moment before they hugged each other. The two let go and parted, Lilah walking back to East Street and Onka stepping to Kavan. 
 Mayor Sunaxe bowed to everyone before turning and walking back to his office. Dura, Lorta, and Nava stepped to Kavan and Onka’s sides. 
 “It was almost like you both knew each other,” Kavan mentioned. 
 Onka nodded. “Sometimes, you just have a feeling about people. Lilah seems lovely and all of us should meet with her for drinks. But right now, I want pastries!” 
 Everyone nodded in agreement and turned onto West Street. The small group made their way along, several town residents smiling and bowing their heads to them as they walked. 

This is dangerous and I could get used to this.

 Kavan smiled to himself as they began to pass the Dragon’s Table. The front door opened and Uriko stepped out. Everyone turned to look at the shadow elf as she stepped out onto the cobblestone street. 
 “Greetings, Lord Cynder and company,” the shadow elf said with a sly, knowing gaze. 
 Kavan and Onka picked up on the smarmy edge to her tone as Uriko bowed to them and walked toward the town center. Before anything else could be said, Drayke was standing at the entrance to his restaurant. 
 Kavan looked at his fellow dragonkin with inquisitive eyes. “Morning Drayke. Is all well?” 
 The blue and black dragonkin gave a slow nod as he looked Kavan in the eyes. 
 “It’s as right as rain,” Drayke said with a small smile.  
   





 Fifteen 
 Days turned into weeks as leaves slowly fell from trees. The once vibrant orange, yellow, and red colors turned into a tan brown. Dried leaves curled into themselves before they made their final fall, joining the rest of their fallen brethren as the autumn season edged closer to winter’s open arms. 
 Kavan moved about the Lord’s Tower with a hammer, nails, and a block of wood. Not too far from him was a pile of new wood and a stack of polished stones. The dragonkin glanced at the work he previously had done, seeing that much of the tower was complete. A few more replacement boards and some new stones in some of the gaps meant the work was nearly complete. 
 Lifting up the board in his hand, he pressed it to an empty spot beside the decorative wood pillar. He placed nails between his lips except for one. He pressed the nail to the board and held both with one hand before lifting his hammer and driving the nail into the hardwood. 
 Memories drifted along Kavan’s thoughts as he hammered at the nail. The last four weeks were busy, not only for him, but for the entire town. The worker goblins had been hard at work completing the museum. Every day closer to completion, Tezzi seemed to grow more and more excited. Grizz was confident he and his workers could finish it in a few days and Tezzi was abuzz with excitement. It seemed to clash with her usual laid-back demeanor, seeing the troll with an eyepatch talking like an excited child about the museum and the future of Moonvale. A date was already set for the grand opening, with Kavan and the mayor being there to cut the ribbon. 
 The dragonkin woke from the small memory as he heard banging downstairs. Hynrik has been hard at work, helping Kavan rebuild the tower. The arachnix’s arm had healed, but he did complain on a few occasions to Kavan that it still didn’t feel right. Hynrik often joked that he didn’t have that powerful dragonkin regeneration to heal from things like they never happened. Kavan tried to tell the arachnix he didn’t have to help and he should let his arm heal. Hynrik was hearing none of it, saying hard work was the true way to self-healing, not staying in bed as the world passed you by. Despite Kavan’s protests, the arachnix came to the tower and helped with removing rotted wood and cracked stones. 
 Kavan went back to work, finishing hammering in the board and checking on his handiwork. Warm memories washed on the shores of his mind, life in Moonvale becoming one of steady bliss.  
 Mornings were spent helping Nava at the docks. The taurs came with Kavan and Onka a few times, trying to help bring in the seasonal catches. As expected, all three complained that it was much harder work to bring in nets. When Belle pulled up a net with particularly strong and thrashing fish, her hoof slid on the dock and the rubenesque taur fell into the sea. It was then that Kavan discovered the taur couldn’t swim. He and Nava leapt into the water and grabbed the flailing taur. They pulled her up and brought her to shore. Belle spent the time coughing up water and moaning her discontent. In that moment, Kavan, Nava, and Onka knew the taurs would not return to help at the docks. Abby, Myn, and Belle banded together, saying they were quite content to work in the small fields, watering and picking crops. 
 Kavan picked up another board and touched a nail to it. He began to hammer at it as he brought up each alert he received in the last month. 

Gained 1 Degree in Fishing Skill. Fishing Skill is now 2nd Degree, Average.


Gained 1 Degree in Fishing Skill. Fishing Skill is now 3rd Degree, Above Average.

 Kavan smiled as he continued to place a new nail on the board and began hammering. When he wasn’t working at the docks, he, Durzol, Lorta, and Drayke would meet for hourly practice every other day. Durzol and Lorta threw themselves into practice training as Drayke seemed distracted. When Kavan and the blue dragonkin had small moments together, Drayke waved away any questions Kavan had and would only give simple, short answers, saying that everything was fine and not to worry. It didn’t sit well with the red dragonkin, but he respected his friend’s privacy and stopped asking after a time. 
 Durzol mentioned many times after practice the amount of work he had and was quick to leave. The normally relaxed orc was on edge, filling commissions and helping around town to winterproof homes. The goblin workers made it official, picking their homes and some of them sending for their families. Durzol, Oaks, and Glem were constantly at their shops or at people’s homes, taking on the heavy workloads to make sure everyone would be safe and warm for winter. 
 A shadow touched Kavan’s thoughts as they shifted to Lorta. The troll was often visiting Kavan’s home, which wasn’t the strange part. It was her need to see Onka in private. The two of them seemed to fall almost into a trance. Kavan noted their needs to go to a room in private and lock the door. Whispers were often heard and sometimes a small moan. It didn’t bother Kavan if they were close, but it did strike him odd how devoted Lorta was to the goblin. He never had a chance to tell Lorta what she had become. He didn’t have to, since Onka, or Hexnia, didn’t seem to hide her true self when Lorta was close. It created a strangeness that Kavan wasn’t sure he needed to intervene in. Lorta was a priestess of Hexnia and the pair became thick as thieves at times. At other times, things were normal, with the three of them occupying the same bed many nights in a row. 
 His thoughts shifted back to the busy days. Deep down, work for the town had to be done, but so did their defense for the town. Weeks earlier, Kavan couldn’t stop thinking about the Mind Sphere. It was a strong mana sphere and one that could help Kavan root out hidden evils if they came to town. He knew he didn’t want to become the mind police, but if his back was against a wall, pulling the truth from someone’s mind would be a last resort for the safety of all. The added benefits of illusion magic would make things that much easier to conceal the town’s power and give them an edge. 
 Kavan visited the library many times, much to Dura’s delight. The orc was all smiles when she saw him. When he spoke privately to her about mana spheres, the Mind Sphere, and gaining degrees, she was happy to help research with him. The pair would spend an hour or two every day, looking over books and texts. After a few days, Kavan received an alert. 

You have gained 1 Degree in Intelligence. Intelligence attribute is now 5th Degree.

 Kavan nodded to himself at the time, knowing that spending time around books helped improve his skill. But when he opened himself to the Mind Sphere, an odd thing happened. After two days of trying in the library to gain a new sphere, he received a different kind of alert. 

Requirements for unlocking the Mind Sphere require a 6th degree in Intelligence.

 Kavan sat back in his chair as Viz quickly accessed needed requirements. The pair now understood what Brom had been saying the entire time. Some spheres are easier to open than others. Viz was able to access the twelve mana sphere requirements list and they read them in Kavan’s gaze. 

Mana Sphere Requirements


Air Sphere: No Requirement.


Fire Sphere: No Requirement.


Stone Sphere: No Requirement.


Water Sphere: No Requirement.


Life Sphere: 3rd Degree Constitution. May Conflict with Decay Sphere. 1 Degree Light Sphere aids in unlocking Life Sphere.


Decay Sphere: 3rd Degree Willpower. May Conflict with Life Sphere.
1 Degree Dark Sphere aids in Unlocking Decay Sphere.


Light Sphere: 4th Degree Willpower. May Conflict with Dark Sphere. 1 Degree Life Sphere aids in unlocking Light Sphere.


Dark Sphere: 4th Degree Constitution. May Conflict with Light Sphere. 1 Degree Decay Sphere aids in unlocking Dark Sphere.


Body Sphere: 4th Degree in Strength, Dexterity, and Constitution.


Mind Sphere: 6th Degree in Intelligence and Willpower.


Space Sphere: 8th Degree in Intelligence, Dexterity, and Willpower.


Time Sphere: 8th Degree in Intelligence, Constitution, and Willpower.        
 Kavan and Viz poured over the list, speaking privately in Kavan’s mind that the information was unlocked due to him trying to access a sphere he couldn’t unlock. It led to further discussions and a new plan formed. 
 For a week, Kavan spent two hours in the library. He and Dura would sit at the same table, reading the rich history of Voldor and many books on mana across the lands. The dragonkin was fascinated with the rich lore of the world and came across many maps of Voldor. The many tales and stories he heard from Dura, Brom, and others connected the dots to weave a tremendous tapestry of history and gave a clearer picture to a dark truth, the world of Voldor was beaten down by the dragon gods and had not risen or grown since the time of the celestial war.  


 Kavan read many accounts and stories from people all over the world, how the war ended dynasties and brought a new dark age where all that was left had to come together to put back some semblance of a life. Books told of the dwarves trying to fill the vacuum left behind by the hudenns and elves. How they fought for years against the dragonkin and their gods. How systemically their mountain homes were conquered and put to slavery to feed the dragonkin’s obsession for gems and precious metals.  
 Kavan’s heart sank in his chest, reading how the Merchant Kingdoms came to be. How they clustered close to the Spire Cities and provided anything the dragonkin masters needed or wanted. Stories filled his mind of smaller kingdoms being wiped out because they could not supply enough to the merchant kingdoms and lost everything. Reading between the lines, Kavan saw that if there was a second power to the dragonkin, it was the merchant kingdoms for their greed and willingness to sell their own family to appease their new masters. 
 In that moment of brutal knowledge, an alert filled Kavan’s gaze. 

You have gained 1 Degree in Intelligence. Intelligence Attribute is now 6th Degree.

 Kavan had reached the requirement to try and unlock the Mind Sphere, but it cost him some of his innocence by knowing the hard truths about the dragonkin and the suffering of the many peoples of Voldor. 
 That very night, the dragonkin was reading by lantern light as Onka hugged his waist as she slept. The yellowed pages turned as he tried to take in every drop of history he could learn. His tired eyes looked down at the goblin snuggled to his side. Onka’s breathing was gentle and even. She was truly comfortable at his side and Kavan could not deny the affection and love as it drilled deeper into his soul. 
 He put the book down on his nightstand and closed his eyes. His mind began to wander, weary from the many days of hard work. A small thought slipped into his tired mind and he released three drops of mana. The mystical energies hovered along his spirit. With a thought, he sent them to his mind. There, the drops of mana began to vibrate, wanting to be utilized. Kavan instead kept them there as his arm wrapped around Onka’s shoulders and held her close. Knowledge burned along his mind like a light in the dark. The drops of mana were attracted to the light. They flowed closer and deeper into his mind as Kavan relaxed. 
 With a strong thought, he took hold of the floating mana and held it in his mind. The drops burst and tendrils slipped along his neural pathways. Energy vibrated along Kavan’s soul and mind. An instant later, something opened from deep within his mind and a small alert filled his dark gaze. 

You have unlocked the Mind Sphere. Mind Sphere is 1st degree.

 Kavan’s expression remained soft as he held the sleeping Onka to him. A mental exhaustion touched him that night and he turned down the lantern. He slipped down under the covers as Onka made an annoyed moan. He settled down as the goblin snuggled to his chest. Her expression softened as she fell back into deep sleep. Kavan held her as he too drifted off. 
 The dragonkin woke from the memory. He blinked at the board already nailed into place. A single nail poked out from the edge of his mouth and a hammer was in his hand.  
 Kavan turned and walked over to a stack of boards. He lifted another one up and stepped over to another spot he had to work on. He lifted the board and placed it beside an ornamental wooden pillar. He placed the nail and began hammering at it. The iron nail sank deep and when Kavan gave it one last hammer blow, some dust blew off the wood beam above him and something fell. 
 Kavan’s hand shot out with his palm out. His senses were dialed to eleven as a small, stone figure of a man in knight’s armor fell directly into his hand. His scaled fingers closed around it and he brought it closer to his eyes. His fingers unfurled and the dragonkin examined the khess piece. 
 “Have you always been here, or did Brom put you here?” Kavan asked the little khess piece. 
 Movement along the stairs caused Kavan to turn to them, slipping the khess piece into a belt pouch. 
 Hynrik’s spider legs moved with graceful dexterity as he stepped onto the second floor. He looked around and nodded at the work nearly complete. He crossed the small distance to Kavan and looked down with a blank expression. 
 “I know you’re looking for khess pieces for Brom. I was adding stones to empty spots along the bottom floor when I saw this in one of the holes.” 
 Hynrik lifted up a white goblin khess piece. 
 The arachnix continued, “I’m not sure what strange game Brom is playing, but I would proceed with caution. I’m not saying what you should do, but I do want to give some advice. The lich has been around for a very long time. There is some common knowledge that he lost his mind when every hudenn he knew went mad, killing each other and themselves.  
 “I simply want to say, as a friend, don’t place all your trust in the lich. All liches are inherently evil. It has always been that way, even before the celestial war. They seek power and will step on anyone to achieve it. He comes off as a befuddled fool sometimes, but deep down, everyone knows he is powerful and ruthless if he needs to be. The living fear the dead and the dead want to consume the living. Brom will always fall to his baser nature. Keep him at distance and don’t be surprised if he turns on you and all of us in Moonvale.” 
 “And if he doesn’t turn on us?” Kavan said with a neutral tone. 
 Hynrik smiled. “Then we all can be surprised.” 
 The arachnix slowly turned away and headed for the stairs as he spoke over his shoulder. 
 “It’s been a long day and it's getting colder. I think I will be starting for home. We should be finished with the tower in a few days. Maybe we will have the ceremony for it after the museum opens. It will brighten everyone’s time before winter arrives in two short weeks.” 
 Kavan watched the arachnix descend the stairs. When he heard the door shut from Hynrik leaving, Kavan put down his hammer, slipped the piece into his belt pouch and made for the stairs leading up to the third floor. 
 On the third floor, Kavan began searching each of the empty rooms. The roof of the tower was patched and some of the walls were replaced. Kavan and Hynrik worked on the upper floor before making their way down. The dragonkin moved about to the rooms they didn’t touch because there were little to no repairs needed.  
 Each room was empty at first glance. Kavan inspected one room after the other, running fingers along edges and along beams. He sharpened his senses to feel the tiny drafts sinking in from hidden places. He opened doors to closets and stepped into them to look around. In the third room, he stepped into a long closet and ran his fingers along the top edge of the closet door frame. His fingers brushed something and it fell. The dragonkin snatched it in midair and lifted it up to his slitted eyes. 
 A white goblin khess piece stared back with noble eyes. 
 Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the piece. 
 “Hynrik and I have looked over this place a dozen times and now we find khess pieces? Brom, what are you up too?” Kavan whispered. 
 The mystery deepened as Kavan looked at the khess piece in his hand. Imagined images of different town residents sneaking into the tower and placing pieces filled his thoughts. Despite living in Moonvale for over five months, there seemed to be a new mystery with each passing day and night. 
 “Maybe when there is a little more time, the mystery will be a little less mysterious,” Kavan said to himself as he slipped the third khess piece into his belt pouch. 
 The drafty tower couldn’t keep out the evening chill. Kavan moved to the stairs and began his descent. The Lord’s tower needed lit hearths and some last bits of patching, but the dragonkin felt the tower would be ready for the harsh winter. 
 When Kavan reached the front door, he stepped out onto the street and closed the thick door behind him. 
 The air was cold and crisp. The blood moon was already past its zenith in the sky. In two more weeks, it would be gone behind the horizon until next autumn. The dragonkin enjoyed the sight of it, casting its crimson glow at night and a subdued red during the day, when it wasn’t cloudy.  
 The dragonkin turned and started walking down North Street to the town center. The streets were empty, at least in this part of town. The moment the sun went down, everyone either returned home or spent time dining and drinking on West Street. For a brief instant, Kavan considered getting a drink at the Shouting Troll. Kazko had been in high spirits for some time. The secret game in the hidden back room continued, but since everyone was so busy with preparing for winter, they only had a game a week and it was only for a few hours. 
 Kavan sighed as he decided against it. He needed his wits if he was going to make his way to Brom’s Dungeon with three khess pieces. The lich no doubt had plans and knowledge to impart, as long as the proper tithe was paid. But Kavan considered Brom a friend, albeit a strange one. A small conflict filled him as he made his way around the town fountain and down South Street. 
 A dark cloud hovered over Kavan’s thoughts as he walked at a leisurely pace. There hadn’t been a single letter or rumor from Loduss since the cultists were slain. Shegga had her own network of gossip spies with her delivery people, but not one of them heard anything from the royal family of Loduss. Because of the silence, Kavan grew more concerned that some bold action may take place. Kavan, the mayor, Nava, and Raine would sit down sometimes, talking about strategies if the town was attacked. Despite several talks, the same problem persisted, Moonvale didn’t have enough people to stave off a strong enough invasion. Even if they filled the storerooms and closed the town for a long siege, there simply weren’t enough warriors to repel a dedicated force. It didn’t sit well with all involved. There was no secret that Loduss had a strong military might for a city. The only comforting thought was there was no real reason to invade. 
 Moonvale didn’t have any unique resources or any strategic advantages that would benefit the kingdom. The only thing that had any possible value was a rumor of starstone deep in the Moonvale Mine. To attack and slaughter a whole town for a rumor of starstone was not enough to put things into motion.  
 On more than one occasion, Kavan wondered if the rulers of Loduss would simply attack out of pure pettiness. The rumors of the Loduss Royalty painted them as small, petty goblins with a love for theater and the arts. So many have visited the town during the summer and part of the spring, it would hurt their standing with their own people if they suddenly attacked without just cause. The more Kavan thought about it, the more he felt they were simply looking for a reason to take back the territory without alienating the good coming from the small town. 
 Kavan reached the South Gate and stepped beyond it. He closed the doors shut behind him and made his way to his farmhouse in the distance. 
 The dragonkin smiled as he saw the lights on in the house and barn. The crops were ready to harvest. Kavan planned to bring them into Shegga’s Grocery tomorrow. The payment would be big enough for him to purchase more land and begin putting down plans for a stronger and bigger home. If winter was as dead as everyone talked it out to be, spending two months building a stone castle might be the project he needed to keep busy. Most kingdoms and towns ground to a halt during the winter months. Kavan doubted he could build a small castle in that amount of time, but it might be long enough to put down a solid foundation. It wasn’t going to be a grand castle, but more like a fortified stone mansion, strong enough to repel the elements, wildlife, and unwelcome visitors. 
 Kavan reached the front gate of his property. He opened the gate and stepped in, glancing around the familiar surroundings. Shadows moved along the second floor of the barn. From what Kavan could see, it seemed all three taurs were bedding down in their own beds tonight. They had become extra understanding and less combative after three days and nights in the farmhouse during the storm. Abby took charge with a kinder attitude. Myn and Belle worked harder. 

I’ll deliver the crops the day after tomorrow. I have to see Brom first and continue with the next phase of my training.

 The dragonkin stepped toward the house. A light along the small, basement window caught his attention. Kavan smiled to himself as he stepped onto the porch. 
 The last few weeks were more than rebuilding the Lord’s Tower and studying at the library. Kavan found time to fix up and furnish the basement. It had become his magical study, complete with shelves, blank books, inkwells, quills, and a sturdy table in the middle. There were a couple of comfortable chairs, a small cabinet with many spirits and wines, and best of all, a lock on the door to keep from being disturbed. The house was full most of the time, everyone coming in and out at different times. If Kavan was going to work on his mana studies, he needed a place to comfortably read, practice, write, and relax. 
 Kavan stepped into the warm home and closed the door behind him. Memories of Nava helping him with getting his study ready filled his thoughts. The siren was attentive and eager to help. The two of them worked well together, putting everything in its place. She had been staying over more and Kavan didn’t mind at all. Each passing day, Kavan’s bonds with Onka, Nava, Lorta, Dura, and the taurs grew, even if they didn’t see each other all the time. 
 Kavan listened and sniffed at the air. Nava was there, her scent touching his nose. Onka wasn’t home, her scent a little distant like she had been there for a time. Kavan pulled his spear from its sheath and leaned it against the wall by the door. He then removed his cloak and armor, placing them in a new closet, not far from on the other side of the door. 
 The fireplace crackled with fresh logs and the dry heat was soothing to Kavan’s scales. He made his way past the stairs and stepped to the side door leading down to the basement study. The door was slightly ajar and he pushed it open. The wooden stairs creaked and groaned as the dragonkin made his way down them. When he reached the bottom, he smiled at a certain siren sitting at the middle table. 
 The study’s appearance was much more organized and appealing to the eye. The floor was still a dirt floor, but a large rug lay in the middle to give it a less of a basement look. Several shelves stood to one wall, a few books on them. Beside them, several cabinets stood, ready to house anything he would need for his magical studies. A small, metal oven was built close to the wall, the metal pipe leading out through the stone and allowing smoke to exit the stove. A fire crackled within, heating the study to a nice temperature. 
 Nava was wearing a black robe. She had an open book on the table before her and a webbed hand hovering above it. She made a few arcane gestures as three rat skeletons danced around the book. A carved skull sat on the table to the siren’s left, hollow eyes staring at nothing. Nava’s webbed hand moved and the rat skeletons moved as if pulled by strings. They spun and slid in unison to their mistress’s will. 
 “I have been testing what you’ve taught me,” Nava said as she continued to concentrate. “I’m writing down spells, but my Decay Sphere is only 4th degree. I do feel like I’m close to reaching 5th degree, but it's slow since I’m trying to write down and practice at the same time.” 
 Kavan nodded as he grabbed a chair as he approached. He pushed the chair closer and sat to Nava’s side, watching the dead rats continue their dance. 
 Nava’s brow wrinkled. The rat skeletons stopped dancing and fell into a jumble of bones. 
 The siren let out a long exhale and slouched in her seat. “It’s harder to keep focus with new undead. These were bones I found not too far away from the beach. I’m starting to realize that if you have a relationship with the dead, it’s easier to keep them under your control.” 
 Nava turned her attention to the skull on the table with warm eyes. “My collection of skulls has been with me a long time. I didn’t know at the time, but the spirits attached to those skulls had grown attached to me. It took all my mana at the time to summon them against the paladins, but I lost some of them in the process. They wanted to help me and some of them were destroyed because of it. I need to keep studying and writing down what I learn so I have better control of the Decay Sphere.” 
 Kavan nodded. “We will have a long winter to continue training.” 
 Nava smiled. “Yes, we do.” 
 The dragonkin nodded. “Onka isn’t here. Is she at the Shouting Troll with Lilah again?” 
 Nava nodded. “It’s turning into a routine. She meets her for drinks two to three times a week now. I don’t know what they talk about, but Onka has been extra demanding when she comes home drunk.” 
 Kavan grinned. “Yes, she has. She won’t take no for an answer.” 
 Nava grinned. “I thought about joining her, but I’ve been so busy. I did hear that Lorta has joined them at the tavern for drinks.” 
 “With the end of the season approaching, I assume work has been a little easier for Lorta. She’s been happier, when I see her.” 
 A sliver of shadow touched the siren’s eyes. “She follows Onka around sometimes. I think you’ve noticed what I’ve noticed, she’s worshipping Hexnia. If it hasn’t happened already, I think Lorta has become a priestess to the goddess.” 
 Kavan nodded. “I’ve noticed. Lorta has been a little less shy around us.” 
 “As long as she is happy, I’m happy,” Nava said softly. 
 “Are you happy?” Kavan asked. 
 Nava looked at the dragonkin with warm affection. “I’m very happy, if a little worried. The talks about Loduss have been a little disconcerting, but it seems to be the natural order of things. We have to prepare for the worst and hope for the best. 
 “As for everything else, I’m falling deeper in love with our family and friends. I never thought it could be like this. Now that we have each other, I don’t feel alone anymore. When I’m not with you, I have long talks with Onka and Dura. I think Lorta really likes me, because she likes to snuggle with me. It feels like my life has changed.” 
 The siren blinked as she looked at Kavan. “Our lives have changed.” 
 The dragonkin smiled. “Our lives have changed. Hopefully they will continue to change for the better. But I do have some news. I have three khess pieces for Brom. I will leave first thing in the morning to see him and see what he has planned for us.” 
 Nava’s eyes gleamed with joy. “That is wonderful news.” 
 “Whatever I learn, I will also impart to you. We need to learn as much as we can to better protect ourselves and the town.” 
 Nava nodded. “Yes, we do.” 
 The siren looked down on her open spellbook and sighed. “I’ve been at this for hours. I need a break.” 
 The siren stood up and stepped over to the dragonkin. Kavan watched as Nava stood before him and lifted her webbed hands. She took hold of her robe and opened it down the middle, revealing her nude body underneath. Her creamy blue breasts defied gravity. Her smooth, pale blue skin nearly glowed in the comfortable light. Her hairless womanhood budded as a faint gleam of wetness touched Kavan’s gaze. The dragonkin took a small inhale, admiring the siren’s scent and rising ardor. 
 Silently, Nava took hold of the top of Kavan’s leggings and began to untie them. When undone, she took hold and pulled. Kavan helped her along, pulling them down until his hardening dragonhood was freed. It rose under its own power as Nava took hold and slowly began stroking it. 
 “It’s been hard to concentrate when I think about you all the time,” Nava said as she knelt down between Kavan’s parted legs.  
 Her blue lips kissed the throbbing tip before she gave it a gentle lick. Kavan looked down with warm eyes as Nava took her time, enjoying his taste. 
 “There has been something I’ve wanted to talk to you about,” Nava said before closing her lips around the head of his cock. 
 Bliss ran down his member and questions touched the edges of his thoughts. Nava gave a muffled moan as she gently slid her lips down the thick shaft. Her tongue swirled along the head and shaft as Kavan’s member stiffened into granite. No matter how many times they had been intimate, each touch was magical and uplifting. Nava’s warm lips ran down his member as the dragonkin relaxed in his chair. He tried to concentrate and stay aware, but the siren’s lips were as magical as her voice. Her head bobbed as her sensual kiss deepened. After a time, she pulled her head up and licked her lips. 
 “Kavan, I need you,” Nava said with a sultry whisper as she stepped closer and straddled legs over his. 
 Kavan took hold of her waist as she took hold of his cock. She sat on his lap, Kavan’s member piercing her womanhood. Wetness surged as the siren slowly impaled herself on the dragonkin. Nava’s breathing quickened and deepened as she slid down until she reached the hilt. A sultry gasp dripped from her parted lips as she moved slowly, enjoying the full feeling across her spirit. 
 Kavan kept his hands on her waist, enjoying the intimate connection. Nava continued to move slowly, squeezing as she rose and fell with the tempo. 
 “I… will… never get used to us together,” Nava said with a harsh whisper.  
 “You said you wanted to talk,” Kavan said as he helped the siren keep the intimate tempo. 
 Nava closed her eyes as she gently bounced on the dragonkin’s lap. “I do. I know I said… I didn’t want to be Lady of Moonvale. I wanted to say, I changed my mind.” 
 Kavan kept his attention, despite the deep connection between them. Honey flowed down his shaft as Nava increased the tempo a hair. 
 Nava leaned forward, pressing her forehead to Kavan’s forehead. The wet sounds of their union and intermingled scents rose up and enveloped the lovers. 
 “Our time together has shown me, I can be more,” Nava said, followed by a blissful gasp. “I was scared of taking the responsibility, but I know better now. I can be more. I can be the Lady at your side and not just your apprentice or general. I could be everything you need and want.” 
 Kavan was silent as Nava continued to squeeze and move on his rigid member. 
 Nava opened her eyes halfway and pulled her head back a little. She bit her lip as her entire body moved with controlled skill.  
 “I know you love Onka, but she is a goddess. If we want to keep her secret and protect her, you need a lady at your side who can do that. I love Onka too, but to keep the dragon gods at bay, we should be together.” 
 Kavan lifted his hand and cupped Nava’s breast. His thumb slid over her pert nipple and she gasped in delight. 
 “During the storm, we all made promises. We know this is a big decision for all of us, and I don’t want to make it any more complicated, but I can’t stay silent any longer.” 
 Kavan continued to feel and admire the beautiful siren. She pressed her hands against his chest as her hips moved up and down with a growing tempo. 
 “Whatever is decided, I will always be loyal to you, as your general, your apprentice, your council member, your lover, or your concubine,” Nava said with a breathy whisper. 
 Moans dripped as Nava increased her tempo. Her fingers curled against Kavan’s chest as she thrust down to the hilt in quick succession. 
 Kavan’s cock thickened as he remained silent. 
 Nava moaned louder as her inner world was pushed to nearly the breaking point. Webbed toes curled as Kavan’s silence turned her on further. She held onto him, moving her hips and trying to coax his soul into her womb. The movements grew frenetic and her moans grew louder. Her nerves tightened as the siren lost control of herself, sliding her inner valley along Kavan’s throbbing member. 
 The dragonkin circled his arm around Nava’s lower back. He held her close as her hips moved with power. Her moans grew louder and louder as she buried her face in his neck. Her arms moved under his arms, clutching to him like her very soul would fly apart. The driving tempo created a hard symphony of sex, love, and urges. 
 Kavan’s embrace was gentle and soothing. He pressed his cheek to the side of her head while giving her enough space to take every inch of his dragonhood. 
 “To me, you are already a Lady of Moonvale,” Kavan said in a soothing whisper. 
 Nava’s eyes widened as her inner spirit cracked. Her eyes closed as a flood of distilled bliss slammed into her body. The siren shuddered hard in Kavan’s arms. Her fingernails dug into his reddish skin and a deep moan vibrated against his neck. The siren continued to drive herself to the hilt of Kavan’s member as a deluge of wetness burst from their union. A string of orgasms blasted her fried nerves as Nava’s body betrayed her. The moans slowed, as did her hips. She snuggled to the dragonkin, her body trembling and shuddering to one or two last orgasms. 
 When Nava slid down to the hilt and squeezed, Kavan’s member thickened and spurts of white seed filled her flooded valley. The dragonkin held the siren in place, her hips barely moving and milking his cock. Another few spurts and Kavan let out a small grunt.  
 When the shockwaves of orgasms dimmed, the pair of lovers continued to hold each other, their connection never breaking. 
 “We will make Moonvale a wonderful kingdom,” Nava said with a breathy whisper. 
 “Yes, we will,” Kavan said as he continued to hold her close. 





 Sixteen 
 The ancient stone doors to the dungeon slowly opened. Several undead standing along the walls turned their decayed gazes to the entrance. Several xykks turned their insectoid heads to the bright light spilling in from the open entrance. For a small moment, undead and xykks readied to fight any foe that entered. When a red-scaled dragonkin stepped down the small stairs and into the wide corridor, the undead returned to their gazes forward. The few xykks by the entrance bowed their heads as they resumed their duties of harvesting fungus and moving eggs. 
 Kavan walked along the corridor, his senses sharp. The scent of decayed and unusual smells assaulted his sensitive nose, but the dragonkin continued on. He walked with confidence as he made his way down the long corridor and reached the opening to the large arena. 
 Little had changed since he was last here. The xykk queen continued to be chained to her place. Xykks moved about, tending to their queen and her eggs. The middle of the arena was empty, but to the right, tables and cauldrons filled that section of the arena. Shelves of old tomes circled the area and a lone lich stirred a cauldron with bubbling purple liquid. 
 Brom didn’t bother to look up as he stirred. His face was white and sunken in. White eyes looked down with near indifference as he stirred the contents of the cauldron.  
 Kavan began making his way down the stairs as Brom’s voice filled the arena with a dark tone. 
 “I do hope this visit will not waste our time. I must continue my work and I don’t wish to waste a moment on some petty evil plaguing the town and its people. They serve only as a distraction and I’ve had enough distractions,” Brom said with a low tone. 
 Kavan didn’t say a word as he reached the main arena floor. He crossed the small distance to Brom’s work area. He stood by a nearby table as a scaled hand reached into a belt pouch. 
 Brom’s gray eyes slowly slid to the side and watched as Kavan put down one khess piece at a time. The lich’s eyes took on a sinister gleam as a white goblin was placed down, followed by a hudenn knight, and then another white goblin piece. The lich lifted his gaze to the dragonkin and Kavan bowed deeply to him. 
 “As agreed, three khess pieces,” Kavan said. 
 Brom gave a slow nod. “Nine given, fifteen left to find.” 
 The lich let go of the metal stirring rod. He crossed the small distance and stood on the other side of the table with the khess pieces. Decayed hands reached up with a slight tremble amidst their boney fingers. With one quick swipe, he picked up the pieces and placed them in his tattered, robe pocket. 
 The lich stood up straighter and a decayed grin bloomed in all his horrific glory. 
 “It pleases me that you have taken what was said seriously between us. It means you do have what is needed to be my apprentice,” Brom said with a hiss. 
 “I’m here to learn,” Kavan said with another bow. 
 Brom nodded before lifting both of his hands slightly above his own shoulders. Two books, one each from separate bookshelves, vibrated before they flew off the shelf. They crossed the distance and each one slammed into Brom’s open hands. The lich took the books and gently placed them on the table between himself and the dragonkin. 
 Kavan looked down at the two books. One had a purple hardcover with a runic symbol on it. The symbol glowered with preternatural light. Kavan’s gaze shifted to the second book. The cover looked like stretched, green skin. A pair of mis-matched eyes looked in different directions, independent of each other. One eye was yellow and slitted. The other eye was red with a diamond pupil. There was a mouth on the book, but it was stitched closed, the leathery lips trying to peel back and move against the strong stitching. 
 Brom’s hands touched the table beside the books. Kavan looked into the lich’s gray eyes. They were filled with an intensity that had often made the dragonkin nervous before, but this morning, they only spoke with a mad power the lich wanted to impart to him. 
 “As I mentioned before, I will give you a choice on what you shall learn next. You have paid the tithe and are ready to continue your training. Listen carefully, I will be imparting much of my knowledge with time, but you must take each lesson one at a time. Despite having a choice before you, you will learn all I have to teach. Do you understand, my apprentice?” 
 Kavan nodded. “I do.” 
 Brom nodded. “Good.” 
 The lich placed a boney hand on the purple tome with the glowing rune. “This is a book on enchanting. It will help you with the rudimentary beginnings, and with moderate to advanced techniques as you study it. It details what is needed to enchant items, weapons, and armor.  
 “There is a caveat to learning this kind of magic. The enchantments will only be as strong as your power and knowledge with mana spheres. The higher the degree, the better the enchantment. It would also increase your knowledge with metal smithing, to aid you in crafting magical weapons and protections.” 
 Brom placed his other hand on the book with the moving eyes and sewn mouth. “This is a book on flesh craft. Within this tome are recipes and instructions on how to craft abominations and certain kinds of golems. This kind of crafting requires a certain kind of dedication and mystical finesse. I assume you have started your spellbook and are learning how to weave different kinds of spells, but flesh craft aids any dedicated mana weaver with servants and soldiers to aid in protecting their master from unwanted disruptions.” 
 Brom smiled evilly, “Or dispatching of one’s enemies.” 
 Kavan looked at the flesh craft tome, seeing the mouth trying to break free. 
 Brom’s smile faded a touch. “This book has a tendency to bite. It is why I sewed its mouth shut.” 
 Mentally, Kavan smiled in amusement. In reality, he simply nodded. 
 Brom continued, “You now have a choice on which will be your first lesson to expand your knowledge. Do not fret, you will learn the other one and many others. For now, let’s start small so you may understand the possibilities. Choose one and we shall begin.” 
 Kavan’s gaze remained on the flesh craft tome. 

We already have xykks and undead, but to have powerful abominations to guard Moonvale would be to our advantage. The only negative I see is I may have to turn to grave robbing to find and use raw materials. Brom has already used much of the dead Tusk Clan to fill the undead ranks, but I don’t think I’m ready to do that yet.

 Kavan shifted his gaze to the enchantment tome. 

But arming the people of Moonvale with enchanted weapons and items would be a great help against anyone or anything that attacks us in the future. I can help train Nava, Durzol, Lorta, and Drayke to make weapons and build an arsenal. It could give us the edge we need in any conflict we have with Loduss.

 Brom stood patiently with a boney hand on each book. 
 Kavan reached over and tapped the enchantment book.  
 The ancient lich nodded. “I had a feeling you would choose this one. Flesh craft can be a gruesome skill and not for the faint of heart. Some of your old hudenn spirit remains, but with time, you will be strong enough to embrace what we are doing here. For now, let us begin your lessons and you’re training.” 
 Brom lifted up the flesh craft book and tossed it into the air. The eyes turned in the lich’s direction with an annoyed gaze before the book flew back onto a shelf and settled down. 
 Brom slid the book to Kavan and the dragonkin picked it up. He opened it and looked down at the words and designs on its yellowed pages. Everything was written in mystical runes, but the longer Kavan looked at them, the more they began to change. The runes melted and reshaped into common words he fully understood. Pages of texts laid out before him, detailing the fine art of enchanting. 
 The lich moved to a shelf as he talked out loud. “There are some simple rules you must follow with enchanting. The higher your skill, the more enchantments you can put on a single item. Since everything of a mystical nature is in degrees, your skills work the same. For every three degrees in your Enchantment Skill, you can place one enchantment power on it. This gives you a maximum of four enchantments on a single item.” 
 Brom picked up a small wooden box off a shelf, turned and walked back to the table. He put the box on the table and left a single boney hand on it as he continued. 
 “You may be thinking that such a skill can be incredibly powerful. It may, or may not, depending on how the enchantments are created. Some mana spheres are in direct opposition of each other, meaning they will not function together on the same item. Light and Dark spheres will mean the destruction of the item and possibly explode in your presence. The same can be said for Life and Decay Spheres. As you work, you must understand which spheres work together to your added benefit and which do not.” 
 The lich pulled open the lid to the box. “But first, you will need certain tools to help you with your work.”           
 Kavan watched as Brom’s boney, skeletal hand, reached in and began pulling out items. A thin rod with a sharp point was placed on the table. Next was a few gems of various colors. Each item was placed with care on the table, evenly spaced. 
 “Put the book down and open it to the first page,” Brom ordered. 
 Kavan did as he was told, putting the book down and opening it to the first page. Slitted eyes looked down on the open pages, seeing instructions and three runic symbols.  
 Brom pointed a single finger at the small, pointed rod. “All enchantments require a scribe tool. It is the quintessential tool for enchanting items, but you must ready it by connecting a piece of your soul to it. This prevents others from taking and using it for their own ends.” 
 The lich smiled as he looked down at the tool, “Scribing tools do take damage over time. The magic used makes the metal brittle over time and will need to be replaced. But I feel you deserve something a little stronger as a gift. Pick up the scribing tool.” 
 Kavan lifted up the rod which felt more like a large pen. It had some heft in his hand and the metal was a mixture of gray and purple veins of color.  
 “The tool you're holding is made of star stone. It is the strongest metal on Voldor and very rare. Legends have it that a star fell from the sky and shattered in the sky. Fragments fell in different locations across the world, plunging the world into dark time for several years. Of course, these are legends, but we all know legends come from some truth.” 
 Kavan nodded as he turned the tool in his hand around. 
 Brom’s eyes flashed with excited light. “The tool has been conditioned to accept a mana weaver. Since you are a dragonkin, it should be much easier for you to connect with the tool. Use one of your talons to carve the symbols you see on the first page. This will bond the item to you.” 
 Kavan blinked as he looked at it. He glanced at the book and saw that he had to use mana to carve into the metal. Pulling a drop of mana from his mana pool, he let the mystical energy glide along his arm as a single claw stabbed up from his pointer finger. The drop of mana moved along into the hand and then into the finger. A small glow sank into his extended claw and remained there. 
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 The glowing dragon claw touched the metal tool. A small concern touched Kavan’s eyes as he wasn’t sure if he could actually carve into the tool, but the moment the tip touched it, a small glowing wisp of mist began to rise. Inspiration and excitement struck as Kavan glanced at the runes on the first page and then at the tool. His claw moved with precision as he carved into the pointed tool. 
 Brom’s white eyes looked up to the dragonkin, “I sense you have acquired a new sphere.” 
 Kavan ignored the lich as he continued to meticulously carve into the tool. 
 The air shimmered around the dragonkin and then, two mirror images of Brom appeared. Three liches watched as Kavan worked, one on either side of him and one across the table from him. 
 “Listen to us as we speak,” one Brom said. 
 “Do not break your concentration,” another Brom chuckled. 
 “The Mind Sphere can be an enlightening and powerful sphere. Unlike the elemental spheres which can create and control an existing element, the Mind Sphere can affect any creature with some kind of intelligence. Tell me, apprentice, what purpose drove you to unlock that difficult sphere?” the Brom from across the table asked. 
 Kavan continued to work as he spoke, “There were many hidden enemies, more than I expected. I needed a way to try and uncover them or those that may move against Moonvale.” 
 All three liches nodded. 
 “A noble intention, but one that may harm you in the future. It is my duty as your master to inform you of the ramifications of that particular sphere. It is indeed powerful and may give you an edge in a conflict, but the more degrees you gain, the more your mind may fracture.” 
 Brom from across the table continued as the other two liches watched the dragonkin work, “The Mind Sphere is seductive when it comes to learning secrets, but it is a double-edged sword. All who study and use it treat it like a favored ability, but if it is used too often, the mind can begin to crack. An addiction may form, as do other maladies such as paranoia, anxiety, depression, and madness.  
 “To uncover secrets can lead to weakening one’s own mind. Only the strongest of minds and wills can effectively use the sphere, and it is common knowledge not to use it often. But it is a valuable aid against one’s enemies. I must recommend caution when using it.” 
 The lich smiled evilly. “But you only have a 1st degree in the Mind Sphere. If you want to improve it, you must use it and gather knowledge.” 
 “Like reading,” Kavan said as he was half-way finished with carving the symbols. 
 All three liches nodded in unison. 
 “Reading makes the mind sharp, but that is only one way. Politics, puzzles, mysteries, all improve the Mind Sphere. Of course, using it to create illusions or peering at surface thoughts also help with raising it to a higher degree.  
 “But unlike many of the other spheres, the higher the degrees you achieve in the Mind Sphere, the greater the chance of gaining a mental malady of some kind. The Mind Sphere is a sphere most want to acquire, but cannot control, the more powerful they become.” 
 Brom took on a solemn gaze, “I have earned enough degrees in the Mind Sphere that my memories come and go. It is a terrible price to pay, forgetting at times who I was before I became the dead thing before you. The memories are fuzzy or not there at all. Sometimes, I simply exist, not knowing why I’m here or what I am doing. It takes time, but I get some semblance of my old thoughts, but they do not stay, not for long. 
 “Beware the Mind Sphere, for its temptations will pull you to power and madness.” 
 Kavan nodded as he finished carving the last symbol. “Finished.” 
 An alert filled Kavan’s gaze. 

You have unlocked the Enchanting Skill. You have gained 1 degree in the Enchanting Skill, Weak.

 Brom nodded. “Now pick up a gem.” 
 Kavan took hold of a ruby and lifted it up with his left hand. The scribe tool was in his right hand. 
 “Now, you must inscribe a spell effect into an item. Simple enchantments can be scribed easily for simple effects. The more complicated the effect, the higher degree and work needed to be placed in the item. Let’s start small. Since you favor the Fire Sphere, use one drop of mana and carve a 1st degree Fire Sphere effect.” 
 Kavan looked down at the red gem in his hand as his mind worked. He had only begun writing down spells into his spellbook. Staring at the gem, the dragonkin quickly realized that Brom was right about keeping track of spells. Mana allowed him to manipulate the fabric of magic, but there were so many possibilities, each spell could be lost if not fully committed to memory or written down. 

Like Brom said, keep it simple.

 A thought slid into Kavan’s mind of a simple fire spell. His hand moved on automatic as another drop of mana broke from his heart, travelled along his arm, moved into his hand and into his fingers. Kavan looked at the scribe tool as it glowed with a dim, mystical light. 
 “Imagine the spell rune in your mind and carve it into the gem,” Brom instructed. 
 The dragonkin nodded as he pressed the sharp tip to the crystal gem. The tip cut into the hard surface like a hot iron. Kavan couldn’t believe how easy it was as a rune appeared along his thoughts. With focused attention, he carved the simple rune onto the gem. When he was finished, the glow around the tool faded away and the mana he used was gone. 
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 “Now, use it,” Brom commanded. 
 Kavan mentally activated the gem. It pulsed with power as it grew brighter and brighter. Kavan pulled back his hand and tossed the gem. It hurtled through the air and landed in the center of the arena. The Xykk queen looked on from the other side as Kavan and three liches looked on from the other side. 
 The crystal gem vibrated and then exploded into a fiery blast.  
 Kavan watched as the flames appeared and vanished a short moment later. Once the small smoke dissipated, a cracked and blackened gem lay on the sandy floor. 
 Brom nodded. “It is a good first attempt, but you sacrificed the item for it in the process. Judging from what I witnessed, you placed a simple, 1st degree fire explosion spell on it. It did what you designed it to do, but next time, try a protective spell, like resistance to fire on a gem or item. It can be an enchantment to help protect you from unwanted spell effects.” 
 Kavan nodded and picked up another gem. This one was a sapphire. He was ready to scribe another effect when the Brom to his right touched his shoulder. 
 “We will have plenty of time for you to practice, but for now, I have something else in mind that may help you against your enemies,” the lich smiled. 
 Kavan blinked, unsure what Brom was saying when a needle-like pain stabbed into his head. The pain was so sharp and fast, Kavan let go of the gem and scribe tool. Both fell on the table as the dragonkin stepped back. Hands clutched at the sides of his head as the buzzing, burning pain stabbed deeper and deeper. 
 Three liches nodded in unison before they all began speaking, “Accessing the Mind Sphere will also allow your enemies to attack your mind directly.” 
 Kavan fought through the chaotic pain as he mentally accessed the Mind Sphere and spent a point of mana. Quickly, he cobbled together a simple mind protection spell. His hands moved with frenetic speed and activated the spell. 
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 With only one degree in the Mind Sphere, a barrier appeared along his thoughts and the shard of pain dulled. Kavan looked up and glared at the three liches about five feet from him. 
 “What a pathetic attempt,” Brom leered. 
 Kavan’s eyes widened as the shard in his mind glowed and shattered the simple protection spell. 
 The dragonkin growled as he performed the same spell again. Mana surged into his mind and a protection glowed. The pain dulled, but only for a moment before it too shattered. 
 Three liches shook their heads.  
 Willpower pushed along Kavan’s spirit. He growled louder as he cast the spell again. In an instant, the protection shattered.  

Kavan Cynder

 Species: Dragonkin  
 Health: Headache (Mental Spell Attack) 
 Mana: 18/23 
       
    
 Kavan pushed at the painful shard in his mind as he cast the mind protection spell again. The barrier settled on his mind and shattered, but this time, a new alert filled his gaze. 

You gained 1 degree in the Mind Sphere. Mind Sphere is now 2nd Degree.


You have gained 1 drop of mana to your mana pool.

 “Now if only you put that dedication into your Dark and Decay Spheres!” The three liches laughed. 
 Kavan harnessed his mana and pushed two points into a mind protection spell. 
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 Relief washed over Kavan’s mind as the shard was forced out and shattered. The protection spell held, mystical energy creating a barrier around his mind and thoughts. 
 Brom looked on with approving gray eyes. “I was simply using a 2nd Degree Mind Sphere spell. You managed to create a degree of protection against it, well done. This little experience should give you the skills needed to fight others who would use your own mind against you.” 
 Kavan heaved as he stood. His mind was protected for now, but the memory of the pain lingered. 
 The dragonkin’s hands moved with arcane gestures. Two more points of mana slipped into the Mind Sphere and Kavan prepared a spell. 
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 Brom and his mirror images looked on with subdued gazes. Kavan took one step forward and made a gesture with bent fingers and a focused mind. The two illusions of Brom on one side of the table shattered into nothing.  
 Brom smiled with decayed teeth. “You are learning my apprentice. You used a 2nd degree spell to stop another 2nd degree spell. If I had made my illusions a degree stronger, it would take more than a spell to dispel them. Always remember, the higher the degree, the longer and more powerful the spell.” 
 The lich beckoned with a boney hand to come closer, “Let’s return to your enchantment training.” 
 Kavan stepped closer with a wry gaze. Brom seemed to return to his scholarly self, but the back and forth continued to put the dragonkin on edge.  
 Brom lifted a boney finger and swiped at the air. The open enchantment book turned a page. 
 “The book will help you until you have mastered how to create enchantments. Be forewarned, once a spell enchantment or enchantments have been placed on an item, it can no longer be changed. The effect becomes permanent. There are ways to disenchant items, but that can be saved for another lesson. 
 “Now, pick up another gem and let’s continue,” Brom said plainly. 
 Kavan picked up the scribe tool and a gem. Mentally, he looked over his mana spheres to decide what the next effect would be, but nagging thoughts filled his mind. The harsh training was only a symptom to a bigger problem. 

Brom’s madness may be a bigger problem than I thought. He explained that a high Mind Sphere could lead to insanity. I hate to think it, but he could be a bigger danger than just a befuddled old lich. I may have to think of a way to contain him, if that day ever arrives where he can’t control himself.

 “Are you paying attention?” Brom asked plainly. 
 Kavan nodded. “I am.” 
 The lich nodded. “Then prepare the spell effect.” 
 Kavan began carving into the sapphire with the scribe tool. 
 Brom watched with dead eyes as he spoke out loud, “These simple steps will lead you to greater oceans of knowledge. Treasure these moments. Understand that our work will create armies of abominations, golems, and monsters of our own designs. We will bring Voldor to its knees and when the dragon gods come for us, we will be ready to smite them.” 
 The lich gave the dragonkin a maddening grin, “Or destroy Voldor. Whichever comes first.” 
 A haunting laughter echoed through the arena as the xykk queen looked on with indifferent, unblinking eyes. 





 Seventeen 
 A single beam of sunlight penetrated the still air. Kavan’s eyelids pulled back as his slitted eyes looked at the ceiling. A weariness filled his tired muscles as the dragonkin stayed on his back in the comfortable bed. 
 The room was cold, but the bed was warm and inviting. Kavan remained still, his body partially covered by blankets. A sense of peace touched his mind and body. For a small time, he didn’t think about anything. He simply laid on his bed and allowed the hazy calm to linger. It was a serene moment from the storm of busy lives. 
 Memories crept in like a rising tide. Yesterday’s training with Brom crawled along his thoughts of knowledge and hard work. 
 Kavan pushed away the memories as he reached over in his bed. A scaled hand touched at nothing but blankets as his bed was empty, save for himself. 

Last night was such a blur. I think Onka and Nava had errands to run.


“They did tell you what they were doing today. Onka had to go to her shop and Nava had to bring in the final catches of the season. To be fair, you were pretty exhausted by the time we came home,” Viz said.

 Kavan kept his gaze on the plain ceiling. 

It feels like Brom mentally pushed me to my limit. I don’t think he understands that I’m still learning and don’t have thousands of years of experience.


“Most people in power feel that way. Once someone achieves a certain level of success, they think it was easy and everyone can do it, they just have to try harder. They forget the trials and pain they went through, focusing on the now and not on the time before they reached their success.”


Viz, I don’t know what I would do without you. It’s nice to talk about life sometimes and not worry about being judged for one’s personal views.


“I doubt anyone would truly judge you. Life has changed dramatically here in Moonvale.”

 Kavan nodded. 

Viz continued, “Have you given any further thought to who will become the Lady of Moonvale?”

 Kavan’s mind was silent for a moment. He deliberately kept his thoughts of each of his lovers at bay. A small sigh drifted up from his slightly open maw and he closed his eyes. 

I can’t decide. There is a piece of me that thinks I need to see Zellee first, before I can make any kind of decision. She has sent a letter a week and each one speaks to her having a wonderful time in Loduss and her excitement for the fashion show. It’s happening tomorrow and I’m sure she’s very busy now.


“You didn’t mention to her that Moonvale needs a Lady to rule at your side.”


I didn’t want to stress her out before her show.

 Kavan blinked. 

Maybe I should take a journey to Loduss?


“The museum opens tomorrow, the same day as the fashion show,” Viz reminded.


Maybe Kogan can cut the ribbon? 


“You do know that if you went to Loduss, you would most likely be detained. We still don’t know if the cultists were sent by Loduss royalty. As Lord of Moonvale, our enemies would take advantage of your presence away from town.”

 Kavan stared at nothing. 

It was just a thought.

 Kavan called up his stats and looked them over. 
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 Kavan mentally reviewed what he had learned from Brom. He managed to bring his Enchantment Skill up to 2nd degree. The hard truth of the matter was Kavan couldn’t enchant anything higher than 2nd degree. The skill matched the degrees of mana spheres. Despite having 6th degree in Fire and Body spheres, his skill would only allow him to enchant up to 2nd degree. To make stronger enchantments, he needed the skill to match the sphere. It was an odd wrinkle in Kavan’s plans, but one he could overcome by practicing and creating more enchantments. 
 The rest of the time at the dungeon was talking as Kavan worked. Brom seemed to become calmer with each passing hour, often forgetting what he was doing and simply talking about life from long ago. There was an odd moment when the lich mentioned someone from his past, but quickly dismissed it when Kavan looked at him. The dragonkin noticed a small hint of affection in the lich’s dead eyes before he waved it away with a skeletal hand and moved on to something else. 
 After the training was over and the sun set, Brom wished Kavan a safe journey back home and escorted him to the entrance. Kavan sighed to himself, hoping the lich would teleport or portal him back home. Instead, the old lich gave him a small nod and wished him well. He quickly said to bring back two more khess pieces before he closed the thick stone doors in Kavan’s face. 
 The dragonkin remembered the cold walk back. The nights were much colder now and many leaves had fallen off the trees. Kavan created a ball of fire to light the way home and keep him warm. It hovered before him, under perfect control so as to not light the Misty Forest on fire. 
 When Kavan came home, Onka and Nava were already in his bed. The two were holding each other until he slipped in. They quickly latched on to him, asking him how his time with Brom was, telling Kavan in a sleepy tone what they were doing in the morning, and passing out shortly after. 
 The memory slipped away as Kavan sat up. The previous weariness was replaced with new energy for a new day. Kavan slipped out of bed and walked over to his clothes. He began to dress as plans for the day circled around his thoughts. 
 Dressed and out the door, he stepped toward the barn. The door was partially open as he approached and the moment he took hold of it, it burst open. A trio of taurs rushed him with wide smiles and bright eyes. Kavan braced himself as they crashed into him, but it wasn’t enough. All four slammed onto the ground and the dragonkin found himself pinned. 
 “Morning master!” Abby, Myn, and Belle said in unison. 
 “Morning!” Kavan smiled. 
 The three taurs took hold of Kavan’s arms and everyone slowly stood up. Misty air drifted from mouths and noses in the cold air. The three taurs were wearing thick jackets over their overalls. Myn trembled a little. 
 “We have all the harvested crops in the supply room. They’re ready for you,” Abby beamed. 
 Kavan nodded before glancing to the side. The corn stalks had begun to wilt. The whole field looked like it was ready to lay down for the long winter. 
 Abby followed Kavan’s gaze and nodded. “There isn’t enough time for another harvest. Should we cut it down and clear the field?” 
 “We should,” Kavan said as he mentally tried to plan when he could do it. 
 “Not to worry, master. We can cut it down and clear the field. We know you have a lot to do. We’re just happy to help,” Abby grinned. 
 “Let’s get started,” Myn said to Belle. 
 The sleepy eyed taur nodded before following the thinner taur to the side of the barn, where the iron scythes were. 

Everyone is being so helpful. No fighting or carrying on. I can get used to this.


“I think they’re excited at spending the winter in the farmhouse,” Viz said with an incorporeal smile.


Ah.

 “Let’s go into the store room,” Abby said as she turned on her hooves and sauntered back to the barn.  
 Kavan followed. 
 Inside the barn, the pair made their way to a side storeroom. Abby pulled back the bar and opened it. They both stepped in and Kavan took inventory of the full chamber. 
 Sacks of corn took up more than half of the storeroom. The other half had sacks of pumpkins. There were a few large pumpkins, unable to fit in any of the sacks. They were the size of watermelons and the dragonkin wondered if he would be paid more for them. 
 “Everything is ready for you. We couldn’t fit the larger pumpkins in any sacks, but they should still fit in your satchel. We also marked the sacks to keep here, as you told us to do. There are cold chests buried under this pile to the side, still filled with many supplies from summer’s harvest and a few of them filled with plenty of frozen fish. Nava had brought some of her catches here as a gift,” Abby explained. 
 “It seems we will be well stocked for winter. Thank you, Abby. This is really good work.” 
 The taur blushed. “Thank you, master. We simply want our family well-fed during the winter.” 
 Kavan lifted the flap to his satchel and moved toward a pile of corn filled sacks when Abby cleared her throat. Kavan stopped in his tracks and looked over his shoulder to the taur. 
 “Master,” Abby began. “We know everything has been difficult for a time. My taur sisters and I have talked it over, and we don’t wish to make your life harder than it needs to be. If you need us to stay in the barn over the winter, we understand. 
 “The barn is warm enough for us. We know you have the difficult task of being Lord of Moonvale and choosing a lady to rule at your side. We only want you to be happy. That is why, if it will give you peace, we can limit our time in the house.” 
 Kavan turned to the beautiful taur with a warm smile. 
 Abby continued, “We also wanted to tell you, you should pick Onka to be your lady.” 
 Kavan kept his gaze warm. He stepped closer to the taur, took her hand into his, lifted it up and kissed it. 
 “Thank you for everything you have done and your honesty. I haven’t chosen who will be my lady, but I will be spending some time really thinking it over before winter arrives. 
 “As for you and your taur sisters spending time in the farmhouse, it’s your home too. I’ll admit, I’m still new to a farming life, but I want you to know, the door is always open. Onka told me how harsh the winters can be here and I wouldn’t feel right, knowing you three were out here freezing when we can all keep each other warm.” 
 Abby’s eyes gleamed with happiness. She threw her arms around Kavan’s neck and hugged him tight. 
 “Thank you, master!” Abby said as tears streaked down her cheek. 
 The pair hugged each other before Abby let go and wiped at her cheek. 
 “Now, help me get the crops into my satchel. I need to get into town so I can bring home some more gold and maybe a surprise,” Kavan winked. 
 “Yes, master,” Abby said with a cheery smile. 
 *** 
 Kavan walked into Shegga’s Grocery. The satchel at his hip was heavy and weighed down on his shoulder. Despite the mystical nature of the satchel, reducing the weight and having much larger dimensional pockets, it was still heavy as the dragonkin made his way deeper into the shop. 
 By the counter ahead, Hynrik and Shegga stood. The kobold looked up to the tall arachnix. The pair stopped talking as they both turned to Kavan approaching. The kobold smiled and Hynrik gave a hearty nod. On the counter was the largest pumpkin Kavan had ever seen. It was bigger than Shegga and Hynrik’s hand was resting on it. 
 “Welcome, Lord Cynder,” Shegga smiled. “Today is my lucky day. I assume you’re here to sell your crops?” 
 Kavan nodded as he approached and stood with them. The dragonkin couldn’t take his gaze off the giant pumpkin. 
 Hynrik stood a little straighter and smiled. “Despite the storm, my pumpkins survived and thrived. How did your crops fare?” 
 “They…” Kavan was cut off by Shegga. 
 “Don’t talk about it, show it!” the kobold smirked. 
 Kavan blinked at the kobold. He then opened the flap to his satchel and reached in with both hands. Shegga and Hynrik watched as Kavan pulled out a pumpkin. It warped from the mystical satchel and solidified into its true, pumpkin form.  
 Kavan placed it on the counter, beside Hynrik’s much bigger pumpkin. 
 Dragonkin and arachnix glanced at each other as something unspoken was implied by the different sizes. 
 “Not bad for your first autumn harvest,” Hynrik said with an understanding tone. 
 “Thank you,” Kavan said as he glanced at the bigger pumpkin. 
 Shegga grinned as she tried to stifle her own laughter. 
 Hynrik puffed out his chest a little as his eyes took on an understanding edge. “The key to bigger crops is the kind of fertilizer used. I’ll copy one of my recipes for you. Come spring, you will have larger crops, almost as big as mine.” 
 Shegga giggled. 
 Kavan scratched at the scales along the back of his head. “Um, thank you. It’s appreciated.” 
 Hynrik bowed his head. “Anything to assist the Lord of Moonvale.” 
 “Alright men, keep pulling out your sacks and placing them in the corner there. I’ll tally it up and prepare payments,” Shegga ordered. 
 The dragonkin and arachnix nodded to the kobold before they began pulling out sacks from their satchels. 
 An hour slipped by as the three of them worked. Hynrik pulled out everything he had and left to get special barrels from his cart outside. Kavan remained as he pulled out the last sack and pumpkin from his satchel. He placed them on his pile and turned to the kobold. 
 Shegga had two parchments on the counter, tallying up Kavan and Hynrik’s harvests individually. She finished marking Kavan’s sheet. She scribbled down a few numbers and looked up at Kavan with no nonsense eyes. 
 “You had a good harvest,” Shegga said and continued, “Since pumpkins have been in such high demand and corn is an excellent crop to store for winter, I think this may be your most profitable harvest yet.” 
 Kavan looked at the kobold with neutral eyes, waiting for the final payment tally. 
 Shegga’s expression softened into a smile. “Final earning is 1,500 gold.” 
 Kavan smiled and nodded as dollar signs filled his mind. 
 “If you increase your farm land and bring me more crops like these, you may earn almost as much as Hynrik. Wait here as I get your payment from the back.” 
 Kavan watched the kobold step into the back. 

I can buy more land and have plenty left over for the winter. Things are looking up!

 Shegga stepped out from the back with a sack in her hand. She placed the heavy sack on the counter and pushed it to the edge. Kavan stepped over and picked it up. 
 “It’s all there,” Shegga said as she looked up at the dragonkin with affectionate eyes. “You still haven’t decided on who will be Lady of Moonvale.” 
 Kavan placed the sack of gold coins in his open satchel and closed the flap. “I'm still thinking it over.” 
 Shegga slowly blinked at the tall dragonkin. “My offer still stands. Winters can be cold, but I know I can keep you warm.” 
 Kavan kept a polite smile. 
 Shegga leaned over her short counter as she looked up with sultry eyes. “Don’t worry if you don’t pick me. As one of your royal advisors, it is my duty to help the lord with anything he needs.” 
 “Um…” Kavan said before bowing, turning on his heels and walking out toward the front of the store. 
 “I love when you play hard to get,” Shegga laughed. 
 Kavan stepped out into the clear, cold morning light.  

“Shegga is thirsty!” Viz laughed.

 Kavan smirked before looking over to Hynrik. The arachnix was taking a barrel off his cart and placing it down. He gave another firm head nod before going back to his work. 
 Kavan said goodbye to the arachnix before turning and making his way to the town center. 
 Brown leaves blew in the slight breeze as the dragonkin walked along. Many of the townsfolk were out, enjoying the brisk morning. Heads turned and bowed to the dragonkin as he entered the center. Kavan smiled and bowed to everyone. Ammi, the dryad, walked over and gave Kavan a tight hug before letting go and sauntering away.  
 The good feelings continued as Kavan made his way to the mayor’s office, opened the door and stepped inside. 
 Mayor Sunaxe lifted his gaze from many parchments on his desk. The orc gave a wide smile before he was up and stepped around his desk. The dragonkin and the orc met in the middle of the long office and embraced each other. 
 After a moment, Kogan pulled back and kept his smile. “Good to see you on this fine morning! How have you been?” 
 “Good. Just sold most of my harvest to Shegga. Made a bit of coin and thought I should come here to discuss expanding my land.” 
 The mayor gave an enthusiastic nod before turning and walking back to his desk. Kavan followed until he stood before the desk.  
 Kogan shifted some papers around as he spoke, “I was just looking at the property borders along the lands outside of town.” 
 “Is there enough land to expand my property? I know to the east of my farm is nothing but forest, but I want to be sure I won’t intrude on Hynrik’s lands. I was under the impression he owns a lot of land.” 
 Kogan nodded as he picked up a parchment and gave it a look. “Indeed, Hynrik does own a lot of land, but his farm is much too far from your property. I think it's safe to say, you can expand your borders enough to build your keep.” 
 The older orc placed the parchment down. Kavan looked down on it, seeing Woodhaven Farm, the lines where his fences were, and the property around it.  
 The mayor nodded. “The good news is, there is plenty of land for you to buy. The better news is, it won’t cost too much.” 
 Kavan lifted a scaled, boney brow. 
 Mayor Sunaxe looked at Kavan with warm, fatherly eyes. “To expand your property, it will only cost 1 gold coin.” 
 Kavan blinked. “One coin? I thought it was a thousand?” 
 Kogan nodded. “It was, until Lady Honeydream bought up most of the empty land around Moonvale. She spent enough gold to make Moonvale not just a town, but a city. She truly believes Moonvale can expand. She and I discussed at length about turning the wild areas around the town into a real kingdom. She is fully invested and has some ideas to present to us when the time is right.” 
 The mayor kept his warm smile as he continued, “I know such an action would normally be frowned upon. My gut reaction was to think she was trying to take over, but the fae has a way with words and ideas. Contracts were signed, giving the Lord and Mayor of Moonvale the ability to revoke her claim to any land she bought, without paying the gold back. Lilah has expressed that all relationships must be built on trust and she trusts the two of us to keep everyone’s best interests at heart. 
 “Lady Honeydream added into the property contract that if the Lord of Moonvale wishes to expand his lands, he need only pay one gold coin.” 
 Kavan rubbed his jaw. “What if I decide to buy it all back for one coin?” 
 Kogan let out a deep, belly laugh. “Lilah said you would say that! She also told me that she believes you would not take such a greedy approach. She believes you to be a dragonkin of honor and respect. But, in the event of such an action, it's written in the contract that the Lord or Mayor must pay back at cost for what she paid. That is the only stipulation. As she put it, she trusts us, but she isn't a complete fool with her gold.” 
 The dragonkin smiled. “Lady Honeydream seems like a truly magical person.” 
 Kogan nodded. “That she seems. Either way, pay a single gold coin and your property can be expanded to what we discussed before.” 
 Kavan reached into his belt pouch and pulled out one coin. He placed it on the desk and slid it to the mayor. 
 Mayor Sunaxe kept his smile. “I’ll draw up the new property contract and have it to you the day after tomorrow. With tomorrow’s grand opening of the museum, you can understand why I need a little time.” 
 “Understandable. I will be there at noon for the ribbon cutting,” Kavan said. 
 “It will be a glorious new addition to our town. I do hope it brings many new visitors to Moonvale before winter.” 
 The mayor reached into his robe breast pocket and pulled out a sealed letter. He handed it over to the dragonkin and Kavan took it.  
 “Another letter from Zellee. I hope she returns to Moonvale soon. Many have expressed how much they have missed her.” 
 Kavan smiled. “She has been missed.” 
 The mayor clapped his hands together, “There is still much to do before tomorrow. Enjoy your day, Lord Cynder.” 
 Kavan was about to leave when a tender thought touched his mind. “Kogan, about Dura.” 
 The older orc gave an understanding nod. “She is quite taken by you. I know you are still deciding who will rule at your side. If you are asking for my blessing, you have it. If you want to let me and Dura down easy by choosing someone else, you don’t have to say a word. We understand the choice may be difficult and we don’t want to make that decision any harder by influencing it. When you’re ready, all of us in Moonvale will back your decision.” 
 Kavan bowed to the orc, “Thank you, Kogan.” 
 The mayor bowed. “Thank you, Kavan. I still remember when you arrived at our town, hurt and bleeding. I was worried you were someone who meant harm or to take advantage of our weakened state. It brings me great joy to know you became part of our family and changed all of our lives for the better.” 
 The two men stood up and looked at each other with honor and respect. 
 “See you tomorrow,” Kavan said as he turned and made for the front door. 
 “See you tomorrow,” Kogan said. 
 The moment Kavan left the office and the door closed, Kogan’s eyes trembled. 
 “My dear Delia, our daughter has fallen in love with a good dragonkin. If you are here, bring them luck. I will watch over them both until my time here ends. After that, we both can watch over them, together,” Kogan whispered as a tear streaked down his green cheek.     
 Outside, Kavan held the rolled-up letter as he moved to the fountain edge. The dragonkin sat down and broke the wax seal. His scaled hands unfurled the letter as Kavan’s eyes moved from left to right, reading it in the morning light. 

My dearest Kavan,


I can’t begin to tell you how nervous I am about the show. I’ve worked myself to exhaustion, sewing and preparing my fashion designs. There is talk that the Lord and Lady of Loduss will be there. If they like what they see, I may be asked to stay to provide a royal wardrobe for a year. It is a coveted duty, sought after by most designers in Loduss. For one year, the royalty wears pieces until the next fashion show. Those who are chosen become one of the elites in fashion design. It ensures their designs will be worn across Voldor.


As exciting as it may be, there is a part of me that hopes I don’t get tapped for the prestigious honor. It would mean I could not return to Moonvale for a year. I would have to stay in the kingdom to serve the Bloodcoin royalty, and if the rumors are true, they can be very demanding.


I’m scared and excited at the same time. I miss you, Onka, Lorta, and the taurs so much. I miss our friends. I miss our town. I’ve been tempted to leave in the middle of the night and brave the long journey back to Moonvale just to be close to everyone I love. 


Despite my feelings, I must brave my commitment. I must see the journey to the end. If I am tapped for Loduss, I will honor it with great sadness. If they pass, I will be on the first carriage home, ready to tell you of my adventures. No matter what happens, my thoughts of you keep me strong and calm. 


Keep the lantern burning and wish me the best of luck. If luck is truly on our side, I will be returning to Moonvale within the next coming days.


I love you, with all my heart. Give my love to everyone we hold dear.


Zellee

 Kavan stared at the letter for a long moment. A sorrow touched his heart, missing the arachnix deeply. Hands rolled up the letter and the dragonkin placed it in his satchel. Once it was away, he simply sat. The air was cold and the breeze was refreshing. Scents of autumn leaves filled his nose. The sorrow waned along his heart as he tried to stay positive.  

Is it selfish of me to want her back?


“It’s not selfish to want. It’s selfish to demand,” Viz said with sage advice.

 Kavan nodded as time seemed to stand still in the perfect, autumn morning. 
 A vibrant red-headed goblin appeared at the mouth of Horn Street. 
 Kavan woke from the moment and looked over. His heart beat a little faster, seeing the beautiful goblin as she looked up at the clear, blue sky. Light painted her emerald green features as her vibrant hair practically glowed in the morning light.  
 Time stood still once again, Kavan entranced in the goblin’s beauty as she continued to look up, not aware he was there. He continued to stare as Hagasa lowered her gaze and looked over at him. A warm, cheery smile filled her features like a coy fairy at the edge of a mystical forest. 
 The dragonkin blinked as Hagasa turned and walked directly toward him. Her smile was infectious as her beauty was intoxicating. She crossed the distance and approached the dragonkin as he slowly stood up. 
 “It’s good to see you again, Lord Cynder,” Hagasa said with bright eyes. 
 “Always a pleasure to see you,” Kavan bowed deeply. 
 Heat touched the goblin’s cheeks. “I never had a chance to thank you for what you did for the town. Seeing you fight the cultists was something I have never witnessed before. It was something out of a storybook, the brave knight fighting against impossible odds.” 
 Kavan stood up and smiled. “Everyone helped to stop the cultists.” 
 Hagasa’s smile dimmed a touch as she looked away. “Aside from me. I never felt so useless in my life than I did in that moment. I never witnessed such an attack or fight like that before. Thinking back, I should have done more than simply watch as everyone was fighting for their lives. It doesn’t sit well with me.” 
 Kavan looked down on the goblin with understanding eyes. “Not everyone is meant to fight in every battle. I’m simply thankful you made it out unharmed.” 
 Hagasa looked up, the warm glow returning to her oval eyes. “As am I for you. Ever since that day, I prayed there were no more cultists in Moonvale, so we all could earn a restful peace for a time. I’m happy my prayers were answered, the last few weeks were calm, if a bit cold.” 
 “I feel the same,” Kavan said as he tried not to stare at the goblin. 
 Hagasa watched as the dragonkin looked away. “Is something amiss?” 
 The dragonkin smiled. “No, nothing is amiss. I…” Kavan trailed off. 
 Hagasa kept her gaze warm and understanding. When a heat touched her cheeks, turning the pale green of her skin to a dim pink, she looked away. 
 “Lord Cynder…” Hagasa began. 
 “Please, call me Kavan,” the dragonkin said softly. 
 Hagasa nodded. “Kavan, I don’t know how to say this without it coming out in an odd way. Will you join me for some wine or tea?” 
 Kavan looked at the beautiful goblin. 
 Hagasa took a deep breath and exhaled. “I must admit, I’ve been thinking about you for some time. I know it may be forward, but I have been working up the courage to ask you to join me. I know you’re very busy and I don’t want to take you away from your duties…” 
 “I would love to join you for a drink,” Kavan said with confidence. 
 Hagasa didn’t blink as she looked up at the dragonkin. Her heart pounded in her chest as she looked away shyly. 
 “We can go to the Blue Lantern or maybe the Shouting Troll?” Kavan said. 
 Hagasa didn’t look up as she shifted on her feet. “I was thinking of my place.” 
 Kavan’s eyes widened a hair before they settled down. 
 “I know I can be a little forward. It runs in my family line. We are very affectionate and tend to speak our thoughts. I hope I’m not being rude.” 
 Kavan shook his head as he smiled. “You’re not being rude. I like your honesty. As I may confess, I wanted to see if you wanted to have a drink, or dinner.” 
 “It would appear we feel the same,” Hagasa said with a heated edge to her tone. 

Why does her mere presence affect me like this? I feel like every stupid character in every high school show I’ve seen back on Earth. I’ve kept it together for Onka, Lorta, Zellee, Dura, and for the most part, the taurs. Why do I feel like a complete idiot around her?

 “I’m available now, if you want to have some dream fruit wine together?” Hagasa said with a slow, sultry blink. 
 Kavan’s eyes took on a happy shine. “I would love to join you for some wine.” 
 Hagasa turned away as a dreamy haze filled her spirit. She walked back toward Horn Street, the dragonkin walking along at her side. 
 The door to Breeding Friends opened. Onka stepped out and walked over to her triangular sign on the street. She made sure it was standing correctly when she glanced at the town center not too far away. The goblin remained very still as she watched Hagasa and Kavan walk to Horn Street and disappear from view. 
 Onka’s eyes half closed and a wicked smirk formed.  
 Lilah stepped out of the shop with an egg in her hands. “This blue slime will keep my red slime company.” 
 The fae looked up and followed Onka’s gaze as the goblin stared down the street. 
 “Is everything alright?” the fae asked. 
 “Yes,” Onka said as she turned around to face Lilah. “I thought my sign shifted in the wind. It’s fine. I’m glad you like the slime. If you need any more friends for your slimes, you know where to find them.” 
 Lilah nodded as she cradled the large egg with runic symbols in her hands.  
 “You’re a terrible liar,” Lilah smirked. 
 Onka crossed her arms and eyed the beautiful fae woman. “And you pretend you don’t know anything when in fact, you do know more than you ever say.” 
 Lilah grinned. “It’s the best way to remain mysterious. But, do tell me, what did you see to put you in such a devilish mood?” 
 Onka looked away, but kept her small smile. “My Lord of Moonvale is off on another conquest. It means our power will grow.” 
 Onka looked up at Lilah with knowing eyes. “And you know how much I like new conquests.” 





 Eighteen 
 The door closed behind Kavan. The dragonkin looked around the warm home as Hagasa stepped across the main living room and toward the kitchen. 
 “Make yourself comfortable,” the beautiful goblin with red hair said as she stepped into the kitchen. 
 Kavan stepped further into the living room and a nervous tremble ran up and down his spine.  

Why can’t I shake this feeling? It’s like I walked into a lion’s den and at any moment, I’m going to be attacked and eaten.

 Viz was silent. 
 Kavan stepped to the couch, but did not sit down. The dragonkin’s horned head turned, taking in the fully lived in home. The last time he was here, there were still some boxes stacked in the other room and the kitchen was piled with different crates. Now, everything was in its place. Paintings covered the walls of statues in different poses. Kavan stepped over to a painting and saw that it was a dragonkin in a powerful pose. He turned his gaze to another painting of a small keep amid several taller keeps and towers. A third painting had a lush forest with several black spires stabbing up into the air in the distance.  
 Kavan’s eyes relaxed as he looked at the paintings. There was a familiarity with them that he couldn’t quite understand. It sang to him like a distant song, lost to the noises of the world, but barely there so he could hear it if he focused. 
 Hagasa stepped out of the kitchen with two bottles of wine and two glasses. She stepped closer to the coffee table, put the glasses down and began pouring into each one. 
 “Do you like them?” the goblin asked as she finished pouring. 
 Kavan nodded. “I do. Are they yours?” 
 The goblin smiled as she put the wine bottles down and lifted up both glasses. She crossed the short distance and held up a glass to the dragonkin. Kavan took the glass and held it as he continued to look at the paintings of the forest and spires in the distance. 
 “They are,” Hagasa nodded. “I’ve always had a fascination with dragons and landscapes.” 
 “Have you been to the Spire Cities?” Kavan asked. 
 “I saw them in the distance. I was visiting the merchant kingdoms and managed to see a few dragonkin on my visit. Your people always left a wonderful impression on me,” Hagasa said and lifted up her wine glass. 
 Dragonkin and goblin clinked glasses before taking a long sip. The berry taste of the wine soothed Kavan’s nerves. He instantly relaxed. 
 Hagasa glanced at Kavan's spear and satchel. “You can put your spear and items on a chair over by the door. Stay for a time. We have the rest of the day.” 
 Kavan nodded. He put his glass on the coffee table and took hold of the sheath strap across his chest. He unhooked it and removed the sheathed spear. Kavan stepped to the chair by the door. He leaned his spear against the wall. The satchel, cloak, and his leather armor came off and were placed on the chair.  
 Hagasa sipped her wine as Kavan turned around, wearing his flowing white shirt, brown leather leggings and black boots. He stepped over and scooped up his wine glass. The pair took another sip.  
 “Let’s have a seat,” Hagasa said as she sat down and draped her arm over the top edge of the couch. 
 Kavan sat down and looked at the goblin just a foot and a half away. The sunlight streaming in the window caused Hagasa’s skin to glow with an emerald hue. Her hair was vibrant against her skin and her large, pointed green ears stabbed out from her wavy hair.  
 The dragonkin couldn’t resist looking down at her plump and inviting cleavage. She made no attempt to hide it with her tight top. Kavan took another sip and his body relaxed a little more. The anxiety he felt before had dulled and the mood held a hazy shroud of dreamy peace. 
 “I hope this isn’t too forward of me, but there are rumors you are deciding on a lady to rule by your side. I have seen several women in town who look at you with affectionate eyes.” 
 Kavan smiled and looked down at his drink. “It has been the talk of the town since the beginning of autumn.” 
 “Do you have any prospects?” Hagasa said with a relaxed tone. 
 Kavan looked at the beautiful goblin. “Are you considering the position?” 
 Hagasa let out a joyful and amused laugh. It washed over Kavan like dipping his hand into a cool, summer stream. 
 Hagasa sipped her wine before looking Kavan in the eyes. “What if I am? Would you consider it?” 
 Kavan smirked. “It depends. I know almost everyone in town very well.” 
 “But you don’t know me,” the goblin said with warm eyes. 
 “I don’t mean to be rude. You seem very genuine, but we don’t know each other.” 
 “I didn’t take it the wrong way. I can understand such a decision would be difficult. With so many beautiful women in town, it must make the decision impossible.” 
 Hagasa’s eyes narrowed a hair, “Especially with Onka.”  
 Kavan nodded as he kept his gaze on Hagasa. “Onka and I have a special relationship. She has already told me that she is not interested in ruling at my side. Have you both spoken to each other?” 
 Hagasa shook her head slightly before taking a sip of wine. “We haven’t had the opportunity. She is lovely from the times I have seen her. I can tell she loves you very much.” 
 Hagasa’s relaxed eyes looked away. “I don’t wish to cause a rift in your relationship.” 
 It was Kavan’s turn to smile. “We’ve already talked about you. I wouldn’t be here if there was going to be some kind of rift.” 
 The striking goblin slowly blinked as she held her wine glass. “Kavan, why are we here?” 
 A small silence filled the living room. Dragonkin and goblin looked at each other with relaxed eyes. 
 Kavan took a deep sip of wine before placing the glass on the coffee table. His slitted eyes looked upon the beautiful goblin before him and his heart spoke the truth. 
 “I don’t know if what I’m going to say makes any sense, but I felt a connection the moment we met. It was like, we were two halves of the same spirit,” Kavan said with a soft tone. 
 Hagasa looked down at Kavan’s strong, scaled hand on his leg. “I… I felt the same,” she said before looking into Kavan’s eyes. “I still feel it. It has haunted me for a long time, but everyone on Voldor knows connections come in many different ways and between many different people.” 
 Kavan nodded. “It does. I do have a connection with Onka, there is no doubt about that, but it's different from the connection I feel with you. It buzzes at me and I find I can’t think straight. Even now, I feel words cannot express everything I’m trying to say.” 
 Hagasa’s eyes trembled slightly before a sultry confidence took root. The goblin stood up from the couch and faced the dragonkin. Kavan stared as Hagasa took hold of her top and pulled it up over her head. Her firm, pale green breasts hung unassisted against gravity’s pull. Her dark green nipples stood erect as her shirt was placed on the couch. Her vibrant red hair spilled down along the sides of her head and over her shoulders. 
 Kavan was silent as the stunning goblin snaked her hips out of her leather leggings and stepped out of her boots. Her eyes dripped with a sultry gleam as she slid her leggings and boots away. 
 Kavan’s gaze admired the beautiful goblin. Her limbs were long for her size. Smooth, green skin covered her fit and sensual form. A tuft of crimson red hair along the top of her womanhood looked like a neon flame. Her pink lips budded as the goblin made no attempt to cover herself. She stood nude with a deep hunger in her large oval eyes. 
 “We don’t need words to express ourselves,” Hagasa said with a sultry whisper. 
 Kavan nodded once before he stood up. His scaled hands moved on automatic, taking hold of his own clothes and pulling them off.  
 Hagasa watched with an intense gaze, seeing Kavan’s strong chest as his flowing shirt came off. Her gaze traveled down, drinking in his muscular form. The click of him unbuckling his belt caused a dim shudder to fill the goblin. Wetness bloomed as Hagasa was finding it more and more difficult to stay standing. She tried to take her mind off her own reactions, admiring Kavan’s strong neck. When Kavan stepped out of his leggings and pushed them away with his boots, Hagasa’s gaze fell on his impressive and rising member. 
 The goblin stepped closer. Her hand reached forward and caressed Kavan’s member. It was still pointed down and jumped to her touch. She took hold with both hands like she had dreamed of touching it for a long time. 
 Kavan looked down as Hagasa sat on the edge of the couch. She pushed her cleavage to his shaft while she bent her head and licked at the base of it. Her hands moved, gently stroking his member between her cleavage. Her oval eyes looked up, but her hands never strayed. 
 “I can be anything you want me to be,” Hagasa said with a breathy whisper. “Don’t be afraid to demand of me for I will not be afraid to demand of you.” 
 Heat bloomed along the dragonkin as Hagasa lifted his throbbing member and gave the head a sensual lick. Her full lips kissed the end before she closed her eyes and licked at the tip. Her movements were slow, enjoying the intimate sensations. Her tongue ran along the underside of the shaft and kissed the tip again. 
 “I dreamt of this since I saw you. I can’t stop how wet I am for you. Your power and strength have always affected me, but so has your kindness and understanding,” Hagasa whispered before bending her head down and gently sucking on the throbbing tip. 
 Kavan’s mind and body swirled with bliss as her warm, plump lips sucked on him. Thick inches slid past full lips and Hagasa’s tongue undulated and slathered along the shaft. Kavan’s eyes half closed as he looked down on the beautiful goblin taking one inch after another, slowly into her inviting lips and mouth. 
 Muffled moans rose up between them. Kavan’s hand trembled as he touched her hair and ran his spindly fingers through it. A familiar sensation rolled through him, but before he could get another thought in his mind, Hagasa moaned louder. Her lips touched the base of his cock and pulled back slowly. Her tongue pressed under the meaty shaft as she tried to pull his soul through his member. 
 When she reached the tip, her lips let go and she looked up with dreamy eyes. Her hand stroked his member as she stared up with desire. 
 “You taste so good. I could suck on you for days. Even if you tried to slap me away, I will never stop sucking on you,” Hagasa said with a desperate whisper before taking the tip of his dragonhood back in her mouth with tight lips. 
 Kavan weaved on his feet. The wet and sensual sensations overpowered his reason and logic. 
 Hagasa’s head bobbed with a strong tempo, lips running along the shaft as wetness spilled from between her legs and soaked into the couch. Her nerves flared like wild fires and her moans vibrated along the thick shaft as her lips tried to ease them down. 
 Hagasa’s scent drifted up between them and Kavan took a deep inhale. A fire was ignited and his eyes flashed with heat. Animalistic urges took hold and Kavan growled his needs. The goblin’s scent drove him mad as it was a scent he recognized. It curled around his heart like a faraway dream. 
 Darker urges surged into Kavan’s limbs and cock. He reached down and grabbed the goblin sucking on him. With controlled force he lifted her up. The moment Kavan’s cock slipped from her mouth, she cried out like she had lost a piece of herself. Kavan’s serpent gaze held a defined menace as he practically slammed the beautiful goblin on the couch. 
 Hagasa was stunned, not from the force of the blow, but the sheer ecstasy from it. Her eyes rolled into her head as her breathing labored. 
 Kavan let go of her arms and took hold of her thighs. He lifted one up and held it against the seat of the couch. He held the other one open. His slitted eyes looked down with hungry urges as wetness spilled from her pink valley. Her hips moved of their own will as Hagasa clutched at the couch. Her chest heaved as her eyes remained firmly in her head. 
 “That’s it. Take what you want. Force your urges on me and I will not relent. Take me my handsome dragonkin,” Hagasa whispered as a pink heat glowed along her green cheeks. 
 Kavan knelt down between her parted legs. His long tongue snaked out and licked at her wet clit. The simple lick caused Hagasa to shudder. She moved her hips, wanting him to lick her into submission. Kavan couldn’t resist the heat and lurid scents filling his nose. He stuffed the end of his small snout to her valley entrance and let his tongue speak for him. It slathered and licked at the goblin, grazing her pearl. Hagasa let out a breathy cry as her body vibrated with her needs. Her fingers curled into the fabric of the couch as her legs were firmly held open. Strong fingers pressed on her tender thighs as the dragonkin’s tongue whipped at her clit, each lick weakening her resolve. 
 “Please… don’t stop my love,” Hagasa whispered before her eyes rolled back and widened. 
 Kavan remained between the goblin’s tender thighs. His tongue lashed and slathered like a wild animal. When a sharp inhale of air touched his ears, the goblin in his grasp shuddered hard. 
 Hagasa moaned as her eyes slid back into her head. Her nerves tightened until they shattered into magical explosions. A deep pit yawned within the goblin as her body trembled. A tidal wave of bliss slammed into her and she cried out for more. Her chest arched up as Kavan spoke the intimate language of lust. The goblin’s soul cracked and she fell from the heavens like a comet. 
 Kavan’s eyes flashed with heat as wetness surged. He lapped at the apex between Hagasa’s thighs, her taste changing as orgasms ripped her soul to shreds. The goblin heaved and labored for a breath. A gasp touched the air as Kavan continued to slay her with his tongue. 
 “My lord… please sit,” Hagasa said with a heaving whisper. 
 Kavan pulled his head up and looked at the goblin. His mind had turned primal, only wanting to drive his spear into her soft, tender flesh. But her voice broke the spell. A yearning touched him, one he didn’t understand. His body moving on automatic, he did as he was told. Kavan sat on the couch as the faraway dream drew closer. 
 Hagasa sat up. Her eyes dripped desire as she crawled onto the dragonkin and sat on his lap. She pressed her full lips to his, Kavan’s throbbing member between them. She hugged him, keeping his cock between them as their tongues danced. Planting her feet, the goblin rose up and pressed her dripping valley to the tip of Kavan’s member. With a muffled moan, she let gravity take hold and slowly impaled herself on him. Wetness dripped down his shaft as she sank further and further down. When she reached the hilt, she snuggled on him as she kissed his neck. 
 Kavan took hold of her round, bubble ass. The goblin was tight as her body betrayed her. She squeezed and moved slightly, just enough to keep his attention. Hagasa pulled back, her hands grabbing at her own, full breasts. She squeezed them and rubbed her nipples as she gently moved on Kavan’s standing member. 
 Kavan was entranced, watching the goblin lost in the throes of passion. The connection between them felt familiar as Kavan tried to keep his thoughts. His hunger for release rattled the bars of his spirit, but he held back as Hagasa moaned like a primal creature. 
 “I’ve missed you… I’ve missed you so much… my love,” Hagasa moaned. 
 Kavan’s senses sharpened at the goblin’s words. They didn’t make sense as she moved on him, keeping their connection tight and close. 
 Hagasa opened her eyes and looked deep into Kavan’s eyes. “Did you miss me?” 
 Kavan blinked as heat and ecstasy boiled between them. Trapped in her intimate embrace, one thought barely strung to another. The sound of the goblin’s ass smacking on his thighs and the scent between them caused a heated confusion, one Kavan couldn’t break from. 
 Hagasa moved her hips with steady power. Her oval eyes glowed with heat as she heaved with parted lips. 
 Kavan’s willpower began to slip as Hagasa moaned louder. 
 Time stopped and Kavan stared into Hagasa’s eyes. The pupils in her eyes turned into sharp slits. Skin rippled along her body. Her mouth pushed out as wide, pointed ears began to sink back into her head. The crimson red hair pulled into her head and her body grew larger. 
 Kavan grabbed at the goblin’s waist, ready to throw her off of him. Feminine, scaled hands grabbed onto his shoulders and nails dug into his skin. Hagasa’s form rippled and warped. Kavan watched in stunned silence as her green skin shifted into a reddish hue. Scales appeared along her neck and into her cheeks and face. Small horns stabbed out the back of her head as a small snout formed. She grew larger until she was nearly his size. Strong thighs continued to work, trying to coax Kavan’s soul into her womb. Her breasts grew larger and pressed against Kavan’s chest.  
 Logic screamed along Kavan’s mind to push her off, but something else whispered to him. It slammed logic into the back of his mind as a heated desire welled up, unable to be controlled. 
 Kavan stared at a red dragonkin woman, moving on his member with sensual delight.  
 “You remember,” the dragonkin woman whispered before she let out a long moan. 
 Kavan’s cock thickened and the dragonkin woman moaned and whimpered to his throbbing girth. Her red breasts bounced into his face with pale red nipples standing erect. Hagasa licked at his snout as she continued to ride Kavan’s member. 
 Willpower cracked. Kavan’s hands held the other dragonkin by the waist. His grip tightened as he slammed her down to the hilt.  
 The dragonkin woman let out a deep moan as she lifted her snout into the air. Her eyes fluttered as a string of orgasms crashed into her. 
 Kavan’s entire world burst into a thick orgasm. Molten seed spurted in their tight connection. The dragonkin on his lap squeezed and moved, milking his cock of more and more seed. Bliss flared as the two lovers held onto each other. The female dragonkin craned her head forward and pressed her forehead to Kavan’s forehead. Hips moved slowly as the pair was caught in a spiraling bliss. 
 “Joros?” the female dragonkin whispered. “It’s me, Zondra.” 
 The feeling of bliss slowly died. Kavan kept his hands on her waist. Confusion slipped into a dark mood. 
 Zondra opened her eyes and looked Kavan in his eyes. “Don’t you remember?” 
 “I don’t know who you are,” Kavan said softly. 
 The warm joy between them began to fall away. Zondra looked down, her blissful eyes filling with sorrow and pain. Fingers trembled as the red dragonkin let go. She sat up, but remained on Kavan’s lap. 
 Kavan was leaning back in the seat, his eyes hard and sharp. 
 Zondra pulled herself up. The connection between them slipped out. She crawled onto the couch beside Kavan and sat. The pain grew in her eyes as she looked away. 
 “I… I thought… if we were together… you would remember,” Zondra said with a timid tone. 
 “I can’t remember if we never met,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 An awkward feeling touched the living room, changing the mood.  
 Zondra stared at nothing as she spoke, “I thought you simply wanted time away. I thought you were having an internal crisis and I gave you some space. With time, I thought you would become like your old self. When you disappeared, I thought this meant you were trying to find yourself and your purpose again.” 
 Kavan was silent. 
 “I was worried sick for months,” Zondra said as a tear streaked down from her eye. “I imagined you appearing at the doorstep to our home. I imagined it every day and every night, but as time went on, that hope dwindled a little each time.” 
 Zondra looked at Kavan with heartfelt eyes. “Joros, you must remember something about me, about us together?” 
 Kavan looked at the dragonkin beside him. “I’m not Joros. My name is Kavan.” 
 Zondra shook her head. “Your name is Joros Starflame. You were a sculptor. We raised three beautiful hatchlings together. Your sculptures stand in several of the spire cities. You are a gifted and respected artist. You were well on your way to ascending to the dragon gods, to serve as a guardian of Voldor. We were going to live the next few hundred years together before joining the rest of our families in guardianship.” 
 Kavan’s eyes dripped with sadness. He stood up and walked over to his clothes. Hands lashed out, grabbing his shirt and putting it on. Next, the leggings slipped on and then he picked up his boots. 
 Zondra stood up from the couch. She stepped over to a closet, opened it and took out a robe.  
 The awkward gloom remained, digging its claws into both dragonkin. When they finished dressing or covering up, they turned to each other, a healthy distance apart. 
 Zondra stood still, keeping her gaze on Kavan. “Did you fall in love with Onka? Is that why you disappeared and changed your name? If I knew you loved goblins, she could have come to stay with us. We could have gotten a home in the merchant kingdoms. We all could have loved each other.” 
 Kavan shook his head. “It’s… complicated, but no, I didn’t leave you for Onka. I only met Onka when I arrived here in early spring.” 
 Kavan looked at Zondra’s pained gaze. “I’m not who you think I am. I’m different. I’m not your Joros. My name is Kavan Cynder.” 
 Zondra took a step closer as she fought at the growing pain along her soul. “Was it a spell, or an accident? Did someone do this to you to strike at our family? You can tell me. We are still connected to many who can help you.” 
 Kavan’s brow hardened before he relaxed. “Zondra, I don’t want or need any help. I wish I could explain it, but I don’t think you will understand.” 
 Zondra’s hand touched the back of the couch as her eyes gleamed wet. “Help me understand.” 
 Rage flashed along Kavan’s eyes. He lifted his chin as he looked at the dragonkin. 
 “You came here, lied to me about who you were and tried to convince me that I am someone I’m not,” Kavan growled. 
 Zondra bowed her head in shame. “I had to know. When word reached me of a red dragonkin on the edge of civilization, I had to know more. I came to Loduss as quickly as I could. Paladins in the Divine Alliance said they would investigate the matter. 
 “I waited patiently for them to come back with you. When only one came back from three, the paladin told me he couldn’t complete his mission, because you had become the Lord of Moonvale. He didn’t have the authority to bring you back anymore.” 
 “Was it only you who came to Loduss?” Kavan asked with suspicious eyes. 
 Zondra kept her head bowed. “Only I came here, no one else. I know Drayke is here, but our families do not know each other, not that I cared for them. I only cared about finding my Joros, finding you.” 
 Kavan gritted his sharp teeth. “What happened to Joros, before he left? What changed?” 
 Zondra lifted her head with sad eyes. “My beloved Joros was a kind and curious soul. He filled his mind with all manner of books, stories, and philosophies. But a year before his disappearance, he changed. He loved to work on his many sculptures, but I saw the change as it happened. He found no joy in his creations anymore. He worked less and less on his sculptures until he stopped completely. 
 “Joros spent most of his time in the grand libraries. I saw him from time to time, thinking an idea or mood had taken hold of him. You know how artists can be. I thought you would have worked it out and then return to me when you were ready. But that didn’t happen.” 
 Zondra fought back a tear. “You simply left. There was no note or warning. You disappeared. I was devastated. I inquired with the Divine Alliance and they said they would aid me in the search. When the paladin, Kuro, told me what happened, I took it upon myself to find out more. 
 “I took on the form of Hagasa. I moved into Moonvale to see for myself what happened to my bonded beloved.” 
 Zondra’s shoulders trembled as she fought harder against her own sorrow. “My time here has opened my eyes. You… don’t behave like my Joros. I thought if I could bring back something familiar, or behave like we used to be, it would wake you from this terrible spell.” 
 Kavan looked at the paintings on the walls.  
 Zondra gave a sheepish nod. “Those are my paintings, but they are of your sculptures, our home away from the cities, and a view of our special place we liked to visit. I thought if you saw them, it might bring back your memory. It would help you become you again.” 
 Kavan’s gaze softened. “There is no memory to bring back. I’m not Joros. I may have his body, but he’s not here. He’s gone.” 
 Zondra’s eyes trembled before she looked away. “I can feel the truth in your words. I have seen you and listened to you and it is different. It… cuts away at my reason, but I couldn’t stop myself from coming here. I had to know. I had to know what happened to my Joros.” 
 Kavan’s heart beat hard in his chest. An unseen force pulled at him and he could not resist it. The dragonkin walked over to Zondra and stood before her. Zondra looked into Kavan’s eyes with defeated sadness. 
 “Zondra, I can only tell you my first memory here. I woke up by the road between Moonvale and the Shadowsand Desert. I had nothing on me, except my clothes. There were no notes, letters, or trinkets to identify where I came from. I had to fight for my life against feral kobolds. Injured, I made my way to Moonvale and the people here healed me.  
 “I had nothing, so I made Moonvale my home. The town has become my family. Despite whatever past we may have shared, it’s not enough for me to leave. I’m no longer your Joros. I’m different.” 
 Tears streaked down from Zondra’s eyes. “My Joros is truly dead.” 
 Zondra’s legs trembled. The dragonkin leaned hard on the top edge of the couch. Kavan reached out and grabbed her waist to keep her from falling. In a blink, Zondra threw her arms around Kavan’s neck and hugged him. She buried her face in his neck and sobbed. 
 Kavan’s body tensed at the sudden embrace, but the more she sobbed, the less he wanted to break away. Instead, he held her close, letting her cry it out. 
 Time stood still as the two dragonkin held each other. The sobs grew weaker. Kavan’s heart sagged in his chest, lost to Zondra’s pain. When she stopped sobbing, Zondra pulled back and stood under her own power. 
 “Thank you, Kavan, for giving me a small piece of closure. I’m sorry for any trouble and deception I have caused. I didn’t mean to disrupt your life, but I had to be sure. I had to know what became of my beloved,” Zondra said with tears in her eyes. 
 Kavan bowed his head in sadness. “I wish it was different. I wish this didn’t cause you any torment. For this, I am sorry.” 
 Zondra wiped away the tears from under her eyes. “It seems we are both tormented. I don’t know how you came into my Joros’s body, but I would be selfish to destroy our lives over a mystery we don’t understand.” 
 Zondra lifted her chin as she tried to collect herself. “You have nothing to fear from me. I will not speak of this with anyone. Moonvale and its people need you. I have seen it with my own eyes and listened with my own ears. You have brought a hope to the people here that they didn’t have before.” 
 Zondra bowed slightly at the hips, “If I may ask, I wish to stay here in Moonvale. There is nothing for me to return to, our… I mean Joros and I’s home is filled with too many memories for me. Knowing what I know now, it would bring nothing but sorrow to my life.” 
 Kavan gave a solemn nod. “Would you be staying as yourself now?” 
 The female red dragonkin gave a small, amused smile. “I believe two dragonkin here in Moonvale is more than enough. I can resume my form of Hagasa. Our shapeshifting abilities allow us to take on different forms for long periods at a time.” 
 Kavan was silent, unsure what to say. 
 Zondra saw the look in Kavan’s eyes and her smile grew a little more. “You don’t remember how to shapeshift? We used to shapeshift all the time as we travelled. I even shapeshifted for many of your sculptures.” 
 “I’m learning many things the longer I’m here,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 Zondra let out a soft giggle before nodding. “If you allow me to stay, I can help show you everything we can do. It may take some practice, but I’m sure it will come back to you.” 
 “Why would you do that?” Kavan asked. 
 “What else do I have?” Zondra said with a sad smile. “Moonvale has already grown on me. The people here are wonderful. There is a loving respect here I haven’t seen in a long time. For a town on the edge, there is an excitement here I never felt before.  
 “I promise to be a helpful part of the community.” 
 Kavan eyed the beautiful red dragonkin in front of him. 

I don’t know how I feel about this. She could be very helpful, but I will always be a painful reminder of her Joros. I don’t know if it’s my place to say if she can stay or go.


“Kavan, you’re the Lord of Moonvale. I think the title gives you the exact authority to do as you wish,” Viz said in an understanding tone.


What if I make her grief worse?


“Worse than what she is already going through? She will have to work out her own pain. It is not for you to do it for her. If she needs to spend time here to understand that her beloved is gone, you would be helping her by allowing her to work through her grief. She has the presence of mind to try.”

 Kavan looked into Zondra’s slitted eyes.  
 “Zondra, I would be honored if you stayed here in Moonvale, for as long as you like,” Kavan said with a slight bow. 
 The red dragonkin woman nodded. “Thank you, Lord Cynder. I am honored to be here, under your brave leadership.” 
 Kavan tried to give a comforting smile. Instead, he turned with a half-smile and stepped toward the front door. 
 Zondra watched as Kavan picked up his spear and satchel. He glanced back before opening the front door and stepped out onto the street. The door closed shut and a silence filled the small home. 
 Zondra sank down to her knees as her tears returned. She bent forward and sobbed into her hands, her body trembling in sorrow. 
 *** 
 Kavan walked with a haunted expression. The dragonkin exited out the West Gate and onto a dirt road. He turned and headed south, toward a large outcropping of trees in the distance. 
 What happened between him and Zondra curled along his thoughts like a weeping ghost. The world around him seemed to fade in and out as he made his way to the edge of the woods and then stepped in. 

What am I doing? I’m letting Zondra stay? She’s a dragonkin and wife to the body I inhabit. Drayke really screwed this up. He destroyed lives on two worlds and now all of us have to pick up the pieces.

 Kavan looked up and saw the open gates to the Moonvale Cemetery. His expression blank, he made his way past the gate into the cemetery proper. 
 It had been some time since he was last here. The cemetery was clean and organized. There were no strange vines or roots like when he used to visit with Nava. He and the siren cleaned up a lot of the mess, bringing some semblance back to the old cemetery, but now, it looked like it was ready to receive regular visitors. 

Takk may have been a cultist of Omyd, but he did some fine work getting this place in order.

 The dragonkin walked along the standing tombstones as a calm cascaded over his senses. 

I couldn’t tell her to leave. That would have been kicking her while she was down.


“Do you want Zondra to leave Moonvale?” Viz asked.

 Kavan shook his head. 

No, not really. Despite her ability to fool me with shapeshifting and everything said, I still feel a connection. Is it my connection to her, or Joros’s connection to her? It’s all so muddled, I don’t know where my life begins and others end. 


“Kavan, your feelings are not meant to be locked up in a safe and buried deep in your soul. It’s okay to feel. It’s okay to know sorrow and happiness. You may be on a grand quest to restore balance to Voldor, but that doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to feel as you go. Our time here has been filled with victories, pain, and affairs of the heart. It’s okay to be you.”

 Kavan walked and looked at the mounds of dried leaves on graves. The trees in the cemetery were nearly bare as a chill filled the air. 

I need to take my mind off things for a while.

 The dragonkin lifted a hand and made an arcane gesture. Mana flared and pulsed through his body. As Kavan walked, faint silhouettes touched the edges of his gaze. Spirits glided closer to the dragonkin and smiled. 
 Kavan sat on a small, stone bench as several spirits floated closer in the daylight. 
 “Tell me your stories,” Kavan said as the Decay Sphere pulsed from deep within. 
 Disembodied voices touched Kavan’s ears and mind. Orcs, trolls, ogres, goblins, and fae crowded around to tell the dragonkin their stories. 
 Kavan stayed for a time. He continued to cast a spell from the Decay Sphere as the spirits spoke to him. It wasn’t long before an alert filled his gaze. 

You have gained 1 degree in the Decay Sphere. Decay Sphere is now 2nd Degree.


You have gained a drop of mana to your mana pool.

 Kavan nodded as he listened to the ghostly voices of tales from long ago. 
 *** 
 The sun sank below the horizon. The blood moon hovered over the western horizon, nearly touching it. The air grew colder as the last rays of sunlight disappeared from the sky. 
 Onka stood on the porch, a blanket around her shoulders and a worried look in her eyes. The chill bit deeper, but she remained, looking for any sign of Kavan. 
 A shadow stepped from the woods across the dirt road and approached the front gate. Onka’s eyes widened as relief touched her heart. 
 Kavan opened the gate and stepped in. The dragonkin looked haggard and exhausted. He managed a small smile as he approached the steps and looked up at the beautiful goblin with a blanket. 
 “You don’t seem happy,” Onka said with concern in her eyes. 
 The shadows over Kavan’s eyes pulled back as he looked at the goblin with love. 
 “There is something I have to tell you. Let’s go inside, so we can talk in private,” Kavan said and stepped up onto the porch. 
 Onka darted forward and hugged the dragonkin around the waist. Kavan looked down with warm affection as he hugged Onka, his heart quickening to her embrace. 





 Nineteen 
 Onka blinked as she sat on the bed. Kavan sat across from her, the couple fully clothed except for their boots. The mood in the bedroom was a somber one, as Kavan finished explaining what happened with Hagasa and Zondra. The dragonkin didn’t omit any details, knowing that Hexnia would understand everything he said. Kavan did wonder if Onka would understand, but the recent revelation was too big to cut it up into smaller pieces. 
 Onka looked away, “I don’t know what to say. This is a lot.” 
 Kavan nodded. “It is. I didn’t think I should keep it from you, since her presence here will affect all of our lives, even if Zondra keeps herself hidden. She plans to stay as Hagasa and act like a normal resident in town.” 
 Onka lifted up her knees and hugged them. The goblin continued to look away as thoughts churned behind her eyes. 
 “If she stays true to her word, she might be able to help us,” Onka said in a low tone. 
 Kavan simply looked at the goblin. 
 Onka continued, “Zondra has knowledge of the Spire Cities and that part of Voldor. It may help us in the future. It’s also advantageous that she is a dragonkin. Nava and I have been talking and we believe there has been no invasion because of how revered your people are. Two dragonkin here has kept Loduss at bay, but three might invite the wrath of the Spire Cities if any of you are harmed or killed.” 
 Kavan blinked. “It may help us, but I don’t know how to feel about Zondra’s feelings for me, or better yet, this body. She may turn on us from her grief.” 
 Onka looked up at Kavan. “She won’t. You said it before, she knew you were different before the two of you were intimate. If she wanted to, she could have done many things to sabotage our life here. Instead, she kept silent and hoped you would return to her as the person she knew.” 
 The beautiful goblin let go of her knees and put them down. She rose up on her knees and touched Kavan’s cheek. The warmth from her touch soothed Kavan’s soul. 
 “She lost you once, I don’t believe she will lose you again,” Onka whispered. 
 Kavan put his hand over Onka’s hand, keeping it to his cheek. “We can give her a chance, but we must keep it between us.” 
 Onka nodded. “Do you care for her?” 
 Kavan hesitated, before he gave a single nod. “There is something there, between us. I just don’t know if it’s a memory from this body, or it’s from me.” 
 Onka gave the dragonkin a wicked smile. “Sounds like you need to explore that connection between you both. If you need any help, I’m sure I could lure her to us.” 
 Kavan’s gaze grew sharp as he looked at Onka. 
 The goblin smiled a little wider. “Love may come and go, but never deny your lust.” 
 Kavan pulled his hand away and Onka dropped her hand to her leg. The pair looked into each other’s eyes. Onka saw the inner demons within Kavan’s soul. Kavan saw the dark goddess hiding in the goblin’s body. 
 “You were upset after you met Hagasa,” Kavan mentioned. 
 Onka nodded. “I was because I didn’t understand your connection. Now that I do, it makes sense. Your ex-bonded came back to town. You're telling me the details put the final pieces together. Mystery solved, so I feel better about it.” 
 The goblin fell onto all fours and crawled closer. She looked up at the dragonkin with an amused and wicked gaze. 
 “I don’t get jealous. I just don’t like certain kinds of mysteries. All of our lovers have been honest and truthful with us. Hagasa was not. She has spoken the truth, and if both of you feel you must explore your connection, I fully encourage it.” 
 Kavan blinked and a small smile formed. “How can a goblin so small, hold such a wicked mind and heart?” 
 “Big things come in small, tight packages,” Onka said with an amused smile. 
 The sound of the front door opened and closed. Kavan and Onka’s ears and senses perked up as someone walked with light feet toward the stairs. 
 “It’s Nava,” Onka whispered before looking at Kavan. “Quick, pull out your cock.” 
 Kavan’s eyes widened. 
 Onka let out a flustered exhale and rolled her eyes. “If she sees us here just talking, she will think something is amiss. If we are going to keep this secret, we have to treat everything as normal as possible, so whip out that cock!” 
 Kavan nodded before grabbing at his own leggings and untying them. 
 Nava climbed the stairs and let out a small yawn. Sore muscles filled the siren as she forced each tired foot on the next step. When she reached the second floor, she looked down the small hallway to the master bedroom and partially open door. Lantern light spilled out as she stepped closer. When she reached the door, she placed a webbed hand on it and gave it a gentle push. 
 The siren stepped in and a smile bloomed across her features. Kavan was sitting with his leggings undone and facing the bedroom door. His legs were over the side of the bed and he looked up at the siren. Onka was bent over and sucking on his cock from the side. Her eyes were closed and mouth full. Her head bobbed and a low, muffled moan rose up. 
 “My family,” Nava said with a relaxed breath. 
 “Hi Nava,” Kavan said with a heated edge to his voice. 
 Onka simply waved as she kept at her masterful work. 
 Nava nodded before she began to undress. 
 “I’m next,” the siren said with half-closed eyes. 
 Kavan nodded as Onka moaned against his standing member.  
 The sounds of intimacy continued as the cold night settled on the lands of Moonvale. 
 *** 
 The morning air was brisk and cold. Thick clouds drifted along the blue sky. Sunlight painted the town of Moonvale in bright yellow light. Brown leaves fluttered along the cobblestone streets and many bodies stood further up North Street as a contained excitement filled the air. 
 Most of the townsfolk stood along the cold street, bundled up in coats and scarves. Several tables were set up with steamy pots of tea and many wood cups. Rujin, Nolla, and Kazko handed out pumpkin teas in hot cups of water. Cold hands reached out and cupped each cup, enjoying the moment of warmth.  
 Excited chatter echoed along the street. Worker goblins stood with the townsfolk, looking at the building before them with pride. Soki’s lower body was curled tight under her as she shivered with a thick coat and gloves. Ammi stood by the naga, wearing nothing but a simple green dress and a happy smile across her lips. Glem stood tall as Raine and Misty stood by the ogre. Oaks was off to the side, drinking his tea in peace. Hynrik stood high on his spider legs, marveling at the new building. Durzol and Dura stood side by side, brother and sister discussing the fine architecture of the added addition to their town. Lilah and Uriko stood at the edge of the crowd. Lilah had a blue ball of slime along her arm and stroked it like a cat. Uriko simply watched the crowd as Lilah spoke of how much this building would help the community. 
 Lorta, Nava, and Shegga stood in the crowd. Nava and Shegga talked with an excited edge as Lorta looked around like a silent sentinel. 
 Drayke stepped into the crowd with a bottle of wine in his hand. He poured the wine into a cup before handing it out to a goblin. He pulled another cup from his satchel and poured into it as many worker goblins looked at him and licked their lips. 
 “Plenty for everyone on this chilly morning,” the dragonkin smiled as he handed out cups of wine, one at a time. 
 The four-story building stood like a well-designed fortress, across the street from the library. Large windows filled the second to fourth floor. The main floor was solid stone, complete with a small overhang and four pillars. A red ribbon was tied between two pillars and it billowed in the breeze before two, sturdy doors. 
 Kavan stood with Onka by his side. The couple was before the ribbon and looked up at the museum. Odd gargoyles were perched on the corners, looking down with wondrous eyes. Not far from them, Mayor Sunaxe and Tezzi, the museum’s new director, talked with excited flair. 
 Kavan glanced across the street to the library and then back to the museum. “Don’t you think it looks a little too similar to the library? I mean, it has three more floors, but the design looks almost the same.” 
 Onka glanced at the library and back to the museum. “No, the museum is bigger and the library doesn’t have gargoyles.”  
 Kavan chuckled. “I know, but the overall structure looks the same.” 
 Onka shook her head. “The museum is bigger and there are gargoyles. Are you even listening to me?” 
 Dragonkin and goblin looked at each other before they both started laughing. 
 Lorta looked across the gathered crowd to Kavan and Onka. A shy smile formed as she watched them laugh.  
 The couple slowly stopped laughing and they looked at the museum again. 
 “Are we going to have to do this opening ceremony for the Lord’s Tower as well?” Onka sighed. 
 Kavan nodded. “I think so. Maybe in a few days.” 
 “Have you decided who will be your lady?” Onka smirked and elbowed the dragonkin in the side. 
 “I was going to pick you, but since you elbowed me, you can forget it,” Kavan chuckled. 
 Onka looked up with fake shock. “How dare you. Just for that, I’m going to burn it down.” 
 “If you burn down the Lord’s Tower, you’re going to spend the winter in the barn,” Kavan said with amused eyes. 
 An evil gleam filled Onka’s eyes. “That’s fine. When I burn down the farmhouse, you’ll come crawling to the barn.” 
 Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge, “You like burning things down.” 
 “It’s called passion,” Onka grinned. 
 “Sounds like madness,” Kavan winked. 
 Onka’s eyes narrowed. “They’re the same thing.” 
 Dragonkin and goblin broke out into laughter once again. 
 Kogan stepped to the laughing couple with Tezzi by his side. The orc placed his hand on Kavan’s shoulder. The dragonkin turned and looked into Kogan’s kind, happy eyes. 
 “It’s time for the ceremony,” the mayor said. 
 Kavan nodded. Dragonkin, orc, and troll stepped away from Onka. The goblin looked at them with proud eyes as the trio made their way to the ribbon, turned and stood before it. 
 Heads and bodies turned to look at the lord, mayor, and new museum director. A hush fell over the crowd as everyone moved in. The wind died as it seemed everything fell into place perfectly. 
 Mayor Sunaxe lifted his beefy arms and hands as he addressed the crowd. 
 “Welcome wonderful people of Moonvale to the grand opening of the Moonvale Museum!” Kogan projected. 
 Hands rose up and clapped. 
 The mayor continued, “It has been a long road to get here, with many discussions taking place. But by the grace of the gods, what was once thought to be a dream, has become a reality.” 
 Mayor Sunaxe turned to Tezzi and looked up into her bright eye, “Tezzi Stonewill has worked with our wonderful new residents to help make this dream a reality. A single place to display fine pieces and artifacts from the ancient world, even back to the time of hudenns and elves.  
 “The museum will house many collected artifacts, a building so strong, it can stand up to the fiercest storms. And to add, Tezzi will be the museum’s Director as Moonvale slowly turns from a small town into a grand kingdom!” 
 Loud clapping filled the air. Kavan looked at the crowd, genuine awe and excitement filled everyone’s gaze. 
 Tezzi stepped forward with a smile and addressed the crowd. “The museum would not have been possible without the help of many here. I want to thank the worker goblins for continuing construction even as the town was in the grip of cultists. I want to thank Glem for his masterful work with the window designs. I want to thank Durzol for his help with metals and designs. I want to thank Oaks for his work and support with some of the internal designs.” 
 Tezzi turned to Kogan and Kavan as they stood close by, “I want to thank the lord and mayor of Moonvale, for believing in the project and helping it come to life. I am honored by your support.” 
 The tall troll with an eyepatch bowed slightly at the hip to the dragonkin and orc. Kavan and Kogan bowed to her in return. 
 The mayor pulled out a golden short sword from his robe and held it with both hands to Tezzi and Kavan. 
 “With great honor, you both should slice the ribbon,” Kogan said. 
 Tezzi and Kavan smiled at each other. Tezzi lifted the golden blade and stepped over to the ribbon. Kavan moved to her side. Dragonkin and troll both gripped the pommel, Kavan’s hand over Tezzi’s hand. Smiles remained as they both lifted up the golden sword and brought it down, easily slicing through the ribbon. 
 The two sides of the ribbons fluttered down to the floor. Clapping and shouting erupted from the cobblestone street. 
 Kavan let go of the sword and looked over his shoulder at Onka. The goblin’s gaze was filled with warmth and her smile bright. 
 A vibration touched Kavan’s senses amid the shouting and clapping. It was different and distant, but it was there, like a slow march. The dragonkin stood up straighter as he tried to tune out everything else. When a pounding touched his senses from further up North Street, the dragonkin looked over and a chill sank into his heart. 
 In the crowd, Lorta’s gaze turned up North Street. The troll’s eyes hardened and she walked through the crowd.  
 Kavan did the same, breaking away and walking through the crowd. Onka caught sight of Kavan’s stern expression and followed. Dura and Durzol watched as Kavan, Lorta, and Onka stepped northward. The brother and sister saw movement further up the street and followed their friends. 
 Nava’s pointed blue ears twitched. The siren and Shegga beside her, turned their attention northward. Others turned their heads to the sounds of boots on cobblestone. The shouting and clapping died and turned into sudden gasps. 
 Drayke turned and faced northward. The blue and black scaled dragonkin put his wine bottle away and drank down the wine in his cup before tossing it aside. He cut through the crowd to join the others. 
 Kavan took the lead as his friends gathered at his sides, everyone watching as figures approached. 
 From the North Gate, several figures walked. One was a short goblin in a blue military style uniform. He had grizzled features and a scar beside his eye. To his left, a tall, feminine ogre walked, wearing a regal, blue robe. Her hair was black with a blonde streak. A single white horn jutted out of her forehead. Her expression was blank as she walked with the goblin. To the lead goblin’s right, a dragonkin walked with black robe. He had small horns jutting out the back of his head, small snout and a regal gaze. 
 Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he focused his gaze on the dragonkin. Violet scales ran along his short snout, over his head and blended in with his horns. Scales ran down his neck and disappeared into his simple, black robe. The dragonkin was slim and walked with subdued confidence. The violet dragonkin didn’t look anyone in the eye, their gaze slightly lifted as if to see the cloudy sky and nothing else. 
 Behind the three figures, goblins, trolls, and ogres marched in step. They wore the same, blue uniform as they followed the trio before them. Weapons were strapped to backs and along hips, everything from spears to swords. Kavan counted about forty of them, four lines of ten as they followed the goblin, ogre, and dragonkin. 
 When the goblin in the middle lifted a closed fist, the force behind them slowed to a stop and stood at attention.      
 Kavan eyed the standing force within Moonvale’s walls and his heart sank. 

With no guards or a force of our own, they simply walked in. We were not prepared.

 Kavan reached behind him and touched nothing. His spear was still at home, leaning beside the front door. 

Shit. 

 Lorta, Durzol, Onka, and Drayke stood by Kavan’s sides. 
 The goblin with the scarred face took a few steps forward, stopped and bowed to the red dragonkin. 
 “Greetings Lord of Moonvale. My name is Captain Torm Scarsoul of Loduss,” the goblin said before standing straight again. 
 Torm held out his open hand to the tall ogre at his side, “Let me introduce High Steward, Hasal Dreameyes.” 
 The beautiful ogre moved to Torm’s side and bowed deeper. “It is an honor to meet you, Lord Cynder.” 
 Kavan remained silent as he glanced at the violet dragonkin. The dragonkin made no attempt to introduce himself or even acknowledge everyone present. 
 Mayor Sunaxe moved to the group and stood beside Kavan. Behind them, the rest of the townsfolk were close, but not too close, their attention on the newcomers and their army behind them. 
 Torm caught Kavan’s gaze and gave a small nod. “Nuruc Soothscale, Observer from the Spire Cities. He is not meant to interact with why we are here, only observe.” 
 Kavan nodded with sharp eyes. “Captain, why are you here?” 
 Hasal stepped a little closer and bowed her head to Kavan, “Apologies for our abrupt appearance, but there was little time to send word. Lord and Lady Bloodcoin thought it prudent to simply arrive and extend a proper invitation. They feared if word was sent, you would think this was an invasion, when we only wish to invite you to Loduss.” 
 Kavan looked past the small group to the military force on Moonvale’s street. “And you thought this was better?” 
 Torm lifted his chin to the red dragonkin. “We came with an escort force of a hundred strong. The rest of my troops wait beyond the North Gate. We would have announced our arrival, but there were no guards at the gate or along the walls.” 
 The goblin’s eyes took on a haughty gleam. “We simply let ourselves in. I hope you don’t mind.” 
 Kavan eyed the short goblin in uniform for a small moment. 
 The mayor took a step forward with his arms out, “Welcome to Moonvale! As you can see, we are in the middle of the opening celebration for our new museum. Had we known of your coming, we would have been better prepared for it.” 
 Hasal and Torm nodded. 
 Hasal stood up and looked at everyone gathered with kind and understanding eyes. “We didn’t want to intrude on your celebration, but we do bring word from the Bloodcoin family.” 
 The ogre reached into her robe sleeve and pulled out a rolled-up scroll with a wax seal. She lifted it up and presented it to Kavan. Mayor Sunaxe reached over and plucked the scroll from her hand. He broke the seal and unfurled it. His eyes moved left to right as he read it. 
 Hasal spoke up, “As you can see, it is simply an invitation to Loduss to celebrate Moonvale’s independence. The Bloodcoin family were surprised by Moonvale’s sudden independence. But after many discussions, the royal advisors and the Lord and Lady, agreed that such an independence was welcomed. They send their deepest apologies and regrets for not answering the many calls for aid in the past and completely understand why Moonvale would take such an action. 
 “To show no ill-will between our now separate kingdoms, Lord and Lady Bloodcoin wish to invite the Lord of Moonvale, and anyone he wishes to bring with him, to Loduss. In two day’s time, a celebration will take place across the entire city of Loduss as a show of good faith and continued friendship between our two kingdoms.” 
 Mayor Sunaxe nodded as he re-rolled up the scroll. “It is a formal invitation to Loduss from the Lord and Lady themselves.”   
 Torm looked up to Kavan with knowing eyes. “We understand why there might be some trepidation with such an invite. That is why I am here. As the captain of the royal guard, I am here to assure you that your safety is paramount, not only as a lord, but as a dragonkin. Loduss respects the dragonkin and the dragon gods who brought peace to Voldor.” 
 Hasal nodded. “Captain Scarsoul speaks the truth. That is why we are here to put everyone at ease. The celebration will go as planned, but we understand why you may not come to Loduss. That is why, you have our word, we will be returning to Loduss come tomorrow morning, with or without you. We don’t wish to make the town uneasy with our presence here any longer than we need to.” 
 Torm continued, “My troops will make camp outside your North Gate. We have plenty of provisions, wagons and carriages. Come morning, we will return to Loduss. We hope you join us for the celebration.” 
 Kogan lifted up his chest as he spoke to the ogre and goblin, “Thank you for the invitation. Of course, because of how sudden all of this is, the lord and council must discuss if we can accept such a wondrous invitation and if we do, prepare for the journey to Loduss.” 
 Hasal bowed. “Of course, we would not expect anything less.” 
 Kavan looked down on the scarred captain, “Your people are welcomed to stay within our walls tonight. The nights can be very cold here along the southern coast.” 
 Torm smiled and bowed. “Thank you, Lord Cynder, for such a generous offer, but my troops are tough enough to withstand the dead of winter and be battle ready if the need arises.  
 “To ensure we mean no disrespect or ill intent, we will camp outside your walls for the night. Should you decide to take on Lord and Lady Bloodcoin’s invitation, we have royal carriages to ferry you to Loduss. It’s a day’s journey and we should arrive by tomorrow evening if the weather permits.” 
 Kavan bowed to the captain and steward. “If you need anything, please let us know and we can bring some supplies out to you and your people.” 
 “Thank you, Lord Cynder,” Torm and Hasal said in unison. 
 “We understand you must have a lot to discuss. We will take our leave and set up our camp. Congratulations on your new museum. I’m sure many from Loduss will come to see it,” Hasal said before standing straight. 
 Captain Scarsoul turned on his heels and made a hand signal. The soldiers on the street turned on their heels and began walking back the way they came. Hasal bowed again before turning and walking with Torm back up North Street. 
 Kavan and his group turned their attention to the violet scaled dragonkin. The dragonkin bowed slightly to Kavan and Drayke, before turning and following behind the captain and steward.  
 When the soldiers, captain, high steward, and violet dragonkin exited out the North Gate, Kavan and Kogan looked at each other with the same thought.  
 Dragonkin and orc turned to those gathered close to them. 
 “Emergency meeting,” Kavan and Kogan said at the same time. 
 Kavan and Kogan began walking down North Street and toward the town center. Shegga, Raine, Hynrik, and Nava joined them. Lorta, Durzol, Onka, Drayke, and Dura stayed with them.  
 The large group made their way to the Council building and stepped inside as Tezzi remained on the street and beckoned everyone into the museum. The excited crowd talked as they streamed into the new museum. Tezzi kept her smile as deep down, she wanted them inside more for their protection than what the museum had to show.       
 Kavan and Kogan made their way up the stairs with the rest of the group behind them. Nava closed the main door and locked it before making her way to and up the stairs.  
 The group streamed into the main council chamber as a somber mood took root. Several people took seats while others stood. Kavan and the mayor moved to the head of the long, wide table. Onka and Dura stood side by side, while the rest of the council took their seats. Hynrik moved to one side and crossed his arms. Drayke leaned against a wall and dipped his head low. Lorta and Durzol stood by the stairs as Nava came up and stepped over to her seat. 
 A silence filled the chamber before Kogan cleared his throat and began to speak. 
 “So that we are all on the same parchment, this situation is graver than what appears on the surface,” the older orc said. 
 Heads nodded in agreement. 
 Kogan continued, “Lord and Lady Bloodcoin do not have celebrations for their enemies. They are petty, spiteful goblins, as some of you may know or have heard.” 
 “Indeed, they are,” Drayke said. “I’ve witnessed it firsthand during my time in Loduss, executing a steward because they didn’t let them know of a new play before the public knew. For them, appearance and perception are all important. They wear fine clothes, throw lavish parties, and attend popular events, but very few in the city don’t know about their cruel streaks.” 
 Kavan’s mind immediately thought of Zellee and an ache touched his heart. 
 Hynrik nodded. “Zellee and I had talked about staying in Loduss before coming to this region. We spent a few days there and knew it was not for us. The unspoken social rules were overbearing to say the least. If one didn’t dress or act a certain way, you were treated with disrespect or not seen at all. It is why we made our way here, to Moonvale, so we could start our new life.” 
 “Zellee is there now. Her life may be in danger,” Nava added. 
 Heads nodded in grave agreement. 
 “We should consider all possibilities with this invitation and arrival,” Raine said with a cool calm. 
 “If we don’t accept the invitation, they will send a larger force to reclaim the town and surrounding lands,” Hynrik stated. 
 “If we go, they will try to capture or slay us. They will parade us as prisoners or dead bodies to show what it means to go against the Bloodcoins,” Drayke said. 
 Shegga shook her head. “The Bloodcoins pretend to smile and be generous, but they didn’t get their family name from nothing. My contacts and partners in Loduss tell me of the horrors that go on, sometimes about things that go on behind the scenes. I can assure you, anyone who goes will be taken prisoner. After that, they will send troops here anyway to reclaim the town. 
 “But it goes deeper than that. There is a very real chance they will slaughter everyone in town. Their pettiness will ensure anyone who went against them will pay for their crimes with their lives. It won’t matter if they are guilty or innocent, the Bloodcoins will spill blood until their pettiness is satisfied.” 
 Kogan nodded. “I suggest we let them leave in the morning and then ready our defenses. With winter coming, they would be hard pressed to have a long-term siege. We can hold them off until winter arrives and they will be forced to retreat. That will give us two months to stockpile and ready ourselves for another attack.” 
 “What about the farms outside the walls? They will burn everything down. We may have enough to survive the winter, but if they attack early spring, we will not be able to recover. They could outlast us and even with our forces, we could still lose,” Nava explained. 
 Many looked upon the short siren with curious eyes. 
 Nava smirked. “I’ve been reading up on military tactics when I’ve had the chance. I am Kavan’s general to Moonvale’s forces.” 
 Everyone in the room nodded. 
 “Do we know how big Loduss’s military forces are?” Kavan asked. 
 Shegga nodded. “Loduss has about seventy-five thousand people living within the city. Their military is about ten thousand. They are well trained. They are strong enough to intimidate some of the surrounding kingdoms and keep the peace. The Bloodcoin’s reputation contributes to that peace.” 
 Hynrik looked over to the small kobold. “Have you been reading up on military tactics as well?” 
 Shegga gave the arachnix a stare, one half annoyed and the other half amused. “Numbers and rumors are two things I know very well. Every coin that enters or leaves my possession is accounted for. Every rumor has a basis in fact, and must be taken seriously and recorded to ensure, much like coins, it all adds up to the truth, you big lumbering spider!”   
 Hynrik lifted an eyebrow before giving a respectful nod to the kobold. 
 “Ten thousand,” Drayke hissed. “Kavan and I may be able to take on ten percent of a force that size. The rest of the town will have to pull their weight.” 
 “Drayke, this isn’t a time to jest,” Dura said with a hard edge. 
 The dragonkin shrugged. “It’s the perfect time to jest. We might not survive to see next summer.” 
 Dura shot the blue and black dragonkin a hard look before speaking up to everyone in the chamber. 
 “We don’t have the numbers, the power, or the diplomatic relations to repel a military force that big. I suggest someone goes as a diplomat to Loduss. It will keep Kavan safe here and give the Bloodcoins a chance to prove they can be trusted.” 
 Dura looked at her father with determined eyes. “I volunteer to be Moonvale’s diplomat.” 
 Durzol’s eyes widened. 
 Kogan’s heart nearly stopped. “Dura… they will kill you.” 
 “We don’t know that for sure. There is a dragonkin observer with them. They may be on their best behavior so as not to anger the dragonkin in the Spire Cities or the dragon gods themselves.” 
 The beautiful orc looked to Kavan with heartfelt eyes. “Putting me in your place will show their true intentions and may give us time to prepare.” 
 Kogan’s hands closed into shaking fists. The older orc lifted both large fists and slammed them down on the table. A pair of cracks appeared along where Kogan’s fists were.  
 Everyone turned in shock to the mayor as he seethed. 
 “I forbid it!” Kogan growled loudly. “I will not have my daughter throw her life away on the chance the Bloodcoins may be benevolent. I lost your mother, I will not lose you!” 
 Dura tried to keep her hard stare on her father. When a tear streaked down his cheek from the corner of his eye, her lip trembled. 
 Dura firmed up her resolve and stood tall. “You can’t stop me. I love our town, the people here,” Dura looked to Kavan, “and the lord of Moonvale. If I have to lay down my life to give us more time to fight Loduss, it is a life with meaning.” 
 Onka stared at the beautiful orc and her heart ached. 
 Kavan’s heart cracked as he saw the determination in Dura’s eyes.  
 Dura stepped closer to her father and touched his cheek. Another tear streaked the older orc’s cheek as he looked at his strong daughter. 
 “Moonvale must survive so everyone can live the life they want to live,” Dura said softly and wiped away a tear from her father’s cheek. 
 “Moonvale will survive without you throwing your life away,” Kavan said with a commanding tone. 
 Everyone turned their attention to the red dragonkin. Kavan stood tall as he looked at Kogan and Dura. He then turned his attention to the rest of the room. 
 Kavan spoke with unyielding confidence, “I used to not hold back with everything I did. I felt like I could do anything, until an accident tempered that fire. Since that moment, I held back on a lot of things. Even coming to Moonvale, I feel I have held back, trying to live a normal life on a farm.” 
 The red dragonkin looked at Onka and smiled. “It’s been a beautiful life. One I treasure.” 
 Onka smiled. 
 Kavan turned his attention to Nava, “I have grown as a person. I have taken responsibility for my actions and my heart.”      
 Nava looked down at the sudden realization of Kavan’s words. 
 The dragonkin looked at Dura and the orc looked back at him with wide eyes.  
 “I have learned so much from everyone here, when it comes to the heart and the soul.” 
 Dura bowed her head with sad eyes. 
 Kavan looked past everyone to Lorta and Durzol, “I have friendships that will last lifetimes.” 
 Durzol smiled and nodded. Lorta looked at Kavan with wet eyes. 
 Kavan glanced at Drayke, “We may not all get along, but the friendship and honor are always there.” 
 Drayke looked away and lifted his chin in annoyance. 
 Kavan looked at Hynrik. “We may fight, but we know what’s important.” 
 Hynrik smirked and nodded. 
 Kavan lifted a scaled hand and clamped it down on Kogan’s shoulder, “I’ve seen true leadership and I know what needs to be done.” 
 Kogan blinked as he looked at the dragonkin. 
 Kavan turned to everyone present and nodded. “We have a lot of information about Loduss and the Bloodcoin royal family. I think we should use it against them. If everything said about the lord and lady are true, that means no matter what half-measures we take or how much we try to buy time, they will come down on our town and our people. 
 “We need to see if what they say is true or not. If they are being deceptive, we end their rule, one way or the other.” 
 “I have to hear this,” Drayke snickered. 
 Kavan shot the blue and black dragonkin a smirk before turning his attention to everyone in the room. 
 “I will accept their invitation and travel to Loduss with their escort. I will attend the celebration and see if everything they have said is true or not. There is Nuruc, the dragonkin observer. From everything we have experienced with the paladins and cultists tells me that to kill a dragonkin is against the laws of the dragon gods. With an observer there, if Lord and Lady Bloodcoin attempt to have me killed, they will have to kill the observer as well. I doubt the dragonkin in the Spire Cities will allow that crime to go unpunished. Loduss will be destroyed if they commit such an action.” 
 Dura spoke up, “There are ways around the laws set forth by the dragonkin. If you are imprisoned, they may not interfere.” 
 Kavan nodded. “That is why I will not allow myself to be captured or imprisoned. As many here may know, Brom has been teaching me the mystical arts of the mana spheres. I believe I have enough knowledge and power to slip out of any kind of imprisonment they may have. But I don’t want to rely on magic alone. 
 “The Bloodcoins are about appearances and perception. If we play into that, they may reconsider whatever they have planned. Either way, me being there will show their true intentions.” 
 Kavan looked at the siren with heartfelt eyes. “Nava, you will need to take command of our forces once I leave. Have them stationed outside of town, ready to defend it if I don’t return.” 
 Nava looked up with concern in her eyes before giving a small nod. 
 Kavan turned to Kogan, “Mayor, you will need to organize the town and ensure every drop of supplies are within the town’s walls.” 
 Kogan nodded with worried eyes. 
 Kavan looked at everyone gathered, “Everyone must do their part to prepare Moonvale. With Brom here, I know he will aid in defending the town. It is his home too and knowing him, an enemy force might be just what he is looking for to add to his undead army.” 
 Hynrik’s eyes narrowed. “You’re making it sound like you’re going alone.” 
 Kavan nodded. “I am. The more of us there in Loduss, the less we have here defending Moonvale should I not come back. I took the title of lord and I would be a poor lord if I didn’t take on the hard responsibilities. I have a few tricks up my sleeves to give me an edge, but hear me, I don’t plan to die. We never know what fate may deal to us, but I won’t let that stop me from defending our home.” 
 A somber mood filled the chamber. Hearts beat with deep worry and concern at Kavan’s plan. 
 Drayke stood up from the wall, fixed his collar and lifted his chin. “This is complete madness. You want to walk into the heart of the enemy’s kingdom, test their true intentions, and fight your way out with just your magic, wits, and bravery?  
 “Lord Cynder, you are without a doubt, the craziest son of a bitch I have ever known. This heroic speech just confirms how bat-shit crazy you are and we are lunatics for even considering it.  
 “I only have one thing to say to you, mad dragon of Moonvale, I’m in.” 
 Eyes widened and smiles bloomed across everyone in the chamber.  
 Kavan looked over with a knowing smirk, “You okay with the fact we might die?” 
 Drayke returned Kavan’s smirk with his own. “I doubt we will die. I will be there to pull you out and be the hero who saved the Lord of Moonvale. Besides, the Bloodcoins might think twice with two dragonkin in their midst.” 
 Durzol stepped forward with confidence, “I’m coming too.” 
 Kogan and Dura looked at Durzol as he stood tall.  
 Durzol looked at his father and sister and smiled. “Before you say anything, I’m not letting my best friend walk into a monster’s den without me at his side to help defend him. Da, you always taught me to do what’s right and this is the right thing to do.” 
 Kogan parted his lips, a clear intention in his eyes to speak to him the same way he spoke to Dura when a hand touched his shoulder. Kogan turned his gaze to Dura’s warm eyes. She barely shook her head without breaking eye contact. 
 The older orc let out a long exhale as his shoulders sank down. “Both of you have your mother’s stubbornness. If I wasn’t so proud of you both, I would be drinking my life away to dull this repeated behavior.” 
 “I’m coming as well,” Lorta said as she stood by Durzol. 
 The troll glanced at Onka and the goblin gave her a single, approving nod. 
 Lorta looked back to Kavan with shy eyes. “We started this journey together. We will continue it, together.” 
 Kavan smiled and gave the troll a deep bow. 
 Hynrik rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers, “Moonvale was meant to be a place of peace, where we could live out our lives for the betterment of our minds and souls.” 
 The arachnix pulled his hand away from the bridge of his nose and looked at Kavan across the length of the table. 
 “Instead, every monster and enemy kingdom seems to be drawn to this place. If I was a lesser arachnix, I would have packed up and left by now.” 
 Kavan watched as a smile crept into Hynrik’s features. 
 “But Moonvale is our home and we must defend it from all enemies. Lord Cynder, I will be joining you on this adventure. You will need experienced warriors at your side.” Hynrik glanced at Durzol, Drayke, and Lorta before looking at the red dragonkin again. “With no offence to the present company, I feel my experience would be beneficial at this time.” 
 “Even when you’re doing the right thing, you’re still an asshole!” Shegga barked. 
 The entire chamber broke into laughter. Hynrik grinned and nodded to the laughing kobold.  
 When the laughter died, everyone turned their attention back to the red dragonkin. 
 “Kavan,” Kogan said with a touch of sadness to his tone, “If this is what must be done, we will support you.” 
 Kavan nodded. “Thank you, Kogan, but we are not just going to walk blindly in and be at the mercy of the Lord and Lady of Loduss. I have a few ideas that will tip things in our favor. We have the rest of today and this evening to plan. As with the cultists, we all work well together against a common threat and we will need the entire town to help make this plan work. 
 “We better get started.” 
 Everyone in the chamber moved closer to the table. Raine stood up and moved to a small, nearby shelf. He pulled out parchments, quills, and inkwells. He placed them on the table and spread them out. Others took hold of the parchments and readied the quills to take down notes. 
 Kavan began speaking his ideas. Heads nodded in agreement. Others added their ideas to help solidify the plan. 
 Onka moved to Kavan’s side as everyone talked. She took his hand into hers as the dragonkin talked about needing fake weapons. When he finished his thought, he looked at the beautiful goblin with loving eyes before returning to the discussion. 
 Onka hugged his arm as the plan began to come together.  



 Twenty 
 A cold wind whipped across the surrounding lands. The sun had set and a deeper chill floated over the lands of Moonvale. Naked trees bent to the wind, the last leaves long gone. Three figures huddled together as they walked out of the South Gate and made their way down a dirt road. 
 Kavan, Onka, and Nava slowly walked. The dragonkin’s mind was in exhausted tatters, the plan taking center stage of his thoughts. Flashes of talking, planning, and gathering needed equipment took up most of the day. Despite the small army sleeping outside the North Gate of Moonvale, the group had to move about carefully, as to not arouse suspicion. It often meant talking through where everyone was going to be and stepping out of the Council building by themselves or in small groups. 
 Onka walked close to Kavan’s side. The goblin looked up to see the dark shadows under his eyes as he stared at nothing. She could almost feel his thoughts, the possibilities that the plan could turn bad at any time, but that they were committed to seeing it to the end. 
 The trio reached the front gate and stepped in. Kavan glanced over at the barn, glowing lantern light in the windows. The front barn doors opened and three taurs looked out with worried eyes. 
 Kavan was about to go to them and try to set their mind at ease. When a webbed hand touched his, he turned his head to Nava as she looked up at him. 
 “I’ll set their minds at ease. Go upstairs and get some rest. I’ll be up shortly,” the siren said with an understanding tone. 
 Kavan nodded. The dragonkin and goblin made their way to the porch and to the front door.  
 Stepping into the home only provided a small relief. The farmhouse was chilly and the fireplace was cold. 
 “It’s not even winter yet and it's very cold,” Kavan said. 
 “I’m freezing,” Onka shivered. 
 Kavan looked at the hearth and nodded. “Go upstairs while I light the hearth. The chimney runs against the outside of the bedroom. It should help warm it.” 
 Onka nodded and was about to turn away when she looked into Kavan’s haunted expression. “You’re worried.” 
 The dragonkin nodded as he moved to the cold hearth. He picked up some logs of wood beside it and placed them on the cold, blackened stone. With a lifted finger, he mentally called upon his Fire Sphere and a flame appeared hovering over his extended finger. The dragonkin pointed and a stream of fire blasted the wood. The timber caught and the small flames grew bigger. 
 Kavan nodded and stood up. He turned to see Onka was still there, looking at him with sad eyes. 
 “It’s a good plan, but nothing ever works out how it’s supposed to. I don’t mind taking risks for myself, but to have our friends with me, worries me.” 
 “They volunteered. They know the risks,” Onka said. 
 Kavan gave the goblin a weak smile. “It’s still a big risk.” 
 The dragonkin stepped closer to the goblin and placed his hands on her shoulders. The couple gazed into each other’s eyes as the room slowly began to warm. 
 “Onka, if we are captured or killed, you have to leave Moonvale. Find another town to hide in. Save yourself and find others to help bring balance back to Voldor.” 
 Onka’s eyes trembled. “Don’t do this. Don’t get all heroic on me now. We are building a life together. I need you to come back. I need you home.” 
 Kavan smiled. “I fully plan on coming home, either as a victor, a survivor, or a ghost.” 
 Onka’s eyes hardened and she lightly punched his hip. “Stop being a hero. Heroes die. I need you back. I can’t reach things off the top shelf. That’s your job!” 
 Kavan closed his eyes and laughed hard. He touched a hand to his stomach as he couldn’t contain his laughter. His shoulders bounced as a beautiful knowing filled his spirit. 
 The front door opened and Nava stepped in. She looked over to Kavan and Onka, the goblin with a sad smile and the dragonkin trying to stifle his laughter. 
 “I informed the taurs you would be going away for a few days. They wanted to come in, but I told them now isn’t the time. They understood and sent their love,” Nava said softly. 
 Kavan nodded before looking at the beautiful goblin and siren. “We should get some rest. The escort will leave at first light and I need to be there and ready.” 
 Onka and Nava nodded. 
 The three of them made for the stairs and climbed them to the second floor. 
 The second floor was still chilly. The trio made their way into the bedroom and closed the door behind them. Nava moved to a lantern, lit it with a spark stick, and kept it low. She checked the oil and it was nearly full, allowing it to burn for a while. 
 Kavan stood in the center of the room, watching as Onka and Nava began to get undressed. Their clothes fell away and landed on the floor, one piece at a time. Onka looked at Kavan with hungry and sad eyes. Nava continued to undress, her gaze darting to the dragonkin. 
 Kavan mentally wished Lorta, Dura, and even Zellee were here with them. Lorta had to go and make sure her bolids and harpies knew she would be gone for a few days. Dura and Kogan were going to spend the rest of the evening having dinner and talking with Durzol. Zellee was in Loduss and that thought burned at him, wondering if she was alright. 
 The dragonkin began to undress as Onka and Nava crawled into bed. The goblin and siren slipped under blankets and watched as the last bit of clothing fell to the floor. Kavan approached the end of the bed and looked at them both, his pulse growing stronger. 
 “I love you both,” Kavan whispered. 
 “We love you,” Onka and Nava said in unison. 
 The dragonkin crawled onto the bed. Onka threw back the blanket, her naked body glowing in the dim lantern light. Nava’s naked body was a little subdued in the light, but it didn’t hide her sensual form. 
 Kavan slipped under the blankets. Onka and Nava snuggled closer. Hands touched and caressed each other as Kavan laid on his back. The simple, loving touches were enough to cause his dragonhood to stir. A webbed hand touched it with delicate fingers, coaxing it to become harder. Onka snuggled closer, kissing Kavan’s chest and touching his stomach. 
 Kavan turned his gaze to Onka as she kissed up his neck and then to his lips. Their tongues slipped into each other's mouths as they intimately played with each other. The dragonkin relaxed as Nava slipped down under the blanket. When a pair of lips wrapped around his now standing member, a covered head slowly bobbed. 
 The dragonkin gently grabbed Onka by the shoulder, keeping her close as they continued to kiss each other deeply. The gentle slid of tight lips, up and down his shaft sent tendrils of bliss along his body. Onka pressed her soft chest to Kavan’s strong chest. The heat between them began to rise. Swirls of ecstasy and love turned into a gentle storm. 
 Onka gently pulled back and looked into Kavan’s slitted eyes. “You will come back,” she whispered. 
 Kavan simply nodded. 
 Onka looked down at the blanket as Nava’s head bobbed underneath. “Nava, I want him first.” 
 A webbed hand pulled away the blanket. She slid her lips up the shaft and gave it a lick at the end. She sat up and nodded as a heat dripped from her eyes. 
 Onka moved down and took hold of Kavan’s cock. The dragonkin watched with relaxed eyes and body as she licked at the tip before crawling onto his thighs. She let go of his member and pushed it down against his stomach with her wet goblinhood. Her hips moved with sensual and caged energy, running honey along the shaft but not letting him invade her valley.  
 Nava crawled up to Kavan’s side and snuggled under his arm. Her webbed hand was between her thighs, making circular motions along her clit. A small shudder filled her as she snuggled close and basked in Kavan’s warmth. 
 “You will come back, for us,” Onka said with a heated gaze. 
 A curious thought stabbed into Kavan’s mind before it quickly fell away. Onka moved along his shaft until she reached the end. With a shift of her hips, the tip of his dragonhood touched her dripping wet slit and his member slowly pushed in. Kavan watched with heated eyes as the goblin slowly impaled herself on him. A long moan fell from her lips as thick inches parted her inner world. 
 Nava whimpered and opened her eyes. She watched as Onka mounted the impressive dragonkin, sinking down to the hilt. Her fingers swirled a little faster, deep urges curling her sensitive nerves. 
 The moment fell into crystal clear clarity. Onka bounced slightly on the firm dragonkin. Wet sounds floated into the air as her soft green breasts bounced. Onka ran her fingers and hands through her own hair. Her eyes closed as she softly moaned. Her thighs worked to keep the tempo as the dragonkin grew rock hard in her tight, loving valley. 
 “Fuck, you always feel good,” Onka moaned. 
 Nava felt Kavan’s hand grab at her ass and her fingers moved with frenetic swirling. He squeezed her and a moan dripped from her. 
 Kavan reached up with his other hand and touched Onka’s hip. The goblin moaned louder as she increased the tempo. 
 In that small, loving moment, Kavan didn’t feel like a lord, he felt like a king. 
 Onka’s hands fell to Kavan’s strong stomach. She looked down on him with a sultry gaze as her hips moved up and down on his diamond hard member. The couple stared into each other’s souls as their bodies cried out for release. 
 “Fill my womb with your love,” Onka said with a heated whisper. 
 Kavan remained silent, the intimate sensations rippling along his body. 
 “Fill me,” Onka said with a harsh whisper as her hips moved with urgency. 
 Kavan felt the familiar squeeze, knowing she was close to orgasming. He tried to keep his own control, but the goblin growled like a primal creature. Her ass smacked down on his thighs as Nava grew quiet, her fingers working harder. He squeezed the siren’s ass and kept her close as Onka kept her primal gaze on the dragonkin. 
 “Love me,” Onka said in the barest of whispers. 
 Kavan’s willpower cracked and shattered like a falling mirror. His dragonhood thickened. Onka moaned and smiled at the same time. Her eyes closed and nerves flared. Magical explosions rippled along her short form and she gasped. Nava cried out before her body shuddered in Kavan’s grasp. 
 Kavan smiled as he closed his eyes. Thick spurts of seed painted Onka’s thin inner world. Bliss, love, and intimate ecstasy flared as bright as the sun. Kavan’s eyes opened and an inner urge exploded like a sun and another volley of spurts caused his body to tense. Bliss whipped at him as Onka made the loudest moan he had ever heard from her. 
 The goblin sank down to the hilt, biting her lip and closing her eyes. She remained straddled on the dragonkin, heat surging into her womb. The world dripped as her eyes rolled back into place. Nava moaned next to Kavan. The dragonkin relaxed, but his member didn’t wilt. 
 Onka looked down at the white seed dripping from their union. She leaned forward onto Kavan’s chest and kissed him. The couple stayed close as Nava continued to massage her clit. 
 Onka pulled back as she and Kavan looked into each other’s eyes. Something unspoken was said and warmth glowed brighter between them.  
 A sinister smirk filled Onka’s lips. “Fuck Nava while I watch. Then fuck me again.” 
 A happy laugh filled the trio before moans and gasps carried on into the cold night. 
 *** 
 Drayke stepped into an alley. The dragonkin looked over his shoulder, making sure he wasn’t followed. The night was cold and the streets empty. The dragonkin made a small exhale in relief before looking up at a lit, third-floor window. 
 Drayke glanced down and saw a few pebbles. He scooped them up and tossed one at a window. It struck and bounced off with a little click. 
 Drayke waited. Nothing happened. 
 The blue and black scaled dragonkin growled to himself before taking two pebbles and throwing them both at the high window. Both bounced off the glass with two clicks. A shadow appeared along the window and the curtains pulled back. Oval eyes peered down at the smiling and waving dragonkin. The window opened and Uriko stuck her upper body out. Her hands were on the edge and she looked down on Drayke. 
 “What?” she said with a sharp hiss. 
 “I need to talk to you,” Drayke said. 
 “Why didn’t you use the front door? I’m not a teenager,” the shadow elf said with annoyed, red eyes. 
 “I needed to speak to you in private. I don’t want anyone to know I’m here,” Drayke said with a hard whisper. 
 Uriko blinked and shook her head. “What’s so important that you have to speak to me in private?” 
 Drayke smiled. “I may die, so I need to speak to you.” 
 A sinister smile formed along Uriko’s dark lips. “You may die? Why did you feel the need to bring me good news?” 
 Drayke let out a low laugh. “Just get down here so we can talk!” 
 The shadow elf let out a flustered exhale before pulling back in. Drayke continued to look up with confused eyes. His eyes widened and he took a step back as the shadow elf dove out the window, somersaulted down, and landed on her feet. 
 “You’re so athletic,” Drayke grinned. 
 Uriko turned to the dragonkin, crossed her arms against her stomach and looked at him with an attitude. 
 “What do you want to talk about?” the shadow elf whispered. 
 Drayke nodded. “I’ll try to keep it brief so your wife doesn’t get suspicious.” 
 Uriko’s eyes flashed with rage. “Lilah is not my wife. I work for her, you dumb prick.” 
 “Whatever you need to tell yourself. We both know the truth,” Drayke winked. 
 The shadow elf stiffened as rage turned into unrelenting fury in her eyes. “Say what you have to say before I kill you!” 
 Drayke held up his hands and nodded. “I’m not sure if you know but, Kavan, myself, Lorta, Durzol, and Hynrik are going on a suicide mission tomorrow. We are going to Loduss to see if they are actually friends to Moonvale or want to kill us. My gut says they want to kill us.” 
 “Well, if they kill you, there wouldn’t be much of a loss,” Uriko smirked. 
 “Har har. Anyway, we have a good plan, but I think we could use a little extra insurance. That is where you come in.” 
 Uriko shook her head. “First, before we continue, did you tell Kavan about us?” 
 Drayke’s amused smile faltered. “No, and why would I do that? It’s between us.” 
 “Shouldn’t he know that you two are not the only exiled here in Moonvale? He needs to know. I don’t know why you two are friends, but from what I’ve seen, you seem less of a jerk around him.” 
 “Our friendship is complicated,” Drayke said cryptically. 
 Uriko’s eyes turned into thin slits. “Are you two fucking each other? I’m not one to judge and I’m happy for both of you.” 
 Drayke returned the shadow elf’s gaze with his own, not amused eyes. “No, we’re not fucking each other. Besides, I can do better than him.” 
 “Whatever you need to tell yourself. We both know the truth,” Uriko shot back with a wicked smile. 
 Drayke growled before he composed himself. “I know you're still angry with me, and you have every right to be, but we can work that out another time. Like I said, I need your help to make sure we get out of this little plan alive.” 
 “Why are you coming to me?” Uriko said with bored eyes. 
 Drayke’s smile faded away and he looked at the shadow elf with genuine eyes. “Because I trust you. I know I did horrible things to a lot of people, including you. My penance is to do what’s right for us and for Voldor. I’m working on my second chance and I am actually putting someone else before myself.” 
 Uriko’s smarmy look softened as she stared into Drayke’s serious expression. 
 Drayke continued, “Kavan is the good person I always wanted to be. You know my past, living a lonely life and not having anyone there for me. How I grew up didn’t help me make friends. I know I can be selfish and self-centered, but I’m trying to be better.  
 “When Kavan found out the truth, I thought our friendship was over. He was understandably angry, but he came back and wanted us to try harder at being friends. No one has done that in my life. Whenever I have wronged someone, they throw me away like trash.” 
 Drayke looked into Uriko’s crimson-colored eyes. “You put up with me longer than almost anyone else, but in the end, even you left me. I know I have a lot of debt to pay off, and it's going to take a lot of time. But right now, if Kavan’s plan is going to work, we need a little extra insurance.” 
 Uriko blinked and looked away. “I was never truly going to leave you. I was just so angry at what you became. You were consumed by the game and you didn’t tell me what was really happening. I thought… after the game launch, we could try again. I thought once you achieved our dream, there would be a little less stress and we could talk.” 
 The shadow elf looked back at the dragonkin with slightly stern eyes. “You killed us and a lot of other people. There is no simple way back from that. I still hate you for what you did, but we have to make this life work or the dragon gods will find us and kill us all.” 
 Drayke nodded. “That is why I’m here with you. We are walking into a trap and we need someone on the outside to help us escape. Does Lilah still have those horses?” 
 Uriko gave the dragonkin a suspicious look. “She does. Why?” 
 A smile returned to Drayke’s lips as he pulled out a bag of gold from his satchel. “I need you to sow a little chaos and help us escape with our lives.” 
 *** 
 Night’s cloak slipped away as dawn approached. The blood moon touched the western horizon, it’s slow journey over the last two months nearly coming to an end. The morning held a deep chill as a half a dozen figures stood in the town center. 
 Kogan, Durzol, Dura, Lorta, Drayke, and Hynrik stood close together to try and keep the morning chill at bay. The mayor looked at those gathered with heartfelt eyes, knowing some of them were walking into the monster’s den. 
 Durzol stood with Dura, covered in leather and metal armor. A warhammer leaned on his shoulder as brother and sister made small talk without acknowledging what might happen with this particular quest. 
 Lorta stood by her lonesome, her spear sheathed behind her and looking up at the remaining stars in the sky. 
 Hynrik and Drayke stood, side by side. The arachnix wore leather armor on his humanoid torso and two swords sheathed over each shoulder. Drayke stood in his black and silver leather armor, his back leaning against a wall as his head was dipped down in thought. 
 The wind picked up, but the small group ignored it as they waited patiently. 
 From South Street, three figures walked into the town center. Heads looked up or turned. Small smiles bloomed as Kavan walked toward them, Onka and Nava on either side of him. 
 The red dragonkin wore brown, leather armor with metal plates on his shoulders. A spearhead poked up from behind a shoulder. A satchel lay against his hip, the strap over his chest. Brown leggings and black boots completed the outfit as he approached and looked at everyone gathered. 
 “It’s about time,” Drayke smirked. 
 Kavan nodded before looking at the mayor. “Once we head out, give it some time before defenses are put in place.” 
 The older orc nodded. 
 Kavan turned to Nava by his side. “Call on the undead to surround the town and keep a healthy distance. We don’t want to spook the town.” 
 “I will,” Nava said with sad eyes. 
 Kavan touched her shoulder and gave her a heartfelt smile. “I know you can do this. Defend the town and be ready for our return.” 
 Nava nodded and tried to blink away the rising tears. 
 The moment Kavan let go of her shoulder, two figures walked into the town center from West Street. All heads turned to see Nolla leading the way and Rujin following behind her. A look of determination filled the succubus’s face as the large troll behind her looked at her with helpless eyes. 
 “You don’t have to go!” Rujin nearly shouted. 
 Nolla stopped in her tracks and turned to the seven-foot troll. She stuck out her chin as she looked up at him with angry eyes. 
 “I know Loduss very well and they will need all the help they can get. I’m going.” 
 Rujin’s brow hardened and then immediately softened. “I don’t want you to go.” 
 Nolla’s gaze softened. She reached up and touched his cheek as he looked down on her. 
 “I have no intention of losing what we have. I haven’t been this happy in a very long time. I’m not going to give up on it. We will all return. I will return to you. Have some faith,” Nolla smiled. 
 Rujin took her hand into his and kissed it. “I have faith, but I’m still scared to lose you.” 
 “You won’t lose me,” Nolla smiled before gently pulling her hand away, turning and walking toward the gathered group. 
 Rujin looked on as his heart broke in half. 
 Nolla approached Kavan and stood at attention. “Lord Cynder, permission to join you on your mission? I have intimate knowledge of Loduss and its royalty. My time there with the Divine Alliance could be invaluable to your quest.” 
 Kavan looked upon the succubus in leather armor, a satchel against one hip and a coiled-up ball and chain on the other.  
 “Permission granted,” Kavan said with a nod. 
 Nolla bowed. “Thank you, Lord Cynder. We will discover the truth together.” 
 “I do have to ask, how did you know we would be here?” Kavan smiled. 
 Nolla smiled. “When Loduss troops arrived, I knew why they were here. Lord and Lady Bloodcoin can be very transparent sometimes.” 
 Nolla turned from Kavan and looked at Onka. The succubus stepped closer to the goblin and sank down to one knee. The two of them looked into each other’s eyes. 
 “You’re not lost,” Onka whispered. “Open your heart and the right goddess will find you.” 
 Nolla closed her eyes and bowed her head. “Thank you, mistress.” 
 Onka kissed the succubus’s forehead. Nolla’s eyes shot open as something divine touched her heart. 
 “Thank you.” Nolla whispered before she stood up. 
 Kogan stepped close to Kavan with pain in his eyes. “Kavan…” he began. 
 “I will bring everyone back. I will bring your son back, alive and well,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 Kogan nodded. “I have faith in you and in greater forces.” 
 The older orc sniffled before he spoke in a low tone. “If things turn badly, we will move east, toward the Treba Kingdoms. There is plenty of land and the beast people don’t ask too many questions. I will make sure Onka is safe.” 
 “Thank you,” Kavan whispered as the weight of the moment pressed down on him. 
 Orc and dragonkin embraced. 
 Dura looked at them with sad, happy eyes. 
 Kavan pulled away and turned to his chosen few. “The Loduss troops are probably breaking down their camp. The sun is almost up and we shouldn’t keep them waiting.” 
 Their heads nodded in agreement and they moved to the edge of North Street. 
 Kavan stepped over to Onka and Nava. He bent down slightly to kiss the siren first and then Onka. Nava’s hands trembled as she didn’t want to let go. Onka looked at the dragonkin with strong, confident eyes.  
 “Do not yield,” Onka said firmly. 
 “I will not,” Kavan said as he stood up and let go of them. 
 The dragonkin turned and walked toward the others, when Dura stepped to him. The orc grabbed the dragonkin and pressed her lips to his. Tongues swirled for a moment as Durzol looked away. Kogan looked at them with a fatherly grin. 
 Dura pulled back and looked into Kavan’s eyes. “Many rewards go to the victor. Come back victorious,” she said with a sly grin. 
 Kavan nodded. “I will.” 
 The dragonkin stepped away from the beautiful orc and joined the rest of his group. They all looked back at Kogan, Dura, Nava, Onka, and Rujin as they stood. Hands waved before the group turned and made their way up North Street and toward an uncertain future. 
 *** 
 Outside the North Gate and wall of Moonvale, the Loduss soldiers broke down tents and put out fires. Supplies were loaded up onto wagons and carriages formed a line on the dirt road. 
 Captain Scarsoul oversaw the breakdown of the camp and organized the troops. Hasal and Nuruc stood side by side, watching the breakdown as it progressed. 
 The morning chill bit deeper as the first beam of sunlight touched the morning sky. 
 The high steward turned her attention to the North Gate of Moonvale. A breath later, the heavy doors opened and six figures stepped out. The ogre smiled and bowed her head. Nuruc looked over and watched with unfeeling eyes as two dragonkin, an orc, an arachnix, a troll, and a succubus walked toward them. 
 Captain Scarsoul turned and walked briskly to the approaching group. The goblin stopped and looked up to Kavan as he and his group stopped before him. 
 “Good to see that you have accepted the Lord and Lady’s invitation. We have carriages for your journey,” Captain Scarsoul said and looked at the large arachnix. “Your arachnix will have to take up a carriage for himself.” 
 Kavan glanced at Hynrik and the arachnix nodded back. 
 “We understand,” Kavan said simply. 
 Hasal walked closer and spoke up, “Lord Cynder, if you may, you can ride with Nuruc and I. We understand that you may have concerns, so one of your fellow companions can ride with us. The journey back will take most the day, but it would be nice to get to know each other and allow me to answer any questions you may have.” 
 Kavan glanced back to Lorta. Lorta nodded. 
 “We will be happy to join you,” Kavan said. 
 Hasal nodded. “Thank you. I assure you, once everything is discussed with the lord and lady of Loduss, and everyone enjoys the celebration, our two kingdoms will grow to a brighter future.” 
 Kavan glanced at Nuruc. The violet scales dragonkin stood with a blank expression and dead eyes. He returned his gaze to the pretty ogre and nodded. 
 “I’m sure everything will work out for the best,” Kavan said as sunlight filled the sky. 





 Twenty One 
 Kavan looked out the carriage window as it rolled along. The trees barely had any leaves remaining, leaving naked forests on either side of the road. The scents of autumn were slowly fading away as the cold air remained.  
 The dragonkin looked up through the branches of the trees, seeing the blood moon partially hidden by the forest and horizon. In a short week, it would be gone and not return until next autumn. 
 The hours had slipped by as the Loduss soldiers marched and the carriages filled the middle of the road. The road to Loduss was wide and well-travelled, due to an increased number of visitors to the faraway town.  
 Kavan looked down at the soldiers walking alongside the carriage at a small distance. They didn’t look in his direction, their gazes firmly pointed ahead. They walked with rigid backs, as if afraid that if they didn’t, they would be reprimanded. 
 The dragonkin sat back as he took in everyone around him once again. Lorta sat beside him, her spear leaning to one side of her and a mace at her belt. The shy troll was silent as a grave, her unnerving gaze on the pretty ogre across from her. 
 Despite Hasal’s earlier comment about getting to know each other, little to nothing was said. She sat with her hands folded on her lap and a nervous look in her eyes as she looked at the scenery and not at the troll across from her. 
 Kavan turned his gaze to the thin, violet scaled dragonkin across from him. Nuruc didn’t say a word, his slitted eyes staring at nothing. There was no emotion or even a hint anyone was home. Kavan wondered if the dragonkin was even in his own body, considering he moved almost like a robot, giving the appearance he was there, but not committing to it. 

For a time of goodwill and celebration, it feels like a funeral home in here. Hopefully, it’s not our funeral.

 Kavan broke the silence as he looked at the ogre. “High Steward Dreameyes, I noticed our weapons were not confiscated.” 
 The ogre looked at the red dragonkin and nodded. “You are not prisoners. We understand the need for caution between our kingdoms, but there has been no order to disarm you and your companions.” 
 Hasal glanced to the side before returning Kavan’s gaze again, “You do understand that when it comes to meeting the lord and lady, no weapons will be allowed.” 
 Kavan nodded. “Of course. There will be no need for weapons during a celebration.” 
 Hasal gave a polite smile. 
 Kavan continued, “What can we expect when we arrive?” 
 Hasal nodded. “If we keep a good pace, we should arrive well into nightfall. The carriages will be brought inside the walls of the main palace. You will be escorted to your rooms in the guest wing. There you will be able to rest and freshen up. The celebratory dinner and celebration will take place tomorrow evening. 
 “The lord and lady understand this journey is not a simple one. You and your companions will rest for the day tomorrow before being escorted to dinner.” 
 “Will there be a meeting with the lord and lady before dinner?” Kavan asked. 
 Hasal shook her head. “No. The lord and lady are very busy and are heavily involved in the preparation for the celebration. This is all for Moonvale becoming its own kingdom and all of Loduss will come out to celebrate your independence. The lord and lady wanted me to assure you that the focus is to create a bond between our kingdoms and not be bogged down in discussions of trade and diplomatic relations. All of that can come later. For tomorrow night, it is meant to bring goodwill between us.” 
 Kavan smiled. “Sounds like it's going to be a great party.” 
 Hasal smiled. “It will. Celebrations in Loduss are often legendary and I don’t have to tell you how much the lord and lady and the people love them. Many come from neighboring kingdoms to partake in the celebrations, so there will be a grand turn out.” 
 Kavan nodded before settling in his seat. Everything Hasal said filled his mind and he pondered on it. After a few moments, the dragonkin was about to ask another question when a warmth touched his mind. The red dragonkin relaxed as it felt like silk moving across the outer edge of his brain. 

“Do not be alarmed or make any facial expressions. You can talk to me along this bridge between our minds. I will not delve any deeper into your thoughts, so you may speak freely. I simply wanted us to talk,” said a disembodied voice Kavan didn’t recognize.

 Kavan turned his gaze to Nuruc and the dragonkin looked him in the eyes. 

“Please, look out the window if you must, but do not engage me in any way other than the mental bridge between us.”

 Kavan looked out the window to the leafless forest. 

“Good. This will give us a chance a speak with one another,” Nuruc’s voice echoing through Kavan’s mind.


“I wondered if you were really here with us,” Kavan mentioned.


“I have always been here. As an Observer, I must remain neutral along the fledgling races. They take everything our people do or say as gospel and we should have minimal interference with their lives.”


“That is an odd statement since you are here,” Kavan said.


“True, but I can say the same about you. It is beyond odd for two dragonkin to move about so freely among the fledgling races. We are like gods to them, and yet, you behave as one of them.


“When our people walk among them, we often change our forms to fit in undetected. As for myself, I was charged to appear as myself to ease our meeting so there was no deception,” Nuruc said.


“I hope I’m not being rude, but specifically, why are you here?” Kavan asked.

 A moment of silence filled the mental bridge. 

“I was charged to investigate why two of our people were out here and to bring one of you back to the Spire Kingdoms. The one called Drayke, is my main mission. The Lorescales family misses him dearly and wish to bring him home. I’m here to convince him to come with me.”

 Kavan raised a boney eye ridge. 

“Drayke? I thought perhaps you would be here for both of us?” Kavan said.


“Originally, that was the directive, but your family has cut contact with the elders involved. Without their further consent, my goal has shifted to Gizurth,” Nuruc stated.

 Nuruc grew quiet again. 

“Both of you have been gone for a long time. I understand we have our freedoms to come and go, but it is often with the understanding of keeping ourselves hidden from the populace. Did something happen to change one of our sacred social agreements?” Nuruc asked with a curious tone.

 Kavan’s mind worked as he tried to come up with a believable answer. 

“I cannot speak for Drayke, only for myself. I left because my life didn’t hold anymore inspiration for me. As you know, I was a sculptor for a long time, but the designs didn’t come to me anymore. The urges to create fell away. I was lost and I knew I wouldn’t find what I was looking for in my old life. I started a new one to find that inspiration again,” Kavan said.


Nuruc gave a mental nod. “It is a relief to hear such an understandable explanation. I have known some dragonkin who lost their inspiration on the path to joining the gods. You certainly aren’t the first one of our people to encounter such a philosophical dilemma. It comes up from time to time and all involved seek ways to regain that passion. When they do, they often achieve reaching ascension sooner and join in the celestial dance. I am pleased to understand your plight.”


Nuruc mentally tapped his incorporeal chin, “Does Drayke also suffer from the same lack of inspiration?”

 Kavan was careful with his thoughts as he answered. 

“He hasn’t expressed it to me completely, but I have sensed he feels the same.”


Nuruc nodded. “Tell me, how does it feel to travel the path of conquest again?”

 Kavan kept his mind silent, unsure what the violet dragonkin meant. 

Nuruc continued, “That is why you’re here, on the edge? Much like our ancestors from thousands of years ago, you walk the path of converting the people of Voldor to our ways. I must admit, I’m fascinated by your journey. You have become a lord of a small town and now, you walk defiantly into a trap, ready to slay the unworthy to display our true power. It’s a brilliant move, enforcing our ways so the other races are reminded to never go against their betters.”

 Kavan guarded his thoughts and tried to not show any emotion to the dragonkin’s words. 

“Tell me, Lord Cynder, will your journey of conquest continue? Once you have broken Loduss, will the neighboring towns and kingdoms fall under your rule? Many in the Spire Kingdoms are interested in your adventure. Word has spread among our people of your exploits and they watch it with close eyes. There have been many debates about why, and it has quickened the pulse of our society. Your inspiration may have dimmed, but your adventure has inspired others to follow your path.”


“Follow it, how so?” Kavan asked.


“There have been discussions of re-conquering Voldor. The texts speak of the Celestial War and the aftermath of it, how many dragonkin made their way across the lands of Voldor to bring truth to the fledgling races. Those who followed us were blessed. Those who fought us were put down. The enslavement of the dwarves was particularly epic with many stories of how hard they fought back. Many dragonkin lost their lives, but their names have been immortalized and their spirits joined the gods as guardians to aid in the future celestial war.”

 Kavan continued to look out the window of the carriage as his heart thudded in his chest. 

Nuruc held an incorporeal smile. “Many elders have spoken on how peace has dulled our senses and our appetites. Achieving ascension does not have the same power it once had. There are many of our people who dream of conquest, blood, and violence. Most of our elders who were here during the celestial war have already ascended. There have been generations who never had the chance to break a people and bend them to our will. Many believe that spark is what is needed to truly ascend.”

 Kavan went with the violet dragonkin’s subdued excitement and played along. 

“Nuruc, I must confess, this journey I am on is truly inspiring. It’s something I wish to see to the end, but tell me, what makes you think we are walking into a trap?”

 Nuruc smirked in his seat. 

“I see, you are including me in the game. Thank you, Lord Cynder, for considering me as a player. But to answer your question, I already met with Lord and Lady Bloodcoin. I’m still training my Mind Sphere, and the elders thought this would be a good opportunity to test and grow my sphere. My Mind Sphere is only 7th degree, but that is considerable, considering my youth.


“As you know, we cannot peer into another dragonkin’s mind without permission, but the other races hold no such benefit. The Bloodcoins are displeased with Moonvale’s independence. After many generations, they have grown greedy with power and don’t hold the same fear they once did for us. They believe because their kingdom is so far removed from the Spire Kingdoms, they could get away with slaying dragonkin and believe there will be no consequences to their actions.”


Kavan gave a mental nod. “But we know that will not happen.”


Nuruc smiled. “No, it won’t. Thinking something and acting on it are two different things. The goblins can think about killing dragonkin all they wish, but until they carry out the act, nothing will happen to them. I assume you will not do anything unless they move first.”


“My plan is to see how far they take it. If they attempt to slay me, Drayke, or our friends, the Bloodcoin royalty will pay for such a heinous crime.”


Nuruc grinned across the mental bridge. “An excellent strategy. I assume for the game, you brought your fiercest warriors to fight by your side? It will make a grand tale, if the Bloodcoins go through with their deception. I will not interfere in any way and give you enough room to live out the game. No need to concern yourself with me seeing into your companion’s minds, I will respect their minds as I respect yours.”

 Inspiration struck Kavan as he turned from the window and looked across the carriage to the violet scaled dragonkin. 

“Thank you, Nuruc. It is greatly appreciated. But I do have one last thing I wish to discuss. What do you think will happen afterwards? What will take place after my death or the death of the Bloodcoins?”


Nuruc nodded. “If you are killed, which seems unlikely, Loduss and surrounding areas will be razed to the ground. There will be no male, female, or child left to speak of such a heinous and unholy act. Even Moonvale must be destroyed so that their memory doesn’t infect others that we may die. The only records that will remain will be what is scribed in the grand libraries to preserve the lesson for future generations.


“In the event of your likely success, it depends on what you wish to accomplish. No dragonkin would dare intrude or challenge your obvious right to conquest. The fledgling races are meant to be ruled. You would place a successor to the Loduss throne, therefore expanding your power and influence.”


“Nuruc, there is always room in the game for more players.”

 Nuruc’s eyes widened a hair. 

“I am honored at the implication, Lord Cynder. I eagerly await to see all the pieces move tomorrow night.”

 Kavan glanced over to Hasal as she sat quietly. 

“Is Hasal aware of her master’s plans?”


“No, but she is a bright one. She knows there is something amiss, but is honor bound to carry on with her duties. It’s like watching a bolid, unaware that they are being led to the slaughter.”


“Thank you for your thoughts, Nuruc,” Kavan said.


“Thank you for your thoughts and time, Lord Cynder. I will allow you some time to rest and prepare your strategies.”

 The mental connection blinked out and Nuruc stared at nothing. 

Viz, did you get all of that?


“I did, every word,” Viz said.


This has become a very dangerous game. The dragonkin think I am playing a game and have no desire to interfere. I think, as long as a dragonkin is not murdered or killed, they will stay well out of it and watch from the sidelines.


“From what we’ve experienced with the Deep One and the cultists, there are other forces at work here, but not from the dragonkin. The dragon gods may not be aware of what is happening in Moonvale and are only granting power to their followers. Zulkis was the one who summoned the Deep One and the cultists summoned the serpent hound, but when it came to the actual battle, neither could gain an edge enough to win.”


We might be in a better position than we realized. If the dragon gods don’t know or care at this point and the dragonkin are thinking this is all a game of conquest, they won’t stick their noses too deep to uncover the truth. After Loduss, we might have plenty of time to grow our power and ready ourselves to fight the real threat.


“It’s true, we might have more time, but someone sent those cultists to Moonvale. Zulkis was acting under his own need for glory and praise, but the cultists of Omyd were directed to terrorize Moonvale. There is still something here we don’t know fully.”


Our answers may be in Loduss. For now, we will continue with our plan. Afterwards, we will have to pick up the pieces.


“Kavan, I’ve been meaning to ask, if Lord and Lady Bloodcoin try to kill all of us, what are you going to do? We have a plan of escape and defending ourselves, but nothing was discussed about what will happen to them.”

 Kavan was silent for a moment. He looked out the window and up at the early afternoon sky. A peace flowed over him and a dark sliver snaked into his heart. 

They are too dangerous to be taken alive.


“Other kingdoms may band together, thinking we are a threat,” Viz said in a low tone.

 Kavan said nothing as he looked out the window to a pair of birds flying in the deep, blue sky. 
 *** 
 Kavan craned his head out the carriage window as light danced along his slitted eyes. A sense of wonder and awe spilled into his senses as the carriage jolted onto a cobblestone street and under a thick overpass. 
 Night’s cloak had fallen over the world once again, but the light of Loduss kept its darkness from enveloping the city kingdom. Stone buildings stood at various heights and sizes. Banners fluttered in the breeze off buildings. Lantern posts glowed with different colors as far as the dragonkin could see. The sidewalks were filled with various peoples, from goblins to orcs, trolls to kobolds. Many people turned to the line of carriages and armed escort, waving to them and their faces filled with bright smiles. 
 Kavan turned his gaze to the tall palace in the center of the kingdom city. It glowed in the distance like a beacon for all. Green and yellow lights illuminated it like a beautiful monolith of art for all to see. Kavan’s gaze focused and he could see great carvings and designs along the walls of various races posed with books in hands, regal costumes, and laughing masks. Even at a great distance, the imagery could be made out. 
 The line of carriages and soldiers turned down a wide street and made their way along. Some people on the street clapped and others raised drinks to them. 
 “Magnificent, isn’t it,” Hasal said. 
 Kavan nodded and looked back in the carriage. Lorta was by the other window, her eyes wide as she looked up at the impressive stone buildings and towers. 
 “I haven’t been here since my youth. It’s still beautiful,” the troll said with a low tone. 
 Kavan smiled. Lorta looked on with grandeur in her gaze. 
 The long ride was coming to an end. Soldiers doubled their march into a trot. Horses picked up the pace as the line continued to make turns and move further into the city. 
 Hasal spoke up as Kavan and Lorta looked out, “As you may have noticed, most kingdom cities and towns have the same basic design. In Moonvale, you have a town center, but in city kingdoms, all roads lead to castles and palaces. These designs have been copied from the great Spire Kingdoms, ensuring all can see the seat of power and protect it with their lives.” 
 Kavan listened as he took it all in. When they drew closer, residential buildings and shops turned into theaters and outdoor stages. Goblins and trolls in masks carried on like jesters to small crowds as they clapped. Musicians played on smaller outdoor stages as lines of people led to the front doors of theaters.  
 Kavan marveled at it. A faint memory from his youth touched his thoughts, this area of Loduss reminding him of the theater district of Manhattan when he visited family. But so much grander than he thought possible. Everything was theatric with beautiful costumes, masks, and ornamental marquees. 
 “Loduss has quite the theater district, rivaling those in the Merchant Kingdoms,” Hasal added. 
 The line of carriages turned onto a wide street and made for the palace walls. A thick, metal portcullis began to rise as goblin and troll guards waved in the procession. Captain Scarsoul led the way, riding a horse as the line of carriages made their way in. 
 Kavan looked around with sharp eyes. The main palace stood like a cluster of even towers. A wide balcony was at the top, facing outwards and looking out across the city. Up close, the carvings and designs along the walls were breathtaking, but Kavan continued to take in each nook and cranny of the surrounding area. 
 The palace was tall and massive, but the cobblestone courtyard was bare. There were no trees or gardens. From what Kavan could see, there were four entrances, each to one side of the squarish protective walls. Small towers stood at each corner, complete with archers looking around. The wall was thick enough to have guards walk along the top. For a moment, Kavan thought the area looked more like a prison than simply a palace wall. The palace had many beautiful designs, but the walls were gray, cold, and strong. 
 The carriages lined up toward the dais steps leading up to the thick wooden doors. Spiked, iron bands held the doors together. 
 Carriage doors opened as the Loduss soldiers stood at attention. Kavan and Lorta stepped out of their carriages, relief washing over them as they were out of the confined space. 
 Hynrik stepped out of his carriage and stretched his arms. Drayke, Durzol, and Nolla stepped out of their carriage and looked around. 
 Hasal beamed as she looked at everyone gathered. “If you please, follow me and we will make our way to your guest rooms.” 
 The tall ogre in the regal robe turned on her heels and walked toward the stairs. Kavan and the group looked at each other before following the ogre. 
 Guards opened the large doors to the palace. Hasal led the way as Kavan and the group looked around in muted astonishment. 
 Vaulted ceilings filled the entrance hall. Lavish tapestries and finely crafted statues stood of different races in various costumes. Inner guards and servants bowed as the High Steward and Kavan’s group made their way along the impeccable red carpet. Ornamental lanterns and chandeliers glowed with a comforting light. The atmosphere touched on a faint memory, Kavan remembering museums with the same feeling. The palace felt like a temple to the theater and everyone present was a cast member or spectator. 
 Down the long hall, an impressive throne room stood. Kavan looked past Hasal to see both thrones, side by side, but they were empty. 
 The group stopped before the throne room at a set of four doors, two on each side of the corridor. Hasal turned around, smiled and bowed slightly to Kavan and the group. 
 “To reach the guest quarters would normally require climbing the many stairs to the upper floors, but Loduss is a kingdom taking on many advancements. What I am about to show you is a form of magic and machinery. It will make the journey upwards much easier.” 
 Hasal moved to a door and touched her hand to it. The door opened and a plain, medium-sized room was within, complete with a small couch. 
 “Please, step in,” Hasal pointed with an open hand. 
 The group instantly hesitated and looked at Kavan. 
 “Hasal, what is in this room?” Kavan asked as a funny feeling struck him, already telling him what it was. 
 The ogre nodded and stepped into the room. She turned to everyone gathered with a small smile. 
 “It’s not some kind of trap, if you’re concerned. This is what is called a “Lift.” It is a room that will carry us up to the higher floors without taking the stairs. It will make it much easier. To help put you at ease, I’m coming with you to show you it is harmless.” 
 Kavan nodded and stepped in. Drayke followed with a smile. Nolla was next. Lorta, Durzol, and Hynrik looked into the room with cautious eyes. 
 “It should be alright,” Kavan smiled. 
 The troll, orc, and arachnix timidly made their way in. Once everyone was inside, the door closed shut. 
 Hasal touched a colored crystal by the door entrance and the entire room shifted before it ascended. 
 Kavan smiled. 

A magical elevator. 

 The lift continued to ascend at a medium pace. The crystals blinked as it moved closer to the top of the palace. 
 “This lift could use some music,” Kavan said to Hasal. 
 Drayke chuckled. Everyone else looked at each other in slight confusion. 
 “I will bring your idea to the lord and lady,” Hasal said with interested eyes. 
 The lift stopped and the door opened. 
 Hasal, Kavan, Drayke, and Nolla stepped out without a second thought. Lorta, Durzol, and Hynrik nearly bolted out of the lift and onto the solid, stone floor. The three of them looked at the lift with suspicious eyes before Hasal beckoned them with a clearing of her throat. 
 “Please, this way,” the ogre said kindly. 
 Kavan glanced around and saw that Nuruc didn’t join them. 

I can relax a little. Despite Nuruc’s assurances, it's hard to keep your mental guard up around a dragonkin that may peek at your thoughts anyway.

 After a few twists and turns, Hasal led the group to a pair of thick, double doors and two large, troll guards. The pair of guards nodded to the High Steward before opening the doors. Hasal led them in and the group followed. 
 Everyone stepped into a beautiful and lavish circular room. Doors were lined along the walls and a large table was in the middle of the room. A single potted plant sat in the middle of the table. A chandelier glowed above the table, casting its light along the circular chamber. Tapestries were along the walls between each door. 
 Hasal turned to the group with a smile. “Welcome to the royal guest quarters. Everything is provided in each room for a comfortable stay. The guards outside are for your protection and safety. If you need anything, please let the guards know and they will call on a steward to bring it to you. 
 “There will be plenty of time to rest and relax. Each room has a bathing tub with heated gems. They are stacked with cold chests, holding plenty of food. Cabinets will have wine and spirits. 
 “I will return at sundown tomorrow to escort you to the royal banquet hall on the next floor above us. There you will be seated at the royal table to eat, drink, and speak with Lord and Lady Bloodcoin. Dining attire will be provided. The lord and lady likes everyone to be well-dressed for dinner. Afterwards, spirits and cakes will be provided. The celebration will carry on across the city, but the lord and lady may speak to the crowds with you at their side, Lord Cynder.” 
 Kavan bowed his head. “I understand.” 
 Hasal bowed again. “Please, make yourself comfortable. I must take my leave. I will return tomorrow night. Have a pleasant slumber.” 
 The pretty ogre stood up and walked around the group to the doors. The doors closed shut and a new stillness filled the area. 
 Kavan turned to the group. “Let’s get our rooms.” 
 “We should search the rooms. There might be spies in the walls,” Drayke mentioned. 
 Heads nodded. Soon, everyone broke away and each searched each room.  
 An hour carried on as everyone searched every nook and cranny of each guest room. Paintings were removed from the walls before being rehung and tapestries were pulled aside. Walls were inspected. Furniture was looked at for anything odd or not right. After an exhaustive search, everyone met back in the middle room and confirmed they didn’t find anything. 
 “For now, there is nothing left to do but rest,” Kavan said. 
 Heads slowly nodded. 
 Everyone present peeled away from the group. Doors opened and closed behind them. Durzol gave Kavan a nod before he disappeared into his room.  
 Kavan stepped into his room and closed the door behind him. His shoulders relaxed. The tension burned at him, expecting anything to happen and thankfully, nothing had yet. 
 The dragonkin stepped to the window, overlooking the city kingdom. Lights glowed along the many streets. On several shorter rooftops, people gathered, sang, and drank, Kavan assuming they were enjoying the pre-party before the celebration. 
 The door to his room opened and Kavan turned around. The dragonkin smiled as Lorta stepped in and closed the door behind her. The troll with braids stepped further into the room. Her face was blank, but her eyes shined with affection. 
 Kavan stepped closer to the tall troll and before he could lift his arms to hug her, she grabbed him and hugged him close to her more than ample bosom. The couple stood as Lorta’s lips were close to Kavan’s ear. 
 “I spied on the guard towers and the gate. I looked at the surrounding area. Even if we make it out, if the streets are full of people, we may not make it to our friend and destination,” Lorta whispered. 
 Kavan nodded. 

I’m glad Lorta is being cryptic and not saying Zellee’s name. The letter we sent should tell her enough to help with our escape. Streets filled with people may help cover our exit, if things turn badly.

 “We still have to see how this will turn out,” Kavan whispered back. 
 Lorta nodded and her hand travelled down Kavan’s back and squeezed his ass. Kavan smiled as heat glowed from the troll. 
 “I missed you last night,” Lorta said with warm affection. 
 “I missed you too,” Kavan said. 
 Lorta was quiet for a moment, but didn’t let go of the dragonkin.  
 “Hexnia has blessed me with the Mind and Dark Spheres,” Lorta said in the barest of whispers. 
 Kavan’s eyes widened a hair, but deep down, he wasn’t surprised. 
 Lorta continued, “I know you are performing part of the plan, but I can help. Hexnia has blessed me with a 3rd degree of the Mind and a 3rd degree of the Dark. I can help with the illusions, just as I did when we fought the cultists in the town center.” 
 Kavan pulled back, the couple still holding each other by the waist.  
 “That would help us. Have you practiced those spheres?” Kavan asked. 
 Lorta looked down with warm eyes. “I have practiced some. I have prayed to Hexnia and she has answered my dreams.” 
 Kavan nodded. 

Lorta seems different. The way she is talking about Hexnia and the faraway look in her eyes tells me she is becoming a fanatic. I don’t want to lose all of Onka to Hexnia, just as I don’t want to lose Lorta to her new devotion.

 “Lorta, are you still you?” Kavan asked with a kind tone. 
 Lorta smiled. “I’m still me, but my goddess has opened my eyes. I don’t want to be shy anymore. I don’t want to be scared anymore. I want to live on my knees, praying to Hexnia and praying to you.” 
 The dragonkin gave the taller troll an understanding smile. “You don’t have to pray to me. As for Hexnia, you don’t have to abandon who you are to worship a goddess. As long as you know your truth, you can be who you wish to be.” 
 Lorta smiled. “That is why I love you. Your kind, strong heat melts me. Life isn’t about simply farming and hoping the monsters stay away. Since we’ve met, I have fought for more than just our town and our love. I have fought for our very souls.” 
 Lorta slowly blinked. “I have a purpose.” 
 Kavan watched the distilled understanding of her place in the universe in Lorta’s eyes. 
 “What about the shy troll farmer who I fell in love with?” Kavan asked. 
 Lorta smiled. “She’s still here, she’s just not as shy as she was before.” 
 The troll pulled a hand back and grabbed Kavan’s bulge. Her thumb caressed it, trying to coax life into it. It stirred to her touch and began to thicken. 
 An idea flashed into Kavan’s mind. 
 “Lorta, my Mind Sphere is only 2nd degree. We could practice using it together.” 
 Lorta didn’t let go as she massaged the thickening shaft. “What do you want to do, my master?” 
 The sound of the word ‘master’ filled Kavan with a burning flash of heat. He pushed away the heat to try and keep his mind together. Lorta continued to fondle him as her eyes dripped with sultry desire. 
 “1st degree Mind spells can create simple, fragile illusions. I want to create a 2nd degree Mind spell and practice it, if you’re interested?” 
 Lorta looked down on Kavan’s neck as she continued to fondle his now hard and straining member. 
 “I will do anything you say, master.” Lorta said with heavy, sultry eyes. 
 Kavan nodded and his fingers on his right hand began to make arcane gestures. He channeled two points of mana. The air shimmered behind Lorta and a figure appeared. The dragonkin continued, channeling two more points of mana. Another figure appeared behind Lorta. Kavan kept his thoughts together as he spent two more points of mana and channeled them into the Body Sphere.  
 Kavan closed his eyes as mystical connections formed. The complicated interaction between spells grew stronger until he had complete control. 
 Lorta was about to lean in to kiss her love when a pair of red-scaled hands took hold of her. The troll turned her gaze to one side, seeing an exact copy of Kavan standing naked beside her. She turned her head to the other side, seeing another one. Lorta’s eyes widened as she was pulled away from Kavan standing with his eyes closed. 
 Scaled hands began grabbing at Lorta and her clothes. A weakness filled the troll as a needful urge crashed into her. Looking at the solid illusions, her will weakened as they pulled off pieces of her clothing and threw it aside. Lorta was gently pushed onto the bed and she sat on the edge. One Kavan grabbed her boots and took them off. The other Kavan grabbed at her leather leggings and pulled them off. 
 Lorta panted with heavy breath as the two dragonkin crowded around her. She looked at their standing members, took hold with each hand and began to gently stroke them. 
 Kavan opened his eyes to see his duplicates on either side of the naked Lorta. Sensations flowed from the living illusions, channeled by the Body Sphere spell. Kavan felt everything the illusions felt. His thoughts separated to each one, reaching down and caressing the troll as she stroked both of them. Scaled hands grabbed at large breasts, thumbs moving over nipples. Each illusion could feel Lorta’s heat coming off her body in waves.  
 “Thank you, master,” Lorta whispered before taking a red tipped cock into her mouth. 
 The feel of her lips and stroking, set Kavan’s soul ablaze. The connection burned brightly as he stood, feeling everything. One illusion stood with half closed eyes, Lorta’s head bobbing on his thick member. The other illusion broke from her hold, knelt down between her legs and parted her strong, thick thighs. He buried his snout at her wet valley entrance, licking at her blooming slit and tasting her across the small distance. 
 Lorta moaned as a dreamy haze filled her half-closed eyes. She sucked harder, wanting Kavan to invade her. Her body shuddered as his tongue licked her just the right way, caressing her pearl with intimate knowledge. The cock in her mouth was stiff and unyielding. 
 “You are so beautiful,” Kavan whispered as he watched and enjoyed every sensation. 
 Lorta moaned loudly as her lips and tongue moved. Kavan felt every sensation, as if she was trying to speak with her mouth full. 
 Kavan watched the air shimmer before him. An image faded into view of a naked Lorta. The troll smiled as she stepped closer and began pulling at his clothes. Kavan moved with her, keeping his concentration as the illusion of Lorta helped him get undressed. When the last bit of clothing was tossed and boots were slid away, the troll knelt before his rock hard dragonhood. She took hold of the base of the shaft and looked up like she was worshipping at church. 
 “Hexnia, I pray to you and our love,” the illusion of Lorta said before gently taking the tip in her lips and sucking on it. 
 Familiar sensations washed over the dragonkin. The connections grew tangled and Kavan had a difficult time where they all began and where they ended. A hurricane of lustful sensations crisscrossed between the couple and their illusions. 

I had to use the Body Sphere to connect to my illusions. Maybe I don’t have to do that with the 3rd degree?

 Both real Kavan and Lorta were swept away in overloaded lust and desire. It was Lorta who cracked first. Her thighs quivered as Kavan licked at her clit. When it was too much, her nerves exploded with fiery swirls. She moaned with her mouth full as wetness surged between her legs and onto Kavan’s tongue and mouth. The muffled moans remained as her inner fire was barely sated. 
 Kavan gritted his teeth through pleasure and bliss. Feeling Lorta climax brought him closer to the edge and he wanted more than to jump off. Trying to keep his control, a thought commanded the illusions and they obeyed. 
 A cock was pulled from Lorta’s mouth and a tongue retracted from between her legs. Lorta looked around in confusion until the pair of Kavan’s pushed her further onto the bed. They smiled as she weakly complied. Hands grabbed at her and turned her onto her stomach. One illusion moved up while another grabbed her hips and pulled them up. Lorta was on all fours when a cock was stuffed into her mouth again. Wetness dripped down her inner thighs before her ass was spread by firm hands and a cock touched her quivering trollhood. Lorta’s eyes rolled into her head as thick inches invaded her from behind. 
 Kavan fought through the waves of pleasure as his illusions took Lorta both ways. She moved like a primal animal to each illusion, lost to a sea of bliss.   
 Lorta’s mind barely held on as pleasure ran across her lips, mouth, and throat. Bliss bloomed and dripped as strong hips slapped into her ass. The troll felt complete as she also felt the sensations of Kavan’s cock in her illusion’s mouth from a few feet away. It was too much as she moved closer and closer to orgasm. The walls of willpower just managed to pull together before they cracked again. She moaned louder, sucking and moving with the double penetration.  
 Kavan watched with warm eyes when she squeezed and sucked on him. His willpower was shattered and his cock thickened. 
 Lorta pulled back and opened her mouth wide. Spurts of milky white seed struck the illusions throat, tongue, and lips. She licked it up before another spurt splashed against her lips. 
 On the bed, a string of orgasms shattered Lorta as both cock illusions thickened and spurted. She swallowed as heat filled her from behind. Bliss curled toes as her whole world cracked and fell away. 
 The trio of illusions shattered into nothing. Lorta collapsed onto the bed, milky seed spilling out of her valley and disappearing. 
 Kavan stumbled back a step and looked down. Lorta’s illusion shattered to nothing. His seed was suspended in the air before it splashed on the floor. 
 The deep, demonic hunger filled the dragonkin as he looked at the bed. Lorta moaned as she was on her stomach. Kavan crossed the distance and climbed onto the bed with a madness in his eyes. He grabbed at the beautiful troll and turned her onto her back. Lorta moved with his touch and pull. She barely looked up as he was over her and her eyes widened as his cock pushed into her tight slit. The connection was snug as Kavan invaded her with thick, throbbing inches. A moan rose up as his hips pushed to the hilt. A second later, his body betrayed him as his hips moved with hard power. 
 “Bless me, master,” Lorta sighed as her body bounced to Kavan’s deep invasion. 
 Kavan licked at her erect nipple as his hips pushed. The sounds of their bodies joining and the scents of sex filled the intimate space between them and around them. The tempo grew rougher as Lorta moaned her delight. 
 Kavan channeled two points of mana into the Mind Sphere, followed by another two points of mana to the Body Sphere. Another perfect illusion of himself appeared on the bed. Lorta gasped with closed eyes until a cock was pushed into her mouth. She opened her eyes to see Kavan’s illusion smiling at her as the real Kavan punished her between her thick thighs. 
 Lorta’s eyes fluttered as she surrendered to Kavan’s will. She squeezed him with her mouth and her snug valley. The back and forth, push and pull, overpowered all thought, and she was left unable to cast any magic as Kavan drove his needs deeper. 
 Kavan mentally let three drops of mana drift as he kept his mental and body control. The mana floated in the space between his heart and his mind. He kept full control of the illusion, despite moments of weakness. Muffled moans grew louder as Lorta could barely contain herself. Heat burst along her heaving chest. She arched her back as Kavan stabbed deep with both cocks. Pink glowed along the dark blue skin on her neck and chest and her eyes flashed with paradise before she drowned. 
 Lorta shuddered hard. She squeezed the dragonkin’s cock snug in her valley and sucked on the member in her mouth.  
 Kavan’s own urges reached their crescendo as orgasms blasted Lorta’s senses into shattered glass. Kavan’s cocks thickened once again and thick spurts of seed filled her tight valley and tight mouth. 
 Heated bliss and ecstasy enveloped the lovers. Lorta milked the cock in her mouth as Kavan pushed himself to hilt, driving every drop of his soul into her. 
 An alert filled Kavan’s gaze as the other illusion of him shattered and faded away. 

You have gained 1 degree of the Mind Sphere. Mind Sphere is now 3rd Degree.


Gained 1 point of mana to your mana pool.

 Kavan smiled slightly as his cock remained hard and throbbing in Lorta. He caressed her cheek as she panted with closed eyes. 
 “Lorta, you did very well, “Kavan said with a fatherly edge. 
 “I want you to be happy,” Lorta said with a panting whisper. 
 “I am happy,” Kavan’s smile grew wider. “Tomorrow might be a difficult night. Let’s make the most of tonight.” 
 “Yes… my love,” Lorta whispered before bliss surged along their intimate connection once again. 





 Twenty Two 
 An orc shopkeeper stood behind a counter. A thick open book was before him, filled with numbers and notes. Around them, various tools, items, and hardware were on shelves or hanging as displays on the walls. The shop was empty as the orc looked over his finances. He glanced up at the clear glass front of his shop. A small smile bloomed as he saw many people passing by with masks in hands and an excitement in their eyes. Lips moved between small groups, the obvious excitement growing to the evening’s celebrations.  
 The orc gave a small nod to himself, already thinking about later when he would close up his shop and join the throngs of people who would be drinking, singing, and joining the crowd outside the palace walls. The lord and lady of Loduss promised it would be an evening no one would forget and the Bloodcoin royalty always kept their promises. They often carted out wagons of wine, spirits, and food, giving it out freely to the populace for everyone to enjoy. Celebrations like these often lasted two nights, the orc shopkeeper already planning to put up a sign for tomorrow, informing everyone who passed by that the shop would be closed. 
 The shopkeeper was about to look down at his records again when the front door opened with a bell chiming above it. He looked and smiled at the cloaked figure in black leather as they walked in. A large hood covered their head, only exposing their nose, mouth, and chin. 
 “How can I help you this fine morning?” the shopkeeper asked with a smile. 
 The figure approached the counter and glanced around. They eyed the small barrels in the corner of the shop before lifting their head a little more and looking the shopkeeper in the eye. 
 The orc’s eyes widened as he looked at dark violet skin and strange, tattooed runes along her face and neck. The thin features spoke to her race and crimson-colored eyes looked back at him. 
 “You’re… you’re a shadow elf,” the orc stuttered. 
 The cloaked shadow elf dug into a belt pouch. She lifted her hand over the book on the counter and dropped a dozen gold coins on it. 
 “A little something to keep you from asking stupid questions and not remembering why I’m here,” the shadow elf said with a low menacing tone. 
 The orc looked at the gold coins for a tiny moment before he scooped them up in his big green hand and placed them under the counter. His smile brightened as he looked at the cloaked figure before him. 
 “How can I help you today, person I never met or will speak of again?” the orc grinned. 
 “How much lantern oil do you have in your shop?” the shadow elf asked. 
 The orc nodded. “I have several shelves of the stuff in the back. I always have a lot on hand to ensure everyone in the neighborhood can fuel their lanterns.” 
 The shadow elf lifted a small, hefty sack of coins from her cloak. She placed them on the counter before the orc. The shopkeeper’s eyes widened in pure greed. 
 “I wish to purchase all of it, no questions asked,” the shadow elf said sternly. 
 The shopkeeper nodded. 
 Crimson eyes took on an amused edge as she looked at the greedy shopkeeper. “Is there a place nearby that sells carriages or covered wagons? There is more gold if you help me procure them.” 
 The orc nodded with a sly grin. “I know just the place. They’re close and they don’t ask too many questions either,” the orc winked. 
 *** 
 The sun slid across the cold sky. The streets of Loduss began to fill as the day went on. An energy pulsed along the grand city kingdom as many people of different races made their way toward the center. Sunlight shifted along the palace until it reached the western horizon. The bright ball of fire slowly vanished out of view, while a blood moon peeked from the horizon. 
 Thick coats and cloaks covered many people as misty air rose up from their excited chatter. Many Loduss soldiers stood by covered wagons surrounding the outside palace walls. The mood was filled with electricity as the thick murmur of conversation floated up. Many people talked and glanced at the covered wagons. Some licked their lips as they thought about the celebratory drinks to come. Others brought their own bottles and gladly shared them with friends and strangers. 
 With the last ray of sunlight gone and night’s cloak covering the brightly lit city, the mood grew with impending excitement. Most eyes were turned to the brilliantly lit palace, towering over the rest of the city. Citizens pulled out different kinds of masks and put them on, ready to lose themselves to the party to come. 
 Inside the towering palace, a group of visitors stood around in a common room. Kavan looked at his friends, everyone dressed in fine robes. A different kind of excitement filled them, knowing the moment of truth would arrive soon. 
 The day was spent talking and relaxing. Being confined to this area of the palace allowed the group to give each other hints and veiled conversations about what to expect and speak in code about their escape plan. Now dressed in their dinner attire, they simply waited as small talk filled the space. 
 “As paladins, we couldn’t partake in the celebrations, which was a huge turn off,” Nolla smiled. 
 “Do you think any paladins on the streets may recognize you or treat you any differently?” Hynrik asked. 
 Nolla shook her horned head. “I doubt it. We had to dress and act a certain way. I’m glad that part of my life is over and I can relax. Kuro would recognize me, but I don’t know if he is even still here in Loduss.” 
 “We should still keep our wits, just in case,” Drayke said as he looked at his fingers. 
 Durzol shifted and adjusted the robe. The orc grumbled as the top hugged his shoulders a little too tight and restricted his movements a little. 
 Kavan looked at his friend and smiled. “You won’t have to wear it for long.” 
 Durzol nodded. “I hope not. I don’t know how my father wears these kinds of robes all the time. Sure, I’m comfortable from the chest down, but my shoulders need more room. I could never work the forge hammer with this on. One spark and I would go up in flames.” 
 Kavan grinned as his friend continued to pull and adjust the robe so it fit better. 
 The main doors to the guest wing opened. All heads turned to Captain Scarsoul and a half a dozen troll soldiers with him. The goblin with the old scar stepped in until he stood before the group. His mere presence seemed to be bigger than his actual size. The trolls behind him seemed weak and smaller compared to him. 
 “Greetings, people of Moonvale. Unfortunately, I must relieve you of the weapons you arrived with and your satchels. Standard procedure for meeting Loduss royalty,” Torm said. 
 Kavan nodded. “Of course,” he said, stepping aside and pointing an open hand to the table in the middle of the room. 
 On the table was a neat pile of satchels and weapons, from daggers to Kavan’s spear and an assortment of other weapons. 
 Torm looked down on the pile and nodded. He pointed and the troll soldiers flowed around him. They gathered up the weapons and satchels quickly and retreated out of the chamber. 
 The goblin looked at Kavan with a blank expression. “Your items will be returned to you after the celebration.” 
 “We would have been happy to simply leave those items in our rooms,” Drayke mentioned. 
 Captain Scarsoul nodded. “It’s for everyone’s safety. The lord and lady know they have nothing to fear from your visit, that is why you were able to hold onto them. The celebrations tend to get chaotic. Best to be on the safe side, in case a drunken argument breaks out and blood is spilt. We wouldn’t have such precautions, if such things didn’t happen from time to time.” 
 “We understand, Captain Scarsoul. We don’t want to chance a disagreement with our hosts. We look forward to dinner,” Kavan said. 
 The goblin nodded. “High Steward Dreameyes will be here shortly to escort you to the dining hall. I hope you enjoy it.” 
 The goblin bowed before standing up and turning on his heels. He stepped out of the chamber and closed the door behind him. 
 Everyone turned their attention to Kavan. 
 “Let’s ready ourselves for dinner,” Kavan said with a small smile. 
 *** 
 A group of guards stood at attention at a pair of large, double doors. They turned their attention to the high steward and group of guests behind her. The guards stared at the two dragonkin as they led the group. Hasal made a hand gesture. The guards nodded and took hold of the large door rings. They pulled and the doors opened. Cool air and conversation spilled out as the Kavan stepped toward the entrance and looked in. 
 The banquet hall was immense with high ceilings and large stone pillars. Long tables with bench seating filled the main floor of the hall. Finely crafted chandeliers hung from the ceiling. A pleasant light illuminated the hall as bodies filled the tables. A massive hearth spilled out heat from the left. Servants moved about with trays of food and placed them on the tables. In a corner, by the roaring hearth, a group of minstrels played a tune. 
 Kavan looked to the right and saw a large, velvet curtain covering nearly the entire wall. It billowed slightly, the dragonkin wondering if it kept the wind out from one of the large balconies he saw when they arrived. 
 The dragonkin turned his gaze to the dais steps opposite from the entrance. They rose up to an elevated stone platform. A long table was atop of the dais. Two goblins in regal attire stood up. The lord jumped up onto his seat, lifted up his arms and smiled wide as the music stopped. 
 “Welcome! Welcome! Please, come in, Lord Cynder!” the goblin said with bright cheer. 

Here we go.

 Kavan took one step forward before calling up his stats. 

Kavan Cynder

 Species: Dragonkin  
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 Mana: 23/26 
 Gold: 2,299 
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 Strength: 6 
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 Dexterity: 5 
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Natural Abilities

 Claws 
 Regeneration 
 Dragon Scale Armor 
 Fire Spit  
   

Spheres

 Fire: 6 
 Body: 6 
 Life: 5 
 Dark: 1 
 Decay: 2 
 Mind: 3 
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 Combat: 8 
   
 In provided regal attire, Kavan and the rest of his party stepped along with Hasal at their side. They walked down the center, toward the dais steps and the elevated royal table. 
 Kavan’s senses sharpened as he glanced from side to side. Warmth touched him from the roaring hearth to the left. Conversation touched his ears, but glancing at everyone seated set the dragonkin a little further on edge. 
 Goblins, orcs, trolls, and a few fae looked up from their plates, glancing at the dragonkin and their party. Kavan noticed that they were wearing what looked like royal robes of court, similar to what he was wearing, but their faces didn’t match their stations. They seemed a little hardened and serious. Despite smiles and small conversations, they exuded a dim menace. A few had scars along their features. Others stared at the dragonkin with a simmering rage. A quick look at the tables and he saw no bottles of wine and only cups of water. 

It’s a trap.

 Kavan glanced over his shoulder, seeing his friends also look around with knowing eyes. 
 Durzol stared at the packed tables with calm eyes. Nolla looked ahead, ignoring the odd looks. Lorta looked at the full tables with an undisguised contempt. Drayke yawned. Hynrik walked along on his spider legs as his gaze shifted from one side to the other. 
 When they all reached the dais steps, Hasal pointed to the royal table. Kavan led the way, climbing up one step at a time. When he reached the top, he took in the sight before him. 
 Lord Bloodcoin stood on his chair with a happy smile. The green goblin was garbed in a royal robe with a small crown on his head. His dark hair was slicked back and his large ears pointed out from the sides of his head. The robe he wore was red and gold. An ornamental dagger was at his belt. 
 To the lord’s right was a female goblin. Her features were pinched, like she enjoyed the taste of lemons. Her long, black hair framed her features. Makeup painted her lips and around her eyes. Gold and diamond earrings hung from her large ears. A tiara graced her head and she smiled just as wide as her husband and lord. She also wore a red robe with gold trimming. 
 To the lord’s left, Nuruc sat with his familiar blank stare. He didn’t acknowledge Kavan as he kept his gaze forward and at nothing. 
 Kavan bent down to one knee, “It is a pleasure to finally meet you, Lord and Lady Bloodcoin.” 
 The rest of Kavan’s group did the same. 
 The smiling goblin chuckled. “No need to kneel. You are the Lord of Moonvale! You should behave like a lord. And what is this nonsense of lord and lady? Please, call me by my true name, Kryll.” 
 Kryll touched the shoulder of the royal goblin to his right, “And call my lovely bonded, Jafina. We are friends and should behave like friends, for the betterment of both our kingdoms.” 
 Kryll hopped up and landed back on his cushy seat. “Please, have a seat across from me and my lovely lady. I want us to talk eye to eye.” 
 Hasal moved around the table and took a seat to Lady Jafina’s right. 
 Kavan took a seat across from Kryll. Drayke took a seat across from Nuruc. Lorta took a seat across from Jafina. Durzol took a seat across from Hasal. Nolla took a seat at one end. Hynrik moved to the other end and pushed away the seat. A servant grabbed the seat and pulled it away as Hynrik simply lowered down by the table edge. 
 “Music!” the goblin lord shouted with a smile. 
 The minstrels began playing again. Music filled the hall as the many people seated below began to talk and eat. 
 Servants uncovered trays of food and poured wine into wood cups. Food was placed on plates before the lord and lady first, before being placed on the guests’ plates. Kavan looked down on succulent meats and vegetables. 
 “It’s quite alright,” Kryll grinned. “We were served from the same tray, but I can understand being nervous at our first meeting.” 
 Kavan watched as the goblin stabbed a piece of meat from Kavan’s plate, lifted it up and ripped off a chunk with his sharp teeth. 
 The goblin’s eyes fluttered as he hummed. “Delicious,” he said before placing the remaining chunk on his plate. “It’s mine now, but there is more.” 
 A servant stabbed a chunk of meat from the tray and placed it on Kavan’s plate. The red dragonkin looked at the members of his group and they looked at him. With a single nod, they slowly began to eat small morsels from their plates. 
 Kryll’s eyes held a manic, excited edge. “Kavan, can I call you Kavan? Kavan, I can’t tell you how excited we are to have you here.” 
 The goblin looked at Drayke, “How excited we are to have you both here.” 
 “How could we resist an invitation to such a fine and powerful kingdom,” Drayke said with regal flair. 
 Kryll let out a hard laugh. Jafina eyed the troll across from her. Lorta ignored the lady as she drank from her cup. 
 “Indeed,” Kryll grinned before turning his attention to Kavan. “I do have to say, it was a stroke of genius to find and use a law that hasn’t been used in hundreds of years! After your declaration, my scholars poured over the ancient laws from our libraries. As surprised as we were, the law has been stricken from the books. 
 “This isn’t so much because of your decision, but a means to keep the Loduss territories from following your example and fracturing what has stood for hundreds of years.  
 “Please, don’t think ill of me. I applaud your clever knowledge. With Moonvale so far away and the several times we did not send aid when called upon, speaks to how poorly we’ve treated the town and its people. Your independence is earned!” 
 “Thank you, Kryll,” Kavan said plainly. 
 Kryll lifted an eyebrow. “You don’t talk much, do you?” 
 Kavan remained silent. 
 Kryll smiled again. “That’s okay! I can talk for both of us! Ha HA!” 
 Kavan took a small bite of meat as the goblin across from him continued. 
 “Tonight’s celebration will be legendary. Both of our kingdoms coming together in peace. What a fine way to allow the people of Loduss a chance to unwind and drink their troubles away before the cold winter. I have prepared wagons of wine, spirits, and food for the populace. All of it to honor our two kingdoms.” 
 “You are most generous,” Kavan said. 
 “Don’t let my gold keeper know that, HA!” Kryll nearly shouted with glee. 
 Hynrik glanced at the tables and bodies eating below them. After a quick count, he saw about a hundred “guests,” ten each at ten long tables. 
 “Are you enjoying your visit to our kingdom, Kavan?” Jafina asked with warm eyes. 
 Kavan nodded. “We haven’t seen much, but look forward to exploring more after tonight.” 
 Kryll nodded. “Dreadful business keeping all of you locked up in the guest quarters, but we didn’t want to spoil the surprise. After we finish here, you and I will walk out onto the balcony and declare our friendship to all of Loduss. It will signal the beginning of a new era and all will celebrate!” 
 Kavan nodded as he looked at the smiling goblin. His thoughts swirled as he watched the regal goblin eat like a spoiled child. He stuffed food in his mouth and chewed with his mouth open. He laughed at what seemed to be his own amusement and thoughts. The lady at his side smiled as she seemed to enjoy her lord’s laughter. 
 Kavan’s senses sharpened as he kept his concentration. A feeling of eyes on his back permeated his senses as a hidden act was going to be played out. 
 Kryll looked down at Kavan's plate and saw plenty of food still on it. “Lord Cynder, you’ve barely touched your plate. Is the food not to your liking?” 
 Kavan’s slitted eyes took a confident gleam. He sat up straighter and placed his fork by the side of his plate. He lifted his chin slightly and looked into the large eyes of the royal goblin across the table. 
 “Kryll, can I call you Kryll? Kryll, after you kill us, how long before you march on Moonvale?” 
 The goblin’s cheery smile didn’t dim. Instead, his eyes took on a further, manic gleam. He lifted up a hand and waved a single finger in the air. Eyes half-closed as the truth flowed into reality. 
 “You are a clever one, Lord Cynder. Dragonkin have always hoarded knowledge and treasure. I see you are a credit to your people.” 
 Nuruc blinked and looked over to Kavan and Kryll. 
 Lord Bloodcoin continued, “I have no intention of killing you. Killing a dragonkin would doom Loduss to the wrath of the Spire Kingdoms. But there is no rule against taking you prisoner.” 
 Servants quickly left the room and the minstrels stopped playing.  
 Kryll sat back with a sinister look in his eyes. “After our business is concluded, you and Lord Ash will be set free to return back to your home. Your companions here will be slain.  
 “I have a force of a thousand Loduss soldiers ready to march on Moonvale at first light. We know all about your lich and your people. There is very little chance anyone will survive. The order is to not take any prisoners.” 
 “I thought we were friends?” Kavan said with a sarcastic tone. 
 Kryll chuckled, but kept his deadly gaze on the dragonkin across from him. 
 “We are friends. Loduss is friends with the Spire Kingdoms and the dragonkin. You and Lord Ash will be returned to your families in the name of peace.” 
 Kryll looked over to Nuruc, “As an observer, you will see that Loduss has no quarrel with the divine dragonkin. I only want what’s mine back.” 
 Nuruc’s expression remained blank. 
 Kryll looked back at Kavan with a seething look. “The people of Moonvale should have patched you up and sent you on your way. But they opened their hearts to you and Lord Ash. They adore you and why wouldn’t they? A dragonkin as lord brings safety and security. How could they send you away? Your presence has given them hope for a better future, but we all know, there is only a better future for the strong, rich, and powerful. 
 “My family brought order to chaos. We created laws and enforced them here in Loduss. We gave them theater and the arts so they would have meaning to their simple, stupid lives. All they have to do is worship us like they worship the dragonkin and the dragon gods, as it should be.” 
 Shadows covered Kryll’s eyes as he continued, “The stench of independence will grow from your actions. If the dragonkin can liberate towns and kingdoms, it will bring chaos to everything we have built. We must stop it before it spreads.” 
 Kryll leaned forward, elbows on the table and his confident gaze met Kavan’s. 
 “Seated at the tables behind you are a hundred of my toughest and finest warriors. At my command, they will swarm the dais and murder your companions. They will take you and Lord Ash as prisoners. Everyone knows your combined power and you won’t stand by and let your precious companions be murdered. You may not be armed, but you do have your natural abilities. This play will have some blood spilt, but we can avoid it for a single night if you do as I say.” 
 “What do you propose?” Kavan said with a relaxed aura. 
 Kryll smiled. “Everyone will enjoy the meal. Once we are finished, you, Lord Cynder, will walk with me to the balcony. I will speak to the crowd, embracing our alliance. When the cheers die down, you will explain that you have made a grave error. You see the splendor of Loduss and wish to rejoin our kingdom as one. 
 “Your companions will be able to sleep in a bed for the night and will be executed in the morning. My soldiers will still march on Moonvale, but the town will be spared. I will have a captain and a security force remain to watch over and protect the town from now on. You and Lord Ash will join Observer Nuruc as you are escorted back to the Spire Kingdoms so that you may be reunited with your families. It is the best, possible scenario for all of us.” 
 “You have put a lot of thought into this,” Kavan said with a deadly smirk. 
 Kryll nodded. “There must always be a design to your plays, or the audience will not understand what is happening. Everything must be planned to the finest detail and every surprise must be guarded until the exact moment it is revealed.” 
 Hynrik looked over as the main doors to the hall opened. Captain Scarsoul stepped in and the doors were closed shut behind him. The sound of a heavy bar slid on the other side of the doors and locked into place. Torm looked up at the dais with an evil gleam in his eyes. 
 Lorta stared daggers at Jafina. Lady Bloodcoin gave the troll a confident grin. 
 Nolla and Durzol looked at the men and women seated, all of them silent and looking up at them with hard gazes. 
 Drayke drank his wine as he leaned back in his chair like he had heard nothing of what was being talked about. 
 Hynrik looked out at the hidden soldiers and the silent minstrels with contempt. 
 Kavan kept his gaze steady as he looked at Kryll’s confident eyes. “I have a counter proposal.” 
 Kryll let out a loud chuckle. “I must hear this. What do you have in mind?” 
 Kavan smiled. “You will let us leave and we return to Moonvale, unharmed. You can rule your kingdom peacefully and we will remain independent. We will live out our lives in neighboring harmony and forget all of this took place.” 
 Kryll grinned. “And if I refuse?” 
 Kavan kept his steady gaze. “Every Loduss warrior in here will be killed. Every guard and soldier in your palace will be slain. You and your lady will be beheaded. I will hold up both of your heads on the balcony, for all to see. I will claim Loduss as my territory. Considering your long history of assassinations, murders, and brutal force, the people of Loduss will gladly embrace a kind and honorable dragonkin as their new ruler.” 
 Kryll tapped the side of his chin. “Interesting proposal. How about I add an addendum to my earlier proposal.” 
 The regal goblin looked over to Jafina. “My lady, please bring out our last guest.” 
 Jafina stood up and walked with a saunter. She made her way down the dais and walked toward a door by the roaring hearth.  
 The air was thick with deadly intention. The sounds of hidden swords and daggers being drawn from sheaths floated up from under tables. 
 Everyone on Kavan’s side of the table looked at Lady Bloodcoin as she reached the door. Kavan kept his gaze on the grinning goblin across from him. 
 Lady Bloodcoin knocked three times on the door. A heavy bolt slid back and the door opened. A woman with the lower body of a spider stepped out. She was flanked with two troll guards. Her hands were bound in gauntlets and a several thick links of chains connected from each gauntlet to each other. A leather gag was tied around her head and firmly in her mouth. 
 “Zellee,” Hynrik gasped. 
 Kavan looked over and his eyes widened. Zellee stepped out with a simple robe and fear in her eyes. Heavy iron bands were surrounding the joints of her legs, adding weight and making it hard for her to walk. She whimpered and looked down in sad sorrow. 
 Jafina pulled a dagger from a guard’s belt and held it at the ready, beside Zellee. 
 “Surprise,” Kryll chuckled. 
 Kavan looked back at the goblin with a simmering rage. 
 Kryll leaned back on his chair and put his legs and boots up on the table. He put his hands behind his head and grinned. 
 “My spies told me much about Moonvale and its people. Zellee Orb is a designer of considerable talent. She won the fashion show and I had plans to use her designs for the next year. It was such a shame that my agents found her preparing a carriage and leaving this very night. I wouldn’t have known any better if she didn’t win the show. I keep a careful eye on those who belong to me. 
 “As for your merry band, I know you're romantically involved with Lorta and Zellee. If you attempt to fight my will, the troll and arachnix will be beaten and taken prisoner, just as you and Lord Ash will be. After you are escorted out of Loduss, beautiful Zellee and Lorta will be beaten and raped. Their souls will be broken and when there is nothing left of their spirits, they will be thrown into the deepest parts of the palace dungeons to slowly starve to death. It will be interesting to see if they will become so mad with hunger, that they eat each other. My lady and I have a wager on who will eat who first.” 
 Kryll sighed before he continued, “But we are civilized people and don’t have to travel that dark path. Do as I say and we will keep to our agreement. Lorta will be slain in the morning, but Zellee will live an entire year here at the palace. She will provide wonderful fashion pieces and see her work across Voldor.” 
 Lord Bloodcoin’s eyes narrowed. “And when her year is finished, she will be given a poison and have a peaceful, painless death. Her fashions will become legendary and her legacy will live on. 
 “I know you think you can slay me and save your people, but even with your power, you are not fast enough for my lady and the guards to hack at your precious Zellee, or stop the many soldiers here. Don’t throw their lives away. Let them all have their final moments and enjoy life until the end.” 
 Heat boiled along Kavan’s body. His slitted eyes burned like hot embers at the smug goblin smiling across from him. A deep vibration filled the dragonkin until he sat back and his whole demeanor cooled. 
 Kryll’s smile faded a touch as he looked upon Kavan’s relaxed expression. 
 Kavan turned to Drayke, “How’s the wine?” 
 The blue and black dragonkin placed the empty cup on the table and nodded. “It is a delightful blend of berries. I could go for another cup.” 
 Kryll lifted an eyebrow. 
 Drayke took hold of the large bottle of spirits next to the wine, “It’s a shame I won’t have a chance to try the spirits.” 
 Time slowed to a crawl as Drayke whipped his arm wide around, the bottle of spirits in his hand. Scaled fingers let go of the bottle as bodies rose up from their seats. Electrical energy glowed from the dragonkin’s outstretched hand and blasted out. Lightning arced at the flying bottle and struck it. The bottle exploded and the spirits ignited. Liquid shards of burning spirits showered the nearest table, burning faces and setting robes on fire. 
 Kavan stood up and released the illusion he was holding. Regal robes vanished across the group and were replaced with armor, satchels at hips, and sheathed weapons. 
 Kryll planted his feet against the edge of the table and pushed back while shouting, “General Scarsoul! You said they were unarmed!” 
 Time slowed as grunts filled the air. Drayke licked his lips as he watched Loduss warriors push the singed ones aside, their blades gleaming in the light. A violent madness consumed them as they rushed toward the dais. 
 Nolla grabbed at her ball and chain coiled at her belt. The succubus’s arm went up and the chain unfurled as spikes stabbed out from the metal ball at the end. Her eyes centered on the approaching wave as she swung the flail over her head. 
 Lorta was up and turning. Her hand grabbed at her half-spear from behind and held it at the ready. Dark eyes flashed with madness as one hand let go of the spear and made an arcane gesture. 
 Hynrik’s eyes centered on the trolls and Lady Bloodcoin. The trolls drew their blades as Lady Jafina set to stab at Zellee. The arachnix’s eyes glanced over to the goblin, and she reared back her metal covered hands to the side. The moment the lady was in striking distance, Zellee swung hard, slamming the metal gauntlets against Lady Bloodcoin’s head. The regal goblin was knocked off her feet and slammed onto the floor, the dagger spinning a few feet away from her. 
 Hynrik lifted his hands and globs of webbing shot out. They crossed the distance in a flash, splashing against the two trolls' faces as their blades cleared their sheaths. Confusion exploded as Zellee swung her gauntlets at the trolls around her, slamming them into unguarded stomachs. 
 Hynrik drew both swords from over each shoulder. His arms flashed as he threw both swords with webbing attached to the pommel of the blades. A troll struggled to pull webbing off his face when a sword point stabbed into his neck. Blood spurted as a second sword stabbed into the other troll's chest. Muffled shouts rose up as the two trolls stumbled back. 
 Kavan stared at Lord Bloodcoin as the back of the goblin’s chair struck the wall behind him. He leapt up onto his seat and drew his dagger. Kavan reached behind and grabbed his spear. He pulled it from its magnetic sheath, twisted it along the shaft and it extended to its full length. He locked it into place while giving the goblin lord a contemptuous glare. The dragonkin turned around and saw Lady Jafina grabbing her dagger from the floor and launching up at Zellee’s side. 
 Kavan channeled 6 drops of mana into his Body Sphere as an arcane spell filled his mind. 
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 Strength, quickness, and toughness filled every cell of his body as he pulled back his arm and launched his spear with the might of a cannon.  
 The spear shot across the distance in a blink. Zellee turned to Jafina as her dagger was inches from the arachnix’s side. The lady goblin looked up with murderous eyes when a mithril tipped spear struck the side of her head with such force, her green head exploded. Blood showered on the arachnix as she watched the goblin’s body thrown aside like a ragdoll, hitting the floor and leaving a long, bloody streak as it slid. 
 “Jafina…” Lord Bloodcoin said with wide eyes. 
 Kavan finished turning to the wave coming at them. Claws stabbed out of his fingertips as he bent his knees. 
 Lorta’s eyes flashed with mana, as her goddess answered her prayer. Three serpent hounds appeared out of thin air and crashed into the incoming soldiers. The distraction stunned many of them on the steps before the red and blue dragonkin leapt into the fray. Drayke drew his sword over his shoulder. When the two dragonkin were within reach of the first wave of warriors, claws and sword flashed. A head separated from its neck as claws sliced across two different faces. Blood spurted as grunts and shouts filled the hall. 
 Observer Nuruc sat in his seat, lifting up a glass of wine and sipping from it as the hall turned into a bloody carnival of chaos. 
 Nolla leapt into the air as her spiked ball swung around and stabbed at the side of a troll’s head. Durzol roared with his hammer held high and charged into the melee. The orc’s hammer swung with deadly accuracy, cracking open a skull like a bloody egg, kicking the dying corpse aside and advancing. 
 Trolls, goblins, and orcs attacked the giant serpent hounds. The moment their blades stabbed at them, the illusions disappeared. When the soldiers turned to redirect their attacks, claws, swords, a warhammer, and a spiked flail sliced, stabbed, and hammered at them. 
 Hynrik looked to Zellee as she stood, surrounded by bloody bodies. Strands of webbing pulled bloody swords back to his waiting hands. The arachnix gave Zellee a kind glance before turning his body to the melee and charging in. 
 Kavan’s arms moved in a blur, claws slicing across stomachs and necks. Blood spurted and entrails fell as the Loduss warriors shouted in agony. Blades came down, but were stopped short as Drayke blocked any attack on Kavan and Kavan caught wrists, blocking sword swings at Drayke. The pair of dragonkin switched sides and bashed shoulders into the thick line, knocking bodies back with the power of a battering ram. Bodies crashed into bodies, some falling and not getting back up. 
 Durzol’s hammer swung with heavy arcs, smashing jaws and caving in chests. A blade glanced off his chest armor and he slammed the bar shaft of his warhammer into a nose so hard, it created a vertical cave in as their face was destroyed. 
 Zellee looked down at Kavan’s spear. The arachnix reached down and grabbed it with her metal gauntlets. She picked it up and turned to the battle. Bodies flew into the air as Kavan became an enraged monster. He never roared, but his body moved with quick and destructive power. Shards of flames leaked from the corners of his mouth as blood splashed across his draconic features.  
 The Loduss soldiers shouted and were silenced one by one. Limbs flew from their bodies. Kavan opened his maw and blasted out a fireball. It streaked across the short distance, striking an orc in the chest and exploding so hard, his limbs were sent in several directions.  
 Lorta charged into battle, her spear stabbing into a chest. Muscles surged as she pushed the impaled body into another warrior behind them. Madness touched her eyes and she grinned as the light went out of the impaled body on her spear. 
 Fear snaked into Lord Bloodcoin’s heart. He watched in growing terror as Kavan and the rest of his party hacked and slashed his warriors like pups to the slaughter.  
 Drayke’s body moved with defined dexterity, slicing and punching with an electrically charged fist. Boredom filled the blue and black scaled dragonkin’s eyes as another head was separated from its body and spun through the air. 
 Kavan’s senses blazed bright as he dispensed claws and fire at the enemy. Knicks and cuts glanced off his thick leather armor, but they were not enough to slow him down. 
 Zellee used the sharp end of the spear to slice at her gag. The moment it fell away, she took a deep breath. 
 “My love!” Zellee shouted and lifted the spear. 
 Kavan stabbed his claws into a troll’s chest. The troll’s eyes bulged as strong fingers took hold of his ribcage. The troll screamed as Kavan pulled. An explosion of blood and gore blasted up as Kavan ripped the troll’s chest open. The depraved act of violence continued as Kavan pulled the troll into two bloody pieces and threw them aside. 
 Zellee threw the spear. 
 The remaining living soldiers backed up from what they just witnessed. Swords and short blades trembled as the blood covered dragonkin stepped forward like a monster from a storybook. A shadow touched the air and Kavan lifted an open hand. He caught the spear, spun it once and held it at the ready as the remaining eight soldiers out of a hundred took another step back. 
 Durzol let his hammer lean on his shoulder, a grin across his blood covered features. Nolla held the chain, blood dripping off the spiked ball. Lorta caved in a moaning face and twisted her boot in it, a manic smile across her lips. Hynrik stabbed a spider leg into another wounded soldier’s chest, penetrating their heart and holding a blade in each hand. Drayke flicked his wrist, most of the blood on the sword splashing on the floor and the bodies at his feet. 
 Lord Bloodcoin looked to one side, seeing Hasal huddled and trembling in a corner. He turned his attention past the remaining soldiers to General Scarsoul still standing by the door. He then turned his gaze to Nuruc still sitting in his chair, sipping on wine. The goblin bolted off his chair and rushed to Nuruc’s side. 
 “Nuruc! I need your protection!” Lord Bloodcoin asked in fearful earnest. 
 The violet scaled dragonkin finished his sip and placed his glass on the table. “I am merely an observer. I cannot interfere in local politics.” 
 Kryll’s eyes widened in fear. He looked across the bloody carnage, remaining standing soldiers, and General Scarsoul by the main doors. 
 “General! Open the doors! Get more troops in here! Kill the rebels!” Lord Bloodcoin shouted. 
 The scarred goblin remained still with watchful eyes. 
 “Torm! Kill them!” Lord Bloodcoin shouted and his voice cracked. 
 The goblin at the doors was still as a statue. 
 The remaining eight soldiers turned and glanced at their general with fear in their eyes. 
 “Don’t be weak,” General Scarsoul said with a gruff growl. 
 The soldiers turned to the red dragonkin as he stood with spear in hand. 
 “Drop your weapons and I’ll spare your lives,” Kavan said as blood dripped off his small snout. 
 Swords and blades trembled. The soldiers glanced at each other, feeling the confident power in Kavan’s demeanor. A tiny moment ticked away and blades fell to the floor with a clatter. 
 “TORM!” Lord Bloodcoin shouted with fear. 
 The scarred goblin looked across the hall to Kavan as he stood. The Loduss soldiers backed away with their hands at their sides. 
 Torm stepped forward. The goblin walked with a relaxed gait as he slowly approached. All eyes were on him as he made his way to his remaining troops. 
 “Loduss has become soft and weak,” the goblin said with a dark tone. 

“Kavan! I sense a growing mana within him,” Viz said urgently. 

 Kavan held his battle-ready stance. Drayke, Nolla, Durzol, Lorta, and Hynrik stood at the ready. Zellee moved back.  
 Lord Bloodcoin glanced at Nuruc and then back to the main floor, his heart beating like a hammer in his chest. 
 A thin, red aura surrounded the goblin for barely a moment before it faded away. Torm glanced at his soldiers and a look of pity filled his gaze. 
 “You all should have fought to the death,” Torm hissed before his body turned into a blur. 
 Kavan kept his stance, but his eyes could barely see what was happening. The goblin moved like he was teleporting. He appeared by one soldier and punched at the side of the soldier’s head. Their head exploded into a shower of blood and gore. Panic swelled but only for a moment. The Loduss soldiers never had the chance to scream before their bodies exploded, a small green fist slamming into chests or into spines. Broken bone, blood, and gore bloomed like wet flowers before splashing onto the stone floor. In a matter of seconds, the remaining eight soldiers fell in destroyed heaps. 
 Torm stood amid the carnage, blood covering one arm up to his elbow. He lifted his hand up and licked at it, savoring the taste. 

“Calculating Torm’s speed and strength. Calculations indicate he has a 9th degree Body Sphere,” Viz informed.

 Kavan’s eyes widened a hair as he kept his stance. 
 “Drayke, protect our people,” Kavan commanded. 
 “We can take…” Drayke began when he stopped mid-sentence.  
 “Your Viz is telling you the same thing,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 Drayke nodded. 
 The short goblin leered as he looked at Kavan and his group. “Thank you, Lord Cynder. Without your presence here, I couldn’t continue with my plan. You have given me everything I need.” 
 Waves of power crashed into Kavan’s acute senses. A faint memory touched the edge of his mind, Brom telling him 9th degree and up in any sphere tripled or quadrupled power levels. The bit of knowledge didn’t sit well with him as his gaze never wavered from the small goblin. 
 Lord Bloodcoin smiled. “That’s it, Torm. Kill them all. Kill them for killing my beloved!” 
 Torm ignored his lord as he stared into Kavan’s slitted eyes. “As much as I wish to break you in two, Lord Cynder, I don’t want to anger the dragon gods or the dragonkin in the Spire Cities. Not yet at least.” 
 Nuruc raised a boney eye ridge. 
 Kavan nodded. “You’re the cult leader of Omyd. You sent your people to Moonvale to test us.” 
 Torm nodded. “I am the leader of this chapter. I must commend you on killing them. If they were not strong enough to take you, they deserved their deaths. I on the other hand will not be so easy to defeat.” 
 “Torm!” Lord Bloodcoin shouted from behind the table, “Stop talking and kill them all!” 
 The goblin’s brow wrinkled in annoyance. “Lord Cynder, you and your people will be instrumental to what is to come, so I need all of you mostly intact. Try not to move, it will only make it hurt more.” 
 “Kavan, we’re with you,” Durzol said with his warhammer at the ready. 
 Torm grinned with a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth, “Weaklings.” 
 Time fell into one crystal instant. Kavan felt more than he saw as the goblin blurred and was right in front of him. A knee slammed into his stomach, forcing every drop of air out of his lungs. The power behind the force sent the dragonkin flying back and crashing onto the dais steps, pain radiating from his stomach. 
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 Hynrik threw a sword with a strand of webbing connected to it. It shot across the distance as Torm blurred again. Hynrik’s eyes widened as a blur came at him and was stopped short as Durzol jumped and swung his warhammer at the blur. The orc roared as the warhammer struck the blur and a boom shook the air.  
 Torm’s body spun until his feet landed flat against a pillar. Kneeling sideways on the pillar, the goblin shot off like a bullet. Durzol reared back his warhammer as webbing shot across. The webbing struck the side of the flying goblin as his fist connected with Durzol’s chest. 
 Another boom filled the chamber as Durzol’s breastplate shattered and goblin knuckles struck his chest. Cracks rippled along Durzol’s ribcage as his warhammer missed. A loud grunt followed as the orc was thrown back, struck the floor and bounced against the dais steps. 
 Torm was falling to the floor as another gob of webbing struck him, followed by another. Hynrik had dropped his swords as he shot thick strands of webbing from the palms of his hands. When Torm touched the floor, webbing attached to the stone underfoot and the goblin struggled against its flexible, iron grip. 
 Lorta and Drayke charged, spear and sword in hand. Nolla leapt onto the dining table, her spiked ball swinging over her head. Kavan grunted as he sat up, a throbbing pain along his stomach. 
 Torm turned to the incoming troll and dragonkin. Legs bent and he leapt up. Strands of webbing ripped against his power as the goblin was now eye to eye with his two incoming attackers. Torm grabbed Lorta’s spear and turned. Lorta’s body was picked and up and thrown as Torm’s fingers tightened and shattered the half spear. 
 Drayke’s sword came down and sliced at the goblin’s shoulder. The dragonkin thought the attack would carry through, slicing off the goblin’s arm, but it stopped an inch into the shoulder. 
 “Bad dragon,” Torm chuckled before grabbing the sword blade and tightening his fist like a vice. 
 Drayke tried to pull back his blade when it cracked and shattered. The blue and black scaled dragonkin let go of his useless sword and claws stabbed out of fingertips. He sliced at the goblin with quick strikes. Skin opened up and closed almost immediately as the goblin landed and burst up. Torm’s shoulder struck Drayke’s chest so hard, the dragonkin was lifted off his feet and thrown thirty feet.  
 Drayke slammed onto a table and shattered it to kindling. 
 Torm turned as a metal, spiked ball struck his cheek. The goblin’s head rolled to the side as Nolla swung it around for another pass. Webbing struck the goblin’s feet, keeping him in place. The goblin turned to the swinging ball as a red dragonkin blurred toward him with a spear point aimed for his chest. 
 The goblin grinned as he took perfect control of his body, bending his knees as the spear point missed his chest. The goblin swung his body around as the spiked ball missed his head. Kavan moved fast, throwing his weight at the goblin when a fist connected with his ribs and bones cracked.  
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 Kavan stumbled back as Torm was standing up again. His hand grabbed the chain before it pulled away and pulled with such force, Nolla was taken off her feet. The succubus flew toward the stationary goblin in a blink. Torm twisted and grabbed her arm. With a violent twist, her arm broke and a shard of bone exploded up. Blood shot up and Nolla screamed. 
  The succubus was swung around and thrown. She flew across the room and struck a pillar with a hard smack before falling to the floor. 
 A mace rose up and slammed down on the back of Torm’s head. The goblin bent forward and turned his waist with a fist cocked back. Lorta lifted the mace again, ready to bring it down as a shadow moved to her side. Torm aimed for Lorta’s thigh before metal gauntlets stabbed between them. The green fist struck and metal exploded. 
 Time stood still as Lorta watched Zellee block the blow. The goblin’s fists carried on, connecting with one of Zellee’s hands and hitting it with such force, every delicate bone cracked and broke from the blow. 
 Zellee screamed. 
 Lorta’s other arm shoved Zellee away as she brought down her mace with her other arm. The mace connected with Torm’s head like a hammer on an iron block. Torm twisted his head and slammed the side of it against Lorta’s wrist, breaking it and forcing the mace to go flying from her hand. 
 “Fucking troll,” Torm growled before pulling his fist back and slamming it into her thigh. 
 The force of the blow broke bone and tore muscle as Lorta was knocked back about ten feet and slammed onto her back. 
 Torm reached down and grabbed at the webbing at his feet. He pulled and ripped it to shreds as a large shadow covered him. The goblin looked up as Hynrik barreled toward him. The instant the webbing was ripped from the goblin, Hynrik’s large form slammed into him and sent him flying. Webs shot from his hands at the flying goblin. Torm shifted his weight in the air, turning as thick strands of webbing shot past him. When he landed, he bolted forward in a blur. 
 Hynrik lost sight of the goblin for a moment when hands grabbed two spider legs on his left side. A terrible crunching sound filled the air as Hynrik shouted in sudden pain. Two legs cracked in the goblin’s grip and were ripped off from the base of Hynrik’s lower body. Thick blood spurted as Hynrik stumbled to the side and fell.  
 Crashing to the floor, a boot touched the side of his head and pushed down with tremendous force. 
 “I don’t need you for my plans. Die spider,” Torm growled before a fireball slammed into his chest and exploded. 
 The goblin was hurled about twenty feet, spun and landed on a hand and his feet. He glared across the room as Kavan stood, holding his side and five fireballs floating around him. 
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 Time stopped as Kavan and Torm looked at each other.  
 Lorta moaned as her leg was useless. Darkness shrouded her soul as her spirit knelt in the darkness. She looked up at a red sun and a demon with outstretched hands and wings. The demon woman looked down with a simple smile as her eyes gleamed. 
 “My goddess,” Lorta’s spirit whispered.  
 “My priestess, do not fret. I will grant your prayers. Save our beloved. Save yourself,” Hexnia smiled. 
 Lorta felt like she woke up in her body. The pain died in her leg as a dark sphere pulsed with power. The troll sat up like she was possessed. A madness consumed her and a grin formed. The troll lifted a hand and took control of shadows and darkness. 
 Black shards leapt up into the air. They formed into dozens of tiny points, each point aiming at the goblin. 
 Nolla’s spirit drifted in a black river. Pain tormented her as weakness drained her. Her body submerged in the mystical river as a red sun glowed overhead. A demon goddess hovered in front of the red sun, her arms and wing outstretched. 
 “Goddess,” the succubus whispered and her mouth filled with black water. 
 “Pledge your loyalty to me and I will never leave your side. Inos deserted you. I will not, my true demon child,” Hexnia smiled. 
 “I pledge myself to you, Goddess Hexnia,” Nolla said as black water filled her lungs. 
 The demon goddess flew down. Her hand stabbed into the black water and grabbed the sinking succubus. Nolla was pulled up and when she emerged from the black river, water spurted up from her mouth and she gasped for air like clinging to life itself. 
 Power surged into Nolla as she sat up. Mind and Dark spheres returned to the succubus. A madness clung to her as she ignored the pain of her ruined arm. She lifted up her good arm and called on Hexnia’s power. The goddess answered. 
 Durzol opened his eyes as he lay against the dais steps. Pain radiated along his chest as he watched the goblin slowly standing up and Kavan off to the side, holding his side and fireballs surrounding him. 
 Time slowed as the orc saw his friend continuing to fight. The orc glanced around to his fallen friends slowly rising up. His heart pounded as an ancient power along his bloodline sang to him of power and violence. The orc growled as he lifted up a hand. The power glowed as he tapped into the Stone Sphere. Flashes of training touched his mind, connecting with his power.  
 When a thought touched Durzol’s mind of his friend getting hurt, it forced the power of his orc heritage into the Stone Sphere. It pulsed to a higher degree and the orc closed his fist. 
 Hynrik fought through the waves of pain. He turned his head to see Zellee, clutching her broken hand to her chest. She looked down at Hynrik with helpless eyes.  
 “No… Zellee… Don’t worry… I’m okay,” Hynrik whispered before he forced himself to stand up. 
 Adrenaline pushed at every cell of the arachnix’s being. One remaining leg pushed his large body up as his other legs tried to compensate. The arachnix rose up and aimed his hands at the goblin. 
 Torm slowly stood up with his gaze fixed on the red dragonkin. “You weak…” the goblin stopped as something grabbed at his feet. 
 The goblin looked down to stone melting and clamping onto his feet. It solidified in an instant. The goblin pulled one leg, the stone cracking as he glanced at the grinning orc on the dais steps. 
 Kavan nodded as five fireballs flashed in quick succession. 
 Lorta moved her hand and dozens of black shards shot at the trapped goblin. 
 Torm crossed his arms as fireballs and black shards slammed into him. Explosions rippled and engulfed the goblin. Black shards stabbed, pulled back, and stabbed again as fire blasted at the goblin’s flesh. 
 The explosions vanished as the blackened goblin heaved. Black shards continued to stab at him as Lorta’s hand made small gestures. 
 The goblin roared as he burst forward, his feet breaking from the stone around them. Webbing splashed against the goblin, slowing him down as he charged Kavan. Strands ripped and broke, slowing the blackened and heaving goblin. Black shards continued to stab at him, further slowing him down. 
 The goblin moved slowly, his gaze purely on the red dragonkin. “Fight me you weakling!” 
 Kavan lifted a hand and channeled 3 drops of mana into his Mind Sphere.  
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 Torm growled until a shard stabbed into his mind. His thoughts shattered as he slowed. His limbs didn’t function correctly as the sharp thought dug deeper. His tenuous hold on the Body Sphere began to waver as Kavan’s mind cut deeper into the goblin’s mind. 
 “NO!” Torm shouted with rage before he burst forth like a cannon. 
 Kavan stood his ground, holding his side when a small, green fist aimed for his chest. 
 The moment the fist connected, Kavan’s form shattered to nothing. 
 Torm’s eyes widened as he floated in the air. 
 Nolla moved her hand and smirked with maddening glee. 
 Drayke burst up from the broken table with energy spiraling around his hands and electricity spilling from the edges of his open maw. 
 The blue and black dragonkin roared as streams of lightning flew from his mouth and hands.       
 Torm’s body lit up as he was thrown sideways. Black shards stabbed deep as energy poured into fast sealing wounds. 
 The goblin’s body struck the dais steps and cracked them. 
 Time slowed to a crawl. The goblin looked up as Kavan soared toward him with spear in hand. The red dragonkin looked down with determined eyes as the mithril tip of his spear gleamed in the light. 
 Another shadow appeared in the goblin’s gaze as a warhammer swung sideways with bits of stone flying up and bonding to it. Durzol grinned as he swung his hammer down at the goblin’s head. 
 Torm’s eyes widened as Kavan’s spear stabbed into his heart. It was the last thing the goblin saw before a rocky warhammer slammed into his face. 
 A loud, wet crack filled the hall and the goblin no longer moved. 
 Kavan huffed as he looked down on the goblin’s ruined body. He glanced over to Durzol and the orc gave him a smile and a thumbs up. 
 Lorta reached into her satchel and pulled out a healing potion. Nolla and Hynrik did the same. Durzol reached into his satchel and quickly guzzled a potion, before tossing it aside and taking out another one.  
 Broken bones and muscles began to reconnect and reform. Lorta looked down at her leg as it slowly healed and felt tender. Nolla moved her arm as it slowly returned to normal. 
 Hynrik stayed upright on shaky spider legs. He glanced down to his side, knowing it would be weeks before his two missing legs grew back. 
 Kavan didn’t drink a potion. The red dragonkin turned his slitted gaze to the regal goblin. 
 Lord Bloodcoin smiled from behind the table. “Thank you, Lord Cynder, for discovering the cult leader in my court. You have done a great deed for Loduss and Moonvale!” 
 Kavan pulled out his spear and made his way up the dais steps. The Body Sphere continued to glow under his skin as he reached the long dining table and looked across at the nervous goblin. 
 “You will be rewarded for your great deed,” Lord Bloodcoin said with a quiver in his voice. 
 Kavan lifted an arm and slammed it down on the table. The long wood table shattered at the impact of his arm and separated. Regeneration kicked in, slowly healing his cracked bones. 
 Kryll looked down at the shattered table and a clear path between the dragonkin and the goblin. “Lord Cynder, let’s be reasonable?” 
 Kavan stepped forward with his spear in hand. “You thought you could sway me by holding someone I hold dear? You thought you could defeat me with your best warriors? You called for our blood for your petty need for power.” 
 Kryll held up his hands to his shoulders, “You have to understand, the people only respect power. The dragonkin taught us that and we obeyed. You are a dragonkin and a hero. A hero would never slay anyone who surrenders. It’s not the honorable thing to do.” 
 Kavan stood with hard eyes on the goblin. “I never said I was the hero.” 
 Kryll’s eyes widened into the size of saucers.  
 “Please, Lord Cynder, we can be civilized about…” the goblin’s words turned into a grunt. 
 Kryll looked down, the dragonkin’s spear point half buried in his chest. The goblin coughed up blood and looked at the dragonkin with pleading eyes. 
 Kavan pulled out the spear, spun it once and sliced hard across. Kryll’s head hit the floor and bounced. His body slid down to the side and blood gently pumped out from his neck. 
 “No one threatens the people I love. No one,” Kavan growled. 
 The sounds of shouting drifted in from the main doors to the hall. Everyone turned their attention to the main doors as the muffled shouting grew louder. 
 Durzol slowly stood up and hefted his warhammer, bits of bloody stone falling off the end.  
 “We’re not out of this yet,” the orc said.  





 Twenty Three 
 Lorta moved to Zellee’s side, a potion in her hand. The troll lifted it up to the arachnix’s lips and poured. Zellee happily drank it down as soothing warmth spilled into her stomach. 
 “You risked your life for me,” Lorta said as an image flashed along her mind of the arachnix thrusting her gauntlet-covered hands to stop Torm’s strike. 
 Zellee nodded as her broken hand began to heal. “I couldn’t protect you against Zulkis and I won’t let that ever happen again. I know I’m not a fighter, but I will always protect the ones I love.” 
 Lorta smiled and hugged the arachnix close. 
 Durzol stepped close to them and cleared his throat. The troll and arachnix pulled apart and looked at the smiling orc. 
 “I can get those heavy weights off your joints,” Durzol smiled. 
 Not far away, Kavan, Drayke, Nolla, and Hynrik stood. The potions did some of the work, healing bones, muscles, and flesh, but everything was still tender and weak.  
 Kavan glanced down to Hynrik’s side and saw two of his legs were missing. 
 “It will take some time for them to grow back,” Hynrik smirked. 
 Kavan eyed the arachnix. “Can we still use our exit strategy?” 
 Hynrik nodded. “We can, but I won’t be going with you.” 
 A stark realization touched everyone by the arachnix. 
 Hynrik nodded. “I could still climb down if I was missing a leg on each side, but two on one side, I’ll never be able to make it down.” 
 “Do we have enough rope? Maybe we can still make a makeshift pulley,” Nolla said. 
 Hynrik shook his head. “We don’t have enough rope and we are two high up. The only other way down is to fight our way down, and I’m in no condition to fight through a palace full of guards and soldiers.” 
 “But we are,” Kavan said sternly. “Drayke and I will clear a path. The rest will guard your sides. We will cut our way down to the main floor.” 
 Drayke reached up and touched Kavan’s shoulder. “Kavan, we took on a hundred soldiers in a confined chamber. Taking on hundreds is a different matter entirely.” 
 Kavan shrugged him off and looked up to Hynrik. “We won’t leave one of ours behind.” 
 Hynrik’s one spider leg trembled as it tried to keep him standing up. “Kavan, if most of us are going to get out of here alive, we have to continue with our exit strategy. The plan has worked so far and we need to stick to it. It’s a good plan, one worthy of a warrior such as yourself.” 
 The arachnix smiled. “Even if I make it down, I will only slow you down.” 
 The final piece of weighted iron was unclamped from Zellee’s legs. She thanked Durzol as he put his tools into his satchel. The arachnix turned and walked toward the group, Lorta and Durzol at her side. The arachnix heard the conversation and moved closer, her gaze on Kavan. 
 “I know it was unexpected, me being here, but I can help lower everyone down,” Zellee said with confidence. 
 Hynrik shook his head. “This room is going to be stormed at any moment. They will attack us on sight. Besides, you have to go with them. If I can’t hold off the soldiers, you need to make sure everyone is still tethered if the soldiers cut the strands off the balcony.” 
 “There must be another way,” Kavan said. 
 Hynrik chuckled. “You know there is no other way. My life has led to this point and this will be my final act.” 
 Hynrik looked at Zellee with warm eyes. “I have known love and peace.” 
 Tears welled up along Zellee’s eyes. 
 Hynrik turned his gaze to Kavan, “And I have achieved new friendships when I thought it was no longer possible.” 
 Shadows covered Kavan’s eyes as the truth sank further into his mind and heart. 
 “I would say take care of Zellee, but we both know she can take care of herself. All I can say is, love her with the passion of life. It is what she deserves.” 
 “No…” Zellee’s voice trembled. 
 Hynrik looked at the beautiful arachnix. “The farm is still yours. Make sure life always grows on it. The goddess Nephy will appreciate your gesture, and so will I.” 
 Shouts grew louder as the faint sounds of boots rushed toward the doors on the other side of the dining hall. 
 “We have to do this now or no one will escape,” Hynrik said with gruff sternness. 
 “Everyone, to the balcony,” Kavan ordered. 
 The group rushed to the large, thick curtains on the side of the hall. Drayke and Durzol pulled them aside as cold air blasted in. The glass doors were opened to a clear, starry night sky.  
 Kavan stepped to the wide balcony edge. He looked down at the streets filled with people of many different races. Cheers floated up as the streets around the palace were swamped with bodies. Covered wagons filled the streets, creating a small barrier to the crowds and Loduss soldiers stood with them. 
 “I can make the strands less sticky so you can use them to climb down if you have to,” Hynrik said as he hobbled onto the balcony. The arachnix had a sword in each hand, lifting them up and sheathing them over his shoulders. 
 Everyone else looked over the side as the massive amount of people in the streets. 
 “It’s going to be difficult making our way through all of that. Never mind the guards in the palace courtyard,” Drayke said as he looked down. 
 Mana pulsed under Kavan’s skin and along his muscles as the Body Sphere continued to remain and heal him. 
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 “We just have to get down to the courtyard. From there, we can escape,” Kavan said with hard eyes. 
 “It’s a long drop down,” Drayke smiled. 
 “It will be easier if I connect a strand to a group. I need two groups to stand with your backs to me,” Hynrik ordered. 
 Kavan and Lorta stood in one group. Nolla, Drayke, and Durzol stood in another. Zellee moved to the balcony edge as the wind whipped at her. She touched her abdomen down to the floor, spinners producing a silky web. The web stuck to the floor and she leaned along the edge, feeling the firm connection. 
 Hynrik lifted his hands and pointed his palms at the backs of each group. A glob of webbing shot out, still connected to a stand. The glob separated into two dozen smaller strands and latched onto backs. The arachnix gave it a light tug and felt they were secured. 
 “Grab the webbing after you jump. Once it’s taunt, I will start lowering you down. I don’t know if I can lower you to the bottom, but I’ll get you close,” Hynrik instructed. 
 Kavan turned his head and looked at the arachnix.  
 Hynrik nodded with a small smile. “Bring hope back to Voldor.” 
 Kavan nodded before turning his head and stepping onto the wide, balcony railing. Lorta was up with him. Durzol, Drayke, and Nolla stepped up onto the edge.  
 Zellee looked at Hynrik with wet eyes. 
 “Take care of Kavan. He will need you,” Hynrik smiled. 
 “I always loved you, even after we parted,” Zellee said with sorrow filled eyes. 
 “I always loved you, my beautiful spider,” Hynrik said as his eyes watered. 
 The doors to the dining hall opened and bodies rushed in. 
 “Go!” Hynrik shouted. 
 Kavan looked down at the great height. His heart thudded in his chest before he bent his legs and jumped. 
 *** 
 A troll guard stood before covered wagons. The crowds were getting restless as they stared and knew the wagons were filled with food and drink. 
 A scent of oil touched the troll’s nose. He turned to the wagon behind him. He stepped over to the back and peered in. His eyes narrowed as he saw dozens of small barrels in the wagon. The stench of oil grew as it seemed the entire inside was drenched in it. 
 “Kurk!” the troll shouted. 
 Another troll stepped over, “Yes?” 
 “Why is there a wagon filled with lantern oil with the food and spirits?” 
 The troll shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe it was accidently brought out with the rest.” 
 The troll shook his head. “One of the barrels must be leaking. It’s too late to bring it inside. Spread the word to the other soldiers. One flame gets near this and it will light. After tonight, I’m sure someone’s head will roll for this mistake.” 
 “As you command,” Kurk said with a slight bow. 
 Across the street and on a rooftop, a cloaked figure opened a door and stepped out. Bow in hand, she stepped to the edge of the tall building. The figure opened their satchel and pulled out a quiver of arrows. Next, she pulled out a tinder box and placed it down on the roof with the quiver of arrows. Dark hands moved to the satchel, pulling out another quiver of arrows and placing them down next to the others. 
 Crimson eyes looking up and across the vast distance, she saw a row of figures standing on the high palace balcony. 
 Uriko nodded to herself as she opened the tinder box and began to make a small fire, by clanging flint and steel together. A small flame took and she picked up an arrow. 
 “Drayke, you owe me a lot,” Uriko said as she put the kindling end of the arrow into the flame. 
 *** 
 Air flowed across the dragonkin’s scales and skin. The feeling of weightlessness filled him as he glided down for barely a moment. The webbing on his back pulled and the dragonkin’s legs swung forward. Lorta was beside Kavan as she too was lurched back up. The pair crashed into each other and grabbed at each other to steady themselves. 
 Drayke, Nolla, and Durzol’s bodies snapped up and legs swung. The trio grabbed each other for a moment before gently separating.  
 Bodies swung high in the air as everyone looked down to the courtyard, the wall, and the hundreds of people outside of the palace walls. Guards continued to look out at the crowds, not noticing or seeing the figures dangling so high up. 
 Zellee’s legs moved along the stone wall quickly. A thick strand of webbing from her abdomen lowered her down as her legs silently moved across the surface. She kept her gaze on her friends as she tried to not think about what was happening above her. 
 Web strands flowed from above and the group began to lower down. 
 On the balcony, Hynrik listened as he lowered down the group. 
 Soldiers rushed in and skidded to a halt with swords and axes in hands. The gory sight stunned them as hacked bodies lay amid the destroyed dining hall. Tables were shattered and limbs scattered. Soldiers looked up to see Nuruc sitting at a destroyed table and drinking from his glass of wine. Hasal was huddled in a corner, her hands over her head. Gazes shifted to the dead Lord Bloodcoin, Lady Bloodcoin, and the mangled corpse of General Scarsoul. 
 Several guards turned to the open balcony, an arachnix at the edge and his back to them. More soldiers poured into the dining hall and soon all turned to the arachnix in the small distance. 
 Instinct took over as the soldiers and guards pointed blades at the arachnix. A flood of goblins, orcs, and trolls rushed through the bloody hall, their gazes firmly on the arachnix. 
 A peaceful calm flowed into Hynrik’s heart. Thick strands of webbings moved from his palms as he listened. The storm of boots rushed toward him as he looked at his own webbing. 
 “There’s not enough time,” the arachnix whispered. 
 Hynrik brought his hands together as he fought to stay standing. He combined the strands into one and continued to lower his friends with his left hand. His right hand reached up and grabbed a sword pommel from over his shoulder. He drew the blade as the storm of boots was nearly upon him. 
 The arachnix turned with brave eyes as soldiers and guards rushed at him with raised blades. 
 “Goddess Nephy! I am Hynrik Weaver and I fight for your glory!” The arachnix shouted as a goblin leapt into the air with a raised blade. 
 Hynrik’s sword flashed and bit deep into the flying goblin. Their body was tossed aside as others rushed in with swords and axes. Hynrik’s sword arm moved with deadly finesse and skill, slicing across raised arms and throats. Several bodies fell as more pushed or climbed over them. 
 The arachnix threw his weight into the charging wave, knocking many into others. The sudden shift caused his only leg on one side to buckle. Hynrik bent to the side and grunted as an axe head was buried in his ribs. The arachnix growled as he sliced off the head of the troll holding the axe. Others moved in, raising their blades and axes and bringing them down. Sharp edges cleaved at his body and torso. Hynrik continued to fight until a weakness filled him. 
 “You're on your own now, my friends,” Hynrik whispered as he lurched to the side and slammed his hand with the webbing on the strong, stone railing of the balcony. The webbing attached and held firm. 
 Hynrik pulled away as blades stabbed into him. He roared defiantly as he pulled his other sword and swung with the last of his will and power. Two heads separated from necks. The gushing blood was the last thing Hynrik saw as blades came down on his head, shoulders, and body. 
 The group stopped descending. Heads craned up, unable to see what was happening. 
 Zellee lowered down to their sides with worried eyes. 
 Kavan looked down to see they were halfway down the side of the palace, but still too far up to jump. 
 “Zellee, we need you for the rest of the way!” Kavan shouted. 
 Zellee nodded as she pointed her hands at the two groups. Webbing shot from her palms and exploded into small strands. They took hold and she pulled to make sure they were secure. 
 On the dais steps, a goblin’s body began to shudder. Bone, muscle, and flesh crawled back over its features. The broken body regenerated until it was whole again. General Scarsoul sat up and looked to the side. He watched as soldiers hacked at an arachnix’s corpse. Eyes growing sharp, he saw the white webbing on the balcony stone railing. 
 The goblin was to his feet. He burst into a blur, darting to the balcony. He rushed past the gruesome remains of an arachnix, dead soldiers, and heaving living ones. He reached the edge and looked down with a hawkish gaze. 
 The dragonkin and his group of rebels dangled halfway to the courtyard floor. 
 Torm nodded as he leapt onto the edge of the railing, looked down and jumped. 
 “Cut the webbing and Zellee will lower us down the rest of the way,” Kavan ordered. 
 Drayke pulled out a dagger from his belt. Kavan did the same. They reached up to cut Hynrik’s strand when a green figure darted toward them. 
 Kavan managed to look up to Torm’s evil gaze before the goblin opened his arms and slammed into Kavan. A green hand grabbed the webbing attached to the dragonkin and ripped it off in a blink. 
 “No!” Lorta screamed as Kavan and the goblin fell. 
 Torm’s hands took hold of Kavan’s armor and he planted his feet on Kavan’s stomach. The dragonkin tried to turn, but the goblin shifted his weight to keep Kavan’s back aimed at the courtyard below. 
 “There will be no last moment trickery!” Torm sneered. 
 Time slowed as Kavan tried to think of something. 

If I can’t move, I have to survive the fall.

 Kavan activated his dragonkin armor, and spines stabbed up along his body. Some of the spines stabbed into Torm’s hands and feet, but the goblin didn’t flinch. Scales fanned out and slammed down, cascading along the red dragonkin’s form. Mana hummed along his body as the dragonkin focused it all into his toughness.  
 “The war against the dragonkin starts tonight!” Torm shouted in Kavan’s armored face. 
 Kavan looked past the goblin’s furious eyes to his friends dangling with wide eyes. 

I must survive. I will always survive.

 The cobblestone courtyard rushed up to meet Kavan and Torm’s falling bodies. The goblin leered before Kavan’s entire body struck the cobblestone courtyard with such force, the cobblestones cracked and were blasted up in several directions. 
 Darkness swallowed up the dragonkin and he was gone. 
 “Zellee! Get us down there!” Drayke shouted. 
 On the balcony above, an orc moved to the webbing on the railing and looked down. Seeing the swaying figures below, he lifted up an axe and swung it hard, severing the thick strand. 
 The group dropped suddenly. Zellee curled her arms when the combined weight struck her. She grunted as she held her friends. Her body began to crawl down as she lowered everyone with one painful grunt at a time. 
 Torm looked down on the armored dragonkin. Kavan didn’t move as he laid on the destroyed stone. The goblin put a pointed ear to Kavan’s chest. Despite the armor, it rose and fell as he continued to breathe. 
 “You survived,” Torm smiled. “Good, I can still use you to incite war.” 
 The goblin hopped off the red dragonkin and walked over to the stairs leading up to the battlements. 
 Spectators looked up and pointed at the series of events. Guards turned and looked up with wide eyes at the arachnix moving and lowering down a group of people. Guards picked up their weapons and rushed down into the courtyard, ready to stop or slay the people when they reached the ground. 
 Torm stepped onto the battlements of the wall and looked down at the sea of people. The goblin channeled mana into his voice and it boomed as he spoke. 
 “People of Loduss!” the goblin projected. 
 The massive crowd grew silent as eyes and ears faced the goblin standing atop the battlements. 
 Torm continued, “I am General Scarsoul to the Royal Bloodcoin family! There has been a tragedy! Lord and Lady Bloodcoin have been assassinated by a dragonkin from Moonvale!” 
 Gasps touched the crowd before it grew silent. 
 Torm nodded. “We have feared this time would come again. The dragonkin have grown restless! Despite conquering Voldor, they seek to conquer it again! Loduss is their first step to taking everything from us again! It won’t be just the dwarves they enslave, but all of us!” 
 The crowd stared as many couldn’t believe what they were hearing. 
 “We must band together! Only united, we can stop what is to come! I have captured the assassins! They will pay for murdering our beloved lord and lady in cold blood!” 
 Lorta looked down on Kavan’s body as guards quickly filled the courtyard. 
 “Hexnia… I have failed,” Lorta whispered. 
 On the ground, Kavan’s body twitched. Mana faded from his broken bones and muscles, but natural regeneration took over. Bones reconnected as a fire glowed in his stomach. 

[Motor control override initiated. Begin defense protocols.]

 Kavan’s eyes opened. Bones and muscles finished reattaching and melding together. The red dragonkin sat up. His head turned to surprised guards keeping a healthy distance. His slitted eyes looked down at the mithril spear as it lay beside him. 
 “This feels so strange,” Kavan said as he reached over to the spear and took hold. 
  Guards trembled as the red dragonkin slowly stood up. Cracked scale armor criss crossed his form as the armored head looked around. 

“Kavan, you need to wake up!” Viz said.

 The red dragonkin held the spear with both hands. 

“Kavan, I have control of your body, but you need to wake up!” Viz said to the darkness of Kavan’s mind.

 Torm continued, “People of Loduss! We will march our forces on Moonvale and raze it to the ground! We will then turn our attention to the…” the goblin was cut off. 
 Torm closed his mouth as he saw a single flaming arrow shoot up from a rooftop. It sailed high in the air, but he could see it wasn’t aimed at him. The goblin raised an eyebrow as the flaming arrow came down and tore through a wagon canopy. 
 People blinked before the wagon exploded into a pillar of flames. Shards of fire rained down on nearby wagons and they caught. Bottles of spirits shined as the fire consumed the nearby wagons. Once a bottle cracked, the flames took hold and another wagon exploded. 
 A small series of flaming arrows crossed the night sky in quick succession. They rained down on certain covered wagons and each one exploded into towering flames. One side of the palace walls turned into pillars of fire as shrieks and screams filled the night. The crowd surged and bolted in every direction away from the flames and spreading fire. 
 “No,” Torm whispered as the crowd quickly dispersed.  
 “Form a water brigade! Get the palace mages to put out the flames!” the general shouted to nearby guards. 
 When Torm turned to see the dragonkin standing, his eyes narrowed into thin slits. 
 “The war starts with the death of a dragonkin,” Torm hissed before grabbing a short sword from a nearby guard’s belt and pulling it out. 
 Mana pulsed into his small body and he leapt off the battlements, flipped and landed on the courtyard floor. 
 Viz turned to the goblin as he approached with a short sword in his hand. 

“Kavan! I don’t have access to your mana spheres. I need you for this!” Viz shouted at the silent void.

 “Your death will start a revolution!” Torm hissed before he blurred forward. 
 Programmed instincts took over. Kavan moved robotically, bringing the spear up and parrying a blow. Sparks showered against his chest as the goblin became a blur of motion. Kavan’s spear moved in short, quick bursts, blocking each attack with robotic movements. 

“Kavan, I don’t know how I’m keeping up, but you need to wake up!”

 Guards watched as the red dragonkin barely moved, but managed to block every incoming strike. 
 Torm growled as he couldn’t land a single blow. Sparks filled the air in quick flashes as the dragonkin moved with no emotion. 

“He’s moving too fast. I can’t maintain this defense,” Viz shouted with an edge of panic.

 Torm’s body moved with greater intensity, until the dragonkin’s spear missed a parry. The short sword struck the side of Kavan’s ribs. Scaled dragonkin armor was blasted off as the edge of the blade made a deep cut. 
 Kavan floated in the peaceful darkness. His closed eyes wrinkled at a faraway voice. When a sliver of pain touched his soul, gravity took hold and pulled. Kavan’s eyes opened as he was launched through the darkness and toward a red sun. 

[Motor control protocol disengaged.]

 Viz was pulled back and Kavan was back in his body. A deep fire filled his belly as he looked down on the goblin before him. A fiery intensity filled Kavan’s slitted eyes as full control filled his body. 
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 Torm’s eyes narrowed. “You’re back. Good. I need you to witness your own defeat!” 
 The goblin was ready to launch at the dragonkin when bodies jumped down further behind Kavan. Lorta and Durzol rushed to Kavan’s side as Drayke and Nolla blocked one side of the standing guards. 
 “Nolla, crowd control!” Drayke said as he opened his maw and it crackled with energy. 
 Nolla whipped her spiked ball and chain in the air before unleashing it at the guards. An electrical breath attack surged and blasted out of Drayke’s mouth. 
 Energy blasted at soldiers and guards as a metal spiked ball whipped around and crashed into faces. Bedlam erupted as the blue dragonkin and succubus blasted and whipped at the soldiers. 
 Torm stood his ground as he looked at Kavan, Lorta, and Durzol. “Weak.” 
 “Hexnia,” Lorta whispered as she accessed the Dark Sphere. 
 Shadows leapt up and clamped down on the tall troll. A wicked, spiked armor covered her body as shadows poured onto her. When the last shadow covered her head, it reformed into a spiky helmet with a beautiful, demonic mask. 
 Durzol hefted his warhammer as his face held a smug smile. 
 Kavan glared at the goblin as he held his spear at the ready. He channeled one point of mana into his Mind Sphere. 
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 A dozen illusions of Kavan surrounded the goblin, each holding a spear and flames leaking from the sides of their mouths. 
 Nolla glanced over as she whipped her ball and chain around.  
 “My goddess, I call on you with the last of my mana,” Nolla whispered. 
 A celestial darkness touched her and answered her call. 
 Red Dragonkin, orcs with warhammers, and black armored trolls filled the courtyard in a blink of an eye. Soldiers pulled back at the sudden appearance of an army within their walls. Some red dragonkin spun spears while others opened fiery maws. Orcs chuckled as they lifted up warhammers. Black armored trolls held maces at the ready and bent knees. 
 “Your mind tricks will not work on me again!” Torm shouted before his body began to enlarge. 
 Fireballs blasted out as spears stabbed. Orcs rushed into the fray with dark armored trolls. Chaos erupted as a single, monstrous goblin launched, flipped, and grew amidst the bedlam. 
 Torm’s body grew larger and larger as a spear struck him and the illusion collapsed. There was no damage as the goblin landed, now seven feet tall. Thick muscles moved under thick skin as he turned to a trio of red dragonkin stabbing at him. He stood his ground as spear points struck his chest and the illusions shattered. 
 The hulking goblin leered until a hammer slammed against the back of his head. He turned around with a wide swing of his arm as three orcs bent low. A spiked shoulder slammed into the goblin. He turned to the armored troll pushing at him as several dragonkin launched into the air with spears raised. The hulking goblin grabbed the armored troll, spikes stabbing into his hands and dislodging his sword from his hand. Torm took hold of the real Lorta, lifted her up and threw her sideways. The troll spun into several illusions, shattering them on impact. 
 The goblin turned as several spears touched him and shattered, except for one. The mithril tip stabbed deep as Kavan looked down with determined eyes. Torm’s large hand reached for the spear shaft when Kavan flipped over him and pulled it out before he had a chance to grab it.  
 Orcs charged into the fray. Torm charged into them, shattering several as one slammed their warhammer against his cheek. The large goblin stumbled as Durzol leapt up again and slammed the hammer down on a kneecap. Torm shifted as a mace swung and connected with the back of his head. A spear point stabbed into his gut and twisted. 
 Torm roared as a blast of energy exploded from him. Illusions shattered. Kavan leapt back as Lorta and Durzol were thrown to the ground. 
 The dragonkin landed and slid back as Torm turned his gaze to him and charged into a blur. Kavan opened his mouth and his head snapped forward, blasting out a fireball. The blur stopped and Torm shifted as the fireball shot past him. The hulking goblin twisted his body back to charge when a warhammer struck his knee dead on. 
 Durzol pulled his hammer back to strike at the same knee again when a closed green fist struck his chest. The orc flew backwards with wide eyes before hitting the ground and sliding on his back to a stop. Pain radiated up his chest and he grunted. 
 “Not the chest again,” Durzol groaned. 
 Torm turned to Kavan as flames filled his mouth again. He blurred forward and leapt as a fireball streaked under him. 
 Kavan looked up at the large goblin flying toward him. Power glowed as flames filled his mouth. Energy and power pulsed. A switch went off in Kavan’s body. Fire burned brighter in his throat. Kavan pulled his head back and a stream of dragonkin fire blasted out. 

You have unlocked Breath Stream Attack!

 Torm twisted his body in midflight as a thick stream of flames blasted past him. Kavan turned his head, the stream flowing out and slamming into the large goblin in the air. Dragon fire engulfed the goblin as he turned away.  
 Torm hit the floor, rolled, and leapt back to his feet. Scorched skin bubbled along his body as he heaved. The hair on his head was gone and the brutish goblin took on a grotesque appearance. 
 Kavan continued to spit a stream of fire as he called on 6 drops of mana and channeled them into his Fire Sphere. 
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 The stream of dragon flame curled and shot back to his hand. The flames shifted and hardened into a yellow-orange blade. It lengthened and widened, the width was the size of Kavan’s chest and the length nearly as tall as him. Kavan closed his mouth as one hand sheathed his spear behind him and he held the dragon fire sword in the other. Kavan found it light as a feather, but he could feel the power within it. 
 Durzol was on the ground and looked at Kavan with his new sword and the burnt goblin readying to attack. The orc looked at his warhammer in hand. The metal warhammer glowed in his mind as inspiration struck. 
 “You’re not doing this alone, my friend,” Durzol said as he channeled mana into the Stone Sphere. 
 Torm glowered as he looked at the dragonkin before him. “This is useless. The seed of rebellion has been planted. You are much too slow to use such a weapon on me. I will regenerate and when you and your friends are broken and beaten, I will devour all of you in one setting.”  
 Kavan remained silent as he stood at the ready with the oversized sword in his hand. 
 “Not even going to plead for your life…” Torm managed to say before something hard slammed into his head. 
 The hulking goblin turned to a floating warhammer as it spun in the air and struck him hard across. Torm stumbled back into a spiked chest. The goblin’s eyes widened as spikes stabbed into his back and black, armored arms moved under his arms and clamped them up. Lorta’s body pulsed with power as she tried to hold the hulking goblin. 
 Torm’s arms bulged to break free when a warhammer slammed into his face. The war hammer spun to Durzol’s hand gestures, the connection between his sphere and metal warhammer working as one. The orc smiled like he was conducting a symphony with his hammer. It moved in rapid strikes, beating the goblin senseless as he tried to break from Lorta’s grip. 
 “Hexnia, give me strength!” Lorta cried out as she held onto the goblin who was as tall as her. 
 Torm roared between warhammer strikes when a light flashed. A burning heat slashed across his chest. The hulking goblin looked down to his chest open and burnt. Rage flared as he grabbed Lorta’s head behind him and pulled. Lorta’s entire armored body was pulled up and slammed down on the courtyard floor.  
 Durzol’s warhammer slammed into Torm’s cheek, but this time the large goblin caught it. He took the warhammer and threw it back at the orc on the floor. Durzol threw himself to the side as his own hammer struck the ground and stone shards exploded upwards. 
 Torm turned and grunted as the end of Kavan’s flaming sword stabbed into his gut. The goblin grabbed the blade with large hands, preventing it from sliding in deeper. Goblin and dragonkin stared each other in the eyes as thick green hands burned to raw muscle. 
 “Omyd has blessed me to regenerate. I am strong and will not bow to you!” Torm growled. 
 “All bow to dragon fire,” Kavan said with confident power. 
 The dragonkin pulled the sword back, Torm’s fingers burning to nubs. Kavan brought the sword up and sliced down. One arm was severed off the goblin’s shoulder. Torm glared at Kavan as he lurched toward him. Kavan sliced up, severing the other out-stretched arm. Burning limbs struck the ground. The flaming sword sliced across thighs and Torm fell to his knees. 
 The goblin heaved as his regeneration didn’t heal the dragon fire wounds. 
 “You are strong,” Torm hissed in defeat. 
 Kavan swung his flaming blade sideways across the goblins thick neck. The head separated and spiraled through the air. It hit the cobblestone courtyard and rolled to a halt. 
 Guards and soldiers watched their fallen general in disbelief before fleeing for their lives. Towering flames licked at the battlements as Loduss soldiers ran. 
 Drayke and Nolla heaved, ready to keep fighting. Globs of webbing shot down on some remaining soldiers. Drayke and Nolla looked up to Zellee as she was closer to the ground and throwing thick globs of webbing at the remaining soldiers. 
 The Loduss forces lost their confidence and retreated. They dropped their weapons as they fled. 
 Lorta opened her eyes to Kavan over her. The large flaming sword in his hand faded away and he knelt down with his hand out. The spiked shadow armor along the troll melted into the ground. She reached up and took his hand. Kavan helped the troll up. The moment Lorta was on her feet, she hugged the dragonkin to her and snuggled her face in his armored neck. 
 “I thought I lost you,” Lorta trembled. 
 “I have survived falls before. But don’t worry, you will never lose me,” Kavan whispered in her ear. 
 Zellee reached the ground and moved toward Kavan and Lorta.  
 Drayke and Nolla rushed to Durzol’s side as the orc drank a healing potion. The blue dragonkin and succubus helped him to his feet as he clutched his mangled warhammer. 
 “No time to rest,” Drayke directed at Durzol. 
 The orc let out a loud laugh. 
 Kavan and Lorta parted. Not a blink later, Zellee rushed him and hugged the dragonkin tight. Tears streaked down her face as she held onto him with fierce strength. 
 “My beloved,” Zellee sobbed. 
 “I’m here. We’re all here,” Kavan said with a soothing tone. 
 Drayke and Nolla moved closer with Durzol between them. 
 “I hate to break this up but we still have to get out of here. Those flames are going to burn for a while and we still have to get out of here with our lives!” Drayke said with urgency. 
 Kavan pulled away from Zellee. The arachnix wiped away tears. 
 The dragonkin channeled the last drop of mana into his Decay Sphere.  
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 Aches and pains filled the dragonkin as he cast a simple spell. A cold power touched his eyes and voice as he began to speak. 
 “Are you still with us? We need your guidance,” Kavan whispered. 
 A faint, ghostly form of an orc appeared. He smiled as he floated over to a large metal grate on the floor. It took up a corner by the courtyard. 
 Kavan walked as he remembered his time in the cemetery, after leaving Hagasa’s place. He used his Decay Sphere and spoke with the spirits that dwelled there. Many of them spoke of their times on Voldor, but one orc talked about his life as a simple servant in the palace over two hundred years ago. Nekk told Kavan of how the earlier lineage of the Bloodcoins was just as evil as they were today. He spoke about how he saved enough gold to move his family to Moonvale and how they were the last generation to live there before everyone left town. It wasn’t until much later, that Kogan Sunaxe led a new group of people and families to Moonvale to resettle in the deserted town. 
 Nekk freely gave away any secrets he knew of the palace and city. The spirit agreed to help them escape if they needed him. 
 Lorta moved over to the metal grate and pulled at it. It didn’t budge, bolted to the ground.  
 “Let me,” Durzol said as he stabbed the spiked end of his warhammer into the small space between the grate and the stone. He applied some leverage. Lorta helped him as the metal groaned. Bolts popped and the grate opened. Lorta grabbed the grate and flipped it up. 
 A stench of shit and piss floated up. 
 Drayke sighed. “This was part of your escape plan? The sewers?” 
 Kavan nodded. “If you want to scale the wall and run through the city, be my guest.” 
 Drayke shook his head.  
 “This sucks,” the blue and black scaled dragonkin complained before jumping down into the large, square hole. 
 Lorta was next, followed by Durzol. Nolla smiled at Kavan before slipping down. Zellee crawled closer. She looked down at the hole and crawled down, her body barely fitting before her spider legs disappeared below. 
 Kavan looked around at the fires and dead bodies lying about. 
 “I wish there was another way,” the dragonkin said before he leapt down into the sewer. 
 Boots splashed in foul liquids. Kavan looked ahead to a line of friends following a dimly glowing spirit. Nekk led the way and they followed. 
 Time slowed down as the group made their exit. A new silence filled them, as they sloshed through shit to find their way out. 

“That was quite an experience,” Viz mentioned.

 Kavan nodded. 

I didn’t know until I woke up, but you had control of my body.


Viz nodded. “It seems I unlocked a special defense system. You must be unconscious for me to take over your body. I didn’t have access to your mana spheres, but I could move in defensive postures.”


It will be something we will have to discuss further at another time. We have to get out of here, but I want to thank you for helping us stay alive. If you didn’t take over, we might have been overwhelmed.


“I promised to protect you since our first meeting. It seems I can keep that promise,” Viz smiled.

 Alerts filled Kavan’s gaze as he walked. 

Gained 1 attribute point. Strength has been increased to 7th degree.


Gained 1 attribute point. Dexterity has been increased to 6th degree.


Gained 1 attribute point. Willpower has increased to 7th degree.


Gained 1 degree in Fire Sphere. Fire Sphere is now 7th degree.


Gained 1 drop of mana to your mana pool.

 Kavan looked over the increases before pulling up his entire stat sheet. 
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Attributes

 Strength: 7 
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Natural Abilities

 Claws 
 Regeneration 
 Dragon Scale Armor 
 Fire Spit 
 Breath Stream Attack  
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 Fire: 7 
 Body: 6 
 Life: 5 
 Dark: 1 
 Decay: 2 
 Mind: 3 
   

Skills

 Combat: 8 
 Tracking: 1 
 Farming: 5 
 Mining: 2 
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 Fishing: 3 
 Wood Working: 7 
 Metal Smithing: 5 
 Enchanting Skill: 2 
 Cooking Skill: 1 
   
 Kavan looked ahead to see Nekk pointing up. Drayke stepped over to metal rungs and began to climb. 
 Scaled fingers poked through a large metal grate. Drayke pushed up and let out a sigh of relief that this one was not bolted down. He slid it to the side and crawled out. 
 The streets were deserted as he quickly looked around. Bodies climbed out from behind him as the dragonkin channeled a drop of mana into his Air Sphere. He lifted up his hand and a bolt of lightning blasted into the sky. 
 “Why did you do that?” Durzol asked as he climbed out and saw the bolt of lightning flash. 
 “Calling a friend,” Drayke smiled as he turned to the group. 
 Kavan was the last to emerge. The red dragonkin looked around at the deserted streets. 
 “We have to find transportation,” Kavan said. 
 “It should be coming at any moment,” Drayke smirked. 
 The sounds of hooves echoed along the streets. Everyone turned to one street as several horses slowed to a halt, some of the horses pulling a carriage. A cloaked shadow elf sat on a lead horse. 
 “Anyone need a ride?” Uriko said with glowing, crimson-colored eyes. 
 “How?” Durzol asked as he smacked the side of his head. 
 “I called in a favor,” Drayke grinned. “We should be going before the whole city comes after us.” 
 The group charged toward the horses and carriage. Durzol and Zellee climbed into the carriage. The arachnix fit, being smaller than Hynrik. Lorta climbed onto the driver’s seat of the carriage and took the reins. Nolla, Drayke, and Kavan climbed onto horses pulled along by Uriko. 
 Uriko pointed in a direction. 
 Kavan glanced back at the waving orc spirit. The dragonkin nodded to him before digging his heels into the horse’s sides 
 The dragonkin on horseback took the lead. The rest and the carriage followed as they rode off into the night. 
 *** 
 Hasal stood on the royal balcony, looking down with worried eyes. A violet scaled dragonkin stood further back and out of sight. 
 “I don’t know if I can do this,” Hasal said with a tremble in her voice. 
 “Simply say what we practiced,” Nuruc said with soothing words in her mind. “Only we need to know the truth and I will protect you.” 
 “I’m not meant to rule,” Hasal said softly. 
 “You are High Steward of Loduss. Until the young prince returns, you are next in line over the kingdom. Order must be maintained. Say what we discussed and I will handle the rest,” Nuruc voice drifting across Hasal’s mind. 
 The ogre looked down at the blackened streets. Citizens did return in small groups, looking at the damage and seeing what could be looted. 
 Nuruc made a gesture with his scaled hand. 
 A glow touched Hasal’s throat and she took a timid breath. 
 “People of Loduss!” Hasal’s voice boomed across the kingdom. 
 Heads turned upwards to the royal balcony with stark eyes. 
 “I am High Steward Hasal Dreameyes. There has been a plot here in our kingdom and it has been snuffed out. Until further notice, as High Steward, I will be taking over the duties of Lord and Lady Bloodcoin. I will lead Loduss to a better future. 
 “Do not fret. All will be well. I shall watch over Loduss and its people like my own family. We will weather this dark time and step out stronger!” 
 There was no applause from the few on the streets. Only a deepening despair. 
 “It is done,” Hasal said, her voice back to normal. 
 Nuruc nodded. “Good, High Steward Dreameyes. You will be rewarded for your loyalty. We will bring Loduss and its people into brighter future. Have faith. The dragon gods will never let the people of Voldor suffer. We are here for all.” 
 Hasal nodded before turning slightly and looked down at mutilated corpses and a dead arachnix. 
 “I hope so,” the ogre whispered in the cold night. 





 Twenty Four 
 A cold wind flowed over the group travelling on horseback. Kavan led the way, his cloak around him as the chill sank into even his hot body. Exhaustion filled his tired eyes as ruined armor and clothes hung on his body. 
 Behind him, everyone rode with tired eyes and faces. They had travelled through the night and well into the morning. The bitter cold didn’t help and a silence filled the journey back. 
 The dragonkin looked up and a small smile formed. The towers and walls of Moonvale stood in the distance, a beacon to the weary travelers. 
 Kavan was about to say something when something touched his mind. It gently knocked, as if to politely ask for entry. The dragonkin was too tired to fight back and the door to the surface of his mind swung open. 

“Greetings Lord Cynder,” Nuruc’s voice slide over Kavan’s thoughts. “Since we have met and performed one mind bridge, it is easy to reconnect again.


“Nuruc, why are you contacting me?” Kavan asked.


“To let you know the good tidings. High Steward Hasal Dreameyes has taken leadership of Loduss. She is under my protection and will rule Loduss until Prince Bloodcoin returns. These are simply formalities because you have won the kingdom.


“I have notified my elders that I will be staying in Loduss for a time. I wish to continue playing your game and have decided to join you. I will control Loduss from behind the scenes, only answering to you. Hasal will be the face of Loduss. I will keep regular contact with updates per our mind bridge. 


“The elders in the Spire Kingdoms do not know the details of my involvement and I believe they should remain in the dark. I don’t wish to spoil this magnificent game. You have impressed me, Lord Cynder. Putting the Lord and Lady to death is a mark of true power and uncompromising will. The Loduss Kingdom saw a hint of our power and it awed them, as it should.”


Nuruc gave Kavan an incorporeal nod. “I can feel your exhaustion. I will take my leave so you may enjoy your well-deserved rest. You have earned it. I will contact you with any new details or quandaries. Rest well, Lord Cynder. We will speak again.

 Kavan felt the connection separate and Nuruc was gone. 

I don’t know how I feel about this.


“Take it as a small reprieve from worrying about any invasion to Moonvale,” Viz said.

 Kavan nodded. 

With Nuruc there, the planned invasion will not take place. We will have the winter to decide what to do next. It might give us some time to think it over. I didn’t know Lord and Lady Bloodcoin had a child. This may be a problem in the future.

 “Home!” Lorta shouted with a smile. 
 Everyone looked up to see the towers and walls of Moonvale and hearts lifted in relief. 
 The sun glowed high overhead. Despite its presence, there was very little warmth to be gleaned because of the bitter cold.  
 The horses walked along through the North Gate. Their hooves clopped on the cobblestone street. Haggard bodies lifted up a little to see the familiar buildings as they marched down to the town center. 
 Doors and windows opened. Heads and bodies poked out to see a stream of horses and a carriage pull into the town center. Smiles bloomed as people left their homes. 
 Kavan stopped his horse and smiled as cheers and clapping filled the air.  
 Mayor Sunaxe stepped out of his office, his eyes wide and his heart beating like a drum. When he saw Durzol step out of a carriage, his heart leapt in his chest. The older orc rushed to his son and embraced him, happy tears trailing down his green cheeks.  
 Dura walked down the street to the center and saw her father hugging her brother. The orc ran to them. Kogan and Durzol parted, only for Dura to slam into them and the three orcs held each other in distilled happiness. 
 Uriko dismounted and looked at Drayke walking toward her. The two spoke without words, each one nodding. From East Street, Lilah stepped out with a thick robe. She crossed the small distance and hugged the shadow elf. 
 Zellee stepped out of the carriage next and looked at Moonvale with tears in her eyes. Residents cheered louder upon seeing the beautiful arachnix. They rushed to her and asked of her adventures in the city kingdom. 
 Nolla dismounted. The succubus looked around at the happy faces. Two large figures charged out of West Street. The succubus turned to Rujin and Kazko. Rujin’s eyes bulged out of his head as he rushed the succubus and grabbed her. He lifted her up and twirled as Kazko approached, smiling and clapping. 
 Rujin and Nolla looked into each other’s eyes and kissed deeply, the succubus hanging on his wide shoulders and neck. 
 Kavan dismounted just as the door to Breeding Friends opened. Onka and Nava stepped out. The goblin and siren saw the red dragonkin and their eyes widened. The pair darted forward. 
 Kavan smiled as he opened his arms. Onka leapt up and clamped her arms around his neck and her legs around his chest and under his arms. The goblin kissed the dragonkin deeply as Nava came in and hugged him around the waist. Lorta stepped over and hugged them all. Kavan and Onka pulled slightly apart and hugged the troll with braided pigtails, the three of them kissing each other. 
 Time seemed to stand still as everyone was reunited. Almost everyone. 
 Kogan, Durzol, and Dura stepped to Kavan. Onka, Nava, and Lorta untangled themselves from the dragonkin as he faced them. 
 Kogan glanced around, “Where’s Hynrik?” 
 Onka and Nava looked up to Kavan and Lorta’s sad eyes. 
 “He didn’t make it. He sacrificed himself to help us escape,” Kavan said with a solemn tone. 
 Kogan bent his head forward as long shadows covered his eyes. “We lost one of our own.” 
 Kavan hugged the large orc as tears streaked down from the corner of Kogan’s eyes. 
 Kogan pulled back and wiped at his own cheek. “I’m sure there is much to discuss. It’s too cold out here. Let’s all go to the Shouting Troll for warm spirits.” 
 Many heads nodded in agreement. The crowd in the town center shifted and everyone made their way onto West Street. 
 Kavan walked along, with Onka on one side, and Nava on the other, with Lorta and Zellee close behind. The dragonkin looked down on the beautiful goblin, her eyes filled with warmth and love.        
 “You had an exciting time,” Onka said in a low tone. 
 Kavan continued to look down on the beautiful goblin. “Did you witness it?” 
 Onka nodded and hugged him at the waist. 
 The large group reached the Shouting Troll. Kazko darted in before everyone. The crowd made their way into the warmth of a roaring hearth and a thin troll preparing drinks. 
 “It’s good to be home,” Kavan smiled. 
 *** 
 Moonvale Cemetery was filled with every resident. Everyone wore black as they crowded around a tombstone with an arachnix carved at the top. Kavan stood in a black robe, looking down on the name “Hynrik Weaver” carved into it. 
 The trees in the cemetery were bare. Dried leaves drifted into piles from the cold breeze. A sense of loss touched every heart standing around the empty grave and artistic tombstone. 
 Mayor Sunaxe stood by the tombstone, looking at everyone gathered. Tears streaked some faces. Others looked with blank, faraway gazes. White flowers were in hands. A sorrow bled deep as everyone present felt the loss.  
 Kogan cleared his throat before lifting his chin and began speaking, “We all knew Hynrik. To say he was difficult is to put it gently.” 
 Small, sad chuckles rose up from the gathered crowd. 
 The mayor continued, “But he was an arachnix with a strong heart and stronger courage. He has defended Moonvale on more than one occasion. It wasn’t his warrior spirit that defined him, but his generous heart.  
 “During long winters, he often fed all, whether they could pay or not. He ensured everyone one was taken care of and had full bellies. Many may not know this, but he had a generous heart, secretly paying anyone’s debts if they came across hard times. He wanted the best for Moonvale and its people.” 
 Tears ran down Zellee’s pale cheeks. 
 “Hynrik’s death does not mean the death of his spirit. We all know he loved our town. It is our duty to honor him and remember him.” 
 Oaks wiped away tears from his eyes. The little goblin’s lip trembled before he sobbed. Soki put her arm around the goblin’s shoulders as he continued to sob. 
 Kogan looked down on the grave with heartfelt eyes. “Hynrik, we will miss you. May you find peace with your god or goddess. Sleep well.” 
 Hands rose up and fingers let go. White flowers fell onto the grave as tears flowed down cheeks. 

Hynrik, we will miss you.

 Kavan stepped over to Zellee. Tears flowed as the beautiful arachnix couldn’t hold back her emotions. Kavan hugged her and she clutched to him, her body shuddering in grieving sorrow. 
 *** 
 Zellee shuffled papers along Hynrik’s desk. She held a faraway look as she moved like a zombie in the roomy private office. 
 Kavan stood by the open entrance. Zellee had asked the dragonkin to join her as she looked through his things. Mayor Sunaxe had read Hynrik’s will to her, informing her that the arachnix did indeed leave everything to her. Zellee broke down as she couldn’t stop her grieving, knowing Hynrik still loved her to the end. 
 “We can do this another time,” Kavan said with a soft tone. 
 Zellee shook her head. “I need to see this now so I can think about what to do next. I was a terrible farmer. I can’t run this farm like Hynrik did. He had a gift for growing crops and plants.” 
 Zellee hugged her own waist as she looked down on his desk. “This place holds too many memories of our life together. I know this doesn’t sound right, but I want to burn it down. Despite our split, I still treasured some of our time together. Hynrik could be a good, kind arachnix when he wanted to.  
 “Now he’s gone and he left me a farm to carry on his legacy.” 
 Zellee sniffled as she pulled her arm from her waist and moved aside some parchments on the desk. 
 Kavan nodded as he remained to give Zellee some support. 
 Zellee moved a parchment and saw a folded letter. She picked it up and gave it a glance. She folded it closed and turned her entire body around to face Kavan. Her spider legs moved as she approached the dragonkin and handed out the folded paper. 
 “This has your name on it,” Zellee sniffled. 
 Kavan took the folded note from Zellee’s hand, opened it, and began to read. 

Kavan,


As promised, at the bottom of this letter is my recipe for the finest fertilizer in southern Voldor. I discovered it as I experimented with different kinds of ways to grow better crops. It will help your crops grow big and healthy. I give this to you, my friend.


I’m not good at expressing myself at times, as I’m sure you know. But the way Zellee has looked at you and how happy you make her, has warmed my heart. I wish I could have given her what she needed, but it’s okay, because she found it with you.


Lead the best life you can lead and you have my full support, Lord Cynder.


See you around town.


All the best,


Hynrik.

 Kavan stared at the letter and the recipe at the bottom. It clawed at his spirit, knowing Hynrik was gone and he wouldn’t be coming back. 
 Zellee moved in closer with understanding eyes. Kavan looked up at the beautiful arachnix. The two hugged each other as their hearts dripped with grief. 
 *** 
 Eyes fluttered open. Spider legs moved and a humanoid upper body rose up. Hynrik looked up to the golden sun in the clear blue sky. His soul was warm as he let out a long, deep sigh. 
 The arachnix lowered his gaze to an immense field, filled with lush trees and emerald green grass. There were others there, sitting, laughing, and drinking spirits. Many of them looked over at the arachnix in the distance and waved to him. 
 Hynrik’s soul lifted higher. He moved toward them, his spirit light and his mind clear. A woman stepped into view. He looked at her and smiled. 
 The woman had green skin and long, flowing hair made of leaves. She wore a mossy green robe and smiled kindly at him. 
 Hynrik made his way closer to the fifteen-foot-tall woman and bowed to her. 
 “Goddess Nephy, is this the Fields of Paradise?” 
 The woman smiled brighter and nodded. 
 Hynrik lifted his upper body and smiled. He looked at the small gathering of orcs, fae, and kobolds calling him over with warm smiles. 
 “I’m home,” Hynrik whispered as he made his way over with joy in his heart. 





 Twenty Five 
 Onka sat in Soki’s Healing Office. The goblin looked down with wide eyes as Soki had her ear to Onka’s stomach. The naga’s eyes were closed and the office was dead silent, except for Onka’s nervous breathing. 
 Onka’s mind was a whirlwind of thoughts, memories, and feelings. It had been a week since Kavan and the rest came back from Loduss. There was but one more day to the first of the winter season. The week was spent getting every bit of supplies put away and further weatherproofing the farmhouse. 
 Onka bit her lip as she woke up with a swirling stomach and throwing up her morning meal every morning the last three days. The goblin assumed she ate something bad, but that never lasted more than a day. Three days and she figured something was very wrong. 
 Soki pulled back her head and reared up a little. She coiled her tail under her and sank down. She put her hand on Onka’s hand as a smile bloomed. 
 “You’re with child. I can hear its heartbeat,” Soki said with warm eyes. 
 Onka blinked. A moment passed and she shook her head. 
 “How is that possible? I’ve only been with Kavan. Different races cannot have children. They have to be the same race,” Onka said with an edge to her voice. 
 Soki gave an understanding nod, “You are sure you haven’t spent time with another goblin?” 
 Onka shook her head. “No, no one else. Kavan is the only male I’ve slept with in a very long time.” 
 Healer Soki kept her understanding smile. “I can’t say for certain why. I must admit, I don’t know much about dragonkin bodies. They are very different from most other people on Voldor. Since they are secretive, I cannot give a firm answer. 
 “All I can tell you is what I’ve read in myths and legends. The old dragons used to shape change and sleep with all manner of creatures. There have been legends of half dragons being born. It’s possible Kavan’s seed can function the same. Dragonkin are descended from true dragons.” 
 Onka blinked. “Am I going to lay an egg? I’m too small to lay an egg!” 
 Soki shook her head. “I doubt you will have an egg. But all we can do now is make sure you're comfortable and enjoy the spark of life in your belly. I will have to make routine visits to make sure the child is healthy.” 
 “How long? How long until it pops out into the world?” Onka said with a nervous gaze. 
 “I can’t say. I don’t know the length of time for dragonkin, but I do know goblin bodies. Your people tend to have children very quickly. It takes about two months or slightly less to birth a child. That is why I have to visit you and make sure everything is happening as it should. I will have to study up on goblin bodies again and maybe Dura can help me find any research material on dragonkin births.” 
 Onka looked to the side, “Kavan is supposed to choose the Lady of Moonvale soon. I have to be there.” 
 Soki nodded. “It should be fine for you to do things normally. You may start to show in a week or two. I don’t recommend any wine, spirits, or teas. I know goblin’s constitutions are strong, but your child is part dragonkin, so better to be safe than sorry.” 
 Onka grabbed Soki’s arm and squeezed, “I can’t have a child!” 
 “Onka, you’ll be… fine,” the naga said with a grunt as she had to yank her arm from the goblin’s strong grip.   
 Soki fixed her sleeve and looked at the frightened goblin. “You will be okay. We will all look over you during this time. You will be the first resident to have a child in Moonvale for a long time. Congratulations.” 
 Onka stared at the naga with unblinking eyes. 
 “Is Lilah outside waiting for you?” Soki asked. 
 Onka nodded. 
 “That’s good. I still have some things to write down. Have someone with you most of the time, just so they can keep an eye on you and your progress. I’ll be late to the Lord Tower ceremony. I will keep this between us so you have enough time to tell Kavan.” 
 Onka stood up and blinked, unsure what to do. 
 Soki gently touched the goblin’s back and directed her to the door. The moment Onka stepped out, the naga closed the door behind her. 
 In the small waiting room, Lilah stood up with a smile. 
 “Everything well?” the fae asked. 
 “Walk with me,” Onka said with a faraway gaze in her eyes. 
 Goblin and fae put on their coats as they stepped out into the bitter cold. They turned on East Street and made their way slowly to the town center. 
 “You seem very pale,” Lilah said with a concerned tone. 
 “Healer Soki just told me I’m with child,” Onka said plainly with wide eyes. 
 Lilah blinked before she smiled wide. “Congratulations!” 
 Onka looked up at the beautiful fae woman. No one else was on the street except for them. The whole town waited by the Lord’s Tower for Kavan’s announcement. 
 “I… I don’t know how to feel about this. We’re not able to have children.” 
 Lilah shook her head. “Nonsense. Drogoss, Nephy, and Baaldir had children everywhere for a time. It’s been so long, you must have forgotten.” 
 Onka stopped and looked up at Lilah. The fae stopped and looked down on the goblin. 
 “Sister, I never allowed myself to have children, ever. What is becoming of me?” 
 Lilah looked down with warm eyes. “My dear sister, you’re in love. It snaked into your heart and planted its seed. Your consort will be pleased.” 
 “But will I be pleased?” Onka whispered. 
 Lilah bent down and hugged the goblin. She pressed her pale cheek against Onka’s green cheek and made baby sounds. 
 “We found each other again, didn’t we? This time, you have Vala’s blessing and protection. We are becoming stronger. Hope is returning to Voldor. The malaise the world has felt for so long is turning into a rage against the dragon gods. Others are exploring the secret texts of the old gods. The exiled are bringing our dreams to many across Voldor. 
 “All thanks to you and your lovely consort. The dreams of the old gods have seeped into the minds of the common folk. Sparks will turn into flames and spread into wildfires.” 
 Onka exhaled as her shoulders deflated. “I don’t know if I can do this.” 
 Lilah stood up and looked down on the goblin with loving eyes. “We both know you're strong. Kavan is becoming stronger. If he continues, he will achieve godhood and you both will be together in the new pantheon.” 
 Onka looked away as her heart sagged in her chest. “I have been pretending I’ve been mortal for so long, I don’t know if I can return to the celestial realms.” 
 “You can and you will,” Lilah said with an affectionate tone. “Voldor is not our true home. It is a place we’ve run to. We will gather our strength, just as we planned. We will return to the celestial realms and our rightful homes. But for now, focus on your little one and your lover. Let me handle the rest.” 
 Onka looked up, “The rest?” 
 Lilah gave the goblin a wicked smirk. “We are at war and we need allies. It’s only a matter of time before the dragon gods send one of their avatars. I will not let the progress we’ve made slip away. There is still much to do.” 
 Lilah reached down and took Onka’s hand into hers. “Your love will protect your child and your consort. My love will protect all of us. 
 “Now, let’s get to the Lord’s Tower ceremony.” 
 Lilah and Onka walked hand in hand into the town center. They turned onto North Street and joined the crowd already gathered there. Worker goblins mingled with their families they brought to Moonvale. Town residents gathered among them. Chatter filled the street as they waited for the Lord of Moonvale to speak and open the Lord’s Tower. 
 Zellee stood toward the front, wearing a fashionable robe. The thick fabric laid over her abdomen and partially on the joints of her legs. She looked up at the tower with a degree of fondness, it was rebuilt and appeared brand new. 
 Dura stood toward the front as well. She wore leather leggings and a long coat with a scarf around her neck. She looked around with a nervous edge and bit her lips. 
 Lorta stood by the side in a dark blue robe. The tall troll smiled, happy to be there. 
 Nava had on a thick coat and a steamy cup of tea in her hands. She looked around, feeling like she didn’t belong and wanting to leave. 
 Onka and Lilah joined the crowd as everyone waited. 
 Durzol stood with pride. Shegga fixed her coat and dress. Priest Raine and Priestess Misty stood with Glem. The ogre was all smiles and bouncing a little, excited to be there. Drayke leaned against a wall opposite of the tower. He was relaxed until Uriko leaned against the wall next to him and mirrored his pose. The dragonkin let out a small chuckle as he made no move to change his relaxed pose. 
 Oaks was toward the front, looking up at the tower with wide eyes. 
 Ammi held a big basket, filled with multi-colored flower petals. The dryad grinned as she stayed in the middle of the gathered crowd. 
 Tezzi looked on with her arms crossed and a small smile across her blue lips.  
 Rujin, Nolla, and Kazko stood together. Rujin and Nolla held each other close. Kazko looked at the Lord’s Tower with happy eyes. 
 A robed cat-woman reached the edge of the crowd. Esmeralda kept her hood up and her head bowed, looking around and feeling uncomfortable. 
 Three taurs were together in the crowd, biting their nails and staying close to each other for warmth. 
 The crowd was filled with many more new residents as they mulled about and waited patiently. 
 The mayor’s office door opened. Mayor Sunaxe and Kavan stepped out and turned onto North Street. The crowd stepped away and made a path as the lord and mayor walked up the short distance to the front of the Lord’s Tower. The dragonkin and orc were all smiles as they arrived. They stood side by side in front of the strong, double doors to the tower. 
 The air was cold. Misty breath rose up from mouths as the street grew quiet. 
 Kogan cleared his throat and took a step forward. He lifted his bearded chin and looked at the gathered crowd. 
 “Residents of Moonvale. It pleases me to announce the restoration of Moonvale’s Lord’s Tower! It has been made whole, a place for our Lord of Moonvale to reside, have court, and hear what the people have to say.  It is a symbol of our combined strength and fortitude!” 
 “Hurry it up, Kogan!” Shegga shouted as she continued to fix her coat and dress. 
 Laughter rippled among the crowd. Smiles bloomed and hearts soared. 
 Kogan smiled and nodded. “I suppose it is cold and we should hurry it up. I now give the moment over to the Lord of Moonvale.” 
 Kogan stepped to the side as Kavan stepped forward. The dragonkin looked at the crowd, but his eyes focused on several women in the crowd. When he saw Onka standing beside Lilah, his heart lifted. 

Here we go. Viz, if I mess up, please take over.


“I’m sorry, Kavan. You’re on your own with this,” Viz giggled.


Thanks.

 Kavan lifted his chin and looked at the crowd with warm eyes. “I came to Moonvale, battered and bleeding. I thought for sure I would be run out of town and never see this place again. Little did I know how wrong I was. 
 “Everyone in town opened their time, generosity, and hearts to me. I never felt as at home as I do now. We have all lived by each other and fought beside each other. There is no other place I can call home. Moonvale is my home. Moonvale is my family.” 
 Kavan glanced to the side, seeing a lock of red hair by an alley. Hagasa looked at the dragonkin with warm eyes and a demure smile. 
 Kavan smiled before turning to the crowd again. “I don’t want to make a long-winded speech. We are here for the opening of the Lord’s Tower and to announce my request as to who will be the lady at my side.”  
 Eyes, bodies, and hearts perked up. Eager ears leaned a tiny bit closer to listen to every word. 
 “Tradition has dictated there is one Lady to one Lord. I love tradition, but I think times have changed and so have we. I will be making several requests. Please, step by me if you wish to consider my proposal,” Kavan smiled. 
 Eyes widened as everyone listened intently. 
 The dragonkin turned his attention to Zellee. 
 The arachnix’s eyes widened. 
 “Zellee Orb, will you be my Lady of Moonvale?” Kavan bowed. 
 Zellee smiled as she bowed and moved closer. The arachnix stepped to the side, her cheeks glowing. 
 Kavan turned to the tall, beautiful troll with braided pigtails, “Lorta Ironheart, will you be my Lady of Moonvale?” 
 Lorta’s eyes shined bright. The shy troll bowed her head and stepped to Kavan’s side. She couldn’t look up at the crowd as her cheeks glowed pink. 
 Kavan looked at the orc with a knowing smirk across her lips, “Dura Sunaxe, will you be my Lady of Moonvale?” 
 The orc stepped closer to the dragonkin and stared into his eyes before throwing her arms around his head and gently biting his neck. 
 Gasps and chuckles filled the crowd as Dura lingered for a moment. The orc let go and stepped next to Zellee. 
 Kavan looked at Nava. 
 The siren’s eyes widened in disbelief. 
 “Nava Seadream, will you be my Lady of Moonvale?”  
 The siren hesitated before her brow hardened. The short siren stepped forward with her head down and determined steps. She stood before Kavan and he placed his hands on her shoulders. 
 “There is no time in our lives where we will not be together,” Kavan whispered. 
 Nava nodded before stepping to Lorta’s side, also bowing her head. 
 Kavan looked at the crowd and his heart sighed. “And finally…” 
 The crowd parted and Onka stood by herself. The goblin looked around at all the smiling faces. Heads nodded and tears were shed. Sniffles could be heard and hearts beat to a loving tone. 
 “Yes!” Onka shouted. 
 “I didn’t ask yet,” Kavan smiled. 
 “Yes, I will be your Lady of Moonvale!” the goblin said as she rushed forward and hugged the dragonkin around the waist. She held onto him tightly, her cheek against his chest as her heart hammered in her chest. 
 The crowd erupted into cheers and clapping! 
 Ammi thrust her hand into the basket of petals and threw them into the air. The wind caught them and petals floated in the cold breeze. 
 Kogan sniffled as he clapped. Durzol stood by his father’s side, his arm around him and holding the older orc together. 
 Shegga clapped with a scowl and a small smile. 
 Priestess Misty and Oaks wiped away tears. 
 Raine clapped loudly with a wide smile. 
 Abby, Myn, and Belle blubbered together with tears in their eyes. 
 “We should have been picked!” the three taurs said in unison and continued to cry. 
 Drayke and Uriko clapped. The dragonkin and shadow elf turned and bowed to each other before turning back again to the crowd and continued to clap.  
 Lilah looked at Onka with dreamy eyes. 
 Nolla leaned her head against Rujin’s chest and the troll held her close. They swayed to each other as love filled their hearts.  
 Kazko grinned and whistled. 
 Kavan and Onka continued to hug each other, lost to the sounds of joyful cheers. 
 Mayor Sunaxe stopped his lip from quivering and stepped in front of the Lord and his ladies. He lifted up his big, green hands and the crowd settled down. 
 “As customary, the lord and his ladies will inspect the tower first before everyone can enter. Considering the season, the Bonding Ceremony will take place on the first day of Spring. This will ensure all who were asked will wish to bond with the Lord of Moonvale. 
 “This winter may be a busy one as we all aid in preparing for the ceremony. As of this moment, all ladies will be Betrothed Ladies until they fully accept or decline the Lord’s proposal. Let us do our part and give them a moment to inspect their new royal tower!” 
 The clapping and cheers filled the air as Kavan and Onka turned. The goblin didn’t let go of Kavan’s waist and he found it difficult to walk. Lorta opened the front doors and everyone stepped inside as petals flew on the wind. 
 The moment the doors closed, Kavan let out a long exhale as he looked at the beaming ladies around him. 
 “I was worried none of you would accept,” Kavan smiled. 
 “We still have time to reject your offer,” Dura said with a mischievous gleam in her eyes. 
 “Did you really think we’d hesitate?’ Zellee asked with bright eyes. 
 “I hesitated,” Nava said in a small voice. 
 Lorta put her arm around the siren’s shoulders, “I wouldn’t have let you run.” 
 Nava grinned and she hugged the large troll. 
 Kavan looked down to Onka still hugging his waist. “Onka, are you okay?” 
 The goblin was silent for a moment. Her grip loosened and she stepped back. She looked up with timid eyes as Kavan and everyone else gathered looked down on her. 
 Onka let out a cleansing breath and firmed up her resolve. 
 “I have something to tell you, Kavan,” the goblin said. 
 “We’re all family here. You know you can tell us anything,” Kavan said with a hint of concern. 
 Lorta, Zellee, Dura, and Nava nodded their support. 
 Onka nodded and stared into Kavan’s slitted eyes. “I’m with child. I’m with your child.” 
 Kavan stared, his face and body not moving. 
 Lorta and Nava gasped. Dura’s eyes widened. Zellee clasped her hands to each other and pressed them to her chin. She glowed as she looked down on the goblin with stars in her eyes. 
 Onka stared at Kavan. Her brow wrinkled as he remained frozen. 
 “Say something!” Onka shouted. 
 The red dragonkin stepped to the beautiful goblin. He knelt down to both knees and looked her in the eyes. He kept his serpent gaze as his heart thudded hard in his chest. The air was still until Kavan slowly parted his lips. 
 Onka stared at the dragonkin with trembling eyes. 
 “This is the happiest day of my life,” Kavan said with fiery warmth. 
 Onka’s eyes watered as she flung her arms around his neck and sobbed. Kavan held the goblin close, his spirit glowing brighter. Lorta, Nava, Dura, and Zellee surrounded the couple and embraced them. Tears of joy spilled down their cheeks as they huddled together on the entrance floor of the Lord’s Tower, their hearts glowing with unbridled love and passion. 

Our family just grew by one.

 Tears of happiness streaked down Kavan’s cheeks as he and Onka held each other and never wanted to let go. 
 *** 
 Brom stood by several rows of vats. The lich stared at a floating swirling portal, images and sound moving and coming from it. He stared with white eyes as Kavan was on his knees, he and Onka holding each other and his other lovers surrounding them with their bodies and arms. 
 “Congratulations, my apprentice,” Brom said with a low voice. 
 The lich lifted a hand and waved away the scrying portal. Skeletal hands moved with slight arcane gestures. The rows of glowing vats beside him began to rise up to the lich’s commands. 
 “I wish I could have been there, if there wasn’t so much work to be done,” Brom said as he walked. 
 The chamber was vast. It sat a few levels down from the arena. A hundred stone tables stood in rows. Vaguely humanoid shapes were on them, carved out of metal. 
 The lich walked among the rows as cauldrons with glowing liquids hovered behind him. Brom stopped walking and looked upon a stone table with a metal humanoid on it. The head of Zulkis floated closer and looked down on the metal humanoid. 
 Brom waved his hand and a cauldron floated closer to him. 
 “It’s a shame there isn’t enough material to work with to raise legions of the dead. Even with my power, I cannot harden ancient bones. They make poor warriors for what is to come.” 
 Zulkis blinked. “You could have raided the Loduss cemeteries. Plenty of fresh meat to craft into undead warriors and abominations.” 
 Brom shook his head slightly. “If I robbed their cemeteries, the act alone would bring my attention to your dragon goddess Hymora. She plays coy, but she likes to know which dead belong to her and her minions.  
 “No, I must work with what I have.” 
 Brom ran his skeletal hand over the metal figure’s chest. “And what I have is a lot of metal across these lands.” 
 Zulkis watched as a cauldron floated over the metal figure and remained above it. 
 “You see my dead fellow, what I have here is simply the first batch. One hundred iron golems, ready to serve every command of myself and my apprentice. Much like the dead, they don’t require sleep, rest, or food. These golems will protect Moonvale as I spend the winter creating a thousand more.  
 “They will be unstoppable,” Brom said with a decayed smirk. 
 Zulkis chuckled. “It took you two months to prepare a hundred. How will you prepare a thousand by spring?” 
 Brom looked up at the floating troll head, “Why, you’re going to assist me. I’m going to carve out your ego and replace it with a much more, agreeable disposition. Much like the Xykk Queen, all will bend to my will when I take out those urges of rebellion from your mind.” 
 Zulkis blinked. “Hymora deserted me. I have no allegiance to the dragon goddess of decay. If you simply asked me, I would gladly assist in your work.” 
 Brom chuckled. “It is something we can discuss at another time. For now, I must prepare the first batch.”  
 The cauldron tipped and glowing liquid poured down on the golem. The mystical liquid spread out like living veins. The liquid sank into the metal like worms in the ground. Once the glowing purple liquid was gone, the golem remained still. 
 Brom and Zulkis looked down with interested eyes. 
 A pair of glowing eyes appeared along the blank face. Metal creaked and groaned as the metal golem slowly sat up. It turned its unblinking gaze to the lich and bowed its head. 
 “Excellent, just as I designed,” Brom nodded to himself. 
 The lich waved his hand. 
 Dozens of cauldrons floated over to metal bodies. When one hovered above each one, Brom made a small gesture. 
 Each cauldron tipped and poured glowing liquid onto each metal golem. It became a symphony of light and magic as the lich smiled at his creations. 
 “Delightful. Simply delightful,” Brom smiled with decayed teeth.  





 Twenty Six 
 The sun set behind the horizon. Night’s cold cloak drifted over the world as winter approached. Animals disappeared into their burrows and birds flocked to branches to huddle together for a sliver of warmth. 
 Nearly a hundred miles away, decayed bodies lurched and walked through the dark forests. Blank, soulless eyes stared ahead as they moved relentlessly through the cold, inky shadows of night. 
 Ahead of the throngs of undead, an orc woman walked in a decayed, red dress. She stared ahead with white eyes. Pale, decayed green skin hung from her sunken in features. A silver crown lay on her head as stringy, black hair framed her undead face. The tattered red dress moved to her legs, walking without a hint of discomfort from the freezing chill.  
 A thousand undead followed their mistress as she gently marched.  
 The undead orc woman snarled as she recognized the woods. She pressed on, her sights set to the east. A town with high walls filled her mind. Her snarl grew as she led her dead army. 
 The air grew colder as the dead marched, indifferent to the elements. 
 The undead orc woman walked on with a deep hatred in her fractured soul. 
   
   

~Fin~
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