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 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Small waves crashed along the hull of the Hunter. The ship stayed on course as the dark sky threatened stormy rain. A crew of shadow elves tied down lines as the captain held the wheel. He stared out as the wind whipped at him, the sky growing darker as evening approached. 
 
    Below deck, a group was in the captain’s chambers. Small lanterns swung on hooks as the ship powered through turbulent waters. Shadows danced against the walls, and well-worn furniture. The mood was grim, the group speaking about what was to come next. 
 
    “When we arrive at the capitol, we will spend a few days in one of the local inns until I can safely communicate with my contact,” Malak said as he tapped a big, blue finger on the map where Inarra was labeled. 
 
    [image: ] 
 
      
 
    Heads nodded as they looked down at the map. 
 
    The troll continued, “The city of Misthelm can be a dangerous place. The emperor has kept himself a recluse, away from the people for many years. With the growing fear, the people have felt abandoned, turning their frustrations and rage on strangers and each other.” 
 
    Nydora lifted her gaze from the map and looked at Malak with crimson eyes. “Tell us about your contact within the city.” 
 
    “Tarek Giles is the Lord of the City Guard. He was our contact when we performed missions and quests in the name of the Inarra Empire. He is an honorable man, but difficult to win over. It took many quests to prove ourselves enough for him and I to have a private conversation. I hinted at your return and I never saw anyone with such distrustful, but almost relieved eyes. 
 
    “He informed me that he would whisper to the emperor, but not speak details unless the emperor was interested.” 
 
    Arand rubbed at a temple as he looked down on the map. “We could be sailing right into a trap? I mean, what if he is not willing to hear us, or even help us?” 
 
    “Tarek is an honorable man,” Malak said plainly. 
 
    Lukas rubbed his jaw. “But we still need to be cautious. If the emperor is unwilling, and he does have one of the daggers, we will have to find another way to acquire it.” 
 
    Jez folded her arms against the edge of the table and rested her chin on them. The goblin had a solemn look in her remaining eye. 
 
    “We still haven’t discussed how we’re going to continue with our quest, after the world discovers that Nydora has returned. If one person sees her, there will be no place we will go without enemies waiting,” the goblin huffed. 
 
    “We will have allies as well, once they learn she has returned,” Fara added with a small smile. 
 
    Nydora looked at the goblin and gave her a small smile. “With the body sphere, I can alter my appearance. Only masters at the arcane arts will detect something amiss, but not many. 
 
    “However, you do bring up a good point. We must travel much of Emoria if we are to find the daggers.” 
 
    Malak touched the map again and ran his finger along the upper part of the continent. 
 
    “Since it is spring, we would have an easier travel, if we take the northern Crown Road. It will entail us traveling through the orc empire of Warhaven and bring us to Stygia, home of the shadow elves.  
 
    “As it stands now, our only real allies will be the shadow elves. They still revere the legends of Nydora, and will give us a warm welcome.” 
 
    “What about the orcs?” Kyra asked with hard eyes. 
 
    Malak lifted his gaze and met the fighter’s purple eyes. “It will be difficult, passing through their lands. The orcs have been aggressively patrolling their lands, trying to find what has been snatching their people as well. They have blamed both the hudenn and shadow elf empires. I’ve heard whispers of conflicts along the borders, and hit and run raids.” 
 
    “The orcs have always been skittish with the unknown,” Nydora said as her gaze drifted to the lands south of the Cursed Lands. “What of the trolls, sun elves, and goblins?” 
 
    Wynn spoke up, “The sun elves have had little conflict at their borders. The trolls have remained neutral, while the goblins have been pushing back at the hudenn empire. Whatever dark influence is across the lands, it has affected the hudenns the most in recent years. 
 
    “The southern empires may be a little more accommodating, especially if they know you’ve returned to help reassemble the crown.  
 
    “Winter is our enemy. It will take us most of spring, summer, and autumn to pass through the north and make our way south. If we don’t make it south before the first snowfall, we will be trapped for many months in the north.” 
 
    Malak looked at the map with grim eyes. “Secrecy is our only tool to keep our enemies at bay. As of now, we don’t know who sent the undead to Dream Isle. We don’t know what sickness has befallen the land. We don’t know who has been snatching people from towns and kingdoms in the dark.” 
 
    The troll raised his gaze to everyone at the table, his large hands flat on the map. “Everything we are doing is taking a risk. But it is a risk we must endure. 
 
    “While we are in the city, we must blend in. We do not speak to anyone, no matter how kind they may act or appear.” 
 
    Lukas, Kyra, and Arand stared at the troll with concerned eyes. 
 
    Malak’s blue lips shifted into a knowing smirk. “We know this is your first trip back to the mainland in many years. We will not let anything befall you. Heed my words, and we will leave the city with our first dagger.” 
 
    “If the emperor actually has it,” Jez added with a sigh. 
 
    “You’re not helping,” Fara scolded the goblin. 
 
    Jez shrugged. “I’m simply speaking the truth as we know it now. We’ve been at Misthelm many times over the years, and there hasn’t been a single mention or a whisper that one of the daggers is there. We could be wasting our time.” 
 
    “If the dagger is not there, then we will leave feeling lighter, knowing the truth,” Nydora said with a kind tone to the goblin. 
 
    Jez turned her gaze away from the beautiful shadow elf. “Maybe.” 
 
    “We still have a few days before we reach the mainland. I suggest everyone gets some rest,” Malak said with a fatherly tone. 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    Nydora spoke up, “Lukas, Kyra, and Arand, stay with me so we can talk a little more.” 
 
    The three turned their attention to Nydora and nodded. 
 
    The rest of the group shuffled out of the captain’s chambers. Once the door was closed shut, Nydora turned her attention to her wards. 
 
    “All three of you have put on a brave face for the others, but I can still sense the concern in your hearts. Tell me your thoughts,” she said kindly. 
 
    Kyra and Arand looked away. Lukas did not. 
 
    “How do we even know if we can detect any of the daggers? Vala has come to us at one time or another in our dreams, but we haven’t had a single pull to the daggers.” 
 
    Kyra shook her head as she spoke next, “And if one of the daggers is there, and it is not given to us, will we fight through a whole army to retrieve it? We’ve trained for many years, but there is no amount of training that will help us against that many foes.” 
 
    Nydora nodded to Lukas and Kyra, before turning her gaze to the strangely quiet Arand. 
 
    The archer looked at Nydora’s crimson eyes for a moment before looking away.  
 
    “I don’t feel like we’re ready,” Arand said plainly, his words carrying a deeper meaning. 
 
    Nydora eyed them for a moment. She leaned back against the edge of the table and looked at them with serious eyes. 
 
    “All three of you have spent years training for this moment. I will not fill your heads with pretty lies and words of hope. What we are trying to accomplish will be violent, difficult, and dark. We are single handedly trying to help heal the world. We have few allies, and enemies still hidden in shadows. 
 
    “You all did well, fighting the dead as they invaded our island home, but fighting the dead is much different than fighting living, breathing peoples and monsters. It will stain your soul, as it has stained mine, but we must rise above if we are to help the people of Emoria.” 
 
    “How can we rise above, when there are so many more out there, skilled and stronger than us?” Arand asked. 
 
    Nydora nodded. “It’s hard to see when you’re in the thick of the weeds. There are abilities the three of you have, or will gain with time. They will make you stronger, and better skilled for the battles and danger to come.” 
 
    The shadow elf’s eyes gleamed as she made a decision in her heart and mind. 
 
    “Soul Lanterns are those chosen to carry a power from their patron god or goddess. Soul Lanterns are not unique to Vala’s followers. The pantheon has soul lanterns on Emoria, and other realms. The only divine beings without soul lanterns are those who have been banished or imprisoned.  
 
    “As soul lanterns of Vala, the three of you will gain power from your intimate connections to those you love. Those bonds will unlock a core aspect of your spirit, and the mana sphere it connects to.” 
 
    Eyes widened as the trio listened intently. 
 
    Nydora continued, “This means, you will be stronger than most others, when the time comes. It will also mean, others will be attracted to you, like moths to a flame. Do not deny their advances, for it will speak true from their hearts.” 
 
    “Which mana spheres?” Lukas asked with curious eyes. 
 
    The beautiful shadow elf smiled shyly. “That is for you three to discover.” 
 
    Her smile slowly vanished as darkness touched the edges of her crimson eyes. “I was far too patient with your training. I wanted all of you to enjoy your lives, before these events came to our shores. I thought I had a little more time, but it seems, we have run out of time.” 
 
    Kyra spoke up, “Mistress, we knew this time would come and hold no ill will against you. We are grateful for everything, and want to make you proud of us.” 
 
    Nydora’s eyes lit up, “I’m already proud and love each and all of you, but I can only be a guide for what is to come. My love will not unlock your potential, only your own experiences will. This does not mean I cannot be part of your lives. It means, I’m here to make sure we follow Vala’s will, and bring peace back to Emoria.”    
 
    The shadow elf stood up from leaning against the desk and stepped closer to them, her red eyes filled with patient love and understanding. 
 
    “We still have time before we reach the mainland, for any more questions you may have. But you know as well as I do, this is what the majority of your training has brought us to. There may be difficult times ahead, but there will be times of bliss and peace as well. We will carry on, discovering our enemies and fighting our battles, but know this, once the crown is reassembled, there will be a chance to bring peace back to Emoria and ourselves.” 
 
    The three wards slowly nodded at the shadow elf they called Mistress for many years. Hearts beat with small, but strong conviction. The blend of excitement and fear swirled around their spirits as they knew they would fight for the betterment of all peoples of Emoria. 
 
    Nydora’s kind smile appeared again. “Now, get some rest. There will be a lot to prepare for in the coming days,” she said with a heartfelt tone. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Waves crashed at the side of the ship as it teetered from side to side. Wind and sea spray struck at the deck and railings as shadow elf sailors tried to hold down the lines. The sky was dark and menacing, ready to unleash its fury on the small ship in choppy waters. 
 
    In a cloak, Arand darted to a sailor’s side and helped grab the line. The edge of the mainsail flapped in the hard wind. Spray struck his face as he grunted, digging in his heels and pulling with all his might. The archer and sailor pulled with all their might until the shadow elf tied it down. 
 
    Arand held onto the rope for dear life, the swells and dips causing his stomach to turn and twist. Because of the ups and downs, the archer went without breaking his fast, thinking it would deter him from being sick, but the remedy didn’t take. 
 
    Kyra rushed over to other sailors as they tried to secure everything down to the vastly approaching storm. Her hands worked, helping with knots and lashing the lids to deck chests down. She glanced out, seeing flashes of light among the clouds in the distance. She then turned her gaze to Arand, as he clung to a rope and a sailor tied it down. 
 
    The fighter turned and moved with perfect balance, tilting her hips to the ship and keeping her body from the waist up centered. She made her way to Arand, water splashing against her long cloak. 
 
    “Arand!” Kyra shouted as she grabbed the line to help keep it steady. 
 
    “I think I’m going to be sick,” the archer said as his face turned green. 
 
    “But you didn’t break your fast!” Kyra shouted over the wind and water. 
 
    “I know,” was all Arand could say as the ship rocked. 
 
    “Best to let it out now. You’ll feel better,” the sailor said as he finished tying down the line and securing the edge of the mainsail. 
 
    Arand barely had a chance to nod before bile came up and struck the deck. Kyra was beside him, holding the archer’s shoulder as he heaved up his guts with a wretched sound. 
 
    “That’s it. Let the demons out,” Kyra said with an understanding tone. 
 
    “I’m… never… getting… on a ship again!” Arand managed before he heaved once again, but nothing came out. 
 
    “Heroic last words,” Kyra laughed as she helped keep her friend upright. 
 
    “I have this. Get him downstairs,” the sailor ordered before rushing off to help other sailors. 
 
    Kyra helped Arand from the rope. The pair weaved from side to side as they tried to get to the door to the lower decks. 
 
    Malak pulled with strong arms, keeping another line down as shadow elves secured it. He turned his dark eyes to Kyra and Arand as they weaved across the wet deck. He watched them get to the door. Kyra glanced at him with warm eyes, before grabbing the door and pulling it open. The troll watched as the pair disappeared down the stairs and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Once the rope was secure, the troll let go and made his way to the stairs. He climbed them up until he reached the quarterdeck.  
 
    The shadow elf captain was at the helm, turning the wheel and guiding the ship through the turbulent waters. 
 
    “Captain! The storm?” Malak said through the wind. 
 
    “Aye!” the violet-skinned shadow elf nodded. “It’s going to be a bad one, but the kind I’ve sailed through many times. Best to be below. The crew and I will ensure your arrival to Misthelm. Vala will guide our way!” 
 
    Malak eyed the shadow elf, feeling his confidence with an edge of madness. The troll couldn’t help but smile to himself. He nodded to the captain before turning and making his way down the stairs. 
 
    Below deck, Kyra and Arand weaved from side to side. They left a trail of dripping water behind them as lanterns swung with the ship. 
 
    “Thank you,” Arand choked out as his stomach turned. 
 
    Kyra was silent, helping him along to the sleeping quarters deck. The corridor was thin. It was lined with doors, each one leading to a small room. Kyra helped Arand until they reached his room. She unhooked the latch and the door slid open. With a small grunt, she helped him into his room and the door slid closed behind them. 
 
    The room had a simple bed for one, a dresser bolted to the wall, and a single chair. Kyra helped Arand to the chair, turned him around and helped him sit. 
 
    “I never felt this sick in my life,” Arand complained. 
 
    “You said the same thing when the three of us decided to drink a bottle of wine each. You threw up and said never again,” Kyra said with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “I was so young then,” Arand said as he heaved. 
 
    “It was a year ago!” Kyra laughed. 
 
    “I was… a different person then,” Arand said with a half-smile before he groaned his torment. 
 
    “Try to lay down and sleep it off,” Kyra said as one hand pressed against a wall and the other was pressed against the ceiling. 
 
    Arand nodded before he turned his sick gaze upwards. “Kyra, I keep having a bad feeling about this trip. Mistress spoke the truth about what was to come, but I’m worried we’re not ready.” 
 
    Kyra gave a solemn nod. “We’re not ready, but that doesn’t mean we can’t fight.” 
 
    Arand looked down. “It’s not about the fighting. It’s about following Vala’s ways. Mistress told us that we have to grow our power and let others into our lives, but our lives will be very dangerous. Any one of us can meet our end at any time. Should we bring others into it and risk losing them as well?” 
 
    Kyra looked to the side. “I can’t say. We just have to trust Vala and ourselves.” 
 
    The fighter returned her gaze back to the sick archer with a wicked smile. “Besides, I think you have two souls who desire you.” 
 
    Arand let out a weak laugh. “They have always fought to be close to me. I never felt weird about it, but I do feel weird allowing them to be close.” 
 
    “What do you think about, when you see them,” Kyra asked with attentive eyes. 
 
    “You’ll laugh,” Arand said and followed up with a cough. 
 
    “I’ve seen you spill your seed on the rocks as you admire the ocean. If I didn’t laugh then, I won’t now,” Kyra said with a serious tone. 
 
    Arand leaned back in the chair, keeping his head up as the small room began to spin. 
 
    “You have to admire beauty and how it affects you,” Arand cough-laughed. “But it wasn’t so much the ocean, but thinking about Mistress and others as I enjoyed the beautiful scene.  
 
    “As for the two, I’ve always had feelings for them. I’m afraid of what will happen when…” he trailed off. 
 
    Kyra gave a slow, single, understanding nod. 
 
    Arand smiled as he looked up to Kyra. “What about you? How do you feel about him?” 
 
    Kyra pulled her hands down and simply stood, keeping her balance as the ship rocked. 
 
    “I feel… terrible,” Kyra said. 
 
    Arand blinked. “I didn’t expect that.” 
 
    The redhead looked away. “I want to love and follow Vala’s ways, but I’ve been afraid. Afraid he will reject me, or treat me like I’m not strong enough for him. He has seen so much of the world, and I only remember darkness and our home on the island.” 
 
    “He won’t reject you. No one will. You’re beautiful and strong,” Arand said, trying to be positive. 
 
    Kyra’s lip twisted in dismay. “Thank you, Arand, but I don’t know. I have to follow my own way.” 
 
    “Lukas went to Mistress. You can too,” Arand said. 
 
    “I already went to Mistress, and she told me she will help me with anything I need, but I am still hesitant. I’d …rather focus on the quest right now than tangle my feelings with a man that may not stay at my side.” 
 
    “We will always be at your side,” Arand said, his confidence chasing away his sour stomach. 
 
    Kyra saw it in Arand’s eyes. A flame ignited and a new strength filled her spirit. She stepped closer to him, bent forward and pressed her lips to his.  
 
    Arand’s eyes widened for a tiny moment before they half closed. The two friends kissed deeply, heat and energy snaking along their touching lips. Then, as quickly as it happened, Kyra pulled back and stood up with a knowing grin. 
 
    “Self-love to that, until you gain enough courage to love others,” Kyra winked. 
 
    “You’re… wicked,” Arand hissed and then laughed. 
 
    The fighter simply nodded.  
 
    Arand watched in disbelief as she simply turned around, pulled the sliding door open, stepped out, and closed it behind her without giving him a second glance. 
 
    “Damn it,” Arand said as blood flowed downward along his body. 
 
    A part of him hardened, chasing away the sea sickness. Shrugging to himself, he undid his belt as lurid thoughts filled his imagination. 
 
    *** 
 
    The ship rocked just as a quill touched paper and made an odd swipe. Lukas made an annoyed growl as he looked down at the odd mark among many arcane symbols. The lantern above him swung with the ship as the sounds of the stormy ocean outside bashed against the hull.  
 
    Lukas sighed before dipping the quill in the inkwell again and trying to repair the damage he and ship caused while transcribing spells into his new spellbook. 
 
    The small cabin was claustrophobic as the mage tried to work. Despite the crew and his fellow wards being on the main deck, handling the ship, Lukas felt it would be more useful if he worked on his spellbook. Not that there was much for him to do. Arand often teased him about how his delicate hands were made for spells, not hard work. Lukas often shrugged away the comments because one of his many chores was chopping and carrying wood on the island. It helped him clear his thoughts before spending his evenings in the library, reading and researching. 
 
    Before he pressed the quill to the page, a thought of Nydora slid into his mind. 
 
    Lukas hesitated, thinking about the beautiful shadow elf. She had been warm, kind, and caring to him for so long, he had almost forgotten his previous life before he arrived on the island. The last eight years had been a wondrous dream, and given the chance, he would live that dream for the rest of his days if things were different. 
 
    The mage put the quill back in the inkwell and stared at nothing as his mind worked. The last conversation they had last night had stuck with him. Fantasies played out of being with Nydora for the rest of his life, but now, he felt what she was trying to say. There was no future with her, no matter how much he loved her. They would share their lives, but her power could not unlock what needed to be done. She was a guide, but Lukas knew he had to take destiny into his own hands. 
 
    A knock at the door woke him from his daydreaming. 
 
    “Come in,” he said as he turned in his seat. 
 
    The door slid open and a blonde elf wearing a red robe stepped in. She slid the door closed and looked at the young man with hypnotic green eyes. 
 
    “How’s the work?” Wynn asked. 
 
    “Slow,” Lukas said plainly. “It’s hard to transcribe the new spellbook while the entire ship tilts from one side to the next.” 
 
    Wynn stepped closer, being careful as she took hold of the wall and the edge of the thin desk in the tiny cabin. She looked down at the open spellbook and gave a small nod. 
 
    “Your writing skills have improved over the years. The words and symbols are very clear and easy to understand,” she said as she leaned forward a little, displaying her cleavage. 
 
    Lukas couldn’t stop himself from glancing at it, ten inches from his face. When he looked up, he saw Wynn’s wicked smile and bright green eyes. 
 
    “Have you increased your degrees?” Wynn said as if it was the most natural conversation in the world. 
 
    Lukas nodded. “Third degree Life Sphere, fourth degree Air Sphere, and sixth degree Dark Sphere.” 
 
    Wynn stood up and looked down on the sitting mage with attentive eyes. “Impressive. You’ve managed to raise your Dark Sphere higher since the last time I visited the island. All mages have a favored sphere, sometimes several. But to increase your knowledge and power, you will have to take time to study the other spheres.” 
 
    “Like you, who is nearly a master of only one sphere?” Lukas said with a sly edge. 
 
    Wynn didn’t even blink at his response. “We all have our strengths. But to clarify, I have many degrees spread out across all spheres, but my favored one is much stronger.” 
 
    “Wynn, are you here to simply check on my progress?” Lukas asked. 
 
    The elf looked at him with hungry eyes. “I came to check on my apprentice, nothing more,” she said as she lifted her slender hand and touched Lukas’s cheek. 
 
    Lukas simply stared at her as she ran the back of her fingers against his check. When she slipped past his jaw, she pulled her hand back.  
 
    Memories crashed on the shores of Lukas’s mind. Small moments glowed, of the beautiful sun elf touching his hand to help guide him with spells. The many times they sat and discussed mana and magic, while she clearly looked at him like a star struck lover. How she was so close, the side of her covered breast would touch his shoulder and not pull back. 
 
    “I can sense a new confidence in you. I remember the student who was shy in my presence when I would visit,” Wynn smiled. 
 
    “I’ve learned a lot, over the last few years,” Lukas said. 
 
    “It seems, you have,” the elf said as she stepped closer and looked down with bright eyes. “Care to show your master how much you’ve learned?” 
 
    Lukas looked up with kind eyes. “Wynn, you have always been special to me. I just never understood if you genuinely enjoyed our time together, or you were simply trying to help me feel better, considering.” 
 
    The elf’s eyes softened a hair. “Lukas, I’ve always enjoyed our time together. When we would leave the island and travel, it was the thought of you that kept the fire within me lit. We had some desperate battles, but the thought of not seeing you again was a thought I could not bear.” 
 
    Lukas stood up as his hand moved behind him and made several arcane gestures. 
 
    “I felt the same, looking forward to seeing you again. I treasured our time, every time.” 
 
    Wynn looked up into Lukas’s eyes. The young mage towered over her by many inches, his head nearly touching the ceiling of the cabin. His height and shoulders caused her to shudder and she was distracted by his strong neck. 
 
    “I can sense your mana,” Wynn said with a breathy whisper. 
 
    “I can sense your desires. I have always sensed them,” Lukas said as his fingers moved behind him. 
 
    “Do you think me wicked?” Wynn asked with a demonic smirk before biting her lower lip. 
 
    Lukas nearly completed the spell as he stared into her green eyes. “Do you find me wicked for feeling the same. I simply needed to wake up, and wake up I have. Would you turn me away now?” 
 
    “Turn away, never. I would rush into your arms and fall to my knees, if but for a taste,” Wynn said with a seductive whisper. 
 
    Lukas made one last gesture and activated the spell. 
 
    Wynn stepped toward Lukas, lifting her hands and pressing them against his chest. To the very edges of the lantern light, shadows writhed as mana flowed into them. Like serpents rising from under rocks, thick shadows spilled out. 
 
    Wynn’s pointed ears twitched. She woke from the waking dream and turned her gaze just a few inches when shadows burst up. Black tentacles wrapped around ankles and wrists. The black tentacles further coiled around hands and snaked around fingers. Before Wynn could utter a word, a shadowy tentacle wrapped around her neck. Her whole body was pulled and her back slammed lightly against the door to the small cabin. She looked at Lukas with wide eyes as he closed the distance and stood an inch from her, their bodies not touching. 
 
    Lukas gave her a confident smile as he lifted his arm and pressed his elbow to the wall beside the elf and leaned on it, his hand touching the back of his head. He leaned in and drank in Wynn’s scent as she barely struggled in her mystical bonds. 
 
    “I always loved your scent,” Lukas said with a hard whisper. 
 
    Wynn was silent, her eyes dazzled by his confidence. She moved, but only slightly, unable to break her bounds. 
 
    “I want to learn more,” Lukas said with intense eyes. 
 
    “What do you wish to learn?” Wynn said with a breathy exhale. 
 
    “I want to learn better control. I can bend reality to my thoughts, but only somewhat. I want to learn how to bend it to my will, and desires. As my teacher, I wish to show you what I can do and see if it meets your approval.” 
 
    Wynn nodded as her breathing grew deeper. She writhed in her shadowy bonds, feeling Lukas’s gifted power. 
 
    “It is my duty to instruct and appraise,” The elf said with a heavy breath.  
 
     Lukas brought his nose close to Wynn’s neck and took a deep inhale.  
 
    “I want to earn enough power to protect all those I love,” the mage whispered. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes fluttered as she writhed against her bonds.  
 
    “I would be a terrible teacher if I didn’t listen to what my students needed, or wanted,” Wynn said as her entire body shuddered. 
 
    “The door has been opened between us. Now, I wish for us to walk through it together.” 
 
    Wynn nodded.  
 
    Lukas remembered the many tales and legends of those who worshiped Vala. They were written in vivid detail and he devoured them and re-read them many times over the years. It was one thing to read them, but he made the connections and knew how to connect them to reality. Drinking in her reactions, he knew how to tailor seduction to the willing, and for the first time in his entire life, he felt control and it burned with a fiery blaze along his spirit.  
 
    “Don’t deny me, when I come for you,” Lukas whispered in Wynn’s pointed ear. 
 
    The elf let out a deep sigh, when the shadows holding her shifted. Her eyes widened as the door behind her slid open. The shadowy tentacles pushed her out of the small cabin and into the corridor. They then pulled away and slipped back into their proper places. 
 
    Wynn stared at Lukas with wide, unbelieving eyes. The young man simply smiled as he closed the door to his cabin and locked it. 
 
    The elf blinked before her hands balled up into tight fists at her sides. A fire burned in her eyes as she lifted her hands, ready to call upon the sphere of fire and blast the door to kindling, when she felt a presence in the corridor. She quickly turned her crazed eyes and looked down on a goblin leaning against the corridor edge with her arms crossed against her stomach. 
 
    “What ya doing?” Jez asked with a knowing grin. 
 
    Wynn looked at the door, then back to the goblin, then back to the door. 
 
    “Nothing,” she said with hard frustration in her tone, turned, and walked off. 
 
    Jez eyed the elf as she left and gave a small nod. 
 
    “Finally, someone who can control your madness,” Jez said before standing up, turning, and walking away in the opposite direction. 
 
    In the cabin, Lukas had his back to the cabin door as his heart drummed in excitement. He barely blinked, not believing he actually did that to his teacher of the arcane arts. 
 
    “I hope she doesn’t kill me,” Lukas whispered to himself and smiled. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    The captain’s chambers were warm, considering the storm outside. The ship rocked from side to side as it powered through, lanterns swinging from the turbulent weather outside. Two figures sat at a table as lantern light gleamed off a wine bottle. 
 
    Nydora sat and watched as Malak picked up the bottle and poured wine into each of their mugs. The mugs were heavy, with grooves on the bottom to keep them from sliding across the table. On the table was a round imprint two inches deep. When Malak finished pouring, he placed the wine bottle into the imprint. It held the glass bottle in place so it too, didn’t slide off and fall. 
 
    The pair lifted up their mugs and took a deep sip. 
 
    “How are they faring?” Nydora asked as she leaned back in her comfortable chair. 
 
    Malak gave a small nod. “Well, considering Arand doesn’t have his sea legs yet. The poor lad was so sick, he’s in his cabin and trying not to throw up any food. Hopefully, he should be much better after the storm passes.” 
 
    Nydora took another sip as she eyed the troll. His large frame looked small in the chair. His shoulders were hunched and his chin low. He looked away, as if a stray thought kept nagging at him. 
 
    “And how are you faring?” the shadow elf asked. 
 
    Malak lifted his head up a little and eyed Nydora sitting across from him. 
 
    “I’m well,” he said plainly. 
 
    “I don’t need mystical connections to understand that something is troubling you.” 
 
    Malak chuckled and took a sip of wine. He put the cup down and leaned forward, elbows on the table and fingers laced. He rested his chin on them as he eyed the priestess. 
 
    “Do we speak in riddles, or plainly?” he asked with a small grin. 
 
    “Plainly will do,” Nydora smiled kindly. 
 
    Malak’s grin faded away. “It has been so long since I’ve loved another, I do not know if I am ready to love again.” 
 
    “You will love when you’re ready,” Nydora smiled. 
 
    Malak slowly blinked before sitting up and leaning back in his chair. “Our success depends on aiding them to become stronger. I know I’ve made an oath, but I’ve been hesitant. A dangerous time is coming and I fear for them, for all of us.” 
 
    “I know the danger as well. I’ve seen flashes of the future, but they are fragmented. Fate is being woven together as we speak and I fear for all of us and the realm, but we cannot stand by and watch Emoria burn.” 
 
    Malak nodded and remained silent. 
 
    Nydora leaned forward and put her hand out. Malak saw her hand, lifted a long, strong arm, and curled his fingers into hers. 
 
    “She is much stronger than she appears,” Nydora said. 
 
    Malak nodded. “I know.” 
 
    There was a small silence between them. 
 
    “How do you feel about Lukas and Arand?” the troll asked. 
 
    Nydora smiled brightly. “Oh, I believe they are going to rise to their potential soon. But for now, we should focus on our destination and what to expect. Vala will guide our lanterns to where they need to be.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Arand groaned as his stomach turned. He glanced up to the porthole of his cabin and groaned again as darkness, rain, and waves splashed against the small, round glass. The simple lantern in the corner of the room swung, making shadows move back and forth, which didn’t help how he felt. 
 
    With a sigh, he sat up in his bed. He looked around before his stomach made gurgling sounds. He looked down at himself, still mostly dressed as hunger gnawed at him. 
 
    A knock at his door lifted his head and he turned to look. “Yes?” he asked before the urge to vomit pressed on him. 
 
    The door slid open and a short hobkin stepped in.  
 
    Arand’s eyes widened a little, seeing Fara as she closed the door behind her. She had a potion vial in her hand as she looked at the archer with demure eyes. 
 
    “It took me a little while to make this. It’s hard to make potions on the swaying ship, but I knew it would help you,” she said as she approached him. 
 
    Arand looked down on the four and a half foot tall hobkin. She was dressed in her traveling clothes, but didn’t have her satchel with her. Her feet were bare, like they were most of the time.  
 
    Fara lifted it up and to Arand with a small, shy smile. “Here, this will help.” 
 
    Arand was pale as he tried to choke down the bile in his throat. The awful feeling swirled and his hand shot out, nearly snatching the vial, anything for some relief. He lifted it up, popped the cork, and drank down the sweet liquid. Heat poured down his throat and into his stomach. 
 
    Fara watched with attentive eyes. 
 
    Arand heaved, hoping he wasn’t going to be sick in front of her. His heart beat faster as a calm fell over him. The anger swirling in his stomach abated. Relief glowed along his spirit and body as he almost immediately felt better. When the last drop of seasickness was washed away, his entire demeanor perked up. 
 
    “Wow, thank you Fara. I feel much better,” Arand said with a wide smile. 
 
    Fara gave a single nod and shy smile. “I’m happy you’re feeling better.” 
 
    For a tiny moment, Arand thought Fara would leave. She was always so shy around him, and often left him the moment she helped him feel better. There were many times when they traveled back to the island where she tended to them if they were sick or injured from training. 
 
    Looking at her now, he saw, and to some degree, felt, there was something more. It glowed like white-hot metal. A buzzing touched his mind and traveled down his spine as something whispered along his spirit.  
 
    “I… should go. So, you can rest,” Fara said with a small voice and head bowed. 
 
    Arand was silent, eyeing the hobkin. He always noticed her curves and beautiful features. Despite always looking away, he often saw her large, oval brown eyes. She always had her hair tied back in a ponytail. She had small, pointed ears gracing the sides of her head.  
 
    Arand’s gaze slid down to her more than ample chest for a hobkin, hips, and figure. Previous fantasies roared as he could never deny the attraction between them. Many a time he imagined them together and he also remembered coming the hardest to her, and another. 
 
    “You don’t have to go,” Arand said and didn’t realize he said it until after the fact. 
 
    Fara looked up to him with wide, almost trembling eyes. 
 
    The fog grew across his mind, as his leggings grew tighter. With Fara standing before him, he could not hide it as a bulge thickened. 
 
    Arand’s eyes widened as the hobkin looked down, like she could feel his attraction. 
 
    Fara simply stared for a moment, pink touching her pale cheeks. She looked back up into Arand’s concerned eyes. She parted her lips to say something, before closing them. She stepped closer and stood between his legs. 
 
    “Please, don’t make a sound. I don’t want Jez to hear,” the hobkin said before she reached up and took hold of the top of his leggings. 
 
    Arand was silent as a grave as she pulled and he helped her pull them down. The moment his leggings were part way down to his thighs, his member sprang from its containment and throbbed with primal heat. 
 
    Fara looked at his member in fascination. She then took hold with both hands and began to stroke him. The pink in her cheeks glowed as she gently stroked his shaft. 
 
    Arand could hardly believe this was happening as electricity filled the space between them. His cock was hard as stone to her touch. His breathing was low and strong, trying to not moan to her blissful stroking. 
 
    The hobkin leaned forward and licked the tip. She didn’t look up, caught in a storm of desire.  
 
    Arand fought against the waves of pleasure slamming into him, so he wouldn’t grab the hobkin and pull her onto the bed. Each small lick kept him stiff and throbbing. His lips were parted, every heated exhale seemingly making the small cabin warmer. 
 
    Fara said nothing more, taking inches into her mouth. Tiny, muffled moans filled her throat as her tongue massaged along the shaft. The heat between them was feverish as Arand closed his eyes and enjoyed her lips and tongue. 
 
    The dreamy bonding grew as lips moved further down, the tip of his cock touching the back of her throat. Her head began to bob, sucking and licking at him like a wild animal. 
 
    Arand was breathing faster with closed eyes. The sensations roared, better than any fantasy he had, in which he had plenty. Her lips smoothed down his shaft, each stroke of her mouth sending him closer and closer to the edge. It began to overwhelm him. Despite some self-love after Kyra left, and the earlier seasickness, he thought he would spend the rest of the voyage in bed, sleeping and sick to his stomach. But now, he felt better than had in a long time, and barely held back the storm in his loins. 
 
    When the urges reached the tipping point, he opened his eyes and they widened in shock to a goblin standing behind Fara. She looked down at the back of her bobbing head with cool eyes. 
 
    “She always wanted this,” Jez said with a warm whisper. 
 
    Arand couldn’t hold back any longer as the sudden appearance of the goblin and Fara’s mouth pushed him well past any line of self-control. He let out a strong groan as his cock thickened in Fara’s mouth. The hobkin ran her lips down the shaft before Arand’s cock twitched in her mouth. An instant later, thick spurts of come struck the back of her throat. She pulled her lips back up, causing Arand to grunt loudly as another volley of seed filled her throat and splashed on her tongue. She gulped it down and slowly bobbed her head, running her lips along his shaft and coaxing out every drop. 
 
    Jez stepped around the hobkin and climbed into the bed. She moved around Arand as he stared with ecstasy and relief in his eyes. Green hands touched his shoulders, and she massaged them as Arand spurted the last drop into Fara’s mouth. 
 
    “I’ve had to listen to her on some nights, where she called out your name,” Jez said with warmth, affection, and mild annoyance. 
 
    Fara pulled her head up and heaved in deep bliss. She looked up at Arand with loving eyes, before turning her gaze to the goblin behind him. Her loving gaze turned into a scowl. 
 
    Jez smiled evilly. “Don’t get mad. I liked seeing you get what you always wanted.” 
 
    The goblin leaned forward, her mouth close to Arand’s ear. “Getting what we both wanted.” 
 
    “What we all wanted,” Arand said in a dreamy state. 
 
    Fara looked down at Arand’s cock, still seeing that it was semi-hard and getting harder. 
 
    “Did you think of us when you fondled yourself?” Jez asked with a wicked edge to her tone. 
 
    “Many times,” Arand said as his heart beat stronger and his needs rising again. 
 
    The goblin eyed Arand’s now hard again cock and licked her lips. She then looked down at Fara. The hobkin was shy and turned on at the same time, unable to form any words.  
 
    “How about a truce,” Jez asked Fara. 
 
    The hobkin looked up with hard eyes. She then turned her gaze to Arand and her gaze softened. She took his cock into her hands, stroking him again. 
 
    Arand’s spirit glowed with nearly demonic intent. Primal urges and needs battered all reason. 
 
    The internal storm cooled, but only a moment, long enough for him to think. 
 
    “I want both of you. I want more. I want,” he trailed off. 
 
    “We follow Vala’s ways. Speak your heart,” Jez said as she nearly draped herself over his shoulders. 
 
    Fara licked at the end of his throbbing cock, ready to devour it again. 
 
    “I’m… not sure… how much control I will have,” Arand said truthfully as reason and logic began to fall away like dying leaves from a tree. 
 
    Jez giggled. “Are you sure you’re not part goblin? We can’t stop ourselves either. Once the torch is lit, it takes a long time to extinguish.” 
 
    The goblin looked down at Fara as she once again took the end of Arand’s cock into her mouth and began to suck. 
 
    “Do you know why Fara and I fight? It’s because I watch and hear everything. My ears are not for show. My eye can see in the dark. When I want to know more, I learn it,” Jez said and kissed Arand’s ear. 
 
    Gentle sucking sounds began to fill the small space between them. 
 
    Jez continued, “I’ve heard Fara whisper your name. I’ve seen how she looks at you, even when she thinks no one is looking. She hates that I have told her what she already knows in her heart.” 
 
    The goblin leaned her lips so close to Arand’s ear, he felt her breath touch him and caress his already relaxed nerves. 
 
    “She’s wanted that impressive cock in her mouth and other places for several years. Did you know, when I mention you, her scent changes. I knew she was getting wet, just thinking about you. She can’t control herself. She will never be able to control herself with you.” 
 
    Arand slowly nodded. “And what of you?” 
 
    Jez grinned. “There is a river between my legs and I need you to plug it up.” 
 
    Arand’s cock was rock hard in Fara’s mouth. Jez pulled away and began pulling at her own clothes. Arand turned his dreamy gaze to the goblin as she stood on his bed. Her simple shirt came up and her green breasts were free. Dark green nipples stood at attention as her handful breasts moved unhindered by clothes. Her leather leggings were next, sliding down her legs as she stepped out of them. It was in that moment that Arand realized the goblin snuck in with only a few pieces of clothing. Those pieces were now thrown to the floor as she stood on the bed, naked to his eyes. 
 
    Arand’s gaze slid down her short body. She had light green, smooth skin. She had supple thighs and a thin patch of hair over her goblinhood. He caught a drop of wetness sliding down her parted, inner thigh. The young man looked up to Jez’s beautiful features. She still had her eyepatch on, but it didn’t obscure her beauty. Her hair was short and black. Large ears poked from the sides of her head as plump lips gave a wicked smirk. 
 
    There was no shame between them, Fara’s lips moving up and down on his rigid member.  
 
    “Have a taste,” Jez said with affection. 
 
    Arand lifted his hand, running it along her inner thigh. When he reached her wet, budding lips, he let his fingers explore her. The goblin stood with her legs spread and warm eyes. Heat burst from her body as his fingers touched a little deeper and slid out. He ran them along her clit and a shudder ran down her body. 
 
    Arand pulled his hand back, fingers covered in goblin honey. He then licked at them. She tasted lurid and divine, like her body could not resist showing her inner desires. When he pulled his fingers away from his mouth, he knew he wanted more. 
 
    “I need more,” Arand stated as one hand grabbed at the side of the goblin’s waist and pulled her closer. 
 
    Jez kept her wicked smile as she was drawn close to him. 
 
    Fara pulled away from Arand’s cock, breathing hot and heavy. She stepped back and began to undress, but didn’t look away as Jez brought her green leg over the other side of his lap. 
 
    The goblin sank down, her plump lips kissing Arand’s lips. Her hand stabbed down to grab at his cock. She bent her knees and hovered over his standing member. Without ceremony, she sank down further, the tip of his member pushing at her thin opening. With a long exhale between them, the goblin sank down further, slowly impaling herself on the archer’s member. 
 
     Jez exhaled as she sank down, thick inches forcing her valley entrance wider to accommodate him. Arand held her waist, helping her down his rod as wetness dripped down his shaft. 
 
    Odd sensations touched the goblin’s behind and Arand’s cock. Jez looked over her shoulder as Arand looked down over her green shoulder, to see Fara’s face buried between their connection. She licked at his partially showing shaft, her face moving against the goblin’s firm ass. The hobkin clutched at Arand’s legs, licking and slathering like a wild animal. 
 
    For a small span of time, Jez bobbed her body with Arand’s cock halfway in her tight valley. She and Arand moaned together as Fara licked at them. Urges whipped at them and the goblin sank down to the hilt. She squeezed Arand as his cock filled the emptiness within. 
 
    Fara pulled away, stood up, and crawled onto the bed. She stayed close with half-closed eyes, dripping with ecstasy. She pushed her large tits against Arand’s arm as he took control of the goblin by the hips. He lifted her up and down as she moaned her delight. The goblin made cooing and growling noises as she rode his cock. The sound of skin on skin filled the small cabin, driving all three into the arms of paradise. 
 
    Fara whimpered as she was on her knees. One hand snaked between her thick thighs, rubbing at her throbbing clit. Her other hand cupped a breast, running a finger along her sensitive nipple. Her moans grew louder as her inner world dripped with longing. She watched Jez bounce on Arand’s cock, his shaft barely appearing as she humped him. 
 
    “Use me, fuck me,” Jez hissed as her nerves tightened. 
 
    Arand could barely think, the goblins thighs slamming down on him as he sat at the edge of the bed. Wet honey glistened from their connection as the pair could not fight the primal tide of longing. 
 
    Jez’s yellow eye rolled into her head, her inner world filled to nearly the breaking point. Arand’s firm hold on her and his need for more sent her spiraling out of control. His cock thickened, the beast roaring to slay her and she let out a sultry moan. 
 
    Arand held the goblin, forcing her to take every inch. She didn’t whimper or cry. She only moaned for more. His pulse raged in his ears as the sounds of Jez and Fara moaning sent him to the edge of sanity. 
 
    The goblin’s mouth made a perfect oval and her head lolled back. She stared up at the cabin ceiling as every nerve in her body tightened and then flared into magical explosions. The goblin shuddered hard on Arand’s lap, lost to his strong hands. White touched the edges of her gaze as Vala caressed her heart. 
 
    “I feel you, goddess,” Jez whispered as bliss slammed into part of her soul. 
 
    Arand’s body shuddered as Vala whispered to him. For a moment, he reached the eye of the storm and marveled at the perfect understanding of love, desire, and spirituality. Seeing Jez as she was caught in her storm, wetness surging between them and dripping from their connection only made it more real. 
 
    As quickly as it came, the eye faded away and the storm returned at full strength. The young man’s cock thickened. Jez growled her pleasure as she forced herself down to the hilt. Nerves dazzled, she clung to Arand as spurts of come filled her tight inner world. It surged down from their already slick connection, mixing seed and honey as it all came spilling out. 
 
    Fara let out her own whimper and fell backwards onto the bed. She clutched at herself with tight, closed eyes. She rubbed her clit between parted thighs and whimpered, needing more. 
 
    Arand held the goblin close as she gently moved on him. She brought her head forward snuggling her face to his neck as she squeezed and milked his cock. A fever filled them both as they enjoyed their closeness to the sounds of Fara’s whimpers. 
 
    Vala spoke deeply to Arand’s spirit. Much to his surprise, he was still hard and the hunger came back for more. Taking hold of Jez, he lifted her up from his cock and gently placed her on the bed, next to Fara. The hobkin kept her eyes closed as she drew closer to climax. Jez was breathing heavily as come spilled from her tight opening and onto the bed. 
 
    Arand stared at them as time stood still. The constant yearning didn’t fade away, like after a vigorous and many sessions of self-love. No, it stayed and hungered for more. He stood up from the bed and began pulling his clothes off. When he was fully nude, his slick wet cock stood at full attention. Jez stirred a little from her blissful cloud. She barely lifted her head as Arand climbed back onto the bed. He moved to Fara as she whimpered in desire. He gently took her legs and spread them. Fara barely opened her eyes before Arand’s mouth clamped on her and his tongue began exploring. It was like all the tension vanished from her body and she puddled to his exploration. When his tongue found her clit, her hips bucked slightly, needing more of that exact licking. 
 
    The archer drank in her scent as he licked and tongued her entrance. It was like nectar from the gods and he needed much more. His cock throbbed with desire, but he kept those desires at bay as he enjoyed Fara’s taste. 
 
    Jez turned onto her side and eyed the pair. She reached over and gave Fara’s large breast a squeeze, running a thumb over her standing brown nipple. The hobkin didn’t fight the seductive tides, her own body writhing to their touches and licks. 
 
    “It would seem, we will have to share him,” Jez whispered to the hobkin. 
 
    Fara gave a small nod before her lips parted and internal flares as bright as several suns blasted her body and soul. The hobkin was lost to the cosmic currents as Arand’s tongue lashed at her abused clit. Another surge of orgasms struck her, hips moving up to mash her sex against his mouth. 
 
    When the bliss began to ebb, the hobkin fell into a deep puddle. Her eyes were closed and her breathing labored, like every drop of air was a blessing from the divine. 
 
    Arand lifted his face from between her thighs, a maddening hunger in them. Jez turned her gaze to him and smiled in delight as his gaze held a feral edge. 
 
    Arand climbed over the hobkin. Her face was turned to the side, breathing deeply. She turned her face up and opened her eyes when the tip of his member touched her dripping slit. With a small push of his hips, he sank into her warm, tight world. Fara gasped as thick inches forced her to spread her thighs to his invasion. When he was halfway in her, he moved slowly, enjoying the connection and bonds. 
 
    A whisper touched Arand’s soul. He felt Vala speaking to him and he understood what she was saying, without hearing actual words. He thrust gently, easing himself deeper with each one. Fara let out long moans, squeezing him and never wanting to let him go. 
 
    “I understand,” Arand whispered as his eyes stared at nothing and everything. 
 
    A sapling grew in his spirit and leaves began to bud. 
 
    Bliss charged him, causing him to up the tempo. Hips moved, driving heavenly desires. Fara moaned loudly and squeezed him every time he pulled back. Raised veins along the shaft further added to the moment, moving against her tight flesh. 
 
    “Fuck her until she can’t walk,” Jez smiled in mischievous delight. 
 
    The words didn’t trigger Arand, but instead triggered Fara. The hobkin let out a heated moan as a string of orgasms blasted her nerves to glass. 
 
    Arand could not help himself as she squeezed him so tight, she was practically strangling his cock. When he reached the hilt, his cock thickened and spurts of come quickly filled her inner world. 
 
    Arand grabbed at Fara’s breasts and squeezed them as he forced every drop into her. Fara whimpered and shuddered as she was lost to his power. Jez ran her finger along her clit to their display of love and affection. 
 
    “Good. Now that you’re both finished, I need a taste of his cock,” Jez said as the ship weaved along in the storm outside. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
     Fevered dreams swelled and dipped. Wynn blinked in the dreamscape as she found herself nude and standing in waist deep water. Surrounding the large pond, were fields of vibrant emerald colored grass. Beyond that, trees and hills. She raised her green eyes to look further. The mage smiled as she saw in the distance, she was surrounded by fiery volcanoes. 
 
    Comets of fire exploded from the tops and rained down. Smoke billowed into the sky and she sighed in fascination. Rivers of magma ran down the sides of the volcanoes and glowed with warming light. It soothed her very soul as her gaze lingered on the volcanic mountains surrounding the valley and the small pond she stood in. 
 
    The sun elf sank down in the water. Her internal temperature rose as she pressed her knees to the muddy bottom. The waterline was to the top of her chest. Her hand moved underwater, touching herself and allowing the cool pond to ease her fiery desires. 
 
    “Vala,” she whispered to the goddess. 
 
    Wynn lowered her gaze and saw Lukas’s reflection in the water. His handsome features were undisturbed by small ripples. He stared into her soul and it caused her finger to massage her clit. 
 
    Memories floated in her dreamy thoughts, seeing Lukas hunched over books and studying the arcane arts. How he came to her to ask questions when she would visit. There was no attraction when she first met him and then left him with Nydora on the island. He was simply a young man who needed to grow, or so she told herself. But in the dreamscape, it was impossible to lie to herself. After the second return to the island, a spark hard formed. 
 
    It had been a year after their first arrival. The moments played on as she arrived with the rest of her friends. Nydora and Malak had spoken in private before coming to her. They had discussed at length the training needed for the soul lanterns, and it appeared Lukas had an affinity with the arcane arts.  
 
    Wynn remembered being less than enthused at the prospect of taking on an apprentice, but she agreed to it. The first session was frustrating, Lukas not understanding the connection between mind, mana, and elements. After a few hours, she felt she may have made a mistake, not trusting herself to be patient enough to teach him. That night, she went to bed, thinking she would have to tell Malak and Nydora that she wasn’t sure he had the talent. 
 
    The next day, it was Lukas who came to her room with excited eyes. She was barely awake when he began speaking arcane words and moving his fingers. She woke up when a shadow leapt to his finger and began to sway back and forth like smoke from a flame. He quickly told her he had been up all night, trying to understand and work his first spell.  
 
    When she saw the light in his eyes, the spark formed. Since then, it never dimmed. It only grew brighter and bigger. 
 
    Water rippled around the elf as she ran her finger along her pearl, rubbing it deeply. Memories poured over her mind, each visit growing deeper and warmer. When she arrived two years ago, Lukas was fully grown, a hudenn man. He no longer carried his naïve and excited demeanor. Instead, he was thoughtful, and quiet. His knowledge of magic had grown by leaps and bounds. It was then when she knew they belonged together. 
 
    Wynn rubbed herself more, images playing on with them being close. She was unable to hide her affections. Much like her love for flames, she hinted at her interest by being close during their studies. When he didn’t return it, she noticed his eyes wandered to Nydora. Wynn didn’t think less of him. Nydora was beautiful and powerful, a Grand Priestess of Vala. All desired her. Even Wynn could not deny her affections for the beautiful shadow elf. But what she felt for Lukas was different and would not stop what Vala was showing her. 
 
    The elf rubbed herself until her very nerves vibrated with needs. The images played over and over again, she giving herself up to him and he earlier forcing her out of his room. His words, saying he would be coming for her, ignited a piece of her she always knew about herself, but never explored. By controlling flames, she controlled herself. The flames bow to no one, and neither did she. It was what forced her out of her town and to travel much of Emoria, to discover her true path. There were previous lovers, but she left them easily, not impressed by their submissive surrenders. No, she wanted to be taken, dominated, and contained, but only by someone she chose. 
 
    She never said it out loud, but she chose someone that she worried would never achieve what she wanted. 
 
    What happened during the waking time proved her worries were unfounded. 
 
    Frustrated and horny, Wynn fell asleep after a dozen orgasms from self-love. But even after that, her desires remained, even in the dreamscape. 
 
    Wynn let out a long moan as she reached climax. Her body shuddered and bliss filled her, but sadly it wasn’t enough to dampen her fire. 
 
    “Vala… I have done as you ask. I serve you, but I dream of him,” Wynn whispered, her breath causing further ripples along the water. 
 
    The elf lifted her chin and looked around to trees and grass ablaze. The entire dreamscape burned with roaring flames. They danced in her wide eyes and she grinned as her own soul stretched out to touch them. 
 
    Wynn woke up with a start. Green eyes glanced around, the ship weaving and bobbing slowly and not as strong as when she went to sleep. Her eyes shifted to the porthole, seeing darkness and drops of rain, but no wind bashing at the ship. 
 
    The sun elf laid on her side as she stared at the dark porthole. Tense nerves crawled with desire. Her inner flame of desire remained bright from the dreamscape. They played on, the elf remembering every detail of her dream, much like the rest of her people. Dreams were always important to the sun elves and they had an uncanny ability to treat them as they treated reality. They were both sides of the same coin, and considering how she felt for the young mage, she knew her dreams would become reality. 
 
    Mana glowed against her senses. The elf’s eyes half-closed as the soothing rhythm of magic touched her and the air around her. If it was any other situation, she would be up and preparing spells, but no, this was different and familiar. 
 
    The dark cabin began to writhe. Shadows undulated and moved like living creatures. Wynn lifted her head a little more, her sensitive eyes taking in the movement from what little light glowed along the portal. When she lifted her head a little more, black tentacles lashed out from around her. 
 
    The elf’s eyes widened as tentacles wrapped around her arms and legs. A small moan escaped her parted lips as shadows wrapped around her waist. She was forced onto her stomach and held down. Wynn’s chin rested on the pillow as she stared at the cabin wall with the porthole above her. 
 
    The door to her cabin slid open. 
 
    Wynn’s pointed ears twitched as a presence stepped in and the door quietly slid back closed. Her heart hammered in her chest with dripping excitement as someone stepped closer, but remained out of view. 
 
    “Have you come for me?” Wynn asked with wide, dreamy eyes. 
 
    The presence was silent. 
 
    Lukas stared down at the beautiful elf on her stomach. She was barely wearing any small clothes. They did nothing to hide her curves as she nearly shuddered in the grip of his dark magic. He could not deny her allure, seeing her well within his control. His cock was already hard under his robe, but it nearly vibrated at seeing his teacher bound to his power. 
 
    Wynn turned her head and laid it on its side. She looked up at Lukas, most of his features hidden by shadows. His gaze didn’t connect with hers. Instead, it was purely focused on her bound form. She struggled a little, the shadow tentacles firmly holding her down. 
 
    Lukas couldn’t hide the hunger in his eyes.  
 
    Wynn writhed as Lukas’s silence was slowly killing her. Parts of her wanted to playfully reason or anger him. Instead, she simply let out a soft moan as she struggled against her magical bonds.  
 
    “Lukas,” Wynn whispered as if saying his name would grant her mercy from his desires. 
 
    The young mage heard her, but said nothing. He lifted his hands and made small, arcane gestures. The black tentacles along Wynn’s body began to move and caress her flesh. The elf’s eyes remained half-closed, the strong and gentle sensations along her body caused her to writhe further. The more she struggled, the brighter and warmer her inner flame glowed. A tingling touched her and wetness bloomed. Nipples hardened against the bed as a loss of control further inflamed her needs. 
 
    A tentacle moved along her inner thigh and she bucked hard. 
 
    “I will get my revenge,” Wynn said with a soft voice. 
 
    Lukas ignored her as the tips of tentacles formed razor sharp ends. With a flick of his fingers, some tentacles sliced through her clothes while others pulled. In a blink, shredded small clothes were tossed off the bed and onto the cabin floor. 
 
    Wynn gasped as she was now fully nude and exposed to Lukas. Unable to turn her head any more, she breathed heavily as he admired her trapped, naked body. 
 
    Lukas stared, seeing her curves and parted legs. A black tentacle moved further up her inner thigh. The mage connected his senses to the shadow tentacles and sensations flooded him. The feeling of Wynn’s body crashed into him as if she was pressed against him. It nearly broke his concentration as he weaved and controlled the dark mana sphere. 
 
    Wynn moaned her delight as a tentacle touched her wet slit. It gently caressed her while other tentacles held her down. It proved too much, her moving her hips to the tentacle’s touch. When it snaked in a little more and caressed her engorged pearl, she bucked again as a madness consumed her mind. 
 
    “Vala, I pray to you. Do not forsake me,” she whispered as her nerves glowed with lustful desire. 
 
    Lukas made small movements with his bent fingers. Tentacles pressed and squeezed against Wynn’s flesh. She gasped for air as bliss flashed. Heat poured from her body as she moved her hips to the tentacle massaging her clit. All coherent thoughts slipped away as her body cried out for more. 
 
    The cabin took on a dreamy haze. 
 
    Time began to lose all meaning as the rubbing carried on. Wynn took in deep breaths, unable to fight the growing primal urges. She bucked and shuddered, moving closer and closer to climax. The inner wave began to crest as she stared at nothing with sultry eyes. Desire glowed against her senses, wanting Lukas to take her. The tentacles moved as if she was his plaything and it was too much to bear. 
 
    Wynn shuddered violently as she was trapped in Lukas’s tentacles. Inner magical explosions blinded all reason as her nerves were blasted to burnt cinders. A string of orgasms pounded against her. Wetness surged into a small squirt. It splashed on the bed between her parted legs as Wynn gasped for every drop of air. 
 
    Lukas watched with interested eyes as the sun elf appeared to be lost to paradise. At that moment, he took hold of his robe and opened it. He shrugged the black robe from his shoulders and stood beside Wynn’s bed. 
 
    The elf could barely see through the white haze. Lukas’s strong body stood, his cock hard and throbbing. It bounced as if to acknowledge she was looking at it.  
 
    “My fire… must be extinguished,” Wynn whispered. 
 
    Lukas ignored her as he continued to control the shadows. The black tentacle at her dripping valley entrance grew slightly thicker. It pushed at her slit and Wynn gasped. It pushed harder, invading her valley and expanding. A small tentacle emerged from the outside of the stalk, snaking along and touching her clit. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes trembled before she buried her face in the pillow and bit it. She moaned through clenched teeth and pillow as pleasure surged. She barely moved, the tentacles forcing her to remain horny and wet. The black tentacles moved back and forth with an intimate rhythm. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes slid into her head as ecstasy overpowered her. She remained helpless as the tentacles worked their magic. 
 
    Lukas stared at her, lost to oceans of bliss. One hand kept control of the tentacles, moving like a conductor to a symphony. The other hand grabbed at his diamond hard member and began to stroke it. 
 
    Muffled moans rose up from Wynn. Her face was buried deep into the pillow, biting it and trying not to scream.  
 
    The sight of the writhing elf under his control was nearly too much. Lukas could barely hold back the tide as his willpower began to crack. With a flip of his hand, tentacles held Wynn tight and lifted her up. Her eyes widened as she let go of the pillow and was hoisted up into the air. With another flick of his hand, Wynn was spun around and her entire body slammed down. Wynn blinked as she was on her back. The tentacle continued to drive her to the edge of madness once again when she turned her head and stared at Lukas, stroking his member not far from her face. 
 
    “I claim you,” Lukas managed before his cock thickened in his hand. 
 
    Wynn moaned as pleasure flooded every nerve in her body. She didn’t blink as spurts of seed struck the side of her neck. Another rope of come, thicker than the first, splashed and streaked across her heaving chest. Lukas couldn’t help himself, stroking and spurting come onto Wynn’s tits and pink nipples.  
 
    Wynn let out a loud moan as another barrage of orgasms exploded. Green eyes rolled into her head again, lost to a waterfall of bliss. She made small noises, as ripples of ecstasy melted her into submission. 
 
    Lukas barely had a hair of control over his magic. He was lost, staring down at Wynn as she writhed and shuddered to multiple orgasms. A whisper touched his spirit and he allowed it in. It spoke of dreamy knowledge and a black vine rose up in his soul. 
 
    Lukas moved closer to the edge of the bed. He reached down to Wynn as she gasped for air. He touched her pointed ear and Wynn’s eyes slid back into place. The sensual and intimate touch of her ear brought her back from faraway lands. She turned her face slightly to the mage standing beside her bed. Love and admiration glowed before her gaze slid down slightly to see Lukas’s half-hard cock, dripping white seed. Lukas’s hand moved from her ear and clamped onto her neck. He brought her closer to him, his shaft touching her lips. 
 
    In another life, Wynn would have pulled away at the disgusting thought of being forced to take a member into her mouth. But she didn’t belong in that other life as she licked her lips. Lukas’s control over her burned bright and she obeyed his unsaid intentions. She licked at his shaft, taking in his delicious taste. His cock bounced to her tongue and she continued to lick and kiss it like an obedient servant. She looked up, trying to see validation in his eyes. All she saw was power and control as he held her neck. 
 
    Lips parted, and using her tongue, she lifted the head of his cock into her mouth. She closed her lips around his throbbing cock. She sucked on him, feeling him twitch and grow harder again. She moved her head as her lips and tongue caressed along the skin of the sensitive shaft. 
 
    “If you do well, I will reward you,” Lukas said with a firm whisper. 
 
    Wynn’s body was flooded with growing bliss. She sucked on him as she basked in his power. An eagerness to please ran rampant and she found herself losing control. Hips moved to the tentacle still within her and caressing her clit. Abused nerves glowed once again. Lukas let go of her neck, but Wynn stayed to task. She kept her firm hold on his cock, sucking on him like he held the only drinking water for hundreds of miles. 
 
    Vala continued to whisper among the couple. In Wynn, the wall of control was disintegrating. In Lukas, thorns appeared along the black vine in his soul.  
 
    Moans rose up Wynn’s throat as her mouth was stuffed with Lukas’s cock. The tip of his member touched the back of her throat as she nearly took him to the hilt.  
 
    Lukas felt the gentle graze of teeth and his concentration was broken. Shadow tentacles broke apart and slipped back to the proper places in the dark cabin. The mage was instantly concerned, losing control might break the mood. He lifted his hands to weave magic again when Wynn turned onto her side. One delicate hand reached up and grabbed at his shaft as she continued to suck on him. Her other hand moved between slick thighs and touched her slit, rubbing her clit.  
 
    Lukas stopped trying to use a spell as he saw Wynn get comfortable. She closed her eyes and never broke her stride of sucking and stroking him at the same time. She trembled as she rubbed her clit just the right way, primal desire needing release once again. The symphony between them continued on to the slowly rocking ship. 
 
    “Wynn, be thankful as I bless your throat,” Lukas said with kind authority. 
 
    Wynn stayed to task as Lukas’s cock thickened in her mouth. She ran her tongue under the shaft, forcing it to the roof of her mouth and making her mouth tighter. She moved her head, lips running over his veiny shaft. Eyes remained closed, focused on the sensations of his delicious cock in her mouth. Mana glowed between their spirits, but divine power grew brighter. 
 
    Lukas grunted as come spurted into Wynn’s throat. The elf hungrily drank it down before she was rewarded with more. Her fingers rubbed at her clit and as a third spurt painted the back of her throat, her own orgasms flared bright.  
 
    Wynn moaned with her mouth full. She drank down his precious seed as her own orgasm shattered her. Her movements slowed, unable to keep up. Her body trembled as she lost control. She milked his cock, drinking down any last drops of seed, or slathering it against the shaft of his manhood. The sensations were so overwhelming, she blacked out for moments. 
 
    Lukas looked down as Wynn seemed to wilt, his cock still half-buried in her mouth. His member remained mostly hard, turned on in a way he thought he would never feel or know. He pulled back, his cock slipping from her mouth. He then moved onto the bed. 
 
    Reality flashed as Wynn feebly tried to swim back from deep, orgasmic waters. Strong hands took hold of her and she whimpered. The hands turned her onto her stomach before grabbing her hips. Green eyes slowly looked around in a daze. She felt her hips being pulled up until she was on her knees. She moaned as fingers touched her elfhood and explored her. There was no fighting it, Wynn falling fully into submission’s grasp. She simply moaned as fingers grazed her clit. In another breath, those fingers rubbed and massaged her pearl. 
 
    Lukas looked down at the sleepy elf. She remained as he moved her. His fingers touched, explored, and rubbed her. She gently moved her hips to his touch, her body crying out for more. Lukas felt himself grow hard as iron. With a wicked smirk, he was on his knees. He pushed the tip of his cock to her thin slit and rubbed it against it. Wynn moaned in delight. Lukas couldn’t stop himself as his hips pushed and the tip of his cock pushed in.  
 
    Heat, wetness, and bliss slammed into him as he sank thick inches into her inner world. He firmly held onto her hips, parting her inner walls to his primal needs.  
 
    Wynn’s eyes opened and she gasped. Fingers dug into the blankets as her inner world was invaded by Lukas’s impressive member. She gasped again before biting her lip and squeezing shut her eyes. When he reached the hilt, Lukas didn’t move. Wynn squeezed him before her hips moved of their own accord.  
 
    In the dim light, Lukas looked down to Wynn’s parted ass moving and bouncing against him. Thick, wet inches appeared and disappeared as she moved on him. It had all become too much as he moved, thrusting slowly against her until they both met and pulled away. The connection burned hot between them. Wetness dripped from their connection as his cock threatened to lift her off her knees. 
 
    “Master… I want to be good,” Wynn said with a blissful seething. 
 
    Lukas remained silent as strong hips pushed against her tight opening. The connection was snug, the lovers trapped to each other’s movement. 
 
    “I… want you to be good,” Lukas said as he slowly lost the battle of control. 
 
    Wynn felt him, not just psychically, but much deeper. Their mana bridged as emotions blended into a hot soup. Minds touched as bodies moved to primal rhythms. 
 
    Wynn felt Lukas’s love and tenderness. It was hidden behind a mask and that only dragged her soul deeper into love’s pit. 
 
    Lukas felt Wynn’s love and fear. She hid it behind fire, the flames trying to block his view of her vulnerable side. 
 
    The two lovers moved, unable to break away from the blissful trance. The sound of their bodies filled the cabin. The gentle sounds of skin on skin only blended their emotions further, entwining them like vines and roots of a single tree. 
 
    A divine touch blessed their union with a caress. 
 
    The thorny vine within Lukas’s spirit waved before the thrones blasted out into black tentacles. He felt them grab and wrap around his soul.  
 
    For a tiny moment, Lukas saw Vala and she gave him a sultry smile. After that, she faded away before his entire body was flooded with distilled bliss. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes widened and rolled into her head as her body and soul opened up. She pushed her ass toward Lukas as his hips slammed into them. Their connection twitched before ecstasy flared. 
 
    Orgasms flared between the two lovers and their union.  
 
    Wetness and white seed spurted and surged. Bodies moved of their own accord, unable to stop. The pair let out loud, long moans as come and honey leaked from between them. 
 
    When the storm of lust and love abated, the pair collapsed onto the bed.  
 
    Heavy breathing filled the cabin as sweat gleamed off bodies. Wynn turned to Lukas and buried her face into his chest. She hugged herself as Lukas reached over and coiled his arm around her.  
 
    “I’ve… never been this way with another,” Wynn whispered. 
 
    Lukas was silent as his mind drifted to Nydora and his heart cracked. 
 
    Wynn lifted her face slightly and looked up into Lukas’s dark eyes. “I’ve always known your feelings for Nydora. It is no secret and I take no offense to it. She is the grand priestess to Vala. We all love her.” 
 
    “It is more than simply Nydora,” Lukas said with a heavy heart. “A door has been opened within me. Nydora has told us for years, when the door opens, the hunger will only grow.” 
 
    Wynn slowly half sat up and looked down at Lukas with a wry smile. “I know you know about the many legends of soul lanterns. Passion, love, and desire is not meant for one or two souls, but for all. Did you believe I would stop caring and loving you because you need to love more?” 
 
    “I don’t know what to think. I only know that we must heal Emoria and I don’t want to hurt the people I love.” 
 
    Wynn smiled. “That is why we are all here. We all care for our realm and its people. If you are speaking to something small as jealousy, you have nothing to fear. I will still suck your cock and receive your blessing if you had a hundred lovers.” 
 
    The elf took hold of Lukas’s hand, lifted it up and pressed it to her chest, between her firm, full breasts. 
 
    “When I was alone, it was Vala who guided me from the darkness. When I accepted her teachings, she guided me to Nydora and to you. I have known for a long time what was to come. I simply didn’t know how it would arrive.” 
 
    Wynn then moved Lukas’s hand to cup one of her breasts. Lukas grinned as he gave her a squeeze and ran his thumb over her erect nipple. 
 
    “You see how natural this feels,” Wynn said with a sultry whisper. “When we are in battle or traveling, we will work together, but in private, I will kneel to your strength and power. For this, you have my word and my honor.” 
 
    Lukas continued to fondle the beautiful elf as his lips parted. “No matter where destiny may lead us, I will always treasure you, hold you, and love you. I felt the bond even before we joined our bodies.” 
 
    Wynn gave Lukas a warm smile. “Sweet words, but I want hard proof.” 
 
    Lukas could already feel himself getting harder. He let go of her breast and took hold of the small of her back. The elf seemed to weigh little in his grip as he pulled her closer until their bodies met. She moved against him, his cock sandwiched between them. Honey spilled as her inner fire glowed for more. 
 
    “We still have a few hours before sunrise,” Lukas said. 
 
    “Let us make the most of them,” Wynn said as she took hold of his cock and pressed the tip to her valley entrance. 
 
    The pair moaned as his member slid into her tight valley. 
 
    The song of their union continued as the dark clouds beyond the ship began to part to a starry sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
      
 
     Sunlight stabbed out from the eastern horizon, illuminating the very sky. Small clouds drifted as night’s cloak fell away and a new day began. The lone ship powered along the small, calm waves. The captain of the Hunter smiled as he steered the ship westward, the sun at his back. 
 
    Below deck and in a cabin, Arand began to stir as bliss clouded him. A gentle slurping sound could be heard as he woke from the dreamscape. He blinked as sunlight stabbed in from the cabin porthole. The feeling of lips on his stiff cock roused him further. He lifted his head to find Jez’s head and mouth bobbing on his cock. A small exhale dragged his attention to the side, Fara close to him. The hobkin was naked and on her side, clutching at his arm like she was not allowing him to escape. 
 
    Trapped, Arand did nothing to stop the early morning activity. He returned his gaze to the goblin with her mouth filled with his cock. 
 
    Jez opened her large, oval eye and stared at Arand. The two locked gazes as she sucked on his member, trying to pull his soul through it. After a few moments, she returned to vigorous sucking, her head bobbing with new energy. 
 
    Arand gritted his teeth as Jez sucked on him. The morning urges were already there, like every morning. He simply couldn’t start his day without a morning release, but now, he was thwarted in a different way, the goblin taking on the duty herself. 
 
    Fara’s eyes slowly opened as the small shaking woke her up. She slowly blinked as she looked at Arand as he looked down. She turned her gaze to Jez, the goblin hungrily sucking on him. The hobkin let out a small yawn and a sigh, before snuggling to Arand’s arm. 
 
    The bobbing reached a fevered pitch and Arand couldn’t hold back any longer. His cock thickened before spurts of come painted the back of Jez’s throat. 
 
    The goblin let out a muffled moan, continuing to stroke Arand’s cock with her lips and milking his balls of every last drop. She hungrily drank it all down while savoring his salty taste. When it seemed, there was no more to give, she gently sucked on him a while longer before letting go and lifting her head. 
 
    “Morning,” the goblin grinned as she took his member and gave it a gentle stroke. 
 
    Arand’s head fell back onto the pillow and he let out the most relaxed sigh in his life. 
 
    Fara pulled Arand’s arm closer, between her thick thighs and clamped them down. She moved her hips, rubbing her now wet slit against his wrist. 
 
    Arand felt her wetness and let her rub her desires on him. 
 
    Jez crawled up and sat on his now half-hard cock. She placed her green hands on his chest and looked down with a devilish grin. 
 
    “Vala’s Soul Lantern lives up to the reputation. I had no idea it could feel so good,” Jez said before bending down and licking his chin. 
 
    Fara moaned as she rubbed herself more on Arand’s arm. 
 
    Arand opened his mouth, as if to speak, but quickly closed it. 
 
    Jez lifted a finger and gave it a wag before his eyes. “After last night, you don’t have to be shy with us. Speak your mind.” 
 
    Arand gave the goblin a small nod. “The urges are relentless. I know it is Vala speaking through us, but I don’t want to be greedy, or not care about what has happened between us.” 
 
    Jez’s smile faded a touch, which was odd to Arand for he was sure she would have laughed at him. The goblin straddled his stomach and moved her hips slightly, Arand’s cock already getting hard again and rising up between her green ass cheeks. 
 
    “With every visit to the island, I heard you many times give in to your self-love. The grunts and small moans as you spilled your seeds stayed with me, spoke to me,” Jez said. 
 
    The goblin turned her attention to Fara, who’s hips moved with urgency against Arand’s strong arm. 
 
    “Fara tried to hide how she felt,” Jez said before turning her gaze to Arand once again. “I never hid how I felt. All you had to do was call me into a room, a dark corridor, or the woods, and I would have come. 
 
    “I know what lurks within you and it does not scare me. It excites me,” the goblin said with a warm whisper as she felt Arand’s cock rise to full attention between her cheeks. 
 
    The goblin leered. “I won’t deny you. Neither will Fara.” 
 
    Fara squeezed her eyes shut as she clutched to Arand’s arm. She moved her hips until the inner waves crested. She bit her lip as she moaned loudly. Her body shuddered as bliss flooded her. Wetness bloomed and ran along the archer’s wrist. Arand turned to the hobkin and smiled as she rubbed herself on him, milking every drop of her own orgasm. 
 
    Arand watched Fara as her cheeks were pink and radiating heat. He wanted nothing more than to pull her close and fill her with his love, when wetness touched his cock. He turned his gaze to see Jez impaling herself on his throbbing, hard member. She sank down with a sultry exhale. When she reached the hilt, she moved up and down, her breasts bouncing slightly to her movements. 
 
    “Fuck, your cock feels nice,” Jez said with a sultry hiss. 
 
    Arand felt Fara snuggle close, she and him watching the goblin rise and fall on his cock. 
 
    “Praise Vala,” Arand smiled. 
 
    *** 
 
    A cabin door slid open. Lukas glanced back to the bed, seeing Wynn on her side, curled into a ball and sleeping. He smiled as his heart warmed. He stepped outside and closed the door to her room. 
 
    The mage turned, ready to walk down the corridor, when a door slid open a few doors down and Kyra poked out her head. 
 
    The fighter grinned as Lukas was frozen to the spot with wide eyes. She stepped out and walked up to him, fully dressed in traveling clothes.  
 
    Lukas’s mouth twisted into a small smile as the fighter looked up at him. 
 
    From another cabin, small moans could be heard leaking out. 
 
    “You and Arand had a busy night,” Kyra grinned. 
 
    Lukas nodded while keeping his smile. “Ware we that loud?” 
 
    Kyra nodded. “I’m sure everyone on the ship heard all of it. Not that it matters. I’m happy you both managed to commune with them and become closer to Vala.” 
 
    The mage nodded again. 
 
    “I’m going to go up to the main deck and see if they need any help,” Kyra said as she slipped past Lukas. 
 
    The mage watched her make her way to the stairs and climb them. His heart pulled at him, but in an odd way. When Kyra stepped out of sight, Lukas let out a soft exhale. He then turned and walked further down the corridor until he reached Nydora’s room. He lifted his fist, ready to knock, when a voice called out. 
 
    “Come in, Lukas,” Nydora said. 
 
    The mage smiled to himself as he slid the door open and stepped inside. 
 
    The cabin was as cramped as the others, but it didn’t diminish the sight of Nydora. The shadow elf smiled warmly at him as she stood up from the edge of the bed. She wore a long, sheer, silky white robe. It didn’t hide her dark skin and figure. 
 
    “Good morning,” she said as she stepped closer to the mage. 
 
    Lukas felt his body get warmer. Despite a night of unbridled and wonderous sex, he wanted nothing more than to grab mistress and hold her in his arms. Instead, questions nagged at him and he knew he needed answers. 
 
    “You know what has transpired,” Lukas said. 
 
    Nydora gave a cheery smile and a small nod. “I do and I am very proud of you, Arand, Jez, Fara, and Wynn. I always felt the affections between all of you and you will love and serve each other well.” 
 
    Lukas couldn’t hide his happy smile. “Was this destiny, Vala, or both?” 
 
    “It can be all of those things, or none of them. Don’t dwell on the why or how. Simply enjoy the bonds,” Nydora said with a motherly tone. 
 
    Lukas’s smile faded a touch as a question dug at his psyche. “I felt Vala. I felt her touch me in a way I never felt before.” 
 
    Nydora stepped closer to the tall mage. She looked up with adoring eyes as she placed a single hand on his chest, over his heart. 
 
    “Your experience opened the door. Tell me, what did you feel?” 
 
    “There was a black vine, with thorns. The thorns shot out into living tentacles. Everything was black as a deeper part of me opened.” 
 
    Nydora nodded. “Your inner connections to Vala have been awakened. As a soul lantern, your passion will unlock deeper power.” 
 
    “What kind of deeper power?” Lukas asked. 
 
    Nydora’s gaze regarded the young man. She could feel his aura brighten against her deeper senses.  
 
    “It’s different for each soul lantern. You have always had a deeper connection to the Dark mana sphere. It is the one sphere that speaks truly to you and the one sphere that will aid you in desperate times.” 
 
    “That means, Arand and Kyra will have a deeper connection to other spheres that coincide with Vala’s influence?” 
 
    Nydora nodded. “Yes, they will. But I sense something else under your questions.” 
 
    Lukas’s gaze shifted away.  
 
    The shadow elf lifted her hand from his chest and touched his cheek. She gently pulled his face and gaze to her as she smiled. 
 
    “You know you can speak your heart.” 
 
    Lukas’s eyes gleamed with happiness. “I know Vala’s way is to love many, but my heart still beats for you.” 
 
    “As does mine for you, Kyra, and Arand,” Nydora smiled. 
 
    “It’s more than that. I… want you, need you,” Lukas admitted. 
 
    Nydora caressed his cheek. “I want and need you too. You never have to fear, I will never stop loving you.” 
 
    “Even if we are swept away by many more lovers?” Lukas asked. 
 
    The shadow elf gave him a loving smile. “Lukas, what we shared was special. What we will share, will be beyond words. I can sense your concern, but deep down, do you believe I would deny any of you?” 
 
    The mage stared into Nydora’s crimson eyes. He closed his eyes and shook his head. 
 
    “I’m being foolish,” he said in resigned defeat. 
 
    “Not foolish. I would much rather you speak your heart than bottle it up inside. It’s difficult sometimes, to speak from the heart. Vala’s ways are greater than simply showing affection with our bodies. We sometimes have to remind ourselves of what she means.” 
 
    Lukas opened his eyes. “Even if it means we might be fighting a battle we can’t win?” 
 
    “You’re concerned about our hidden enemies. You are not alone in that concern. By tomorrow, we will arrive on the shores of Inarra, and perhaps, our first dagger. Do not let the quest overwhelm you. We will prevail as best as we can.” 
 
    Lukas smiled as his heart felt lighter in his chest. 
 
    Nydora moved her head closer and kissed Lukas. The two held each other close, lips and tongues touching in an intimate dance. When she pulled back, she continued to look at him with loving eyes. 
 
    “We will have our times together, but we should see what we can do to help the crew and gather our equipment.” 
 
    Lukas nodded. 
 
    “And when we have a moment, you can show me your passion for our work,” Nydora winked. 
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Lukas said with a small grin. 
 
    *** 
 
    Arand stared out from the bow of the ship. The archer’s keen gaze caught the edges of the mainland, and city towers stabbing into the sky. His heart thudded in his chest, knowing it had been a lifetime since he left these shores. A sliver of doubt snaked down his spine, wondering if this serene moment would be his last for a long time. 
 
    Arand turned from the bow and looked at the activity on the main deck. Shadow elf sailors moved about to their morning duties. In the center of the deck, packs were placed down by friends and what Arand would consider family. The traveling backpacks were hearty and filled to the brim. 
 
    Malak was directing everyone as Nydora stood at his side. Lukas, Kyra, Jez, Wynn, and Fara were sitting or knelt down, checking packs to make sure everything they needed was placed in them. 
 
    Arand stepped away from the bow and made his way to the group. He knelt down to a pack and opened the flap. He rummaged through it again, checking a fourth time to ensure he had everything he would need for the long journey ahead. 
 
    The captain of the Hunter stood not too far from Nydora and Malak, giving orders to the crew before turning to the group with warm, crimson eyes. 
 
    Malak glanced at the beautiful shadow elf and she gave him a small nod. He then turned to the group before him and parted his lips to speak. 
 
    “Can I have everyone’s attention,” the troll said as the ship swayed in the calm waters. 
 
    Everyone turned their attention to the troll ranger. They all stood up and looked at him with attentive eyes. 
 
    Malak continued, “We will arrive at the Misthelm docks in just over an hour. Please take this time to ensure we have everything we need for the long journey. We must also know as a collective group on what to expect when we get there. 
 
    “The emperor has been mostly in seclusion for many years since his wife, the empress, perished from a long-standing illness. No one is sure of his mental state and that is only one mystery working against us. There have been rumors he has gone mad, or was already slain and another rules in his place. We cannot be sure, so we must be extra vigilant. 
 
    “The city itself has fallen into gloomy decay. Without the emperor addressing the masses, chaos and crime has risen greatly. Misthelm used to be a safe city, but over the last few years, it has become a pit of despair and hopelessness. We must be on extra guard when traveling through the city. Do not speak to anyone and if we must split up, travel in pairs. 
 
    “When we arrive, we will make our way to an inn where I know the owner. He is trustworthy and will help hide us from any prying eyes.” 
 
    Malak turned to the captain, “Once we leave the ship, depart right away. No sense lingering at a dangerous port.” 
 
    The captain nodded. “We will set sail right away and deliver your letters to our shared allies.” 
 
    Malak nodded and turned back to the group. “When we are safely settled, I will send word to the lord of the city guard. After that, we wait to hear back if and when we can see the emperor.” 
 
    “Does no one else feel like we’re walking into a trap?” Jez said plainly. 
 
    Malak nodded. “I’ll admit, this is a dangerous first step, but a necessary one. We would not be attempting this if Nydora wasn’t with us.” 
 
    The shadow elf spoke up, “We are wagering that the emperor will be open to listening to us if he meets me in person.” 
 
    “And if he captures us and locks us away?” Lukas asked with serious eyes. 
 
    “We don’t believe that will happen,” Nydora said. 
 
    “Belief is not a sound strategy,” Lukas said with a stern brow. 
 
    “The Lord of the City Guards is a man of honor. He knows the risks of meeting the emperor and will defend us if needed. He has given me his word,” Malak answered. 
 
    Lukas looked at the tall troll with sharp eyes. “I have read enough stories of betrayal from those who act like friends. Honor is all well and good until it is not. He is loyal to his emperor, not us.” 
 
    Nydora looked at Lukas with understanding eyes. “If we are to convince the emperor of our honorable intentions, we must take the first step in building trust. But make no mistake, if a trap is sprung, we will not sit idly by and become prisoners. All of us here have enough cunning and power to escape if need be. We must play this game until we have what we came for.” 
 
    A sense of dread filled everyone gathered. 
 
    The shadow elf looked at everyone as her heart pulled down in her chest. “Before we reach the port, all of you must know the truth about the daggers. Since the crown has been shattered, each dagger is cursed. They all have a unique ability or power, but once used, an addiction to that power will take root and fester. The only way to break this soulful enslavement is to reassemble the crown. 
 
    “I know everyone here has a true and just heart, but no matter how honorable or good your intentions may be, the daggers will corrupt you. The only ones who are resistant to them are our soul lanterns, but even they will eventually succumb to the dagger’s powers. It is of great importance you understand this before we arrive. Our journey is just beginning and we must be a united front or our quest will surely fail.” 
 
    “I feel better already,” Jez said with a snarky tone. 
 
    Smiles bloomed, but the edges of darkness continued to touch their gathered hearts. 
 
    Nydora gave everyone a deep and caring smile. “We will prevail, but we must also be cautious, from outside and within. We cannot allow the evils and darkness of the world to infect us from our quest. Are we in agreement?” 
 
    “Aye,” everyone said as they nodded to the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    Malak continued speaking, “The last few days have been peaceful after the storm. Try to rest up before we reach port. Once we arrive, stay together and we will see this through. Any questions?” 
 
    Kyra spoke up, “When we have the dagger, what is our next course of action?” 
 
    The troll nodded to the beautiful redhead. “We will travel north and make our way across the continent. We have gained friends and allies from our travels. They are currently working on finding any information they can on the daggers. With the three of you, our allies, Nydora, and Vala’s influence, we may be able to locate each dagger before making our way to the Cursed Lands and the crown. 
 
    “Make no mistake, this journey will not be easy or for the faint of heart. But we will manage and carry on, no matter the costs. We have all taken the oath and we will see it to the end.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Make sure all packs are filled with rations, tools, clothes, tents, and such. We will need everything for the long journey,” Malak directed. 
 
    The group nodded again before everyone gathered, sank down to their packs and continued their inspections. 
 
    Malak and Nydora stepped away and moved to the railing edge of the deck. The pair stared out, looking at the towers in the distance. 
 
    “You have my solemn promise to protect them with my life,” the troll said in a low tone while staring off. 
 
    “I do not doubt your courage or your honor,” Nydora said as she too looked at the city towers in the distance. “I have communed with Vala and tried to look beyond reality, but I see nothing but darkness. There have been no hints of what may be waiting for us. This only tells me we are walking into something sinister.” 
 
    “This is our last chance to change our path.” 
 
    Nydora looked down at the small waves. “We stay true. If a dagger is there, we cannot risk leaving it behind. If it falls into enemy hands, it will make our quest that much more difficult.” 
 
    “As you will. We will prevail,” Malak stated. 
 
    “Yes, we will prevail,” Nydora said as she lifted her gaze to the towers in the distance once again. 
 
    *** 
 
    The Hunter slowly cut through the calm waters and approached the stone port. Lukas, Kyra, Arand, and Malak stared out from the bow as a dread filled their hearts. 
 
    The often-bustling stone port was devoid of people. The ships that bobbed nearby were empty of spectators. The only people standing on one of the stone docks was a man with gray armor with gold edges. He held his helmet under his arm. A thin gray beard framed his jaw. Gray eyes stared as a slight breeze rustled his short, salt and pepper hair. Behind him, stood two dozen guards in similar armor. They were at attention with their weapons sheathed at their hips. 
 
    Beside the older man in knight’s armor, a young woman in a simple, yet colorful uniform held up two flags, beckoning the ship to that particular dock. 
 
    “So much for sneaking in,” Arand sighed. 
 
    “This changes things but only slightly,” Malak said. 
 
    “We can turn around and make a run for it,” Arand added. 
 
    Kyra glanced over her shoulder and noticed a few naval ships appearing behind them. “I don’t think they mean for us to escape.” 
 
    Lukas and Arand turned their heads to see four ships, two on each side of them and far behind. 
 
    “This isn’t the best first impression of trust,” Lukas added. 
 
    “Grab your packs,” Malak ordered. 
 
    The Hunter slowed as sails were brought to half-mast. The captain turned the wheel slowly. The ship continued to slow as it approached the ancient dock. When it floated closer, lines were thrown from the sides. 
 
    Several soldiers rushed to the side of the ship and grabbed the mooring lines. They expertly tied them to the bollards as the ship bobbed beside it. 
 
    The stern looking lord watched as a gangplank slid out and slammed down on the dock. His expression didn’t change as a seven-foot-tall troll in traveling clothes stepped down the gangplank and onto the dock. He turned and walked toward the lord and soldiers, unarmed and his large hands loose. 
 
    The troll approached and stood before the man in knight’s armor. 
 
    “Greetings Lord Commander Giles,” Malak said respectfully. 
 
    “Spare me the niceties, ranger. Is she with you?” Lord Giles said sternly. 
 
    Malak’s brow remained smooth as he eyed the knight. “Before I left, we had an agreement.” 
 
    The knight nodded. “Aye, we did, until I spoke with the emperor. That agreement has changed. The emperor has commanded of me and my men to allow you safe passage to the palace, if she is with you. If she is not with you, you may board your ship and sail on to another port. 
 
    “I’m an old man, and don’t have time to play games. Bring her out, or be on your way. But hear me, if you leave, you may never return.” 
 
    “Is that a threat?” Malak asked boldly. 
 
    The older man’s eyes softened a hair. “Nay, it’s a warning for your benefit and survival. I cannot speak more to it here. I must see her with my own eyes, and then we will be on our way.” 
 
    Malak kept his gaze on the older man, the two speaking to each other without saying a word.  
 
    Malak turned his head slightly, but kept his gaze on the Lord Knight. “It’s safe!” he called out.   
 
    Lord Giles turned his gaze to the gangplank. When a dark-skinned elf appeared and began walking down, his eyes widened a little more. 
 
    Nydora stepped down the gangplank gracefully. She wore a dark robe with the hood up. It covered her head, but crimson eyes gleamed in the morning light. She was barefoot, stepping down to the stone dock. She turned and slowly approached. 
 
    Lord Giles could not take his eyes off the beautiful shadow elf. The robe didn’t hide her hourglass figure and deep cleavage. When he gazed into her perfect features, his hand at his side twitched while the fingers on his other hand curled tighter against the edge of his helmet under his arm. 
 
    Nydora stepped closer and stood beside Malak, an inviting smile filling her features. 
 
    “Lord Commander, a pleasure to meet you,” Nydora said with a slight bow of her head. 
 
    Lord Giles stared for barely a moment longer before he bent his knee. Malak and Nydora watched with muted shock as the Lord Commander of the city guard knelt to one knee and bowed his head. They looked down on him, as tears fell and touched the stone floor under his bowed head. 
 
    “Grand Priestess Nydora, it is an honor to meet you. I wish it was under better circumstances, but it brings love and hope back to this old man’s heart. The emperor welcomes you to Misthelm. I welcome you as a simple man of Inarra.” 
 
    “Thank you, Lord Commander. Please rise so we may speak, face to face,” Nydora said with a kind tone. 
 
    Lord Giles stood up, a tear streaking his weathered cheek. He was at full attention as he fell back to his traditional duties. 
 
    “We have several carriages waiting for you and your people. They will take you all to the palace as we escort them on horseback. You are all welcomed guests of the emperor. You will be given rooms and some time to prepare for a formal meeting with his majesty. 
 
    “If everyone is ready to depart, we will be on our way,” Lord Giles finished. 
 
    The two rows of guards turned and took two steps away from the middle. They stood at attention with a clear path to the street in the small distance. 
 
    Nydora turned her attention to the top of the gangplank, her wards and the rest of the order stood, waiting patiently. She glanced at Lukas as he looked down with a steady gaze. She gave him a wink. 
 
    “We are welcomed guests. Come down so we may depart,” Nydora said with a smile. 
 
    The group made their way down, their senses sharp and ready. 
 
    Nydora turned to the Lord Commander. “Please, lead the way.” 
 
    Lord Giles nodded before clicking his heels together, turned about face and began walking. 
 
    The group walked along with guards on each side of them, the dread sinking them deeper into the unknown. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
     Three carriages stood along the street entrance. Horses were calm and waiting patiently. Sunlight painted the tops of tall, stone buildings as a cool breeze flowed along street level. Worn cobblestones made up the street as guards stood around the carriages, securing the area. 
 
    Lord Giles, Lukas, Nydora, and Malak led the way. The rest of the group followed behind, Jez glancing up at the guards on either side of them with a wary yellow eye. The guards didn’t acknowledge her, staring at nothing as they stood at attention. She quickly noted some of the guards were very pale, and one of them was sweating profusely, but continued to stand at attention. 
 
    Arand and Kyra walked side by side, taking in the splendor of the city. 
 
    “We were twelve when we were last here,” Kyra said with a low tone. 
 
    Arand nodded as he glanced around. “It feels like a lifetime ago.” 
 
    Kyra looked down as they walked. Vicious snarls filled a distant part of her mind. They grew louder with every step and a memory of foul blood touched her tongue like a ghostly presence in the night. 
 
    Arand turned his gaze to her and saw the darkness in her eyes. He reached over and took her hand into his.  
 
    Kyra lifted her gaze to Arand’s kind smile. The darkness in her eyes receded as she squeezed his hand.  
 
    Behind them, Fara eyed the pair holding hands and a loving smile appeared. 
 
    The coachmen bent down and flipped out stairs from under the carriage. They then stood up and opened the doors to each carriage with a slight bow. 
 
    “Nydora and Malak, please ride with me,” Lord Commander Giles said with a kind tone. 
 
    The shadow elf smiled as she took Lukas’s arm into hers. “Thank you, Lord Commander Giles, but I wish for Lukas to join us in the first carriage, if that’s okay?” 
 
    Lord Giles gave a single nod. “Of course,” he said as he moved to the other side of the carriage, across from the coachman. 
 
    Lukas walked with Nydora to the open doorway and helped the shadow elf up. Nydora smiled pleasantly as she stepped up into the carriage. Lukas turned to Malak and he held out a large hand, signaling him to go first. The mage nodded before stepping into the carriage. Malak followed. 
 
    The rest of the group stepped into the other carriages. Kyra and Arand stepped into one with Fara close behind. Jez and Wynn glanced at the last carriage before looking at each other. The pair shrugged as they walked to it and stepped in. 
 
    Doors closed and locked. Coachman climbed up to their seats and made a clicking sound out of the sides of their mouths. The horses began moving, their hooves clomping along the cobblestone street. 
 
    Nydora sat in the middle of one side. Malak barely fit, his form dwarfing the shadow elf. Lukas sat on the other side, looking out as the carriage made its way down the street. Across from them, Lord Giles sat, his gaze firmly on the beautiful shadow elf. Six guards mounted horseback and followed. The sounds of boots and armor echoed along the walls as the city guards followed the carriages and horses on foot. 
 
    “It won’t take us long to get to the palace,” Lord Giles stated. 
 
    “How is the emperor?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Lord Giles' eyes remained the same as he spoke, “He is well, considering what has been happening across the continent.” 
 
    “Care to share with us what is exactly happening? You know we will help in any way we can,” Malak said. 
 
    Lord Giles gave a single nod. “I know you do. I always knew you were a troll of honor. It seems honor is in short supply in these times.” 
 
    The Lord Commander leaned forward a little, putting his helmet on the seat next to him and putting his elbows on his knees. 
 
    “As you may know from your visits over the years, the emperor has put himself further and further into solitude. He has developed a paranoia, as the clerics have put it. He distrusts almost everyone, except for a few of us. He has mentioned that enemies are closing in, but will not tell us anything further. 
 
    “Because he has been reclusive, there has been a strain between the Inarra Empire and the orc and goblin empires. There was a long-standing truce for a time, but now, it seems with this evil gripping the realm, it’s only a matter of time before full-fledged war arrives.” 
 
    “Has it become that serious?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Lord Giles nodded. “It has, Grand Priestess. This evil has infected our lands as well. We have had many different reports of packs of monsters roaming the countryside. But the information is unreliable for we have received reports of orcs and goblins raiding towns and small kingdoms along the borders. There has been plenty of evidence to suggest it was them, but it’s almost like there is too much evidence.” 
 
    “Too much evidence?” Lukas asked with interested eyes. 
 
    Lord Giles looked at the man in the black robe with stern eyes. 
 
    “Lukas, Kyra, and Arand are my wards,” Nydora explained. 
 
    Lord Giles nodded and continued, “Our scouts have found plenty of goblin and orc arrows and weapons left in deserted towns, but no bodies. Some places had plenty of dried blood, and odd claw marks, but we know goblins and orcs don’t have claws. It has been suggested they have been using tamed beasts in their raids, but our mages cannot determine which creature or monster could leave similar marks in different areas.” 
 
    The lord commander eyed Nydora and his shoulders relaxed a hair. “But since you’ve returned, there is hope again. When I spoke with the emperor, he didn’t want any more cloak and dagger movements. He ordered me to be waiting at the docks the moment your ship was spotted.  
 
    “I do apologize for boxing you in with the other ships, but the emperor made it clear all of you were to be greeted and escorted to the palace immediately, no exceptions.” 
 
    “We understand, Lord Commander. How did the emperor take the news when you told him about us?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Lord Giles gave a small smile. “I’ve never seen him in such good spirits. It was like night and day.” 
 
    Lukas glanced out the window as he listened. The carriage rolled on, passing a wide street. The mage stared out to see a group of people huddled together with people in white robes standing over them. The people on the floor had blank looks in their eyes and one of them was vomiting on the street, uncaring that it splashed on his hands and clothes.  
 
    “What is happening there?” Lukas asked. 
 
    Everyone in the carriage turned and looked out at the scene. The people in white tried to help the people on the ground, but the sick people resisted and pulled away from them. 
 
    Lord Giles faced forward as grim shadows painted the skin under his eyes. “It has been rampant over the last few weeks. The city is filled with some sort of plague. The clerics haven’t been able to discover what it is, or fully cure it. Whatever is afflicting the people has been spreading. Every morning, we must pick up bodies of those not strong enough to fight it. 
 
    “You will truly see what has been happening to Misthelm as we get closer to the palace.” 
 
    The carriage moved on as the sound of vomiting and moans faded away. 
 
    “There have been people who survived?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Lord Giles nodded. “Yes, there have been survivors, but the sickness has lingered. Many have left the capitol because of this plague and those that have survived have done the same. The only ones left are the sick and those who have no place to go.” 
 
    A flicker of hope filled the lord commander’s eyes. “I will not mince words, but your arrival may be just what we need to see us through this darkness. Once the people know Nydora lives and she is here, it will bring hope back to their hearts.” 
 
    “We will do what we can to help all,” Nydora said with warm eyes. 
 
    In the second carriage, Kyra, Arand, and Fara looked at the clerics trying harder to help the sick to their feet. Glowing hands touched the sick and instead of healing, it seemed to infuriate the people. They pushed away healing hands and others pulled away so hard, they fell onto the street, gasping for air. 
 
    “It’s gotten worse since we were last here, and that wasn’t long ago,” Fara mentioned. 
 
    Arand stared at the sick and something flickered along his senses. He shook his head, the feeling faded away. 
 
    Kyra noticed Arand’s head shake and looked at him with concerned eyes.  
 
    “Is it hard, coming back?” the fighter asked. 
 
    Arand looked at his dear friend and gave her a small smile. “No, at least, I don’t think so. I… felt something… odd. It’s hard to explain.” 
 
    “Maybe, your senses have been opened… since,” Kyra glanced at Fara as the hobkin looked out. 
 
    Arand grinned. “Maybe,” he said and left it at that. 
 
    The carriages turned onto a wide street. The occupants of the carriages looked at the splendor of the Street of Kings. Smooth cobblestones stretched out. Stores stood, but some were boarded up. Ornamental wrought-iron lantern posts stood. Art covered some walls, while statues lined the street. In the distance, an immense palace stood with white and gray towers. Sunlight painted them with glowing brilliance as the palace stood like a beacon for all. 
 
    The moment of fascination faded almost as quickly as it came. Gazes drifted down to the sides of the streets. Huddled groups of sick people sat and stared at nothing. Others threw up what little was in their stomachs. A few feebly got to their feet and moved to the carriages, with their hands out. Gaunt faces held defeated eyes as they moaned and begged for help. 
 
    Lukas watched the sick and wretched people. Through the edges of the windows of the carriages, a foul scent of vomit and excrement drifted in. Lukas’s nose wrinkled, not in dismay, but in helplessness that he could do nothing to help the people. Memories from his youth splashed on his mind, of his parents helping those who couldn’t help themselves and it caused his heart to beat harder in his chest. 
 
    Guards on horseback fanned out around the carriages. They used their horses to help keep the masses away from the carriages. One woman stepped too close and a boot slammed into her chest, sending her backwards to the ground, crying and holding herself.  
 
    “Must they be so cruel,” Nydora remarked. 
 
    Lord Giles nodded. “They must. We can’t have you standing before the emperor if by chance you’ve caught what ails them. No, my orders are clear, get you all inside without contact with the sick and dying.” 
 
    Nydora looked out to see there were clerics among the sick, but they were hopelessly out-numbered, doing what they could to comfort the people. 
 
    “Hopefully, the gods will not have forsaken us completely,” Giles said with a low tone. 
 
    “They haven’t,” the shadow elf said as she mentally prayed to her patron goddess. 
 
    The carriages and guards carried on. They made their way along the street until they reached a high, metal spiked stone wall. A gate stood at the end of the street and slowly opened as they made their way through. 
 
    Once the carriages and guards were well within the front gate, the gatekeepers closed them. Several more men and women came out, helping to push the thick bar into place and lock it. 
 
    Carriage doors opened and bodies stepped out. 
 
    Lukas looked around, seeing the gardens and statues making up the courtyard. Bushes were shaped into dragons and sirens. A stone fountain stood before the main stairs and doors. Pillars lined the edges as water shot from monstrous fish in the fountain. The mage drank it in, reminding him of similar places he often read about, but never visited. 
 
    Lukas took a step forward and reality began to bend. His body weaved as something pulled at his heart. He quickly turned his attention to Arand and Kyra. The archer clutched at the side of his head with bewildered eyes. He looked back at Lukas, seeing his expression and the two knowing they felt the same thing. 
 
    Kyra looked at her friends, unsure what was happening between them. 
 
    Nydora caught the exchange between her wards and turned her attention to Lord Giles. 
 
    “What is on the agenda today?” the shadow elf asked. 
 
    “All of you will be escorted to your rooms. You will have a few hours to freshen up before I come to escort many of you to the throne room,” Lord Giles explained. 
 
    “Many of us?” Malak said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    The lord commander glanced at Jez and Wynn before stepping closer to Nydora and Malak. 
 
    “Due to the sensitive nature of the visit, the goblin and elf are not invited to the throne room. And before you ask why, because of the ongoing conflict with the goblins, they are not welcomed,” Giles said in a low tone. 
 
    “And Wynn?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Giles looked at the shadow elf with heartfelt eyes. He could not deny her beauty as it spoke to him like a song in the night. 
 
    “It is not known to the public yet, but the emperor sent envoys to the sun elves, asking for assistance with the plague in the capitol. All of them were sent back, the elves declaring our empire is the cause of this and will not risk infection with their own people.  
 
    “With things as they are, the elves appear to be closing off their roads and borders to all but their own kind. Understandably, the emperor was not pleased, and in response, all sun elves were exiled from the capitol as of a week ago. There wasn’t too much convincing, since the sun elves who lived here were already packing and leaving, most already gone.” 
 
    “Things have gotten dire,” Malak said. 
 
    Giles turned his attention to the troll. “I take no joy in excluding your people, but my duty is first and foremost to the emperor. He would not hear otherwise, no matter the good you and your people have done. Maybe after this meeting, he will have a change of heart.” 
 
    “This may have to be discussed at the proper time,” Nydora said before turning and looking up at the immense palace. 
 
    “It has grown larger since my time here before. I remember the palace being nothing more than a small castle, surrounded by trees, lands, and small homes.” 
 
    Lord Giles nodded as he stood beside her. “Indeed. During the early days, it had been destroyed twice from wars, but we always came back and rebuilt what had fallen. Over the many thousands of years, it was built strong enough to withstand nearly any siege. This part of Inarra prospered and there hasn’t been an attack on this city in a very long time.  
 
    “If we weren’t besieged by this plague, it would be my honor to give you the royal tour.” 
 
    Nydora bowed her head to him. “I would welcome such a tour. Maybe after our business with the emperor is concluded, you can show me the many beautiful sights of your amazing city.” 
 
    Lord Giles cracked a smile before putting his arm out. “Shall I escort you inside?” 
 
    Nydora returned his smile with her own before curling her arm around his. 
 
    Handlers rushed out to the carriages. They took the visitor’s packs and carried them quickly, while a certain goblin watched their every move. 
 
    The group made their way up the stairs and toward the open entrance. 
 
    Inside, Lukas, Kyra, and Arand took in the sights of the majestic palace. Vaulted ceilings filled the air high above them. Statues and tapestries lined the walls. Guards were posted at every corner, but it didn’t detract from the exquisite beauty, art, and dedicated craftsmanship that made up the impressive palace.  
 
    They moved along, making their way up wide, spiral staircases.    
 
    When they reached a higher floor, they all moved as one group to a set of thick doors. Guards stood beside the entrance to the guest quarters and quickly opened the doors. Everyone was escorted into a circular chamber with doors lining it.  
 
    “Your packs will be delivered shortly. I will be back in a few hours to collect most of you and escort you to the emperor. Since this will be a private meeting of sorts, no weapons will be allowed in the throne room, for everyone’s safety.” 
 
    Nydora untangled her arm and bowed to the lord commander. “Of course, Lord Commander. We would not wish to be rude guests in the emperor’s home.” 
 
    Lord Giles bowed to the beautiful shadow elf and stood up. “I’ll leave you all to it,” he said before turning and leaving the way he came. 
 
    The moment the lord commander and the guards were gone, and the doors were closed, the group stopped smiling and converged together. 
 
    “My people have been allies with the hudenns and the trolls for generations. I don’t know what could be causing this rift,” Wynn remarked. 
 
    Jez crossed her arms. “My people are only defending themselves. That’s all they’ve done for hundreds of years.” 
 
    “Something sinister is afoot,” Malak said with grim eyes. 
 
    Nydora turned her attention to her wards. “Do any of you feel anything?” 
 
    Lukas and Arand glanced at each other before turning their gazes back to Nydora. 
 
    “I felt a pull,” Lukas said. 
 
    “So did I,” Arand added. 
 
    Kyra looked at the men she considered her brothers before lowering her head to Nydora in shame. 
 
    “I didn’t feel anything,” she said with a disappointed tone. 
 
    Nydora stepped to Kyra and touched her cheek. The redhead looked up with sad eyes. 
 
    “Do not fret. Your time will come,” she said before looking at Lukas and Arand.  
 
    She then turned her attention to Malak, “If they felt the pull, a dagger is here.” 
 
    “I can sneak out and start looking,” Jez said with a mischievous smirk. 
 
    “No,” Malak said. “We cannot risk you getting caught and insulting the emperor’s hospitality.” 
 
    Jez touched her hand to her chest in mock shock. “Who says I will be caught? I’m insulted that you would think I would be noticed by these idiots.” 
 
    “He’s not insulting you. There could be magical detection items and such. Not even you could sneak past those,” Wynn said with annoyed eyes. 
 
    “You don’t know my full range of skills,” Jez said as she crossed her arms and looked away with her chin out. 
 
    “No sneaking,” Malak said adamantly before looking at Wynn and Jez. “You both will be standing at the ready with our gear. If we acquire a dagger, we will be unable to stay here tonight. We will leave in the middle of the night and make our way north east.   
 
    “That means we rest now before meeting with the emperor.” 
 
    “And if he doesn’t give us the dagger?” Jez asked. 
 
    “We will discuss our next course of action if it comes to that,” Malak said with a gleam in his eyes. 
 
    “I will persuade him as best I can, but the emperor will have his servants there. If any of them are mages or priests, and they detect me trying to influence him, they will arrest us immediately. We must handle this situation with care and finesse, otherwise, we will lose our best chance at gaining the first dagger,” Nydora explained. 
 
    “Everyone, get your rest. We only have a few hours,” Malak ordered. 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement before the group splintered to each room. Doors opened and everyone stepped inside to see lavish and welcoming sleeping chambers. The servants arrived a short time later with their packs, delivering each one to each occupant. Once they were gone, the guest area grew quiet. 
 
    A door opened and Arand stuck his head out. He glanced around before sliding out into the main area and made his way to Nydora’s door. He took hold of the knob just as two more doors opened. The archer turned and spied Lukas and Kyra staring back at him. He smiled before beckoning them over with a quick motion with his head. The pair slipped out of their rooms and moved to his side.  
 
    The door opened and the trio stared at Nydora with wide eyes. 
 
    “There has never been a time where I didn’t hear or detect you,” she smiled. “Come in.” 
 
    The trio quickly entered her room and closed the door behind them. 
 
    Nydora stepped back as her wards approached her. For a tiny moment, they all looked at each other, before the three of them came at three sides to hug the shadow elf. Nydora hugged them back and held them close. They then pulled back. 
 
    “Tell me, do you still feel the pull?” the shadow elf asked. 
 
    Lukas and Arand nodded. Kyra didn’t. 
 
    “This is good to know. They haven’t moved it,” she said before looking at Kyra.  
 
    “Am I broken?” the fighter asked with sad eyes. 
 
    “Far from it,” Nydora said with a loving tone. “You shall awaken to your gifts when the time is right, and not a moment before.” 
 
    “But our gifts have awakened because we were intimate with…” Arand trailed off. 
 
    “Don’t be ashamed. You know Vala desires for connection, love, and balance for all. Intimacy helped unlock your gifts. As you grow accustomed to it, it will be second nature to you.” 
 
    “We can’t leave without the dagger,” Lukas said firmly. 
 
    Nydora gave a small nod. “No, we cannot leave without it. I fear, if the emperor denies us, we may have to try further convincing. I don’t wish to resort to violence for we will need the emperor’s aid when we finally make our way into the Cursed Lands.” 
 
    The shadow elf’s brow wrinkled slightly as she weaved. Her wards looked at her and moved closer to help, when she waved them away. She turned and walked to her bed. She sat down on the edge, a weariness touching her eyes. 
 
    “Maybe I am exhausted from traveling. It’s difficult to see beyond the veil of reality. Maybe some rest will help,” she said in a low tone. 
 
    “We can stay with you,” Kyra said with a small voice. 
 
    Nydora looked up to her wards with warmth in her heart. “Of course, you may stay with me. I know the three of you are experiencing much, but we can rest together, like those first nights after you arrived on the island.” 
 
    Nydora moved onto the bed and laid down. Lukas, Kyra, and Arand stepped closer and took off their boots. The three climbed into the lavish and large bed. They crawled closer to the shadow elf and laid down. A different intimacy took root, the trio moving close and allowing themselves to relax. 
 
    After a few small moments, the four of them drifted off into a deep slumber, the warmth of their close bodies sinking them into blissful dreams. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun hovered over the horizon. The light of day began to shift into late afternoon and closer to evening. 
 
    Inside the guest quarters wing, doors opened. Malak and Fara stepped out of their rooms, dressed in evening wear. The troll stood with a nice tunic, brown leather leggings, and stylish boots. The top of his shirt was open, to reveal his strong neck and upper chest. His dark blue hair was tied neatly in a long braid. 
 
    Fara wore a tunic with a leather vest over it. She wore black leggings and her feet were bare. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail. 
 
    Two more doors opened. Wynn stepped out in her red robe and an annoyed scowl across her features. Jez stepped out in her leather outfit. Her eyepatch had a small red gem in the middle. 
 
    “Have everything ready,” Malak said quickly before another door opened. 
 
    All eyes turned to Nydora’s door. The group watched as Kyra, Lukas, and Arand stepped out. Each one was dressed in stylish clothes. Lukas wore a black robe with embroidered gray symbols on it. Kyra wore stylish traveling clothes, her sword absent from her hip. Her hair was tied back in a ponytail. Arand stood in a green tunic, collared white shirt, dark green leggings and brown boots. 
 
    The three of them smiled as they stepped aside. 
 
    Nydora stepped out with a warm smile. To everyone else looking at her, they gasped at her beauty. The shadow elf stood with a stylish top, accentuating her more than ample breasts and deep cleavage. It hugged her in a flattering way, but from her midriff down, a sheer, white fabric flowed down into an ankle long dress. The fabric was so sheer, it didn’t hide her skin or curves. The small tuft of white hair above her elfhood could be seen through the flowing dress, as could her dark violet-colored legs and bare feet. 
 
    Jaws dropped as everyone stared at the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    “This was traditional attire when visiting royalty,” Nydora smiled. 
 
    “It might be time for a comeback,” Jez said with pink cheeks. 
 
    “You look beautiful,” Malak said with wide eyes. 
 
    Nydora bowed to the group. “Thank you, but we must remain ready and vigilant. Perhaps my garb can help convince the emperor, but we will all need to do our parts, respectfully and with grace.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    The doors to the guest quarters opened. Everyone turned to the doors, seeing Lord Commander Giles step in, wearing elaborate gray and gold armor. He glanced at Nydora and the sight of her nearly took his breath away. He bowed deeply before standing up with a warm smile. 
 
    “The emperor is ready to see you. Please follow me,” he said as he couldn’t take his eyes off of the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    A pair of massive iron doors stood before the group. Lord Giles walked ahead with the rest of the group following behind. Upon his approach, the guards on either side of the entrance moved to large, metal rings, took hold and pulled. The large doors moved silently, the hinges well-oiled. Once the doors were opened, Lord Giles led the group in. 
 
    Everyone in the group looked up at the immense splendor of the royal throne room. Vaulted ceilings covered the cathedral-sized chamber. Banners and tapestries covered the walls. Stained-glass windows ran high along the left and right of the chamber. The slowly setting sun touched the western windows, various colors painting the ceiling in a myriad of blues, reds, yellows, and greens. 
 
    A sense of calm flowed over the group as the stone chamber felt like the last bastion against the noise of the outside world. The echoing of footsteps soothed nerves. The air cleansed lungs as they made their way along the long, massive chamber. 
 
    On a raised dais, a pair of thrones stood, made of gold. The backs of the chairs stabbed up high. The armrests and seats had comfortable red cushions. On one of the seats, sat a man with royal robes and a keen smile. Beside him stood a man in a gray robe and another man in a black robe with symbols of his station as royal steward. 
 
    On a throne, a man in regal robes sat. He wore a gold crown on his head. Wrinkles creased his features. A red and gold robe covered his body as stern eyes looked down at the group. Gray hair covered his head and his beard as he sat like a living statue. 
 
    The group quickly turned their heads to see a hundred guards, fifty on each side, at attention. Each guard was wearing ceremonial armor and helmets. They each held a spear upright, with a sword at their right hips and a sheathed dagger at their belt. They were rigid and still as statues. 
 
    The doors to the royal chamber closed shut behind them with a small clang. 
 
    Lord Giles stepped ahead of the group and bent down to one knee. He lowered his head before looking back up to the emperor. 
 
    “Emperor Kane, Leader of the free peoples of Inarra, I present to you, Nydora, Grand High Priestess of Vala and the Order of the Crown.” 
 
    Lord Giles stood up, climbed the steps until he stood next to the emperor’s chair, among the advisors. 
 
    “Welcome to my home,” the emperor greeted his guests with a wide smile. 
 
    Nydora stepped forward and gave a deep bow. 
 
    “It is a pleasure to be in your presence, your grace,” Nydora said as she stood up with a kind smile. 
 
    In the group, Lukas and Arand glanced at each other. The pair could feel the pull along their spirits, a tugging from something far below. 
 
    Malak eyed the guards to the left and right. He sniffed at the air, detecting sweat. It wasn’t from everyone present, but he could determine it was from more than half of the guards standing at attention. 
 
    Kyra and Fara drank in the large chamber, the pair trying to see if there were any exits. To their dismay, it appeared there was only one way in or out.  
 
    Kyra glanced past the thrones, barely seeing the top edge of another door. It could have been easily missed, but remembering her castle when she was younger, there were many secret doors and passageways for royalty, and curious young ones, to get around unseen. 
 
    Emperor Kane nodded at the shadow elf as his gaze lingered on her sheer dress. He then stood up and began his descent down the dais steps. 
 
    The lord commander and steward tensed, not accustomed to the emperor ever stepping down to meet anyone before. The man in the gray robe watched with interested eyes. 
 
    The emperor stepped toward Nydora. When he stood before her, he took her hand and lifted it up. He pressed his lips to her smooth skin. When he lifted his head, his eyes gleamed with profound joy. 
 
    “Truly, you are here and not a trick of the mind,” the emperor said in a wondrous whisper. 
 
    “I am here, in the flesh,” Nydora smiled. 
 
    The emperor took Nydora’s hand as he turned. He gently pulled her along, the shadow elf moving with him. He held her hand up as they climbed the stairs back to the thrones. Nydora kept her smile as he quickly guided her to the empty throne beside him and gestured for her to sit. 
 
    “Please, have a seat beside me. The empress has been gone a long time, but if she was here, she would quickly give up her seat for someone as legendary as you,” Emperor Kane smiled. 
 
    “I cannot. It would be improper,” Nydora countered politely. 
 
    The emperor waved his other hand. “Nonsense. I’m the emperor and I can command what is proper or improper. Please sit so we may talk.” 
 
    “If you insist,” Nydora said as she turned and sat down on the comfortable seat. 
 
    The emperor sat down and looked at the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    “Steward, please get some chairs for our guests,” the emperor said with a wave of his hand. 
 
    The steward bowed before he snapped his fingers. A wall to the right opened and a hidden door was revealed. Servants rushed out with five chairs. They crossed the chamber to the center. The gray robed man glanced down at the servants with keen eyes. 
 
    Chairs were placed behind everyone standing. The group sat down one by one. Kyra glanced at the servant holding her chair. She quickly noticed he had a look of fear in his eyes. His lips moved barely, the fighter wondering what he was trying to say. 
 
    Malak sat down, catching a scent of fear from the servants. It was different from the guards. His sensitive hearing caught the rapid heartbeats in their chests before the servants rushed back to the door, closed it behind them and a lock slid into place. 
 
    Fara kicked out her feet as she sat on the chair, high for a hobkin. Her hands nervously began to feel the underside edges of the chair. The entire royal atmosphere put her on edge, the hobkin disliking the prim and proper ways of the hudenns. She swung her legs more as she glanced around, when her fingers brushed against something. 
 
    Fara stopped swinging her legs. She stared at nothing as her fingers ran a little further and she touched something metal. Curiosity stabbed deeper as she bent slightly to feel a little more. When her fingers ran against something like a grip, her eyes widened. The hobkin turned her attention to Kyra. The fighter glanced at the hobkin as she dipped her head a little. Kyra glanced down to see Fara’s hand under her chair. 
 
    On the inside, away from the guards seeing, Kyra let her fingers explore under the chair and she too touched something metal. When she explored further, she felt the unmistakable pommel of a dagger. 
 
    “Where are my manners!” the emperor grinned before waving his hand at the three people standing on the other side of his chair. “You know Lord Commander Giles. Beside him is my royal steward, Galanis. Beside him is the royal high priest, Hart. All three have been my minders for most of their lives and I wouldn’t know how to take care of myself without them!” the emperor laughed. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Nydora bowed her head to the three men. 
 
    The three men bowed their heads to her. 
 
    Emperor Kane continued, “Please forgive me for seeing you before supper. I couldn’t wait any longer to meet the fabled Nydora! It is such a rare thing to meet a legend from a long time ago. I remember your stories from my youth. My nanny often read them to me before bed, the shadow elf who reunited the realms against the god of night!” 
 
    “I merely assisted in getting the lords and ladies in the same room to help gain peace. They did all the work.” 
 
    Emperor Kane nodded. “Of course, but your divine insight from Vala helped to create the Crown of Daggers. It became the symbol of peace from a time of brutal war. Oh, how I wished it remained intact. Our entire history would have changed to many more years of peace and prosperity. Alas, greed and power corrupts and even the crown could not overcome it. 
 
    “But we live in different times! The crown may not have brought a lasting peace in the far past, but it could bring us peace now, considering such dark evils that roam the realms.” 
 
    Nydora nodded. “It is why we are here, your grace.” 
 
    “Indeed! The beautiful Nydora has come to my court, not only to bless us but bring us a glimmer of hope. Hope has been in short supply for a long time. As you may have witnessed on your way in, the plague has grown steadily worse. In time, Misthelm may become nothing more than a city of ghosts.” 
 
    The emperor’s eyes took on a dark glint. “If the fucking sun elves would lend us their aid, we wouldn’t need to bother someone as lovely as you. Damn dagger ears keep closing their borders to all. I believe they want us to all die off before they take over!” 
 
    Nydora kept her polite smile. 
 
    The emperor seemed to wake up from his bout of rage and looked away. “Forgive this old man. Emoria has become such a dark place. It isn’t just royalty who looks for hope, so do the people. My steward has informed me, if things continue as they are, we will lose everything in ten years. There will be no nobility or people. Our empires will crumble to dirt, returning to the dark ages that nearly wiped out everything before the Crown of Daggers was formed.” 
 
    Nydora reached over and placed her warm hand on the emperor’s hand. “There is nothing to forgive for there is nothing wrong with wanting hope,” she said before glancing at the three men beside the emperor. 
 
    “Don’t mind them. We can speak freely. They have my best interests at heart,” Emperor Kane smiled. 
 
    On the chamber floor, Kyra kicked the back of Arand’s chair. The archer turned his head and glanced over his shoulder at her. He quickly saw Kyra and Fara dipping their heads. He looked down to see a hand from each under their respective chairs. 
 
    Arand turned around and yawned as his hand moved under the seat edge. He felt around until he too touched something. After another small moment, he kept his face blank as he felt a dagger pommel under his chair. He then leaned closer to Lukas and whispered. 
 
    Lukas nodded, but made no attempt to discover it himself. Instead, he lightly touched Malak’s boot with his own. The troll simply nodded, having already felt the dagger sheathed under his chair. 
 
    On the dais, the emperor and Nydora continued. 
 
    “Did you know, tonight the three moons rise together? Piarus and Temia will be half-moons, but Kobos will be full. Supper will be prepared in the Night Observatory so we may dine under their celestial brilliance.” 
 
     “Sounds lovely,” Nydora smiled as her crimson eyes remained serious.  
 
    The emperor saw the gleam in her red eyes and gave a small nod. “I’m sure you didn’t come all this way to simply dine and spend time speaking about moons and the past. Nay, you’ve come for something else.” 
 
    Nydora bowed her head. “I mean no disrespect.” 
 
    The emperor blinked before letting out a hearty laugh. “Disrespect? Hardly the intention! I should be bowing to your beautiful feet and kissing them for gracing my presence. It should be you sitting on my throne! I am but a child to your long life and experiences. You were there when the first people came together to lead everyone from darkness and shadow.” 
 
    The emperor shifted on his seat before he continued, “When Lord Giles came to me with information that you had been found and re-awakened, I was stunned. After so many thousands of years, to know you’ve come back was the blessing everyone needed across the realms. 
 
    “I knew we could not waste any more time. You have become a ray of hope in this bleak world. Seeing you here speaks to what we already know in our hearts. You, and your band, wish to reassemble the Crown of Daggers. You’ve come to me because there have always been rumors, I possess such an artifact. 
 
    “Let me clear the obfuscation with fact, I do indeed possess one of the fabled daggers.” 
 
    “Your grace!” the steward said in shock. 
 
    The emperor waved his hand at him like he was dismissing a child. “Ease your asshole, Galanis. The secret hasn’t been kept well after all these years. Besides, Nydora only has our best interests at heart, unlike most others.” 
 
    The steward stood at attention with annoyed eyes. 
 
    Emperor Kane looked up at the high windows, seeing the colors grow dimmer as the sun touched the horizon. 
 
    “I wish I could leave this prison and see the sunset,” the emperor remarked before lowering his gaze to the beautiful shadow elf. “Did you know I have a son and daughter? They are currently attempting diplomatic relations with the orcs and the goblins. Their letters have been sporadic, but encouraging. I hope you meet Rickard and Alma one day.” 
 
    Lukas sat in his chair and listened intently. The puzzle pieces began to form as his mind worked. From his studies, royalty often guarded against giving too many details to anyone, to give themselves an edge against others, but from how the emperor was speaking, he was giving away key bits of information. Combined with the daggers hidden under their chairs, something dark touched the edges of his thoughts. 
 
    The mage glanced at Malak. The troll had a grim expression, Lukas assumed that he had come to the same conclusion.  
 
    The pulling on his soul continued, needling away at him. The emperor’s words were true, one, or more of the daggers were here, right under their feet. He then turned his attention to the royal servants as they stood. Lord Giles was stony faced, his expression giving nothing away. Steward Galanis looked at the emperor and Nydora with worried eyes. Priest Hart stood with a bored expression, like he would rather be anywhere but here.        
 
     “The sun is close to setting and we should finish our business,” the emperor smiled. “You wish to reunite the daggers and bring peace back to Emoria. It would be a simple thing to deny you and cling to my power, but that was not how I was raised, or how my children were raised.” 
 
    The emperor slid off his chair and knelt to Nydora. “I would be honored to hand the dagger over to you. If a plague had not taken root in my realm, I would pledge ten-thousand soldiers to your holy quest to reassemble the crown. Such a sight it would be, the Empire of Inarra, leading the way to peace! It brings a tear to my eye to simply think about it.” 
 
    “Your Grace, I must protest. We don’t know if she is actually Nydora or an imposter,” the steward said with wide eyes. 
 
    The emperor stood up and sat on his throne once again. He glared at the steward with hard eyes. 
 
    “How dare you question divine right! Can you not feel her power? I do. I wish to love again. A feeling I lost when my beautiful wife and empress perished from her sickness.” 
 
    The steward bowed his head with annoyed and worried eyes. 
 
    “Galanis, go to the vault and bring the dagger back here. Do not delay. I wish to hand over the artifact to the very person who helped create them.” 
 
    The emperor turned his hard gaze to the high priest, “Hart, go with him and ensure he brings it back here.” 
 
    “As you command,” the priest said with a deep bow. 
 
    Steward Galanis and Priest Hart bowed again before the pair made their way down the dais steps and to the hidden door against the wall. It opened as the pair walked through and closed behind them. 
 
    Emperor Kane sat back on his throne and let out a tired sigh. “Their mere presence can be stifling.”  
 
    The emperor turned his upper body to Nydora with a renewed smile. “Time is short and I wish to know what it was like when you sealed Lunorr away in his celestial prison.” 
 
    Eyes widened a hair across the room, at the mention of the night god’s true name. 
 
    Nydora eyed the emperor, a dread filling her heart as she understood what was happening. She reached over and placed her hand on his once again, her gentle touch softening his tired gaze. 
 
    “It was magnificent and filled with sorrow. The last of Lunorr’s shades tried to penetrate the mountain as the crown was being assembled. The dwarves, among many others, worked feverishly with metal and magic to assemble the crown.  
 
    “When the main gates were broken, the crown was finished. Many of us raced to the top of the mountain as our allies and friends held back the tide of shades and monsters. At the top of the mountain, open to the sky, an elf of beauty and love was chosen among the group. She stepped forward as roars and fighting could be heard for miles.” 
 
    Nydora hesitated as she relived the moment. “She put on the crown as Kobos was full in the night sky. A shadow, the size of a mountain appeared. Lunorr roared as he broke the laws of divinity by directly interfering with the mortal realm. His fellow gods and goddesses pulled away, shunning him and his mad quest to consume all with his power. 
 
    “In those last moments, the crown settled on Empress Valanor’s head. The night god rose up, lifting mighty arms to bring them down and crush all underneath. Light glowed from the crown before it shot up into the sky and Lunorr’s black chest.” 
 
    The shadow elf’s eyes shined as she saw the moments play again across her mind.  
 
    “The light from the crown sent the night god up into the starry sky. He gnashed and roared, his demonic hands clawing at the shaft of light. It felt like time stood still as the evil god was thrust from the realms. His mighty form slammed into Kobos, his body sinking into the surface of the small moon. The very moon began to swallow him up and when the light from the crown faded away, the last we all saw of the Night God was his hand sinking into his celestial prison and vanishing from sight.” 
 
    Emperor Kane stared at Nydora with unblinking eyes. His hands trembled as excitement and joy washed over every part of his soul.  
 
    “I read the tales, but they all seemed to lack the finer details, or contradicted each other. To hear it from you, is like receiving an answer to why everyone one of us is here across Emoria. 
 
    “Thank you, Nydora. You have brought closure to this old man’s heart.” 
 
    The shadow elf leaned forward. “I sense a threat. Emperor, must we escape?” 
 
    Emperor Kane leaned closer and spoke in a hushed tone. “It is much too late for escape, at least for me. They have breached my lands, my people, and my palace. My seclusion helped to stave them off, but I fear, my reign has come to an end.” 
 
    “There is always a chance for escape,” Nydora said as she felt the truth across Kane’s mind and heart. 
 
    “How I wish I could believe you. I know you have great power. I know your friends below are skilled and accomplished warriors. I wish I could allow the elf and goblin within this chamber, but it would have become suspicious if I did. The empire knows my feelings for the goblins and elves, even if I have changed my mind about the goblins at least. No, I fear my final act will be handing over the artifact, if I can.” 
 
    Emperor Kane sat back in his chair and looked up at the stained-glass windows, the light dimming as the sun continued to set. 
 
    Lord Giles lifted an eyebrow as he looked at his emperor. “Your grace, is something amiss?” 
 
    The emperor turned his gaze to the Lord Commander and gave him a weak smile. “Everything is amiss. You have been loyal to me for most of our lives. I sometimes ponder what your life would have been if you weren’t chained to my side.” 
 
    Lord Giles’s expression softened a hair. “Your grace, my place was always at your side.” 
 
    “I know, my old friend,” the emperor said cryptically. 
 
    Lukas looked over his shoulder to Kyra and Fara. Kyra noted his serious gaze as her own suspicions set off bells of alarm. 
 
    “Be ready,” Malak whispered loud enough for their group to hear. 
 
    Kane leaned over to Nydora. “I’ve given your people gifts, should they need them. Know this, I have not taken action for I don’t know who conspires against me, but we will know shortly.”  
 
    Time ticked away before the main doors to the chamber opened. 
 
    All heads turned to see the High Priest walk in with a small polished, wood box in his hands. He walked with his head held high and gray eyes on the dais with the thrones. 
 
    Emperor Kane stood up with an amused smirk. “Priest Adam Hart, where is my steward?” 
 
    “He informed me he didn’t agree with your decision, and did not wish to bear witness to the parting of our sacred artifact. I informed him, I would bring the artifact here, to you,” the priest said as he stepped past the group in chairs and climbed the dais steps. 
 
    “How unlike Galanis to shirk his duties,” Emperor Kane said as he stared at the priest with knowing eyes. 
 
    Lukas and Arand looked at each other, the same notion filling their senses. They both shook their heads, not feeling the pull from the box in the priest’s hands, but still far below their feet. 
 
    The pair looked up to Nydora as she looked at them. The three of them locked eyes, Lukas and Arand shaking their heads slightly. 
 
    High Priest Hart bowed before the emperor and held out the simple, dark wood box.  
 
    Emperor Kane took the box from his hands and held it. He looked down with sad eyes before he opened it. A gleam of metal shined as the last rays of the setting sun touched the western windows. 
 
    “It’s as beautiful as I remember,” the emperor said as he reached in and took hold of the dagger.  
 
    Everyone watched as Kane pulled out the dagger and held it to his eyes. The dagger was a simple design. A light gray blade shined in the light. The handle was carved metal, with odd symbols running along the blade and pommel. An odd indent was at the bottom of the handle. To most, it would look like an ordinary dagger, but to those who knew, it was an artifact of great importance and power. 
 
    The emperor turned to Nydora, his back to Priest Hart. He held the dagger before him, eyeing it, but not giving it over. 
 
    “Grand Priestess, is it true, the dagger is only activated by the taste of spilt blood?” he asked. 
 
    Nydora gave a small, measured nod. “It is true, your grace.” 
 
    The emperor looked up from the dagger and met Nydora’s crimson gaze. In her eyes, he saw the reflection of the priest as he stood behind and off to the side of the emperor.  
 
    Kane lifted the dagger, his hand around the pommel and the naked blade on his flat hand. 
 
    “Grand Priestess Nydora, I present to you, the fabled Dagger of Alacrity.” 
 
    The tension grew thick in the royal chamber. Guards all watched from their posts. Lord Commander Giles stared as his hand rested on his sheathed blade. Lukas prepared a spell in his mind. Arand leaned forward, his hand under his chair. Kyra’s body tensed as she didn’t blink. 
 
    Malak turned his attention to the guards, his dark gaze drinking them in. 
 
    Fara bit her lip as fear snared her heart. 
 
    Emperor Kane’s eyes took on a knowing gleam before he swung his entire body around. In a blink, the dagger flashed before it stabbed deep into Priest Hart’s stomach.  
 
    The priest grabbed at the emperor’s wrist as blood surged from the wound.  
 
    “Your grace?” he whispered with wide eyes. 
 
    “You think me dim enough to not know what the actual dagger looks like? I’ve handled it many times, memorizing every contour and nuance. You were bold enough to bring me a fake!” the emperor said before twisting the dagger. 
 
    Lord Giles’s hand clamped on the stunned priest. He then pulled and flung the priest to the dais floor.  
 
    The dagger was still buried in his gut as he looked up at the emperor with helpless eyes.  
 
    “Your grace,” he repeated as he clutched at the dagger. 
 
    Lord Giles drew his sword and held it at the ready. Nydora was to her feet. 
 
    Everyone sitting at the bottom of dais remained seated, hands touching the hidden daggers. 
 
    Emperor Kane glared at the fallen priest. “Fool! To think your pathetic plan would succeed is laughable.” 
 
    The shock in the priest’s eyes melted away. A sinister smile bloomed as he looked up at his emperor. 
 
    The last rays of sunlight faded away from the horizon as night’s cloak covered the world. Two half-moons rose into the sky as a small, full moon rose under them. 
 
    A small cry rose up from a guard before he fell to his hands and knees, dropping his spear. Cries, groans, and moans filled the royal chamber as more and more guards fell to the floor, their bodies beginning to convulse.  
 
    The group on the main floor stood up with drawn daggers in their hands. They moved and formed a circle with their backs to each other. 
 
    Nydora watched as her power began to glow and grow from her heart. 
 
    “Our plan has already succeeded,” the priest said with an evil grin as moans turned into growls. 
 
    Some guards took steps back, clutching their spears as their fellow soldiers began to change shape. Leather straps snapped as pieces of armor fell and clanged against the stone floor. Agonized faces cried out before snouts pushed out. Fur sprouted and rippled down bulging muscles. Monstrous, humanoid bodies began to take new, hulking shapes.  
 
    Priest Hart slowly stood up with the dagger still buried in his gut. He eyed Lord Giles as he stood protectively before the emperor and Nydora. He let out a strangled grunt as he pulled the fake dagger from his stomach and held it, blood dripping off of it. 
 
    “Misthelm will be the first to fall before Lunorr is freed from his celestial prison. So sayeth the Wolves of Night!” Priest Hart shouted to the growing cacophony of slathering growls.     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Lukas, Arand, and Kyra stood in silent shock. The trio pressed their backs to each other and Malak and Fara. Daggers filled their hands as they stared out at the many, hulking, humanoid wolves. 
 
    The remaining fully hudenn guards cowered back and away from the werewolves. Some dropped their spears. Others held their spears out as they pressed their backs to walls. Only eighteen of the hundred guards remained hudenn. Every other one was a wolfish nightmare from myth and legend. 
 
    The werewolves were hunched over. Beady black eyes stared with primal snarls. Thick fur covered large bodies. Ripped clothed and broken armor lay on the stone floor. Large, clawed hands flexed, but despite their ferocious appearance, they did not launch into an attack. 
 
    Priest Hart held the fake dagger in his hand. The wound along his belly had already closed, blood drying on his robe. He kept his evil gaze on the emperor and lord commander. 
 
    The throne room was still as a frozen pond as everyone present remained where they were. 
 
    “Why are they not attacking?” Arand asked as he held his dagger at the ready. 
 
    “Because, the emperor and the lord commander are the only people left who know how to get in the vault,” Priest Hart said with a wicked gleam in his eyes. 
 
    Nydora accessed the mind sphere. Silently she used its power, her mind reaching out and touching another. 
 
    In the guest quarters, Wynn stood before her bedroom door. On the nearby bed, a pile of packs was placed, alongside a goblin on her back and holding a dagger in her hand. She flipped it up in the air and caught it every time as she waited. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Jez stated as she flipped the dagger again. 
 
    Wynn rolled her eyes. “If you say that one more time, I will cook your hand so you can eat it.” 
 
    Jez nodded as she flipped her blade. “Maybe add some spices. There are still feral goblins that eat other goblins and they say we are delicious.” 
 
    “You’re insufferable,” Wynn growled as she stared at the door. 
 
    “I know,” Jez shrugged as she flipped the dagger again. 
 
    Wynn returned to staring at the door, when something touched her mind. 
 
    “The trap has been sprung. Come to the throne room, immediately!” Nydora’s voice cascaded across the elf’s mind. 
 
    “It’s begun,” Wynn stated as her eyes flashed with mana. 
 
    Jez sat up. “It has?” 
 
    Wynn nodded. “Grab the packs, now!” the fire mage ordered before darting to the door, opening it, and rushing out. 
 
    Jez blinked. “By myself?!” 
 
    The goblin hopped to her feet and looked at the eight packs piled on the bed. 
 
    “This is bullshit,” the goblin complained as she reached for a pack. 
 
    In the throne room, everyone stayed very still except for the werewolves. They turned their snouts and hungry gazes to the few cowering guards and the group in the middle.   
 
    Lord Giles stood with his sword pointed at the priest, his gaze hard as stone. The emperor and Nydora stood behind him. 
 
    High Priest Hart gave the trio a calculated stare. “Come with me and open the vault. You and the city will be spared. We simply want the dagger.” 
 
    “Lies,” Emperor Kane spat. “Once you have the dagger, it will be the end of us and the empire.” 
 
    Hart kept his sinister gaze. “The Inarra Empire has already fallen, you befuddled fool! Your allies are in disarray. Your armies and kingdoms have been infiltrated. Even as we speak, those loyal to Lunorr are rampaging across the city.  
 
    “By morning, the city, and by extension, the empire, will belong to us. All those who survive this night, will be turned to the Night God and have his blessing.” 
 
    Hart took a single step forward as his face took on a calm, understanding mask. “But you may live, as our prisoner. You will be turned and serve the Night God. You will understand his power and fall to your knees to drink in his knowledge.” 
 
    “You mean madness,” Emperor Kane said as he reached for his throne and touched a secret compartment. 
 
    The inside of the throne, under the armrest, flipped open and a dagger laid within. The emperor grabbed it and unsheathed it in one, smooth move. The dagger burst into flames as he held it at the ready. 
 
    “In all my years, there has only been one thing that can burn out unholy disease and keep away the dead, and that is fire,” Emperor Kane snarled. 
 
    “You are hopelessly outnumbered and your city is under attack. I would already have the dagger if your steward didn’t grow a spine. In his last moments, he decided to not open the vault and wanted to march back here in protest. Because we were out of time, he was slain for his bravery.” 
 
    Priest Hart shifted his gaze to the shadow elf, “If you do not open the vault, the fabled Nydora will be the first to be slain, followed by all others, until all there is left is you, your grace. One way or another, the vault will be opened and the dagger taken.” 
 
    “You will find that more difficult than you realize,” Nydora said as she stepped away from the emperor and lord commander. 
 
    Hart chuckled. “Even with your power, you cannot escape. We stand in the heart of the Inarra Empire. You are surrounded from all sides. It’s doubtful you will live to the morning, a welcomed sacrifice to Lunorr.”            
 
    “Your god is a putrid stain on a forgotten rock in a dead forest. If we bend to your demands, we die no matter what is said. You underestimated your chances,” Nydora said as she stood, weaponless. 
 
    High Priest Hart stared into Nydora’s red eyes, a rage bubbling up along his infected soul. “You and your pathetic order will be slain and your bodies consumed to fuel the war machine. Your quest ends here and now.” 
 
    The hulking wolves growled louder as saliva dripped. They eyed the group at the base of the raised dais. 
 
    Lukas stared at them, fear causing his heart to pound in his chest. A distant memory came rushing back, hidden under a bed as screams and shouts filled the world outside the simple home. He laid on his side, holding his knees to his chest, unable to block out the blood curdling screams and the sound of tearing flesh. Howls rose up as he heard his family fighting, screaming, and dying. 
 
    Kyra’s lip quivered as the monstrous wolf men and women snarled at her. She clutched her dagger as a memory splashed on her mind, hidden in a crawl space as an immense paw moved closer to her huddled form. She stared as the paw changed shape into long, clawed fingers, covered in fur. She trembled as it was inches from her, her own death flashing before her eyes. 
 
    Arand’s hand trembled with a dagger in it. A memory stabbed into him, playing out screams and slaughter. He ran, glancing back to only see a spray of blood shoot up into the air as dark monsters growled. His legs pumped as he ran into the night and kept running. Branches clawed at his face and arms as he barreled blindly through a forest. He tripped over roots and scrambled back to his feet, pushing his body beyond its limits. He ran for a day and a night, before easing down into a dazed walk, unable to push away the nightmares he witnessed.  
 
    Malak turned his head slightly, sensing the fear and confusion from those around him. The troll never took his eyes off of the monster wolves as he spoke with a kind whisper. 
 
    “You’re stronger than you were. Show the nightmares they have no power over you any longer.” 
 
    A trio of hearts beat faster and harder. The fear paralyzing them bled away and was replaced with a storm of fire and rage. Wide eyes turned into slits. Muscles vibrated, not in fear, but in excited madness. 
 
    “Kill them all, but the emperor,” Priest Hart said with a simple command. 
 
    Movement ignited, but not from the werewolves. 
 
    Kyra let out a soul screeching scream as she darted toward a small cluster of wolves. Large bodies launched at her, but the redhead bent her legs and flew into them like a screaming demon. Her dagger flashed, before it sank into an eye. Blood spurted as she swung her body, slamming her heel into a snout and breaking it! 
 
    Claws flashed and missed as the fighter could not stop moving. Every limb turned into a weapon. Kyra witnessed time standing still as her body did not. Elbows slammed into soft spots along necks and furry faces. Her dagger sliced at elbows and groins, the monsters losing some motor functions. The fighter’s body moved in blurry streaks as she screamed like a monster from the deepest pits of the abyss. Pointed ears flattened against heads, but her screams still pierced them. 
 
    Lukas’s mana hummed as he tapped it. Spells filled his mind as he chose one. Mana pumped into every part of him as he whispered arcane words. He witnessed Kyra fighting like a demon unleashed. He lifted his hands as shadows along every corner of the throne room rushed to his call. Mana glowed in his eyes as the darkness followed his every command. 
 
    With a shout, the word of power was released. Tendrils of shadows boiled up into immense, black clawed hands. Functioning like a pair of oversized hands, they burst forward. 
 
    Werewolves launched at the group. Two of them were snatched from the air by the giant shadow hands. Lukas made a pair of fists. The wolves in his dark grasp screeched before their bodies were squeezed. Eyes bulged before the wolves burst into blood, bones, and organs.  
 
    Lukas opened his hands, dropping the gore before swiping them aside and slamming into a wave of pouncing wolves. 
 
    Arand darted toward a group of monster wolves. He fell into a slide before his dagger flashed and stabbed up under a ribcage. The wolf looked down as Arand sliced hard across and organs spilled out. The archer rolled away as the wolf tried to gather its own guts and put them back in.  
 
    The archer moved like an acrobat. He rolled to his feet, dodged claws slicing down and jamming his dagger into throats. When the dagger was pulled out, blood spurted from an artery and the werewolf clutched at their throat, blood spurting through fingers. 
 
    Arand continued to dodge incoming swipes, remembering how he helped slaughter pigs on the island. His skills and experience blended together as he moved like a skilled butcher in a pen of wild pigs. Blood splashed against his face, chest, and arms. Despite their size, strength, and speed, Arand was quicker. He launched himself at a wolf and drove his dagger into its throat in quick flashes. 
 
    Malak held his ground as wolves came at him. Nearly his size, the troll kept his calm as he flicked his wrist and released his dagger. The dagger shot true, stabbing into an eye and the monstrous wolf howling in pain. When the other wolves reached him, his big hands shot out and grabbed at two throats. With a squeeze and a turn, he slammed the wolves down like wild dogs. They yelped before he broke their necks with a violent twist.  
 
    Claws slashed at his side. Malak grunted as he lifted the dead wolves up and swung them around like weapons. Meat and bone slammed into attacking wolves, sending them sprawling back to the floor. 
 
    The remaining hudenn guards caught a glimpse of the fighting and courage returned. They shouted and charged with spears. Monstrous werewolves rushed at them. Spears punctured chests and arms before claws flashed. Heads were swiped off necks. Guards gave rallying cries as they stabbed with spears and sliced with swords. 
 
    The bloody chaos grew into a symphony of violence. Blood splattered across the stone floor as screams echoed off the walls. 
 
    Lukas’s eyes glowed with power as spikes emerged along his shadow hands. Black fingers curled into spiky fists before the mage slammed them into attacking wolves. Large furry bodies were impaled first, before being slammed into walls and turned to leaking paste. 
 
    Kyra laughed as she stabbed her bloody dagger into a wolf skull before slamming her heels into their chest and leaping off. She landed on the floor as the wolf pulled the dagger from its eye and tossed it aside. It growled as she grabbed a sheathed sword from the floor and drew the blade. 
 
    “My sword arm is complete,” she hissed before she launched into the air. 
 
    The werewolf leapt at her, but the moment its pawed feet left the floor, it could do nothing as her sword swung through the air and sliced across its neck. The body crashed into her as the wolf head continued to spiral through the air. Kyra bounced off and landed, instantly turning and launching at another wolf. 
 
    She buried her sword halfway into a thick back. She twisted the blade before pushing with her feet and coming away from the monster. She landed and remained nimble on her feet as more wolves attacked her. Her sword swung in tight arcs, lopping off limbs and quickly dodging incoming bodies. 
 
    Arand continued to move, roll, and stab. He drove his dagger into an unguarded gut and sliced away, organs falling out once again. Before he had a chance to break away, the same monster clamped a clawed hand on Arand so hard, it slammed him down to the floor. Arand’s head hit the hard floor and bounced. Reeling, points of pain roared as claw tips stabbed into his shoulder. 
 
    The werewolf growled as it opened its maw, ready to bite down and tear Arand’s head from his body. A small shadow appeared in the air behind it before a pair of daggers stabbed into its back.  
 
    Arand glanced up to see Fara on the werewolf’s back, stabbing it repeatedly. She shouted like a tiny demon, each stab true. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” the hobkin screamed.  
 
    The wounded wolf let go of Arand and reached behind to grab the murderous hobkin. Arand took his dagger and stabbed upwards at the monster’s heart. The hulking monster let out a whimper before it fell sideways, dead. 
 
    Fara leapt off the falling creature and landed with daggers in hands. She looked at Arand as he stood, blood blooming along his shoulder. The archer simply shrugged and smiled before turning to a pair of incoming wolves. He took a stance and Fara was right next to him. The pair screamed as they launched themselves at the monsters. 
 
    On the dais, Nydora summoned the power of the body sphere.  
 
    “Lord Giles, please, allow me,” the shadow elf said as her body hummed with mystical power. 
 
    Priest Hart eyed the shadow elf with a bemused smile. “Don’t make me…” was all he managed to say as the shadow elf blurred at him and slammed a pointed hand at his chest. 
 
    The explosion of power sent the priest flying like a spinning ragdoll. He contorted his body and stabbed out his feet. They slammed into a wall as he bent his knees as time slowed. 
 
    Nydora stared with a raised eyebrow. Twelve degrees in the body sphere should have been enough to shatter his body instantly. She had perfect control, with enough strength to crack a small mountain, but the priest looked unharmed in her eyes. 
 
    Time sped up as Priest Hart launched from the wall. His body shifted as parts of his robe shredded. As he barreled toward the grand priestess, Nydora spotted a gold chain with a black crystal around his rapidly changing neck. 
 
    Priest Hart was half changed as claws flashed on his right hand. He swiped at the shadow elf before she blurred into a small leap with her fist cocked. The priest could do nothing as her fist slammed into his back and slammed him into the floor. In an instant, the wolf priest was to his padded feet and eyeing the shadow elf as she landed on her feet. 
 
    “You have no power over me,” Priest Hart growled. 
 
    Nydora glanced at the black crystal and back to Hart’s feral features. “An entropy crystal,” she stated. 
 
    “Your mana is useless when entropy cancels it out!” he roared as he launched at the shadow elf. 
 
    Claws slashed as his form grew bigger. Nydora moved like a dancer close to the tornado. Claws missed her, but she felt the drain on her mana. The longer she was close to him, the more her mana would drain away.  
 
    Priest Hart unleashed savage attacks, all of them missing. Nydora began to step back, finding it harder and harder to keep up. When claws slashed against her arm, drops of blood flew into the air. 
 
    The priest sneered before something stabbed into his side. Hart glanced down to see Lord Giles’s sword half buried in him. 
 
    “Foul creature,” Lord Giles said with stern eyes and twisted the blade. 
 
    “Blood for the Night God,” High Priest Hart said before slashing his claws hard across the lord commander’s neck. 
 
    Blood sprayed as the light in the lord commander’s eyes dimmed. 
 
    “NO!” the emperor shouted as he came around with a flaming dagger.  
 
    Lord Giles began to fall as time slowed. The light in his eyes winked out, the last thing he saw was the emperor and his friend stabbing at the monster with a flaming dagger. 
 
    Nydora stepped in, her hands clamping on the priest’s wrists. Hart laughed as the flaming dagger was close. The flames faded to nothing as the blade sank into the part of the neck that connects the head and the shoulder. 
 
    “The Wolf Queen will be pleased,” High Priest Hart sneered before slamming a padded foot into Nydora’s stomach and launching her away. 
 
    Nydora fell backwards from Hart’s unnatural strength. She watched helplessly as claws flashed upwards, slicing across the emperor’s chest. 
 
    Nydora’s form hit the dais steps.  
 
    The emperor’s eyes widened as he clutched at his bleeding chest. He stumbled back to his throne. 
 
    Hart pulled the dagger from his neck and tossed the dagger away. He approached the emperor with feral eyes. 
 
    “We will figure out another way to open the vault,” Hart said as he approached the emperor in his monster wolf form. 
 
    The emperor looked up with defeated eyes as the werewolf in the shredded robe lifted a clawed hand. Hart’s eyes widened as a dagger slammed into his back. 
 
    “Your god will fall!” Nydora shouted as she sank the dagger deeper. 
 
    Hart let out a painful howl as his elbow slammed into Nydora’s cheek. The shadow elf was knocked to the dais floor, still holding the dagger. 
 
    The wolf glanced down at the emperor’s small smile. With a growl, he slashed down and was greeted with a spray of blood. After that, he bent his legs and launched himself toward the high windows. Coiling into a ball, he smashed through them and disappeared. 
 
    Nydora was to her feet and rushing to the fallen emperor. Blood stained his regal robes as he half hung his upper body on his throne. She took hold of him and cradled him in her arms. 
 
    “Find… my children,” the emperor said with his last gasp before he went limp in her arms. 
 
    On the floor, the last of the guards let out blood gurgling cries as they were hacked and slashed to pieces. 
 
    Lukas shifted his body around, his shadow hands grabbing and punching wolves into large chunks of meat. 
 
    Kyra leapt onto the last two wolves, her heels slamming into a jaw as her sword cleaved off a furry arm. She spun and stabbed a wolf in the heart. She then turned and decapitated another, the one missing an arm. 
 
    The fighting in the throne room calmed down, but not the violence across the city.  
 
    Malak stood with bleeding claw marks along his body. Arand and Fara heaved, their clothes covered in blood. Kyra wiped her newly acquired sword on her thigh. 
 
    The throne room was a spectacle of horror. Limbs, bodies, and blood painted most of it. The foul stench of spilled organs permeated the entire chamber. 
 
    The group gathered as Nydora stepped down the dais steps, a dagger sheathed at her hip. 
 
    Distant screams floated in from the broken window. 
 
    It was Lukas who turned to the group with hard eyes. “We’re not leaving without the dagger.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We need our gear,” Kyra said just before the main iron doors to the chamber blasted off their hinges. 
 
    Everyone turned around just as the massive doors slammed onto the floor with a thunderous clap. Melted metal smoked up as an elf in a red robe walked down the middle of the fallen doors, fire filling her hands. 
 
    “Wynn,” Lukas, Arand, and Kyra whispered with small smiles. 
 
    “I’m here too!” came a voice from out of view. 
 
    Everyone looked past the elf to Jez huffing and pulling packs. She had one on her back and several pack straps coiled around her small arms. 
 
    “Gather your things. The fight isn’t over,” Malak said with hard eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    The screams in the distance continued as the group finished putting on leather armor and equipped their weapons. Fara handed out potions to everyone wounded. Malak, Arand, and Kyra drank them down before handing the empty vials back to the hobkin. She quickly put them in her satchel before she re-adjusted her backpack. 
 
    Wynn and Jez stood guard at the entrance, screams echoing along the halls. 
 
    Arand rotated his newly healed arm as he lifted up his prized bow with the other. 
 
    “Good to see you,” he whispered to his bow. 
 
    Kyra drew Night’s Edge and held it at the ready. 
 
    “We better hurry. The palace is filled with monstrous werewolves,” Wynn said over her shoulder. 
 
    “I’m ready for them,” Kyra said with a crazy smile. 
 
    Nydora walked up to Lukas and touched his shoulder. The mage turned to her and his eyes softened. 
 
    “Can you still feel the dagger?” she asked. 
 
    Lukas nodded. “It’s still below us.” 
 
    “We can lead the way,” Arand said with confidence. 
 
    “We still need an escape plan,” Fara added. 
 
    Malak gave a grim nod. “The docks. It will take us much too long to fight our way out of the city. We have a better chance by ship. There are enough of us to crew a small one.” 
 
    The troll turned and faced the group. “This will not be an easy task. We find the dagger and make a run for the docks.” 
 
    “What about the vault?” Arand asked. 
 
    “We’ll have to manage when we get there,” Lukas said as he started walking toward the entrance. 
 
    The group followed until they all gathered at the entrance of the throne room. The sounds of screams and monstrous howls echoed off corridor walls. Malak sniffed at the air, tasting the faint hints of smoke and fire. 
 
    “The city is in flames and we have to move. Kyra, you’re with me. Lukas and Arand will direct us. Wynn, stay close to Lukas and Arand. Nydora, you, Jez, and Fara bring up the rear. Guard us from behind. We stick together and all of us are getting out of here alive.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Let’s go,” Malak said and led the way. 
 
    Kyra moved quickly to his side. The rest of the group followed as they stepped out of the throne room and into the main corridor. 
 
    Muscles tensed as the screams continued. They moved slowly and cautiously. It wasn’t long before they encountered mutilated corpses, blood leaking into small crimson red streams. As quickly as they found them, they moved on, stepping over chunks of meat and bone and stepping further into long corridors. 
 
    Lukas glanced around, feeling the constant pull under him. When he spotted a stairway, he tapped Malak’s back and pointed. The troll nodded and they moved as one to the staircase descending down. 
 
    The constant screams were unnerving as they passed several levels, making their way deeper. When they reached the bottom, several bodies were piled not far away from the stairs. 
 
    “This floor is crawling with wolves. I can smell them,” Jez whispered. 
 
    “Odd how we haven’t come across any,” Arand remarked as he held an arrow in one hand and his bow in the other. 
 
    “They’re waiting for us,” Kyra sneered as her body vibrated with a need to slay wolves. 
 
    “Kyra is correct,” Malak said in a low tone. 
 
    “Jez, do you think you can open the vault?” Fara asked. 
 
    The goblin shrugged. “I don’t know. If it has a lot of enchantments, I’m not sure I will be able to get through them.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the vault first,” Malak said before glancing at Lukas. “Can you still sense the direction?” 
 
    The mage nodded. “I feel it, to the east. Go right in the corridor,” Lukas directed. 
 
    The group moved slowly into the wide corridor. It was half-moon shaped, made of stone blocks. Doors lined the walls further down. Small trails of blood marked the floors. Lantern light was low, giving it an ominous gloom. 
 
    Malak and Kyra led the way. 
 
    The fighter glanced at every shadow. The troll moved easily along the corridor, his pointed blue ears listening to everything. 
 
    Nothing moved, nor stirred. The area was dead silent as they didn’t hear the screams any longer.  
 
    With careful steps, they moved quietly along. Lukas and Arand felt the pull and tapped Malak and Kyra on their shoulders on which direction to go. After a few twists and turns, they approached a wide area with an odd door at the end of the chamber. 
 
    Kyra and Malak were first to spot the dead body of the steward by the door. 
 
    “This place looks like it should be teeming with guards,” Kyra mentioned. 
 
    “They either fled or were slain when the sun set,” Malak said with alert eyes. 
 
    “We’re being lured and boxed in,” Jez said with a hard whisper. 
 
    “We don’t have much of a choice, do we?” Fara said. 
 
    Nydora looked at the vault door and the dead body before it. “No, I’m afraid not.” 
 
    Lukas turned to Nydora. “Come with me. Maybe we can find a way to open it.”  
 
    Malak turned around to the group. “Lukas, Nydora, Jez and Fara, inspect the vault and try to get it open. The rest of us will guard the mouth of this chamber.” 
 
    Kyra turned to the mouth of the chamber and stood ready with her sword. Wynn stepped in a little before turning to the entrance at a diagonal angle. Arand walked to the halfway point of the long chamber. He put his pack down and held his bow with a nocked arrow. 
 
    “Let’s be quick,” Lukas said as he led his group along the chamber and reached the vault on the other side. 
 
    All eyes glanced down at the steward, his chest was opened up and blood pooled underneath him. His eyes were wide and stared at nothing. His mouth was open, frozen in a silent scream. 
 
    The goblin stepped to the vault and looked up at it. Yellow eyes drank it in as she visually inspected it. 
 
    Nydora and Lukas stood beside her. The pair felt the waves of mana coming off the thick door. Dread circled Nydora’s heart as she saw the vault was magically protected from physical and magical means. 
 
    Jez looked at an engraved square with a hand imprint carved into it. Two crystals were embedded above the hand as arcane runes surrounded it. 
 
    “We’re not going to get into this any time soon,” the goblin sighed. “I’ve heard of these kinds of vaults, but never saw one close up. They are protected by rare magic. You can’t simply trick it. They require a touch and a command word from those chosen to have access to the vault. If we make any attempt to open it, the vault will instantly lock for a certain amount of time and will not open for any reason until that time has passed.” 
 
    “You know that by simply looking at it?” Fara asked. 
 
    The goblin nodded. “You know, I’m not just a pretty face.” 
 
    Lukas looked at Nydora. “Can you use the body sphere and force it open?” 
 
    The shadow elf shook her head. “I have mastered the body sphere, but to break an enchanted vault such as this, might take me some time. This vault looks like it was constructed to withstand anything thrown at it, even masters of one, or many mana spheres.” 
 
    The mage turned his gaze to the fallen steward. “Can we re-animate him, or peek into his mind?” 
 
    “I don’t have a potion that reanimates the dead,” Fara said, defeated. 
 
    Nydora looked down on the dead steward. “I can use the mind sphere to peek into his dead mind. I might be able to see something, but dead minds are hard to navigate once the soul is gone.” 
 
    “We still have the problem of getting him up and touching the hand imprint. These vaults are sensitive and will detect if he is being held to it by others,” Jez explained. 
 
    Lukas stared at the vault, feeling the strong pull of the dagger on the other side. “I think I have an idea. It will require Nydora and myself working together,” he said as he turned his gaze to the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    Nydora eyed the mage and gave him her full attention. 
 
    Lukas continued, “I can animate the body, in a sense. It may take all my concentration, but I can use the dark sphere to move his body from within. I have to manipulate him enough to pass for standing on his own.” 
 
    Nydora gave him an understanding nod. “You need me to search his mind and say the passage command. This is possible, but I cannot force his mouth to move while holding on to fading information.” 
 
    “That is why you will connect our minds through the mind sphere. We will have to work together as one to have the steward open the vault.” 
 
    “Will that work?” Fara asked. 
 
    Nydora and Lukas eyed each other before giving a small nod. 
 
    “It may, but we should work quickly. The longer he is dead, the less chance of finding the passage command,” Nydora said. 
 
    “Make it quick. I can hear them approaching,” Kyra said as she stood at the ready. 
 
    Malak stood beside the fighter, sword in hand. He glanced at her with warm eyes. 
 
    “Let’s make each other proud,” the troll said with a small smile. 
 
    Kyra nodded as she took a stance. 
 
    In the distance, large bodies moved. The stench of their primal bodies flowed through the corridors as they edged closer from different directions. 
 
    Malak caught a whiff of the wolves’ scents. He took a strong stance and kept his wrist loose. 
 
    Wynn stood with alert eyes. She took in the small distance between the mouth of the room and where her friends stood. She calculated there was enough room to blast the wolves with flames, cutting them off as Kyra, Malak, and Arand picked them off. 
 
    Nydora accessed the mind sphere. Knowledge glowed as she saw beyond the normal world. Pulses and thoughts filled her head, whispers of concern and bravery among her companions. She mentally reached out, touching Lukas’s mind.  
 
    The mage felt the soothing touch of the shadow elf’s mind and opened his to her. A connection formed before strengthening into a bond. Scattered thoughts slipped past each other, the mage noticing her thoughts continuing to linger on the one night they spent together. It was warm, inviting, and intimate. His heart beat harder in his chest, fighting the inner urges to reach out, take her arm, pull her close, and kiss her. 
 
    Heat filled Nydora as she mentally tasted Lukas’s thoughts of her. They were like water from a clear river. Her pulse increased, Lukas’s thoughts of holding her close and needing to lick at her like a beast from the deep forests. She fought for control and the bridge between their minds grew as iron. 
 
    Malak glanced at Wynn. The sun elf glanced back at him, giving him an acknowledging nod. They both knew she had to keep most of the monstrous wolves at bay, or they would be quickly overwhelmed. 
 
    Lukas and Nydora each lifted a hand out. They touched each other’s hands, entwining their fingers and touching palms. 
 
    “We are ready,” Lukas and Nydora said before the shadow elf dove into the decaying mind of the steward on the floor. 
 
    Fara and Jez watched the pair with worried eyes. 
 
    Nydora opened her eyes to a small city of stone, crumbling right before her eyes. The ground shook. Every tower and home were caving in on themselves. The air smelled of death and the sun dimmed in the distance. 
 
    The shadow elf floated a few feet into the air before floating quickly through the sinking streets. She spread out her thoughts, feeling for what was left of the steward. The darkness grew and grew, consuming everything as it crumbled. In a matter of moments, everything that made up the steward’s mind would become nothing, a void in which everything was dead and gone. 
 
    She floated along, her mind reaching out and searching every decaying corner. A dim light glowed, different from the rest of the mindscape. She floated through sinking walls and doors, before reaching the city center and seeing the steward sitting on the edge of a fountain.  
 
    “Steward Galanis,” Nydora said as she floated closer. 
 
    He looked up with blank eyes. “You’re too late. The soul is gone and everything is coming to an end. I’m just an echo. Let me die in peace.” 
 
    Nydora floated before him with kind eyes. “Steward Galanis, the emperor is dead.” 
 
    The steward bowed his head. “It’s my fault.” 
 
    “No, it’s not your fault. Your bravery bought us time, but we still need your help. The wolves of Lunorr wish to take the Dagger of Alacrity. We must prevent this. You know as well as I, if the Night God gains even one dagger, it could mean the end of everything as we know it.” 
 
    “I was never a brave man. I worried about everything,” Galanis said in defeat. “The one time I was brave, it ended my life.” 
 
    “You can be brave again,” Nydora smiled. “You can help us to stop a great darkness from consuming our world. Help us and you will always be remembered as the man who stopped one of the fabled daggers from falling into a monster god’s hands.” 
 
    The echo of Galanis looked up at the floating shadow elf with wide eyes. “Will you protect it? Will you reassemble the crown again?” 
 
    “You have an oath and a promise, we will heal Emoria,” Nydora said with conviction. 
 
    Steward Galanis stared at the shadow elf for a breath, before nodding. 
 
    “I will help you,” he said with a small smile. 
 
    In the chamber, bodies tensed. Low growls echoed along the corridors. The air grew thicker with the monster’s stench.  
 
    “As they come in, fight and step back,” Malak whispered to Kyra. 
 
    The fighter nodded as she held her stance. 
 
    Time dripped as the stench grew. Arand was at the ready, eyes focused on the mouth of the long, wide chamber. Fear touched his heart, imagining the monstrous wolves again. 
 
    The darkness from the wide corridor shifted. Soon, dozens of glowing pairs of eyes appeared. A slathering growl vibrated from the darkness before lips peeled pack to reveal dozens of sharp, white teeth. 
 
    The edge of fear in Arand’s heart dissipated as he now had many targets. 
 
    “Death to fear,” Arand whispered before pulling back the bowstring and letting the arrow loose. 
 
    A single arrow shot past Malak and Kyra, darted through the darkness and stabbed so deep into an eye socket, it penetrated a werewolf’s brain. The monster fell instantly, but not before igniting the horde to attack. 
 
    Hulking humanoid wolves charged into the chamber with flashing claws and snapping teeth. Time slowed as bodies moved to stop the monsters. Kyra grinned as she bent her legs and thrust her entire body into the attacking monsters. Night’s Edge swung and the moment it bit into a thick, furry neck, the monster yelped before it decapitated it with one, strong swing. 
 
    Blood sprayed as Kyra moved like a storm. The fighter had a maddening grin, her sword slicing through strong, thick bodies like a sharp knife through fruit. Blood splattered as she kicked out and sliced with monstrous confidence. 
 
    Malak was beside the fighter, his strong arm and sword slicing up monsters. Claws flashed, before hands were cut off at the wrists. Teeth gleamed before swords and feet sliced and shattered bone. The mayhem grew as more wolves poured into the chamber, forming a half-circle of fighting and dying. 
 
    Arand’s arm moved with years of experience. He pulled arrows, nocked them, and released them in rapid fire. Each arrow struck true, stabbing into eye sockets and open mouths. Monstrous wolves dropped as he moved like a machine, barely blinking. 
 
    Wynn watched with careful eyes, arrows and swords slicing and stabbing at the monsters. Despite the werewolves falling, their mass and sizes pushed at the noble defenders. She remained patient as Malak and Kyra stepped back with every swing of their blades. When they were nearly to her, arcane words filled her mind and her lips began to move. 
 
    An incantation floated from her mouth. The fire sphere opened to her commands. Hands rose up with sparks dancing above her palms. Heat bloomed from her body as a wicked smile formed. 
 
    “I am the blaze that will burn away the darkness,” the sun elf whispered before shouting the mystical command. 
 
    Balls of flames appeared in her hands. The elf pointed them, and twin torrents of thick flames blasted out. The fire danced in the sun elf’s eyes as the twin streams slammed into the wall of humanoid wolves and engulfed them in flames. 
 
    Howls and yelps struck the air as flames consumed bodies. The force of the blasts was so strong, werewolves were slammed into others as they tried to scramble away. Flames ate away at eyeballs, causing them to explode in wolf heads. The stench of burning fur and bodies bloomed as Wynn maintained her twin streams of flames. 
 
    With the entrance cut off, Kyra, Malak, and Arand picked off the ones that were inside and not burning. Arrows slew a wolf at a time as Kyra’s sword swung in short, deadly arcs.  
 
    A large wolf pounced at Malak. The troll turned and stabbed his blade deep into the wolf’s gut. A thick, furry arm rose up, ready to slash across the troll’s face and neck, when a silver sword sliced it off at the elbow and sent the limb spiraling through the air.  
 
    Malak slammed his forehead into the wolf’s snout, breaking it. He then sliced upwards, his sword opening up the wolf and causing it to fall in bloody halves. 
 
    Flames, smoke, and fighting carried on like a chaotic symphony. Burly wolves charged through the flames, their fur singed before arrows and swords penetrated and stole their lives. 
 
    By the vault, Jez and Fara stood with daggers in hands, ready to defend against any wolves that may break through. Behind them, Lukas and Nydora held hands as mystical energy flowed through their bodies. 
 
    In the mindscape, Lukas felt himself pulled down to a crumbling city, nearly engulfed by darkness. Nydora stood with Galanis’s echo. The mage floated to them as Nydora and the steward turned their attention to him. 
 
    “He has given me the passage command,” Nydora said and the steward nodded. 
 
    “My turn,” Lukas said and whispered arcane words across minds. 
 
    The darkness and shadows within the cooling corpse spread out like black veins. They took hold of muscles and bones. The steward’s body jerked once before becoming still. It jerked again and sat up. 
 
    Fara glanced over her shoulder with wide eyes, seeing the corpse shamble up slowly to its feet. 
 
    The dead steward stood up on its legs and swayed, like a marionette on strings. It lifted a hand as it shambled closer to the vault. The hand imprint and gems above it, waited silently. The steward touched his hand to it. Shadows took control of his jaw, lips, mouth, and lungs. With the last of the air within the lungs, it pushed out a word. 
 
    “Valanor,” the corpse hissed. 
 
    The gems lit up and something massive slid away in the wall. The vault opened as the corpse fell to the floor in a heap. 
 
    Magic pulled back. Lukas and Nydora awoke from the deepest parts of their minds as exhaustion pulled at them. 
 
    “It worked!” Fara shouted. 
 
    “Get the dagger!” Wynn shouted as she advanced on the attacking monster wolves. 
 
    The mage grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear as flames burned bodies. The stench of cooked wolves filled her with further confidence. 
 
    Malak and Kyra backed off, their bodies covered in wolf blood. They, including Arand, watched in muted amazement as the sun elf blasted the wolves with such fierce fire, the stone walls began to turn to melted slag. 
 
    Jez turned around and darted past the mage and shadow elf. She was in the vault, her yellow eye glancing around at piles of treasure, artifacts, and a small altar with a carved box on it. The goblin moved gingerly between the piles of gold, silver, and gems. She stepped closer to the box and gave it a quick look. Behind her, Nydora and Lukas stepped in. 
 
    “Can never be too careful,” the rogue said before her hand moved in a green blur. 
 
    The goblin was so quick, the moment she grabbed the box, spikes shot up from the floor. Jez was already in the air, flipping away as the spikes missed her by several inches. She landed a few feet away and opened the box. 
 
    The goblin’s eyes gleamed as Lukas and Nydora stepped closer. All three looked down at the fabled Dagger of Alacrity. It looked similar to the fake in the throne room, with one key difference, the trio felt the dagger’s power. It radiated like the sun on a clear day. It sank into their minds and bodies, whispering of power and protection. The gems gleamed, enticing everyone present to take hold. 
 
    It was Lukas who barely felt the dagger’s allure. When he saw Jez’s hand reach over it to take hold, his hand darted to the box and snatched it from her ready hand. The goblin turned her attention to him with a dazed eye. 
 
    “I’ll hold onto it,” Lukas smiled as he closed the box and slipped it into his inner robe pocket. 
 
    Jez blinked like she just woke from a dream. 
 
    “They’re pulling back,” Malak shouted as he watched Wynn enjoying herself a little too much. 
 
     The group stepped out of the vault to see soot covering half-melted walls. Flames danced as the sun elf’s power caused all the monstrous wolves to retreat. Kyra heaved a little, while Arand held his bow at the ready. 
 
    “We’re getting out of here. Head to the docks,” Lukas said with determination in his voice.    
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    The city of Misthelm burned. Pillars of flames rose up from many buildings and structures. The sky was filled with black and gray smoke. People screamed as monstrous wolves slashed with claws and blood painted walls, streets, and gutters. No one was spared as the sick turned into monsters. Some eat their kills, while others hunted for more meat. The howls and screams rose up into the night sky, a small full moon glowing in the celestial heavens. 
 
    A door to the side of the palace blasted open with fiery power. It landed on the ground with a loud crash, soot covering one side and smoke rising up. 
 
    Wynn and Malak led the way as the rest of the group followed behind. All eyes glanced up to the cacophony of dread, screams, and fire.  
 
    “Misthelm has truly fallen,” Fara said with sorrow in her voice. 
 
    “We will mourn for them later. Our priority is to get out of the city,” Malak said before pointing to an open gate in the distance. “Run, run for Emoria’s sake!” the troll shouted. 
 
    The group ran. 
 
    Lukas held his hand over his chest, ensuring the box remained close to his heart. The mage turned his attention to the burning city, but only for a moment. He drank in the devastation and screams. His heart beat hard in his chest, knowing their victory came at a cost. Misthelm, and by association, Inarra was burning. The Night God had succeeded at destroying a major power in the region, by an insidious sickness and monsters.       
 
    The group ran out into the chaotic streets. They pressed on, fires consuming the ancient city. Kyra glanced back to see the palace burning. She turned and pressed on as dread filled her heart. 
 
    Arand pumped his legs with bow in hand. When a wolf leapt from an alley, his arrow stabbed into its eye. The burly creature hit the cobblestone floor in a heap. 
 
    The group ran eastward. Bodies and limbs were strewn along the streets. Sobbing could be heard from burning buildings. The air was choked with acrid smoke. The once vibrant city had become a hellscape. 
 
    Smoke billowed, blinding the group. Lukas lifted a hand and made an arcane gesture. The air sphere opened to him and blasted away the smoke, giving them a clear path. 
 
    When the scent of the sea touched Malak’s sensitive nose, hope touched his heart. 
 
    “The sea is close!” the troll shouted as they ran for their very lives. 
 
    The side street opened up to the fabled docks of Misthelm. 
 
    Everyone stared out as they ran, seeing that most ships were gone or burning. Kyra glanced to the side to see a small ship at the end of a dock. Several wolves were hunched over dismembered limbs on the ship, biting and swallowing chunks of meat as blood painted the side of the vessel. 
 
    “Malak!” Kyra shouted to the troll. 
 
    “I see it,” he said as he charged onto the dock, turned and ran toward the ship. 
 
    The wolves on the ship lifted their heads and pointed ears. They saw the group approaching them and leapt off the ship. The werewolves ran on all fours, slathering tongues falling out as their maws opened wide.  
 
    Kyra was beside Malak, blade at the ready. The three wolves leapt at the ranger and fighter. Their swords swung up, slicing two of them in half at the waist. The third one was knocked from the air as an arrow stabbed into its mouth and into its brain.  
 
    Burly bodies fell as the group quickly jumped over them. They ran to the ship and climbed on. Malak took charge, giving commands to pull the mooring lines and ready the sails. Arand and Kyra, having spent time on the ship coming here, quickly fell into their earned skills. The fighter sheathed her sword as the archer put the bow over his shoulder and across his chest. 
 
    The rest of the group climbed on until everyone was aboard. Lines pulled, it was Lukas reaching his boot to a mooring post and pushing off. 
 
    The ship drifted before a small breeze filled the sails. 
 
    In moments, the ship was pulling away from the burning city. 
 
    Nydora stared at the city, fire reflected in her crimson eyes. Her face was blank, but her soul wept. 
 
    Lukas moved to her side and looked at the burning city with her. “We would have saved them if we could.” 
 
    Nydora nodded. “You are wise beyond your years. I wished you, Kyra, and Arand didn’t have to witness this evil firsthand.” 
 
    “It was necessary, so we knew what was to come. The Night God will not stop, and neither will we,” Lukas said with dedication. 
 
    “I fear there will be more pain and sorrow as we continue,” the grand priestess sighed. 
 
    Lukas pulled the box from his robe and opened it. The pair looked down at the mystical dagger. It gleamed in the firelight. The silver-gray blade shined as tiny gems ran along the small hilt. The pommel was made of strong, gray metal. At the bottom of the hilt, an odd design poked out, ready to be reunited with the base crown. 
 
    “Even now, it whispers to be held,” Lukas said in a low tone. 
 
    “I know you're strong enough to guard it,” Nydora whispered. 
 
    The mage nodded as he closed the box and slid it back into his robe’s inner pocket. 
 
    The tall mage wrapped his arm around the shadow elf’s slender shoulders. He held her close as she leaned her head against his neck. The pair held each other as the ship drifted on dark waters. 
 
    “Where are we going?” Arand asked Malak. 
 
    “We will travel up the coast and dock at a town before Warhaven’s borders. We have a few friends with the orcs. They should be ready to greet us, once we pass the border,” the troll ranger explained as he steered the ship northward. 
 
    Heads nodded before turning to the burning city once again, their hearts heavy with the knowledge their quest had only begun. 
 
    In the night sky, the moon Kobos glowed. A pair of dark clouds drifted across the sky, forming rudimentary black eyes as the moon’s light illuminated the sea waters, the city of Misthelm burning in the distance. 
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