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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Lantern light flickered along the rocky, cavern walls. A small band of humanoids walked silently through the dark, eyes glancing at every shadow. Hands tightened around blades and a staff, nerves on a knife’s edge. 
 
    A seven-foot-tall troll led the way with a lantern in hand. He kept his nerves steady, as he walked deeper down the sloping passage. He glanced back over his shoulder to his companions. A blonde elf walked with a staff in one hand, and her other hand with bent fingers, ready to cast a spell. Behind her was a hobkin. She was short, with slightly pointed ears, fair skin, black hair in a ponytail, and a potion in her small hand. A thick satchel strap lay over her shoulder, across her chest and the satchel itself was against her hip.  
 
    The troll returned his gaze forward, knowing the fourth member of the group was behind them, hidden in the shadows. The goblin was skilled in stealth and seemed to enjoy dwelling in the dark rather than in the light.  
 
    The mood grew darker the further down they descended. A chill bit through their armor, robes, and clothes. Water dripped from stone, the sound of small drops echoing along the stone corridor. 
 
    “It shouldn’t be much further,” the troll whispered over his shoulder. 
 
    “Not much further? We’ve never been here before! How can you know it won’t be much further?” the elf said with an unblinking, maddening gaze. 
 
    The troll tried to contain his chuckle. “I remember the maps. Even after such a long time, they all bear the same designs of the ancient tomb.” 
 
    “Maybe that’s what they want us to think?” the hobkin said nervously. “For all we know, the maps could be an elaborate way of leading us into a trap.” 
 
    “The halfing may be right,” came a voice from the shadows. 
 
    The hobkin looked back to the darkness behind them and scowled. “Stop calling me a halfling! It’s an insult to my people. We’re not half of anything. We are whole, just like all the other races!” 
 
    The darkness giggled. “Then why do you not have an empire like the rest of us?” 
 
    The hobkin looked ahead with stern eyes. “We don’t need land, titles, and power to prove who we are. We never did.” 
 
    “Such a halfing thing to say,” the darkness laughed, the sound echoing down the corridor. 
 
    “Jez, silence,” the troll said with a tired voice. 
 
    “Fara is the one talking,” the darkness said. “Besides, I’ve been checking the tunnels since we arrived. No one is living on this island except for trees and some animals on the surface. Nothing is down here. No dung heaps, droppings, or disturbed dust. It is truly a tomb.” 
 
    “Doesn’t mean the dead don’t linger here,” the elf said with wide eyes. 
 
    “I hate the dead so much. Why can’t they just stay dead and leave the living alone,” Fara said as she clutched a potion to her chest. 
 
    “The dead are the least of our problems,” the elf said as her hand twitched.  
 
    The troll spoke up, “We all gave an oath to the quest. Do I hear second thoughts?” 
 
    Everyone grew quiet, the oath beating true in their hearts. 
 
    The troll continued to lead the group down the sloping corridor. “I know it’s been difficult, but we are all here for the same purpose. If the rumors are true, this might be our only chance to turn the tide against the darkness.” 
 
    “I wish there were more of us,” Fara said in a faint whisper. 
 
    “There will be, but we need time and patience,” the troll said. 
 
    The elf slowed her step as her silver eyes glowed with a dim, blue light. “We are close. I can sense her mana. It calls to me.” 
 
    The troll nodded. “Stay alert. Hopefully, nothing sinister will be waiting for us.” 
 
    The group descended deeper. Nerves vibrated in cautious optimism. Then suddenly, a calming pulse flowed over the group. Muscles eased and eyes slowly blinked. Waves upon waves of invisible calm washed over them, like ocean waves on the surf. Their pace slowed and a deep relaxation filled their spirits. 
 
    “She… must be close,” Fara said with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “I knew she had this… effect, but I didn’t know it was so powerful,” the elf said slowly like she was stepping through warm mud. 
 
    A leather clad goblin stepped out of the shadows and joined the group from behind. One eye looked around, while the other was covered by a black eyepatch. She had a dagger in each hand, which she sheathed as they walked.  
 
    “Malak,” the goblin whispered. “I think we’re here.” 
 
    The troll slowly nodded as he stepped through an archway and into a large, rocky chamber. He held up his lantern, a battle axe strapped to his back. He moved it from side to side, seeing the cavern chamber was filled with ancient, arcane runes. The rest of the group stepped in and stood beside the tall troll, drinking it all in. 
 
    The runes flowed toward the other side of the small cavern. On the opposite end from the entrance, an immense chunk of crystal had stabbed slightly into the chamber. It reflected the lantern light, but also absorbed it. The crystal began to glow, a being within it, frozen in time. 
 
    Light illuminated the being. Their legs were together with toes pointed down. She wore a white, flowing dress with slits on the sides, leading up to her hips. Her skin was a smooth violet. Her arms were spread out at hip level, her hands open.  
 
    The group stepped closer in muted awe. The shadow elf within the large crystal was beautiful in a divine way. Her features were sharp and soft, like a perfect blending of an angel and a demon. Her oval eyes were closed as she appeared as if she was sleeping, instead of encased in clear crystal. Her pointed dark ears stabbed out from long, white hair. Black lips were barely parted, as if she would take a breath at any moment. A few inches above her head, an amulet was encased in the crystal. It was metallic, with a red crystal between feathered wings and open hands. 
 
    The group stared as their hearts sighed in relief.  
 
    “Wynn, the amulet,” Malak said in a soft whisper. 
 
    The elf nodded as she reached into the top of her robe and into a deep, enchanted pocket. Her fingers grasped something and pulled it out. A similar amulet was in the elf’s hand as she approached the frozen shadow elf. 
 
    “I hope it’s genuine, or all of this would have been for nothing,” Jez said with folded arms. 
 
    “Hush,” Fara said as she couldn’t keep her eyes off the beautiful shadow elf in the crystal. 
 
    Wynn stepped up to the crystal edge and looked up with glowing, blue eyes. She lifted her amulet up and it too, began to glow.  
 
    The runes along the cave walls began to fill with gentle, azure light. They illuminated the entire cavern with mystical energy.  
 
    “We did it,” Fara said in awe. 
 
    “This is only the beginning,” Malak said. 
 
    Wynn pressed the amulet to the crystal. It glowed, as did the one hovering over the shadow elf. A pulse grew with each passing small moment. The soothing calm along their spirits grew deeper.  
 
    The elf let go the amulet, the enchanted item remaining against the crystal surface. It pulsed again, before it sank into the hard, transparent surface.  
 
    The group waited with bated breath. The pulse of the amulets quickened. Time seemed to stand still before the crystal unleashed torrents of heat. The group stood their ground, watching with deep fascination. 
 
    The runes glowed brighter and the crystal began to melt. The amulets faded away, vanishing into nothing. The crystal receded back. Air touched a hand and fingers flexed. Hard crystal melted away like ice in the sun. Skin touched the air. When the crystal pulled back from the shadow elf’s face, black lips parted further and she gasped. Eyes fluttered open as the last of the crystal surrounding her was gone. She fell forward. The troll was to her, thick arms up and hands ready. He caught her and helped her down to the cavern floor. 
 
    The group moved closer, looking down at the mythical being. White hair spilled down her shoulders as she took deep, gentle breaths. Eyelids pulled back as crimson eyes stared at nothing. A presence of self took root, and she looked up at the small group surrounding her. 
 
    “I… have… awakened?” the shadow elf whispered. 
 
    Everyone present sank down to their knees. They looked at the shadow elf with wide eyes. 
 
    “What year is it? How long have I been asleep?” the beautiful shadow elf asked. 
 
    Malak bowed his head slightly. “It is the year nine-thousand, eight hundred and seventy-two.” 
 
    The shadow elf looked up to the troll with puzzled eyes. “Almost ten-thousand years? I… didn’t expect to sleep so long. Where are my keepers, monks, and paladins?” 
 
    “Long gone,” Wynn said with sad eyes. 
 
    “The temple above has been abandoned for a long time,” Malak said truthfully.  
 
    The shadow elf looked down in sorrow. “I was to sleep for a hundred years. I was to return and help guide the new age, after the people of Emoria settled into their kingdoms, so I would not have any undue influence. It was a time of peace and prosperity. What has transpired,” the shadow elf said before weakness filled her entire body. 
 
    Fara opened her satchel and put the potion she had in her hand away. She pulled out a red potion and pulled the cork.  
 
    “Please, Lady Nydora, take this. It will help you regain your strength,” the hobkin smiled and held the potion to her. 
 
    The shadow elf lifted a hand and pushed the potion away. “Thank you, but I only need a moment.” 
 
    Fara pulled back her potion and re-corked it. 
 
    Nydora dug her fingers into the ground. The life sphere glowed deep within her spirit. Warm energy snaked up her fingers and into her hands. It flowed up her arms and into her entire body. A healing power caressed every cell in her body, filling it with new life. After a moment, the shadow elf sat up with refreshed eyes. On her own power, she stood up. 
 
    The group stood up with her, basking in her presence. 
 
    “What are your names?” Nydora asked. 
 
    “I’m Malak Kreed, Ranger,” the troll said. 
 
    “Wynn Suneyes, Mage,” the elf said. 
 
    “Fara Smallfoot, Alchemist,” the hobkin said with a bow of her head. 
 
    “Jez Darkgrin, master of the shadow arts,” the goblin grinned as she bowed. 
 
    Nydora nodded.  
 
    “Tell me, what of the realm? Does it prosper? Had it become the grand empire it was destined to be?” the shadow elf asked. 
 
    Everyone present glanced at each other. A sense of dread filled the space between them as they were silent. 
 
    “There must be some good tidings?” Nydora asked with hope still in her heart. 
 
    “We better get to the surface. There is much to discuss and others are waiting for us,” Malak said. 
 
    Nydora looked at the troll, feeling the strands of sorrow flowing over his strong heart. 
 
    “Please, lead the way,” the shadow elf said with an understanding nod. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
       Nydora lifted a hand to help shield her eyes from the bright light. A large hand touched the small of her back, guiding her out of the decayed stone entrance and onto the surface. Red eyes blinked, adjusting to the brightness as the world appeared before her. 
 
    The sky was overcast, dark gray clouds from horizon to horizon. The air held the threat of rain as the sounds of waves crashed in the distance. Trees filled the area as the shadow elf looked around.  
 
    In the distance, a crumbling spire stabbed up into the gray sky, like a dreadful beacon to others to stay away. 
 
    Despite the small befuddlement, Nydora was slowly regaining bits of her former self. She closed her eyes and breathed in deep of the forest scents and salty air from the surrounding ocean. The sounds of birds in the distance soothed her heart. Some of the world felt different, but the fullness of life had remained the same. Each passing moment further gave her strength and she drank it in like nectar from a flower. 
 
    Malak was beside the shadow elf as he too looked up at the beauty of nature.  
 
    “We came by ship, across the Serpent Sea. Our crew is mostly those still devoted to Vala. Many of them will be staying to care for the castle temple and the island, ready to serve you,” the troll explained. 
 
    Nydora’s gaze turned to the side and upwards to the tall troll. “It’s good to know there are those who still worship Vala. I will be pleased to see them.” 
 
    Malak nodded and smiled. “It’s not too far of a walk. We should get started, before the rain comes.” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded before the group moved as one, away from the cave entrance and through the primeval forest. 
 
    It didn’t take long to walk the simple, nearly overgrown path. When the trees parted, Nydora looked up at the ruined castle temple. It stood with vines seemingly keeping it together. The stone was weathered, with many cracks. Moss grew on the stone and long shadows filled many places along the structure as they approached. 
 
    Malak and Nydora led the way, the rest of the group following. They reached a dilapidated archway and walked underneath it. The ocean scent grew stronger as they walked in. The main keep seemed mostly intact, with a few sections caved in from time and the elements. 
 
    “We have been here a few nights. The crew began working on a section of the castle temple to make it livable. When it was nearly finished, we went down to look for you,” Malak explained. 
 
    Nydora was silent, gazing at the ruins she called home a long time ago. The feeling was still there, the former brilliance remaining in her heart, but she knew it would never be the same as it was, time ravaging all in its wake. 
 
    The group walked further in, taking old corridors and moving deeper into the ruins. When they reached a new, solid door, Malak stepped up to it and gave it a knock. Time stood still, until a bolt slid back and the door opened. 
 
    Nydora blinked as several shadow elves stood beyond the doorway with wide eyes and happy smiles. 
 
    “She has been found and resurrected,” Malak grinned. 
 
    The shadow elves fell to their knees with a gentle sobbing filling the air. 
 
    Nydora bent down and touched a female shadow elf’s cheek. The shadow elf looked up with tears in her crimson eyes. 
 
    “You don’t have to kneel,” Nydora said warmly. 
 
    “Priestess, we are just so pleased to know you survived all of this time. We prayed to Vala for your return and she has answered our prayers,” the shadow elf sobbed. 
 
    “I think we also had something to do with that,” Jez said as she looked away. 
 
    Fara elbowed the goblin. 
 
    Nydora helped the shadow elf to her feet. The others followed suit, rising to their feet and gazing upon the high priestess with adoring eyes. 
 
    “Let’s step inside,” Malak said and walked past Nydora and the shadow elves. 
 
    The shadow elves parted as Nydora and the rest of the group entered. Warmth washed over everyone as they stepped in. A large, crackling hearth blew heat into the large chamber. New furniture such as couches, comfortable seats, and small tables filled the center, not too far from the hearth. New doors stood closed along other corridor entrances, keeping in the heat. Other people stood in the large chamber, staring at the shadow elf. Nydora looked up to see new wood and stone had filled in parts of the roof that were once open to the elements.  
 
    Nydora parted from the group and walked toward the hearth. When she reached it, she put her hand on the old stone and the connection she had to the keep was still firm as it ever was. 
 
    “We called this chamber the Heart. It was always the center of the keep, a place for all within to come across each other, no matter the circumstances. It feels the same, even if it is slightly different.” 
 
    The shadow elf turned to everyone gathered. She gazed upon nearly a dozen shadow elves, her small group of saviors, and three, young hudenns. She blinked as she looked at two young men and a young woman. The boys looked at her nervously. One had dark blonde hair and wore a robe. The other was in traveling clothes and had short, midnight black hair. The young woman was gagged and her hands bound in front of her. She had wild red hair and stared daggers at the shadow elf.   
 
    “What is the meaning of this,” Nydora said as she swept to the three youths and reached for the gag in the young woman’s mouth. 
 
    “She bites,” Malak said. 
 
    Nydora reached for the gag and saw the fierce fire in the young woman’s eyes. They were defiant and filled with rage. The shadow elf stopped an inch from touching the gag. 
 
    “You have nothing to fear, from me or anyone here,” she said and touched the girl’s cheek with her dark fingers. 
 
    The fire in the girl’s eyes blazed hot, before they dimmed into cooling embers. Nydora felt a spark as she took hold of the gag and pulled it over the girl’s head. The young woman let out a small exhale as she looked up at the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    “Isn’t that better?” Nydora asked as she undid the rope bindings around the girl’s wrists. 
 
    The young girl rubbed her wrists as Nydora looked at the two young men standing next to her. She reached out and touched their cheeks, feeling a spark she hadn’t felt in a long time. Fear danced in their eyes until her touch soothed it away. The trio relaxed as Nydora smiled at them. She then turned around and looked at Malak with understanding eyes. 
 
    The troll spoke up. “You know what they are. We discovered them on our travels and followed Vala’s dreams to bring them here.” 
 
    “Where did she bite you?” Nydora said with a wicked smile, referring to the young girl. 
 
    Malak lifted up a blue pinky finger. “She nearly bit it off. I took no pleasure in gagging her, but she attacked two others on the journey.” 
 
    Nydora turned her head and gave the young girl an impish smile. “Sometimes, a fire cannot be tamed. Don’t you agree?” 
 
    The young woman gave a slow nod, but didn’t smile. 
 
    The high priestess turned fully to the three with a warmth in her eyes. “What are your names?” 
 
    The boy with dark hair was first. “Arand Sharp,” he said with courage in his eyes. 
 
    Nydora nodded and turned her gaze to the young woman. 
 
    The young woman held her arm at the elbow as she looked away. Her lips wrinkled, as if to remain silent, but she relented and parted them. 
 
    “Kyra Bell,” she said with a low tone. 
 
    Nydora nodded and turned to the last one with the robe. His head was bowed, as if he couldn’t lift it to look into her eyes. She reached down and put her finger under his chin. With a gentle lift, his face turned upward and he stared at the shadow elf as if he was going to balk and run for his life. 
 
    “Lukas… Ash,” he said with a trembling voice. 
 
    Nydora smiled and pulled her hand away. She looked at the trio with warm affection. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Arand, Kyra, and Lukas. My name is Nydora. I don’t have a family name because I don’t have a family bloodline. But don’t let that stop us from being friends.” 
 
    The trio looked at Nydora with a sense of relief in their eyes. 
 
    Malak stepped to a shadow elf, “Please see they are comfortable as we discuss many things.” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded and moved to the trio of hudenns with open arms.  
 
    Nydora watched as the young people were whisked away to a door. The shadow elf opened it as the three young ones turned and looked at the mythical figure by the hearth. They turned and walked through, the shadow elf following and closing the door behind them. 
 
    Malak turned to another shadow elf, “Please, break out the wine and spirits. We have cause to celebrate, even if only for a small time.” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded and turned to the others. Many of them stepped to new cabinets and small stacks of crates. They pulled out glasses, wine bottles, and bottles of spirits. They began preparing the drinks as Malak bowed to Nydora and pointed an open hand to the handful of couches and seats. 
 
    Nydora stepped over to a small couch and sat down. The rest of the group took separate seats to the sides and across from her. Shadow elves came over with full glasses and handed them to the group. Jez greedily took her glass of spirits and guzzled it without hesitation. Wynn took her glass of wine and sipped it. Fara held her cup with two hands as she sipped her spirits. Malak sat across from Nydora with his hand out and a large cup filled with an entire bottle of wine was placed in his waiting palm. 
 
    A shadow elf stepped to Nydora and knelt to the floor. She held up a glass of red wine to the high priestess. 
 
    Nydora took it after giving the shadow elf’s hand a gentle caress. The shadow elf blushed brightly before standing up with a bowed head, turned, and walked away. 
 
    Nydora looked at the group of shadow elves to the side and addressed them, “Please, everyone, enjoy many drinks.” 
 
    The shadow elves smiled before turning to the bottles and pouring for themselves. 
 
    Nydora’s heart quickened, seeing them so happy in her presence. She turned to a new glass window on a wall, not far from the hearth. Rain began to fall, drops collecting on the outside glass surface. 
 
    She then turned her attention to the heroes who freed her from her tomb. With a sip, she waited patiently as they all finished having a little more of their drinks. 
 
    “Who wishes to begin?” Nydora asked.  
 
    All eyes turned to the troll. 
 
    Malak gave a small nod before he began speaking. “It all began with whispers, a long time ago. The seven kingdoms grew into seven empires during the first hundred years after you aided in sealing away the Night God in his celestial tome.  
 
    “The Crown of Daggers, made by the dwarves, with the assistance of the many other races, stood upon the head of the Grand Emperor. It was the only time in history where all were united and prospered.” 
 
    Malak leaned forward with elbows on knees and drink in hands. A sadness filled his eyes as he looked down. 
 
    “History detailed that you would awaken, High Priestess of Vala, to help guide Emoria into a new age. But those dreams were dashed as remnants of the Night God’s influence remained.” 
 
    Wynn continued, “His vile infections still coursed into those who still believed in him. They spread corruption and doubt. Despite the harmony of most, the infection grew like a rot.  
 
    “After the golden age, the dwarves, once a powerful and proud race, were hunted to extinction. Many were jealous of their knowledge and status, for helping to create the crown within their forges. They would not give up the secrets of creating the crown, and paid for it with their lives.  
 
    “The genocide continued until every last dwarf was slain and buried in their mountains.” 
 
    “The dwarves, my friends, and allies, are all gone,” Nydora said with heartfelt sadness. 
 
    Heads bobbed in sad agreement. 
 
    Fara swung her legs as her drink went straight to her head. Her cheeks glowed pink as she looked down with sad eyes. 
 
    “Even my people knew what was happening across Emoria. The seven empires fell into wars, from within and each other. They fought for decades at a time, with some small periods of truces and peace.” 
 
    Nydora looked at them with serious eyes. “The crown was supposed to end the conflicts. It was supposed to bring order and peace to all. How could this have happened?” 
 
    Jez leaned back in her chair while holding her drink. “It happened when the Grand Emperor was slain and the crown taken. Many empires clashed against the High Palace and its territories. The cities filled with a mixture of races were destroyed and those people killed, because each empire thought they should wear the crown.” 
 
    Nydora’s eyes took on a faraway gleam. “But that is not what the crown was meant for. It was meant to unite, and if it could not unite, it would break.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement before drinks rose to lips. 
 
    Malak continued, “As you know, the crown is made up of seven daggers, each one with its own power. We here, among many others throughout history, know that if the crown is broken, the daggers would become cursed. They would twist and bend a soul who uses it for their own greed.  
 
    “For hundreds of years, the daggers were scattered. They would turn up in the oddest of places, or exchange hands for those strong enough to fight their temptations. After a few hundred years, it is believed the daggers settled in each of the empires, in one way or another. We can’t be sure, for no one has seen them for thousands of years.” 
 
    Wynn brushed her golden hair behind her pointed ears and sighed. “With the crown broken, many of Vala’s followers were killed and temples burned. Most knowledge about you was lost, or carefully hidden. Vala’s name is still spoken, but as a dirty secret or a curse. To say her name is to say her love will destroy you.” 
 
    “Not all of us believed it,” a shadow elf in the back said. 
 
    Everyone nodded. 
 
    Malak took a deep drink before wiping his mouth with his forearm. “The empires have stood for thousands of years, but they hold on like a ghost in a graveyard, wishing to feel life again. Many kingdoms have crumbled to dust. Many empires remain in name only, no longer having the power they used to have. 
 
    “With the world falling into wars and darkness, your return was lost to time.” 
 
    Jez grinned with pointed teeth. “That was until we found one of your old temples.” 
 
    Nydora looked at the goblin with attentive eyes. 
 
    Jez guzzled her drink and held it close as she continued, “We were treasure hunters, seeking gold coins and gems, until we found the temple. There was no coin or gems, but stone tablets speaking of your legends. We didn’t know about you until that point.” 
 
    “Then the dreams came,” Fara said in a soft voice. 
 
    Malak nodded. “Vala came to us, speaking in riddles. She showed us an amulet and this island. The Serpent Sea is treacherous, but the amulet was a little easier to find. We spent two years tracking it down across the continent. Once we found it, we planned a trip to this isle and woke you from your slumber.” 
 
    Wynn spoke up, “I devoted my time to finding out about you and more of your legends. Many mage academies still have some text of you, buried deep in their archives, at least, those academies who survived over the many thousands of years.  
 
    “You are a holy figure, the grand priestess of Vala.” 
 
    Nydora tilted her head forward, shadows covering her eyes. “Please, my name will suffice. I never liked the grand title. It separated me from the people.” 
 
    The shadow elf shifted uncomfortably in her seat. “Do the empires still toil in pain and war?” 
 
    Malak gave a grave nod. “They do, but a worse fate has befallen Emoria. The shadows grow restless. On our travels, we have heard and seen such terrible moments of empty towns and kingdoms. Monsters roam unchecked across the many lands. The empires that have kept some of their power and influence, horde it to protect themselves. 
 
    “There is a sickness across the realms, but no one has yet to understand what it is. Fear and dread are all that remains. Emoria has become a bleak place where night brings the cold touch of death.” 
 
    Jez hopped up from her seat. The goblin looked at the shadow elf with hope in her eyes. 
 
    “But we found you and now you can help bring us back from all this darkness.” 
 
    Nydora looked at the goblin with sad eyes. “I wish it was that simple. You may not know, but I was always a guide of Vala’s will, nothing more. I have no royal blood, and cannot wear the crown. I have no special power to find the daggers and bring them together.” 
 
    “You can reunite the empires,” Jez said firmly. “You can bring us to the golden age again, but this time, it will remain.” 
 
    Nydora looked down. “It has been so long, I’m not sure I can repair what has transpired.” 
 
    Jez’s eyes narrowed in anger. “Then why did we do all of this? Why did we bring you back if you can’t save us!” 
 
    “Jez!” Fara and Wynn shouted at the goblin. 
 
    “I understand your frustration, but as I said, I am merely a guide,” Nydora said before looking at Malak. “But the three in your care can make a difference.” 
 
    The troll slowly nodded. “Vala spoke to me in my dreams when we found each one. They are Soul Lanterns, but I’m not sure what the title means.” 
 
    Nydora nodded with knowing eyes. “Soul Lanterns are those gifted by Vala, to not only find the mystical daggers, but also find those of royal blood to wear the crown, should a dark time such as this occur. It would seem you found three. 
 
    “When the crown and daggers were forged, there were those who were blessed upon its creation, tying their family lines to Vala’s will and the crown to aid in reassembling it, should the worst come,” Nydora explained. 
 
    “The hudenn empire has taken the worst, compared to the other empires. When we found each one, they were orphaned. Their families were slain and those three managed to escape a darker fate. Kyra had the worst of it. She was nearly feral as she remained in her parent’s small kingdom, her family and population killed by, as she put it, wolves in the dark. 
 
    “Arand was found wandering a road in a daze. Lukas was huddled in an abandoned home, fearful of anything that moved. It took time, but we managed to coax them to come with us for their safety. Kyra was much more difficult and still tends to bite if anyone gets too close to her,” Malak explained.  
 
    Nydora looked at everyone present with heartfelt eyes. “The pain you all have endured is no small thing, but there is still hope. You all have followed Vala’s will and brought three soul lanterns here. It is a good step toward a brighter future.” 
 
    Everyone sitting looked at the beautiful shadow elf as she gave them a warm smile. 
 
    “It will not be easy, but I believe we can bring back light to Emoria and its people. There will be much to prepare for, but Vala’s light is not gone. You all have felt it, in your dreams. It still glows with hope.” 
 
    Fara looked upon Nydora with hope, “Then, there is a chance to heal the people and the realm?” 
 
    Nydora nodded. “There is. First, I need to know more about current affairs across the lands. Spare no detail, no matter how small. After that, we will set our plans into action. I cannot promise victory, but I can promise a dedication to healing all in these dark times.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
            Rain fell in sheets from the night sky. Ocean waves crashed on the dark, deserted beach. The strong wind caused trees to sway to their power, and a dark castle ruin stood black against the stormy skies. 
 
    Nydora listened intently as water dripped from sections of the roof that had not been fully repaired. Buckets dotted the main chamber as the group sat and drank wine and spirits.  
 
    The shadow elf listened to every word of current events in the realm of Emoria. The few who came to release her from her crystal tomb were honest to the deepest parts of their souls. Nydora used her power of the mind sphere to discern half-truths and lies, but the group spoke honestly. They truly believed in the cause, and she basked in their righteous need to heal a now broken world. 
 
    When the conversation lulled, Nydora looked away in thought. A darkness had truly enveloped the realm. The stories upon stories of vanishing people, towns, and even small kingdoms, was almost too much to bear. Memories mingled from a time long ago, where Emoria had achieved peace after sealing away the Night God. His influence diminished, he held no sway over the peoples of Emoria, and was turning into a bad, forgotten dream. 
 
    Spreading out her powerful senses, there was a shadow across the world. It was thin, but it was growing. When she closed her eyes to see more, the visions would blur or turn dark. She wondered if someone or something was preventing her from seeing beyond her normal sight. Calling to Vala, the goddess would simply give Nydora a gentle caress along her spirit, but nothing more. What was happening to the realm was something Nydora knew she would have to discover, and assist in putting it down. 
 
    “I think the question now is, what do we do next?” Malak said with tired eyes. 
 
    Nydora woke from her thoughts and looked at everyone staring at her. She put down her empty glass and sat, with her hands on her lap. 
 
    “It would appear, we need to know much more. The daggers have been separated for thousands of years. The crown is most likely left where it fell, deep in the Cursed Lands. Our priority is to collect the daggers and return them to the crown.” 
 
    Wynn sat back in her chair with a slightly drunken gaze. “We have looked for every scrap of information we could find on the daggers, but either they contradict themselves, or at worst, are so outdated they cannot be relied on.” 
 
    “The soul lanterns would be able to find them,” Jez said as she used a dagger to pick out dirt from under her fingernails. 
 
    Nydora shook her head. “They are too young and require training. They have to know how to use their innate ability effectively.” 
 
    “How long would that take?” Malak asked. 
 
    Nydora looked to the side, “Years, perhaps. It is no simple thing, but they have to be tuned with Vala’s guidance.” 
 
    “Can you use Vala’s guidance to help find the daggers? You are her high priestess,” Fara said. 
 
    Nydora shook her head slightly. “No, it is not within my power. I am a guide, not a soul lantern. When a realm achieves peace, I sleep for a time. I’m to wake up after a length of time to see the progress made during peace, before I fade away to another realm. It is my purpose, my destiny. It would seem, my destiny was interrupted by those who dwell in the dark.” 
 
    The shadow elf looked at everyone gathered with nearly glowing, crimson eyes. “If we take the three soul lanterns away from here, there is a chance others will notice and attempt to slay them. I have glimpsed their hearts, and they are frightened and lost. They need to be centered and trained, so they can perform what they were chosen to do in this life.  
 
    “They cannot wear the crown, but they can find those who may wear it. As I said before, those of royal, ancient blood can wear the crown of daggers. They will unify the empires and bring peace back to Emoria. Until that moment, the daggers will corrupt any who handle and use their abilities.” 
 
    Wynn nodded. “I have read the legends and stories of the daggers. Each one has an ability. Those who have used it, for good or evil, went mad with power, no matter what their intentions were. If we seek them out, how will we prevent the same infection of power?” 
 
    “The soul lanterns have a resistance to the allure of the daggers. But they do not have an immunity to them. They too can be tempted by them, even if they try to do good. This is why training is important. They must understand what is at stake, but if we tell them now, thrust them into this, they will falter, or fail in their duty,” Nydora said. 
 
    An idea struck the shadow elf just as she finished talking. She stood up and addressed everyone in the chamber. 
 
    “I will take them under my charge. They will be my wards, so I may show them their destiny over time,” the high priestess declared. 
 
    There was no shock among the small group. Everyone nodded in agreement, knowing how delicate the balance of the realm hinged on the small steps they had to take. 
 
    “We have come this far, what can we do to help?” Malak asked. 
 
    Nydora looked at the small group of adventurers with a warm smile. “If it not be too bold, we still require more information. We still don’t know what is causing people to vanish from towns, villages, and kingdoms. We need to know who our enemies are. 
 
    “We will also require allies, and any information we can find on the whereabouts of the daggers. When the time is right, we will need to travel to the mainland and begin our quest. Until then, all of this must remain between us and those we can trust who follow Vala’s ways.” 
 
    “There’s not much of that,” Jez said as she slid her dagger into a belt sheath. “Vala is nothing more than a faint memory from long ago. Most still think of her as a curse on the world, not realizing she helped saved it.” 
 
    “Then is it our duty to bring her light, love, and power back to this realm. It will be the only thing to help stand against the growing darkness,” Nydora said with conviction. 
 
    Malak yawned. “There is a small peace between the empires, but that could change at any time. We will take our leave in the morning and begin making allies and hunting for information, if that is okay with everyone here?” 
 
    Wynn, Fara, and Jez nodded in agreement. 
 
    Nydora nodded. “This island will be our home and hidden temple. On your travels, do not reveal its location to anyone. If you discover allies, they must not know of this island until they have proven themselves. Are we in agreement?” 
 
    “Aye,” everyone said, even the shadow elves in the back. 
 
    Nydora smiled until a shadow elf walked up to her and bowed their head. 
 
    “Mistress, we wish to stay and aid you,” the shadow elf woman said. 
 
    Nydora nodded and touched the shadow elf’s cheek. “You are most welcome to stay.” 
 
    A knowing warmth filled the chamber as the decision grew roots in their souls. 
 
    The sounds of dripping water and the storm outside, mixed with drinks, caused all within the chamber to yawn at some point. 
 
    Nydora took charge with a loving glow. “It has been a long day and it is getting late. Please, retire for the evening, if there is room for everyone here.” 
 
    The shadow elf bowed again. “There are rooms for everyone here. The young ones have been put to bed already.” 
 
    Malak, Wynn, Fara, and Jez stood up. They bowed to Nydora and she in turn, bowed to them. When they all stood up, they looked at each other with dedication in their eyes. 
 
    Outside, the storm raged on with wind, rain, and fury. High above the churning clouds, three moons filled the night sky. Two were big, and bright. The third one was dark gray and small. Their power touched the oceans, sending high waves on the surf as stars twinkled in the vast distance. 
 
    *** 
 
    Birdsong filled the air as sunlight glowed with magnificent brilliance. Trees filled with vibrant greens soaked up the light as roots were well nourished from the falling rain. The air was crystal clear, not a single cloud in the sky. 
 
    On a cracked, stone dock, shadow elves were moving crates and items off the medium sized sailing ship. Three young people stood at the end of the dock, staring at the group beside the ramp leading onto the ship. 
 
    Nydora stood with Malak, Wynn, Fara, and Jez. Everyone was refreshed from good food, drink, and a pleasant sleep. 
 
    The shadow elf looked up at the tall troll ranger with attentive eyes. “I wish you all a safe journey back to the mainland and our shared quest.” 
 
    Malak nodded. He took her hand, lifted it up and kissed the back of it with his dark, blue lips. He pulled his head back up, but didn’t let go of her hand. 
 
    “We know you can see into our hearts, and you know we wish to help heal Emoria. I swear, we will return with everything we have learned,” he said warmly. 
 
    “I will be sure to keep a lantern lit in the tower, to guide you back safely,” Nydora said with warm eyes. 
 
    When the troll let go and the shadow elf stepped back, Fara rushed in and gave her a hug around the waist. 
 
    “For the first time, I feel hope again,” the hobkin said as she fought back tears. 
 
    Nydora placed her hand on the hobkin’s shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze. “As do I, my beautiful Fara.” 
 
    Fara gave one last squeeze before pulling away. 
 
    Wynn simply stepped in and gave Nydora a hug. The two parted and held hands as they looked into each other’s eyes. When they let go, Jez walked by and onto the ramp. 
 
    “Let’s go! I hate long goodbyes!” the goblin shouted. 
 
    The shadow elves chuckled and giggled. Malak, Nydora, Fara, and Wynn joined in on the laughter. 
 
    The group turned and waved to the three young people standing at the end of the dock. The trio didn’t wave back, fear plain as day in their eyes. 
 
    “They’ll come around,” Nydora whispered to Malak. 
 
    “Take care of them,” the troll said in a low tone. 
 
    “They will be treated well and with oceans of love,” Nydora whispered. 
 
    The small band of adventures said their final goodbyes before turning and walking up the ramp. They boarded the ship, with a handful of shadow elves as crew for the journey back. 
 
    Nydora bowed to them as the sails were released and shadow elves tied them down. She turned and walked the length of the ancient dock. She kept her crimson gaze on the three young ones as they looked at her with fear in their eyes. 
 
    When she reached them, she bowed to them, her head down and eyes closed. 
 
    “I know you're afraid, but you have nothing to fear. I will watch over you. You are safe here and I will never allow any harm to come to you. For this, I swear as a child of Vala.” 
 
    The three youths looked at the shadow elf, a calm caressing their fearful and uncertain souls. 
 
    Nydora stood up and stepped around them. She stood with them as all four looked out to the ship. The lines were pulled in and the sails caught the wind. 
 
    Malak, Wynn, Fara, and even Jez, waved back as the ship began to depart. Nydora waved back. The three youths didn’t wave back at first. Arand was the one to lift his hand and give a small wave. Kyra and Lukas followed, but only barely. 
 
    The ship sailed out into open waters as sunlight beamed down from the heavens. 
 
    Nydora spoke up, “Let's get back inside and see how we can help make our home much more comfortable, shall we?” 
 
    The trio looked down in sad defeat. 
 
    “Afterwards, we can see if we can make some cake. I do love some cake during difficult times,” Nydora said with a wicked smile. 
 
    Heads turned and small smiles bloomed. 
 
    “Let’s go and make a day of it,” the shadow elf said as she turned and began walking up the simple path to stone steps, leading up to the castle. 
 
    The trio followed as the sun blazed brightly in the crystal-clear sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Years passed within the blink of an eye. The seasons came and went with each spin around the distant sun. Leaves held vibrant greens in spring. They turned darker through the warm summers. Their colors changed into vibrant oranges, yellows, and reds. When winter arrived, the leaves would brown and fall on the secluded island in the middle of a vast sea. 
 
    Winter melted away for the eighth time, bringing in a new spring.  
 
    On the dock, a male and female shadow elf cast their lines into the water. Despite a love for the dark, both appreciated the heat and light on their skin as they relaxed and waited for a bite. 
 
    Several shadow elves tended to a large field further into the center of the island, ensuring their new crops took root. 
 
    Within the castle, shadow elves moved about with their daily chores of cleaning, washing, and tending their duties. It took many years returning the castle temple to its former glory and everyone was proud of their work. The now repaired castle temple was named Spirit Haven, a place to worship and live in peace. 
 
    In a small field beside the castle temple, two people moved with expert grace and skill as a third one watched from atop a large rock. 
 
    A young man with short, dark hair pulled an arrow from his quiver. He brought it down and nocked it to his bow. He stared with a focused gaze as he pulled back on the arrow and bowstring. When the string was pulled back enough to touch his cheek, he held his arms steady as a row of apples stood, one behind the other, on a tree stump. The young man exhaled before he let go of the bowstring. The line shot forward, pushing and releasing the arrow. The arrow slipped through the air in a blink of an eye before the metal tip punctured all three apples and continued on until it struck the tree behind. The apples tumbled off the stump, a hole in each of them. 
 
    Arand nodded to himself as he pulled another arrow from over his shoulder and nocked it. 
 
    Not far to the left, a young woman with fiery hair moved like a possessed demon with a wood sword. She grunted and moved as she chopped at a worn down and patched sparring dummy. The inanimate dummy took several rounds of pummeling as the wood sword cracked against it. The young woman was wearing light, leather armor and clothes as she moved with fierce determination. She cracked the sword against the dummy, again and again. She slammed her shoulder into it, causing it to tilt back. When she pulled back and it snapped forward, her sword slammed into its thin neck and decapitated it. The wood bucket with an angry scowl went spiraling to the ground as the fighter shouted in triumph! 
 
    “Too bad buckets and dummies can’t fight back,” Arand said as he released another arrow.  
 
    The arrow shot across and split the previous arrow that went through the apples, in two. 
 
    Kyra turned to the archer and licked her lips. “I know full well you can fight back. And you shouldn’t call yourself such names,” she grinned. 
 
    Arand let out a loud laugh. “We all have our strengths. And no, I will not put on practice armor again to fight you. Last time, Mistress had to heal a few broken bones and I don’t wish to do that again.” 
 
    Kyra let out a laugh strong enough to cause her shoulders to bounce. “You love when she dotes over you.” 
 
    Arand shook his head. “If I remember correctly, you liked it too when you slipped into her bed after having a nightmare.” 
 
    Kyra stopped laughing and her mouth hung open. “I told you that in secret!” 
 
    Arand shrugged. “It’s a small island and it makes it hard to keep secrets. Everyone knows about your nightmares.” 
 
    Kyra took a stance and held her wood sword at the ready. “I’ll strike you down!” 
 
    Arand turned and nocked an arrow. He pulled back and aimed it at the redhead. “I’ll drop you before you take another step!” 
 
    The two stared at each other for a moment. A wind rushed through the trees and across the small clearing.  
 
    Kyra let out a defiant roar and charged. 
 
    Arand focused and let the arrow loose. 
 
    The arrow shot down, striking the edge of Kyra’s leather shin guard, missing her skin by less than half an inch. Kyra didn’t slow down as she charged at the archer. When she reached him, she lifted her wood sword up and brought it down hard. 
 
    Arand swung his hardwood bow up, parrying the practice sword. The two swung and parried each of their blows, Arand smiling and Kyra roaring in defiance. When the two missed their parry for a strike, the flat side of the wood sword struck the side of a neck, and the edge of the bow hit across a temple. The two were knocked away from each other and fell onto their backs. Eyes looked around in a daze before laughter rose up into the air. 
 
    Lukas sat on the high rock, an open book in his lap and a quill in his hand. The hood of his black robe was over his head as he ignored the others, drawing a beautiful, thin face with high cheekbones and tall ears. He focused, remembering every detail as he continued to draw lines and curves. 
 
    Arand lifted his head and looked over to the young man in the black robe with his open book. 
 
    “Lukas! You never join us when we beat each other up!” he shouted. 
 
    Lukas remained silent as he continued to draw. 
 
    Kyra sat up. She looked down at the arrow in her shin guard. She reached over, grabbed it, and broke it. She threw the upper half away and pulled out the metal tipped end and tossed it over her shoulder. 
 
    “He’s living in his fantasies again,” she said while shaking her head. 
 
    “Anything to stop hearing the two of you beat each other black and blue,” Lukas sighed as he didn’t bother to look up. 
 
    Arand sat up and rubbed his neck. “Ow.” 
 
    Kyra stood up and walked over to the fallen archer.  
 
    “Stop being a baby,” she said and held out her hand to him. 
 
    Arand took it and stood up. 
 
    Kyra let go of him, not bothering to rub at the side of her temple. 
 
    Lukas continued to draw as the two came closer to the rock and looked up at him. 
 
    “Are you drawing mistress again?” Kyra asked. 
 
    “He’s always drawing Mistress,” Arand smiled.  
 
    “I’m creating art from inspiration. It’s something the two of you wouldn’t understand,” Lukas said with a biting edge. 
 
    Arand threw his arms up as Kyra let out a bored moan. 
 
    “It’s always the same! He pines on about Mistress and then tries to deflect,” Arand shouted to the sky. 
 
    Kyra leaned against the boulder, her arms folded under her chin as she looked up to the mage. 
 
    “I thought you have a thing for Wynn?” she asked. 
 
    Lukas shook his covered head. “Wynn is beautiful, but Mistress has always snared my heart. Vala’s teachings speak about following your desire to its fullest potential. It makes you stronger willed, even if denied.” 
 
    “Is that why you never speak to her in private? You’re afraid she will deny you?” Kyra asked with curious eyes. 
 
    Lukas stopped drawing and lifted his gaze slightly to look back into Kyra’s purple-colored eyes. 
 
    “Vala also taught us, desire is the sweetest nectar before it touches your tongue. I would rather dwell in my desire, then bleed from her rejection.” 
 
    “You’re so weird,” Kyra said with a small smile. 
 
    “Aren’t we all a little weird,” Arand grinned. “I mean, we’re soul lanterns, meant to find the fabled daggers of Emoria and reunite them with a crown in the Cursed Lands. That’s pretty weird for all of us.” 
 
    The archer crouched down as he unslung his quiver and bow. He placed them on the grass before flopping onto his back and staring up at the sky. 
 
    “The way you talk about Vala’s teachings, you should have trained as a cleric or paladin, rather than a mage,” Arand stated. 
 
     Lukas sighed. “Mistress said my strongest talent was in the mystical arts and I took it seriously.” 
 
    “And you always do as Mistress commands,” Arand chuckled. “If she told you to get undressed and throw your body onto hers, I doubt you would ever hesitate, not for one moment!” 
 
    “If Mistress commands so,” Lukas said with a shrug. 
 
    “Goddess, do you two bother to think about anything other than sex?” Kyra said sternly. 
 
    Arand lifted his head and looked at the fighter. “No,” he smiled. 
 
    “Love and lust is central to Vala’s teachings. Besides, don’t bother hiding it. We’ve heard you moan with self-love in the middle of the night.” 
 
    Kyra’s cheeks turned a bright pink. She looked away, trying to hide her smile with her hand. 
 
    “As you said, Vala taught us how to worship her in our own way,” the fighter smiled but didn’t show it to them. 
 
    “Ugh, you both sound like when we first arrived. We’re adults now. We should act like it,” Arand said and looked at Lukas from the ground. “And you should tell Mistress how you feel.” 
 
    Lukas went back to drawing. “For being adults, you both act like children. How long will the two of you beat each other up before you allow the clerics to ease the tension within yourselves?” 
 
    Arand sat up and pressed his palms into the grass and dirt behind him. “You know, once the door is opened, it cannot be closed again. Vala knows they offered, but Mistress told us to focus on our skills first. It will be the only way we will survive.” 
 
    Lukas stopped drawing and looked away.  
 
    Kyra walked a few feet away, her back to them, feeling the weight of their shared destiny in her heart. 
 
    Arand shrugged to himself, the words he just said pulling on his soul like a weighted chain. 
 
    A small gloom ensnared the trio as another breeze washed over them in the bright sunlight. 
 
    From a tower window, Nydora sat at her desk and peered down at the trio as they mulled about. The window was open, a small breeze flowing in to caress her form. A desk before her was filled with tomes, parchment with scribbled notes, a quill in her hand and an inkwell on the desk. 
 
    The shadow elf was caught in their conversation. Despite being in the tall tower, she was able to enhance her hearing and listened to their minds. The myriad thoughts, urges, and dread, played together like a symphony of chaotic sorrow.  
 
    She put the quill in the inkwell and sat back, allowing the breeze to calm her nerves. 
 
    She parted her lips as she spoke to her goddess. “Vala, they have grown. They are skilled and strong and I fear for what must come next. Their time here has been peaceful and I have watched them for eight, wonderful years. I only wish I could keep them safe, here in our home. They deserve it after living through such horrors at a young age.” 
 
    Nydora turned and looked down on them again, her heart beating like a drum. “I have been hesitant to teach them the finer arts of your teachings. I feared they would grow up too quickly, but now, they are fully grown and I have been remiss. I sense a change on the wind, and I will not always be there to protect them.” 
 
     The shadow elf closed her eyes as she leaned back in her chair. Her mind wandered, trying to not think of the darkness to come. Images floated up to fill the darkness. Happy times glowed, seeing Arand picking up a bow and letting loose his first arrow. The look of joy as Kyra picked up her first sword and held it like it was always a natural extension of her arm. The images changed and her heart pumped harder in her chest. 
 
    A memory floated in of Nydora herself and Lukas pouring over books, from stories to magical incantations. The internal heat grew warmer as she remembered looking over at him as he was engrossed in a tome, the mystical arts his natural calling. There was a love and affection for all three of her wards, but Lukas spoke to her first, and was the hardest to hold at bay. 
 
    Nydora didn’t notice at first that her hips moved. She writhed slightly in her chair, a heated tingling filling her womanhood. It sang its seductive song, causing her lips to part and a long exhale escaping to the outside world. Her hand twitched, before sliding along the slit of her long, white dress. Fabric gave to her fingers as they moved along her own, smooth thigh to her inner thigh. The tingling grew as she gasped with closed eyes. The image of all three burned into her mind, but her inner sight moved to Lukas. There was a deeper connection, one she knew from the first time they hugged each other. It was Vala’s way, affections from a first touch, or a simple look, speaking deeper to the soul. 
 
    Nydora’s fingers slipped further until she touched herself. Eyes half opened with sleepy edges as fingers touched her wet slit. Drops trailed down, soaking into the dress under her as she could barely keep Vala’s influence at bay any longer.  
 
    Fantasies bloomed as fingers moved with practiced skill, running along her engorged lips and grazing her womanly pearl. How she would enter his room while he was sleeping. How she would slip into his bed and hold him close. How Lukas would look at her with dreamy eyes before she touched him. How he would groan to her touch as she gently stroked him. 
 
    The fantasies grew as her fingers made small, circular motions around her clit. Hips moved and thrust slightly to her own touch. Nerves tightened as her body tensed. The building urges grew hotter and thicker as passion and bliss overrode all logic. The shadow elf let her head lean back as the moment took her. There was no shame for it was never taught to be shameful. Vala’s teachings were clear to all of her followers, it was the true path to follow one’s desires.  
 
    Wetness bloomed further. A small moan escaped Nydora’s lips. The urges grew as her fingers moved like a private symphony. The distant sounds of laughter from her wards outside further inflamed her love for them. The urges began to crest and Nydora couldn’t escape this private fate. 
 
    Nerves tightened to the breaking point. The high priestess of Vala let out a small moan before every nerve burst into streams of magical explosions. Her body quivered to her own touch, rubbing her pearl as bliss blasted her nerves to glass. When the moment abated, another surge ran through her and she trembled in response. An image of Lukas kissing her naked skin sent Nydora into a spiral, her body shuddering a third time from another climax. 
 
    Heat and light touched her body and seeped deeper into her mind. An invisible hand caressed her soul and the shadow elf moaned her delight. 
 
    Nydora slowly opened her eyes and blinked. She sat up and looked down to see wetness further seeping into her white dress. She smiled to herself and licked her lips as the blissful sensations lingered along buzzing nerves. She rubbed her thighs with her fingers still touching her sensitive clit. Nipples stood erect against the almost sheer fabric of her dress. 
 
    When the sound of laughter called her down from the touch of paradise, she looked out the window to see Arand and Kyra wrestling in the grass as Lukas laughed on top of the boulder. 
 
    “Thank you, my goddess. Your clarity speaks the truth and I know what must be done,” the shadow elf whispered as a cool breeze blew in from the window. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    The hearth crackled with a roaring fire. Beyond the windows, night had fallen across the island and an early spring chill remained. The cold could not penetrate the repaired castle temple and the hearth added warm comfort to the dining room. 
 
    The table was long enough for ten guests, but only four sat. Nydora sat at one end. Lukas was to her right. Kyra was to her left. Arand sat next to Lukas. The plates were nearly empty, the four just finishing their dinner. A shadow elf cleric stood by, ready to clear away the dishes or pour the wine. 
 
    Lukas lifted his glass and sipped the dark red wine. It flowed down his throat and met with his meal. The soothing comfort warmed him further, his cheeks a slight pinkish. 
 
    Kyra finished her meal and sipped on her wine. Her cheeks warmed as she sat, the fire far off to her back. 
 
    Arand guzzled his wine like he was drinking water. When the glass was empty, he put it down and smiled wide. 
 
    Nydora eyed her wards as she sipped her wine. Her heart pounded in her chest, partly from the wine, and the other part from her affections. Seeing the trio, fully grown men and a beautiful woman. Thighs rubbed together as whispers filled the back of her mind. 
 
    “None of you told me how your day was?” Nydora asked before taking another sip. 
 
    Arand leaned back in his chair with a buzzed smile. “You know how it is, daily training and readying ourselves for destiny.” 
 
    “I wish you would stop being so flippant about it,” Kyra said with now stern eyes. “What we are preparing to do is important.” 
 
    “I wasn’t being flippant. I was being honest. You hate hearing honesty,” Arand grinned at Kyra. 
 
    “It’s not about honesty. It’s about taking our roles seriously,” Kyra shot back. 
 
    Lukas rubbed his temple. “Can we get through a dinner without fighting about something?” 
 
    “No,” Kyra and Arand said with hard eyes, before they both started laughing. 
 
    Nydora looked upon them with amused eyes. “Speaking of destiny, do you have any questions concerning the future? You know I will answer them as best as I can.” 
 
    All eyes turned to their mistress and a sudden darkness touched their eyes. 
 
    It was Lukas who spoke up first. “I don’t think we ever asked how, as soul lanterns, are we to find any of the daggers, or find the person with royal blood to wear the crown once it’s assembled?” 
 
    Kyra and Arand nodded in agreement. 
 
    Nydora looked at Lukas with affectionate eyes. “It’s a very good question and I apologize if I have been remiss in my duties of teaching you the finer arts to what must be done.” 
 
    “You never have to apologize to us about anything, mistress,” Lukas said with a warm smile. 
 
    Nydora fought her inner electric shudder as she nodded and continued, “Being a soul lantern means you may shine a light through the chaos and darkness, to find the true path. It is a feeling, a notion, to help clarify any doubt.” 
 
    Lukas, Kyra, and Arand looked at their mistress with loving, attentive eyes. 
 
    The high priestess continued, “There are those who aid chaos and deceit. There will be fake daggers, or falsehoods attesting to secret locations of the daggers and intentions. The three of you will be able to discern what is false and what is true.” 
 
    “That is helpful, when it comes to the daggers, but about finding those of royal blood?” Kyra asked. 
 
    Nydora’s lips curved into a knowing smile. “As you know, Vala aided in the creation of the crown and bringing peace to the realm. Her way of love and lust tamed the war machines and armies into loving peace. For this realm, it was the only way for many peoples to ascend to better themselves and the world around them.  
 
    “When the Crown of Daggers was formed, there were a dozen people, from each race, who were blessed by Vala herself. They fought the hardest and protected the most during the reign of chaos. Their reward was to have special bonds of familial blood, allowing them, and their descendants to wear the crown.” 
 
    Nydora’s gaze took on a distant stare as she continued to speak. “My research over the years spoke of horrific truths, many of those with the blessed bloodline were hunted and slaughtered by others. Even in times of peace, evil still stirs and works in the shadows.” 
 
    The shadow elf seemed to collect herself and looked at her wards with renewed light in her crimson eyes. 
 
    “Following Vala’s ways, a joining of bodies and a touching of souls can illuminate the truth of a blessed bloodline or not.” 
 
    Arand grinned wide. “We have to sleep with those who may be blessed? And here I thought we simply had to slap the crown on a head and call it a day.” 
 
    Kyra let out a loud laugh. Lukas chuckled before drinking a little more wine. 
 
    Nydora couldn’t hide her warm smile as heat rushed into her dark cheeks. 
 
    “In a sense, yes. Only through intimacy can you discover the truths in another and yourself.” 
 
    Lukas put his wineglass down and looked at the beautiful shadow elf. “But we haven’t been taught those ways of Vala, not yet at least.” 
 
    Nydora gave Lukas a small nod. “No, not yet. But we all learn at our own pace. There was never a rush for the three of you to learn the seductive arts of Vala, but I would have never denied you.” 
 
    Kyra looked down at her empty plate. “I have prayed to Vala, in my own way.” 
 
    “We know. We’ve heard you on occasion,” Arand said, not as a tease, but with a serious tone. 
 
    “Are you ashamed?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “No, never, not once. That's why I could not keep quiet.” 
 
    “Not that you had to keep quiet. The goddess hears your whispers, moans, and shouts. To hear her in your soul, self-love is one of many ways to speak to her. Has she spoken to you in those moments of bliss?” 
 
    Kyra gave a single, small nod. “She has. She helped me to chase away the nightmares.” 
 
    “Vala doesn’t want us to dwell in pain. She wants us to dwell in the bliss and ecstasy of life. Something many of the other gods had difficulty with.” 
 
    Lukas looked down at his wine glass and swirled its contents. “She was the one leading the charge against the Night God.” 
 
    Nydora nodded. “The Night God had corrupted many, even among the pantheon. It was Vala’s light and love that kept him at bay long enough to gather allies and her strength. During the final battle, the Night God was sealed away in one of the moons that circle this realm. But even she kept the secret to which moon he was sealed away in so the peoples of this world would not fear bad omens when one of the three would rise. 
 
    “The longer he had been sealed away, the more the fear of his atrocities were forgotten and lost to time.” 
 
    “But isn’t learning from history and the past a way to help teach us to a better future?” Lukas asked. 
 
    Nydora nodded. “It does, in most times and places, but there are those who still worship the Night God. His influence often preys on the weak-minded and cruel souls. He nearly destroyed this realm with his corruption. That is why we don’t speak his name, for it may wake him from his prison and rattle the bars.” 
 
    The shadow elf took a deep drink before putting her wineglass on the table. “Emoria was nearly destroyed before Vala was able to turn the tides, but even that was not enough. The hundred years of peace was a small span of time before those with dark hearts sought out revenge.  
 
    “The people who once guarded this temple were slain, as were many temples across Emoria. Those who worshiped Vala were killed and their secrets burned. They could not penetrate the crystal that bound me to this world, so they set about destroying everything so I would never awaken.  
 
    “If chance and yearning for peace didn’t intervene, Malak, Wynn, Fara, and Jez would not have stumbled onto a hidden temple and the amulet that could free me from my sleeping prison. Their hearts were always true, knowing the realm was falling back to ancient times of hate and war. If not for them, we would not be here, preparing to bring hope back to the realm.” 
 
    The trio looked down in deep understanding. 
 
    “I miss them,” Arand said. 
 
    Everyone nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I did receive a letter by raven, Wynn telling me they would be making a journey here soon with extra supplies,” Nydora said. 
 
    All three lifted their heads and looked at the shadow elf with renewed excitement. 
 
    “Truly?” Kyra smiled. 
 
    Nydora nodded and smiled. “Truly. She hinted at something more, but we never know who is watching. Hopefully, they should arrive in a few days and we will prepare a feast in their honor.” 
 
    Fresh excitement filled eyes and smiles, knowing the people who saved them and were as close as family, would be returning to their island home in the near future. 
 
    Lukas shifted in his seat as he looked at Nydora. 
 
    “Is there something you wish to say?” the shadow elf said, seeing the mage do that same exact shift when he was uncomfortable. 
 
    Lukas nodded. “When will we leave to search for the daggers?” 
 
    Nydora was silent. The thought had occurred to her, many times in private. There was no set time, or sign for when their quest would begin. She had thought a sign would have presented itself a year or two ago, but she saw or felt nothing to signal the time had come.  
 
    Trusting her goddess, she knew she simply had to be patient, knowing the signs would present themselves when the time was right. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she answered truthfully. “Vala will answer when she is ready.” 
 
    “And us?” Arand spoke up. “When will we be ready to begin our lessons in the seductive arts?” 
 
    Nydora gave the archer a wicked grin, “I cannot answer that for you. It is part of your personal journey. But as you all know, the clerics here will be more than happy to guide you.” 
 
    “What if we want someone other than the clerics,” Lukas said with barely a whisper as he looked away, embarrassed to say it louder. 
 
    Nydora reached over and placed her hand over Luka’s hand on the table. He looked up to her and was silenced by her beauty. 
 
    The shadow elf looked at the robed mage with dirty blonde hair and brown eyes, her heart melting, but her eyes warm. 
 
    “Follow your heart and it will lead you to everything you desire,” Nydora said cryptically with a wicked smile. 
 
    Heat flushed the young man’s face as he made no move to pull his hand away. 
 
    Nydora stood up and pulled her hand away. She looked at her wards with dreamy affection. A sudden weariness touched her and blended with the heaviness of the wine and meal. 
 
    “I know it’s early, but I will retire for the evening. Tomorrow, we will all do our part to ready the castle for the return of our friends. I suggest everyone get some well-deserved rest.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Nydora gave them one last, loving look, before leaving the table and making her way to the door.  
 
    Once she was gone, the trio turned to each other with questioning gazes. 
 
    “Was that her way of inviting you?” Arand asked Lukas. 
 
    “I think so. I’m not sure,” Lukas said with a wry smile. 
 
    “It seemed like she meant it, without actually saying it,” Kyra said. 
 
    “Lukas, what are you going to do?” Arand grinned. 
 
    “Me? She could have meant all of us,” Lukas said with wide eyes. 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. She has always had a soft spot for you.” 
 
    “Yeah, you both really like books,” Arand said with a small laugh. 
 
    “How come you're sending in the mage first? Shouldn’t the fighter lead the way,” Lukas laughed as he looked at Kyra. 
 
    “Normally, but in this case, we need a scout,” Arand said as he tapped a finger against his chin.  
 
    “We all need to learn, and you can help us when our time comes,” Kyra said with excited eyes. 
 
    Lukas looked away with a wry smile. “I may have already set things in motion, and didn’t realize it yet.” 
 
    Arand and Kyra stared at the mage. 
 
    Lukas looked at his friends with a sheepish smile as the wind howled beyond the dining room windows. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nydora walked down the stone corridor. She weaved slightly, the food and drink easing her muscles, but not her nerves. With every step she took, a flame deep within burned brighter. Thoughts floated to her wards and her heart quickened. The love she had for them was unmatched, but at the same time, she feared for their future. 
 
    “No matter what happens, I must be there for them,” the shadow elf whispered as she made her way down the corridor. 
 
     When she reached the sleeping quarters wing, she glanced at the doors along her left and right. There were seven doors, three on each side. The seventh one was at the end, leading to her bedchamber. All the rooms were large, but Nydora’s was the grandest. 
 
    She stepped past the doors, knowing the three closest belonged to her wards. She glanced at Lukas's door and heat crawled up her neck. The doors were unlocked, and a wicked thought slipped in that she could enter and wait for him in his bed. She adored and loved all three, but at this time, Lukas spoke to her spirit a sliver more. The power of Vala was strong with him, and even with her experience and age, she was weak for him, and the others. It all became a tangled mess and that is how Nydora knew it was real. 
 
    The shadow elf walked past the bedchamber, not wishing to make anything uncomfortable for her wards. She stepped to the bedchamber at the end of the corridor and noticed something was not quite right. 
 
    A folded parchment was wedged between the door and frame, beside the doorknob. She reached out and took it. She held it up and opened it before her curious gaze. What she saw was her own image, drawn on the yellowish parchment. Nydora lifted a hand to touch her neck as she stared down at the beautiful drawing. It showed the shadow elf with a small, infectious smile and looking away. It caught every detail of her features as she knew them from looking in a mirror, but she never remembered smiling as she often looked at her own reflection. 
 
    Heat further crawled along her heat and into her face. Despite the darkness of her skin, pink still glowed along her cheeks. The tingling returned and she left out a breathy exhale. 
 
    Taking hold of the doorknob, she turned it and opened the door. She stepped in and closed it behind her, still staring at the drawing. 
 
    “Why do you turn the key to my heart?” Nydora whispered as her body grew warmer. 
 
    She stepped further into her bedchamber. A wide, lavish bed stood in the middle, against the opposite wall. Dressers and a closet were to one side, while two bookcases stood on either side of the large window. The curtains were drawn, to keep in the heat, but Nydora’s own heat made wearing her simple dress nearly unbearable. 
 
    She moved to her dresser with a large vanity mirror and put the drawing down on it. She stared at it for a long moment as her heart quickened once more. Despite her many years on Emoria, a feeling of youth cascaded over her. The many years melted away as she felt like she re-entered a distant dream. 
 
    Fingers curled into her palm, a yearning snaking along her soul. The fantasy of herself going to Lukas to slip into his bed glowed in her mind. She was about to turn around and go to his bedchamber, when her senses felt a glowing heart coming in this direction. She recognized it, feeling Lukas’s timid, but powerful heartbeat as he approached. Fear mixed with desire and she didn’t want to scare him off at his moment of bravery. 
 
    Quickly, she blew out the lantern in her room. Darkness swamped the room as she slipped into bed, still wearing her sheer, white dress. She pulled the thick covers over her and quickly realized her fantasy had reversed just as the moving heart stopped on the other side of the door. 
 
    Mystical senses spread out as the shadow elf felt everything. An image filled her mind of Lukas on the other side. His hands were tight fists at his sides, and doubt loomed. Nydora smiled to herself, knowing she had made it plain as day, but it still amused her that he was still so hesitant. 
 
    She remained silent as Lukas lifted his hand and took hold of the doorknob. With a turn, the door opened and lantern light spilled into the dark room. 
 
    Nydora felt Lukas’s hammering heartbeat as he slipped inside and closed the door behind him. Darkness once again swamped the room as he took timid steps closer to the bed. He froze when red eyes appeared in the dark and slowly rose up. 
 
    “Lukas?” Nydora said. 
 
    The man was silent, afraid to speak. 
 
    “It’s a cold evening. You may stay for the night, if you wish?” Nydora said with a seductive edge. 
 
    “You wouldn’t mind?” Lukas asked with a timid tone. 
 
    Nydora was silent before her eyes closed, hiding her in the dark once again. 
 
    “Mistress?” Lukas asked in the dark. 
 
    “Come closer,” a whisper rose up from the dark. 
 
    Lukas moved in the darkness, unsure exactly where everything was. Then just as suddenly, the thick curtains pulled back and dim starlight filtered in. Lukas glanced to the window, before turning his gaze to Nydora partially covered by a thick blanket and sitting up. 
 
    “You know I can move things with my mind,” she smiled as dim light painted half her features.  
 
    Lukas moved to the foot of the bed with nervous eyes.  
 
    “I…” he began. 
 
    “You don’t have to say anything. Come, keep me warm this night,” Nydora said as she lifted a hand and took hold of a strap over her shoulder. 
 
    Lukas was frozen, watching the shadow elf pull the strap down over her shoulder. She did the same with the other side, the top of the white dress sliding down her arms and her voluptuous chest. Even in the dim light, he could make out details, the sheer fabric falling over her pert nipples and firm breasts. He was no stranger to her beauty and her sheer dresses and outfits, but to see her naked flesh was something he had never witnessed before.  
 
    The dress slid down to her waist as she looked at Lukas with warm affection. 
 
    Blood pumped through Lukas as he stared at her beauty. It was nearly ethereal and the room began to spin. A part of him filled with blood and hardened into granite as he drank in her beauty in the dim light. 
 
    Nydora patted the bed beside her. 
 
    Lukas moved like one of the undead, making his way around the side of the bed and looking down upon the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    Nydora eyed him with nearly glowing, crimson eyes. She couldn’t resist seeing his strong neck and wide shoulders. For having a fascination with magic, she could have easily seen him take up a fighter, or archer class. But she knew when he cast his first spell, he had found his calling. 
 
    Her gaze lingered as she could feel his heartbeat pulse along her senses. He was nervous and excited. Her eyes saw beyond normal reality, seeing the heat pool in his groin and along his impressive member. It made the tingling grow, knowing she would not stop what was to come. The concern stayed as Lukas seemed unsure what to do next. 
 
    “May I help you relax,” the shadow elf said with seductive affection. 
 
    All Lukas could do was nod. 
 
    Nydora slipped out from under the blanket. The top of her dress was around her waist. Below that was still covered. She moved on her knees to the edge of the bed, slipped her legs along the side and down. She stood up in front of Lukas, her chest pressed to his. She placed her hand against his strong chest as something hard pressed against her from below. 
 
    “This will only calm you, but not dampen your desire,” she whispered as she looked up to him. 
 
    Lukas nodded again, standing at six feet, one inch. He looked down on Nydora, the shadow elf standing at five feet, ten inches. She was tall, and her loving personality made her taller. Lukas felt small as warmth glowed from her hand against his chest. 
 
    The nervous excitement dimmed and slowly vanished. True to her word, it didn’t dampen the mood, his excitement causing his member to throb with needful urges. 
 
    “Is that better?” Nydora asked with a whisper. 
 
    She took hold of his robe and opened the hidden buttons in the front. Each one unbuckled until she reached the last one. It came free and she gently opened the front of his robe. A muscular chest greeted her red eyes, just below it, strong abdomen muscles. He was wearing small clothes around his waist, but there was no denying his thick manhood as it fought to be free. 
 
    Nydora pressed her chest to Lukas’s chest, heat coming off her body in waves. 
 
    “We are free to be as we wish,” she said and kissed his chin. 
 
    Lukas’s eyes trembled, not in fear, but undeniable attraction. Private moments flashed along his mind, remembering a simple touch from her was enough to send him into a frenzy of self-love. How he spilt his seed, wishing he could spill it on her, in her. It drove him mad, but his shyness kept him chained in restraint. It was maddening many times over, but this was different, natural. 
 
    Lukas circled his arms around her, holding her close. Nydora couldn’t resist his scent as she snuggled to his neck and gave it a lick. She touched his bare skin and ran her fingers down, feeling every curve of his muscles. 
 
    The young mage couldn’t help himself, a primal side clawing its way to the surface. 
 
    “Get on the bed,” he tried to say as a whisper, but it came out like a threat. 
 
    Nydora kissed his chest before sliding back into bed. She watched as he shrugged off his robe and let it fall to the floor. He then stepped out of his shoes and grabbed at his small clothes. He pulled them down and his manhood sprang free. 
 
    Nydora stared with hungry eyes, seeing his impressive and throbbing member. It bounced to her gaze before he slipped into bed with her. She threw the blanket over him, and smiled as his hands already moved to her waist and pulled down her dress. She helped him along, snaking her hips and legs out, the dress pushed to the foot of the bed, under the blankets. 
 
    Lukas stared at the shadow elf. Her long, white hair was free and spilling over her shoulder and neck. Her large breasts begged to be touched and before he knew it, he had gently grabbed at them and squeezed. 
 
    Nydora let out a heated sigh, letting him explore her body as she rubbed her own thighs together. Feeling his member against her skin was too much and she gently took hold. A gentle stroking began, and it was Lukas who let out a low moan. 
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered as she stroked his cock. “It’s okay to allow yourself to fall to passion. I’m here for you. I will always be here for you.” 
 
    Lukas was silent, one of his hands reaching under the blanket to squeeze her ass. She let out her own gasp, as she stroked him. 
 
    “You feel so nice, and firm. I can tell you have always loved me,” Nydora cooed. 
 
    “I have,” he said and his cock thickened. 
 
    Nydora put her leg over his leg and rubbed her womanhood on the side of his strong thigh. Moans dripped from parted lips as she could not contain her own lust, rubbing her clit against his skin, and wetness marking him as hers. She stroked him a little more, lost to the heat from their bodies. Despite her experience, the urges always overwhelmed her and she cut the chains of control to allow their true nature to take over. 
 
    “I know, you may have questions. I’ll suck on you while you think about them,” Nydora said and slid down against Lukas’s body. 
 
    Lukas watched with intense eyes as she let go of his cock, slid down and kissed the throbbing tip. It jumped in response and she quickly closed her lips around it. Lukas’s hips moved of their own accord, thick inches pushing deeper into her mouth. 
 
    Nydora’s eyes closed, licking and tasting his firm flesh in her mouth. She pressed it against the roof of her mouth, her head slowly bobbing as her tongue undulated along the shaft. His hips moved as Nydora bobbed with haunting seduction. It was almost too much to bear as he let out low groans. 
 
    Wet inches appeared and disappeared between them, the shadow elf practicing magic with her mouth and tongue. She held onto him firmly. Muffled moans vibrated along his shaft and only added to the moment. Lukas’s eyes widened as he was rapidly reaching the point of no return. 
 
    Nydora tasted a drop of seed and hungrily licked at the tip in her mouth, trying to coax out his soul. His hips moved and a sudden burst of heat signaled what was to come. Confidently, she ran her lips down his veiny shaft until her lips touched the base. The head of his cock was deep in her throat when a loud groan filled the bedchamber. 
 
    Spurts of thick seed splashed against the back of her throat, followed by another volley. It was so much, she quickly swallowed and moaned, drinking his soul. She cupped his balls and gave them a small squeeze, coaxing out a few more thick spurts. Bliss curled around Lukas’s body as the orgasm sent him spiraling out of control.  
 
    Nydora kept her eyes closed as she milked his cock with her mouth. When the last of it was finished, and his cock wilted a little, she pulled her head back and looked up with bright, red eyes. 
 
    Lukas looked down at her, disappointment in his eyes. A sudden embarrassment filled demeanor, and he looked like he wanted to leave. 
 
    “You don’t have to be ashamed,” Nydora said as she crawled up to him and pressed her body against his. 
 
    “I feel like I don’t know what I’m doing,” Lukas said honestly. 
 
    “No one knows right away. That is why we explore and find what we like,” Nydora said and took hold of his hand. 
 
    Lukas felt the shadow elf pull his hand between her thighs. Wetness greeted his fingers as he touched her. Deeper curiosity caused him to continue, running fingers along soft, wet, pink flesh. A tuft of white hair was above her womanhood. Nydora writhed to his touch as she held him by the wrist. She guided his fingers until he touched her clit. 
 
    “Let me show you how I like to be touched,” Nydora whispered as she controlled his hand. 
 
    Lukas watched and listened with his whole body. She held his wrist, but it was his finger that massaged her engorged clit. Honey spilled and moans touched the air. Seeing her writhe was enough to cause his cock to harden again. Urges growled for more as Nydora moved to his touch. 
 
    “You feel so nice, touching me. It makes me melt to you,” Nydora said with closed eyes, but her mystical senses felt and saw everything. 
 
    Lukas was hard again. So hard, his cock was vibrating with lustful intention. Nydora pushed her breasts against him, along with the rest of her body. His fingers pushed and circled her clit, driving her to the edge of ecstasy. 
 
    “I’m… coming,” Nydora said with a faint whisper before she let out a deep moan. 
 
    Nerves tightened as her soul crested. The dam holding back years of desire cracked and shattered. A deluge of bliss blasted out across her entire body. She shuddered hard, her other hand grasping at the young man. Bliss blasted her nerves to glass as she bucked, and bucked again. The electric storm ran through her body as a small shout escaped her mouth like she was drowning. White touched the edge of her gaze and for a moment, she was lost to Vala’s design. 
 
    The goddess whispered to her as she fell into warm waters. Three moons glowed in a vision, one of them cracking in half and darkness spilling out. A faint image of an immense being stayed within the cracked moon, yellow eyes glowing and looking directly at her. Nydora tried to see the thing within the darkness, but it remained just beyond even her sight. 
 
    The bliss ebbed, and the shadow elf began to fall. 
 
    Lukas watched as Nydora fell onto her back, moaning and writhing like a wild animal. He rubbed her clit as she seethed with supernatural lust. All logic fell away as he climbed over her. Primal needs took over. He grabbed his cock and pressed the throbbing tip to her dripping valley entrance. There was no thought, only pleasure as he speared her sensitive flesh. 
 
    Nydora woke back in her body, her arms and legs lifting up and clamping onto the young man pushing his thick cock into her tight inner world. His slow invasion caused her to moan softly into his ear, holding him close. 
 
    “So thick and hard,” she said through tight lips before she bit her lower lip. 
 
    “Mistress,” was all Lukas could say as he was overwhelmed by how tight, wet, and loving she felt. 
 
    Lukas’s body enveloped the shadow elf as she cooed her approval. Bodies moved of their own accord, thick inches appearing and disappearing between their union. He pushed his hips down and she pushed them up, the two meeting in the tight embrace. Moans filled the space between intimate bodies. Strong hips pushed and Nydora bounced to each thrust. She cried out as he became unchained. She clutched to him, taking his pounding invasion and bringing her closer to climax. 
 
    “You… will… learn… so much… my… love,” Nydora managed before her eyes rolled into her head again. 
 
    The connection between them blazed so hot, it shattered any sense of control she had. Lukas thrust with slow power as thick inches spread her inner world to the breaking point.  
 
    Nydora let out a small gasp before a string of orgasms made her shudder. She let out a dreamy moan, her body lost to shockwaves of distilled pleasure, ecstasy, and bliss. The heavenly feeling glowed bright along her soul as Lukas was losing his own battle of control. 
 
    Nydora remained in that moment of unabashed bliss. She watched with half closed eyes as Lukas threw his head back and thrust to the hilt. She held on as he roared his orgasm. Thick spurts of seed filled her thin, tight valley, and quickly spilled out. Lukas could not stop as he pulled back and thrust again, forcing more of his healthy seed within the shadow elf he had always loved. 
 
    When the panting and moaning slowed, Lukas collapsed on Nydora. Their bodies were still connected, come leaking from their union as she ran her fingers up and down his strong back. 
 
    “That… was… incredible,” Lukas huffed as his senses were still dazzled. 
 
    Nydora gave him a slow nod as she writhed under him. “For your first time, you were very good.” 
 
    Lukas pushed his hands against the bed and lifted his upper body up, but didn’t break the connection. 
 
    “I had no idea it could be like that,” he said with wide eyes. 
 
    The shadow elf smiled. “It can be more, as you learn and love. If you let me teach you?” 
 
    Lukas looked down at her beautiful face and grinned like an idiot.  
 
    “I will never say no, to your teachings or your love,” Lukas said, still keeping his grin. 
 
    Nydora’s hands gently pulled him back onto her. The two snuggled, their connection getting tighter as Lukas’s cock began to thicken once again. 
 
    “Stay close to me for a time. Then we can enjoy each other some more,” Nydora whispered in his ear. 
 
    Lukas nodded before his hips began to move again. 
 
    *** 
 
    In a dark room, Arand sat on the edge of his bed. He listened intently to the moans and groans coming through the wall. It was enough to cause his member to strain from within his small clothes. His imagination ran wild as to what Nydora and Lukas were doing. Slipping his hand into his small clothes, he took hold of his member, pulled it out, and stroked himself. A small groan fell from his mouth as he imagined, not only Mistress and Lukas together, but all of them. It awakened something within him and it was enough for his cock to expand in his tight grip. 
 
    With a hard stroke, seed spurted from his member and splashed onto the stone floor. He stroked himself more, several more spurts painting the floor as he listened with perverted glee. 
 
    A whisper touched his bliss filled mind, opening a piece of him to the cosmos. 
 
    “I can hear you, Vala,” Arand said and stroked out one last drop of come to the sounds of moans. 
 
    *** 
 
    In another dark room, Kyra was under her thick blanket, naked with her hand between her parted thighs. She listened and rubbed herself, the moans in Nydora’s bedchamber too much. She let out her own whimpering moan as she massaged her clit with an urgent need. 
 
    Fantasies glowed across her mind, Nydora, Lukas, and Arand having their way with her and she was helpless to stop them. Deep down, she knew she could fight, but would never fight their advances. Silently she wished and dreamed they would take her without a word.  
 
    The fantasy played on, like it had many times over the years. When she begged in the fantasy to tell them to stop, and they didn’t, she turned her body and bit her pillow as her finger slipped over her clit in just the right way.  
 
    Magical explosions rippled through her and she whimpered with a part of the pillow between her teeth. The orgasm brought her to tears, but deep down, it wasn’t enough to satisfy what she wanted, what she longed for. 
 
    When she released her grip on the pillow, she stayed on her side, curled into a ball with her hand still between her legs. She lazily rubbed her slit as a goddess whispered in her addled mind of sensual conquest.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Brightness chased away the darkness. Lukas slowly opened his eyes and blinked. The world fell into focus as he stared at the back of Nydora’s head. His arm was curled around her, grabbing her firm breast as she held onto him, keeping him close. 
 
    Body heat glowed between them. Lukas pressed his nose to her long, white, silky hair. He took in her scent. A dark pointed ear stabbed up from her hair.  
 
    Feeling her against him, he also felt he was hard between her ass cheeks. It wasn’t enough to just be hard, but his hips began to move like they had a life of their own. He moved and rubbed against her, unwilling to stop. 
 
    Nydora smiled before she half opened her eyes. She let out a small gasp as sunlight streamed into the bedchamber. She moved against Lukas, helping his morning greeting between them. 
 
    “I can’t help it,” Lukas said as the buildup began to blind all logic. 
 
    “Don’t stop yourself. It’s not Vala’s way. You have to lose control before you learn how to harness it,” she said with a sultry voice as she continued to move, stroking his cock with her ass. 
 
    Lukas could barely contain his desires. Feeling her tease him closer and closer to climax, made his cock hard as diamond. He moved his arm up, brushing at her breast before he grabbed her. His thumb ran over a standing nipple and she moaned in response. 
 
    “You remembered what I enjoy,” she said as she continued to rub against him. 
 
    Lukas was silent, using every drop of willpower to stop himself from releasing his love. But it was not enough. He held her close to him, moving his hips to hers.  
 
    Nydora lifted her arm and took hold of his neck behind her. She let out soft moans as she teased him. 
 
    “I…” was all Lukas could say before his cock thickened. 
 
    White seed spurted between them, against Nydora’s back and his chest. It was barely in an instant of time before they writhed against each other smearing his seed between them as he spurted again.  
 
    The wet warmth against Nydora’s back caused her entire body to tingle. Wetness bloomed and a hunger pooled within her. She parted her leg and coiled it behind her and over Lukas’s leg. 
 
    “Let me help you,” she whispered as she accessed the body sphere of magic. 
 
    Her touch blazed hot against Lukas’s neck and leg. It spread into him, heating his body and causing blood to remain within his member. Tendrils of pain vanished as Lukas felt his own hunger gnash against his spirit. He maneuvered his hips, the tip of his cock touching Nydora’s unguarded valley entrance. With a small thrust, he met a sliver of resistance as he invaded her thin valley entrance. Wetness covered the tip of his cock, easing him in, inch by inch.  
 
    “That’s the melody,” Nydora cooed as Lukas worked himself into her. 
 
    There was a knock at the door, and Lukas froze, his cock buried deep within the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    “No need to stop. Never be ashamed of what we do. It is the only way to help all of us reach our potential,” she whispered. “Come in,” she said a little louder. 
 
    The door opened and it was Kyra who stepped in. 
 
    The fighter looked at Nydora as she was half-covered and her breasts exposed. Lukas was clutching at one of them as he was behind her. He lifted his head slightly and looked at his fellow ward with nervous eyes. 
 
    “My beautiful Kyra,” Nydora cooed. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    Kyra looked at them, partially covered and their upper naked bodies exposed. Heat rushed into her pale features as she tried to resist a shudder and failed. 
 
    “I… I came to tell you, morning meal is prepared and ready to break your fast,” she said with a small voice. 
 
    “We will be down in a moment,” Nydora said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Kyra continued to stare at them, her heart beating hard in her chest. A moment of seductive madness took over and she parted her lips. 
 
    “How was it?” she blurted out. 
 
    “Wonderful,” Nydora and Lukas said at the same time. 
 
    For reasons Kyra could not understand herself, she smiled. 
 
    “I will teach you, when you're ready,” Nydora said as her body moved on Lukas’s rigid member. 
 
    Kyra and Lukas locked eyes and they gave each other a knowing look, speaking without words, how Vala had touched all of them last night.  
 
    “Yes, Mistress,” Kyra said with a slight bow. 
 
    Lukas and Nydora watched Kyra leave. When the door was shut, soft moans rose up from the couple as shafts of sunlight streamed into the bedchamber. 
 
    *** 
 
    The castle temple was a flurry of activity. Clerics tended to their duties of cleaning, fixing, and farming. Linens were changed in extra bedchambers. Storerooms were stocked with healthy new vegetables from the gardens. A trio of clerics went out hunting for wild pigs that inhabited the large island. Several other clerics went out fishing to ensure there was enough fresh fish stored for the guests that would arrive any day now. 
 
    Arand stalked the boars with the hunters, following tracks and listening. He moved with three shadow elves, making their way deeper into the small forest in the center of the island. A pair of dead rabbits hung from his pack, the archer grateful for them, but looking for larger game. 
 
    The forest was eerily quiet as they moved some distance apart from each other. Arand glanced around, seeing the clerics among the trees, moving with stealth and sharp eyes. Bows filled their hands with arrows nocked. The forest was still in the early morning. 
 
    Arand tried to concentrate, but stray thoughts continued to wander into his mind. It had been two days since that night he heard Nydora and Lukas, and he couldn’t stop thinking about it. Memories from his time on the island crawled along with those thoughts, wondering if he had taken too long to embrace Vala’s ways, the very same ways he, Lukas, and Kyra had learned over the last eight years. 
 
    Moments slipped in as he listened and looked around, the three of them often talking about everything they learned, about their destiny and Vala’s ways. How alien it seemed at first, to love who and how you wanted, without shame or guilt. It was always Vala’s way to explore love, in all its many forms.  
 
    When they grew older, the urges were there, they were always there. Instead, Arand focused on what felt most natural to him. The dreaded discussions about defending themselves often crept into dinner conversations. Deep down, he knew he had to defend himself, and be an asset to the cause. That is where he spent his time and energy trying to achieve, but to love another, was such a faraway concept, he simply ignored it. 
 
     The urges could not be ignored forever, and he knew it since the first few days on the island many years ago. 
 
    Hearing Lukas and Nydora, his friend and mistress together, further opened the door and now, he wanted to walk through it himself. 
 
    A rustle in the small distance snapped Arand back to reality. His bow was lifted up and bowstring pulled back. The nocked arrow pointed in the direction of the rustling, when something big darted out.  
 
    Arand let go of the bowstring and was already pulling another arrow from the quiver over his shoulder. The arrow was nocked as the wild pig squealed, an arrowhead already buried in it. He let loose his second arrow, a few more arrows joining his in flight. The small volley struck the fleeing animal. The beast squealed its last breath before it crashed to the forest floor and slid a foot along the dirt. 
 
    Arand was already running. He leapt over a log and rushed through the brush. He skidded to a halt, the wild pig bleeding out and letting out its death rattle. The other clerics were to his side and looked down with approving eyes. One of the female cleric’s put her hand on Arand’s shoulder, giving it a pat for a job well done. 
 
    The archer smiled as he looked down on their shared kill, but his mind wandered back to his urges and desires. Something within him continued to wake up and he didn’t feel like fighting it anymore. 
 
    *** 
 
    Grunts filled the air. Kyra moved like a contained whirlwind, her wood sword smashing into a wood dummy over and over again. Wood chips shattered off small sections as she attacked it. The dummy moved to her actions, swinging back with blunted arms, but Kyra was much faster, her wood sword blocking the incoming blow and driving the wood blade, hilt, or her boot, into it.  
 
    Sweat rained down her face as she threw every ounce of herself into training. She used every part of herself to fight and the wood dummy was taking the blows. She let out a fierce scream and slammed her whole body into the dummy. The shaft holding the dummy up shattered from her attack and sent the whole thing crashing down in pieces. 
 
    Kyra stood over the broken, wood remains of the dummy, heaving and sweating from hours’ worth of practice. 
 
    Despite burning and exhausted muscles, the memory of that night haunted her. 
 
    The heavy breathing slowed as she slowly regained her energy, but the sounds of moans and whimpers remained in her thoughts. Kyra could not deny that Vala came to her that night. The goddess caressed Kyra’s soul as she pleasured herself to the sounds of people she loved. It was intoxicating, lewd, and very much what she wanted to witness, even if she only heard it. 
 
    The next morning, seeing Lukas and Nydora in bed, only further inflamed her urges. They were barely kept under control over many of the eight years here on the island, but now, it seemed like the chains were broken and she couldn’t fight what was happening to her.  
 
    When they broke their fast together, that morning, Kyra wanted to speak freely, but the words never came. It was almost like a normal meal time, except everyone danced around the subject. She remembered looking to mistress and seeing her warm, happy smile. Kyra knew she could ask anything and Mistress would answer, but the words never came out. It was like they were stuck in her throat, and she very much wanted to know more beyond the self-love she experienced nearly nightly. 
 
    Kyra turned to the castle and stared at it. Her heart pounded in her chest, curiosity and longing filling her spirit. With a small growl, she threw her sword down and marched toward a small side door with determination in her eyes. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sunlight poured in from the larger, arched window. Curtains were drawn to the sides, light painting the center tables and comfortable chairs with golden light. Dust motes floated, blazing alive in the light before vanishing once they left it. 
 
    A robed man continued to put books back in their proper places. 
 
    Lukas hummed to himself as he worked. Once a book slid into place on the shelf, he noticed something about himself. He pulled back his hand, thinking that he never felt so free, or his thoughts so clear. It was like a weight had been pulled off his spirit and he felt ready to take on anything that would stand in his way. 
 
    The mage grinned to himself, thoughts of Nydora slipping in. The mere thought of her caused his body to get warmer. The night, and morning, they spent together thrilled and awakened him to a larger world. Years of discussion had fallen into action, and Lukas kicked himself for taking so long to act, despite his freedoms and urges. 
 
    The library door opened. 
 
    Lukas turned around and smiled. Kyra stepped in and closed the door behind herself. Lukas’s smile faded a touch as the redhead marched toward him. A sliver of fear touched his mind, concerned that he did something that angered her and she was going to punch him in the mouth. 
 
    Lukas noted that she looked haggard, and sweat darkened part of her shirt under her leather armor. Despite her hair being tied back, stray strands framed her beauty as she seemed to have some internal conflict in her tired eyes. 
 
    Kyra marched up to the mage, her eyes now filled with fire. When she parted her lips, her whole demeanor sagged, like she just woke up from a thousand-year sleep. 
 
    “I can’t stop thinking about you and Mistress,” Kyra said honestly. 
 
    Lukas let out a sigh of relief. “I thought you were going to punch me for something I didn’t remember.” 
 
    Kyra let out a small laugh, but her shoulders remained low and arms dangling at her sides. 
 
    “I would have just punched you,” she said matter of fact.  
 
    Lukas nodded. “Should we have a seat?” 
 
    Kyra shook her head. “No. I need to tend to my other duties, but I wanted to talk to you for a little while, if that’s okay?” 
 
    “You know we can talk at any time. I always have time for you, Arand, and Mistress.” 
 
    Kyra let out a flustered sigh, her cheeks a burning pink. 
 
    “What was it like?” she asked plainly. 
 
    Lukas nodded. “It was freeing, and beautiful. It felt like Vala was speaking through us, through our bodies.” 
 
    Kyra looked away, her face turning a light shadow of pink. “I felt Vala as well, that very night.” 
 
    She then turned her gaze and looked up into Lukas’s eyes. “We all have fought the urges for so long. I don’t want to fight them anymore.” 
 
    Lukas nodded. “Neither do I.” 
 
    Purple irises stared into Lukas’s amber brown eyes. “I feel like the time is coming, for what we have trained to do, but I haven’t learned everything I need to know, to help us bring peace back to Emoria.” 
 
    “I felt the same, I still feel the same. The night with Mistress was inspiring, but we all have to be ready. Is there something else you want to talk about?” Lukas asked with concern. 
 
    Kyra’s eyes shined for a moment, before looking away. “You and Arand are not just my friends, but like brothers to me. I want to know more, but the thoughts terrify and excite me. I have always been honest with you and Arand, because of our life together, but I’m not sure what to do. I’m not sure…” she trailed off. 
 
    “I know what you don’t say with words,” Lukas said as he stepped closer. 
 
    Kyra’s body flinched when he raised his arms, but didn’t touch her. She looked at him with wide eyes, until she saw his genuine self. She stepped in closer and the pair hugged each other. 
 
    “You're afraid things will change, between all of us. I felt the same, before going to Mistress’s room,” he said softly into her ear. “But that fear melted away the moment we touched each other. I can’t tell you what to do, but I advise, go see Mistress. Talk to her about what you’re feeling. You know she will be honest and loving, no matter what you say.” 
 
    Kyra buried her face in his chest and neck. The moment of vulnerability nearly overwhelmed her, but she took control and simply nodded against him.  
 
    Scents and heat rose up between them as they held each other. Hearts beat like drums going to war, slow, strong, and powerful.  
 
    “But before you go to her,” Lukas said as he still embraced her, “take a bath. You stink.” 
 
    Kyra let out such a relieved laugh, her shoulders bounced from within his embrace. She then pulled away and punched his chest so hard, Lukas stepped back two steps. 
 
    “Ow,” he hissed as he rubbed the spot where she punched him. 
 
    “Thank you, for listening to me,” the fighter grinned in the luminous glow of the library. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nydora was on her knees, before a small altar. The temple within the castle was empty, save for the shadow elf. Comfortable benches stood behind her on either side. Stained glass windows glowed with sunlight, colored lights painting the benches and floor. 
 
    A small, alabaster carved statue stood on the altar. A shrouded woman stood, a cloak circling her half nude body. A hood covered her head, shadows covering her mysterious features. 
 
    The shadow elf bowed her head to the statue, her thoughts swirling with dark and ominous images. Amid the dark thoughts, three souls glowed, keeping the darkness at bay, but only barely. 
 
    “I have been too patient, and now, they may be thrust into a war they’re not ready for,” Nydora whispered to her goddess. 
 
    The statue was silent and unmoving. 
 
    Nydora lifted her head and looked at the statue with intense, crimson eyes. 
 
    “The things in the dark draw ever closer. I don’t wish to shield those I care about, but the entire realm will not survive if the crown is not made whole again. I will fulfill my duty to this realm, before I leave it for another. I only ask, allow me enough time to do what I was meant to achieve. This is all I ask.” 
 
    The statue remained silent. 
 
    Nydora slowly stood up and bowed to the altar. “I will guide them, for as long as I can, this I promise.” 
 
    The shadow elf bowed deeper before standing up. She turned and started walking, her back to the altar and the statue of her goddess. A shadowy tendril caressed her mind when a sound broke her inner thoughts. 
 
    Nydora turned her head as she walked down the middle aisle, seeing Kyra stepping into the temple. She looked over to the shadow elf and gave her a shy smile. 
 
    The two reached the end of the center aisle. Nydora reached out and took Kyra’s hands into hers. The two women stared into each other’s eyes, a comfort filling the space between them. 
 
    “My lovely Kyra, what brings you to the temple?” Nydora asked. 
 
    “I didn’t come here for worship, but to speak with you, if you have some time?” 
 
    “I always have time for you. Let’s sit.” 
 
    Nydora gently pulled Kyra with her by the hand. They both sat down on a padded bench, their knees turned to each other and holding hands. 
 
    “What do you wish to speak upon?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Kyra looked away, a sudden flash of heat causing her cheeks to turn pink. 
 
    “You know we may speak upon anything you wish, without judgment or guilt.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. “I know, but this is something that I have thought about for a long time and I’m unsure how to say the words.” 
 
    “Say them as if you were speaking to Vala herself. She listens, as do I. There is nothing you can say that will sway us away from our bonds,” Nydora said warmly. 
 
    Kyra felt Nydora’s confidence and warmth, making it easier to speak about everything she bottled up. 
 
    “I want to know Vala’s ways, just as you explored them with Lukas,” she nearly blurted out. 
 
    Nydora was silent as she could feel there was more to say. 
 
    Kyra looked away as she continued, “But I fear, I will be unloved in the way I need to be loved.” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded. “You fear, Lukas, Arand, and myself, will love you less after you begin understanding the path. This is an understandable fear, one many feel before taking on new journeys. Would it help to say, Lukas felt the same as you do?” 
 
    Kyra bowed her head. “He told me he felt that way, but it changed after spending the night with you.” 
 
    Nydora lifted a hand and touched Kyra’s cheek. The young woman looked into the shadow elf’s loving eyes and her own fears melted away. 
 
    “Kyra, you are strong, fierce, and beautiful. When you understand the path as you walk it, men and women will bend to your fire, wishing to be part of it.” 
 
    Nydora touched Kyra’s hand again, curling her fingers around hers. “But all grand journeys begin with timid steps. Lukas came to me to learn. Arand will come to me to learn as well. You want to learn, and I will teach you, anything you desire to know.” 
 
    The fighter sighed. “I want to feel the touch of women, and men. I want to know it and allow myself to be free.” 
 
    Nydora felt Kyra’s thoughts touch hers, and she understood what she was trying to say. 
 
    “My beautiful Kyra, do you understand the spheres of magic?” 
 
    Kyra blinked, followed by a shrug. “Lukas has explained some of it to me, but I don’t understand all of it.” 
 
    “There are twelve spheres of magic, each one devoted to an element. Those who follow Vala’s ways, often learn the Mind, Life, and sometimes the Light and Dark spheres, depending on their oath to Vala. But there is one sphere that aids all those who follow Vala’s true ways, and it is the Body sphere. It allows the devoted to not only experience the myriad ways of Vala’s love, but allows us to understand our own desires.” 
 
    Kyra stared at the shadow elf, unsure what she meant. When she was about to ask, a thin aura of energy surrounded the beautiful shadow elf. 
 
    Kyra watched with wide eyes as Nydora’s body began to shift and change. Her breasts sank into her chest and reformed into a muscular, male chest. Her body shape changed, becoming toned muscle along a slender body. Her long hair remained the same, but her features took on a male appearance, sharpening along the jaw, temples, and cheeks. 
 
    The fighter stared as a male version of Nydora sat with her, holding her hands. 
 
    “Clerics, priests, paladins, and those gifted by Vala, have a deep connection with the Body Sphere and its power. You never have to fear missing an experience, when I can bend my body to what you desire, and what you wish to learn.” 
 
    Kyra’s eyes trembled. “I want to learn how you are now, and how you are normally.” 
 
    Nydora bowed her head. “Then I will teach you, when you feel the time is right. I simply wanted to show you, many things are possible, and you never have to worry of doing something you’re not ready for.” 
 
    Kyra gave a slow, single nod. “What if I’m never ready for this journey, or path? What if I’m broken, and can never achieve what we need to bring peace to Emoria?” 
 
    Nydora’s body shifted and returned to her true form. She patted Kyra’s hands in deep understanding. 
 
    “Kyra, you were never broken, always remember that,” Nydora said with a loving smile. 
 
    Kyra’s eyes watered as her heart pounded in her chest. “The wolves. I still see them in my nightmares. They tried too…” she trailed off. 
 
    Nydora wrapped her arms around the young woman and held her close.  
 
    “I’m here for you, for everything you need to feel whole again,” the shadow elf said with closed eyes and a tear trailing down her cheek. 
 
    The two held each other for a long time before they parted. Kyra blinked away the wetness. Nydora never wiped away the tear. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kyra said simply. 
 
    “Thank you, for speaking your heart to me,” Nydora smiled. 
 
    Time seemed to stand still between them. A moment later, a horn blasted in the distance. Kyra and Nydora turned toward a stained-glass window as bells began to ring from the docks. 
 
    The two women were to their feet, when a cleric rushed into the temple chamber. He darted to the two women and bowed deeply to Nydora. 
 
    “The Hunter has been spotted and signaled their approach. They will be here shortly,” he said as he stood up. 
 
    Nydora and Kyra smiled brightly at the cleric before turning to each other. 
 
    “Family has come home,” Nydora grinned. 
 
    Kyra nodded. 
 
    The shadow elf turned to the cleric with a gleam in her eyes. 
 
    “Prepare for their arrival! Tonight, we celebrate their return!” Nydora said with enthusiasm and a happy heart. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Mooring lines were thrown to waiting hands. Shadow elves moved with practiced ease, securing the lines as the ship slowed to a stop alongside the stone pier. The sun sank lower in the sky, the blue heavens darkening a little to the approaching evening. Clouds took on pinkish edges as a goblin with an eyepatch shouted down at the clerics. 
 
    “Hurry up! I want off this ship!” the goblin shouted loudly. 
 
    The clerics ignored the goblin, hearing her loud commands over the years and not bothering to give her a second thought. 
 
    Nydora, Kyra, and Lukas approached the dock. The trio smiled brightly as a ramp slid out and slammed down on the ancient dock. 
 
    A goblin in black leather rushed down and leapt into the air. She spun into a somersault before landing on the dock and giving a deep bow. 
 
    A troll moved to the top of the ramp, with an elf and a hobkin. They all looked over at the end of the dock with wide, happy smiles, as Nydora, Kyra, and Lukas walked toward them. Everyone waved to each other as the troll, elf, and hobkin disembarked the ship and stood alongside the smiling goblin. When they all met, everyone hugged everyone in welcomed relief. 
 
    Wynn stepped to Lukas and hugged him tightly. Lukas struggled in her strong grip, knowing he couldn’t escape even if he wanted to.  
 
    Wynn finally let go, pulled back, but kept her hands on Lukas’s shoulders. She looked at him with stern eyes. 
 
    “Have you kept up with your studies?” she said with nearly manic eyes. 
 
    “I have,” Lukas grinned. “I would never want to disappoint my favorite teacher.” 
 
    Wynn nodded. “Good, but I will still have to test you. Always be prepared for anything,” she said and hugged him again. 
 
    Lukas was frozen in her grip. For an elf, she was always very affectionate with him. Now that she pressed her rather ample chest to him, it did not go unnoticed. Electric heat filled the young mage, holding onto his mentor while unable to control the flow of blood to his nether region. 
 
    Wynn opened her eyes and her smile vanished. She pulled back and looked into Lukas’s embarrassed gaze. 
 
    “You’ve grown, in many different ways,” she said with a sly whisper. 
 
    “Um,” was all Lukas could muster. 
 
    Wynn brought her face closer to his ear. “Maybe there are a few private lessons we can explore,” she said and licked his ear before pulling back like she didn’t say anything. 
 
    Lukas let out a small sound as he could not control the storm under his robe. 
 
    Malak grinned from ear to ear as he approached Nydora and Kyra. The shadow elf didn’t hesitate to hug the seven-foot-tall troll as he bent down to hug her. When they pulled apart, it was Nydora who looked over his shoulder and found something missing. 
 
    “It’s good to see you, but where is your axe?” 
 
    Malak closed his eyes and grinned, his big hand rising up and rubbing the back of his head. 
 
    “It finally broke, fighting in a dungeon. It was getting worn down and there are no blacksmiths that can repair how damaged it had become,” he said and patted a smaller sword sheathed at his hip. “For the quests to come, I decided to use a sword instead. It will allow us to move with greater stealth than having a burly axe.” 
 
    Nydora smiled and nodded. 
 
    Malak turned his attention to Kyra as she looked up to him with sad eyes. 
 
    “Sorry about nearly biting your fingers off,” Kyra muttered. 
 
    Malak let out a bellowing laugh before grabbing her with his massive arms and holding her close to him. Kyra allowed it, smiling into his chest. 
 
    “As I say every time we see each other, stop apologizing. I have always admired your fierce strength, and I learned my lesson after that moment,” he laughed. 
 
    Kyra pulled back and looked up at him with a warm smile. 
 
    “You’ve grown stronger, more confident. I can tell from your stance and I am impressed,” Malak grinned. 
 
    “Wait until we spare. I’ll show you what I can do!” Kyra grinned. 
 
    “I look forward to it!” Malak said with a cheery shout. 
 
    Jez and Fara approached Nydora, Kyra, and Malak from the side. 
 
    “Where’s Arand?” Jez said as she tapped her foot. “He should be here to welcome us!” 
 
    “He’s cleaning up from a day of hunting. He didn’t want to greet you covered in pig blood,” Nydora answered with a smile. 
 
    Jez’s eyes half closed. “Oh, how delightful it would be if he was slathered in it!” 
 
    “You’re disgusting,” Fara said as she shook her head. 
 
    “You say it like it’s a bad thing,” the goblin with long, floppy green ears grinned. 
 
    “It is a bad thing!” Fara said with an annoyed tone. 
 
    “HA! I wager you wouldn’t say that if Arand likes a little blood with his meat,” Jez said with a wicked grin. 
 
    Fara looked away with crossed arms and pink cheeks. 
 
    The goblin pointed and laughed at the hobkin as shadow elf clerics boarded the ship and began picking up small crates of supplies. 
 
    A figure approached the end of the stone dock. Arand looked at everyone gathered and his heart warmed. Refreshed and having changed clothes, he started walking toward everyone. 
 
    It was Jez who stopped laughing and turned her gaze to the approaching young man with short black hair. The goblin licked her lips as she darted into a run. Fara, who caught the quick shadow of the goblin running, turned and ran after her, spotting Arand at the end of the dock and approaching. 
 
    Arand stopped walking when Jez leapt into the air with a wide smile, her arms and legs out. 
 
    “Arand!” the goblin shouted before slamming into his chest and curling her arms around his neck and her legs around the lower back. 
 
    The force of the blow was strong enough for him to take two steps back. He stared with wide eyes and a nervous smile, the goblin’s face an inch from his, and smiling evilly. 
 
    “Oh, how I missed you,” Jez said with a wicked tone. 
 
    A small body crashed into Arand, a side of a face touching his waist and arms circled around, grabbing his ass. 
 
    “Arand!” Fara shouted as she rubbed her cheek on his stomach. 
 
    “I’m happy to see you both!” he laughed before grabbing Jez by the back of her leather jacket and pulling. 
 
    The goblin didn’t budge, holding on fast. 
 
    “You’ll need to try harder than that to shake me off,” the goblin said and kissed his nose. 
 
    Fara pulled back and growled. She grabbed one of the goblin’s legs and pulled. Jez’s eyes widened, before Arand pulled her off and held her before him, facing him. 
 
    Jez crossed her arms and pouted, her legs dangling down. “Fara, don’t be jealous,” she said with a deadpan demeanor. 
 
    “I’m not jealous!” she shouted up at the goblin. 
 
    “Yes, you are!” Jez shouted back. 
 
    Arand continued to hold up the petite goblin as she and Fara stared at each other with contempt. 
 
    Everyone else on the dock laughed as Arand tried to calm the hobkin and goblin down. 
 
    Malak turned to Nydora with happy eyes. “We should go inside. There is much to discuss and we brought gifts.” 
 
    Lukas and Kyra’s ears perked up. 
 
    “Gifts?” the pair said as they looked at the tall troll. 
 
    Malak nodded. “Yes, but we can give them out after dinner.” 
 
    The excitement was infectious and Nydora found it difficult to hide her own happy enjoyment. 
 
    “Let’s go and get everything ready for a dinner celebration,” the shadow elf said with closed eyes and a warm smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun hung low in the sky, its light fading as evening approached. 
 
    In a chamber with a singular, wide window, a shadow elf and a troll sat at a table with two glasses and a bottle of wine. Nydora poured into the glasses until they were both full. She slid one across the table to the troll and he took it with a small head bow. Nydora lifted her glass and the pair clinked them together before taking a deep sip. 
 
    Lanterns glowed with warm light. The room was filled with comfortable furniture. The mood was calm, but Nydora could sense an uneasiness in Malak’s dark eyes. 
 
    “How was your time on the mainland?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Malak looked at his drink and swirled it a little. “Frustrating at times, but there might be a glimmer of hope for our quest.” 
 
    Nydora leaned forward on an elbow while holding her glass. “I’m all ears.” 
 
    “Beautiful ears at that,” the troll gave a gruff chuckle and sipped his drink. 
 
    Malak put his glass down and leaned back in his chair. He was silent for a moment, as if choosing his words carefully. He then sighed and began talking. 
 
    “Each time we’ve gone back to the mainland, it feels like we have more and more eyes on us. It’s happened more in the last year, and it seems we cannot keep what we are doing secret much longer.” 
 
    The troll looked up into Nydora’s crimson gaze. “A plague has afflicted the land, and strange rumors persist. It has been affecting most of the lands, in one way or another, but it seems to be affecting the hudenn empire the most.” 
 
    “Their lands and kingdoms take up a significant area of the east coast. How has it been affecting the other lands?” 
 
    Malak held his glass with big blue fingers, but didn’t pick it up to drink. “In pockets, for the most part. The mood is bleak, from what we learned on our travels. The people of small towns and small kingdoms are still disappearing overnight. It has made everyone afraid once the sun sets, that they may not see a sunrise. 
 
    “The emperors and lords of the lands have been trying to keep the peace, but their efforts are falling on deaf ears. Rumors continue to speak of wolves in the night, but not your normal, natural wolves. No, they are large, monstrous ones, big enough to smash through homes or scale castle walls.” 
 
    “Have you witnessed these monster wolves?” Nydora asked. 
 
    Malak shook his head. “No, not as of yet. But we have encountered strange tracks that lead to nowhere. I’ve been a ranger for many years, but I’ve never seen tracks lead to nothing.” 
 
    Nydora looked down in thought. “Kyra still occasionally has nightmares about wolves. I wonder if she is seeing more than she understands?” 
 
    Malak eyed the shadow elf. “How is she? How are all three of them?” 
 
    Nydora looked up to the troll with a small smile. “They are well, for the most part. Their skills in fighting and magic are nearing master ranks, but they are delayed when it comes to their skills needed to complete their destinies. 
 
    “Lukas is the only one with some experience, but Kyra and Arand are still hesitant. I fear, I may have been too patient with them.” 
 
    Malak shook his head. “They will learn as time and experiences permit. They have a wonderful and beautiful teacher.” 
 
    Nydora smiled. “You spoke of a glimmer of hope.” 
 
    The troll nodded. “We spent the last two years completing quests in the hudenn empire, Inarra. It has brought us some fame and credit with many different kingdoms, those who have the hudenn emperor’s ear.  
 
    “It took some time, coin, and effort, but we believe we know where one of the daggers are. The hudenn emperor’s bloodline has always had a fascination with mysterious and legendary artifacts. He also enjoys mentioning his famous collection to others during events and galas.” 
 
    A twinkling gleam touched Malak’s eye, followed by a knowing smile. “We believe the hudenn emperor has one of the daggers, and we managed to get an invitation to see the emperor himself.” 
 
    Nydora’s eyes widened a hair. “Truly?” 
 
    “Truly. In five days, we have an invitation to meet him and his royal court. It is believed he is desperate for some solutions to the plagues and strange occurrences. It helped our cause when we mentioned that Vala’s chosen may have returned to Emoria to aid us during these dark times.” 
 
    The shadow elf gave a slow nod as she looked down. “We knew this day would come, where we couldn’t hide any longer.” 
 
    Malak leaned forward and spoked in a hushed tone. “The invitation hinges on your appearance. I will not fill your ears with trust and fanciful enthusiasm. This may very well be some elaborate trap, but as we know, and all of Emoria knows from legend, if anything was to befall Vala’s Grand Priestess, it would destabilize the region. 
 
    “I never confirmed, nor denied your presence, but after a few small private meetings, we were followed by shadows on more than one occasion.” 
 
    “This was the only way,” Nydora stated. 
 
    Malak nodded. “It was the only way.” 
 
    Nydora’s mind penetrated Malak’s thoughts and his heart. Her mind sphere was strong enough to detect any lie or deception, and she found none within the honorable troll. He spoke the truth, his mind and heart untampered and pure. Nydora thought knowing that would make her feel better, but a new dread crawled into her, that others would be plotting their schemes for her arrival. 
 
    “I know it’s the only way, but, was there a chance you were followed here?” 
 
    Malak shook his head. “Wynn ensured there were no magical means watching us. Jez rumored mis-information in spy networks, to throw them off the trail. Our ship was not followed as we left port. We did everything we could to hide our scent, but there are greater things at play. 
 
    “If we want to find the daggers and reassemble the crown, we must leave first thing tomorrow.” 
 
    Nydora looked at the window, seeing the sky darken to the approaching evening. 
 
    “It would seem, the Order of the Crown must begin our quest,” she said softly. 
 
    Malak looked into her red eyes with an understanding nod. “We have all grown close to them. We will protect them and you with our lives. But the longer the four of you stay here, the darker the realm will become.  
 
    “There is little hope left. If the realm knows Nydora has returned, we may gain more allies to the cause, and bring peace back to Emoria.” 
 
    The shadow elf nodded as her eyes took on a faraway gleam. “Malak, you know I was there, over ten-thousand years ago. The god of night nearly plunged the entire realm into darkness. If he continued, Emoria would have been more than just a place for darkness to dwell. It would have cracked the very world, bleeding all of its power to the god of night. 
 
    “In those days and nights, armies of shades would move across the lands. Infected beings followed and worshiped their master, carrying out his will of taking this world and shattering it. 
 
    “I remember the desperation. It seeped into every moment and place, evil lurking just beyond the edge of reality. Many sacrificed their lives to create the daggers and form the crown. It brought the people together, blasting the darkness and sealing it away in one of the moons. I stood with them, the streams of varied lights striking the god and forcing him into his celestial tomb. His armies vanished the moment he was imprisoned, but for a long time, there were rumors that his infection had not gone away completely. 
 
    “With the crown, and established bloodlines, peace was meant to keep the world whole. I blame myself for not staying a few hundred years more to ensure peace would last. Now, we are paying the price because I hoped and trusted the realm would remember such darkness and never wish to experience it again.” 
 
    Malak reached across the table and took Nydora’s hand into his large hand. “You cannot blame yourself. Even after the crown was dismantled, there were still long stretches of peace. Those in power will always fight for more power, but for the people, they felt love and light again.” 
 
    Nydora looked down on his big, dark blue hand with a heavy heart. “Vala whispered to me, commanding me to sleep. She knew, if I stayed, I would be revered as a goddess and would fracture the fragile peace. She knew, time was needed to ensure it took, before my lifetimes on Emoria came to an end, and I moved on to other realms, never to return. 
 
    “My dear Malak, I’ve had visions of the future, delivered by our shared goddess. She has glimpsed the terrible darkness again and she fears for all. The gods carry on, blind to the threat, but she sees more and it has fallen on deaf ears.” 
 
    “Except for our ears,” Malak grinned. 
 
    Nydora looked at the troll and gave him a small smile, “Except for ours.” 
 
    The troll stood up, but continued to lean forward, still holding Nydora’s hand. “There is still much to discuss, but we can continue it on the ship back to the mainland. We are all happy to be back home, and eager to spend time with you and your wards. They have grown into fine adults and you have done a wonderful task of helping to nurture them. We may not have a clear vision of the future, but together, we may have a good, starting chance if the emperor allows us to take our first dagger.” 
 
    Nydora stood up with a knowing smile. “You expect me to help convince him to part with the dagger.” 
 
    Malak bowed at the hip and kissed the back of Nydora’s hand. He then looked up with amused eyes. 
 
    “I do not get your meaning? We are simply guests to the palace and the emperor’s court. What happens beyond that is for the gods to decide,” Malak said with a wink. 
 
    Nydora shook her head in amusement as Malak let go of her hand. 
 
    “Dinner should be ready. We’ll meet with everyone and enjoy our time before we begin packing for the trip,” Nydora said with renewed conviction in her heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    The small dining hall was filled with warmth, light, and laughter. The hearth blazed with heat as the sun set behind the distant horizon. Clerics smiled as they tended to guests, and the long table was covered in empty plates and full glasses of wines or spirits. 
 
    Nydora sat at the head of the table, watching everyone with adoring eyes and a glass of wine in her hand. With the feast mostly over, good feelings washed over everyone sitting at the table. 
 
    In the center of the table, Jez was standing on one hand, balancing empty plates on her feet and single, up-raised hand. She balanced everything perfectly, yelling at Fara to put full mugs of spirits on each plate. 
 
    “Hurry up!” the goblin yelled with a drunken grin. 
 
    Fara moved with blurry eyes, the drink going straight to her head. She climbed onto the table with two sloshing mugs and tried to keep her balance. 
 
    “Stop yelling at me! I’m trying!” Fara blurted out as she weaved back and forth, staring at the plates. 
 
    Nydora looked to her right, seeing Lukas watching the show. The mage had a small smile as he watched the antics in the middle of the table. 
 
    To the shadow elf’s left, Kyra sat with a grin. Next to her, Arand laughed and pointed at the goblin and hobkin.  
 
    At the other end of the table, Malak chuckled as he never tired of Jez and Fara as they teased and yelled at each other. To his right, Wynn was watching and clapping, her cheeks glowing pink from drink. 
 
    The mood was jovial, cheers and clapping filling the room as the goblin burped while holding up plates with most of her limbs. Fara timidly put a full mug on the plate in Jez’s hand. She then picked up two more mugs, weaving from side to side as she tried to focus and put them on the plates held up by the goblin’s feet. 
 
    “You’re slower than a sow!” Jez barked. 
 
    “No, I’m not! I just know you’re going to drop everything, like you usually do!” Fara shot back. 
 
    Jez laughed. “We’re home and this time, I will succeed!” 
 
    “Jez! Jez!” Kyra and Arand chanted with their fists pumping in the air. 
 
    “I wager she won’t succeed,” Wynn mentioned to Malak. 
 
    “How much?” he grinned before sipping his mug of spirits. 
 
    “A gold coin,” Wynn said with a smug expression. 
 
    Malak dug into his belt pouch and without stopping drinking, tossed the coin on the table. 
 
    Wynn saw the coin and grinned wide. She fished a coin from her mystical, inner pockets and tossed a gold coin on the table, next to Malak’s coin. 
 
    Fara shook her head as chanting carried on. She lifted a mug and placed it on the plate on Jez’s right foot. 
 
    “Almost,” Jez said as she grunted and grinned at the same time. 
 
    Lukas, Kyra, and Arand leaned forward. Chants stopped as everyone else leaned in a little closer to see if the goblin would complete her favorite drunken trick. 
 
    Fara continued to weave, the plate on Jez’s left foot began to multiply into three weaving plates. 
 
    “I thought I only had one plate left?” Fara said confused as the mug in her hand sloshed with drink. 
 
    “Put the mug on the plate! The plate!” Jez shouted as her arms and legs began to tremble. 
 
    Fara gave a slow nod. Everyone at the table stopped breathing and watched with wide, unblinking eyes.  
 
    Time stood still as the hobkin lifted the mug and held it over the trembling plate. 
 
    “Do it, halfling!” Jez barked. 
 
    Fara placed the mug on the plate and as soon as she let go, the plate tilted and the mug slid with it. 
 
    Mouths opened in stunned shock as the mug slid and tipped. 
 
    “Shhhhhiiiiitttttttt,” Jez said in slow motion as the mug tipped over completely and splashed between her legs. 
 
    The goblin crumbled as plates and mugs came crashing down, on and around her. The clatter echoed as almost everyone stood up. 
 
    Laughter filled the small dining hall as bodies moved to the sides of the table to help the now drenched goblin. Jez pushed wet hair over her remaining eye and pouted. Lukas, Kyra, and Arand picked up napkins and began trying to dry off the wet goblin as she glared at Fara standing on the table nearby. 
 
    “Oops,” Fara giggled-snorted before picking up another mug and downing its contents. 
 
    At one end of the table, Malak shook his head as Wynn gathered up her winnings. She held the two coins before the troll and made them dance with her hands. She grinned and laughed as the coins moved up and down as she held them. 
 
    Nydora could not contain her smile, nor her laugh. The fun absurdity tickled her spirit and how she wanted it to last. 
 
    Once the goblin was mostly dried off, she picked up a nearby mug and began to drink more. 
 
    Malak stood up and looked to one of the clerics in the dining room. He gave him a nod and smile, before turning and exiting out of the chamber. 
 
    “Before dessert arrives, it might be time for gifts!” Malak bellowed. 
 
    Kyra, Lukas, and Arand turned to the tall troll with happy smiles. Jez and Fara climbed down from the table, the pair holding onto each other as they tried to help each other sit in a pair of chairs. Wynn glanced at Lukas and gave him a wry smile. 
 
    Nydora continued to sit with interested eyes. 
 
    Two clerics walked back in, each holding an end to a long crate. They brought it to the table and set it down closer to Malak’s end. When the clerics stepped away, the troll reached for the crate with large hands. Fingers dug beneath the nailed down lid, and with little effort, pulled it off and handed it to a nearby cleric. 
 
    The two young men and a woman stepped closer with happy gazes. 
 
    Malak reached into the long crate and pulled out a dark, wood bow. Waves of lines ran along the smooth, well-made bow. The troll turned to Arand and held the bow sideways across both hands. 
 
    “A bow made from the finest weir wood tree. Extremely difficult to make and very expensive, but worth it. It is nearly unbreakable and incredibly flexible. It gives an extra punch to your arrows,” the troll said with a slight bow. 
 
    Arand reached out and took the bow. He held it in his hands, light as a feather. He pulled back on the wire bowstring and felt the power contained within it. His arm struggled slightly, but he could feel the power of the bow. 
 
    Fara reached into the crate and pulled out a leather quiver with an odd pack attached to it. She stepped over and handed it to the archer with a smile. 
 
    “A new quiver, filled with arrows. It also has a fletching kit attached to it. By opening the leather flap, you can make more arrows at any time, providing there is enough wood around.” 
 
    Arand took the quiver and slid the strap over his shoulder. He made a slight bow to Malak and Fara. 
 
    “Thank you, truly,” the archer said before standing up and marveling at his bow once more. 
 
    Malak turned to the crate again. He reached in and took hold of a sheathed sword. He lifted it up and presented it to Kyra as she stood next to Arand.  
 
    “A fine warrior needs a fine weapon. This sword is named Night’s Edge. It has an enchantment of sharpness and a blending of iron and silver metals, elements that burn against most undead, fae, and creatures of the night.” 
 
    Kyra took hold of the sheathed sword. It had silver bands along the black sheath. The hilt was simple, but had small runes etched into it. The pommel had tightly bound leather, for an easier grip and manipulation without it slipping from the wielder’s hand. 
 
    Kyra pulled the blade out a few inches and looked down on the naked blade. Power coursed into her, feeling the heft, and the blade being a further extension of her arm. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kyra said simply and bowed deeply. 
 
    Malak smiled as he bowed to her as well. When he stood up to reach into the crate again, Wynn’s hands were already inside. She pulled out a thick book, covered in runes. She turned to Lukas with a wide, drunken grin and thrust the book out to him and bowed her head. 
 
    “A mage should always have a proper spellbook. I picked this one myself. It is enchanted, hardened against the elements and physical damage. It will carry all of your spells and give them a boost in power. You will have to transcribe them, but it will stay loyal to you after you write in your first spell.” 
 
    Lukas reached out and took the spellbook. He brought it close, admiring the fine craftsmanship that went into it. His senses picked up the strong enchantments that covered the book. Memories floated across his mind, of his early days of magical training. Wynn often taught him, spellbooks are an extension of a mage’s power. A spell from memory can be strong, but a spellbook will add greater power to each spell. It was a conduit of mana and Lukas felt he could change the very fabric of reality once he transcribed spells onto its blank pages. 
 
    “Thank you. I will treasure this for all my days,” Lukas said with a bow. 
 
    Wynn eyed the mage, fighting the urge to lick her lips in front of him. 
 
    Nydora looked at her wards with pride. Her heart beat with loving bliss, seeing everyone together. A dark thought tried to penetrate her happy cloud and she pushed it away, not wanting to see anything beyond this moment. 
 
    Taking a quick breath, she cleared her throat and everyone turned their attention to the shadow elf. 
 
    “I cannot put into words how proud, and the feeling of love, that is in this very chamber. Let us continue with the celebration and remember this night for many years to come,” she said with a tear in her eye. 
 
    Everyone looked at the beautiful shadow elf and gave her a nod and a happy smile.  
 
    Clerics came in through the door, each carrying pies in their hands. 
 
    “PIE! I love pie!” Arand shouted and nearly launched himself back to his seat, ready to slaughter it the moment it was set down. 
 
    Laughter erupted as the hearth crackled with heat and living flames. 
 
    *** 
 
    The cold cloak of night had long fallen across Dream Isle. The wind whipped at trees, causing branches and leaves to move like flailing jesters. The sky was clear, stars and two moons glowing. A third moon was rising to join the other pair in the celestial heavens. 
 
    Along the sandy shores of the island, small waves crashed. The surf was kicked up by the freezing waters. For a time, all seemed as it were, the ocean and land meeting with ancient rhythms. 
 
    Things moved under the dark waters. The top of a head emerged, followed by another, and another. Hollowed out eye sockets stared at nothing, as decayed bodies lurched up from the freezing waters. At first, there were a dozen undead bodies stepping out of the water. After a moment, dozens and dozens more appeared. Bodies lurched onto the sandy beaches as some crawled onto the ancient stone dock. 
 
    The dead moved silently as they turned their dead senses to the odd castle in the small distance. 
 
    The waves continued to gently crash on the surf, as now hundreds of decayed bodies stepped onto the shores, all of them converging toward the castle surrounded by swaying trees. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
     Lantern light flickered as a cleric made the rounds. She walked with a haggard gait, the long day coming to a close. Dreamy thoughts of her bed filled the shadow elf’s mind and she smiled to herself. Her pointed ears perked up, hearing the distant echo of laughter from the guests. 
 
    “One final patrol and then off to bed,” the shadow elf said to herself, followed by a sigh. 
 
    She walked down the stone corridor, making her way to a side door. The main doors were already locked and bolted. The side doors were the last to check because clerics often had to finish a few things outside before coming in for the night. 
 
    The fog of her bed still filled her mind as she approached the door. She glanced at the bolt, still in place. She was about to turn around, when she heard a small scratching. 
 
    The shadow elf’s ears moved slightly to the sound and she looked at the door. 
 
    “Lem? Did you get into the wine before bringing in another barrel?” she said as she walked up to the door and touched the bolt. 
 
    The scratching continued. 
 
    “Drunken fool,” the cleric said as she grabbed the bolt and slid it back. 
 
    She grabbed the handle and barely turned it, when the door pushed in hard. The cleric leapt back as the door slammed against the wall. The cleric stepped back as a stench of seawater and decay blasted in. Her red eyes widened as rotting bodies stepped in with outstretched hands. 
 
    “Breech!” the cleric shouted as she held out her hand. 
 
    Her voice echoed as light spilled into her open hand and formed into a rudimentary blade of light. She took a stance as the dead rushed in. Light whipped and flashed, burning and dismembering the first three corpses in a blink of an eye.  
 
    The cleric stepped back as the deluge of undead didn’t slow or stop. They pushed in and pushed from behind, filling the thin corridor with wall to wall dead. 
 
    The cleric slashed and stepped back. A decayed leg went flying and a body fell, but it was replaced by many more. She turned and darted away, the river of dead pushing into the castle temple. 
 
    “Breech! Breech!” the cleric shouted as the dead followed. 
 
    *** 
 
    The dining hall was filled with laughter and warmth. Nydora watched as everyone was drunk and full of pie. The happy mood was intoxicating as the outside world seemed like nothing more than a dream. 
 
    Lukas reached over and touched the shadow elf’s hand. Nydora woke up from the moment and looked into his eyes, her smile remaining. 
 
    “You looked like you were in a happy place,” Lukas said softly. 
 
    “I am in a happy place,” Nydora said as she turned her hand and gave his hand a squeeze. 
 
    The moment was interrupted by a goblin shouting. 
 
    All eyes turned to Jez as she stood on the table once again, hands on hips. 
 
    “I will attempt the drinking plates again!” she shouted with red cheeks blending with her green skin. 
 
    Fara and Wynn moaned their displeasure. 
 
    Kyra and Arand laughed at the goblin. 
 
    Malak shook his head. “Maybe we should save the trick for another night?’ he said. 
 
    Jez shook her head. “I can do it! Watch as I defy gravity with plates and spirits!” 
 
    The goblin was about to pick up a trio of plates, when shouting echoed through the castle. 
 
    Everyone froze and listened intently as shouts began to form into coherent words. 
 
    “Breech! Breech!” the words came as an echoing whisper. 
 
    Everyone at the table stood up immediately. 
 
    “Jez, investigate. Wynn, go with her and be ready to aid,” Malak ordered. 
 
    The goblin and elf nodded. Jez leapt off the table and darted for the door. Wynn chased after her. The goblin pulled a dagger before the two of them vanished from sight. 
 
    Nydora turned to the three clerics in the hall. “Search the castle and alert the others. Barricade yourselves in rooms if you cannot muster others to the defense.” 
 
    The clerics nodded before rushing out the door. 
 
    “Fara, stay here,” the ranger ordered before turning to Nydora. “I need my weapons.” 
 
    “We need to know what is happening,” Nydora said before turning her gaze to Lukas, Kyra, and Arand. 
 
    Her three wards looked at her with wide eyes, but she sensed their courage. 
 
    “We will not charge blindly into battle, I will see beyond reality to what has come,” the shadow elf said before closing her eyes. 
 
    Nydora felt the pull of the mind sphere and she called on its power. Her mind reached out to touch other minds. She caught the fragmented thoughts of some clerics barricading themselves into rooms, while others activated their light spheres and filled their hands of blades made of holy light. She pressed on further, reaching down two floors below. It was at that moment, her heart cringed at the touch of death. Simple, long dead minds moved as one. Something whispered into them, goading them on to find and slaughter all in the castle. 
 
    Nydora’s brow furled. She attempted to push at the shadowy connection to the undead and sever it, but something with dreadful power pushed back and shoved her intrusion away, hard. 
 
    Nydora opened her eyes and looked at everyone still in the dining hall. 
 
    “The dead are here. They are making their way up with intentions to kill every living soul in the castle.” 
 
    Malak gave a grim nod. “Our enemies have found us.” 
 
    Kyra turned to Nydora with determined eyes. “I will go with Malak to retrieve his weapons.” 
 
    “Arand and I can slow the dead down and maybe even turn them away,” Lukas added and Arand nodded. 
 
    Nydora’s heart leapt in her chest, the thought of her wards rushing into battle clawing at her very sanity. She didn’t show it, nor would she. The time of peace had ended, and now, the time for war had begun. 
 
    The shadow elf looked at Kyra and nodded. “Go.” 
 
    Kyra grabbed Night’s Edge and drew the blade. It gleamed in the lantern light as she rushed to Malak’s side. 
 
    “I will not let anything happen to you,” the troll said as the two of them darted out of the dining hall and down the corridor, in the opposite direction of the shouts and moans echoing along the castle. 
 
    Lukas and Arand rushed to the door, when Nydora called out to them. 
 
    “Wynn and Jez are out there. Enter battle with a clear mind and alert senses,” she said. 
 
    The mage and archer nodded before rushing out into the corridor. 
 
    Fara turned to Nydora with concerned eyes. “What shall we do?” 
 
    Nydora looked at the hobkin with a kind gaze. “We prepare our counterattack.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The dead rushed into an intersection and splintered off. Many more shambled and pushed from behind, the scent of living flesh overpowering them with hungry urges. 
 
    Some clerics slammed doors and stood at the ready. Others remained careful, noting the dead and retreating. When the dead charged into large rooms, blades made of light sliced them into pieces.  
 
    Small groups of clerics continued to attack and retreat, the dead too slow to react quickly to the hit and run strategies. But it didn’t stop their massive numbers from pushing in further and further. 
 
    Several undead stepped into a corridor. Undead eyes turned as noses sniffed at the air. Something spun out from the shadows before a dagger stabbed deep into a rotting skull. The undead looked up before it slowly collapsed. 
 
    A goblin leapt from the shadows and planted her boots on the shoulders of the falling corpse. She grabbed her dagger and pulled it out as two more corpses closed in. The dagger moved in quick blurs, dead fingers separating from rotting hands. The dead continued to reach for her with open mouths as she leapt off the falling corpse and stabbed a dagger into the side of another undead head.  
 
    Rotting teeth came close to the goblin’s leg, when her boot flashed and shattered its jaw. The corpse stumbled back a step as the goblin nearly flew to him. She drove her dagger point into its eye before planting her feet on its chest and leaping off in a somersault. 
 
    The goblin landed as more undead charged into the corridor. Jez grinned as she leapt up, kicked off the wall and flew at a walking corpse. Her dagger stabbed into a neck and the tip stabbed out the back of the neck, severing the spin. The corpse crumbled as she leapt off its chest and landed five feet away from the invading horde. 
 
    “You’re going to have to try a little harder,” the goblin said as she wiped her dagger on her outer thigh. 
 
    The dead rushed in with outstretched hands, ready to tear living flesh from bone. 
 
    From behind the goblin, a ball of fire appeared. The dead didn’t slow down, as fire light touched their eyes. The fireball streaked down the corridor and over the short goblin’s head. It struck the first undead and shattered them in explosive fire. 
 
    Wynn laughed like a mad elf. She held up both hands as a fireball appeared in each one. 
 
    “Don’t burn the place down!” Jez said as she retreated back and behind the mage. 
 
    “Fire is mine to command,” the elf said with faraway voice before unleashing fireballs with mighty swings of her arms. 
 
    The corridor filled with exploding flames and burning body parts. Soot covered walls, but it wasn’t enough to stop the unrelenting horde. 
 
    Wynn whispered an incantation. Fire appeared in her hands again. She pointed her hands and unleashed a twin torrent of flames. The undead charge slowed as magical fire burned parts of them to ash. 
 
    Flames danced in Wynn’s eyes as she licked her lips. 
 
    “Burn for me,” the elf whispered as she disintegrated corpses with flames. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lukas and Arand rushed along a deserted corridor. The sounds of fighting and shouting could be heard in the distance.  
 
    The pair skidded to a halt at a four-way intersection and listened. 
 
    Arand held his new bow, an arrow nocked. The new quiver was peeking over his shoulder, filled with arrows.  
 
    Lukas held his hand up with his fingers bent. A spell filled his thoughts as he looked around and listened. 
 
    “We need a plan,” Lukas said with a low tone. 
 
    “I thought the plan was to fend off the invaders?” Arand said as he glanced down each corridor. 
 
    Lukas eyed the area. A distant explosion caused a tremble along his senses. 
 
    “The invaders will have to come this way to get further into the castle. If they pass this point, we will not be able to repel them for too long,” Lukas mentioned. 
 
    Arand nodded. “Hold the location, got it. I hope I have enough arrows.” 
 
    Lukas glanced to the archer and back down the corridors. “Take care of stragglers and I’ll take care of the rest.” 
 
    “Oh no. This isn’t going to be your glorious moment,” Arand smirked. 
 
    Lukas couldn’t hide his own smile. “It’s our glorious moment,” he said with confidence. 
 
    “I hate when you act like you know what you’re doing,” Arand chuckled. 
 
    “It’s not an act,” Lukas grinned. 
 
    The two young men chuckled until the sound of running footsteps turned their bodies and gazes down one of the corridors. Arand’s arm was already pulled back, and staring down the length of the arrow. Lukas stood at the ready, arcane words on his lips. 
 
    A goblin appeared and ran toward with wide eyes. 
 
    “Wynn can’t hold them back much longer!” the goblin shouted as she darted down the corridor and toward the young men. 
 
    The pair remained at the ready as Jez shot past them and kept running. 
 
    “Is she not going to help us?” Arand asked. 
 
    “I hope she’s going to get more help,” Lukas said just as the other end of the corridor glowed with firelight. 
 
    A robed figure appeared, walking backwards. Flames shot from her hands as the corridor filled with a small amount of smoke. When she was nearly halfway to the pair at the intersection, Lukas and Arand stared at what was pushing at the flames. 
 
    Corpses burned and pushed against the flames. Their flaming bodies caused smoke to billow into the corridor. Wynn laughed as flames torched corpses. The dead fell when their bodies were sufficiently burned to the point of dripping ashes.  
 
    “Wynn! To us!” Arand shouted. 
 
    The elf closed her hands and flames were extinguished. The mage turned and ran toward the two young men, her eyes filled with gleeful madness. 
 
    “I just need a moment to gather my mana again!” she shouted as if disappointed that she couldn’t keep unleashing flames. 
 
    The corridor was thick with black, burnt bodies and smoke. The horde pushed on, gaining momentum now that the torrent of flames had ceased. 
 
    “There’s a lot of them,” Arand whispered as he held the bowstring taut. 
 
    “We can handle it,” Lukas said before mystical words dripped from his lips. 
 
    The young mage tapped his dark sphere and harnessed the power of shadows. Dark edges along stones began to writhe and move like living worms. Power grabbed onto the shadows and they leapt up upon command. Lukas weaved his hands and arms, taking full control of many shadows. They swirled around along the edges of the corridor. With a thought, the shadows turned razor sharp. 
 
    Lukas pointed a fist and stabbed out a finger. 
 
    The undead charged down the corridor, when sharp shadows flew into a storm and began slicing and cutting. Limbs were sliced off bodies. Heads were lopped off necks. The storm of shadows carried on, decimating the incoming horde with zero mercy. 
 
    Arand eased his hold on the bowstring. “You don’t need me at all for this.” 
 
    Lukas kept his concentration as shadowy blades whirled and sliced. Limbs struck walls and fell and the spinning black blades made short work of the dead. 
 
    “We will still need you,” Wynn said as she faced her back to the two young men and listened. 
 
    From two other corridors, dead spilled into them and ran toward the trio. 
 
    “Arand,” Wynn said with unusual sternness. “Lukas and I will not be able to keep using our mana for long, before we need to regain more to fight. Guard us and the three of us may be able to stop them.” 
 
    Arand nodded and pulled back on the bowstring. 
 
    Wynn lifted her hands, pointing each one down a corridor filled with approaching undead. She whispered arcane words before flames filled her hands once again. The elf let out a roar as streams of flames blasted out of her hands and struck the incoming dead with burning contempt. 
 
    *** 
 
    Malak and Kyra rushed into the sleeping quarters. The fighter turned around and watched the corridor as Malak rushed into his sleeping chamber. 
 
    Kyra kept a fighting stance and remained alert. Sword in hand, it almost hummed with power. 
 
    Her heart pounded in her chest, not in fear, but exhilaration. Her very body pulsed with need to unleash her rage on the invaders of their sacred home. 
 
    The large troll lumbered out of the bedchamber, sword in hand and dagger sheathed at his waist. He approached Kyra and stood beside her, weapon at the ready. 
 
    “Judging from the shouts and distant fighting, half the castle is filled with invaders,” the troll ranger mentioned. 
 
    “I’m ready,” Kyra said with a low hiss. 
 
    Malak nodded. “I know you are, but we must stay close and mind each other. Fighting in corridors and hallways can be difficult, compared to fighting out in the open. We stay, shoulder to shoulder, and if need be, back-to-back.” 
 
    Kyra nodded. 
 
    Malak looked down on the beautiful redhead with somber eyes. “I won’t let them hurt you.” 
 
    “I was just going to say the same thing to you,” Kyra smirked. 
 
    “Good attitude. Let’s go and help defend our home,” the troll said. 
 
    The pair broke into a run, side by side. The echoes of moans and fighting continued to come from everywhere. The pair turned down a corridor, and turned into another. They made it halfway down it when a flood of corpses turned a corner and charged at them. 
 
    There was barely a moment to react, before chaos erupted. 
 
    Kyra let out a screaming roar as she stepped toward the incoming dead and unleashed sword swings and stabs. Her sword and arm moved in hard flashes, heads spinning into the air, sliced from necks.  
 
    Malak was beside her, throwing his large form into the fray. His sword came down, cleaving a corpse in half as his fist shot out and punched a rotting head so hard, it exploded from the impact.  
 
    Swords danced in quick blinks, carving up the undead faster than they could advance. For a span of time, the fighter and troll ranger pushed back the dead with skilled power. 
 
    Kyra moved like a trained dancer, her enchanted sword burning and slicing undead like they were made of frail paper. Hands reached out and were sliced from wrists. Mouths opened to bite, and swords penetrated and stabbed out from the back of skulls. 
 
    Kyra’s eyes filled with demonic madness as she kicked, punched, stabbed and sliced with the power of three warriors. What she couldn’t stop, Malak was there, destroying corpses with swings of his blade and his fist. 
 
    Gore splashed on the pair as they cut down anything in their way. 
 
    Malak pulled his dagger from his belt and moved with expert ease, slicing a head off one corpse and stabbing into their neck with his dagger.  
 
    Bodies fell as Kyra’s demonic screams echoed. The dead did not care, but neither did Kyra. Muscles burned with power as she stabbed and sliced with the precision of a woodcutter in a forest of small trees. 
 
    The tide was pushed back, corpses, or what was left of corpses, falling down on each other as the troll and redheaded woman shattered their charge and sliced them up like raw meat. 
 
    A corpse reached out and let out a small moan, a sword buried in its face. It flopped down as Kyra pulled her sword from it and looked around for more undead to slaughter. Much to her disappointment, the horde that splintered off and came this way was destroyed. 
 
    Kyra heaved with contempt, the urge to keep fighting still inflaming her soul. 
 
    “Kyra,” Malak said and reached for her shoulder. 
 
    The fighter spun on him and her blade stopped inches from his neck. 
 
    “Kyra, it’s me,” Malak said calmly. 
 
    Kyra saw the tall troll and her eyes widened. She pulled back the blade and pointed it down, her upper body still heaving. 
 
    A goblin skidded to a stop at the end of the corridor. Jez looked down at the corridor filled with dismembered bodies and Malak and Kyra standing over them. 
 
    “We have to get back to the main intersection! I left Wynn with Lukas and Arand. They’re going to need our help!” the goblin shouted. 
 
    Malak and Kyra were silent as they ran toward the goblin. With a turn, all three charged down a corridor as they heard Wynn’s mad laughter echoing along the corridors. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lukas and Wynn huffed as sweat dripped down from their hairlines. The heat and smoke were overpowering as burning corpses filled the nearly filled corridors. Despite the many dismembered and burning bodies in the hallways, more undead were climbing over their fallen to get to the living souls in the middle of the intersection. 
 
    Arand stared at the shadows moving around in the smoke, his heart beating hard in his chest and having difficulty breathing. 
 
    “We need to retreat!” Arand shouted as the mages tried to recoup. 
 
    Lukas and Wynn simply nodded, their bodies weak from expending so much mana to keep the dead at bay. 
 
    Arand saw them struggling as moans rose up from the incoming dead. Hesitation turned into action. The archer put his bow over his head and let one end hang on his shoulder. He grabbed the two mages by the robes and pulled. 
 
    The trio stumbled as they turned and began to run. Lukas huffed hard as Wynn couldn’t find her balance. Their eyes were dazed as they tried to keep up, with Arand’s help. 
 
    The archer glanced over his shoulder at half-burnt bodies and moaning undead emerging from the smoke and running.  
 
    “Keep going! I’ll follow!” Arand shouted as he pushed the mages away. 
 
    Lukas and Wynn stumbled a few steps before turning with wide eyes. 
 
    Arand unslung his bow and lifted it up as he pulled an arrow from the quiver. He nocked the arrow and pulled back on the bowstring. Time slowed to a crawl as he saw decayed bodies rushing toward him. The archer let out a slow exhale as he released the bowstring and went for another arrow. 
 
    The arrow flew true, stabbing into a decayed knee so hard, it shattered what was left of the bone. The undead tilted and fell, hitting the floor. It began to crawl, but other undead tripped over it and fell. 
 
    Arand’s arm moved in quick blurs, pulling back on the bowstring and releasing arrows in quick succession. Each arrow stabbed into eye sockets and shattered the back of skulls. Arand mentally remarked on the power of the bow as a single arrow often took out two undead. The corridor was filled with arrows, killing the dead once again, or shattering knee and thigh bones so they fell, and tripped up the dead behind them. 
 
    For a small moment, Arand felt he was turning the tide, but the dead knew nothing of pain and suffering like the living. The fallen ones continued to crawl, while others stepped on or over them. 
 
    Arand backpedaled as he released one arrow after another. Mentally keeping a tally, he was going to be out of arrows in moments. 
 
    Lukas appeared on one side of Arand, while Wynn appeared on the other side.  
 
    “I said to keep running!” Arand said as he loosed another arrow, striking a decayed skull and shattering it to pieces. 
 
    “We’re not leaving your side,” Lukas growled before speaking arcane words. 
 
    “If one of us falls, we all fall,” Wynn added before mystical words dripped from her lips. 
 
    Arand continued to release arrows. When the last one was nocked and he pulled back as fire and shadow writhed next to him before the trio unleashed their combined power. 
 
    *** 
 
    Nydora opened the window of the dining hall and looked down. She stared with blank eyes as a massive swarm of undead surrounded the entire castle. They crowded around, some banging on closed doors, and others slipping into the one breech. 
 
    “Fara, barricade yourself in this chamber. Only open it if the others are pushed back to this location,” the shadow elf said over her shoulder. 
 
    The hobkin looked at Nydora with concerned eyes. “Mistress, you can’t think to go out there!” 
 
    The high priestess turned her gaze back down to the swarm of undead, her pulse even and filled with purpose. 
 
    “They will overwhelm us if we stay and fight. I must turn the tide before our quest will end before it has started.  
 
    “Tend to the injured and I will see you shortly,” the shadow elf said before climbing onto the ledge of the open window. 
 
    Fara took a knife from the table and held it to her chest, eyes trembling as she looked at the shadow elf on the window edge. 
 
    Nydora stared down at the dead, some of them looking up and raising their hands and curling fingers, wanting to rip her to pieces and feast on her still warm flesh. 
 
    “Vala, I know I may only draw upon your blessing a certain number of times. Grant me this, and I will ensure we will bring hope back to Emoria,” the shadow elf whispered to the heavens. 
 
    Heat touched Nydora’s chest and it grew warmer by the moment. Faint memories from her past filled her mind, timid steps in the spheres of mana and magic. The laws of mana spoke, telling her that mana spheres can be only used one at a time, and not together, giving the needed time and power for each sphere. But those blessed by rare divinity, may use two, or more spheres at the same time. It came at a price, but Nydora was willing to pay it, anything to save all those she loved and cherished. 
 
    Legs bent, the high priestess called on her Body and Mind mana spheres. Divine right touched her heart and power surged into her mind and body. The shadow elf leapt off the high windowsill and curled into a ball as she fell toward the clamoring undead two stories down. 
 
    Nydora’s body hummed with power. Her mind turned thought into reality. The shadow elf spread out her arms and legs as she plummeted. Invisible thoughts filled her hands, forming impossibly large blades, only she could see. Her body moved in sync with her mind, as strength, dexterity, and alacrity surged into every piece of her body and soul. 
 
    The dead stared up with grasping hands. Before Nydora reached them, she swept one arm at them. 
 
    An invisible force slammed and shattered undead into flying chunks. The slash cut through the swarm, dividing it into two sections. Bare feet landed on the cold ground as Nydora stood up. The two halves of the swarm closed in, trying to surround the scantily clad shadow elf. 
 
    Divine confidence swelled as Nydora lifted up both arms and spun like a dancer. Dozens of undead were ripped in half, across their waists and midsections. The cacophony of carnage splattered undead remains against the castle walls, the ground, and any nearby trees.  
 
    Nydora finished her spin and walked with delicate steps. Those steps turned into a run as she charged into the remaining swarm and moved her arms with perfect precision. Strength and speed turned her into a blur, as dozens more of undead were decapitated with a single swipe of her arm. She watched with all seeing crimson eyes, her invisible blades of thought striking down the dead with little effort. 
 
    In a small moment, the undead swarm was shattered to pieces. What remained was a mere scattering of undead, too blinded by their hunger to understand what was happening. The last of them rushed at the single shadow elf. 
 
    “Thank you, Vala,” Nydora said as the blessing faded away. 
 
    The Mind sphere dimmed as the shadow elf kept her Body Sphere activated. Moving to a silent song, she stepped and spun toward the few, incoming undead. Her hands were flat as a corpse rushed her. She brought her hand across, the edge of the palm slicing through the decayed flesh like it was thin paper. The head spun off the neck as Nydora moved with deadly accuracy. Her body moved with liquid ease, slicing the dead with her bare hands. Rotting gore splashed against her, yet, she didn’t blink. She carried on with her war dance, the last of the undead on the outside falling to her moves and power. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lukas and Wynn heaved. Arms trembled as they tried to call upon more mana.  
 
    Arand turned to Lukas with hard eyes. “I know you can draw on mana from others. Take mine!” 
 
    Lukas shook his head. “It’s too dangerous to do that. I can’t feel all of your mana essence. If I take too much, it will kill you.” 
 
    “Lukas, we’re brothers. I know you won’t kill me,” Arand said with a small smile. 
 
    Tendrils of smoke filled the corridor as the undead climbed over the bodies of others. 
 
    “I can’t take that chance,” Lukas said with a sliver of fear in his voice. 
 
    Wynn stepped past the two and walked toward the undead. The elf held up her hands and a ball of fire appeared between them. 
 
    “Go back and barricade yourselves in a room. I’ll make sure the dead do not get past me,” the elf said with conviction in her tone. 
 
    “What?” Arand said. 
 
    Lukas shook his head and reached out for the elf’s shoulder. He clamped his weak fingers on it, stopping her from taking another step. 
 
    “I can’t let you end your life for us,” Lukas said with a hard tone. 
 
    Wynn shrugged off his hand and took another step forward. “I will not let our quest end before it starts. I know the risks and will not let them hurt you.” 
 
    The fireball grew bigger between her hands. 
 
    “What is she doing?” Arand shouted. 
 
    Lukas stared at her as light reflected in his sad eyes. “She’s going to bring down half the castle on them.” 
 
    “No!” Arand said as he turned to the elf and lifted his hands to grab her. 
 
    “I always knew I would die in a fiery rage,” the elf cackled as the fireball grew bigger between her hands. 
 
    Arand was an inch away from touching her shoulder, when shouts filled the corridor from behind them. The archer turned and smiled as Kyra and Malak charged toward them, blades in hands. 
 
    Kyra’s eyes were wild as she slipped past her friends and family. When she passed Wynn, she launched into the incoming dead with a hard sword slice. The enchanted sword sliced through two undead with little resistance. The fighter slammed her boot and elbow into other undead, before spinning her sword around and driving the tip into a skull, shattering it. 
 
    Malak shot past the mages and archer, tapping Wynn’s shoulder and shooting her a small smile. 
 
    Wynn’s eyes widened in surprise, before they fell into amused cooling embers. She stopped the spell, and the fireball between her hands vanished in a puff of smoke. 
 
    From behind, Lukas and Arand turned to see Jez and Fara. The goblin and hobkin shoved potions into their hands. 
 
    “Drink up, boys. We came to help!” the goblin grinned. 
 
    Lukas smiled, popped the cork and began drinking a blue potion. Arand did the same, drinking a green potion. Mana surged into Lukas as Arand felt his stamina return. 
 
    Kyra roared like a beast, hacking and slashing with demonic power.  
 
    Malak was a little more tempered, but his sword slashes sent body parts bouncing off walls. 
 
    The young woman and the troll moved like two dancers, careful of each other, but unleashing deadly carnage on the undead. 
 
    The sounds of roars and fighting reached sensitive ears. Courage bloomed along clerics as they slid back door bolts. Light filled their hands, forming simple blades of light as they rushed back out and into the frays.  
 
    The tide shifted as the dead were sliced and blasted to nothing. Shadow elf clerics charged back into the battle, rushing to the main corridors. 
 
    The dead pushed on to their ultimate demise.  
 
    The fighting slowed, and after a time, stopped.  
 
    Kyra pressed her back to a wall and slid down. She was breathing hard as Malak was against the other wall, heaving for air. 
 
    The corridor floor was covered in mangled corpses and body parts. 
 
    Lukas, Arand, Fara, and Jez stepped to the ranger and the fighter, small relief in their eyes. Clerics moved about the dead, stabbing down to ensure not one would get back up. 
 
    From the end of a long corridor, Nydora stepped into view. She walked gingerly among the fallen dead and made her way to the group resting. 
 
    Eyes lit up and smiles bloomed upon seeing the fabled shadow elf as she stepped toward them. 
 
    “The many outside the castle have been slain,” Nydora said simply as she approached. 
 
    She looked upon Lukas, Kyra, and Arand with warmth, happy they all survived. 
 
    The shadow elf then turned to Malak with a serious gaze. 
 
    “Tonight, we pack. We leave first thing in the morning,” Nydora said, knowing this was just the beginning. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    Dark clouds filled the sky. The sounds of gulls carried on the wind as bodies moved on the ancient dock and boarded the ship anchored to it. The scent of the ocean washed over the area as a shadow elf and a tall troll oversaw supplies brought to and placed on the ship. 
 
    Nydora turned her gaze skyward, breathing in the sea scent. She basked in the moment of peace as clerics moved past her with crates in their hands. 
 
    “We should be ready to leave within the hour,” Malak said. 
 
    Nydora opened her eyes and looked at the Hunter, slightly bobbing in the water. 
 
    “I wish we had more time,” the shadow elf said with a soft voice. 
 
    Malak looked at the priestess. “We’ll make sure they’re safe. The journey will be treacherous, but we have Vala’s guiding light on our side.” 
 
    A shadow touched Nydora’s eyes. “I hope it is enough. There is something far more sinister at play. The dead don’t normally move in such large groups. From what you told me of the Cursed Lands, it is not uncommon for so many dead to move in such forces. I fear, there is much happening within those lands, central to Emoria.” 
 
    Malak gave a grim nod. “We will have to decide on a route, but no matter which route we take, at some point, it will bring us close to the Cursed Lands.” 
 
    “This quest is more than simply reassembling the crown. We will need allies and armies to stem the tide of darkness. I have yearned to return to the mainland, but I know it will not be as I remember. I fear this may only be the beginning of what we must endure.” 
 
    A warmth touched the shadow elf’s heart. She turned and smiled, seeing Lukas, Kyra, and Arand helping carry small crates to the ship. The trio glanced over to their mistress with subdued excitement. The island had been their home for much of their lives, a happy and secure place. But the attack last night proved to everyone, nowhere is safe from evil’s grasp. 
 
    “We’ll make the best of it. Friends and allies will be waiting for us in the capitol. From there, we will see the hudenn emperor and, with any luck, we will begin our quest with the first dagger,” Malak said, remaining upbeat. 
 
    “Yes, we will,” Nydora smiled at the troll. 
 
    Wynn walked by the pair, Jez and Fara verbally fighting. A vein throbbed along the elf’s forehead as she gritted her teeth, listening to the two argue. 
 
    “I’m getting the cabin next to Arand!” Fara shouted. 
 
    “No! I am!” Jez shouted back. 
 
    Wynn threw her hands up and she tried to pick up the pace to get away from the hobkin and goblin. 
 
    Nydora smiled as Malak chuckled. 
 
    “It’s good they still have high spirits,” Malak said as he tried to contain his amusement. 
 
    “We will all need it,” Nydora said before turning her gaze to her wards approaching her. 
 
    “Our supplies and equipment are on the ship and ready to go,” Lukas said with barely contained excitement in his often-serious eyes. 
 
    “It’s been so long, I don’t know what to expect. I just hope the food is as good as the food here,” Arand grinned. 
 
    Kyra looked up to the castle temple on the hill. “I’m going to miss our home.” 
 
    Lukas and Arand looked down, the realization striking at them, knowing it may be a long time before they return. 
 
    “The clerics will have it cleaned and guarded. It will remain standing, for all of us to return,” Nydora said, keeping a shadow to the back of her mind. 
 
    The three wards nodded with small smiles. 
 
    Nydora stepped to the trio, her eyes and smile warm. “Let’s get aboard and ready for our journey. It will take a few days to reach the mainland and there is still much to prepare for.” 
 
    The trio nodded in unison before they all turned and walked with the shadow elf. 
 
    “I don’t feel ready,” Arand said truthfully. 
 
    Kyra looked away. 
 
    Lukas gave a small nod. 
 
    “We are as ready as we'll ever be,” Nydora said with a reassuring tone. “Vala will guide us. As long as we stay as one, the Order of the Crown will not break.” 
 
    The trio nodded as new hope filled their young hearts. 
 
    Nydora herded her wards up the gangplank and onto the ship. She stepped onto the deck, taking in a deep breath of the salty air and savoring it. 
 
    Malak stepped onto the ship, fists on hips and chest out. 
 
    “Pull the lines and anchor, we set sail for the mainland!” the troll shouted as sunlight peaked out from between thick clouds, warming brilliance engulfing the ship.  
 
    Anchor up and lines unhooked, the breeze touched the sails and the Hunter turned its bow to the west with destiny on the horizon. 
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    ~Eden   
 
    [image: ] 
 
    

  

 
   
    Dedications 
 
    A special thank you to those who helped make this book possible and a big thank you to everyone who supported me! You all hold a special place in my heart! 
 
    Adam Friedman 
 
    2Tall12 
 
    Aaron Henley 
 
    Chris Lee 
 
    Ffrewyll 
 
    Kori Prins 
 
    Nicholas Page 
 
    Robert Hillman 
 
    Scott Braunius 
 
    Samuel  
 
    

  

 
   
    Acknowledgements and Friends 
 
    Below is a list of incredible authors who I have had the pleasure to know and wish to share them with you. Please explore their magnificent works. Tell them Eden sent you. 
 
    Daniel Schinhofen 
 
    Dawn Chapman 
 
    Scottie Futch 
 
    Blaise Corvin 
 
    Harmon Cooper 
 
    James Hunter 
 
    Randi Darren 
 
    Stuart Grosse 
 
    Prax Venter 
 
    Angel Ramon 
 
    Michael Chatfield 
 
    Lavelle Jackson 
 
    Cebelius 
 
    Jamie Hawke 
 
    Hondo Jinx 
 
    Zachariah Dracoulis 
 
    Dave Willmarth 
 
    Apollos Throne 
 
    Charles Dean 
 
    George Fisher 
 
    Paul Bellow 
 
    Mike Truk 
 
    M Damon Baker 
 
    Bonnie Price 
 
    Austin Beck 
 
    Marcus Sloss 
 
    D. Levesque 
 
    Bruce Sentar 
 
    Jack Porter 
 
    Neil Bimbeau 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    A royal thanks to my ARC Knights. May your armor never dent and your swords remain as sharp as your minds and sturdy as your hearts. 
 
    Brandon Patrick Moore 
 
    Akryn 
 
    Chris Pacheco 
 
    Richard G Stahl 
 
    Sir Daskarn 
 
    Darian Lawnsea 
 
    PwrQuad 
 
    Angus Hutto 
 
    Bob Milne 
 
    Ken Thompson 
 
    Knight Morgan Fellwyn 
 
    James Draven 
 
    Patrick Powers 
 
    Jon Johnson 
 
    Kell EverCross 
 
    Bruno Stolte 
 
    Greg Heckman 
 
    Mike Matthews 
 
    Jurjen van Dijk 
 
    Steven Sharp 
 
    Mr. Stud Muffin 
 
    Nigel Tufnel 
 
    Rashly the Flirt 
 
    Scully 
 
    Malaclypse The Third 
 
    Tanner Likins 
 
    Justin Turner 
 
    Michael Crowell 
 
    Josh Robinson 
 
    Dean Robb 
 
    Roger Robinson-Turner 
 
    Daniel Danielson 
 
    Jess Wisto 
 
    R. Alexander Spoerer 
 
    Michael Miller 
 
    

  

 
   
      
 
    [image: ][image: ][image: ] 
 
    If you enjoy sexy monsters, fantasy, magic and erotic adventures, join my newsletter and receive three free e-books for signing up!  
 
    

  

 
   
    A Note from Eden Redd 
 
    I wanted to take this moment to thank you for reading! 
 
    I hope you enjoyed the story. If you have a moment, please leave a review. If leaving a review is not your cup of tea, then please e-mail me. I try to answer all e-mails as fast as I can and I would love to hear your feedback. 
 
    Join my mailing list and receive updates on new titles! 
 
    Visit my Website at https://edenredd.com/ 
 
    Join Eden’s Lewd Discord 
 
    edenreddx@gmail.com 
 
    I am also on twitter! I tend to put sexy monster pics and quirky thoughts/ideas.  
 
    Like me on Facebook! 
 
    I also run a sexy Facebook group, Eden’s Lewd Fantasy and Sci-Fi Garden (NSFW). 
 
    Please check out my author page and some of my other works you may like. 
 
    Eden Redd Author page 
 
    Check out my non-erotic titles under Eden Blue! 
 
    Join my Eden Blue FB Page. 
 
    

  

 
   
    The FB groups below are filled with amazing authors, readers and fun! Join up! 
 
      
 
    Gamelit Society 
 
    Dukes of Harem 
 
    Lit RPG Fun and Gamelit 
 
    LitRPG Forum 
 
    Harem Lit 
 
    LitRPG Books 
 
    LitRPG Rebels 
 
    Soundbooth Theater Live 
 
    The Lusty Realms of Fantasy 
 
    Harem Gamelit 
 
    Dungeon Corps 
 
    Eden’s Lewd Fantasy and Sci-fi Garden 
 
    Western Cultivation Stories 
 
    Gamelit All Girls 
 
    Monster Girl Fiction 
 
    LGBTQ+ LitRPG Group 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpeg
EDEN REDD

w\ YT —
a JA (FH RS
WVWINTLUNO

—~_ BOOK ONE ———





images/00002.jpeg





images/00001.jpeg





images/00004.jpeg
B &

BEAD _TAB0D

N

l&; g

O =

Eden

Redd





images/00003.jpeg





images/00005.jpeg
Sleeping wi e Sandman





