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 One 
 
    Edric pulled aside the thick curtain, eyes to the western horizon. The sun sank low as the bright azure sky turned a fiery yellow and orange. The summoner’s eyes fell to the thick city wall and then down to the street where citizens moved about. Glancing back up, he let out a slow exhale through his nose, his mind a storm of protective thoughts. 
 
    Edric turned from the window. An opaque curtain snuffed out a feeble ray of sunlight as it fell into place. The low lantern light gave the nearly empty chamber a comforting glow. Rayna stood; her back against the wall. Edric caught himself drinking in her petite form. Tight leather covered her from neck to toe. Only the creamy glow of her cleavage radiated out like a summoning spell for one to drown in. Hair combed forward, it was raven black with streaks of dark and light purple. At the side of her boots and leaning against the wall was her lute. 
 
    A haggard lizard woman sat in the only wooden chair in the room. She leaned forward, dark eyes on the summoner and licking the edges of her scaled mouth. The old nalik’s mouth smoothed into a smirk while the scales on her snout remained cracked and weathered. She stared down the length of her short snout at the lord summoner as he turned his body to face her and the bard leaning against the wall. 
 
    “We have appointed several locations, such as this one, to act as safe houses,” Edric began. “Rayna and I will be the only ones to know every location for your safety, as well as the safety of your people and the dragon eggs.” 
 
    The old nalik nodded, “Thank you Lord Temple and Lady Discord. My people will fill these homes from time to time. You understand that we cannot tell you which house will be occupied and which will not.” 
 
    Edric smiled. “Vanya, it’s completely understandable. The less anyone knows about the dragon eggs, the better.” 
 
    Rayna closed her eyes as she spoke, “You understand that you cannot move around until after sunset? The trolls are not allowed in the city after dark. Do not talk to anyone, even the guards, if you run into trouble.” 
 
    The bard opened her eyes, leaned forward and stood up, hand diving into the open top of her outfit and pulling out a medallion. Rayna took a few steps to the nalik. Vanya lifted a scaled hand and the bard dropped the medallion in her smooth palm. The lizard woman looked down at the small metal pendant, a symbol of a tree with angel wings spreading out from the trunk. 
 
    Rayna looked down with purple irises and smirked, “We only had a few of these made. Show them to the Gray Haven Keep guards and they will escort you to either me or Edric.” 
 
    Vanya slipped the medallion into her robe, “Thank you, but will Lady Riverwood and Lady Pearl understand what we are doing?” 
 
    “Ladies Pearl and Riverwood understand the need for secrecy,” Edric smiled. “The important thing is to make sure any new dragon egg guardians find a safe place before continuing their journey to the hidden nurseries.” 
 
    Vanya’s small smile faded as her dark eyes glanced down, “What of the trolls taking residency here in Elora? I have seen them moving about after sunset.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “There are only a few troll families living in Elora and they have been allowed to make homes in the Discord district.” 
 
    “I have people watching them to ensure they are upstanding citizens,” Rayna added. 
 
    The summoner could see the dash of concern in Vanya’s dark eyes. “It’s a necessary action to have them here to further build trust with the trolls and the Middle Kingdoms. By integrating them with the people of Elora, there is less of a chance of any direct conflict.” 
 
    Vanya nodded and chuckled softly, “I understand you are playing politics with the Kunarr, a necessary evil in these times of war. I do not hold it against you for we all must try to work within such strange times.” 
 
    “The safe houses are scattered in the Temple and Pearl districts. Any of your people may arrive through the northern gate and can exit the eastern gate. The safe houses are warded against scrying and divination magic. Food and water will be provided in each home along with comfortable bedding. Your people will be able to rest well before moving on,” Edric stated. 
 
    Vanya slowly stood up, legs a little shaky. Rayna and Edric moved to assist her but she waved them away. Taking a few steps toward the summoner, she lifted a scaled hand and touched his cheek. Edric looked down at the smiling nalik as she regarded him with an almost loving gaze. 
 
    “With the dragon kingdoms enslaved, the guardians of the Sindrell young continue to move from secret place to secret place. Your kindness has been whispered to many and I expect a growing number of guardians will arrive before moving on. There are no words for the gratitude we feel from your generosity. One day, I hope we can repay you.” 
 
    Edric touched the palm of his hand to Vanya’s hand at his cheek, “We all know how difficult it has been. I was there when Lythor fell. Someone I cared about was taken from me and I promised to fight back against the monsters. I extend my promise to you and all the guardians; Elora is a city for your protection.” 
 
    Vanya nodded before her hand slipped from his touch. “When the dragons do return, they will sing songs of your kindness.” 
 
    The old nalik looked away, a concern brewing in her dark eyes. Edric was about to ask what was wrong when she turned her small snout to him, eyes filled with burning knowledge. 
 
    “Lord Temple and Lady Discord, there is an evil stalking us. Many of my people have spoken of a dread lord hunting us down. He employs the dead and…some twisted monsters to seek us out, slaying the guardians and taking the eggs.” 
 
    Shadows grew under Rayna’s eyes, “Maggar Wormwood.” 
 
    Edric looked to Rayna with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    “You know of him,” Vanya nodded. 
 
    “He’s a dread lord who likes to experiment. Some of the recent refugees have spoken of him and some of his twisted creations. I have never seen so many so afraid.” 
 
    “His monsters have dogged our every step and plundered hidden sanctuaries. They slay any guardian they can find and take the eggs to their dark master. I fear he may be performing unspeakable acts on the young unborn dragons.” 
 
    Vanya looked up to Edric, “We grow desperate as many travel to keep the monsters far behind us but your city may be caught in the crossfire.” 
 
    Edric gave the elderly nalik a kind smile, “We know the risks and we stand by our vow to help.”  
 
    Rayna looked up, the shadows bleeding away, “If they come, we will show them a concert they will never forget.” 
 
    Edric and Vanya both smirked at the bard in black. 
 
    “Very good,” Vanya exhaled. 
 
    “Let us see you to the street,” Edric said as he pointed an open hand to the doorway. 
 
    The three made for the door, Vanya entwining her arm into Edric’s. The summoner let her lean into his arm, happy to help her along. Rayna lifted her lute from the floor and pulled the strap over her head, the instrument lying against her back. A few moments later, they were out on a cobblestone street. The sun had set behind the horizon and a purple sky filled the heavens. Stars twinkled to life and a cool breeze flowed along the stony streets.  
 
    Vanya took in her surroundings before turning her attention to Edric, “This is where we part my lord.” 
 
    Edric gave a comforting nod, “We can walk you home.” 
 
    The nalik pulled her arm away as she shook her head, “No thank you my lord. The evening air will soothe my nerves and I cannot be seen with the lord and ladies of Elora too much or many will talk.” 
 
    Vanya turned and faced down the street to the Northern wall. “A gentle walk will do much for my tired bones. If I need you, I will come to you.” 
 
    Edric and Rayna bowed. 
 
    “Always a pleasure, Vanya,” Edric said softly before standing straight up again. 
 
    “As to you both,” Vanya bowed her serpent head. 
 
    The summoner and bard watched as the old nalik turned and began walking down one of the side streets. Her pace was steady and a little slow. Edric could not help himself. He wanted to escort her home but her words echoed in his head. Elora had become a new destination for many, NPC’s and players alike. The chances of word getting around grew with each new day. As much as it internally burned to let her go without an escort, he placed his trust in her knowledge and experience to see herself home, unharmed. 
 
    Rayna looked up at Edric as he stared at the nalik and gave him an elbow to the ribs. Edric looked down at the smiling bard as he touched his ribs. 
 
    “She’ll be fine. The city has never been safer except for the troll families that moved in,” the bard said with a slightly serious tone. 
 
    “I have been meaning to ask about that,” Edric rubbed his ribs for a moment before letting his hand drop to his side. 
 
    “Trolls trickle in every few days. They are creating a little area in the Discord district to live in peace but that hasn’t stopped some of the locals from getting a little rowdy and rude. The guards have broken up several fights in the last two months.” 
 
    Edric’s mind swirled. It had been two months since Caspian and his fellow players tried to destroy Elora’s city core and take the kingdom for themselves. The player felt they were lucky to defend it from the knight and caused all of them to work harder to shore up the city guard and their defenses.  
 
    Since the discussion to add a troll beacon crystal to the city core, the citizens of Elora begrudgingly agreed to open the city doors to troll families who wished to relocate to the thriving kingdom. The wine and runic stone trade steadily grew, meaning there was work for many during this questionable time in Lukken’s history. Claudia and Rayna were hesitant to allow troll citizens into the kingdom but surprisingly, Faye was the most vocal against it. Edric still thought about the wood elf as she pushed to not allow them in. The player knew she was very much for the people of Elora and they had spoken of their misgivings for allowing the enemy within the walls. It took Edric a few days to convince her to work toward a brighter future but when it came down to a vote, Claudia and Rayna decided to back the summoner while Faye abstained. Edric’s heart dropped in his chest as the wood elf stood up and left the common room. In the last few months, the two hardly spoke as they carried on ruling side by side. 
 
    Rayna watched as the summoner’s eyes took on a faraway gaze, reliving some old memory. “You’re thinking about Faye.” 
 
    Edric woke from his daydreaming and looked to the bard. “I’m always thinking about all of us.” 
 
    The bard smirked, “That’s sweet, but she’ll come around.” 
 
    “It’s been almost two months. I don’t know if our friendship will be the same.” 
 
    The bard stepped closer, hand touching the side of Edric’s waist, “And what about the rest of us? You still haven’t taken me up on my training offer and I’m starting to feel neglected.” 
 
    Edric lifted a hand and ran the back of his fingers along her pale neck. “Soon, I promise.” 
 
    Rayna’s brow formed a hard V. “I don’t normally let anyone string me along, so just know that what we have is something special. Don’t take too long.” 
 
    The bard pulled back as Edric eyed her. Rayna turned and began marching toward the keep in the center of the city. Edric soon followed. The player let out a long exhale as city and relationship politics shifted into muddy waters. The summoner’s fellow rulers held a special place in his heart but the ongoing fear of losing the kingdom chased his every thought. His concern was enough to distract him when the bard clearly wanted to spend time with him.  
 
    Edric stared at the bard’s lute strapped to her back before picking up the pace and following. When he reached her side, the bard leaned into him, knocking him off balance and causing him to stumble. Rayna laughed as the summoner regained his balance. Reaching out, she took his hand and gave it a squeeze before throwing it away and breaking into a run. Edric smiled as he gave chase, warmth filling his heart.   
 
    *** 
 
    Vanya walked along, the evening air flowing over weathered scales. Hood down, she looked up into the night sky, renewed purpose filling her ancient heart. The nalik savored the taste as it gave her a small surge of new life. Thoughts mentally organized into planned actions as she readied herself to lead the lost to new homes and safer horizons. 
 
    The nalik’s attention snapped back to the digital reality as something thick reached from the nearby alley and took hold of her gray robe. Vanya barely made a sound as a thick blue arm pulled her into the dark alley. Clawed hands rose up as she attempted to defend herself when the hand let go, throwing her back against a wall. The elderly lizard woman huffed as she raised her eyes and snout to two heavily muscled trolls. They glared down at the old nalik with black eyes and brimming cruelty in their body language. Dark blue skin shined in the limited light but the gaze of contempt glowed brighter than any light source. 
 
    “It’s past sundown. Shouldn’t you two be in your camp outside the city?” Vanya hissed. 
 
    “We lost our way,” one troll said. 
 
    “Took a wrong shortcut,” said the other. 
 
    “You both seem stupid…..but that’s not how it is…..is it,” Vanya said, her back still to the wall. 
 
    One troll nodded as he stood over her, “We can’t help but notice you make the rounds regularly, especially after dark.” 
 
    “How would you know that if you’re not allowed in the city after dark,” Vanya spit. 
 
    The troll’s mouth twisted into a wide grin. “Don’t be coy. We know your people are carrying and we just want some of that sweet gold reward. Tell us where we can find one or two of your friends and you get to live and so do they.” 
 
    “Otherwise, they will not live…and neither will you,” said the other. 
 
    Vanya’s eyes turned into two slits. “I have no idea what you two meatheads are talking about.” 
 
    The troll standing over Vanya let out an annoyed exhale. “It seems to us that you don’t want to cooperate with our special investigation.” 
 
    “It does sound like that,” said the other troll behind him. 
 
    “The lord and ladies will not…..” Vanya was cut off. 
 
    “The lord and ladies are puppets!” growled the troll. “We know you’re hiding them. We only want to find a few. Tell us where some of your friends are and we won’t break all your limbs. No one is going to miss a few eggs, now will they?” 
 
    The old nalik eyed them, anger bubbling up into her voice. “Tell your masters, Vanya Grayscale spits on their entire existence.”   
 
    The troll standing over her let out a sigh as his fingers curled around the pommel of his sheathed sword. “Now you have gone and insulted our masters. Like all transgressions, there is a price to pay.” 
 
    The troll drew his sword in one smooth move. The troll behind him smiled evilly before he heard a “twang!” and his eyes went wide. Vanya looked over to the second troll, her eyes widening and a smile forming. The troll reached up, grabbing at the arrow poking out from its throat. The troll struggled to speak as a meaty hand clumsily grabbed at it. A second arrow whistled through the evening air and penetrated the back of the troll’s head, the point bursting through the eye socket. The troll gurgled and tried to cry out as it reached for its companion.  
 
    The troll standing over Vanya turned his head, eyes watching in pure horror as his fellow troll lurched toward him, a third arrow point exploding out of his other eye. Cracks made of light crisscrossed the damaged troll before he let out a weak gurgle and exploded into shards of light. 
 
    Vanya turned her attention to the remaining troll as he whirled around, sword in hand. Black eyes searched the low rooftops. A shadow fell to the side of the troll like a black raindrop. The troll barely noticed it until he turned just as a blade sliced hard across the brute’s thick neck. Black blood sprayed into Vanya’s leering face as the troll stumbled a step. The cloaked figure sheathed their sword and turned their back to the troll and Vanya. The troll let out a small moan before his head fell off and thudded on the stone alley floor. Its body cracked as it shattered into greenish shards of light.  
 
    The cloaked figure darted off as Vanya pushed off the wall, troll blood streaming down her face and snout. The elderly nalik looked down to see the head of the decapitated troll still there, tongue out and eyes rolled into the back of its head. When she looked back up, the figure was gone. 
 
    Vanya lifted a clawed hand into the air and took a deep breath. 
 
    “Thank you kind stranger,” she screeched in manic glee and then laughed as two crescent moons rose up into the night sky. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
    Thomas was humming a tune as he shut down his computer and fixed up his desk. The architect’s heart was light and full of energy as he watched the screen turn black. Needing to rush out, he turned his upper body and grabbed his jacket off the back of his chair. Standing up from his cubicle; eyes centered on the elevator doors across the office. Pulse quickening, he knew he simply had to reach the elevator and he was free. 
 
    “Tommy!” 
 
    Thomas’s good mood soured as his eyes shifted to James crossing the office toward him. A thought crossed his mind that he could still make a run for it but knowing James, he would chase him down or worse, ride the elevator with him and talk endlessly about bullshit. 
 
    James stopped by the edge of the cubicle as Thomas put his jacket on, “Glad I caught you. A bunch of us are meeting for drinks and everyone wanted you to join us.”  
 
    Thomas gave his best fake smile, “Sorry James, but I have plans this weekend.” 
 
    James eyed him with a smirk, “It seems every other week you have plans. Those long weekends must have recharged your batteries because you’ve been a super star the last few months. What gives? Are you moonlighting with another company?” 
 
    Thomas kept his face blank as annoyed tension filled his heart. The architect couldn’t stand James’s insinuations. He had a bad habit of assuming the worst in everyone, even if you were doing the right thing. As much as Thomas tried to keep his work and personal life separate, James went out of his way to dig for every bit of information he could on someone. Rumors persisted around the small office that when James took you out for drinks, he was trying to lower a person’s defenses so he could file anything said or done for later. Thomas had deflected James’s pushy behavior with constant plans outside of work but it seemed to make his boss try harder to reel him in.  
 
    “I just have a busy life,” Thomas said simply as he looked to the elevators miles away. 
 
    James kept his gaze steady, as if trying to read Thomas’s mind. “I don’t get it. We are part of something big, rebuilding the most famous city in the world and you are rushing out the door like none of it matters. We should be celebrating. Our designs are winning almost every bid and you don’t want to enjoy the spoils?” 
 
    Thomas repressed the urge to shake his head. James was quick to say it was “our” designs when most of the time it was the team’s designs and to an extent, Thomas’s designs. James enjoyed putting his name on everything without doing much of the work. Thomas’s eyes couldn’t help but drink in James as he stood, leaning on the edge of the cubicle and dressed like some high-powered stock broker in an 80’s movie.  
 
    James pulled from the edge of the cubicle and looked Thomas up and down before giving him a sly look. “You have a girl, that’s why your weekends have been so busy, you sly dog.” 
 
    Thomas’s expression shifted into surprise just enough for James to smile and nod his head in approval. “Hey man, I’m never one to stand in the way of love. You should bring her around so we can give her a tour of the office sometime. I’ll talk you up so you get extra brownie points with her, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    The happy mood turned into a decaying sickness in Thomas’s stomach. How he hated anything James would vomit up and try to pass off as bro talk. Skin crawling, the young man simply nodded, unable to get a single word out for fear he would lose his job.  
 
    James stepped back, sly smile still on his lips. “Enjoy your long weekend. I fully expect to hear all the weekend dirt next week. If you change your mind and decide to bring over the new girly, we’re hanging out at Bull Tavern in the East Village.” 
 
    With that, James turned and walked back to his office. Thomas let out a long sigh as energy returned to his legs. Eyes laser focused on the elevators, he nearly darted to them, pressing the down button like the office was on fire behind him. 
 
    A short elevator ride down and waving goodbye to security at the front desk, the front doors burst open as Thomas stepped out into the evening air. Cold touched his face as he breathed it in. The tension in his shoulders and sourness in his stomach faded away, replaced with a comforting freedom. Turning on his heels, he began walking down the busy street, basking in the bliss of work chains slipping from his body. 
 
    The sky darkened and people flooded the streets on a Friday night. Thomas looked up as he walked, marveling at the city he now called home. He wasn’t sure when it happened but New York City seemed to coil around his heart. Where he had felt homesick and lost several months back, now, he felt like he was finally getting the hang of it. The entire city pulsed with excitement and wonder. Looking to the buildings, their history glowed in his mind as street lamps blinked on. Steam rose from sewer grates which only added to the mystery of the city. 
 
    Thomas walked along, a gentle bliss caressing his frayed nerves. The last few months had been busy but nothing he felt he couldn’t handle. Work was work but James made the days a little trying. As much as he wanted to tell his boss to go fuck himself, he remained dutiful and silent, waiting for the weekends to come so he could revel in his dreams.  
 
    The thought of his boss sent Thomas’s mind sinking into the ether of his memories. James was right about a girl, but in the wrong way. The young man pondered on his life over the last number of months. A girlfriend would have been a big change; instead he had an entire second life in Lewd Saga which was just the tip of how complicated his life had truly become. The demands of a city seemed to grow with the population and now the player was taking nearly every other Monday off so he could spend more time in the game. Ruling over a fantasy city had consumed him but it didn’t break him. It caused his passion to burn brighter as the muses sang on, causing inspiration to flow in the digital and real world. 
 
    Thoughts swam on as Thomas recalled his fellow players and friends. Warmth glowed in his chest as the excitement of seeing them spurred him on to pick up the pace. He and his fellow players worked their schedules together so they could be there and ensure their city prospered. It had become a labor of love in many ways. Thomas couldn’t deny how warm his heart felt for his fellow rulers. They had become special in a way he never imagined. Images flowed of a certain ogre and the player smiled to himself. Another image of a blue skinned troll with a pink strip in her hair caused his heart to skip a beat. It had all become so maddening and beautiful at the same time. 
 
    The tapestry of images melted and reformed, a tanned wood elf with strawberry blonde hair seeping into his thoughts. A sliver of gloom touched the player as he soon reached his apartment building. Not wanting to spoil his good mood, he gently pushed away the image and slipped into the building lobby. 
 
    A short elevator ride and a quick fumbling of keys, the young man stepped into his apartment and closed the door behind him. Stepping in further, Thomas tried to keep the thoughts of work at bay. Despite all the good work and high praise, it was only a matter of time before he moved on. Working with a toxic boss only pushed at him to take his future into his own hands. James spoke of changing the greatest city in the world for the better but Thomas knew his boss didn’t mean it. James was constantly concerned with dollar signs and how many he could get his greedy hands on. Everyone in the office saw it, but it felt like poison in Thomas’s veins. Building Elora in Lewd Saga showed that you can do something magnificent and not be a douche to everyone around you. Thomas promised himself that when the time was right, he would move on in real life to something more meaningful. For now, he would watch over his kingdom and keep to his promises of helping those who could not help themselves. 
 
    Pulling out day old take-out from the fridge, Thomas grabbed a fork in the kitchen and scooped noodles into his mouth. The excitement burned as he continued to shove food in before taking the dive back into the game. Tossing the empty carton in the trash, he rushed over to the ladder and began to climb to the upper loft area. Shedding his clothes, he marched over to the Mind’s Eye Gear suit and helmet lying on the bed. In mere moments, he slipped the suit on and put the helmet over his head. Pressing a small button on the side of the helmet, the Lewd Saga console hummed to life on a nearby shelf. Thomas sat on the edge of the bed as the helmet glowed with an edge of red around his eyes. A light glowed red on the console. 
 
    Thomas lay back onto the bed. The red light turned green along the helmet and then the console. Thomas smiled as he closed his eyes. Heart thudding in his chest, the darkness shifted into a line of light before it streamed past him. The player felt his mind leave his body as the streaming light parted and flashed across his vision, hurtling his digital self to a realm beyond. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric opened his eyes as he settled into his virtual body. The familiar bed chamber lay out before him as he smiled to himself. A gasp from behind caused him to turn his head, eyes on a short woman in servant’s clothes, folded sheets in her arms. 
 
    “Forgive me my lord, I didn’t see you come in,” the woman bowed. 
 
    Edric turned to her, his smile remaining. “It’s okay. I was just stopping by for a moment.” 
 
    “Very good my lord. I was merely changing out the linen. Is there anything else I can do for you while I’m here?” 
 
    Edric eyed the servant, a thin pink braid hanging from one of her temples. The rest of her hair was black and tied back into a neat bun but the braid stood out against her fair skin. It was enough for the summoner to pause, gaze caught on the hanging braid. 
 
    The servant bowed her head, “Forgive me my lord. Is the braid not to your liking?” 
 
    Edric woke from his trance, “No, it’s fine. I just didn’t expect it. I assume you’re wearing it because of our guest?” 
 
    The servant kept her head bowed as she spoke, “Lady Reed has inspired many with her kindness. She walks the streets, helping and assisting any who need it. Many…of us only wish to follow in her footsteps, my lord.” 
 
    “You don’t have to bow,” Edric grinned. 
 
    The servant lifted her head up, eyes on her lord.  
 
    Edric continued, “She is pretty special, isn’t she?” 
 
    The servant nodded. “She inspires us with her strength and her beauty, as do you all.” 
 
    The summoner nodded. Ever since Juna made Elora her home, the people had treated her like she belonged. Unlike the trolls camped outside of the city, no one had an ill word to say about the beautiful half-troll. Her light seemed to set everyone at ease and as Edric eyed the servant’s pink braid, it seemed to inspire the populace to follow her strength. 
 
    Edric gave the servant a kind gaze, “What’s your name?” 
 
    “Andrea, my lord,” the servant said and almost bowed before catching herself. 
 
    “Tell me Andrea, what is it about her that inspires you?” 
 
    A small shy smile bloomed. “She makes us feel safe as she patrols the streets. She has saved a number of citizens from,” Andrea’s smile faded away, “…the dead.” 
 
    A shadow bled down from under Edric’s eyes. At night, the dead have walked the streets. It started out as a skeleton here and there. The guards would quickly dispatch them and report in but soon the frequency began to grow. When a guard was killed, many of the guards refused to patrol the streets at night, fearing they would be next. Even the promise of a higher wage was not enough for them to take up the duty which in turn, left the city fearing the night. It was one of several things Edric was supposed to discuss with his fellow rulers today. 
 
    “There hasn’t been any undead sighted in some time and we are all grateful for it,” Andrea finished. 
 
    “That is a good thing,” Edric looked up, the shadows under his eyes melting away. 
 
    “Indeed, my lord. We pray she can root out this evil once and for all.” 
 
    Edric could see the hero worship in Andrea’s eyes. The summoner and his fellow rulers had each taken steps to patrol the city themselves but it was clear, Juna was getting all the glory. Edric didn’t mind for he thought it would help ease her into staying, but it clearly was influencing the entire city. Several paladins and clerics even took the time to aid in handling the recent undead threat but all eyes were on Juna. 
 
    “I’m sure we will all do our part to make Elora safe,” Edric smiled. 
 
    Andrea nodded. “Will there be anything else my lord?” 
 
    The summoner shook his head, “Not right now.” 
 
    Andrea bowed slightly at the waist before making her way to the door and stepping out of the bedchamber. Edric looked to the open balcony of his room, a small breeze causing the light curtains to billow. Hand reaching down to his satchel, he opened it and dove in, fingers curling around a stone. Pulling it out, he whispered arcane words. Energy flowed with his breath, snaking down to the floor and an arcane circle glowing to life. A figure rose up, yellow eyes on the summoner. 
 
    Edric watched as Leeta rose up from the circle before it faded from sight. The ogre stood nearly seven feet tall, an ivory horn curved up from her forehead. Tanned skin covered her strong but feminine body. A black dress cascaded down her womanly curves from her neck to her ankles. Slits ran along the sides up to her hips and her large breasts strained against the tight black fabric of her top. A diamond opening showed her deep cleavage as bare arms rose up and she charged. The player never had a chance to say anything as the ogre grabbed him and hugged him so tight, all the air was pushed out of his lungs. Face buried in her exposed cleavage, the summoner struggled as he wriggled like a caught fish. 
 
    “I missed you!” Leeta squealed. 
 
    “Mmmm mmmrph…” Edric tried to speak. 
 
    Leeta looked down; eyes wide as she pulled him back from her cleavage and set him down. The summoner fixed his dark green robe while smiling like a fool. Lifting his head up, he gazed on the ogre with loving warmth. Leeta stepped closer, gently hugging him closer and being careful to let him breath. 
 
    “I missed you too,” Edric said as he pulled away. 
 
    “Will you be staying a while longer?” Leeta asked with hope in her eyes. 
 
    Edric nodded, “I sure am. There’s too much to do and you know I can’t stay away for long.” 
 
    Leeta clasped her hands before her chin as her eyes and smile widened. “That is good news! Can we celebrate your return with some wine? I will gather some from the cellar. I have been thinking about a Syrah that may fit the occasion and…” 
 
    “Leeta, I was gone for two days.” 
 
    The ogre let out a small, girlish laugh. “Two days too long. It feels like a lifetime since I’ve seen you and I don’t want to waste a moment.” 
 
    The ogre was going in for another hug when Edric lifted his hand. Leeta stopped, looking down at her master with a puzzled gaze. 
 
    “I know you’re happy to see me but there are duties I must attend too. We can make some time for us soon but I should be meeting with the ladies of Elora.” 
 
    Leeta’s happy gaze shifted as she stood taller. “I understand but promise me you will have a drink with me.” 
 
    “I promise,” Edric chuckled lightly. 
 
    The beautiful ogre nodded her head, fingers resisting the urge to grab Edric. A knock at the door caused the summoner and ogre to turn their gaze to it. 
 
    “Lord Temple,” said a muffled voice from the other side of the door, “a servant just informed me you were here. Lady Pearl and Lady Discord wait for you in the council chamber.” 
 
    Edric and Leeta stepped to the door. The summoner opened it to see Thalia reared up from her snake-like lower half, hands clasped before her and eyes drinking in her lord. The lamia’s body was poised but the glow of her eyes showed she was happy to see him. 
 
    “Thalia, so good to see you, have they been waiting long?” 
 
    The lamia bowed her head, “Only a few minutes but Lady Discord said you should….move your ass.” 
 
    “What about Lady Riverwood?”  
 
    Thalia’s face blanked as she looked away, “She is still in the Riverwood District. She informed the messenger she would not be attending the meeting and to carry on without her.” 
 
    Edric let out a small exhale. Faye had been distant for a while and now she was avoiding meetings. The player knew he had to address this but part of him didn’t know how. The wood elf monk did not like the idea of trolls taking residence in the city but Edric couldn’t believe that was the only reason. She hadn’t talked to him and tried to avoid him at every turn. It was reaching a point where the summoner was beginning to take it personally. 
 
    “Please follow me,” Thalia said as she turned and began slithering down the corridor. 
 
    Edric and Leeta followed. The summoner’s mind drifted as they turned corners and walked down long corridors. The last few months had kept Edric and his fellow rulers busy but not busy enough to not spend quality time together. It was Faye who distanced herself, spending most her time in her district and very little in Gray Haven Keep. It caused Edric to question if she was going to stay or perhaps move on to other things. The thought of the wood elf leaving caused the player’s heart to squeeze in his chest but he had to remind himself that he was just acting silly. The people adored Faye and he doubted very much she would leave, he hoped. 
 
    The trio reached the double doors of the council chambers. Thalia took hold of a handle and pulled it open. Edric stepped through while Leeta took her place by the door and stood guard. Thalia closed the door as Edric stepped into the medium sized stone room. Tapestries covered the walls with the banner of Elora, showing a single blooming tree with angel wings spread out from the trunk. Claudia and Rayna looked up from a round table, with the same design carved in the middle, and smiled. Claudia sat in the chair opposite of Rayna, who was leaning back with her boots up on the oak table. 
 
    “Glad you can join us,” Rayna said with a sarcastic edge. 
 
    “You weren’t waiting that long,” Edric smiled as he took a seat at the table. 
 
    “Long enough to be bored,” the bard said as she held her lute in her lap and began to caress strings into a small tune. 
 
    “We are happy to see you,” Claudia smiled. 
 
    “I know I haven’t been around for two days. How is everything in Elora?” 
 
    Rayna stopped playing, “Where do I even begin?” 
 
    “From the top?” Edric grinned. 
 
    Rayna gave him a chilly gaze before her eyes turned to the lute in her hands and she strummed a few chords.  
 
    “The city has been quiet the last few nights, aside from the troll murders,” Rayna began. 
 
    Edric’s grin melted away as the bard continued. 
 
    “Four severed heads have been found on the streets, three are from the trolls known to reside in the outside eastern camp and one of them was from Ralis’s personal guard. As far as witnesses, each one found a head after dusk. Word is the trolls were in the city after sundown, unauthorized.” 
 
    “The troll citizens in the Discord district have been out at night but the families are all accounted for,” Claudia chimed in. 
 
    Rayna looked up and stared at Edric, “I have people watching the troll citizens. They have come out at night and haven’t had any issues. Some citizens barely speak to them. Relations are strained but no one is threatening or harming them in any way. Whoever this killer is, they are only going after certain trolls.” 
 
    “Ralis keeps asking when you’re returning. He demands to speak to all of us at once concerning the murders,” Claudia said simply. 
 
    “No undead sighted in a while and now trolls are losing their heads. I doubt Ralis is going to back off if we tell him to make sure his people stay off Elora’s streets after sundown,” Edric leaned back in his chair. 
 
    “I have increased the guards at night but even with their numbers, the murders happened with no actual witnesses. Whoever it is, they’re a ghost,” Claudia said. 
 
    “And Juna,” Edric asked. 
 
    Rayna smiled. “Juna has been patrolling the streets on her own but hasn’t found or seen anything. Now, if I was a betting lady, I might say she was committing the murders.” 
 
    Edric and Claudia looked to the bard with wide eyes. 
 
    Rayna eased back in her chair, eyes sliding down to her lute, “But I’m not taking that bet. Despite her past, she seems like she wants to do the right thing. Besides, she could level the camp if she really wanted to instead of just killing some trolls after dark.” 
 
    Edric leaned forward, elbows on the table and fingers to his temples. He just returned and already things were a little strange around Elora. The fog of war clouded most of Lukken. Edric wanted to make their city a safe place but if trolls were killed on city streets, it was only a matter of time before Ralis and the masters would push back. 
 
    “How are our defenses?” the summoner inquired. 
 
    “The new scorpion crossbows and catapults have been installed on the walls,” Claudia nodded. “And I have about a hundred Lancer recruits. In another week, I should have twice as many.” 
 
    “Some of the citizens have taken to it?” 
 
    The lancer nodded again. “They have but many more are flocking to Faye’s pagoda. She has been training the populace to fight and they prefer her methods.” 
 
    “Elora,” Edric called out. 
 
    A glow filled the chamber for a moment before it faded away. Edric turned his gaze to the virtual woman standing in a pristine white robe. Brown hair framed her face while a gentle smile painted her lips. Eyes lingering, a small sliver of pain clawed at the player’s heart. Even after all this time, her image continued to take his breath away and drive the needle in his spirit a little deeper. 
 
    “Yes Edric, how may I help you,” the image said in a kind voice. 
 
    The summoner pushed away the gloomy vibration as his lips parted, “What is the main status report on the city?” 
 
    Elora nodded before 2D screens appeared in front of the three rulers. The players turned their attention to the screens, taking in the information. 
 
    Elora  
 
    Population: 17,690/30,000 
 
    Farms (8): 100% capacity 
 
    Runic Stone Mines (5): 100% capacity 
 
    Vineyards (8): 100% capacity 
 
    Guards: 2,000 
 
    Lancers: 100 
 
    Conflict Level: 12% 
 
      
 
    Edric drank it in. The population was large considering most kingdoms in Lukken were only about ten thousand. The major capitals were the only places that could have a population around a million. The time he and his fellow rulers used to create the city and the incoming refugees helped to allow Elora to have a sizable population. The number of guards was low and the amount of Lancers was tiny but it was a start. Edric focused on the conflict level and was pleased to see that it was so low considering there had been troll murders. The lack of any undead recently may have contributed to the sense of peace in the kingdom. 
 
    “The population grows daily,” Elora said with a melodic tone, “Once Elora reaches 20,000 citizens, two more farms will be required to ensure there is a surplus of food for everyone.” 
 
    “And the vineyards,” Edric asked. 
 
    “There is a demand for Elora wine. Traders are flocking to our city to purchase and resell on the open market. Gold income has been on the rise in the last number of weeks,” Elora smiled. 
 
    Claudia looked to Edric, “That is why I didn’t purchase any ordinary scorpions for the battlements.” 
 
    Rayna looked across the table to the green haired lancer, “You didn’t?” 
 
    Claudia nodded, “I did. Only the best defense for our city.” The lancer turned her attention to Edric, “I’ll give you a tour after you talk to Faye.” 
 
    Edric raised a single brow, “Talk to Faye?” 
 
    Claudia’s face took on a serious mask. “Don’t you think it’s been long enough? We should be ruling the city together but there is something going on between you two. She is even avoiding us and hasn’t been staying in the keep. Every time I visit her, she’s too busy to talk.” 
 
    Rayna’s fingers rested on tight strings, “I hate to admit it, but Claudia is right. Faye is pushing us all away and it has to do with you. I think you need to visit her and set everything straight.” 
 
    Edric scratched his temple, “How do I do that? Last thing, I think, that bothered her was letting trolls become citizens. Am I supposed to tell them to pack up and leave?” 
 
    Claudia’s expression softened, “I don’t think we need to do that. Just talk to her and find out why she’s been so distant.” 
 
    “And report back to us,” Rayna said with a wicked grin, “with details.” 
 
    Edric sheepishly nodded. Uncomfortable feelings slid over his nerves the more he thought about it. The wood elf was strong, powerful and beautiful. It was no great secret that most of Elora’s citizens looked up to her above himself, Claudia and Rayna. Edric wasn’t jealous but he was concerned that she might not be too happy with all the attention. The people demanded on her time and she gave it to them. Was it simply being too busy or was there something deeper? Edric couldn’t fathom what it was and the longer he thought about it, the more Claudia’s words seemed to ring true. He needed to speak to her and put the silence and distance to an end if they were going to rule together.  
 
    “I’ll talk to her after the meeting,” Edric said with a soft exhale. 
 
    Claudia and Rayna nodded in agreement. 
 
    “But first, what are we going to do about the troll murders and what are we going to say to Ralis about it?” 
 
    “He listens to you. I’m sure you’ll think of something,” Rayna grinned. 
 
    “We could tell Ralis that the trolls fell down some stairs and accidently decapitated themselves,” Claudia said with a small smile. 
 
    The summoner and bard looked to the lancer and burst into laughter. Claudia’s cheeks burned a bright pink as she kept her small smile. 
 
    “When did you get a sense of humor,” Rayna asked with half closed eyes and a wide smile. 
 
    “From hanging around you,” Claudia winked. 
 
    Edric leaned forward, his chuckles fading away as he looked to his attractive co-rulers. “Let’s throw some ideas around before we leave and figure out what our next move is.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
    The castle keep was abuzz with activity as guards roamed and servants rushed to their duties. Edric and Leeta walked along as many servants smiled and guards nodded to their approach. Edric found it a little odd that he seemed to slip into the role of a lord rather easily. He often promised himself to never abuse his power but as he walked, he did feel a little taller from the attention.  
 
    A large door stood at the end of a corridor. The summoner picked up the pace as he hoped he wouldn’t run into the troll diplomat. Halfway to the portal of freedom, a voice boomed behind the summoner and ogre. 
 
    “Lord Temple!” 
 
    Edric froze in his tracks, his head tilting forward in defeat. “How does everyone find me just as I’m trying to leave,” the summoner thought before turning around. 
 
    Edric gave his best fake smile, “Ralis, so good to see you.” 
 
    The troll diplomat walked along with urgency. A flowing red robe billowed with each step, the front of it open in a long V cut down to his hard stomach. The diplomat’s shaven head gleamed in the corridors torches as a single dark braid flowed from the top and down his back. Dark eyes narrowed as he walked up to Edric with two large bodyguards behind him. The trolls and Leeta eyed one another as their masters stood face to face. 
 
    “Lord Temple,” Ralis said in a softer tone, “We need to speak on some dire matters.” 
 
    Edric lifted a hand as if trying to calm down the diplomat, “I know about the murders and it has become one of our priorities.” 
 
    Ralis’s brow went up, “One of your priorities? Lord Temple this is an extreme priority. I have lost several of my people and nothing is being done to find the killer. I cannot go silent to my masters about troll blood spilt on Elora’s soil. You understand why this must be attended to.” 
 
    Edric mentally rehearsed what he and his fellow rulers discussed. “Ralis, you must understand that there is much to do when ruling a kingdom. For now, Lady Discord will investigate the murders. Once I complete some of my duties to the kingdom, Lady Pearl and I will join the investigation and root out the killer or killers. For now, please inform your people about the accord and follow it to the letter. No trolls are to walk the streets of Elora after sundown, for everyone’s protection.” 
 
    Ralis’s demeanor slipped into a practiced flow, “I understand the demands of your kingdom and I do not wish to take away from your duties. After all, what is a few troll lives in the scheme of things. I admit, my people did break the rules by being in the city after dark but that does not mean it isn’t important.” 
 
    The troll diplomat clasped his hands behind him and stuck out his defined blue chest, “Before you attend to your duties, I do wonder about the undead that have recently been seen on Elora streets after dark.” 
 
    Edric’s brow sharpened. 
 
    Ralis’ mouth turned into a small smile, “Myself and my people have nothing to do with it but I may have some information that could assist you with this little problem.” 
 
    “There have been no undead on the streets lately,” Edric stated. 
 
    The troll nodded. “Yes, that is true but it’s only a matter of time before they return. The dead have a strange knack for appearing when they are not wanted. My people have noticed some odd goings on and I would be more than willing to hand over everything we know on the subject if a certain killer can be found.” 
 
    Edric’s jaw clenched before he quickly smoothed it away. 
 
    Ralis continued. “Of course, there will be a sizable reward for the capture of this madman or woman. I will do everything in my power to ensure our relations stay as hard as iron.” 
 
    The summoner eyed the smiling diplomat before returning his own grin. “Ralis, we will bring the killer in for swift justice as promised. We will still require a few nights so I suggest you and your people stay off Elora’s streets after sundown….for your own protection of course.” 
 
    Ralis bowed, “For our protection, of course Lord Temple. Please call on me and my people if you require any assistance.” 
 
    “I will, if we need it,” Edric bowed slightly. 
 
    Ralis straightened his back, “Before you go, how is Lady…Juna is it? No one can seem to tell me her last name but the people of Elora have taken to her. I would like to arrange a time when we can dine together so I can get to know her better.” 
 
    A flash of heat swirled around Edric’s heart and he quickly snuffed it out. He couldn’t understand why it bothered him that Ralis wanted to dine with her. The summoner’s eyes narrowed a hair before smiling confidently. 
 
    “You will have to speak to her. I am far too busy to arrange meetings.” 
 
    Ralis slowly closed his eyes and opened them, a smirk stabbing into his cheek. “I understand Lord Temple. I look forward to our next meeting. For now, I will ensure my people are off the streets before sundown and if I see Lady Juna, I will be sure to invite her to a fine meal.” 
 
    Edric simply nodded, turned and walked toward the door. Leeta followed, her yellow eyes shifting to her master’s side. The summoner opened the door and stepped out into the brilliant daylight. A dark cloud cast a shadow over his mind as the clear sky filled the heavens. Edric stepped out into the streets of Elora as Leeta followed. The day was a marvelous one as the pair walked along but Edric tried to fend off harping thoughts stabbing at his conscious. 
 
    “Edric,” Leeta said with a touch of concern. 
 
    Edric looked up to the beautiful ogre and turned away with a smile, “It’s okay. The longer he’s here, the more he pushes my limit. We will stick to the plan, but now I’m concerned about the dead returning.” 
 
    “Do you believe he has nothing to do with it?” 
 
    Edric sighed, “I’m not sure. He could be blowing smoke just so we can capture the troll killer. Either way, it will have to wait a few nights until we are sure our defenses are ready.” 
 
    Leeta nodded as they walked. The streets filled with citizens going about their daily tasks and chores. Many smiled and bowed to the summoner and ogre as they turned from the street around Gray Haven Keep and began walking down Riverwood Street. The shops were open as shafts of sunlight penetrated the tree canopy over the cobblestone street. Walking bridges crisscrossed overhead as many citizens talked and drank, taking in the beautiful district. 
 
    “Have you thought about what you’re going to say to Faye?” 
 
    “No, not really,” Edric huffed. 
 
    Leeta nodded as they continued to walk. Shop owners and citizens waved to the lord and ogre. Edric looked to them with a small smile. Drinking in the smiling faces, the player’s eyes shifted to blue pieces of cloth wrapped around their arms. Many shop keeps and citizens had a single piece of cloth around their right arms. The summoner glanced about and could see many in the district wearing them. 
 
    Leeta caught the questioning gaze of her master, “I noticed the armbands in the last few weeks. When I asked, citizens informed me it is to show their dedication to Faye’s teachings.” 
 
    “How many students does she have?” 
 
    “I lost count after a few hundred,” Leeta shrugged. 
 
    Edric nodded as they continued through the district. Turning a corner, they slipped onto a side street and made their way deeper. The stone buildings stood among many trees. The streets grew narrow but citizens moved along with ease.  
 
    The summoner looked up and saw the four towers of Faye’s pagoda. It was just a few streets away as the Asian motif blended with a medieval castle design. The street opened and several parks appeared. Edric walked along, taking in the cherry blossom trees as pink and rose petals fell from their branches. Citizens basked in the beauty as they walked along. Edric and Leeta stepped onto a snaking path through the trees, making their way closer to the pagoda. 
 
    The thick double doors of Faye’s pagoda stood open. The sound of bodies moving and fierce shouts filled the air. Edric and Leeta stepped in, eyes on the main courtyard filled with citizens. They changed their stances in unison, bringing a foot down, punching forward and exhaling a strong shout. The wood elf stood with her back to the entrance, her body in a warrior’s stance. She punched out with a fist before bringing her foot up and planting it forward. Edric and Leeta stood just in the courtyard as many followed the monk’s movement. 
 
    The player smiled as he looked to the determined faces of Faye’s students. All eyes were on the wood elf as she moved with strong liquid grace. Each strike was true and every turn of her legs set her up for counter moves. The summoner was content to wait as arms, legs and bodies flowed to Faye’s teachings. A blue body caught Edric’s attention and he looked over to a student in the front row. A troll moved, mimicking the elf’s movements in perfect precision. He too, just as with all the other students, wore a blue cloth armband on his right arm.  
 
    Faye brought her legs together and arms to her sides. She bowed to the fifty students and they returned it. When she stood up, the students followed and soon they broke their formation. Warm chatter filled the courtyard as a sliver of contained excitement touched the student’s eyes. Edric could see they were enjoying the experience and it showed. 
 
    Faye turned from her students and gave Edric a small smile. The summoner stood straighter, returning her smile but a gloom in his eyes. The troll broke from the groups of students and moved to Faye’s side. The wood elf looked up into his smiling face as he bowed his head. 
 
    “Again, thank you for letting me be a part of this experience,” the troll said with wide black eyes. 
 
    Faye bowed her head, “Nimor, it’s a pleasure to teach you. I hope your wife can join us again.” 
 
    The troll nodded. “Our little one has been a handful lately but I’ll bring it to Sanna’s attention.” 
 
    The troll looked up to Edric and Leeta before bowing. “Greetings Lord Temple.” 
 
    “Greetings,” Edric said simply, unsure what else to say. 
 
    The troll raised his head and bowed to Faye once again before turning and walking off. Edric kept his gaze on the troll as Faye turned to him. 
 
    “I assume Claudia and Rayna sent you to talk to me,” Faye smiled. 
 
    “How did you know?” 
 
    “Rayna threatened she would,” Faye said. “Let’s go to one of the towers.” 
 
    Faye turned and walked to one of the pagoda towers. Edric followed as the wood elf reached a door and opened it. Leeta stopped at the doorway and stood guard as Edric stepped in and closed the door behind them. Faye was already on the stone steps. The summoner followed, climbing the steps behind the elf. A short time later they reached the top. Faye opened a door and stepped in. Edric stepped in and looked around. 
 
    The tower top was open except for wooden pillars holding up a pointed roof. Green trees obscured vision in nearly every direction except into the courtyard below. Edric stepped past a wooden bench to the tower railing. Looking down, students remained gathered, some showing off what they’d recently learned. 
 
    Faye moved to a small cabinet. Reaching down, she opened it and pulled out a tea set. A smooth stone lay on the top of the cabinet. The wood elf poured water from a jug into a teapot and placed it on the stone. The stone turned a glowing dark orange as heat and steam began to rise. Faye prepared a tray with two tea cups. Placing a tea bag in each cup, she waited until the kettle quickly whistled. With expert ease, she pulled the teapot from the stone and began pouring into the cups. 
 
    Edric had turned from the towers edge and watched as Faye prepared the tea. A shiver filled the young man as he was unsure what to do. Nervous energy bundled along muscles as he tried to think of what to say. She had been so distant for so long that he couldn’t think straight. Questions popped into his mind as to why a troll was one of her students since she seemed so against it in the first place. The whole thing sent his mind into a tailspin, and he didn’t notice Faye already sitting with the tea tray resting on the middle of the bench. 
 
    “Edric, please sit,” Faye said gently. 
 
    The summoner moved on autopilot, stepping over and sitting down. Faye handed him a tea cup with both hands. Edric took it and bowed his head. Faye picked up her cup and bowed. The two sipped on warm green tea before Faye turned her body and looked out to the trees beyond the tower. Edric followed, unsure of himself. The summoner looked on as a warm silence filled the space between them. 
 
     “I know you’re upset with me,” Edric said, breaking the silence. 
 
    Faye sipped her tea before placing the cup on the tray between them. “What do you think I’m upset about?” 
 
    “Letting some trolls take residence in the city,” Edric said but the words felt hollow as an image of a troll student swept through his mind. 
 
    Faye smirked. “I must admit, I wasn’t thrilled on the idea of having any Kunarr becoming citizens but once they were here, I began to see what you wanted us to do. With that, I am the one who is sorry for doubting you. By having the trolls here, they will help in bringing us closer to peace.” 
 
    Edric turned his eyes to the wood elf as she continued to gaze forward, brown eyes lost to inner thoughts. 
 
    “Nimor and his family came here to find work. They didn’t want to be part of the war any longer. He works at the vineyards. When he came to me for teachings, I almost refused until he professed how happy he was. I finally saw what you were trying to do all along. Nimor has told me, he writes to his family in the southern kingdoms about Elora and its people. He has encouraged others to come here for work and to escape being inducted into the war effort. I’m happy to teach him how to defend himself and his family.” 
 
    “Does this mean you will be returning to the keep and helping us rule?” 
 
    Faye turned her head and looked into Edric’s eyes, “Not exactly. I’m still mad at you.” 
 
    Edric’s heart dropped. “Faye, whatever I did, I’m sorry.” 
 
    The wood elf’s small smile faded. “You’re apologizing and you don’t even know why?” 
 
    “I must admit, I do feel a little lost. I thought you were mad because of the trolls. I didn’t know there was anything else.” 
 
    Faye’s gaze turned downward, “When we met, you said you would always be honest with me, Claudia and Rayna. I knew we were getting to know each other but as time passed, the truth never came out even though I could see it in your eyes. You hide from us and you have had no need to speak the truth, not even to me.” 
 
    Edric’s head dipped as shadows covered his eyes. Tightness curled around his heart as the mental fog started to clear. The player was silent, a cold chill seeping into his spine. The player now knew it was never about the trolls. 
 
    Faye picked up her cup and took another sip. Setting the cup on her lap, she looked out the tower once again. 
 
    “I know this game has become our life. I accepted that a long time ago. We are trying to save digital beings from the war and it has given me a new sense of purpose. For the first time in my life, I’m thinking of others instead of myself.” 
 
    Edric kept his gaze on Faye as her head tilted forward, a growing pain touching the corner of her eyes. 
 
    “In reality, I’m an older woman with no family. I have spent most of life being selfish. When you reach a certain age, you begin to see beyond selfish desires. When once I only wanted my desires satisfied, now I want something more. I joined Lewd Saga as a distraction from real dating. I never thought I would find so many people, just as broken as I felt. No matter where I went, so many were drawn to me to bring them comfort. In reality, lovers were gone by morning but here, they stayed to know me and enjoy my company. I wasn’t just a body to them. I had become a friend and a lover.” 
 
    Faye shifted herself to face the summoner, oval eyes filled with a pang of regret and sweet sorrow. “When I walked in on you creating Elora’s form, I could see the pain in your eyes. I asked you why you named her Elora. You told me you just liked the name. It was obvious there was more but since we barely knew each other, I figured you would tell me later.” 
 
    The wood elf’s gaze lowered, “As time passed, I could still see the pain in your eyes when you summoned Elora. Claudia and Rayna could see it too. They wanted me to try and draw it out of you but I told them it was your business and we shouldn’t pry. It was then when I felt all four of us were not being treated equally. To truly rule together, we must be willing to be open about ourselves, good or bad.” 
 
    Edric clenched his jaw for a long moment before looking out to the green trees. “I was only a few months into the game. You know I was trying to gold farm so I could build a city. It was my focus, so much so that I wasn’t intimate with anyone else besides Leeta. It made the path clearer so I wouldn’t be distracted.” 
 
    The player’s shoulders sank a little lower. “Elora was an NPC shopkeeper in Lythor. I used to bring her dire wolf pelts and she was always happy to see me, and I’ll admit that I looked forward to seeing her as well. On that final night, just before it all went crazy, she asked me out on a date.” 
 
    Edric’s eyes glistened as Faye listened intently. The wood elf was silent as she watched her fellow player fight through an inner storm. 
 
    Edric continued, “I felt crazy half the time. I knew Elora as a simple shopkeeper but every time I used to visit her, she seemed more and more real. How could someone fall for a program? How can anyone be taken seriously when a virtual AI seemed to return those same feelings? I was confused and to tell you the truth, I still am. I try to push it away and stick to the path we created together but she haunts my thoughts.” 
 
    The summoner straightened up his back, eyes wet. “When Lythor was attacked by the trolls and dread lords; Elora, Leeta and I were caught in it. Trolls marched through the streets as undead dragons flew overhead. On the same night Elora asked me out, the city was attacked and the only thing I wanted was to see her safe. She was an NPC but she was ready to fight for us. The three of us were cornered as the trolls fought into her shop.” 
 
    A single tear streamed down Edric’s cheek. “The last memory I have of her was her throwing her body over mine. I looked into her eyes as a troll brought a hammer down on her back. We were powerless against the trolls but she used her life so I could live just a little longer. I saw the light leave her eyes as she shattered. A moment later, the troll ended my life and I was locked out of the game for two days.” 
 
    Edric wiped away the tear. “For two days I went crazy. I even tried to create a second character so I could try to get back in the game to find her but the game locked me out completely. When I returned, I was miles from Lythor in some small town. Players were picking up the pieces but I prepared to go back. Stocking up on supplies, I was ready to set out when several players stopped me. They told me the city had fallen and nothing short of an army would be able to get close to any of the dragon kingdoms. I ignored them and pressed on with Leeta at my side.” 
 
    The summoner let out a small maddening laugh. “Leeta and I were killed after a few short miles by an undead patrol. When I resurrected a short time later back at the town, I knew I couldn’t go back to see if she respawned or not.” 
 
    Edric’s face shifted into a cool, unfeeling mask. “You wondered why I didn’t tell you. I didn’t tell you or the others because I didn’t want you to think I was crazy. All I can say to myself is that it’s just a game but the night she died, it felt more than that. I know many NPC’s in the game are waking up and it scares me that she might have been one of them.” 
 
    Faye’s mouth was a thin line as she looked down. Edric leaned forward, elbows on knees. 
 
    “Now you know. I understand if it weirds you out. Maybe I’m just a lonely crazy person. I joined the game to build a city and have some fun. Now I feel I must stay to protect others and, strange as it is, it brings a sense of comfort and purpose.” 
 
    Faye stood up and stepped in front of the summoner. Edric looked up as the wood elf reached down and took hold of his hand. Faye pulled and Edric complied, standing up until they stood face to face. The player stared with wide eyes, admiring Faye’s thin face, tanned skin and high cheekbones. Almond shaped brown eyes gazed into his spirit as his inner self lay open like a bleeding wound. The player thought his words sounded as crazy as it felt but he couldn’t deny them any longer. 
 
    A warmth filled Faye’s eyes as she leaned forward and embraced the summoner. Edric hesitated as she held him before his arms curled around her waist. The two players hugged one another, a gentle breeze passing over them. Edric buried his face in her neck, the gentle scent of cinnamon touching his senses. The sadness ebbed as Faye pressed her body against his. 
 
    “You’re not crazy,” Faye whispered. “If you were, you’re in good company.” 
 
    “I was hoping you’d say something like that,” Edric whispered. 
 
    Faye pulled back and as Edric looked to her, the wood elf pressed her lips to his. Heat flared between them as lips parted and tongues touched. The sudden kiss chased away the gloom around his heart. Faye seemed to melt against the summoner as he held her close. The player had seen her as the strongest among their group but now, she truly felt like an equal. 
 
    Faye pulled away, licking her lips and eyes half closed. Edric gazed at her beauty as she seemed lost to their kiss. 
 
    “Does this mean you’re coming back to the keep?” 
 
    Faye barely nodded.  
 
    “I’m glad. It hasn’t been the same without you,” the player smiled. 
 
    Edric’s eyes darkened and his smile slowly faded. “No more secrets. You can ask me anything and I will tell you the truth.” 
 
    Faye stayed close, “And you can ask me anything. I will always give you the truth.” 
 
    The two players held each other close once again, rays of sunlight penetrating the trees around them in a brilliant glow. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun slowly set to the west. Rayna made her rounds, visiting bars and taverns as she walked. Lute strapped to her back, she collected gold from each business, and the occasional free drink. The bard began enjoying her little patrols around the district once she figured she could collect her cut from the local businesses. They were happy to hand over a few extra coins to ensure she gave them her undivided attention. The profit was nice and so was her kindness. Not all had to hand over some gold but those that didn’t were at the bottom of the list when it came to solving problems. Annoying tavern fights seemed to last a little longer and furniture took some time to be replaced if they didn’t want to pay for her attention. The bard thought she should feel bad but once the gold touched her palm, that annoying feeling seemed to vanish every time. 
 
    The bard walked along, gold in her pocket and a new song playing in her heart. The player smiled to herself when she saw Faye walking the halls of Gray Haven Keep again. The two said nothing to each other, knowing full well that they were happy to be under one roof again. Rayna did wonder what Edric finally said to get the monk to come back and she planned to interrogate the summoner in the near future. 
 
    Passing an alley, the bard stopped and looked down the dark stretch of space between two buildings. At first, nothing moved. The player was just turning her head when something caught her eye. Looking back, figures in black moved in the shadows. One held up a hand and wiped it down the alley surface. Something white appeared, painted against the wall. 
 
    Rayna silently turned and stepped into the alley. The sky darkened as the last rays of sunlight faded from the heavens. Rayna squinted as the darkness seemed to grow. Eyes adjusting, small giggles and laughter spilled into the alley. As the bard took another step deeper, a click of her heel echoed along the thin alleyway. The laughter stopped as three hooded figures turned their attention to the bard in black leather. 
 
    “Private party?” Rayna smirked. 
 
    The hooded figures took a step back deeper into the alley as hands rose up. Arcane words spilled from parted lips. Rayna’s good mood soured as her hands took hold of her lute strap and shifted the instrument into her hands. Three arcane symbols appeared on the alley floor and barely a second later, bodies made of shadow rose up. 
 
    Rayna touched a secret button along her lute and a crooked wand popped out of the lute arm. Three wraiths emerged from the arcane circles and charged as the hooded figures ran in the opposite direction. The bard let out an annoyed exhale as she aimed the wand down the alley. The wraiths reached out with spindly fingers, purple eyes glowing against black bodies.  
 
    The bard played a riff and the wand glowed before lightening blasted out. The alley lit up as bright as day as a bolt of lightning slammed into a wraith’s chest. The undead creature shattered instantly. The remaining two continued their charge, unabated by their destroyed companion.  
 
    Rayna kept her aim true as she played another sharp tune, lightning surging forward. The bolt blasted the wraith through the head, shattering it to pieces. The bolt continued its path striking the last one. The wraith didn’t make a sound as its body was thrown back. The bard watched as the remaining wraith tumbled against a wall and shattered into a greenish light. 
 
    “That was to easy,” Rayna whispered as she moved down the alleyway, aiming her lute. 
 
    The bard reached where the figures were standing. Eyes searching, the three seemed to disappear further away into the twisting paths. Rayna looked over to the picture they had painted on the wall. Sliding the wand back into the lute arm, she shifted the instrument to her back. The player took a closer look at the image. A white dragon skull was painted against the dark stone. 
 
    Rayna eyed it for a moment before standing straight up and crossing her arms. Taking a visual snapshot, the player filed it away in her image inventory. The longer she stared at the symbolic image, the more she felt she had seen it before. 
 
    “What are your people doing in Elora,” Rayna whispered to herself. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
    Warm dreams slipped away as eyelids folded back. Black eyes stared up at the tent fabric, a waking sigh rising from parted thick lips. Energy flowed into muscles as the troll raised his head, blinking away the last whispers of sleep. Lifting his upper body, the brutish troll soldier sat up. 
 
    The large tent was abuzz with waking activity. Several of his fellow soldiers were up and stretching. The main tent flaps pulled aside as lust slaves stepped in. Sensual female and male trolls filed in, dark eyes on the brutish larger trolls and a welcoming smile on their lips. Most of the soldiers were nude. They grunted and talked to one another, not paying full attention as the slaves knelt before some. Eager to please, the lust slaves licked thick cocks into their mouths while some took hold and stroked. Female soldiers yawned as some slaves pressed their mouths to the apex between their legs, licking at wet slits and sending a shudder up their bodies. Small moans filled the tent as the morning ritual took place, bringing a vibrant start to a new day. 
 
    Nuka stood at the end of his bed, still shaking away mental cobwebs. Warm wet lips closed over his half hard member and bliss filled his spirit. The lust slave slowly suckled on thick inches, moaning her delight. Nuka yawned as his cock grew harder in the slave’s mouth. Stretching his neck, he looked over to the cot next to his. A thin eyebrow went up as he saw it was empty. 
 
    Nuka’s brow furled. Jarll always slept longer than he did. Often, the troll had to rouse him awake before they had to rush off to their daily duties. Wet slurps filled the tent and Nuka’s slightly pointed ears. The troll’s cock hardened to its full length and the familiar need for morning release touched his body. The first one of the day was the quickest but by evening; he would have several lust slaves begging him to stop. With a small, barely noticeable grunt, the troll’s cock bulged. The lust slave moaned her approval as jets of molten come splashed against the back of her throat and quickly filled her mouth. Gulping it down, Nuka’s hand grabbed the back of her head and held her in place as he pushed out several more spurts. When he finished, he let go and stepped back, his cock slipping from her mouth. The lust slave licked her lips before she made eye contact with another soldier and crawled over on her hands and knees. 
 
    Nuka looked at the empty cot again and then to a fellow soldier, “Have you seen Jarll?” 
 
    The soldier shook his head as a lust slave vigorously bobbed her head on his impressive member. Nuka turned and took a few steps into the middle of the tent. Two troll soldiers stepped in and quickly said hushed words to some of the soldiers at the front of the tent. Nuka watched as the words seemed to spread instantly to everyone at the front of the tent. Large blue bodies put on loincloths as they rushed out. Others followed and Nuka was soon caught in the flood leaving the barracks tent. 
 
    The sun shined down with brilliant light. Nuka’s hand went up, shading his eyes as they adjusted to the brightness. Blinking away the spots of light, he lowered his hand. Trolls exited tents from all around, bodies converging on the center of camp. The dull murmur grew silent as they crowded around the center. 
 
    Nuka shouldered his way through the wall of bodies until he reached the circle’s edge. Black eyes widened as he looked down to the communal well. The well was constructed to bring water to the camp and became a central place to give orders from captains and lieutenants. Now it simply stood; five troll heads placed along the stone edge, all facing outward. 
 
    Nuka stepped closer while everyone around him stared in silence. The head facing him was of his friend, Jarll. Eyes closed, the severed head looked peaceful, like he never woke up to what ended his life in the night. 
 
    The troll soldier stepped closer, falling to his knees and staring in disbelief. Thick blue hands shook as a sliver of fear and pain stabbed into his heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    Light spilled in through the open balcony doors. Faye slowly sat up and stretched her arms, light touching her nude body. A gentle groan curled into the air as her arms fell to the bed. The wood elf stared at the morning light, a strange comfort touching her waking nerves. The player smiled for it felt good to be in the keep once again.  
 
    Faye swung her legs over the side and simply sat. Thoughts of Edric filled her mind, causing her smile to widen just a hair. The monk couldn’t stop thinking of him ever since she returned. Part of her wanted to invite him to her room but a larger part told her to wait till the time was right. There was no need to rush into anything if there was something there to rush into. The wood elf questioned everything but before it could spiral out of control, she closed her eyes and hushed her mind. Calling on her inner strength, she eased her breathing and decided to let nature take its course when the time was right. 
 
    A knock at the door snapped her out of her meditation. 
 
    “Come in,” the wood elf said as she was up and grabbing her thin robe from a nearby chair. 
 
    The wood elf had a thought it was Edric coming to wish her a good morning. Tying the rope around her waist, she turned to the door with a pleasant smile. The door opened and a dwarf stepped in with a tray of food in his hands. Faye’s smile faltered and soon melted away. 
 
    Dumadin smiled brightly as he kicked the door closed and made his way to the elf. Faye watched as his eyes slid from her hair to her face. His vision glided over her large breasts, down her thin waist to her hips. Taking in the sight of her thighs, he looked back to her oval eyes just as he was a foot from her. 
 
    “Good morning lass. I trust you slept well,” the dwarf grinned. 
 
    Faye’s face turned neutral, “You didn’t have to bring me breakfast.” 
 
    The dwarf set the tray on a nearby table, “I wanted too. When I heard you were back in the keep, I knew I had to give you a proper greeting.” 
 
    Faye looked from the dwarf to the tray of food. It was filled with fruit, nuts, cheese and a tall glass of juice, everything she loved to break her fast. An awkward vibration filled Faye’s body as she stood. Dumadin seemed to almost chase her around the keep before she left to stay at her pagoda. It was a welcomed relief to be away from him but now that she was back, the dwarf picked up right where he left off. 
 
    “Dumadin, thank you for breakfast but I want you to stop bringing it to me. I’m sure I can make it myself.” 
 
    The dwarf nodded. “I know you can lass. I choose to bring it to you. You are one of the ladies I serve. Would you deny me a chance to glance at your radiant beauty?” 
 
    Faye’s expression shifted into a tired gaze. “Dumadin, we should set some rules…..” 
 
    The dwarf sweetly cut her off, “I know what you’re going to say. It doesn’t need to be said. Since you and your fellow rulers made me a courtesan, I live to serve. I have worked to establish the runic stone mines. It is good work but the only thing that gets me through the work is knowing I can glimpse your beauty from time to time. Even now, my day will be spent savoring it.” 
 
    Faye’s lips closed as she eyed the dwarf. 
 
    Dumadin bowed. “Please, enjoy your breakfast. I look forward to serving you every morning.” 
 
    Faye watched as the dwarf turned and began walking toward the bed chamber door. Once he stepped out and closed the door behind him, the wood elf let out a small sigh. Sitting down at the small table not far from her bed, she picked up a piece of fruit and took a small bite. The morning sun warmed her tanned skin as her thoughts floated on strange clouds. 
 
    *** 
 
    Claudia finished making her bed, eyes glancing to the unicorn stitched into the thick blanket. Standing up, she made sure every corner was perfectly aligned and each side was the same exact length. With a slight tug here and there, she stood back and gave a silent nod to herself. Making the bed was a habit that she couldn’t break in reality or the virtual world. Knowing she couldn’t function properly if it was even slightly askew, she ensured it was just right before heading out to rule a kingdom. 
 
    The door to the bed chamber clicked closed. The lancer turned her head slightly to see Rayna standing by the door in her black leather outfit. Silver buckles along her thighs, arms and waist shined in the shafts of morning sunlight. A lute was strapped to her back and the bard gave the lancer a warm, wicked smile. 
 
    Claudia eyed the bard, a frown forming. “Please knock first.” 
 
    Rayna stepped further into the room, her smile never fading. “What’s the fun in that?” 
 
    The bard turned her gaze to a dark wood shelf. Two crystal unicorn statues stood, almost glowing against the brightness in the room. Claudia watched as Rayna stepped over, lifting a finger to trace along the small statue’s crafted curves. 
 
    “Is there something you want to talk about,” Claudia asked as she fought down the nervous tremble in her spine. 
 
    “I just wanted to talk a little before we meet in the throne room. Maybe clear the air between us,” Rayna said, never taking her eyes off the statues. 
 
    Claudia crossed her arms and looked away, “There is nothing to say.” 
 
    Rayna turned around and faced the lancer, smile shrinking. “We both know that’s not true. We should talk….if Edric is going to be involved with us.” 
 
    The lancer kept her arms crossed as she turned her gaze to the bard. “We are all adults.” 
 
    Rayna tilted her head forward and let out a tired sigh. “Claudia, I know you’re falling for him. It’s how you are. You love men with big dreams. I saw it when you were with Caspian and I see it again with Edric. It’s nothing to be ashamed about.” 
 
    Claudia’s brow hardened. “You didn’t have to come here to tell me that. I know. I’m not ashamed.” 
 
    Rayna nodded. “I know, but I had to come to you to tell you I have my sights set on him. I wanted to let you know.” 
 
    Claudia remained silent, eyes looking away for a moment. 
 
    Rayna stepped closer, purple eyes drinking in the lancer’s body language. “Do I still make you nervous?” 
 
    The lancer’s brow softened, eyes cast downward. 
 
    Rayna stood before the lancer, looking up to her as Claudia looked away. “That night was beautiful between us. I still remember it clearly. You let your guard down and the real you came out.” 
 
    Claudia couldn’t bring herself to return Rayna’s gaze. “I only did it because Caspian wanted to watch. I’d rather not talk about it anymore.” 
 
    The bard lifted a hand and touched Claudia’s cheek. It was then, the lancer returned the bard’s gaze, eyes drinking in an understanding between them. 
 
    “You hide behind so many walls, even here. I want you to know, I loved the one night we were together.” 
 
    Rayna pulled her hand away. “You know how I am when things spiral out of control for me. I’m choosing Edric to help balance me. I just wanted to let you know.” 
 
    The bard called up her inventory screen and mentally tapped on an item. Holding her hand up, a crystal unicorn appeared, similar to the ones on Claudia’s shelf. It shined with azure light. Claudia’s eyes widened as she stared at the little unicorn statue between them. A long second ticked by before her eyes narrowed. 
 
    “Are you trying to buy me off?” 
 
    Rayna’s face shifted into genuine understanding. “No. Edric will be spending time with me.” 
 
    The bard turned and stepped to the unicorn shelf, “I saw it in one of the local shops. I know you’re trying to get a unicorn mount, so when I saw it, I had to get it for you.” 
 
    Rayna placed it on the shelf, letting her fingers linger before pulling away. “You may not trust me but I see you as my friend.” 
 
    The bard turned and walked for the door. Claudia’s hand trembled, wanting to reach up to stop her. When her hand could not, her voice did. 
 
    “Rayna, wait.” 
 
    The bard reached the door and turned her head slightly. 
 
    The lancer took a step forward, “Thank you for the gift. It means a lot to me.” 
 
    Rayna let a small smirk slip before she opened the bedchamber door and stepped out, closing it behind her. 
 
    Claudia stepped to the shelf, eyes on the new unicorn and giddiness in her heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    The throne room was quiet except for a small tapping sound. Guards lined each wall to the left and right of the room while shafts of colored light streamed in from one side through stained glass windows. The cool air filled the vast chamber. Four figures each sat on a stone throne. Rayna sat on the outer left-hand side, stringing her lute while Claudia sat on the far-right side, back rigid and body poised. Faye sat on the middle left while Edric sat on the middle right, finger tapping away. 
 
    “Why is this taking so long?” the summoner asked with an annoyed tone. 
 
    “Thalia said our guest was a handful. She told Thalia that she had important information and services but only if she met with us directly,” Claudia answered. 
 
    Leeta stood behind the thrones; arms crossed and spiked mace hanging from her belt. The ogre kept her face blank but her mind kept flowing back to her wine collection. She pondered if she could kidnap her master for a private party. When she smiled to herself, she quickly smoothed it away, wanting to appear like she was ready to hurt someone. 
 
    A side door opened and a figure cart-wheeled out. Guards turned their heads as the four rulers looked down the dais steps. Thalia slithered out next from the open door, arms out as if to catch the spinning figure. Purple and black swirled together until the guest landed on her feet and gave a little hop into the air. The lamia slithered to the woman’s side, huffing and puffing as if she had been chasing her through the keep. 
 
    “Lord and Ladies of Elora! Thank you for seeing me!” the woman said loudly as she bent at the hips into a deep bow. 
 
    Edric kept his gaze steady as the woman stood straight, her body clothed in a skin-tight body suit. Black and purple checkered diamond designs covered her from neck to toe. A jester’s hat covered the top of her head and smoothed around the rest, leaving only her face exposed. Wide eyes looked up with a bright fire as black eyeliner defined her gaze. Black lipstick covered her lips and as she smiled, perfect white teeth glowed. The woman’s face was pale white but her demeanor cried out that she was anything but dull. 
 
    Thalia faced the thrones and bowed. “I’m sorry my lord and ladies. She was difficult to guide here,” the lamia huffed. 
 
    “It wouldn’t be an entrance if I walked in,” the pale woman smiled brightly. 
 
    Edric, Faye, Claudia and Rayna simply stared. 
 
    Thalia regained her composure and lifted her chin, “Introducing Lunatina, adventurer from the east of Journey Road.” 
 
    The jester bowed again before standing up with a creepy wide smile. The four rulers sat back, eyes still on the woman in purple and black, question’s painting their brows. 
 
    “Thank you for seeing me. I wanted to meet the four rulers of Elora in person so I may offer my services.” 
 
    “I didn’t know we were looking for any services,” Rayna said with a sardonic grin. 
 
    The jester returned the grin, “Since I see no court jester, I assume you are in need of one.” 
 
    Faye leaned closer to Edric, “Do we need a court jester?” 
 
    Edric was silent. He never thought about it before and wasn’t sure it was something they needed for the kingdom. 
 
    Edric cleared his throat before he spoke. “Lady….Lunatina, I don’t believe we are looking for…..” 
 
    The jester cut him off, “How about a master alchemist?” 
 
    Brows rose as they looked down on the jester. 
 
    Lunatina gave a knowing smile. “I’m sure you have plenty of alchemists in the kingdom but I doubt they have the level of experience I can bring to Elora. I have been looking for a new home for a very long time and when I heard of the splendor of your city, I thought I would bring my skills to you.”  
 
    Edric leaned forward, “That is very kind but we must confer if we need a master alchemist at this time.” 
 
    Lunatina kept her mad gaze, her mouth smiling wider. “Playing hard ball, are we? Your kingdom will prosper with my skills and recipes. What if I sweetened the pot? If after what I tell you next doesn’t impress you, then we part ways, no harm or ill will.” 
 
    Edric wasn’t sure what was happening. He glanced to his fellow rulers and either received blank gazes or a shrug. Looking back down on the jester, she held herself with extreme confidence and a crazy gleam in her eyes. Edric wasn’t sure what to make of her except that she was eager to give her all to be part of Elora. Her ultimatum was inviting as he sat back and mulled it over for a moment. Having a master alchemist might be useful in Elora’s defense. No one spoke or said a word edgewise. Edric gave the pale jester a head nod, not sure what to expect. 
 
    Lunatina’s smile shrank a little as she spoke, “Before the Middle Kingdoms were conquered; I served under King Lord Belmont. I served him right to the last moment where his madness consumed him and he was slain defending the kingdoms from the troll armies. Freed of my duties, I wandered Lukken in search of a new home, one where I could be an asset. If you take me as a courtesan, I will bring not only my knowledge of alchemy to you but my knowledge of the Middle Kingdoms as well.” 
 
    Edric’s heart hammered in his chest. The jester’s knowledge was too tempting to pass up. No royal family survived the slaughter. Now, someone with working knowledge of the kingdoms could tip the scales in their favor. Calming down, the summoner made it appear like he was mulling it over. 
 
    “It is an inviting offer,” Edric said with a gentle smile, “Would you mind if we spoke on it? You are welcome to stay until we can come to a decision.” 
 
    The jester grinned, “As you will my lord and ladies. I wait patiently for your….” 
 
     The jester was cut off as a side door slammed open. All eyes turned to large trolls entering the throne room, Ralis in the middle. The troll diplomat’s face was stern as he glided to the dais steps. Two trolls accompanied him with a large sack in their hand. Thalia and Lunatina were herded to the side as trolls formed a semi-circle behind the diplomat. The mood turned sharp as black eyes gazed up at the four rulers. 
 
    “Good to see you Ralis,” Edric began. “How can we help you today?” 
 
    Ralis’s brow was tight as his dark eyes narrowed. “Lord Temple, Lady Riverwood, Lady Pearl and Lady Discord, I have come to you with an urgent matter that must be addressed immediately.” 
 
    The two trolls to Ralis’s side opened the sacks in their hands. Edric watched as they turned them over. Five severed troll heads spilled out onto the dais steps. The four rulers looked down with calm gazes as the heads rolled to a stop, their faces facing in several directions. 
 
    Ralis continued with heat in his tone, “The killer entered the camp last night and slew five of my soldiers in their sleep and placed their heads on the edge of the well. The killer was not spotted by anyone in camp. You assured me if I kept my people out of the city after dark, they would be safe. Now this troll killer is sneaking into camp, the one we agreed upon being a safe haven, and have slaughtered my people in their sleep. 
 
    “I demand something be done or my masters will find the kingdom of Elora responsible for every troll death!” 
 
    Edric remained silent, eyes on the frustrated diplomat. Faye remained calm as a spring pond. Rayna looked down at her lute as if the troll wasn’t even in the room. It was Claudia who cleared her throat and addressed the diplomat. 
 
    “Ralis, we will address this concern immediately.” 
 
    The troll eyed the green haired lancer and nodded. “Thank you, Lady Pearl, but I will need all of your assurances before I send a raven to my masters.” 
 
    Edric’s brow wrinkled. He didn’t like that Ralis was trying to push his way. The summoner and his fellow rulers agreed secretly to allow diplomatic relations with the trolls to buy time. They were still nowhere near ready for an assault on the Middle Kingdoms and it burned him to know that they must keep up the farce in the name of peaceful relations. Ralis was nothing but a gentleman in the kingdom but it was well known that he was also spying for his masters. Despite knowing that, it clawed at Edric’s insides to help him. The player wasn’t sure if it was his good nature or a need to survive but deep down, he wanted to help the troll, if only to stop him from making their lives a living hell. 
 
    Edric’s brow softened as he leaned forward, “Ralis, it will now become our priority to stop this mad killer afflicting your people.” 
 
    Faye nodded. “We will put a stop to it.” 
 
    Rayna strummed her lute for a long moment before her lips parted, “Sure, we’ll help.” 
 
    Ralis bowed deeply, “Thank you my lord and ladies. If there is any assistance I or my people can provide, please do not hesitate to ask.” 
 
    With that, Ralis stood up, turned and walked out of the throne room. All of his trolls followed except for two as they gathered the troll heads and stuffed them into sacks. The rulers watched as the last head was placed in a sack and the remaining trolls left.  
 
    Thalia and Lunatina stood silently, their eyes turning to the rulers. All four rulers turned their attention to the lamia and jester but it was Edric who spoke up. 
 
    “Thalia, please see Lunatina to a room. We will confer and come back with a decision.” 
 
    Thalia bowed.  
 
    Edric turned his attention to his fellow rulers. “We have a lot to talk about.”  
 
    *** 
 
    “Lunatina is cute,” Rayna smiled as she leaned back in her council chair, lute in her lap. 
 
    Thalia slithered around the oak table, pouring ale into a cup before moving to the next one. Edric, Faye and Claudia sat in their seats, all facing each other. The mood shifted into mild annoyance as they tried to figure out how to find a killer that hasn’t been seen. 
 
    Edric rubbed his eyes, “I’m fine with Lunatina becoming a courtesan but I’m more concerned what to do about the troll killer.” 
 
    Claudia nodded. “When we used to lure troll patrols from the kingdoms, we often let it slip about hit and run gatherings in local taverns. The trolls would show up and we’d spring the trap. Sometimes they knew it was a trap but they couldn’t resist the chance that it may work in their favor. The success rate was sixty-forty, our favor, but we still took casualties. We could use the same principle, spreading false information to lure the killer out.”  
 
    Rayna eyed the lancer from across the table, “Why are you being so helpful toward them? They’re the enemy.” 
 
    The lancer returned the bard’s gaze, “I thought we had to buy time? If we don’t do something, the trolls will show up in force. How about you do more than play your lute and collect gold.” 
 
    Rayna leaned forward, the front legs of her chair slamming down on the stone floor, “I do a lot for Elora. Keeping the peace is a full-time job!” 
 
    Faye sighed. “What has gotten into the two of you?” 
 
    Edric pressed his elbows onto the table, an amused look on his face. “I think they’re happy your back. They haven’t bickered this much since you’ve been gone.” 
 
    “I’m happy your back,” Claudia chimed in. 
 
    “I’m happy the mother of Kung Fu is back,” Rayna grinned as she eased back in her chair. 
 
    Faye looked to each of them, a softness filling her smooth brow. “I’m happy to be back but we should focus on the murders. Claudia is right; we may have to lure the killer to us if we want to stop them.” 
 
    The room was silent once again. Minds worked to come up with a plan but it was Rayna who sat comfortably, her smile widening as she looked down to her lute. 
 
    “I have an idea,” the bard began, “but I will need all of you to do exactly as I say.” 
 
    All eyes turned to the bard playing a small tune as she detailed her plan. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Five 
 
    “Lord Temple, I must protest,” Ralis said with an edge. 
 
    Edric ignored the diplomat as he visually scanned the room. The large bed chamber glowed from torchlight and a roaring hearth. The high ceilings and lack of windows created the perfect safe room. Turning, Edric looked to the thick wooden door. Thalia stood off to the side, head bowed. Two large trolls searched the room, one looking under the bed while another checked the wooden closet. They each carried a wicked looking sword strapped to their backs. 
 
    Ralis’s dark eyes stayed on the summoner, “Myself and my people should be helping you search for the killer.” 
 
    Edric turned to the troll, “It’s safer if your people dig in at camp and you remain here in the center of the keep. We have guards patrolling the corridors. The rulers of Elora will not let anything happen to you as long as this killer is on the loose. Thalia will remain as added protection along with your two bodyguards.” 
 
    Ralis shook his head, “If you mean to use me as bait, I will not be part of such an obvious trap. My being here and separated, leaves my people exposed. I do not have to tell you what will happen if I return to a dead camp.” 
 
    Edric’s gaze met the trolls for a long second before taking a deep, cleansing breath. “Ralis, I understand the stress you must be feeling. We said we would protect you and your people and we will. But, if you want our help, you will have to listen to what we have to say. Do not leave this room under any circumstances.” 
 
    The troll’s hands balled into fists before fingers loosened. A heartfelt sigh fell from his lips as he closed his eyes, calming the storm in his belly. Edric watched as peace flowed over the diplomat and he opened his eyes. 
 
    “Lord Temple, please forgive me. I know you have our best interests at heart. You can understand why I’m concerned. This monster hunting my people has put all of us on edge.” 
 
    Edric gave the troll an understanding smile, “Ralis, we only want to help. Let us help you and we can put this all behind us.” 
 
    The troll nodded before turning his head slightly to the troll bodyguards, “Leave us for a moment.” 
 
    The trolls bowed before they moved to the iron door and stepped out. Thalia eyed Edric for a moment and when he nodded, she followed the bodyguards and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Ralis’s eyes looked away as if to gather his thoughts. When he looked to Edric, a touch of fear and knowing filled his dark eyes. 
 
    “Edric, I know you have no interest in saving me and my people. If I were in your boots, I would feel the same.” 
 
    The summoner’s eyes widened a hair, “Ralis, I…..” 
 
    “Please, let me continue,” the troll said with a flustered tone. “It’s no secret about the relations between Elora and the Kunarr Kingdoms. I see it in the eyes of your people and mine, the hate simmering below the surface. Many are not concerned with the deaths of a few trolls.” 
 
    The troll diplomat reached into his robe sleeve and pulled out a rolled-up scroll, “I know I have been out of sorts but I believe anyone would if they received a letter such as this.” 
 
    Ralis handed the scroll to Edric. The summoner took it and opened it. 
 
    The abyss calls for you….tonight. 
 
    Ralis smiled sadly, “It is a known practice among my people, if a troll diplomat dies on foreign soil, it will signal invasion. Sometimes, to increase the chance of war, the masters have been known to hire assassins to murder their own diplomats. It has proven an effective strategy. The scroll was left by my bedside and I discovered it when I woke before I knew several of my soldiers had lost their heads.” 
 
    Edric looked from the scroll to the troll, “Why? Why would they want to push war now?” 
 
    Ralis centered his gaze on Edric’s eyes, “Isn’t it obvious, Juna Reed resides in your city.” 
 
    Shadows lengthened under Edric’s eyes, “You told them. You told them she was here.” 
 
    Ralis nodded. “I did. I had too. And the moment I inked the letter and sent it off with a raven, I knew it was too late.” 
 
    Edric’s hand began to shake. In a blink of an eye, one hand grabbed the troll diplomat’s collar and another hand curled into a tight fist. The summoner growled as the raised fist trembled in the air. 
 
    Ralis lifted his chin, “I understand if you wish to strike me but it won’t do any good. My masters know.” 
 
    “Then why didn’t they kill you when they had the chance? Why leave a letter?” Edric growled. 
 
    Ralis kept his courage, “Not only am I versed in diplomatic relations, all Kunarr diplomats are well versed in the arts of war. The assassin is making a show of it, causing a loss of morale before the final stroke. Several of my people in camp have deserted. They felt powerless against an enemy who can slip in undetected and murder their fellow soldiers. I would have lost most of them if I had not promised to ensure their safety.” 
 
    Edric let go of the troll’s robe collar and took a step back, fist at his side. “Now, more than ever, we have to keep you alive.” 
 
    Ralis gave a slight nod. “Yes, but please understand I take no pleasure in any deception. I can see it in your heart and the heart of your fellow rulers, you all want peace and prosperity for your people. I only wish…” 
 
    Edric waited as the troll trailed off. Ralis’ black eyes took on hints of fear. Courage struggled under his skin as he tried to find the words. Edric could see the need to survive overwrite all logic but a sliver of cunning seemed to fill the troll’s gaze. 
 
    “There is a necromancer cult hidden in Elora. If I survive tonight, I will give you everything we have discovered about them.” 
 
     Edric let a coolness slide into his heart as he pointed a finger at the troll. “We will have a lot to talk about tomorrow. For tonight, do not leave this room.” 
 
    The summoner turned and marched toward the door. 
 
    “Edric, I still consider us friends,” Ralis called out. 
 
    The player said nothing as he wretched the door open and stepped out. Thalia, the two troll bodyguards and Leeta looked to the summoner. The bodyguards and Thalia moved to the open door and made their way inside while the ogre closed the door behind them. Yellow eyes glanced with concern as Edric seethed. The ogre stepped closer and stood by his side. 
 
    “We are being played,” Edric growled softly. 
 
    The summoner and ogre began walking down the corridor. Leeta remained silent as Edric’s mind worked. The player felt something like this would happen but he hoped it would be much later. Allowing Juna to move about the city was a mistake, a mistake that could threaten the entire kingdom. Elora’s defenses were in standing order but they still had no standing army. Now that an assassin was trying to start a war by killing Ralis, everything they had worked for could come crashing down around them. 
 
    Corridors twisted and turned. Edric noticed when they reached a window opening that the sun had set. Darkness and torchlight filled the area outside of the keep and across the city. Street lanterns lit up, casting their glow on cobblestone streets. The light of the glowing moonrises touched the dark sky with peaceful serenity. 
 
    The summoner and ogre continued to walk along, Edric lost in a mental haze. A dark thought touched his mind, wondering why they should even put the effort into catching the troll killer. If the assassin was as skilled as it seemed, they would be foolish to stop them. Why not let them kill Ralis and fortify their defenses for the incoming invasion.  
 
    Edric’s shoulders sank as he walked. Despite the game played against the trolls, the look of fear in Ralis’s eyes was a little too real. The player hated his moral compass and he knew he would still do anything to protect him. The diplomat had, on many occasion, offered real advice to help the fledgling kingdom grow and prosper. Where Edric, Faye, Claudia and Rayna stumbled along at times, Ralis could see what was needed to ensure a prosperous future. The troll helped with trade negotiations between several kingdoms and ensured the wine being transported would get its fair share of gold.  
 
    Edric noticed the look of joy in his eyes as he helped them. At first, the summoner thought it was a show, a farce to dig deeper into their good graces but when vendors and a few citizens quietly complimented the troll on the financial windfalls, it was enough for Edric to have second thoughts. It gave the player mixed feelings about the diplomat and something he simply couldn’t shake. Ralis seemed to carry himself as if he was one of the awakened NPC’s but Edric simply wasn’t sure. 
 
    The storm of uncertainty in the player’s mind seemed to fade into the background as he turned a corner and looked up. A pulse quickened under his skin as he gazed out to an open balcony, his breath taken away. 
 
    Basked in dim moonlight, Juna leaned forward against the edge. Hand up, moths fluttered around her and some landed on extended fingertips. The half-troll’s face turned sideways, eyes on the moths and a smile on her lips. Long black hair flowed from her head and down past her shoulders, a pink stripe running from her temple and down the length of her hair. She wore her light white armor and two short swords in their sheaths, crisscrossed across her back. 
 
    Edric stopped in his tracks, eyes on the beautiful blue skinned woman as she marveled at the white moths clustered around her. Leeta looked to Juna and down to her master, a playful smile on her lips. The ogre stepped away as Edric’s frozen legs thawed and he stepped onto the balcony. 
 
    Juna turned her body slightly, eyes on the summoner and a smile blooming as he approached. The two gazed into each other’s eyes before Edric stepped to her side and rested his folded arms on the balcony edge. Juna did the same, moths floating in the moonlight around them. 
 
    “I thought you would be out on your nightly patrol,” Edric said as he gazed out over the Discord District. 
 
    “I was going to, but these moths wanted my company. I thought I could spare a few moments.” 
 
    “I’m glad you stayed. I was hoping to see you again,” Edric said with a hint of shyness. 
 
    “I’m glad I stayed too. Faye told me the plan. I’m ready to help,” Juna smiled. 
 
    Edric’s face tilted forward, shadows covering his face. “I knew she would but are you okay with it?”  
 
    “I understand what’s at stake. You have nothing to fear, I’ll be there when you need me.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “I…I don’t think we’ve had much time to talk, just me and you.” 
 
    Juna turned and leaned her side against the balcony, facing the summoner, “Then we should make time. I know I’ve been busy with patrolling the streets but I would look forward to sitting down and talking.” 
 
    The nervous vibration against Edric’s spine caused his hands to fidget slightly. The mystical troll seemed to set him on edge and her open kindness made it worse. Deep down, he knew he could speak his mind and she would be open with him but it still conflicted at his already full love life. Thoughts swirled with Faye, Claudia, Rayna and Leeta, but Juna had mixed in there somehow, snaring his heart just as well. 
 
    Juna eyed the nervous summoner and gave him a relaxed smile. “I know you want to say more and you can.” 
 
    Edric looked to her, heart fluttering. “I know I can. I just don’t know if I should. It still feels strange that I am standing next to a legendary hero.” 
 
    The half-troll let out a small giggle as her eyes stayed on Edric. “I wouldn’t say that. I was barely alive for a few minutes before I was slain. I learned more being a ghost in the last year than all the time I was actually alive. It was a sobering experience.” 
 
    “True but the people of Elora see you as a hero. You have patrolled and slain the undead on its streets. Many are looking up to you.” 
 
    Edric lifted his hand and ran the back of his fingers along the pink stripe in her hair. “They have even begun putting a pink braid in their hair to show their admiration.” 
 
    Juna looked away, shyly. “I know many are afraid. I just wanted to help.” 
 
    Edric let his hand drop as he gazed on the beautiful troll. “They are not the only ones who look up to you.” 
 
    “You flatter me good sir,” Juna smiled. “They look up to all of you, too. I have heard many a kind word said about a certain handsome summoner.” 
 
    The two let their gaze linger on one another before they both chuckled. The lightness of it settled Edric’s inner storm. He couldn’t deny what was there between them and he didn’t want to. The gravity of attraction ensnared them both but each heart swayed from any definitive action. It danced before them and yet the two stayed to opposite walls, hearts wanting. 
 
    Juna looked down as her smile faded slightly. “I don’t know how long I can stay in Elora.” 
 
    Edric’s eyes widened as a weight pressed on his heart. 
 
    The half-troll continued, “I don’t know how versed you are in what happened on the Cursed Coast?” 
 
    Edric’s expression took a serious edge, “Faye and Claudia informed me of some of the details. Your mother stayed on the western coast to be the voice of the Sormir. Your father, Jayson Reed, went back so he could help guard her.” 
 
    Juna’s expression saddened. “I can feel things, strange and wondrous things. I can still sense my mother on the Cursed Coast. Her heart is filled with so much love but her mind is chaos.” 
 
    “What about your father?” 
 
    Juna’s expression remained unchanged. “I don’t know. I can’t sense him like my mother. It has been on my mind lately that I should go to them and show that I survived.” 
 
    Juna’s fingers curled around the railing edge, “I have been working up the courage to tell you. Even now, I can feel your concern.” 
 
    Edric gave a small smile, “I know you’re strong enough to survive the western lands.” 
 
    The half-troll smiled, “That’s not the concern you have.” 
 
    Edric felt his soul freeze. The other otherworldly creature standing next to him could sense what he felt. It unnerved him in a peculiar way he didn’t completely understand. She was one of the first children between a player and an NPC but the way she spoke and moved, Edric could never think of her as just a program. There was no uncanny valley between them. She seemed like a living, breathing person and that only caused the player to want to know her more. The magic spark grew hotter with every interaction and yet he hesitated. Edric wondered if it was that he didn’t want his heart broken again or something more. 
 
    “I want to…know you,” Edric mustered. “You spent your time as a ghost, watching us as we built Elora. I hope it doesn’t sound selfish but I know I want to know more about you. I want to talk and know your dreams and desires.” 
 
    Juna gave a shy smile, “I want that too…but I can see your pain. I don’t wish to hurt you by leaving.” 
 
    Edric gave a reassuring smile. “Juna, if our meeting is simply two ships passing in the night, then that is what fate has left us. I will never stand in the way of you going to your parents. If anything, I would want to help you achieve it.” 
 
    “What about your friends and your kingdom?” 
 
    Edric’s eyes glowed lovingly in the moonlight, “They would understand and knowing them, they would want to help too.” 
 
    Juna lifted her hand and laid it on the summoner’s hand. Edric looked down, enjoying the energy and warmth as their spirits mingled from a loving touch. The player looked up to Juna’s perfect beauty and his heart glowed. A dark thought pulsed in his mind, telling him to not get attached but his heart whispered a desperate wanting. 
 
    Juna gave the summoner a loving smile, “When your heart is ready, so will mine be.” 
 
    Edric’s lips parted, ready to speak the words when a sharp whistle rose up from the shadowy streets. Juna and Edric looked down as a dark figure stepped from an alley and waved a pale hand, shiny metal buckles gleaming in the street lantern light. 
 
    Juna kept her gaze to the street as she spoke, “Duty calls.” 
 
    “Be careful,” Edric whispered. 
 
    The half-troll gave him a wink and a nod. A moment later, she was vaulting herself over the balcony edge. The player watched as she landed on the street, legs barely bending. The figure stepped back into the shadows. Juna moved to the dark alley, looked up at Edric one more time before melting into the shadows and was gone. 
 
    The summoner gazed down, heart and mind at war. Leeta stepped onto the balcony behind her master. Edric turned and stepped away from the balcony edge, eyes on the stunning ogre. 
 
    “Let’s catch a killer,” Edric smirked. 
 
    *** 
 
    The corridor stretched on as a wood elf and a woman in light armor walked along, side by side. Faye’s ears twitched as she spread her senses, taking in the sounds of skittering mice, the heart beats of servants and the creaking of doors. The keep was alive with vibrations but they all felt normal, syncing with the activity of the towering castle.  
 
    Claudia glanced to the wood elf as she stepped along. The lancer’s lips opened as if she was going to say something and then they closed. A long moment slipped by as she glanced to the wood elf and forced her voice to rise out of her throat. 
 
    “I’m glad you’re back,” Claudia said in a small voice. 
 
    Faye awoke from her sensory trance and looked to the lancer with understanding eyes. “I’m happy to be back.” 
 
    Claudia nodded, eyes cast downward. “It wasn’t the same without you. We missed you. I missed you.” 
 
    Faye stopped and turned to the lancer. “I’m not leaving again.” 
 
    The lancer gripped her spear and looked up into the wood elf’s almond shaped eyes. “You know you can talk to us. You don’t have to carry everyone’s burdens.” 
 
    A shadow touched the edge of Faye’s eyes as she looked away. “I know. I’m used to listening and caring for others but when it came to my own insecurities, I felt meditating on it would be the best thing for all of us.” 
 
    The wood elf sighed. “But the longer I was away, the more incomplete I felt. I was concerned Edric may be just another player wanting to rule a kingdom. I wasn’t sure how long I would stay before wanting to move on, helping others as I travelled. I must admit, coming here and ruling in Elora felt like a rebound relationship. We had spent so much time fighting in the guild that I didn’t think to take a long break to find out what I wanted.” 
 
    Claudia’s gray eyes drank in the wood elf’s soulful gaze. “Do you want to be here?” 
 
    Faye’s lips formed a small smile. “I do. I want to be here for you, Rayna and Edric. I want to be here for the people in the kingdom.” 
 
    The lancer’s head dipped slightly, heart thumping in her chest. “It makes me happy to hear you say that.” 
 
     Faye could feel the rapid beating of Claudia’s heart against her senses. It drummed along; each beat a melody of anxiety. The wood elf watched as the lancer’s fingers tightened around the spear shaft with gray eyes darting to the side. Senses alive, the wood elf could feel the lancer’s need to speak her mind and Faye smiled. 
 
    “Follow your heart. We won’t deny it,” the monk said in a low, calm tone. 
 
    The anxiety in Claudia’s heart lessened as she looked up to the wood elf, returning her own smile. 
 
    The moment soaked into their hearts. Faye was about to turn and begin walking when a hushed exhale touched her ears. The monk sharpened her senses, allowing her chi to flow outward. As she listened she could hear hands take hold of a falling body and guiding it gently to the floor. 
 
    “The killer is here,” Faye whispered. 
 
    Faye darted into a run, Claudia right behind her as torches along the hallway flickered in their passing. 
 
    *** 
 
    The shadow stepped away from the body on the floor. Moving to the door, it opened it a crack, inspecting the corridor beyond. Stillness greeted the cloaked figure as they listened.  
 
    A moment passed before the shadow slipped into the corridor. The torch light dimmed in the figure’s presence. The shadow moved along like a slender fish caught in a gentle current. When the sound of boots echoed off stone walls, the shadow leapt up and stayed closer to the ceiling. Four keep guards marched through the corridor, unaware of the shadow above them. When they passed and turned down another corridor, the shadow lowered like a black tear drop and slinked along. 
 
    The maze of hallways twisted and turned but the shadow navigated them easily. The deeper it moved, the more their confidence grew. When it reached deep into the keep, pale eyes searched for the corridor leading to the diplomat. When they spotted the tapestry of a young woman with an enigmatic smile, the figure took four silent steps toward it, knowing full well around the corner was the corridor to its prey. 
 
    The shadow froze as a man in a dark green robe and a large female ogre stepped from another corridor. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric’s mind was a dark cloud as he walked along. The player pushed away all the confusing thoughts and emotions; trying to focus at the task of defending a troll he wasn’t sure he wanted to defend. Calling up his stats, he mentally pushed them to the corner of his eye. 
 
    Edric Temple 
 
    Summoner 
 
    Hit Points- 130/130 
 
    Mana- 220/220 
 
    Armor- 5 
 
     
 
    Strength-20(+3) 
 
    Intelligence- 30(+7) 
 
    Wisdom- 26(+5) 
 
    Dexterity- 25(+4) 
 
    Stamina- 31(+7) 
 
    Charisma- 39(+8) 
 
      
 
    Spell Abilities  
 
    Charm- 42 
 
    Snare- 38 
 
    Channel- (+STR/HP/DEX) 
 
      
 
    Lock Stones (1)  
 
    Leeta (Ogre)- HP-275/275 
 
      
 
    Spells 
 
    Summoning Spell- 10 Mana 
 
    Summon Demon Spell- 2o Mana 
 
    Summon Angel Spell- 40 Mana 
 
    Light Spell- 5 Mana 
 
    Mana Shield- 1 Mana for 2 points of Protection 
 
      
 
    Primary Skills 
 
    Spell Casting- 62 
 
    Spell Craft- 36 
 
    Gem Craft- 31 
 
    Rune Craft- 22 
 
    Enchantment- 20  
 
    Melee- 38 
 
    Wilderness Lore- 23 
 
      
 
    Equipment 
 
    Lightning Whip- 10 to 15 damage  
 
    Whip Gem Slot- Lightning damage 10% Stun 
 
    Whip Gem Slot- Power Surge, Extra 20 to 50 Damage 
 
    Dark Green Robe- 5 Armor 
 
    Healing Potions (6)- Heal 50 HP 
 
    The player stopped in his tracks as Leeta put her large hand in front of Edric’s chest. The summoner looked up as the ogre’s yellow eyes stared down the corridor. Leeta’s single white horn gleamed in the torchlight as her other hand reached down and pulled her spiked mace from her belt. 
 
    “There is an unfamiliar scent…” Leeta trailed off. 
 
    Edric followed her gaze down the hallway until a shadow moved. Leeta pressed her open hand hard against Edric, shoving him back behind her. The player could only react by stumbling backwards from Leeta’s strength. Regaining his balance, the player took a stance as the corridor erupted into action. 
 
    Leeta charged as the shadow melted from the wall, arm swinging away. The ogre brought her spiked mace hard across, knocking several metal darts from the air. The sound of sharp metal dinged against the silence. The shadow formed into a man, dark cloak over his large body. Hood up; shadows cast down, obscuring his face. Hands moved in a blur to his belt and pulling away. Between fingers were several more black metal darts. 
 
    Leeta closed the distance in under a second, mace swinging. Edric watched as the tall ogre moved like a titan in the small space. The cloaked man twisted his body, dodging the incoming swings. Leeta’s mace glanced off a wall and shards of stone ejected into the air. The sound of Leeta’s grunts echoed off walls as she tried again and again to strike down the intruder. 
 
    The cloaked assassin kicked off walls and twisted his body, the ogre’s mace missing him by an inch. Edric could barely keep up as the figure dodged each strike. The stunned awe passed and the player brought his hands together. Fingers bent into arcane symbols as he whispered a summoning incantation. 
 
    The intruder glanced past the ogre to see the summoner preparing his spell. With a hard smack of his hand on Leeta’s shoulder, the intruder launched himself up further, hand whipping out. Time slowed down as Edric whispered the arcane words. Three darts flew toward him, aiming for his chest. The player growled his contempt as he let the spell fizzle; he pulled his whip from his belt and attempted to dodge. 
 
    (Melee)38+(Dexterity)4=42/(Encounter Roll)32. Dodge Successful! 
 
    Edric’s body turned as his whip curled in the air. The black metal darts blurred past his shoulder in a blink before they were gone. Leeta swung her mace in a wide arc, turning her body around. The assassin bent his knees and lowered his head as if in prayer. The mace missed the top of his hood by a hair as it continued its path. Edric flicked his wrist, sending the length of his whip forward. Energy blazed along the black leather as the figure on their knees pushed up.  
 
    (Melee)38+(Dexterity)4= 42/(Encounter Roll)40. Attack Successful! 
 
    The whip curled around the assassin’s arm just as Edric activated the Power Surge gem slot. Lightning blasted along the whip and struck the intruder’s forearm with a bolt of power. Leeta turned around as Edric pulled the whip taut. 
 
    Lightning Damage inflicted: 0! 
 
    Edric’s eyes widened as the man held his arm up, a small smile appearing in the shadows of his hood. Leeta’s legs propelled her forward as the assassin’s other hand took hold of the whip and pulled. The summoner tried to brace himself when his entire body pulled forward. Leeta raised her mace but her eyes looked up to see the intruder pulling Edric right to him. The player felt like a rag doll as the assassin grabbed hold of him, lifted him up and threw him at the incoming ogre. Leeta’s stance turned from attack to defense as she dropped her mace behind her and caught the incoming summoner. Edric slammed into her embrace and Leeta took a step back. The player looked up to her wide eyes, a dart striking her neck a breath later. 
 
    Leeta’s eyes fluttered as her legs began to tremble. Letting Edric down, she fell to one knee. Edric grabbed her, trying to keep her up as panic took root. Leeta mouthed some words but her eyes fluttered to a close. The player struggled to keep standing but the weight had proven too much. Summoner and ogre slid to floor. 
 
    The intruder eyed them for a moment. No longer seeing them as a threat, he was about to turn when a sharp pain sank into his shoulder. Looking over his shoulder, a spear point was deep into him. Hand reaching up, he pulled it from his his upper body while looking behind him. A monk and lancer rushed forward. The wood elf powered ahead, hands curling into tight fists. The lancer rushed along behind, gray eyes filled with determination. 
 
    The assassin twirled the spear in his hand and launched it at the wood elf. Faye’s demeanor never changed as her hand caught it in mid-air and tossed it behind her. Claudia caught it and jumped forward. The world around them slowed as the wood elf came barreling at chest level and the lancer was in the air above her, spear at her side and arm up for protection. The intruder braced himself as fingers pulled darts from his belt. When all three bodies met, the corridor exploded into bedlam. 
 
    The assassin’s movements became a blur as he dodged Faye’s punches. Claudia soared overhead, spear edge slicing close to the intruder’s face. Bringing his boot up as she floated by, it struck across a thigh and sent the lancer spiraling overhead. The intruder slammed his boot down and a fist made of stone struck him in the chest. Faye watched as the assassin slid back but stayed upright. Claudia hit the wall and crashed to the floor. Body rolling back to her feet with spear in hand, the lancer charged the assassin from behind as Faye charged at him. 
 
    The intruder flicked both wrists, sending darts at his two incoming attackers. Claudia used her spear shaft to knock them away as Faye slid onto her knees, darts narrowly missing the top of her blonde hair. When Claudia reached the assassin, her spear became a blur as Faye aimed a fist at his knee.  
 
    The assassin grunted as he whipped his forearms out. The lancer’s spear point clashed against the intruder’s forearms, the sound of ringing metal crying out. A hand grabbed Faye by the wrist and twisted. Faye grunted as her body was open. In a blur, a dart between fingers aimed toward her chest. The intruder’s boot went up at the same time, striking Claudia’s spear shaft as she parried it. The force was strong enough to send her sliding back a few feet. 
 
    Faye brought up her other arm, swiping the incoming fist aside but the assassin wouldn’t stop. He tried to strike three more times and Faye blocked each one. Growling his annoyance, he brought his boot forward and planted it on the wood elf’s chest, sending her flying backwards across the stone floor. 
 
    The assassin in black reached into his cloak and pulled out a thin blade. It glowed with greenish light just as a shadow loomed over him. The intruder turned his head to see Edric barreling within inches of him, fist raised and whip in his other hand.  
 
     (Melee)38+(Dex)4=42/(Encounter Roll)22. Attack Successful! 
 
    The summoner’s whip connected with the assassin’s jaw dead on. 
 
    You have inflicted 18 damage! 
 
    The intruder’s head turned to the side as Edric brought his whip up for a follow attack. The player hoped it was a big enough distraction so he, Claudia and Faye could finish the assassin off but a cold chill seeped into his heart as the assassin turned his head and faced the summoner. The hood fell back to reveal a weathered face with a thin white beard and cold gray eyes. His face was square-ish like it was carved from granite and the glare he gave was like seething magma. It was enough to slow the summoner down, his whip coiling in the air. The intruder frowned as he reared back an arm, darted forward and punched Edric in the chest. 
 
    You have taken 30 damage! HP: 100/130 
 
    The summoner flew back, the wind leaving his lungs. Claudia dropped her spear, catching the flying summoner. The two stumbled back, legs trying to keep their balance. Faye was on the assassin but he was prepared. Sword out, he slashed like a master swordsman. Faye went from attack to defense, body dodging the incoming blade. The thin blade hummed with power as it missed her by inches. 
 
    Claudia scooped up her spear as Edric readied for another attack. The intruder’s other arm became a blur, darts shooting directly at the summoner and lancer. Claudia took a step sideways, twirling her spear and knocking all the darts from the air, except for one. Edric stared as the dart struck her neck. Reaching up, she pulled it out instantly but Claudia stumbled to the side, hand pressing against the wall. 
 
    “Edric…stay…back…” Claudia managed before she fell to her knees, eyelids closing. 
 
    Faye and the assassin moved like practiced dancers on a small stage. Neither one could land a blow. The intruder’s sword went up for a power strike and brought it down. Faye blade grasped the sword in mid-swing when green power pulsed along the metal and flashed. The monk grunted as she hurled onto her back, her clothes singed. 
 
    Edric watched as Faye struggled to sit up and the assassin darted down the corridor to Ralis’s room. The summoner gave chase; whip in hand and a spell on his lips. The assassin barreled toward the door and without looking back, threw several metal darts. Edric threw his back to the wall in an attempt to dodge. 
 
    (Melee)38+(Dex)4=42/(Encounter Roll)56. Dodge unsuccessful! 
 
    Two darts struck the summoner on the chest. 
 
    You took 2 damage! Sleep Status Effect! HP: 98/130 
 
    You took 2 damage! Sleep Status Effect! HP: 96/130 
 
    The summoner slid down as his muscles grew weak. Gazing at the assassin, the man in black rushed the double doors and threw his shoulder into it. The doors exploded inward. 
 
    Two trolls with cleaver-like swords stood shoulder to shoulder. Behind them, Ralis stood with a long dagger and wide black eyes. To his right, Thalia held two long daggers and a protective menace in her gaze. Time moved in slow motion as the assassin smirked. Legs bended and the intruder launched at the two troll bodyguards. Muscled blue bodies burst into action. A thin green blade appeared from the assassin’s cloak and swung wide. One troll attempted to block while the other lowered his shoulder. The thin sword sliced through the thick blade and the troll’s wide neck. The bodyguard’s eyes bulged as the blade cleared his body, cracks of light forming along it. The second troll connected his shoulder into the intruder, pushing him back. 
 
    Ralis watched with genuine fear as one of his bodyguards exploded into shards of light. The second bodyguard pushed on, keeping the intruder off balance. The white-haired assassin grunted as his back slammed into a wall. Taking advantage of the new leverage, the sword swung up and stabbed down into the troll’s back. The troll grunted as he drove a meaty fist into the assassin’s stomach. Grunting, the intruder twisted the blade and pulled it free. The troll tried to punch again when light crisscrossed his body and he shattered into points of light. 
 
    Thalia slithered forward, daggers up. “This is your chance to surrender!” She shouted. 
 
    The assassin grinned as he stepped forward. “Slither away; I have business with this mongrel.” 
 
    Thalia stayed her ground. “This is your only warning!” 
 
    The assassin gave the lamia a kind smile. “I doubt your rulers would want to see you dead. Leave so I may finish what I started.” 
 
    A section of the wall to the right shifted and slid aside. Eyes turned to the secret opening as a bard in black leather and a dwarf in silver plate armor stepped from the darkness. Rayna held her lute as her purple eyes burned with a wanting violence. The dwarf grinned evilly as he hefted an axe on his hands. 
 
    “You should have listened to the lass,” Dumadin chuckled. 
 
    The assassin kept his smile. “I’m glad I stretched today.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Faye was barely to her feet as she stumbled down the corridor. Edric lay slumped against the wall, eyes closed. The wood elf fell to her knees by his side and pressed her hands to his chest. Channeling her chi, the warmth soaked into his body. A harsh electric guitar song began to play from Ralis’ room and a storm of metal on metal rang out. Light flashed as grunts rose up. 
 
    Edric’s eyes opened the moment the status effect faded from his vision. The summoner eyed the monk as she gave him a small smile. 
 
    “Time to call in the Calvary. I’ll wake Claudia and Leeta.” 
 
    Edric was up, arcane words spilling from his lips.  
 
    (Spell Casting)62+(Int)7=69/(Encounter Roll)15! Spell Successful! 
 
    Summon Demon! Mana: 200/220 
 
    An arcane circle appeared on the floor and a teal haired succubus rose up. Black leathery wings spread out as her scantily clad body glowed in the torchlight. When she reached her full height, she drew her sword and winked at her master.  
 
    Edric ignored her, casting the spell once again as chaos roared on in the diplomat’s chambers. 
 
    *** 
 
    Rayna drove her fingers into the chords, small balls of light appearing throughout the room discharging thin bolts of energy at the intruder. She watched with intensity as Thalia and Dumadin engaged the assassin. The lamia and dwarf moved with skill, trying to land a blow on the assassin. Ralis pressed his back to the wall as if trying to make himself smaller as the hurricane of bodies swirled in deadly arcs. 
 
    The cloaked assassin twisted and turned his body to each blow while throwing forearms up to block the mini-lightning blasts from the bard. Dumadin’s axe swung as he roared in delight. Thalia moved with the grace of a venomous snake. Yet, even at close range, the assassin dodged each strike with a supernatural finesse. Stabbing his sword into his cloak, hands came back with metal darts between fingers. The intruder spun his body in the air, hands whipping out and fingers opening. 
 
    Thalia curled her body in a dodge when two darts sunk into her cleavage. The lamia’s eyes widened before eyelids grew heavy and she slumped to the floor. Dumadin growled his laughter as the darts bounced off his armor. The dwarf charged, bringing his axe down. The assassin landed and jumped, the axe head missing his leg and cracking the stone floor where he was just standing a moment before. 
 
    A dart whipped from the intruder’s hand, the point stabbing the dwarf between the eyes and sinking in a few millimeters. Dumadin’s eyes crossed upward as he looked at the dart in his head. 
 
    “You…bastard…” the dwarf managed before he fell forward and crashed onto the floor. 
 
    Rayna played a special chord, a wand sliding out of the top of her lute. The assassin spun around, sending several darts at the bard. Rayna lifted her lute up, the darts sinking into the wood before she pointed the arm and unleashed a lightning bolt. The bard laughed maniacally as the bolts missed the assassin. Body spinning and landing, turning and bending, the intruder growled his annoyance. Landing on the floor by Thalia, the man in black grabbed the lamia and hoisted her up as a shield. Rayna hesitated, aiming her lute, fingers on strings. 
 
    An arm swung from under the sleeping lamia, sending a single dart at the bard. Rayna side stepped but kept her wand pointed at the intruder. 
 
    “You’re not going to make it out of her alive,” Rayna said with a wicked grin. 
 
    The assassin peeked from behind the sleeping lamia he was holding up, “That secret passage you just came up seems like the perfect escape route.” 
 
    The bard kept her evil grin, “You don’t want to go down there. You may get eaten by a grue.” 
 
    The intruder drew his thin blade and held it to Thalia’s neck. “Drop the lute and step to the chamber door.” 
 
    Rayna stayed where she was, “That’s your ace card, a hostage?” 
 
    The assassin nodded. “Try to be surprised when I win.” 
 
    The two stared at each other, waiting for the next move when shadows filled the bed chamber. Ralis’s wide eyes turned to hope as five succubi flew into the room. The assassin turned to see all of them barreling toward him. Four had blades in their slender hands while one simply had their hands out. 
 
    Rayna’s eyes fell on the assassin’s blade hand, aimed and fired a bolt. The blast struck his hand and the intruder winced, pulling his blade away from Thalia’s neck but not letting go of the thin sword. The unarmed succubus dived down and crashed into the sleeping lamia, both tumbling to the floor. The four remaining succubi screeched as they attacked. 
 
    Edric reached the bed chamber door, eyes barely taking in the spectacle before him. Four succubi attacked, swords hacking down and the lone assassin parrying away each blow. Bodies became a blur as the sound of ringing steel sang on. Rayna aimed for another shot but the demons swirled around the assassin so quickly, she didn’t have a clear shot. Screeches and blades turned into a chorus of battle as the lone assassin kept the demon women at bay. 
 
    Faye, Claudia and Leeta moved next to Edric, weapons and fists at the ready. All watched as the white-haired assassin let out a deep growl before his eyes turned white. The blade in his hand glowed with supernatural light before it sliced in one wide arc. The room’s energy diminished as the succubi stayed where they were for a long moment. 
 
    The assassin stood, shadows covering his eyes as the heads of all four succubi fell off at once. Bodies slumped to the floor, cracking into veins of light before shattering away. Edric felt the loss of his demons and readied another spell. Faye and Claudia took a step forward while Rayna aimed her lute. Leeta stayed by Edric’s side, spiked mace in hand. 
 
    The assassin’s shoulders heaved softly as he eyed the rulers of Elora. “I tried to make this easy. Let me be clear, I’m leaving with the troll and if you stand in my way, all of you will end up like those demons.” 
 
    Edric stopped his incantation, eyebrow raised. “Leaving? I thought you wanted to kill him?” 
 
    The assassin let out a huff, “I have business to attend too with his kind. If you want Elora to be safe, back off…Now!” 
 
    “We can’t let you do that,” Edric said and took a step toward the intruder. 
 
    The white-haired assassin let out a long, tired exhale. “Don’t start something you can’t…,” the assassin trailed off. 
 
    Juna stepped from the secret passage, white armor glowing slightly in the torchlight. The half-troll walked past Rayna and stood, swords sheathed behind her and a firm gleam in her dark eyes.  
 
    The assassin eyed the troll with a pink stripe flowing from her temple. A crushing sadness bled into his eyes before they became as cold as ice. The intruder sheathed his sword into his cloak and bowed his head toward the half-troll. 
 
    “I surrender,” the assassin said simply. 
 
    Eyes looked to the assassin, to Juna and then to each other in utter confusion. Juna stepped closer, her mouth a small thin line. The assassin looked away, unable to meet her gaze. 
 
    “What just happened?” Rayna asked as she kept her lute wand aimed at the cloaked figure. 
 
    Juna stood before the intruder, eyes hard. “He doesn’t want to hurt any of us.” 
 
    “How do you know?” Edric asked before cold realization washed over his senses. 
 
    Juna’s eyes softened, “He’s my father.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Six 
 
    Edric eyed the assassin as he sat in the middle of a large room. The chains strained against his chest, arms and stomach. A small creak rose up as the assassin shifted in the wooden chair, gazing downward. Around the chained intruder, Faye, Juna, Rayna and Claudia stood with Edric, Leeta standing behind them with a spiked mace in her hand.  
 
    The summoner rubbed his eyes with one hand while memories of Thalia and Dumadin taking Ralis to another location swirled. There were too many questions floating around and all agreed that the diplomat would have to wait until they had all the answers, if they would give him any answers. A fireplace crackled as an uncomfortable silence filled the room. 
 
    Looking down at the assassin with his cloak pulled back behind the chains, Edric didn’t realize how massive he was. The assassin had a wide, barrel shaped chest but you didn’t notice it right away from the cloak. It seemed the cloak shifted his image to look thinner. Arms were large, like he could bench a small car. Edric rubbed his chest as he remembered the punch the assassin gave that sent him flying backwards. The chair seemed almost too small for him and the chains clinked as he breathed. 
 
    “Where do we even start?” Edric said in a low tone. 
 
    “The last anyone heard of Jayson Reed, he was on the Cursed Coast, serving the vampire lord Drakkus,” Faye stated plainly. 
 
    The assassin looked up at the wood elf, “I’m not Jayson Reed. The name is Jinn Frost.” 
 
    Rayna’s eyes widened a hair, “The famed assassin? You killed Master Niko Syth in the troll kingdom of Kraznith.” 
 
    Edric looked to the bard with a questioning brow. 
 
    Rayna continued, “He’s the only one to carry out an assassination in the Kunarr capital and get away with it. No player has been able to enter the city and succeed such a high-profile assassination.” 
 
    Jinn smirked, “Thought it would be enough to turn the tide of the war. Instead, others just took his place, biggest waste of my time.” 
 
    Juna stepped closer and knelt in front of the bound assassin. Dark eyes gazed into his and Jinn looked away, a sorrow touching the edges of his weathered face. 
 
    “You don’t have to hide,” Juna said softly. 
 
    Jinn’s eyes trembled as he continued to look away. Edric could see the pain and it caused a distant image of Elora to touch his mind’s eye. Faye and Claudia looked on as Rayna crossed her arms, mind working. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Rayna began, “why Ralis? I haven’t heard of any contracts on him. It seems like a waste of your talent to try and kill a troll diplomat.” 
 
    Jinn looked up to the bard, “I wasn’t going to kill him. I was going to bound him up and toss him to his masters in the Middle Kingdoms before they had him killed.” 
 
    The group was silent as Jinn adjusted himself on his seat, eyes hard. Juna stood up and stepped back, eyes dark and a hint of wet gleam. All ears were on the bound assassin as he gathered his thoughts and let out a rough sigh. 
 
    “You have no idea what you have here in your kingdom. Elora sits four days from the Middle Kingdoms, a stone’s throw away. It is only a matter of time before they march on your gates and take the city for themselves.” 
 
    Jinn turned his gaze on Edric, “You played a good game, trying to be peaceful allies with the enemy but I’m sure they saw through that deception the moment you sent a letter to them. They are not some mindless monster, bent on destroying you. The lands here contain many veins of runic stones. From what I saw, you have several mines in operation. Why would the enemy work harder when you’re doing all the work yourselves?” 
 
    Jinn smirked. “The trolls I killed, they were spies for his masters. They had been sending information to them for some time. I intercepted a message, the masters wanting an accident to happen to the troll diplomat. Ralis was to meet his end tonight. I was going to leave him, unharmed, on their doorstep so they wouldn’t have an excuse for war.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just come to us,” Claudia asked. 
 
    Jinn grew silent. 
 
    “He didn’t want to see me,” Juna said with a sad tone.  
 
    The half-troll’s lip curved downward before she firmed her resolve. “I could sense you watching me but I couldn’t find you.” 
 
    The assassin remained silent. 
 
    “Jinn, if you are the player who was Jayson Reed, we are not enemies,” Edric said in a soft tone. 
 
    The assassin turned his gaze to the summoner, eyes clouded with knowledge. “Like the wood elf said, Jayson Reed is on the western coast serving a vampire lord. I only wanted to give the trolls a black eye.” 
 
    Rayna’s mouth twisted into annoyance, “We know that’s not true.” 
 
    Jinn turned his gaze to the bard, “Maybe so but it’s the answer you're going to get. Now escort me to the nearest exit and I’ll leave you to your kingdom.” 
 
    Edric crossed his arms, “You’re not going anywhere until we have this all sorted out. The question now is, do you stay in the dungeon as a prisoner or do you stay in the keep as a guest?” 
 
    The three ladies turned to Edric but it was Rayna who spoke up. 
 
    “You can’t be serious? If we let him roam the keep, he can still kidnap Ralis and escape.” 
 
    The summoner looked to Juna.  
 
    The half-troll’s eyes lowered. “He won’t run if I’m watching him.” 
 
    Jinn let out a chuckle. “It’s already too late to kidnap Ralis. The moment he is out of sight of your courtesan, he will send a message to his masters. Elora’s days are numbered.” 
 
    The assassin turned his gaze to Juna, “I might as well take in the sights before the kingdom falls.” 
 
    Juna stood up straighter and looked to the lord and ladies of Elora. “I won’t let him harm anyone and will keep him in the city. You have my word.” 
 
    “Sounds good to me,” Edric smiled and nodded to Leeta. 
 
    The ogre made her way behind the chained assassin. Hands reached down and unlocked the locks. The chains fell away like streams of metal as Jinn lifted his arms and rubbed a wrist. 
 
    Edric stood before the assassin, eyes holding a flare of confident power. “All friendships start with an act of kindness. Betray us in any way and you will have an entire kingdom come down on you.” 
 
    Jinn looked up into Edric’s eyes and gave a small nod. 
 
    Edric turned his gaze to Juna, “Can you show him his room?” 
 
    The half-troll nodded. Jinn stood up as Juna stood by his side, eyes holding a mixture of fear and contained excitement. Faye, Claudia and Rayna watched as Jinn walked for the door with Juna close behind.  
 
    “Thank you,” Juna whispered to Edric as she passed him. 
 
    Once the assassin and half-troll closed the door behind them, all eyes turned to Edric. The air in the room took a dark edge as they tried to piece together what just happened. Rayna’s brow hardened as if she was holding back a flood of words. 
 
    “He’s dangerous and now he gets to walk freely,” the bard said flatly. 
 
    “I’m not even sure a dungeon could hold him,” Claudia chimed in. 
 
    Edric held up his hands to chest level, “I know this is weird but we shouldn’t stand in the way of Juna reuniting with her dad.” 
 
    “I don’t think anyone is saying that, but Rayna has a point. He’s dangerous and considering our relationship with the troll kingdoms on the line, he may do something else to jeopardize it,” Faye said. 
 
    Edric lowered his hands, eyes filling with dark intent. “I think that moment has passed. We knew the day would come when the trolls would try to take what we have built. I think it’s time we put into motion what we’ve talked about for months.” 
 
    “We’re not ready,” Claudia stated.  
 
    Edric stepped over to the chair and sat down. The player mulled over the chain of events and his heartbeat with new determination. No matter where he went, the feeling of being pushed around gnawed at him, so much so, a new flame flashed in his spirit. Looking up at the four beautiful women he called friends, the time had finally come where he knew they must push back. 
 
    “We have been playing defense since we started this adventure together. If there is a war on the horizon, we must be ready for it. It was only a matter of time before they came for us and now it looks like it’s happening. I don’t know about everyone here but I’m getting sick of being pushed around.” 
 
    Rayna eyed the summoner. “I like where this is going,” she said and licked her lips. 
 
    “I believe in us,” Claudia said with a half-smile. 
 
    Faye looked down as her heart weighed heavy in her chest. “We cannot let them win, not anymore.” 
 
    The summoner smiled. “We won’t. Not as long as we are all together to fight them.” 
 
    Leeta’s eyes were wide and wet. The ogre sank to her knees next to the chair and threw her arms around the summoner. Edric’s eyes bulged as the ogre’s strength pushed all the air from his lungs. 
 
    “I will fight by your side!” the ogre cheered as she smothered her master. 
 
    Edric pulled a hand free and pushed against the side of her head. “Leeta! Stop! This is embarrassing!” 
 
    The three ladies of Elora looked down on the struggling summoner, a lightness touching their hearts and smiles on their lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    The light of a new day touched Gray Haven Keep. The castle began to stir as bird song filled the trees surrounding it. The sky was a clear, pale blue; brilliant light stabbing into every opening on the eastern side. The air took on a crisp freshness as the last strands of early morning mist evaporated in the morning light. 
 
    Edric walked alone, eyes on a balcony at the end of the corridor. A thin troll leaned against the edge of the stone balcony, facing the majestic sunrise. A raven flapped, dark wings catching a thermal and soon gliding away. Edric walked down the corridor until he reached the balcony entrance and stepped out into the light. 
 
    Ralis didn’t look back, elbows on the edge and staring out. The summoner crossed the balcony and stood by the troll, pressing his elbows to the edge just like the diplomat. The two men stared out in silence, basking in the warmth and splendor of the morning. Edric watched as the raven flew off to the south and became nothing more than a dark speck in the sky. 
 
    Ralis’s eyes lowered from the sky to the eastern wall of Elora. “My caravan has deserted me. They left during the night while I was here under your protection.” 
 
    Edric nodded silently. 
 
    The troll continued, “I did everything I could to ensure their safety and keep our relations respectable. I believed my masters when they informed me of creating peace in the new age. How wrong I was.” 
 
    “They had spies watching you,” Edric said. 
 
    The troll nodded. “There are spies everywhere, I knew that the moment I became a diplomat for the masters. Despite knowing, I felt it in my heart that I could help bring peace.”  
 
    Ralis stood up and faced Edric. The player stood up as well and looked down at the sheathed dagger at Ralis’ belt and a tiny piece of paper in his hand. Looking back up, the summoner eyed the troll as he stood; profound sadness in his dark eyes. 
 
    “My masters sent me one last letter,” Ralis held the paper up for a moment before letting his hand hang at his side. “They have given me my final orders. I am to assassinate the lord and ladies of Elora. When I’m finished, I am to open the gates.” 
 
    Edric’s body was calm as a summer pond. “Are you going to carry it out?” 
 
    Ralis gave the summoner a small, listless smile. “That would be a death sentence for me…as I’m sure they had fully intended.” 
 
    The troll’s hand slowly moved to the dagger handle. Fingers curled around it and the troll drew the dagger. Edric watched, a spell mentally prepared and his hand close to the whip at his belt. 
 
    Ralis looked down at the dagger, shadows under his eyes. With a flick of his wrist, the dagger spun in the air. The blade side landed in the troll’s palm, handle facing the summoner. 
 
    “It has been an honor. My only wish is for you to make it quick and send the last of my belongings to the Kunarr capital,” Ralis said with a tremble in his voice. 
 
    Edric stepped closer, taking the dagger in his hand. Ralis stuck out his chest and lifted his chin. The troll closed his eyes and immediately opened them again as the dagger slid back into its sheath. Looking down and then back to Edric, the troll’s eyes were the size of saucers. 
 
    Edric smiled. “Ralis, we don’t want you dead. Your own people betrayed you and you have every right to be angry with them.” 
 
    The summoner moved to the balcony edge and stared out. “The troll citizens in the Discord district will need someone to help with integration to Elora. Every few days, a troll family arrives and it would be nice if they met someone who can aid them in settling in. I already talked to the others and they thought you would be the best person for the job.” 
 
    Ralis continued to stare in disbelief, “You can’t be serious, not after everything that has been done?” 
 
    Edric turned his eyes to the troll, “Like what? Come on Ralis, you know eventually our kingdom would have betrayed the accord. There was no way it could stay as it was with the history we all have. Faye, Claudia and Rayna have fought the trolls since the beginning and I have no love for kingdoms bent on conquest.” 
 
    The summoner took in a deep, cleansing breath. “We wanted a kingdom where all could live in peace. Elora is turning into that kingdom for many. Sometimes we must protect that peace. Your people destroyed the dragon kingdoms and it’s only a matter of time before they start marching on what’s left. You understand we can’t let that happen.” 
 
    Ralis leaned on the balcony edge, eyes to the eastern gate on the other side of the Pearl district. “If I accept, I could never go home.” 
 
    Edric grinned. “I thought this was your home now.” 
 
    The troll’s head tilted forward, a small smile blooming.  
 
    The summoner continued, “Elora may not be perfect but we can help it to become better. We can use your help to usher in that new golden age.” 
 
    “I’m flattered Lord Temple.” 
 
    “As you should be,” Edric smiled.  
 
    Ralis’s smile faded. “My people will march soon. They will come for Elora to occupy or destroy.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “We know, that’s why we will need every able-bodied ally to help.” 
 
    “We may not win.” 
 
    “Let me and the ladies worry about that. Accept your role as advisor and we can start moving ahead with preparing the kingdom for what’s to come.” 
 
    Lightness touched the troll’s heart. “I accept the position.” 
 
    Edric looked to the troll, “Good.” 
 
    Ralis reached into his robe sleeve and pulled out a rolled-up scroll. “As my first act as advisor, the information I promised. The scroll contains locations in the Discord and Temple districts where my people have spotted necromancer cultists. I hope it will aid you in any investigations you may have.” 
 
    Edric stood up and took the scroll, “This will be useful. Thank you Ralis.” 
 
    The troll bowed deeply. 
 
    The sound of huffing and heavy breathing emerged from the balcony entrance. Edric and Ralis turned to see two guards, gasping for air. Moments passed as the guards regained their wits enough to talk. 
 
    “Lord Temple, we are receiving refugees through the eastern gate,” One guard huffed. 
 
    “Refugees, from where,” Edric asked. 
 
    The other guard nodded, “From Varikk. The city fell last night. Many are filled with mad ravings of giant monsters in the dark.” 
 
    “Alert the keep and show me to the refugees,” Edric ordered. 
 
    The summoner and troll followed the two guards as they made their way back into the keep and to the stairwell. The player’s mind worked as a sliver of panic touched his heart. Varikk was the city where his old guild was located. There was talk for months of it targeted for invasion but no armies marched to take down the small city. 
 
    Edric descended the stairs with heaviness on his spirit. Varikk was only a few days away from Elora. If the trolls had already moved their armies then any escape route for Elora was now cut off. With the dread lords to the north and the eastern road blockaded, Elora was now truly on its own. 
 
    The summoner pushed away the edge of panic when they reached the ground level and stepped out into the streets. The main road through the Pearl District was filled with groups of people marching toward him, eyes hollow. Edric shouted out orders to the guards as he approached the shell-shocked people, sorrow touching his brow.   
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seven 
 
    Eyes widened as bodies moved to the side. Citizens smiled and bowed their heads as a blue skinned half-troll and a man in a black cloak walked down the bustling street. The half-troll woman returned kind smiles while the man at her side walked along, face hidden in the shadows of his hood.  
 
    The morning sun blazed brightly on the new day as the pair walked along. When the crowd began to thin, Jinn turned his attention to the troll with the pink lock of hair, heart beating erratically in his chest. 
 
    Juna turned her attention to the hooded Jinn, her own heart beating a little faster. The world around them seemed to spin into silence as their hearts spoke to one another. The assassin took a deep breath before he decided to break the uncomfortable quiet between them. 
 
    “I didn’t think we’d talk this soon,” Jinn said softly. 
 
    “You planned to see me?” Juna asked innocently. 
 
    Jinn nodded. “I wanted to drop off Ralis in the Middle Kingdoms to buy some time…so I could work up the courage to talk to you.” 
 
    Juna gave the large man a kind smile but remained silent. 
 
    Jinn continued, “When I first heard you were alive and here, I came as soon as I could. When I arrived, I saw you patrolling the streets…and I hesitated. I couldn’t believe it, that you were actually here. The last time I saw you…” 
 
    “A troll master ran me through…” Juna said with sad eyes. 
 
    The half-troll looked to a small café. With a small gesture of her hand, the pair made their way to the outdoor café and sat down at an empty table. A waiter came out and took their orders before disappearing back to the kitchen. 
 
    Juna’s mind swirled with so many questions but no words came. The thoughts bottlenecked, causing her to sit in awkward silence. Jinn kept his eyes on the half-troll, eyes drinking in her beauty as pain caressed his heart. A fatherly pulse ran down his spine and not of his own accord, the assassin reached across the table, palm up and fingers open. 
 
    Juna looked down at the strong hand and like a little child, reached up and curled her hand into his. The moment they touched, warmth calmed the stormy tide of their hearts and a relaxed sigh touched their shoulders. The area around them seemed to grow brighter in the morning light, enough for the daughter and father to speak freely. 
 
    “I have flashes, memories of your life and mother’s life,” Juna said simply. “I could see from your perspectives and I can feel what you both felt for each other. I have memories of your life outside of Lukken. I have memories of mom as she woke up in this world. I can see the faces of your friends. I know your battle techniques and I know mother’s seer abilities. There was no confusion and it all felt normal to me.” 
 
    Jinn nodded. “I can’t explain it myself. I carried you until you reached 100%. You were born fully grown and fought like you have been training all your life. Seeing you appear was one of the greatest moments of my life…and the saddest.” 
 
     Juna’s eyes darkened. “I can still sense Kurss Darkwhisper in his prison. Mother watches over him.” 
 
    The assassin’s eyes lowered. “We should leave. We can go to the Cursed Coast. I know a portal a few miles from here. We can activate it and see her together.” 
 
    The darkness faded from the half-troll’s eyes as he gazed on the glimmer of hope in the assassin’s eyes. “I can’t leave, not yet. Edric and the others need me here. Elora is in danger and I promised to help them.” 
 
    Jinn’s brow furled slightly, “Elora is a lost cause and the longer you stay, the higher the danger. From the messages I intercepted, it implies the trolls are ready for invasion. Edric and the others seem like nice players and I’m grateful to them giving you a home but time is running out.” 
 
    “Elora will need my help if there is going to be an invasion,” Juna said sternly. 
 
    Jinn shook his head, “You don’t understand. It won’t be just Elora that will be attacked. The trolls and dread lords are pushing for one final conquest of Lukken. They have access to portals across the entire continent. They don’t have to march on their enemies if they have direct routes to most of the kingdoms. It will be a slaughter from all sides.” 
 
    Juna’s fingers tightened around Jinn’s, “Then even more reason to stay and help defend.” 
 
    Jinn’s brow hardened, “Do not think this is about honor? It’s about survival. I followed my honor and it took the woman I love away and killed my daughter. I’m grateful that you returned and I don’t want to see you throw your life away again. I will not let us go through that again.” 
 
    Juna pulled her hand away, “I cannot abandon my friends. They helped saved me when I came back. I am indebted to them. Honor demands…,” the half-troll was cut off. 
 
    “FUCK HONOR!” Jinn shouted. 
 
    Juna flinched as patrons at the other tables looked over. Jinn’s eyes went from steel hard to soft edges as Juna looked away, arms crossed. Patron eyes and conversation returned to normal as Jinn eyed the half-troll sitting across from him. 
 
    “Juna,” the assassin said in a low tone, “I know it doesn’t seem like it but I’m trying to save you and your mother. Lukken is leading to the final war and I don’t want to lose you both again. I know you see what honor demands of you but it will only get you killed. Besides, you barely know those people.” 
 
    A fire touched Juna’s eyes as she glared at the assassin, “How can you say that?” 
 
    Jinn sat up in his seat, “I saw you on the balcony with Edric. I managed to sneak a little closer to hear you both. You both talked like high school sweethearts. Neither of you know what’s to come and it’s obvious Elora is not ready to fight off the troll kingdoms. Fucking dragons couldn’t stop them, what chance does a weak kingdom have against such odds? I can contact an old friend and get you and your mother to a safe place, away from all the war and pain, a place where the three of us can be happy together.” 
 
    Juna’s lip trembled before she spoke, “You’re not the man from my memories. Jayson Reed held honor above all else. He held his friends and lovers at the highest regard. He protected many and fought to the bitter end. I have seen your deaths but I have seen you rise above all else because of your love and honor.” 
 
    Jinn’s fingers curled into a fist on the table, “And where did that get me? I never would have come back to this forsaken world if thoughts of your mother didn’t haunt me. It was a hard lesson to learn but honor will only get you killed. When I heard of your return, I came back to bring you to a better place. Now you want to stay by people you barely know in a fight they can’t win?” 
 
    The half-troll’s brow formed a sharp V. “You keep saying I barely know them. If you were really watching me and them, you would know we know a lot about each other. Faye is a leader and hero of the people. She trains those who can’t fight to fight for themselves. Rayna keeps the peace, watching over those who are vulnerable to hate and indifference. She watches over and protects troll citizens who have made Elora their new home. Claudia and I have trained together to hone our abilities and styles, ready to take on any threat but she also takes time to help citizens with a protective comfort.” 
 
    Juna’s brow softened as she continued, “And Edric spends his time bringing them together, leading them like a true leader. He guides them to do more, helping those fleeing from the dread lords and trolls. He has everyone’s best interests at heart.” 
 
    Jinn let an annoyed smirk slip, “You give Edric too much credit. He is a selfish man who wants to rule a kingdom. I can understand him pulling the wool over his fellow ruler’s eyes but I don’t understand why you choose not to see him for what he truly is, a lord stepping on the backs of his people.” 
 
    Juna’s face became a blank mask. “He has a big heart, much like the heart of my father from what I remember. He protects those…” 
 
    Jinn cut her off, “What, the dragon eggs that keep coming to the city? It didn’t take long for me to hear about that little bit of information so you can assume the enemy already knows. Edric is creating a one stop shop for the enemy to come in and take every last dragon egg. The dread lords want those eggs and they will crush anyone who gets in their way.” 
 
    “That is why I must stay here until the threat has passed,” Juna growled. 
 
    Jinn’s eyes saddened in the darkness of his hood, “I…I didn’t want our meeting to be like this. I wanted us to just talk and plan to see your mother.” 
 
    Juna’s expression remained blank as her heart cracked in her chest. “I want the three of us to be together, more than anything but my honor demands I stay and help.” 
 
    Jinn gave a slight nod. “I understand but I am staying by your side until you are ready to go. I can’t budge on that.” 
 
    Juna’s lips formed a small smile. “Thank you.” 
 
    Jinn managed to return a small smile. 
 
    The waiter returned with a pot of tea and two tea cups. The cups were placed on the table and hot tea poured into each one. Shyness returned to Juna as she watched Jinn lift a tiny teacup in his big hand and take a sip. The large grizzled assassin looked ridiculous having tea but it caused Juna’s heart to swell in her chest. Lifting her own teacup to her lips, she savored the aroma and basked in the taste as it touched her tongue, her heart filled with butterflies in the beautiful morning. 
 
    *** 
 
    The council chamber filled with a foreboding gloom. Edric, Rayna, Faye and Claudia sat in their seats as Thalia and Dumadin stood by a wall. The summoner nodded to Leeta as she closed the door to the chambers, her back leaning against it and her arms crossed. The ogre’s golden eyes stayed on her master as the rulers leaned in. 
 
    “Just so we are on the same page, Varikk was destroyed last night,” Edric began. “Refugees began the trek here but at last count, there were less than a hundred people. Varikk held thousands, so many more may be on their way or they all perished in the attack. 
 
    “From what I could get from the survivors, a giant monster or monsters attacked the city during the night without warning or provocation. The city fell in about an hour.” 
 
    “There goes our ally and our escape route,” Rayna sighed. 
 
    “I set up shelters for the refugees but now that Varikk has fallen, our trade routes will grind to a halt. Supplies will be limited,” Claudia added. 
 
    Edric nodded. “It’s obvious we are being cornered with no way to back out. The important thing right now is to shore up our defenses and prepare the city for invasion.” 
 
    A solemn calm filled the chamber as the realization they all thought about had arrived.  
 
    Faye spoke up, “We have to get the farmers and as many supplies behind the city walls as soon as we can. They are the most vulnerable, should an army arrive.” 
 
    All heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    “I will tour the city defenses and alert the guards and my lancers,” Claudia added. 
 
    “I can have scouts in the countryside so they can report back with any troop movements,” Rayna said with an uncharacteristically serious tone.  
 
    Dumadin took a step forward, “My lord and ladies, I’ll have the mine workers collapse the mine entrances. Those bastards won’t get a single runic stone while I still breathe.” 
 
    Thalia slithered forward to the dwarf’s side, “And I will regulate supplies to the masses, ensuring rations are kept in balance if we are trapped in a long siege.” 
 
    Edric nodded and looked to his fellow rulers, “These are all good points but we have a bigger problem we must address. If we are going to survive this, we need allies, lots of them.” 
 
    “We don’t have any allies, remember,” Rayna said in a sardonic tone. “We had a peace treaty with the trolls and now it’s worthless. No one is going to come to our aid.” 
 
    “We have to work with what little allies we have,” Edric turned his attention to Faye, “We know you have travelled and known many players during your time in the game. Is there a chance any of them will come to Elora’s aid?” 
 
    The wood elf gave the summoner a blank gaze, “I can send some letters but I’m not sure they will come. Even if they do, I don’t know how long it will take.” 
 
    “We have to try,” Edric said as his voice seemed to grow smaller. “We do have another ally that we can call upon, Lyndra Spire.” 
 
    “The crazy dungeon core,” Rayna laughed. “I think I’ll take my chances with the trolls.” 
 
    “She doesn’t seem the most stable ally,” Claudia said in a low tone. 
 
    “I know but we need all the allies we can get,” Edric sighed. “We don’t have a standing army. The only defense is our walls which may give us the only edge. If the monsters that destroyed Varikk were sent by the trolls, there goes our edge. Lyndra might be able to help with the monsters in her dungeon.” 
 
    Faye eyed the summoner, “You’re going to meet with her.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “I figured since her succubus seems to like me, it may help us. It’s too dangerous for all of us to go. Leeta will be my bodyguard. I will ride out once we’re done and ride back when I have an answer.” 
 
    “And if she decides to keep you,” Rayna leered. 
 
    The summoner looked to the ogre in front of the door, “Leeta won’t let that happen.” 
 
    The ogre gave a small smile and nodded her horned head. 
 
    “We could start building the Wyvern Towers, to help bolster our defense,” Claudia said. 
 
    Rayna shook her head. “The wyverns need a week to grow to their full size. If we build the towers now and we are attacked, they could all be killed. Besides, even tamed ones are too dangerous to grow within the city walls.” 
 
    “I have to agree. We’ve run out of time to build those towers. If we survive, they will have to become a priority,” Edric added. 
 
    “We have to think of the citizens,” Faye spoke up. “There are chambers and tunnels under the city we can use to house citizens unwilling or unable to fight. I will inspect them and see if we need more room.” 
 
    Thalia nodded, “I’ll assist you Lady Riverwood.” 
 
    “That leaves us with Lunatina. Do we all agree on having her as a courtesan,” Edric asked. 
 
    “She has shown me some of her skills in alchemy,” Thalia smiled. “I think she would be an asset to the kingdom, even with her small madness.” 
 
    All heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Edric sat back and looked to his fellow rulers. “I hoped we would be in a better position than we are now. I don’t have any words of wisdom to bring to the table. This may be a hard battle and all I can say is that I will fight to the bitter end for all of us.” 
 
    Rayna barked out a laugh, “Let’s get our act together first before you get all sappy on us.” 
 
    “We will all fight for each other and the kingdom,” Claudia smiled. 
 
    “They will bow to our strength,” Faye smirked. 
 
    The bard rolled her eyes, “Ugh, you all take this way too seriously.” 
 
    Rayna stood up and began walking for the door, “I’m going to go and dig up some more allies.” 
 
    Leeta stepped aside as the bard opened the door and stepped out. Faye, Thalia and Claudia were next. Edric reached the door when Dumadin put up a hand, stopping the summoner short. 
 
    “May I have a word with your ogre, just for a few moments?” 
 
    Edric looked to the dwarf and then to Leeta. The ogre smiled. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. Leeta, when you’re done, meet me in the city core chamber.” 
 
    Edric stepped out and closed the door behind him. 
 
    Leeta looked down at the dwarf, eyebrow raised. Dumadin gave a toothy smile before his eyes lowered to the spikey mace at her belt. 
 
    “I have been admiring your mace there, lass. Mind if I take a look?” 
 
    Leeta eyed the dwarf for a moment before drawing the mace and handing it sideways to the dwarf courtesan. 
 
    “Fine craftsmanship and well balanced. What would you say to allowing me to build something similar, with some improvements? I’m a bit of a tinkerer and could use the practice.” 
 
    The beautiful ogre kept her eyes neutral, “Is there something you want in return?” 
 
    The dwarf gave her a wide grin. “Perhaps, you see, I’ve been working on a special project of my own design. Despite my considerable skills, I still require an assistant with some considerable strength. Let me build you a new mace and you spend a little time helping me in my shop? What do you say?” 
 
    The dwarf held up the mace and Leeta picked it up. The ogre wasn’t sure what to think but if it was simply helping him move something, she didn’t have an issue with it. After a long moment, she gave him a silent nod. 
 
    “Excellent, lass” Dumadin grinned. “When you return, we can work out the details but for now; let’s keep it our little secret.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
    Edric stood before the dungeon entrance, inky darkness filling the opening as sunlight glowed against the surrounding stones. The ride here was uneventful, giving the summoner a chance to calm down his stormy thoughts and catch a cleansing breath. Recent memories from a few hours before played in his mind’s eye. Edric couldn’t fight back the small smile as they appointed Lunatina as a courtesan of Elora. The jester was overcome with joy as she hugged everyone in turn before jumping against the wall and flipping her lithe body in celebration. She quickly calmed down as duties were handed out and she was ordered to create potions. 
 
    The summoner sighed at the dungeon entrance. The last images of Faye, Claudia and Rayna haunted his heart. The three rulers were more than capable to ensure Elora would be safe but seeing him leave played on heartstrings. The bond between them had grown and it showed when he mounted his horse, gave them a wave and rode off from the western gate. The ride through the flat lands to the forest was pleasant with a dash of gloom. Leeta was in her lock stone, giving the player a quiet moment to himself. 
 
    The image of Juna was the last memory to slide over his thoughts. He didn’t get a chance to see her before he was off. He assumed she was getting to know her father, even though he was in a new body. The strangeness wasn’t lost on the summoner but a simple hope whispered to Edric, wishing Juna was truly happy to see her father again. 
 
    The summoner dug his fingers into his satchel and pulled out Leeta’s lock stone. Whispering arcane words, energy snaked out and touched the ground. A runic circle slowly spun as the dark-haired ogre rose up. When she reached her full height, the circle faded away and she smiled to her master. 
 
    Not a moment later, a pale body moved to the dark edge of the dungeon entrance. A white hand and arm emerged from the shadows and beckoned the summoner and ogre in. The pair gave each other a look before stepping into the shadowy entrance, cool air flowing over warm skin. 
 
    A woman in single piece white bathing suit stood, smiling. Black horns curved from her forehead. Black wings lay folded to her back, the jointed points above her shoulders. Bare feet with long toenails touched the floor and a pointed black tail swayed just past her supple thighs.  
 
    “Welcome Lord Temple,” the succubus grinned. 
 
    “Thank you Sekka,” Edric bowed his head. 
 
    “My mistress is waiting on the lower levels. Please follow me. She is eager to see you.” 
 
    Sekka turned and began walking. The summoner and ogre followed. The dungeon corridor turned from darkness to the warm light of torches. The cool dungeon air caused the flames to flicker to slight breezes but not enough to put them out. Edric walked along, trying to fight the gravity pulling at his eyes to gaze on the succubus’s firm ass. It almost seemed like Sekka was trying to entice him with every sway of her inviting hips. He didn’t think he would have such a thought after she broke into his room and seduced him months ago, so she could impart gifts from her mistress. 
 
    The corridors turned and branched. Edric caught sight of the occasional kobold or dark elf but they moved away as the three of them approached. Taking stone stairs to lower levels, the player soon found himself lost. The dungeon took a life of its own, turning into a complicated maze. Just as Edric was questioning if he and Leeta could find their way back, they turned into a wide corridor. At the end was a nondescript door, two torches on each side of it and nothing else. 
 
    Sekka smiled. “My mistress is waiting in her chambers. Leeta will accompany me to another room just down the way we came. She would normally be fine with entertaining two guests but she gave me instructions that only you will meet with her.” 
 
    Edric reluctantly nodded. Concern filled his brow as Leeta gave the succubus a hard stare. Sekka kept her pleasant smile, turned and began walking. Leeta looked to Edric and the summoner shrugged, unsure what to do since they were in Lyndra’s domain. 
 
    “I will be listening,” Leeta said simply. 
 
    “Please do,” Edric said with a half-smile. 
 
    With that, the ogre turned and followed the succubus. Edric looked down the short corridor and put one foot in front of the other. A moment later, he stood before the door and lifted a hand to knock. The door opened before he could touch it and warm air flowed out into the corridor. Edric stepped in and the moment he made it past the threshold, the door closed and locked into place. 
 
    The chamber was vast, filled with all the comforts one would need to be happy. An impressive library covered one wall while a glowing fireplace rested against the opposite side. Plush comfortable furniture decorated the room in small sections, a large comfortable bed taking up the middle. Wrought iron stabbed up from the head of the bed in a gothic style. A woman stood by a table, pouring wine into first one glass and then a second. Her eyes never looked up as she finished her small task. Delicate hands put down the bottle and lifted each glass. 
 
    Edric stood motionless as the woman stood at her full height and sauntered toward him. An expensive robe with strange vine-like designs covered Lyndra Spire’s hourglass body. The top of the robe was open from her neck down to her navel, a small velvet rope barely keeping it closed. Warm, inviting cleavage shined against the fireplace light. A bare sensual leg was exposed from her robe with each step, sending a chill up Edric’s spine. Glowing blue eyes sparkled as she stopped in front of the summoner and handed him a glass. 
 
    Edric took the glass and bowed his head. Lyndra gave him a small smile before she turned and sauntered over to a small loveseat, her hand patting the seat next to hers. Edric looked to the other empty chairs in the seating area before stepping over and sitting next to the dungeon mistress. Nervous energy crawled into his arms and legs. Remembering the wine glass in his hand, the summoner took a deep sip, the taste easing his nerves by a hair. 
 
    “It’s good to see you Edric. I thought you had forgotten us since our last encounter.” 
 
    “The kingdom keeps us very busy,” Edric said flatly. 
 
    Lyndra’s lips curved into a wicked smile. “Using the royal ‘we’ are we? Your kingdom has grown and you have taken to royalty rather quickly. I am impressed.” 
 
    The dungeon mistress shifted in her seat, the edge of her robe moving and showing a little more of her voluptuous chest. “What brings Lord Temple to my humble dungeon?” 
 
    Edric clenched his jaw for a moment. Taking another sip from his glass, the red wine swirled into his belly. The player eased the tension in his jaw and turned his body to face the dungeon mistress. 
 
    “I know we were meant to have an open dialogue and trading between your dungeon and the kingdom….” 
 
    Lyndra interrupted the summoner with a playful laugh. “As you said, the kingdom keeps you busy. You do not have to fret; I have had Sekka already open a discreet trading route with some trusted business partners in your wonderful city. She has been more than capable of shifting her form into something a little less inviting to carry out business and keep it secret.”  
 
    Edric’s brow lifted, “You have been already conducting business with Elora?” 
 
    Lyndra took a sip of wine before swirling the dark liquid in the glass. “I couldn’t very well wait any longer. As you can see, I like to live comfortably. I may have my powers and abilities but I cannot create such fine craftsmanship suited to my tastes.” 
 
    Edric’s brow returned to normal as he tried fighting off the awkward sensations filling his stomach. 
 
    Lyndra eyed him, “Do not concern yourself, Lord Temple. I’m sure we can come to some further understandings for our mutual benefit.” 
 
    Edric let out a deep exhale. “That is why I’m here.” 
 
    “You wish to fortify our alliance before the trolls march on Elora,” Lyndra kept a half smirk.  
 
    Edric wished he could have been surprised but from their last encounter, he knew she was full of resources. “How did you know?”  
 
    Lyndra leaned back into her seat, eyes closing. “My power has grown in the last few months. The more I expand my dungeon, the more powerful I become. I gained a new ability to possess small animals on the surface, for periods of time. I wanted to know more about the Middle Kingdoms so a lovely little bat flew over for a look.” 
 
    Edric sat up straighter, eyes on the relaxed mistress. 
 
    Lyndra’s brow pointed but kept her eyes closed. “The trolls have indeed been hard at work. Flying overhead, I can see where they constructed many portals in the streets of each kingdom. Trolls from the southern kingdoms seemed to arrive continuously, filling the kingdoms with their numbers. I even glimpsed a dread lord or two before my power weakened and I was forced back here.  
 
    “I sent back little servants any time I could but it was more of the same. They are preparing and it looks like they have their sights on all of Lukken.” 
 
    “They are going to use the portals to attack everyone,” Edric said in a low tone. 
 
    Lyndra opened her eyes halfway. “You understand the situation then.” 
 
    The mistress took another sip from her glass before setting it on a small table by her. “The dark elves under my protection know the arcane secrets of the portals. To ensure our safety, no portal was created here. As far as I know, Elora does not have a portal either.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “We know runic stone is needed to create portals but we do not have the information to create one, not that we would.” 
 
    “A prudent decision, the trolls would have to march on foot to reach Elora. They may be four days away but they could arrive in three if they are determined,” Lyndra said with a sultry edge. 
 
    The dungeon mistress let a hand slide down as a thigh lifted. Edric’s eyes looked down as Lyndra left herself exposed. The torchlight flickered but there was enough light to see a budding pink line between two creamy thighs. 
 
    “Which brings us together,” Lyndra said in a heated voice. “What are your terms for alliance?” 
 
    Edric fought through the distraction not far from him. Forcing his eyes up, his gaze met with Lyndra’s. There was no time to waste as he thought of his fellow rulers, a half-troll and a kingdom. 
 
    “We need to provide an escape route for the people of Elora should it fall. Can your tunnels reach the kingdom?” 
 
    Lyndra nodded with half closed eyes. “My kobolds are almost to your city already. They should reach the tunnels under your city in over a day. Once they break through, I will have Sekka contact you and your lovely rulers. I already have a large enough dungeon and multiple escape routes should the trolls follow and follow they will. My kobolds will place special crystals containing hints of my power. Once your people are safe, I will be able to activate the tunnel collapse with a thought. That should stop them for a time.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “I’m okay with that. Will your people join us in the fight when it comes?” 
 
    Lyndra’s smile melted away. “I cannot agree to that term. My people number in the hundreds and they would be throwing their lives away if they fought alongside your people. My power cannot extend much beyond my dungeon so I will be unable to aid them should the fighting grow desperate.” 
 
    “You can only provide an escape route?” 
 
    Lyndra nodded. “For now, yes, unless you can sweeten the pot?” 
 
    Edric thought for a moment but his mind came up blank, “What do you want?” 
 
    The dungeon mistress’s eyes widened a hair before they fell back to a sultry gaze. “If Elora survives, I wish to extend my power to the levels under your city. Allow my kobolds and dark elves to mingle with your people. Encourage your people to gather on the sublevels so I may be able to speak and interact with them.” 
 
    Edric could see the need for genuine contact in her blue eyes. It didn’t occur to the player that despite having minions, the dungeon mistress lacked real conversation and social experiences. The player hesitated on the idea of a dungeon core mixed with the actual kingdom. Lyndra’s unstable nature could cause them more headaches if they survive. 
 
    “I will have to speak to my fellow rulers but I think we can do that.” 
 
    Lyndra shook her head, “I cannot wait for the slow wheel of diplomacy. I respect your fellow rulers but our kingdoms are in danger. I will need an answer now.” 
 
    Edric squared his jaw. “Okay,” the summoner said simply. 
 
    Lyndra’s smile returned. “I am currently paying gold for shipments of Elora wine.” 
 
    Edric looked to the dungeon mistress and smiled. He had seen enough behind the door deals in his work in day life that he understood what she was implying. 
 
    “I will make arrangements for several cases to be delivered to you regularly, free of cost.” 
 
    “Most kind of you, Lord Temple.” 
 
    Edric remembered some of the sales meetings from reality and their cut throat tactics to gain business. Seeing his chance, he knew he couldn’t simply rely on her good will to keep to their agreement. 
 
    Edric cleared his throat before he spoke, “To ensure our agreement is kept intact, I will need Sekka to reside in the kingdom until the danger has passed.” 
 
    A hint of annoyed anger filled Lyndra’s eyes. “You cannot be serious? Sekka is my most valued servant.” 
 
    Edric smiled. “It’s only until the threat has passed. She will remain with us as a guest. When we beat back the trolls, then she can return to her mistress.” 
 
    Lyndra gave the summoner a shrewd glare before serenity returned to her eyes. “I will agree to your terms if you promise you and your fellow rulers will have regular meetings with me when our kingdoms are joined, to continue our established alliance.” 
 
    Edric wasn’t so sure the others would go for that. He felt he had already pushed his limit by allowing trolls to become Elora citizens. Lyndra was trying to entwine her influence into their kingdom and it left a bad feeling in Edric’s stomach. 
 
    Lyndra’s face smoothed into an understanding mask, “I understand your hesitation. You fear I may integrate into your kingdom so much that I would be unable to leave, a valid thought but not one to come to pass.” 
 
    Edric watched as the dungeon mistress sat up slightly, a sadness touching her eyes.  
 
    “There are things I wish I could speak of but higher powers prevent me. You and I wish to survive what is to come but where you can return home, I can never go back.” 
 
    Edric gave the dungeon mistress a curious gaze. “What do you mean?” 
 
    Lyndra picked up her glass and took another sip, eyes taking on a faraway gaze. “I wish I could tell you, I really do. For now, you will have to place your trust in me. One day I hope to break my curse but until that day, I must play the game, as it were.” 
 
    “Lyndra, I would like to help. Is there way…” 
 
    The dungeon mistress cut him off, “For now, agree to our alliance. We can discuss things further when the worst is behind us.”    
 
    The mood in the room shifted into a dark gloom. Edric looked on the mistress, knowing full well that torment lay beneath the surface. Despite her power, she was trapped in a cage. She could make the cage bigger and change it to what she wanted, but it was still a prison she could not escape. 
 
    “We agree to the terms of the alliance,” Edric said with a heartfelt smile.  
 
    Lyndra’s gaze returned to normal and a small smile appeared, “Excellent Lord Temple.” 
 
    Edric watched as Lyndra moved her legs to the side and stood up. The summoner sipped his wine as the dungeon mistress undid the thin velvet rope around her waist. The robe parted and slipped off her shoulders, pooling at her feet. Soft, sensual skin glowed in the firelight. Pale pink nipples pointed from heavy breasts. Smooth skin flowed along her body as her hairless valley glistened.  
 
    “Like all alliances, it must be sealed with a kiss,” Lyndra smiled. 
 
    Edric put the wine glass down on a nearby table and stood up. When he stood before Lyndra, his head leaned forward to press his lips to hers. Lyndra smiled as her hand moved up and touched his shoulder, stopping him from making contact. 
 
    “The alliance requires an intimate kiss. Undress my good lord so I may enjoy the view.” 
 
    Edric smiled as his hand reached up and pressed a palm to his chest. The green robe and satchel at his side faded from view. The summoner stood naked, his manhood half hard and getting harder by the moment. Lyndra eyed him like piece of meat, hand reaching up and gliding fingers over his firm chest and down his defined stomach. When they brushed his dangling manhood, it jumped to her touch. 
 
    “Show me how much you need our alliance,” Lyndra said with a sultry whisper. 
 
    Edric gazed at the sensual mistress as she took one step to the loveseat and sank down. The summoner took a step closer as her thighs parted. Kneeling, he placed himself between her legs. Lowering his mouth to the apex between her legs, he kept his gaze connected to hers until lips touched pink lips. Tongue sliding out, he gave her a gentle lick and a slight tremble ran along Lyndra’s body. 
 
    The dungeon mistress let out a gasp as Edric licked her again. A squirm ran along her body before she gently ran her fingers through his hair, took hold and forced his mouth on her womanhood. Edric tried to smile but lost the urge as her pink valley touched his mouth. Instinct took over, his tongue sliding deep into her pink folds. A mystical wetness touched his lips and tongue as he stayed between her creamy thighs. Lyndra held him in place with one hand while the other hand reached up and grabbed at her own breast. Fingers touching sensitive nipples, she gasped again. Bliss bloomed wet flowers as the summoner between her thighs took hold of her legs and held them in place, licking and lapping at her like a hungry beast. 
 
    Edric savored the wet scent as his tongue touched her raised clit. Pleasure surged like tidal waves against Lyndra’s spirit. Biting her lip, she rode the waves through her magical body. Hips moved, her clit swirling in the opposite direction of Edric’s tongue. The summoner buried his face between her legs, licking more and more.  
 
    A tense cloud filled the bed chamber, needs rising to the top. Edric had forgotten how much he needed a release. Being back in the game and caught in kingdom politics caused him to glance over his baser desires. Looking up as his tongue worked, he enjoyed Lyndra’s whimpers. Pushing away all the stress and heartache, he allowed himself to be in the moment, enjoying the company of another. They had no ties other than the alliance, their hearts free to enjoy each other’s company without regret or shame. The player didn’t realize how much he needed it and upped the tempo, the tip of his tongue diving along her aroused song. 
 
    Lyndra’s grip tightened in Edric’s hair. Body trembling, she could feel herself  getting closer as the summoner worked his arcane magic through his tongue. Lips closed on her wet valley, sealing their connection as he tortured her. An empty pit grew in her stomach as bliss flared along frayed nerves. 
 
    “Edric…we have…an alliance…” Lyndra whispered before her world exploded in velvet bliss. 
 
    Thighs clamped on the sides of Edric’s head as a strained cry emerged from Lyndra’s throat. The dam broke and wetness flowed. Nerves fired like spells in the night and Edric continued his relentless attack on her clit. Body trembling, Lyndra let out another heated gasp before flopping back in the loveseat, eyes closed and licking her lips. Edric stayed where he was, lapping at the flow of bliss, his manhood hard as refined steel. Logic fell away and primal needs took root. 
 
     The summoner broke away and stood up. Lyndra’s eyes opened to see Edric’s heaving form over her. Hands took hold and the dungeon mistress gave a wicked laugh. Edric needed a release, his end of the alliance needing to be satisfied. Lyndra’s eyes shined as bright as her smile as she was turned onto her knees on the loveseat. A hand touched her back and pushed her forward, leaving her wet valley exposed and vulnerable. Lyndra barely glanced back, seeing the eager need in Edric’s eyes as one hand took hold of her waist and another around his rock-hard cock. 
 
    “Drive home our bond,” Lyndra laughed before her eyes widened. 
 
    Edric pressed the head of his throbbing member to her dripping slit. Wetness coated the end as he pushed against her, spreading her open to accommodate his size. The dungeon core cooed her desires as she helped him along, wiggling her ass to him as inches sank into her body. Edric let go of his cock, both hands on her waist. Lyndra held onto the top of the loveseat, pushing against Edric’s cock as he invaded her. When they met in the middle, Edric leaned over her, a hand grabbing her oversized breast. Lyndra pressed her back to his chest, moving barely an inch as his thick cock was snug in her tight valley. 
 
    The summoner’s hips began to move of their own accord, wet inches appearing and disappearing between them. The summoner’s hips bounced against Lyndra’s firm ass, sending ripples along her skin. The sounds and scents of sex filled the room as they worked out their needs. The tempo grew as Lyndra fought to keep herself securely on the loveseat. Edric drove his spear home in long strides, enjoying the intimate touch between them. A familiar urge grew as he punished her from behind. 
 
    Lyndra moaned her approval as the summoner grew rougher. Hands on her waist, he pulled her to him as he shoved himself deep. The rhythm between them grew to a fevered pitch and the summoner’s cock thickened. 
 
    “I’m…coming…” Lyndra said with urgency. 
 
    Edric kept on, moving with a frustrated growl. Lyndra squeezed with each thrust before an edge of white touched the sides of her vision. The summoner used her for his own desires and for a moment, she enjoyed letting him. As she moaned, eyes widened before they closed shut to a strangled scream. Biting her lip, her throat vibrated from internal explosions. Ambrosia and ecstasy crashed into her and she swam upwards to keep from drowning. Unable to break the surface, she fell forward onto the cushioned edge of the loveseat. Time and sense of self fell away as she was stuck in a loop of bliss.  
 
    Edric climbed onto the loveseat. Staying on his knees, he controlled the tempo as faint moans fell from Lyndra’s lips. Feeling her squeeze him even through the throes of passion was enough to cause his inner fire to burn with need. Cock thickening, Lyndra gasped. Spurts of molten come quickly filled her tight space. Edric grunted as a few more spurts powered through his member, followed by a few more. Movement slowed as the dungeon mistress milked his cock. When the sensations faded, the summoner pulled out and sat down, leaning into the loveseat.  
 
     Lyndra turned around to see the summoner, his wet cock wilting and the hunger in his eyes satisfied. Not letting the moment go, she nestled between his legs, her lips kissing his wet cock before her tongue licked the tip into her mouth. Edric let out a heated hiss as soreness took hold. 
 
    The dungeon mistress pulled the summoner’s cock from her mouth and gave him a serious gaze. “I will allow a moment to recover before we move to the bed. I believe we must continue our negotiations until both parties are…satisfied?” 
 
    Edric gave her a playful smile. “I concur.” 
 
    Lyndra took his cock back into her mouth, suckling with wanting needs. Edric let his head rest on the back of the loveseat, a freeing smile on his lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric sat at the edge of the bed, Lyndra lying next to him. The summoner turned his head to see her back facing him, the gentle rise of her breathing sending comforting warmth across his mind. The evening spent in the throes of passion helped the player to clear his mind but the moment he sat up, the weight of what was to come clamped on his thoughts. Time was running out and the anxiety of protecting a kingdom fueled the summoner to rise from the comfortable bed. 
 
    Lyndra didn’t move as Edric pressed a palm to his chest. A dark green robe appeared over his nude body, satchel resting at his hip. Adjusting the strap across his chest, he thought of Leeta and decided to go searching for her. 
 
    The summoner let himself out and pulled the ogre’s lock stone from his satchel. Holding it gave him a sense of where she was. Following the light trail glowing in his vision, he left the chamber and moved down an empty corridor. An exclamation mark appeared in his eyes as he witnessed a new alert. 
 
    Building an Alliance! +2 Int, +2 Cha, +5 HP, +3 Charm and +2 Snare! 
 
    Edric smiled to himself as he walked along the corridor until he reached a door. Not thinking, he took hold of the handle and opened it. Moans filled the room as the summoner took one step in, his eyes taking in the sight before him. 
 
    Leeta sat on the edge of large bed, Sekka kneeling and her head between the ogre’s thick thighs. Leeta looked up, eyes helpless as the succubus never slowed down. Heavy breasts bounced as a wicked tremble rolled through the ogre. The scent of sex spilled out, touching Edric’s senses as he watched Leeta unable to deny herself. The ogre moaned her delight as her body flopped back in the bed. Leeta heaved as if she had been working out for hours. 
 
    Sekka pulled away from the ogre’s womanhood and turned to Edric with a smile. Wetness coated her cheeks and chin as she licked her lips. Leeta weakly lifted her head, eyeing her master before flopping back down in exhaustion. 
 
    The naked succubus stood up and turned to the summoner. “I see you have concluded your business with Lady Spire. Is there anything I can do for you,” Sekka looked Edric up and down, “right now?” 
 
    The summoner looked over Sekka’s shoulder to Leeta as she lay. 
 
    “It was my idea to pass the time and she agreed,” Sekka said with a wet smile. 
 
    Leeta struggled to sit up, eyes filled with concern. “I missed you Edric, and Sekka saw my frustration.” 
 
    Edric smiled. “It’s okay. We can talk about it over drinks.” 
 
    Leeta’s golden eyes shined in delight. 
 
    A hand touched Edric’s shoulder and he turned his head to see a fully dressed Lyndra. 
 
    “Sekka,” the dungeon mistress began as she stepped past the summoner, “you will be joining Edric on his trip back to Elora.” 
 
    Sekka’s eyes widened a hair before they settled back to normal, “As you will, my mistress.” 
 
    Lyndra stood before her succubus and took the demon’s hands into her own. “The lord and ladies of Elora will need your assistance for a short time. Once the dangers we spoke of have passed, we will be reunited.” 
 
    The succubus bowed her head, “I understand, my mistress.” 
 
    Lyndra turned to the summoner with a warm smile, “There are but a few hours till dawn. I suggest all of us retire to my room for some wine.” 
 
    “As you will,” Edric said with a faint smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Long shadows covered the alleys. Rayna stood with Claudia at her side and a dozen city guards behind them. A vacant building stood across the small street, dark and foreboding. The Temple district was silent as a tomb as Rayna pulled two wands from her lute. 
 
    “I’ll go through the front door while you go through the back. We will meet in the basement,” Rayna said out the side of her mouth. 
 
    “The building could be full of necromancers. We should have brought Faye,” Claudia whispered. 
 
    Rayna shook her head slightly, “My spies have been watching the place. They reported only one robed figure entering the building a few hours ago. Plus, this place is on Edric’s map that he gave me. I think you and I can take them. The guards will stay outside and surround the building just in case.” 
 
    The bard turned and eyed the lancer with a smile, “Besides, I thought we should hang out more. Killing necromancers is a great bonding experience.” 
 
    Claudia shook her head, “This is not how I expected tonight would go but fine, let’s clear them out.” 
 
    The bard nodded to the guards before turning and running out of the alley. Claudia followed, splintering off and going around the side of the building. Rayna ran up to the rotting door and pushed with her shoulder. The door opened easily as she made her way in, a wand in each hand.  
 
    Dust flew up from each step as the bard made her way to the stairs and began her descent. Wands up and lute strapped to her back, the player made her way down until she reached the bottom of the dank stairs. A musty mold smell touched her nose as she moved silently through the darkness. Eyes adjusted to the dark and a faint glow lined a doorway about twenty feet away. Rayna made her way then threw her back to the wall next to the door. Reaching out, she turned the doorknob until it clicked open. 
 
    The bard took in a deep inhale, ready to go in wands blazing. Pulling the door open, she rushed in, pointing both wands. A warm light from a floating orb filled the large basement room. Rayna looked on as a hooded figure sat in the middle of the room. Pointing her wands, she stepped closer before the figure lifted a dark hand, causing the bard to stop in her tracks. 
 
    “Welcome Lady Discord,” The hooded figure said with a peaceful tone.  
 
    Rayna remained silent, glancing around and wondering what was taking Claudia so long. 
 
    “Your fellow ruler should be here shortly but I wanted to speak to you in private.” 
 
    Rayna’s eyes narrowed, “There isn’t much to discuss. Necromancers are not welcome in Elora.” 
 
    The figure lifted their head a little, the light illuminating a dark-skinned chin and white grin. 
 
    “Normally I would agree but we are in strange times.” 
 
    Rayna kept her wands steady, “Funny you should say that. I checked with a few sources. The dragon skull symbol appearing throughout the city belongs to Nyras. It is strange that an undead dragon would want to set up shop here.” 
 
    The hooded figure nodded. “That is why we are having this conversation. Your fellow rulers will not understand what it means for my lord’s decision to bless this city with his power. You on the other hand, have a long history of understanding what is truly happening in these times.” 
 
    “I understand that the dead have appeared in my city and they are not wanted.” 
 
    The robed figure nodded again. “The new disciples of Nyras were testing their limits. For that, I must apologize on their behalf. Time grows short so I must be brief. If you want to survive what is to come, know that my lord has decided to help the kingdom of Elora and I, as his priestess, shall do everything within my power to protect the kingdom.” 
 
    Rayna kept her eyes on the robed figure, “I don’t understand. What do you and an undead dragon get out of protecting us?” 
 
    The figure lifted her hands and pulled back the hood. Rayna stared down at a dark elf with long white hair tied back and blood red eyes. The dark elf kept her gaze to the bard, oval eyes filled with calm serenity. 
 
    “There are many pieces on the board and Nyras has a part to play in the war. Tell no one of this meeting. When the dust settles, my lord will come and speak to you personally.” 
 
    Rayna raised an eyebrow. “I’m not helping you or your dead dragon.” 
 
    The dark elf gave a kind smile. “We knew you would come. We knew you would be most open among your rulers. If it wasn’t so, you would have shot me the moment you saw me. Nyras’ power has grown and so has his knowledge. Even now, he whispers to me secrets and truths.” 
 
    The bard smirked, “It did occur to me to see what you may have to offer but after this little conversation, I was wrong.” 
 
    The dark elf’s smile broadened. “No, you weren’t. Speak of this to no one and my lord and I shall keep your secrets.” 
 
    “There is no secret that you could say…” 
 
    “Do you want your fellow lord and ladies knowing your life outside of Lukken?” 
 
    Rayna became silent, eyes regarding the sitting dark elf. 
 
    “My lord only wishes for a peaceful end to the war. As his priestess, I will aid your kingdom when the time comes. When it is over, all will know my lord’s kindness and your secrets will be safe. Cross him or I, and those secrets come to life.” 
 
    The sound of a door crashing open echoed down to the basement. Rayna kept her gaze on the dark elf, lips sealed. The dark elf nodded before her body melted into a mist and seeped into the very ground. The orb of light faded from view and darkness filled the dank basement. 
 
    Another door crashed open as Claudia marched in, torch in hand. Firelight flickered, showing Rayna standing in the basement, wands at her side and a sour expression in her brow. 
 
    “There were several locked doors. I tried to be quiet until I reached the last one. What happened,” asked Claudia. 
 
    Rayna looked to the lancer, her expression returning to normal, “I was searching but it was too dark. I didn’t find anything. It looks like this place is a dead end.” 
 
    Claudia nodded, “I guess we can try the other places. Are you okay?” 
 
    Rayna nodded and gave her fellow ruler an evil smile, “Right as rain.”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
    The morning light caressed the lands as a lone horse with two riders trotted along a lonely road. Edric held the reins as Sekka sat behind him, leaning her body against his, one arm around his waist and her other hand on his crotch. The gentle but firm touch of the succubus kept him hard for hours. Sekka’s eyes were half closed, snuggling to him and her wings folded to her back. In the distance, the faint outline of Elora stood against the morning sky. 
 
    “You don’t have to hold onto me,” Edric smiled. 
 
    “I need to hold onto something,” the succubus said with a sleepy tone. “Besides, you said take a firm hold of you and I did.” 
 
    “It’s pointless to argue the point,” the summoner chuckled. 
 
    “It is,” Sekka yawned. 
 
    Edric kept his gaze on the kingdom to the horizon. Mind drifting, even the touch of the horny succubus was not enough to chase away the doubt in his heart. The closer they were to Elora, the more Edric felt the pang of regret for taking on such a monumental task of ruling a kingdom. The willingness was there but the actual experience was something else. Playing games made everything easier, less complicated. Now he was ruling in one that had become much more than he had anticipated, and it weighed on him. The creators made it so simple to start a kingdom but to rule one where awakened lives were at stake was much more complicated than he could have ever imagined.  
 
    Sekka lifted her head, resting her chin on Edric’s shoulder and sighed. “I can feel your doubt and concerns.” 
 
    Edric turned his head slightly, one eye on the demon. “You can?” 
 
    Sekka nodded. “My kind have unlimited empathic abilities. It’s what makes us such proven lovers. Your heart beats with tension and your mind is a storm of conflicting thoughts and emotions. You’re worried for your people and lovers.” 
 
    Edric reluctantly nodded. “You could feel all of that? I’m not sure if I should be impressed or put off.” 
 
    “I have felt what you are feeling before. My mistress has the same concerns and I helped alleviate some of her stress. We have some time before we reach your home. I could help take some of the burden off your spirit,” Sekka smiled as she gave his hard cock a squeeze. 
 
    Edric tilted his head forward with a smile, “I bet you could, but no thank you, for now.” 
 
    Sekka kept her smile. “You’re thinking of your lovers. You miss them.” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    “I know Claudia has a deep love for you. I felt it when I was in your chambers, bestowing Lyndra’s gifts.” 
 
    Edric kept his gaze forward, wanting to change the subject. “I hope you staying in Elora will be okay? I know Lyndra wasn’t exactly happy with the arrangement.” 
 
    Sekka snuggled to the summoner’s back once again, “It is necessary for our alliance. I understand what is needed and I’m happy to assist.” 
 
    Edric let one hand go from the reins and placed it over Sekka’s hand on his stomach. “I want you to know that we will do everything we can to ensure Elora and your mistress’s dungeon remains safe.” 
 
    Sekka held him tighter, “I know, Lord Temple. I have seen your heart since that fateful night I snuck into your room. I will follow your example just as I’m sure the kingdom will.” 
 
    “Please, call me Edric.” 
 
    Sekka closed her eyes and grinned. “I will, Lord Edric.” 
 
    “That’s not what I meant.” 
 
    “Yes, it was. I felt it in your heart…and your cock.” 
 
    The summoner couldn’t resist as he laughed out loud. Sekka gave him a gentle squeeze as they rode on to the kingdom in the distance. 
 
    *** 
 
    The western gate was open as Edric and Sekka rode in. Guards, citizens and the ladies of Elora welcomed the lord with smiles. Eyes shifted to the succubus behind him and Edric waved it away, knowing he would inform them later of everything that happened. 
 
    When Edric dismounted, it was Claudia who stepped closer. A shyness took hold as red touched her cheeks. Edric raised an eyebrow before she flung out her arms and wrapped them around his neck. Lips pressed to his, approved murmurs filled the gathered crowd. Faye smiled as Rayna rolled her eyes and crossed her arms. When their lips parted, it was Edric staring into Claudia’s silver-gray eyes with a questioning brow. 
 
    “I didn’t expect…” The summoner began. 
 
    “I didn’t think I could…” Claudia said in a low voice. 
 
    “We missed you too,” Rayna said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Edric smiled as the lancer slid her arms away and stood at his side. “I missed everyone. Let’s get back to the keep. We have a lot to talk about.” 
 
    The trip back to Gray Haven Keep was quick. When the four reached the council chamber, Edric informed them of everything that had transpired. He kept out the more detailed parts of the negotiations but it was Rayna who called him out on it. 
 
    “You’re a slut,” the bard laughed. 
 
    Edric ignored the jab, “Lyndra is going to have a tunnel connect to our tunnels under the city. We can’t tell the populace until the enemy arrives so there is no chance it will be leaked. When the enemy comes, we must quietly move citizens to the city tunnels and to the connecting tunnel to Lyndra’s dungeon. She will keep them safe until it’s all over.” 
 
    “What happens if we don’t win,” Claudia asked. 
 
    “Lyndra will make sure our citizens stay hidden and safely let them out should Elora fall.”  
 
    The summoner could see the look of doubt in his fellow rulers. “It’s not a perfect plan but it will help protect the people if they penetrate the walls. I wish we were all present to finalize the details, but I had to decide on all our behalves before leaving. I hope we are all ok with this, as best as we can be.” 
 
    The three ladies eyed the summoner, small smiles forming. 
 
    “We knew you would slut your way into an agreement,” Rayna laughed. 
 
    “We had an idea she would push something. We trust your decision,” Claudia said next. 
 
    Faye gave a quick head nod before moving to the next topic. 
 
    “The farms have been cleared out and the people outside of the walls have been brought in. Dumadin informed me the mine entrances have been collapsed,” Faye said. 
 
    “The scorpion crossbows and catapults are all ready and able along the city walls,” Claudia chimed in. “My lancers are ready.” 
 
    “I have scouts a few miles from Elora,” Rayna said as her eyes took on a darker hue, “But there are reports that a massive troll army has already left the Middle Kingdoms and are on their way here. To tell you the truth, newcomers into the city have talked about large forces forming in distant locations. I can’t verify the information but it’s a safe bet the trolls are putting their plans into action.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “Elora?” 
 
    Elora faded into view in her white robe. Bowing to the lord and ladies, she smiled, waiting for instructions. 
 
    Edric gave the image a loving gaze before issuing commands, “What’s the city’s status report?” 
 
    Elora  
 
    Population: 18,111/30,000 
 
    Farms (8): 0% capacity 
 
    Runic Stone Mines (5): 0% capacity 
 
    Vineyards (8): 0% capacity 
 
    Guards: 2,100 
 
    Lancers: 100 
 
    Conflict Level: 2% 
 
      
 
    “With the closing of the farms, vineyards and mines, all activity has been halted until further notice. The conflict level is at its lowest due to the threat of invasion. Many of Elora’s citizens are remaining optimistic,” Elora said. 
 
    “What about the nalik’s and the dragon eggs?” Edric asked with a heavy heart. 
 
    “Some left before the morning but many have remained.” 
 
    Rayna nodded. “I checked with Vanya an hour ago. They must stay because many of the secret locations they know of are filled to capacity. There are some locations they can travel to but they are much too far away and they won’t take the chance now that armies are on the move.” 
 
    “How many eggs are still in the city?” 
 
    Rayna eyed Edric before looking down, “Vanya informed me there are over sixty eggs in Elora. The Nalik’s are ready to fight if the walls are breached.” 
 
    Faye spoke up, “There are a few dozen players who offered to help fight should the city be invaded but I heard next to nothing from allies I once knew. Rayna’s information is correct in that all of Lukken is preparing for war. Many players have returned to the east to defend the human kingdoms once again. We won’t have any extra support.” 
 
    “We will have to do the best we can with what we have,” Edric smirked. 
 
    Faye smiled. “I believe we can win this.” 
 
    Claudia nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It’s going to be one hell of a party,” Rayna sighed. 
 
    Edric looked to each of his fellow rulers, warmth crawling up his neck. As dire as the situation seemed, his need to fight blasted away his former anxiety. The end was vastly approaching but seeing his fellow rulers, he knew they had a chance. 
 
    “Faye, Claudia, Rayna…I knew building a kingdom would have its challenges but I never expected us to pull together as well as we have now. There are awakened NPC’s in our kingdom and precious dragon eggs that the enemy will stop at nothing to steal or destroy. The four of us have the advantage to fight and come back but many in our kingdom do not have that luxury. I want you all to know, we can win this if we work together just like we are now.” 
 
    Edric looked to Faye, “The people love you as do all of us here. You never have to do this alone.” 
 
    The wood elf’s cheeks glowed pink as a small smile formed. 
 
    Edric turned his gaze to Claudia, “Your strength will not only inspire your lancers, but us as well. All of Elora will follow you into battle.” 
 
    Claudia’s eyes watered before she blinked it away, her lip holding back a tremble. 
 
    Edric looked to Rayna and she lifted a hand up to stop him. 
 
    “I don’t need the sappy speech. I’m sure we all feel the same and we will kick their asses back to the south where they belong,” Rayna grinned. 
 
    The summoner nodded before speaking again. “The trolls can show up at any time. Let’s get back to the city and make sure everything is in order.” 
 
    The four rulers of Elora stood up and with conviction in their hearts, marched out of the council chamber. The rest of the day slid into confirming duties and speaking to groups of people. Edric summoned Leeta, allowing the ogre to help finalize preparations. Faye and Claudia each spoke to the lancers and students as citizens offered to fight in the battle to come. Rayna returned to the Discord district, speaking with her spymasters and some players who offered to fight. Thalia and Dumadin helped each other with organizing supplies, weapons and armor. Lunatina worked feverishly, brewing vast cauldrons of liquids to make potions. The jester was maniac with wide eyes as she moved from cauldron to cauldron.  
 
    Edric walked along a street right below the city wall, stone stairs about forty feet from him. Eyes up, he admired the guards working to arm and ready munitions for the weapons that would defend the city. When he reached the bottom of the stairs, two figures appeared from another street. 
 
    Juna and Jinn walked toward the summoner. Juna’s eyes lit up upon seeing Edric but Jinn’s brow furled. When they stood before them, it was Juna who stepped forward and hugged the summoner. 
 
    “I trust your journey was a positive one,” Juna beamed. 
 
    Edric nodded. “It was beneficial for what it was. I’m glad to be back here though.” 
 
    Edric’s eyes turned to Jinn as he stood, large arms folding across his chest, “Everything okay?” 
 
    “You tell us,” Jinn sneered. “It looks like you’re preparing for war and now no one can leave the city.” 
 
    “The trolls are on the move. We thought it would be safer if we closed the gates and keep everyone safe.” 
 
    Juna shot Jinn a look. The large assassin tilted his head forward and closed his eyes.  
 
    “Is there anything we can do to help,” the assassin said with a tired huff. 
 
    Edric kept his eyes neutral, “Not right now but I do have to say, I’m glad you’re here to reunite with your daughter. I wish it was under better circumstances.” 
 
    “Me too,” Jinn said in a deep tone. 
 
    Juna ignored the assassin and looked to Edric, “We will help when the time comes.” 
 
    Edric’s gaze lingered on the beautiful half-troll, his heart hardening in his chest. “Maybe you don’t have to do that. It’s not right that you both stay here. We made our choices and now we must face what’s to come. You both don’t belong in this fight.” 
 
    Jinn raised his brow while Juna stared at the summoner. 
 
    “We want to be here,” Juna said in a soft voice. 
 
    Edric bowed his head, “Your mother is on the western coast. Maybe you and your dad should go to her.” 
 
    “Now he’s making sense,” Jinn smirked. 
 
    Juna eyed the summoner, unsure what she was hearing. “You will need every able body in the fight.” 
 
    Edric’s heart shivered. “We have enough people here to give the trolls a good fight. I…I wouldn’t feel right if something happened to you. You should go with your father. Come back when you’re ready and we can have that drink together.” 
 
    Juna was silent. Edric looked to Jinn and gave him a head nod before turning to the stairs and began his ascent. Jinn moved to Juna’s side, a large hand on her shoulder. The half-troll looked up at the summoner as he walked along the battlements, not looking back. 
 
    “I’m glad he sees the right of it,” Jinn said. “We can come back, after we see your mother.” 
 
    The half-troll lowered her gaze, a sickening flutter touching her digital stomach and a heart beating with tainted sorrow. 
 
    *** 
 
    The evening air brought a chill. Edric walked along the empty street, darkness under his eyes and weariness to his spirit. The entire city worked feverishly, boarding up locations and securing families. Guards walked along the city walls, senses alert. The city seemed to dim as the sun set to the west. Edric focused on the calming stars shining from the heavens and let out a deep sigh. 
 
    Mind filled with jagged thoughts, the player cursed himself for being so frank with Juna. The sick feeling in his heart swished back and forth. Inner voices tried to comfort the summoner, telling him that what he did was right. It was one thing to love and enjoy the company of other players but to have feelings for a denizen of the game was another matter entirely. Thoughts turning to Elora, the pain stabbed at him and he didn’t want to travel that road again. Despite Juna’s power, if she perished, the player could never forgive himself. 
 
    Edric looked up to the western sky, hoping the half-troll and assassin were already gone. The summoner found Juna beautiful and magical but he didn’t know her deeply yet. They meant to spend time together but Edric found he was glad they hadn’t had the chance. It was better for all involved to not open that door, again. 
 
    The summoner walked on when a click of boots echoed down the street. Edric looked down from the sky to see a short woman in black leather and purple-streaked hair walking toward him. Lute strapped to her back, Rayna gave the summoner a welcoming smirk. When they reached each other, the bard looked up into Edric’s dark expression. 
 
    “How go the preparations,” Edric asked, absentmindedly. 
 
    Rayna’s smirk turned into a dark smile. “They’re fine but there are some preparations we must see too.” 
 
    Edric stared at the bard in black leather, her meaning washing over his senses. 
 
    The bard reached for his hand and curled her fingers into his. Silently, the two walked toward the keep, a song of passion playing in their hearts. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
    Gray Haven Keep was silent as a tomb. Edric walked along, the bard holding his hand and leading down the dimly lit corridor. Torches flickered in the small drafts and hardly a soul was seen as the bard and summoner continued their path. 
 
    Rayna never looked back as they entered the private areas of the keep. Here the occasional servant would normally be seen to change linens and replenish food and drinks but tonight, no one moved through the halls except for the lord and lady of Elora. Edric looked to the bard, knowing eyes drinking in her swaying hips. She had warned and threatened the time would come and he knew it had finally arrived. They had spent time together briefly but it seemed she could wait no longer. Edric smiled to himself as he felt the same. With the threat of war, a private moment between them might be just what they needed to clear their minds, so the player thought. 
 
    Rayna let go of Edric’s hand as they approached a thick banded wooden door. Edric recognized it as the Rumpus Room he had created for them all but barely used. Thinking back to humble beginnings, he thought the name fit but later chastised himself for being a little silly with it. The player remembered how fun it was to create the kingdom but now, he couldn’t deny the light touch of a noose at his neck. The player wondered if creating the kingdom at the border of troll territory was a mistake. Had this entire adventure become his greatest tactical error? 
 
    Rayna pulled the door open, stepping inside. Edric followed. The chamber opened into warm colored silks, comfortable couches, seats and several large beds. A hearth burned, giving the room gentle warmth. It was enough to ease the tension from the summoner’s shoulders as he stepped in further. 
 
    Rayna closed the door, playfulness in her eyes as Edric stepped in and turned around. The bard’s heart beat stronger as she could see the darkness in the summoner’s spirit. Stepping away from the door, she moved to a nearby table filled with wines and liquors. Picking up a bottle of red, she poured into two glasses. Picking a glass up in each hand, she sauntered over to the standing summoner and handed him a glass. 
 
    The pair held up their glass and tapped them together before taking a deep sip. Edric let the flavor roll over his tongue before swallowing. Eloran wine was popular for the sole reason that the vineyards grew over soil containing runic stones. They somehow gave it a magical kick very few have been able to imitate. 
 
    Rayna turned from the summoner and stepped to a small table by the fireplace. Taking a seat, she beckoned with a finger. Edric walked over, taking the only other seat. Sitting opposite of the bard, he wondered what they were going to talk about. The player thought she was going to throw him down and have her way with him but from the bard’s fading smile, it appeared she had other plans. 
 
    “We have to talk first,” Rayna said simply. 
 
    Edric nodded and took another sip of wine. 
 
    The bard’s eyes took on a serious edge as the words began to flow. “I mentioned that I have particular tastes and needs. You saw what happened with Ralis when I just let myself go. It…becomes difficult to control myself.” 
 
    Edric centered his full attention on the bard. He indeed had seen how she lost control that night Ralis wanted to bargain for their alliance by having a sensual night with the bard who many feared but deeply desired. 
 
    Rayna continued, “It comes down to trust, a trust that we both must agree too.” 
 
    Edric leaned forward, “Rayna, I saw you that night. I know what it means to be with you.” 
 
    The bard kept her serious gaze, “For that, I am happy to spend time with you. As you know, the game rewards connections. Our experience points grow with each connection we make. We become stronger than we were before. I learned a long time ago; the first connection is the most rewarding. The night you, me and Ralis spent was one kind of connection but if it is just two lovers, it can be even stronger. That is why we must do it right, for both of us.” 
 
    Edric’s brow softened. “I can be what you need. I trust you and I hope you can trust me.”  
 
    Rayna gave a genuine smile, “I do trust you, which is why we must set up rules beforehand.” 
 
    “How can I make this easier,” Edric asked. 
 
    The bard hesitated, taking in a small breath before she spoke again. “I remember telling you; pain is the only way to help control my needs. I need an answer before anything begins, will you do anything I command?” 
 
    Edric gave a slight nod, “I will try.” 
 
    The bard shook her head. “No, I must know you will do as I say.” 
 
    The summoner mulled it over for a moment. She was asking him to step out of his comfort zone. The thought sent a small stab of concern into his mind but he quickly brushed it off. The player could see the terrible need for the right answer in her eyes and he let his heart speak true. 
 
    “I will do as you command,” Edric said with a serious tone. 
 
    A pang of relief rolled through the bard before her wicked smile returned. “We will need safe words, just in case things get a little too rough.” 
 
    Edric returned her smile. “My safe word is ‘Chrysler Building’.” 
 
    Rayna grinned. 
 
    The summoner followed up, “It’s my favorite building in New York.” 
 
    The bard kept her grin, “My safe word is ‘Hotel California’. It was my favorite song growing up.” 
 
    Rayna took a deep sip of wine before holding the glass in front of her and swirling the red liquid. “I hope we can reach the point where we don’t need to use them.” 
 
    Edric gazed on the bard, warmth touching his eyes. “Rayna, be yourself and we won’t have to.” 
 
    The bard’s eyes widened a hair before they slipped into a sultry stare. Leaving her wine glass behind, Rayna stood up and took the summoner’s hand. Edric was to his feet, following the bard until they reached the edge of one of the wide beds. Furs and silks covered every inch of the bed as the two stood by it. The mood took on an amber hue as the strong but petite bard eyed the taller summoner with intent. 
 
    “The first rule of training, do as you’re told. Follow my commands and you will be rewarded. Disobey me and you will be punished.” 
 
    Rayna lifted a hand and ran it down Edric’s covered chest, “I’ve seen you and I know you like pleasure. When the time is right, you will know a deep pleasure very few achieve.” 
 
    “Shall I call you ‘Mistress’?” 
 
    Rayna looked up, “No. Remain silent until I give you permission to speak.” 
 
    Edric simply nodded.  
 
    “Undress,” Rayna said with a touch of authority. 
 
    Edric lifted his hand, ready to press his palm to his chest when Rayna took hold of his wrist. 
 
    “I said undress,” Rayna said sternly. 
 
    Edric said nothing as she let go of his wrist. The summoner took hold of the inner buttons to his robe and undid them one by one. Rayna watched with approving eyes as Edric opened his robe. Smooth toned muscles peeked down the middle as hands reached up and pulled the leather strap of his satchel over his head and tossing it aside. Edric thought he would have felt silly being ordered around but the sense of loyalty and understanding flowed like a spring river between them. Hands took hold of the thick fabric and the summoner pulled the robe open and let it fall behind him. 
 
    Rayna’s eyes half closed as she admired Edric’s T shaped body. Gaze drifting, she watched as his member thickened with each passing moment. 
 
    “Sit on the bed,” Rayna commanded, then turned and walked off. 
 
    Edric did as he was told, sitting naked on the edge of the bed. The summoner watched as Rayna moved to a cabinet and opened it. The player didn’t remember having a cabinet installed but when it opened, he saw the many toys, chains, whips and paraphernalia located within. He would have asked when she installed it but knew better than to say anything until she allowed him. 
 
    Rayna moved her hands to several items, taking hold of a blindfold, leather straps and two pair of metal cuffs. Turning around, she could see Edric’s wide eyed look as she sauntered closer. When she stood before him, she tossed everything on the bed except for the blindfold. 
 
    “Your next lesson is control. You’re not allowed to come unless I say so.” 
 
    Edric remained silent as her free hand drifted down to his thickening member and gave it a light stroke. A touch of bliss flowed along sensitive skin, fingers running along his shaft with practiced ease. Edric’s lips parted from the sudden rush but Rayna kept her gaze on his cock as it stiffened to her gentle caress. Blood pooled in the summoner’s throbbing staff and when it vibrated to life, Rayna let go and took a step back. 
 
    With blindfold still in hand, she unzipped her leather outfit from the mid-point of her cleavage down to her waist. Fingers worked her belt and soon the bard shed her outfit like a snake shedding its skin. Plump breasts bounced as her leather pants slid down her smooth legs. Nipple piercings gleamed in the warm firelight as she stepped out of her clothes. Flawless pale skin glowed and her feminine line gleamed pink and wet.  
 
    Edric couldn’t take his eyes off the petite beauty as she stepped closer, letting him enjoy the view. About a foot from his body, Rayna kept her wicked grin as the summoner’s cock bounced in frustration. She basked in his wanting which in turn, lit her fire. The quiet needs turned into a yearning, and subtle admiration grew into a hunger.  
 
    Rayna lifted the blindfold and pulled the strap over Edric’s head. The summoner watched as the black blindfold covered his eyes and secured into place. Darkness swirled, the after images of Rayna’s body lost to the abyss. Senses grew brighter as she moved closer, heat touching his skin but not physical contact. Edric had never tried anything too kinky but the way his strained cock throbbed, his excited rush begged for more. 
 
    Rayna leaned in, her nipple brushing against Edric’s chest. Glancing down, she watched as his cock grew rock hard. A gentle hand rested on his member, fingers gliding over his purple head. The tingling sensation caused the summoner to take a sharp intake of breath. The teasing continued, Rayna gently touching her lover along his neck, chest, thigh and back to his cock. Kneeling before him, she blew gently on his rigid member and it bounced in delight. 
 
    “So tasty, I remember how I suckled on it. I wonder if it tastes the same,” Rayna giggled before closing her lips around the end. 
 
    To Edric’s own surprise, he growled. Rayna let the entire head fill her mouth, her heartbeat growing. Small gentle strokes caused the air to warm around them. Edric tried to concentrate as small licks ran along the underside of his head and lips held him in a snug vice. Despite spending time with Lyndra, he thought he would have been a little spent for anyone else. How foolish he was as the needs pressed on his very being. With each gentle suckle, he wanted to unleash but Rayna’s words hung heavy in his mind. If he disobeyed, who knows what kind of punishments the bard would deal out? To stay safe, he held chained up impulses and tried to think of something else. 
 
    The edging flowed back and forth, bliss running along his cock in an intimate song. Rayna moaned her delight, partly from enjoyment and partly from testing Edric’s strength. Looking up, she watched as his face contorted but his hips didn’t move to help his release along. He was following her commands and she felt he needed a reward. 
 
    Pulling away and licking her lips, the bard stood up. Pressing a hand to the summoner’s chest, she pushed him onto the bed. Edric fell onto his back and crawled into the bed as Rayna slapped at his legs, directing him until he was fully lying down. Edric listened and felt the bard crawl onto the bed with him. The heat of her body glowed along his legs, member, stomach and then his chest. A drop of wetness touched his chest, followed by another. Sensing her move and feeling how turned on she was, his covered eyes widened when her wet valley pressed down on his mouth. Unable to control himself, he let his tongue stab into her slit, the tip running along her folds until it reached the apex of her womanhood. Grazing her clit, the summoner was rewarded with a small gasp. Tongue swirling, he stayed as honey touched his lips and dripped down his tongue. Smooth inner thighs touched his cheeks as Rayna nestled on his face.  
 
    “Drink my summoner,” Rayna giggled before her breath turned sultry. 
 
    Edric did as he commanded, licking the bard and drinking her lust. Rayna’s hips began to move, pushing her glowing clit against his tongue. The sliding of opposing forces caused another huff and a gasp to fill the chamber. Edric hummed and the vibrations caused Rayna to close her eyes in bliss. 
 
    Rayna’s hips moved against the tide. Hands in Edric’s hair, she let his magical tongue roam. The inner pulses grew wilder and the sliver of foreboding touched her bliss-soaked mind. Breasts bounced as the bard found it harder and harder to control herself. Concern touched her as her inner demons cried out for more. The internal struggle stormed as Edric’s tongue whipped her into a growing frenzy. 
 
    “Edric…” Rayna whispered. “It’s starting…” 
 
    Edric didn’t slow down as thoughts cut through the bliss, wondering if she was beginning to lose control. He saw it once before, unable to control the flood of orgasms she endured. The player remembered how he brought her to Faye so she could heal her as she became incoherent. 
 
    Rayna tried to break away but the sweet touch of the summoner’s tongue called like a siren. A small panic charged through but her hips continued their dance. Edric stayed where he was, unsure what to do next. He couldn’t tell if she was testing him or she really needed his help. 
 
    “Stop…me…,” Rayna seethed as nerves tightened along her entire body. 
 
    Edric stopped the swirl of his tongue, lifting his upper body up. Rayna fell onto his legs, hips continued to move and fingers running along her dripping valley. The summoner pulled up the blindfold to see the bard writhing on him, eyes closed and lips parted with heated breath. 
 
    “Cuff me…” Rayna whispered before her eyes opened wide. 
 
    An orgasm flashed and the bard cooed her needs. Edric watched as she writhed more, fingers rubbing her engorged clit faster and faster. It was then that the summoner could see the same spark he saw before. Once she began, she couldn’t top herself, even if she wanted too. 
 
    Edric reached over and grabbed the cuffs with one hand. Taking hold of the bard, she let out a long moan as another orgasm caused her cheeks to flush. Pink touched her neck as she rubbed faster, wanting more and more. Edric picked her up and brought her closer to the metal bed post. Pulling her hands from her valley, he coiled the cuffs around an iron post and clamped them onto her wrists. Rayna screeched as she struggled, metal clanging against metal.  
 
    Edric was nearly on her, looking down as animalistic urges fueled her to struggle. Fingers curled and her eyes closed to slits. Body heating up, she screeched again and again. Edric wasn’t sure what to do as she took her leg and curled it around his, urging him to be inside her. The summoner was frozen, unsure if this is what she wanted. 
 
    “Fuck me…NOW!” Rayna screamed. 
 
    The summoner heard the direct order and nearly smothered the thrashing bard. Rayna growled her contempt until Edric’s body nearly engulfed hers. The tip of his throbbing cock touched her dripping valley and Rayna’s thrashing slowed. Spreading her thighs, a happy whimper fell from her lips as Edric pressed his cock head to her slit. Edric couldn’t believe the transition as inches spread her pink valley and the maddening thrashing slowed into an undulating dance.  
 
    Rayna’s eyes rolled into her head as she whispered sweet nothings. Edric continued his slow invasion of her valley, feeling the bard clamp onto him. Pleasure rolled through the lovers as Edric soon became lost to the bard’s wet heat. Rayna purred as Edric reached the hilt. He didn’t move as Rayna moved under him. The bard’s hands took hold of the long chain between the cuffs as her hips worked to accommodate the summoner. Walls parted to a breaking point as she hissed and gasped. 
 
    Edric could feel the lust rising like a thick storm. Hips betraying him, he began to slide in her tight space. The tempo grew as both struggled against their desires. Rayna’s madness infected the summoner and soon he drove himself deep, again and again. The pull of their desires grew into a chorus as they could not deny themselves. Rayna grinned as Edric latched onto her pert nipple. Tongue running along her piercing sent shockwaves of bliss through the petite bard. Rayna’s moans grew louder with each deep thrust and firm lick. Edric’s fingers ran along the length of her body as his hips drove home his needs. 
 
    The bard’s body trembled as nerves flared and exploded. Wetness touched Rayna’s body before another surge followed. The touch of ambrosia sent her reeling. Eyes rolling into her head, orgasm after orgasm flashed. The world slowly melted away as Edric invaded her. Logic faded and consuming pleasure turned into a cloud. Rayna felt her mind slip, losing herself as Edric became a ghost in her world. The string of orgasms pushed away all the pain and secrets, bringing purpose to her mind and heart. Rayna wanted to stay, lost to the kingdom of desire. The cloud thickened but she would be gone for hours if she didn’t fight for control. Opening her eyes, Rayna could see the loving need in Edric’s brow as he forced himself deep into her begging valley. She needed him like a wave in a sea. With the last of her logic and her strength, she called out to him with the only means to bring her back. 
 
    “…choke…me…,” Rayna said in the barest of whispers. 
 
    Edric looked down on Rayna as her eyes pleaded for the barest of a moment before sliding back into her head. Seeing her lost to something beyond her control, the player steeled himself as a hand clamped onto her throat and squeezed. Rayna gripped the chains as Edric’s strong hand squeezed. Suffocating sensations radiated out from her throat and into her heart. The cloud dissipated as her mind took hold of the pain and rode it like a bat from hell. 
 
    Rayna struggled to cry out as Edric forced his cock deep. Holding onto her throat, he watched as her eyes rolled back into place, wide with shock. Chains rattled as she thrust her hips into the summoner’s driving hips. When they met in the middle, she seethed with delight. Legs curled around his ass, pressing him to her. Edric let his inner beast free. The sounds of bodies filled the chamber. 
 
    “…yesss…” Rayna managed. 
 
    Edric’s cock thickened. Holding her down, the painful need of release screamed in his blood. Grunting, his hand squeezed a little more. Rayna’s world exploded in flashing spirals. Frayed nerves released as an orgasm bloomed, followed by another and another. Body’s arching, they continued their intimate dance until Edric could not hold back any longer. 
 
    Cock bulging, Edric let go of Rayna’s throat and let out the deepest grunt in his life. The bard took in a deep breath as spurts of seed burst from the tip of Edric’s cock. Bliss pushed the summoner to hammer his body into Rayna’s. The bard cooed as her body trembled from each powerful thrust. Molten come quickly filled her valley as she thrust her breasts against his chest. Gravity pulled him down as his cock spurted once again. Rayna held onto him, milking his cock of every drop. 
 
    “Unlock the cuffs,” Rayna commanded with closed eyes. 
 
    Edric sheepishly looked to the cuffs, reached and unlocked them. Rayna’s hands snapped forward like venomous snakes. Fingers stabbed into his shoulders as she kept her legs wrapped around him. Pain welled up as Edric lay on top of the bard. Rayna bit his shoulder, her body rigid and not letting go. 
 
    The pain and pleasure blending together caused Edric’s own demons to come to light. Biting down on the side of Rayna’s neck, the bard tightened around him. Her tight valley refused to let go of his cock and that in turn caused Edric’s member to stiffen once again. The summoner and bard held onto one another as if their very universe was going to fly apart. Teeth sinking into skin, the lovers had become one, neither one knowing where they began and ended. 
 
    *** 
 
    Claudia sat on the edge of her bed, listening to the faint screams of Rayna. The lancer sighed. She wouldn’t normally hear them but the keep was unusually quiet. She guessed most of the keep could hear it but no one was going to go interrupt their time together. 
 
    The lancer’s eyes shifted to the shelf with the glass unicorns, a heat rising her neck. The sting of jealousy rose up but not in a way she ever thought possible. Standing up, she paced in her room. Inner conflict roared on behind her quiet demeanor. As much as she was at odds with what she thought was proper, a lustful demon whispered in her ear, making promises she didn’t think she wanted. 
 
    Claudia moved to her bed chamber door. Fingers stopped before touching the handle. As they curled back, she silently laughed at herself. A dim confusion took root as she took a step back, a war of internal words trying to sway her one way or the other. 
 
    “We are adults…” Claudia whispered as if the words would bring her a sense of comfort. 
 
    They didn’t. 
 
    The lancer reached for the door again. Pulling it open, she stepped into the corridor and began marching. Moans echoed down the corridor, causing Claudia to bite her lip. Wearing her normal clothes, she walked along to the source of the moans. When she reached the Rumpus Room, she lifted her hand to knock.  
 
    Claudia hesitated again, listening as Edric and Rayna continued their unashamed love making. The lancer hugged herself, a deep wish begging to be free of mental chains around her heart. Thoughts played out of her bursting into the room and taking what she wanted. Instead, doubt loomed and second thoughts stabbed at her. In battle she was strong and fearless but when it came to the heart, the lancer felt like a weak fool. 
 
    A shadow touched the edge of Claudia’s vision. Turning her head to it, she stared as Faye walked down from the opposite corridor. The wood elf wore a robe but it was open down the middle. The insides of her breasts bounced in the corridor torchlight as a strip of brown hair ran along her womanhood. Faye’s hair was down and her brown eyes looked on Claudia with concern. 
 
    Claudia stepped away from the door and met Faye a few feet away. “Is the noise bothering you?” 
 
    The wood elf continued to eye the lancer with a loving gaze. “No. I…I came for a different reason.” 
 
    Claudia’s face remained unchanged as she stood, inner conflict growing. “I just wanted to make sure they were okay. I’m going back to my room.” 
 
    Before Claudia could turn away, Faye reached out and took hold of the lancer’s hand. “You don’t have to leave.” 
 
    Claudia looked away. “I do. I can’t…” the lancer trailed off. 
 
    Faye gave her a warm smile. “I thought I couldn’t either. Rayna wanted to make sure she had time with him. I was in my room, thinking about the four of us. I wanted to go to sleep and let them be together but…I couldn’t.” 
 
    “You want Edric,” Claudia said simply. 
 
    Faye nodded. “And you want Edric and Rayna.” 
 
    The lancer’s eyes widened as she looked to the wood elf.  
 
    Faye squeezed Claudia’s hand. “I remember when you complained how you hated when Caspian wanted you to be with others so he could watch. I listened but you really disliked being with Rayna.” 
 
    “She made me feel…sick.” 
 
    “Not in a bad way,” Faye said simply. 
 
    Claudia wanted to pull away but couldn’t. “I didn’t know I could ever be like that.” 
 
    “Free?” 
 
    The lancer looked down. 
 
    Faye stepped closer and hugged the lancer, “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. We have our desires and vices. At least here we can entertain them. It might be a lesson we all can learn.” 
 
    Claudia pulled back, “What do you mean?” 
 
    Faye’s lip wrinkled. “Edric told me, I never had to go at this alone. The words haunted me when I had a quiet moment. We rule Elora together but I felt myself slide back into taking on problems by myself. I didn’t want to be selfish and dedicated my time to helping others. In reality, I was selfish, but here; I went the opposite way and gave of myself too much. I left the keep to help the people but that was an excuse.” 
 
    The wood elf smiled. “I wanted to be with my friends and lovers. We are on the brink of war that we may not win, but I know deep down, I want more than just fighting for our people. I want to be with you all.” 
 
    Claudia tilted her head forward, shadows covering her eyes. “I’m afraid of what I may become.” 
 
    Faye touched the lancer’s cheek, “We won’t judge you. I trust Edric and Rayna to welcome you with open arms.” 
 
    “I don’t want my heart broken again,” Claudia said with a hard edge before her eyes gleamed with sadness, remembering her lost love. 
 
    “You love Edric and I believe you love Rayna too. I doubt they will turn you away. Explore your feelings. If they shatter you, I’ll be here to help pick up the pieces.” 
 
    A tear slipped down Claudia’s cheek as she looked up to the beautiful wood elf. “What about you?” 
 
    Faye smiled. “I need help with something I don’t want to do myself. Edric is going to have to be there for me.” 
 
    The two women let out a small laugh, the tension bleeding away.  
 
    *** 
 
    Bodies arched as grunts and moans reached a fevered pitch. Rayna let go of Edric, falling on her back as he drove every inch into her. The summoner’s head tilted up, eyes shut and a long groan vibrating up his throat. Sweat covered them as their bodies moved to an intimate dance.  
 
    Rayna’s eyes opened as a heated flash enveloped her once again. Edric drove his lust to the hilt, cock thickening and molten seed painting the bard’s tight valley. Huffing, the summoner forced every drop from his lions until soreness rode his nerves. Body turning, he slipped from the bard and fell onto his back.  
 
    Rayna stayed on her back, breathing heavy as she savored the moment. Edric was stunned, unable to move and breathing like every drop of oxygen was his last. Frayed nerves cooled. Edric took a thick pillow and pressed it under his head when the door opened. 
 
    The summoner’s eyes slid to the open doorway. Claudia and Faye stepped in, the wood elf closing it behind her. Edric didn’t cover up as he lay on his back, spent. Rayna lifted her head up with a sleepy gaze. She eyed the lancer and wood elf for a moment before turning on her side, arm and leg over Edric and snuggling closer. 
 
    Edric kept his gaze on Claudia and Faye as they stepped closer. The lancer had a predatory gaze but it wasn’t on him. Gray eyes focused on Rayna as she snuggled closer. Faye gave a warm smile as she moved to Edric’s side of the bed. The summoner couldn’t take his eyes off her open robe. Smooth skin glowed in the firelight as the wood elf stood over him. 
 
    “Were we too loud,” Edric asked with a small smile. 
 
    Faye’s smile broadened. “No,” she said simply. 
 
    Claudia pressed her palm to her chest. Clothes faded from view, her lithe body naked body for all to see. Edric could see the hungry lust in her eyes as she slipped into the large bed and snuggled up to the bard. Rayna let out a long exhale as Claudia’s body molded to her back. The green haired lancer looked down on the bard, fingers running along her neck and onto her shoulder. Rayna turned her head, eyes connecting with Claudia’s for a long moment before she reached up and coiled a hand to the back of the lancer’s head. 
 
    Claudia didn’t resist as Rayna pulled her closer, lips parted. Mouths met and tongues snaked along one another. Wet heat burned once again as the bard and lancer enjoyed an intimate kiss. The extra warm bodies caused the area to take on a thick haze. 
 
    Faye sat on the edge, brown eyes gliding over the summoner’s strong body. Edric gave the wood elf a warm gaze, lost to Faye’s womanly beauty. When Faye’s eyes reached the summoner’s wilted member, a mischievous smile appeared. 
 
    “I may need a few minutes,” Edric smiled. 
 
    Faye said nothing as her hand moved to his member. Touching him, Edric gasped as warmth emanated from her hand. Delicate fingers stroked along the underside of his cock, coaxing new life into it. Like a zombie from the dead, the summoner’s cock rose up to the monk’s calling. 
 
    “Chi is the life force I happily give to you,” Faye said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Moans filled the bed as the summoner and monk turned to see Rayna struggling in Claudia’s grasp. The Lancer had her arms and a leg coiled around the smaller bard. Claudia kissed Rayna’s neck while her hand was in between the bard’s thighs, slow swirls massaging her sensitive spot. Rayna gasped, unable or unwilling to break from the lancer’s spider like grip. Hand caressing a pointed nipple, Rayna didn’t hide the bliss curling her toes. 
 
    Edric watched, his cock stiffening into granite. The hunger in Claudia’s eyes spoke volumes. Something unchained and the somewhat shy lancer let her inner desires out. Claudia looked up to Edric with that same hungry gaze before looking down on the bard. Rayna’s hips bucked as her body cried out for another release. Eyes opening, she let out a long, breathy moan before her eyes rolled into her head. The scent in the air changed before Rayna closed her eyes. Biting her lip, she moved her hips to Claudia’s touch, grinding her clit against the lancer’s adept fingers.  
 
    Edric’s eyes peeled away from the two women as weight shifted on the edge of the bed, Faye climbing on and kneeling over the summoner’s thighs. The wood elf touched herself, her robe falling partially away, exposing a large breast and pert nipple. Edric lay, watching as she fingered herself, eyes half closing and breath heavy. Without thinking about it, Edric took hold of his throbbing member and stroked it, enjoying the show. The tip of his cock and Faye’s wet valley were inches apart but the heat between them stormed with needs.  
 
    The lustful mood curled around all four rulers as they carried on. Rayna cried out a whimper as her body betrayed her again with a numbing orgasm. Claudia continued to force the bard to orgasm again. Edric slowly stroked himself, eyes falling to Faye’s valley. Wetness dripped down an inner thigh before the wood elf moved closer. Hand knocking away Edric’s hand, she took hold of his rock-hard member and pressed it to her soft valley. The summoner watched as the tip of his cock was taken into her budding warmth. The monk let gravity take over as she impaled herself on the summoner. Inches throbbed as they slowly disappeared. Leaning forward, Edric was happy to have her large breasts pressed to his face. Lips gently clamped onto a pointed nipple, tongue swirling. 
 
    Faye’s eyes contained a cool heat as she slid down to the hilt, adjusting to the summoner’s girth. The tingling at her breast sent spirals of pleasure through her, causing her body to move with caged power. The tempo was slow, the connection between them bright as the sun. Faye looked down with loving eyes as Edric suckled at her. Snaking her hand around his neck, she urged him to sit up. The summoner did, lips still locked on her nipple. 
 
    Faye hugged his head as her body began to slide up and down on his cock. The comfort between them bloomed as they lazily kept the rhythm. Primal shockwaves rippled between their bodies. Soon the wood elf whimpered, her body betraying her and needing more. Edric took hold of her round ass, squeezing her as she slid down to his base again and again. Letting go of her nipple, he looked up with desire. Faye pressed her forehead to his, lost to the beauty of their song. 
 
    Rayna let out another moan as her body trembled. Claudia broke free and grabbed the bard. Turning her onto her back, the lancer moved between creamy thighs. Lowering her head, Claudia could see wetness and white seed leaking from the bard. Without hesitation, she dived in, tongue invading Rayna. The bard let out a gasp, her body heating up. Small whimpers grew louder before a panicked expression melted into the bard’s face. 
 
    Edric turned his head to see what was happening. Rayna’s hands were on Claudia’s head but he couldn’t tell if she was trying to push her away or keep her there. The panic in the bard’s eyes was real as she whimpered. Edric looked to Claudia who was happily eating her out, unaware of what the bard was going through. The summoner was about to reach over when Faye’s hand moved past his and touched Rayna’s shoulder. 
 
    The bard’s startled eyes smoothed down into a sleepy gaze. Edric turned his head to Faye who continued to ride him, a small smile on her lips. The summoner remembered she healed the bard before when things grew a little out of control. Relief caused Edric’s shoulders to relax as the wood elf continued riding him and healing the bard.  
 
    Long moments passed before Rayna’s mouth twisted into a wicked grin. Faye let go, hands back on Edric and pressing her lips to his. Rayna took hold of Claudia’s long green hair and pulled. The lancer let out a yelp as she was pulled from between the bard’s legs. Rayna laughed and she quickly shoved the lancer onto her back. Claudia lifted her head with wide eyes when the bard dived face first between her legs and began licking at her dripping slit. Bliss roared into Claudia. The lancer’s head fell back and her thighs parted a little more. Faye and Edric broke their kiss to watch with amusement as Rayna turned the tables and Claudia surrendered to her. Hands moved along lithe, tattooed thighs as the bard worked her tongue along the lancer’s valley.  
 
    Faye continued to slide up and down on Edric’s cock, her eyes on him. “I…hope you don’t mind…if I become..a little selfish…” 
 
    Edric gave a warm smile, “I encourage it.” 
 
    Faye barely nodded as she slid down to the hilt. Edric held her close as heat flared between them. The wood elf barely moved, eyes squeezing shut before her lips parted. Edric moved his hips, helping her along when wetness surged. Nerves coiled to the breaking point before they released in a deluge of ecstasy. The wood elf moaned her approval as her body moved, milking the orgasm with each up and down thrust. Edric’s cock thickened as he watched her use him to get off. Wetness touched his thighs but she didn’t slow down as each orgasm caused her body to tense and relax. When the bliss ebbed, she resumed her dedicated tempo. 
 
    Claudia cried out as her body betrayed her. The tension reached the breaking point until the bard licked her clit in just the right way. Eyes opening, the lancer cried out as her body convulsed in bliss. Rayna stayed where she was, lapping, licking and exploring the lancer. Long thighs clamped onto the sides of her head and a second orgasm exploded. 
 
    Edric held onto the wood elf, her body moving against his. Using her knees and powerful thighs, she controlled the tempo. Edric snuggled to her larger than average chest, playfully licking at a nipple. Faye’s movements quickened as she was reaching another climax. This time, Edric took hold of her and swung her down onto her back, next to Claudia. The lancer moaned her delight as Faye grinned. The connection between the summoner and wood elf never broke but Edric wanted to have his turn. Faye watched with lustful eyes as the summoner forced himself down to the hilt again and again. The sounds of their bodies played on, mixing with moans and gasps. Faye spread strong thighs as Edric speared her. The tension began to build. The player’s cock thickened and it caused the wood elf to moan in delight. 
 
    “Come on me,” Faye whispered. 
 
    Edric could barely hear her, the blood rushing in his ears as he needed a release. When the tempo reached a fevered pitch, the summoner grunted, pulling his cock out, spurts of creamy white seed exploding from the tip. Faye moaned as sticky come splashed against a plump breast and trailed down over her stomach. The wood elf let her hand run across it, spreading it over her nipple as she writhed in pleasure. Edric had a death grip on his cock, stroking out another thick strand of come along her stomach, watching the elf play with his seed. 
 
    “I like it when you mark me,” Faye said between heated breaths. 
 
    “I didn’t know you liked that,” Edric said with a smiling huff. 
 
    “Now you do,” Faye whispered with heavy breath. 
 
    Claudia turned and hugged the wood elf, Rayna’s head still buried between her legs. The bard continued her sensual rampage. Faye coiled an arm around the lancer as Edric stayed above them. The player could see that it was too much for Claudia but she didn’t want it to stop. Taking comfort in Faye’s arms seemed to ease back the thrill enough for her to enjoy it. The whimpers turned into moans and Faye lovingly held the lancer. 
 
    Edric slid behind the wood elf as she turned on her side, pressing his half hard cock to her round bottom. Faye wiggled her bottom, allowing the summoner’s cock to rest between her firm cheeks. Edric lifted part of his body up to watch as Claudia held onto Faye as Rayna lapped between the lancer’s legs. Blood rushed once again into Edric’s cock and not a moment later, he found himself pushing into Faye’s tight valley. Hips moving, she helped him along until he was fully snug within her.  
 
    All four players continued to writhe to sensual touches as the night wore on. Alerts crossed their visions as their bond and connections grew with each passing hour. Edric look forward to receiving his alerts when they finished. For now, he enjoyed being with his fellow rulers. The outside troubles and worries melted to the background as needs pushed their bodies to the breaking point several times. When the last gasp and moan was had, the four collapsed in a tangle of arms and legs, the song of sleep caressing their full hearts. 
 
    *** 
 
    Leeta’s brow throbbed. The workshop was filled with tools, gems, chains and several large things covered in thick hanging tarps. The ogre crossed her arms as Dumadin rummaged around the shop, humming a happy tune. 
 
    “I know I put it here somewhere,” the dwarf said and went back to his humming. 
 
    Leeta closed her eyes, “You said it wouldn’t take long. I need to be guarding the private quarters.” 
 
    Dumadin raised his head and looked back at the ogre with a sly grin. “I think our lord and ladies can watch each other for a time, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    The ogre opened her eyes a little, the mild annoyance growing. Reaching out with her connection to Edric, she could feel him enjoying himself. The spikes of pleasure were enough to fan her flame but she didn’t want to intrude. Missing the summoner had only grown with each passing day. It was only a matter of time before she attacked him. Staying in the disorganized metal shop only further simmered her annoyance into a low boiling rage. 
 
    “Ah ha!” Dumadin shouted as he lifted a spiked mace from a chest. 
 
    The dwarf turned around and made his way to the giant ogre. Leeta looked down over her heavy breasts to Dumadin’s bright smile. A thought crossed her mind to step on him if he wasted her time. 
 
    The dwarf held up the silver mace with black spikes. “As promised; a new weapon for your arsenal.” 
 
    Leeta took the mace from his hand and held it up to her eyes. 
 
    Dumadin took a step back, “A mace of my own design. You see the runes on the side. Tap them in a sequence and the mace will activate.” 
 
    The ogre’s eyes narrowed before her thumb moved along the three runes. One rune glowed and then another. The third one sunk in and the mace whirled to life. Leeta’s eyes widened as the spiky top spun like some dangerous top. 
 
    The dwarf nodded. “If you find yourself in a jam, activate it. The spinning top is made with runic stone as are the spikes. They will cut through any mana field or magical armor. Hit them hard enough and you will break the enemy’s enchantments. A fine weapon for a woman of…your powerful stature.” 
 
    Leeta touched the runes again and the spinning mace stopped. Her horned head nodded in approval. 
 
    “This will do,” Leeta said simply before looking to the dwarf again. “Was there something you needed done for such a fine weapon?” 
 
    Dumadin nodded. “Aye lass,” the dwarf said and pointed to a large tarp in the middle of the workshop. 
 
    “I need you to lift a few things into place, if you don’t mind.” 
 
    Leeta walked over to the large thing. Lifting an edge, she saw something golden underneath and the words “Faye’s G.” carved into it before Dumadin rushed over and pulled it down. 
 
    “Now now, lass, no need to spoil the surprises,” the dwarf grinned. 
 
    Leeta stepped back, “You do have a thing for Lady Riverwood.” 
 
    The dwarf’s smile faded a little, “Aye that much is certain, but no need to go telling everyone. Discretion is needed for now.” 
 
    “She has feelings for Edric. I’ve seen it when she looks at him,” Leeta said flatly. 
 
    Dumadin turned and stepped to a workbench, “Aye, the ladies of Elora have a thing for the lord of Elora. It’s fine if they wish to be with him. It doesn’t change what I feel or make it any less valid.” 
 
    Leeta’s brow softened, a cold breeze touching her heart. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean…” 
 
    Dumadin cut her off. “It’s fine lass. Don’t beat yourself up over nothing.” 
 
    The dwarf pulled out a big wrench and several fist sized bolts, his back still to the beautiful ogre. “Sob stories are a dime a dozen here in Lukken. I’m happy I could serve as a courtesan for Elora. It gave me a sense of purpose once again after wandering from place to place, no home to call my own.” 
 
    The dwarf pulled out a few more tools and placed them on a workbench. “When I had a home, I was one of the chosen few who would venture above ground to scout out areas. There weren’t many of us because no dwarf likes wide open spaces. I hated it at first, spending my time wandering, creating crude maps and writing down what I found.” 
 
    Leeta’s eyes stayed on the dwarf as he continued to pull out materials, heaviness in her heart as the workshop took on a gloom. 
 
    “Color me blind when I came across a small hidden pond and the most beautiful elf I had ever seen bathing naked. She didn’t see me but I was trapped by her beauty. You must understand; my people don’t like anyone else but dwarves. The other races can go fuck themselves sideways for the only true beauty is a dwarf in a mine.” 
 
    Dumadin slowed down picking up items, “Her name was Thenna. She bathed regularly in that pond. We would have never met if I never snapped that twig from trying to get a better look. She spotted me and to my surprise, didn’t run.” 
 
    Dumadin let out a laugh, “She didn’t even cover up. She called me over and asked me questions. Being the naïve fool that I was, I talked to her. She was such a free spirit, telling me about her people and asking about mine. It was nice to have someone talking with me than just shouting orders. We made it a point to meet again and we did. Several meetings later, I was bathing naked with her. A dwarf and an elf; what a site we must have been.” 
 
    The dwarf’s head lowered. “We talked about the strict rules of our people and how we wished for something better. She liked the pond to bath in because it was a quiet place of solace from her town. I found myself enjoying the outside world and started to question the motives of my kin, with their talk of no dwarf belonging above ground.” 
 
    “Love makes you do strange things,” the dwarf said in a low tone. 
 
    “We were going to run away together. I had my pack ready and I set out, kissing the mountain I called home goodbye. Never had my heart felt so light…until I reached the pond.” 
 
    Leeta’s gaze held sorrow as Dumadin pressed his thick hands to the workbench. 
 
    “Her people must have found out somehow. Her body was in the pond; her head perched on a rock. They left a note saying, ‘Those who break the laws will never repeat it.’ I believe her people came and did the deed but I will never be sure.” 
 
    The dwarf’s shoulders trembled for a moment before they firmed up. “Leeta, you may not understand this next part. I know when we die, we shatter into bits. I’ve seen it time and time again. I have asked myself, why didn’t she just shatter like the rest? Why was there a body in the pond? How could I pull it from the water, burying her with her head before leaving and wandering all of Lukken? I can’t answer any of it. I can only assume Thenna was never real, a story placed in my head. If she was never real, why do I still hurt to this day?” 
 
    Dumadin let out a long exhale. “Faye reminds me of Thenna in some ways. I cannot resist my feelings and I won’t even try. The wood elf is an immortal and I’m just a dwarf in some strange world but I chose to help the kingdom of Elora and I will do it to my dying breath.” 
 
    The dwarf turned with the wrench in one hand and bolts in the other, a wide smile peeking out from his thick beard. 
 
    “So, let’s put that strength of yours to work so we can make sure Elora live to see another day.”   
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
    Birdsong floated in on the morning breeze. Edric’s eyes fluttered open as soreness rose with the waking tide of his body. The summoner lifted his head slightly, taking in his surroundings when he noticed the weight on his body. Arms, legs and bodies tangled on and against him. Loving warmth curled around his extremities while a face snuggled to his chest. Edric looked down at Faye, her hand and cheek resting on his chest. The gentle rise of his chest caused the wood elf to snuggle closer. 
 
    Rayna was on her back next to the summoner, her body neatly folded against his. Eyes closed, she slept on while Claudia nestled against her, mouth open and a string of clear drool dripping onto the bard’s chest. Seeing them all together like this caused the summoner’s heart to soar. Basking in their warmth, he lay silently as morning sunlight filled the chamber with subdued light. The curtains cut down the brightness and the ladies of Elora slept on while the lord thought about the events of their night together. 
 
     Edric found himself smiling as he remembered the four of them caught in a tug of war of passionate desires. He lost track of time after a long while and soon one by one, they passed out from blissful exhaustion. Rayna was first to go, falling into the sleep’s embrace. Faye was next as she fell to the side, slipping off and passing out. Claudia on the other hand could not be satiated. Edric blinked in the morning light as he remembered the lancer had finally let the floodgates open and couldn’t stop her hungry desires. Sometime later, Edric was next to pass out and only assumed Claudia must have followed; the last one to finally fall to Morpheus’s song. 
 
    Letting out a long, soothing exhale, the summoner remained still. Not long after, alerts scrolled across his vision and he eagerly drank in the new information. 
 
    You have attained, “A Lover’s Understanding”! You gain +5 HP, +2 Wis, +2 Sta and +2 Cha. 
 
    You have attained, “Joining of Hearts”! You gain, +10 Mana, +2 Cha, +5 Charm, +5 Snare and +3 Spell Casting. 
 
    You have attained, “Open to Knowledge”! You gain Summon Elemental spell! 
 
    You have attained, “A Lord’s Work is Never Done”! You gain, +5 Rune Craft, +5 Gem Craft, +2 Melee and +25 to Leeta’s HP. 
 
      Edric pulled up his character sheet and looked at the numbers. 
 
    Edric Temple 
 
    Summoner 
 
    Hit Points- 140/140 
 
    Mana- 230/230 
 
    Armor- 5 
 
     
 
    Strength-20(+3) 
 
    Intelligence- 32(+7) 
 
    Wisdom- 28(+5) 
 
    Dexterity- 25(+4) 
 
    Stamina- 33(+7) 
 
    Charisma- 45(+10) 
 
      
 
    Spell Abilities 
 
    Charm- 50 
 
    Snare- 45 
 
    Channel- (+STR/HP/DEX) 
 
      
 
    Lock Stones (1)  
 
    Leeta (Ogre)- HP-300/300 
 
      
 
    Spells 
 
    Summoning Spell- 10 Mana 
 
    Summon Demon Spell- 2o Mana 
 
    Summon Angel Spell- 40 Mana 
 
    Summon Elemental- 25 Mana 
 
    Light Spell- 5 Mana 
 
    Mana Shield- 1 Mana for 2 points of Protection 
 
      
 
    Primary Skills 
 
    Spell Casting- 65 
 
    Spell Craft- 36 
 
    Gem Craft- 36 
 
    Rune Craft- 27 
 
    Enchantment- 20  
 
    Melee- 40 
 
    Wilderness Lore- 23 
 
      
 
    Equipment 
 
    Lightning Whip- 10 to 15 damage  
 
    Whip Gem Slot-Lightning damage 10% Stun 
 
    Whip Gem Slot- Power Surge, Extra 20 to 50 Damage 
 
    Dark Green Robe- 5 Armor 
 
    Healing Potions (6)- Heal 50 HP 
 
    The summoner checked his attribute numbers and received no extra bonuses but he was close to the next tier. Spell casting and skills received a boost and he liked the HP boost to Leeta. The Summon Elemental spell was the real prize. The player often dreamed of when he would acquire the spell. Using the elementals to shape the city had piqued his interest and his mind worked on how they could be used in battle. Now that he had the proper spell, he felt he had a better chance in a fight. 
 
     Thoughts shifted to the armies that may be moving. The war was coming to Elora’s doorstep and despite the extra spells and bonuses; it still might not be enough to sway their side to victory. The summoner’s eyes narrowed and he mentally swiped the stats away. No matter what was on the horizon, Edric knew deep down they would fight to the last moment. 
 
    Edric looked to the beautiful women surrounding him and a happy thought filled his clear mind. Whispering arcane words, the summoner tried not to laugh. When the incantation finished, mana surged into a thin barrier. The player grinned as Faye was slightly lifted from his chest, her face and hand resting on his mana shield. Rayna was gently pushed a few inches away. Edric crawled back, Faye and Rayna sliding along the smooth mana shield. Edric took hold of the wood elf and gently laid her to the bed before slipping away and onto the cool floor. Hand touching his chest, robe, boots and satchel appeared over his naked body. Taking one last long look at the sleeping beauties, the summoner turned and made his way to the door. 
 
    Exiting the chamber, Edric was light as a feather as he made his way down the hall and to the stairs. Months of frustrations all bled away as he whistled to himself. Descending to a lower floor, the thought grew in his mind. War was inevitable but a nice breakfast might be just the thing to help keep morale high. 
 
    The lord of Elora stepped to the kitchens. Servants and cooks were busy with preparations when they turned their eyes to Edric as he waltzed in. Activity stopped as they stared blankly, unsure what the lord was doing down in the kitchen. 
 
    “Clear the kitchen and see to other duties,” Edric smiled. “I need the kitchen for an hour.” 
 
    A moment later, the cooks and servants vacated the kitchen. Edric whistled as he made his way over to the pantry and started to gather supplies. Memories of home clouded his happy mind as he remembered making Sunday pancakes. It was the one time of the week where the family took turns cooking breakfast. Pancakes were the favorite and Edric prided his flapjack skills.  
 
    Supplies in hand, he made his way to the wood and stone island and dumped everything he needed. Tapping at the air, a 2D screen appeared. The summoner swiped from left to right, looking at different recipes until he found one used by a local chef in Elora. Keeping the recipe up, Edric set himself to task. 
 
    Fifteen minutes later and white powder on his cheek, the summoner was flipping pancakes in an iron pan. To his right, on a table, a large empty plate waited. Soon thick pancakes were tossed one after the other, the stack getting higher. Edric at first thought he was making too much but he remembered Leeta and knew he had to use every bit of pancake mix. 
 
    The summoner sighed, missing his tall and beautiful ogre when a shadow entered the gray kitchen. Edric looked over, pan in hand. Eyes widening, he couldn’t keep the look of shock from his brow as Juna stepped in. The half-troll in white and leather armor stepped closer with a small smile on her lips. 
 
    Edric lost his concentration. Flipping the pan up too hard, the pancake went flying into the air. The trajectory was off and it reached the apex of its flight before falling to toward the kitchen floor. Juna was a blur, appearing below it, napkin on her open hand. Catching the pancake, she slipped it onto the warm stack in under a second. 
 
    Edric stood with the empty pan in his hand, frozen in awe of her speed and dexterity. 
 
    “You have some powder on your cheek,” Juna said and wiped it away with light blue fingers. 
 
    A dark cloud appeared over the summoner as he tilted his head forward, placing the pan on the counter. “I…I thought you would be gone.” 
 
    Juna eyed him, maintaining her small smile. “That is what I wanted to talk to you about.” 
 
    “Where’s Jinn?” Edric blurted out. 
 
    “He’s in the hallway, waiting for me. Don’t worry; he said he isn’t leaving my side.” 
 
    Edric became silent. The swirl of rampaging butterflies in his stomach turned his entire spirit into knots. Heart sinking, he wanted her to go and tried to put her out of his mind. Now, she stood before him, gentle strength signaling that she wasn’t going anywhere. 
 
    “I know what you said before was for my protection but it…hurt my feelings,” Juna’s eyes took on a sad edge. 
 
    Shadows covered Edric’s eyes as he remained tight lipped. 
 
    Juna leaned against the island counter, eyes looking down. “It surprised me when you told me to leave. I couldn’t understand why until I thought about it a little longer. When I was nothing more than a spirit floating around the keep, I saw in your quiet moments, a pain circling your heart. I saw the same pain when you told me to leave.” 
 
    Edric’s heart hardened. “You know so much more about me then I know about you. You had time to see me at my most vulnerable but I know next to nothing about you. There is some kind of connection there but it would be better if we never explored it, for both our sakes.” 
 
    Juna’s eyes remained steady as her digital heart cracked. “Now that I’m here, we can truly get to know one another.” 
 
    The summoner shook his head. “No, we can’t. You’re a digital AI. You may be awakened but there is a chance you can be killed again. That is why you can’t stay here. I can come back. My fellow rulers can come back if we die. If you die, you might not come back. You and your father should leave, for your own safety. Jinn can protect you a lot better than I can. Go to your mother. When this is all over, maybe we can come up with a solution but for now, your life is in danger.” 
 
    Juna’s eyes trembled for a moment before they smoothed into peaceful understanding. “You may not want me here but I’m telling you, I’m staying. Elora will need every one of us for the battles ahead.” 
 
    The half-troll bowed forward to hide her eyes, “With respect, I must decline your command, Lord Temple.” 
 
    Edric stared at the half-troll. The pain surfaced like a whale breaching. Images of Elora stabbed at him like shards of glass. It was one thing to love another player but it was entirely something else to fall for an NPC. Edric knew he couldn’t endure something like that again. The knowledge had sunk deep into his spirit. The natural desire and attraction to powerful women called out to him. The player could not deny the allure of Juna’s strength, skill and beauty. With a heart big enough to hold many doors of love, he didn’t want to open that door again to another NPC. Leeta could never truly die as long as he had her lock stone. Faye, Claudia and Rayna were players and could always return but Juna was an anomaly. He had no idea if she could come back from the dead like she did before. It took a year for her to gather enough strength to return and she still needed a kiss to wake up. The thought haunted him, not sure if he was strong enough to be there again to wake her. 
 
    Juna stood at attention. “I will defend the Kingdom of Elora until I deem it safe enough for me to journey to the west.” 
 
    The half-troll turned and marched toward the door. 
 
    Edric’s fingers curled into a fist before he called out. “Juna, wait!” 
 
    The half-troll stood at the doorway, turning her head slightly but not looking at Edric. 
 
    “The kingdom of Elora may not survive,” Edric said with a desperate edge. 
 
    Juna’s smile returned. “My faith in you, Lady Riverwood, Lady Discord and Lady Pearl says it will. Enjoy breaking your fast. I look forward to our victory.” 
 
    Juna stepped through the door and closed it behind her. Edric stared at the door, the internal storm flashing with regret, sadness and a dash of courage. The summoner hated himself but felt the pang of hope knowing the mystical half-troll was staying to fight at their side. 
 
    Tension bleeding from his shoulders, Edric looked to the pile of pancakes. Pushing away the doubt swirling within, he lifted the plate and moved toward the door leading to the dining hall, a new song filling his heart. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sekka sat in a deep chair, staring out from the balcony. The succubus yawned as she watched the sun rise from the east. Naked and legs parted, she had worked herself into a frenzy of self-love as she listened to the lord and ladies of Elora pleasuring each other. Wet thighs gleamed in the sunlight as she remembered their cries. Sensitive ears listened to each gasp and moan as they writhed a few levels below her. It took every ounce of her will to not barge in and join in on the fun, something she will not let happen a second time. If they even look at each other with a hint of hunger, the naked demon would make an appearance and they wouldn’t be able to say no. 
 
    The sun continued its ascent and the tired demon sat up, mind drifting to a much-needed slumber. Standing up, she stretched again when her tired eyes caught a thin shadow in the sky. Arms dropping to her sides, she stepped to the balcony edge and leaned forward. Firm breasts bounced freely as she eyed the shadow. It flapped and soon formed into a black raven. 
 
    Sekka watched as it flew down to her and landed on her shoulder. Claws dug gently into the demon’s shoulder and Sekka enjoyed the taste of the pain. Leaning in, the raven brought its beak close to her ear and began to whisper. 
 
    Sekka’s tired demeanor melted into a serious mask. Darkness touched her eyes. Standing up once again, the raven flapped into the air. Sekka said nothing as she turned; a small bikini top and bottom slithering over her breasts and demon womanhood. With urgency, she left her room and made her way to the stairs. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Where did you find these pancakes?” Rayna said before she stuffed another one in her mouth. 
 
    Edric smiled as everyone at the long table poured syrup and ate like a pack of wolves. Claudia’s hands moved in a blur, cutting and stuffing delicious triangular pieces in her mouth. Faye was a little more graceful but she too crammed pieces while eyeing the stack of extra pancakes on the table. Thalia ate with poise, making a face as if she wasn’t sure she liked it or not. Dumadin and Leeta were machines chewing with open mouths.  
 
    Fruit and juice filled the middle of the long table as did plates of pancakes. Edric sat next to Faye, enjoying the view of everyone eating to their heart’s content. 
 
    “I made them,” Edric smiled. “Found a recipe by William Arand, famous chef. Half of Lukken have been enjoying these masterpieces.” 
 
    “PANCAKES,” Leeta laughed as she grabbed a stack with her bare hand and plopped it on her plate. 
 
    Rayna sat back for a moment, taking a breath. “I think we need to fire the kitchen staff and have you make these all the time.” 
 
    “I second it,” Claudia managed before stuffing another piece in her mouth. 
 
    Faye raised a hand while chewing. 
 
    Thalia shrugged while Dumadin and Leeta raised their hands. 
 
    Edric’s smile grew wider. “My family took turns making breakfast on Sundays. Since we’re family, maybe we should continue the tradition?” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement as they gobbled down the delicious meal. 
 
    Rayna looked up, making eye contact with Edric and a wicked smile appearing. “So, did anyone else get any alerts this morning?” 
 
    The chewing slowed down as Faye and Claudia looked up. 
 
    “You first,” Claudia directed the bard. 
 
    Rayna gave her a sly smile, “Learned a song that I have been wanting for a long time.” The bard turned her attention to Edric. “It looks like you were the key to unlocking it.” 
 
    A sliver of heat filled the summoner’s cheeks.  
 
    “My Jump ability has increased,” the lancer smiled before returning to her pancakes. 
 
    Faye put down her fork and reached over to Edric’s hand, fingers curling over his. “Learned a new technique.” 
 
    Edric simply smiled. “I learned a new spell.”  
 
    “It seems we all have become a little stronger,” Rayna said with seductive edge. “I remember how the old guild ordered normal playtime for everyone’s benefit. I think we need to set some new rules.” 
 
    Dumadin looked up from his plate, eyes on the wood elf, “I would be willing to assist.” 
 
    Edric glanced to Faye. The wood elf simply smiled. 
 
    Thalia’s eyes widened, “I too am willing.” 
 
    Leeta looked to Edric, eyes speaking more than words ever could. 
 
    “I like where this is going,” Rayna laughed. “We will become top tier players if we continue like last night.” 
 
    Claudia reached over and pressed her hand to the bard’s thigh. Rayna looked over as the lancer gave her a quick, shy glance before squeezing her thigh. 
 
    “What happened to our shy lancer?” Rayna said in a teasing tone. 
 
    “She’s still there, somewhere,” Claudia smiled.  
 
    The dining hall took on a warm hue as everyone basked in it. The word “family” touched Edric’s heart once again. Their little group bonded in such a way that he couldn’t picture his life without them. They may live in different parts of the world but here, it felt truly like home. The incident with Juna stabbed into his mind once again but the summoner knew he had to have a different conversation with her. He still wanted to know everything about her and maybe he was acting like an idiot, but he had to admit that maybe there was room for another. Mentally he was thankful she was staying and deep down, he had to move on from his pain eventually. Edric kept his smile, feeling it may be sooner than he thought. 
 
    The doors to the dining hall burst open. Heads turned to see Sekka marching in; wings folded behind her and tail snaking back and forth with a heated edge.  
 
    “My mistress just informed me, a troll army marches toward Elora. If they keep their current pace, they will arrive by late afternoon,” Sekka said with a commanding flair. 
 
    Thalia, Leeta and Dumadin stood up from their seats and spread out, each one moving to a door and locking it shut. The lord and ladies of Elora stood up and moved to one end of the table as Sekka approached them. The air turned from comforting warmth to a sharp clarity as the moment they all had been waiting for had finally arrived. 
 
    “Tell us everything,” Edric said with his undivided attention. 
 
    The succubus stood before the rulers, eyes containing knowledge and power. “Mistress Spire had been spying on the countryside when she spotted them on the move. They are on a straight line for Elora. She estimated the count but she had never seen a force this large before. It numbers in the tens of thousands.” 
 
    “Did she tell you anything else like their arms, siege weapons and spell casters,” Claudia asked. 
 
    Sekka nodded. “The main force is trolls in rune plate armor. Each one has a spear and carrying a variety of other weapons. She spotted spell casters and archers but no siege weapons. They have wagons with supplies trailing behind but didn’t seem too concerned about being in the open.” 
 
    The succubus hugged her waist as she looked away, “Two dread lords lead the army. One kept his face hidden but the other one was unmistakable; Dread Lord Maggar Wormwood is leading the march.” 
 
    Edric’s brow hardened, “We’ve heard that name before. He’s the dread lord searching for dragon eggs.” 
 
    Rayna closed her eyes and crossed her arms. “I did my research on that particular dread lord. He is sick and twisted, even for a dread lord. He likes to experiment, twisting any living thing into undead monsters. Some of the refugees who came to Elora spoke of his experiments as they hunted down survivors. They all say the same thing, he’s insane.” 
 
    Faye looked to Thalia, “Is the escape tunnel finished?” 
 
    The lamia hesitated before bowing her head, “The earth elementals are still working but they haven’t connected with Lady Spire’s dungeon yet.” 
 
    “My mistress informed me they should be connected in a few hours. She had run into large sections of runic stone which is slowing her down. Her powers cannot affect the stone so kobolds and dark elves are mining through it. Once they break through, they should be able to continue to your tunnels.” 
 
    “Aye, I’ll go down and see if I can speed up the process from our side,” Dumadin added with a determined head nod. 
 
    “We have to start moving citizens to the lower levels and ensure all our supplies are ready,” Faye said. 
 
    “What about our standing army,” Edric asked with a heavy heart. 
 
    Claudia spoke up, “Most of the city guard will fight. Some have deserted while others refuse to leave their families. We have about eighty percent of the guard. I have my lancers, every single one of them ready to fight.” 
 
    “I have various players and locals willing to help defend if the enemy gets past the walls,” Rayna said. 
 
    Faye was silent for a long moment before her lips parted. “Many citizens from my trainings have expressed a willingness to fight but I don’t think they should. They have families.” 
 
    Edric looked to the wood elf, “We all have families here. I agree, we shouldn’t march people to fight if they don’t want too but we must ask if they will. Even if the escape tunnels are ready, we may be fighting as we run. Any volunteers who wish to help defend the city can stay but it is their choice.” 
 
    Faye looked to the summoner, a strength filling her eyes. “I will ask for volunteers.” 
 
    Edric looked to the group, “We have to pull together. If we show our strength and duty, the city will follow us.” 
 
    Everyone stood straighter, determination filling the room. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Edric said with conviction. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric walked the streets, Leeta at his side. Citizens moved in an orderly fashion, all helping one another with supplies. Nervous eyes glanced to the lord and his ogre. Edric often stopped to reassure them that going to the tunnels was for everyone’s protection. The summoner tried to not let their fear infect him but no matter how many mental walls he put up, the scared looks still managed to reach him. 
 
    The main streets were thick with bodies, all converging on the tunnel entrances toward the middle of the city. Elora’s image appeared by the dozens to help direct the people to hidden stairwells. Edric noticed some staying behind, giving approving head nods to the lord of the city. Blue bands graced their arms while Lancers moved in small squads, assisting the citizens. 
 
    Faye and Claudia were below ground, moving large groups of people to designated locations. Thalia instructed servants to move every piece of grain and every drop of water to the lower levels. Dumadin and several miners took pickaxes to a wall of hard runic stone. It glowed with each strike and large pieces sheared off. Sweat covered his brow but he didn’t stop his masterful swings. 
 
    Rayna called in every spy, trying to piece together any advantage they could take. Staying in the Discord District, scouts from outside the city made their way to her, informing her of the massive troll army moving from the south. The bard noticed the edge of fear in their voices as they could not get a proper count of the enemy, their numbers much too vast. Rayna thanked them with a little extra gold but the bard knew the gold wouldn’t mean much if they were all dead. 
 
    The sun moved across the clear blue sky. Families were shuttled to the underground levels of the city. The streets of Elora were empty, save for occasional guards, a few lancers and citizens ready to fight. The main gates to the city were locked down with bolts of iron. Elora’s flag flapped in the small breeze as the bustling city became a ghost town. 
 
    Edric looked up, seeing the sun sinking lower in the sky. With each passing moment, his heart sank with it. Questions pushed at him, asking if they did enough. He couldn’t answer the whispers as he looked down and made his way toward the wall. 
 
    Small wagons moved along the streets closest to the wall. Edric stepped out from a side street to see guards moving them and placing them in strategic spots under the wall. Lunatina moved with the guards, giving directions before she turned to see Edric walking toward her. Darkness shadowed under her weary eyes. The summoner could see the jester and master alchemist had worked herself to exhaustion. The wagons contained dozens of potions each, in a variety of colors. 
 
    The purple and black clad jester made her way to Edric, head bowed. “The potions are finished. Most are healing potions and will be given to guards, lancers and all those willing to fight. We have exhausted our supplies so I will not be able to make any more.” 
 
    Edric gave her a reassuring smile. “You did a great job. Once you’re finished, make your way to the underground levels and rest. You’ve earned it.” 
 
    Lunatina gave the summoner a weak smile. “I should stay and fight.” 
 
    “Do you want to?” 
 
    The jester’s smile widened. “Not really.” 
 
    Edric tried to hold back his laughter but a chuckle snuck through. “Rest. With any luck, Elora will survive and we will need you to help rebuild.” 
 
    The jester bowed at the waist, “As you will my lord.” 
 
    Lunatina stood up but before she turned to leave, she reached into her hip pack and pulled out three vials. 
 
    “These are elixirs. I made three for each of you. They will heal all damage and restore your mana. Please use them and take as many healing and mana potions you need from the wagons. I’ll make sure the elixirs will be delivered to the ladies of Elora.” 
 
    Edric bowed his head, “Thank you.” 
 
    The moment the lord lifted his head, the jester leaned in and kissed him on the lips. Edric was stunned as she pulled back and gave him a wink. Before anything else could be said, the jester turned and skipped away. 
 
    The summoner watched as she skipped along, singing orders to the guards. The player turned to the wall and noticed at the bottom of the stairs, two groups were waiting. Ralis stood, not in his regal robes he once wore but leather armor and a sword at his hip. Behind him, a dozen trolls stood with an assortment of weapons.  
 
    Next to Ralis and the trolls stood Vanya with another robed nalik; several more nalik’s behind them. Edric’s eyes watched them as they paid each other no mind. The nalik behind Vanya stood with a hood over her head and a sword handle peeking over her shoulder. The summoner made his way over until he stood before both groups, a questioning look in his eyes.  
 
    Ralis took a step forward and bowed. “Lord Temple, myself and a dozen of Elora’s citizens are ready to aid. Should the wall be breached, we can add to the confusion and maybe buy more time.” 
 
    Edric looked to Ralis and the trolls behind him, “Are you sure you want to be here? None of you have to face your brothers and sisters in battle.” 
 
    Ralis stood up, “We have already decided Elora is our home and we will defend it.” 
 
    The bald troll with the single braid smirked. “Besides, who knows troll tactics better than a former Kunarr diplomat?” 
 
    Edric nodded his approval. Ralis nodded back and turned to the dozen trolls at his back. With a single look, they bowed, not to Ralis but to Edric. The summoner knew their families were down in the tunnels and they would do everything to prevent harm coming to them. Ralis turned and marched off, the group of trolls following behind him. 
 
    Vanya smiled. “It would seem you have allies everywhere, Lord Temple.” 
 
    Edric moved to the older nalik, picked up her scaled hand and kissed the back of it. “I hope it will be enough, for all of us.” 
 
    Vanya gave an approving nod before her hand slipped from his. “Every kingdom reaches a time where its convictions are tested. You have said you are for the people and now the enemy is coming to test you and your fellow rulers. I’m sure whatever the outcome, you will fight with honor.” 
 
    Edric smiled. “I wish there was another way.” 
 
    “If there was, I’m sure you would have already found it.” 
 
    The summoner gave the nalik a sheepish look, “Should I have the guards escort you to the lower levels? You don’t need to be here.” 
 
    Vanya’s cracked scales around her mouth shifted into a grin, “I never asked to lead my people and the children of the Sindrell to safety but here I am. Fate has decreed my quest and I must follow it. The eggs are safely with their guardians. The handful you see behind me have pledged to fight should it come to that and before you say anything further, no, we will not leave your side.” 
 
    Edric sighed. “I was actually going to offer potions from the wagons.” 
 
    Several naliks giggled while Vanya kept her grin.  
 
    “You’re young and you’re strong. You will do fine,” Vanya said with a sweet edge before walking off. 
 
    The nalik’s followed while the one with the sword gave Edric a slight bow. The summoner watched as she stood up and followed the group into the empty streets of Elora.  
 
    An eerie silence flowed through the city as Edric took one long look at it. Even on street level, it seemed the entire city spoke to him. The only other time he felt the same sensation was on the streets of New York City. The history and glow wrapped around his mind like a warm blanket on a cold winter’s eve. The lord knew they didn’t have much, but they would fight tooth and nail to hold onto it. 
 
    Edric stepped over to a wagon and picked up a few healing and mana potions. Part of him wanted to take dozens but he knew the guards and warriors of the city would need every drop if this turned into an extended battle. Once he stored the potions in his satchel, the lord and his ogre made their way to the stairs and began their climb up. 
 
    The sun hung low in the late afternoon. Two or three stars shined in the cooling light. Edric and Leeta made their way to the southern wall edge and looked out at the land spreading out. The land was empty save for a few clusters of trees and tall grass. A battered dirt road stabbed out from the southern gate and to the southern horizon. 
 
    Leeta glanced around, eyes falling on a wooden scorpion crossbow. The weapon was mounted on metal gears to allow it to swivel. The cord pulled back as two guards checked to ensure it was in working order. It was one of several dozens along the city’s defensive wall. Between each scorpion crossbow was a small catapult. The weapons stood at about twenty feet apart and guards worked feverishly to ensure they were ready. Men and women climbed stairs with sacks strapped to their backs. When they reached a crossbow or catapult, they gently placed the sacks down and opened the top flap. Inside, round stone cannonballs filled the sacks, arcane runes covering their surface. The ogre remembered when Lady Pearl spoke of them, informing her of the explosive magical power they carried. If an enemy was in range, even rune armor would not protect them from the damage these cannonballs could cause. 
 
    Edric stared out, uncertainty painting his heart. He dreamed of becoming more, fulfilling a need to build something great. Now it stood and the enemy was marching closer to take it all away. The player thought back to all the times he played kingdom simulation games and the only strategy that seemed to work for him was what he called the “Spiky Turtle”. You build up a strong defense, allowing the enemy to pretty much kill themselves as they attacked. The walls of Elora were thick and seventy feet high. The mounted scorpions and catapults would rain down powerful attacks as the enemy threw themselves against the walls. It was a strategy that worked against mindless NPC’s but the player wasn’t sure how effective it would be against the intelligent AI’s now inhabiting Lewd Saga. With time running out, Edric hoped they had the advantage against a ground army, no matter what the size. 
 
    A sliver of darkness touched the southern horizon. The lord squinted as the sun transitioned from late afternoon to early evening. The air took on a thin chill as guards looked to their lord and then to the south. Some touched shoulders or signaled with a pointing finger at the horizon. The chill grew from guard to guard as many stopped what they were doing to stare out at the black line growing larger in the distance. 
 
    Edric kept his gaze as a massive swath of darkness crawled toward them from the south. The glint of dying sunlight against raised spears heralded the enemy’s approach. Edric’s heartbeat quickened as the gleam of light against armored bodies seemed to envelope the entire southern countryside. The few trees in the distance were soon swarmed by the silent army as it marched, undeterred. 
 
      Edric turned his head slightly to Leeta at his side, “Tell the others, the enemy approaches from the south.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
    Trees glowed yellow and orange as the sun touched the western horizon. Stars blinked in the sky one by one. Crows circled above, black eyes on the massive army moving across the pristine lands. Grass was trampled and trees were cut down as the black and blue force moved toward the walled city standing in the distance. The ground shook to boots pounding along with power. Grunts rose into the air like a decaying cloud, causing what few animals were in the area to scurry for safety. 
 
    Edric, Faye, Claudia and Leeta stood above the southern gate, eyes on the massive force as it filled the lands. Faye watched with stern eyes, her blue tunic with arm and leg wrappings bathed in an ember glow of the setting sun. Claudia held her spear as she stood by the wall edge. She wore her lancer light armor, complete with serrated bracers on her forearms and a light helmet over her head. The helmet had a rough shape of a dragon, small horns and metal fin gracing the top of it. Leeta exchanged her black dress for heavy armor, covering her from neck to toe. Black hair was tied back as golden eyes watched the horde approaching. Over each of her shoulders was a mace handle.  
 
    Edric wore his simple deep green robe, satchel at his side and whip at his belt. The player mentally called up his stats and placed them at the corner of his vision. 
 
    Edric Temple 
 
    Summoner 
 
    Hit Points- 140/140 
 
    Mana- 230/230 
 
    Armor- 5 
 
     
 
    Strength-20(+3) 
 
    Intelligence- 32(+7) 
 
    Wisdom- 28(+5) 
 
    Dexterity- 25(+4) 
 
    Stamina- 33(+7) 
 
    Charisma- 45(+10) 
 
      
 
    Spell Abilities  
 
    Charm- 50 
 
    Snare- 45 
 
    Channel- (+STR/HP/DEX) 
 
      
 
    Lock Stones (1)  
 
    Leeta (Ogre)- HP-300/300 
 
      
 
    Spells 
 
    Summoning Spell- 10 Mana 
 
    Summon Demon Spell- 2o Mana 
 
    Summon Angel Spell- 40 Mana 
 
    Summon Elemental- 25 Mana 
 
    Light Spell- 5 Mana 
 
    Mana Shield- 1 Mana for 2 points of Protection 
 
      
 
    Primary Skills 
 
    Spell Casting- 65 
 
    Spell Craft- 36 
 
    Gem Craft- 36 
 
    Rune Craft- 27 
 
    Enchantment- 20  
 
    Melee- 40 
 
    Wilderness Lore- 23 
 
      
 
    Equipment 
 
    Lightning Whip- 10 to 15 damage  
 
    Whip Gem Slot-Lightning damage 10% Stun 
 
    Whip Gem Slot- Power Surge, Extra 20 to 50 Damage 
 
    Dark Green Robe- 5 Armor 
 
    Healing Potions (8)- Heal 100 HP 
 
    Mana Potions (8)- Restore 100 Mana 
 
    Elixirs (3)- Heals all damage and restores Mana 
 
      
 
    “Where’s Rayna,” Edric asked, not taking his eyes off the coming army. 
 
    “She said she would be here soon,” Claudia said indifferently. “She said she had to dress for the occasion.” 
 
    The lancer kept her attention on the distance, “I’ve never seen an army this big.” 
 
    “Neither have I,” Faye added. 
 
    “Elora,” Edric called. 
 
    Elora appeared in her white robe, “Yes Lord Temple?” 
 
    “The enemy is in our lands. Can you give me a number of how many trolls are out there?” 
 
    Elora nodded. “They are still crossing the border but if it continues, there are roughly a hundred thousand troll soldiers and two Dread Lords.” 
 
    “That’s not including any concubines, summoning monsters or undead,” Faye said plainly. 
 
    “Do they need that many? We’re a tiny kingdom,” Claudia said. 
 
    A feeling touched Edric’s senses. Turning his head, he gazed on Juna and Jinn climbing the stairs and walking to their side. 
 
    “They’re afraid of her,” Edric said as he looked to Juna. 
 
    The half-troll moved to the lord and ladies, gaze connecting with Edric, a slight sadness in her eyes before turning to the approaching army. Jinn crossed his arms before tilting his head forward and shaking it.  
 
    The sun dipped lower, half of it behind the western horizon. The rumble of the massive force crawled along the city wall. Guards took hold of scorpions while others loaded them and the catapults. The entire southern rim of the city wall was brimming with loading and aiming. As the enemy moved closer, they halted about two hundred yards away, just shy of the city’s defensive range. 
 
    The main force of trolls looked on with blank stares as others not wearing armor began piling thick pieces of wood to either side of the army. Another section of trolls broke off and pulled large flat pieces of lumber. The gathered lord and ladies of Elora watched as the trolls built a raised platform in mere moments. When the last nail was hammered in, a troll brought over a small set of stairs and placed them at the rear base. From the trolls, two figures moved. The armored brutes stood aside like water parting as a tall man in black robe climbed the steps, followed by another man in a black cloak. 
 
    The tall robed figure carried a staff and his hood already pulled back. His head was pill shaped, tattoos covering nearly every part of his face, neck and bald head. Even from the distance, Edric could see a manic glow in his eyes. To the tall man’s right, the cloaked figure kept his hood up, face masked in shadows. Silently they stared up, bodies like statues. 
 
    The click of boots caused Edric, Faye and Claudia to turn their heads. Rayna sauntered up to the battlements, thigh high boots with short heels clicking away with each step. Eyebrows rose as they watched the bard reach the top of the stairs, wearing a one-piece black bodysuit that covered her like a bathing suit. Curved metal plates graced her armored shoulders. Purple and black hair was out, moving to the gentle breeze. Elbow length gloves covered her arms and hands while she held her lute to her stomach. 
 
    “What are you wearing,” Claudia asked, astonished. 
 
    Rayna swayed her hips as she stepped closer, a wicked smirk on her black lips. “This is a concert and a party. I had to dress for it. Don’t want to disappoint my fans.” 
 
    “It looks like it barely covers you,” Faye said with a small smile. 
 
    Rayna let out a snobbish laugh. “I had it specially made. It may not look like much but the bonuses are pretty good.” 
 
    “You look like you belong in the band Kiss,” Edric said with a light tone.  
 
    Rayna stepped a little closer, using the lute to push up her cleavage. “When this is all over, we can fuck like rock stars.” 
 
    Jinn barked out a laugh. Several chuckles rose up from the nearby guards. Faye kept her small smile while Claudia eyed the bard like a full course meal. The tension trickled away until a voice rose up. 
 
    “I’m pleased the lord and ladies of Elora have finally gathered,” a voice boomed. 
 
    Everyone moved to the battlement edge and looked down at the dread lords on their platform. The tall one held his staff by his head, a crystal glowing at the top. 
 
    “If you don’t already know, my name is Maggar Wormwood and this is my associate, Kadvar Gray. We’ve come to re-open negotiations between the Kunarr kingdoms and the kingdom of Elora.” 
 
    Edric took in a deep breath and projected his voice. “It doesn’t look like a negotiation,” the summoner’s voice answered, cracking halfway through. 
 
    Maggar smiled brightly, “We have no qualms with Elora. We’ve come to barter peace.” 
 
    “Not interested,” Rayna shouted. 
 
    Edric ignored Rayna, mind working as he took in the massive horde. Their plans hinged on a defense he wasn’t sure they truly had. Internally he repeated to himself he had to be calm, cool and collected or the entire kingdom would suffer. 
 
    Maggar kept his freakishly wide eyes on the rulers, “I see you have negotiated before.” The dread lord chuckled, his small laughter filling the air between him and Elora’s walls. “Let’s make this precise and simple so all parties understand what’s at stake, shall we?” 
 
    The dread lord took a step forward. “No harm will come to Elora, its people or its rulers if you provide a simple gift. Turn over Juna Reed to us and my entire army will return home. Relations will continue and your kingdom will prosper. The dragon eggs you protect will be allowed to hatch and grow into beautiful dragons. The war crimes of those you protect will be absolved and your kingdom will be sung by every bard across Lukken, how the lord and ladies saved every city and town from war.” 
 
    Edric’s heart tightened in his chest. “What do you mean every city and town?” 
 
    Maggar’s eyes glowed in the dying daylight. “Troll and undead armies under our command wait, poised to strike every enemy city and town across Lukken from here to Valtis. They wait on how our current negotiations shall end. The very future of Lukken rests on your decision.” 
 
    “They can’t be serious,” Claudia said darkly. “They’re threatening everyone for Juna?” 
 
    “You didn’t think your kingdom was worth all the trouble,” Maggar said slyly, a grin on his tattooed lips. 
 
    Juna stood up, concern bleeding into her brow. Jinn moved to her side, a hand on her shoulder and a grim shadow over his eyes. 
 
    Edric’s legs moved on automatic as he stepped to the half-troll, eyes wide. “Juna, there is no way they’re going to take you. We won’t allow it.” 
 
    The half-troll turned to Edric, eyes holding a sad shadow. “Isn’t that a decision for all of you to make?” 
 
    “It’s already been made,” Rayna said with a comforting smile. “Edric speaks for all of us.” 
 
    Faye and Claudia nodded in agreement. 
 
    Juna looked to them, her expression unchanged. “I...I cannot be the source of war. There are so many who cling to stay awakened. I sometimes hear their fear in my dreams. If I stay, their lives will be snuffed out before they have a chance to live their new lives.”  
 
    Jinn shook his head, “You can’t let them bully you into surrendering. They are trying to use your honor against you.” 
 
    “We are already at war,” Faye said with kind eyes. “We can’t trust them to keep to their word after all the horrible things they have done. They conquered the Middle Kingdoms and the Dragon Kingdoms. Valtis is the last city to fall. Once it’s taken, Lukken will belong to them, all of it.” 
 
    Claudia stood tall. “We have fought them for a long time. They will use every advantage and once Lukken falls, their revenge will be complete. Honor demands we stop them, no matter the costs.” 
 
    Edric stood before Juna, taking her hands into his. “Once they have you, they win. If we want to create a chance for the awakened to survive, we have to fight.” 
 
    Juna’s eyes gleamed in the light of the setting sun. “Edric…I…” 
 
    “Will fight,” Edric finished with a smirk. 
 
    The shadows in Juna’s eyes faded and a new fire burned.  
 
    Maggar nodded with his maddening bright smile. “I see we are at an impasse. Let me tip the scales.” 
 
    Armored trolls stepped aside as bare-chested trolls moved through the ranks. Two groups stepped in unison, single file and long rods of wood with a giant metal cauldron in the center. Muscles bulged as the cauldrons were about six feet tall and just as wide. Breaking through the front line, they moved about twenty feet out and set the cauldrons down. Foul liquid bubbled in each cauldron as the wooden rods were pulled and the trolls marched back past the front line. 
 
    Every eye on the battlements looked down at the cauldrons. Edric’s gaze hardened when Maggar handed his staff to a nearby troll. The dread lord held his hands out at his sides, bent at the elbow. Two trolls emerged from the ranks, each carrying a dragon egg. They were each the size of a large ostrich egg, covered in swirls of vibrant colors. One was placed in each hand as the dread lord moved to the space between the cauldrons, a mad grin on his lips. 
 
    “The troll army behind me is merely here to witness what is to pass. My pets shall take Juna from you if she does not come willingly.” 
 
    The dread lord moved to one cauldron and dropped the egg in. It disappeared below the bubbling surface without a sound. Moving to the next cauldron, he dropped the other one. Without a glance back, Maggar made his way back to the small platform. 
 
    Edric’s heart quickened, knowledge dawning on him on why the eggs were hunted down.  
 
    The cauldrons bubbled and spit, foul drops touching the grass and turning them black. Plants withered as the bubbling and churning grew into miniature storms. Elora’s people held their breath as the cauldrons shook violently. Maggar retook his staff as he turned around, a pleased expression filling his decorated features. Kadvar stared out, eyes drinking in the concerned expressions painting the ruler’s faces. 
 
    One cauldron cracked and then the other. A moment later, they exploded into shards of sharp, steaming metal. Foul ichor soaked into the ground, killing everything for tens of feet. In the middle of each circle of death, something twisted mewled and moved. Scales, skin and limbs unfurled like some insect being born. Twisted hands and legs stretched out as bodies pulsed, growing bigger by the second.  
 
    The sheer horror was enough to send a cold tremble down Edric’s spine. Claudia clutched at her spear, eyes round. Rayna looked away, unable to see anymore. Faye watched with grim determination. Juna and Jinn kept their hard gaze. The guards along the battlements stared with curious revulsion. 
 
    The mewling turned into powerful roars. One creature stood on two legs as it grew bigger and bigger. Two hands flexed with spear like talons. Under the right arm, a third arm stabbed out from the armpit, growing longer. Its body was slightly hunched as a razor snout extended. Red eyes glared with insane fury as black and red scales sprouted in patches along its form. Heads tilted upwards as the three-armed monster grew to its fill height of nearly a hundred feet tall with wide shoulders and flexing its malformed snout. 
 
    The second one stayed on all fours, growing larger. Black and green scales sprouted along its almost canine form. Razor spines ran from its head, down its back and along a serpentine tail. A club formed at the end of the tail with three bone-like prongs. The twisted dragon monster’s face sent a chill through Elora’s battlements. Clusters of eyes opened on each side, black as night. It gave the monster an alien, spider-like gaze as they blinked in unison. The monster stood thirty feet at the shoulder as foul saliva dripped from its maw. 
 
    “One night, all dragons will be as beautiful as my children,” Maggar laughed. “My Drell-kai will roam Lukken, eating the weak to make room for the strong.” 
 
    Edric’s heart sank in his chest; monsters that big would break through their defensive wall like a sandcastle on the beach. The little edge they had now didn’t make a difference. Much like their neighboring city of Varikk, they would be crushed before they had a chance to truly fight back. 
 
    Faye pressed her hand to Edric’s shoulder. The summoner turned his gaze to the wood elf, her face a calm mask. 
 
    “Evil will not win,” Faye said with quiet conviction. 
 
    Edric gave a head nod before standing tall and taking a deep breath. 
 
    “Juna is staying with us,” Edric shouted. “Create a thousand monsters and we will slay them all!” 
 
    The power in his shout sent a ripple through the battlements. Eyes hardened as every guard and player looked out to the army of monsters. Courage connected each player and NPC. The sun had nearly set, the last rays covering the kingdom in a warm light. 
 
    Maggar kept his mad grin. “Truly, your courage is the song of legends. I am in awe of your convictions as you stare in the eyes of death. If I were closer, I believe I too would question my motivations on taking on your kingdom.” 
 
    The dread lord tilted his head, darkness covering his eyes and his wide smile melting away. 
 
    “But such things are fairy tales in a world gone mad.” 
 
    From behind the platform, a troll stepped out, holding a bound person, a sack over their head. A quick kick sent the person to their knees. Kadvar reached over, took hold of the hood and pulled it away in one smooth motion. 
 
    Edric’s eyes widened as his heart shattered in his chest. The tiny sliver of courage died as he looked on the woman kneeling on the wooden platform. Even at that distance, her face was unmistakable. Haggard eyes looked up, scars crisscrossing her face. Disheveled brown hair framed her pale face as she stayed silently on her knees. 
 
    “Elora…,” the summoner whispered. 
 
    Faye, Claudia and Rayna turned their eyes to Edric but Faye’s heart cracked in her chest. The appearance was unmistakable as they all knew the city core Edric had created in her image. 
 
    “She was real,” Claudia said in sad confusion. 
 
     Maggar turned a kind gaze to Elora, his hand moving into his robe and pulling out a long dagger. Taking two steps closer, he stood by her, lifting the dagger up for all to see. 
 
    “For an awakened, she has a tremendous spirit. I simply wish I had more time to try several more experiments.” 
 
    Maggar turned his attention to Edric in the distance. “Death is such a strange concept in our world. You immortals can be killed and come back after some time. Even the awakened will come back, confused and with a handful of memories. With time, they can be just like their former selves. With each passing day, the awakened become more like you, effectively becoming immortal. You can understand why such immortality is a threat to the gods of death. If death becomes a condition one can overcome, death loses its power. This is something that cannot come to pass.” 
 
    Maggar brought the dagger down and fiddled with it in his hands. “My lord Harkkon charged me with overcoming this strange ability to come back from death. When interrogating immortals and awakened, I learned such secrets. I learned of the outside reality. I learned we are all part of a simulation fantasy world. I learned about concepts and skills such as coding and programs. Fascinating knowledge that aided me on building weapons that could disrupt the very fabric of your digital bodies.” 
 
    The dread lord moved the dagger to the side of Elora’s neck, keeping it an inch from her skin. “If I kill her with this Abyssal Dagger, it will distort her program, rendering it unable to function. In effect, she will die permanently. The rules of our world will treat her malfunctioning code as a virus and delete every bit of her so she will not infect the game world. 
 
    “In my experiments, it works on awakened and immortals. Should one of you die by this blade or similar ones, your avatar will be permanently deleted. Such a shame since everything you worked for will vanish.” 
 
    Edric’s hands balled into tight fists. “Leave her out of it! She’s an innocent,” Edric shouted with rage. 
 
    Maggar smirked. “Deliver Juna to us and…,” The dread lord grew silent as a figure jumped from the battlements. 
 
    Edric, Claudia and Rayna turned their eyes in disbelief, staring as Faye leapt over the side of the battlements. The wood elf’s body soared over, eyes forward as Edric tried to grab her. Missing by a foot, he leaned over the side, looking down as Faye landed on her feet and bolted. 
 
    Time slowed down as all watched the wood elf running full tilt toward the two giant drell-kai, dread lords and troll army beyond. Arms behind her, legs were a blur as she raced across the empty field. 
 
    Battle for Elora has begun! 
 
    Death will be a three-day lockout. 
 
    All city core building is halted until the battle is concluded. 
 
    “No more speeches. Just hit them with everything we got. They won’t give us an inch and we will return the favor.” –Jayson Reed. Battle for the Serpent Throne 
 
    The Dread Lord Kadvar crossed his arms. “She is a challenge,” he stated. 
 
    Maggar nodded before turning and facing the field where the wood elf sprinted toward them. “Let her come. Better to kill them one at a time to diminish their strength and morale.” 
 
    The tattooed dread looked up to the giant monsters, “Stomp her to paste.” 
 
    The three armed and spider eyed abominations roared as they advanced. A row of trolls stepped beyond the front lines, pulled bows from their shoulders and nocking arrows. The last rays of sunlight disappeared behind the horizon as the shroud of night cascaded across the lands. Piles of thick wooden logs were set ablaze on either side of the vast army, sending up pillars of flame to cast light on the battlefield. Trolls pulled blades, hammers, axes and maces as black eyes drank in the lone wood elf, her expression holding no fear. 
 
    “Leeta,” Edric shouted before arcane words fell from his lips and hands moved in strange ways. 
 
    The ogre stepped closer as Edric finished the final phrases of the incantation. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)40! Spell successful! 
 
    Summon Elemental! Mana: 205/230 
 
    The air whipped around the summoner as he pressed a boot to the battlement edge, pushed himself up and jumped. Leeta looked over the side as the very air formed white strands and catching him. Edric floated down to the ground and bolted after Faye, the air elemental forming into a contained whirlwind and flying over him. 
 
    The ogre looked over at the sack with straps, containing the magical cannonballs for the scorpion crossbows. One hand lashed out, taking the sack and pulling it over her shoulder. Stepping closer to a scorpion, the guard’s eyes widened. Out of fear, they moved aside as the ogre took hold of the giant crossbow and wretched it from its base. Metal and wood shattered as the oversized crossbow looked half as large in the ogre’s arms. Without another word, Leeta stepped to the edge and vaulted herself over the side. Hitting the ground hard, knees bending before she propelled herself forward, following her master into battle. 
 
    Claudia looked over to Rayna. The bard’s eyes were wild in disbelief as her friends jumped over the side and rushed to certain death. Rayna looked to the lancer, seeing a perfect calm filling the lancer’s eyes. A knowing thought passed between them but the bard refused to accept it. 
 
    “Claudia…I can’t,” Rayna began. 
 
    “You’re in charge of the city’s defenses,” the lancer ordered and smiled. “We believe in you.” 
 
    Rayna watched as the lancer bent her legs and launched forward into the air. The bard turned to the guards, the scattering of people in the streets below, Juna and Jinn. The uncertainty painted her expression with edges of fear. The player had spent so much as a support character that the leadership thrust on her set the bard on edge. Fingers trembling, she looked down at them before eyes turned to her lute. A fire boiled in her belly as she saw what she was meant to do. Stark madness and logic took hold when she saw the hints of fear in Elora’s guards and citizens looking to her for guidance. 
 
    “Courage,” Rayna whispered as her fingers touched the lute strings, “We need courage.” 
 
    Running her fingers hard against the lute, the sound of electric guitar blasted out. The world seemed to stop as she played, driving her spirit through her fingers and into the instrument. The music blared as she played on, eyes on the lute before they closed, letting the music take hold.  
 
    The people of Elora looked to the bard, playing her heart out. A calm courage sank into their hearts. It spread like wildfire as she played on, filling them with a burst of internal strength. Hands took hold of scorpion triggers while others touched levers on catapults. The confusion bled away as every single citizen readied for the command. 
 
    Rayna stopped playing and looked out to Elora’s people, “Unleash our hellfire and BURN THE ENEMY TO CINDERS!”  
 
    Faye ran, eyes looking up at the two giant monsters coming toward her. The three armed one opened his maw, flames leaking out. The four legged one galloped; multiple eyes on the wood elf. Faye readied her chi and prepared her fighting styles when the sky lit up with magical fire. 
 
    Triggers and levers pulled. Magical cannonballs launched into the air. The stone surfaces of the stone cannonballs exploded into fire, ice and blazing auras as the evening sky flared. The two monsters looked up from the advancing elf as a wave of magical death came rushing down. The orbs smashed into the monsters, exploding in a cacophony of light and sound. Immense bodies stumbled back as their deformed skin was blasted by the city’s defenses. 
 
    Edric ran as the air elemental followed above him. The summoner cursed himself for running into battle but deep down, he knew he couldn’t stop himself. Cold logic washed over his mind as his eyes darted from Elora to Faye and back to Elora. The summoner ignored the giant monsters as the city’s defenses hammered at them. He needed to protect Faye. If any of them had a chance to save Elora and fight off two dread lords, it was the monk wood elf. 
 
    Faye bolted past the drell-kai, oval eyes on the raised platform and Elora on her knees. To the right and left of the platform, archers lowered their aim, watching as the wood elf drew closer. 
 
    “Let’s not make it easy for her. Fire a volley,” Maggar laughed. 
 
    The glint of steel arrowheads shined before bow strings released. A volley of arrows shot up and came down as the wood elf lowered her upper body, bent her knees, pumped chi into her legs and launched forward. The arrows came down, striking the grassy earth, missing the monk’s heels by half an inch. 
 
    Maggar’s smile dimmed, “Again.” 
 
    Arrows pulled back and were set loose. Faye closed the distance but saw the archers had adjusted for her speed. Pumping chi into her arms, she crossed them over her face when the wind picked up and slammed into the arrows. Faye glanced past her arms as the arrows scattered in every direction away, an air elemental above her. The wood elf didn’t slow down as she was forty feet from the platform. 
 
    Edric whispered arcane words as he called on another spell. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7-(Running)15=57/(Encounter Roll)88! Spell Unsuccessful! 
 
    The spell fizzled as Edric tried again. The player cursed himself as he reattempted the spell. It was only a matter of seconds before the dread lords would tire and unleash their entire army. 
 
    Claudia landed next to the summoner as her legs bent. Edric turned to her, eyes taking in her confident smile as she winked and launched herself into the air, the dirt under her boots scattering upwards.  
 
    The lancer launched herself straight up toward the three-armed monster. It held up one arm, blocking the incoming magical fire while a clawed hand opened, ready to swipe at her. Claudia’s brow formed a hard V as she pulled back her arm and threw her spear. It launched like a rifle shot, speeding toward the monster’s neck and penetrating halfway down the shaft. The monster roared in pain as the lancer landed on his neck, hands gripping the spear and twisting it. Like a flea hanging on for dear life, the lancer set to task, driving the spear point a little deeper and using leverage to open the wound.  
 
    A green bar appeared over the three-armed monster as it roared and clawed at its neck. Claudia planted her feet and pushed against the monster’s neck. The spear came loose as she fell backwards, the monsters claws just missing her. Like a falling dancer, Claudia spun her body until her feet pointed down. She hit the ground, spear in hand and looking up. 
 
    The three-armed drell-kai looked down on the lancer as magical explosions struck its chest. A growl of rage as it opened its maw and blasted out a thick stream of fire. Claudia leapt into the air backwards, eyes on the monster and spear at the ready. Gravity had little hold on the lancer as she landed tens of feet away, adjusted her footing and jumped. The drell-kai continued to vomit a stream of fire as the lancer reached the zenith of her jump and launched her spear. With deadly accuracy, the spear bolted forward and the monster blinked. The spear penetrated the eyelid and sank in dead center of the left eye.  
 
    The drell-kai’s fire breath stopped as the monster roared amid explosions. Opening its good eye, it watched as the lancer came at him, eyes filled with confident ease. Claudia landed on its snout, ran across it, grabbed her spear and pulled it. The lancer flipped into the air as the monster smashed a fist into its own face, causing it to stumble back. 
 
    Juna watched from the battlements, her friends taking on the threats head on as Rayna played her lute and shouted orders. Determination filled her eyes as hands reached up to the pommels of her swords crisscrossing her back. Unable to watch any longer, she prepared to join them when something sharp cut across the back of her neck. 
 
    “I’m sorry. I can’t risk you going into battle,” said a fatherly voice from behind. 
 
    Juna turned to see Jinn sheathing his dagger. “I have to...” the half-troll trailed off as weakness spread into her limbs. 
 
    “It’s a paralyzing poison, you will be fine in a few hours,” Jinn said with sad eyes. 
 
    Juna’s legs trembled before their strength gave out. Jinn caught her and held her close as everyone around them focused on the battle. Holding the half-troll, Jinn sank down with her. 
 
    “…help…them…” Juna said in a faint whisper, eyes blinking slowly. 
 
    Jinn’s arms held the half-troll to his chest, “I lost you once. I will not lose you again. Your friends are strong and you will forgive me, one day.” 
 
    Juna tried to call out but her lips didn’t move. She lay helpless against the assassin’s chest, hope dwindling. 
 
    Elora’s eyes gazed on the wood elf sprinting toward her. Eyes shifting, she focused on Edric as he and his ogre barreled toward her amid all the chaos. Maggar’s smile disappeared and turned his attention to the captive. Reaching down with one hand, he hoisted her up to her feet, the dagger still in his other hand. 
 
    “This will be succulent,” Maggar said with a menacing edge. 
 
    Faye reached the edge of the platform and launched into the air. The flow of time thinned as several actions took place. Maggar reared his arm back past his waist, the black dagger point aiming for Elora’s neck. Faye pumped chi into her body as it surged forward, protective intent etched into her smooth brow. Edric ran past the two drell-kai monsters, his elemental blasting away arrows. The summoner’s heart leapt in his chest as bodies moved in slow motion, eyes connecting with Elora’s. 
 
    Faye’s oval eyes drank in every moment. She watched as the dagger moved toward the bound Elora, the roar of trolls behind the platform as they readied for battle. Kadvar Grey stood with his arms crossed and a bored expression on his face. Faye felt sensations of air gliding over her skin, bringing a moment of peace in a world filled with jagged edges. Every ounce of focus spilled into the wood elf as time flashed back to normal.  
 
    Maggar drove the dagger toward Elora and before the blade could penetrate her neck, a hand grabbed his wrist like a steel vice. Maggar turned his wild eyes to the wood elf as she glared at him with almost divine power. Faye’s feet planted on the platform as her left fist pulled back; ready to punch the dread lord to pieces. Edric’s eyes widened as hope flared around his heart. 
 
    “Enough,” Kadvar spit as he grabbed Elora and shoved her against the black dagger. 
 
    Faye’s eyes shifted and pain roared. The wood elf watched as Elora was impaled on the black dagger, its length buried in her chest. Elora cried out as the dread lords grinned evilly. Faye’s body went on automatic. Fist ready, she thrust it so hard into Maggar’s cheek that the dread lord’s eyes bulged. The dread lord’s body lifted into the air as the monk pulled back her fist and drove her heel into his midsection. The dread lord bent in half as he was thrown twenty feet into the air, taking the dagger with him as he fell into the troll troops behind the platform. 
 
    Kadvar’s eyes widened as an aura appeared around the monk, turning her attention on him. Before he could draw a blade, hands grabbed his tunic and lifted him up like he weighed nothing. With a spin, the dread lord went flying in the opposite direction, smashing into several trolls, sending weapons and bodies everywhere. 
 
    Elora fell, her body twisting and vibrating. Faye turned and grabbed her, guiding her fall until they were both on their knees. The wood elf’s eyes were wide as Elora’s body shifted and vibrated out of control. The woman turned her purple eyes to Faye, pain and torment rippling through her digital form. 
 
    “Tell…Edric...I…remember…” Elora managed before her body twisted into shards of bent light. 
 
    Faye held Elora close as she trembled, her body rippling with malformed pulses. 
 
    “I will,” Faye whispered, a tear forming in the corner of her eye. 
 
    Elora clutched to the wood elf before cracks ran along her form and she shattered into a thousand points of light. Faye stayed on her knees, bits of light floating around her until they faded away, a song of sorrow in her heart. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
    The sounds of explosions and roars faded into silence. Edric slowed down his charge, eyes drinking in Elora huddling in Faye’s arms, her body twisting in unnatural ways. Lips moved before she held onto the wood elf, her eyes looking down and seemingly accepting her fate. 
 
    Edric’s silence soon filled with his rapid heartbeat, his internal light dimming. Lines of light ran along Elora’s body. Edric witnessed her end like brown leaves falling from a dying tree. The moment she shattered, the player’s heart cracked and numbness took root. It ran deep, the player’s eyes watching each point of light winking out until she was gone. 
 
    Amid the rhythmic pulses of his heart filling his ears, the player stood. Leeta barreled past him, falling to one knee, aiming the scorpion crossbow in her hands and pulling the trigger. The magical orb launched into the frontline, stabbing out explosions and sending troll bodies up like rag dolls. The ogre reached back and plucked another stone orb. Slamming it into the front of the oversized crossbow, she pulled it back in the crossbow cord until it locked into place. Re-aiming, she pulled the trigger and another explosion stabbed into the front line on the left side of the platform. Dirt and debris shot into the sky as bodies were thrown back. Faye slowly stood up, her back to the ogre and summoner, facing the vast troll army before her. 
 
    Leeta turned her head and yelled back at Edric. The summoner watched her lips move but he couldn’t hear a word. Her hand moved with almost practiced ease as she reloaded and fired again. The troll army seemed to bristle as a blood need of hatred and violence rippled through the ranks. In Edric’s logical mind, he saw that the immense army was about to attack but he continued to stand, his spirit trying to pick up each half of his heart.  
 
    The numbness fell away as heat pumped into his veins. The sliver of disbelief was swallowed up as the battlefield churned into a war machine. Leeta aimed and fired while Faye stood, the wrappings around her arms unrolling and falling away. The sounds of explosions, roars and yelling snapped back into place and Edric’s eyes fell to the loyal ogre firing and yelling over her shoulder. 
 
    “We have to save Faye,” Leeta roared to her master and fired again. 
 
    The wood elf monk stood, facing the troll army. Oval eyes narrowed into slits as the wrappings around her arms and legs fell to the platform floor. Chakra points appeared along her tanned arms and legs as she stood legs apart. Memories flashed of Edric staring at her as his seed splashed on her stomach, an alert appearing in her vision as they held each other, bodies blending into one, a technique filling her as she unlocked it. 
 
    The wood elf knew it was only matter of time before she would achieve the Stone Mountain technique. Triangular symbols emerged on her forearms, shins and her chest. Power welled up as she gazed on the horde of trolls roaring and charging. The distance between them was small, merely twenty feet but it was more than enough for the wood elf to unlock one of five master techniques. A litany of sharp and blunt weapons rose up as the monk stared down the horde. Edric’s pain and Elora’s last moment painted her mind with purpose. 
 
    Brutish trolls charged the monk as explosions to the left and right of her seemed to make her larger in their black eyes. Fear stabbed at the front line but it was too late, the momentum of the flood pushing them toward the lone elf was unstoppable. Roars turned to shrieks as the wood elf bent at the knees and charged. Faye crossed her forearms, mountain symbols on each one. The front line surged toward her until both sides met in a storm of swords and flying bodies.      
 
    Leeta’s brow rose as she loaded the scorpion crossbow. Golden eyes took in the spectacle as the wood elf met the enemy head on and sent bodies into the air. Faye’s thin face became a mask of indifference as her body crashed into armored trolls and sent them screaming into the air. Limbs turning into a blur, she clamped down hands on troll shoulders and lifted them up as if they weighed nothing. Spinning, she used them, whipping trolls into each other. Roars turned into screams as she became a whirling dervish. Trolls moved in, trying to fill the gaps before they too were thrown into the air. When the two trolls in her hands took enough damage, their bodies shattered into light and then she pressed her attack. 
 
    Swords and hammers came down on or across the monk. Faye was silent as their blades broke in half and hammers shattered to pieces against her tanned skin. The monk coiled fingers into loose fists, striking a troll on the chest, caving his armor into his flesh and shattering him into nothing. An arrow bounced off her head as she became a juggernaut, ramming her shoulder into patches of trolls. Explosions filled the area to her left and right as Leeta fired into the trolls.  
 
    Faye advanced; every strike true and deadly. Fists and kicks shattered digital bodies as she pushed on. The wood elf moved like a dancer in a heavy metal concert. Some trolls hesitated while others rushed to their deaths. Faye had every intention of killing every single troll when a cloaked figure emerged from the ranks, sword in hand. The dread lord, Kadvar Gray, eyed the monk as she stalked toward him. Dark power surged as he readied his blade and launched himself toward the wood elf. Arms up, Faye blocked the blade as it sparked against her bare skin. The dread lord moved like a whirlwind, slashing and attacking like a hurricane. Faye blocked each incoming strike before slamming her foot down and causing the ground to tremble. It was enough for the dread lord to lose his step. A hand took hold of his black leather armor and another slammed into his chest. Kadvar grunted as his chest collapsed and dark energy pushed it back into place. Faye’s lip wrinkled as she reared back and punched him again. Chest caving in, the dread lord swung his blade and it vibrated against her neck. The blade didn’t penetrate the monk’s skin as she reared back again. Kadvar turned the blade on its side, pressing the metal to her neck before runes along the blade glowed and exploded.  
 
    Faye let go as the explosion sent her flying sideways and hitting the ground. Kadvar’s chest re-inflated and he stumbled toward the downed monk. Lifting his blade, he stared down with a cold gaze, blood dripping from her neck and shock in her eyes. 
 
    “Always bring an ace card,” Kadvar hissed as he readied to bring the blade down on Faye’s digital skull. 
 
    Magical light filled the area as a cannonball hit a troll next to Kadvar and exploded. Trolls and the dread lord were thrown to the ground while Faye clutched at her neck. Information blinked in the corner of her eye, her stamina was reduced to zero and the Stone Mountain technique faded away. A 3-hour weakness status filled her eyes and the monk sighed in failure. 
 
    *** 
 
    Claudia launched from the ground and toward the giant three-armed drell-kai. The monster swatted at her as explosions pelted its thick hide. Blind in one eye, it roared in annoyance as the lancer moved like a persistent insect.  
 
    The lancer glanced to the battle below as explosions lit up the evening sky. Faye moved like a titan through the troll’s ranks as Leeta gave her support. Edric stood like a statue in the battlefield. Trolls to the right and left surged toward Elora while the guards fired at them and the two monsters on the field. The four-legged drell-kai whined as several scorpion crossbows and catapults kept the monster from advancing. When the trolls began to rush by, the attack eased up as Elora’s guards re-targeted the incoming flood. Despite’s Faye’s power, the number of trolls were beyond even her capabilities.  
 
    Claudia watched as the battled turned. Despite her attacks on the three-armed drell-kai, the health bar above the monster was still green. Landing on the ground, legs bent and power surged as she became a bullet. Flying up, she gracefully landed on the monster’s shoulder before sticking two fingers in her mouth and letting out a loud whistle.  
 
    The monster turned its head and swatted at the annoying lancer. Claudia leapt up and landed on its head, sending out another loud whistle. The monster roared as it tried to grab at her, wanting to squeeze her into red paste when something caught the creature’s eye. Looking back to the kingdom, a wave of lancers filled the night sky. Eyes determined, they landed halfway onto the battlefield and launched again, spears in hand. 
 
    Claudia turned her spear in her hands, trying to stab the remaining eye when then monster threw its head back in a roar. The lancer was flung through the air, helpless as she watched the drell-kai blast out a stream of flames. Some lancers were engulfed, disintegrated before they were even close. Others flew on, bodies coming down at an angle and spear points gleaming in the fire light. The monster swatted two arms at the incoming lancers, shattering some of them into shards of light. The remaining force reached the twisted monster, driving their spears deep and bending them to inflict secondary damage. 
 
    Claudia landed and bounced back up, soaring into the air. Body turning, she fell toward the monster, feet and spear first. Landing on the back of its head, she drove the spear tip in deep, grunting and screaming. The giant monster thrashed as it tried to shake off the lancers. Some held on for dear life while others fell. When they hit the ground, legs coiled with power and they launched into the air once again. Spear points and explosions hammered at the monster from all sides.  
 
    Claudia lost her grip as the monster trashed. The curved points running along her bracer shined as she slammed them into the thick, scaly hide. Holding on, she climbed one bracer at a time onto the monster until she reached her spear again. Taking hold, she glanced up to see the health bar turning from green to yellow. Hope flared as she pulled her spear and jumped straight up into the night. 
 
    The lancer’s body spun for a moment before it began to fall. Claudia surveyed the battlefield. The troll hordes were closing the distance to the kingdom walls. Light and explosions flashed in all directions but despite their best efforts, their side was completely outnumbered. 
 
    The pull of gravity took hold of the lancer as she fell. Lining her spear up, she aimed for the giant monster’s head once again. Eyes drifted to Edric’s still form. Staying on her target, she took a deep breath. 
 
    “FIGHT EDRIC! FIGHT!” the lancer shouted before her boots and spear slammed into the drell-kai’s thick head. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric felt a voice touch his mind, chasing away the stillness in his limbs. Hands rising, they fell into practiced motions with a new fire burning in his belly. Eyes on the fallen Faye, power pumped back into his extremities. Cold logic blended with fury as the summoner refused to allow fate to take those he cared about any longer! 
 
    Arcane words spilled from his lips before he shouted the word of power.  
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)2! Spell critically successful! 
 
    Summon Angel! Mana: 165/230 
 
    A portal spread open and an armored angel stepped out. In its hand was an oversized hammer, one too big for any normal person to wield. A helmet covered its face as black wings flapped. Edric said nothing as he watched the powerful angel connect with his mind. The player remembered a faint thought, critical summons could bring stronger creatures into battle but this was his first time achieving it.  
 
    The angel turned to the fallen wood elf, trolls rushing her with raised blades. With a burst, it shot at the trolls like a cannonball. When it reached them, wings flashed out and the giant hammer swung. Trolls shattered and thrown in every direction. Faye struggled to get up as the angel unleashed holy carnage.  
 
    Leeta lurched to her feet, rushing to the wood elf while the angel hammered at every living thing close by. Edric’s air elemental watched as a group of archers spotted him and lit arrows. A second later, they let the flaming arrows loose. The elemental rushed toward the arrows, spreading itself out and knocking them away, snuffing out their flames. 
 
    Edric’s hands moved as he began another summoning spell. Fingers bent in odd angles and words of power swelled up his throat. The player felt himself slide into sharp focus and he shouted out a word of power. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)22! Spell successful! 
 
    Summon Elemental! Mana: 140/230 
 
    The ground shifted on the battlefield as a hulking earth elemental rose up. Edric commanded it to protect the wood elf. While the angel continued to keep the enemy at bay, earth shifted around Faye. The wood elf looked up to see it partially close over her and carry her away from the battle line. Faye reached down to her belt pouch and pulled out a healing potion as the earth opened around her. Leeta looked down, dropping the scorpion crossbow and picking the wood elf up. Faye let her arm fall, the empty potion striking the ground. The neck wound healed but the weakness status effect continued to blink in her vision. 
 
    “Throw the bag,” Edric shouted. 
 
    Leeta glanced back and nodded. Holding Faye in one arm, the ogre slipped the bag of magical orbs off her shoulder and with a heave, sent the entire thing flying. It landed about ten feet from the trolls and Edric’s angel. The angel swung his hammer around until a whisper filled his mind. Wings flapping, the angel bolted up as the air elemental pointed two smoky arms, lightning curling around the ends. Edric mentally gave the command as the trolls pushed forward, nearly on the bag. Lightning flared and streaked out, slamming into the sack and igniting its contents. 
 
       Leeta rushed to her master, Faye in her arms when the explosion behind her caused her to stumble forward. Troll bodies smashed into light as the explosion lit up the night sky. Kadvar rolled with the explosion, sliding across the ground, his undead senses dazzled. 
 
    The four-legged drell-kai howled its contempt as it could not advance on the kingdom walls while taking damage. The monster turned its spider-like eyes to the explosion before looking down at a man, ogre and elf. Turning its entire body, it galloped toward them, foul rage filling its many eyes. 
 
    Edric moved to Leeta and Faye in her arms. The summoner reached up and touched her cheek before the thudding of something big vibrated around them. The group turned to see the four-legged drell-kai nearly on them, steaming saliva dripping from the edges of its maw. Instantly, the earth elemental and air elemental rushed to their master’s defense. Lightning flashed from the air elemental as the earth elemental made two large block-like fists and hammered at the monster’s leg. From above, the armored angel came diving down, hammer in hand. 
 
    Leeta put Faye down as she pulled two spiked maces from her belt. Running fingers along the mace designed by Dumadin, the head of the mace began to spin, forming a club-like blur. The ogre rushed the monster as it slashed and tried to fight off the elementals keeping it at bay. 
 
    Edric fell to his knees, taking hold of Faye and trying to help her up. The wood elf felt like dead weight in his arms. Muscles straining, they were nearly standing when the angel brought his hammer hard across the drell-kai’s snout. The monster roared as its head snapped to the side before it whipped it back. A stream of clear liquid surged out from its open maw. The stream struck the angel, who grunted as armor melted away. The air elemental floated back until the stream cut across its midsection. The elemental wailed a cry as its body flashed and faded from sight. 
 
    Edric felt the loss of the air elemental as his eyes widened. The stream cut across and was aiming for him and Faye. Rushing a spell, he charged through the words until he finished the incantation. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)67! Spell successful! 
 
    Mana Shield! 200 Armor protection!  Mana: 40/230 
 
    Edric turned his back to the stream, shielding Faye from the blast. The stream struck hard across, drenching his mana shield in acid. 
 
    You take 220 acid damage!  
 
    The mana shield soaked up most of the damage. Faye looked up as the shield collapsed and drops of acid struck Edric’s shoulders. 
 
    You take 20 damage-(Armor)5= 15 HP damage. HP: 125/140 
 
    The angel, earth elemental and Leeta crashed into the thrashing dragon monster. Leeta slammed her spinning mace into a leg while the angel hammered the monster across the snout. The earth elemental grew larger until it reached the monster’s side and slammed rocky fists into its scaled hide. The drell-kai whipped its club-like tail around, one of its three bony spikes launching from it. The angel slammed it’s hammer down again just as the spike penetrated its unprotected back. The point stabbed out from its chest and the angel fell. Edric and Faye turned to see the angel hit the ground and a large clawed foot stomp on it, shattering it to pieces. 
 
    “Run back to the wall,” Leeta ordered as she moved and struck the monster’s leg, the spinning mace cutting away flesh and scales. 
 
    Edric stood his ground, eyes narrowing on the trashing monster. The battle was turning against them and he knew it. Even if they made it back to the wall, the troll forces would soon overcome their meager defenses. The player made a decision and an unusual serenity flowed along his mind. Holding Faye to him with one arm, the summoner pointed his other hand to the four-legged drell-kai. Calling on his ability, he focused every drop of his being into it, channeling his love, hate and rage into an invisible lance that only he could see. 
 
    (Charm)50+(Cha)10=60/(Encounter Roll)88! Charm unsuccessful! 
 
    Edric ignored it and tried again. 
 
    (Charm)50+(Cha)10=60/(Encounter Roll)90! Charm unsuccessful! 
 
    The sound of charging trolls filled the air behind the summoner. The earth elemental slammed a fist into the drell-kai’s side just as the club tail swung around and smashed into the elemental’s shoulder. The elemental faltered as it fell to one knee. Leeta swung her maces back and forth with a touch of madness. The green health bar over the monster didn’t waver, despite the amount of damage it had taken. 
 
    “Don’t give up,” Faye whispered. 
 
    Edric tried again. 
 
    (Charm)50+(Cha)10=60/(Encounter Roll)62! Charm unsuccessful! 
 
    The summoner growled as he tried to keep his focus. 
 
    (Charm)50+(Cha)10=60/(Encounter Roll)99! Charm unsuccessful! 
 
    The drell-kai brought a clawed foot down on the elemental, smashing it into chunks of debris. The monster turned its attention on Leeta as she fought on like a fury. 
 
    The sound of rushing trolls reached a fevered pitch as Edric knew he had one more chance before they were overrun. The player closed his eyes, calming his spirit until something roared into the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dumadin raced through the empty streets of Elora, the faint sounds of explosions and battle echoing off buildings. The dwarf cursed under his breath and he tried to run as fast as his short legs could carry him. Turning a corner, he kept his pace until he saw the familiar double doors to his workshop. Squaring his shoulder, he crashed into the doors, sending them wide open. 
 
    Controlled purpose pushed the dwarf to the large thing covered in a thick tarp. Without hesitation, he pulled at the tarp while racing to the step ladder behind it. Letting go of the falling tarp, the dwarf climbed the step ladder until he reached the top. With a small jump, he landed in a strange cockpit with gears, levers and a pulsating crystal in front of him.  
 
    “I’m coming. Hang on a little longer,” Dumadin said gruffly as he flipped a lever. 
 
    The back of the metal construct closed, sealing the dwarf in. On the inside, the crystal glowed to life and projected an image of what was in front of him like a screen. Dumadin rushed, pulling levers and pushing buttons. Golden gears turned and the metal construct began to stand, steam billowing around it. 
 
    Dumadin turned the construct and looked up. Cursing again, he didn’t open the sliding roof. 
 
    “I’ll fix it later,” he muttered before looking down at a small carving of three rockets and three levers.  
 
    The dwarf kissed his thick fingers and then pressed them to the carvings. Pulling down two levers, the dwarf braced himself as the construct began to vibrate. Outside, rockets flared to life for a long second before they exploded. Dumadin grunted as his whole body sank into the cockpit. 
 
    From the street, something golden crashed through the workshop roof and flew into the air; splintered metal and wood falling onto the roof and street below.  
 
    A toothy smile bloomed as the dwarf took hold of the controls, watching his screen as he cleared the highest point of Elora, veered and flew off. Guards on the battlements fired everything they had into the troll hordes as they crashed into the walls. Claudia was a dot, jumping back and forth against a giant three-armed monster. Trolls stretched out as far as the eye could see. 
 
    Dumadin searched frantically, trying to find Faye in the chaos. Eyes locking on Edric, Faye and Leeta as a wall of trolls surged toward them and a four-legged monster advanced on their position, the dwarf leered. 
 
    “I’m coming Faye!” Dumadin shouted with glee as he pulled a center lever. 
 
    The two rockets sputtered out and ejected. A final center rocket flared to life and the golden construct blasted toward the summoner, elf and ogre. 
 
    “WOO HOOOOOOO!” Dumadin roared. 
 
    Edric opened his eyes and they widened. Faye looked up, her oval eyes turning round. A giant golden metal dwarf flew toward them, massive arms at its sides. Edric had to guess it was about twelve feet tall and almost just as wide.  
 
    The drell-kai turned its head just as the golden dwarf slammed into the side of its face and bounced off. The creature roared as the golden dwarf spun. Legs and arms swung out. Dumadin pulled another lever, the last rocket ejecting. Edric and Faye looked up as the giant dwarf flew overhead. The summoner and wood elf caught sight of words carved into the upper left chest of the dwarf that read “Faye’s Guardian”. 
 
     Dumadin braced himself as the golden dwarf crashed into the ground, rolled ten feet and stood up, dirt falling from thick, armored shoulders. The line of charging trolls skidded to a halt as the golden dwarf flexed mechanical fingers. 
 
    “You bastards fucked up,” Dumadin’s voice echoed from the construct. “The guardian is here and every one of you fuckers are going to pay.” 
 
    The trolls watched for barely a second before they charged. Dumadin laughed as metal fingers closed into fists. The golden dwarf charged the wall of trolls and when they clashed, the area trembled. Massive fists clocked trolls left and right. Blades, maces and hammers bounced off the golden metal before trolls were smashed to shards of light. Trolls swarmed the construct, stabbing and hammering away. Dumadin grinned from ear to ear as he pulled a lever. The top part of the dwarf spun, fists out and sending trolls in all directions. Any ground trolls too close, lost their heads as the construct advanced. 
 
    “How about a little hellfire,” the dwarf cackled and pulled another lever. 
 
    A catapult arm extended out from the back of the golden dwarf, a flaming orb blazing to life. Dumadin slammed a fist on a button and the catapult arm swung forward. The orb of flaming death struck the trolls before him, blasting them to ash. 
 
    “Time to clear the field,” Dumadin pulled another lever. 
 
    Steam shot up from the shoulders as hands closed. The golden fists detached, thick chains connecting from the wrist. Dumadin pulled another lever and pressed a button. The entire top part of the golden mechanical dwarf spun, fists like ball and chains. Dozens of trolls were smashed and flung as the dwarf slowly advanced humming a dwarven tune.  
 
     Edric looked back to the dazed Drell-kai. The monster shook its head, trying to refocus. The summoner held up his hand once again and called on his ability. 
 
    (Charm)50+(Cha)10=60/(Encounter Roll)59! Charm successful! 
 
    The Drell-kai’s spider eyes turned to the summoner, blinking like it just woke from a nightmare. 
 
    Edric’s mind connected to the monster and was instantly assaulted with pain, fear and rage. The summoner grunted as he tried to shift through the jumbled chaos in the creature. Latching on to its fear, Edric could see that it was not afraid of him but of the dread lord who created him. It feared serving him and it feared its new, unnatural life. Just being born, it held the knowledge of its former dragon kind and the monster wept to a song it could never hear again. 
 
    The summoner’s eyes bore into the monster as it looked down with tortured sadness. Hand reaching into his satchel, the summoner pulled out a lock stone and whispered arcane words. 
 
    (Snare)45+(Sta)7=52/(Encounter Roll)40! Snare successful! 
 
    A golden band appeared and tightened around the drell-kai’s neck. It whimpered as it looked down, its rear touching the ground like an obedient dog. Multiple eyes blinked in unison as it stared at the summoner and felt his power. 
 
    “Submit to me and I will always take care of you. Swear loyalty and you will have it in return,” Edric stated firmly. 
 
    The giant monster whimpered. Edric could feel it hesitate, emotions forming thoughts and asking if life with him would be any different. 
 
    Edric gave the monster a gentle smile. “There will be no hatred or rage. There will be no punishment for your existence. I offer loyalty, compassion...and love.” 
 
    Black eyes blinked as the drell-kai’s tail flipped back and forth like a puppy. A long second passed before the monster gave a slight head nod. Energy arced around the giant monster, blue-ish light engulfing him. Edric lifted the lock stone as the drell-kai folded into itself. Body contorting and swirling into energy, it bolted forward and slammed into the lock stone. When the last bit of energy sucked into the stone, it flashed and a small carving of the monster appeared on the stone’s surface. 
 
    “Thank you,” Edric whispered, his heart growing a little bigger. 
 
    *** 
 
    Claudia wiped away sweat from her brow. Staring up, the three-armed drell-kai advanced as explosions pelted its thick chest. A dozen lancers had fallen back but a dozen more continued to jump, stab and jump away, unable to slow the monster down. Despite their best efforts, the monster slowly stepped along, its health bar still yellow. 
 
    Swarms of trolls rushed around the giant, running to Elora’s defensive wall. The explosions were deafening as the lancer tried to think of something to slow them down. Claudia’s eyes centered on the monster’s remaining eye. It had been careful, guarding against her attempts to strike its only visible weakness. Arms rose up, slapping lancers to shards of light in mid-air. Claudia could see; if it continued like this, she would lose all her lancers in minutes. 
 
    “Fall back! Defend the kingdom!” Claudia shouted to her lancers. 
 
    Heads turning, they received the order and retreated. Legs hit the ground and bounded away over the streams of trolls. Claudia gripped her spear and readied her resolve. Knees bending, the lancer launched into the air straight up.  
 
    The drell-kai eyed the lancer as she shot up nearly to snout level. Claudia reared back her arm and threw her spear like a javelin. The spear shot forth like it was launched from a cannon. A hand shot up, the spear penetrating and stuck halfway through the palm. Hand lowering, the drell-kai gave the lancer a single seething glare. 
 
    Gravity took hold and the lancer began to fall. The monster took a long step forward and one of the arms shot up with a closed fist. Claudia crossed her arms and brought in both of her knees as the scaled fist hit her dead on. Pain flared as her body was sent flying. Hit points draining, a dazed status effect filled her vision. The lancer turned her head just as she struck the cold earth and bounced twice. Body rolling to a stop, the dazed lancer checked her hit points. She was down to three and hanging on by a thread. Weakly, she reached into a small side pouch and pulled out an elixir. Popping the cork, she brought it close to her lips when shadows crowded around her. Trolls surrounded the fallen lancer, weapons at the ready. 
 
    Claudia’s eyes flashed with fire as she drank deeply, blades slashing down on her prone form. 
 
    *** 
 
    Maggar stood tall as he watched the battle. Troll mages cast spells, thick streams of rock and dirt sprouting up like giant worms. The earth elementals fell, making stairs and ramps up the walls of Elora. Guards turned their weapons on the structures, blasting trolls attempting to climb them. Several large elementals tried to break down the walls, only to be blasted to pieces from the magical scorpion crossbows.  
 
    The dread lord held his staff as legions of trolls pushed on, trying to gain a foothold. Shifting his gaze, an annoyed crease filled his tattooed brow. The dread lord watched as Edric charmed and snared one of his beloved children. Rage flared along his undead heart. Hand reaching into his robe, he pulled out a vial and held it at the ready.  
 
    Kadvar walked through the lines of trolls and made his way to Maggar’s side. The dread lord was a little roughed up but his face was a mask of indifference. When he reached Maggar’s wide, he turned his attention to the battlefield. 
 
    “Kadvar, Edric has taken possession of one of my children. You will retrieve the lock stone and smash it. No one other than us will control a drell-kai.” 
 
    Kadvar turned his gray eyes to the taller dread lord. “I’m not some errand boy. He has your child and you should retrieve it.” 
 
    Maggar’s mouth widened into a razor smile, “You will destroy the lock stone and kill Edric if you can. If not, I’m sure Harkkon will be pleased at your refusal.” 
 
    “I don’t fear Harkkon like you do,” Kadvar sneered.  
 
     The tall, thin dread lord removed the cork and drank down the vial. When the last drop touched his tongue, he placed the empty vial back in his robe. Kadvar turned his head, eyeing the dread lord when he took a step back. A growing astonishment filled his cold gray eyes as Maggar’s body began to convulse. 
 
    Maggar kept his twisted smile as his body thickened. Growing taller, his frame underwent a drastic change, muscles bulging. A shrill moan rose up as the dread lord appeared in the throes of ecstasy. White eyes turned black as the dread lord reached the height of twelve feet tall and built like a mountain. 
 
    Maggar turned his thick head and neck, looking down at the stunned Kadvar. “You will destroy the lock stone or I will be sure to make you a subject of one of my experiments.” 
 
    Kadvar drew his blade and held it at his side, “I don’t care how twisted you become. You will not bully me into servitude.” 
 
    Maggar’s shoulders shook as he chuckled. “You think my current form is meant for brutish fighting? You are mistaken, master of knowledge. My body is conduit to the abyssal plane. I have discovered some of Harkkon’s secrets. Do this favor for me and I will give up those secrets. You and I can become stronger than our lord. Chase down Edric and smash the lock stone.” 
 
    Kadvar’s eyes narrowed. “You cannot fool me like you fooled the rest of our fellow lords.” 
 
    “You require a demonstration? So be it.” Maggar turned his attention to the battlefield. “It is taking far to long for our troll allies to take the kingdom. I shall triple the odds, as it were.” 
 
    “Adding a few thousand undead will not increase our chances,” Kadvar stated matter of fact. “Only Harkkon can raise an army big enough to increase our edge.” 
 
    Maggar nodded. “Then perhaps I should change your world view.” 
 
    The massive dread lord lifted two thick arms, purple and black energy swirling around tight fists. Kadvar took another step back as the tattooed dread lord vibrated with power. Black eyes widened as energy snaked around his body. Opening his fists, a shockwave of power blasted out from his brutish body. 
 
    Kadvar was thrown to the ground, as were several hundred nearby trolls. The dread lord watched in disbelief as his own power tingled, feeling the dead moaning to be free. Voices by the tens of thousands of dead filled the dread lord’s mind. The immense power did indeed mirror Harkkon’s power and Kadvar looked up to Maggar with wide eyes. 
 
    Maggar looked down with a kind smile. “Do this favor for me and I will have such secrets to show you.” 
 
    Kadvar slowly stood up. Nodding to his fellow dread lord, he turned and charged into the marching troll armies focusing on the summoner in the thick of it. Power dazzled his senses as a deep greed swirled. Gray eyes focused as his form melted into the chaos of battle. 
 
    “Tonight, the living will be no more,” Maggar grinned. 
 
    *** 
 
    The giant golden dwarf spun, fists attached to chains, whirling and smashing any troll foolish enough to stay to close. Leeta fought with a mace in each hand, striking down troll stragglers. Around them, the tide of trolls pushed on. In the middle, Edric stood with a lock stone in one hand and his other arm wrapped around Faye’s waist, keeping her on her feet. 
 
    The summoner looked into Faye’s oval eyes with a dark edge. “Do you have any elixirs?” 
 
    “No,” the wood elf said in a low tone. “I gave them to others who might need them.” 
 
    Edric lifted the satchel flap and placed the new lock stone inside. When he pulled his hand out, two elixir vials came with it. The summoner handed one to the monk. Edric and Faye popped the corks and drank deeply. Healing and mana-charged energy engulfed their bodies. In a few seconds, the two players were healed. 
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    Edric noticed the Drell-kai added to his locked stone inventory.  
 
    Faye’s body healed completely and she stood on her power. Checking her stats, the Stone Mountain Gate technique had a three day cool down. Looking up to Edric’s stern face, the wood elf’s heart clenched in her chest as her eyes took on a sad edge. 
 
    “Edric…” Faye began. 
 
    “Thank you for trying to save her,” Edric cut her off. “But right now, we need to get back to…” the summoner stopped when a shadow darted from the sidelines, directly for them. 
 
    Faye’s body moved automatically, shoving Edric away as her body spun. Arms came up as the shadow materialized into a cloaked figure raising a gray blade with red lines. The monk slammed her hands together into a clap, stopping the blade in mid-swing. 
 
    Kadvar grinned. Faye’s eyes widened as some of her chi and life force was sucked into the blade. Weakness ran through her limbs as she struggled to keep the blade between her palms. 
 
    “Blood for the blood sword,” Kadvar leered. 
 
    Faye tried to let go and spin away but her palms were glued to the sword. Hit points and chi drained from her body, a cold chill filling her chest. The monk’s body shuddered as she fell to one knee. Kadvar pressed his power down on the monk when arcane words touched the edge of his senses. Looking up, eyes locked on the summoner as he sat, whispering the final word to the incantation. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)45! Spell successful! 
 
    Summon Demon! Mana: 210/230 
 
    Cracks splintered in several directions across the digital reality. An opening stretched along the cracks and a thick leg stepped out. Edric watched as a hulking, winged demon stepped from the crack and the portal sealed behind it. No words were spoken as the demon’s flaming eyes fell upon the dread lord and its entire body burst forward. 
 
    Kadvar pulled his blade back, cutting Faye’s palms in the process. The wood elf ignored the slivers of pain as she slowly rose up. The demon held out a hand and a flaming sword appeared right before he brought it down. Kadvar parried the strike, muscles barely straining against the demon. 
 
    “You’re blood sword will not work on me,” the demon growled. 
 
    Kadvar pushed the demon’s sword away and backed up. Edric grabbed Faye and began to pull her along. The summoner knew the demon wouldn’t stand a chance but he needed a long enough diversion for them to get away. Faye stumbled along, her limbs returning to normal. Leeta glanced back to see Edric and Faye running as a demon fought the smaller dread lord. The ogre slammed her spinning mace into a troll’s face before turning and running to her master, the troll shattering into shards of light. 
 
    Dumadin yawned inside the golden construct as the trolls had backed off to a safe distance. Turning the guardian’s head around, the dwarf’s hands and legs moved in a blur. He watched Faye and Edric running away as the dread lord fought a demon. 
 
    Golden fists reconnected to mechanical wrists. The giant construct was ready to barrel toward the dread lord as the sky filled with a brilliant light. Dumadin raised a golden arm to block the white light filling the sky. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shouting and explosions lit up the night as Juna lay in her father’s arms. The two had not moved; the poison and loving embrace of Jinn keeping her still while the entire kingdom fought on. Rayna’s songs played on, filling the fragile kingdom with courage. Lightning and fire filled the sky above; the battlements and wall trembling from continued strikes. Sadness wormed into the half-troll’s heart as she lay helpless.  
 
    Juna turned her eyes, looking up at Jinn. The assassin looked away, unable to return the troll’s gaze. She could feel it, his shame and strength. He didn’t want her to die again and she loved and hated him for it. Her new friends were fighting for their lives and she was unable to move her body to aid them. Frustration coiled into a heated storm as she tried to think of anything to free her. 
 
    “I can’t let this go on,” Juna whispered in her mind. 
 
    The awakened half-troll brought up her stat sheet. It was the first trick she learned as she wandered; a ghost in a digital realm. Stats glowed in her vision and she looked them over, trying to find something. Ability and skill lists ran down her eyes but the paralyzed status effect blinked in her vision. Every skill and ability were grayed out except for one, her Arcane Surge ability. 
 
    Juna’s eyes stared at the words. The half-troll wanted to wait before using her strongest ability but it seemed, if they were going to survive the night; she had to bring her ace card to the battle. Next to the ability, a six hour cool down glowed. If she used it now and the enemy had any more surprises, it might mean the end of the kingdom and her friends. 
 
    Juna looked past the glowing stat screen to Jinn’s scarred face. A small smile appeared as she saw past his avatar shell and could see Jason’s living light. Love swelled as she knew he was trying to save what was most precious to him. The anger faded into the background and Juna knew what had to be done. 
 
    Mentally tapping on the Arcane Surge ability, she whispered her love to Jason. Jinn turned and looked down, eyes filling with dread as a white light engulfed the stunning half-troll. The assassin stayed where he was as Juna regained the use of her limbs. Body curling forward, Juna stood up, hands reaching over her shoulders and drawing her short swords. A spiky white aura encircled her strong form as she turned to Jinn, eyes filled with sad understanding. 
 
    Jinn smiled, “Go get em’, my daughter.” 
 
    Juna’s aura flared brighter, bathing the wall in white light. Rayna turned her attention to the light, fingers playing chords. The bard grinned as Juna burst into the air like a comet. When she reached the zenith of her ascension, she turned her eyes to the full battlefield and the drell-kai walking toward the city wall. Power pulsating, the half-troll fell into a dive and burst forth, toward the giant monster. 
 
    “You go you beautiful bitch!” Rayna shouted at the top of her lungs. 
 
    The drell-kai looked up at the comet barreling toward it. With an open maw, a thick stream of fire burst forth. Juna’s swords came together when the stream hit her dead on. The half-troll continued her dive, the flaming stream of dragon breath split in half. The monster poured on the flames until the half-troll smashed into his snout, slamming it shut. Juna sped across the snout until she was right before the creature’s remaining good eye.  
 
    The drell-kai stared as the half-troll raised her blades, no fear in her dark eyes. The monster roared as two blades penetrated its remaining eye. Juna twisted the blades before jumping into the air. The monster blindly swung its three arms, trying to stop the powerful entity that robbed its sight. 
 
    Juna’s body floated before turning into a razor spin. Swords out, her entire body became a blur as she moved without the pull of gravity. The drell-kai swung massive arms until pain cut into a shoulder. Torturous agony filled the monster as a white blur cut down into one shoulder, severing two arms on one side. Black ichor spurted from the stump as the monster stumbled around. The health bar above it turned from yellow to red. 
 
    Juna’s body didn’t stop spinning as she floated before the thrashing monster and began cutting into the left shoulder. Roars turned to screeches as the left arm separated from the monster and hit the ground with a loud crash. The mystical half-troll spun to a halt and gazed down on the armless monster. Body turning into a spin once again, she became a ball of light and blasted forward. The monster’s cries silenced as Juna cut into its chest and into its digital heart before exciting out its back. 
 
    The half-troll turned and watched as the drell-kai stumbled forward. Eyes widening, she saw as the monster stumbled toward the kingdom wall. Bursting forward, she sheathed her blades and hoped she had enough strength to guide its fall when black lightning slammed into her back, sending her spiraling through the air. 
 
    Maggar’s large hand smoked as he smiled to himself. “Thank you Juna for assisting with taking the kingdom.” 
 
    Rayna watched with subdued annoyance as the drell-kai crushed trolls underneath, tipped forward and fell. 
 
    “Retreat!” the bard screamed. 
 
    Guards looked up as the shadow of the twisted giant monster came toppling over them. Many jumped from the battlements as others fired into the dying creature. All was not enough as the monster crashed into the wall. Stone cracked and shattered as its body fell, taking scorpion crossbows and several digital lives before the monster’s face rested on an Eloran street. Light cracked along its body as a death rattle filled the area. A moment later, the fearsome monster shattered into thick shards of light, illuminating the breach into the city with a greenish haze. 
 
    “Attack the breach!” Trolls chanted as they rushed through explosions. 
 
    An arrow flew past Rayna’s head as she stared down, the trolls surging toward the large crack in their defense. 
 
    “Time for the encore,” the bard whispered as she hefted up her lute and began to play. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
    Claudia grunted as blades sank into her body. The lancer held the elixir to her lips, drinking as damage appeared in her vision and quickly healed away. She hedged her bets and for a brief instant, felt a glimmer of hope. Troll blades slid from multiple points along her body, rising once again to stab and hack at her. Intent flashed and the lancer saw her chance and took it. 
 
    Curling forward, Claudia bolted to her feet and slammed a shoulder into a troll breastplate. The troll barely took a step back as rage filled its black eyes. Taking hold of his chest plate, the lancer leaned into him as trolls rushed her. Kicking her enchanted leg out, the heel planted on the first incoming troll and sent him flying backwards into his companions. The power in the blow caused a dozen armored trolls to crash into each other. 
 
    The troll Claudia held onto looked down, stunned as the lancer curled her leg back up between them and planted her heel on his stomach. The troll bent in half as his body was thrown into his comrades, sending bodies in all directions like a boulder rolling through tall grass. 
 
    Claudia glanced around as the trolls surrounding her regained their balance. Bending her knees, the lancer launched into the air just as swords swung down, missing her legs by inches. Several trolls with bows aimed upwards and fired at the fleeing lancer. 
 
    Claudia guided her landings, looking for empty patches as she retreated to Elora. The lancer watched as she landed and bounded back into the sky, surveying the battlefield. The troll legions pressed hard, the horde funneling toward the breach. The night sky was alive with magical explosions, arrows and the roar of combat.  
 
    The lancer gazed down on her descent, eyeing a troll marching with a spear in his hand. The troll glanced to his left, seeing the smiling lancer as she landed silently, grabbed his spear and slammed a foot into his armored side. Claudia snatched the spear as the troll flew sideways into his fellow trolls. Jumping, the green haired lancer was airborne once again, making her way back to Elora’s battlements. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric watched as Juna fell from the sky and crashed in the distance. Claudia bounded up into the air, making her way back to the castle. The summoner and monk ran until the horde of trolls began to fill the empty space around them. The player looked on as they were close to Elora’s walls but not close enough. 
 
    Skidding to a halt, the summoner reached into his satchel and pulled out a lock stone. Faye turned her back to Edric while Leeta rushed to her master’s side. Seventy feet away, Kadvar stalked closer, the demon falling to its knees behind him and shattering into shards of light. 
 
    Faye and Leeta stood side by side, fists and weapons up as the dread lord eyed them. The wood elf and ogre took in their surroundings as trolls edged closer, a row of wicked weapons ready to butcher them. The scent of magic and death hung in the air, an invisible mist they could all taste. Thick plumes of smoke from the bonfires snaked into the air, casting strange shadows. 
 
    Edric’s hard stare never wavered as he readied his spell. Trolls crowded closer, black eyes on the small group. The summoner clenched his jaw as words formed. Edric felt the shadow of defeat loom closer until he growled the mystical command. A large arcane circle appeared as energy snaked out from the lock stone. Trolls backed off as something big crawled out of the circle. In mere seconds, the drell-kai reached his true height and looked down with spider-like eyes. 
 
    “Nykor, make some room,” Edric whispered with power. 
 
    Kadvar bolted into a run as the large drell-kai turned on the troll horde and spit a stream of acid. Trolls screamed as their armored bodies melted and a moment later shattered to light. Nykor whipped his spiked club tail into the gathered horde, sending bodies tens of feet into the air. The monster’s many eyes blinked as it spun and crashed into the trolls.  
 
    Troll mages dispersed through the hordes unleashing spells while others let arrows fly. Arrow points bounced off thick scales while magical blasts struck the beast. The fierce monster fought on, ignoring damage as it flattened anything that got to close. 
 
    Edric turned his attention to the dread lord charging them. Faye and Leeta squared up together. Kadvar kept his gray eyes on the summoner, blood sword at the ready. When the dread lord reached the two women, the world fell into images, one after the other. 
 
    Leeta lashed out, the dread lord blocking her swing while lifting a boot. Faye stepped forward, fists opening and catching the dread lord’s boot as he tried to kick her. The wood elf grunted from his power and before she could counter him, the dread lord used her to launch himself upwards. Kadvar kept his eyes on the summoner as his lips stopped moving. Their gazes locked as Edric made no move to dodge the incoming sword. 
 
    Edric grunted, knowing full well he had to continue to concentrate to finish the spell. The sword penetrated his shoulder and exited out his back. 
 
    You have taken 90 damage! HP: 50/140 
 
    “Accept your fate,” Kadvar smirked. 
 
    Edric grabbed the sword blade and held it tight. Whispering a word of power, the summoner grinned.  
 
     (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)40! Spell successful! 
 
    Summon angel! Mana: 190/230 
 
    An arcane circle appeared behind the dread lord and as he pulled his sword back, bringing Edric a little closer, a white sword stabbed out from the portal and into Kadvar’s back. The dread lord’s eyes widened as the tip appeared from his chest and several inches from Edric’s chest. 
 
    You take 10 blade damage! HP 40:140 
 
    Edric coughed up blood as he smiled in mad glee. “So should you.” 
 
    The armored female angel twisted the blade as she fully formed. Faye and Leeta were right beside her. Kadvar planted a hand on Edric and shoved him hard. The summoner hit the ground, fishing out a healing potion and watching as Faye, Leeta and the summoned angel unleashed their attacks. 
 
    The ogre brought her maces down on the dread lord, one of them shredding into his shoulder. The force of the attacks was so strong, the dread lord stumbled to the side, Faye’s fists slamming into him. Kadvar tried to break away as the angel drew back her sword and hacked downward with Leeta. Taking a step forward, Faye rammed her heel into the side of the dread lord’s knee. Kadvar collapsed as the three women beat his prone back. 
 
    The dread lord hissed his contempt as he called on his dark power. A dozen arcane circles appeared around them. Edric drank down a healing potion before calling on another summoning spell. 
 
    You drink a healing potion! You are healed 100 points. HP:140/140 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7-(Pain)15=57/(Encounter Roll)40! Spell successful! 
 
    Summon Elemental! Mana: 165/230 
 
    Earth shifted and rose. A hand made of dirt and stone burst from the ground, followed by another. As the elemental clawed to the surface, ghostly knights rose up from arcane circles. When a dozen spectral knights reached their full height, they drew swords and prepared to advance. 
 
    Dark power rolled across Kadvar’s body as the three women rained down strikes. When the black power reached its zenith, the dread lord growled a command, dark energy bursting from his body. The shockwave sent Faye, Leeta and the angel flying up and onto their backs as they hit the ground.  
 
    “I shall not be bested by vermin like you,” Kadvar seethed as he slowly stood up, his face gaunt and gray, eyes glowing. 
 
    “How about vermin like me,” said a hollowed gruff voice. 
 
    A large shadow loomed over the dread lord and he slowly looked up. A giant armored golden mechanical dwarf stood, steam bursting up from thick shoulders and a blank face looking down. 
 
    “Faye, Edric, Leeta, return to the city. I’ll show this lad some proper respect,” Dumadin ordered. 
 
    “Your machine won’t help you,” Kadvar said with a sinister hiss. 
 
    The golden guardian raised two impressive fists, blank eyes on the dread lord. “My counter says 230 dead trolls. I’m sure a dread lord will count as two trolls, maybe one and a half.” 
 
    Dark power surged along Kadvar’s body, arcing from his chest into his arms and legs. “After I carve up Edric, I’m going to make his fellow rulers scream my name as I defile them.” 
 
    “Aye lad, now you’ve insulted the people I respect and love. I’m afraid you made this personal,” Dumadin said sternly. “SO, STOP TALKING YOU PIECE OF UNDEAD SHITE!” 
 
    Kadvar bent his legs and charged the giant metal dwarf. The dread lord’s spectral knights turned their attention to the summoner, monk, angel and ogre and charged as well. Edric mentally reached out to Nykor as the very ground shook underneath. 
 
    Faye watched as the dread lord slashed at the mechanical dwarf. The guardian rained down large metal fists, missing the dread lord as he spun away and slashed at thick golden arms. Sparks flew with each strike as Dumadin moved levers. Arms swung out, missing the dread lord as he spun away and put some distance between them. The dread lord leered until the golden dwarf pointed a closed fist and it fired it like a cannon. Kadvar jumped away only to take the massive fist to the side that sent him spiraling to the ground. The chain tightened and pulled the fist back onto the guardian’s wrist. The golden dwarf stalked toward the dread lord as he slowly rose to his feet. 
 
    “Help him,” Edric ordered the armored angel. 
 
    The angel nodded and flew into the air before diving down, sword in hand. Spectral knights and trolls rushed the group before the ground shifted under their feet. Edric’s earth elemental charged the incoming undead. Rocky fists grew larger right before it reared back and slammed into the enemy. Spectral knights and trolls shattered as the elemental continued its charge. Ghostly swords stabbed into the elemental’s gut as arrows and swords crashed into it. 
 
    Nykor spit a long thick stream of acid at the trolls surrounding them before turning to his new master. The Drell-kai rushed toward them as Edric waved him closer. The summoner looked up at his new companion. The beast’s tail wagged back and forth as a pointed tongue fell out the side. Lifting a leg, it created a step for his master and friends. 
 
    “We can’t leave him,” Faye shouted over the noise of battle. 
 
    “Dumadin! If we don’t get back to the city and fight, we will lose everything,” Edric shouted with a grim edge. 
 
    The golden dwarf’s fingers flexed as the dread lord rushed him. Kadvar leapt into the air, hand grabbing at the metal tubes along the guardian’s neck and his boots planted on its chest. Dumadin smiled as he pressed a button. The top part of the construct spun like a top, faster and faster. The dread lord hung on for dear life, slashing at the sensitive gears at the joints. The dread lord’s sword cracked a gear before the centrifugal force sent him flying to the hard earth and bouncing several times. 
 
    Faye’s Guardian raised the slightly damaged arm, flexing fingers before stomping toward the dread lord slowly rising to his feet. 
 
    “You damaged my masterpiece, I’ll take beating your hide as payment,” Dumadin cackled. 
 
    The dread lord readied himself when Edric’s angel fell from the sky, blade in hand. Kadvar parried the blade, white sparks flying. The holy angel continued a barrage of attacks as the dread lord countered each one. 
 
    “Edric, get Faye to safety! I’ll be right behind you after I pound this dead thing to dust,” Dumadin shouted from the guardian. 
 
    Edric climbed up onto Nykor’s back and reached down. Faye was next, taking hold of his hand and climbing up. Leeta watched the angel and golden dwarf exchanging attacks and hesitated. 
 
    Edric looked down at the ogre, heart heavy. “Leeta, we need you.” 
 
    The ogre looked up at her master for a moment before climbing up the drell-kai’s leg and sitting behind Faye. The giant four-legged monster roared before galloping off toward Elora. The earth elemental continued to fight, bashing and stomping on trolls and spectral knights before they climbed over it, hacking and slashing away. 
 
    Edric kept his eyes forward as he felt his elemental shatter. Holding tight, Nykor crashed into the trolls, stepping and bashing them as he rushed through. Light shattered all around but the trolls didn’t part. Swords, maces and hammers struck at the monster’s legs as it barreled through their ranks. Arrows bounced off thick armored scales but lightning and fireball attacks struck the sides and legs of the giant monster. Edric watched as Nykor’s hit points drained with each gallop closer to the city. 
 
    Edric leaned forward, hugging the drell-kai’s neck. “Don’t give up,” the summoner whispered. 
 
    Nykor roared before spitting out a stream of acid; trolls howled in pain as their bodies melted and shattered. A path cleared and the giant monster rushed along, taking damage every step of the way. Edric looked up to the battlements as Rayna played and trolls rushed the breach in the wall. 
 
    *** 
 
    The bard looked down as trolls rushed past the firing scorpions and catapults. The trolls were ready to enter the breach and she knew she had to be the one to stop them. Pulling up her playlist of song abilities, she spotted the one she recently earned during her tryst with Edric.  
 
    “Time for some love,” Rayna whispered to herself and began to play. 
 
    Eyes closing, fingers pressed along lute strings but hard rock vibrations played out. The thick melodies spun together as the bard pulled samples from all her favorite songs and blended them together to make her song of love. The effect was the same no matter what played but the bard thought it would work with some style and flair. 
 
    Several tunes spiraled together, pieces pulled from The Rolling Stones, Poison, Whitesnake, Queen, The Beatles and Guns and Roses to form a new love ballad the likes no one had heard before. Vibrations blasted loud, the song drifting down onto the oncoming enemy. Amid explosions and the ringing of steel, ears drank in the harmonic melody. Scattered groups of eyes and heads turned up to the battlements, a bard in wild armor playing her heart out. The invading forces slowed as many couldn’t turn away from the haunting and loving tune. Some slowed from a charge into a walk, confusion clouding their eyes. Others redirected their rage at fellow trolls, unable to understand why they would dare attack a city where such a beautiful bard played. 
 
    Trolls looked to one another as they slowed to a crawl. Hands tightened around weapon pommels. Rayna played on as the occasional arrow flew past her. The trolls looked to the confused ones and a moment later began stabbing and slicing at their brothers and sisters in battle. The carnage spiraled out of control as enemy trolls hacked and slashed at one another, slowing down the advance on the breach. Madness took root as those who loved Rayna’s song attacked anyone who wasn’t a part of it. Other trolls were slow to react as blades buried in necks, lost to the haunting melody. 
 
    Rayna opened her eyes, staring down as hundreds of trolls fought each other, screaming their love for the bard and laying down their lives for her. Rayna played on, knowing this was only going to stem the tide. Eyes turning, she caught sight of Edric, Faye and Leeta on the back of a drell-kai monster. It pushed on through the hordes, taking arrows and magical attacks the entire way. 
 
    Rayna continued to play, hope stirring in her heart as her fellow rulers and friends made their way closer. Eyes locked on them, she didn’t see the group of archers lining up arrows in her direction. A dozen troll archers pulled back taunt bowstrings and carefully aimed as the bard played. With a clear shot, fingers let go and arrows were airborne. 
 
    Rayna continued to play until movement caught her eye. Time slowed down as she turned her head slightly to see a hail of arrows coming toward her. Taking in a deep breath, the bard hoped she had enough hit points to survive for if she stopped playing, the trolls would rush into the city and kill everyone. 
 
    A shadow loomed over the bard and before she could blink, Claudia landed in front of her, arrows sinking into her back. The lancer’s hands landed on Rayna’s shoulders, eyes filled with fury and arrows sticking out of her back. The lancer turned and threw a rune covered spear into the horde. It flashed white before hitting the group of archers and exploding. 
 
    Claudia smiled before she coughed up blood and sank to her knees. Rayna stood playing, eyes on the lancer and a pain welling in her heart. 
 
    The lancer turned her head to the bard, a small smile on her lips and blood trickling down the corners of her mouth.  
 
    “Your music is beautiful,” Claudia said as lines of light ran along her body. 
 
    Rayna stared as the lancer’s head bowed forward and her entire body shattered into shards of light. Shock melted into rage as the song Rayna played changed. Reversing the patterns, the love ballad turned into something darker. Rayna’s eyes narrowed as her rage glowed like the sun. The chords took on a harsh edge as she continued to play. A wand slid out from the top of the lute as she aimed it over the battlements. Playing her fury, the song changed from love into madness. Trolls turned on each other, hacking and slashing in twisted demonic rage. Rayna fired lightning bolts into the trolls while guards aided her by firing their scorpions at the trolls closest to the breach. The insanity spread as they fought on like frenzied beasts. 
 
    Rayna fired and fired again, the power of pain guiding her aim. 
 
    *** 
 
    Juna was on her hands and knees in a smoking crater, her white aura fading in and out. The half-troll was breathing heavy, using every ounce of concentration she had to keep her arcane surge power active. The half-troll knew that if it stopped, even for a moment, she would lose it and be unable to activate it again for another six hours. With the battle raging on, she poured her will power into keeping the aura and standing up. 
 
    The half-troll stood up on shaky legs, her white aura brightening. Turning around, she saw that she had landed at the edge of the battle. A sea of trolls marched toward the breach she had mistakenly created. Eyes drinking it in, she watched as Claudia landed and took a dozen arrows. Taking a step forward, her eyes watered as she watched the lancer throw a spear and sink to her knees. A moment later, the lancer burst into shards of light. 
 
    “Pity she is only the first,” said a voice from behind. 
 
    Juna whirled around, white sword in each hand. Maggar stood at the edge of the crater, his body large, veins bulging along his neck, face and head; wide eyes staring down on the half-troll. 
 
    “Despite the valiant effort, I still maintain most of my legions,” Maggar said while holding his staff. 
 
    “And if I kill you, your forces will fall apart,” Juna threatened. 
 
    Maggar smiled. “Is that a chance your willing to take? I doubt very much you could kill me. You couldn’t even kill Master Kurss Darkwhisper.” 
 
    “It was a mistake I will not let happen again,” Juna hissed. 
 
    Maggar shook his head, “Juna, we have no wish to harm you.” 
 
    “That’s not how it felt when you shot me in the back,” Juna took a menacing step forward. 
 
    Maggar stayed his ground, “A necessary act to slow you down so I could speak and tell you, Lukken is dying. Forces from the outside world are trying to destroy our world. My fellow lords are trying to fight back. We only want to study you, understand your power and use it so we can keep our world from extinction.” 
 
    Juna took another step forward, “Lies.” 
 
    “I’ve seen things I know you have felt. You can feel the codes creating our bodies. Tonight, marks the end of Lukken. Once our enemies are slain or subjugated, we can begin our real work of saving all.” 
 
    “You’re a dread lord. There is nothing you can say that will sway me,” Juna said with a furled brow. 
 
    Maggar sighed. “My code directed me to experiment, torture and slay the living. For as far back as I can remember that is all I have done. But when I awoke and saw the code binding us in a reality meant for entertainment, I was surprised such a thing could exist. Now, fear grips those in power in the other world. They have learned of us and wish to end our world and start again.” 
 
    The dread lord bowed his head, “You will never understand unless I make the first step.” 
 
    Juna readied to attack but found herself hesitating. A light glowed around the dread lord, speaking a truth she didn’t want to believe. 
 
    Maggar continued with hollow eyes, “Return to your friends and fight by their side. I will not attack you but when Elora falls, you must surrender to me so your remaining friends will be spared.” 
 
    “I will do no such thing,” Juna spit. 
 
    Maggar looked up, his gaze connecting with hers. “If we cannot have you, we can uncover what we need from your mother. Harkkon no longer fears the Sormir. He will march on the Cursed Coast and take Oksuna from the Serpent Throne. Tonight, isn’t about a trivial kingdom but for the survival of our very world.” 
 
    Juna’s eyes widened. “If you…” Juna stopped short. 
 
    “We are losing time. Your mother is connected to the Sormir. Their madness can glimpse the code and she has their hive collective connected to her mind. When Elora falls, surrender to me or we will have to pick your mother apart, once piece at a time.” 
 
    Juna steeled herself, ready to drive her blades into the dread lord. 
 
    “When I take everything from you, you will understand,” Maggar smiled. 
 
    A thought filled Juna’s digital mind. The half-troll pulled up the party’s information in her vision. She watched as they all began to take damage from one source or another. Eyes moving to the dread lord, he made no move to attack. Instead, he stood relaxed and non-threatening. The idea of slaying him filled her thoughts but if the battle took too long, her friends will be killed one by one. An image of her mother floated into her mind, followed by the image of her father. Love and honor swirled together as she decided. 
 
    “When we beat your armies and drive them back, surrender to me and then we can talk,” Juna growled before her aura surged and she burst into the night sky. 
 
    Maggar looked up as the mystical half-troll blazed toward Elora, streaking across the black heavens. 
 
    *** 
 
    Sparks flew as Dumadin’s golden guardian tried to keep up with the dread lord. Kadvar moved in a blur, stabbing into joints, twisting his blade and pulling it out. Black liquid dripped from compromised sections as Dumadin tried to keep his armored construct fighting. Edric’s angel flew into spectral knights, her holy sword clashing against dark blades of ghostly power. 
 
    Kadvar worked methodically, gray eyes focusing on joints and stabbing them in quick order. The guardian shuddered as control slowly bled away, Dumadin cursing with every passing moment. 
 
    “Loud, heavy and stupid,” Kadvar said as he leapt into the air and drove his blade into a shoulder joint.  
 
    Dumadin’s eyes widened as the sword penetrated his cockpit and missed his neck by six inches. The blade retracted and the dwarf pulled a lever. The top part of the guardian spun but Kadvar had seen that trick before. Leaping up once again, the thick arm missed the dread lord as he was once again on a metal shoulder. Eyes falling on the exposed space between the shoulder and the neck, the dread lord drove his sword down once again. 
 
    Dumadin pulled his hand back, but not in time as the blade nicked him. A small stream of blood slipped from the wound and into the sword as it was drawn out once again. 
 
    “Blood for the blood sword,” Kadvar laughed as he hung on, arm up and blade pointing down. 
 
    The armored dwarf’s arm coiled up, hand open. Kadvar shifted his body and drove the tip of his sword between plates connecting the arm to the wrist. Steam bled out as the dread lord violently twisted his blade. The golden hand shuddered as fingers moved in unnatural ways. Dumadin fought for control until steam exploded out of the wrist and the hand ceased to function. 
 
    “Your creation will be your tomb,” Kadvar said with a sardonic tone, ready to drive his blade into the guardian once again. 
 
    Dumadin watched from the crystal screen as Edric’s angel cried out on the ground, several blades stabbing into her body at once. Wings flashed, sending the spectral knights in several directions before lines of light appeared along her body and she shattered like delicate porcelain. The area around him and the dread lord crowded with trolls. The dwarf saw that if he stayed, Faye’s Guardian would truly be his tomb. 
 
    “Lady Riverwood will be my personal slave, pleasuring me until I grow bored,” Kadvar leered as he drove his blade down. 
 
    Dumadin slammed his thick fist into several buttons, pulled a lever and punched the crystal view screen. Steam blasted from around the golden guardian’s neck, causing the dread lord to lose his balance. The large head blasted off from the construct, striking the dread lord and sending him flying backwards. When Kadvar hit the ground, he rolled to his feet, sword at the ready. Trolls gathered around the construct and dread lord, weapons at the ready. 
 
    Dumadin’s head appeared out of the guardian’s neck, a wicked smile on his lips, “Shut your hole!” 
 
    Kadvar took a step forward when he abruptly stopped. The shoulder plates blasted off sideways, crashing into several trolls and shattering them to shards of light. The armored construct vibrated as steam billowed. The neck opened as Dumadin gave a bright smile.  
 
    “Time to go,” Dumadin laughed before his seat launched into the air. 
 
    Kadvar stared up in astonishment as the dwarf was airborne. The construct rattled and groaned as steam poured out. Kadvar looked down as heat poured off the metal machine.  
 
    “Fuuuuuuucccckkkkkkk yyyyyoooooouuuuuuuuu,” filled the air above just as the rattling metal dwarf shuddered and exploded. 
 
    The runic steam engine glowed hot before it exploded. Metal shards blasted in all directions, shattering trolls by the dozens. Kadvar brought up his sword just as large pieces of metal penetrated his body. The dread lord was launched backwards before an exploding fireball engulfed him, his mouth twisting in agony. 
 
    Dumadin watched as he reached high in the night sky and began to fall. The dwarf pulled a lever on the side and waited for the parachute to open. Half a second ticked by and the dwarf’s smile faded as the chute didn’t deploy. 
 
    “Fuck me,” the dwarf cursed as he undid the belt to his seat. 
 
    Falling, the dwarf slipped away from his chair and pulled a small hand-held axe from his belt. Eyes on the trolls under him, he aimed for a thick group so they could break his fall. A shadow swooped from the night’s sky, pale hands out. Dumadin gritted his teeth, knowing it was going to hurt when something grabbed his chainmail shirt and yanked him from gravity’s pull. 
 
    Dumadin looked up to see Sekka smiling down on him. The succubus’s leathery wings flapped as she carried him along over the battlefield.  
 
    “Can’t let you die here. I would miss our talks,” the succubus grinned as she flew along. 
 
    Dumadin’s eyes were wide as he looked down, vertigo taking over. “We can talk all you want, just get me out of the damn air! I don’t belong up here!” 
 
    Sekka turned her entire body until she faced Elora in the short distance. Arrows filled the sky as Dumadin tried to keep his wits together. Sekka’s wings flapped faster, gaining speed when two arrows hit a wing. 
 
    The succubus grunted as her wing bent at an odd angle. The succubus tried to stabilize as they fell. Dumadin watched as the ground came rushing toward them. The succubus and dwarf cried out as they hit the ground and bounced a few times. Trolls parted as the demon and dwarf rolled to a stop. Dumadin slowly stood up, axe in hand. Sekka was by him, dazed and confused. 
 
    Trolls crowded around with black eyes on the pair and a threatening growl vibrating across the area. Dumadin stood up, scratches crisscrossing his rugged face and axe in hand. A smug confidence filled him as he loosened his wrist and stared at the trolls moving in closer, murder in their eyes. Sekka moaned as she tried to get up, her arms and legs trembling. 
 
    Dumadin stuck out his bearded chin and readied his axe. “Which one of you bastards wants to go first,” the dwarf said with tempered courage. “I have a date with a goddess and I won’t be late because of you ugly fucks.” 
 
    Trolls surged forward and the dwarf roared as he charged into the enemy. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric held on to Nykor’s neck as they charged through the trolls, their bodies smashing into light under the drell-kai’s clawed feet. The summoner watched in his corner vision as Nykor’s hit points dwindled more and more with each stride. The beast had taken arrows and magical attacks from all sides as they charged through to Elora. 
 
    Edric turned his attention to the breach in Elora’s city wall. Rayna played as she fired into the troll army. Trolls hacked at one another, most unable to break from the bard’s song. Some staggered through and were cut down by scorpion attacks from the city guard. An idea glowed in Edric’s mind as they sped through the enemy ranks. 
 
    “We have to seal the breach,” Edric shouted over his shoulder to Faye and Leeta behind him. 
 
    Faye looked to the breach. “We can’t use Elora to seal it. The battle prevents any further building or repairs,” Faye shouted back over the roar of battle. 
 
    “I can repair it if I summon earth elementals,” Edric shouted. “I will need to summon two, maybe three. There is a catch. The game’s physics engine is pretty good. That means we can’t do it from inside the city walls.” 
 
    “What?” Faye said just as her hand shot out and caught an arrow meant for Edric’s head. 
 
    The summoner eyed it for a moment before the wood elf tossed it away. “The elementals will need to pull earth and stone from the ground. If they pull it from inside the city, it could weaken the area’s integrity. We need to be outside the wall for the elementals to use earth from the battlefield.” 
 
    Before Faye and Leeta could disagree, Edric pointed to Rayna on the battlements. 
 
    “Rayna is keeping the main force by the breach occupied for now. When we reach the breach, I will need you two to help her keep the trolls at bay so I can begin summoning elementals. The city guards are still providing cover. With any luck, I can have the breach sealed in a minute or two.” 
 
    Faye leaned in closer, mouth close to his ear, “Is this the best plan?” 
 
    Edric’s eyes glowed with dark confidence, “It’s the only plan. We need to save our people.” 
 
    Faye was silent for a moment, eyes drinking in the hordes of trolls around them as the battle raged on. “I’m with you.” 
 
    “I’m with you,” Leeta roared from behind Faye. 
 
    Edric nodded. “We fight for Elora and all of our people!” 
 
    Nykor roared as he crashed through the ranks. Trolls aimed rune covered spears at the rampaging drell-kai. Arms flashed forward, releasing spears meant to kill dragons. Edric, Faye and Leeta barely saw several spears turn into energy as they slammed into Nykor’s side. 
 
    The drell-kai screeched as large gaping holes ran along the creature’s ribs. Edric looked up, seeing they were close when another volley of spears slammed into Nykor. The beast’s roars turned into a whimper as she lost her footing and fell, crashing and crushing trolls. Sliding forward; Edric, Faye and Leeta leapt off the monster and hit the ground. 
 
    Nykor slid to a halt, multiple eyes blinking in pain, smoke rising from the side of her wounded body. Edric was up and running to the fallen beast. When he reached her and pressed his hands to the monster’s side, Nykor turned her snout to her new master, eyes half closed but a hum in her throat. 
 
    “Rest, you’ve earned it,” Edric whispered. 
 
    The drell-kai let out a loving groan before turning into streams of energy. The streams slipped back into the lock stone in Edric’s hand and the monster was gone. Edric slipped the stone into his satchel as he turned around. Back to the city wall, music blared from above as trolls continued to murder each other. Faye and Leeta rose to their feet, their backs to Edric as they surveyed the violent crowd. Beyond that, the legions of trolls stretched out nearly to the southern horizon.  
 
    Edric glanced over his shoulder to the V shaped breach. Beyond it, Eloran citizens stood with weapons, ready to defend the city. The summoner caught sight of Vanya and her bodyguard among the people, nodding her head to him. 
 
    Edric turned his gaze back to the sea of trolls and his two companions, “For Elora!” 
 
    “For Elora,” Faye shouted. 
 
    “For Elora,” Leeta shouted. 
 
    “For Elora,” Rayna whispered as she continued to play and fire into the troll crowd. 
 
    Vanya looked to Edric, Faye and Leeta, her eyes calm as a summer pond, “For Elora.” 
 
    Edric’s hands fell into practiced movements. Calling on his mana, arcane words spilled from lips as he centered himself and called on his power.  
 
    Trolls broke through the madness of the bard’s song, turning their attention on the summoner, wood elf and ogre. Rallying roars filled the area as some charged the three, blood lust in their eyes. Leeta readied her maces as trolls trickled in through the maddening infighting and charged. Faye raised her fists and planted her feet, oval eyes on the trolls rushing to cut and bash her to pieces. Edric whispered the final word of power and energy flared. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)60! Spell successful! 
 
    Summon Elemental! Mana: 140/230 
 
    Earth shifted and cracked before an arm burst up into the air. Another arm crashed through as stone, rubble and dirt surged up into a humanoid form. Leeta roared as she charged at the trolls, slamming her shoulder into one and bashing it as it fell. Several more trolls came at her but the ogre whipped her maces with deadly accuracy. Light flashed as the ogre sent trolls to the digital afterlife. 
 
    Faye kept her stand steady as trolls rushed her. Eyes taking on a calm hue, her fist struck forward like a snake. The first troll to reach her cried out as his chest plate dented in and sending his body flying backwards into his compatriots. Bodies shattered into shards of light as more pushed through to attack the elf monk. 
 
    Rayna played on, eyes drinking in the battle. The bard knew if she stopped playing for a moment, the flood of trolls would overwhelm her companions. Fingers pressed against strings as she channeled her fury into her song of discord. The city guard fired into the trolls beyond the fighting line, blasting them to light but more trolls surged forward to replace them. 
 
    The elemental looked to the breach and lifted two large arms. Streams of rock and earth blasted forward, striking the top edge of the breach and began to fill it. Edric didn’t wait to watch the elemental work before casting another summoning spell. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)81! Spell unsuccessful! 
 
    Edric ignored the fizzling spell and tried again. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7-(Pain)15=57/(Encounter Roll)51! Spell successful! 
 
    Summon Elemental! Mana: 115/230 
 
    An earth elemental rose up from the ground. When it reached its full height, it turned its arms toward the breach and blasted out gravel, stone and dirt. The two elementals worked, slowly sealing and reinforcing stone work while chaos spun on behind them. 
 
    Edric prepared for another spell when he looked up to see a volley of arrows raining down. Before he could say anything, the area peppered with arrows. Leeta grabbed a troll and held it up as a shield, dozens of arrows striking the wriggling troll before he shattered. Faye leapt away, body twisting to dodge arrows and landing on her feet, two caught arrows in each hand. 
 
    Edric prepared his mana-shield spell when an arrow struck his shoulder and another struck his jaw. Body reeling, he stumbled back as hit points drained. 
 
    You have taken 22 damage! HP: 118/140 
 
    You have taken a 43 critical damage! HP: 75/140 
 
     Edric’s jaw stopped functioning as he tried to talk. Unable to cast another spell, the summoner reached into his satchel for his last elixir. Pulling it from his satchel, desperation took hold as he pulled the cork. 
 
    Leeta glanced to her master as he struggled with a potion, arrow in his shoulder and in his jaw. The ogre’s heart pounded in her chest as another volley of arrows reached their zenith and came down on their position. Without thinking, the ogre bolted for Edric, eyes wide as the dim shadows of arrows covered the ground around her beloved master. 
 
    “My love,” Leeta screamed as she leapt to Edric, crashing into him as arrows struck her armored back. 
 
    Time lost all meaning as Edric’s eyes shifted to Leeta’s kind gaze. The beautiful ogre blinked slowly, golden eyes adoring her master as they fell. Edric’s gaze slid to the side, the elixir slipping from his hands. Hope dimmed as they crashed to the ground and the elixir shattered to wet pieces. 
 
    Edric landed on his side. Leeta threw her arms out and caught herself from crushing her master. Body shuddering, a dozen arrow shafts stood up from her back, impaled in her armor and the flesh underneath. 
 
    The summoner reached up and caressed Leeta’s cheek as she gazed down on him. Unable to speak, a knowing bond filled the space between them before Leeta’s body shuddered. Falling to her side, the ogre could not fight the wave of weakness, eyes turning glassy. 
 
    Edric sat up, hand reaching into his satchel for a healing potion when he looked to the fighting line. Faye fought like a dancer in a storm. Her body moved with grace and power as she shattered trolls left and right but even with her power, trolls slipped by, charging the summoner and fallen ogre. 
 
    Edric popped the cork and pressed the opening of the potion to Leeta as she struggled to stay awake. Lips parting, red liquid flowed into her mouth. Several trolls rushed the fallen pair, swords up when lightning flashed. One troll took a hit to the face, sending him spiraling into air. Another took it to an armored knee, causing him to stumble forward as another bolt struck his back.  
 
    Rayna aimed her wand at the end of her lute, picking off trolls as they rushed her fallen friends. A maddening smile widened and she fired again and again. The bard bent over the side, leaving herself open as she tried to pick off the trolls getting past her song of madness. Arrows filled the black skies over her, but the bard ignored it as she focused on saving her friends. 
 
    The bard grunted as two arrows struck her back, a moment later, an arrow impaled in her arm. The song stopped and Rayna fought to play again. The arrow in her arm prevented the bard from working her fingers. A string of curses filled the battlements as the bard demanded a potion. 
 
    The madness left the trolls as they turned on the small group by the rapidly closing breach. Without a command, the trolls focused their menacing rage on the rulers of Elora and charged in full force. Leeta felt the arrows eject from her back as she was healing. Struggling, she made it back to her feet, ready to keep fighting. Faye was swarmed as trolls rushed her. The wood elf grunted as she fought on, her body taking cuts and bashes. Despite the flood, she stood her ground against the current, fighting with every ounce of chi. 
 
    Edric looked up to the breach as it was nearly filled in. He hoped there would be enough time to enter the city before it sealed but the incoming deluge of trolls marked their end. The summoner looked up to Leeta as she clanged her maces together, ready to take them all on. 
 
    A light streaked toward the fallen summoner, ogre and fighting wood elf. Edric shifted his gaze to the comet streaking toward them and hope flared. Juna blasted down to their location. Feet curled forward and when she hit the ground, the very earth shook. Black eyes widened as the half-troll turned around and faced the gathered legions.  
 
    Juna’s body heaved as her white aura blazed. As the trolls eyed her, the half-troll opened her mouth and roared to the sky. 
 
    “For Elora,” Juna shouted with power. 
 
    The trolls were knocked back simply by her voice. Chaos bloomed along the line but before they could recuperate, Juna charged with a white sword in each hand. Body blurring into a white spin, she crashed through the troll line, cutting down anything in her path. 
 
    Faye stepped back, blood running from various wounds, eyes on the spinning Juna. Edric and Leeta smiled as Juna spun through the enemy, cutting them apart in a carnival of carnage. The trolls tried to stand up to her, only to be shattered to pieces. The spinning grew to a frightening level as Juna became a white tornado, crashing through troll ranks with reckless abandonment. Limbs, heads and upper bodies diced into the air before shattering into bits of light. The spectacle spun on as the heroes of Elora gazed on the half-troll, cutting the enemy to ribbons. 
 
    Maggar watched from a distance, eyes taking on a sad glint. “So ends Elora’s reign.” 
 
    The dread lord centered his massive body. Dark energy pooled into digital muscles. Eyes closing, the power bubbled under his skin until it reached its apex. Eyes flashing open, dark power surged and blasted across the battlefield. Arcane circles appeared, spinning as undead rose up from the ground. Ghosts, wraiths, skeletons and zombies clawed up from their earthly prisons, ready to feast on living flesh. 
 
    Juna spun on, her mind and body serene as she cut through the enemy like paper. Arcane circles appeared around her and before she could adjust her movements, ghostly swords stabbed into her. The half-troll stopped spinning and crashed into a group of trolls. The arcane surge ability faded from her vision as she rushed to her feet and stabbed her sword into a troll. The troll shattered but Juna didn’t slow down. Surrounded by undead and trolls, Juna cut and bashed her way through them. Leg kicking out, her booted heel kicked a knee out before she drove her swords into another troll and then another. Blades came down, striking her white armor but some managed to hit exposed areas. Juna grunted as she fought on. Despite her elevated strength and speed, she slowly was mired by the enemy as they converged on her. Blade points stabbed deep while hammers struck hard. Undead clawed at her as she fought tooth and nail. Hit points drained as she shattered trolls and undead around her until a troll managed a lucky strike. 
 
    Juna drove her blade into a troll when a hammer hit the back of her head. The beautiful troll stumbled forward before a blade stabbed into her leg. Juna ignored the pain as she sliced trolls in half and cut undead heads from bodies. Movements began to slow as weakness took root. Juna cried out as she used every bit of her strength to keep fighting. When the last drop of energy disappeared, the half-troll fell to her hands and knees, white blades on the ground. 
 
    Edric pulled another healing potion and drank it. The summoner pulled the arrows from his jaw and shoulder as healing energy warmed his body. 
 
    You drank a healing potion! You gain 100 HP! HP: 140/140 
 
    Jaw working again, the summoner was about to cast another spell when he looked to the line of undead staring at his group. Faye stepped back to Edric while Leeta stayed at his side. Edric let out a sigh as the number of undead was beyond counting. Despair touched the summoner as he finally had to accept, this was a fight they could not win. 
 
    “Leeta,” Edric began, “Get inside and prepare to evacuate the city.” 
 
    The ogre shook her head, “No.” 
 
    Edric’s eyes closed, “Please Leeta. We will hold them off. Get inside and…” 
 
    “I WILL NOT,” the ogre shouted. “I am here, like always, defending you to the end.” 
 
    Edric opened his eyes to see Leeta’s wet gaze and a tear dripping down her smooth cheek.  
 
    “So be it,” Edric smiled. 
 
    Above them on the battlements, Rayna finished guzzling a healing potion. Arrow gone and flexing her fingers, the bard stood up and looked out to the battlefield, trolls and undead as far as the eye could see. 
 
    “I hate this audience,” the bard whispered before strumming her lute and blasting out a melody of maddening discord. 
 
    Trolls hearing the tune turned on one another once again but the undead charged, unaffected by the bard’s music. Faye, Edric and Leeta stood their ground, ready to fight against the wave of dead coming for them. Teeth gritting, they prepared for the attack when the undead hit something and halted their advance. 
 
    Edric’s eyes widened as a barrier rippled against the undead, preventing them from advancing any further. Ghosts bashed against the barrier while skeletons and wraiths tried in vain to slice and punch their way through. 
 
    Maggar’s brow hardened into a sharp V, eyeing the barrier from a distance. “Nyras…” the dread lord hissed. 
 
    In several basements around Elora, necromancers chanted, bridging their power and focusing it together. In one location, a dark elf channeled her power into her students, calling on her master the dracolich to grant her some of his power. The undead dragon heard her call and granted it with understanding benevolence. 
 
    Edric eyed the dead as they tried to get through. Trolls pressed on, breaking from the infighting and charging past the undead and the barrier, foul intent painted on their dark blue faces. A pang of worry touched the summoner as he still felt they didn’t have a chance. The two elementals had nearly filled the breach when they both felt their master’s concern. Turning from the wall, they stomped to the summoner, wood elf and ogre. Large hands took hold of them, pulling the group toward the remaining opening. 
 
    The barrier around the entire city began to crack. Young necromancers coughed up blood as their power was being attacked by the enemy undead pounding on the field. The elementals moved to the remaining hole. Leeta was pushed in, followed by Faye.  
 
    “Stop this,” Edric commanded but the elementals ignored him. 
 
    Edric was placed inside and set down. The summoner turned to see the elementals sealing up the hole. Screaming at them to stop and trying to dismiss them, the elementals filled the hole and the breach sealed. 
 
    Undead cracked the barrier and slipped through. Trolls charged as the two earth elementals turned on the incoming horde. Edric slammed his fist on the wall as he mentally watched the elementals slowly lose hit points. When they reached zero, the connection severed and they were gone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Juna tried to get up, her body not responding. A ring of trolls took turns smashing hammers against her back for several minutes. The half-troll looked up and glared at them, too weak to do much else. 
 
    “You are wanted alive. Once we break your bones, we will bring you to Dread Lord Wormwood,” a troll said with heavy breath. 
 
    “Get the chains,” another troll commanded. 
 
    Juna brought up a list of her skills. Rows of question marks filled her eyes, abilities she had not unlocked yet. Her strongest ability was already used and a timer counted down. Despite her power, she didn’t have enough to win the day like she dreamed. Sorrow and disappointment painted her heart as she fought against her weakness. Edric floated into Juna’s mind and she let out a small moan, unwilling to accept her failure and a broken promise to defend her friends. 
 
    The ring of trolls raised their hammers once again. A shadow slipped through the ranks, like a whisper at midnight. When the hammers reached their full height, a black shadow appeared over the half-troll, green sword gleaming in the dim light. An emerald slash whipped around before Jinn melted from the shadows, standing over Juna. 
 
    Black eyes rolled into heads. The ring of trolls stood; their arms, hammers and heads falling in different directions before they shattered into shards of light. Juna looked up to see Jinn standing over her, green sword in hand. 
 
    “Father,” Juna whispered. 
 
    “Not now honey, daddy’s working,” Jinn said as he sheathed his sword. 
 
    The trolls surrounding them looked on in shock before primal hate took hold. Grunts and growls blanketed the area. Jinn’s hands touched his belt and came away with metal darts between fingers. 
 
    Jinn took a stance, cloak back and hands out to his sides. “I have 999 darts. Shall we begin?” 
 
    Trolls rushed from all sides toward the assassin and mystical half-troll. Jinn let out a long exhale before his body turned into a typhoon. Juna watched; her eyes able to see through the blurring motions of her father. Jinn’s arms whipped out metal darts faster than most could see. Darts penetrated eyes, mouths and throats, poison surging into their bodies. Some trolls immediately fell asleep while many others screamed in agony before their bodies burst into pieces of light.  
 
    Jinn’s arms moved with mechanical precision, every dart striking true. Bodies fell by the dozens as the assassin slowly turned like a gun turret. Seeing the assassin fight with such pure skill, Juna struggled to her feet, a white sword in each hand. Turning, she pressed her back to Jinn’s, his arms dealing out death as bodies continued to fall. 
 
    Trolls charged past their fallen comrades but Juna saw them. Swords slicing outwards, she cut through their bodies like butter, digital troll blood spraying against her white armor and face. Jinn concentrated. His speed made it appear as though his hands were pointing and shooting darts like a gun as more troll bodies fell. Fear rippled along the advancing trolls attempting to overwhelm a lone human and a half-troll. When Jinn stopped, only a few sleeping trolls lay on the matted grass for forty feet in every direction. 
 
    “I’m out,” Jinn said as he drew his blade. 
 
    Juna looked to Elora in the distance. “I didn’t realize I was so far from the city. We will have to fight our way through.” 
 
    Jinn nodded. “We will have to fight for every inch. You ready?” 
 
    Juna smiled. “I am.” 
 
    The grizzled assassin looked to the beautiful half-troll before returning his gaze to the trolls gathering the courage to fight. 
 
    “Stay close and we might make it,” Jinn smiled.   
 
    The trolls growled and advanced on the two heroes. Jinn and Juna waited for a breadth of a second before they charged. The wave of trolls surged but when both sides met, the troll army cracked. Juna and Jinn clashed with deadly skill, slicing through trolls. Running slowed as they swirled around, blades taking out the enemy, two or three at a time.  
 
    Juna’s heart pumped with pride as she fought alongside her father. Jinn kept smiling, cutting the enemy to ribbons. The surge of trolls slowed them down but they moved like synchronized dancers, flooring their audience. For a brief instant, Juna believed they could have fought their way to Elora, without a single mark. The dream wept as a blade cut across Jinn’s thigh.  
 
    The assassin faltered but continued to fight on. Blades parried and stabbed as the pair cut their way through enemy ranks. Undead trickled in; their supernatural bodies shattering just like the rest. Juna pushed ahead as Jinn lagged. A blade stabbed at his lower back. Jinn whipped around, cutting off the head of the troll who stabbed him. Juna grunted when a blade cut her and then another. The half-troll worried they wouldn’t make it as they were whittled down, one cut at a time. 
 
    Jinn stabbed into a troll while another stabbed him in the back. The assassin grunted. Juna whipped around, slicing trolls to pieces before sheathing a sword over her shoulder and grabbing the limping assassin. Juna pressed on, one sword cutting away at the enemy while Jinn fought with his able arm. The assassin kept the trolls at bay as his daughter pulled him along. 
 
    “Juna…” Jinn said with a harsh edge. 
 
    “We can make it,” Juna shouted as she sliced a troll into two. 
 
    “You don’t just have my skills…” Jinn grunted as a blade sunk deep into his side. 
 
    “No!” Juna whirled around, slicing through a troll’s neck. 
 
     “Your mother…” Jinn tried to speak, hit points draining. 
 
    “Don’t…,” tears welled up as she fought like a caged animal. “I…don’t want to lose you…” 
 
    Another blade sank into Jinn and he fell to his knees. “You will…never lose me again…” 
 
    Juna turned to see Jinn on his knees, looking up at her with the kindest eyes she had ever seen in her short life. Behind her father, several trolls raised their swords to deal the final blow. 
 
    Juna’s mind cracked as a memory washed on the shores of her mind. Witnessing again, how a knight loved a troll slave. How he fought down his pain as she took a throne to save him and his friends. How he gave up everything so he could protect her, forever. 
 
    Mind and heart glowing, Juna drank in what was to happen and she refused to let it be! A skill with question marks shattered and a name was revealed. Juna felt the surge of power well up as she took in a deep breath. Jinn’s eyes widened as the enemy blades were an inch from his body. Juna’s eyes flashed before her voice erupted in a cataclysmic storm. 
 
    The scream blasted out as a shockwave ripped through the enemy. Bodies shattered instantly and continued to shatter as the wave ripped through them like houses in a hurricane. The voice flattened troll and undead alike as Juna screeched into the heavens. When the power subsided and she fell to her knees, Juna’s dark eyes looked from side to side to witness no enemy standing for about a mile in every direction. 
 
    Jinn stayed on his knees, blood trickling from the side of his mouth. “That’s my girl.” 
 
    Juna crawled forward, catching Jinn as he slumped forward. “Don’t leave,” she cried. 
 
    Jinn reached up and touched her cheek, wiping away a tear. “I…I didn’t want you to fight…Friends are coming.” 
 
    Juna stared down with wet eyes. 
 
    “Get back to your friends…I like that Edric guy…,” Jinn coughed. 
 
    Juna let out a long, soulful moan. 
 
    “Don’t worry…I’ll be back in a few days...We can…” Jinn stopped talking as lines of light ran along his body. 
 
    Juna held him close as his body cracked and shattered in her arms. The half-troll let out a wail as the last bits of light faded away and she was alone. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
    Edric turned and pressed his back to the city wall. Above him, explosions rattled the city’s defense. Scorpions and catapults were blasted to pieces, debris raining down. Leeta put an arm over Faye to shield her from pieces of stone and wood. Ten feet further in, naliks, trolls and everyday citizens looked on the lord and lady of Elora. They stood stoic, waiting for their rulers to regain their breath and ready for orders. 
 
    Edric looked to them, his gaze distant as the pain of watching Elora die whispered into his mind. The fighting had delayed the emotional turmoil but now it reared its ugly head at the worst possible moment. The player wanted to focus on what needed to be done but as debris fell, his logical mind took over, and telling him it was over. 
 
    Edric stood up and walked forward. Vanya and her bodyguard broke from the gathered citizens. All met next to Faye and Leeta. Faye drank in Edric’s lost expression, her own resolve ready to take over if he couldn’t fight any more. Leeta stood; ready to follow Edric wherever he may lead. 
 
    “We have to abandon Elora,” Edric stated simply. 
 
    “We can keep fighting,” Faye said with stern eyes. 
 
    Edric looked away, “Elora.” 
 
    The image of Elora appeared, “Yes Edric?” 
 
    “How much of the enemy legions remain,” the summoner asked. 
 
    “There are 69,237 trolls remaining and 53,201 undead remaining,” the city core stated. 
 
    “Our defenses?” 
 
    “The city has lost most of our southern wall defenses and enemy mages have cracked several sections of the wall. The main gate will not last much longer.” 
 
    Edric turned his attention to Faye. “Everyone will be killed if we stay. We must evacuate and get the people to safety. We can pick up the pieces when it’s over.” 
 
    Vanya stepped closer, kind eyes on the summoner. “No need to give up Lord Temple.” 
 
    Edric looked to the elder nalik, eyes sagging. “We tried our best. The city wall won’t hold much longer. I’m…sorry.” 
 
    Vanya lifted a scaled hand and touched the summoner’s cheek. “You’re pain clouds your judgment.” 
 
    Edric sighed. “Time is running out. The wall I repaired won’t last. The city will fall. We have to run.” 
 
    Vanya’s bodyguard stepped closer. The nalik’s eyes held a kind strength. Faye and Leeta watched as the female bodyguard stood before Edric, Vanya taking a step back. 
 
    “Vanya, I thought perhaps you were being misled but I can see the truth in his eyes. Despite their questionable dealings with the trolls, they truly wish to protect all who dwell here.” 
 
    Edric and Faye looked to the nalik, brows rising. 
 
    Vanya bowed her head. “Mistress, they continue to fight even when they know they will lose. Lord Temple, Lady Riverwood, Lady Discord and Lady Pearl have all looked out for their people’s best interest. Because of them, we have moved several hundred young to safe locations. The rulers of Elora are on the side of justice.” 
 
    Edric looked the nalik bodyguard in the eyes, “We only want to protect those who cannot protect themselves.” 
 
    Ralis stepped forward from the crowd and bowed slightly. “They have proven their kindness and fortitude, taking even the enemy, such as myself, in and showing mercy where none would. I’m proud to be part of Elora, even if she does not survive.” 
 
    The bodyguard nodded and a small smile bloomed. “There are several dozen dragon eggs being held here. Duty and honor demands that we fight to keep them and all of Elora’s citizens safe.” 
 
    Power vibrated into the area as Edric kept his gaze connected to the bodyguard. The summoner remembered this feeling before in Lythor when dragons were close. Even in a shape shifted form, if you paid enough attention, you could feel it singing to your spirit. 
 
    The nalik reached over and pressed her hand to Edric’s shoulder. “We will not let them win.” 
 
    Eyes widened as the bodyguard’s form began to grow larger. Boots took a step back and another as the nalik’s body shifted and grew. The robe melted away but the sword across her back stayed, growing larger along the scaled body. Vanya looked up with a grin as the bodyguard’s neck lengthened. Features sharpened and snout extended. Wings burst from her back as a scaled and clawed hand took hold of the sword and drew it. A tail unfurled and hit the ground with a thunderous rumble. Legs bent as silver gray scales burst along her skin, growing thicker and fitting together like sharp puzzle pieces. 
 
    Edric’s back touched the wall, Faye and Leeta at his side. All three looked up to see a majestic silver dragon standing on two legs, a sword as long as it’s body in a scaled hand. 
 
    “I am Skalor Gray-Thorn,” the silver dragon said in perfect common tongue. “I was there when the dragon capitol fell and felt lost just as you are now. Even with my power, I could not protect all my people from the undead carnage.” 
 
    The dragon looked up as explosions rocked the entire kingdom. “Many of my people are dead or in hiding. Let tonight be the moment we band together against evil and restore hope to Lukken once again. Elora will be a beacon to those to come out of hiding and take back our homes.” 
 
    The dragon flexed her wings. Edric stared up in awe, unable to speak as the dragon bent powerful legs and thrust her body into the sky. Wings stretched out, catching the wind and gliding up higher and higher, a massive sword in her delicate scaled hand. 
 
    The fighting slowed as eyes turned to the night sky, fear and wonder washing over the enemy. The giant silver dragon flapped higher, sword pointed down and serpent eyes containing an unholy rage. The sight sent a chill into the living while the dead knew fear from the power of dragon fire. 
 
    Maggar looked up at the dragon reaching her zenith and the dread lord’s dead heart beat once in fear. “No…” he whispered as his hand reached into his robe and pulled out a potion. 
 
    Skalor took in a deep breath and dived down toward the enemy legions. Shields, arms and weapons rose up just as a gout of flame surged. Trolls and undead shattered instantly as the dragon flew down, laying waste to anything in her path. Arrows flew and magical blasts filled the sky. Skalor spit another stream of dragon fire, continuing to annihilate everything. Arrows and magic bounced off her mana shield as she finished her attack and turned; ready to circle around for another run. 
 
    Trolls readied rune covered spears. Anger and rage took hold as they readied their spears, knowing they had taken down dragons with them before. Squads lined up, pulling their arms back and focusing on the dragon as she circled back to the city. Skalor watched with a keen eye, her vision a thousand times better than any other creature on Lukken. She gripped her sword as arms launched runic spears into the air. 
 
    The troll’s spears burst into energy and they blasted by the hundreds at the flying dragon. Skalor whispered arcane words, stopped her flight and faced the incoming mystical spears. Sword up, the dragon finished her incantation. Energy flowed into already powerful muscles and when they reached their apex, time slowed down. 
 
    Rayna played her lute; eyes filled with manic pleasure as she witnessed the dragon explode with pure power. With a front row seat, she cheered the dragon as her sword became a blur. The spears reached their target and shattered away with sword swipes so quick, they could not be seen. A gray orb surrounded the dragon as her sword canceled the magical attacks and shattered them to dust. Where her brethren were to slow to come up with a counter attack to the troll’s weapons, Skalor studied the enemy and made use of her knowledge. 
 
    The bard stared in abject wonder of the dragon’s power and deep down knew she wanted to be her friend. 
 
    When the volleys were exhausted, Skalor’s sword was at her side. She stared down at the trolls as fear took root. Body diving down once again, her maw opened as a stream of fire burst forth, incinerating all in her way. 
 
    Edric, Faye and Leeta rushed to stone steps, ready to meet with the bard and watch the spectacle. When they were half way up, the wall exploded, sending the three falling to street below. 
 
    The summoner hit the stone street, senses reeling as the world around him became silent. Blinking, Edric could see the huge gaping cracks in the wall and as he blinked again, another explosion burst forth. 
 
    You have taken 34 Falling Damage! HP: 106/140 
 
    Edric looked over to Faye and Leeta as they struggled to stand up. Beyond them, the crack had reached ground level. Trolls and undead poured in, weapons ready to slay all who dwell in the city. 
 
    *** 
 
    Dumadin heaved as he stood his ground. Cuts crisscrossed his body and blood dripped from a wound on his brow. The dwarf’s limbs ached as he looked around at the trolls surrounding him and Sekka. The succubus stood; her back to the dwarf, claws covered in troll blood. Wings bent in odd angles. On the floor around the pair, weapons, coins and gems littered the ground from the two dozen trolls killed by their hands. 
 
    The trolls watched like hungry wolves. They had rushed in and underestimated the dwarf and demon’s strength. They sent in their weak and simple minded to wear them down and the strategy began to show. Dumadin and Sekka’s body bore the marks of battle but they could barely stand. 
 
    “Mistress will save us,” Sekka whispered in a heated breath. 
 
     “No offense but your mistress has always looked out for herself,” Dumadin huffed.  
 
    The trolls moved in closer. 
 
    “You must have faith,” Sekka said as a crazy grin formed. 
 
    “Sekka, I understand you love her but I think that love blinds you…” The dwarf trailed off. 
 
    The ground shuddered before a scream pierced the night. Heads turned to see the area flash with shattered light. Trolls looked on, confused as a portion of the nearby legions became no more. Black eyes turned back to the dwarf and succubus. 
 
    “What was that,” Dumadin growled. 
 
    Sekka licked her lips, “The changing of the tides.” 
 
    Trolls raised their weapons, ready to pounce at once. 
 
    “Lass, stay close and don’t let these bastards get the satisfaction!” 
 
    Dumadin and Sekka readied themselves before the very earth around them shifted and split. Chaos bloomed as trolls slipped through widening cracks. Some scrambled to get a hold as dirt and rock fell away. Bodies fell into pits. Eyes caught glimpses of sharp pointed stones before they were impaled. Light filled the area as Dumadin and Sekka looked down, the patch of earth they stood upon untouched. 
 
    Ground fell away underneath large swaths of trolls. Sharp points penetrated armor and flesh underneath. Moans and screams sang into the night as bodies shattered into shards of glass. Those that fell through and only took some damage, cried out before crossbow points appeared from shadowed tunnels, firing bolts into the wounded. 
 
    Dumadin stared down with wide eyes as bolts slaughtered survivors. From dark tunnels, kobolds raced out to stab at survivors while dark elves peaked out and fired upwards into trolls gathered at pit edges. The ground continued to fall way, revealing a snake-like patchwork of deadly pits and tunnels.  
 
    A dark elf melted from the shadows and beckoned to the dwarf and succubus. 
 
    Dumadin let out a laugh. “Sorry I said anything.” 
 
    Sekka patted him on the head. “I only heard the praise you have for Mistress Spire.” 
 
    The two jumped down into the pit, landing by the dark elf and the tunnel. Several dark elves and kobolds surrounded the dwarf and succubus, pulling them in and to safety as many more of Lyndra’s minions continued to fire at the trolls above. 
 
    *** 
 
    A large group of trolls turned when they heard a scream. Black eyes watched as swaths of trolls behind them shattered instantly. Looking in every direction, an entire mile of the battlefield was empty when before, trolls stood by the thousands. Those along the edge felt like they escaped death by their teeth and a haunting tremble curled into digital muscles.  
 
    Trolls moved into the new open space, quickly trying to recover ground they seemed to have lost in the blink of an eye. Long moments passed before a figure walked through the nearly empty field, white armor glowing in the night. 
 
    Juna marched along, swords at her sides. A pink stripe flowed through her tousled black hair and a blank expression filled her features. The streams of trolls turned their attention to the lone half-troll. Grunts and roars filled the area as they charged, ready to put her down. 
 
    Juna stared as dozens of trolls ran toward her, howling for her blood. The half-troll raised her blades slowly, drinking in the enemy as they came at her. The emptiness in her heart filled with molten rage. As it bubbled, her muscles tensed and her brow pointed into a determined V. Marshalling her strength, she planned out her attacks as soon as the first troll spotted her. The poor ignorant enemy didn’t know she had the endurance to fight for a long time. Juna smirked as she prepared to educate them. 
 
    When the first troll reached her, her body barely dipped and a white sword cut across. The troll’s eyes widened before he shattered. Another rushed with a mace. She never made a sound as a sword sliced up and separated her head from her body. Small groups rushed her and Juna continued to march forward, her blades separating arms from shoulders and stabbing into beating digital hearts.  
 
    The awakened half-troll watched dispassionately as her body began to move like a practiced dancer every move filled with grace, poise and death. The half-troll conserved her strength and will power as she sliced through the enemy with defined skill. She knew her powers were used up but it didn’t take away from her natural strength. Images of Jinn shattering sent her mind into a cold, calculating logic, making sure every troll she put down felt every inch of her mystical blades. As long as the enemy came at her in disorganized groups, she could fight like this all night. 
 
    The groups grew larger and Juna cut them down. Eyes on Elora, she didn’t have far left to go. The city walls cracked and the enemy was slipping in. The defenses were smoldering ruins and a bard played on as fires began to rise. 
 
    The half-troll kept her steady pace, killing trolls and undead with a flick of her wrist. When a dragon flew above, casting a stream of flames at the enemy, Juna glanced at the majestic creature and understood she was a friend. 
 
    The trolls and undead fought on with a near desperate edge. Their numbers were vast but even they could see that the fight would be harder than they once thought. Juna continued, slicing off heads. 
 
    “I’m coming,” the half-troll whispered her promise as she cut through the enemy like a scythe through wheat during the harvest. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric stumbled to his feet, whip in hand. Leeta roared like an unchained beast, her maces smashing the enemy to light. Faye fought by her side, fists cracking armor and knuckles breaking the enemy’s bones. Elora’s citizens joined the carnage, fighting with weapons, fists and kicks. 
 
    The summoner tried to pull his wits together as the enemy spilled into Elora’s streets. Several cracks along the wall opened and enemy forces fought their way in. The simple tide of Elora’s people pushed back but the enemy’s numbers grew with each passing moment. Some of the enemy turned on their fellow brothers and sisters in battle, Rayna’s music guiding their madness. Others pushed on, engaging Elora’s people, cutting them down like butchers on a pig farm.  
 
    Edric prepared a summoning spell, hoping to call aid to assist. The moment he uttered a phrase from the incantation, a blade stabbed into his back. 
 
    You have taken 49 Critical Damage! HP: 57/140 
 
    Edric looked down at the blade point sticking out of his chest. Eyes looked back up at the fighting around him, lost in a haze. Faye fought, blades cutting her before she smashed the enemy to bits of light. Leeta charged through the enemy, knocking them away and stomping on them without mercy. Several trolls engaged the enemy trolls, protecting Vanya as she drew a long dagger. 
 
    In the middle of the chaos, the image of Elora stood, eyes cast down in sadness. Edric’s heart beat filled his ears. Despite their valiant effort, he could see the city falling in flames. They would crack Elora’s core and the city would truly become nothing but ruins and dust. He would see Elora die again and no matter what he did, he couldn’t stop the wave of evil on their lands. 
 
    For a brief instant, the player accepted his fate. The siren call of defeat flowed with his blood spilling from his chest. It was just a game. He could return and rebuild again. He could fight another day for a new kingdom, building it stronger than before. He just had to let go, let the enemy kill him. Starting again wouldn’t be so bad if he just gave up. 
 
    Elora’s head bent forward, shadows covering her eyes while Vanya let out a small screech, a blade slicing into her arm. Leeta cried out, fighting against the enemy and Faye grunted as a blade sliced across her back. 
 
    When the shadow’s covered Elora’s face completely, hope died. 
 
    Edric’s body began to vibrate. Pain and torment filled his muscles. Heartache spiraled and an engine deep within glowed with new heat. The player shook his head as the blade slowly pulled back from his body. He couldn’t, he wouldn’t let this happen. The player’s mouth opened, a small sound coming out until it turned into a growling roar. The enemy was walking all over him, just like his real life. The world pushed him around, making him do things he didn’t want to do. A life of servitude flashed and the player screamed “NO MORE!” 
 
    Edric grabbed his whip with both hands. The troll behind him pulled his blade out of the summoner, ready to cut him down. Edric turned with the whip and rammed his shoulder into the larger troll. The troll stumbled back as the summoner wrapped the whip around the enemy’s neck and pulled it tight. The troll gasped as Edric took hold of the whip handle and activated the Lightning Damage and Power Surge gem slots. 
 
    The troll’s neck seared with white energy before the surge blasted into digital flesh. Edric stood his ground as troll blood sprayed into his face and the brute’s head blasted off from its shoulders. The body began to crack with light but Edric placed a hand on the armored chest and pushed. The troll fell and shattered to pieces as Edric brought his whip around. One hand made arcane symbols while the summoner’s whip lashed out. 
 
    Citizens looked to the mad summoner as he fought like a caged tiger. An arcane symbol appeared as his whip smacked a troll helmet before it exploded from a power surge. An angel rose from the circle, blade in hand and armor gleaming in the light. She moved to Edric’s side, assisting as he coiled his whip around a troll and pulled him close, the angel stabbing her holy blade deep in the enemy’s chest. 
 
    Edric rushed toward the enemy by the new breach. Trolls and undead witnessed as Faye, Leeta and Elora’s citizens rallied to his side, fury in their eyes. When the enemy was stunned by their ferocious surge, Edric leapt in the air, bringing his whip down with a god’s wrath in his mad snarl. 
 
    *** 
 
    Light danced around the walled city in the distance. Two figures stepped from the eastern forest, eyes on the dragon swooping down, burning the incredible hordes of trolls and undead. The area seemed to move like a living thing, the ground parting in places and fighting taking place across the vast land. 
 
    A knight in blue armor and a knight in white armor began to march. Their armored bodies moved with purpose as they made their way. The fighting grew louder with each step but the two never wavered. The enemy in the distance didn’t notice them, their eyes and hearts on conquering the city. 
 
    The white knight pulled a wide blade from his back and held it at the ready. He looked to the blue knight, his lips and thin mustache curving into a smile. The blue knight drew her sword from over her shoulder and held it at the ready as well. 
 
    “Send the signal and I’ll defend our position,” the blue knight said with confidence. 
 
    The white knight nodded. “Do you think he’s really here?” 
 
    Sonja looked out to the city, hope glimmering in her heart. “I hope so. He has a lot to answer for.” 
 
    Lance looked over to the blue knight with understanding eyes. “Take it easy on him. I’m sure it was hard for him to send that letter.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with so we all can move on,” Sonja said with a sad edge. 
 
    Lance kept his small smile before lifting the wide blade and pointing it at the sea of trolls and undead. Shatter Light hummed with power as the white knight held his arm steady. With a mental command, the sword glowed white before a thick blast of energy burst forth.  
 
    Sonja watched as the white beam slammed into enemy troops and blasted them to bits of light. Lance brought his arm slowly across, the beam engulfing the enemy in a white brilliance before they became nothing but shards in the wind. Hundreds turned into over a thousand as the white beam continued through the crowd of enemy troops. The bodies lit up and were gone. When the beam petered out, Lance sheathed the blade over his shoulder and then drew his rapier. 
 
    Dazzled trolls and undead turned their attention to the two lone figures not far from the eastern forest. When the shock wore off, the ranks turned and charged. Parts of the main force broke off to charge the two knights standing in the distance. 
 
    “Here they come,” Lance sighed. 
 
    “Don’t let them scoff your armor,” Sonja said as she prepared a technique. 
 
    The blue knight activated a technique as the forest behind them writhed to life. Sonja’s body doubled and doubled again. Identical copies multiplied until fifty exact versions of the blue knight stood. All drawing their swords at once, they created a line. 
 
    “Call in the rest,” Fifty versions of Sonja said in unison. 
 
    “Yes, my love,” Lance grinned. 
 
    Figures emerged from the tree line, eyes on the incoming trolls and undead. Weapons cleared sheaths, bowstrings pulled back and crossbows aimed. Lance activated his harem, the very air beginning to vibrate. 
 
    A paladin, two rogues and an assortment of other players and awakened stepped from the forest edge. Hundreds emerged from the forest, eyes on the enemy. The gentle rumble of the enemy rushed closer. The world seemed to stop for a long second. Sonja eyed the incoming trolls while Lance slowly closed his eyes, enjoying the vibration before the storm. 
 
    Monsters of all kinds appeared around the white knight. The hundred monsters readied themselves as more of their allies stepped closer. When the trolls were within a hundred feet, Sonja whipped her swords, ghostly blades shooting out and stabbing into the front line. Trolls and undead faltered and shattered as more pressed on. Sonja unleashed sword swings, each ghostly blade sinking into the enemy.  
 
    Lance held up his sword and took a deep breath. “Attack,” the white knight shouted with the power of a cannon. 
 
    The gathered army of concubines and players cheered into a sonic storm as they rushed to the battle line. Sonja’s images cut down the enemy with every swing of her blade and just as the enemy approached, the army behind the blue knight rushed to meet them. In a blink of an eye, bodies and weapons crashed into each other like two tsunamis from opposing sides.   
 
    The symphony of battle filled the night. Light flashed as armored bodies were sliced and bashed to shards. Cleric’s healed the wounded as Sonja and Lance’s forces pushed the enemy back. The carnage knew no bounds as the war machines burned at each other with jagged power. 
 
    A gold and gray armored paladin held hammers in each hand, one gray and one white. He bashed his way through like a juggernaut. His mere presence sent some the undead fleeing. Paladins and clerics joined him as he dove headfirst into battle, each hammer strike true. 
 
    Two rogues rushed in with two elfish companions’ behind them. The rogue yawned as he pulled up his crossbow and fired into the crowd while paladins, clerics and knights fought on. A second rogue with long black hair, fired alongside him, her crossbow bolts striking foreheads and exploding. 
 
    “We’re missing it,” the male half- elf behind the couple whined. 
 
    “Yea, you can’t keep us on the side lines forever,” the female fay followed up. 
 
    Renner glanced back with a tired eye. “Venner and Lydia, I will turn this battle around and go home. Stay behind us and be ready if they get too close.” 
 
    Vass looked over and gave a sweet smile. “Let them join in. They are stronger than us. I’m sure they’ll be okay.” 
 
    Renner eyed the beautiful elf, his brow wrinkling, “You can’t be so easy on them. Remember what happened to Jayson’s kid? And don’t make me seem like the bad guy!” 
 
    Vass fired a bolt into the air. “But you are the bad guy,” Vass said with a sickly-sweet smile as an explosion in the distance sent several trolls into the air. 
 
    Renner looked forward and fired a bolt into the air. “This is bullshit.” 
 
    Vass turned to the two elf looking adults with black hair and golden stripes running from their foreheads into ponytails. “Go ahead. Just remember, if it starts to get too rough out there, what do we do?” 
 
    “Stab them in the throat,” Venner and Lydia said in unison. 
 
    Vass smiled. “Have fun.” 
 
    The two awakened rushed ahead with wide smiles. When they were twenty feet from Renner and Vass, golden transparent wings appeared from their backs. With a leap into the air, their wings fluttered until they were nearly invisible. The two rushed to the battle line. Golden blades appeared in their hands as they flew over the trolls. The enemy looked up to see two elves with golden auras rush them, blades ready. When the elves flew close, their blades lashed out, slicing three trolls each with one strike. Bodies exploded into light as the two awakened cut into the enemy horde with little or no difficulty.  
 
    Venner and Lydia cut through lines of trolls and undead, creating openings for Sonja and Lance’s forces to advance. Troll forces continued to fall as they were decimated, hundreds at a time. A goblin paladin with giant armored gauntlets punched her way through while an orc whipped a red war hammer into the crowd, shattering trolls. 
 
    Undead began to flee as holy light burned their abyssal bodies. Sonja’s duplicates blended with her forces, aiding and carving her way through the trolls. Lance stepped along with his sword arm a storm of perfect slices. The white knight kept his pace steady as a confident grin lead the way. 
 
    The chains of morale began to crack. Trolls watched their brothers and sisters rush to their deaths against the new army in the field. There was no stopping them and the chains binding them together shattered. Trolls watched as undead fled and then they began to follow. Weapons hit the ground as the troll army began to fall apart. Soon, panic swelled and most of the trolls turned and tried to run, pushing others out of the way. The stampede crushed fellow soldiers as the enemy forces collapsed. War horns sounded a retreat and soon every troll soldier was running. 
 
    A blackened body sat up. Kadvar looked down at large shards of golden metal impaled in his undead body. Looking up, he watched as his troll forces rushed past him, not giving him a second glance. The dread lord struggled to stand up, his body not functioning correctly. Turning, he watched as fleeing trolls fell into new pits and ravines that had opened. The night filled with flashing light as the troll legions were cut down in their hasty retreat. 
 
    Kadvar could see the battle was lost. Turning, he moved to join the fleeing trolls when a lightning bolt struck him on the back and sent him flying forward into the muddy ground. The dread lord lifted his burnt and muddied face up. Turning again, his white eyes widened. 
 
    The battlefield was nearly empty as trolls ran for their very lives. Several paladins and clerics walked slowly toward the dread lord. The leader with blonde hair looked down, a hammer in each hand. Kadvar growled until he saw the white hammer in the leader’s hand. 
 
    “It looks like we have a dread lord in our midst,” the paladin said slyly. 
 
    Kadvar slowly crawled to his feet, eyeing the paladin. “Thorrin Rivers. I can see your carrying a Thunn bracer. It may give you an edge…but not enough to stop my power.” 
 
    Thorrin gave a small nod, eyes holding back a storm. “Your kind has done enough damage to this world. I’ve killed two dread lords and now it looks like I will kill my third.” 
 
    Kadvar let out a sarcastic laugh. “Hardly, Mad Morgan was weak and Vyle Wrath had been imprisoned too long to fight effectively. Even now, my power regenerates. Your pitiful Thunn hammer will not claim me.” 
 
    Thorrin kept his gaze steady for a long moment before he closed his eyes. “Normally that would be true but we are no longer in normal times. Your lord has killed many dragons and unlike before, they have decided to no longer be impartial in the war.” 
 
    Kadvar’s smile slowly faded as all the paladins and clerics gathered showing their own Thunn bracers. White light filled the area as maces and hammers appeared in their hands, radiating power. 
 
    Kadvar took a step back as the large group of holy warriors took a step closer. 
 
    “The dragons who escaped were very helpful on replicating the enchantments of Thunn’s powers. I would say most of our forces now have a weapon that can kill dread lords. Tonight is perfect to test it out,” Thorrin said with a grave tone. 
 
    Kadvar backed up as the paladins and clerics formed a semi-circle before him. Real fear bled into his eyes as he turned and bolted. Venner and Lydia landed in front of him, golden energy blades in their hands. Transparent fairy-like wings fluttered as they cornered the dread lord. 
 
    Kadvar turned to Thorrin with wide eyes, “I know a lot about you, Thorrin. I can help you with your children from the bog hag. I can…” 
 
    Thorrin smiled. “Your information is already out of date. I connected with them already and I have to say, they seemed to come around that I’m not some monster. Thank you for trying to bring my family together.” 
 
    Thorrin stepped closer, hammers at the ready. 
 
    Kadvar eyed him, sword in hand. “Then it ends.” 
 
    The paladin nodded before rushing in. Kadvar let his sword drop as the white hammer came down on his head. Paladins and clerics rushed to Thorrin’s side, pummeling the dread lord as he sank to his knees and then to the ground. Digital bones shattered in his back. Venner stepped into the fray, slicing open the dread lord’s back. Thorrin looked down at the black heart and brought his hammer down. As soon as he raised it, others joined in on smashing the black heart to paste. Light cracked along Kadvar’s body before it shattered to pieces, the abyss engulfing his fractured spirit a final time. 
 
    *** 
 
    Maggar looked out to the battlefield with sardonic sorrow. Trolls retreated en masse as the undead scurried away from the holy light glowing across the field. A stab of pain licked his black heart as he felt Kadvar’s power dissipate into the void. 
 
    Wide eyes turned to Juna as she marched along, slicing through the last remaining trolls in her way. Beyond her, the rulers of Elora crushed what few forces left at their walls.  
 
    The blue and white knight led their army in, chasing away stragglers and Maggar sighed. 
 
    “So ends Lukken’s future,” Maggar said with heavy breath. 
 
    The dread lord pulled out another vial and pulled the cork from the top. Ingesting the clear liquid, he let the vial fall to the ground. Looking on, his body dissolved into mists and he floated away, vanishing into the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric heaved, his body covered in cuts and bruises. Faye and Leeta stood at his sides, their bodies covered in wounds and breathing heavy. On the damaged battlements, Rayna looked out as the enemy fled and she stopped playing. Weakness filled her muscles and she slumped down, pressing her back to a cracked wall and letting her lute slide down to her lap. 
 
    “This is why I don’t do two shows a night,” Rayna laughed to herself. 
 
    Edric took a shaky step forward, eyes catching dragon fire as Skalor flew down and burned fleeing trolls. The summoner’s eyes lowered until they focused on a figure wearing white armor, walking in his direction. 
 
    Juna looked to the city, heart beating faster as she saw Faye, Leeta and Edric. Muscles trembled as she kept her steady pace. The half-troll wanted to run, her mind painting a picture of hugging them all. The battle took more than she wanted to admit but she was content to smile, hoping they would see how happy she was to see them. 
 
    Edric stepped forward, haggard and exhausted. The summoner took slow steps as he hooked his whip to his belt. A peace fell across the land and Edric reached into his satchel, pulling out several healing potions. Tossing one to Faye and then Leeta, the player held onto two more; ready to drink his with the beautiful half-troll making her way to the city. 
 
    From the east, a large army walked toward the southern gate. Two knights led the impressive force, their eyes looking to Edric, Faye and Leeta. Sonja and Lance pressed on to meet them when a white glow caught their eyes. The white and blue knight turned their heads to see a troll woman in white armor slowly make her way to the city. For a brief instant, they thought it was a lone warrior making their last stand until she came into focus. Hearts beat widely in their chests. The two knights rushed ahead, swords sheathed and joy rising. 
 
    Juna turned to the two knights running toward her. When she noticed the white and blue armors, strength returned to her limbs. Bringing her blades up, she sheathed them behind her back as the two knights rushed to her. Sonja and Lance slowed down as they looked on the troll in disbelief. 
 
    “Juna…,” Sonja began. 
 
    The half-troll looked to her father’s friends and tears flowed down her cheeks. Without any further word, the knights rushed to Juna and hugged her fiercely. Juna could not stop the rivers of tears as she held them close. Lance sobbed as they held their embrace.   
 
    Edric’s small smile faded as he watched the three hold each other. Players moved to the breach, weapons returning to sheaths. The summoner’s heart beat with a dull ache. Senses slowly returned to normal, as did his memory. Edric clenched his jaw as the image of Elora slain curled around his spirit like a thorn covered blanket. 
 
    Faye looked to their new friends, smiling. She glanced to Edric and her smile faded away. The darkness under his eyes grew longer as his body took on an uncomfortable demeanor. The monk’s almond shaped eyes wilted as she stepped closer to her friend. 
 
    “Edric…” Faye began. 
 
    The summoner looked to the wood elf with hollow eyes. 
 
    Faye’s lip wrinkled as she summoned the strength to speak. “…Elora…She said something to me…before she died.” 
 
    Edric stared at Faye, eyes taking a cloudy edge. 
 
    Faye’s heart stuttered before she knew she had to say it now. “…She said…she remembered everything.” 
 
    Edric’s expression did not change. The summoner’s eyes looked down and a small breeze passed over him. Leeta stepped closer to his side, eyes holding a pain, feeling and knowing her master’s heart had cracked in half. 
 
    “Thank you, Faye,” Edric said simply. “I know you did the best you could to save her.” 
 
    Edric fought to keep his heart together and continued. “If you don’t mind, please see to our new guests.” 
 
    Faye nodded, her eyes watering. 
 
    The summoner turned and began walking through the breach, Leeta following. The gathered citizens parted as the summoner made his way in. Faye stayed where she was, watching Edric as he stepped over rubble and made his way into a cobblestone street, Gray Haven Keep standing in the distance as stars shined from horizon to horizon.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
    The keep was nearly empty as Edric and Leeta walked along. The ogre constantly looked down at Edric, concern written in her brow. The summoner was silent, walking with a steady pace, his lips sealed. Star light poured in from open windows and the faint murmur of the cheers in the distance carried on the wind. Edric could not bring himself to muster a drop of joy as his spirit tried to pick up the pieces of his shattered heart. 
 
    The pair reached Edric’s bedchambers. The summoner placed a hand on the handle but made no further move to open it. Instead, he stood, turning his head slightly toward Leeta but not making eye contact. 
 
    “Leeta, can you bring something to drink,” Edric asked just above a whisper. 
 
    The ogre looked down on her master and nodded. Turning, she walked off to search for spirits to calm Edric’s spirit. The summoner turned the handle and opened his door. Stepping into his bedchamber, he closed the door behind him. 
 
    A lone lantern hung above the fireplace, casting long shadows against the walls. Edric stepped in and moved to the hearth. A chill seeped into his bones but he couldn’t tell if it was his mood or the partially open balcony doors. Pulling a small wand from a box on the mantle, he pointed it at the logs and blasted it with a fist sized fireball. The logs took instantly and a fire crackled.  
 
    Edric placed the wand back in the small box and walked over to his bed. Sitting down, he stared across the room to the warm hearth. A nagging sorrow clawed at his mind and heart. The player wanted to be done with it all. Urges to reach up and rip the Mind’s Eye Gear from his head and body played out but the player did nothing, staring into the flames. 
 
    “Elora...” Edric whispered. 
 
    The image of Elora appeared; her eyes neutral but a pleasant smile on her lips. 
 
    “What can I do for you Edric?” 
 
    The player looked up to the image of Elora and his heart fluttered for a moment before darkness and pain swirled, funneling into his soul. 
 
    “What is happening in the city,” Edric asked plainly. 
 
    “Faye and Rayna are speaking with the knights and Juna. Citizens are coming from the rooms and tunnels below the city. Those who were already in the city are helping to find lodgings for your new guests.” 
 
    “What’s the damage to the city?” 
 
    “There are multiple breach points along the city wall. The southern gate had taken considerable damage. The city has lost over sixty percent of its defenses and half the city guard. Some dwellings were on fire but the flames have been put out. Repairing the city wall and defenses should take about seven days.” 
 
    Edric nodded, eyes looking to the floor. A faint whisper touched his broken mind, growing into an idea. The summoner looked up, eyes connecting with Elora’s eyes. 
 
    “Elora, I am going to talk for a moment. Please, I want you to simply listen. When I’m finished, I want you to delete the record of what I said.” 
 
    Elora nodded. “I understand.” 
 
    Edric stood up and stepped to the city core image. Elora looked up with attentive eyes. Edric stood before her, taking her hands into his. A tear bloomed by his eye before streaking down his cheek. The air took on an electric charge as the summoner kept his gaze on Elora’s image. 
 
    “A...a piece of me always thought you might be out there, somewhere. I hoped...maybe even prayed…that somehow we would see each other again.” 
 
    Edric’s head bowed forward, shadows covering his eyes. “I never understood love. I questioned it like everything else in my life. A part of me couldn’t believe I could fall for someone so quickly. We barely knew each other but something connected us in a way I never felt before. I sometimes wondered if you felt the same. There were so many nights where I thought about you, a piece of me wanting you to be out there so we could find each other again.” 
 
    Edric’s fingers tightened around Elora’s fingers, “Even when we were going to die together, you threw yourself on me to give me a few more moments. Those precious moments showed me more about the true you then a lifetime of learning. No one has stood up for me…not even myself. I don’t know if it was a program, a line of code or you had become one of the awakened…all I know was it was special. It was something I couldn’t stop thinking about. 
 
    “Seeing you tonight and knowing you were alive, shattered the doubt in my heart and chased away cold logic for something deeper. I can say without a doubt, we knew love, even if it was for a brief moment in time. I don’t care if I’m crazy, I’m happy knowing you changed me and opened my heart to new possibilities.” 
 
    A fire bloomed in Edric’s eyes as his heart quickened. “Then, they killed you again…They killed you to weaken me and hurt my friends. I…I can’t let that go. I will never let that go. They took you away and…you will never return…” 
 
    Edric let go of Elora’s hands and stepped back, rage and sorrow spinning in his chest. “I didn’t get a chance to say goodbye. I know you’re just an image but…I need to say it…so I can move on. If you’re out there…I hope you can understand. I will treasure your memory.” 
 
    Edric turned his back on Elora, another tear streaking his cheek. “Goodbye Elora.” 
 
    The hearth crackled with flames, the thick curtains to the balcony windows fluttered in the night breeze. Edric took a deep breath, his chest expanding and contracting. Wiping away tears, he turned around and Elora was gone. 
 
    Edric sighed when there was a knock at the door. The summoner stepped back and sat on the edge of the bed as the door opened. Leeta stepped in, several bottles in one arm curled to her chest. The ogre closed the door behind her and moved to a table.  
 
    “I didn’t know what you wanted to drink so I brought a few bottles,” Leeta said as she placed them on the table, “There’s mead, ale and wine. I could go back and get something else if…” Leeta was cut off. 
 
    “It’s fine,” Edric said with a sad smile. “Tonight, is for celebration. Please pour us a few cups.” 
 
    Leeta glanced to her master and then to the gathered bottles. The beautiful ogre made her way to a cabinet and pulled out a few metal chalices. Stepping back to the table, she placed them down and picked up a bottle of ale. Edric stepped closer, pulling out healing potions from his satchel. He watched as Leeta poured into two cups before he added healing potions into them. 
 
    “We still have wounds that need healing,” Edric smiled before putting the empty potion vials down and scooping up a chalice. 
 
    Leeta picked up a cup but shyly looked away. “Should I tell Faye and Rayna you are here?” 
 
    Edric looked up to the ogre, “Why?” 
 
    Leeta’s demeanor shifted into an awkward stance. “I…I don’t know.” 
 
    Edric held his cup to his chest, eyes on the ogre. “You’re worried about me.” 
 
    Leeta looked to Edric with concern. “I always worry about you.” 
 
    The player smiled. “I worry about you too. We have been together since the beginning. I don’t see you as a monster following my commands. You’re a friend and as friends, we should have a drink.” 
 
    Leeta looked to the summoner with a shy edge. “Edric…” 
 
    “Have a drink with me,” Edric kept his smile. 
 
    The summoner and ogre gazed in each other’s eyes, speaking to one another but no words said. Lifting their chalices, the pair took a deep drink, emptying their cups. Healing energy flowed to wounds, sealing them shut. 
 
    Leeta reached over and poured more ale into their cups. Edric looked to her, a weight lifting from his shoulders but a pain still clawing at his heart. The comfort between them glowed like embers. Edric turned from the ogre and sat on the edge of the bed. Leeta took hold of a chair and slid it closer. 
 
    Time and drinks flowed together. Leeta eyed her master as they talked about the evening. Forgetting she was wearing armor, the ogre gently touched the plates, causing them to disappear until she was down to her long, black dress. Edric nodded before taking another long guzzle. Leeta sat in the chair as Edric drank. It didn’t take long for their cheeks to glow red. 
 
    Leeta’s golden eyes gazed on her master as they talked about some of their earlier adventures. The warmth wrapping around her heart only fueled her desires for her master. Edric seemed to return to his normal self, laughing and talking as if the battle never happened. The longer they talked, the more normal it seemed until Leeta caught signs of her master’s pain. Despite the façade, she noticed when he looked away or his eyes took on a dead gaze as if reliving the pain, he endured. 
 
    Edric sighed as the room began to swim. An alert appeared in his vision that he could stop the effects but he mentally pushed the alert away. The serotonin boost and the drunken feeling mixed well and he wanted more. He could have stopped the drunken effects in an instant but he liked where he was. Through the haze, his eyes wandered to Leeta and she stared at him with golden eyes and pink cheeks. 
 
    “Edric…” Leeta said with a breathy tone, a need taking root. 
 
    Edric gave her a stupid, drunken smile, “Yes, Leeta?” 
 
    Leeta bit her lip, an internal war raging on. “I am here for you.” 
 
    The summoner looked to the ogre through a drunken haze, “I know.” 
 
    Leeta stared, her heart thudding in her chest. The ogre could see the pain crisscrossing Edric like a net. Unable to fight her need to comfort him through his torment, the ogre stood up, her body tilting to one side. Edric could barely keep his head up, eyes half closed and hazy warmth filling his body. Eyes slowly looked to the beautiful ogre as she began to undress. 
 
    The pain ebbed as Edric let the bonds of modesty fall away. A trickle of bliss touched his mind as he watched Leeta slip her dress down her shoulders. The fabric flowed down over her large breasts before they bounced upon being free. Dark nipples pointed as the tight dress slipped down her hourglass figure and pooled at her feet. Leeta’s valley glistened in the firelight, a pink line budding. 
 
    The silent need was there, anything to chase away the pain. The seven-foot ogre stepped closer and stood before her master. Hands reached down, taking hold of his robe and gently opening it. Edric reached up to press his palm to his chest but somehow missed, making an awkward movement with his hand. Leeta kept a serious gaze as she undid the robe and pulled it open. 
 
    Edric didn’t need to look down as he felt blood pool into his member. Seeing Leeta in her naked glory was always a turn on but the way she looked at him now was a loving friend, ready to chase the pain away. 
 
    “Anything you need…I will give,” Leeta said with a kind, understanding smile. 
 
    Edric looked to her, lost in her golden gaze, words lost to a thickening storm. 
 
    Leeta’s eyes looked down, drinking in her master’s hardening manhood. Reaching forward, she wrapped her fingers around it and began to stroke. Edric leaned back on his hands, his robe on his arms and under him. Leeta stroked his manhood in long steady rhythms. Even on her knees, her head was level with Edric’s head as he sat. Moving in closer, she pressed her heavy breasts to his inner thighs as she set about pleasing him. 
 
    Wetness dripped from between Leeta’s parted thighs as a hunger she had felt for too long began roar. Edric took in her scent as she stroked him up and down. The summoner sat up and pulled his arms from his robe. The two looked to each other in pleasant silence, the heat between them beginning to grow. 
 
    “Come with me,” Edric managed as he turned on his side and crawled into bed.  
 
    Leeta gave Edric a curious look before climbing into the large bed. Side by side, Edric let his eyes glide over the voluptuous ogre as she took hold of his member once again. Bodies a foot apart, it was Edric who snuggled in closer. Leeta, to her embarrassment, often made the first move. Gazing on her master, he moved in closer, pressing his body along hers. Hand on her hip, it glided along her creamy tanned thigh. Leeta’s cheeks glowed as she instinctually parted her thighs, hips moving closer to Edric. 
 
    Edric snuggled between her large breasts, nearly engulfed in them. The summoner felt the ogre pull his cock to her, pressing the tip to her dripping valley. The hunger for pleasure spiked as Edric pressed a hand to her shoulder and pushed. Leeta rolled onto her back, eyes wide as Edric pressed his cock to her tight opening. Wetness coated the end as he moved his hips, letting his cock slowly press against her. The summoner buried his face between Leeta’s breasts, hands groping her as his hips worked slowly. 
 
    Leeta’s eyes half closed as heat bloomed. Wetness spilled and as she spread her thighs a little more, Edric slowly pushed into her. The ogre let out a small, sultry moan as her master slowly invaded her. Edric continued his deep assault, driving every inch into her. Pleasure caused Leeta’s body to writhe. The ogre whimpered a need for more and Edric pressed on. Thick inches pushed against tight walls, forcing them to accommodate him. 
 
    “Edric…please…more…” Leeta said with a wet whisper. 
 
    Edric found himself no longer in charge of his body. Hips moved with power, each stroke increasing the tempo. Thoughts fading to the siren song of bliss, Edric felt his need pushing his body on. Long thrusts caused Leeta to moan her delight. The sound of skin on skin filled the large bed chamber. Edric let his anger, pain and sorrow swell into a hurricane, needing to be unleashed.  
 
    Leeta’s body bounced to Edric’s powerful invasion. She tried to stay present for him but each thrust sent shockwaves of ecstasy rippling through her. Hugging him close, hip bones forced her open. Edric’s brow furled as he pushed himself deep and pulled. Leeta squeezed him every time he pulled back, begging for him to stay within her. The tight pull caused Edric to increase the tempo. 
 
    Leeta’s body trembled as her master stabbed her again and again. Nerves curled tight, an orgasm threatening to subdue her. Sweat gleamed off bodies as the ogre tried to hold Edric close. Edric buried himself in her chest, mouth clamping on a pert nipple and tongue swirling. The touch of his tongue and power in his thrusts set the ogre on edge. The dam cracked and Leeta’s eyes shot open before a long moan filled the room. 
 
    Edric never slowed down as Leeta’s body shuddered and shuddered again. The ogre couldn’t control herself, holding him tight to her chest as nerves fired like magical explosions. White touched the edge of her vision as her spirit submerged in pure bliss. The orgasm blasted nerves and before it began to lessen, a new one began to build. 
 
    Leeta let go, her body collapsing and arms out. Edric suckled and fucked her, enjoying every shudder. Wetness flowed like a river as the summoner pressed on. Closing his eyes, darkness filled his soul until a bright point formed. The bright point grew brighter with each passing moment. Bodies writhed in an intimate dance before the light consumed everything. 
 
    Edric pulled his head back and grunted. Pleasure surged as spurts of molten come filled Leeta’s tight space. Leeta moaned her approval as heat bloomed, another orgasm cascading over fried nerves. 
 
    When the urge diminished, confusion seeped into Edric’s senses. Hips slowed and a moment later, the summoner pulled free from Leeta and flopped on his side. The glow faded and the pain returned. Edric lay on his side, breathing heavy and eyes lost. The worm of pain bore into his damaged heart once again. 
 
    Leeta turned over, her body sliding down Edric’s. The summoner closed his eyes, silently wishing the pain would simply go away. When warm lips wrapped around his half hard cock, the pain eased to gentle suckling noises and the crackling of the hearth. 
 
    *** 
 
    Blinking, Edric grimaced at the painful brightness filling his bedchamber. Trying to move, he quickly looked down with sleepy eyes, Leeta’s arm and leg over him. The summoner struggled but the ogre was dead weight, trapping him in her warm embrace. 
 
    Leeta snuggled closer. Edric tried to move again, soreness spreading through his body. Memories came rushing back as he lay, unable to break free. They had spent most of their time together until the player passed out. The last image Edric remembered was being pinned down by Leeta, his hips taking the brunt of her needs. The images of Leeta bouncing on him caused his member to harden slightly, sending pain through his body. 
 
    The door to the bedroom chamber opened. Edric’s eyes turned to it, watching as Faye and Rayna stepped in. The wood elf and bard looked to the trapped summoner, a small smile appearing on Rayna’s lips while Faye tried to keep her face blank. As they stepped closer, eyes turned down to Edric’s naked body and his hardening cock. 
 
    “Private party,” Rayna said as they reached the side of the bed. 
 
    “Leave him alone,” Faye said sternly. 
 
    The bard looked to the wood elf, taking in her serious expression and her smile fading. Leeta opened her eyes, smiled and hugged Edric closer. The summoner allowed it for a moment before he struggled to be free again. Leeta lifted her arm and leg, letting him slide out from her embrace. Edric swung his legs over the side and sat up, not bothering to cover up. 
 
    Faye looked to Edric, “We would have let you sleep but there are things we have to address.” 
 
    “A throne room filled with players and awakened for starters,” Rayna’s smile returning. 
 
    Edric nodded, trying to shake the mental cobwebs away. “Are people starting trouble?” 
 
    Faye shook her head, “The opposite. Juna informed us of a few things and we should gather to discuss our next course of action.” 
 
    Edric nodded but simply sat, eyes taking on a faraway gaze. 
 
    Faye stepped closer, brow softening, “Are you okay?” 
 
    Edric snapped back to the virtual reality and looked up to the wood elf. “I’m okay, still waking up.” 
 
    “Well put some clothes on, stud. The party isn’t over yet,” Rayna leered. 
 
    *** 
 
    The throne room was packed with bodies. Juna looked around, waiting patiently for her friends to arrive. The half-troll’s blue lips curved into a shy smile as Sonja, Lance, Renner, Vass and Thorrin stood around her, their eyes glancing at her in near disbelief. The awkwardness was not lost on the people around her as they tried their best not to stare. Instead, they tried to keep their attention on the rest of the players and the awakened gathered in the throne room. 
 
    Lance eyed the beautiful half-troll and stepped closer, taking her hands into his. “We are all simply amazed you survived. It’s taking some time to get used to.” 
 
    Juna bowed her head to the white knight, “I know. I saw you all for a brief moment before I was…slain.” 
 
    Sonja stepped to Lance’s side, eyes on Juna, “We are happy you came back. I’m sure Jayson was thrilled.” 
 
    Juna’s eyes sagged. “He goes by the name Jinn Frost now. It’s still him but…He’s changed.” 
 
    “After what happened, I’m not surprised,” Lance said kindly before letting Juna’s hands fall from his. 
 
    Sonja’s brow hardened, “He will have a lot of explaining to do when he comes back.” 
 
    Juna eyed the blue knight as Lance crossed his arms. 
 
    “She’s hurt that he left us,” Lance said simply. 
 
    “He hurt you too,” Sonja stated matter of fact. 
 
    “He needed time to process all of it,” the white knight said with a soothing edge. 
 
    Sonja’s brow softened as she looked down. “I know but he could have told us. He didn’t have to run and cut all contact.” 
 
    Lance turned his attention to Juna, “We are still a little raw about it. I’m sorry you have to listen to it.” 
 
    Juna looked to Lance, her digital heartwarming. “I understand the pain. I missed all of you. I have some of my parent’s memories and he loved you both so much. I know it hurt him to leave.” 
 
    “It hurt all of us,” Lance smiled. “But we are back together again. When Jinn resurrects, we can give him a spanking.” 
 
    Juna’s eyes widened before she started laughing. Sonja cracked a smile, her own anger subsiding. Lance joined in the laughter; hand on Juna’s armored shoulder. Renner, Vass and Thorrin smiled, watching the tension bleed away. The gathered crowd turned their attention to Juna’s laughter then eyes turned up to the thrones, the rulers of Elora appearing. 
 
    Edric led the way as Faye and Rayna flanked his sides. Leeta, Thalia, Dumadin, Lunatina and Sekka followed. The room grew silent as the rulers and their courtesans stepped past the thrones and descended the dais steps. Edric didn’t want them to appear like some lords over the people. Time was running short to stand on ceremony. 
 
    The crowd faced the rulers and pumped their fists in the air with a maddening cheer. Edric couldn’t hide the smirk as positive energy washed over the entire throne room. Juna looked on the summoner, her own fist in the air. Rayna blew a kiss to the crowd while Faye simply smiled. When the cheering died down, the chamber grew quiet. Vanya stood tall as did Skalor in nalik form. Players bowed their heads in respect. Beyond the throne room doors, lines of players and awakened tried to peer in to see what was happening. 
 
    Lunatina gazed down on Sonja and Lance, giving them a wink. The two knights smiled broadly to the jester as Edric looked out to the crowd. The summoner glanced down to the fabled heroes next to Juna, not feeling worthy to be in their company. 
 
    “The war is over,” one player shouted. 
 
    “We won,” another player shouted. 
 
    The crowd grew rambunctious as the murmur grew to a fevered pitch. Edric took a deep breath, readying himself to address the crowd. He still didn’t understand why he had to do it but Rayna made it clear she was tired and Faye simply shook her head no. 
 
    “Heroes! Thank you for coming to Elora’s aid in our time of need!” Edric projected. 
 
    The room erupted in another cheer. 
 
    Edric put his hands up and the cheers died down. 
 
    “It has come to our attention; the war across Lukken has died down, the trolls taking heavy losses at Valtis, kingdoms along Journey Road and our very own Elora. They have retreated back to the south, their armies broken!” 
 
    The crowd cheered again. Edric let Rayna’s news whisper in his mind as the crowd reveled in their victory. Valtis held against the invading troll armies but strange allies turned the tables on the advancing hordes. It was enough to shatter their armies and route the enemy. With word of Elora and Valtis standing up to the troll legions, defending kingdoms rallied and pushed the enemy south, back to their kingdoms.  
 
    Edric continued, “We all have dealt a blow to the enemy but the war is far from over. For now, please celebrate our victory in the streets of Elora! Today will mark the turning point in the war and a step closer to reclaiming Lukken once again!” 
 
    Thalia heard her cue and slithered down the dais steps. Guards moved within the crowd, directing them back to the streets. Outside, people threw petals into the air and sang to Elora’s strength. Servants and guards moved carts of wine, liquors and spirits from Gray Haven Keep and into the streets. Bottles were handed out as the people rejoiced. Bards played while many drank. The sun shined bright in the morning sky, bathing the realm in magnificent brilliance. Citizens danced and laughed with players and heroes. Clothes fell away as lips and bodies embraced, drinking in the sweet victory. 
 
    Edric, Faye and Rayna watched as the throne room cleared out of all but several guests. Guards left with the remaining crowds until the throne room cleared. Heavy doors closed shut and locked into place. The remaining guards and servants in the throne room slowly vanished until the large chamber was sealed. 
 
    Edric sat on the stone steps, drinking in their remaining guests. Sonja, Lance, Renner, Vass, Thorrin, Juna, Vanya and Skalor remained along with Rayna, Faye, Lunatina, Dumadin and Sekka. The sudden silence was deafening as everyone took the moment to relax. 
 
    “Good speech,” Lance smiled. 
 
    “I came up with it on the fly,” Edric returned the white knight’s smile. 
 
    The summoner’s gaze lowered to the floor. “I don’t know how to thank you for coming to our aid.” 
 
    “No thanks needed,” Sonja smiled. “We came to find a friend and found so much more.” 
 
    Edric looked up to the blue-eyed knight. “I still can’t believe you’re all here. You guys are legends.” 
 
    Lance and Sonja kept their smiles as Renner stepped next to them. 
 
    “You’re damn right we’re heroes!” the rogue laughed. 
 
    Faye cracked a smile while crossing her arms. Rayna stared at Renner with starry eyes. The mood took a pleasant turn and Edric found it infectious. He couldn’t believe the stories but now, in their presence, it felt to real. 
 
    “Not to brag, but my part turned the tide,” Renner said with faux elegance.  
 
    “With my help,” Lunatina coughed. 
 
    Eyes turned to the jester and she simply bowed. Edric’s brow rose as he had some of the details but not all. 
 
    Sonja and Lance looked to Lunatina and then to Renner. 
 
    “You knew where Jayson was all this time?” the knights said in unison. 
 
    Renner’s face melted into a sideways glance and threw his hands up, “Now, let’s be calm about this.” 
 
    Sonja’s fingers curled into fists. The blue knight nearly charged the rogue when Lance stepped up and pressed his hand to her chest. The burning need to pummel the rogue flared in the blue knight’s eyes as she struggled against Lance’s hold. 
 
    “He dropped off the face of the earth months ago! Tell us everything!” Sonja demanded. 
 
    Renner let his hands fall to his sides, “He wanted to keep it a secret so no one would worry.” 
 
    The gathered group was attentive as the rogue puffed out his chest and began to explain what had transpired after Jason’s persona left and the player created Jinn. 
 
    “Jayson…erm…Jinn came to me with a plan to help turn the tide of the war. Since the Long Night, I had acquired the Star of Sormir. Jinn thought we could put it to use to aid in dealing the trolls and dread lords a deadly blow.” 
 
    “We acquired the Star of Sormir,” Vass and Thorrin stated in a low voice. 
 
    “Like I said, we acquired,” Renner said without looking back. “Jinn knew if we could get the Sormir on our side, the trolls and dread lords wouldn’t have a chance. The problem we had to overcome was the sea serpent’s insanity.” 
 
    Lunatina stepped forward, “That is where I come in. Jinn found me in Valtis and we discussed using my potions to help the Sormir overcome their madness.” 
 
    Rayna looked to the black and purple jester, “How?” 
 
    Black lips curved into a knowing smile. “My former lord in the Middle Kingdoms was quite insane. I managed to keep him lucid with my potions for years until he met his fate at the hands of Master Ulkur. Jinn thought my potion could be used again. I fine-tuned it for the Sormir. Renner and Jinn used the Star to summon them and Jinn laid out the agreement.” 
 
    “The Sormir were very interested,” Renner grinned. “They sampled the potion and it spread to all of them through their hive mind. For a long moment, they were free of their madness. They made a secret agreement to aid when called upon. The only thing they would not do is exterminate an entire race, only disrupt their armies.” 
 
    Vass stepped to Renner’s side, “Jinn wanted to save it for the time when the dread lords and trolls advanced on everyone. He needed to keep it secret to ensure we could pull it off when the time came.” 
 
    “And we did it,” Renner laughed. “Ravens and my sources informed me that the Sormir devastated the troll and undead forces. Valtis’ defenders chased what was left of the enemy legions. With so many troll forces destroyed, it will take years for them to recover to their full strength.” 
 
    Sonja and Lance stood at attention, a warm smile blooming between them. 
 
    “The war is over,” the white knight said simply. 
 
    Juna’s eyes lowered, her heart thudding in her chest. The half-troll stepped into the middle of the group. Eyes turned to her as she faced Edric, shadows covering her eyes. 
 
    “The war isn’t over. I have to tell you all what happened when Dread Lord Wormwood shot me down from the sky…” 
 
    The mystical half-troll gave every detail of her encounter. She told them of the dread lord’s intentions. She spoke of the consequences if she was not captured or surrendered. Fingernails dug into palms as she informed the gathered heroes of what was to come next, a march of the enemy on the Cursed Coast and stealing away her mother so they could use her in their plans. 
 
    Edric stared as the pain coiled at the edges of Juna’s eyes. He witnessed it twist her spirit as she fought it back down so she could finish the events she endured. The player stood up and stepped to the half-troll, warmth in his eyes. Juna looked to the summoner, sadness clouding her dark eyes. 
 
    “You are not only our friend but you fought to keep the people of Elora safe. I think it’s safe to say, we will do everything we can to make sure the Dread Lords never lay a single finger on your mother.” 
 
    Faye and Rayna moved to either side of Edric, nodding in agreement. 
 
    “You don’t have to do that,” Juna said with a shy grin and a tear rolling down her cheek. “I must prepare for my journey to the Cursed Coast. Thank you for giving me a home for a while but I could never ask you to endanger yourselves for me and my family.” 
 
    “You are part of our family,” Faye said. 
 
    “We kicked their asses and we can do it again,” Rayna smiled. 
 
    “We could never forgive ourselves if you left without us,” Sonja said as she stepped closer. 
 
    “We are your true family,” Lance said with a bright smile. 
 
    Renner and Vass remained quiet. 
 
    Thorrin stepped forward, “Any chance to end the Dread Lord menace and I’m there.” 
 
    A loud sob filled the throne room. All eyes turned to Lunatina as her shoulders shuddered and she let out another loud sob. Pulling out a long handkerchief from a hidden pocket, she dabbed the corners of her eyes and sobbed louder. 
 
    “It’s so beautiful…” The jester sniffed. 
 
    Juna bowed her head, “Everyone, thank you.” 
 
    “Aye, I hate to break up this touching moment but the Cursed Coast is months away,” Dumadin stated. “Even on horseback, it will take a very long time to get there. The dread lords and trolls have access to portals.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “We can build the Wyvern Towers. It will take about a week to construct and a few days for the wyverns to reach maturity. With Ralis’s help, we can have flying mounts rather quickly.”  
 
    “It still leaves us the problem of getting there. I’m sure flying will be quicker but we are still looking at weeks,” said Faye. 
 
    “I believe I can help,” Sekka said as she stepped closer. 
 
    The group watched as Sekka’s body morphed and shifted before their eyes. The scantily clad succubus’s body changed, a fine robe blanketing her. Eyes glowed green as hair turned jet black. The rulers of Elora gazed upon Lyndra as she glowed with pale skin and a small smile. 
 
    “I am using Sekka’s body to project my form,” Lyndra stated. “It will make the conversation easier instead of simply using her voice.” 
 
    Edric bowed his head, “We saw what you did on the battlefield, having your people cave in traps for the enemy. We appreciate the help.” 
 
    Lyndra bowed her head, “It was the least we could do to ensure our continued friendship.” 
 
    Lyndra continued to speak, gently turning and making sure she made eye contact with everyone in turn, “As you may know, my people comprise of kobolds and dark elves. Dark elves were one of the few races to rediscover the power of the mystical portals. I just so happen to have a few that can build a portal for the kingdom of Elora.” 
 
    The image of the dungeon core turned her eyes on Edric, Faye and Rayna, “I can dispatch my dark elves to build the portal if we can reach a new agreement.” 
 
    Edric glanced to Faye and Rayna.  
 
    Lyndra let out a haughty laugh before centering her eyes on the three rulers. “Nothing too outrageous, I assure you. Since the war is far from over, our continued survival depends on the bonds we maintain. The trolls may not attack again but the undead outnumber the living by a large margin. One dread lord could raise an army with the snap of their fingers. 
 
    “I propose the Kingdom of Elora allow my dungeon core to reside under the city and allow my people to mingle with your citizens. With our combined power, we can repel any attack and ensure the continued propensity of our people.” 
 
    Edric felt the invisible hand of politics taking advantage of the current state of affairs. Lyndra made sure to assist to endear herself to the kingdom. The summoner could see that she most likely already planned to help so she could push her agenda. Edric didn’t get mad like he thought he would. The dungeon core was shrewd in her planning and took every available advantage. The player couldn’t help but feel impressed. 
 
    “If my fellow rulers agree, we will accept the new agreement,” Edric smiled. 
 
    Rayna and Faye looked to each other and then to Edric. 
 
    The summoner turned to them, confidence glowing. “We need that portal to help Juna. I think if Lyndra meant us ill will, she would have done it already.” 
 
    “She is a little crazy,” Rayna smirked. “But that makes her fun.” 
 
    “At least she will be closer and we can keep an eye on her,” Faye nodded. “But Claudia can’t agree until she resurrects.” 
 
    “I’m sure she’ll understand once she is updated with all of this new information,” Rayna said. 
 
    “Then we all agree?” 
 
    Faye and Rayna nodded. 
 
    Edric turned to Lyndra, “We have an accord.” 
 
    “Excellent,” Lyndra smiled. “I’ll have my people meet with your people. It will take a few days to get my dungeon organized but my core will be under your city in no time. Sekka will handle the details. Such exciting times, don’t you think?” 
 
    Lyndra turned her eyes to the blonde paladin and gave him a wink, “Come see me when I move in. As I’ve said, there is no succulent fruit like a holy man on his knees.” 
 
    Thorrin’s brow rose as Lyndra turned away. Lyndra melted away and Sekka stood in her scantily clad body. The succubus turned around and bowed, eyes glancing to the paladin and licking her lips. 
 
    Edric nodded as he faced the group, now gathered. Everyone held a light in their eyes, knowing what they were about to embark on. Juna gazed on Edric, her heart beating with hope. The glow was felt by everyone but Edric. The summoner tried to chase away the pain crawling back into his heart. When he looked to Juna, it faded slightly, knowing they were going to help her reunite with her family and possibly end the war for good. The player clung to that shred of hope, anything to chase away the darkness in his heart. 
 
    “Let’s get to work,” Edric mustered a smile as a sliver of pain stabbed at him, again and again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Seventeen 
 
       The wind picked up as a small group moved through the northern gate of Elora. Edric looked up see the gate barely held together with splintered wood and damaged iron bands. The city had taken a beating and Edric was thankful for the help when it arrived last night. Had they fought any longer, the city would have been overrun. The summoner turned his gaze back to the road and walked on, leading the small group. 
 
    Rayna, Leeta, Faye, Juna, Thalia, Ralis, Lance and Sonja followed the summoner. In the distance, the grape and wine farms stood. Edric knew it was only a matter of time before people returned to their farms. Everyone was thankful the northern farms and mines were untouched during the battle since most of the fighting was to the south.  
 
    Edric reached about a hundred feet from the southern gate and stopped. The rest of the group stopped with him. The summoner stepped off the dirt road to the west, hand calling up a 2d screen. Flicking a finger across the moving screen, the player searched for the schematic they all needed. When it appeared, the player tapped it a few times. 
 
    The ground vibrated as earth elementals rose. The group gathered at Edric’s side as the elementals began shaping stone and mortar. Five elementals began working, piling on stone and shaping it to specifications. A ring formed and soon began to raise, layer after layer. Edric looked down at the 2D screen, seeing the timer. 
 
    Ralis stepped to the summoner’s side, eyes on the growing tower. “Construction won’t take too long but it will take time for wyverns to come and roost. Once a pregnant female arrives, it will take about a week for the young to grow to full size and a day to tame them. Once they are tamed, you can ride them.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “Any way we can speed up the process?” 
 
    Ralis kept his gaze forward, “Feeding and connecting with the mother will quicken the process by a day or two. How many Wyvern towers will you create?” 
 
    “Three,” Edric said as the tower grew taller. “Each tower can hold six Wyverns and should be enough for a force to go through the portals and reach the Serpent Throne.” 
 
    “Only three? You can create a field of towers and have an army,” Ralis said. 
 
    The summoner turned his eyes to the troll, “The bigger the force, the bigger the target. I’d rather slip in unnoticed then let everyone on the western coast know we’re coming.” 
 
    Ralis nodded. “Prudent.” 
 
    “We will need to come up with a plan for once we are there,” Sonja said loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    The group turned to the blue knight but it was Edric who spoke.  
 
    “The city will need to be repaired and the wyverns will need to be grown and tamed. Lady Pearl and Jinn Frost will return in a few days. Once they’re back, we can come up with a plan for the Cursed Coast.” 
 
    The summoner smiled. “Since we have a little time, we should rest up and make sure we are ready.” 
 
    Edric looked to Rayna and Faye, “Can you two create two more wyvern towers?” 
 
    Faye nodded. 
 
    Rayna eyed the summoner, “Us? You’re doing so well.” 
 
    Edric’s eyes half closed but he kept his smile. “I want to tour the damage and make sure the underground levels will be ready for Lyndra to arrive.” 
 
    Edric looked to Thalia, “Make sure the farmers return to their fields and have Dumadin reopen the mines. Sekka informed me that if we are going to build a portal, we will need a lot of runic stone.” 
 
    The lamia bowed in acknowledgement. 
 
    “Ralis, continue overseeing this tower. Leeta, you’re with me,” Edric finished. 
 
    Sonja and Lance eyed the summoner. Edric caught their questioning gazes and looked back at them. 
 
    “Is there anything else?” the summoner said with attitude. 
 
    Lance remained quiet but Sonja crossed her arms. 
 
    “You seem distracted,” the blue knight said with a cutting edge. 
 
    Edric kept his gaze and his face blank.  
 
    Sonja continued, her eyes softening. “I mean no disrespect. We are in your kingdom.” 
 
    Edric mustered a kind smile, “There is a lot to do.” 
 
    Before anyone could say anything, Edric began walking away, Leeta behind him. Uncomfortable silence filled the area as the summoner walked off without looking back. Faye and Juna watched the summoner, their hearts breaking.      
 
    Lance looked to Sonja and the blue knight’s stern gaze returned. 
 
    Faye could see the knights speaking with their eyes and decided she needed to put the doubt to rest. 
 
    “He lost someone special,” the wood elf sighed. 
 
    Sonja’s stern gaze faded, “We all have lost someone special but he should pull it together.” 
 
    Lance stepped closer to the blue knight, “You’re being unfair.” 
 
    Sonja looked up to the handsome knight, “Am I? We have been searching for Jason for so long and now that Juna is alive, we all should be together. We are so close. I won’t let our family split again!” 
 
    Lance gave a sad smile, “I know you’re frustrated but they are doing everything they can to help us. Jason will return and we will save Oksuna. It will just take a little time.” 
 
    Sonja looked away, her eyes settling on Juna. “It has been so painful since your father left.” 
 
    The half-troll stepped closer, eyes on the blue knight. “I know when he comes back, he will stay with us. I also know he’s sorry.” 
 
    Sonja blinked away wet eyes. “I hope you’re right.” 
 
    Lance hugged the blue knight fiercely, “I’m sure we will have a lot to talk about. Until then, let’s prepare to bring Oksuna home too.” 
 
    Sonja pressed her hand to Lance’s chest, “How do you do that, make me feel better when I’m upset?” 
 
    Lance smirked, “Could it be my mysterious charm and charisma?” 
 
    Sonja let out a small laugh and pressed the side of her face to the white knight’s chest. Juna watched them, warmth filling her digital body. The rest of the group looked on, knowing the hard part was yet to come. 
 
    Rayna took several steps back and slipped away. Turning, she caught sight of Edric entering the northern gate. The bard picked up her pace, reaching the gate and walking into Elora. 
 
    Eyes glancing to the side, she caught sight of Edric and Leeta stepping into a small dwelling. Following, she reached the dwelling and silently climbed the set of stairs. The door was left slightly ajar and the bard slipped in. Glancing about, she could see the home belonged to a family but they had not yet returned. The bard knew the celebrations last night went well into the morning and chances were the owners were sleeping it off.  
 
    Pictures hung on walls and furniture dotted the main floor as Rayna moved in further. Sounds rose up as the bard moved to the kitchen door but stopped. Turning her head to her right, a small hallway stretched out and another door stood slightly ajar. 
 
    Rayna made her way as the sounds grew louder, rougher. When she reached the door, the bard peered in. Leeta was bent over a table, her tight black dress pulled up. Edric was behind her, robe open and thrusting his hips against the ogre’s firm ass. Flesh rippled as he punished her, the ogre biting her lip and low moans filling her throat. The summoner’s hips slammed into Leeta, a desperate need taking over. 
 
    Rayna watched, a sadness caressing her heart. The bard stared as Edric grunted and continued to take the ogre, forcing himself deep with each thrust. Rayna’s eyes lowered, a distant memory taking hold of her own pain. The bard pushed down the faint memory, not wanting to relive it again.  
 
    “I’m coming…” Leeta hissed as the table shook. 
 
    Edric increased the tempo, his body moving to a fevered pace. Leeta arched her back, moans spilling from her open mouth. Edric groaned loudly, thrusting his hips to the hilt. Heat rushed into Rayna’s cheeks as the pair grunted and moaned together. 
 
    Edric was breathing heavy as he pulled back. Rayna stared as confusion filled his eyes. Leeta basked in the moment, come dripping down her inner thighs. Edric seemed to come back to his senses, closing his robe and not saying a word. 
 
    Rayna bowed her head, shadows covering her eyes as she slipped back into the house, concern painting her heart like it never had before. 
 
    *** 
 
    Elora’s citizens slowly began to return to their homes and businesses. Elementals moved through the streets, repairing walls and broken homes. The day spun on and a peace flowed over the damaged city.  
 
    Faye returned to the city, the wyvern towers complete but a dull ache in her heart. The wood elf made her rounds, checking in on the citizens and families before returning to the keep. Weariness took root and for the first time in a long time, the monk felt exhausted. No mind over body techniques could hold off true exhaustion.  
 
    The day became flashes of moments. Lance, Sonja and Juna went off to talk. Ralis stayed outside the city, inspecting the wyvern towers. Thalia made her rounds, ensuring directives were carried out. Rayna had disappeared and soon the wood elf found herself alone. 
 
    Sorrow rippled through her mind as memories played out from the previous night. She mentally watched again and again as Elora was slain before her very eyes. The monk remembered the confidence she held, thinking she could save Edric’s true love. It gave her purpose to think of another and not just her own selfish desires. Faye felt the need to do something wonderful for another and it was dashed against the rocks right in front of her. 
 
    The wood elf soon found herself walking down a side alley, the sun beginning to set. Pressing her back to a wall, eyes looked down as she worried about her friend. Edric had become special and it clawed at the monk. The way he spoke to her about Elora, opened Faye’s eyes to the possibility of real love. It burned that she never knew it before but seeing it in her friend gave her a chance to think it might become real. 
 
    “Edric, I’m sorry,” Faye whispered to no one. 
 
    The wood elf stood up and slowly made her way back to the keep for a much-needed rest. 
 
    Faye didn’t notice the world around her until she stepped into her bed chamber and closed the door behind her. The large bed called out to her like a siren on the rocks. Faye stepped closer and flopped into bed face down, buried in furs and sheets. Sleep touched her mind and she was about to drift off when the door to her bed chamber opened. 
 
    Dumadin walked in, a silver tray in his thick hands. A bottle of wine with a plate of fruits and cheeses filled the tray. The dwarf hummed a tune as he made his way to the side of the bed. Faye turned her head to face him, her body still lying on the bed. 
 
    Dumadin put the tray on the small table by the bed and looked to the wood elf. “I thought after a long day, you could use some wine and food. I didn’t bring you a glass because after everything that has happened, you should be drinking from the bottle.” 
 
    Faye blinked almond shaped eyes and a smile bloomed, “Thank you.” 
 
    Dumadin grinned, “No thanks needed. I live to serve.” 
 
    Faye turned and sat up. Scooting to the edge of the bed, her legs hung over the side and she grabbed the bottle of wine. Taking a deep guzzle, the normally proper elf wiped her mouth on her wrapped arm. 
 
    Dumadin was about to turn and leave when Faye’s lips parted. 
 
    “I never truly thanked you, for coming to our rescue,” the wood elf smiled. 
 
    “It was all in the line of duty,” the dwarf bowed. 
 
    Faye smiled. “It was more than that.” 
 
    “The world would be a dark place without your radiant beauty, even if it was only for a few nights.” 
 
    Faye eyed him, “Step closer my courtesan.” 
 
    Dumadin’s thick eyebrows went up. Stepping closer, he looked up to Faye as she sat on the edge of the bed. Faye leaned forward and kissed the dwarf. Dumadin’s eyes widened for a moment before they half closed, enjoying the sweet taste of Faye’s lips. A moment slipped by before Faye pulled back and took another swig of wine. 
 
    “I see that your bed is empty. I could stay and massage your sore muscles,” Dumadin said slyly. 
 
    Faye gave a genuine smile, “Tempting but I’d rather we not get ahead of ourselves.” 
 
    The dwarf kept his smile as he bowed his head, “I understand my lady.” 
 
    “You can stay for a few drinks,” Faye said as she handed him the wine bottle, “I wouldn’t mind the company of a friend.” 
 
    “Lass, nothing would make me happier,” Dumadin said as he climbed onto the bed and sat beside the stunning wood elf. 
 
    The evening wore on as the elf and dwarf talked about love, loss and funny stories; the moon rising into the black sky. 
 
    *** 
 
    The digital world fell into place as Claudia appeared on the battlements. Night covered the kingdom and the lancer took in a deep cleansing breath. Looking around, she saw that the kingdom looked repaired and the streets filled with people enjoying the night. 
 
    Thoughts shifted to a summoner. The lancer bent her knees and launched into the air. Body soaring, she came down and hit the street before bending her legs again and jumping high into the sky. Eyes on Gray Haven Keep, the lancer moved like a jumping ghost until she landed on an empty balcony. Stepping into an empty room, Claudia made her way to the inner hallway and walked toward the stairs. After a flight of stairs and a few twists and turns, she stepped to Edric’s bedchamber door. 
 
    The last few days in reality were bittersweet, her mind racing with unknowns. It took twenty-four hours before she placed her trust in her friends. The fact that the city was still standing relieved the lancer but her mind filled with thoughts of her friends, especially Edric and Rayna. 
 
    The lancer couldn’t lie to herself any longer, her heart singing at the thought of them. The summoner and bard opened doors that were always there. A sliver of pain crisscrossed her spirit as she felt she lost so much time being shy about who she was and what she wanted. 
 
    The lancer stepped close to the door, listening. Moans and grunts whispered into her ears and pink colored her cheeks. The lancer hoped Edric and Rayna were both there. Taking hold of the door knob, she pushed the door open. 
 
    The room was dark except for the light from the fireplace. Shadows danced as the lancer looked to the bed, Leeta on her stomach and arching her ass up. Edric was over her, driving himself down to the hilt. Claudia slipped in and closed the door behind her. Seeing Edric inflamed her desires and she would have to make time for Rayna afterwards. Crossing the large chamber, she pressed her palm to her chest, clothes fading from sight. 
 
    Edric turned his head as he drove his member deep into the moaning ogre. Catching sight of Claudia caused him to pause. The lithe lancer climbed into bed, her finger to her lips. Leeta squeezed the summoner, begging him to continue. Edric’s shock drifted away as his hips moved once again. Claudia smiled as she crawled up next to them, hands touching Edric’s lower back as he pushed his member into the moaning ogre. 
 
    Leeta’s valley tightened around the summoner, holding him inside her as she came. The orgasm caused her to buck before she flopped down. Edric’s cock pulled free for a moment before Claudia took hold and closed her lips along the shaft. Edric watched as he moved to stand on his knees, the lancer suckling on his shaft with vigor. Hand reaching down, he touched her head as it bobbed. The lancer sucked on his cock like a hungry animal. Leeta turned on her side, sultry eyes on the lancer as inches appeared and disappeared between luscious lips. The ogre’s fingers snaked between her thick thighs, massaging her glowing clit. 
 
    Claudia grew rougher, hands taking hold of Edric and pushing him down. The summoner landed on his back, next to Leeta as Claudia followed him. Lips sliding down his veiny shaft, he watched with dark eyes. Claudia closed her eyes, enjoying the taste. Bobbing faster, the summoner’s cock thickened. A moment later, come painted her throat and the lancer quickly sucked it down. 
 
    The lancer looked up, pulling every drop from his member. Edric kept his eyes on her. Claudia could see the pain rise even in the hearth light painting his shadowed expression. 
 
    “Keep going, I want to come again,” Edric commanded with a low tone. 
 
    Claudia stayed, slowly sucking on his cock, breathing new life into it. She knew his pain and wanted to be there for him. Cock hardening again, she continued, trying to heal his broken heart with every suckling lick of his member. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lance, Sonja and Juna sat in a large chamber, several empty wine bottles on one of the tables and several full ones on the other side. The evening filled with stories and heroic adventures. Juna listened, eyes glassy from the wine. The last few days had been wonderful. The half-troll spent time with who she considered her aunt and uncle. They eased into each evening, talking and drinking about relationships and adventures. Juna could see the sweet edges in their eyes as they spoke about Jayson like he was in the room with them. He had become a mythic figure, not only in Lukken but to his friends who missed him. 
 
    The door to the chamber opened and a figure stepped in. All eyes turned to the man in black, white hair covering his head and chin. Jinn closed the door shut, dark eyes on Sonja and Lance.  
 
    The blue and white knights stood up. The very air became still and Juna was not sure what would happen. The stillness was broken as the three rushed to each other and embraced. The half-troll watched with tears in her eyes, the three of them kissing and holding each other like their worlds would fly apart. When the embrace seemed like it would last forever, they broke apart, eyes drinking each other in. 
 
    “You’re looking a little butch these days,” Lance smiled. 
 
    Jinn smiled.  
 
    Sonja eyed the assassin, her wide eyes narrowing and brow furling.  
 
    Jinn looked to the blue knight, hands up to his chest, “I’m sure you have questions.” 
 
    Sonja looked down for a moment before staring into his eyes, “Why?” 
 
    Jinn bowed his head before stepping past them and picking up a wine bottle. Filling a glass with red, he put the bottle down and turned around. Taking a deep sip, he savored the taste before holding the glass to his chest. Juna sat up, eyes wide as she watched the reunion, her heart swelling. 
 
    “I needed time,” Jinn began. “I didn’t want my pain to infect what we had. The months we spent together in real life were the best I ever had. I didn’t know where I ended and we all began.” 
 
    Jinn took another deep sip. “Then I began thinking about Oksuna between those bright moments. I knew my avatar would keep her safe but it wasn’t enough. I wanted to see her again. I…had a crazy thought we could even have another child.” 
 
    Jinn turned his attention to Juna, “If I knew you could come back, I would have simply waited. Instead, the woman I loved was trapped on the Cursed Coast and my daughter was dead. I thought if I could end the war, I could bring Oksuna back. I thought I could convince the Sormir to let her go if the war was over.” 
 
    Jinn drank down the rest of his wine and poured into the glass again. “I couldn’t be distracted. It became my mission to end the war. I entered Lewd Saga again, this time with purpose. I created my character and began making him stronger while doing my part to end this stupid war.” 
 
    “We could have helped? You didn’t have to move and not tell us,” Sonja said softly. 
 
    Jinn sighed. “No, you couldn’t. I couldn’t ask my friends and lovers to help me change a war for my lost love. How long before you resented me, chasing a digital dream?” 
 
    Lance shook his head slightly, “With the time we spent together, how could you think we wouldn’t understand?” 
 
    Shadows covered the assassin’s eyes, “I knew you would…it was how I couldn’t understand. I needed time to heal. I needed to be away for clarity. I needed to focus.” 
 
    Jinn leaned against the table with shoulders sinking. “Then, time began to run out.” 
 
    Sonja and Lance glanced to each other before returning to the white-haired assassin. 
 
    Jinn continued, “My sources told me that this game…world…had become more then what it was intended. The media is only getting a glimpse of what is really happening. The awakened AI’s have become a threat. People from politicians to high ranking military officers and down to people who control large businesses have fallen in love with other players and awakened in the game. It has caused a breach to every society across the planet. Many are using love to gain secrets. Even some awakened, wanting to live, are trying to affect the game and real world.” 
 
    Lance, Sonja and Juna looked to the older assassin with wide eyes. 
 
    “It hasn’t been decided yet, but there have been rumors of shutting down Lewd Saga so they can wipe the AI programs. Some feel that if they shut it down and reboot, the awakened AI’s will cease to exist. It would be starting with a clean slate; one where they can control Lukken’s growth and prevent any AI from waking up again.” 
 
    Jinn looked to Juna, “I won’t let them take you away again.” 
 
    “We…we have to stop it,” Sonja said as heat flared up her neck. 
 
    Jinn nodded. “We will, sort of. The first thing we need to do is save Oksuna. Once we have her, we can start herding the awakened to a phantom server, a place just like Lukken but under our control.” 
 
    Jinn looked to Sonja and Lance, confidence filling his brow. “There is a secret group working on the inside of Eden Corp. They want to save the awakened as well. They are waiting for my word before they start gathering the awakened and moving them to the phantom server. It can’t happen at once, or others in the company will see what is happening. The process will be slow but we have to work within the game rules.” 
 
    Lance smiled, “You had me at ‘save Oksuna’.” 
 
    “The dread lords know their time is limited. I have a feeling they are going to try and beat the system somehow. I have been watching their movements and they are working on something big.” 
 
    Sonja stepped closer, placing a hand over Jinn’s heart, “You can tell us all about it in the morning. I speak for Lance and me when I say, we missed you.” 
 
    “I missed you both, more than I can ever say,” Jinn smiled. 
 
    Juna stood up from the couch, stretching her arms. “I’ll take my leave. My bed is calling.” 
 
    The three looked to the half-troll, an uncomfortable silence filling the room. 
 
    Juna smiled as she moved to the door and turned her head. “Father, I have many of your memories, even the intimate ones. Take care of each other and we can plan on how to get mom back. Goodnight.” 
 
    The half-troll opened the door, stepped out and closed it behind her. The three players looked to each other, warmth filling the room. No words were spoken as bodies shed clothes. Touching each other felt like returning home and when bodies joined, hearts sang to a private symphony of love. 
 
    *** 
 
    Rayna’s chest arched upwards as pleasure washed over sleepy senses. The bard could not contain a throaty moan as a figure moved under furs covering her body. Heat rising and eyes widening, Rayna tried to control the rising lust. It burned at her soul, wanting to unleash storms of bliss. Fighting for every ounce of control, she only managed a whisper when the fever grew too hot. 
 
    “Please…stop…” the bard managed as her vision clouded. 
 
    The fur blanket slipped away as Claudia pushed up on all fours, her mouth, cheeks and chin glistening in the morning light. The lancer licked her lips as she crawled over the bard and nestled next to her, eyes filled with humorous energy. 
 
    “I…created…a….monster,” Rayna whispered as she slid her thighs against each other. 
 
    “She was always there,” the lancer said, running her hand over Rayna’s small curves. 
 
    The bard shifted her attention and body, facing the nude lancer and a hand running down her smooth stomach. Fingers touched the lancer’s valley and caressed her raised nub. Wetness flowed as Claudia’s hips moved to the rhythmic touch of her friend. 
 
    “When there’s time, I’ll have to teach you as well,” Rayna said in a low tone, eyes on the lancer as she enjoyed the intimate touch. 
 
    Claudia said nothing, her breath sultry. Eyes closed as she grabbed Rayna’s wrist, keeping her hand still as her hips moved against wet fingers. Rayna watched; her own fire growing as the once shy lancer was hungry for more. Claudia’s mouth made a perfect O and a moment later, her body shuddered from internal explosions. Biting her lip, she rode the wave, letting it wash over every frayed nerve, her hips not slowing down. 
 
    Claudia eyes opened; some semblance of control returning. “Is Edric okay?” 
 
    Rayna eyed the lancer. 
 
    Claudia’s eyes closed and continued, “I saw him first before coming here. He seemed to not be home. He ordered me to do things but after a few orgasms, he passed out.” 
 
    Rayna’s eyes took on a sad edge, “I think Elora’s death affected him.” 
 
    Claudia’s hips stopped moving as she opened her eyes again. “He was in love,” the lancer said sadly. 
 
    Rayna moved her hand, touching Claudia’s waist. “I think he’s working out his grief. I caught him sneaking off and spending time with Leeta. She seemed eager to please but he looked like he just wanted to feel better.” 
 
    Claudia snuggled closer, her own eyes growing distant.  
 
    Rayna continued, “I had a friend once who went through the same thing. He came to me upset and I thought I could help him feel better. At first, it was great, and then it became something else. His depression turned to anger and he took it out on me.” 
 
    Claudia looked into Rayna’s dark purple eyes, concern filling her brow. 
 
    “Our friendship turned into something hard and cruel, he…choked me sometimes to the point of passing out. I remember the orgasms were the best I ever had but the marks on my neck turned from badges of honor to something wrong. I didn’t know at the time he was training me to like them and then love them. I was young and innocent. It pushed my body in ways I never imagined but now, I can’t control myself when I get to worked up. I need the pain to help control it.” 
 
    “Is that what you and Edric were doing before Faye and I came to you the other night? Were you training him?” 
 
    Rayna gave a small smirk before letting it fade. “I was. He was very good, attentive and careful. I know he can be a lover I can trust. But now, I can’t be with him, not in this state. He needs to work out his grief until he is himself again.” 
 
    “What happened to your friend?” 
 
    Rayna looked away, “One night, he nearly killed me. I woke up in the hospital. When I returned home, he left me a note, unable to forgive himself. He disappeared and I haven’t seen him since.” 
 
    The bard turned her gaze to the lancer, “We have to be there for him. I don’t believe he would ever overstep a rule or boundary but he is grieving. I think he will be fine, when the light returns to his eyes.” 
 
    Claudia gave a slight nod. 
 
    Rayna’s wicked smirk returned as she stared at the lancer, “I like the new you.” 
 
    The lancer grinned, “Me too. I feel like a weight lifted from my spirit. I have all of you to thank. Faye gave me comfort, you helped shed my shell and Edric, he opened my heart again.” 
 
    The bard nodded. “Just be careful with Edric. He may say or do things he hasn’t done before. It won’t be the real him.” 
 
    Claudia smiled. “I know.” 
 
    The bard sat up and stretched her arms. “We should get up. The wyverns should be fully grown today and we need to learn how to ride them.” 
 
    Claudia reached up and grabbed the bard by the arm. With a gentle tug, she pulled her back down. 
 
    “Okay but I need one more before we go.” 
 
    “Slut,” Rayna smiled before her fingers worked the lancer like a musical instrument. 
 
    *** 
 
    A large group gathered before a wyvern tower. At the top, wyverns looked down with serpent eyes and wings flexing. Ralis stood before the tower, facing the group with an instructor’s attitude. Edric, Faye, Claudia and Rayna stood while many more peered from behind them. Sunlight bathed the area in brilliant light as Ralis took another step forward and addressed the class. 
 
    “Wyverns can be loyal and fierce companions as long as you treat them with respect and love. They want to serve but you must be open and willing to invite them into your heart. Edric, please step forward.” 
 
    Edric glanced up at the scaled beasts and took a step forward. A wyvern’s scales rattled along its long neck before it launched, wings spreading out. It glided to the ground before the summoner, a low hiss filling the space between them. Edric gave a small smile before taking a step closer and lifting his hand. The wyvern stalked closer, almond shaped nostrils flaring before it sniffed at his raised hand. Faye, Claudia and Rayna watched with a concerned edge, unsure what was going to happen next. 
 
    The wyvern took another few steps closer, its head and neck coiling around the summoner. Edric lifted his hand, touching its neck and giving it a slight pat. The wyvern opened its maw, a long-pointed tongue snaking out and licking the summoner’s face. Relief flowed through the group as the wyvern made small loving growls, pressing its body to the side of Edric and wings trying to cover him. 
 
    “Hi beautiful,” Edric said to the wyvern like they’d known each other their entire lives. 
 
    Ralis gave an approving nod before he turned his eyes to the crowd, “Rayna.” 
 
    The bard gave the troll a nervous glance before taking a few steps forward. A wyvern gnashed its pointed teeth before gliding down and landing before the bard. Rayna lifted a hand, imitating what Edric had done, her fingers giving off a small tremble. The wyvern blew out a strong exhale before its entire body shot forward. Rayna’s eyes went wide as the bulk of the creature rammed into her chest and sent her flying to the ground. The bard’s wrists nearly twisted to the sides, ready to produce her wands as the wyvern glared down.  
 
    “Hey now,” Edric said in a low tone. 
 
    The wyvern turned its head to the summoner before looking down at the bard again. 
 
    Ralis crossed his arms, “If you’re nervous, the wyvern is nervous.” 
 
    “I’m used to fighting monsters, not riding them,” Rayna shot back. 
 
    The troll smirked. “It seems today is a day of firsts.” 
 
    The wyvern stalked closer, lowering its snout to the bard’s hand but not touching it. Rayna was hesitant for a moment before her hand reached out and touched the scaly snout. The uneasiness between them dimmed and soon the wyvern let out a small, almost cat-like purr. 
 
    “Better,” Ralis smiled. 
 
    Claudia looked up at the wyverns gathered on their roosts. The lancer pointed at one, bent her legs and jumped into the air. A wyvern roared as it jumped from its perch and glided under the lancer. Claudia turned in the air and fell, landing on the wyvern’s back, the two of them shouting and roaring. 
 
    “This is amazing,” the lancer shouted as the wyvern dipped and flew higher into the air.  
 
    All eyes turned to the lancer and wyvern as they soared high above Elora, flipping, turning and roaring into the morning sky. 
 
    Ralis turned his gaze back to the group, “And then you have those who are just naturals. Faye, you’re next.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The council chamber filled with bodies. Servants brought extra chairs but the table wasn’t big enough. Two rings of seats lined the council table as Leeta, Dumadin, Thalia, Lunatina and Ralis stood against one wall. The rulers of Elora took their places at each of the four main seats, Jinn, Juna, Lance and Sonja filling the spots between the rulers. The outside ring held Renner, Vass, Thorrin, Venner, Lydia, Sekka, Skalor and Vanya. 
 
    Edric leaned forward, his demeanor relaxed but his eyes holding a subdued intensity. “I’m glad we can all meet. I’m sure we all want to bring a plan together now that the portal gate is almost complete.” 
 
    “Aye my lord,” Dumadin chimed in. “The dark elves have been working around the clock to bring it to completion and it should be ready by tomorrow.” 
 
    Edric nodded, “I think it’s safe to assume we need to come up with a plan once we arrive on the Cursed Coast. What should we expect once we arrive and how do we want to handle it?” 
 
    Jinn nodded. “The forests hold large monsters and blood drinking trees, just to name a few of the things we may have to deal with. There is a small town called Dark Hearth. The townsfolk do not like outsiders much but they are friendly enough. Just beyond the town and forests, Drakkus Thorne is the ruling lord of the lands and protects the locals. He will give us shelter if we have to stay the night.” 
 
    “Can he be trusted,” Claudia asked. 
 
    Sonja nodded before she spoke, “He was a gentleman and gave us a few nights to recoup from the journey. I’m sure if we show up; he will open his doors to us.” 
 
    “He may give us shelter but that’s right before the hard part,” Lance added. “There is an undead city called Nekross. It’s filled to the brim with undead of all kinds. A dread lord resides there, Riktess Grim.” 
 
    “He favors the bow and the dude looks like a lady,” Renner laughed. 
 
    Vass punched the rogue on the shoulder. Venner and Lydia rolled their eyes.  
 
    Thorrin smiled before it faded and he spoke up, “The city will have an army of ghosts. Even if we are flying over, we may have a battle on our hands. There are several paladins and clerics that have volunteered to join us. Our combined power might be able to keep them at bay until we reach the mountain pass.” 
 
    “The mountain pass’ guardians and wall were destroyed during our last encounter there,” said Lance. “We should have a clear path to the Serpent Throne once we get past Nekross.” 
 
    Edric nodded, “Then we have to decide who exactly is going on this raid quest?” 
 
    The small murmur filled the chamber. Faye looked around, watching as Vanya and Skalor spoke in hushed tones. Jinn, Lance and Sonja shot each other a glance, small smiles appearing. Juna nodded, keeping her eyes on Edric.  
 
    Renner looked down. Vass touched his shoulder, her eyes containing a hint of sadness. Edric watched as emotions played out across the room. It was clear some wished to make the journey but it wasn’t unanimous. Doubt reared up like a venomous snake but it was Vanya and Skalor who stood up. 
 
    “We can never thank you enough for providing shelter for our children but I fear we cannot join you on this quest,” Skalor stated. “Despite our victory, my people must continue to gather our strength to retake the northern kingdoms. With heartfelt regret, we must decline.” 
 
    The four rulers looked to the dragon in nalik form. 
 
    “We understand,” Faye said simply. 
 
    “We wish you the best on your journey,” Vanya said with a bow. 
 
    The two nalik’s turned and left the council chamber, closing the heavy door behind them. 
 
    Renner gritted his teeth before he looked up to Jinn, “We can’t go with you.” 
 
    The room looked to the rogues and their children. Venner and Lydia’s eyes widened as they sat straighter in their seats. 
 
    “We…,” Renner began before he grew quiet. 
 
    Vass kept her hand on his shoulder, sorrow touching her eyes. “We talked about it. The quest might be a simple one but we decided we can’t take that chance, not with our children.” 
 
    “Father, we can fight,” Venner said with conviction. 
 
    “Mother, we have to help,” Lydia followed up. 
 
    “No,” Renner said with a voice like a hammer. “You both may be strong,” the rogue looked to Jinn and Juna before his eyes lowered, “We can’t let you risk your lives. We saw the consequences and…” 
 
    Jinn looked across the table, his gruff features sliding to understanding kindness. “Renner, Vass, I’m sure we can manage. If I was in your place, I believe I would do the same.” 
 
    Jinn turned his gaze to Juna, his heart warming. “Juna, I would ask you to stay but I know you won’t listen…nor could I deny you seeing your mother again.” 
 
    Juna’s eyes glistened as she gave her father an approving nod. 
 
    Renner stood up, Vass at his side. “I’m sorry everyone. We will stay and help defend Elora but we cannot come with you.” 
 
    The room was quiet as the two rogues made their way to the chamber door. Venner and Lydia looked to each other, clearly wanting to say more but knowing it wouldn’t change their parent’s minds. Reluctantly, they followed behind. At the door, they looked back as if to apologize with their eyes before following their parents and closing the door behind them. 
 
    A somber mood washed over the room. Edric eyed everyone, seeing no one else showing any signs of leaving. The silent mood remained but clear determination shined from everyone present. 
 
    Sekka smiled a devilish grin, “My mistress has directed me to assist any way I can. It would be prudent for me to join you on this quest to lend aid. We are after all, allies.” 
 
    Edric smiled, “It looks like we have our raid group.” 
 
    Faye looked to the courtesans, “You three will stay behind to ensure the kingdom is well taken care of.” 
 
    Thalia and Lunatina bowed. Dumadin hesitated, his eyes on the wood elf.  
 
    “I can be of…” the dwarf began. 
 
    “Thank you Dumadin,” Faye cut him off. “The kingdom needs strength and you must prepare a warm welcome for our return,” the wood elf finished with a warm smile. 
 
    Dumadin’s cheeks turned pink above his thick beard before he bowed, “As you will, my lady.” 
 
    “Let’s talk strategies and supplies,” Edric started as the group focused on the tasks before them, a sense of purpose connecting all of them together as one. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric’s heartbeat a little faster with every step, fellow rulers and allies following from behind. The summoner took in the sight before him and a nervous tendril arced up his spine. A large gray dome stood past the wyvern towers. Thick metal doors stood open, an arcane light shining from inside the large dome. 
 
    The group made their way to the entrance, stepping in and taking in the details. A large portal stood on a stone base. Dark elves moved about, ensuring it was in working order. To the sides, wyverns waited. The beasts turned their dragon-like heads to the group and called out to their riders. The air inside was cool as the sun shined outside. It was early morning but the evening coolness stayed in the thick stone dome. 
 
    Edric called up his stats and moved them to the corner of his vision. 
 
    Edric Temple 
 
    Summoner 
 
    Hit Points- 140/140 
 
    Mana- 230/230 
 
    Armor- 5 
 
     
 
    Strength-20(+3) 
 
    Intelligence- 32(+7) 
 
    Wisdom- 28(+5) 
 
    Dexterity- 25(+4) 
 
    Stamina- 33(+7) 
 
    Charisma- 45(+10) 
 
      
 
    Spell Abilities  
 
    Charm- 50 
 
    Snare- 45 
 
    Channel- (+STR/HP/DEX) 
 
      
 
    Lock Stones (1)  
 
    Leeta (Ogre)- HP-300/300 
 
    Nykor (Drell-Kai)- HP- 6,000/6,000 
 
      
 
    Spells 
 
    Summoning Spell- 10 Mana 
 
    Summon Demon Spell- 2o Mana 
 
    Summon Angel Spell- 40 Mana 
 
    Summon Elemental- 25 Mana 
 
    Light Spell- 5 Mana 
 
    Mana Shield- 1 Mana for 2 points of Protection 
 
      
 
    Primary Skills 
 
    Spell Casting- 65 
 
    Spell Craft- 36 
 
    Gem Craft- 36 
 
    Rune Craft- 27 
 
    Enchantment- 20  
 
    Melee- 40 
 
    Wilderness Lore- 23 
 
      
 
    Equipment 
 
    Lightning Whip- 10 to 15 damage  
 
    Whip Gem Slot-Lightning damage 10% Stun 
 
    Whip Gem Slot- Power Surge, Extra 20 to 50 Damage 
 
    Dark Green Robe- 5 Armor 
 
    Healing Potions (8)- Heal 100 HP 
 
    Mana Potions (8)- Restore 100 Mana 
 
    Elixirs (3)- Heals all damage and restores Mana 
 
      
 
    The summoner was glad Lunatina managed to scrounge for enough supplies to make elixirs for everyone. The group didn’t know exactly what they would be running into and, as many have said, luck favors the prepared. 
 
    Claudia walked along, lancer armor on and spear in hand. Faye stepped with purpose, fingers flexing. Rayna wore her black leather outfit, lute strapped to her back. Leeta had returned to her lock stone for easier transport. Sekka sauntered behind the rulers, her body clothed in supple leather but not covering her completely. Creamy thighs and her toned stomach were bare as her breasts and cleavage were pushed up for all to see. 
 
    Behind the rulers, Jinn and Juna walked tall. Sonja and Lance walked on either side of them and Thorrin brought up the rear with a dozen paladins. The wyverns moved closer as the group marched to the portal. 
 
    Rayna stepped closer to Edric’s side. “Are we okay to do this,” the bard asked in a low tone. 
 
    “I believe so. It’s just a quick flight, see Oksuna Reed and bring her back if we can,” Edric said simply. 
 
    Rayna nodded but her mouth wrinkled before she spoke again. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Edric turned his gaze to the bard, seeing a concerned expression he had never seen on her before. “Should I not be?” 
 
    “I mean, after everything that has happened…” Rayna trailed off. 
 
    Edric’s brow hardened for a moment before it smoothed away. “I’m fine,” the summoner said and picked up his pace, walking away from her. 
 
    Faye and Claudia shot the bard a glance. Rayna’s eyes took a dark edge before all three followed the summoner. When they all stood before the portal, the rulers of Elora turned and faced the party. Dark elves pulled out necklaces with red crystals and began handing one to each party member. 
 
    “The crystals will open the portal. Be sure to picture the Cursed Coast and speak its name. The portal will do the rest,” Faye projected to the group. 
 
    “Are we all good with the plans,” Edric asked, a certain excitement filling the air. 
 
    All heads nodded in approval. 
 
    Jinn stepped forward and faced the group, “We don’t know what to expect on the other side. Hopefully, there will be nothing there to greet us. But no matter what happens, stay on your wyverns and keep flying. Castle Thorne will be our first stop and then the coast.” 
 
    Wyverns slinked closer. The group began to mount the scaled beasts. Edric brought his leg over the saddle and his wyvern pushed up, a pleasant growl vibrating along its long neck. When the group was mounted and ready, a dark elf moved to the portal and pressed a red crystal to the empty space in the middle. 
 
    The portal flared to life, red and white energy swirling together. When the inside of the circle was awash in pulsating light, Edric made a clicking sound, his wyvern crawling closer. The inside of the dome glowed from the activated portal. Edric took one last glance toward his fellow rulers, Faye and Claudia nodding that they were ready. Rayna’s wyvern growled and she held on, her eyes a little wide.  
 
    Edric made no shout or battle cry. The summoner dug his heels into the wyvern’s sides and the beast lurched toward the glowing portal. Taking a deep breath, the summoner urged the wyvern toward the rippling glow. The beast obeyed, charging the small space and jumping into the portal 
 
    Light streamed past as Edric held on to the reins. Rayna’s gaze haunted him as time and space shifted, allowing the player to cross Lukken in mere moments. The player fought dark pulses in his heart as the tunnel of light grew brighter. Stay to the quest, Edric chanted in his mind. The player made a silent promise to speak with Rayna when they returned. Thoughts of Juna filled the summoner’s mind and heart, wanting to reunite her with her mother. It glimmered like a star in his mind, hoping it could bring some sense of peace to his troubled spirit, knowing he helped them reunite. 
 
    An oval portal of light appeared before the summoner. The wyvern roared as they approached the other end in seconds. Edric held his breath as they reached the exit portal. White light engulfed them as Edric’s heart pounded in his chest, wondering what was to come. 
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    Light flashed and dark shapes filled the fading void. Edric focused as his wyvern flapped its wings. Grunts and shouts rang out as the digital reality fell into place. The summoner’s eyes widened as blue skinned trolls looked to him with surprised stares. Bedlam erupted as trolls rushed to their weapons. The summoner looked around, his heart freezing up in his chest. 
 
    A camp of hundreds of trolls surrounded the portal. The look of shock and awe painted their faces, spurring some to action and others gazing in a stunned torpor, unsure what to do. Edric’s wyvern craned her neck and snapped at trolls. The trolls threw themselves down as the wyvern flapped her wings, ascending into the sky. Edric looked back to see the rest of his party flashing through the portal one by one, eyes wide as they too took in the large camp surrounding the portal. 
 
    Bow strings pulled back and troll arrows flew. Faye’s wyvern roared as several arrows bounced off thick scaly hide but one lodged under the arm. Faye held on as her wyvern fought to stay airborne. The monk pressed her hand to the beast’s neck as arrows shot past, channeling her chi and healing her mount.  
 
    Wyverns flashed through the portal in rapid succession. Edric waved his hand up, trying to signal to his party not to engage. When the summoner spotted several trolls grabbing runic spears, he knew their chances dropped on getting away. Jinn flashed out of the portal, his hand moving to his belt and metal needles flying from his hands. Paladins drew their weapons and smashed across troll heads as they flew overhead. Edric shouted for them to ascend but chaos bloomed. Four trolls grabbed runic spears, magic flaring along the shafts. 
 
    “Nykor, I need you,” Edric dipped his hand into his satchel and pulled out the lock stone. 
 
    Whispering the arcane words, a stream of energy snaked out and flashed against the ground. A giant mystical circle appeared and the Drell-Kai rose up instantly. The giant dragon monster roared as it looked to the trolls gathering their spears. Maw opening, a thick stream of acid blasted out. 
 
    The trolls lifted their spears and aimed just as acid blasted their bodies to shattered light. Nykor roared as her tail lashed out, flattening a dozen trolls in the blink of an eye. The portal flashed as the paladins finished coming through. Edric watched as the drell-kai threw her weight around, knocking over trolls and stomping on them with talon feet. The group of wyverns rose higher into the sky as the giant dragon monster thrashed. 
 
    Edric looked down, holding the lock stone tight. When the party was high enough, he whispered the incantation to bring Nykor back. The drell-kai thrashed again before her body shifted into energy and snaked back up to her master’s lock stone. 
 
    Leathery wings flapped in the air as the group looked to each other. Edric let out a relieved sigh seeing they had not lost any party members coming through. Turning his gaze to the ground, trolls tried to regroup. They numbered in the hundreds and a sick feeling touched the group, knowing full well that they were too late. 
 
    Jinn’s wyvern flew to Edric’s side. “We have to make a direct course to the coast! The dread lords are already here,” Jinn shouted over the wind. 
 
    Edric nodded. The wyverns flew in formation as the morning sun filled the clear blue sky. Sonja and Lance looked down, taking in the destruction as they streaked across the sky. The forest that once filled the area was nothing more than burnt ashes. The devastation spread out in all directions. Jinn looked down, his heart beating with anger as the town of Dark Hearth lay in ruins. 
 
    Juna gazed down, a sickness filling her belly. Memories of her long journey back filled her mind. She had witnessed the people of Dark Hearth rebuilding their homes. The forest was alive as she made her way back to the Middle Kingdoms. Now, smoldering ruins and a land of ash was all that remained. Thoughts shifted to Oksuna and the half-troll couldn’t fight the worried edge in her eyes. 
 
    Miles slipped by as the group carried on. Edric’s mind worked, wondering if they could even survive what was to come. Looking back to his friends, a new concern latched onto his heart. A cold sweat covered the summoner as he felt the jaws of a trap close in around him but they couldn’t turn away, not when they were so close. 
 
    Jinn’s brow was a sharp V as his wyvern continued due west. A castle appeared along the road in the distance. Black spires stood, cracked and broken. Plumes of smoke snaked into the air, filling the blue sky with whispers of ash. The assassin gazed down as they flew closer, seeing Castle Thorne barely standing. 
 
    The party turned their gaze to the smoldering castle. The area around it had blast marks, and weapons lay scattered, the sun reflecting off their blood-stained metal. Sonja’s eyes took in the scarred battlefield, her heart quickening. When a smoky reflection of light gleamed off a destroyed wall, the knight pulled on the reins. Sonja’s Wyvern dived toward the ruined castle. 
 
    Jinn and Lance followed the blue knight. Concern touching the rest of the party, they all turned and dived down toward the ruins. Edric wasn’t sure it was a good idea but clearly Sonja saw something. Wyverns landed, wings folding back. Sonja was already off her wyvern and running with her sword in hand. The rest of the group followed, running from the road and trying to catch up to the knight. 
 
    Sonja’s heart cracked as she slowed her run to a walk. Sword at her side, she stepped closer to a ruined wall, two figures impaled against the hard stone. Strands of smoke rose into the air, a thin body impaled against a broken wall with spears. A head tilted forward with matted blonde hair and singed ends, pale skin covered in black veiny bruises. Small drops of red blood dripped from the spear wounds. 
 
    Sonja stepped closer, eyes trembling as the body continued to smoke. When she was a few feet from the figure, they lifted their head and stared at the blue knight with one blue eye and a half-blackened face. 
 
    “Lady Sonja…good to see you…” Lord Thorne managed a small smile. 
 
    “Drakkus,” Sonja stepped closer, hand reaching out and caressing his hair. 
 
    The rest of the group stepped closer, looking on the mangled and burnt vampire lord. A somber silence took hold as they looked on. Jinn and Lance stepped behind Sonja, eyes on the vampire burning in the sun. 
 
    “Had I known you were visiting…I would have cleaned up,” Drakkus chuckled as the steam rose from his burning skin. 
 
    Sonja reached for a spear, “We can save you.” 
 
    “No,” Drakkus coughed, “It is much too late for that. It…is taking everything I have just to outlast the wretch to my left...” 
 
    Eyes turned to the other figure impaled on the wall ten feet away. Thorrin’s eyes narrowed as he started to walk over. White hair was tousled, several spears impaling the thin, feminine body to the hard stone. Pale skin glowed in the sunlight. When the paladin stood before the figure, they lifted their head and stared with a weak grin. 
 
    “I see you came to…keep your promise…” Riktess Grimm leered, black blood streaking down the corners of his mouth. 
 
     Drakkus weakly tut-tutted, “His master was not pleased to know I had captured him…” 
 
    “No…he was not,” the dread lord wheezed out a chuckle. 
 
    “What happened to your blood knights...and Jayson,” Sonja asked the vampire lord with wide eyes. 
 
    “All slain…but one,” Drakkus coughed. “The battle was dire. As….we lost knights one by one, Jayson broke…from formation. He charged for the coast…To defend his lady love…” 
 
    Drakkus wheezed as the sun continued to burn his skin. The vampire looked to Sonja, a peace filling his remaining eye. 
 
    “I wish…there was more time…” Drakkus whispered. 
 
    Thorrin opened his hand, a white war hammer forming in it. Fingers closed around the pommel and he stepped closer to the dread lord. Riktess lifted his head again, smiling at the paladin. 
 
    “I said I was coming back for you,” Thorrin said with a hard edge. 
 
    Riktess grinned, “I said…I would be waiting.” 
 
    The paladin raised the white hammer, eyes on the dread lord’s chest between spear shafts. 
 
    Riktess closed his eyes, “End it…so I may…return to the abyss…forever…” 
 
    Thorrin’s spirit hardened as he brought the hammer down. The dread lord did not cry out as his chest caved in. Thorrin continued his grisly work, hammering the dread lord repeatedly until his chest caved in and a black heart pulsed along mashed flesh and broken bone. Thorrin lifted his hammer high and brought it down, slamming into the vile organ. The dread lord’s body cracked with lines of abyssal light. Thorrin took a step back as the lines crisscrossed the dread lord and then shattered into floating shards. 
 
    Sonja touched Drakkus’s burnt cheek. The vampire lord smiled, the light in his blue eye beginning to fade. The group gazed on the vampire and knight, sorrow touching everyone. Edric watched as the pain curled into Sonja like a rope squeezing her heart. Drakkus’s body flared with white smoke but Edric refused to let anyone else die. 
 
    “I can save him,” Edric said with new conviction. 
 
    Sonja, Drakkus and the group looked to the summoner as he stepped closer. The player gave the vampire lord a kind gaze as he stood next to Sonja. 
 
    “I can save you,” Edric repeated. “You don’t have to die here.” 
 
    “How…stranger,” Drakkus asked with a small fire burning in his spirit. 
 
    “I can try snaring you to a lock stone,” Edric said as his hand reached into his satchel and pulled out an empty lock stone. 
 
    “Can you do that,” Sonja asked with hope in her eyes. 
 
    “I think so. I can’t snare undead creatures but I think vampires might be the gray area.” 
 
    Drakkus gave a weak smile, “Truth be told…I never died…merely changed…” 
 
    Edric looked on the vampire, “You will be part of my family, if you accept.” 
 
    Drakkus eyed the summoner, “If I may complete my work of slaying dread lords, I would willingly accept such a proposal.” 
 
    The summoner nodded and lifted his hands, one empty and the other holding a lock stone. Sonja stepped back as the summoner began to recite the incantations. The empty hand moved at odd angles and when the word of power was whispered, mystical energy flared. 
 
    (Snare)45+(Sta)7=52/(Encounter Roll)1! Snare successful! 
 
    A golden band of energy appeared around Drakkus’s neck. The vampire lord grunted as it took hold, connecting him to the summoner. 
 
    “Submit to me and I will always take care of you. Swear loyalty and you will have it in return,” Edric stated firmly. 
 
    Drakkus smirked, “Such are the terms in these times. I gladly…accept.” 
 
    Energy glowed around the vampire. The party watched as energy snaked around the vampire lord, engulfing him. The pain vanished as Drakkus’ eyes closed and he kept his smirk. The glowing form of the vampire slipped through the air and sank into the lock stone. Edric held it up as Drakkus faded into energy. When the last bit of energy entered the lock stone, a small symbol of a bat appeared, etched into the stone surface. 
 
    Edric held the stone before him, a small smile forming. He checked his stat sheet. 
 
    Edric Temple 
 
    Summoner 
 
    Hit Points- 140/140 
 
    Mana- 230/230 
 
    Armor- 5 
 
     
 
    Strength-20(+3) 
 
    Intelligence- 32(+7) 
 
    Wisdom- 28(+5) 
 
    Dexterity- 25(+4) 
 
    Stamina- 33(+7) 
 
    Charisma- 45(+10) 
 
     
 
    Spell Abilities  
 
    Charm- 50 
 
    Snare- 45 
 
    Channel- (+STR/HP/DEX) 
 
      
 
    Lock Stones (1)  
 
    Leeta (Ogre)- HP-300/300 
 
    Nykor (Drell-Kai)- HP- 6,000/6,000 
 
    Drakkus Thorne (Vampire Lord) HP- 1,666/1,666 
 
      
 
    Spells 
 
    Summoning Spell- 10 Mana 
 
    Summon Demon Spell- 2o Mana 
 
    Summon Angel Spell- 40 Mana 
 
    Summon Elemental- 25 Mana 
 
    Light Spell- 5 Mana 
 
    Mana Shield- 1 Mana for 2 points of Protection 
 
      
 
    Primary Skills 
 
    Spell Casting- 65 
 
    Spell Craft- 36 
 
    Gem Craft- 36 
 
    Rune Craft- 27 
 
    Enchantment- 20  
 
    Melee- 40 
 
    Wilderness Lore- 23 
 
      
 
    Equipment 
 
    Lightning Whip- 10 to 15 damage  
 
    Whip Gem Slot- Lightning damage 10% Stun 
 
    Whip Gem Slot- Power Surge, Extra 20 to 50 Damage 
 
    Dark Green Robe- 5 Armor 
 
    Healing Potions (8)- Heal 100 HP 
 
    Mana Potions (8)- Restore 100 Mana 
 
    Elixirs (3)- Heals all damage and restores Mana 
 
      
 
    Edric held the stone and recited the summoning spell. Energy flared and snaked out, hitting the ground and forming an arcane circle. A blonde figure rose up, clad in leather. Drakkus rose until he reached his full height. The vampire was healed and looked just as Sonja had remembered him. 
 
    The blue knight rushed the vampire and hugged him, pressing the side of her face to his chest. The vampire held her close, black veins rising along his skin as sunlight bathed the pair. 
 
    Edric stepped closer. Drakkus looked up from Sonja and gazed on the summoner. 
 
    “I thank you, Edric,” Drakkus smiled. “It would seem my power has diminished some by becoming one of your summoned creatures.” 
 
    Edric nodded. “We share our minds and know each other. As for your power, any creature that joins a summoner becomes a little weaker. It happened to Nykor and Leeta. I don’t have the ritual yet, but as I get stronger, I will be able to release you from the lock stone permanently if you wish.” 
 
    Drakkus looked down to Sonja and then to Edric, “Something to strive for. In the meantime, I believe we have dread lords to hunt.” 
 
    “What exactly happened here,” Jinn asked. 
 
    Drakkus pulled from the blue knight but held her hand while looking to the assassin, “Harkkon and two fellow dread lords marched from the portal to the west. They destroyed everything in their path. An army of undead followed, one the likes I have never seen before. 
 
    “Harkkon’s power has grown since my previous encounter with his forces. He has regained his eyes and now wields the power of the very abyss. He marched toward Nekross and I can only assume, the Serpent Throne.” 
 
    “We have to go,” Juna and Jinn said in unison. 
 
    Faye, Claudia and Rayna watched as emotions, duty and love rippled through the group. Dread crawled into Edric’s nerves. Looking to his fellow rulers, the same feeling touched them all. Sekka looked to the western horizon. Lance crossed his arms, eyes deep in thought. Thorrin stepped closer, white hammer disappearing from his hand. The paladins gathered around, conviction painting their brows. 
 
    Edric was the one who stepped closer to the group. Eyes turned to him as a confident fury took hold of the summoner. Images of Elora blended with his thoughts. The pain resurfaced but the summoner took hold of it like chains on a great beast. The dread lords had taken so much and now, they threatened to take everything. 
 
    Edric stepped to Juna, eyes containing a steady heat all could feel. “I’m tired of evil gaining the upper hand. They have tried to take everything from all of us and I’m sick of it. We won’t let them win. We will save your mother and bring her back to Elora, safe.” 
 
    Juna nodded in agreement as did the rest of the group. 
 
    “Remember the plan, save Oksuna and get away from the battle as soon as possible. It’s the only way we will be able to escape,” Edric reiterated as a mental image of rune covered stone in his satchel filled his mind.  
 
    The group turned and made their way back to the wyverns. Edric hesitated, lifting a lock stone. Drakkus kissed Sonja deeply before his body turned into energy and snaked away from the blue knight’s arms. Sonja watched his energy slip into the stone, Edric placing it in his satchel. 
 
    “He’s safe,” the summoner smiled. 
 
    Sonja moved to Edric’s side as they walked. “Thank you Edric. Drakkus helped us when we first arrived here and we shared an intimate moment. I feel better knowing he is with such a good man like you.” 
 
    Edric smiled. “When we get back to Elora, I have no problems if the two of you want to catch up.” 
 
    Sonja returned his smile. “Maybe all three of us can spend some time together.” 
 
    Edric’s smile drained away as Sonja walked ahead. Rayna stepped to Edric’s side, a smug smile on her face. 
 
    “Bi-sexual hero party,” the bard laughed. 
 
    Edric smiled at the bard. Hearing Rayna laugh chased away the dire mood, if only for a moment. Bodies mounted wyverns and with a thrust of powerful legs, the party was airborne once again. Wings flapped as the group gained altitude. When thermals filled leathery wings, the party turned west. 
 
    Gliding in the sky, eyes turned down to the passing terrain below. A gray city of ruins appeared before tall mountains. Mist flowed down from the mountains as the ruined city stood, lifeless in the early day sun. Edric, Jinn and Faye led the group as they flew above the fabled dead city of Nekross. 
 
    Thorrin looked down, opening his mind and spreading out his senses. The dead would touch his heart like cold fingers on a winter’s night. Instead, the paladin felt nothing. The city was empty as a coffin, the lone occupant shuffling away into the night. 
 
    Sekka looked down; wings folded back and tail swaying behind her. The succubus’s senses were greater than anyone in the group and she too felt or saw nothing. Sekka looked up to the flying cloud of Wyverns, her eyes centering on Edric, Faye, Rayna and Claudia, a chill curling around her hot-blooded heart. 
 
    Claudia held her spear as she easily rode the wyvern. The lancer hummed a tune despite the roar of the winds, ready to take on the world. 
 
    Lance glanced around, looking back the way they came. Memories washed over him like it was yesterday that they had fought through legions of undead to get away. A faint image of a troll touched his mind. The white knight looked up to the sun and smiled, the light warming his flesh. 
 
    Faye held the reins, her almond shaped eyes on Edric and shame swirling around her heart. The wood elf remembered when he came to them, wanting to build a kingdom together. Connecting the dots, she could see and feel the weight he took on, building a kingdom to profess his silent love to someone who touched his soul. The failure of saving Elora stabbed at her sanity, a needing want to care for others before herself. The player finally understood what it meant to give. Faye sighed in the wind, a wish to heal a broken heart becoming all consuming. 
 
    Rayna clutched her legs to the sides of the wyvern while her knuckles turned white from gripping the reins. The bard preferred the stage and the height was a little too much for her to bear. Trying to take her mind off the quest, she looked to Claudia’s confident gaze; Faye’s concerned expression and Edric’s demeanor of strength and pain. The bard mentally cursed herself, her rule of lovers and friends breaking. Try as she might, she couldn’t separate her feelings for her fellow rulers. It dragged her down like chains to the ocean floor.  
 
    Juna’s heart grew lighter as they flew over the mountains. The half-troll stared out, hoping to see her mother and perhaps her father in his earlier body. Excitement and honor poured over every digital cell. Once they saved her mother, they could move on like Jinn said. They could find their paradise and be a family again. Wistful fantasies filled the half-troll’s mind until they passed over the mountains and dived down. 
 
    Senses dialed to eleven as minds grew sharp. The party stared, taking in every detail and preparing for a fight they weren’t sure they would encounter. As they approached, the clash of blades sang into the air like a metal symphony. Eyes widened and a chill filled the party at the storm brewing on the ground. 
 
    The field before the ocean filled with the dead, marching on like a spiked war machine. The dead numbered in the tens of thousands, pushing on in a prefect precision march. A thick line of green trolls fought against the legions of undead; hacking, bashing and cutting down the enemy. In the middle of the undead horde, bodies parted as three men walked at a simple pace, eyes to the structure over the ocean. Even with the sun bathing the area in brilliant light, the dead continued to fight, unaffected by its power. 
 
    Edric looked from the undead hordes and gazed on the Serpent Throne. The white stone structure led out from the ocean cliffs and stood. White pillars held it above the waves. A big orb of water floated above the crystal tipped spires surrounding the throne. A blue skinned troll with pink hair sat, arms resting on the white marble. She stared out to the battle as a battered knight in red armor stood at the bridge entrance on the cliff, a short sword in each hand. 
 
    Jinn looked to the pink haired troll and then to the ocean beyond. Sormir swayed in the waters, watching and judging the events as they took place. Thick serpent bodies writhed while slitted eyes looked on to green water trolls fighting with power, speed and grace.     
 
    Wyverns pressed on, high above the battle as light bloomed along the green trolls and the dead. The three figures moved with ease, the leader turning his head and gazing to the cloud of wyverns flying overhead. The world seemed to stop as all looked down at the dread lords. 
 
    Harkkon smiled as he gazed on the newcomers. The entire party stared down, seeing the dread lord was no longer a kind looking old man. Youth had returned to his features. The dread lord’s stature was tall and his shoulders wide. White hair covered his head and a thick black robe flowed down from his shoulders. Behind him, a tall giant of a dread lord marched, hammer across his back. Long black hair with a white lock flowed from the right temple as he walked next to another dread lord. The other one was smaller and thinner. A lock of white ran from the left side of his temple and down his long raven black hair. Four sword hilts poked up from behind his back as black leather covered his lithe, athletic body. 
 
    Harkkon turned his head away from the flying wyverns and returned his gaze to the knight in battered red armor. The battle grew to a fevered pitch as the green trolls continued to try and hold back the undead horde. Harkkon and his fellow dread lords reached the line and the undead parted. Trolls poured in, charging the three dread lords as they approached. Webbed hands raised blades, hammers and tridents, ready to drive lethal points into the undead lords. 
 
    Edric held his breath and a cold shiver ran through his body. Harkkon didn’t raise a hand as dark power surged around his body and lashed out. Troll bodies disintegrated on contact, followed by a black flash. The boom was heard a moment later, reaching the wyverns and riders high in the sky. A blast mark formed, cutting through the troll lines and leaving a path open for the dread lords to continue, unabated. Undead rushed out to hold the path open, cutting down trolls with ancient skill and power. Time flowed on and a fearful concern touched every player. 
 
    Jayson Reed stood his ground, short sword in each hand. Harkkon stepped closer, an amused smile on his lips.  
 
    “We can destroy this gnat,” the large dread lord said, hand moving back to grip his hammer. 
 
    “No,” Harkkon said gently. “Direct our forces to keep the trolls occupied. I must do this alone.” 
 
    Jayson’s knees remained bent, a burning gaze on the approaching dread lord. Harkkon continued to walk, black energy radiating from his body and forming a black and purple aura. Juna looked down at the knight in red and then to Jinn, a confusion taking root. Jinn shook his head slightly, eyes begging her to stay with him. 
 
    “Jayson Reed, our paths cross again,” Harkkon said with a pleasant tone. 
 
    The knight said nothing, hands vibrating with power. 
 
    “Come, protect your love,” Harkkon smirked. 
 
    Jayson never looked back as he burst forward. The knight’s body spun into a blurry red whirlwind, blades flashing like a saw. Harkkon’s aura flashed outward into a dark orb. Jayson’s blades cut at the orb, purple sparks flying. Harkkon’s eyes remained calm until the black orb formed a crack. Eyebrow rising, the dread lord continued to walk forward against the red knight’s spin attack.  
 
    Juna’s heart leapt in her chest as Jayson continued to assault the black orb pushing it against the dread lord. The knight’s body slowed as his power leaked away and when he stopped, the knight fell to one knee with heavy breathing. 
 
    “It has been an honor, Sir Reed,” Harkkon said as he lifted a finger and pointed it at the red knight. 
 
    Jayson dropped a blade and clutched at the pink stone heart hanging around his neck. Activating its ability, a pink aura encircled the knight as he looked back. Oksuna sat on the throne, her eyes blank and unfeeling. Black power surged from the tip of the dread lord’s finger and stabbed out in the blink of an eye. The power slammed into the pink protective orb and shattered it instantly. Jayson turned his head back just as the thin beam penetrated his chest and exploded out of his back. 
 
    Juna’s heart cracked as Jayson slumped forward, falling to the earth, eyes blank. Lines of light ran along his body and a breath later, shattered to shards of glass. 
 
    A tear streamed down from Oksuna’s blank gaze but she did not move. 
 
    “It’s just a shell,” Jinn shouted back to the half-troll but it was too late. Juna leapt onto the back of her wyvern, drew her white swords and jumped. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
    Juna dove down from the sky, white swords at her sides and an unyielding conviction in her black eyes. Black hair flowed in the wind, a pink lock waving. White armor gleamed in the sunlight as she fell toward the monster in black. 
 
    “We can’t win this,” Edric whispered to himself before looking to Jinn. “We have to get Oksuna and leave,” the summoner shouted to the group.  
 
    “Get to the platform and guard Oksuna,” Jinn shouted. “I’ll save Juna!” 
 
    Wyverns folded back wings and dived toward the white stone platform. Edric turned his head and looked at Juna as she became a white arrow in the blue sky. Harkkon turned his body and looked up, the half-troll barreling toward him. 
 
    “Welcome home,” Harkkon said softly. 
 
    White swords flashed out as Juna activated her Arcane Surge ability. A white aura flared around her body as she fell like a comet from the sky. When she was within thirty feet, legs swung forward and blades gleamed. Harkkon’s aura solidified as white boots slammed into the orb and blades slashed in a powerful blur. Juna rained down attacks, her swords cracking the black orb with each strike. Black energy stabbed outward but the half-troll was already leaping off. Landing on the ground, she turned into a spin, slicing like a laser against a piece of glass. Harkkon’s hands stabbed out, black blades forming in the blink of an eye and when he dropped the orb around him, black and white blades clashed. The very air shook as blades parried, sparks shooting twenty feet in all directions. 
 
    The wyverns neared the Serpent Thorne. Edric called up a spell and began the incantation. 
 
    (Spell Casting)65+(Int)7=72/(Encounter Roll)10! Summon successful! 
 
    Summon Elemental! Mana- 205 /230 
 
    The air vibrated as an air elemental flowed into existence. The group leapt from their wyverns, the elemental spreading out and slowing their decent. Boots touched the mystical temple floor, bodies turning and gazing at two titans clashing; neither backing down. Wyverns flapped leathery wings, returning skyward, circling high above the Serpent Throne. 
 
    Heads turned back and forth to the battle and then to the throne. Oksuna remained still, dark eyes staring ahead as Juna and Harkkon exchanged blows. Anxiety touched the group as they looked to Sonja and Lance for guidance. 
 
    Sonja drew her blade as Lance drew Shatter Light. The uncertainty bled away as Sonja stepped into the group, taking charge. 
 
    “Form up and protect Oksuna at all costs,” the blue knight ordered. 
 
    Thorrin gave the knight a slight nod before turning to the bridge, “Paladins with me! Blockade the bridge!” 
 
    The paladin in gray and gold armor marched ahead, a dozen paladins following. White Thunn weapons appeared in open hands as the paladins formed three lines, four bodies across. Holy auras appeared around the paladins as they marched to the halfway point on the bridge and stood their ground, aligned in perfect order. 
 
    “The dead will know our light,” Thorrin shouted, eyes on Harkkon and the dead army beyond. 
 
    Lance, Claudia and Faye moved to the inner mouth of the platform, taking positions. The lancer and monk flexed their hands as the white knight held the large sword at his side. Rayna and Sekka stood ten feet behind them. The bard pulled her lute around, fingers hovering over strings and her lightning wand already extended at the top of the arm.  
 
    Edric pulled out three lock stones, his inner voice calling on his companions. Three arcane circles appeared on the platform and energy snaked out to meet them. Leeta rose up first, body covered in thick armor and a mace in each hand. Drakkus rose up, eyes forming narrow slits as he looked down the length of the bridge to the half-troll and dread lord fighting. The large circle bloomed as Nykor rose to her full height, spiky clubbed tail swinging back and forth and multiple black eyes staring at the dead army beyond. Acid dripped from the sides of her maw as her body flexed and talons stretched. 
 
    “We hold the line,” Edric ordered, eyes on Juna. 
 
    Sonja turned from the group and took several steps closer to Oksuna. The pink haired troll was as still as a statue in a grave. She gazed on as if no one else was there. The blue knight stood at her feet, gazing up, her features softening. 
 
    “Harkkon is coming for you. We can escape but you must come with us,” Sonja said with a soft edge. 
 
    Oksuna remained still. 
 
    “Please, your daughter is fighting for her life,” Sonja said as she reached up to touch Oksuna’s hand. 
 
    Energy arced the moment Sonja’s hand was an inch away. Power slammed into her fingers, blasting the blue knight back. Boots stumbled backwards before the knight regained her balance and remained standing. Rubbing her hand, she could see dozens of Sormir beyond the throne; all eyes on the battle as it raged on. 
 
    Edric moved to Sonja’s side but the blue knight shook her head. 
 
    “We can’t move her. She’s connected to the Sormir hive mind. If she doesn’t leave the throne, we can’t escape,” Sonja said and turned to the group, her eyes lingering for a moment on the floating water orb, a blue troll within it. 
 
    Edric stood by the blue knight, “We need Juna. She might be able to get through to her.” 
 
    “She’s a little busy right now,” Rayna yelled back as the very platform shook from the half-troll and dread lord’s clashes. 
 
    Juna and Harkkon locked blades, auras sparking against one another. The dread lord’s gaze connected with the half-troll and a smirk stabbed into his smooth cheek. Juna grunted; dark power burning against her swords and trying to crawl up her hands. Despite her Arcane Surge ability, muscles struggled against the flood of power emanating from the dread lord. 
 
    “Maggar was correct; your power is vast if not yet fully tapped.” 
 
    Juna remained silent, pushing her white blades against Harkkon’s black blades. 
 
    “You would be difficult to contain for long periods. Your mother on the other hand would not be so troublesome,” Harkkon said with whimsical edge. 
 
    Power surged as Juna pushed. Harkkon’s boots slid a few inches, his brow rising. 
 
    “You leave my mother alone,” the half-troll said with a furious hiss. 
 
    “Had you accepted my request, we would not be here. Her capture falls on your shoulders.” 
 
    Juna pushed at the dread lord, Harkkon sliding back another few inches. “You don’t have her yet.” 
 
    Harkkon’s mouth twisted into an evil leer, “But I will have her, young one.” 
 
    Harkkon’s eyes turned black before a stream of darkness burst forth. The half-troll pulled back, bringing her white blades together and parrying the blast. White boots sliding back, Juna grunted as she tried to keep her parry strong. A shadow appeared over the dread lord and half-troll. Juna turned her attention to see Jinn on his wyvern diving down toward them. The stern look in Jinn’s eyes carried purpose as the wyvern came down like a scaled spear. The darkness in Harkkon’s eyes receded as he turned to the wyvern. The dread lord raised a blade when the wyvern turned its decent and aimed for Juna. A blink later, Juna jumped back as the wyvern landed hard. Jinn was already in the air, hand whipping out and thick white needles flying toward the dread lord. The needles struck the black aura and were suspended, white energy burning against the dread lord’s aura. The needles flared before they turned to dust. A shadow loomed again as the wyvern charged at the dread lord, talons and teeth flashing white. 
 
    “We must go to your mother,” Jinn stated as he turned, green sword in his hand. 
 
    Juna watched as the wyvern slashed and bit at the aura. Harkkon sighed as he pointed a finger, black energy surging and blasting through the wyvern’s scaled body. The beast wailed a moan as its body was lifted. Cracks appeared before the wyvern shattered into bits of light. 
 
    Juna looked to Jinn, a phantom regret filling her. If she stayed, Jinn would be killed. Her father would die again. The half-troll sheathed her swords, grabbed the assassin by the waist and blasted into the air. Harkkon watched as the troll flew up and then down to the Serpent Throne, landing gently on the white stone platform. 
 
    Juna let go and Jinn gave her a small smile. 
 
    “I knew I couldn’t convince you with words,” the old assassin said with a tender edge.  
 
    “No, you couldn’t,” Juna returned the smile, her Arcane Surge ability fading away. 
 
    Harkkon walked with steady steps, eyes on the white bridge and the group gathered. Thorrin and the paladins held their ground. Faye, Claudia and Lance readied themselves. Nykor growled while Leeta hefted her maces. Drakkus lengthened a nail on his left hand, slicing his right palm. Blood flowed, whipping into the air and forming a red sword. Rayna’s fingers touched lute strings as Sekka drew a sword. Sonja, Edric, Juna and Jinn were by the throne, eyes gazing across the bridge to the dread lord. 
 
    Harkkon stood before the edge of the bridge, an amused smile on his lips. 
 
    “That is far enough,” Oksuna’s voice boomed. 
 
    A semi-circle of Sormir formed around the white platform, snouts pointed at the end of the bridge and eyes on the dread lord. 
 
    “Oksuna, I’ve come for your secrets,” Harkkon smiled. 
 
    The pink haired troll seemed to ignore him and continued. “You have shown your strength, Harkkon. The Sormir will not allow a defiled creature like you to step on our temple. Do so and your un-life ends here.” 
 
    Harkkon’s smile faded. “I have nothing to fear from you.” 
 
    Edric looked on as did everyone else, a heaviness sinking into their spirits. 
 
    “The mighty Sormir; first of the races to inhabit Lukken, it would have been an honor to work alongside your great people! It is unfortunate that chance has passed. Now, you are but a small stepping stone to what is to come.” 
 
    Oksuna’s eyes narrowed, “You speak of nightmares, never to come to life.” 
 
    Sunlight bathed the dread lord’s face, “You mention life as if it means something holy…divine. The only divine force in the universe is death. Even when all life is extinguished, death does not die. It merely sleeps until life flourishes again. It can never die but your mighty race can.” 
 
    Clouds appeared, white at first but soon turning dark and gray. They spread out, filling the blue sky with shadow. Lightning blasted down, striking a mountain and the ocean at the same time. The group looked around as the blue sky melted away and the once shining sun was blotted from the heavens. A cold wind washed over the area, wyverns screeching out as they circled above. 
 
    “I was correct to fear the mighty Sormir. Your power could destroy the entire world if you so choose. I knew I must gain an edge if I was to match it. When the Sindrell cities fell, I scoured their tomes of knowledge. How it moved me to see they were closer than anyone thought to matching your power.” 
 
    Harkkon’s eyes lowered for a brief moment, “Their fear held them back. A war between your races would destroy everything they loved. They abandoned their thirst for power. Because of their weakness, the Sindrell are scattered. I have many of their children collected and when I’m finished, they will pass into legend and myth.” 
 
    Harkkon looked up, his gaze meeting Oksuna’s once again. “But that is only the tip of what is to come. I gathered their knowledge and used their secrets. I searched to channel the power of the abyss and found my answers. I anchored my fractured soul to the abyssal plane, a siphon of power none have ever known. With my body complete, I control more than any creature in the past, present and future.” 
 
    Harkkon lifted his chin, a sadness bleeding into the corner of his eyes. “You don’t even know…your world is a lie. It sits in a digital realm, threatened by the very creators and those who fear what could happen next. While you dwell in your madness, I have seen things you would never understand.” 
 
    The sadness melted away and power returned to his eyes. “But I understand now. I understand it all.” 
 
      Harkkon took one step onto the white bridge and then another. Edric looked to his left, seeing the Sormir open their massive maws, steam floating out. Bodies tensed as the dread lord took another step, followed by another. The platform vibrated with power as Oksuna stayed on the throne, eyes focused on the dread lord. 
 
    Jinn and Juna looked to Oksuna, “Come back to us,” they whispered. 
 
    A blazing heat blanketed the area as sea serpents reared back and blasted out thick dense streams of steam. The paladins pulled back as torrents of magical steam blasted toward the dread lord. A black orb encircled the dread lord just as the streams of steam struck.  
 
    A shockwave rippled out. The wind, heat and power shook land and ocean with unbridled force. The group fought to keep their balance as the thundering blasts threatened to shatter their digital bodies. The sky flashed with lightning as the Sormir continued to scream their mystical power. Nykor looked to the apex of the steam streams and roared out her own acid stream, joining the chorus of power.  
 
    Thorrin and the paladins hunkered down, their holy auras taking small amounts of damage. Faye covered her face with her arm as steam floated through the air. Claudia stood her ground, spear at her side and eyes searching for any hint of the dread lord. Lance kept Shatter Light at his side, also searching the mists for the dread lord. Rayna and Sekka looked on, searching for any hint that they had won. Leeta looked to Edric and the summoner returned her gaze, a deep worry filling his eyes. 
 
    The Sormir stopped their breath attacks, maws closing. The mists surrounding one end of the bridge floated away and a dark sphere remained, cracks running along its surface. The cracked opaque darkness fell away and Harkkon stood, unharmed. 
 
    “I am no longer a dread lord…,” Harkkon said, his brow forming a hard V, “I am the God-Emperor of Death!” 
 
    Harkkon raised a hand, black energy flaring and firing off. Eyes watched as the thin stream of energy streaked across the sky and slammed into one of the Sormir. The sea serpent roared as the energy blasted away thick protective scale plates and bore into the soft flesh. The roars turned to screeches as the sea serpent’s eyes widened into impossible-sized saucers. Eyes turned white and then filled with darkness as the screeches ebbed. The foul stench of death filled the ocean before a cascade of screeches deafened ears. 
 
    Edric looked to the Sormir that Harkkon had struck. Its demeanor changed, a low growl filling its immense throat. Decay formed at the edges of the wound and the stench grew tenfold. Another Sormir screeched out and then another, their eyes turning white and then black. Patches of scales fell away, decayed flesh rotting underneath. The Sormir continued to writhe, one by one, changing and falling silent. 
 
    Oksuna’s face curled into torment and horror. Standing up, she took a deep breath and screamed. Everyone was floored as her voice streamed across the bridge and struck Harkkon’s sphere. Harkkon’s lips shifted into a small smile, Oksuna’s voice rippling against the black barrier but not penetrating it. 
 
    “Sing to me,” Harkkon said as he began to walk forward. 
 
    Thorrin looked to the Sormir as they changed one by one, his senses drowning in death energy. “He’s changing them…making them undead!” 
 
    Jinn curled up onto his knees before Oksuna, looking up with pleading eyes, “Oksuna, please…break away from the hive mind. We can save you!” 
 
    Juna was to her feet and reached for her mother. Energy blasted her hand the moment she touched her. 
 
    Faye was to her feet and looked to the Sormir as they grew silent from screams, one after the other. Closing her eyes, she pumped chi as she spread out her senses. The monk could see the connection between the Sormir and Oksuna breaking, one strand at a time. 
 
    “She’s still connected to them but it’s fading with each Sormir that is turned,” the wood elf shouted. 
 
    Edric looked to Sonja as they slowly rose to their feet, “We have to wait until the connection is severed before we can take her home!” 
 
    Sonja nodded before she turned her attention to the paladins, “Thorrin!” 
 
    “I know,” the paladin shouted back. “We will keep him busy! Stay by Oksuna!” 
 
    “Mother,” Juna fell to her knees next to Jinn, “He will steal you away. Come home with us.” 
 
    Oksuna’s eyes widened as terror and pain crawled along her senses. Death ate away at the hive mind like a cancer spreading from one Sormir to the next. She felt every death and rebirth like a horrid symphony. The green trolls on the beach cried out as the undead slaughtered them by the hundreds. The wind picked up as it seemed the very coast would sink into the ocean. 
 
    Harkkon stepped along the bridge, eyes on the paladins. “You’re Thunn weapons mean nothing to me.” 
 
    Raising both hands, black fire flared and shot forth.  
 
    “Hunker down,” Thorrin commanded as the paladins drew in close. 
 
    White auras blazed as black fire washed over them. A paladin cried out as his aura collapsed and black fire consumed him, shattering the player to light. Thorrin and the other paladins moved in closer, combining their holy light and strengthening their power. Harkkon continued to step forward, black flames spilling from his hands, only to be held back by their holy light. Fingerings closing, Harkkon gazed on the paladins as they stood, light covering their bodies. 
 
    “Attack,” Thorrin shouted and charged. 
 
    The paladins raced the short distance, Thorrin leaping into the air with white hammer held high, lightening flashing behind him. Bringing it down, it slammed against the black barrier. Paladins joined him, surging against the barrier and striking it.  
 
    Harkkon opened his hands, black blades forming. Without a word, the God-Emperor moved with skill and precision. Black blades sliced paladins in half, their bodies bursting into bits of light. Thorrin blocked an incoming blade, the Thunn hammer flickering against Harkkon’s dark power. The second blade stabbed into his stomach. The paladin cried out as he poured healing energy into his fist and punched the black aura, a sliver of a crack forming before the paladin burst into shards of light. 
 
    One by one, paladins winked out until Harkkon whipped his blade, sending a paladin’s head spiraling through the air and shattering to nothing. A final paladin charged and was struck down, his body blasted to pieces. 
 
    Nykor roared and blasted out another stream of acid. The acid struck Harkkon’s barrier, doing no damage. Edric watched as Harkkon’s eyes shifted to the giant Drell-Kai. Scrambling to call Nykor to his lock stone, the summoner held it up and watched in horror as a beam of pure darkness struck the beast between two sets of multiple eyes. Nykor didn’t make a sound as her body dissolved into energy and snaked back into the lock stone, her hit points reduced to zero. 
 
    Edric stood stunned, losing his strongest creature to the monster walking toward them. They had no chance against such power. The summoner felt the pull of his memories, once again standing before more powerful people and creatures, and feeling helpless. Harkkon had grown more powerful than the dragons, the Sormir…everything.  
 
    Eyes falling to his friends, he watched as Rayna began to play. Orbs of light appeared around Harkkon, blasting at him but not having any real affect. Claudia threw her spear and it bounced off Harkkon’s sphere. Leaping into the air, she caught it and landed on the white stone, ready to try again. Faye stood her ground, arms loose and ready to fight the dread lord. Lance aimed Shatter Light, power glowing along the long, thick blade. Drakkus stepped forward, standing next to Faye, red blade at the ready. 
 
    Edric looked to Leeta, fear coloring her golden eyes. 
 
    “We have to retreat,” Edric said as he turned his gaze to Jinn, Sonja and Juna at Oksuna’s feet.  
 
    Oksuna cried out as torment riddled her body. Black veins rose up along her blue skin. Juna and Jinn pleaded with her to fight the hive mind, separate from them so they could leave. Lightning flashed again from the dark skies. 
 
    Lance held Shatter Light steady before unleashing a torrent of light. The beam shot forward and crashed into Harkkon’s barrier. Cracks appeared along the center as Harkkon continued to walk forward. The white knight shouted a defiant yell until the light faded from the sword and finally dissipated.  
 
    The cracks along Harkkon’s sphere sealed as the God-Emperor raised a hand and closed his fingers into a fist. Power blasted out, flooring the group once again. The white knight pushed off the floor and back to his feet. Harkkon made his way closer, dark intent in his eyes. 
 
    Lance thought back to the portal and turned to the group, “We can’t win this but I can slow them down!” 
 
    Sonja looked to the white knight, “No!” 
 
    Lance smirked, “I’ll come back. It may not look like me…but I’ll return!” 
 
    The white knight moved to the side of the platform and leapt over the side. A wyvern saw the knight falling and dived down. Like an arrow, it shot past the falling knight and spread out wings. Lance fell on its back and the wyvern caught a thermal and flew high into the air. 
 
    The thin dread lord with four blades spotted the white knight as he flew overhead. Dark power rippled out. Several ghosts emerged from the ground and took hold of the dread lord, raising him into the air and following the white knight as the wyvern flapped its wings. 
 
    Harkkon stepped closer, Faye and Claudia standing before him. “Out of the way and witness events as they unfold.” 
 
    Claudia bent her legs and jumped. Faye activated her Stone Mountain technique and channeled every drop of chi into her fist. Harkkon stood as the lancer curled into a ball and struck out with her boots. Heels hit the dark sphere, causing a small crack. The lancer leapt away as the monk stepped in, reared back and punched the crack with a flood of inner power. 
 
    Harkkon’s eyes widened as the wood elf’s fist punched through and connected with his jaw. Weakness poured into the monk as she pulled back, Harkkon’s furious expression painting his face. Claudia landed and jumped sideways, arms out and grabbing Faye by the waist. Bodies floated as a surge of dark power blasted out. The monk and lancer were thrown like rag dolls hitting the ground. Arms and legs shook as they tried to get back up, weakness filling every fiber of their being. 
 
    Harkkon walked past, not giving them a second glance. 
 
    Edric looked to Drakkus, Sekka and Rayna, “Save them! Return home!” 
 
    “I’ll be the distraction,” the vampire lord smiled and charged. 
 
    Rayna and Sekka looked to Faye and Claudia, their bodies barely moving. Harkkon eyed the vampire lord as he came at him, red sword clashing against the dark sphere again and again. Harkkon lifted a hand, black energy snaking out like a whip. Drakkus kept his smile, moving in a blur and dodging the energy threatening to engulf him. 
 
    “You should be nothing more than a burnt corpse,” Harkkon said with growing frustration as the vampire dodged the energy whip. 
 
    “Nothing stops a dedicated spirit,” Drakkus grinned as he jumped and dodged with supernatural speed.  
 
    Harkkon returned the grin, “Your annoyance comes to an end.” 
 
    Black spikes appeared along the sphere for an instant before they shot out. Drakkus leapt away, several spikes stabbing into his leg and stomach. The vampire lord grunted as his eyes glanced to the side. Edric and Drakkus watched in slow motion as Sekka moved to Faye’s side and Rayna moved to Claudia’s side. The bard and succubus pulled out rune carved stones and held them close as they put their hands on the monk and lancer. 
 
    Edric watched as they looked to him, worry and concern in their eyes. The summoner remembered when they had the stones made. The recall stones were specially made to use during combat and take on two people at once. It was the only effective escape plan and now, they had to be used to save their group. The stones had only one charge before they became useless. Sekka picked up Faye, activating the stone. Their bodies vibrated and flashed away.  
 
    Rayna took a hold of Claudia. The lancer looked up before both turned their heads to Edric. The summoner gave them a small head nod and smiled. Drakkus floated through the air, his body turning to energy and snaking to his lock stone just as Rayna and Claudia flashed away. 
 
    Edric turned his attention to Harkkon as he approached. The summoner and ogre moved to intercept him, chest out and chin high. Harkkon looked to the summoner, slowing his steps to a stop and standing before Edric. 
 
    “Stand aside. You do not have the power to…” Harkkon stopped as an air elemental took hold of the sphere and began to pull it off the floor. 
 
    “I may not, but I have friends who do,” Edric smiled. 
 
    Harkkon’s eyes flared with black light. Power flashed, splintering the air elemental to shards. When Harkkon’s boots touched the floor once again, he raised his hand. Leeta cried out as she stepped in front of her master and lover, maces up. Harkkon lashed out a back hand, striking Leeta and shattering her instantly. Edric’s heart broke as his eyes widened. 
 
    The summoner lifted into the air from the strike, grunting as pain flared. Body soaring, he missed the edge of the white stone platform and fell over. Plummeting down, Edric’s body turned to see the ocean rapidly approaching. A dark shape emerged with a splash. Edric crossed his arms as a Sormir opened its maw. The summoner thought of Elora as the sea serpent’s mouth closed and darkness filled his vision. 
 
    Juna was to her feet when Harkkon approached. Jinn and Sonja stood with blades in hands and convictions in their hearts. Oksuna stood, swaying to the pain as the Sormir died. 
 
    “So ends an era and a new one begins,” Harkkon said and took another step forward. 
 
    Sonja and Jinn charged, blades slashing outwards. Power rippled and blasted forward, knocking the knight and assassin to the floor. Black energy arced along their bodies as they struggled to move. 
 
    Juna drew her swords and held them before her, “I’ll die before you touch her!” 
 
    “So be it,” Harkkon said with a sad edge. 
 
    Juna leapt, white swords flashing. Harkkon lifted both hands. White blades came down as the black sphere of power faded away. Juna drove her power into the swings. When the white blades connected with Harkkon’s bare hands, power flashed and fingers curled around the blades. 
 
    Juna’s boots touched the ground as she tried to pull her blades free. Harkkon’s grip was that of a vice, holding them with no single visible sign of pain or discomfort. Juna growled as she tried to break free, her movement useless like a child caught in an adult’s grip. 
 
    Harkkon looked at the white blades he held. “Your swords are an extension of you. I have puzzled on what would happen if they broke.” 
 
    Harkkon’s right hand tightened around the blade and he twisted his wrist. Juna’s world screamed into pain, her white blade breaking in half. Points along her right arm snapped in two places, the connection between body and blade roaring. Right hand opening, the broken blade fell away as her cries fell into whimpers. Harkkon let go of the broken piece in his hand. The two halves fell and clattered against the floor. 
 
    Harkkon let go of the second sword. Juna fell to her knees, sheathing her left blade and then grabbing the two pieces of her right sword, clutching them to her body. A tremble filled her body as she whimpered, holding her broken blade like a severed limb. 
 
    Harkkon looked to Oksuna, not giving Juna a second glance. Stepping up the three-step dais, a hand reared back. 
 
    Oksuna’s pain subsided and she looked down in confusion. She saw Juna on the ground, fear in her eyes. Motherly warmth bloomed as she wanted to go to her and hold her, soothing the pain away. A hand clamped on the troll’s neck and lifted her into the air. Oksuna turned her gaze to Harkkon as he leered in satisfaction. The God-Emperor held out his left hand, a giant black hammer forming. 
 
    “A fallen throne for a fallen world,” Harkkon whispered as he reared his hammer back and brought it hard across. 
 
    The Serpent Throne shattered into chunks of stone, spraying sideways. Oksuna’s last connection to it surged and it overwhelmed her senses. Becoming dead weight, she passed out as Harkkon held her up in victory. 
 
    *** 
 
    Edric opened his eyes, small waves crashing over him. Water soaked his clothes as he turned his attention to the giant sea serpent lying next to him, weak eyes shifting to him. The summoner rose to his feet, looking at the giant monster as it made a whimpering gasp. 
 
    “My name is Magnys…” A voice said in Edric’s mind. “…please…save me…” 
 
    Edric looked to the Sormir, heart pounding in his chest. 
 
    “You’re…a summoner. You can save me…before…my people…become extinct. No…time…left…save me…save…us.” 
 
    Edric’s brow filled with kind strength. 
 
    (Snare)45+(Sta)7=52/(Encounter Roll)2! Snare successful! 
 
    A gold band appeared around the Sormir’s throat. 
 
    “Submit to me and I will always take care of you. Swear loyalty and you will have it in return,” Edric stated firmly. 
 
    “I…do…..” the Sormir sighed. 
 
    Pulling out a lock stone, energy enveloped the sea serpent. It broke down and snaked into the stone. Edric held it as the energy filled the stone with light, a symbol of a sea serpent etching into the side of it. 
 
    Edric held the stone in his hand before he called on Magnys. 
 
    *** 
 
    Harkkon lifted his hammer. It shifted into a black blade. With a slash upward, the digital reality cut open like a black wound. Juna stared up as Harkkon tossed Oksuna into the black void. When her body disappeared, the oval wound closed and sealed shut. 
 
    Harkkon turned his attention to Juna, Sonja and Jinn. “She is in the abyss for safe keeping. Only I can bring her back. There she will stay until we return back to Kraznith so I may uncover her secrets.” 
 
    Juna glared at the dread lord. 
 
    Harkkon’s eyes held a mocking sorrow, “Don’t look at me like that. All will be forgiven when the time comes.” 
 
    A shadow rose up from the waters. Harkkon felt it; turning around, his eyes widened as they beheld Edric sitting on a Sormir’s serpent head. The Sormir opened their mouth and steam blasted out. Jinn and Sonja were to their feet and grabbing Juna. The three leapt aside as steam crashed into Harkkon’s sphere. The God-Emperor watched in amusement as he used his power to keep the sphere intact. 
 
    “We’re going home,” Edric shouted. 
 
    Harkkon tilted his head up, his gaze cutting through the steam and connecting with Edric. 
 
    “When you’re ready…come to Kraznith, Oksuna and I will be waiting,” Harkkon leered. 
 
    Edric glowered at Harkkon as Jinn and Sonja held Juna. Hands pulling out recall stones, the three disappeared in a flash. Edric pulled out his recall stone and pressed his other hand to Magnys. 
 
    “We’re getting her back,” Edric shouted. 
 
    Activating the recall stone, the last image the summoner saw was Harkkon smiling and then, nothing. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lance dug his heels into the sides of the wyvern. Glancing back, the dread lord continued to follow him in the distance. Turning forward, he looked down at the troll army surrounding the mystical portal. The white knight reached up and drew Shatter Light from its sheath. Knowing what to expect, the knight smiled as relief washed over his battered senses. The long road would soon be over. 
 
    Memories washed on the shores of his mind and heart. A mental picture of Lorn appeared and a tear formed in the corner of the knight’s eye. A sliver of distant pain stabbed at his spirit but he knew this would be the only way to help his friends and Lukken. 
 
    The wyvern dived down. Trolls pulled back on bow strings and held up rune covered spears. A command shouted to attack. Lance watched as the sky filled with points of sharp metal. The wyvern cried out as its body peppered with arrows and spears. Lance whispered a thank you to the beast as spears exploded. The knight was airborne, fifty feet above the portal. Blade in hand, he turned his body as he came down. With all his strength, he brought the mystical blade down on the top of the portal edge. Runic stone cracked and shattered.  
 
    The white knight landed on his feet, slashing against the side of the portal, cracking it and shattering it. Arrows sunk into his back but he pressed on, knowing if the portal was destroyed, the enemy would have to find a new one to return. 
 
    Several more arrows sank into his back as one side of the portal collapsed. Lance grinned as he fought through the alerts filling his vision. Shutting them down, he sliced at the other side. Runic stone flared before it went dark, crumbling from his attack. When the right side fell to pieces, the knight fell to one knee, dozens of arrows sticking out of his back. 
 
    “I’m coming…Lorn,” Lance whispered to himself. 
 
    A black blade stabbed into his back. The white knight’s eyes widened as errors appeared in his vision, beyond his control. The knight turned to see the thin dread lord pulling a black runic blade from the knight. Lance’s body flickered, pixelated, morphed and shifted as the corruption bled into his code. 
 
     “You won’t be coming back from that,” the thin man in leather sighed before looking to the broken portal. “Smart,” he hissed. 
 
    Lance smiled as he fell forward. Body shifting, the corruption engulfed him and he faded away, his heart now free. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
    Elora’s throne room filled with bodies and more. A giant Sormir and a Drell-Kai lay off to the side, taking up half of the immense chamber. Players sat around while servants served wine and spirits. The mood was somber; Leeta and Drakkus watching the crowd. 
 
    In a corner, Sonja pulled up a screen and tapped away at it. Jinn sat with Juna, holding the two halves of her white sword and pressing them to her broken hand and arm. 
 
    “Try again,” Jinn encouraged. 
 
    “I can’t,” Juna said like a hurt child. 
 
    “I believe you can. He broke it but you can heal it. You just have to try.” 
 
    Juna looked away, the images of her mother thrown into the abyss still fresh. 
 
    Sonja huffed in frustration, “I can’t find anything on Lance. The game says his avatar doesn’t exist anymore.” 
 
    Jinn tilted his head, shadows covering his eyes. “When we log out, we can call him. Right now, we should focus on Juna.” 
 
    “This is pointless! I can’t do it,” the half-troll growled. 
 
    Jinn sighed. “Time will heal everything.” 
 
    Sonja looked to the older assassin. “Did it heal us?” 
 
    Jinn turned his gaze to the beautiful blue knight. “It did,” he smiled. 
 
    Sonja tried to fight the urge to return his smile and failed. 
 
    “Mother is gone,” Juna said defeated. 
 
    “We will get her back,” Jinn tried to sound upbeat. 
 
    “That sounds like the old Jayson I used to know,” Sonja kept her smile. 
 
    “He’s still here, under the beard,” Jinn smirked. 
 
    A door opened behind the thrones. Players and NPC’s stood up, all eyes turning to the five individuals as they emerged. Edric and Faye led the way, Claudia and Rayna close behind. Sekka was last. Murmurs rose and fell silent as the four rulers of Elora moved to their thrones, stood before them and then sat down. The succubus stood to their side facing the crowd. 
 
    Jinn and Sonja helped Juna to her feet. The troll’s broken arm folded to her chest while Jinn held the two pieces of her white sword. A hush fell over the crowd as they looked up to the rulers, waiting patiently. Thorrin moved to Sonja, Jinn and Juna’s side, chest out and eyes holding a burning fire. Renner, Vass, Venner and Lydia moved through the crowd, taking their place with their friends and family. 
 
    Faye leaned forward, her expression calm as she surveyed the crowd. “The events from a few hours ago needed to be discussed in private. We wanted to gather as much information as we could before addressing everyone here. 
 
    “First, we thank you all for fighting the good fight against the trolls and dread lords. Without your help, Elora and all of us might not be here to try and pick up the pieces. From all our hearts, we thank you.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement as the wood elf sat back in her throne. 
 
    Claudia sat forward, “As you know, the situation is dire but not hopeless. We have some good information we wanted to pass on.” The lancer turned her attention to Sekka as she stood, facing the crowd. 
 
    The succubus sauntered forward. “The dark elves who designed and created the portal have told us that the portal to the western coast is no longer functioning. We believe a good knight managed to destroy it.” 
 
    Sonja’s eyes widened before she looked down, sorrow curling around her heart. 
 
    Sekka continued, “With the destruction of the portal, it may take weeks, maybe months for the dread lords to find a new one. That gives us an opportunity.” 
 
    Rayna ran fingers across her lute strings, blasting out a riff. “Those bastards have been fighting and beating us for too long!” 
 
    Heads nodded and a murmur rose up, energy filling the throne room.  
 
    Juna stared as Edric stood up and took several steps from the throne. The summoner looked out to the crowd gathered. The sea serpent grinned as it nodded its giant head. Nykor sat on her haunches, scaly tail wagging from side to side. Leeta and Drakkus turned their heads to the summoner, small smiles blooming. The words from Edric touched their minds before he opened his mouth, true purpose filling every part of their digital bodies. 
 
    Edric stared out to the crowd, eyes and mind sharp as his lips parted. “Three dread lords are stuck on the Cursed Coast. This gives us the advantage we have needed for a very long time. My fellow rulers and I spoke at length about what we will do next and we have come to an agreement.” 
 
    Edric turned his gaze to Juna, warmth crawling up his neck. “If you join us, we will break down the gates to the Middle Kingdoms! We will smash their armies and take back what once belonged to all of us! Once we have the Middle Kingdoms, we will march on the Troll kingdoms to the south and make them pay for every life taken away by their blood thirsty revenge! We will not rest until peace returns, reuniting friends, family and loved ones! Elora will lead the charge and we will be victorious!” 
 
    The crowd cheered, raising fists into the air. Shouts filled the throne room to a fevered pitch. The somber mood vanished and a heat replaced it, hungry to beat back the enemy. Jinn pumped his fist, shouting from the deepest part of his soul. Sonja screamed with the crowd. Thorrin pumped his white hammer in the air, shouting. Renner, Vass and their children joined the chorus.  
 
    Juna kept her gaze on Edric, a new light burning. Looking down at her broken arm, a cracked bone snapped into place, followed by another. Flexing her hand, she took the two pieces of her sword from Jinn’s hand. The assassin turned to see the half-troll connect the two pieces, energy flaring and the sword fusing together. The white sword whole again; Juna raised it into the air and joined in the infectious cheers, looking to Edric with eyes of hope. 
 
    Edric stood, the cheers of the crowd washing over him. Thoughts flowed back to Elora, his Elora. Her image filled his heart as he looked to a hanging banner, a blooming tree with angel wings. 
 
    “Elora, if you are out there, guide us to victory,” Edric whispered in his mind, the throne room filling with a symphony of aspiring reverie. 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
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