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One

A cold wind howled through the dilapidated stone structure. 

Moss covered many cracked stones. A chill sank into several bodies as they stood in the center of a broken, ancient tower. Some shivered as they inspected the watchtower, mentally noting spots needing to be fixed and repaired. 

A red dragonkin stood by a wall. His slitted eyes surveyed the stonework, but his mind was miles away as warm images danced along his soul. A small smile appeared as his eyes gazed on mossy stone. The stone wall faded away and an image of a beautiful goblin filled his thoughts. 

It had only been three days since the Lord’s Tower ceremony. 

Winter had arrived, bringing with it cold days and freezing nights. 

Barely two days into the season and the temperature dropped. In those few days, all anyone in Moonvale could talk about was how much colder it was going to get, and it wouldn’t be long before the snow storms would batter the lands. 

Despite the talk of a cold, dark winter, Kavan’s heart glowed with warmth. Memories dripped along his mind of the other grand news, new life growing in Onka’s belly. Talk of winter often faded to excited chatter of Moonvale’s first child in many years. 

A memory painted Kavan’s mind of most of the town coming into the Lord’s Tower after Kavan, Onka, Zellee, Dura, Lorta, and Nava inspected the tower. In the small throne room, Kavan and Onka announced they were having a child. Elated cheers filled the tower. 

Many hugged the goblin as others clapped hands on the dragonkin’s shoulders. Durzol and Kogan couldn’t hold back their own tears as they hugged Kavan. It had become a moment of true celebration, Moonvale gaining its independence and the lord and lady having a child. 

On the last night of autumn, the town of Moonvale celebrated with drinks, food, music, and singing. 

Kavan couldn’t stop smiling as he reveled in the joy of the moment. 

“It will be difficult work, but we can do it,” a small grizzled goblin said as he ran thick green fingers along a stone wall. 

Kavan woke from his daydreaming and turned. He faced the group and visually drank in the people standing in the main chamber. 

Mayor Kogan Sunaxe was standing with his arms in each sleeve of his robe. The older orc was trying not to shiver as a thick robe covered his portly body. He ground his jaw as he used every drop of his willpower to not shiver himself to pieces. 

Durzol wore a thick coat as he stood beside the older orc. The younger orc seemed to be handling the cold weather a little better than his father, glancing around at the tower as the wind blew through broken down parts of the walls. 

Nava sat on a stone. The siren was wearing a thin, leather coat and was completely unaffected by the cold air. She looked around, but often glanced at Kavan with a small smile. 

Grizz, the lead goblin builder, turned from a wall and looked at everyone gathered. The older goblin was one of the new residents in town, among many other goblins. They finished their work on the new Moonvale Artifact Museum and decided to stay, making the town their new home. Grizz’s crew had made themselves comfortable in new dwellings within the walled town and many of their immediate family members arrived over the last two days with their belongings. Everyone knew winter was difficult along northern Voldor and wasted no time moving into their new homes. The population of Moonvale increased by nearly fifty goblins and they were welcomed with open arms. 

“With the cold, my goblins will only be able to work a few hours during the day to repair each tower. It will be faster work if we repair

one tower at a time. There are eight towers and some of them are not along the roads. There is a question of safety,” Grizz said with no nonsense eyes. 

“Dreggers do search the area for food,” Durzol said simply. 

“We will have to provide protection for the workers, if we decide to go forward with this project,” Kogan said out loud, but mostly directing it to the red dragonkin. 

Kavan nodded. “We don’t want anyone in danger as they work. 

Nava and I came up with a way to protect the workers and the town at the same time,” Kavan said and looked over to the siren. 

Nava smiled before she addressed everyone before her, “We have some undead who can man the towers after sunset. While the goblins are working during the day, the undead will move away from the towers and remain in the nearby forest, out of sight so they don’t unnerve anyone. They will protect the goblins from any wandering dreggers or monsters, at least long enough for everyone to be alerted.” 

Kavan spoke next, “Nava and I have a connection to our dead forces. We have enough to stock all eight towers for a small defense. 

If they are attacked by anything they can’t handle, we will know it and mobilize a better defense if anything makes its way towards the town or the farms.” 

Kogan shivered a little as concern filled his green brow. “I’m not confident we should have anyone working out here in the dead of winter. When the snow arrives, it will make the project exceedingly difficult.” 

“My goblins enjoy working and are not afraid of a little snow and cold,” Grizz smirked before he turned his attention to Nava and his smirk faded away. “They are nervous about the undead, but as long as they remain out of sight, they will breathe a little easier.” 

“The towers are in no condition to man with living people. Even if they were, they couldn’t stay in these towers during the winter,” 

Durzol added. 

The mayor looked over to Kavan, “Must we carry through with this project?” 

Kavan gave a dark nod. “It is necessary. We have to be prepared for spring. After what happened in Loduss, there is a chance we may have unhappy visitors after the snow thaws. These towers will help defend and alert us if anyone moves against Moonvale. If we wait until spring, we will be at a disadvantage.” 

Kavan turned his attention to Grizz, “But I will not make anyone work against their will or safety.” 

Grizz nodded with hard eyes. “No goblin will be forced to work this commission. As long as they are defended from monsters, they will gladly work for the extra coin. There was very little to do during the winter when we were in Loduss. Here, they can help strengthen our new home and show their appreciation as new residents of Moonvale.” 

Kavan smiled at the goblin, “It is greatly appreciated and each goblin will be handsomely rewarded for their dedication.” 

Kogan sighed. “It will be expensive, but worth it for our protection,” the mayor said in a low tone. 

Kavan looked at Kogan’s defeated gaze. 

 He’s not happy, but knows it’s the right decision. 

 “From what I remember, you weren’t happy about it either,” Viz spoke up. 

 I’m not, but it has to be done. We can’t spend our time hoping our enemies will simply ignore us. We thought Loduss was ignoring us until they arrived. We were escorted to the city to be assassinated and barely made it out alive. 

A memory slipped in of Hynrik defending their escape and paying for it with his life. 

 “Hynrik made his choice. You cannot keep doubting yourself or your ability to lead,” Viz said with an understanding tone. 

Kavan looked to the side. 

 The scars are still fresh. I know we can defend ourselves, but we don’t know how many enemies we actually have. The dragonkin in the spire kingdoms think I’m playing a game of conquest. The people of Loduss know their lord and lady were slain by us and their head general did shout to everyone gathered that they should fight against their dragonkin masters. 

 Kryll Bloodcoin mentioned he and his lady had children. When word reaches them, if it hasn’t already, we may have armies marching on us well into spring. The xykk we have will bolster our defenses, but we have no idea how many or how determined our enemies will be. 

An image slipped into Kavan’s thoughts of Onka smiling at him and a hand on her stomach. 

 I will not allow anyone to harm Onka or our people. 

 Viz gave an incorporeal nod. “There is no doubt to your conviction, but as with any conflict, there is a chance of casualties. 

 Kavan, it’s important that those doubts do not overwhelm you.” 

Kavan smirked. 

 That’s why I have you to keep me on the straight and narrow. 

 Viz smiled along Kavan’s mind. 

Durzol looked out a window to the darkening gray sky. “We should be heading back. Night is already approaching.” 

Heads nodded in agreement. Nava stood up from her rock before everyone walked toward the open entrance. 

A freezing cold wind blasted at Kavan as he stepped out of the broken watchtower. The sky was a thick gray. Bare trees filled the area and the main road could be seen in the small distance. The group began walking toward the road as Kavan looked around. 

Memories touched Kavan’s mind. He remembered the road he walked after he first arrived. Cut, hurt and bleeding, he walked down the very road they approached and didn’t see the watchtower hidden among the trees. The spring foliage hid away the broken tower. The wounds he carried only helped Kavan to focus on the road and not see anything else. 

When the small group reached the dirt road, they turned and headed east, the small points of Moonvale towers in the distance. 

Kavan called up his stats as cold air washed over him. 

Kavan Cynder

Species: Dragonkin

Health: Normal

Mana: 27

Gold: 2,309



Attributes

Strength: 7

Intelligence: 6

Dexterity: 6

Constitution: 8

Willpower: 7



Natural Abilities

Claws

Regeneration

Dragon Scale Armor

Fire Spit

Breath Stream Attack



Mystic Abilities

Command Moonvale’s Xykks and Undead



Spheres

Fire: 7

Body: 6

Life: 5

Dark: 1

Decay: 2

Mind: 3



Skills

Combat: 8

Tracking: 1

Farming: 5

Mining: 2

Social: 6

Fishing: 3

Wood Working: 7

Metal Smithing: 5

Enchanting Skill: 2

Cooking Skill: 1



Kavan looked over his stats and stopped at his new mystic abilities. Brom had said some time back that Kavan had control over the xykks and undead, but the dragonkin didn’t practice it. He wasn’t sure how it actually worked. He had imparted the ability to Nava a time back, but neither of them used it. 

Last night, Kavan and Nava sat down to discuss defending Moonvale over the winter. When the discussion turned to actually controlling the undead, the two of them activated their ability. A new update touched Kavan’s stats and instantly, he and Nava felt the mystical tethers to the undead and xykks under their control. The xykks were sleeping, hibernating in Brom’s dungeon for the long winter. The undead had no such limitation, ready to serve the dragonkin and siren. 

Kavan noted he didn’t need to expend mana to activate the ability. It worked much like his natural abilities. The pair began speaking to the undead through small mind bridges. Kavan could

see through the eyes of those he selected, but not all of them. He could mentally command them and they followed his every command. The only limitation Kavan and Nava discovered was sensing where they were and how commands worked. They could feel clusters of undead, but not where they were unless they looked through selected eyes. The undead were simple, able to follow commands, but unable to describe or formulate coherent thoughts. 

Most were blank slates, except for some who yearned for flesh, blood, and life. 

Having a general understanding of the connections, Kavan and Nava commanded their meager forces to spread out and stay close to a watchtower. They obeyed without hesitation. 

Kavan looked ahead as he walked. He mentally activated his mystical ability. A dozen corpses in the forest turned their attention to the watchtower the group just vacated. The dead lurched and shuffled toward the tower, ready to man it until morning, where they would enter the surrounding forests as the goblins worked on the tower. 

“I can sense you giving commands,” Nava said as she walked by Kavan’s side. 

Kavan nodded. “I can sense you when you give them commands.” 

“We only have enough for a dozen undead per tower. It doesn’t feel like it’s enough,” Nava stated. 

“It’s not, but we work with what we have,” Kavan said before turning his gaze and looking down on the siren with the thin jacket. 

“Aren’t you cold?” 

Nava smiled and shook her head. “My people don’t get very cold, since the ocean is cold most of the time. I do have to be careful I don’t slip into a deep sleep. It happens sometimes during winter with whole undersea towns sleeping for weeks or months until the waters warm a little.” 

The siren looked up to Kavan with concerned eyes. “Speaking of a long sleep, are you going to visit Zellee next?” 

Kavan gave Nava a sad smile. After the Lord’s Tower ceremony and an evening of celebrating, the arachnix had left for her home and shop and hadn’t been seen since. Onka mentioned that all arachnix have difficulty with the colder months and often sleep for long periods of time. It appeared Zellee was no exception. He planned to visit the arachnix to make sure she was okay. 

“I’ll stop by her shop before heading home,” Kavan said. 

The group walked on the western road when they spotted Lorta’s farm. Kavan looked upon it with fond memories, seeing it when he first arrived in town and visiting it when he and Lorta began their romance. 

The farm and barns stood plainly. Shadows grew longer along the home as the sky grew darker with the approaching evening. The farmhouse didn’t have any lights on and the chimney didn’t expel any smoke. The barns on the other hand had light glowing from behind windows and smoke swirling upwards from chimneys. 

The front door to the farmhouse opened as the small group reached the gate. Kavan looked at the seven-foot-tall troll woman as she stepped down the stairs, a large pack over her shoulder. Lorta wore a thick leather coat. It was open to reveal she was wearing a tight shirt and black leather leggings. Kavan found it a little odd to get used to. The beautiful troll often wore farmer overalls most of the time, but recently, she began changing her wardrobe. She wore overalls when she worked, but when she finished, she recently began changing into the outfit she was currently wearing. She still had thick, braided pigtails, but Lorta did mention a few times over the last few days she thought of changing her hairstyle. 

The group stopped at the gate to her farm as Lorta walked down the stone path. She looked at Kavan and Nava with a warm smile. 

When she reached the gate, she opened it, stepped through and closed it behind her. 

“I’m ready,” Lorta stated. 

Kogan, Durzol, and Grizz had puzzled expressions to Lorta’s comment. 

Kavan looked at the three men and smiled. “Lorta will be staying on my farm to help look after Onka.” 

“Not that she needs anyone to look after her, but I’m happy to help her during this special time. It’s only a few nights a week. I still have to come back to make sure my bolids and harpies are okay,” 

Lorta smiled. 

“How did they take the news?” Nava asked with a knowing smile. 

Lorta returned the siren’s smile with her own. “As well as expected, they cried and moaned, but after some coaxing with extra food, they promised to behave and look after each other. I gave several harpies permission to fly to Woodhaven Farm if any monsters or other creatures came sniffing around.” 

The mayor nodded. “I hope this winter we will be free of hungry monsters.” 

Lorta looked at the older orc with a knowing smile. “You say that every winter.” 

Kogan nodded. “Every year I hope it’s true.” 

“How bad does it get out here during winter?” Grizz asked the mayor. 

Kogan tried to give a disarming smile, but the shadows along his eyes spoke of unpleasant memories. 

“Crawlers try to break into storage rooms for food. Dreggers often prowl the farms for a meal. For a time, the undead would wander the area in the dead of night, but that seems to be less of a problem now that Kavan and Nava have control over many of them in the area,” Kogan shrugged and shivered at the same time. 

“Dreggers gain their winter coat and often forage at night. The town is safe, but I would rarely leave town after dark. A dregger will

attack anything if they are hungry enough,” Lorta explained. 

“Let’s keep walking. It’s getting much too cold,” Mayor Sunaxe shivered. 

The group began walking the small distance to the western gate entrance. 

Kavan noticed the temperature dropping further. Despite the natural heat of his race, even it could barely keep the chill away. As evening approached, the cold bit deeper along his scales and flesh. 

The dragonkin wondered if he could get frostbite, but didn’t want to test it. 

An arm wrapped around Kavan as he walked. He grinned as he was pulled sideways, closer to Lorta. The troll held him close as they walked along. She kissed the top of his head before letting go. 

 My beautiful Lorta seems to get less shy with each passing day. 

The group reached the western gate. The doors were partially ajar. They each stepped in until Kavan was last. He closed the door and slid the bar across to ensure nothing wandered in during the night. 

When Kavan finished sliding the bar across, he turned to the town of Moonvale. Street Lanterns glowed to life. The cobblestone street stretched on. Three magical signs glowed in the small distance, one for the Blue Lantern, one for the Shouting Troll, and one for the Dragon’s Table. Kavan smiled to himself as he thought of when he had talked Rujin and Kazko into having their own magical signs made for their shops. The troll brothers agreed and quickly put them up when they arrived. 

The Dragon’s Table’s name glowed with dark blue light. A simple symbolic dragon glowed underneath it. Rujin insisted on having a blue sign for his inn and eatery. Drayke and the troll came to an understanding, Rujin having a light blue sign for the Blue Lantern. It held a glowing blue lantern under the name of the inn and gave out a gentle pulse almost like a lighthouse lantern. 

Kazko had the sign to the Shouting Troll in a glowing, bright red. 

The spiky-haired troll was thrilled at his new sign and often pointed it out any chance he could to patrons or anyone on the street, much to rolled eyes and feigned excitement. 

Grizz looked up to the mayor, “We will begin work tomorrow. If anything changes or seems amiss, you will be informed.” 

The mayor nodded to the goblin. “Thank you, Grizz. Have a pleasant evening.” 

The stern goblin nodded before breaking away from the group and walking toward a side street. 

The rest of the group continued on. Kavan glanced over at the mayor. Kogan had a sad crease along his brow and sorrow in his eyes. When they reached the town center, everyone slowed to a halt. 

Nava and Lorta turned to Kavan. 

“We’ll see you at home,” the siren said and Lorta nodded. 

“After I stop at Zellee’s shop, I’ll be home soon,” Kavan said. 

The siren and troll nodded before they both turned around and began walking down South Street. 

Kavan turned to Kogan and Durzol. The younger orc had his big green hand on his father’s shoulder and looked at him with understanding eyes. Kogan looked down, the older orc not his usual cheery self. 

“Kogan?” Kavan asked with concern. 

The orc seemed to wake from a faraway memory. He lifted his head and looked at Kavan with sad eyes. He closed his eyes and waved his hand, as if to dispel the mood. 

“It’s alright, my boy. Winter has always been a difficult time for me. My beloved, Delia, fell ill and perished during the winter.” 

Kavan bowed his head slightly. “Kogan, I’m sorry.” 

The older orc sighed as Durzol comforted his father. 

“Thank you, Kavan, but it was a long time ago. Do not fret. In a few days, I should return to my old self.” 

Kavan nodded. “If there is anything I can do, even if you want to just talk, I’m available.” 

Kogan gave the dragonkin a small smile. “Thank you, but you have bigger things to take care of instead of this old orc. Onka needs you. The whole town is available for anything you both may need. 

Come spring, our town will grow by one and then, maybe many more.” 

Durzol’s arm was around his father’s broad shoulders, “Da, let’s get you inside. We can have some tea and talk for a while?” 

Kogan nodded. “I would like that. But I would like it more if we pour some spirits in the tea.” 

Durzol grinned. “We can do that.” 

Durzol gave Kavan a small, sad smile. The two orcs turned and walked toward the mayor’s office, above which was Kogan’s place. 

Kavan watched them go until they stepped inside and the door closed behind them. 

 We will all get through this winter together. 

Kavan turned and made his way onto East Street. He walked along the cobblestone street until he reached Orb Styles. The shop was dark and empty. Kavan reached into a belt pouch and fished out a key. He inserted it into the lock, remembering when Zellee gave him the key. She smiled as she handed it over, telling the dragonkin he could visit anytime, day or night. 

Kavan stepped in, closed the door and locked it. He made his way into the large shop, seeing tables with stacks of clothes and simple wooden dummies draped in the arachnix’s fashionable clothes. 

Kavan crossed the large room to a pair of double doors on the other side of the shop. He gently opened them and peeked inside. 

A single lantern glowed on a table by a corner. Thick stands of webs crisscrossed the large room, forming a complex web. Shelves and work tables were in spots along the room, but the webs above nearly covered the top of the chamber. 

On the low hanging, thick strips of webbing, Zellee was laying down. She wore a comfortable robe covering her humanoid half. 

Some of her thick spider legs were hanging off the edge of the web while others were bent close to her. She was on her side, eyes closed and her chest gently rising and falling to an even breath. 

Kavan stared at her for a moment. The arachnix was deep asleep. From what the dragonkin could discern, it looked like she never left bed. 

 Best to let her sleep. 

Kavan was about to pull his head back through the door when Zellee stirred. The arachnix’s eyes fluttered. When she caught a glimpse of Kavan’s features in the small distance, a sleepy smile filled her lips. 

“Come in, my beloved,” Zellee whispered. 

Kavan slipped in and walked to her. When he approached the web, he saw it was low. He was eye to eye with the arachnix. He smiled as he lifted his scaled hand and brushed his fingers against her cheek. 

Zellee reached up and grabbed Kavan’s hand, keeping his touch to her cheek as she snuggled against it. 

“I wanted to stop by and check on you,” Kavan said in a low tone. 

“Thank you, my love. Winter makes me so sleepy. How is Onka?” Zellee said softly. 

“She’s well. She’s home. Dura is with her. Lorta and Nava were on their way over right now.” 

Zellee gave a slow, sleepy nod. “That’s good. I wish I was there too, but I know my size will make your home a little cramped. I doubt I would be very useful, sleeping as everyone tends to Onka.” 

Kavan enjoyed Zellee’s warmth against his fingers. “I hope to change that.” 

Zellee closed her eyes, but continued to smile. “Your castle will be amazing.” 

“Our castle,” Kavan playfully corrected her. “It will be large enough for our entire family. The halls and rooms will be big enough for you to move freely and not worry about getting in anyone’s way.” 

“I look forward to it,” Zellee said in a sleepy tone. “I wish I could help more… but,” Zellee drifted off. 

Kavan eyed the beautiful arachnix. He couldn’t resist the notion that it wasn’t just the cold affecting her. Hynrik’s death still lingered and Kavan wondered if she was a little depressed. The pair did share a life, long before he arrived. The entire town felt a little hollow with the stern arachnix gone. Kavan had his own touch of sorrow as he looked at Zellee and knew some of her pain. 

“Kavan,” Zellee said in a dreamy tone. “I made a stack of bolid fur-lined coats for… our family. See that they get them. They… are by the front table.” 

“I will,” Kavan said softly. 

Zellee snuggled against Kavan’s hand. “My love… you don’t…

have to give me a gift for our bonding. Your love…is all I need.” 

Kavan watched Zellee as she seemed to be talking in her sleep now. 

“Stay… for a little while. I… love your touch,” Zellee whispered. 

Kavan nodded as he stayed by her side. He watched her sleep, her face snuggled to his hand. Memories filled the dragonkin’s mind

and heart as he watched over the sleeping arachnix, wondering how lucky he was to know and love her. 

“I’ll stay for a while. Sleep well,” Kavan said with a small smile as the faint howl of the wind outside touched his sensitive ears. 


***

Undead corpses moved through a thick forest under the cloak of night. They shambled along as their blank eyes stared ahead. They didn’t make a sound, other than the occasional snapping of twigs under their rotting feet or boots. The cold chill deepened in their presence, as they carried on with indifference to the elements. 

A corpse in a blood red dress walked among the shambling dead. The red fabric was frayed and torn in places. Sunken in eyes stared out into the dark distance. Pale green skin clung to bone. 

Orcish features gave no hint of emotion as she stepped along over exposed roots, small stones, and twigs. 

The wind howled through the trees as the dead orc woman in red, walked on. The surrounding dead walked with her, a small army moving through the forest. 

The thick cloud cover from the day began to thin and separate. 

Stars shone in the vast distance, their light barely touching the world of Voldor. 

The undead orc woman continued on as the world grew colder. 

Her sensitive, undead eyes drank in the glow from distant stars, lighting the way through the primeval forest. Her dark heart pulsed with cruel hatred and shadowy purpose as the wind continued to howl its frigid song. 

Two

A blustery wind rushed along the road. The chill stabbed through the air like icy knives as a horned figure made their way along the dirt road. 

Kavan lifted a lapel from his new coat to help protect his face from the punishing cold wind. The leathery coat kept the wind at bay while the bolid fur-lined inside reflected and held onto the dragonkin’s robust body heat. It was just enough to keep Kavan warm against the bone-chilling wind off the sea. 

Kavan marched along the south road, seeing his farm in the distance. It stood very much like the lighthouse on the beach. Lights glowed in the windows, keeping the inky darkness away. 

Warmth glowed along Kavan’s mind as he slowly approached. 

Among those warm thoughts, Onka smiled at him. The dragonkin couldn’t fight his own smile, knowing she was carrying his child. The inner warmth grew another degree as dreamy thoughts of fatherhood embraced his soul. 

 I never thought in a million years I would have a child. I gave up on that dream a long time ago and now, everything has changed. 

Kavan continued to smile to himself as he approached the property gate. He glanced up at the house, knowing almost everyone he loved was inside. There was a tug at his heart, knowing Zellee couldn’t be here. She couldn’t stay awake, snuggling Kavan’s hand as she drifted back into a deep sleep. Kavan remained with the arachnix for a time, admiring her beauty as she slept. When she seemed to drift deeper into sleep, mumbling and smiling to herself, Kavan slipped his hand away and silently left her room. He picked up the stack of coats on the table and stuffed all but one into his satchel. 

The dragonkin put on his new coat and instantly felt warmer. The inside bolid fur and outer leather made it extremely comfortable. 

 I can’t wait to hand these out to everyone. It should help us through the winter. 

Kavan opened the gate, stepped in, and closed the gate behind him. He glanced at the barn, the structure dark and the chimney cold. 

 The taurs didn’t waste any time moving into the farmhouse. 

Kavan chuckled to himself as he walked toward the two-story farmhouse. 

Warm thoughts splashed onto the dragonkin’s spirit as he reached the small set of stairs. He stepped onto the porch when a curious thought struck him. 

 Viz, I haven’t seen cows here on Voldor, so, where does leather come from? 

Viz was silent as Kavan stepped onto the porch. 

 Viz? 

 “Monstar Saga was based heavily on the actual world of Voldor. 

 From what I can gather and what I know of the game, taurs are bred for providing milk, labor, and some are bred for their leather and meat,” Viz answered. 

Kavan stopped right before the front door. Realization bit him like a serpent in a field. 

 Taurs are skinned! 

 Viz gave an incorporeal nod. “There are different values and ways of life here on Voldor, but some things remain the same. Taur meat is very similar to beef and harpy meat is very similar to chicken.” 

Kavan closed his eyes and let out a small exhale. 

 There are some things I really don’t want to think about. Sorry I asked. 

 “If the town runs out of food, you can always eat Abby, Belle, and Myn,” Viz grinned. 

Kavan chuckled loudly until a freezing wind blasted at him. He quickly grabbed the doorknob and turned. The door opened and heat poured over him. The dragonkin stepped inside and closed the door behind him. He barely had a chance to turn around when a body slammed into him and pushed him against the now closed door. 

“Hi master!” Abby beamed with a wide smile and affectionate eyes. 

Kavan looked down on the beautiful taur and instantly imagined butcher knives over her. In an instant, he pushed away the horrid images as she kept him pinned to the door. 

“Hey you,” Kavan grinned. 

The taur pulled back, but stayed close. Kavan drank in the main room and its welcoming warmth. 

Onka and Dura sat side by side on the couch. There was a book in their hands. The two women looked up and warm smiles bloomed. 

A small blaze filled the hearth, warming the entire farmhouse. Heat spilled out as the fire crackled and popped. Several lanterns were lit and glowing, giving the main room a welcoming and relaxed glow. 

Through the kitchen doorway, Kavan caught sight of Lorta and Nava moving around. The smell of cooking fish drifted out of the kitchen, as did the scent of cooked vegetables and freshly made bread. 

“Dinner is almost ready. Belle and Myn are setting up the table right now,” Abby informed. 

The taur looked at Kavan’s new coat and she smiled wider. “Nice coat.” 

Kavan nodded as a slight unease touched his spirit. “It was a gift from Zellee. She made one for everyone.” 

Abby’s eyes grew a little wider. “I want my coat!” 

Without thinking, Kavan reached into his mystical satchel and into one of the larger inner pockets. He grabbed the stack of folded coats and pulled. They came out of the open satchel and grew bigger until they reached their actual size. 

Abby snatched the stack of coats from Kavan’s hand and rushed away with them. She handed one to Onka and then Dura, before rushing toward the kitchen. 

“Zellee made us winter coats!” the taur shouted with excitement as she disappeared through the doorway. 

Kavan blinked for a moment before turning his attention to the couch. The goblin and orc had put their books down and were now inspecting their new coats. Dura held hers up as Onka rubbed the fur-lining against her cheek. 

“This feels so nice,” Onka cooed with closed eyes. 

Kavan reached back and grabbed his mithril-tipped spear. He pulled it from its magnetic sheath and leaned it against the wall by the door. The floor creaked slightly as he walked over. Kavan’s shadow was over Onka. She opened her eyes and looked up. 

Kavan knelt down before her. He leaned forward, between her legs, bent his head down and kissed her stomach. 

Onka smiled. “I’m not even showing yet.” 

“I know, but I want our child to always know how much we love them,” Kavan said as he lifted his head and looked into Onka’s eyes. 

Dura turned on her side and looked at the dragonkin and goblin. 

“It won’t be long. Everything I have read so far indicated she should begin to show in the next few days. Goblins have children very quickly, often under two months.” 

The orc kept her gaze neutral as she continued, “But we are in uncharted waters. There is nothing written about dragons and other races having children together except in myths and legends. Even they can be superfluous and inaccurate with descriptions.” 

Kavan leaned back and sat on his ankles. His slitted eyes drank in Onka and Dura. They both wore simple, long dresses. Buttons were undone along the tops of their chests, showing cleavage. The pair was relaxed as they too eyed the dragonkin before them. 

“We will make sure everything happens in the best way possible,” Kavan grinned at the two women. “Did Healer Soki stop by?” 

Onka and Dura nodded. 

“She was only here for a little while. She listened to my stomach and asked a few questions. She said everything was fine and she would come back in a few days,” Onka said with a glow in her features. 

“We have been watching over Onka and preparing the house. 

The taurs are taking one of the bedrooms upstairs. I worked out a schedule with Lorta and Nava. You and Onka have the master bedroom, but one of us will be sleeping with you every night while the other two take the second bedroom,” Dura explained. 

Kavan nodded and smiled. “I wish the master bedroom was larger and with a bigger bed. That will be something I will change with our new home.” 

“The library will have shorter hours over the winter, so I’m available to help with construction,” Dura mentioned. 

Kavan slowly stood up and looked down on Dura, “I didn’t know you wanted to help with construction of the new home?” 

Dura gave the dragonkin a sly smirk. “Before my family moved to Moonvale, my father built our first home. He may be a politician now, but he knows his way around a work table. My brother is a blacksmith. All of it has rubbed off on me at some point and I’m not afraid to get my hands dirty.” 

Dura’s dark eyes gleamed in the firelight. “Besides, we are going to spend the rest of our lives together. We should help build that life together.” 

Onka lifted her hand and curled her fingers into Kavan’s spindly hand. “We have something to show you.” 

Kavan watched as Onka and Dura slipped off the couch and stood to their full height. Dura walked ahead as Onka gently pulled Kavan along. The three of them walked down the short hallway to a doorway to an unused side room. 

Kavan wasn’t sure what was happening until the pair opened the door and grinned at him. 

Kavan stepped into the side room. A single lantern glowed, illuminating something large in the middle of the room. Slitted eyes widened a hair as Kavan saw a large, round, metal tub. It was beautifully made with arcane symbols carved along sections of the edges. The metal tub was solid, big enough to hold three or four large people. A thick curtain covered the back window. Towels hung on several hooks on one wall. A large mirror took up another wall as shelves were on either side of it. 

Kavan turned his head, taking in the entire room with surprised awe. “I was just gone for most of the day. How did this happen so quickly?” 

Dura and Onka were on either side of the dragonkin, looking down on the tub with knowing eyes. 

“Durzol made the tub as a gift,” Dura said. 

“Oaks and Glem delivered it when you were gone this morning. 

Dura and I prepared the room before Oaks and Glem installed the tub,” Onka said before moving closer to the large tub. 

A strange spout with a blue crystal was bent over the inner edge of the tub. 

“This is an enchanted water crystal. Shegga donated it to the tub, as well as the heating crystals. You just have to tap the crystal and it takes the moisture from the air and turns it into a stream of water. It flows pretty quickly so it can fill the tub,” Onka explained with a smile. 

Dura moved over to the other side and bent down. Kavan watched as she pointed to small metal pockets on the lower outside of the tub. Each metal pocket had a red crystal in it. 

“These are heating crystals. They will heat the tub water until it’s perfect. Oaks and Glem added pipes to the drain so the water can drain after use,” Dura smiled. 

Onka turned to Kavan with an amused smile. “No bathing in the freezing cold this winter.” 

“This is incredible. It was on my to-do list for the winter, but I’m happy it’s done,” Kavan said as he imagined nice, warm baths. 

Onka sauntered closer, looked up and touched the sides of Kavan’s waist. “Everyone in town is so happy for us. They wanted to show their appreciation and gave us this gift.” 

Kavan couldn’t fight back his happy smile. The love, kindness and generosity were overwhelming. The dragonkin lifted his arms and wrapped them around the goblin, holding her close. The couple stood, holding each other as they basked in the moment. 

Dura stepped closer to the couple with a warm gaze. “I think, after dinner, you two should be the first to bathe in it.” 

Onka and Kavan pulled back a little, but continued to hold each other as they turned to Dura. 

“That sounds like a great idea,” the dragonkin and goblin said at the same time. 

“Dinner’s ready!” Abby shouted from down the hallway. 

“Good! I’m starving!” Onka said with excitement as she pulled away from Kavan and rushed out of the bathing room. 

Kavan watched the goblin dart away and smiled. 

“She’s been eating all day,” Dura grinned. 

“We better get going then, before she eats everything in sight,” 

Kavan joked. 

Dura curled her fingers between Kavan’s fingers. They left the bathing room together, hand in hand, as they made their way to the dining room. 

The dining room was a small storm of activity. Steamy plates of fish, vegetables, and mashed potatoes were placed in the center of the long table. Lorta moved with liquid ease, putting each plate down with careful precision. Abby, Myn, and Belle finished putting down the silverware and sat in their seats. Onka sat in her seat on the right side of the table close to the end. Nava placed bowls of sauces and a bowl of sliced bread. 

Kavan stepped into the dining room, taking in the delicious scents and beautiful women around him. A dreamy haze fell over him as he made his way to the end of the table and sat down. 

Everyone else took their seats, Nava and Dura sitting to his left as Lorta sat next to Onka on their right. The taurs sat toward the other end of the table. Myn and Belle looked at Kavan from the other end of the table. Myn was all smiles. Belle had sleepy eyes and a small smile, before she turned to the food and licked her lips. 

Kavan took in the moment, seeing the women he loved, all gathered together. It caused his heart to beat a little faster. He turned his attention to Onka as she sat. The goblin was not looking at him, her oval eyes staring as the feast before them. 

“Enjoy,” Lorta said warmly. 

It was like a whip was cracked. Kavan barely reached for his fork when Onka began piling food onto her plate. When he touched his fork, the goblin’s plate was nearly overflowing with everything from the middle of the table. She piled on more until there was a mountain of fish, mashed potatoes, bread, and cooked vegetables. She placed her plate down in front of her and quickly picked up one of the small bowls of sauce. She began instantly dipping and eating like a feral animal. 

Everyone else at the table slowly filled their plates, not giving any mind to the goblin as she devoured large chunks of food from

her plate. She barely used a fork, her free hand helping to push food in her mouth. 

Kavan stared at the primal goblin with loving eyes. 

 She’s going to get so fat and beautiful. I’m the luckiest dragonkin in all of Voldor. 

The rest of the table dug in with relish, enjoying the tantalizing feast before them. 

Time slipped by as food slowly disappeared from their plates. 

Onka had already begun filling her plate a second time. 

Dura sat back and dabbed her napkin to the corner of her mouth. She turned to Kavan as he watched Onka eat with loving eyes. 

“I performed some calculations for the new home. We have plenty of timber in the nearby forest, but we will need a lot of stone,” 

Dura mentioned. 

Kavan nodded as he couldn’t take his eyes off Onka as she stuffed more food in her mouth. 

“I thought about that too. I will have to go to the Moonvale Mine and Quarry before the snow storms arrive,” Kavan said. 

Dura nodded. “I know Durzol will be going tomorrow morning. He mentioned he had to gather enough stone to repair the watchtowers outside of town. He plans to spend the next few days mining before the snow comes.” 

Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge as he turned his gaze from the ravenous goblin to Dura. “He didn’t tell me he was starting tomorrow. 

I thought he had enough stone in his shop for most of the work?” 

Dura smiled. “Knowing my brother, he didn’t want to mention it so you didn’t have to worry.” 

Kavan nodded. “I will stop by his shop tomorrow morning and go with him. We can work together to get enough stone for the towers and for the new home.” 

“I’m so excited for the new home! What are we going to name it?” Abby said with excited eyes. 

Kavan smiled at the taur, “I’m not sure. The first plan was supposed to be a castle, but it would take a year to build it. The other plan was a sturdy mansion, strong enough to defend and withstand the elements. If the snow isn’t too bad, we might be able to finish by mid-spring.” 

“I can help with chopping down trees. It will give me something to do and keep me close enough to watch over Onka,” Lorta said. 

“We can help organize the timber,” Abby said, inferring herself and her taur sisters. 

“I can help with measurements and refining your original design,” 

Dura added. 

Kavan’s spirit glowed as everyone said how they could help. For some odd reason, he thought he was going to do it all himself. 

Hearing them get excited and offering to help made their connections blaze brighter. 

Nava’s face was blank as she looked down on her food. The siren’s lip curled downward a few times before she lifted her gaze to the wall opposite from where she sat. 

“I don’t mean to change the subject, but we should discuss the Bonding Ceremony,” the siren said. 

Everyone turned their attention to Nava. Kavan heard the nervous edge to her tone and he was sure everyone else heard it too. Dura reached over and placed her hand over Nava’s webbed hand in knowing comfort. 

Kavan leaned forward, elbows on the table and a concerned look in his slitted eyes. “We should discuss it, but Nava, are you nervous about it?” 

The siren hesitated before she turned her gaze down the table to the red dragonkin. “I am, a little. I don’t know all the details and we have two months to plan. I… I just thought I would never be bonded

to anyone, let alone everyone here. It’s something new and I want to make sure I understand what to expect.” 

Onka finished chewing and gulped down her food. A loud burp escaped her mouth. It broke the tension as everyone chuckled and giggled. Nava broke a small smile, but her eyes held a shadow of concern. 

Onka looked across the table to the siren, “It’s a simple ceremony. Kogan will bond all of us together, but before that, it must be known we accepted Kavan’s request.” 

The goblin turned her attention to Kavan, reached over and took his hand into hers. “Our handsome dragonkin will have to do most of the work. He must provide each of us with a gift and there must be a witness, either one of us or someone from town. When he presents the gift, nothing has to be said. If we accept the gift, our love and bond is true. If we reject it, it means whoever rejected it has decided not to bond with our lord.” 

Kavan looked into Onka’s eyes. “Are there specific gifts for this kind of bonding?” 

Onka gave him a loving smile. “Gifts can be anything, but most often, they are created or crafted specifically to those betrothed.” 

The goblin squeezed Kavan’s hand a little tighter. Her eyes took on a hazy gleam as she stared into Kavan’s eyes. 

“You could give me a pebble and I will accept it,” Onka said with a sultry whisper. 

Kavan smiled as thoughts churned along his mind. Zellee mentioned she didn’t need a bonding gift and Onka was fine with anything. 

 I don’t think I have to try too hard, but knowing we are going to spend the rest of our lives together, I can’t just dismiss this part of the ceremony. They accepted my request to join me as royalty and become ladies of Moonvale, but this part of the ceremony

 strengthens it and ensures they wish to be part of this journey. It gives them enough time to think it over and back out if they wish it. 

 No, I have to make sure each gift is special to each of them. I can’t picture my life without them. I have two months to present a gift to each of them and confirm our bond. I have a lot of work ahead of me, but all of them are worth it. 

Kavan watched as Onka’s eyes strayed back to the food and she licked her lips with a hungry need. 

 So worth it. 

Kavan chuckled as the goblin let go of his hand and started shoving food in her mouth again like she was starving. 

Dura squeezed Nava’s hand again. “The bonding ceremony is simply a formality. After we are bonded, it will be as it is now, but a few more responsibilities for all of us and the town.” 

Nava nodded as she looked down on her plate. 

Abby stood up from her seat and slammed her hands down on the table. It was enough to rattle the plates and long table as all eyes turned to the taur. 

Abby’s lip quivered before she seemed to regain her courage. 

She bowed her head as she spoke to everyone present. 

“I am sad for myself and my taur sisters that we cannot bond with our wonderful Kavan, but I understand why. We are taurs, and much like bolids and harpies, we have no royal blood in our lines. 

But we can still offer our love in a different way.” 

Abby turned and kept her horned head bowed to Kavan at the end of the table. “I offer my womb for your next child!” 

The dining room was instantly silent. Eyes blinked as Abby’s declaration filled their minds. 

“So do I!” Myn said as she stood up and bowed. 

“Me too!” Belle said in a lower tone as she stood up and bowed. 

Kavan blinked again. 

 Okay, this is getting weird. 

Abby shot her taur sisters a hard look. “I said I would offer my womb, not all three of us!” 

“We can offer ourselves as well, not just you!” Myn shot back. 

“Don’t make me put you back in the barn,” Abby scowled. 

“That’s not your decision to make!” Myn growled. 

Kavan could feel the tension growing. He pictured Abby and Myn locking horns and wrestling each other until one was the clear winner. 

The two taurs glared at each other for a moment. Kavan stood up with a small smile. 

“Abby, Myn, and Belle, thank you for the offer, but as far as we know, what is happening with Onka is a miracle. Different races cannot have children and we don’t fully know why Onka is pregnant. 

For now, let us focus on our family as is and get through the winter together.” 

The three taurs wilted and gave solemn nods. 

“We… we just want to be part of the family,” Abby sulked. 

“You all are,” Kavan smiled. “But we don’t have to rush anything. 

Let’s enjoy our time together and see what the future holds, okay?” 

The three taurs nodded and sat back down. 

 This is what I was a little afraid of. This might be only the beginning of baby mania for Moonvale. 

Lorta stood up and slid her chair back. “There are pumpkin pies in the oven. I’ll bring them out.” 

“Mmmmmm, pie,” Onka said before she shoved a fork full of food into her mouth. 

Kavan sat back down. He glanced across the table to Nava. 

Dura was close to the siren, speaking to her in a hushed tone. Nava gently nodded before she looked over to the dragonkin. 

Kavan saw the concerned gleam in her oval eyes. 

 I can’t help but feel Nava might be having second thoughts. She has mentioned she is uneasy with relationships or taking on the role as general for Moonvale. This added stress might be her breaking point. 

 “Kavan, emotions are never black and white. Nava will decide on her own time if she will accept your gift or not. All you can do is give her enough time and space so she makes up her mind. But it is important to know you’re not the reason she denies it, but something within herself she must come to terms with.” 

Kavan nodded to himself. 

 Thank you, Viz. Your clarity and advice are always welcomed. 

Lorta came out of the kitchen with a pie in each hand. 

Onka looked up and her eyes grew bigger. 

“Gimmee!” the goblin nearly shouted. 

Lorta grinned as she stepped over and placed a whole pie in front of the goblin. Onka’s fork stabbed into the hot pie and she put large chunks in her mouth. Kavan noticed she was barely breathing and chewing, swallowing each chunk with enthusiastic relish. 

 So beautiful. 


***

The sound of water splashing filled the new bathing room. Kavan dropped the last of his clothes in a pile before turning to the tub and Onka. The goblin was nude, her hand in the rising water. Red crystals glowed along the bottom of the tub as wisps of steam rose up from the water. 

Kavan drank in Onka’s beauty. She looked the same, but the thought of a spark of life growing in her belly made her glow in his eyes. The dragonkin’s imagination ran away with him, picturing the goblin with a large, round belly and barely able to move as he spooned food to her. The image was enough for his dragonhood to thicken against his will. 

“The water is perfect,” Onka said before pulling her hand back and standing up. 

Onka walked around the large tub and stood before Kavan’s naked body. She glanced down at his hardening member and smiled. She looked up with her warm smile. 

“Save it for upstairs,” Onka grinned. 

“I can’t make any promises,” Kavan said with his own grin. 

Onka’s warm smile faded. Her expression took on a serious edge, one Kavan wasn’t used to. His smile faded away as he looked down at her with concerned eyes. 

“Is something wrong?” 

Onka shook her head. “No. Everything is wonderful. I’m just very happy,” she said before she looked away. 

Kavan touched her chin and gently pulled her gaze back to him. 

“There is something else.” 

Onka sighed. “I’m not blind to our future. We don’t know what kind of child is growing within me. Will they be half dragonkin and goblin, or will they be demonic, like… like me?” 

Kavan watched as the demon goddess rose to the surface for a moment. He put his hands on her shoulders and looked down into her eyes. 

“It doesn’t matter, we will love them.” 

Onka slowly blinked. “There will be trials before us, dangerous and unforgiving trials. If something happened to you, or our child…” 

Onka trailed off. 

Kavan squeezed her shoulders. “We will face them together.” 

The goblin’s eyes had a wet gleam. “Promise?” 

“I promise with all my heart, spirit and soul,” Kavan said tenderly. 

Onka hugged Kavan by the waist and pressed her cheek to his chest. “I know you're going tomorrow with Durzol to the mines. Just be careful. The mines are dangerous the lower you go.” 

Kavan’s fingers moved through Onka’s long, lustrous purple pink hair. “We are only gathering stone. We don’t need to go to the lower levels. I promise to mine as much stone as I can carry and bring it here so we can start building our new home.” 

Onka nodded as she hugged him tighter. 

The couple held each other as the sounds of splashing water filled the room. 

Onka pulled back and looked up with a smarmy smile. “Abby was very honest at dinner, but I felt a tug from everyone else as well. 

Don’t be surprised if others offer themselves to you. You lit the torch and now everyone is going to want some of your flames.” 

Kavan chuckled. “You make it sound like I don’t have much of a choice.” 

Onka gave a single nod. “I’m glad you understand,” the goblin winked and pulled away. 

“Wait, what?” Kavan said as he watched Onka move to the edge of the tub and put one leg into the hot water. 

“Come in with me. I want you to scrub my back while I enjoy the water,” Onka directed before she lifted her other leg and slipped into the large, water-filled tub. 

Kavan stepped toward the tub. He watched as Onka sank down and hummed her delight. He stepped in, one leg at a time. Heat flowed up his body as he sank down. Onka moved closer and snuggled to the dragonkin. Kavan held her close, the couple enjoying the warm water and their growing body heat. 

A cold wind howled outside as two hearts beat close in loving warmth. 

Three

Gray morning skies greeted the town of Moonvale. A small wind washed over the town as it stirred slowly from the cold night. Smoke billowed from chimneys, warming up homes to the new, chilly day. 

The door to Sunaxe Metal opened. Durzol stepped out with several tattered satchels of holding. He moved with ease to a spot, just under a window to his shop. Methodically, he placed each satchel down, one next to the other. When he finished putting down six of them, he stepped back into his shop to grab six more by the door. 

The orc hummed a tune as he moved with simple purpose. He placed the next six satchels on the stone floor before his shop. When the last one was placed down, the orc stood up and turned. A warm smile appeared as he saw the south gate open and a red dragonkin with a long, leather coat step in. Durzol waved to his friend with a big, meaty, green hand. 

Kavan returned Durzol’s smile with his own. He waved to the orc as he walked up the street. When he reached him, dragonkin and orc held out their hands and grasped at each other’s forearms, giving it a strong shake. 

“What brings you by so early? Do you need something repaired?” Durzol asked. 

Kavan shook his head, but kept his smile. “I’m actually here to see if I could join you for some mining. Dura told me you were going to the mines for more ore. I thought I would join you and help if you need it.” 

Durzol’s smile grew a little wider. “Your company is always welcomed, my friend. The mines are a little more dangerous during winter. It helps to have someone there so we can watch each other’s backs.” 

The orc pointed his open hand to the dozen tattered satchels in front of his shop. “Grizz’s crew will be here shortly to pick up stones and supplies for the watchtowers. So far, one tower nearly cleaned out my supply. That is why I need to go to the quarry and the mine. 

We will need a lot of stone and iron to complete the project.” 

Durzol’s smile took on a knowing edge. “And I’m sure you will need a lot of both to build your new home.” 

Kavan nodded. “Repairing an old farm is one thing, but building a new home from scratch is something else.” 

“Agreed,” Durzol nodded. 

The sound of talking touched Kavan and Durzol’s ears. The pair turned to a group of goblins in work leathers and coats. Grizz led the way, his gaze containing a no-nonsense attitude. Behind him, the crew jostled and talked with each other. Most had big smiles and small laughter punctured the cold morning air. Many eyes looked ahead to the dragonkin and orc. Green hands rose up and many of them waved. 

Kavan and Durzol waited patiently as Grizz and his crew arrived. 

Grizz reached up as Durzol reached down, the two clasping forearms with a hearty shake. 

“Reporting for work,” Grizz stated. 

Durzol nodded and pointed to the satchels on the floor. “Here are your stones and supplies. You should have everything you need for the next few days. If you require anything else and I’m not here, slip a note under the door and I will have it ready for you by next morning.” 

Grizz gave a firm nod. “Thank you, Master Blacksmith. I will be sure to do that.” 

The goblin whistled and pointed to the satchels. Goblins moved to them and began picking them up. Some grunted, but still managed to put the straps over their shoulders. 

Kavan and Durzol noticed. 

“Can we help you carry them to the tower?” dragonkin and orc said at the same time. 

Grizz shook his head. “My crew can handle it. But, thank you for the offer. A little hard work and heavy lifting never killed anyone.” 

“What about the heavy rock that killed Sek last year?” Drudd, a simple and nervous goblin, said out loud. 

Grizz shot Drudd a hard glance. The goblin with short brown hair bowed his head and looked down. 

“Sek would still be alive, if he followed my instructions instead of taking on too much, too quickly,” Grizz growled. 

Kavan and Durzol glanced at each other before looking down on the gruff goblin. 

Grizz looked up to the orc and dragonkin with calm eyes. 

“Danger lurks everywhere. All we can do is prepare for the worst and take care of each other.” 

Kavan nodded. “A fine motto for living our lives.” 

Grizz nodded. “Indeed.” 

The goblin turned to his crew. 

“Alright! Let’s get to work before it gets any colder. I want us back home before sundown! Move it!” Grizz shouted like an experienced foreman. 

The goblins nodded and moved quickly, carrying the satchels on their shoulders and waking up South Street. 

Grizz bowed to Kavan and Durzol before turning and following his crew. 

“They’re fitting in well,” Kavan mentioned when the goblins were out of ear shot. 

“That they are,” Durzol said before turning to Kavan. “Let me get my gear and we will be off. The days and nights will only get colder. 

When the snow arrives, it will be that much harder to reach the mine.” 

Kavan nodded before glancing to the gray sky, thoughts swirling back to Onka and the others as he pictured them in their new home. 


***

A small, eerie howl filled the stone quarry. The cold wind rushed over odd stones and cracks, giving the whole quarry a haunted atmosphere. 

Kavan and Durzol stood before the mine entrance. Kavan listened to the strange, eerie sounds of the wind across the quarry. If it was his first time here, he would be looking over his shoulder, expecting ghosts and spirits to emerge from behind large stones. 

Kavan looked up at the many keep-out signs. A distant memory touched Kavan’s mind, of Durzol telling him of one of the townsfolk coming to mine many times before they disappeared without a trace. 

The orc’s name was Velk and it was believed his ghost haunted the mine, forever searching for starstone. 

Durzol stared deeper into the mine, his gaze trying to penetrate the inky darkness. 

“Durzol?” Kavan said as he looked over to his friend. 

The orc was silent for a moment before he began talking while keeping his gaze firmly on the deep darkness. 

“Winter can be a difficult time to mine here. Sometimes, the creatures that inhabit the lower levels come up to the higher ones, in search of food. Many above world creatures seek out places to endure the hard winter. Most often, it is dreggers who will sometimes come here, but they’re not the real threat. The monsters and creatures on the lower levels come up, knowing they can find an unsuspecting creature simply trying to stay warm.” 

Durzol looked over to Kavan with serious eyes. “It’s still early in the season, but when the snow comes, the mine becomes very

dangerous. We should take advantage of this time and mine as much as we can. We will stay on the main floor to be safe.” 

Kavan nodded. 

Durzol's mouth twisted into a smile. “And let us not forget the dead that may inhabit here. Don’t follow any voices you may hear. 

We must stay in sight of each other. I don’t think my sister will ever forgive me if her betrothed vanished and never came back.” 

Kavan nodded again and smirked. “I don’t think she will ever forgive me if anything happens to you. We both go in and we both come out.” 

“Agreed,” Durzol said before he reached into his satchel. 

Kavan watched as two pickaxes were pulled out. They warped from smaller versions into their full sizes before the dragonkin’s eyes. Durzol handed an iron pickaxe to Kavan and the dragonkin took it. The dragonkin noted Durzol’s warhammer strapped to his back. Kavan reached behind himself with his other hand, feeling his mithril tipped spear in its magnetic sheath. 

 Hope for the best. Prepare for the worst. 

The pair started walking into the dark mine. It didn’t take long before darkness swallowed them whole. A breath later, a string of magical lanterns glowed to life. The inky darkness parted and the rocky tunnel stretched on. 

Memories continued to fill Kavan’s mind. He glanced around, seeing the mine tunnel had not changed since his last visit during summer. The only difference he could discern was the deep, cold chill. Mist streamed out from Kavan’s small snout as the temperature dropped. 

“I thought it would be warmer in here,” Kavan said as they walked. 

“It will get warmer the further in we go. Since there is no door to the entrance, it’s always colder here,” Durzol explained. 

The further in the pair walked, the deeper the chill sank into them. A thought touched Kavan’s mind, wondering if he should create a fireball to warm them as they walked. The moment he thought to mention it, the cold air began to warm. 

Small relief touched the dragonkin’s shoulders as the air grew warmer the deeper in they walked. Soon, they reached a familiar archway and stepped beyond it. Kavan looked up as the rope with hanging magical lanterns separated and ran along the walls of a massive cavern. 

The dragonkin took it in, earthy scents filling his sensitive nose. 

The cavern was immense. The sides were filled with small pockets of carved out stone. Odd metallic veins ran along some sections of the walls. Several veins were a dark, muted brown. Others were silvery to dark gray. The floor was sandy, as if boots crushed small stones to powder over many years. 

On the other side of the cavern, several tunnels branched off into areas of primal darkness. 

“Let’s get started,” Durzol said. 

Kavan continued to look around as he spoke, “Will the vibrations of us mining bring monsters up to take a look?” 

“It shouldn’t on this level. If we were a level or two lower, I would be concerned. But I’ve mined on this level through all seasons and rarely had anything other than a stray crawler come up to investigate. Even then, they would run away if I shouted at them. We should be okay, but still keep your senses sharp,” Durzol said before hefting his pickaxe. 

Kavan watched as the orc stepped to the cavern wall on the right. He moved to a small, carved out alcove. He planted his feet, lifted up his pickaxe, and brought it down. The tip of the pickaxe slammed and cracked the stone wall. Durzol lifted his pickaxe again and brought it down with power. Large chunks of stone were blasted off the alcove wall and thudded on the sandy floor. 

The dragonkin watched his friend begin to work. He called up his skills list and it instantly appeared in the corner of his vision. 

Skills

Combat: 8

Tracking: 1

Farming: 5

Mining: 2

Social: 6

Fishing: 3

Wood Working: 7

Metal Smithing: 5

Enchanting Skill: 2

Cooking Skill: 1



Kavan glanced at his mining and metal smithing skills. He had worked the forge many times, but did very little mining. Watching Durzol attack the wall like a skilled artist, he wondered how he could level his mining skill up a little faster. 

 Viz, there is nothing to stop me from using my mana spheres to help increase my normal skills, is there? 

 “It will depend on the sphere you use with the skill, but no, there is nothing stopping you from using magic to help you improve.” 

Kavan smiled to himself. 

 I have an idea. 

Kavan reached down with his freehand to the satchel at his hip. 

He lifted the flap and stabbed his hand into a deeper pocket. He pulled out another iron pickaxe, the tool warping to its full size. 

Kavan shrugged off his satchel and placed it down in the middle of the cavern. He flexed his shoulders as he moved a little bit away and stood before another rough stone alcove. 

Durzol continued to break pieces of stone off the wall, humming to himself as he worked. 

Kavan stared at the wall before calling up his mana spheres. 

Spheres

Fire: 7

Body: 6

Life: 5

Dark: 1

Decay: 2

Mind: 3



 Brom always said I should use my imagination. 

Kavan channeled 6 drops of mana into his Body Sphere. 
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Magical energy flowed into the dragonkin’s body. His muscles bulged as his skin grew tougher. His heart beat with a calm, steady pace as new power filled it. His slitted eyes stared at the rocky alcove for a long moment, Kavan picturing what he was going to do. 

Durzol swung his pickaxe and a large piece of stone cracked off the cavern wall. It fell with a loud thud. The orc turned to see what Kavan was doing when his eyes widened a hair. 

The dragonkin bent slightly at the knees with a pickaxe in each hand. In a blink, he blurred forward as both pickaxes swung in quick flashes. Durzol watched in astonishment as Kavan’s body moved like a machine. Pickaxes struck the rock alcove and chunks of stone blasted off the wall. Sparks filled the air as Kavan’s arms and pickaxes moved like blurry clawed hammers. The wall trembled as the dragonkin carved further into the alcove. Stones and rocks of all sizes were blasted off and sent crashing onto the floor. 

The sound of iron pickaxes on the stone alcove grew louder. 

Sparks showered the area as Kavan carved into the cavern wall, one

foot at a time. The pace was dizzying to see, but to Kavan, he smiled at his efficiency. Fist sized rocks and larger fell and rolled. Kavan stepped into it, his arms and pickaxes moving at an impossible speed. 

Durzol continued to watch as Kavan had tunneled nearly fifteen feet into the wall. 

Kavan slowed to a stop and looked at his handy work. The floor was littered with crumbled rock. 

 Mining Skill increased to 3rd degree, Above Average. 

 Mining Skill increased to 4th degree, Proficient. 

 This is a good start. 

The dragonkin stepped back out of the cave he had just tunneled through and looked over to Durzol leaning on his pickaxe. 

“You are full of good ideas,” the orc said before lifting a green hand to the section of wall he was working on. 

Kavan grinned as a dark aura encircled Durzol’s green hand. 

The orc’s gaze was on the wall when he twisted his hand and closed it into a fist. 

The entire cavern shuddered before cracks snaked up the wall. 

Large chunks of stone broke off and hovered in the air. Soon, dozens of large stones remained suspended above the orc. 

Durzol twisted his hand again. Each stone cracked and broke into four pieces. With another twist, stones shattered again. Durzol opened his hand and moved it like a conductor in a symphony. The broken stones swirled together before coming down behind the blacksmith. Each stone fell into place and soon, two rocky thrones appeared from the swirling vortex of rock. Each throne was on a large mound of rock. The stones melted together, becoming smooth. 

Simple symbolic designs covered the stone thrones and the last little rock fell into place on the mound. 

Durzol let his hand drop to his side and looked at Kavan with a wide grin. “We now have a place to sit and have lunch.” 

Kavan laughed. “Your Stone Sphere is getting much better.” 

Durzol nodded. “It’s up to sixth degree. After what happened in recent months, I’ve been practicing while at the forge. It was slow going at first, but I think I’m getting better. I have to be ready to protect our friends and family.” 

Kavan’s spirit relaxed at the word family. The bonds have only grown stronger in town. The excitement of the town being its own kingdom and the bonding ceremony in a few months added a rich warmth Kavan never thought was possible. Memories of his old life began to fade further away as he pictured the future with the people and town he had grown to love. 

 Durzol is going to be my brother-in-law. I couldn’t ask for a better orc as my brother. 

“Let’s get back to work. At this rate, we might be finished by lunch time,” Durzol smiled. 

Kavan nodded and turned to the tunnel he made. 

 Time to earn my new home. 

Kavan lifted his pickaxes and blurred forward with dedication and renewed vigor. 


***

Kavan reached into his satchel and pulled out a wrapped meal of chunks of meat and vegetables. He unfurled it as he sat on one stone throne and Durzol sat in the other. The orc pulled out his own lunch and unwrapped it. He lifted a chunk of meat and popped it into his mouth. 

Hours of mining had finally taken a small toll on the pair of friends. Kavan glanced at the two tall piles of stone, each one nearly twenty feet high. The mana Kavan used earlier was long gone, 

depleted after an hour. Durzol didn’t use any more of his mana, instead, he used his own natural strength to keep mining. 

Kavan thought to spend more mana, but decided against it. The work was welcomed and he fell into a calm trance as he hacked at the stone wall of the cavern. With such large piles of rock before them, Kavan doubted their mystical satchels could hold more than what was before them. 

Kavan brought up his skill list again, eyeing his new 5th degree in Mining. 

 I wonder if I did this over a few days, I could max out my Mining Skill? 

 “You do know it gets harder the higher the degree? Once you reach 9th degree, it may take months to years to improve the skill,” 

 Viz mentioned. 

 Viz, I know, but it might be worth it. 

Durzol cleared his throat and Kavan woke from his inner thoughts. 

“Have you thought about what gift you will give Dura?” Durzol said before popping another chunk of meat in his mouth. 

Kavan shook his head. “I’m not sure. I have a few ideas, but I want to make sure I pick the right one. I have to come up with five gifts and make sure they are all special.” 

Durzol nodded. “You have handled the forge well, but have you thought of learning how to make jewelry? I could help with getting you started?” 

Kavan looked over to his friend. “That would be great. I know Shegga is the resident jeweler, but I was hesitant to simply go to her. 

I want to create the gifts myself.” 

“Noble goal. I know my sister will appreciate anything you give her,” Durzol said but his voice trailed off. 

Kavan smiled as he looked at Durzol. “You want to give me a hint, don’t you?” 

Durzol chuckled. “Is it that obvious?” 

“Yes, and it is welcomed to a degree. I want to make sure Dura knows how special she is to me. Show me how to make jewelry. I will figure out the rest,” Kavan said. 

Durzol nodded and a seriousness touched his eyes. “Kavan, when you bond with my sister, we will be brothers. I want you to know, I’m honored to have you as my brother.” 

Kavan nodded. “Durzol, I’m honored to have you as my brother.” 

The two men nodded and continued to eat, the true bond of brotherhood growing stronger between them. 

Kavan looked over to Durzol again, “How’s your father?” 

Durzol’s dark eyes looked down. “He’s well considering the time of year. Dura and I keep an eye on him for a few weeks into winter. 

He becomes melancholy, thinking about our mother. He misses her deeply and sometimes doesn’t take care of himself. The whole town watches out for him, but he turns everyone away, except me and Dura.” 

“I hope I’m not out of line asking, what happened?” Kavan asked with a timid edge. 

Durzol looked over to Kavan and gave him a warm smile. 

“Kavan, you are my brother. You can ask me anything. 

“As for our mother, we were very young when she became sick. I remember more than Dura. She was very young and didn’t understand what was happening. My father and I tended to her. My people are strong against many things, but sometimes, we fall easily to certain illnesses. 

“At the end of autumn, my mother liked to go beyond the walls to pick mushrooms. They were a needed ingredient to her famous soup. Father would go with her sometimes, but Moonvale needed his

leadership more during those early days. She didn’t need him to protect her as she was fully capable of taking care of herself. She carried a blade with her in case a wild animal came along.” 

Durzol’s eyes took on a faraway gleam. “That morning, she was surprised by a dread wolf. Dread wolves are nasty creatures, believed to be created by mad mages hundreds of years ago. They twisted wolves into these monsters to act as guardians to their towers or homes. Some broke free long ago and mated with normal wolves. They are larger and have tentacles coming out of their shoulders. They carry many odd illnesses to ensure anything they bite dies a short time after.” 

Durzol’s eyes darkened as he continued, “She was surprised by a lone dread wolf. She fought it off and eventually killed it, but the creature did bite her. She returned to us and became ill. She remained stoic as she tried to beat the scarlet rage fever. My father never left her side. I had to care for Dura and keep her from seeing our mother waste away. 

“In a short two weeks, my mother went from the strongest woman I had ever known to thin and frail. She kept her mind, but her strength dwindled with each passing day. She refused to let the illness take her mind before the end. 

“Healer Soki was not with us at the time and we had limited access to any experienced healers. My mother couldn’t travel in her state. In the end, she called us all in. She asked for a kiss from each of us. I remember Dura sobbing and crying. My father was silent. I told her how much I loved her. We each gave her a kiss and that night, she passed on to the great beyond. 

“Her name was Delia Sunaxe. She was the heart of our family. 

“My father has never loved another and we know he will never love again, not like he did for our mother. Every first two weeks of winter, he tends to drink and eat a little more. We make sure he’s okay and tend to him if he has indulged too much. The whole town

understands and even Hynrik used to be a little more cordial around my father. 

“My father mourns her like she passed away recently, every year. Dura and I miss her, but it’s harder on our father. If he didn’t have us, we think he might have taken on a fight he could not survive, just to be with her again.” 

Kavan bowed his head. “Durzol, I’m sorry.” 

Durzol looked over and nodded. “You have nothing to be sorry for. I believe she was taken because she was needed for a higher purpose. I miss her, but one day, I will see her again. I’m sure the old gods will reunite us when the time is right.” 

The orc smiled. “Besides, I have to be here to make sure Dura and our father continue our work of making sure everyone we know and love lives happy, healthy lives.” 

Kavan’s smile mirrored Durzol’s smile, but deep down, he felt his friend’s pain. 

Durzol looked at the two large piles of stone. “We should start collecting our work. Our satchels should be able to hold it all, but it will still be heavy and slow us down.” 

Kavan finished the last of his meal. He closed up the cloth wrap and stuffed it into an inner side pocket in his satchel. The dragonkin stood up and took one step down the mound with the stone thrones, when the entire cavern trembled. 

Durzol was on his feet as Kavan reached behind and touched his spear. The dragonkin glanced around with slitted eyes as shards of dirt and dust fell from cracks in the rocky ceiling. 

“Kavan, we should…” was all Durzol managed before dirt and rocks blasted up from the cavern floor, next to the piles of gathered stone. 

Kavan’s eyes narrowed as a large, worm-like creature rose up. 

Its head was that of a demonic skull and snout. Hard eyelids slid back to reveal tiny black eyes. They stared out of oversized sunken

holes as the creature’s jaw snapped. Its body was thick and covered with armored plates. Each plate had a spike stabbing out and moving like some hard, vestigial claw. 

“Skull worm,” Durzol said as he grabbed his warhammer. 

Kavan stared up at the long, thick monster worm as it screeched. 

Four

Time slowed down as screeches stabbed at Kavan’s ears. 

Slitted eyes narrowed as the skull worm turned its dark gaze on the dragonkin and orc. Time trickled by as the monster worm saw its meal. 

Kavan reached behind and grabbed the shaft of his spear. The moment he pulled it from its magnetic sheath, a roar filled the cavern, not from the thirty-foot-tall monster worm, but from the dragonkin’s side. 

Kavan glanced to the side as Durzol roared. The orc was already moving, his boots slamming down on the twenty-foot-tall mound of harvested rock, iron, and copper. Stones crunched underneath as he climbed the large mound in a blink of an eye. 

Kavan witnessed the young orc’s speed as he reached the top of the rocky mound and leapt into the air, his warhammer held high. 

The skull worm’s demonic head shot forth like a crossbow bolt. 

Durzol continued to roar as he swung his warhammer and struck the side of the worm’s pointed snout. The metal warhammer rang out as it slammed into the armored face of the monster, the momentum redirecting the attack away. 

 I can’t let my brother have all the fun. 

Kavan smiled to himself as he channeled 6 mana into his body sphere. 
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Magical energy flooded muscles and toughened skin and scales. 

Kavan watched as Durzol landed on his boots, reared back his

warhammer and swung it with the force of a titan. It struck the side of the skull worm, causing it to shudder as it reared back its head. 

Intent flashed across Kavan’s slitted eyes as he bent his legs. 

Power welled up and exploded as the dragonkin launched himself into the air. The mithril spear in his hand extended as he spun it. He soared the short distance and when the skull worm turned their attention to him, it screeched as the spearpoint stabbed into its tiny eye. 

Foul smelling, clear blood spurted as the spear stabbed deep. 

The monster thrashed, swinging its head hard to the side. Kavan held on as he planted his boots on the monster’s snout. The entire creature shuddered as Durzol hammered at the base of it. Thick scales were blasted off as the monster whipped its head back and forth, trying to dislodge the spear and the dangerous prey holding on. 

Kavan kept perfect control as he stayed on the monster and held onto his spear. Despite the creature’s size, the dragonkin knew the monster was outmatched. Screeches turned into strange whines. 

The skull worm tried to retreat back into the ground. Kavan watched as Durzol roared and swung his warhammer into it. Thick scales were blasted off and tender flesh was exposed. 

Mana touched the air, but Kavan noticed it was coming from Durzol. Pushing off the monster’s snout, the dragonkin launched back into the air and took his spear with him. When the tip was free, foul ichor surged from the eye wound. 

Kavan soared through the air as he watched. Durzol lifted a meaty fist and it glowed with a dark aura. The ground trembled before stone spikes stabbed up. Kavan was falling, his gaze never wavering as the stone spikes stabbed into the fleshy segment of the monster worm. Three long spikes drilled deep and stopped the worm’s retreat. 

The skull worm whimpered as it couldn’t move. It looked down at the orc and let out a small growl. 

When Kavan landed on the cavern floor, Durzol leapt up, swung his warhammer, and smashed it under the skull worm’s jaw. The monster’s armored jaw cracked and its head swung back hard. It crashed down on the cavern floor, opposite of Durzol and Kavan. It let out a long hiss before it shuddered. Its head moved slightly before its remaining eye stared at nothing. The monster’s death rattle touched the air before it became perfectly still, the last of its living life leaking out of its wounds. 

Kavan stood tall as he saw Durzol barely breathing hard. 

 He has become stronger. 

Durzol stepped over to the skull worm’s body. He knelt to it and touched a big green hand to a space between its segmented armor plates. A small moment later, the orc stood up, and turned around with a large smile across his lips. 

“The town will eat well this winter!” Durzol laughed. 

Kavan walked toward his friend. When they were side by side, they both peered down on the giant dead monster. 

“Eat well?” Kavan asked. 

Durzol nodded. “Skull worms are dangerous, but their meat is a delicacy. When we bring it back to town, we will be welcomed back like mighty hunters of old!” 

Kavan lifted his gaze to look at the orc. “I didn’t know they were a delicacy. And did I hear you right? We’re bringing it back?” 

Durzol gave Kavan an amused grin and head nod. “Yes, we are. 

Pick up your stones. We’re bringing home dinner.” 


***

Cold air hovered over the town of Moonvale. Townsfolk moved about with closed coats and huddled shoulders. The fountain in the town center bubbled, but large patches of ice floated on the surface. 

Frost collected on Samuel Truewind’s features as he stared into the

sky with a book outstretched in one hand and a dagger to his side with the other. 

The sun was low in the afternoon sky. A few goblin women walked in a small cluster in the town center, heading to South Street to pick up supplies from Shegga’s Grocery. A woman in a regal black robe walked with a tattooed shadow elf at her side toward West Street. The pair were talking as they walked past the mayor’s office. 

From a window of the mayor’s office, Kogan stared out with a hot drink in his large hand. The older orc watched townsfolk move about as he sipped on his tea. He savored the taste of spirits added to the tea. When he lowered his cup, he stared blankly at the fountain, his mind wandering to his life from long ago. 

Something big appeared on East Street. Kogan blinked before his eyes widened. The older orc put down his cup and grabbed his thick coat next to the door. He rushed out into the town center, drinking in the sight of the large monster corpse with Kavan and Durzol on either side of its head, pulling it along. 

Dragonkin and orc grunted as they pulled the very long body of the skull worm into the town center. They dragged it and turned to move along the edge of the fountain. When they reached Kogan’s wide eyes, the pair dumped the head down on the cobblestone street and let out a long exhale in relief. 

Kavan and Durzol turned their backs to each other before lowering themselves down and leaning their backs on the monster worm corpse. 

Kavan huffed as he tried to regain his breath. Pulling the body from the mine was fairly simple, when mana flowed along his Body Sphere. Images of himself and Durzol filling their satchels with broken stone appeared in his mind’s eyes. The images and memories continued as the pair of them grabbed the dead skull worm and dragged it out of the hole. Weighed down with heavy satchels and a forty-foot-long monster worm was a little difficult, but not impossible. 

It was when they were halfway to town when the mana wore off. 

Kavan was doing most of the heavy pulling, but when the power in his body sphere subsided, the dead worm grew heavier. 

Kavan smiled to himself as he readied himself to spend more mana when Durzol said they should drag it back like ancient hunters. 

They didn’t use magic to make life easier. They were stronger and tougher by simply wishing to feed to their families waiting at camps or small towns. 

 Nothing like a challenge to test yourself. 

The dragonkin agreed and the pair of friends grabbed the skull worm again and pulled with their natural strength. After a time, huffing, puffing, and heavy breathing filled the cold air as they dragged the long carcass back to town. 

Kogan’s features twisted into a wide grin. “The hunters have returned!” the older orc shouted with glee. 

Kavan and Durzol looked over as they tried to regain their breath. They smiled as Kogan repeated the phrase as loud as he could. 

Doors opened and bodies spilled out onto stone streets. Heads turned to the center of town before townsfolk began walking. Rujin and Nolla stepped out of the Blue Lantern Inn to see what the commotion was about. Kazko and a few goblin patrons stepped out of the Shouting Troll. Drayke stepped out of the Dragon’s Table. The dragonkin’s keen eyes caught sight of Kavan, Durzol, and the giant dead worm. He smirked to himself as he started walking and joining the small crowd. 

The fae and shadow elf turned to the mayor’s shouts. Lilah smiled as she too saw the dragonkin, orc, and dead worm. Uriko shook her head as she stayed by her mistress’s side, the pair of them walking back to the town center. 

From North Street, Priest Raine and Priestess Misty appeared at the entrance of the church and made their way down the stairs. The

fae brother and sister looked down the street as Tezzi, a troll woman in adventurer clothes and a leather eye-patch, stepped out of the Moonvale Museum. The trio joined a few new goblin residents as they made their way down to the town center. 

From South Street, Shegga stepped out of her shop with a scowl and a heavy coat. The kobold shivered uncontrollably as she clearly didn’t want to be outside. Oval eyes widened as she saw the head of a skull worm and crowd gathering. A giant ogre walked past the small kobold. Glem stared up the street to the town center with curious eyes. Shegga joined the simple ogre as they made their way to the crowd. 

Oaks stepped out of his shop and looked at the tail of the giant worm. The carpenter goblin mentally measured the dead monster, seeing that it was close to forty-feet-long and about six-feet-wide. He looked further up the street at the gathering crowd. He grabbed his thick coat from a peg by the door and walked alongside the dead worm. 

“My boys!” Kogan said as he grinned at Kavan and Durzol. 

The dragonkin and orc regained their breath and slowly stood up. They looked around to see that most of the town came out to see what they brought. Many townsfolk touched the dead skull worm in muted awe. 

“What happened?” Shegga demanded as she glanced at the skull worm. 

Kavan and Durzol glanced at each other. The simple look was enough to communicate, but Kavan gave a small nod anyway. 

Durzol nodded back and turned to the crowd with a big smile. 

“Lord Cynder and I were in the mines, gathering stone and ores before the snow arrived. We were nearly finished when we sat down to enjoy a meal.” 

The orc turned and leapt onto the corpse. He turned and raised his arms in the air as he was the center of attention. All eyes looked

up to him, hanging on his every word. 

“That was when the skull worm erupted from the mine floor and attacked us! We didn’t hesitate to grab our weapons and defend ourselves as the monster tried to snap us up in one gulp!” Durzol shouted with a storyteller’s flair. 

Kogan moved to Kavan’s side as Durzol told the harrowing tale. 

“Thank you, Kavan,” Kogan said in a hushed tone. “My son may be quiet much of the time, but I know his soul hungers for glory. The need to earn glory runs deep with orcs and deeper with our family.” 

“No need to thank me. I only took out the creature’s eye. Durzol did most of the work. You should have seen him. If I wasn’t there, he could still have easily slain it. I merely assisted,” Kavan said in a hushed tone as Durzol continued to tell the heroic battle. 

Kogan’s eyes gleamed proud. “Even in the dark of winter, there can still be a warm light.” 

Kavan looked at the older orc as he stared at his son. 

 We are truly family. 

Durzol held up his hammer as he stood tall on the dead monster. 

“With a mighty swing of my warhammer, I bashed upwards, shattering the skull worm’s jaw and killing it!” 

The crowd cheered and clapped. Whistles filled the air as everyone cheered on the blacksmith as he held his hammer high. 

Kavan clapped and smiled, joining the crowd in their enthusiastic cloud, when something red caught his attention. The dragonkin turned his head slightly and looked over to the entryway to Talon Street. 

A green goblin stood with long, crimson hair. She was bundled up in a leather coat, but it did nothing to cover her beauty. The goblin stayed to the back, but her gaze was on Durzol. A blink later, she looked over at Kavan. 

The simple glance was like an arrow to the heart, not in pain, but in dreamy warmth. Kavan tried to look away, but couldn’t. Hagasa stared at him with unblinking eyes. The pair were caught in the gravity of each other’s gazes, unwilling or unable to break away. 

Hearts glowed for a moment, before a shadow touched Hagasa’s oval yellow eyes and she looked down in tinged sorrow. 

Kavan looked down as well as shouts and clapping filled the air around him. 

 The feeling is still there. It has never really gone away. How could I still have this feeling, even though I’m not the dragonkin she used to know? 

Kavan’s mind grew silent, but his heart thudded with a growing warmth. 

Rujin and Kazko stepped through the crowd as many congratulated Durzol. The troll brothers stepped past the large group and inspected the dead skull worm. 

“What do you think, half and half?” Kazko said as he eyed the dead monster. 

Rujin shook his head. “It’s up to Durzol. I can make a lot of dishes with the meat over the long winter.” 

A blue and black scaled dragonkin stepped from the crowd and stood between the two troll brothers. Rujin and Kazko turned their attention to the dragonkin between them. 

“We could split it three ways, or I could buy each of your portions? I learned skull worm meat is prized and I had the pleasure of having some in Loduss. It is very tasty and would complement the menu at my establishment,” Drayke said with a business edge. 

The two trolls looked down on the dragonkin with hard eyes. 

“Ready to take what you can, like a crawler in the night,” Kazko growled. 

Rujin shook his head. “It’s up to Durzol and Kavan on what they want done with it. But if they ask for gold, I’m sure my brother and I can pay for all of it,” Rujin said with an edge. 

Kazko nodded in agreement. 

Drayke looked up to each seven-foot-tall troll in turn. He put his hand over his own heart like he was struck by a spear. 

“You both wound me. I thought we served all of Moonvale, together?” Drayke said amused innocence. 

“We did, until you came along,” Rujin said as he crossed his arms and made a small, wicked smirk. 

Drayke closed his eyes and let out a genuine laugh. He reached up and clamped a scaled on the troll’s shoulder, his own shoulders shaking in amusement. Rujin kept his stance as he looked down with a smile on the laughing dragonkin. 

“It makes me happy to know, despite everything, you won’t put up with my taur shit,” Drayke grinned before pulling his hand and turning away. 

“Let’s clear this matter up right now,” Drayke said before looking over to Durzol surrounded by many of Moonvale’s townsfolk. 

“Sir Sunaxe!” Drayke shouted. 

Durzol stopped talking and looked over to Drayke, Rujin, and Kazko. The crowd hushed, wondering what the dragonkin had to say. 

Drayke lifted his chin an inch before he spoke, “The Hearth brothers and I were just wondering if you were selling this fine specimen of a skull worm? I’m sure we can come to some arrangement?” 

Durzol let out a hearty laugh. Kavan, and most townsfolk in the crowd found it similar to the mayor’s laugh in every way. 

The blacksmith slammed his big green hand on the head of the carcass and kept it there. 

“Kavan and I didn’t bring it back for gold. We brought it back so the town will have delicious meat for the winter. Split it evenly between the three of you and don’t charge too much. Everyone should enjoy a taste!” Durzol bellowed. 

Rujin and Kazko smiled. The gathered townsfolk cheered and clapped. 

Drayke cleared his throat before projecting his voice, “Truly a generous offer! Everyone! The Dragon’s Table will prepare a feast three evenings from now. Do not worry about the expense because the feast will be free for everyone in town!” 

Smiles bloomed and cheers filled the air. 

Kavan glanced over and couldn’t hide his own smile, seeing Rujin and Kazko’s jaws drop in unison. The troll brothers stared as part of the mob rushed to Drayke to thank him for such a generous offer. 

Drayke nodded as he spoke, “It’s nothing, really. I adore our town and only wish to warm our bellies this winter. Please, come one, come all. There will be plenty for all.” 

“This is not the end of it,” Rujin growled. 

“No, it is not,” Kazko also growled. 

Kavan and Kogan laughed as they watched it play out between the trolls and Drayke. Kogan clamped a hand on Kavan’s shoulder, tears in his eyes. Kavan laughed for a moment before turning his gaze back to the corner where Hagasa was standing. 

The laughter died a little as he saw she was gone. A shadow touched his spirit and he quickly pushed it away. Durzol stepped through the crowd and stood beside his father as the crowd chatted with warm excitement. 

“Kavan my boy, will you join me and Durzol for some victory drinks? Every great hunt or conquest needs a celebration,” Kogan grinned. 

Kavan was about to say yes when his hand touched the heavy satchel at his hip. 

“Any other time, I would gladly join you, but I should get home. I still have to get the homestead ready for the incoming snow and check on the family,” Kavan said politely. 

Kogan gave a hardy nod. “Of course, of course! You have a little one on the way and every great parent must put family first above all else.” 

“Da, can we have some of that crimson gin?” Durzol asked. 

Kogan’s eyes lit up as he put both hands on Durzol’s shoulders. 

“Of course we can, my son! Only the best for the great hunter. I want you to tell me every detail of your heroic battle. We have much to celebrate!” 

Kavan watched as father and son held onto each other’s shoulders, turning away from the crowd and making their way back to Kogan’s place. 

“I’ll get the cleavers,” Kazko said as he left his brother’s side and made his way to West Street. 

Rujin stared at Drayke with hawkish eyes. “I’ll stay here and keep an eye on the blue dragon,” the troll said with a hard edge. 

Kavan shook his head as he made his way around the crowd and walked toward South Street. 

Lilah and Uriko stood side by side, watching the red dragonkin make his way down to South Street and disappearing from sight. 

The shadow elf leaned a little closer to the tall, beautiful fae at her side, “Should we tell him what is coming?” Uriko said in a small whisper. 

Lilah looked on as an understanding gleam touched her eyes. 

“It’s not our place. Onka has to decide when it's’ the right time to tell him. With a child on the way, he should have his moment of peace.” 

Uriko looked over with concerned eyes. “We need to prepare.” 

Lilah turned her gaze to the rune tattooed shadow elf and gave her a small smile. “There isn’t much we can do with the short amount of time we have. Kavan is getting stronger, but so are you and Drayke. When the time arrives, it may fall on the three of you to overcome what is to come.” 

Uriko shook her head. “Do you still mean to go through with it? 

To leave when we will need you the most?” 

Lilah touched Uriko’s cheek, “I must, for all of our sakes. He will not come unless I go to him directly. 

“When we return, we can begin our true work. Until then, be the guardian angel I want you to be.” 

Uriko looked away with dark eyes. “I will watch over Kavan and Onka. Drayke can take care of himself.” 

The dark-haired fae woman let out a small giggle. “You cannot hide your true feelings from me. I know your heart still beats for him.” 

Uriko glanced over to Drayke as he continued to chat up the small crowd around him. “I can never forgive him for what he did to a thousand of us. I can never forgive him for what he did to me.” 

Lilah nodded with understanding eyes. “It’s not about forgiveness. It’s about how your heart feels. You may not forgive him, but that doesn’t stop you from loving him.” 

The fae woman leaned in and kissed the shadow elf on the cheek. 

Uriko’s expression remained frozen as she stared at Drayke. 

“Maybe,” the shadow elf whispered and then scowled at the blue dragonkin as he spoke with the townsfolk around him. 


***

The front door opened and Kavan stepped in. The dragonkin had barely put down his heavy satchel by the door when three taurs mobbed him. Kavan braced himself at the last moment before Abby, Myn, and Belle crashed into him. 

“We’re so happy to see you!” the three taurs said loudly and looked up with happy smiles. 

“Thank you, happy to see you too. But we don’t have to do this every time,” Kavan said as he tried to untangle himself from their arms. 

Dura stepped out of the kitchen with a rag in her hands. She smiled at the dragonkin and taurs. 

“You’re home just in time. We were getting dinner ready. Lorta, Nava, and I were cooking a hearty soup.” 

The beautiful orc shifted her gaze to the taurs. “And some of us were getting the dining room ready.” 

The three taurs stiffened before they moved as one toward the dining room. Abby gave a loving glance to Kavan before she followed Myn and Belle into the dining room to get it prepared. 

Dura slowly crossed the room toward Kavan. The dragonkin drank in her beauty. For an orc, she was the toughest, most feminine orc he had ever met. Her mind matched her strength, but she carried herself as a common person, and not that of a mayor’s daughter or a betrothed lady of Moonvale. 

Dura stood before Kavan and rested her arms on his shoulders. 

Her dark eyes gleamed in the lantern light with loving warmth. 

“Productive day?” Dura asked with a breathy edge. 

Kavan nodded. “Durzol and I mined for the most of the day. We did fight and kill a skull worm.” 

“Skull worm meat is delicious,” Dura said as her gaze never wavered. 

Kavan smiled. “We brought back the carcass. Your brother fought well and made the killing blow. He deserves most of the credit.” 

A small heat touched Dura’s cheeks. “What you just said is what I love most about you. A lesser person would be insecure about such

a thing. A true person of the community gives credit where it is due and helps lift all of us up.” 

“I’m here for the people, and those I love,” Kavan said warmly before lifting his gaze and looking around the living room. 

“Where’s Onka?” 

“She’s upstairs, sleeping. She was feeling a little drained and we told her to get some rest. Her body will be changing over the next few days and she will need all the rest she can get.” 

Dura pulled away as her hand slid down and took Kavan’s scaled hand into hers. She gently pulled him with her, toward the kitchen. 

“There is some final prep in the kitchen. You can help us as we get dinner ready,” Dura stated. 

“As you wish,” Kavan said as he followed the beautiful orc into the kitchen with a light, warm spirit. 

Outside of Woodhaven Farm, lights glowed along windows as the temperature dropped. The sun had set behind the dark horizon and only the comforting heat of the fireplace and warm bodies kept the deep chill at bay. 

A tightly cloaked figure approached the gate to the farm. They glanced around for a moment before their gaze settled on the farm. 

A murmur of laughter and talking could barely be heard against the cold wind washing over the lands. 

The figure dipped a hand into a pocket. They pulled out a small, black khess piece and placed it on one of the gate posts. The figure reached down and picked up a few, small stones. They placed it around the base of the khess piece, keeping it in place. 

The figure nodded to themselves before turning and walking on the dirt road, toward the walled town in the small distance. 

Five

The dreamscape writhed with comforting warmth. Images, people, monsters, and places swirled along floating thoughts. Kavan dived deeper into the dreams, basking in the fragmented history and reality of his life. The deeper he swam, the more at home he felt. 

His slitted eyes widened as a pregnant goblin lay in a pond. 

Onka was on her back, floating naked. Her belly was large as it was above the water line, as were her full breasts. Kavan swam down further until he reached the warm pond. Water touched him as sunlight bathed the dreamscape in brilliant light. 

Onka didn’t open her eyes as he swam to her side. The dragonkin held her close and she clung to him. 

The couple remained floating in the warm water. They held onto each other as if their very world would split apart if they let go. 

“When we wake, we should talk about the future,” Onka sighed. 

Kavan closed his eyes. “I thought our future was living in a big castle with many children?” 

Onka let out a small giggle, but did not open her eyes. “There’s that too, but I was thinking about the near future.” 

Kavan opened his eyes and looked at the beautiful goblin. “I will work hard to make sure our family has a big home.” 

Onka turned to Kavan with a warm smile. Kavan stared at her until a strange pulse filled his spirit. 

“I know what you’re thinking and feeling. You’re wondering why I haven’t opened my eyes,” the goblin said with a soft tone. 

“It is a little strange, since we are here in our dreams,” Kavan said as he held the goblin close. 

Onka nodded. “I keep them closed because I don’t wish to glimpse the future. Being on Voldor, with you, has changed so much

of my life. All deities can glimpse the future, if they choose. I don’t wish to see it, so I can enjoy our time in this moment.” 

Horns punctured the skin along Onka’s forehead. The water rippled around them as a pointed tail unfurled from the goblin’s lower spine and moved about underwater. 

Kavan stared at Onka like it was a normal, everyday moment. 

He didn’t find it strange to be in love with a demon goddess disguised as a goblin. It had become their life as the two of them had fallen for each other. 

“My love,” Onka whispered. “We have been lucky for a time, but we must make preparations. The last year has been incredible. Our family has grown. Our love has grown. Now, our love grows in my belly. For the first time since the beginning of time, I don’t know what the future will hold for us and our child. I could glimpse the future, but I know the cycles of heavenly delight and hellish darkness. They spin on, even as we try to live our lives.” 

Kavan placed his scaled hand on Onka’s belly. “We will overcome anything that threatens us, our child, our family, and our community.” 

Onka snuggled into Kavan’s chest. “I know. I know that is in your heart. It is why I must say what I must say next. I have enough power to smite any enemies that come for us and our child, but I must not use it.” 

Kavan stared at the goblin as her eyes moved under her eyelids. 

He was attentive as he listened intently to the beautiful goblin. 

“I can feel my power growing. I can hear whispers in the dark of souls secretly worshiping me. It is beyond Moonvale. I can hear them in small patches across all of Voldor. The presence of the exiled has opened the gates a little, allowing their worship to drive power directly to the old gods. 

“The dreamscape is the only place we can discuss such things without worrying about prying eyes and ears, mortal or divine. 

Because of the opening gates, the dragon gods will know what is happening, but not how it is happening. It is important to know, they will not be able to detect me if I do not use my divine power.” 

“You have used your divine power before, several times.” 

Onka gave the dragonkin a devilish smirk. “It’s true. Since you arrived, I have used it twice, once during spring and again during summer, but I was much weaker with little to no followers. 

“Everything has changed. Lorta has become my high priestess. 

Nolla has become devoted to me. I have a child with divine blood growing in my belly. If I were to use my divine power now, the dragon gods would detect me and send every monster, paladin, cleric, and soldier to find me and capture me.” 

Onka put her hand over Kavan’s hand on her belly. “They would come for our child and end their life before it ever started. But I don’t wish to bring darkness to happy moments in time. Despite their power, the dragon gods behave much like we did when we ruled the celestial realms. All divine beings are hidden and mysterious. They only use their influence to move events along to their desires and designs.” 

Kavan’s eyes half-closed. “You have grown stronger and now you have influence again. You can influence those who worship you.” 

Onka smiled wide. “You are truly my consort, strong, powerful, and intelligent. You understand what it means to walk among monsters and gods.” 

Onka’s smile faded away and she pressed her horned forehead gently to Kavan’s chest. “I may not be able to use my divine power for a time, but I can help those devoted to me. It will confuse many, especially our enemies, but they may not make the connection just yet. It will grant us time to prepare.” 

“For war,” Kavan said as his voice echoed through the dreamscape. 

Onka nodded. “I adore the life we have carved out here in Moonvale, but we must begin our next steps.” 

Kavan’s mind worked as the sun dimmed in the dreamscape sky. 

“Does it have to be war on Voldor? There must be another way to drive the dragon gods from the celestial realms where the people of Voldor don’t have to suffer?” 

Onka sighed, her breath causing ripples in the water between them. “You glimpsed my dreams. You saw what the dragons did to my brothers and sisters of the pantheon. My leg was blasted off and has never felt the same since, even after thousands of years. The dragons used the power of madness to commit genocide against every hudenn on Voldor. They gained the edge and won. The only way to fight their power is to reduce their numbers. Slay those devoted to the dragon gods and their power will weaken.” 

“Or convert them,” Kavan stated darkly. 

“Difficult to do since the dragonkin are like gods on Voldor. Their presence alone will keep most of the people of Voldor under their heel. The dragon gods knew what they were doing, elevating one race above all others. Before the celestial war, we, the old gods, only chose specific souls to speak our knowledge and wisdom. The dragon gods ensured all of their people would have such a connection with the divine. It tipped the balance in their favor and took away any drive or need to fulfill any grand ambitions. 

“The people of Voldor have been beaten. They do not try to better themselves because they feel they are nothing. The dragon gods have chosen who they love. The rest are simply on the outside, never able to take part in the grand design of the universe.” 

A tear streaked from Onka’s closed eye and touched the water, sending out a tiny ripple. 

“My love, I don’t know if it is because I am with our child or the weight of the universe is on our shoulders, but I don’t wish to glimpse the future. I want to dwell in our happy home. I want to raise our child. I want to love like a mortal where I cannot see the divine

events and connections that stretch across the cosmos. I want this, I… need this.” 

Kavan pressed the bottom of his jaw onto Onka’s head and held her close. “Then that is what we will have.” 

Onka pulled back and opened her eyes. Her irises trembled as she looked upon Kavan looking upon her. There were no glimpses of divine events or shadows of the future. She only saw him and he only saw her. The dreamscape, reality, and even the cosmos fell away as their souls glowed bright in the vastness of time and space. 

“If I have to slay every dragon god to make sure our family has peace, then so be it,” Kavan said with simple determination. 

Onka let out a small whimper before she kissed Kavan. Lips parted and tongues snaked into mouths. The intimate dance continued as the two lovers held onto each other and the sun brightened along the dreamscape sky. 

Kavan’s eyes slowly opened and he stared at Onka’s sleeping features. The goblin was close, her breathing small and gentle. 

A small chill touched Kavan’s face as he blinked away the dream and returned to reality. His slitted eyes turned to see the curtain in the bedroom slightly parted and a gloomy morning light filtering in. 

A body moved behind the dragonkin. He reached behind to feel Dura snuggled to him, her nose touching his back. The heat between the three of them glowed, but the morning chill continued to try and penetrate the bedroom. 

Kavan stared at the beautiful goblin as she slept peacefully. 

Their dreams were the only place she could be herself. Their conversation lingered in his mind as he remembered all of it. She was scared and the dragonkin had to admit to himself, he was a little scared as well. Thoughts churned of dragons coming for them and he had to quickly push it away or it would spoil the loving moments they had in the dreamscape. 

Kavan remained on his side, taking in Onka’s beauty and feeling Dura behind him. Thoughts slipped along his mind, knowing Nava and Lorta were sharing another bedroom as Abby, Myn, and Belle shared the other one. The other bedrooms weren’t as big as the master bedroom and that thought pushed purpose back into Kavan. 

 I have to get started on building our new home if I want it completed by spring. 

Kavan gently lifted himself up and slipped over the sleeping goblin. Onka’s face furled into annoyance until Dura moved closer and put her arm around the sleeping goblin. 

Kavan slipped out of bed and into the cold chill of the bedroom. 

He moved silently to his closet and began pulling out clothes. 

Despite the natural heat of his race, the chill did not abate. Like cold fingers, the morning chill tried to find places it could invade and cool his body. 

Kavan put on leather leggings and a warm shirt. He grabbed his new coat and put it on before he put his boots on. When he was finished, he stepped to the bedroom door and glanced back to the bed. 

Onka and Dura were snuggled in the center of the bed, sleeping peacefully. 

 I wish I could stay, but I have work to do. 

The dragonkin stepped out of the bedroom and closed the door behind him. The house was silent, except for a small chorus of snores. Kavan stepped past one bedroom, the door slightly ajar. He peeked inside to see Lorta holding Nava to her like a doll. Kavan smiled as he stepped along the short hallway. He saw that the next bedroom door was slightly open as well. Abby and Myn were snoring in each other’s faces as Belle was on the furs on the floor. The rubenesque taur was silent as her taur sisters were fighting with snores in each other’s faces. 

Kavan could barely keep away the happy smile as he silently moved down the hallway to the stairs. 

On the main floor, Kavan stepped out and let out a small exhale. 

He looked at the hearth and saw that it was now cold and dark. 

“I better warm up the place first. Don’t want anyone catching a chill,” Kavan muttered to himself as he moved to the fireplace. 

A few logs were placed in the hearth. The dragonkin took out a tinder box and began striking flint and steel. Sparks flew and soon the kindling caught. A small fire bloomed and Kavan nodded to the flames. 

“Keep the house warm,” Kavan said to the flames before he stood up and walked toward the front door. 

The sky outside was a dark gray. The air was still, but carried a deep chill as the front door to the farmhouse opened. Kavan stepped out with his satchel over his shoulder and immediately regretted it. 

He shivered in morning air as he was greeted with muffled silence. 

The trees on his land and across the dirt road were bare. Any leaves on the ground were a dried brown. Frost gathered on the rocks and along his simple wood fence. The sky looked like an arctic blanket, ready to plunge their corner of the world into ice. 

“Good morning,” Kavan said to the world, his breath coming out thick and misty. 

 I should stake out where the new home will be built. I already moved the posts to cover the new land I bought, but I need to have the materials ready for when I start building. 

Kavan stepped across the small porch and down the steps. The moment he touched the ground before his home, he noticed something was different. His keen senses sharpened as he looked ahead and saw something on one of the gate posts. It stood up slightly, holding a spear. 

“Hello,” Kavan said as he crossed the distance and stood by the gate. 

The dragonkin looked down and saw that a khess piece was standing on a post. It was black and was surrounded by small stones, he assumed, to keep it in place. 

“Who put you here?” Kavan asked no one as he reached over and plucked the khess piece from its pebble guardians. 

Kavan turned it around in his spindly fingers, inspecting it and ensuring it was truly one of Brom’s khess pieces. 

 It looks just like the others, but this one was placed here. 

 “We did discuss that maybe someone was placing the khess pieces for you to find, but this seems to confirm it,” Viz said. 

Kavan slipped the khess piece into his belt pouch and closed it shut. His slitted eyes gazed on the small circle of pebbles for a long moment as streams of warm mists rose up from his nostrils. 

 I think they want to be known. It’s the only explanation for placing a khess piece where they knew I would find it. 

 “They may reveal themselves. I think the important question is, what will you do when they do?” 

Kavan mulled it over. Cold air crawled along any exposed skin and scales as his thoughts churned. After a moment, eyes and shoulders relaxed as he looked up to the gray sky. 

 It will depend on their intentions. If they are working for Brom, they may be allies. If they are doing this to get closer to Brom, we may have enemies in our midst. Either way, we may have to be extra careful. Something tells me this winter will not just be about building and mining. 

Kavan lowered his small snout, turned and looked at the farm and barn. His slitted gaze moved to his outside work station with the forge and cutting bench. His thoughts shifted to the work he had to do and the new home that wasn’t going to build itself. 

 I’ll have to wait until we learn more. For now, I have to start prepping. Between building the new home, taking care of Onka, and

 crafting gifts for my betrothed for our bonding ceremony, I’m going to need all the time I can get. 

The dragonkin took one step after another, making his way to his outside work area attached to the barn. Plans, designs, and warm thoughts circled his mind. An electrical charge of inspiration struck the dragonkin as he approached the forge. 

“Time to get to work,” Kavan said and nodded to himself as the cold morning sank deeper into the lands of Moonvale. 


***

Days passed after the morning Kavan found the khess piece. 

The air grew colder with each day as Kavan worked. He dumped the stones collected in the pile behind the farmhouse. The stones formed a small hill as the last one fell out. Dura joined the dragonkin with the plans for the new home. The pair marked the land behind the farmhouse and calculated they had enough stone for the base of the keep. Dura remarked that they would need a lot more stone to create a solid first floor. The orc librarian had also brought many books from the library about construction. The pair often discussed a stone main floor and a mixture of stone dust with water and other chemicals from Black Potions to make, what Dura called, liquid stone. 

Kavan smiled to himself, knowing Dura was speaking about a kind of concrete. They would make the home sturdy with treated wood pillars and fill in the spaces with liquid stone for the second and third floors. Most of the inside would be a wood finish, except for the first floor to give it a strong foundation. 

When Kavan and Dura were not planning and organizing, the dragonkin spent part of his mornings chopping down trees with Lorta. The troll was every bit the farmer she had grown up to be. She never complained and worked hard alongside the dragonkin. Kavan and Lorta had felled over a dozen trees each day, over the last few mornings and dragged them over to where the new home would be built. Kavan often glanced at Lorta, seeing that she no longer kept

her hair in braids. She let it out sometimes or tied it back so it wouldn’t be in her face. He noticed she seemed less shy than when they met. Over the last number of months, she behaved as if she wasn’t afraid to be herself. Kavan often wondered if it was because she nearly died from the paladin, Zulkis, or that pledging her faith to Hexnia had changed her. The more Kavan thought about it, the more he was convinced, this was who she really was and that she was now ready to be herself. 

The last few days were busy. Durzol visited each day with a satchel full of supplies and items. The orc blacksmith was more than happy to show Kavan how to make simple jewelry. He brought over molds and finer jewel making tools. Kavan was all ears and eyes, listening to Durzol’s instructions as he showed him a few times how to make rings, chains, and brooches. 

A memory floated into Kavan’s mind of using his body sphere magic to help him improve his skill. If it worked with mining, he wanted to test if it would work with other things. Over the last two days, Kavan channeled a drop of mana into his body sphere and a drop of mana into his mind sphere. The connection of mind and body blazed bright. The dragonkin found his focus improved, as did his hand to eye coordination. It worked so well, Durzol was surprised at how quickly the red dragonkin picked up the skill and made simple rings and chains. 

Kavan was quite proud of himself, his jeweler skill appearing and improving in a matter of two days. 

 Gained 1 degree in Jeweler Skill. Jeweler Skill is now 1st degree, Weak. 

 Gained 1 degree in Jeweler Skill. Jeweler Skill is now 2nd degree, Average. 

 Gained 1 degree in Jeweler Skill. Jeweler Skill is now 3rd degree, Above Average. 

 Gained 1 degree in Metal Smithing Skill. Metal Smithing Skill is now 6th degree, Advanced. 

The dragonkin and orc happily worked together, often falling into fits of loud laughter. The hot forge kept the cold at bay as the pair worked and talked about possible futures for Moonvale. 

When Durzol was finished, he bid his friend farewell with an embrace and later a handwave while walking back to town. 

Afternoon and evenings were spent together with the family. 

Kavan often would stop what he was doing as meals were cooked and the table set to admire his family under one roof. Dura and Lorta talked. Nava and Onka would laugh. The taurs were often speaking their minds, much to everyone’s amusement. The farmhouse became a warm sanctuary against the growing cold. 

After dinner, everyone lounged in the living room. Dura was often reading. Nava often combed Lorta’s hair. The taurs lounged on the floor next to each other and talked about what the baby would look like and how wonderful it would be if they were all pregnant together. 

Over the last few nights of lounging, Onka was often laying her head on Kavan’s lap and resting her eyes. Kavan ran his hand along her arm or neck, watching her as she closed her eyes and simply rested. Those few moments were the most serene, Kavan lost to homey bliss. 

On the third afternoon after he found a khess piece on the gate post, the entire house was filled with moving bodies. Kavan stood in the living room, dressed in a warm black shirt and black leather leggings. He already had his new leather coat on and waited patiently as chaos ensued. 

“Where’s my purple dress!” Onka shouted from upstairs. 

“It’s in the closet where you left it!” Nava shouted from the bottom of the stairs to the top of the stairs. 

Dura was putting on silver earrings as her leather coat was draped onto the couch. Kavan looked at her, seeing she was wearing a white dress that nearly glowed against her dark green skin. 

Three taurs stood by the wide, dining room doorway with bowls of soup in each of their hands. The trio gawked as they shoved large mouthfuls of soup, watching the chaos unfold. 

Lorta was also in the living room, putting her clothes and a few items in her satchel. The troll moved with relaxed ease as she was dressed in her normal dark blue overalls and leather coat. 

Kavan eyed the troll for a moment before he spoke. “It might be a fun night. Everyone in town is invited to the Dragon’s Table to try the new skull worm dishes.” 

Lorta stuffed the last piece of clothing into the satchel. She grabbed the strap and put it over shoulder. She turned her tall frame to the dragonkin and looked down on him with loving eyes. 

“I’m sure it will be fun, but it’s been a few days since I’ve been home and I should check on the bolids and harpies. If the barns are not a complete disaster, I may change and come back out to join you. Besides, I didn’t bring any formal wear with me.” 

Kavan smiled. “You're beautiful no matter what you wear.” 

Heat touched Lorta’s cheeks as she gave him a small smile. The pink had become so intense, she looked away in loving embarrassment. 

Nava stepped out from the hallway and into the living room. The siren was wearing a tight blue top, her leather coat, and black leggings with dark boots. 

“How goes the battle?” Kavan asked with amused eyes. 

Nava shook her head. “She doesn’t want anyone to help her dress. She’s been getting annoyed with any help lately, saying she can do it by herself.” 

Dura stabbed the second earring through her pointed earlobe as she nodded. “She’s going through the beginning changes. Goblins get irritable when the baby has a growth spurt.” 

Kavan blinked. “How many changes will she go through?” 

“Several. Some changes are nicer than others, but from what I’ve read on goblin mothers, she will have wild mood swings throughout the process. As for our Onka, we don’t know what she will go through with a half-dragonkin half-goblin. This is going to be a learning experience for all of us,” Dura said as she stood tall. 

“We have to come up with a list of names,” Nava said with a gleam in her eyes and a small smile on her lips. 

Kavan lifted his hand and scratched at the scales at the back of his neck. “I think there is a lot of things we will have to do. If the new home is not finished by the time the baby arrives, we may have to clear out one of the bedrooms,” Kavan said with a glance to the taurs. 

Myn and Belle were silent. Abby was not. 

“It’s okay if the baby stays in the barn,” Abby said with a wide smile. 

Everyone in the living room turned their gaze of disbelief to the red-headed taur. 

“It was a jest,” Abby snickered before shoving a spoonful of soup into her mouth. 

Nava shook her head and changed the subject, “Are we still going to stop by and see if Zellee wishes to join us?” 

Kavan nodded. The arachnix had been quiet and her shop closed over the last few days. She never came out to see the commotion about the skull worm. Kavan guessed she was still sleeping or hibernating. Dura did explain that arachnixs do sleep more during the winter months and move very little, but it wasn’t a true hibernation. The cold slowed their bodies and made simple tasks extra work, so they simply slept more. Kavan scratched his

head because he thought that was exactly like hibernation, but on Voldor, many things were slightly askew when compared to Earth. 

“We will check on her and see if she will brave the cold. 

Otherwise, it might be just us,” Kavan added. 

Lorta stepped to the door and stood by it. She turned to the room and gave everyone a wicked smirk. 

“If the drinks are flowing and everyone wants a change of scenery, everyone can stay in my home. I have more than enough blankets and spirits should the mood continue,” Lorta said with a sultry edge. 

Kavan eyed the troll and his heart beat a little quicker. 

 It feels like Lorta gave us an open invitation to have an intimate afterparty at her house. 

 “I must agree. If I had hands, I would be fanning my neck,” Viz said with her own, sultry tone. 

Lorta’s eyes gleamed with intent at Kavan. 

Abby broke the moment by talking loudly. “Master, we will keep the lanterns on and the house warm for everyone’s return, either tonight or early tomorrow,” the taur grinned. 

“Erm, thank you, Abby,” Kavan said plainly. 

The sounds of boots on the stairs caused everyone to look into the small hallway. Kavan watched as a small figure in a light purple dress made her way down the stairs. Stairs creaked a little with each foot fall until Onka reached the bottom step and looked at everyone in the living room with warm eyes. 

Kavan was staring, drinking in the beautiful goblin. She wore a tight, light purple dress. It matched her purple-pink hair, which was styled to the side and spilled onto her left shoulder. Two earrings dangled from each pointed ear. Thick, black leather boots covered her feet. The hem of her dress was slanted, showing some skin on one leg. 

Kavan’s heart and eyes glowed as he admired Onka. His gaze fell to her stomach and he saw just the beginning of a bump. The curve was slight, Kavan thinking it was more like she had a big meal than a child growing in her womb. His pulse increased and joy crawled up his entire body. 

Onka blinked and a shadow touched her eyes. Her hands touched her stomach, almost to hide it as her whole demeanor changed. 

“You don’t have to say it. I’m too fat for this dress,” Onka said with a defeated tone. 

Everyone in the living room rushed to the goblin. Nava ducked behind the goblin to cut off her escape as everyone else mobbed Onka. She looked around with embarrassed eyes while everyone looked down on her with loving, warm eyes. 

Kavan stepped closer and stood before her. He reached down and took her hands in his, lifting them up and kissing the back of each one. 

“You are the most beautiful sight in all of Voldor,” Kavan said with a soothing tone. 

Onka blushed before she screwed up her face. Kavan blinked as the goblin lifted one leg slightly and a fart escaped. 

“Sorry, I’ve been very gassy,” Onka remarked like a polite aristocrat. 

Any tension in the home was blasted away as everyone laughed. The sounds of laughter filled the home. Onka was all smiles as everyone could barely contain themselves. The moment the laughter died down, everyone came in and hugged the goblin gently before breaking away. 

“Let’s get going before we are overcome by the fumes,” Kavan ordered. 

Laughter continued as everyone moved to the front door. Nava gave Onka her coat and the goblin quickly put it on. The taurs

followed behind as Kavan opened the door and stepped outside. 

The dragonkin smiled as he crossed the porch and down the small set of stairs. His spirit lifted as he looked up to the late afternoon gray sky. White flakes fell from the gray heavens as it began to snow. 

The taurs stayed at the doorway as everyone else stepped out into the first snow of the season. Their faces lifted up and breathed in the calm cold air as snowflakes touched skin and melted away. 

Onka moved to Kavan’s side and curled her arm around his. The dragonkin looked down to see wonderment in Onka’s eyes as she stared up at the sky. 

“The first snow is always magical,” the goblin whispered. 

“It is,” Kavan said, not meaning the snow as he kept his gaze on Onka. 

“Have a great time!” Abby shouted from the doorway. 

“Bring back some worm meat for the rest of us,” Myn added. 

“And pie!” Belle shouted with uncharacteristic flair. 

The group waved to the taurs for a moment. When they began walking toward the gate, the taurs watched them go before closing and locking the door. 

Kavan and Onka led the group as they traveled along the dirt road. The snow was light, but continuous. Looking ahead, Kavan marveled at the town of Moonvale. Plumes of smoke from hearths rose into the snowy sky. Some of the taller buildings were already covered by a dusting as the snow came down. 

“There will be a lot more snow over the next few days. I hope it stays like this the entire winter,” Dura said as she walked. 

“The snow teaches us to enjoy the other season’s more,” Lorta said. 

Nava looked up to the gray sky. “I like it just as it is. It reminds me of when I used to visit the surface water over my village when I

was younger. I loved seeing the snow fall as I floated on the surface.” 

A short time later, the group reached the South Gate and stepped inside. Snow melted the moment it touched the cobblestone streets, giving it a slick, wet appearance. Lanterns glowed to life as the sky grew a little darker. A hush fell over the town as snowy flakes fell from the heavens. 

When they reached the center of town, all eyes glanced up to the statue over the fountain, a dusting of snow covering Samuel Truewind. 

Lorta broke away from the group. She talked over her shoulder as she slowly made her way to West Street. 

“Say hi to Zellee for me and enjoy dinner. If I don’t see everyone later tonight, I’ll come to Woodhaven mid-day tomorrow.” 

The tall troll waved as she walked away. 

Onka pulled on Kavan’s arm, “Let’s see if Zellee can join us. I can already see people lining up for the Dragon’s Table.” 

Kavan looked down West Street, past Zellee, and did indeed see a small crowd forming in front of Drayke’s restaurant. 

 Tonight’s going to be magical. 

The small group moved onto East Street and passed several closed shops. When they reached Orb Styles, Kavan took out a key and inserted it into the door’s keyhole. With a twist, the door clicked open and Kavan held it open as Onka, Dura, and Nava stepped in. 

When Kavan stepped in, warm air touched his face. Across the shop was a wide, open door and a glowing light. The group moved as one to the doorway and looked inside. 

Lanterns and a hearth glowed. Zellee was on her side on stretched out webbing. She slowly opened her eyes and gave a weak smile. Kavan and Onka stepped closer with Dura and Nava to each side of them. 

“My family,” Zellee said softly. 

Kavan nodded with understanding eyes. 

“How do you feel?” Onka asked. 

“Tired, and cold,” Zellee whispered. 

Kavan found it hard to believe she was cold. The heat was nearly suffocating. 

The dragonkin spoke up, “We are going to the Dragon’s Table for dinner tonight. We wanted to know if you wanted to join us? They are serving skull worm meat.” 

Zellee kept her small smile as she closed her eyes. “That sounds delicious,” she said in a sleepy tone. “But I fear I would not be very good company this evening. It’s hard to stay awake. Go, have fun. 

Maybe in a few days I will be warm enough to step outside.” 

Kavan approached the edge of the hanging web and looked into Zellee’s features with understanding eyes. “We can bring you back some of the dinner, so you can enjoy it?” 

“That would be lovely,” Zellee said and she snuggled into her own web. “Don’t… go through too much… trouble. I’ll be here in my web. Enjoy yourselves.” 

Kavan touched her silky hair as she snuggled into the webbing and seemed to drift off again. 

“We’ll bring you back something,” Kavan whispered before kissing her forehead and pulling away. 

Dura, Onka, and Nava whispered their goodbyes. The foursome left Zellee’s home and shop. Kavan closed the door and locked it before turning to his three ladies with a solemn expression. 

“We’re worried about her too,” Dura said as she saw the look in Kavan’s slitted eyes. 

“She’s never been this sleepy in past winters. She would be close to home, but come out more often to run her shop and talk with

townsfolk,” Nava added. 

Onka looked down as snow fell from the now dark sky. Kavan looked upon the goblin as she seemed mentally adrift. Snow continued to fall, touching the goblin’s purple-pink hair. 

“She’s hurting,” Onka said with a small voice. 

A wave of understanding filled everyone gathered before Zellee’s shop. They all mentally recalled the event where Hynrik sacrificed himself to ensure they escaped. It happened over two weeks ago and the wound was still fresh to everyone in town, especially Zellee. 

Kavan stood tall with strength and understanding in his eyes. 

“We will give her all the time and space she needs to grieve.” 

Onka, Dura, and Nava looked up to Kavan and gave him a nod in solidarity. 

Onka stepped to the dragonkin and curled her arm around his. 

“Let’s get to dinner. I’m starving!” 

Smiles bloomed as the foursome made their way along East Street toward the town center. When they reached the center, they slowly circled the fountain and made their way toward West Street. 

Onka snuggled against Kavan’s arm as Dura walked beside her and Nava walked beside Kavan. They walked along at an easy pace, enjoying the snow as it came down. 

“Kavan,” Onka said in a low tone. 

The dragonkin looked down on the beautiful goblin as they walked on the wet, cobblestone street. 

Onka looked up to him with serious eyes, “We have to discuss who will be our child’s guardians.” 

Kavan smiled. 

 Viz, I can assume a guardian is like a godfather and godmother? 

 “Yes. Voldor customs dictate that all children should have guardians that will watch over, help, and care for the child if the parents are called away or perish,” Viz said plainly. 

Dura spoke up, “We talked about it a little between us.” 

“Any guardians we choose will have to be strong enough to protect the baby,” Nava added. 

Kavan nodded and kept his smile. “I have someone in mind, Durzol.” 

Dura’s eyes gleamed with love. Nava remained silent. Onka smiled, but her eyes remained serious. 

“We know Durzol is like a brother to you. He would be a wonderful choice if we lived in different times.” 

Kavan’s heart pulled down in his chest. He could see it, Onka behaving less like herself and more of a combination of her true self and how she is now. There was no way to truly know at this moment what their child would be like when they arrived. There were too many unanswerable questions to how they will appear, if it was a boy or girl, or if they would have divine power or not. 

Onka hugged Kavan’s arm a little tighter as she continued to look up at him. “I think you should ask Brom to be our little one’s Guardian.” 

Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge. “Brom? I’m not sure he is sane enough to be a guardian to our child.” 

Onka nodded. “I know it may not seem like it, but he is the strongest being we know. He adores children and if you ask him, he will adore our child. We don’t know what to expect and if we want to make sure our child is cared for, we need someone strong enough to take on armies.” 

The stark realization struck like a hot dagger to the gut. Kavan opened his short maw and closed it again, unable to form a coherent thought. A hesitation pulsed under the dragonkin’s skin, knowing the lich was old, powerful, and not always in his right mind. Thoughts

played out like a silent movie, the lich throwing his child in the air or casting strange magics on them. The images turned into waking nightmares of the lich performing experiments on their little one and laughing like a monster. 

“I can sense your hesitation, but you know I wouldn’t have brought it up if I didn’t believe it wouldn’t be best for our little one,” 

Onka said softly. 

Kavan pulled his arm from Onka’s hand and circled it around her shoulders. He held her close as they walked, his heart beating at a steady pace. 

“I need some time to think it over,” Kavan said truthfully. 

Onka nodded and smiled. “Of course, my love.” 

The small group reached the glowing blue sign of the Dragon’s Table. A line had indeed formed outside the restaurant. The excited murmur of conversation filled the snowy air as eyes and smiles turned to the lord and his betrothed. 

The door to the restaurant opened and Drayke stepped out with enthusiastic flair. 

“Greetings! The person of the hour has arrived! I have the best table in the house reserved for you and your party. If you follow me, I will show you to your seats right away,” Drayke said as he approached the foursome. 

Kavan was about to make a quip to Drayke’s showboating when the blue and black dragonkin approached Onka and bowed deeply to her. Dura and Nava tried to hide their laughter as Kavan looked at his fellow dragonkin with pretend annoyance. The small crowd outside of the establishment began clapping and bowing, not to Kavan, but to the goblin at his side. 

Drayke took Onka’s arm into his. The goblin bowed her head with a wide smile before they walked side by side to the open entrance, a stone angel holding the door open. 

“He thinks he’s the funniest dragonkin in all of Moonvale,” Kavan muttered. 

Dura snaked her arm around Kavan’s arm and Nava snaked her arm with his other one. The trio nodded as they followed Drayke and Onka into the restaurant, the falling snow growing thicker in the wintery evening. 


***

The door opened and a tall troll stepped in. Lorta closed the door behind her and leaned her back against it. She unslung her satchel and placed it on the floor beside the door and a standing cabinet with weapons within it. Without thinking, she kicked her boots to get the wet mud off. When she was finished, she stepped into her home a little more. 

The house was dark and cold. Lorta glanced around as her heart grew a little heavier in her chest. She tried to not think about Kavan and Onka, but their images glowed in her mind. She mentally tried to distract herself, making sure her bolids and harpies were okay. The troll went to the barns first and was happy to see her bolids and harpies were well behaved. They were happy to see their mistress and rushed to her to tell her that they had been taking care of each other, and were very happy to see her. It tugged at her spirit being away for a few days. She had spent so much time on the farm, it was a new experience to be away for days at a time. 

“I may be spending more time away, when the baby arrives,” 

Lorta said in a hushed tone to herself. 

The beautiful troll walked around the main floor, making sure everything was in its place. The bolids sometimes snuck into the farmhouse and weren’t very careful when rummaging around rooms, closets, and cold chests. Lorta smiled to herself, seeing that the house was in perfect order. Nothing was out of place and the bolids had been telling the truth that they were on their best behavior. 

The warm thought slid away as Lorta stepped into her living room. She glanced at the cold hearth and it wasn’t the only thing

empty. Thinking about the last few days filled the troll with a warm sadness. Wishful thinking filled her thoughts of being back on Kavan’s farm and being close to Kavan, Onka, Dura, Nava, and even the taurs. They had become one big family and it reminded the troll of growing up with her family. 

“Maybe with the new home, I can bring my bolids and harpies over. We could live as one large family,” Lorta whispered to herself. 

Thoughts shifted to dinner, knowing Kavan, Onka, Dura, and Nava were going to have a wondrous meal. The thoughts clawed at her, knowing she could change, go back to town and join them. 

“I don’t have to stay here. I can go back for dinner and come back here afterwards. Maybe I can bring everyone back with me? 

The house will feel warm again,” Lorta said to herself. 

The thought lingered and she grinned. The troll gave herself a hearty nod, knowing she was going to do just that. She turned away from the cold hearth, ready to march upstairs and put on something nice for dinner, when a distant moan touched her slightly pointed ears. 

Lorta froze. Her eyes didn’t blink as she remained as still as a graveyard statue. She was greeted with silence until another small moan touched her ears. 

The troll stepped across the living room and to a window. She slightly pulled back a curtain and peered out. The world outside was dark as the snow fell. The dim lights from the barns were the only illumination against the inky darkness. Lorta’s eyes adjusted as she stared toward the west dirt road leading to town. 

Her dark eyes narrowed as a dozen shambling bodies moved at a steady pace toward Moonvale. 

Lorta kept her hard gaze on the figures moving along the road. 

Memories crept into her mind. It was common sometimes, the dead wandering and sometimes clawing or banging on the gated doors to town. Lorta remembered a few nights where she watched from her

bedroom window to ensure none of them moved onto her property. 

The farm and barns were usually locked up tight during the night, to prevent a wandering dreggers or crawlers from getting in. By dawn, the dead would wander away and most often, never returned. 

Lorta continued to watch as the bulk of the undead kept walking. 

Her heart beat a little faster when three of them broke away from the pack and climbed over her simple, wood post fence. 

“Hexnia, I will slay them in your honor,” Lorta prayed as she stepped away from the window. 

The seven-foot-tall troll crossed the room to the hallway. She looked at a small cabinet by the door, holding a single sword, several short swords, daggers, and a whip. She opened the cabinet and grabbed a sword. She pulled the naked blade from its sheath and stepped over to the front door. 

Lorta yanked the front door open and stepped out, sword in hand. 

Snow fell in large flakes. The air was cold, but calm. Figures moved across her property, toward the troll on the porch. The dim light from the barns touched the dark figures and old, decayed faces and bodies came into view. Lorta studied them as they slowly approached. They were old dead. Their skin was tight over shriveled muscles. Their eyes were white. Hair was in patches on their heads. 

The dead were orcs, goblins, and kobolds. Clothes were raggedy and hanging off their emaciated bodies. 

Lorta stepped down the porch stairs until she was on cold, firm ground. Her sword was at her side as she glared at the undead slowly approaching her. 

“You are not welcomed here. Return to the way you came,” Lorta said with authority. 

The dead didn’t heed her words, shambling closer and looking upon her with white eyes. 

Lorta lifted her sword, ready to launch at the simple undead. 

Confidence glowed as she knew she could take on the entire dozen with little effort. If she fought quickly, she could still change and make it to dinner before the main courses were served. 

A chorus of moans touched the cold, snowy air. 

Lorta glanced further west on the road. A chill stabbed at her heart as the forest came alive with movement. The troll watched as a massive horde of corpses shambled into view. Their numbers were many, an army of dead moving along the road like a single entity. 

The faint stench of decay touched Lorta’s nose as she eyed the large, undead force making their way closer to her farm and the town of Moonvale. 

One of the three corpses opened their decayed jaw. 

“Brom,” the undead orc moaned. 

Lorta stood her ground as the other corpses opened their mouths. 

“Brom,” filled the evening air. 

The walking corpses on the road all turned their heads in unison, staring at Lorta with white eyes. 

“Brom,” every corpse moaned. 

“Brom,” the undead chanted as they swarmed the area, all their gazes on the lone troll. 

Six

The Dragon’s Table was crowded from table to table. Every seat in the establishment was filled with townsfolk. Animated stone angels and demons moved about, pouring water in some glasses and wine in others. The lighting was dim, giving the entire restaurant a relaxed atmosphere. 

Kavan glanced about, drinking in his surroundings and the wonderful company around him. Kavan’s party had the center table. 

Onka sat on the dragonkin’s right. Dura sat to his left and Nava sat across from him. A white noise filled the large room as excited chatter continued. Many townsfolk lifted their glasses to the lord and his betrothed. He in turn, lifted his glass of water to them and smiled. 

Mayor Sunaxe and Durzol were seated close by, the mayor looking at Dura and giving her a wink. Durzol drank down his wine and put his cup on the table. A stone angel poured into it until it reached the top. Durzol nodded and took another deep drink. 

Soki and Ammi sat at a table, talking and drinking. Priest and priestess Quickmoon sat at a table with Glem. The large ogre was drinking water and had a happy smile as he looked around. 

Tezzi and Shegga sat at another table, laughing and talking. 

Many of the other tables were filled with goblins and their families. 

Grizz sat with a few of the single male goblins. Several others were with their significant others. 

Kavan noted that the population of Moonvale had grown with mostly goblins. When he glanced at Onka, he smiled as she looked at the other tables and the many gathered raised their cups to her. 

“Some townsfolk didn’t come,” Nava said as she looked around. 

Kavan noted Rujin, Kazko, Nolla, and Oak’s absence. Zellee was home and Ezma rarely ever left her home and shop. 

The doors to the kitchen opened and Drayke stepped out. The murmur of conversation died as everyone turned their attention to

their generous host. Hands rose up and clapped at the blue and black dragonkin. Drayke bowed to the room before standing tall. 

“People of Moonvale, thank you for braving the first snow to come here for a grand feast. As many of you know, our strong blacksmith and the lord of Moonvale, came back with a rather large skull worm. Thanks to them, we were able to procure the worm’s delicious meat. It took a few days and nights, with many experimentations, to create meals for the discerning palette. 

“As stated a few days ago, the feast is for members of our little town. The wine is complimentary, so please, enjoy the meals and the wine. My servers will be bringing out many dishes for all to sample.” 

Heads nodded and hands clapped. 

Drayke turned his slitted gaze to Onka. “And we are happy to provide such a feast to a beautiful lady of Moonvale. We celebrate the coming of Lord Cynder and Lady Treeclimber’s impending child!” 

The entire restaurant erupted into cheers and clapping. Kavan grinned as bodies stood up and clapped louder. Onka gave an elegant smile as she sat to the applause. The goblin turned her attention to Kavan. The dragonkin reached under the table to touch her hand. Her fingers grabbed at his and squeezed them tight. 

When the cheering and clapping tapered off and everyone began sitting down again, Drayke began detailing the different dishes to expect. 

Kavan and Onka stared into each other’s eyes as the world around them fell into a faraway noise. Their hearts glowed and they gently squeezed each other’s hand under the table. 

Onka’s lips parted to speak her heart. Kavan did the same, ready to tell her how much he loved him. 

A shadow touched their spirits and their eyes widened. 

“Lorta!” Kavan and Onka said at the same time. 


***


A sword slashed across a decayed neck, separating the head from the body and sending it spiraling through the air. Hands reached out and another sword slash sent limbs in different directions. Moans vibrated along the air, punctured with grunts as a tall troll moved like a tidal wave into a storm. 

Lorta’s body moved with blunt force into the many undead crawling over her fence and reaching for her. Waves of corpses moved with hands out, ready to grab the troll. Lorta threw her hips, weight, and strength into her attacks, each sword swipe slicing shambling corpses into pieces. The foul stench of death rose up in the snowy air as Lorta pressed her attacks. 

The troll took in her surroundings as she quickly sliced and kicked corpses. The undead were swarming her and soon she would be quickly surrounded. Her sword gleamed with putrid flesh as she kept them at bay, just barely. 

“Brom,” the dead chanted as they tried to mob the troll. 

Lorta closed her left fist and channeled her mana to her life sphere. A dim, green aura surrounded her fist as she carved up one corpse and kicked another’s ribcage to shattered bones. Her glowing fist rammed into a cheek and a decayed head exploded from the life energy. 

Lorta kept moving, never slowing down as she hacked, slashed, kicked, and punched at the throngs of undead. Many continued to climb over the fence, as many more marched on toward the West Gate of Moonvale. 

“Hexnia, guide my hand!” Lorta shouted as she decapitated two undead with one sword swing. 

Rotted fingers curled outward to grab at the tall troll. The undead near her met a swift end as Lorta’s sword arm worked like a skilled butcher. Her hips slammed into corpses, sending them sprawling into others. The end of the sword slashed across white eyes. A boot shattered an undead hip, causing it to crumble to the cold, snow-covered ground. 

Lorta growled as her glowing hand grabbed a skull. The undead screeched as it was lifted up and thrown, crashing into others. 

Flowers bloomed in the undead she grabbed as it went limp, yet others continued to march toward her with unfeeling gazes. 

“You will not beat me!” Lorta shouted as she silently prayed to her goddess and summoned the power of her shadow sphere. 

The goddess answered. The darkness around the troll coalesced into black shards. They turned and pointed outwards from the troll. Lorta looked at the surrounding undead with a heat in her dark eyes. With a thought, the dozens of shards blasted out in all directions. Lorta watched as black shards punctured and exited out the standing undead without mercy. Some corpses fell, their spines severed. Others continued on with hands out, ready to grab at the tall troll. 

Lorta took control of the black shards. Each shard turned direction and a flurry of spiraling attacks swirled around her. The dead moaned before shards penetrated the sides of skulls, shattering them to dust. Limbs were blasted off as Lorta maintained her concentration. She watched with unblinking eyes, despite the damage she was inflicting, waves of undead continued to appear along the road. They crawled over the fences and some with only their upper bodies continued to crawl below the shard storm to reach her. 

“I give my life to you, my goddess,” Lorta growled as she readied her sword. 

Weakness filled her mystical control. The black shards began to wink out as mana was used up. Lorta held herself at the ready, willing to fight until her last breath. The dead spoke Brom’s name, but their eyes told of death as they surrounded the troll. 

“TO THE DEATH!” Lorta shouted as she bent her knees, ready to launch into the thick of it. 

A whistle touched her pointed ears and she hesitated. Suddenly, arrows stabbed into undead skulls by the dozens. 

Lorta turned to see someone standing on her roof. They were cloaked in shadows with a bow in their hand and an arrow notched. 

The figure let go of the bowstring and a single arrow launched. 

Time slowed as Lorta stared up in disbelief. The single arrow shattered into several dozen arrows and came down in a sharp, pointed rain storm. Each arrow stabbed into a different skull and many of the undead surrounding the lone troll instantly fell into heaps. 

Lorta glanced back to the shadowy figure as they slung their bow over their head and shoulder. Details emerged as the small light touched the figure. They had a hood up over their head. Leather armor covered their body. Lorta could barely make out browns and greens along the stranger’s outfit. 

The figure stood up as a hand reached down for their thigh. 

Lorta spotted a strap around their thigh, containing several odd wooden branches. They were thick and she counted about four from what she could see. 

The figure took three steps, bent their legs and launched into the air. As they soared high, two branches were taken from their thigh strap, one in each hand. When gravity took hold, the figure came down as the branches reshaped and extended. Lorta stared as the figure landed with two wooden short swords, one in each hand. 

Moans touched the air and Lorta whirled around. A wave of undead charged the troll. Many hands reached out as lifeless eyes stared at the troll. Lorta stood her ground as she held her sword at the ready. The moment the wave was nearly to her, the figure was at her side and together, the pair sliced and bashed through the line of undead, shattering their advance. 

Swords sliced in many directions, cleaving or beheading undead corpses. The figure’s arms moved in a blur, each slice of their wood short swords cutting through the undead with impunity. 

For a moment, the pair kept the wave of undead at bay and broke their ranks, but as easily as they disrupted the charge, many

more undead moved in to fill their ranks and prepared to surge against the two fighters. 

“We have to retreat,” the figure hissed as they sliced an undead orc’s head from its neck. 

Lorta was silent, knowing she had to kill as many undead as she could before they were overwhelmed. 

The figure in leather spun and moved like an acrobat. When they stabbed both swords, each one into an undead skull, they spun away and their hood came off their head. 

Lorta glanced at the newcomer at her side and her whole body stiffened. It was enough for her to miss her swing as an undead came closer. She followed it up with an elbow and a kick to the corpse, sending it crashing into others. She took another glance as she took a step back. 

A green scaled dragonkin was moving like a whirlwind against the wave of undead. His features were similar to most dragonkin, but his snout was a little longer and instead of horns, he had a small, webbed frill that started above his forehead and stretched to the back of his neck. The green web-like skin was connected to spines, giving the dragonkin a mohawk appearance. Scales ran along his face and covered his neck. His slitted eyes held a calm, but dedicated intention as the dragonkin fought like a warrior poet. 

The dragonkin leapt up and kicked out both feet, caving in decayed chests before he landed. He glanced over to the stunned troll and gave her a wry smirk. 

“We can talk about it later, but we should focus on the fight, shall we?” the green dragonkin said before slicing off an out-stretched decayed hand. 


***

The door to the Dragon’s Table slammed open as Kavan charged out into the wet street. Behind him, Onka, Nava, Dura, Durzol, Kogan, and Drayke followed. 

Kavan looked down the street to the West Gate. Prickly sensations touched his spirit, feeling Lorta’s distress. The sensation was odd, but it immediately reminded Kavan when he used his mind sphere to connect with people. 

Kavan turned his head slightly and spoke, “Durzol, make sure the West Gate is locked. I’m going over the wall to see what is happening with Lorta and bring her back.” 

“I can close the gate. Take Durzol with you,” Kogan said. 

“We’re coming with you,” Onka, Dura, and Nava said in unison. 

Kavan turned to everyone with a no-nonsense look, “No. We don’t know what is happening out there. It will be easier for me to go and get Lorta. The rest of you can sound the alarm and defend the town.” 

Kavan looked at Onka and his eyes softened a hair. “I know you all can fight, but please, stay here for everyone’s safety.” 

Onka parted her lips, but the look in Kavan’s eyes said more than what he was actually saying. The goblin closed her mouth and gave him a nod. 

Kavan didn’t wait to continue the conversation. The dragonkin turned and darted toward the West Gate. His legs pumped as he called up his stats. 

Kavan Cynder

Species: Dragonkin

Health: Normal

Mana: 27

Gold: 2,309



Attributes

Strength: 7

Intelligence: 6

Dexterity: 6

Constitution: 8

Willpower: 7



Natural Abilities

Claws

Regeneration

Dragon Scale Armor

Fire Spit

Breath Stream Attack



Mystic Abilities

Command Moonvale’s Xykks and Undead



Spheres

Fire: 7

Body: 6

Life: 5

Dark: 1

Decay: 2

Mind: 3



Skills

Combat: 8



The dragonkin channeled 6 drops of mana into his body sphere. 

Power filled his muscles as his skin grew tougher. Each pump of his legs moved faster. In a flash, he reached the gate and launched into the air. The dragonkin leapt up to the edge of the wide wall over the gate and stared out at the sight before him. 

Kavan Cynder

Species: Dragonkin

Health: Normal

Mana: 21/27



Beyond the west wall of town, the road and surrounding area were filled with undead. Corpses of different races moved with purpose toward the walled town. They whispered “Brom” as they walked in the falling snow. The stench of death filled Kavan’s senses, nearly overwhelming him. 

His slitted eyes focused and, in the distance, he saw Lorta fighting on her land and another figure with her. When he spotted the head and features of a green dragonkin, Kavan’s eyes widened a hair. 

 A dragonkin! 

Urgency and caution filled the red dragonkin. Kavan reached behind his back and grabbed at nothing. 

 Shit! I didn’t bring my spear. It looks like I have to do this the magical way. 

Kavan made an impossible leap off the top of the wall while channeling 4 drops of mana. 

The dragonkin soared through the air as a ball of flame appeared in his hand. Holding onto the mystical connection, arcane thoughts channeled the ball of fire into another use. The ball lengthened and stretched. Its flames twisted and reformed. Light touched undead eyes as the dragonkin soared overhead, the ball of flame shifting into a fire spear. 

Kavan pointed down the flaming spear as he was coming down onto a large group of undead. 

Kavan Cynder

Species: Dragonkin

Health: Normal

Mana: 17/27



The undead lifted their arms and hands to the incoming dragonkin. In the last moment, Kavan slashed sideways, burning and severing over six arms with one swipe. The dragonkin crash landed

into the undead, but with his enhanced strength, sent a dozen of them crashing into their fellow undead. 

Kavan broke into a charge, his fire spear moving in quick arcs and sending burning heads into other undead. 

 I have to conserve my mana. I have no idea how many undead are here and this may be a long fight. I have to charge up my breath attack and maybe I can burn them all to ash. 

Kavan didn’t slow as his fire spear sliced and burned undead with ease. The greater strength made dispatching them easy and the speed slowed down reality enough for Kavan to form a plan. 

 If I can blast a large section of the swarm away, it will give us enough time to run back to town and defend it. 

A glow touched Kavan’s throat as he stabbed and sliced corpses out of his path. Arms and legs moved in quick blurs, the undead never having a chance to defend or attack as snow continued to fall. 


***

Lorta huffed as she held her sword. The blade was covered in decayed gore as wet hair clung to one side of her face. The troll glanced to the side, the green dragonkin fighting like a living tornado. 

But despite his skill and speed, it only helped to keep the dead at bay, but not stop them. 

“Goddess,” Lorta whispered as more undead stalked toward her. 

The troll closed her eyes and prayed to her dark goddess once again. And once again, she answered. 

Lorta’s eyes opened as a madness filled them. A wicked leer formed as the troll felt stronger and quicker. Heat engulfed her entire body. Falling snow melted a foot before reaching the troll. Lorta’s mind turned into jagged edges as a powerful madness took root, all the way down to her soul. 

Lorta let out a monstrous roar before charging into the fray. Her sword blurred in quick strikes as reality slowed down to a snail’s

pace. The troll never blinked as she took in everything around her. It was crystal clear, like a perfect spring morning. Thoughts melted to the background as a demonic song rose up into a symphony. 

The mad troll crashed into the undead, laughing and screaming. 

Her sword swung and she howled with laughter as heads were separated from bodies. Lorta’s hand grabbed an undead by the chest, her fingers stabbing into them and taking hold. She lifted it up and held it. The undead reached for her and she quickly sliced off its arms. She held the now disarmed undead orc like a shield. With a maddening growl, Lorta sliced with her sword and bashed with her new shield. 

“Lady troll! Don’t charge into the bulk of their forces!” the green dragonkin shouted as he spun and sliced. 

Lorta heard nothing but her own mad song. Hexnia touched the troll and Lorta kissed her hand in spiritual delight. 

Undead bodies were thrown into the air like ragdolls. Lorta screeched with joy as she became further unhinged with every sword swing. Her eyes never blinked as she grinned evilly at the undead, ready to fight into eternity. 

From further along the road, a figure stepped out into falling snow. A tattered, crimson red dress clung to the figure. They walked with ease in the cold air. Patchy, strands of hair covered their head. 

White eyes stared out against pale green skin. Decayed naked arms, neck, and face glowed with a pale, ethereal glow. Slightly pointed ears twitched as the dead orc woman turned her attention to two figures fighting the dead. 

White eyes stared blankly at the troll as she tore through the dead like they were wood soldiers. When the frenzied troll started to hack and slash her way through the main force of the undead, white eyes narrowed. 

An arm rose up and aimed at the troll woman. A ball of black and blue energy formed a foot from their open palm. It crackled with growing power. The undead orc stared at the troll as the ball of

energy vibrated with mystical energy. Lightning blasted out in small arcs, striking the ground and streaking across falling snowflakes in the air. When the troll roared, the undead orc woman closed her hand into a fist. 

A thick stream of black and blue energy crackled and exploded outwards into a shaft of spiraling energy. It blasted over the heads of the undead, cutting through the snowy air like a dark comet. 

Lorta finished her roar only to see a beam of magical energy streaking toward her face. Time stopped as Lorta saw she could not move fast enough to dodge it. Despite the power funneling into her from her goddess, it wasn’t enough to move away as the end of the beam was three feet from contact. 

A scaled hand touched Lorta’s neck. Her eyes shifted to the side as the green dragonkin held her by the neck and swung his body around. He looked down on the troll with kind eyes as he placed his boots on her thighs and slipped his body between her and the bolt of energy. 


Lorta looked up at the smiling dragonkin as he smiled at her. 

The beam of energy slammed into the back of the green dragonkin’s shoulder. Energy rippled along his body as he was thrown off the tall troll and went spiraling through the air. Lorta stumbled as she glanced at him. He was flung into a squad of undead and shattered them to pieces on impact. 

Kavan saw all of it as he cut through the waves of undead. His slitted eyes flashed and the ball of heat in his throat begged to be released. Powerful legs launched the red dragonkin upwards. 

Flaming spear in hand, Kavan opened his short maw as shards of flames spilled from the corners of his mouth. Light touched his throat before it blasted out in a stream of dragon fire. 

Most of the undead on the road were turned to ash as dragon fire washed over them. The thick stream blasted through rows and groups of undead, sending ash up with the falling snow. 

Lorta stood in serene calm as she felt the dragonkin she loved a distance behind her. Dragon flames stabbed past her by several feet, burning many of the undead on the road to nothing. 

Kavan landed and channeled 4 more drops of mana into his fire sphere. 
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The stream breath attack was weakening until Kavan took hold of it. A stream of dragon fire curled to Kavan’s command. He mentally took hold of it as he held out his spear. The dragon fire merged with the already created fire spear. In a blink, the spear glowed with power and was hot enough to singe his leather coat sleeve as he held the spear out. 

Kavan walked with fiery confidence as most of the undead on the road and beside it were burnt to nothing. 

The dead orc in the crimson dress stared at the dragonkin as he slowly approached Lorta’s side. 

“You’re not welcome here,” Kavan stated plainly with a heat in his slitted eyes. 

The orc’s white eyes regarded the red dragonkin as he moved to Lorta’s side. 

Lorta’s arms and legs began to shake, the madness she felt receding. She fought to stay standing as Kavan took a few more steps past her and blocked her with his own body. 

“Brom,” the undead orc woman said simply. 

Kavan’s eyes narrowed. “Brom and Moonvale are under my protection. Go back the way you came.” 

The orc in the tattered red dress stared at the red dragonkin. 

Soon, her shoulders started to tremble and she laughed. The laughter turned into a hysterical howl as she could barely contain her amusement. 

 When the bad people start laughing, it usually means they are very strong. 

 “I can sense and calculate her power. Judging from the magical display, she used the shadow and air spheres and combined their power. I cannot determine the degrees, but it matches Brom’s displays of magical power,” Viz informed. 

“You are bravely foolish. The old fool must be desperate if a dragonkin like yourself is defending him,” the dead orc woman smirked. 

“State your business,” Kavan said as it seemed she clearly had a purpose or agenda. 

The dead orc’s smile slowly vanished as she looked Kavan dead in the eyes. 

“I’ve come to see Brom. He often hides in that forsaken town behind you. It holds great sentimental value to him. If he doesn’t appear, I will tear it down, stone by stone.” 

Kavan’s scaled hand tightened around his dragon fire spear. “If he hasn’t appeared, then he is not taking guests. I’ll give him the message and you can come back or tell me where you are going.” 

The orc woman stood her ground. “You feel confident with your dragon fire magic. I can sense that it may do some damage to me before I kill you, but that is all it will do. I have had enough of you scaly monsters parading as holy people of Voldor. Brom will appear now, or I will destroy his beloved town.” 

 Just from this meeting, I can tell she is a powerful lich. There might be some old history between them, but I can’t let her get to town. Brom is not showing up. That means I’m going to have to try and stop her. 

 “She’s too strong,” Viz said. 

 I know, but I don’t have much of a choice right now. I will not let her pass. 

“Step out of my way,” the dead orc woman said with a sinister hiss. 

Kavan turned his head slightly, but never took his gaze off the lich, “Lorta, go back to town.” 

“I…” Lorta began. 

“Please, Lorta. I need you to go back and defend Onka,” Kavan said with an edge. 

Lorta nodded as her heart cracked in half. 

“How precious. Don’t be a fool. Run and never look back,” the lich said and took one step forward. 

Kavan’s heart flashed with purpose. The dragonkin darted forward, flame spear in hand. When he reached the lich, he leapt into the air before dark energy exploded out of the orc woman. Black energy pulsed toward Kavan while he was in midair. The flaming spear slashed upwards, cutting through the dark energy just enough for him to fit through. The edge of the field glanced against his shoulder and power exploded. 

Kavan was knocked from the air. He stabbed out a leg and landed. He turned with his momentum as he stabbed out with his spear. A thin, decayed hand shot up, grabbed the sharp end and halted its advance. 

The dragonkin stood with his spear out. The lich held the spear point, flames leaking from between her fingers and smoke rising into the snowy air. 

“Pain is all in the mind,” the lich said before twisting her hand and shattering the flame spear. 

Kavan maintained control as he pulled back the flames into a point, stepped in closer and stabbed at her chest. The lich twisted

her body away, the edge of the spear point slicing at her dress and flesh. A heated sizzle touched the air as Kavan spun away and held the spear at the ready. 

An ache and numbness touched his shoulder from the energy blast. 

Kavan Cynder

Species: Dragonkin

Health: Hurt

Mana: 13/27



“I am no longer amused,” the lich said as she brought her hands close together and a ball of purple energy formed between them. 

Kavan shifted on his feet, ready to launch at the orc lich. Knees bent and just as Kavan was about to throw everything he had into stopping the dead orc before him, the air pulsed with unnatural power. 

The orc woman’s white eyes widened as a line split reality between herself and the red dragonkin. A figure stepped out and the thin portal collapsed. 

Kavan stared ahead as Brom stood between him and the orc woman, his arms out to the side. 

“Shella, that is enough. You will not harm my apprentice!” Brom said darkly. 

Shella’s eyes widened a little before they narrowed in rage. She pulled her hands apart, the ball of purple energy diminishing to nothing. 

Kavan eyed the orc lich when he noticed something. Her decayed face seemed to shift. She appeared younger and skin fuller. 

Her pale green flesh turned a darker green, much like Dura or Durzol. The tattered red dress seemed to repair itself and for a small moment, she looked younger and alive. 

When the moment passed, the orc withered back to her undead appearance. 

Kavan glanced at Brom as he walked to the lich’s side. The old lich was going through the same transformation. He appeared younger, younger than Kavan had ever seen or witnessed. Then, in a blink, he withered to his true, undead form. 

“You kept me waiting, again,” Shella said with an annoyed edge. 

Brom lowered his hands and looked upon the orc with tender eyes. “It’s… good to see you.” 

“You remembered me. Pray to the old gods for small miracles,” 

Shella scoffed. 

“Brom, who is she?” Kavan asked as he remained at the ready. 

The old lich turned his haunted gaze to the dragonkin. Kavan could see the storm of memories across the lich’s white eyes. For the first time, he saw Brom look to the side with a deep knowing. 

“Kavan, meet Shella Truewind, my bonded beloved,” Brom said with a low tone in his ancient voice. 

Seven

Kavan stood his ground, flame spear in his hand and slitted gaze on the two liches. The cold, snowy air took on a deeper chill as the pair of undead stood, facing each other. The corpses in the entire area had turned to the liches, but kept a healthy distance. 

A faint sizzle touched Kavan’s senses as snowflakes evaporated before reaching the dragon fire spear. The heat from the spear was enough to melt any snow on the ground, leaving the dragonkin in the center of the heated aura. 

Brom tilted his head forward as inky shadows covered his gray white eyes. “Shella, why have you come?” 

The orc lich’s entire expression hardened. A rage danced in her eyes as she looked at Brom like he was the vilest thing in all the realms. 

Snow continued to fall and the rage in her Shella’s eyes dimmed. 

She glanced past Brom and looked directly at Kavan. 

“We should speak in private. I don’t want the dragonkin to hear what we have to discuss.” 

Brom lifted his head back up and the shadows receded. “What you can say to me, you can stay in front of my apprentice.” 

Shella’s eyes narrowed. “How, after all this time and what you experienced, can you take on a dragonkin as an apprentice?” 

“Kavan is not like the other dragonkin on Voldor,” Brom said firmly. 

A small moan touched the cold air. 

Kavan turned his head and looked behind him to a green scaled dragonkin, lying face down on the side of the road. An image of the dragonkin taking a blast meant for Lorta glowed as conflicted thoughts warred. 

 A dragonkin just showed up, joined the battle, and protected Lorta with his own body. It is suspicious enough. I can’t say if he is a friend or a foe until we know more. A good deed doesn’t mean he’s not here to spy on the town. 

Shella’s gaze flickered to the fallen dragonkin, “Can you vouch for the green one as well?” 

“No, I cannot,” Brom said without looking back. “He is a stranger to Moonvale, but that is not what we are discussing at the moment. 

What brings you back to Moonvale?” 

Shella kept her steely gaze on Brom, “It cannot be discussed out in the open. Let us go back to your dungeon so we may speak freely.” 

Brom shook his head. “After how you left the last time, I cannot risk you in my dungeon with the many experiments I am currently working on. No, we will speak here or you can continue your travels.” 

Shella’s eyes took on a heated edge. “You still hold that little fight against me?” 

Brom nodded. “You destroyed two levels of my dungeon during your tantrum.” 

Shella let out a small laugh. “You blame me for our fight? You were just as much responsible for what happened as I. I know your mind slips sometimes, but you cannot lay the entire blame on me?” 

“Shella, this grows tiresome. Tell me why you’re here or I will be forced to send you on your way,” Brom said with an edge. 

The orc lich sneered. “You befuddled old fool! Do you know what is happening across Voldor? Do you know what is happening to the North, by the spire kingdoms? We are no longer safe hiding from the dragonkin.” 

Kavan’s senses caught a hint of movement far behind him. As Brom and Shella talked, the dragonkin turned his head and looked down the road to the West Gate of Moonvale. The gate was open and a small crowd cautiously walked with weapons in hand. Mayor

Sunaxe and Durzol lead the group. Behind them was Drayke, Rujin, Nolla, Kazko, Lorta, Nava, Soki, and Uriko. Each of them was armed to the teeth with metal clubs, swords and Uriko had her bow in hand with an arrow notched. 

The undead stood silently as the group moved along the road, all of them facing outwards. Soki’s lower body slithered as she was reared up from the waist up. Her hand was already in her satchel. 

Drayke was the only one without a weapon drawn. He walked along with sharp eyes, but a relaxed gait. 

Shella looked past Brom to the blue and black scaled dragonkin in the approaching group. 

“Yet another dragonkin? Moonvale is infested with these foul creatures,” Shella growled. 

Everyone in the approaching group glanced down at the fallen green dragonkin. Soki slithered to the dragonkin and lowered herself. 

She grabbed him and turned him onto his back. The green dragonkin’s eye fluttered for a moment before they opened. Drayke moved to Soki’s side and looked down at the new dragonkin with interested eyes. 

Soki pulled out a healing potion and pressed it to the dragonkin’s lips. The green dragonkin lifted a scaled hand and gently pushed it away. 

“Thank you, but my body is already healing. Save it for another who may need it,” the green dragonkin said and slowly sat up. 

Soki looked at the dragonkin’s back. The leather coat was damaged, but the green flesh was mostly mended. The wound was an angry pink as it continued to close. 

Shella eyed Brom, “I will not speak out in the open.” 

“We can speak in the Lord’s Tower,” Kavan offered. 

Everyone looked at the red dragonkin. 

“Lord Cynder, we cannot have her within the town walls,” Kogan said with a battle axe in hand. 

Kavan nodded as he looked at the orc lich, “Shella Truewind has made a long journey here and it would be impolite to turn away a guest. We can gather in the tower with the town council and discuss many things in private.” 

Kavan glanced at Brom, “If that is what you want?” 

The old lich gave a small nod. “That would be acceptable.” 

Kavan turned his attention to Shella, “You are welcome into town, but your undead must stay out here.” 

Shella gave Kavan a shrewd glance. “These dead are simply strays drawn to me. They will wait within the nearby forest.” 

As if on command, the many undead turned and began their shambling walk back into the forest they came from. 

 A force this size would have been noticed by the undead we have guarding one of the western watchtowers. Why didn’t they see them, or notify me and Nava? 

Kavan focused his attention and connected to the undead in the western watchtower. He picked a single animated corpse and looked through their eyes. The world was a little fuzzy at first, but soon, Kavan could see the road leading into town. It was empty and a tingling filled the corpse’s decayed eyes. 

 “Kavan, I detect a kind of suppression. I think our undead in the tower were purposely blinded to Shella and the undead under her command as she traveled. She might be hiding herself from any prying undead eyes,” Viz said. 

Kavan cut the connection and his senses returned to normal. 

 It may explain some of it. If she is even close to as powerful as Brom is, she might have abilities and spells beyond what we know. I don’t have a good feeling about this. 

“Let’s get back into town,” Kavan said as he released the spell under his control. 

The flame spear winked out into nothing. Cold wrapped around the dragonkin as snow began to fall onto the top of his horned head. 

Soki eyed the green dragonkin, “You may be healing, but I still need to make sure you will be fine. I will need you to come back to my office so I can ascertain the full extent of the damage.” 

“If you feel it is necessary, I will follow your advice, Healer,” the green dragonkin smiled. 

Soki turned her attention to the blue and black dragonkin, 

“Drayke, will you join us?” 

Drayke gave a single nod and smiled. “I will, once our guest tells us his name.” 

The green dragonkin nodded. “My name is Timmon Fangtooth. 

Pleased to meet you.” 

“We’ll see if you will still be pleased once we have talked for a time,” Drayke said with a wry, almost evil smile. 

The undead had all but disappeared into the forest. The group turned and made their way back to town. 

The snow grew thicker as the temperature began to drop. Kavan and Kogan led the way through the Western Gate and onto the cobblestone street. Townsfolk stood to the sides, looking with wide eyes at the group walking in with an undead orc in a crimson dress among them. 

“It’s getting colder. Please, everyone, return to your homes. 

Everything is in our capable hands this evening,” Mayor Sunaxe bellowed and waved his hands. 

Bodies pulled back, but most continued to stare at the undead orc. 

Kavan spotted Onka with Dura and Nava at her sides. Worry touched her eyes. Kavan smiled at her as they walked past. 

“Head home. I’ll be there shortly,” Kavan said to Onka and Dura. 

“Nava, join us,” Kavan finished. 

Soki, Drayke, and Timmon peeled away from the group as the siren moved to Kavan’s side. 

Kavan glanced back and turned his gaze to Lorta and Durzol. 

“Go with them,” the red dragonkin ordered. 

Lorta and Durzol nodded as they peeled away from the group and followed Soki, Drayke, and Timmon. 

Shegga stepped onto the street and began walking beside Kavan. “This seems like urgent town business.” 

Kavan looked down on the kobold and smiled. “It is. Glad you can join us.” 

Shegga gave a single nod as she walked with the group. 

Rujin, Kazko, Uriko, and Nolla helped to send everyone on their way while glancing at Kavan and the liches as they walked on. 

Snow covered everything as the group made their way to the center of town and turned onto North Street. Raine and Misty were there. The two fae looked at Kavan as the mayor and their small group approached. The siblings stood close to the Lord’s Tower as the small group reached them. 

Kavan produced a thick, iron key and inserted it into the front door lock. With a twist and click, the bolt slid back and the door opened. 

Kavan, Kogan, Raine, Misty, Nava, Shegga, Shella, and Brom made their way inside. When everyone was in the main entrance chamber, Kavan closed the door and locked it. Raine and Misty moved to the lanterns and touched small runes at the base of them. 

Lanterns glowed with warm light as the dark shadows receded. 

Kavan looked at everyone gathered before turning his slitted gaze to Shella and Brom. The two liches eyed each other with blank faces. 

“Shella,” Kavan began, “I am lord of Moonvale and everyone here is a trusted advisor. Whatever needs to be discussed, can be discussed here.” 

Shella gave Kavan a look of disdain. “You will have to forgive me if I don’t take what you say seriously. It was your people who destroyed my home and forced me to march all this way.” 

“I can vouch for Kavan’s honor and his word,” Brom stated. 

“That brings me little comfort with the state of your mind at times,” Shella said with a hard edge. 

Mayor Sunaxe stepped in with diplomatic flair. “It would appear we have gotten off on the wrong boot. Tensions are high at the moment and we should each take a moment to calm our minds so we may speak freely.” 

Shella’s eyes narrowed as she looked at Brom, “Must we speak in front of them?” 

Brom nodded. “Many in Moonvale are my family. They can be trusted.” 

“You have always had a soft spot for anyone who dwells in this accursed town,” Shella growled. 

Kavan stepped closer and bowed to the orc lich. “Lady Truewind, I say this with the utmost respect, you are welcomed to our town, but do not mistake our kindness for weakness. Brom is important to everyone in town and he speaks the truth. We only wish to live in peace and it was your strays that attacked a member of our town and my beloved.” 

Shella’s hard eyes softened. She stood taller as if to collect her thoughts. “The troll is your beloved? I can see how my arrival may have indicated the wrong intention. Forgive me, Lord Cynder. She is quite beautiful and strong. I meant no harm. I only wished for Brom to appear so we may talk.” 

“Shella, speak what you have to say,” Brom said with a tender edge. 

The orc lich looked at Brom with endearing eyes. The angry spell she carried seemed to break as she looked upon the lich with almost warm eyes. She caught herself and her expression became neutral as she began speaking. 

“If we must play this game of lords and ladies, so be it. My dungeon was attacked by dragonkin weeks ago. They managed to penetrate my defenses and slaughter my minions. They made their way deep, dispatching everything I had in place to defend my home. 

“Thankfully, I was able to escape before they reached the lowest level.” 

“Your dungeon was in the North West of the Shadowsand Desert. Dragonkin never move in groups so far from the spire and merchant kingdoms,” Brom stated. 

Shella nodded gravely. “It was like that for a long time. I felt safe in my dungeon, tending to my minions and experiments. I was shocked when they arrived and began destroying anything in their path. They were swift and merciless.” 

Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge, “How many dragonkin attacked your dungeon?” 

Shella looked at Kavan with white eyes. “Five,” she stated simply. 

 Five! Five dragonkin were able to invade a lich dungeon and caused her to retreat? 

Shella continued, “I monitored the invasion. The dragonkin knew what they were doing and shielded their minds as they slew everything in their path. Despite their abilities and power, I was able to gleam surface thoughts for a short time before I abandoned my home.” 

The orc lich eyed Brom, “They were after me so they could learn about you, my beloved.” 

The world “beloved” dripped with sarcasm as everyone listened. 

“The five that attacked my dungeon were avatars, chosen ones among the dragon gods. They channeled their gods as they moved with impunity. I could fight one, but not five. 

“Once I escaped, I knew I had to come back, not just to warn you, but to prepare a proper defense, should they find me here. The dragonkin want to know everything they can about you. After two thousand years since the dragon gods routed the old gods and took their places in the celestial planes, they have come looking for you. 

“Brom, what have you been doing while I’ve been away?” 

The old lich was silent as he stared at Shella. 

 This is because of me and what we are trying to do here. That must be it. After all this time, why would they try to capture Brom’s wife unless they needed something from her. 

 “If the dragonkin who attacked Shella’s dungeon were so powerful, why didn’t they simply come here? Why would they risk Shella escaping and telling Brom what happened?” Viz asked. 

Kavan looked to the side as thoughts flowed. A distant memory slipped into Kavan’s thoughts from his previous life on Earth. 

 “Viz, is it true that liches on Voldor act the same from games back on Earth?” 

 Viz gave an incorporeal nod. “They are identical in many ways. 

 Why do you ask?” 

 It’s only a guess, but the dragonkin avatars may have wanted to know about Brom’s phylactery. If it is well hidden, they wouldn’t be able to defeat Brom. He is almost indestructible and would reform after a time. 

 The one thing I learned about the dragon gods and the old gods is they are not omnipotent. They don’t know everything and still use their followers to carry out their collective wills. It’s the only thing that makes sense. A phylactery contains a lich’s essence and is their only true weakness. It is their most prized possession. If it is destroyed, so is the lich it belongs to. 

Kavan glanced at Shella. 

 I’m willing to bet Shella has her phylactery on her, somewhere. 

 She wouldn’t leave her dungeon in a losing battle, and not take it with her. The dragonkin most likely wanted to capture her so they could pull secrets from her. 

Brom spoke up, “Shella, my work has never ceased. You know my pledge. You know my history. Fate has changed the wind and now, my work continues with new life.” 

Kavan saw that Brom was talking in riddles. The dragonkin glanced at the others present, seeing them listen with attentive ears. 

No one in the room, aside from Kavan and Brom, knew what the truth was. They didn’t know Kavan, among many other exiled, were on Voldor to end the dragon god’s rule and return the old gods to their seats of power. 

Brom turned his sunken, pale features to Kavan. White eyes bore into the dragonkin as he stood. 

“Lord Cynder, with regret, Shella and I must take our leave.” 

Before Kavan could respond, a mind bridge touched the dragonkin’s mind. 

 “My apprentice, we cannot speak on our work here. Come to my dungeon tomorrow. We can have a discussion after I speak with Shella tonight.” 

Brom reached over and touched Shella’s shoulder. Darkness appeared at their feet and rose up. Black tendrils encircled both of their undead bodies before they were engulfed. The darkness pulsed and faded away, Brom and Shella gone. 

A gloom touched the chamber as everyone looked at each other. 

“What an odd turn of events,” Kogan said as he rubbed his bearded jaw. 

Shegga looked up to Kavan, “What are we to make of that and another dragonkin in town? Here I thought I would be spending my

winter curled up with my books.” 

“We also have many undead in the forest west of town. The road won’t be used much during the winter, but we don’t know how long Shella may be here,” Kogan added. 

All eyes turned to Kavan for guidance. 

“I will speak with Brom tomorrow. Maybe he can elaborate on the true reasons Shella is here. But I do have to ask, did anyone here know about Shella in the first place?” 

Heads shook. 

“Brom never mentioned her and we have never seen her,” 

Kogan answered. 

“She would be hard to forget if we encountered her before,” 

Shegga added. 

Raine spoke up, “We don’t know the true relationship between Brom and Shella. We may have to handle this with a delicate approach. Misty and I were not there when she arrived, but clearly there is a history between them.” 

“Shella’s undead attacked Lorta’s farm. She also tried to hurt Lorta and hurt a green dragonkin,” Kavan explained. 

“Ah, I see,” Raine said with a flutter of his transparent wings. 

“We should speak with the dragonkin visitor,” Kogan said. 

Kavan nodded. “Kogan and I will speak with our visitor. The rest of you go home. It’s getting colder and the snow is really coming down.” 

“Misty and I will move about the streets for a time. I’m sure this evening’s events have stirred up the townsfolk. It would be prudent for us to help ease their minds and hearts until we hear more,” Raine offered. 

Kavan smiled at the fae. “Thank you. That will be most helpful.” 

The group slowly made their way back outside into the cold snow. The wind picked up a little as Kavan closed and locked the tower doors. The group separated, each moving away. Raine and Misty walked toward West Street. Shegga and Nava made their way down South Street. Kavan and Kogan turned onto a side street and made their way up toward Soki’s Healing office. 

Snow came down in large flakes. Kavan’s mind swirled at many possibilities and threats. It didn’t escape him, knowing that five dragonkin could be on their way at this moment to find Shella. 

 Shella came here because she knew Brom could help protect her. Witnessing the power of five dragonkin avatars might have actually scared her. 

 “The dragonkin aren’t known to attack blindly and without cause. 

 They may take measured steps, but if they have set their sights on Shella and Brom, there is a good chance they are after Hexnia and even you,” Viz said. 

Kavan looked down as he walked. 

 This might be the beginning of what's to come. When we were in Loduss, Nuruc mentioned that many dragonkin were interested in what I was doing out here on the edge. They saw it as a game of conquest, speaking to their early history on Voldor. Maybe that way of thinking has changed? Maybe, they are beginning to understand what is actually at stake. If we are successful with replacing the dragon gods with the old gods, their entire way of life for thousands of years will change. Never mind the repercussions from the gods on anyone who pledged their faith to the dragon gods. This will not be some peaceful transition of power. It will be a bloodbath on all sides. 

 “War is never pretty and leaves scars on all, from the greatest king to the lowly peasant,” Viz said softly. 

 And the people of Voldor will be in the middle of it. It’s easy to blame the dragon gods. They wiped out every human on the planet and nearly all the elves. They enslaved the dwarves to this very day. 

 The many other races are free to live, but cannot become too

 powerful and must worship the dragon gods. Two thousand years of suffering for all and somehow, our little band of misfits will try to change it for the better? 

 “I sense a deep doubt,” Viz stated. 

Kavan nodded to himself. 

 You would be doubtful too if you had a child on the way. 

Viz was silent. 

Kavan and Kogan reached Soki’s office. The dragonkin and orc stepped inside and closed the door behind them. Heat blasted at their faces and relaxed their shoulders. Lorta and Durzol were sitting in the front room of the office. The pair looked up before they stood up. 

Lorta crossed the room and hugged Kavan to her. “Soki and Drayke are speaking with Timmon.” 

Kavan nodded. “Are you okay?” he whispered. 

Lorta bent her head down, snuggling to the side of his scaled features. “I would have died if Timmon didn’t put himself between me and Shella. I was ready to sacrifice all for our goddess. Now, I feel like a fool for not being strong enough,” Lorta whispered. 

Kavan’s hands were on her waist as they held each other. 

“Lorta, I never want to lose you. Your loyalty is strong, but I’d rather have you alive than as a martyr for a cause,” Kavan whispered back. 

The troll’s eyes closed as she continued to hold Kavan to her. 

“My beautiful, strong Lorta. You are a goddess to me and I love you,” Kavan whispered. 

Lorta’s eyes trembled before a single tear streaked down her cheek and touched Kavan’s scales. 

For a small moment, the dragonkin and troll held each other. 

Lorta was the one to pull back and wipe away the tear. 

Kavan gave her a warm smile before looking at Kogan. “Let’s get on with this.” 

Kavan led the way to a door. He grabbed the knob and turned it. 

The dragonkin peered in as he walked in. 

The back office was simple. It had a desk to one side and a small seating area in the middle. A simple potted plant was on the desk. Shelves filled with books covered the walls. Soki, Drayke, and Timmon sat in the seating area, all facing each other across a small coffee table. The three of them turned their attention to Kavan, Lorta, Durzol, and Kogan as they entered. The door swung shut behind them and calm settled in the chamber. 

Timmon looked up to Kavan with a welcoming smile. “Greetings, Lord Cynder. Lord Ash was just telling me about you and the town.” 

Kavan nodded as he noted the leather armor and the strap along his thigh with small rune covered branches. A rune covered wood bow was leaning against a bookshelf, not too far from the green dragonkin. 

Drayke looked up to Kavan with a smarmy smile. “I was giving him some simple information on the town. Nothing too detailed or extravagant.” 

Kavan’s slitted gaze turned back to the green dragonkin. 

Timmon nodded and sat back in his chair. “I’m sure everyone is wondering why I’m here on the edge during the first days of winter? 

It’s very much a simple story, if you care to hear it?” 

“We do,” Kavan said plainly. 

Timmon gave a single nod. “I’m a hunter by trade. Despite the common belief, not all dragonkin wish to dedicate themselves to joining the gods. Some of us wish to only have a simple life. 

“I came this far south because this is the best time to hunt for my quarry. Dreggers develop a thick, furry coat to help them survive the winter. Their coats are worth a lot of coin in the merchant kingdoms.” 

Timmon lifted a single finger and ran it along his jaw. “I’m sure you're curious as to why I am as I am now. It’s true that I should have a different appearance as I travel, so as not to disrupt the local towns and kingdoms. I was inspired by the great Kavan Cynder and Drayke Ash. Two dragonkin without fear, living their true selves among the people. I’m not the only one in the spire cities who have discussed at length the freedom one can feel by simply being themselves.” 

The green dragonkin tilted his head to Kavan with respect. “I thought it rude to come to town under a different guise, so when I approached Moonvale, I allowed myself to be in my true form.” 

Timmon shifted his gaze to Lorta standing just behind Kavan. “It was when the sun set and I approached town, I caught the scent of the dead. I only intended to watch and see if they passed by. When I saw this beautiful troll run out to take on an army of undead, I knew I had to assist. It didn’t sit well with me to see such uneven odds. 

There must be a balance to all and I decided to help.” 

Kavan stared at the green dragonkin with blank eyes. 

 After everything we and this town has been through, I don’t believe this dragonkin for one moment. For all we know, he is one of the five that attacked Shella’s dungeon and may have been following her the whole time. 

Timmon looked down. “I know, my sudden appearance can be a little disconcerting, but my intentions are true. I came to hunt and to chance a meeting with two famous dragonkin.” 

“Did you know about the lich and undead coming here?” Kavan asked simply. 

Timmon shook his head. “I did not. I simply came for the hunting. 

I don’t dwell too much on politics and events happening across Voldor. I spend much of my time alone, hunting different quarries and earning a living.” 

“How long do you plan on staying?” Kavan asked bluntly. 

“Since the snows have arrived, I may be here for the season. I would be hard pressed to transverse the deep snow. Tracking and hunting dreggers will take up most of my time, but it will also give me a chance to experience this quaint town and its people, if I am allowed to stay?” 

Kavan kept his expression blank, but the green dragon’s charm was grating on him. Timmon appeared relaxed and explained his simple intentions, but it didn’t sit right with Kavan. Something else was below the surface and Kavan refused to ignore it. 

“Is there a place in town where I can take up lodgings?” Timmon asked. 

Kavan looked over to Soki. 

“He is almost completely healed. I don’t have any reason to keep him here,” Soki said. 

Kogan stepped in with robust flair. “The Blue Lantern Inn is a fine establishment. It is on West Street and easy to find. We cannot have anyone out in the dead of winter without lodgings. It would be uncivilized.” 

Timmon bowed his head. “Thank you, Mayor Sunaxe. You are most gracious.” 

The green dragonkin stood up. He picked up his bow and slung it over his head and onto his shoulder. 

“I will take my leave. I’m sure there will be much discussion over tonight’s events and I don’t wish to keep you. If anyone wishes to speak to me, I’ll be at this Blue Lantern Inn when I’m not out hunting. 

I bid you all a pleasant night.” 

The green dragonkin bowed to the group before standing up and walking to the door. 

Kavan was silent as Timmon left. When the outer door closed, he turned to the group gathered. 

“I don’t trust him,” Kavan stated plainly. 

“Neither do I,” Drayke added. 

Kogan nodded. “It’s safe to assume, especially after everything that has happened over the last year, he cannot be trusted. But that doesn’t mean we cannot be good hosts. If he is here to hunt and nothing else, he will be on his way in the spring. If he has dark intentions, they will be found out sooner or later. It is important we keep up appearances so as not to arouse suspicion.” 

“The whole town will be watching him,” Durzol added. 

Kavan nodded. “We will play the game for now, but the moment we discover anything out of sorts with Timmon, we stop it.” 

Kavan thoughts shifted to the two liches. “As for Shella and Brom, I will speak with them and get to the heart of the matter. If danger is coming to Moonvale, we need to know everything we can so we can prepare.” 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

 I just hope with Shella’s arrival, things won’t turn from bad to worse. 

Eight

The sky glowed with ethereal light. Kavan stood amid burning ruins, staring up at the heavens. A dark cloud appeared on the horizon, making its way closer. Like a wave, it crossed the heavens much quicker than any normal clouds. 

The red dragonkin kept his slitted gaze on the massive cloud. It slowly blotted out the sky and when it reached the sun, a dark shadow ran across the land. 

Kavan continued to stare up as the shadow fell over him. A deep chill stabbed into his skin and bones. The chill slowed his heart as Kavan witnessed the sky filled with dragon wings and bodies. Maws opened up as energy glowed between long, sharp teeth. 

“You will not defeat me,” Kavan said with conviction. 

The sound of a child crying touched the dragonkin’s sensitive ears. He turned to see Onka standing fifty feet away, a wrapped bundle in her arms. Horns were on her head, but she looked like her beautiful goblin self. Eyes were wide with fear as she gently rocked the bundle in her arms. 

“Onka!” Kavan shouted when the sky filled with light. 

Streams of breath attacks rained down as Kavan made an impossible leap. When he landed next to Onka, he covered her and the child with his body as fire, ice, and lightning struck them. 

Kavan woke up with a start. His slitted eyes looked around and all he could see was blue skin. Blinking away the nightmare, reality slowly fell into focus. The dragonkin saw that his nose was touching Lorta’s naked cleavage as she laid on her side. Kavan glanced up to see Lorta was fast asleep next to him. 

Movement behind the dragonkin alerted him to Onka at his back. 

She was snuggled close, her hand on his side and fingers slightly bent into his skin, as if she didn’t want to let him go. 

 The world is in bad shape, but it's these moments where it makes it worth it to be alive. I wish I could stay, but duty calls. 

Once again, Kavan gently sat up and crawled toward the end of the bed. He slipped out and stood on his own two feet. 

Movement on the bed caused him to turn to it. Lorta was sitting up and blinking sleep away. 

“Going to see Brom?” Lorta whispered. 

Kavan nodded. “I have to see him and sort this out. I should be back by this afternoon, before it gets dark.” 

“I can come with you,” Lorta offered. 

Kavan smiled as he eyed the beautiful troll. 

 I wish she could. 

“I would welcome that, but I need you here to watch over Onka.” 

“I’m fine,” Onka said in a dreamy voice, still snuggled in the blankets and eyes closed. 

Kavan smiled. “I need everyone here and resting. I’ll be back and then we can relax together.” 

Lorta eyed the dragonkin for a small moment before giving a begrudging nod. Onka remained snuggled in the blankets, not adding anything else. 

Kavan walked over to his closet to get some clothes as his thoughts reflected on the nightmare. 


***

Snow continued to fall as a lone figure trudged through the wintery wilderness. A ball of glowing fire circled the dragonkin as his boots sank into fresh snow. The white snow was up to his knees, but Kavan pressed on. 

Kavan looked ahead as he marched. The Misty Forest was nothing more than white snow and bare trees. The snow had become so heavy, branches bent to their weight. The longer Kavan

made his way, the more the wind and snow began to pick up. A sphere of fire circled the dragonkin. Kavan thought it would help him stay warm, but despite the sphere hovering close, the wind stole any heat it may have produced. Thankfully, his bolid fur-lined coat and his natural heat kept the chill at bay. But Kavan’s boots weren’t so lucky. The snow was so deep, some of it seeped into his boots, a cold and wet feeling touching his taloned feet. 

 I really need to learn teleportation or portal magic. This march to see Brom in the middle of a snowstorm is not fun. 

 “I believe that is the Space Sphere. But if you want to get there faster, you could use your Body Sphere to increase your speed?” Viz said. 

Kavan shook his head as he trudged on. 

 Meeting Brom is always a crap shoot. I need to be at full or close to full mana so I can be ready for anything. Besides, I don’t know if I may come across a monster or dregger that may want a meal. 

 Viz nodded. “Very well. But I do want to bring up that you haven’t created any gifts for your betrothed. I know it’s still the first week of winter, but I’m sure the future ladies of Moonvale will be expecting something.” 

 I have a plan. Well, a partial plan. Let’s just leave it that there is a plan. 

 “You don’t have a plan, do you,” Viz chided. 

Kavan chuckled to himself as he pressed on in the storm. He was thankful that he could feel the general pull of Brom’s dungeon, otherwise, he would be hopelessly lost. 

 I have an idea on what to create for Zellee and Dura. It’s Onka, Lorta, and Nava I have to figure out. It has to be special. 

 “We could pass the time discussing it?” Viz asked. 

Kavan’s eyes darkened a bit. The nightmare swirled at the back of his mind and it didn’t sit well with him. 

 Actually, we should be thinking how to best protect Moonvale. 

 “You’re worried.” 

 I am. Shella was simply able to walk right up to Moonvale with an army of undead. I have a feeling, come spring, we will have more enemies at our gates. 

 “Nuruc is still pulling the strings behind the scenes in Loduss. He may help if you direct him to?” 

Kavan’s thoughts swirled to the events in Loduss, how he and his people were lured into a trap and were forced to kill Loduss’s royal lord and lady. It also led to Hynrik sacrificing himself for all of them to escape. The pain was still there, eating away at the dragonkin, knowing he lost a friend that night. 

 With the snow, it will be impossible for me to organize anything in Loduss. Until we sort out this problem with Shella and the dragonkin, Loduss will have to be on its own for a few weeks. With the dragonkin hunting Shella, we don’t know when they will arrive. 

 The snow may slow them down, but not stop them. 

Silence filled Kavan’s mind as he pushed on. The snow seemed to get deeper. The falling snowflakes melted against his hot skin and scales. Wisps of steam rose up from his head and exposed neck as icy flakes turned into drops of water. 

After a time, the trees parted into a wide, round clearing. Kavan stepped through large mounds of snow, making his way toward the covered entrance. It stood like a monolith, covered in arcane runes. 

When Kavan was halfway to it, the stone doors opened and a dusty heat rose up from the dark entrance. 

Kavan stepped through the now waist-high snow. He crashed through the last wall, snow crumbling and shattering to his powerful legs. A powdery snow fell onto the ancient steps leading down. 

Kavan pressed on into the heat as the stone doors closed behind him. 

Memories crashed on the shores of Kavan’s mind as he shook snow off his boots and leather leggings. Undead sentries stood along the walls, not moving to Kavan’s presence. The dragonkin glanced around and noticed there were no xykks standing guard. 

 The weather is too cold for them. They might be deeper in the dungeon where it’s warmer and drier. 

Kavan pressed on as the last of the snow clinging to him began to melt away. The wide dungeon corridor was very warm and it felt good on Kavan’s scales. The fireball floating by him winked out as he walked along easily, making his way deeper into the lich’s dungeon. 

 Brom usually greets me. This is a little weird that he is so quiet. 

Kavan walked to the end of the wide corridor. When he reached the archway to the underground arena, Kavan stopped and took it in. 

The stone seated arena stood like one would see in ancient Rome back on earth. It had rows of bench seating and stairs that led down to the arena. The main floor of the arena was divided into two sections. On one side, the xykk queen under Brom and Kavan’s control stood with a chain around her neck. She was surrounded by eggs as Xykk workers cleaned and moved them away. Unblinking yellow eyes turned and looked up to Kavan. The queen simply stared, her alien gaze like two lanterns in a window. 

On the other side of the arena, book shelves, tables, and many chairs stood. Kavan remembered that Brom had made this his primary work space so he could keep an eye on the queen. She was grown from an egg he altered so she and her children would be under his control. 

Kavan took one step toward the stairs when he noticed, in the middle area between the work area and the queen area, several comfortable chairs stood. A small table was between them with several different sized bottles and glasses. Brom was sitting in one of the chairs, staring at nothing. His entire body, including his eyes, 

never moved. Kavan noted that he truly looked like a propped-up corpse. 

 I hope Shella didn’t kill him. 

Brom shifted and turned his dead gaze to the top of the stone steps. “Welcome, my apprentice.” 

Kavan breathed a sigh of relief as he made his way down the stairs and onto the arena floor. Sand shifted under his boots as he crossed the small distance and approached the lich. 

“Is everything well?” Kavan asked as he glanced around for Shella. 

Brom nodded. “All is well at the moment. Shella is getting reacquainted with some of the many changes I made to the dungeon since she was last here over two-hundred years ago. 

“There is much to discuss. Please, sit.” 

Brom pointed a withered hand to an empty chair beside him. 

Kavan stepped over and sat down. Water dripped off his boots and onto the floor. 

“I’m sure you have many questions. Shella and I spoke at length during the night and she has made some things clear, yet other things remained shrouded in mystery. I will attempt to be as brief as I can from what we know,” Brom stated. 

Kavan leaned forward, elbows on knees and looking at the old lich. 

Brom continued, “Since you are not from Voldor, you may not be familiar with avatars.” 

“Avatars are usually those chosen to represent or allow a deity to channel their power and knowledge to the mortal realm,” Kavan answered. 

Brom’s dried, gray lips twisted into a small, amused smile. “You do understand what an avatar is, but I will go into further detail for what it means on Voldor. 

“Avatars, especially dragonkin avatars, are individuals who are chosen to represent their particular deity. They pledge their entire life to following their deity’s will and command. But as you know, the gods don’t always speak plainly to mortals, even those they choose to represent them. 

“To have five avatars attack a lich’s dungeon is uncommon, practically unheard of. I have been on Voldor a long time and I have never encountered such a tale. The closest I can compare it to is when the dragonkin attacked the dwarves and enslaved them. 

“The dwarves were never a weak race. They had great technologies and deep magic to aid them. They fought well, but it took armies of powerful dragonkin and their allies to break the dwarves’ power and enslave them. Once they were broken, the rest of Voldor fell in line.” 

Brom nodded to himself as if reliving a faraway memory. 

“My apprentice, Shella and I spoke at length and we have a working theory about recent events. From what we can determine, the dragonkin avatars were after information. For them to have such a brazen attack indicated they wanted to find and exploit a weakness. Shella is old, but I am far older and more powerful. We agreed they attacked her dungeon so they could learn more about me. If she was captured, mind dragons, with time, would have explored every part of her mind and pulled every secret from her.” 

Brom nodded to himself again as he sat in his tattered, regal robes. “All liches have their secrets, even from each other. Despite our bond, I still keep my secrets from her as she has kept her secrets from me. It is a simple, but effective way to protect ourselves.” 

The lich’s eyes turned away and one hand shook on the armrest. 

Kavan caught sight of it, knowing Brom was having a moment of difficulty, trying to keep his thoughts together and the madness at bay. 

“Shella was so lovely, even as she was bleeding in the forest,” 

Brom said with a faraway voice and continued. “It was during a time where Moonvale was empty of townsfolk. Over the last two thousand years, the town was settled a few times. The lands here can be harsh and farming can be difficult, but the strong do love a challenge. 

“A tribe of feral orcs took up residence at one time. They didn’t farm, but they liked to hunt. Dregger meat was a staple food and they relished the hunt. The tribe was small and seemed to respect the town, so I let them stay. I hid myself from them. They were superstitious and primal. I knew if they saw me, they would have deserted the town. I was pleased to have life and families in Moonvale once again, so I kept to myself and out of sight. 

“Through divination and cloaking myself from their senses and gazes, I often watched them. Their laughter was genuine and their bonds strong. Shella was a young adult orc. She clashed with the leaders often, wanting to do as she wished. Where the rest of the tribe followed their leaders, Shella fought against them. She had a fire that could warm the sun. 

“The orc chief tried to have patience with Shella, but she was too brazen, too strong willed. She clashed with other hunters and was often first to attack any dregger they found. She was skilled and strong, but she did not get along with most of the tribe. The chief thought he could remedy it by taking her as one of his. His mistake was thinking he could calm her fire. When he declared her as one of his bonded, Shella laughed.” 

Brom smiled to himself before he continued, “This angered the orc chief. I stayed close, curious as to what was going to happen next. A few evenings later, the chief and the hunters decided to go out for another hunt. Shella loved to hunt and quickly volunteered to join. There was no argument as they left to find more meat for the tribe.” 

Brom’s smile faded away as he stared at nothing. “It was all a ruse. Shella was brought out deep into the Misty Forest. When they

reached a certain point, the chief and hunters attacked her. 

“I remained cloaked from them, watching the brutality unfold. 

Shella impressed me as she fought back. She blinded two hunters and broke many bones before she was beaten down to the forest floor. A dagger flashed and it was buried in her gut. They continued to beat her until she could no longer move. One hunter pulled out the dagger and Shella’s life bled onto the forest floor.” 

Brom blinked. “After they left her, I decided to inspect the body to see if I could use it in any of my experiments. When I approached, I saw that she was still alive. I still remember when she opened her eyes and called out my name. 

“The years have played tricks on me at times. I was shocked she discovered my name, but the more I dwelled on it, I must have muttered it to myself as I spied on the tribe. Some individuals are gifted with knowing some mana spheres. They may have a natural connection to a kind of magic. It happens from time to time. Little did I know at the time, Shella had a natural connection to the Mind Sphere. She could see past the lies and half-truths. It made her angry with everyone around her, knowing their true intentions. No matter what someone said, she knew the truth from their surface thoughts.” 

Brom blinked again and a small smile returned. “I could not let this gifted woman die on the forest floor. Something sparked between us. I picked her up and brought her here. 

“I healed her. She was grateful and told me she could see me, but could not see into my thoughts. It was then I realized she had a hunger for knowledge, but didn’t know how to approach it. Living in a tribe would never fulfill her, but my hubris thought I could. We spent years together, here in the dungeon. I taught her to read and write. I taught her magic and she had a natural affinity and attraction to it. 

After ten years, she had become quite powerful and versed in the ways of mana weaving.” 

Brom took in a breath, his decayed chest rising and falling like it was the first breath he had taken in decades. 

“Her hunger for knowledge was nearly supernatural and I could not deny the attraction. It never bothered her that I was a lich. I often changed my appearance to look younger and healthier. She often whispered to me that she loved me, no matter what I looked like. 

“After a few more years, we bonded on the beach, under the moonlight. The next night, I began the process of turning her into a lich, like myself. She asked and I loved her deeply, I could not say no. Once it was complete, we spent several hundreds of years together, performing experiments, deep conversations on magic, and loving each other.” 

Brom’s small smile faded away as a shadow touched his white eyes. “Time decays all. The love we felt burned long and bright, but like all things, the cycle continued. Shella wanted to explore the world more. I had already explored much of Voldor and had little interest in doing it again. She grew insistent and I ignored her requests. We began to fight. 

“On the last night we were together, the tension had grown too much and we had our last fight. There is something to be said when two liches fight. There is something more to say when both liches love each other. Our fight destroyed part of the dungeon. She was never as powerful as I was at the time, but I found myself pulling back my power, unwilling to hurt her. 

“In the destroyed rubble, she swore she was leaving and she would never return. I was so angry, I let her. At the time, I didn’t know how much that hurt her. I made no attempt to stop her and hold her to me. I simply let her go. It took dozens of years to discover my mistake, but by then, she was long gone.” 

Kavan watched as Brom’s face gave off ticks and his lip curved downward for barely a moment. 

“Kavan, treasure every moment with those you love. Time can be cruel, but loving memories can outlast every emotion and feeling

you may experience through your life. My time with Shella healed me to a degree after what the dragon gods did to my people. My memory of her helped cut through the periods of confusion many times. She became my light in the darkness.” 

Brom looked around and blinked. It was like he woke from a dream because he chuckled to himself. 

“Thank you, my apprentice, for allowing an old lich like myself to prattle on about ancient history. There was a point I wanted to discuss and my mind wandered again.” 

“Brom, know this, we can discuss anything you want to discuss. 

I’m not just your apprentice, but a friend,” Kavan smiled. 

The old lich looked at the dragonkin and for the first time since they met, Kavan noticed that Brom could not process what was just said. A small confusion touched his undead eyes, unsure he heard what was said. The lich shifted in his seat slightly. Kavan kept his face blank as he watched an uncomfortable moment take root in the lich. 

“Where were we? Ah, yes, we were discussing avatars and deities,” Brom said, changing the subject. “Shella came back here, not to tell me what happened, but to prepare a defense for when and if the dragonkin avatars arrived. What I will tell you next is theories and knowledge gained from my long tenure on Voldor. You should feel privileged because there are very few on Voldor who understand the celestial secrets of the universe.” 

Kavan gave the lich his full attention. 

Brom continued, “To defeat your enemies, you must understand them. I have spent much of the last few thousand years studying and experimenting, trying to uncover the mysterious knowledge of gods and monsters. 

“The first thing I will tell you is, any being can become a celestial being, if they know enough to achieve it. Yes, deities can be born

from elements or from within stars or nebulae, but an intelligent being can discover the path on their own. 

“You are aware of the twelve spheres of mana and their degrees, but what you may not know is that these spheres are the key to achieving enlightenment and ascending to a higher form. Mana is the life blood of the universe, every universe. Follow that true path and one can achieve power, knowledge, and understanding. If a being reaches one, several, or all degrees in the mana spheres, they can earn a chance to ascend and become a demi-deity or a pure deity. 

“There are a few ways to achieve this, but we will not focus on that at the moment. Our focus is on what happens after one ascends. They leave their physical body and become a being of power and elements. Much like there are twelve degrees to every mana sphere, there are twelve degrees to being a deity.” 

Kavan’s eyes widened a hair as he listened to Brom. He was just handed the keys to becoming a god and all Kavan could think about was unlocking them. He quickly pushed the thoughts away as he listened to the lich. 

Brom continued, “There are twelve degrees of enlightenment, harmony, and discord. Once a being ascends, they begin in the first three degrees. At the beginning, they have a choice to follow enlightenment, harmony, or discord. Once they choose a path, they can never stray from the path. It will become who they are as they grow their knowledge and power. 

“A first-degree deity is already very powerful. The theory is, the higher degree, the more powerful one becomes. This is where avatars come in. They are the chosen of their particular deity and in exchange for dedicating their soul and blood to a divine being, that deity may impart some of their power onto their chosen. It may come in different ways, from knowledge and abilities, to power and influence, but they become stronger than most beings or monsters in the mortal world. 

“You see, my apprentice, the soul and blood of an avatar channels divine power. They become a conduit to carry out the will of their deity. They have been conditioned by faith and dedication to be the living embodiment of their god’s spheres of influence and power. 

“It would be obvious that an avatar channeling their deity’s divine power would eliminate most obstacles, but that is where you would be mistaken. Deities still obey the laws of the universe, despite being part of the very stars that dot the sky.” 

Brom’s eyes narrowed as he looked at the dragonkin, “My apprentice, are you aware of Starstones?” 

Kavan nodded as he remembered Durzol mentioning the most used metals on Voldor are copper, iron, mithril, and starstone. The dragonkin let it go that he and the lich had the same kind of conversation when Brom presented a scribe tool made of starstone to Kavan. 

Brom continued, “Starstone have many incredible properties, but a little known one is it can hurt, or even kill divine beings.” 

Kavan blinked as the information struck his mind like a hammer. 

 Starstone hurts or kills divine beings? That is why Moonvale is so important. We have the ability to hurt the very gods. 

The lich flexed his boney fingers along the end of his armrests. 

To Kavan, it appeared the lich was ready to tell more secrets. 

“Starstone is rare, often buried deep into Voldor. Those who find it, treasure it for its mystical qualities, its durability, and the ability to hone great magic if one knows how to use it. The scribe tool I had given you before was the only starstone I had in my possession. It will aid you as you create enchanted items. 

“Shella came to Moonvale, not just for my help, but to gather her own starstone so she could fashion a weapon to fight against the dragonkin avatars.” 

Brom let out a creepy chuckle before he continued, “It is believed starstones are made of the same kind of mystical energies

of divine beings. That is why it can hurt and perhaps kill them. This is all theoretical, since there are no records or stories that tell of such a thing happening, nor should there be. It is a direct threat to divine beings, and anyone who may know those secrets were dispatched through all of history, except for myself and Shella. 

“There are very few places on Voldor where one can find starstone. Moonvale happens to be one of those places.” 

Kavan eyed the old lich and ideas and inspiration flowed. “We have a means to kill the very dragon gods. Brom, this is huge.” 

The lich nodded. “Yes, it is grand, but it is far from simple. It takes a great heat to melt and bend starstone. It is fortunate that we have our very own dragonkin who can do what most creatures on Voldor cannot. 

“Shella and I may be able to create a strong enough flame to mold starstone into a simple, small weapon, but you, my apprentice, can do much more.” 

Kavan looked to the side as his mind worked. “I have to prepare a party to go into the mine. We have to search for starstone as soon as possible. If we have some, it will give us an edge to fight any divine beings that may come here. We would have a chance against the dragonkin avatars.” 

Brom nodded. “Yes, my apprentice, but such an adventure will be dangerous. I had found a small piece of starstone deep in the mine. It was close to the bottom level. I wished to find more, but the monsters that lurk on the lower levels are very dangerous and troublesome. Some were ancient creatures, similar to the deep one that attacked Moonvale during the summer. Even with all my power, I could not stay long in the lower depths. I believe the power and nature of starstone has infected or corrupted the creatures that dwell deep below. Changed them enough so they naturally hurt divine beings and those close to divinity. 

“You see, as a lich, I am a degree below from a divine being. 

Despite my grand power, I will never achieve godhood, like I had

planned. It was a mistake I learned long after I had become the dead thing before you. I have twelve degrees in most spheres, except for the Life and Light Spheres. They have remained at the tenth degree for centuries. I have tried to improve them, but those two spheres are in direct opposition to my Decay and Dark spheres. When a lich uses the spheres of light and life, there is no protection from the pain and torment of using them. I have worked through the pain, many, many times, but alas, I can never move beyond what I know because life and light abhor decay and dark.” 

Brom stared into Kavan’s slitted eyes. “A weakness you do not share, my apprentice.” 

Kavan leaned back in his chair as a light of hope touched his mind. 

“I don’t need magic to know your intentions. Heed my advice, do not use mana when on the lower depths. It will attract all manner of strange creatures and monsters, creatures that may want to feed on your mana. Your dragon fire will give you an edge, but do not allow yourself and those with you to become overwhelmed. Shella and I would join you, but our power will attract monsters like a moth to a flame.” 

“Brom, thank you. Everything you have said will be taken seriously,” Kavan said and bowed his head. 

The lich nodded as he relaxed in his chair. “I have something to show you.” 

Brom turned his attention to a large, dark corridor on the other side of the arena chamber. A sound of metal on metal groaned. 

Kavan stared at the tunnel as something big stepped out. It moved with an even gait, but its size filled Kavan’s gaze. When the thing touched the lantern light, it slowly revealed itself as he moved closer to the dragonkin and lich. 

A metal humanoid, eight feet tall, lumbered into view. It had broad shoulders and thick limbs. Its body was smooth, like treated metal. Its face was simple, only having two glowing blue eyes. There

was no nose or mouth. Its coloring was that of a midnight blue. 

Three thick fingers dangled as the metal monster moved. When it approached, it stopped about ten feet from the lich and dragonkin and stood at attention. 

“A golem?” Kavan said. 

Brom nodded. “One of my finer creations. A hundred were created and I have begun the process of building a thousand more. 

These iron golems have different abilities than most of my previous creations. They are incredibly tough, can repair themselves and are slightly smarter. They follow commands without question and can be taught some basic skills. They are incredibly strong, but lack a degree of quickness. They do have a greater degree of magic resistance, which makes them excellent soldiers against other mana weavers.” 

The lich lifted a skeletal hand and made an arcane symbol in the air. 

Kavan watched as the same symbol Brom traced in the air appeared before Kavan’s chest. It glowed a few inches from his chest before it faded away. 

“The hundred are now under your command,” Brom stated. 

An alert touched the edge of Kavan’s gaze. 

 Gained mystical ability, Command Iron Golems! 

“When the thousand are finished, I will add them to your command. It took two months to create a hundred, but I have already streamlined the process. You should have a thousand more by the end of winter,” Brom informed. 

 With over a thousand iron golems, undead, and xykks, Moonvale will be incredibly protected. 

“I don’t know what to say,” Kavan said truthfully. 

Brom gave the dragonkin a faint, almost endearing glance. 

“There is nothing to say. A general needs his armies. It would be

foolish to think you and I could take on the dragon gods ourselves. 

No matter how powerful we are or become, we will still require soldiers for the dark days ahead.” 

Kavan stood up and walked up to the iron golem. He looked it over, admiring the simple strength the construct radiated. It’s glowing blue eyes didn’t blink as it stood at attention. 

A thought crawled into Kavan’s mind and his heart warmed. 

The dragonkin turned around and faced the sitting, ancient lich. 

“Brom, there is something I must ask you.” 

Brom’s eyes sharpened and his decayed brow creased. “I have given you several gifts and knowledge and yet, you ask for more? I thought we were beyond this,” the lich nearly growled. 

Kavan smiled slightly, seeing the old Brom come to the surface, scathing and irritable. The lich despised weakness and believed everything must be earned. Kavan mentally laughed to himself as he knew Brom had no idea what he was going to ask. 

“Brom, are you aware Onka is with my child?” Kavan asked. 

Brom’s expression softened a tiny degree. “I am aware.” 

Kavan nodded. “We discussed it and we wanted to ask you to be the child’s Guardian.” 

The lich’s hard gaze softened into contained delight. He stood up as his tattered regal robes smoothed down his body. He stepped to Kavan with wide eyes, as if he didn’t understand what was just said. 

“Truly, Onka is with child and you wish me to be the child’s Guardian?” Brom said as if he had just forgotten he said he knew Onka was pregnant. 

Kavan stood up, reached over and placed his scaled hand on the lich’s shoulder. “We want this. We want you to be there in case anything happens to us. With the uncertain future, we believe you would be an ideal guardian.” 

A moment of pure elation touched the lich’s features. White eyes widened as a warm smile bloomed. Kavan found it a little unnerving, seeing the lich appear so incredibly happy. 

Brom lifted his hand and clamped it to Kavan’s arm touching his shoulder. Darkness appeared at their feet and rose up like tendrils from the deep ocean. Kavan glanced down and was about to pull away when darkness swallowed them up in an instant. 

A pulse and vibration filled the void as Kavan and Brom stood. 

Cracks of light appeared around them before the black void shattered. Familiar scents and warmth touched Kavan as reality fell back into place. He turned his head to see he was in his living room. 

Sharp gasps touched the air as Kavan and Brom let go of each other. Abby stood by the kitchen doorway with a cup in hand. Onka and Lorta were sitting on the couch, facing each other before turning their wide eyes to Kavan and Brom. The air was still for a moment as Brom stepped over to Onka and stood before her. 

Onka shifted in her seat. Her oval eyes gave off a loving affection as she sat and looked up at the lich. Lorta remained sitting sideways, eyeing the lich. Abby stood like a frozen statue, unable or unwilling to move. 

Brom stared at Onka for a long moment, only the crackle of the burning hearth touching the air. Ancient knees bent as the lich lowered himself down to one knee. Onka smiled wider as Brom bowed his head slightly, his white gaze on the goblin’s barely noticeable belly. 

“Is it true what Kavan has asked? You both wish for me to become the child’s Guardian?” Brom asked in a low tone. 

Onka smiled before she leaned closer to the lich and kissed his cheek. She pulled back slightly and looked into his white eyes. 

“It is true. We wish for you to be our child’s Guardian,” Onka said with a loving tone. 

Brom looked down at her stomach with wide eyes. 

Time ticked on. Kavan stepped closer, turned and stood beside the edge of the couch where Onka and Brom were. He looked down with warm eyes as the lich was silent. 

Before everyone’s eyes, Brom’s features and clothes changed. A youthful, full appearance filled and mended his decayed features. 

Tattered robes repaired themselves and appeared as if they were made yesterday. The patches of white, stringy hair grew thicker and turned a jet black. The old lich looked like a young man in regal robes as he stayed to one knee before the goblin and dragonkin. 

“I would be honored to be the child’s Guardian,” Brom said with a deep warmth. 

Onka’s eyes gleamed as she looked at the handsome, young Brom before her. “Welcome to our family, Bromamir Truewind.” 

Brom smiled like a child on a sunny day. “May I touch your stomach?” 

“Of course,” Onka said without hesitation. 

Brom lifted a hand and touched Onka’s small belly. He closed his eyes as he remained on one knee. 

“His spirit is strong,” Brom said softly. 

Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge, “You already know their sex?” 

Brom nodded and opened his eyes, staring into Onka’s loving gaze. “Indeed. He will be very strong, loving, and powerful.” 

Brom pulled his hand away and stood up. 

“To have children, here in Moonvale once again, is true beauty incarnate,” Brom said warmly. 

Kavan turned his attention to Abby who was still standing at the doorway, frozen in disbelief. 

“Abby?” the dragonkin asked kindly. 

The taur broke her hypnotic gaze to look at the smiling dragonkin. 

“Abby, can you get us some bottles of spirits? We need to celebrate the moment,” Kavan said with an elated gleam in his slitted eyes. 



Nine

The gray sky darkened as evening approached. Snow continued to fall, burying the lands of Moonvale in a thick blanket of white frost. 

Animals and creatures stayed in their burrows. The cold chill sank into the very ground. The world ground to a halt as the snows continued to fall without a care. Amid the gentle, cold storm, a farmhouse was barely visible under the mounds of snow and ice. 

Smoke billowed from the chimney as songs and laughter played on within the simple dwelling. 

Nava clasped her webbed hands together, singing a joyous and dreamy song. The siren’s voice was hypnotic, but not overpowering, allowing all within the living room to speak, laugh, and drink in celebration. 

Kavan swayed a little on his feet as he looked around. His half-closed eyes drank in the moments as he tried to make sure he didn’t fall over. The drinking had started hours earlier and almost everyone in the farmhouse was tipsy to full on drunk. 

Lorta guzzled down mead, a drop streaking down from the corner of her mouth. She finished with a loud exhale, before grabbing a bottle of mead and pouring it into her now empty cup. 

The troll’s eyes slowly blinked as a warm smile filled her features. 

Pink touched the blue skin of her cheeks, but did not slow her down as she started guzzling down more mead. 

Dura, Abby, Myn, and Belle were sitting on the floor, holding up their cups and laughing. The laughter only broke when one of the taurs asked the orc some questions about Moonvale. Dura replied with whatever knowledge she knew on the subject, from town history to legends about the very lich within Kavan’s home. The three taurs were mesmerized by Dura’s knowledge and often perked up with new questions. 

Dura looked upon the taurs with a drunken, loving gaze, like a proud teacher with her students. The look remained as all four of

them took deep gulps of spirits and happily laughed after every drink and enjoyed Nava’s hypnotic singing. 

The fire crackled in the warm room. 

Onka and Brom sat on the couch. The young-looking lich was aglow with questions, ranging from the possible names for the child to how she felt at this time. Kavan often glanced at them, seeing the pair not drinking and lost in deep conversations. His gaze would often stay on the beautiful goblin and her barely noticeable belly. At one point, Kavan lifted his gaze and saw that Onka’s breasts were slightly bigger than he remembered. It must have happened recently, but the more he stared, the more he noticed how they pressed at her already tight shirt. 

The intimate celebration continued as the sun disappeared behind the horizon. Kavan often glanced at the windows, each one covered with enough snow to prevent anyone from looking out or in. 

The heat in the home only grew warmer as hearts glowed with joy. 

 I… wish Zellee was here. She… she… she would love this. 

 “Kavan, I do believe you’re very drunk,” Viz stated. 

 I’m… happy. Like… really, really happy. 

 “You’ve drunk three bottles of fire spirits. I think I may have to cut you off,” Viz said with an incorporeal smile. 

 Three? I thought it was more. 

Kavan leaned his shoulder against the wall and looked at the dark, snow-covered window. 

Nava stopped singing and bowed. Dura, Lorta, and the taurs raised their hands and clapped to the beautiful siren. Nava bowed again before she picked up her cup and took a long sip. 

Brom sat up from the couch and smoothed down his robes. He turned his attention to the leaning dragonkin and smiled. 

“I fear I must return to my dungeon. This has been a marvelous celebration, but there is still much to do,” Brom announced. 

“No, don’t go!” the taurs shouted in unison. 

“It’s… only been a few hours,” Nava said with a drunken slur. 

Kavan pushed off the wall and stood under his own power, gently swaying side to side. “Brom, the party is just starting.” 

The lich nodded with amused eyes. “Yes, indeed. But there is much to do. On the other hand, all of you should continue to enjoy the celebration. New life grows and all of us should prepare for its arrival. 

“Kavan, I will take my role as Guardian seriously. Your son will learn the great secrets of the universe, I swear it. Enjoy the rest of your evening.” 

Brom turned his gaze to Onka on the couch, “I will visit periodically, if it is acceptable? I wish to be part of this moment for as long as I may.” 

Onka nodded and smiled. “Brom, you are always welcome in our home.” 

Brom bowed deeply. “Thank you, Mistress Onka. I will not overstay my welcome, but I will be here for anything you and your family needs.” 

“Our family, “Onka corrected. 

Brom’s gaze softened as he stood up. “Yes, our family. How foolish of me to forget.” 

The lich turned to Kavan and gave him a deep bow. “Until later, my friend.” 

Kavan blinked as dark tendrils crawled up the lich’s robe and body. He was completely engulfed in darkness before he sank down into the floor and disappeared from sight. 

“Did everyone hear that? He called me his friend,” Kavan said with drunken astonishment. 

Cheers filled the cozy living room and drinks sloshed in hands. 

Kavan was all smiles as he looked at the beautiful women in the living room. His heart beat with drunken tenderness as his gaze fell upon Onka. She turned her oval eyes to him and gave a small, knowing smile. It cut at his reasoning, driving his body to take a step toward her with full intentions of picking her up and kissing her. 

The one step forward slid slightly, causing Kavan to stumble forward. Onka lifted both hands and Lorta lifted one hand. Three hands touched his chest and helped to keep the dragonkin upright. 

Kavan blinked before he chuckled. “I think I’ve had a little too much.” 

Everyone nodded and smiled. 

“Maybe it’s time to lay down for a little while,” Onka said with a breathy whisper and attentive eyes. 

“That… may be for the best,” Kavan slurred. 

Onka looked over to Lorta, “Will you help me get him upstairs?” 

Lorta nodded with a gleam in her eyes. 

Kavan fought through the drunken haze, sobering up a little. He reached down and scooped the goblin into his arms. Onka let out a happy laugh as the dragonkin held her to his chest. 

“I can bring you upstairs. I will not drop you,” Kavan said with determination. 

Onka held onto his neck as he turned and made for the stairs. 

Lorta followed. 

Nava weaved over to Dura and the taurs. She plopped down on the floor, her eyes staring at nothing as the orc and taurs sank down beside her. 

“We need… more drinks!” the siren bellowed. 

Dura and the taurs raised their cups up again in a cheery shout. 

On the stairs, Kavan carefully took each step one at a time. The stairs creaked as he and Lorta climbed them. Lorta was behind

Kavan, making sure he didn’t fall backwards. Onka giggled in Kavan’s arms, whispering her love into his ear. 

The trio made it to the top of the stairs with little trouble. Kavan easily held Onka to him as they walked down the corridor to the master bedroom. When they reached the room, Lorta slipped past and moved to a single lantern. She touched the arcane symbol at the base and the lantern glowed to life. It filled the bedroom with a dim, comforting light as Kavan moved to the edge of the bed and gently laid the goblin down on it. 

Onka was relaxed as she watched Kavan look down on her with a loving gaze. His body began to sway again, the spirits firmly taking hold of him. Lorta stepped over to Kavan and gently took hold of his clothes. She silently began to undress him. 

Kavan turned to her after his shirt was opened and pulled off. 

“Lorta, thank you, but I’m fine.” 

Lorta nodded. “I know. I want to do this, for us.” 

Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge as Lorta took hold of his belt buckle and undid it. 

“She is preparing you for worship,” Onka said with a hungry gaze. 

Kavan chuckled as he kicked off a boot. “I thought it was us who would worship you?” 

“We can worship each other,” Onka said as her gaze drifted down to his strong, light red chest. 

Before long, clothes were thrown aside and the dragonkin stood in his naked glory. Heat radiated from his body as his dragonhood began to thicken. Lorta moved to Onka and sat on the edge of the bed. The troll gently took hold of Onka’s clothes and began gently pulling them off. 

Kavan watched with loving eyes as Onka was stripped naked. 

The goblin settled down on the bed, her legs bent to the side and one hand leaning on the soft bed. The dragonkin’s gaze moved

across her body, seeing that her breasts were indeed fuller. Dark green nipples stood at attention and a small belly was plain as day. 

An energy glowed along his senses, seeing the beautiful goblin in all her feminine glory. 

The intoxication Kavan felt began to recede. In its place was a different hunger of love and lust. 

Lorta undressed as Kavan moved to the bed and crawled onto it. 

Onka crawled back with come hither eyes. She feigned escape until Kavan grabbed her leg when they were in the middle of the bed. The dragonkin’s gaze continued to drink in her form. Warm, inviting thighs were parted and wetness gleamed along her goblinhood. 

Onka glanced down at Kavan's now standing member. She licked her lips, ready to suck on him when the dragonkin bent his head and shoulders down. The goblin watched as he pressed his short snout to her valley and took in a deep inhale. She gasped and her eyes half-closed as he snuggled to her valley entrance. The mood grew warmer and her hips moved slightly to Kavan’s playfulness. 

“Please, don’t stop,” Onka said with a breathy whisper. 

Kavan said nothing as his tongue snaked out and licked at her goblinhood. A long moan dripped from Onka’s parted lips as Kavan licked at her. His tongue penetrated and slathered at her, rising up until he touched her intimate pearl. There he remained, licking at her like an animal drinking at a stream. 

Lorta slipped into bed, watching the dragonkin on his knees and elbows. Red scaled hands held onto Onka’s parted green thighs. 

Kavan closed his eyes, licking at surging honey and settling in. The intimacy played out like a familiar song, but with new notes. Love glowed as he set out to please the woman carrying his child. 

“Will you still love me… when I’m fat?” Onka asked with a breathy whisper. 

Kavan fought with every bit of his soul not to laugh. He pulled back slightly, opened his eyes and stared hard at Onka and her enthralled breathing. 

“I will love you more,” Kavan said with a deadly serious gaze before returning to her dripping valley entrance. 

Onka’s eyes fluttered. “Fuck,” she hissed as her hips moved to Kavan’s intimate discussion. 

Lorta was close, watching the dragonkin and goblin. The heat from their three bodies warmed the room. The troll’s fingers moved to her slit. Her fingers made gentle circles as she massaged herself. 

She watched with loving eyes as Kavan continued to lick at Onka. 

The goblin let out a gasp and moan. Her eyes fluttered as the wall holding her sanity was cracking. Kavan’s strong tongue licked her just a certain way and she shot forward and grabbed his horns. 

She whimpered as she held him in place, his tongue lashing at her clit. The deep licking continued and Onka let out a heated whimper. 

“I… love you,” was all Onka could manage to say when her inner walls cracked and shattered. 

Bliss blasted tight nerves and ecstasy washed over her. The goblin snapped back and fell onto the bed as Kavan’s tongue continued to whip at her clit and slit. Heat burst along her body and a dim pink touched her green chest. Her breasts and thighs shuddered hard as Onka cried out in heavenly bliss. Wetness surged and the dragonkin lapped at her like a thirsty animal. 

Kavan noticed the change in Onka’s taste. He looked up to see the goblin heaving for breath and eyes filled with hints of nirvana. 

She lifted her hands and touched her own breasts, her fingers massaging her pert nipples. Small moans grew louder as she continued to massage sensitive nipples. 

“I feel it… the change,” Onka hissed. “My… whole body is sensitive. It wants to be ready for the baby.” 

Kavan lifted his wet lips and snout. “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

Onka lifted her head and gave the dragonkin a determined stare. 

Kavan smirked as he crawled over the goblin. He looked down as she continued to gasp for air. When the end of his cock touched her dripping valley, Onka’s hands shot down between them, grabbed it and pulled slightly. Kavan’s eyes widened as he thrust in self-defense. His cockhead stabbed at her dripping slit and pushed in. 

Onka let out a warm exhale as thick inches speared her inner world. 

Green hands clamped onto broad shoulders as the dragonkin slowly sank to the hilt. 

Kavan looked down as Onka pulled at him to be even closer. He licked at a sensitive nipple and the goblin cried out. Kavan’s body betrayed him, hips moving of their own accord. Wet inches appeared and disappeared between them. Onka held on as Kavan’s strength caused her body to shudder with each intimate impact from their union. 

“My love. My consort,” Onka whispered between moans. 

Kavan could barely think. His member was squeezed with new strength. Onka could not stop herself, squeezing as he pulled back. 

A thought slipped in that she seemed to be stronger, but it was quickly washed away as her moans turned his desires to eleven. 

Lorta was close, swirling two fingers along her nub. She watched the love between Kavan and Onka and her heart beat faster in her chest. A small moan dripped as she felt herself getting closer. 

Onka threw her head back as Kavan continued with his welcomed invasion. “Ask him,” she whispered in the throes of passion. 

Kavan slowed a little, unsure what he heard. 

Lorta looked upon the dragonkin with loving eyes. “Kavan, I want a child too.” 

The moment struck the dragonkin hard and his cock thickened. 

Onka let out a loud moan as her inner walls were pushed to near the breaking point. Kavan thrust to the hilt when his cock pulsed with power. Thick, creamy spurts of seed quickly filled Onka’s tight inner world. The goblin’s eyes rolled into her head and she made small, unusual sounds. Nerves were blasted to glass as another volley of spurts filled her. Seed and honey leaked from their union as Kavan could not pull his thoughts together. A storm of orgasms struck the goblin and she whimpered her defeat. 

The dragonkin pulled back and stood up on his knees. His slitted eyes turned to the troll beside Onka as she rubbed her clit and moaned. Thoughts slowly strung together as Lorta’s words began to make sense. 

“Lorta, I don’t know if we can?” Kavan said as he tried to think, knowing different races couldn’t bear children. Onka was an anomaly because she is a goddess in goblin form. 

“We can try,” Lorta said with a shy tone. 

Kavan glanced back to Onka as she lay on her back. Her legs were parted and her eyes continued to flutter in her head. 

Lorta looked at Kavan's still standing member. She sat up and touched it. She gently took hold and stroked him. Wetness touched her hand as she stroked the thick shaft. 

“I want this. I want you,” Lorta whispered with loving affection. 

The inner heat continued to glow. Kavan looked upon the voluptuous troll and lucid thoughts fell away like leaves in autumn. 

 We can try. 

Kavan crawled closer. Lorta’s eyes widened a hair as she saw the hungry look in his eyes. Her dark blue thighs parted as Kavan was on her. She fell back as the dragonkin was on top of her. He licked at her dark blue nipple and Lorta moaned her approval. 

Kavan’s member was between them as they lingered close. Lorta held him to her, her hips moving to deep needs and urges. Onka’s

breathing touched the air beside them as the troll and dragonkin enjoyed the moment. 

“Please,” Lorta whispered. 

Kavan was silent as he pulled back slightly and gently pushed his throbbing head at her thin valley entrance. Lorta let out a soft, loving coo as thick inches penetrated her inner world. She held him close, pushing her large breasts into Kavan’s face. The dragonkin’s head was buried between them as hips moved with dedicated power. 

Urges whipped at Kavan, each thrust growing in power. Lorta moaned her delight as the dragonkin pushed into her deep urges. 

The heat in the room grew into a fever as the sounds of bodies touched the air. 

Kavan growled as his sanity began to splinter. Lorta continued to hold him close, not allowing him to escape. The sound of their union became a symphony of emotions and urges. When the dragonkin’s cock thickened, Lorta let out a breathy moan. 

“My love,” Lorta whispered before her nerves shattered in dripping ecstasy. 

Kavan thrust to the hilt again just as his cock spurted molten love. He growled as he lifted his upper body and continued to push his cock deep. Lorta’s hips moved and her inner world squeezed the dragonkin. She milked him of every drop while moaning her delight. 

Lorta lifted her head and snuggled it to Kavan’s neck. “I know I may not be with child, but I want to try,” the troll whispered. 

Kavan nodded as he circled one arm around her head and held her close. Their connection remained. Honey and seed dripped as they basked in each other’s warmth. 

The door to the bedroom opened. Two figures stepped in and took in the scene before them. Lorta was on her back and Kavan was over her, holding her to him. Onka was beside them, breathing slow and her eyes fluttering in bliss. 

Dura and Nava’s eyes took on an animalistic edge. They slowly approached and Onka seemed to wake from her trance. The goblin sat up and looked across the room to the approaching orc and siren. 

“Kavan is trying to get Lorta pregnant,” Onka said with a heaving, devilish edge. 

The energy in the room changed. Kavan barely turned his head when he saw Dura and Nava practically launch across the room and onto the edge of the now full bed. The pair drunkenly began pulling off clothes. Onka laughed as clothes were thrown across the room. 

Kavan pulled himself from Lorta and barely had a chance to sit before Dura and Nava attacked him. Dura rushed in and slammed her shoulder into Kavan’s chest. The dragonkin fell onto his back as Dura mashed her full lips to him. Dura’s tongue forced into his mouth and the dragonkin relented. 

Below the waist, Nava hungrily took Kavan’s cock into her mouth. It was half-hard, but grew harder as her head bobbed slowly. 

She moaned, the vibrations along her mouth and tongue only making Kavan’s cock grow rock hard between her lips. 

Onka snuggled closer as Dura and Nava held down the dragonkin. Lorta turned on her side, a heat along her cheeks as she watched the frenzied display. 

Nava pulled back and maneuvered her body over Kavan’s standing member. She took hold and rubbed the end against her slit. 

With a moan, she impaled herself on his standing member and gently slid down to gravity’s pull. 

Kavan was lost to sensations when Dura pulled back and looked down on the dragonkin with sinister eyes. 

“I’m next,” the orc said evilly before opening her mouth and biting Kavan’s shoulder hard. 

The dragonkin let out a small groan as he was attacked. Onka was close. She looked into his eyes as he was trapped by the hungry pair. 

“Our family is going to be very big,” the goblin said with a soothing edge. 

Kavan barely nodded as moans, lust, and tantalizing pain filled every part of his soul. 


***

Kavan’s eyes fluttered open as he heard the bedroom door open. Soreness filled his body as he tried to stir, but could barely move. His eyes remained open and the dragonkin lifted his head. He saw that the bed was full of naked bodies, including himself. Onka was laying on top of him, the side of her face on his chest. To his right was Dura and Nava close together with limbs on each other. To his left, Lorta was on her side and facing him and Onka, her closed eyes filled with peace. 

A figure who entered the room moved closer and Kavan looked over Onka to them. 

Abby was in a simple robe as she approached. She smiled as she looked upon the full bed with naked bodies. When she reached the end of the bed, she bit her lip, a thought crossing her mind that maybe she could sneak into the bed as well. 

“Abby, is everything okay?” Kavan whispered. 

The taur glanced up to Kavan’s gaze and nodded. “We have a visitor downstairs.” 

Kavan tried to sit up and Onka moaned her annoyance. 

“Who is it?” Kavan asked as he was still trapped. 

“Hagasa Gloom. She came to see Onka,” Abby stated. 

Everyone one the bed opened their eyes. Onka slowly sat up, her hips between Kavan’s legs. She rubbed her eyes as gray light filtered in from the snow-covered window. Dura and Nava untangled their limbs and sat up, side by side. Lorta yawned as she sat up, her large breasts defying gravity’s pull. 

Kavan was last to sit up as Onka stayed between his legs. “Did you say, Hagasa?” 

Abby nodded. “She brought a basket with her. She’s inside, by the door.” 

Onka pulled away and slipped out of bed. Dura, Lorta, and Nava did the same. They all moved toward the closet to grab robes. 

Kavan scooted to the end of the bed and his legs were over the edge. Scaled feet touched the cold floor as he gazed upon the four women as they pulled out robes and put them on. 

The dragonkin’s gaze fell directly on Onka. Her breasts were still full and her belly seemed to be a tiny bit bigger. She put on a robe and tied it before grabbing another robe from the closet. She stepped over to Kavan and threw it onto his lap with a smile. 

“Better cover up or she may attack you too,” Onka winked. 

Nava and Dura giggled. Lorta simply smiled. 

Kavan smirked as he put on the robe, his mind still waking up from the events of last night. 

After everyone was in a closed robe, they filed out of the bedroom and toward the stairs. Moments from last night flashed across Kavan’s addled mind. He was no stranger to intimate nights, but last night was slightly different and a little more obscene. Lorta, Dura, and Nava were unchained, barely giving him a chance to recover before practically forcing themselves on him many times. 

Onka was often somewhere in there, licking him back to arousal. Her almost demonic giggles added to the fevered frenzy. A mad wanting took hold of all of them as the five of them pushed their bodies to nearly the limit. When they passed out, hands and bodies still touched and moved, even in their sleep, wanting more. 

The group made their way downstairs and to the main floor. 

Kavan and Onka stepped from the corridor first to see Hagasa standing by the closed door. The beautiful goblin stood in a long leather coat. Her vibrant crimson red hair was still immaculate, 

despite making the journey here. Small chunks of snow still held onto the leather coat as she stood with a basket hanging on her arm. 

The tall goblin beamed a smile as she looked upon Kavan and Onka. 

Hagasa bowed at the hip. “Please forgive me for coming to your home so early, but I was very excited when I heard the news.” 

Onka stepped from Kavan and approached the red-headed goblin. When she stood before her, the two of them eyed each other. 

Kavan watched with steely eyes, unsure what was happening. 

Onka had previously mentioned she wasn’t entirely happy with Hagasa’s presence and Hagasa was actually a dragonkin in disguise. She was the ex-bonded to the body Kavan now inhabited. 

It created a tangled web of emotions and feelings. The pair didn’t get along the few times they met and even now, Kavan wasn’t sure what to expect. 

Hagasa held out the covered basket to Onka. “A gift to aid you with the beautiful child within.” 

Onka raised her hands and took the basket. She pulled away the cloth covering and looked down with wide eyes at a collection of vials and small bottles. Each one was labeled and had cork tops. 

They varied in colors and consistency, bringing a kaleidoscope of comforting blends. 

“The basket is filled with lotions and perfumes to help you along your pregnancy. Kavan must rub the lotions on your belly every night. There are a few vials with perfumes to ease you through stressful times. 

“I ordered everything when I heard about the coming child. 

Everything in the basket arrived before the snowstorm. I had hoped for a sunny day to melt some of the snow and bring it to you, but the mayor informed me that it would be a long time before that happened, so I braved the deep snow to bring it to you,” Hagasa said with a genuine smile. 

Onka looked at the beautiful goblin and smiled. 

“Truly, thank you from the bottom of my heart,” Onka said before leaning in and hugging the red-headed goblin. 

Kavan let out a small exhale in relief as the two goblins hugged each other. 

The two goblins pulled apart, but their eyes glowed with warm affection. 

“Please, stay awhile. We can have some morning tea and talk,” 

Onka offered. 

Hagasa shook her head. “Thank you, but I must decline. I didn’t want to intrude too much in your day and I have a few errands to run in town. Glem, Tezzi, and Kazko have been trying to clear out the snow in town and I offered to help.” 

Hagasa looked down at Onka’s covered stomach. “May I?” she asked. 

Onka smiled warmly as she opened her robe. Hagasa looked down on Onka’s nude body and her small stomach. She reached out and touched her palm to it. The goblin closed her eyes for a moment before pulling her hand away. Onka continued to smile as she closed her robe. 

“Their spirit is strong,” Hagasa said simply. 

“You don’t have to worry, we already know the sex,” Onka reassured her. 

Hagasa nodded. “He has a strong spirit.” 

Kavan stepped closer as both goblins were lost to a new connection between them. 

Hagasa seemed to wake from her small trance. “If it’s not too much trouble, may I borrow Kavan for a little while. The snow is very deep and I had some trouble getting here. I hope to not have so much trouble going back, with Kavan’s help of course.” 

Onka nodded. “I’m sure he would love to escort you safely back to town.” 

Kavan nodded. “It would be my pleasure. It will give me a chance to check in on the town and speak with Durzol for a little while. I’ll get dressed and we will be off.” 

It didn’t take long for Kavan to run upstairs and into his bedroom. 

He threw off the robe and grabbed clothes from the closet. With a quick change and putting on his boots, he darted out of the bedroom and back down stairs. 

The dragonkin reached the living room to see everyone talking and laughing. All eyes turned to him as he approached and bodies parted to Hagasa. 

Kavan smiled before turning his attention to Onka. He stepped to her and kissed her. Onka closed her eyes and leaned into his kiss. 

They parted and Kavan moved to Hagasa’s side. 

“I’ll be back in a little while,” Kavan said. 

Heads nodded as they watched the dragonkin and goblin open the door and step out into the gray day. 

A blast of cold slammed into Kavan as he stepped onto his porch. Snow had gathered on everything. A dip trench led up to his front steps and the dragonkin looked down on the goblin at his side. 

“I’m stronger than I look,” Hagasa said before moving to the trench she made. 

The snow was up to the goblin’s shoulders as she tried to make her way through the jagged trench. Kavan followed, making the trench wider. 

The world was as still as a graveyard at midnight. Tree branches were bending downward from the weight of the snow. White covered the lands with the break of standing brown trees. Kavan glanced at the town in the small distance and could see large clumps of snow covering the high walls. 

“That was very nice of you to bring a gift,” Kavan mentioned as he trudged along. 

“It’s not every day you hear of a dragonkin and goblin having a child. Since I had a few of my own, I can understand the fear and uncertainty of having one’s first,” Hagasa said without looking back. 

“Does it happen, dragonkin having children with other races?” 

Kavan asked. 

Hagasa slowed to stop in the snowy trench. Kavan stopped and looked down on her as she turned around. The goblin had a worried look in her eyes as thoughts warred across her soul. 

“Kavan, I didn’t need you to come with me. I wanted you to come with me so we could talk,” Hagasa said flatly. 

Kavan stood with attentive eyes. 

Hagasa closed her eyes and sighed. “It is beautiful what you and Onka have. It reminds me of…” she trailed off. 

Kavan kept his attentive gaze on the goblin. 

Hagasa took in a chilly breath and continued, “What happened between you and Onka is rare. The different races cannot have children with each other, but there have been times when dragonkin have had children with other races. It is also something that is against our laws.” 

A chill seeped into Kavan’s heart. 

The crimson haired goblin looked up with half understanding and half fear in her eyes. “We… we are not allowed to bear children with the fledgling races. At least, not in the spire kingdoms. Out here on the edge, I don’t know what the elders would think. You are so removed from our society, I don’t know if they would even care, but it is something to know.” 

Kavan’s slitted eyes darkened. “Are you telling me my child is in danger?” 

Hagasa’s eyes widened. “No. No, that is not what I meant. A child born of dragonkin and another race hasn’t happened since before the celestial war. It has been so long, no one is sure if it was

even possible. But you and Onka have achieved it. I thought you should know.” 

Hagasa bowed her head. “I don’t want to take some from this special moment, but you should know what may happen if the elders care to press it.” 

Kavan’s mind worked. 

 If the avatars are coming and they see Onka and I, they may cast their own judgment. Shella is a powerful lich and she couldn’t stop them. With Brom here and the Guardian of my child, even they might be hard pressed to stop five of them. We need that starstone or we don’t stand a chance against them. 

“Do not be cross with me. My intentions are good. You love Onka and I can tell you will love your son with all of your heart. Living out here will be to your benefit. Many of our people only hear stories of Moonvale, but no one is speaking in great detail, at least when I was in the spire kingdoms,” Hagasa said quickly. 

Kavan woke from his inner thoughts and his gaze softened. He looked down on the beautiful goblin with sad eyes. 

“Hagasa, may I ask you something?” 

The goblin nodded. “Yes, of course.” 

“You have had several children and you’re a dragonkin. We won’t know what to expect with this pregnancy. If we are truly to be friends, can you look over and help Onka when the time comes?” 

Hagasa’s eyes widened a hair. She parted her lips and hesitated. 

“I know it’s a lot to ask. I know our history. But if my son is going to be born into this world, I want to make sure he has every drop of help we can provide. You have experience. I’m… new to fatherhood. 

I must admit, I feel a little lost, but I’m willing to do anything to make sure Onka and my son are safe. Even to the point of asking you to help us and our family,” Kavan said with honest truth. 

Hagasa’s eyes gleamed wet as she stood in the cold, looking up at Kavan’s genuine gaze. Instinctually, she nodded. 

Kavan’s shoulders relaxed. “Thank you, Hagasa. This means a lot to me.” 

The goblin smiled. “I will help you with whatever you need.” 

A cold wind flowed over the two as they stood in the deep snow. 

Hagasa blinked away her wet eyes and looked up to Kavan with a knowing smile. “I spoke briefly with your betrothed. Lorta let it slip that she desired to have a child of her own with you.” 

Kavan’s heart thudded in his chest. 

Hagasa caught the uncertain look in the dragonkin’s eyes and smiled. “There is a loophole for bearing children with other races. It is not spoken about, but many know of it. Your child with Onka may be half dragonkin and half goblin, but it doesn’t need to be so with your other ladies. 

“All dragonkin have the ability to shape change. It allows us to move unseen with the other races. It also protects us from being discovered. Our ability to shape change is limited. We can change into other races, but we cannot change our appearance to copy another. When we change, we look like ourselves from that race. If I was born a goblin, this is what I would look like. I couldn’t change to look like another goblin. 

“While it is true dragonkin are not allowed to bear half-breeds with other races, there is no law that says we cannot change into the same race as our lovers, or bear children with them. When we shape change, we become the race we change into. It takes strong and skilled magic to discover if a being is actually dragonkin. Even their children will be the race of the parents. They may have a sliver of dragonkin blood within them, but it is so small, it is bred out by the following generation.” 

Kavan gave a slow nod. “If I shape change into a particular race, like a troll or an orc, I can impregnate another and they will bear my

children?” 

Hagasa nodded. “The children will be special, but only for their lifetime. Any children they have with others, will simply be a child without any dragonkin blood. If you learn how to shape change, you can have children with the women you love.” 

Kavan looked to the side. “I don’t know how to shape change.” 

Hagasa nodded and looked up with warm eyes. “I can teach you, if you wish?” 

Kavan looked down on the beautiful crimson-haired goblin. “I would like that. Thank you.” 

The goblin grinned. “As lord of Moonvale, I’m sure you’re very busy, but if you want to learn, my door is always open to you. We can practice in my home so there won’t be any interruptions.” 

“I will make some time for it. Thank you, Hagasa. I know things are a little strange between us, but…” Kavan trailed off. 

The goblin shook her head. “It’s not strange. We are getting to truly know one another. You may not be the dragonkin I used to know and love, but I see a glimmer of friendship between us and I’m happy to help nurture it.” 

Hagasa turned around and began trudging through the snow once again. “I have to be in town to help.” 

Kavan nodded and followed the goblin as she pushed through the snowy trench. 

The gray sky cleared for a moment. Sunlight lit up the lands of Moonvale. Snow gleamed and glittered as Hagasa and Kavan made it to the South Gate. The dragonkin glanced to the side, seeing the snow-covered beauty of the land. 

 Maybe things will work out for the best, but we should prepare for anything that may come to Moonvale. 

Kavan and Hagasa stepped into the town proper. The sunlight dimmed as the break in the clouds closed and gray once again

blanketed the sky. 

Along the street, townsfolk were shoveling through the high snow. In the short distance, a small shovel was throwing snow into the air. Kavan watched as the shovel worked and when some snow crumbled, he spotted Shegga cursing and shoveling. 

“I’m going to help Shegga shovel. I’ll see you soon,” Hagasa said with a bright smile before turning and walking further along the snow-covered street. 

Kavan watched her go, seeing her walk with grace, despite the thick snow in the town. 

 I should help shovel. I’m sure everyone at home will be fine for a few hours. 

Kavan glanced to his left and saw the snow-covered shop of Sunaxe Metal. Black smoke rose up from a chimney and swirled into the sky. 

 First, I have to speak to a friend about a job. 

Kavan stepped through the thick snow until he reached the front door to Sunaxe Metal. He took hold of the knob, turned it, and stepped in. A wall of heat blasted him as he took a step in. 

Durzol was five feet away with a metal shovel in his big green hand. He was dressed in a thick coat, scarf, and a hat that covered most of his face. The orc’s eyes widened in welcomed surprise. 

“Come to help shovel out the town?” Durzol asked with a smile. 

“I can,” Kavan smiled. “But I actually came here so we could talk.” 

“Is everything okay?” Durzol asked. 

Kavan gave a single nod, “Yes, in a way. I wanted to speak to Moonvale’s expert on the mine. There is an expedition I want to plan and I’m going to need your expertise.” 

Durzol nodded. The orc moved to a small rack by the door and picked up a second shovel. He tossed it to Kavan and the dragonkin caught it in midair. 

“Let’s shovel out the street and then you will have my full attention, my friend,” Durzol said with a wide smile. 

Ten

Furnaces billowed out heat, warming the blacksmith shop. 

Kavan and Durzol sat at a small table. Water dripped off their boots and soaked into the lower parts of their leggings. Coats were draped over two other chairs. On the table, a half-bottle of spirits stood. Two metal cups were close to the dragonkin and orc’s hands as the pair looked down in companionable silence. The mood was somber as everything said settled in their minds. 

The pair of friends spent several hours shoveling snow into big piles and clearing off the cobblestone street. The work was hard and welcomed. They shoveled out the snow in front of Shegga’s shop before moving onto other places to help the rest of the town. It was a combined effort, everyone doing their part in the gray day. After a time, the storefronts and the streets were cleared enough for the residents to move about, at least until the next snow storm, which in past years, was every few days. 

Durzol lifted his metal cup and took a deep drink. He placed the cup down, picked up the bottle and poured more into it. Kavan moved his nearly empty cup closer to Durzol and the orc poured into it after he filled his own. The two friends lifted them up and took a long sip before putting them on the table again. 

Kavan waited patiently as Durzol mulled over everything that was explained. The dragonkin detailed everything he learned from what Brom told him about Shella, the avatars, and what could be expected in the future. The orc was silent, listening to every word. 

When Kavan was finished, Durzol took a deep drink. 

Durzol looked up to Kavan across the small table, his eyes filled with dark understanding. “Finding and retrieving starstone is very dangerous. From what you said, even Brom had a difficult time in the lower levels and he is incredibly powerful.” 

Kavan nodded. “From what I could understand, Brom had difficulty because of the amount of mana he possesses. The

monsters and creatures on the lower levels are attracted to mana. If we go down there, we have to be as practical as we can. We cannot use magic or magical items. For light, we will need normal torches or oil lanterns. Our weapons will have to be normal, without any enchantments.” 

Durzol looked at his drink, “That also means no healing potions.” 

Kavan nodded. “We will have to save our mana until it is truly needed.” 

The orc looked up to his friend, “Two of us can’t do it alone. We will need others with us for such a dangerous expedition.” 

“We will need to discuss and ask others in town if they want to join us. I’m sure Drayke and Lorta will come without question, but we may need a few others to round us out.” 

Durzol nodded again. “I’ve only been down a few levels. 

Everything else I know is from stories and books. The only positive thing I can see is, we don’t have to go through every level in the mine. It’s not built like a dungeon. There is a spiral staircase that leads down to every level. 

“Before magical satchels were used, there were shafts with pulleys and carts to haul up ores, stone, and gems. We won’t have to use those shafts and the ropes are long decayed, but they may be useful if we need them.” 

Durzol leaned forward with a rare seriousness in his dark eyes. 

“Kavan, from what I know and read, there are about twenty levels to the mine. Each level is very large. I don’t know how accurate the information I learned is and we would be going in a little blind. We can take the spiral staircase down, but there is still the trouble of finding a vein of starstone and mining it. 

“Starstone is very strong. We cannot mine it with copper or iron pickaxes. We will need a mithril pickaxe to carve it out.” 

Durzol took another deep sip from his drink. “There lies the trouble. We don’t have any mithril. I used what I had to make the

spearhead for your spear.” 

Kavan sat back and gave his friend a small smile. “We could melt it down and make it into a mithril pickaxe?” 

Durzol shook his head. “I think I could do it, but even if I did, we are going to need you and your spear to help defend against anything down there. If we can’t use our mana spheres, we will need every advantage we can use.” 

“Could we mine mithril and make a pickaxe in the mine?” 

Durzol shook his head. “I would need to refine and craft it here in my shop. It would mean we need to make two trips down into the mines and considering we were attacked by a skull worm on the first level, it would increase our chances of running into something unpleasant.” 

Kavan’s mind began to churn as he swirled his drink. “How rare is mithril?” 

“It’s uncommon, but not rare. Many other kingdoms will have mines and carve out veins of mithril. Because of its beauty and toughness, it is often shaped into jewelry.” 

Kavan and Durzol looked each other in the eyes as they had the same thought. 

“Shegga,” the dragonkin and orc said in unison before they chuckled in amusement. 

Durzol continued, “She may have mithril jewelry. If she has enough and I add a little iron to help fortify it, we might be able to make a mithril pickaxe.” 

Kavan looked to the side. A new problem slithered into his mind. 

The kobold was very greedy. She loves gold more than most things in life. She could get blood from a gold coin if she wanted to. 

“I will have to speak to Shegga,” Kavan said with a low tone. 

Durzol shook his head. “No need. I will speak with Shegga and inform her that it will be needed for town business. I may be a

blacksmith, but I do have some of my father’s political skills. I’m sure I can work out a deal with her and my father, so she will benefit in the short and long term. 

“You, my friend, must be at your beloved’s side and making sure she is well-taken care of. I will need a day to talk to my father and Shegga and a week to gather and fashion the mithril pickaxe. I will also use that week to see who can join our expedition. And before you attempt to stop me, I want to do this. It’s important to Moonvale’s defense if dragonkin avatars may be coming.” 

Kavan smiled. “I bow to your technical and political skills.” 

Durzol shook his head. “No, my brother, let us drink to our success!” 

Dragonkin and orc lifted their metal cups and clanged them together in a toast. The pair drank down the cup’s contents in several gulps before slamming their cups on the tabletop. 

Durzol stood up and glanced at the back window. “It is getting late. The sun will be down soon and the lord of Moonvale should not be out at night. Go home and take care of your wonderful ladies. I will do what I can here, and we will speak in a few days.” 

Kavan stood up and stepped to Durzol. Dragonkin and orc clasped forearms and gave a hardy shake. 

“Go home and enjoy these precious moments with your loved ones. You’ve earned them,” Durzol said with a happy smile. 


***

Cold, gray days covered Moonvale and many lands. With each passing day, the air grew colder and colder. Ice and frost covered everything from trees to stone walls and dwellings. The warmth of homes barely kept the chill out as this part of Voldor moved deeper into the winter season. 

Kavan spent his time close to home. He and Lorta continued to chop down trees from the Misty Forest, but the cold stabbed deep into them. Despite working hard and Kavan’s dragon constitution, it

couldn’t keep the deep cold out. Lorta’s troll body normally burned hot, second to Kavan, but she could only be out in the cold for a few hours before her seven-foot-tall frame began to shake. When the wind picked up, the pair had to stop and huddle for warmth before going back to chopping down trees. 

When not chopping down trees, Kavan was home with his family. 

The days were spent talking, reading, and eating. Onka was ravenous most of the time. For her small size, she ate enough for three people. With each passing day, her belly grew a little bigger and her breasts were a little fuller. After dinner, Kavan used the lotions Hagasa gifted to Onka, rubbing them on her belly. 

Onka smiled as she watched Kavan lovingly apply lotion and swirled his hand on her belly. Sometimes during the day, Dura, Nava, and even Abby rubbed lotion on Onka, but evening time was reserved for Kavan, much to his delight. It had become the evening ceremony and the living room was often occupied by everyone in the household, ready to help, talk, or bring anything needed to the pregnant goblin. 

Onka glowed with each passing day. Her demeanor was less fiery and more serene. Only when she was eating was she like a mongrel animal with a bone. She even grunted and growled when there wasn’t enough food in her mouth. 

When Lorta was not chopping down trees, she tended to Onka. 

While everyone had their moments with the goblin, Lorta was always close and ready to attend to Onka’s every need. The goblin often told her she didn’t have to do anything and she was fully capable of taking care of herself. Lorta would not hear any of it. She would serve Onka every meal and snack. When Onka didn’t need anything, the large troll would be close by, often speaking to Onka’s belly, encouraging the child inside to grow big and strong. 

After dinner and everyone was settled down, Kavan would take his leave for a few hours and go to his study in the basement. There, he would open books, pull out his scribe tool, and pour copper and iron rings onto the table. The dragonkin would settle in and practice

using his enchantment skill. With the time he had, he worked hard, carving out mystic runes on rings and enchanting them. The work was not always successful, some rings turning black and brittle, before falling apart between his scaled fingers. He quickly understood, enchanting items was an artful dance of mana, mind, and body. 

For a few nights, Kavan channeled drops of mana into his mind and body. The mind sphere focused his mind and retained information. The body sphere would help his movements to move exactly how he wanted, carefully carving into rings. Alerts filled his mind over three nights as he worked to make better enchantments and try new things, anything to help get better so he could craft gifts for his betrothed. 

 Enchantment skill increased to 3rd degree. Enchantment Skill is now Above Average. 

 Enchantment skill increased to 4th degree. Enchantment Skill is now Proficient. 

Skills

Combat: 8

Tracking: 1

Farming: 5

Mining: 5

Social: 6

Fishing: 3

Wood Working: 7

Metal Smithing: 6

Enchantment Skill: 4

Jeweler Skill: 3

Cooking Skill: 1



Kavan remembered what Brom had discussed with him, for every 3 degrees in the Enchantment Skill, he could add an extra enchantment. The dragonkin had to have 6th degree in the skill for

him to add 2 enchantments to a single item. For what Kavan wanted to accomplish, we would need to be 6th degree to craft the items he wanted for his betrothed. Which meant, working with the skill regularly. 

Frustration sometimes snaked into his work. Despite his mind and body focused, dark thoughts snuck in, causing him to miss an edge or line of a rune and the ring turning black and falling into dust. 

On the sixth night since Kavan met with Durzol, an iron ring turned black and Kavan growled his frustration. The dragonkin put down his scribe tool and sat back. His slitted eyes stared at nothing as he was surrounded by bookshelves, blank rolled-up scrolls, and two glowing lanterns. 

 “Kavan, it’s late. Maybe you should go upstairs and get some sleep,” Viz said with a kind edge. 

Kavan shook his head and exhaled his frustration. 

 Sleep won’t help. I keep having the same fears come to mind. 

 Life was different when it was just me trying to survive. Now that I have a family and a little one on the way, things have changed. I want our lives to be as normal as possible, but with enemies coming to Moonvale, I don’t have the luxury to relax. 

 “I’m here to listen, if you need it,” Viz said with a comforting tone. 

Kavan nodded to himself. 

 Thank you, Viz. I wish I knew what to do. I keep thinking that no matter how powerful I become, there will be others with more power, skills, and resources. The dragonkin are the supreme power here on Voldor. Brom has told me I had to think more like a being from Voldor if I want to grow my power, but I keep having a feeling he might be wrong. As long as I play by Voldor’s rules, I will never be able to fight against a people and society that has been largely unchanged for thousands of years. 

 The old gods are gaining their power. The exiled on Voldor are helping to do that, but it feels like it’s not enough. It’s only a matter of

 time before the dragon gods truly know what is happening and send their most powerful to wipe us out. 

A memory touched Kavan’s mind and he frowned. 

 Nuruc, the mind dragon, said something that has stuck with me since our journey to Loduss. He said that if a dragonkin is killed by any of the other races, every man, woman, and child that witnessed or took part would be put to death immediately. An entire town, even a city, could be wiped out by the dragonkin. If they discover I am working to help the old gods, they may make an exception, by killing me and wiping out everything in Moonvale. Our family and friends would be put to death, all because we are trying to bring balance back to Voldor. 

Kavan’s hands balled into fists on the table. 

 Despite all my training and strength, it is barely a candle to dragonkin society and power. If I continue to follow the rules of Voldor and we are not found out, it still may take many decades to change what has happened to this world. While putting my family and friends in danger. 

 “Maybe, you need to take a step back and try to see it from another perspective? You have worked hard since we arrived. You have advanced quickly, faster than most here on Voldor. Perhaps it will take a few more years to gain enough power and influence to turn the tide.” 

The dragonkin looked down with sorrow in his eyes. 

 The events in Loduss will have repercussions. We have a temporary reprieve with winter here. No armies can move in so much snow. The storms would break any military forces that may attempt to march on Moonvale. If the children of the Bloodcoin family come back to Loduss, they will know what happened and march on Moonvale as soon as they can. It won’t be just the dragonkin avatars, but Loduss’s armies as well. 

 I have tried to put it to the back of my mind. I have bitten my tongue, not wanting to gather everyone in town to discuss what may happen come spring. Even if I did, I don’t have a plan to stop them. 

 We could fortify the town and surrounding areas, but that would only slow them down. We don’t have the manpower to stop a dedicated invasion, even with the xykks, undead, and golems. 

 Brom is making a thousand more golems. With Shella here, if she joined us, our undead forces would be much larger. With the xykks, we might be able to hold off any normal invasion, but I don’t know if we have enough to stop an army of dragonkin and their allies. Five dragonkin avatars quickly destroyed a lich’s dungeon. If every avatar comes here, we would barely stand a chance against that. 

Kavan leaned his head back, closed his eyes, and let out a long, tired sigh. 

 And here I am, trying to make special trinkets for the women I love when I should be coming up with a plan to free Voldor. 

 “Kavan, you know the trinkets are not the end of the world. Every one of your betrotheds would understand what needs to be done and would support any decision you make. Maybe a discussion needs to be had? Maybe the bonding ceremony can wait until the time is right?” 

Kavan opened his eyes and stared at the ceiling. His heart thudded in his chest, knowing the women he loved were upstairs, enjoying each other’s company and happy to be under one roof. 

Thoughts shifted to Zellee and Kavan’s mind lingered on her image. 

Her eyes were filled with sorrow, but she still smiled in his presence. 

Thoughts shifted to dreamy memories. Flashes of Kavan’s former life winked in and out of his mind’s eye. It had barely been a year since he arrived and yet, his old life felt like it was hundreds of years ago. Memories played on of his parent’s loving gazes, of his simple apartment, and experiences that helped to shape who he was. It had all become a mental soup, leading to his death and his

soul traveling across worlds to this one. Falling in love with a town on the edge of civilization and falling for the women in his life. 

The memories fell away when thoughts from his past surged into his mind. Kavan blinked as inspiration flowed like a raging river. The dragonkin sat up and looked around, the thoughts and ideas crashing into him, nearly overwhelming him. 

Kavan was quickly to his feet. He moved to a table and grabbed a few blank scrolls, an inkwell, and a quill. He stepped back to the table, placed everything down, and unfurled a scroll. He dipped the quill in the inkwell and began running the inky tip on the plain yellow parchment. 

 “I can see your thoughts. Do you think this may be possible?” Viz asked. 

Kavan ignored her as he drew out the idea. Earth history flowed from the deeper parts of his mind as he drew feverishly on the parchment. His mind and body were still focused by the mind sphere and body sphere. His scaled hand moved the quill to an image he had in his mind, drawing it out with further detail. 

“Viz,” Kavan said out loud, “Do you know much about Earth history?” 

 “I have some basic information of major historical events, but I was programmed to be a guide and counselor to players in Monstar Saga. My knowledge is limited in those respects to human history.” 

Kavan nodded. “We’ve been going at this all wrong. I have spent most of my time trying to be more like someone from Voldor, but that is not what we need to have a fighting chance. We didn’t come here to win by Voldor’s rules. The exiled are here to give the old gods and the people of Voldor an edge that doesn’t exist here. 

“Voldor is a medieval, fantasy realm. They have some simple, magical technology, but the drive to further it is gone because the world doesn’t require it. The dragon gods like keeping the other races ignorant and under heel. The fight was taken out of them

thousands of years ago. They were beaten and accepted their fate, but we don’t have to. The exiled are new to this world, filled with ideas that can change everything.” 

Kavan added the final touch to his drawing. He put the quill in the inkwell and looked down on the parchment before him. His slitted eyes stared at a simple drawing of a rifle and a pistol. 

 Viz gave a small, incorporeal head nod. “I see what you mean.” 

Kavan grinned as he looked down at the drawing. “Throughout human history, most victories went to the more powerful tribes, nations, and governments. What they had that could change the outcomes of battles was the power of knowledge and engineering. 

Metal was refined to make swords and armor, but the invention of gunpowder changed war. No suit of armor could stop a bullet or a cannonball. Medieval weapons and armor became obsolete and no longer served a purpose in conflicts. The strongest warriors could never stand up to a weapon that could hit them at a distance and with deadly power.” 

 “There is one problem with your idea, I do not have any files on guns and gunpowder. I don’t know how to make such things.” 

Kavan nodded as he stared at the drawing. 

 I don’t know how to make gunpowder. My father sometimes took me to the gun range before my accident. I used handguns, shotguns, and rifles, but I never dwelled too deep on how they functioned and how they were made. I think you need saltpeter, charcoal, and sulfur to make gunpowder, but that is not what we need at this time. 

Kavan picked up the quill and began drawing on the drawn weapons on the scroll. He drew certain kinds of runes on his designs and put the quill back in the inkwell. 

 What I’ve noticed with my time here is that mana is limited in certain ways. In battle, I could use my mana up very quickly and often have to mix it with my normal abilities and fighting skills to help

 it last longer. I have to be conversative with mana because if a battle goes too long, I could lose. 

 If mana can be weaponized, without having to cultivate it, it would give us a clear advantage in every battle. A rifle or pistol can be enchanted and designed to use enchanted bullets. If we make enough ammunition, our weapons could outlast the strongest mages, and anyone else who cultivates mana. It would give us the edge we need to tip the war in our favor. Maybe, we could even scare the enemy into listening to us. 

 It doesn’t sit well with me, Brom’s plan to slaughter anyone who worships the dragon gods so we could weaken their faith and power. 

 It takes time and energy to learn mana spheres, but this would change that. This kind of weapon would give the people a chance, a hope, to fight the dragonkin and their gods. If these weapons are on the side of the old gods, many people of Voldor will flock to them. 

 Their broken spirits could be mended and a new hope can come back to Voldor. 

Kavan’s boney brow wrinkled. 

 I don’t have the skills to do this by myself. I will need Durzol and even Brom to help me with this. The three of us may be able to make a prototype and if it works, we will have to design a way to mass produce it. 

 “Kavan, this may work,” Viz smiled across his mind. 

The dragonkin smiled before lifting the scroll and rolling it up. He made his way to the stairs and leapt up a few steps at a time. Kavan made his way upwards onto the second floor and rushed to the master bedroom. 

He opened the door and quickly closed it behind him. Onka and Lorta were on the bed, talking, when they both sat up and looked at the dragonkin approach. Onka struggled a little to sit up and put her hand on her small belly as Kavan climbed onto bed and then sat on his ankles. 

“Is everything okay?” Onka asked. 

Kavan grinned and nodded. 

“Everything is better than okay. I have something I want to show you both and discuss. It must not leave this room until I’m a little further along, but I think I figured out a way to give us an advantage against the dragonkin and the dragon gods,” the dragonkin said with enthusiasm before telling them the finer details in the comfortable, dim lantern light. 

         

Eleven

The kitchen was alive with movement and the scents of eggs and meat cooking. Kavan moved with Dura and Nava as they prepared to break their morning fast. The dragonkin threw himself into cooking, knowing the only way he could get better is through actual practice. Dura and Nava stayed closed, ready to help. 

Harpy eggs sizzled in a large pan. Underneath the pan was a magical metal shelf, heating the pan and cooking the eggs. In a pan next to eggs, strips of meat were cooking in a small amount of oil and fat. The smells were tantalizing, causing mouths to water. 

An alert touched Kavan’s gaze and he smiled as he flipped the eggs and turned the strips of meat. 

 Gained 1 degree in Cooking Skill. Cooking Skill is now 2nd degree, Average. 

 If I keep doing this over the next few days, I should be much better. 

Onka and Lorta stepped into the kitchen. Kavan turned from the cooking food to the goblin and troll. Dark shadows were under their eyes, Kavan remembering their long conversation about his new kind of magic and the implications it could bring to Voldor. There was a small excitement blended with uncertainty such a magic should exist. They spoke on what if it fell into other’s hands or the dragonkin themselves. How their edge could shift if enough people learned about this kind of weaponized magic. 

Kavan nodded often, talking about the implications, but also the benefits of such a kind of artifact magic. It was something he was still going to explore. Onka and Lorta were supportive as they understood this might be what was needed to heal Voldor. 

“I’ll take over,” Dura said and bumped Kavan away with her hip. 

The dragonkin stumbled a step as he turned to the goblin and troll. His gaze fell to Onka’s stomach and his heart lifted in his chest. 

Her belly was getting a little bigger after just a few weeks. Her breasts were full and heavy as Onka yawned and rubbed her eyes. 

Lorta stepped further into the kitchen to help as Kavan and Onka stood before each other. 

“Morning meal should be ready in a little while. You can relax on the couch until it’s ready,” Kavan said with a warm smile. 

Onka yawned again. “I want to help,” she said with a long exhale. 

“We are okay. Meal is almost finished cooking,” Dura said over her shoulder. 

The goblin scratched at the side of her covered belly as she stood with tired eyes. 

“You need your rest,” Kavan said as he stepped closer with loving eyes. 

Onka’s brow furled. “Just because I’m pregnant, doesn’t mean I can’t do anything. Goblins continued with their daily routines with family tribes until the moment the baby is born. I can do it too!” 

Kavan kept his amused gaze as Onka looked like she was resisting stamping her foot. 

“I was afraid this might happen.” Kavan said before turning away and walking to a cabinet. 

Onka watched the red dragonkin open a cabinet door and grab something wrapped in wax paper. He turned around and opened it. 

The goblin’s eyes grew bigger as Kavan presented a pastry. 

“I picked this up from Devilish Delights the other day. It’s still fresh and just for you,” Kavan grinned. 

Onka’s hand whipped out and grabbed it. She held the large pastry in her hand for a moment before opening her mouth wide and chomping down on it. She growled at her acceptance of the pastry as she munched away. 

“Maybe we should get her a collar and chain,” Nava grinned. 

Lorta shook her head as she pulled out fruit from a cold chest. 

“Knowing her, she will bite through the chain.” 

Laughter filled the kitchen as Onka continued to devour the pastry. 

A knock at the front door stopped the laughter. Kavan stepped past Onka as she ate the last piece of pastry. He crossed the living room and reached the front door. He opened the door and saw Durzol standing in his winter coat. The orc smiled as he looked at his friend. 

“Sorry for coming so early, but I thought we should go back to my shop and discuss the expedition. Others will join us in an hour,” 

Durzol explained. 

“Is that Durzol?” Onka yelled from the kitchen. 

“Morning Onka!” Durzol shouted back. 

“Kavan, tell Durzol to join us for breaking our fast,” Onka yelled back. 

The dragonkin couldn’t contain his chuckle. “Durzol, would you like to join us for our morning meal?” 

“I would be delighted,” the orc said as he kicked the snow off his boots. 

“You’re letting in the cold air!” Onka yelled from the kitchen. 

Durzol quickly stepped in and Kavan closed the door. 

“She finished the pastry I gave her,” Kavan whispered. 

“I see. I’ll stay on my toes,” Durzol whispered back. 

Dragonkin and Orc chuckled before the pair made their way to the kitchen to see if they could help with the morning meal preparation. 


***

Warm air flowed over the orc, dragonkin, and troll as they stepped inside. The blacksmith’s shop had a comfortable air as the

trio knocked snow off their boots before stepping further inside. 

Memories of laughter and the morning meal in Kavan’s home were still fresh. They stepped to a large table. Durzol grabbed a few chairs, picked them up and placed them by the table. Kavan and Lorta followed his example and grabbed a few more chairs to place on the other side of the table. 

“They should be here shortly so we can discuss,” Durzol informed. 

“You didn’t say much during the morning meal. It’s safe to assume we have a full party, ready to go into the mine?” Kavan said. 

Durzol nodded. “I didn’t want to waste any more time. I spoke to a few of the residents about what was needed. Everyone I asked didn’t hesitate to join. We still have to work out a few details, but I believe we are ready to enter the mine tomorrow morning.” 

Kavan nodded. 

A knock at the front door caused all three to turn their heads. 

Kavan was first to move, making his way to the shop door and opening it. Smiles bloomed before him and he returned them with his own. 

Drayke, Soki, Shegga, and Uriko stood with small bags in their hands. 

“We brought food,” Drayke grinned as he stepped inside like he owned the place. 

Soki slithered in. Shegga and Uriko followed. 

Kavan looked down on the kobold with concerned eyes. Shegga glanced up to the red dragonkin and her scaled brow hardened. 

“Wasn’t expecting me, were you?” Shegga said sternly. 

“Honestly, I didn’t,” Kavan said. 

“Get used to it,” Shegga declared as she continued to the table and climbed onto a seat. 

Kavan closed the door and walked back to the table. 

The group sat down. Kavan moved to a seat between Durzol and Lorta. 

“Thank you for coming out,” Durzol said. 

“This will be an interesting expedition. I’m sure none of us would miss this for the world,” Drayke said as he leaned back in his chair. 

Durzol nodded and continued, “As you know from our many private conversations and recent events, Moonvale may be in danger. With Shella here in town, there is a chance dragonkin avatars may be on their way. We don’t know how far they will take things, so we have to be ready for them.” 

Durzol looked over to the dragonkin at his side. “Kavan and I have discussed this expedition at length. Everyone here knows what starstone is and we all know that our own mine will have some of it.” 

Kavan spoke next, “The mine is a very dangerous place the deeper you go. I have spoken with Brom and in the past, even he has had trouble in the lower depths. The monsters and creatures down there are attracted to mana. Because he is very old and very powerful, he had difficulty keeping away the swarms of monsters. 

We might have a better chance.” 

Durzol stood up and left his seat as Kavan continued. 

“We need starstone to make weapons we can use to defend Moonvale. The more starstone we mine, the more weapons we can make. To help us with exploring the mine and gaining starstone ore, we will need to go down there without magic potions or magical weapons. We won’t be able to use any spells while we are down there either, so nothing can be attracted to us.” 

Soki spoke up, “What about our satchels with supplies?” 

Kavan shook his head. “We can’t bring those because of their magical nature. We will have normal packs and will have to carry anything we need that can fit inside or strapped to our backs. 

Without the satchels, we will also need to make sure there is enough room in our packs to carry starstone ore back.” 

“Since we cannot use magic and if the threat becomes too great, what are we supposed to use, harsh language?” Drayke smirked. 

Kavan shook his head. “Natural abilities should be fine. 

Everyone here knows how to fight,” Kavan said and glanced at Shegga. 

“Do not fear, Lord Cynder. My crossbow and my dagger will be at the ready. Besides, I have to keep an eye on my investment.” 

Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge when Durzol returned. The orc put down on the table a white metal pickaxe with a long, treated wood handle. Despite its simple appearance, it practically radiated its strength and toughness. Several rolled-up scrolls were in his other hand. 

“Shegga was generous to donate two bars of mithril she had in her vault. Mithril is the only metal that can mine starstone,” Durzol informed the group. 

The kobold let out a sharp, sarcastic laugh. “Hardly a donation. 

You may use the mithril pickaxe, but I own it. I want it back, plus interest with my cut of any gems or valuable metals we find down there.” 

Durzol nodded as he unfurled scrolls and placed them on the table. Heads leaned in closer, seeing crude drawings and diagrams of the Moonvale Mine. 

“I spent the last week in the library pouring over everything connected with the mine. Some of the books contradicted each other and these drawings are far from complete, but hopefully it will be enough to keep us from stumbling in the dark. 

“The mine has a simple design. A large, spiral staircase takes us all the way to the lower levels. We shouldn’t have any trouble along the first level, but as we descend, we may encounter unusual monsters and maybe skull worms.” 

Drayke nodded. “The whole town is enjoying the skull worm meat. My compliments to the brave hunters who brought it back to share.” 

Durzol smiled and continued, “Since we cannot bring any healing potions, Soki has volunteered to join our expedition. Her skills in the healing arts will still be useful. 

“Uriko has offered to join us to provide archery support and her people have incredible night vision. She can aid in spotting ore veins.” 

Drayke looked over to the rune-tattooed shadow elf, “I’m surprised your mistress allowed you off your leash?” 

Uriko’s red eyes flashed with annoyed heat. “I’m surprised you’re here. Someone needs to protect the lord of Moonvale and you’ve done a piss poor job of it so far.” 

“My dear Uriko, you wound me. My piss is far from poor. It is clear as a running spring river and just as pure,” Drayke grinned. 

Shegga rolled her eyes and groaned. Lorta shook her head. 

Kavan blinked. Durzol put his large hand to his mouth, trying not to laugh. Soki giggled at Drayke’s remark. 

The shadow elf’s eyes narrowed. “Be that is it may, my mistress left Moonvale before the snow storm arrived. She will not be back until the end of winter and has tasked me with helping Lord Cynder with anything he may need.” 

Uriko turned her crimson gaze to Kavan with a slow, sultry blink, 

“Or desire.” 

Kavan stared at the shadow elf and heat touched the scales along his neck. Lorta, Shegga, Durzol, and Soki laughed. Drayke’s often relaxed demeanor shifted into a dash of annoyed flair. 

 The way they talk to each other, it’s like they’ve known each other a very long time. 

Durzol cleared his throat and continued, “We will leave at first light tomorrow morning. Everyone must come here to grab their gear, packs and everyone must be armed. If you don’t have any strong weapons, I have plenty in the armory. 

“We will journey to the mine and begin our descent. If everything goes according to plan, we should not be in the mine for no longer than a few hours, at worst, most of the day.” 

The orc stood straighter as he looked at everyone gathered at the table. “I know almost everyone here knows the legends of ghosts and spirits that may haunt the mine. It is important we all stay close together and ignore any voices that may call out from the dark. At times, I have heard the whispers, even on the first level. Do not follow the voices. They will try to lead you away. 

“Despite the simplicity of the mine, there are unexplored tunnels and caverns. If anyone breaks from the group and follows the voices, you may get lost down there forever. We must stick to the plan. 

Gather any starstone we find and head back to the surface. Does everyone understand?” 

Everyone nodded. 

A faint memory touched Kavan’s thoughts. It was the first time Durzol and Kavan were in the mine, mining iron and copper and the orc telling a story of a miner that was lost many years ago and his body was never recovered. The name “Velk” touched Kavan’s thoughts from the faraway memory. 

Kavan addressed everyone gathered at the table, “Get some rest. We will gather here at Durzol’s shop at first light and make our way to the mine. With any luck, we should be back in time for dinner.” 

“Dinner is on me. I have some new skull worm dishes to try. I’m sure we will all be hungry from spending a day in the mine,” Drayke said with haughty flair. 

“Thank you, Drayke,” Kavan said. 

 I just hope we all make it out in one piece. 


***

Kavan stood before the mine entrance. A blanket of white snow covered everything in the quarry. The morning chill caressed his draconian features as an inky darkness filled the tunnel further inside. The sky was a dark gray, threatening with more snow in the near future. 

A memory touched his mind of Onka, Dura, Nava, and the taurs kissing him and Lorta goodbye. They wished them luck, knowing the dragonkin and troll would come back victorious. 

Onka lingered, whispering to the dragonkin of further, intimate rewards when he returned. Kavan smiled, knowing the goblin’s appetites were moving beyond her control with each passing day. 

The pregnancy made her moody, hungry, and horny and he was enjoying every moment of it. 

Thinking about Onka caused a small smile to form along Kavan’s small snout. He quickly woke from the small daydream and turned his head to see the party behind him. 

Everyone was dressed in leather coats and carried backpacks. 

Durzol stood with his warhammer and the mithril pickaxe strapped to his back. Lorta was beside him, a short sword at her hip and a half-spear in her hand. Shegga and Soki stood beside each other, shivering in the cold weather. The naga’s lower snake-half was wet from moving through the snow. Shegga’s small snout chattered in the cold. 

Kavan glanced at Soki's short sword sheathed at her hip. The naga wasn’t comfortable taking it. She mentioned that she was going along to heal and not trying to kill anything. She took it reluctantly, but stated she would only use it in defense of herself and others. 

Shegga couldn’t stop shivering. Her small body didn’t produce enough heat to keep herself warm. Despite the thick coat, she hugged herself and looked at Kavan with annoyed eyes. He could

almost read her mind, wondering what was taking so long to get inside. She had a crossbow strapped to her back and a large dagger at her waist. Considering her size, it was more like a sword than a dagger. 

Drayke and Uriko stood side by side. The shadow elf already had her bow in her hand. She wore leather from head to toe. Her hood was up, but her crimson eyes stared at the entrance with a sliver of foreboding. 

Drayke was looking off to the side. His slitted eyes were focused on the forested ridge of the quarry. He didn’t blink as he scanned the area. 

“See something?” Kavan asked his fellow dragonkin. 

Drayke kept his gaze on the forest for a moment before closing his eyes and lowering his head. 

“You ever have that feeling you’re being watched?” Drayke said. 

“It wouldn’t be surprising in this area. Dreggers have been known to explore the area, looking for food during winter,” Durzol mentioned. 

“It could be the ghosts that haunt the area too,” Uriko smirked. 

“A ghost would be a welcome party member. They could scout ahead while we stay safely behind,” Drayke quipped. 

“Can we get inside!” Shegga growled loudly. 

“I’m with Shegga,” Soki shivered and her purple scaled tail slammed down on the packed snow. 

Kavan nodded and turned. He led the way and the group followed. They entered the mine and walked on into the waiting darkness. 

The chill began to subside as they made their way deeper in. 

Mystical lanterns glowed to life, pushing back the darkness as the party walked. It didn’t take long to reach the large mining chamber Kavan and Durzol encountered the skull worm. The hole was still

there, as were many shards of stone on the floor and new tunnels carved out. 

Kavan called up his stats as he heard relaxed sighs from Shegga and Soki behind him. 

Kavan Cynder

Species: Dragonkin

Health: Normal

Mana: 27

Gold: 2,419



Attributes

Strength: 7

Intelligence: 6

Dexterity: 6

Constitution: 8

Willpower: 7



Natural Abilities

Claws

Regeneration

Dragon Scale Armor

Fire Spit

Breath Stream Attack



Mystic Abilities

Command Moonvale’s Xykks and Undead

Command Iron Golems (100)



Spheres

Fire: 7

Body: 6

Life: 5

Dark: 1

Decay: 2

Mind: 3

 

Skills

Combat: 8



 We are going to be at a handicap since we can’t use mana. I hope whatever is down there will leave us alone long enough to find some starstone. 

Kavan turned to see the group shedding their thick coats. 

Leather armor covered everyone in the party, including the dragonkin. Coats were hung on a large stone near the cavern entrance. Packs were on backs again. Soki and Durzol took out a pair of oil lanterns and prepared them to be lit. 

Kavan shed his coat and placed it with the others. He leaned his fully extended spear by a rocky wall as he put his backpack back on. 

He lifted the spear and held it at the ready as everyone finished organizing themselves. 

 My spear needs to be ready at all times. Can’t have it sheathed behind my back. It won’t be easy to draw with a pack on. 

Kavan eyed the group. 

 Starstone is important, but not as important as the lives of everyone here. If, for some reason, we cannot find any starstone today, I won’t risk their lives with another expedition. We will have to find another way to locate more starstone. 

Two lanterns glowed to life. Durzol and Soki lifted them up. 

“Keep your torches in your packs ready, just in case we are attacked. We will need all the light we can get if there is a battle,” 

Durzol instructed. 

Shegga loaded her crossbow and held it at the ready. “The things down there better watch themselves, if they don’t want a crossbow bolt in the ass.” 

Chuckles rose up in the cavern. 

“Remember, stay close and do not wander off. Do not use any magic unless we don’t have a choice,” Kavan reminded the party. 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

Durzol moved to Kavan’s side. The dragonkin and orc walked side by side, leading the group further into the cavern. Shegga, Lorta, and Soki walked behind Kavan and Durzol. Drayke and Uriko took up the rear. 

“If I die down there, your discount at the Dragon’s Table will be revoked. If you want to keep it, make sure I survive,” Drayke whispered to the shadow elf. 

Uriko shook her head and sighed. “Did dying and coming to Voldor give you a sense of humor? I don’t ever remember you having a terrible sense of humor.” 

“We all change,” Drayke said as he looked ahead. 

Soki glanced over her shoulder at him. She looked at Uriko and then back to the dragonkin before looking ahead. 

“Some changes sneak in when you least expect it,” the dragonkin smirked as he walked. 

Kavan stared ahead as they reached the wide tunnel at the other end of the cavern. Mystical lanterns glowed above their heads as they continued. A sliver of warmth flowed over the group as they marched mostly by two by two. 

The tunnel had simple rocky walls. Rotting wood beams stood every twenty feet, reinforcing the tunnel walls. 

“We should see the stairs in about a hundred feet,” Durzol said in a low tone. 

“How many levels have you mined and explored?” Kavan asked. 

“I’ve only reached the third level. There are plenty of iron veins and a mithril vein on that level, but there were also some strange sounds and lights. I’ve only taken what I needed and was quick to leave.” 

Kavan glanced at his friend, “Still feeling good about our chances?” 

Durzol nodded. “As long as we keep to the plan, I feel confident we will be fine.” 

The space between lanterns overhead grew longer and longer. 

Shadows lengthened as the group marched on. Durzol and Soki’s lanterns dispelled the shadows for a moment, but it didn’t diminish the small dread in the air. 

Kavan took in a deep inhale, detecting the stony and earthy scents. A small pressure filled his senses as it seemed they were deep underground, despite being only on the first level. Time began to lose meaning as they pressed on. 

“It’s there, right ahead of us,” Durzol mentioned. 

Kavan’s slitted eyes adjusted to the dim light. He drank in the dark room ahead. Features began to appear the closer they stepped. 

When they reached the entrance to the dark room, light from Durzol’s lantern illuminated the chamber. 

A large pillar stood in the middle of the rocky chamber. Many runes and words were carved into it as it stood like it was holding up the ceiling to the room. Worn stairs began on the edge of the pillar facing the group as they entered. The stairs spiraled around the pillar, descending down in the inky darkness. 

The rest of the chamber had old, decayed equipment, from dusty wagons to broken shovels, and piles of rusted chains. Kavan squinted at the words carved into the massive pillar. Some of the carvings were runes. Others plainly spelled “Keep Out” or “Monsters Below” to warn anyone coming this far. 

Durzol moved to the stairs and held up his lantern. Light illuminated the ancient steps, leading further down into abyssal darkness. 

“The stairs are wide enough for two to three people to walk side by side, but we should keep it single file and close to the pillar wall. 

We don’t know the condition of the stairs and we should be careful as we make our way down,” Durzol informed the group. 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

“I’ll take the lead. Durzol will be behind me. Lorta, watch over Shegga and Soki. Drayke and Uriko, take up the rear. Speak if it's necessary, but we should be as silent as we can. We don’t know what is down there and we don’t want to bring any attention to us as we go,” Kavan ordered. 

Heads nodded again in agreement. No one complained or spoke out, knowing the importance and the danger of the journey down. 

“Let’s go,” Kavan said and stepped onto the stairs. 

Bodies slowly moved in single file to the stairs and began their descent. Kavan’s senses were sharp as he led the way down. The stone steps felt solid underfoot as the dragonkin stepped down into the gloomy darkness. 

Durzol’s lantern illuminated the way. Kavan’s gaze moved from side to side as they descended lower. His shadow moved at the same steady pace before him. 

The spiral staircase flowed downward, curving around the edge of the pillar. Kavan’s grip on his spear tightened, expecting anything to jump out and attack, but all he heard were the gentle clicks of boots on stone steps. 

The next level appeared a short time later. Everyone turned and looked at the well-worn corridors and tunnels stretching out beyond the light of lanterns. A primal darkness filled the corridors as the group made their way farther down. 

Time came and went in odd bursts. Kavan swore they had been down there for hours, but it had been in fact, only long minutes. The group passed level after level, descending further and further down. 

A weight touched his senses, like the world was pressing down on him. When he glanced back at the group, he saw their wide and

determined eyes. Everyone was on high alert and weapons at the ready. 

 This would be a lot easier if we could use our mana. Myself, Durzol, Lorta, and Drayke could create all kinds of magical spheres to light and explore our way down. I could even use my mind or life spheres to detect monsters or feel their minds. We are literally walking into the dark unknown. 

Time carried on, marching into the near future. Levels began to blur together as the group descended further. The well-worn chamber levels around the stairs grew more and more rocky and jagged, like unfinished sculptures. Kavan noted each level looked like they were carved in a hurry, as if the miners didn’t want to stay longer than they needed to. When they reached the sixteenth level, Durzol touched Kavan’s shoulder. 

“There were written rumors of starstone on this level, but I cannot confirm it,” Durzol whispered. 

Kavan looked over his shoulder to his friend, “We can’t risk exploring a level without any solid proof there is starstone here. Is there a chance there is more on the lower levels?” 

Durzol glanced to the side before returning his gaze to Kavan. 

“The lower we go, the greater the chance we will find starstone,” 

Durzol whispered. 

“And the greater the danger,” Kavan remarked in a low tone. 

“This is an all or nothing expedition. If we want to increase our chances, we have to go to the bottom level.” 

The orc nodded. “I’m with you, my brother.” 

Kavan turned his gaze to the stairs and continued their descent. 

The air grew more and more stale as they made their way further down. Odd markings were on the pillar surface. Kavan glanced at them, seeing they looked like claw marks. 

 This is not a good sign. 

The group kept a steady pace as the stairs began to narrow. On the higher levels, they were wider and sturdier. The lower they went, the thinner they became. Large cracks filled sections of the stairs and pillar. Some stairs were nothing more than sloping nubs. The air was stale and oppressive. Odd scents filled the dragonkin’s nose, a mixture of dust, rust, and alien scents. 

“I can smell an abundance of iron down here,” Durzol whispered. 

Kavan nodded as they continued. 

Before long, the ancient stairs reached the dark, stony ground. 

Durzol and Soki lifted their lanterns as light pushed back at the primeval darkness. 

Kavan looked around as a massive cavern stretched beyond their light. A gentle sound of dripping water touched the dragonkin’s sensitive ears. Stalagmites and stalactites appeared in patches along the massive cavern. There were no tunnels snaking off, but a massive cavern that appeared like a giant sea monster’s maw. The air was stale, but breathable. 

Durzol moved his lantern around as near blind cave insects scurried away from the light. 

The group made their way off the stairs and onto firm ground. 

Kavan looked around, his sensitive eyes adjusting to the near perfect darkness. The longer he scanned the area, the more he caught hints of dim light in the darkness. 

“What do you make of the lights down here?” Kavan asked Durzol. 

“It could be glow creatures, or mana crystals,” Durzol answered. 

 That’s right. Brom told me a long time ago that there were mana crystals down here. He said they can be used to help improve spheres of magic, if you had enough of them. 

 “From what information I can access, in Monstar Saga, mana crystals were used to boost magical spells or improve mana

 spheres. The higher the degree, the more mana crystals you needed,” Viz said. 

“What’s the plan?” Shegga hissed. 

Kavan turned to the group. Shadows and light played across everyone’s features. He could see the slim fear in their eyes as they glanced around. 

“We pick a direction and stay together,” Kavan informed the group. 

Durzol moved to Kavan’s pack and opened it. He pulled out a torch and walked over to the stairs. He set his lantern down before fishing out flint and steel. He stuck the end of the torch into a dusty slot. He struck the flint and steel together a few times. Sparks flew and touched the oil-soaked rag at the other end of the torch. The sparks caught and a flame appeared. 

Durzol picked up his lantern and moved back to the group. “The torch should be lit for a time. Its light will guide us back to the stairs.” 

Kavan nodded and turned to the abyssal darkness. He took one step, followed by another as he walked into the abyss. 

The dragonkin looked down at the ground as he walked. The floor was littered with odd stones. A bone appeared, followed by another. Durzol moved to Kavan’s side and held up his lantern higher. At the edge of the light, a pile of odd, misshapen bones nearly glowed. 

“This could be a midden for any sort of creatures. If they go to the higher levels to hunt, they may come down here to digest and leave what’s left of their meals,” Durzol whispered. 

Shadows and darkness played tricks on Kavan’s eyes. The pile of bones seemed to move and not move at the same time. The dragonkin blinked, trying to stop the slight disorientation he was experiencing. The entire place pushed down on him. 

 This place is odd. It’s playing tricks with me. The silence and darkness are confusing. 

Kavan shook his head before turning to a patch of dim blue light. 

One foot moved after the other. The group followed the dragonkin as they stepped closer to the glowing patch. When lantern light touched it, movement along the glowing crystals caused everyone to stop in their tracks. 

Kavan looked at the patch of glowing crystals about twenty feet away. Things the size of his palm skittered and crawled over the crystals. Kavan narrowed his eyes and focused on the movement. 

Finer details began to emerge. Spider-like legs moved with precision among the crystals. Pale blue spiders with long legs crawled over the blue glowing patch. Their abdomens were spiky. Many pale eyes glowed as mandibles clicked against the mana crystals. One of the rock spiders broke off a tip of a crystal and slowly pulled it into its mouth. 

“Mana spiders,” Durzol whispered. 

 “Mana spiders, arachnid creatures that feed on mana crystals and any living thing they can find. They are attracted to any kind of mana, but tend to focus on larger sources. They only feed on living creatures if there is no other food source or defending themselves.” 

 Viz was silent for a moment before she continued, “Kavan, mana spiders can become very large.” 

Kavan and Durzol both looked over to a thick strand of webbing next to the patch of mana crystals. Dragonkin and orc followed the web strand upwards. Durzol lifted his lantern a little higher. Small mana spiders crawled along the strand of webbing upwards. When they reached the top of the cavern, Kavan and Durzol’s eyes widened in disbelief. 

The lantern light just touched the darkness overhead, barely showing the clustered bodies of large mana spiders. Some of them twitched and shifted. The horde of spiders were directly overhead, webs crisscrossing the area above as dozens clustered together. 

Kavan noted their size, each one nearly the size of a large wagon. 

Smaller ones crawled over the larger ones, finding a spot to nestle between large bodies. 

Pale blue exo-skeletons gleamed in the lantern light. Unblinking eyes stared down at the group on the ground. The large creatures twitched, but did nothing beyond that. 

Shegga lifted her crossbow and aimed upwards. Uriko notched an arrow and aimed it upwards as well. 

Kavan lifted his hand and waved them down. Everyone looked at the dragonkin as he put a single finger to his small snout and shook his head. Shegga and Uriko lowered their weapons and nodded. 

Kavan waved at the group to follow him. Silently, they followed while glancing up at the monsters above them. When they were deeper into the cavern and didn’t see any more mana spiders, several sighs of relief fell from their lips. 

“How are we going to find anything stumbling in the dark and with giant spiders on the ceiling?” Shegga said with a low growl. 

“Will the sound of mining starstone wake them up?” Lorta asked. 

Kavan nodded. “We should be okay. They like mana and there are plenty of crystals on this level to feed them. If we move further in, we might be able to mine without alerting them.” 

“This place is a cavern. Anything we do will echo,” Shegga said with a harsh whisper. 

“We have a single mithril pickaxe. If we find a starstone vein, one person will mine as the rest of us keep watch,” Kavan whispered. 

Shegga continued to hold her crossbow at the ready as she looked around. The whole group had weapons in hands as they turned to the darkness around them. Kavan glanced to the spiral staircase, seeing the lone torch as their beacon of light. 

 I have to keep them moving. 

Kavan turned and began walking alongside the cavern wall. The group slowly followed, eyes glancing in every direction. Drayke

turned his slitted eyes to the ceiling, seeing the cluster of giant spiders further away from them. Light glowed along the cavern wall as they marched on. 

Shegga glanced down at her feet and spotted something shiny. 

When Soki’s lantern light touched the item, the kobold’s eyes widened a hair. A small cluster of gems were on the dirt floor. She spotted a few rubies, a sapphire, and two diamonds. They were bigger than her palm. She scooped them up and put them in her small satchel at her hip. 

Uriko looked around. Her red shadow elf eyes took in the strangely bright cavern. She could see further into the cavern and make out details along the walls. She looked into the distance and saw a body of water next to the cavern edge. 

“There is a lake down here,” Uriko said with a loud whisper. 

She continued to scan the area when she spotted an odd formation on the wall by the lake. She stared at it as they walked, seeing two white veins and an odd black vein with purple lines crisscrossing it. 

“I see starstone,” the shadow elf said with another loud whisper. 

“Uriko, lead the way,” Kavan whispered back. 

The shadow elf cut through the group and moved beyond the dragonkin. She continued to hold a notched arrow on the bowstring as she moved silently ahead. She led the group to the edge of the underground lake and moved along it’s still edges. 

Kavan kept her in sight as he was about ten feet behind her. 

After a few steps, he saw what the shadow elf saw. Three veins ran along the cavern wall. Each one as wide as Durzol’s shoulders. Two were white and the one in the middle was black with purple lines. 

The starstone almost pulsed like a living thing. 

The group approached the wall and held up lanterns. Mithril and starstone shone in the light. 

“Let’s make this quick,” Kavan ordered. 

Durzol and Soki put down their lanterns a small distance away from the wall. Drayke, Shegga, Uriko, and Kavan formed a perimeter. Soki stayed by the lanterns, short sword in hand. Durzol unsheathed the mithril pickaxe and hefted it up as he approached the wall. 

“If we have time, we should mine some of this mithril. We can use it to make better weapons and armor,” Durzol said in a low voice. 

“Starstone first. If nothing comes after us, we can mine some of the mithril,” Kavan ordered before turning his head slightly to the group on either side of him. 

“No matter what happens, Durzol will continue to mine as we protect him,” Kavan whispered. 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

Durzol looked at the starstone vein, pickaxe at the ready. He hefted it up and swung it down hard. The edge stabbed and clanged loudly as he penetrated the unusual ore. 

Nerves were on edge as the single strike from the pickaxe echoed through the cavern. Nothing moved as another strike rang out. 

The sharp clanging echoed on as Durzol threw his strength and weight into each swing. The echoes continued as the orc struck the vein so hard, sparks flew. 

“We might be okay,” Kavan whispered, trying to be optimistic. 

Drayke glanced at Uriko. The shadow elf was staring at the dark lake water just forty feet away from them. 

“Do you see something?” Drayke asked between ringing clangs. 

The shadow elf was silent as she stared at the still waters. 

Several things floated on the surface. They hadn’t moved until Durzol struck the wall again. Small ripples radiated out as the black things began slowly moving toward the water’s edge. 

“Something’s in the water,” Uriko managed to say as her entire body tensed. 

The water rippled and something large blasted up from the surface. Uriko’s eyes narrowed as she pulled back her bowstring and let loose an arrow. The arrow shot across the small distance and struck the pale pink underbelly of the monster. It did little to nothing to slow it down as it crossed the distance with flaps open wide. 

“Uriko!” Drayke shouted as he darted forward and slashed sideways. 

The thin creature was sliced in half and fell into two, large bloody chunks. 

Uriko and Drayke backed up as two more flat, ray-like creatures burst from the water. Drayke darted into the attack and sliced upwards. The creature screeched before it fell into two bloody chunks. 

Uriko dropped her bow and reached for her short sword when a creature collided into her and large flaps wrapped around her upper body and head. A muffled scream touched the air as the shadow elf hit the ground. The creature’s double tentacle tail grabbed at the ground and tried to pull the shadow elf to the water. 

Drayke moved to the creature wrapped around Uriko and with the precision of a surgeon, sliced across the creature’s back. A deafening shriek filled the air as the monster tried to hold onto its meal. Tentacles moved, continuing to try and drag the struggling shadow elf to the water. Drayke swung his sword around and slashed across the creature’s back, not allowing the blade to go too deep or he could slice at Uriko as well. 

Kavan charged over, seeing the creature on Uriko and trying to pull her to the water. It screeched again and again. The nearby lake rippled as black things moved closer. 

 “Kavan, those are Sinkers. They are manta-like monsters who feed on blood and internal organs. They wrap around their prey and

 drag them to the water to drown them. They then began drinking blood and then organs. The screech is to alert others of nearby food!” Viz alerted. 

Kavan charged to Uriko as she struggled. Drayke sliced across the creature’s back once again as Kavan made a wide swing over his head and brought the mithril blade of his spear down on the two tail tentacles. A meaty slice could be heard as the tentacles were severed. 

Drayke dropped his sword and his dragon claws extended. Uriko gave muffled cries as the blue and black dragonkin began clawing and pulling at the monster. Chunks of meat were sliced and thrown away. When Drayke grabbed at the creature’s head over Uriko’s head, he growled as he ripped it off and tossed it away. 

The monster went limp as the shadow elf gasped for breath. 

“Back up!” Kavan ordered as two more sinkers burst from the water. 

Kavan’s spear moved with deft skill, stabbing and slicing hard across. One sinker went flying to the side. The other was nearly on him when he spun his spear and stabbed into its pale pink belly. The creature screeched before going limp. Kavan swung his spear and the monster was thrown off and back into the water. Sinkers mobbed their fallen fellow creature and dragged it down out of sight. 

Drayke eyed Uriko as she gasped for air. Round puncture marks covered her neck, chest and cheek. The shadow elf growled as she turned away from the dragonkin, snatched up her bow and pulled another arrow from her quiver. 

A hiss filled the entire cavern. Kavan, Drayke, Uriko backed up to the group as the entire cavern started to writhe. 

“Durzol, keep mining! We have company,” Kavan said as he took a battle stance. 
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Durzol swung hard at the vein of starstone. Arms bulged as he was close to breaking a large chunk off. The hissing in the distance caused the orc to swing harder in frustration. 

The group moved back and closer to each other. Everyone faced out with weapons at the ready. Drayke glanced at Uriko as she had an arrow notched and a steely gaze at the darkness beyond the light of their lanterns. Shegga held her crossbow up. Lorta held her half-spear as she eyed the darkness. Kavan stood a few feet from the group and closer to the darkness as movement writhed in the deep dark. 

Soki glanced to Uriko, seeing small trickles of blood drip down her neck. The naga sheathed her sword and rummaged through her pack as Durzol’s clanging sounded off every other second. 

The naga slithered up to Uriko as she pulled out a vial and some bandages. “Uriko, I have to treat the wounds.” 

The shadow elf shook her head. “We might be overrun at any moment. It will have to wait.” 

Soki’s eyes hardened. “Let me treat the wounds or I’ll pull you back.” 

Uriko turned her head and looked back at the naga. She saw the look of determination in her eyes as her tail slid around, ready to coil and pull the shadow elf back from the line. 

Uriko relented and stepped back. She lowered her bow as Soki quickly poured a clear liquid on the neck and chest wounds. 

“This will cleanse the wound before I put on the bandages,” Soki said as she worked quickly. 

“I believe our welcome has been compromised,” Drayke said out loud. “This would be the time to ready spells.” 

Kavan shook his head. “We don’t know what else is down here. 

Do not use your magic until we reach the stairs!” Kavan commanded. “Durzol?” 

“Almost there!” the orc grunted as he swung the mithril pickaxe with every ounce of his strength. 

Shegga stared down at the floor, just beyond the lantern light. 

She caught the darkness shifting like a living black rug. 

“Somethings coming,” the kobold shouted as she aimed her crossbow. 

Kavan looked down to see the same shifting darkness. “Drayke and I will lead the attack while we charge up our breath attacks. 

Uriko, keep any monsters off of us when you’re bandaged up. 

Shegga, support her. Lorta, guard Durzol. Do not use magic until we start running for the stairs!” 

“Aye!” everyone shouted at once. 

 We are all getting out of here alive. 

The sound of skittering and movement echoed off the entire cavern. The dot of light from the torch by the stairs dimmed as things moved about. The torch disappeared a moment before it appeared again, something big moving across, blocking it out. 

Drayke broke from the line to stand about six feet parallel to Kavan. “I used to like underground parties, but I think I’m over them now.” 

Kavan chuckled. “I think our party days are far from over.” 

“Indeed,” Drayke smirked as he held his sword at the ready. 

Soki finished bandaging up the shadow elf and gently slithered back. Uriko nodded to the naga and she nodded back. Soki drew her short sword and held it at the ready. 

The skittering slowed. In the darkness, a sea of glowing blue dots appeared. Kavan and Drayke stayed at the ready as the cavern

floor and walls were covered in blue dots, many of them small, but a number of them large and clustered together. 

Durzol hammered away as a large chunk of starstone was nearly cut out. A few more swings and it would break free. 

“Hexnia, guide me,” Lorta said with a soft prayer. 

“Get ready,” Kavan said with a dark tone. 

The sea of blue dots remained perfectly still for a small moment, before they charged. 


Mana spiders the size of small cats rushed into the lantern light. 

Bent legs moved within small blurs, rushing the group. Along the walls, larger, wagon sized spiders came into view. Rock covered bodies charged with haste as the smell of blood touched their sensitive senses. 

Kavan glanced around as he saw they were completely surrounded. Slitted eyes flashed with heat as the wave of mana spiders rushed them. His muscles tensed as Kavan held his spear. 

When the spiders were within ten feet, the dragonkin roared and charged into the horde. 

Kavan’s mithril spearhead flashed before it sliced across. 

Spiders jumped up and were severed in half. Drayke joined the fray, his sword moving in quick blurs and slicing several spiders with each swing of his blade. 

The two dragonkin were quickly overwhelmed as the living wave of mana spiders crashed into them. Boots stomped on hard bodies, crushing them into foul chunks of goo. Spear and sword sliced, cut and stabbed as spiders crawled up their legs. Kavan spun his spear, knocking away a few jumping spiders before stabbing out many times at others close by. An arrow and crossbow bolt penetrated spiders in mid-jump and changed their direction away. 

Uriko was already reloading when a shadow touched her senses. She aimed up and let an arrow loose. It crossed the small

distance and struck a large mana spider in an eye. It was lowering itself down by a strand of web, it’s mandibles clicking. 

Shegga aimed upwards and pulled the trigger. A bolt flew up and stabbed deep into a large spider. It fell from its web strand. The kobold threw herself to the side as the spider landed on the spot she was on a moment ago. 

Lorta let out a war cry as she launched into the fray. The tall troll stomped and stabbed as spiders rushed her. 

Soki’s large tail whipped around and smacked away a large spider so hard, it flew into the nearby lake. Sinkers latched onto the struggling spider and quickly pulled it down into the dark depths. 

Many points of pain stabbed into Kavan’s legs. He continued to move, slicing and stabbing as spiders on his legs bit through his leather armor and into his flesh. 
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Kavan mentally called on his dragon armor. Spines stabbed out, pushing or penetrating spiders on his body. Scales fanned out and flattened against his body. In a blink of an eye, the dragonkin was armored from head to toe as he moved like a juggernaut against the horde of spiders. 

Light glowed along Drayke’s throat. He didn’t wait as spiders climbed onto him. He opened his maw and blasted out a bolt of lightning. The bolt streaked a small distance, lighting up the cavern before blasting a fist-sized hole into a large mana spider. 

For a brief instant, the lightning bolt lit up the cavern. Horror struck everyone watching, seeing the entire cavern covered with mana spiders as far as the eye could see. 

“We’re in trouble!” Drayke shouted as he grabbed a leaping spider and crushed it with his bare hand. 

Shegga pulled back on the crossbow trigger, bolts flying in quick succession. When it clicked empty, she moved to reload. The kobold slid two bolts into the specially designed crossbow when a wave of hand-sized mana spiders rushed her. The kobold cried out as she let go of her crossbow and drew her dagger. Mandibles and teeth bit into her leather armor as she stabbed and cut at spiders. 

“Fuck you! Fuck you!” the kobold shouted as she stabbed at anything and everything crawling on her. 

Soki’s tail rose and slammed down on the wave of small spiders charging the kobold. She disrupted the charge of spiders. Shegga screamed like a monster from the underworld, stabbing and slicing at anything on her. Spiders bit into her flesh and she growled as she whipped around, trying to knock them off. 

Lorta moved like a titan at sea. She kicked and stabbed everything. She shouted with demonic fury as she stomped mana spiders to paste. 

Kavan felt the glow in his own throat as he fought the innumerable horde. Without hesitation, he opened his maw and blasted out a thick stream of dragon fire. It streaked across the area, sending spiders into the air or burning them to crisps. Kavan’s head moved like a turret as spiders climbed onto his armored body and stabbed mandibles into it. The armor cracked and chipped as dozens of spiders tried to break in. Mandibles made to cut through stones and crystals began to penetrate as dragonkin fire burned other spiders by the hundreds. 

Shegga cried out as she was knocked off her feet. Spiders crawled over her as she screamed and stabbed. 

Durzol lifted the pickaxe for one final blow to dislodge the starstone. He glanced over his shoulder, seeing his friends getting overwhelmed. He glanced down to see Shegga nearly covered in spiders and as she fought on. 

The orc turned and rushed into the battle. His boots stomped on spiders as he reached the fallen kobold. He glanced up to see Uriko releasing arrow after arrow. Soki used the bulk of her body to keep the spiders at bay. Drayke was unleashing lightning bolt after lightning bolt. Lorta leapt onto a giant spider and stabbed her spear through it before tilting it into the creature, scrambling its internal organs. Kavan was blasting a stream of dragon fire into the horde, lighting up the whole cavern. 

The orc reached down and grabbed Shegga. He lifted her up while knocking off spiders. The kobold was dazed, her body covered in bleeding bites. 

“Hold on to me,” Durzol shouted to Shegga as he knocked off the last spider and brought her around to his back. 

Shegga weakly grabbed onto his back as Durzol turned and rushed back to the wall. With a roar, he lifted his pickaxe and swung it down with every drop of his strength. 

Sparks flew up as a large chunk of starstone was blasted off. 

The stone fell with a thud on the sandy ground. 

“Kavan! I have it!” Durzol shouted. 

Kavan’s fire breath began to peter out. A wave of weakness touched the red dragonkin as the fire died in his throat. 

 I pushed myself too far. The stream attack was too much. 

Dragon fire burned stones as burnt spider bodies littered the ground. In the short distance, the horde of spiders were momentarily stunned before they recovered and charged. 

Kavan looked to the other side of the cavern with the lone torch glowing, a beacon for their escape. He glanced at the group behind him, haggard and killing the remaining spiders on their side. 

 We’ll never make it like this. 

“Use magic!” Kavan ordered as he prepared a spell. 

A sinister smile filled Lorta’s face as she prayed to her demon goddess. The troll turned to the new wave of mana spiders and her goddess answered her prayers. 

The moment mana filled the air, taking hold of the very darkness, the many eyes of the mana spiders glowed with a supernatural hunger. Black shards filled the air around the troll as darkness crawled along her form. The troll’s eyes gleamed with deadly intent as darkness crawled over her body. The inky shadows hardened into a demonic armor and Lorta charged at the incoming wave of monsters. 

Mana spiders of all sizes focused on the black armored troll as she leapt into the air, a storm of shards moving with her. They tasted the mystical mana and were drawn to it. Time slowed down as Lorta parted her lips. A demonic shout bellowed as she stabbed her short spear downward and the storm of shards shot out like a barrage of black arrows. 

Shards stabbed deep into many spiders, impaling and stopping many from advancing. Lorta landed in the fray and stabbed out her spear in quick strikes, killing spider after spider. 

Drayke charged into the spider horde, lifted his free hand and aimed it. Lightning curled around his arm before surging into his hand and blasting out. Lightning arced and blasted a line through the horde. Spiders lucky enough to be on the sides, leapt up and were quickly sliced in half by the dragonkin’s sword. 

Kavan glanced back to Durzol as he set Shegga down. Uriko and Soki moved back to them, the shadow elf unleashing arrows and the naga slicing at any stray spiders that skittered too close. 

“Soki! Take care of Shegga. Durzol! Hold onto the starstone. 

Uriko, keep ranged support!” Kavan shouted before turning back to the horde of mana spiders. 

“Drayke, Lorta, and I will carve a path to the stairs. No matter what happens, no one slows down!” Kavan shouted and charged into battle. 

Kavan channeled 6 drops of mana into his body sphere and 7

drops into his fire sphere. 
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Muscles bulged and skin toughened. A fiery aura surrounded the dragonkin, his light chasing away the darkness around them. The dragonkin charged with blazing hot eyes and leapt into battle. 

Spiders jumped up to meet him and were burned to ash by his blazing fire aura. With a hard stomp, Kavan was in the middle of the horde. His spear glowed in the light before it moved in blurry spins and stabs. 

Mana spiders marched and leapt to their deaths, either by fire or by spear. Large ones charged, only to be burned and impaled by the powerful dragonkin. Kavan’s limbs moved with supernatural quickness as he carved a path through the horde. 

Drayke and Lorta quickly moved to his sides, black shards and lightning blasting spiders of all sizes to pieces. 

Shegga moaned as Soki picked her up and held her in her arms. 

“I have you, my friend,” Soki said as she held the kobold close. 

Durzol sheathed his mithril pickaxe to his back and pulled his warhammer from its sheath. The orc reached down with his left hand and grabbed the large stone about the size of his forearm. He cradled it to his ribs as he glanced at the path Kavan, Lorta, and Drayke carved through the enemy. 

Uriko continued to unleash arrow after arrow, each one striking true as more mana spiders appeared from the dark depths. 

“To Moonvale!” Durzol shouted into a charge. 

Uriko and Soki, with Shegga in her arms, moved to either side of the charging orc. The small group charged into the path of burnt, 

dying, and dead mana spiders. 

Kavan moved like a scythe through a field of wheat. Screeching mana spiders met their end as they were instinctively drawn to the blazing power of the dragonkin. They pushed and crawled on, needing the very mana that was flowing from his body. 

Black spikes stabbed up from Lorta’s black armor. Spiders that landed on her were immediately impaled for their effort. Foul ichor splashed as madness consumed the troll. Her deity spoke to her and the troll listened to every word. A group of spiders landed on her. 

One landed on her wrist and bit at a weak point in her armor. A few others landed on her spear and it was pulled from her grasp. Lorta didn’t slow down as she grabbed at the sword at her belt, drew it out in a wide arc and sliced leaping spiders in half in her wake. 

Drayke’s eyes glowed with blue light as he blasted out lightning from his hand and his mouth. Lightning arced and slammed into armored exo-skeletons, shattering them into burning dust. 

Kavan continued to easily cut through the mana spiders and burn them through his wake. When a large shadow was over him, he planted his feet and stabbed upwards. A mana spider the size of a small home came down from the ceiling and was quickly impaled. It didn’t slow the monster down as it further impaled itself as it tried to reach down and snap at Kavan’s armored head. 

The dragonkin roared as he bent his legs and shot up. The strike of his head and shoulders sent the giant mana spider off the ground. 

In midair, Kavan’s body turned and his spear sliced through the rest of the spider’s body. Glowing ichor rained down on mana spiders before the large corpse crashed onto them. Another spider crawled over to the large dead one, pulling out chunks and pieces from the spider and devouring them. 

Kavan landed and moved with defined skill through the horde. 

He glanced ahead and his heart leapt in his chest, seeing they were a mere seventy feet from the spiral staircase. 

“Almost there!” Kavan shouted as his body moved like a flaming juggernaut. 

Durzol called on his mana and channeled it into the stone sphere. Spikes stabbed up from the very ground, creating a protective path and impaling mana spiders. Clicks and screeches continued as the spiders charged over and around spikes, hungry for his mana. 

The orc cradled the chunk of starstone as his hammer swung in wide arcs. He smacked away spiders as they leapt for him. Durzol grunted as he continued to bat them away as he pumped his legs. 

Soki slithered along with Uriko at her side, unleashing arrow after arrow. 

Kavan slashed through a large mana spider. When it fell away in two halves, he stared at the lone torch and hope glowed. 

The entire cavern shuddered. 

The group slowed a pace as the cavern shuddered again. Their eyes glanced around as they fought off the ravenous horde. 

A rocky wall by the stair pillar cracked and then exploded. Rock shards blasted down and crushed many nearby mana spiders. 

Something large stabbed out from the cavern wall. Boney lids slid back to reveal glowing, pinpoint eyes. A massive skull moved on an armored neck. A spine covered body moved with ease, crashing onto the cavern floor and crushing more spiders. A boney maw opened and a deep growl dripped with saliva. 

Kavan took a step back with wide eyes. The skull worm reared up, but it wasn’t like the one he and Durzol killed a few weeks ago. 

This one was over a hundred feet tall and twice as thick. Spines ran along its armored worm-like body. Its skull had exaggerated sharp edges as deep eyes stared down at the feast before it. A deafening roar caused the entire cavern to shake as the monster stared down at the flaming dragonkin. 

“Get to the stairs!” Kavan shouted and leapt up at the creature. 

The gigantic skull worm shifted its head and bashed Kavan out of the air. Flames licked at the side of the monster’s head as Kavan was thrown hard. The dragonkin turned his body and stabbed out his legs. His boots touched a rocky wall and he bent his knees. Time slowed down as the giant skull worm turned its attention to the mana spiders and his friends. The monster’s mouth opened and reared back, ready to grab anything it could bite. Lorta unleashed another storm of black shards as Drayke fired off a thick bolt of lightning from his hand. Shards struck the worm’s thick armor and bounced off. 

Lightning struck the armored body, creating a black blast mark and arcing bits of energy, but no further damage. 

“Shit,” Kavan whispered before he launched from the cavern wall like a cannonball. 

Uriko lifted her bow, arrow notched and bowstring pulled back. 

She kept her hands and arms steady as the large monster opened its maw for another lunge. The shadow elf closed one eye, aiming the arrow point for the small glowing eye of the monster. She let out a long exhale and released. 

The arrow shot across the distance. The skull worm’s eye shifted and it moved slightly, the arrow striking its demonic skull head and bounced off harmlessly. The skull worm lunged at Lorta and Drayke when a fireball slammed into the side of its head. 

Kavan’s flaming hand grasped onto a ridge of the skull worm’s armored head. The monster growled as Kavan pulled back his spear arm and stabbed for an eye. The worm shifted, the mithril tip hitting the hard bone of its head and bouncing off. 

 Even with my enhanced strength and fire, I’m not even leaving a mark! 

The skull worm whipped its head around, trying to dislodge the dragonkin. Kavan’s claws extended and penetrated the thick bone an inch, just enough for him to hold on. The spear stabbed and slid off, sparks flying into the air. The dragonkin’s fire aura burned, but only left black soot as the skull worm seemed unfazed by it. 

“To the stairs!” Kavan shouted as he held on for dear life. 

Drayke and Lorta turned to the attacking mana spiders. The creatures moved with depraved indifference as they attacked among the carnage. Drayke’s sword arm swung in quick arcs as Lorta blasted out another storm of black shards. 

Soki slithered with Shegga in her arms. The naga reached the bottom of the stairs and turned to see Durzol and Uriko just behind her. The three of them started climbing stairs as Lorta and Drayke moved to the bottom of the stairs. 

The troll and dragonkin looked up as Kavan continued to hold onto the swaying monster worm. It whipped its head, trying to dislodge him, but Kavan’s grip was like iron on the edge of the monster’s head. 

 Brute strength and skill aren’t working. I need a different approach. 

Kavan channeled 3 drops of mana into his mind sphere. 
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The dragonkin focused his thoughts into a sharp point. Violet energy glowed along his mind and he felt the monster worm’s small mind. With a single thought he drove his sharp thought into the creature’s mind. 

Pinpoint eyes flashed as the monster worm roared. It whipped its head hard and Kavan’s claws broke off tiny pieces of its armored head. The dragonkin flew helplessly into the pillar, his back slamming against it so hard, pieces of his dragonkin armor cracked or shattered. 

Kavan fell and flipped his legs out. He landed on the stairs, just as Drayke and Lorta shot past him. The dragonkin heaved as he

tried to maintain control of his mind sphere. He glared up at the monstrous skull worm as it writhed in agony. 

“Kavan, let’s go!” Drayke shouted from a few steps higher. 

“Go! I have to keep it down here long enough for everyone to gain some distance,” Kavan said with a calm tone. 

Lorta took a step down, “We’re not leaving you.” 

“Get the starstone and yourselves to the surface. I’ll be right behind you,” Kavan ordered. 

Lorta was about to protest when Drayke touched her armored shoulder. 

“I need your help to defend the rest of our group,” Drayke said with a warm edge. 

Lorta glanced at Kavan, her heart beating hard in her chest. She turned and followed Drayke as he charged up the stairs. 

“Don’t worry, Lorta. I have no intention of dying down here,” 

Kavan whispered as he maintained control. 

Mana spiders rushed toward the stairs circling the giant pillar. 

They crawled along the pillar’s surface, drawn to Kavan’s power. The skull worm thrashed and whined as pain stabbed into its small brain. 

 If I stay here any longer, I’ll be overwhelmed. 

Kavan turned and darted up the stairs. The bridge between his mind and the skull worm faltered. The monster growled before it launched onto the stairs. Spines stabbed into ancient stone as the skull worm moved like a demonic snake up the stairs. Mana spiders crawled up and were instantly crushed or knocked off as the skull worm ascended. 

Kavan kept the mind spike active as he leapt up several stairs at a time. He felt the monster’s rage as it pushed back. Instinct and primal fury took over. A madness filled the monster as it followed. 

The group charged up to the next level. Kavan stayed to the rear just as he made it to the level. A roar followed before the skull worm’s head shattered the stone floor by the stairs. 

 I have to stop my fire aura spell if I want to use another fire sphere spell. 

Kavan dispelled the fire aura as the massive skull worm head was sliding up closer to him. The dragonkin leapt into the air and spun around. He pointed his left hand as he channeled 7 points of mana. 
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A large fireball appeared a few inches from his outstretched hand. The skull worm slithered up, spines propelling it forward. The dragonkin aimed and unleashed the fireball. 

Light touched the monstrous skull worm’s features before the fireball grew bigger and slammed into it. Kavan landed just as an explosion rippled along the stairs and level. Shards of stone blasted up. Kavan grunted as he turned to climb the stairs. A shard of stone stabbed into the side of his lower back, the dragon armor long gone from that area. 
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Kavan grunted again as he jumped up a few steps at a time. 

Blood trickled from his back as pieces of his armor remained on sections of his body. He gripped his spear as he continued to charge up the winding staircase. He looked up to see Lorta and Drayke

before him. Past the troll and dragonkin, the others were barely in sight as they turned along the winding staircase. 

The stairs began to widen as they passed another two levels. 

Lorta and Drayke slowed as they waited for Kavan. 

The dragonkin pushed on as his body slowly began to regenerate. The bleeding slowed as he pumped his legs. Thoughts shifted to the gigantic skull worm, wondering if a 7th degree fireball was enough to kill it. 

“It’s still coming,” came a whisper from nowhere. 

Kavan blinked when a hissing roar touched his sensitive ears. 

Lorta and Drayke grabbed the dragonkin as the entire staircase and pillar began to rumble. 

“I’m fine! It’s still coming,” Kavan shouted. 

Legs pumped as the group made their way further up. Levels shot by as they continued to climb. Shegga moaned as Soki held the small kobold close to her bosom. Uriko had put her bow over her shoulder as she darted up the stairs. Durzol led the way, holding the chunk of starstone to his side for dear life. 

The rumbling continued as the vibrations of the skull worm traveled up the staircase. 

Pain crawled into Kavan’s body as he forced himself to run and regenerate at the same time. It distracted him enough that the mind spike spell vanished and his body sphere was weakening. 

A fiery glow touched the back of his throat. 

 Maybe I can buy them a few moments. 

The skull worm blasted up through a level and surged up the stairs. Kavan turned his head and opened his maw. His head snapped forward as the blackened skull of the worm charged up to him. A fire ball blasted down and boney eyelids closed. The fire ball exploded, slowing the skull worm down as it shook it off. 

 It’s not giving up! We may have to make our stand in the quarry or it will follow us to town. 

Durzol rushed up the stairs. The orc was breathing hard as he counted off levels. They were nearly to the top floor when he glanced behind him to Soki and Uriko’s fearful eyes. 

“Almost there!” Durzol shouted. 

The orc charged upwards with each step harder than the last. 

When he reached the 1st level, he let out a triumph shout. Soki and Shegga were next. Followed by Uriko. 

“Uriko, get Soki and Shegga out of here!” Durzol commanded. 

The shadow elf and naga charged down the cavern-like corridor. 

They charged into the large, mining chamber. Uriko grabbed their stacks of coats as Soki slithered ahead. Shegga was silent and no longer moving in Soki’s arms. 

Drayke and Lorta were next. The pair stepped onto the first level and turned. Kavan stumbled up to the main floor. The troll and dragonkin grabbed him and the trio ran side by side. The mine rumbled. Shards of dust and dirt fell from the ceiling. 

“It’s still coming. We will have to make our stand in the quarry,” 

Kavan grunted. 

Lorta and Drayke nodded as the three of them ran along the rocky corridor. 

Kavan glanced back to see the floor explode upwards. A blackened demonic skull emerged from the dust and debris. Tiny eyes turned to the fleeing meal and the monster roared. It coiled up and surged, blasting apart the stony corridor. Rocky explosions filled the area as the entire mine shuddered. 

A light at the end of the tunnel glowed. Soki slithered out with a sigh on her lips. Uriko was next, shouting for the naga to keep going. 

Light snow fell from the gray sky as they pushed on. 

Durzol stayed a distance behind the naga and shadow elf and waited twenty feet from the mine entrance. 

Kavan, Drayke, and Lorta charged out of the mine as fast as their legs could carry them. After a medium distance, the red dragonkin pulled from his friends and stood with Durzol. He turned to the mine entrance as the skull worm barreled through the tunnel, toward them. 

“Uriko, if it gets past us, alert the town. Soki, find a place to hide and tend to Shegga,” 

“I could alert the town,” Drayke chuckled. 

Kavan and Lorta shot him an angry glance. 

“It was just a jest. I’m here to the end,” Drayke said with sword in hand. 

“Can you use another breath attack?” Kavan asked as snow fell around them. 

“I can,” Drayke nodded. 

Kavan glanced at Lorta. “Can you call on your deity?” 

Lorta nodded. “I only have a little mana left, but enough for one last attack.” 

“Durzol?” 

The orc nodded. “I have enough mana to possibly contain it.” 

“I can breathe another fire stream attack, but it will weaken me if I use it for too long. Once the worm clears the entrance, Durzol will slow it down as we give it everything we got,” Kavan ordered. 

Lorta, Durzol, and Drayke nodded. 

Soki slithered through the snow and around a large rock. She settled down as Shegga was unresponsive in her arms. She dug into her pouch for bandages and potions to help with the pain. 

The healer looked at the kobold, bloody wounds covering much of her body. 

“Sleep while I tend you,” Soki whispered and began cleaning the kobold’s wounds. 

Uriko leapt onto another large boulder. The shadow elf unslung her bow with one hand and reached into her quiver behind her back. 

She pulled an arrow and notched it. She raised it up and aimed at the mine entrance. 

Time slowed down as the four friends stood at the ready. A roar blasted out of the mine before the edges of the entrance exploded outwards. Dust and dirt billowed out into the falling snow as the gigantic skull worm charged at the four figures standing in the snow. 

“Now!” Kavan shouted before rearing his head back and snapping it forward. 

Flames burst from his open maw before blasting forward in a thick stream of dragon fire. 

Energy arced along Drayke’s form as he snapped his head forward and blasted out a stream of lightning. 

Durzol channeled mana to his stone sphere. The ground rippled before thick stone spikes stabbed up. The points slammed into the sides of the skull worm and shattered as it charged forward. 

Lorta prayed to her goddess and the goddess answered. Black chains shot up from dark shadows. They whipped up and over the worm as it charged. Dragon fire and lightning struck the skull worm directly in its demonic face. Black chains clamped down and caught on spines. Durzol continued to channel mana into his spell, stone spikes stabbing into thin sections between armored plates. 

The skull worm screeched and growled as it slowed. Kavan’s eyes blazed hot as he poured on dragon fire. Tiny eyes stared past the fire and lightning, a furious rage pushing the monster further into it, ignoring the searing pain. 

Uriko’s arrow shot overhead of the four holding the monster back and stabbed directly into its eye. Another roar erupted as the skull

worm thrashed. The rest of the worm’s body pushed upwards, shattering black chains and smashing stone spikes. 

“No!” Lorta grabbed Kavan and lifted him up. 

Durzol dove at Drayke and slammed into him, the dragonkin and orc crashing to the ground. 

Kavan cut off his breath attack as the worm’s body curled and came at them like a thick whip. Lorta heaved and turned, throwing Kavan to the side. 

The dragonkin watched in stunned silence as the tail came down toward the troll. 

“Hexnia, give me strength,” the troll shouted as she lifted her hands. 

The tail slammed down and bent. Kavan hit the snowy ground and watched in disbelief as Lorta held up some of the armored bulk of the creature. She was down to one knee and hands straining over her head. She grunted as the weight pressed down on her. A second later, she growled in divine defiance. 

Durzol sat up and was quickly on his feet. He charged the short distance and dug his fingers under the bulk of the skull worm. He growled and he lifted with his knees. 

The worm’s body shifted as it reared its blackened face. An arrow stuck out of its eye as it glared down at the creatures by it. It shifted its weight, knocking Lorta and Durzol away. 

Kavan was on his feet with his spear in hand. He readied himself to launch at the monster and fight to the bitter end when several arrows streaked through the air. The arrows splintered into a cloud of arrows. Energy glowed along them as they came down. 

Kavan bent his legs and launched into the air. The skull worm glanced at the falling glowing arrows before turning its head to the red dragonkin soaring toward it. Its maw opened and its head darted forward to meet the flying dragonkin. A glowing arrow struck the

trunk of the worm and exploded, followed by dozens more. 

Explosions rippled along the creature as it faltered its strike. 

Kavan landed on the monster’s snout, ran along it, leapt and drove his mithril spear into its remaining eye. The tip stabbed deep, the small eye bursting into a gooey mess. Kavan leaned into it, driving the spear deeper and deeper until it stabbed into the monster’s brain. 

The skull worm twitched. Drayke grabbed Lorta and pulled her away. Durzol rolled away. Uriko shouted with a fist in the air. 

Kavan stared down at the monster skull worm with hard eyes as he twisted the spear. 

The skull worm let out a small whimper and crashed onto the snowy floor of the quarry. A death rattle sighed and the giant skull worm became still as a frozen pond. 

Kavan wretched out his gore covered spear and remained on the monster’s snout. He looked down on the dead monster, making sure there were no other surprises. When it seemed like it was truly dead, the red dragonkin turned his head to the direction of the storm of arrows. 

High on the quarry edge, a green dragonkin with a mohawk fin on its head waved with one hand. Timmon smiled as he continued to wave. 

“It looked like you had it under control, but I thought I would help anyway!” the green dragonkin shouted. 

Kavan stared up at the smiling green dragonkin and a small smirk appeared on his own lips. 

“Thank you,” Kavan shouted as weakness filled his limbs. 

The red dragonkin sat down on the skull worm’s snout as Lorta, Durzol, and Drayke approached with victory in their hearts. 



Thirteen

Snow fell on the cooling skull worm corpse. 

Kavan eyed the dead monster as alerts filled the corner of his gaze. 

 Dexterity has increased to 7th degree! 

 Mind Sphere has increased to 4th degree! 

 Mana has increased by 1 point. 

The small group stood by the head of the creature. They mulled about as Soki held Shegga on her coils. The kobold was wrapped in many bandages and her eyes fluttered a little. A small moan escaped her lips as she tried to move her head. 

“We have to get Shegga back to town,” Soki said with concerned eyes. 

Everyone nodded as a green dragonkin slowly approached the group. Their heads turned to Timmon as he walked up to them. He was wearing his simple leather clothes, leather light armor and a hood over his head. A disarming smile filled his snout before he looked down on the bandaged kobold in Soki’s arms. He diverted his approach, reaching Soki and Shegga. 

Kavan, Lorta, Durzol, Drayke, and Uriko moved closer, an uneasy feeling filling the space between them, not sure what Timmon would do. 

The green dragonkin looked down on Soki, “I can help her, if you will permit it?” 

“How can you help her?” Kavan asked bluntly. 

Timmon looked at Kavan and bowed his head. “I can speed her natural healing. I simply have to touch her. I will not harm her in any way, I swear it on my honor as a hunter.” 

Kavan glanced at Shegga. The kobold was in bad shape. The hike back to town might be too much for her and make her injuries worse. In the moment, the red dragonkin relented and nodded. 

Timmon nodded back before lifting his scaled hand. A green glow enveloped his long fingers before he touched Shegga’s small shoulder. Her eyes continued to flutter as the aura covered her entire body. 

Time slowed as everyone watched. Shegga’s eyes opened wider. In mere moments, she sat up and looked around at everyone gathered. 

“Is my investment, okay?” the kobold said as she looked up at Durzol. 

The orc let out a hearty laugh and tapped at the mithril pickaxe strapped to his back. “Your investment is fine.” 

“We’re fine too. Thanks for asking,” Drayke said with a snarky edge. 

Soki smiled as Shegga wiggled out her grasp and slid off the thick snake-like coils. The kobold landed in the deepening snow and shook her head. 

“Where are the rest of the spoils?” the kobold asked with an annoyed edge. 

Kavan sighed before pointing to the dead skull worm. 

“More worm meat?” Shegga said with a disappointing tone. 

“There is more treasure, if you know where to look,” Timmon said and stepped away. 

“We can come back and carve up the corpse,” Drayke said quickly. 

Timmon continued to walk alongside the large, long corpse. He reached the mid-section, closer to the mine entrance. The tail of the skull worm was still inside the now cracked entrance. He reached down to his thigh strap and pulled out a thick stick. 

Everyone watched as the stick lengthened in his hand and sharpened into a wood sword. The green dragonkin glanced back to the group with an impish smile before bending at the knees, turning to the corpse and slicing hard across. He moved with forceful steps, the wood sword stabbing into the worm to the hilt. He stepped about twenty paces before pulling the sword out and flicking his wrist, clear skull worm blood splashing onto the snow. 

 Our weapons had difficulty penetrating the thick armor of the skull worm, but his wood sword cut through it like it was nothing. 

“If you have a weak stomach, you should look away,” Timmon smirked before getting close to the corpse and grabbing each side of the incision he just made. 

The group watched as he parted the armored sides and opened the cut further. Gore and guts spilled out as the green dragonkin continued to open it as far as he could. He placed a boot on the lower end and held up the other side with his hand. The wood sword shrank back down to a branch and he sheathed it at his thigh. He took hold of another branch and it immediately elongated into a sturdy staff. Timmon placed the staff in the wound to keep it open. 

Once it was secure, he stepped back and didn’t bother to wipe the gleaming blood off his bare hands. 

“This skull worm is a beauty. It’s difficult to get the large ones to the surface, but if you do, there are rewards to be had,” Timmon smiled before reaching to his thigh strap and pulling out another branch. 

The branch shifted and morphed into a large, serrated dagger. 

Timmon moved to the open wound and began cutting away at the insides. 

Everyone watched in muted silence. Guts and blood poured out the more the green dragonkin cut away. It sloshed onto the snowy ground as he worked. 

“I was in the area, following a dregger that had been eluding me. 

The sneaky monster was quick, just staying out of sight and moving

around trees. I could not get a clear shot. When I heard the rumbling from the quarry, I came here to investigate,” Timmon said as he threw a handful of guts into the snow. 

The green dragonkin reached in and took hold of something. He turned to the group with a warm, knowing smile. 

“I was impressed with how well you all handled yourselves. 

Fighting a skull worm this large would have had most people running away. Tales of Moonvale’s bravery are true and I am humbled to be in your presence. 

“I only helped a little at the end because these monsters can be a bit tenacious. I only distracted it so you could deliver the killing blow.” 

Timmon pulled his arm back and a large, gold orb was in his hand. He stood up as foul ichor dripped off the perfect sphere. 

“Skull worms this size consume precious metals to help with digestion. This one will have plenty more gems and metals in its stomach. Aside from all the good meat, you should have a small fortune in its belly.” 

Kavan, Shegga, Durzol, and Uriko looked at Drayke with suspicious eyes. Lorta kept her guard and gaze on the green dragonkin. Soki was sitting on her own coils. 

Drayke shrugged. “I would have brought it to everyone's attention sooner, but I was terribly worried about Shegga.” 

Shegga’s eyes narrowed. “Taur shit! You found some precious metals in the first skull worm and didn’t tell anyone!” 

Drayke smiled. “Don’t accuse me of grand theft. There were barely a few silver and gold nuggets in the stomach portion I took. I had no idea these creatures had such treasures and no one asked.” 

Durzol shook his head. “I knew about the meat, but didn’t know about the contents of their stomachs. The other skull worm was the only one I had ever killed.” 

Timmon rolled the gold sphere in his hands. “It’s true, you won’t find much in the smaller or farm bred ones. Only those in the wild will have these in their stomachs. I felt around and there are more spheres inside. I did very little and I honor your kill by not taking any of the spoils.” 

The green dragonkin tossed the gold orb to Kavan. The red dragonkin grabbed it from the air and held it in his hands. It was the size of a large crystal ball, but much heavier. It shined in the gray day like it had been polished to perfection. 

Shegga spoke up, “Lord Cynder, we can pull out the contents of the skull worm’s stomach and split it between all of us, equally.” 

Kavan glanced at Durzol. The orc still held the starstone cradled in his arm. 

“We can further discuss it,” Kavan said simply. 

Timmon dug his hands into the snow, cleaned them and pulled them back up. He stood to his full height with a warm smile. 

“The day is nearly over and I’m still tracking that dregger. I’m sure you all have much to discuss. I will take my leave and see everyone around town. I’ll retrieve my staff later.” 

The group was silent as the green dragonkin waved to them. He turned and walked toward the stone steps leading up to the top of the quarry. When he reached the top and walked out of sight, a collective sigh fell over the group. 

“I still believe we would have been victorious, even without his help,” Drayke remarked. 

Shegga turned her attention to Kavan, “If he has a secret agenda, he is hiding it very well. All I’ve heard from others in town is how gracious and polite he is. He often tells his hunting adventures at the Shouting Troll and most of the townsfolk eat it up. 

“He has not given one hint, or act, to the contrary.” 

Drayke shook his head. “That is why we cannot trust him. He is doing everything he can to act as normal as he can. A lone dragonkin, hunting on the edge and not following the path of destiny most other dragonkin follow? Something stinks and it’s not just the dead skull worm.” 

Kavan glanced at the starstone and then back to the group. “I have to agree with Drayke. He could have been spying on us and simply waited. He most likely saw the chunk of starstone in Durzol’s hands. He may now have an idea of what we are up to. If he is a spy for the avatars, he has all the information he needs to tip them off to what we are doing.” 

“He should be detained and questioned further,” Uriko said with a sharp tone. 

“Must we have this discussion again?” Soki spoke up. “We can’t just lock up and question everyone who comes to town. It didn’t work with the cultists and it won’t work with Timmon. They have to do something to warrant such a hard approach.” 

Uriko shook her head. “You can’t be this naïve. Aside from Kavan and Drayke, the dragonkin are our enemies.” 

“Timmon saved Shegga’s life. If it took too long to get back to town, she might have died from her injuries,” Soki shot back. 

Shegga closed her eyes and lowered her reptilian head. “He may have saved my life, but that doesn’t mean he is trustworthy. 

Many bad people do good things to hide their true nature. I’m with Uriko on this one.” 

Soki’s eyes narrowed in contained rage. “Moonvale is meant to be a place for anyone different and seeking freedom. How do we know he isn’t like us?” 

Silence once again touched the area. 

Drayke stepped closer to the naga and put his hands on her slender shoulders. “I think we need more time to discover if Timmon is just a hunter, or a spy.” 

Soki looked into Drayke’s eyes as her angry gaze weakened. 

“You know what Moonvale means to me. I came here to heal others. 

I didn’t come here to see another town or kingdom destroyed by suspicion and demon hunts.” 

“I know,” Drayke said kindly. 

Soki’s eyes trembled before she leaned into the blue dragonkin. 

Drayke put his arms around the naga’s shoulders, held her close and touched the bottom of his small snout to the top of her head. 

“It’s been a trying day,” Drayke said with a soothing edge. 

Kavan, Lorta, Durzol, and Uriko’s eyes widened a little. Shegga’s expression didn’t change. 

Kavan woke from the moment and turned to the skull worm corpse. “It is going to get dark soon. I think it’s safe to assume all sorts of creatures are going to come out after dark to feast on the skull worm. We should dig out what we can and head back to town.” 

The red dragonkin eyed the starstone in the orc’s hands before looking up to his friend. 

Durzol smiled. “When we get back to town, I will place the starstone in the armory for safekeeping.” 

Kavan nodded. “Okay, let’s see what else is inside the worm.” 


***

The trek back to town was slow. The falling snow grew thicker as the group trudged along. Lights from town blinked to life. Their glow was a beacon to the weary group as they pressed on, their packs filled with heavy metals and crystals, their clothes smelling like worm guts. 

Kavan noted the many gold, silver, and mithril spheres in the skull worm’s stomach. All of them varied in sizes, from small to rather large. What came as a surprise was the amount of mana crystals within. The crystals were not spheres, like the other metals, but instead were blunted and smooth as glass. They were a

welcomed treasure, considering that they each took turns plunging their hands into the skull worm to fish them out. The stench didn’t get any easier as they walked through the deep snow. 

 Split evenly, there is still enough mithril to forge several strong weapons. I’m sure Shegga will sell them for some kind of profit. I’ve never seen her so happy, especially since she nearly died. 

 “Profit is her religion. It helps the world make sense to her,” Viz chimed in. 

Kavan smiled. 

 So, Drayke and Soki are an item. I didn’t see that coming. 

 “Neither did anyone else, except for Shegga.” 

 I think I will have to make a job offer to Shegga. She would make an excellent spymaster. 

 “If there is gold involved, I believe she would jump at the opportunity.” 

Kavan looked to the side as he walked. 

 Soki is right. The people of Moonvale aren’t stupid. They know there are dangers out there in Voldor. They came here to get away from the malaise, oppression, and cruelty of many other places. 

 Loduss is a perfect example of a beautiful city with a rotten core. The Bloodcoins ruled with devious intentions and self-serving gluttony. 

 They believed themselves to be a greater power and it cost them their lives. 

Kavan slowly blinked as memories touched his thoughts. 

 It also cost us a friend. 

 Viz gave a small, sad, incorporeal nod. “What will you do now with the starstone?” 

Kavan’s thoughts switched gears, pushing away Hynrik’s image from his mind. 

 I need to work the forge a little more before we start crafting the starstone. I have an idea for a gift for Lorta, but I need to make sure I don’t squander the mithril we have. We have to be very careful with what we have. I would hate to add any enchantments to mithril or starstone just to see it turn to ash. It may take a few weeks, and I also want to speak with Durzol and Brom about my arcane gun designs. 

Kavan looked up to the dark sky. An image of Onka filled his mind and his heart thudded in his chest. 

 And we have to get everything ready for the baby. He will be here in a short month and a week. We still haven’t come up with a name. 

 “I’m sure whatever you name him, it will be special,” Viz said with a tender tone. 

Kavan’s mind quieted as the group slowly approached the Eastern Gate. The town of Moonvale was eerily silent. Snow covered the cobblestone streets once again. Thick snowflakes floated down as the group moved with haggard shoulders and tired looks. When they reached the town center, the group slowed to a stop. 

Kavan faced everyone. “There is still much to do and discuss, but we can take a break for a few days. Do not speak of what happened in the mine. I’ll speak to Kogan and give him an update. 

Everyone here has earned their rest. Thank you, for taking this on. 

The work we did today will be invaluable to Moonvale’s future.” 

Shegga lifted her small snout up and looked at Kavan with devious eyes, “If you go back into the mine and find any more gems and metals, bring them to me. I’ll pay you handsomely for anything you wish to part with.” 

Drayke shook his head. “My dear Shegga, you never stop, do you?” 

The kobold looked over to the blue dragonkin and smirked. “No, I do not.” 

“Goodnight everyone,” the kobold said as she turned to South Street and began walking home. 

Drayke bowed to the group. “Always a pleasure.” 

Soki moved to Drayke’s side and curled her arm around his. 

Drayke looked at the naga with a tender edge. “I’ll cook for us and open a bottle of red.” 

Soki smiled and slowly blinked. 

Uriko looked at the couple with an even gaze. 

The blue dragonkin and naga waved goodbye to everyone before moving toward West Street and disappearing from sight. 

Uriko turned her gaze to Kavan, Durzol, and Lorta. “I will take my leave. Kavan, if there are any more expeditions, please notify me. I would very much like to be part of anything that may help Moonvale.” 

The shadow elf bowed. 

“Of course,” Kavan said and bowed to her. 

The shadow elf stood up, turned and walked back to her home on East Street. 

Kavan, Lorta, and Durzol turned and made their way down South Street. When they reached Durzol’s shop, the orc fit the key into the front door lock, turned and opened it. 

Kavan turned to the tall troll woman, “Lorta, I need to speak with Durzol for a little bit, about what we discussed the other night. Would you mind going home and letting everyone know everything is okay. I will be home shortly.” 

Lorta nodded with a warm smile before she stepped closer to the dragonkin. She bent her head down and kissed him. The two lingered before she pulled away without a hint of shyness in her eyes. 

“I’ll see you at home. We can bath together,” Lorta said with a sultry tone before turning away and walking toward the South Gate. 

Kavan watched her go, his heart lifting in his chest. When Lorta was out of sight, he followed Durzol into the blacksmith shop and closed the door behind him. 

Heat and the scent of metal touched the air. Durzol kicked snow off his boots before moving to a table. He placed the starstone on the table and slipped off his pack. The orc dug through the pack and began placing metal spheres and mana crystals on the table next to the starstone. 

Kavan stepped closer and unslung his pack. He too pulled out mana crystals and a few of his iron and mithril spheres. He placed them on the table next to Durzol’s treasure. 

“I can lock all of this up in the armory. The walls and locks are very thick and tough. My rooms are upstairs and I can be a light sleeper. It will take an army to get in here and past me,” Durzol smiled. 

Kavan nodded. “With the starstone we have, how many weapons can we create?” 

Durzol nodded as he put his big green hand on the black stone with purple veins. “A chunk this size can make two, maybe three daggers or several spear heads. I could use all of it to make one, large sword, but it might be too unwieldy. If I try to mix it with mithril or iron, we could make a dozen weapons.” 

Kavan rubbed his scaly jaw. “I don’t know if the weapons have to be pure or not if they are to be used against divine beings. I will have to confer with Brom. I have a feeling he has a better idea on how to use them than we do. 

“For now, just lock it up. When I know how we’re going to use them, I want to be part of the process so I can learn it.” 

Durzol smiled. “Kavan, my brother, you absolutely must be part of the process. Starstone requires a lot of heat, more heat than I can produce here. Your dragon fire might be just what we need to smelt it into the weapons.” 

Kavan nodded before a thought touched his mind. “Durzol, I have an idea I want to try, but I’m not sure I have the skills to create it. I may need your help, if you’re interested?” 

The orc leaned against the table and pressed his palms down on the edge. “I’m always interested in helping. What do you need, my brother?” 

Kavan began explaining his idea for an arcane gun and rifle. 

Durzol listened with attentive eyes and asked questions on the inner workings of such a weapon. Kavan explained the simple mechanics of the weapon, the pieces they may need, and the enchantments it may require. 

“It could revolutionize and equalize what is happening on Voldor. 

It could give us a fighting chance,” Kavan finished. 

Durzol looked away in thought. The shop was quiet as Kavan allowed the orc to mentally digest what was said and explained. 

Durzol looked back to Kavan and nodded. “From everything we have learned and used from mana spheres, it might work. A metal weapon, or gun as you call it, can be enchanted with the stone sphere. It can be made stronger to fire different kinds of enchanted, erm, bullets? Is that the right term? 

“The only thing that may be difficult is any bullets from the air sphere. Air and stone are directly opposite from each other, but that leaves eleven other spheres to make into bullets. We may have to come up with a way to mass produce bullets, but this is genius. Is this some kind of dragon weapon from the Spire Kingdoms?” 

Kavan blinked. 

 I have to come up with a reason why I discovered this kind of magic weapon. 

“It came to me from a dream. I had been spending a lot of time working on my enchantment skill and inspiration flowed. As for the terms, they seemed to fit.” 

Durzol smirked. “This is why you are here. The old gods must be speaking through you. I would be honored to help you make this weapon.” 

Kavan and Durzol clamped forearms and gave a hearty shake. 

When they let go, Durzol let out a sigh. 

“Let me put the starstone and metal spheres into the armory. I may need a day to sleep away.” 

Kavan smiled. “I’ll come back in a few days. We can work together. I will need your expertise to smelt mithril into a special item.” 

Durzol gave a hearty nod. 

Kavan said his goodbyes to his friend before stepping out of the shop. Durzol waved goodbye before closing and locking the door behind him. 

The dragonkin took in a deep, chilly inhale as snow continued to fall. Shoulders relaxed as he reached the South Gate and opened it. 

He slipped out and closed it behind him. 

The world beyond Moonvale’s walls was filled with primal, inky shadows and white snow. In the small distance, the lights of Woodhaven Farm lit the way home. 

Kavan smiled to himself as he trudged through the deepening snow. He looked forward to a bath and a warm home. As much as he wanted a day off, he knew in the morning he had to make his way to Brom’s dungeon to discuss the use of starstone and perhaps speak on his new mana weapon. 

Something touched the dragonkin’s senses. Kavan grabbed his spear from behind him and whirled around. He faced Moonvale and spotted a dark figure standing on the high wall. They were covered in black from head to toe. A mask covered their face and a hood covered their head. 

Kavan twisted his half-spear and it extended to its full length. 

Slitted eyes narrowed as he stared at the figure standing on the town

wall. 

A small breeze caused snow flurries to swirl in the air. The dragonkin and the figure in black stared at each other as flakes flowed with the cold breeze. 

The figure in black turned and started walking along the wall. 

Kavan kept his stance, spear in hand. His slitted eyes watched the figure as they stepped closer. The figure turned and looked down on the dragonkin, gloved hands at their sides. 

“If there is something you have to say or do, do it now. I’m tired and it’s only going to get colder tonight,” Kavan said with a hard edge. 

The figure nodded. Transparent wings spread out from behind their shoulders. The figure bent their knees and launched into the air. 

Wings fluttered as the figure floated in the air and slowly descended down. 

Kavan kept his stance, watching the fae as they floated down and landed on the snow. Their boots sank into the white snow, the figure ten feet from the red dragonkin. Gloved hands rose up and took hold of their hood. They pulled it back to reveal blonde hair tied back in a ponytail. Familiar golden eyes stared at the dragonkin as they reached for the black mask covering half their face. With a simple pull, the mask came down and a smile bloomed. 

Kavan relaxed his stance and lowered his spear. A puzzled expression filled his draconic features as he stared at the fae priestess. 

“Misty?” Kavan asked with a slightly confused tone. 

Misty Quickmoon grinned wider before she charged through the snow. She lifted her arms and Kavan took a step back in defense. 

When she reached him, she threw her arms around the dragonkin’s shoulders and hugged him tight. 

“Kavan! So good to see you!” the fae squealed. 

“What is happening right now?” Kavan asked as he looked down on the fae woman. 

Misty pulled back with a wide smile, wide eyes, and a hint of madness in her irises. “I came to congratulate you! Brom is very pleased with the work you’ve done and thought it was time to bring you deeper into the inner circle of Moonvale!” 

Kavan pulled back slightly. He twisted the midpoint of his spear and it shrank in half. He reached behind and sheathed it to the spear’s magnetic sheath. Scaled hands rose up and touched both of Misty’s shoulders. 

“Misty, what are you talking about?” 

The fae’s golden eyes gleamed in the near dark outside of the town walls. “You’ve made it to the inner circle. There aren’t many of us, but I’m sure, with time, we will gain more members. But first, I have to give you your rewards!” 

Chaos and confusion colored Kavan’s gaze as the fae stabbed her hand into her robe pocket and pulled something out. She lifted her fist and unfurled her fingers. Kavan’s eyes widened a hair as he looked down on two khess pieces. The pair of pieces in her palm were different. Every khess piece Kavan had found was a pawn, but these pieces were different. One was a black horned knight with a reptilian tail, the other was a white hudenn knight with a sword. 

“Brom wanted to make sure you had the starstone before I presented you with the khess pieces,” Misty said plainly as she held them up to the tall dragonkin. 

“Misty, you have to explain what this is about,” Kavan said with a demanding edge. 

The fae nodded. “There is a lot to explain. We can talk more over drinks, in the church or at the Shouting Troll, whenever you like. 

But to set your mind at ease, my brother and I have been part of Brom’s inner circle since Moonvale was established with the current

families living here. We have been his eyes, ears, and hands to events and information in town.” 

Realization flowed over Kavan’s mind like water over a stone, 

“You put the khess piece on the post to my fence? You and Raine have been responsible for placing khess pieces around town for me to find them!” 

Misty nodded. “Raine, myself, and Brom, to be exact. He instructed us to find and move khess pieces so you could find them. 

Lord Brom can sometimes forget, so Raine and I would ensure pieces were placed so you could bring them back to him. They were a test to see how dedicated you were to the town and the cause. I’m happy to say, you passed with flying banners.”    

Kavan touched the side of his head with a bewildered look. “All this time? You could have just come to me and explained.” 

“Lord Brom didn’t want you to know until he was sure. Braving the lower levels of the mine and bringing back the starstone showed your dedication and your commitment. Having starstone will allow us to fight against the divine power of the dragon gods and correct the great wrong Voldor has endured for thousands of years.” 

“Why? Why you and your brother? I thought you both were simply priests, looking over your flock and giving spiritual guidance?” 

Misty nodded. “We are, but we also serve Lord Brom Truewind. 

He is a hero to many of my people from where we come from. It’s a very long story, one we cannot discuss here. I have another reward for your work that you might like very much.” 

The fae dug into her robe pocket and pulled something out. A silver chain dangled as she opened her gloved hand and presented a small amulet. It was a simple amulet, with an oval black stone and tiny, carved runes along its edge. 

Misty reached down and took Kavan’s other hand. She turned it up and put the amulet in his palm before closing his fingers. 

“The journey through the Misty Forest to Brom’s dungeon can be perilous at times. This amulet will allow you to teleport to the arena in Brom’s dungeon without having to journey to it. It will also bring you back to where you last activated it. It is attuned to only you and can only be used by you. Because of Brom’s skill and power, the amulet will transport you from nearly anywhere to his dungeon and back to where you last used it.” 

Kavan held a closed fist to his chest. 

Misty tilted her head to the side, “Do not concern yourself with revealed secrets. Myself, my brother, and Lord Brom’s intentions are true. We all seek the same thing, to defeat the dragon gods and return the old gods to their proper places in the divine temples. 

Nothing has changed, except for your deeper connection to the cause.” 

“This… this is a lot to take in,” Kavan said with a low tone. 

Misty nodded. “I know. That is why I am here to explain some of it. Raine and I will make ourselves available to you when you want to learn more. No one else in town knows our connection to Lord Brom, and it must stay that way. Do not speak of it to anyone, especially Onka and your betrothed. Raine and I have high enough degrees in the mind sphere to keep our secrets. The more anyone knows, the greater the chance of others discovering our cause and mission. We are four now and it must stay that way until Lord Brom decides otherwise.” 

The fae leaned in closer and gave a quick peck to Kavan’s cheek. 

“You have made many here in Moonvale very happy. Many come to speak of their woes and triumphs to Raine and I. They speak to your bravery and protection. Many of the new goblin families speak endlessly of you. Many of the long-standing residents look up to you and speak of their appreciation and love for you. 

“Kavan, you have changed many lives and we are grateful for all of it. Take your rewards and visit Lord Brom tomorrow. He will be

expecting you. Give him the three khess pieces you have, the two in your hand and the one in your belt pouch. He will have another gift for you and his gratitude.” 

Misty took several steps back and kept her impish smile. “It may not feel like it right now, but you and the exiled are changing Voldor. 

Those of us born to this realm, support you and the coming war.” 

Before Kavan could get a word in, transparent wings stabbed out from behind Misty’s back. She laughed before launching herself into the air. Wings fluttered as she floated over the edge of the wall and into town, disappearing from sight. 

Kavan blinked as he stared at Moonvale’s wall and buildings beyond. 

 “Wow,” Viz said in astonishment. 

“Wow indeed,” Kavan whispered before holding his open hands before him and looking at the two khess pieces and amulet. 

The dragonkin stared at the items as snow continued to fall. 

 With each passing day, things become more and more real. I feel like I’ve passed the point of no return. 

 “How does that make you feel?” Viz asked. 

The dragonkin smirked. 

 Would it be odd to say, excited? 

 Viz giggled. “Not odd at all, if this is what you want.” 

Kavan thought about the town, his friends, and the women he loved. An image of Onka filled his mind’s eye, her hand on her belly with life growing within. 

 It’s what I want. 

The dragonkin opened a belt pouch and slipped in the two khess pieces and the amulet. Turning on his heels, he walked briskly through the falling flakes and deep snow. A heat glowed in his chest

as he made his way to the front gate of the farm. He quickly stepped in and closed the gate behind him. 

The dragonkin walked up to the front door with a dreamy smile. 

He pulled out the key and inserted it into the lock. The door swung open and the dragonkin stepped into his warm home. 

The door closed behind the dragonkin as he looked at the couch. Onka was sitting, completely nude on the couch and fanning her neck. Swollen breasts bobbed from her fanning. Her belly was fuller and round. She continued to fan at her neck as Dura and Nava sat on the other side of the couch. The pair stopped their conversation and looked to Kavan with welcoming smiles. 

Kavan smiled before turning his gaze back to the naked pregnant goblin. “Why are you naked?” 

Onka panted with thighs spread and leaving nothing to the imagination. “I’m hot!” 

Kavan tilted his head to the side and lifted a boney eye-ridge. 

“You could step outside and cool off?” 

Onka’s eyes narrowed in annoyance. “It’s cold outside!” 

Kavan blinked. 

Dura shook her head. “This happens with goblins. Their temperature varies as the baby grows. It will take a few days for it to normalize.” 

“I want this to stop now!” Onka growled loudly. 

Kavan took a step in to comfort her but stopped as Nava sniffed at the air and wrinkled her nose. 

“You still smell like worm guts,” the siren giggled. 

Kavan blinked again. “I.. .uh… should clean off.” 

“Lorta couldn’t wait for you any longer and is soaking in the tub,” 

Dura informed. 

Onka sniffed at the air and screwed up her face. “No reward until you’re clean.” 

Kavan fought back a smile. “Onka, my love, you're hot and not feeling like yourself. We don’t have to…” the dragonkin was cut off. 

“I said you would get a reward and I am a goblin of my word,” 

Onka hissed with hard eyes. “Get in the tub, clean off and meet me upstairs, now!” 

“I’d do as she says,” Dura said sheepishly and Nava nodded beside her. 

Kavan gave the flustered goblin a simple smile. He removed his spear and leaned it by the door. He then took off his pack and coat and left it in a pile by his spear. He crossed the room to the hallway, he and Onka looking at each other as he passed by. The goblin tried to give him a sultry gaze, but she was blinking way too fast and it came off like she had something in her eyes. 

Kavan pushed down his laughter as he made it into the corridor. 

He walked to the washroom, opened the door and quickly stepped in. Cloudy warmth washed over him. The chamber was thick with mist. In the center of the washroom, Lorta was lying in the large tub, her arms on the edges and her head up. Her eyes were relaxed and a smile bloomed as she looked at the red dragonkin. Large blue breasts were half submerged in hot water. The troll didn’t move as she eyed Kavan up and down. 

“Get undressed and come in. The water is perfect,” Lorta said with relaxed warmth. 

Kavan nodded and began to get undressed. 

“I can’t stay long. Onka wants me upstairs to give me my reward,” Kavan said as he took off his shirt and threw it in a corner. 

“She can have you after I receive my reward,” Lorta said with a slow blink. 

“Reward?” Kavan said as he undid his belt buckle and slid out of his leggings. 

Lorta gave a slow nod. “Did you think I came along on the expedition out of kindness and loyalty? No, my love. I expect to be compensated for my time and efforts to the cause.” 

Kavan stood naked a few feet from the deep tub. Lorta’s hand slipped into the water and between her parted thighs. She rubbed at her clit in slow, deliberate circles. A small moan dripped from her parted lips as she stared at Kavan with come hither eyes. 

 Lorta has changed from the shy troll I first met. I think this is how she always was, but was not confident enough to allow it on the surface. 

Kavan stepped one clawed foot at a time into the hot water. The dragonkin sank down between Lorta’s parted legs as she continued to massage herself. 

“Hexnia, bless our love and our union,” Lorta whispered. 

Kavan moved closer through the water until Lorta’s other hand shot out and grabbed his shoulder. She pulled him into her voluptuous bosom and the pair kissed. She grabbed his member and tugged him closer, the tip of his spear touching her valley entrance. 

With a small push, the two bodies became one as moans rose up throats and tongues invaded mouths. 

“I bless you both,” Onka whispered in the other room as she smiled and continued to fan her neck. 

Fourteen

Snow fell from the dark sky. A lone red dragonkin stood among the falling flakes. Leather armor and coat covered his frame. An amulet was clutched in one hand as the chain dangled from his palm. A cold breeze turned the falling snowflakes into darting blurs before the wind moved on and they gently floated down, touching and melting on contact with the dragonkin. 

Kavan took in the serene silence as he stood in a patch of snow between the house and the barn. The world was cold and quiet and it soothed his spirit. His slitted eyes slowly blinked as moments from the night played out. The moment he and Lorta stepped into the bedroom, a very naked and very pregnant Onka crossed the bedchamber, took Kavan’s hand and led him to bed. What followed was a night of moaning and intimate bliss. Onka was insatiable, unable to tear herself away from the dragonkin. Kavan felt her need to be close. It comforted the goblin, even if she didn’t say a word. He enjoyed the attention as the horny goblin wanted nothing more than to please him. When Kavan tried to turn the tables, she resisted and called on Lorta to restrain their lover as she drew his soul through his dragonhood. 

After hours of nirvana, the trio passed out, with only small moments during the night for love making before passing out again. 

Kavan smiled to himself. He wished he could have said he was tired, but in fact, he felt the opposite. He felt rejuvenated and ready to take on the world. Obtaining the starstone eased his mind, but it didn’t deter his focus. There was still much to do. If he and the town were going to repel any divine invaders, he needed to improve his blacksmith forging, mana spheres, and enchantment skill before the enemy arrived. But first, he had to pay a little visit to his friend and mentor. 

Thoughts shifted to earlier last night, when Misty revealed she and her brother were part of Brom’s inner circle. It shouldn’t have

surprised him as it did. Brom was anything but devious and mysterious. His past alone could hold many secrets, plots, and plans. His mind was a little fractured, but he seemed to pull it together when it was important. The curse of his mind sphere remained, his undead mind a storm of befuddled thoughts, but his true self was always there, sometimes buried, other times not. 

“Time to set plans further into motion,” Kavan whispered to himself. 

He squeezed the amulet and thought of Brom’s dungeon. The cold air took on an electrical charge. Reality began to waver and bend. Kavan barely blinked when the world around him went dark. A breath later, reality fell into place. Wavy lines solidified. A disorientation soaked into his senses before they quickly recovered. 

Kavan turned his draconian head to see he was indeed in Brom’s arena. He glanced at the xykk queen and her drones as they endlessly picked up her eggs and moved them. Kavan turned his head again to the small laboratory and work area on the other side of the arena. Brom and Shella were sitting in two, comfortable, high-backed chairs. The two liches turned to the dragonkin and acknowledged his presence with a small nod. 

Kavan placed the amulet in his belt pouch and approached the liches. 

“Welcome, my apprentice. I see you have received my gift,” 

Brom said with a small smile. 

Kavan glanced at Shella. 

The orc lich gave the dragonkin a disarming smile. “No need to fret. We have spoken at length about what has happened and what is at stake.” 

“You must understand why I would mistrust you. You did try to kill one of the women I love,” Kavan said with an edge. 

Shella kept her smile as she nodded. “For that, I am sorry.” The lich looked over to Brom, “As you may know, our dear Brom can be a

little difficult to contact at times if he doesn’t wish it. My intention was never to kill, but to draw my bonded out of hiding. 

“Lorta is very strong and skilled. The green dragonkin, Timmon, took most of the blast and he survived. Your lover would have survived as well.” 

“Small comfort,” Kavan said sternly. 

Shella nodded. “I only offered an apology and an explanation. 

I’m not here for your forgiveness. Despite how you may feel about me, we have common enemies and our objectives coincide with each other.” 

“Shella speaks the truth,” Brom said with a strangely jovial tone. 

“Aside from what we must discuss, how is our dear Onka? Coming along I assume.” 

Kavan walked toward the liches. “She’s doing very well. As far as I know, she is still on schedule.” 

Brom nodded as Kavan approached, “Excellent. I look forward to seeing my guardian child when he arrives.” 

 It’s so strange that guardian son is like saying god son here on Voldor. 

Brom leaned back in his chair, arms on arm rests. “But, where are my manners?” he said before turning his head to the work area. 

“Bring our guest a chair.” 

Kavan turned his head to a figure stepping out from behind a shelf. The dragonkin kept his expression blank, but his mind reeled slightly as a skeleton stepped out with another high-backed chair in skeletal hands. It wasn’t so much the skeleton that surprised the dragonkin, but the fully fleshed head on its boney neck. 

Zulkis peered past the edge of the chair he was holding. His head and features were exactly the same as when his head was chopped off. Kavan knew Brom had taken the head and used it to gain any secrets he could get, but now, he had a body, even if it was just a skeletal body. 

Zulkis stepped over and placed the chair down. After he let go, he bowed deeply to the dragonkin. 

“You gave Zulkis a body,” Kavan stated simply. 

Brom nodded. “I needed an assistant and he was eager. After I carved out his secrets, I changed his mind to be a little more agreeable. He consented to the change, since his dragon goddess deserted him. He found his own hubris more important than following his goddesses’ wishes and it cost him her divine ear.” 

Zulkis stood up and smiled at the dragonkin. “I aid Master Brom. 

I too wish to tear down the dragon gods from the celestial planes. By the end of winter, you will have another thousand golems to your forces.” 

“What strange bedfellows our little faction has,” Brom said with a dark chuckle. 

Zulkis bowed to Kavan again, before turning and marching off. 

The troll head on a skeleton body walked to a dark corridor and disappeared from sight. 

Kavan stepped around the chair and sat down. He leaned forward as Brom and Shella looked upon him. A scaled hand reached into his belt pouch and he grabbed three items within. He pulled them out and opened his outstretched hand. 

Brom looked down on the three khess pieces. His hand twitched before he lifted it, palm up. The three pieces flew from Kavan’s hand and into Brom’s waiting hand. The lich closed his fingers and quickly put the pieces in a robe pocket. 

“Twelve pieces. Twelve more to acquire,” Brom said with a wrinkled smile. 

“Thank you for the amulet. It will make getting here much easier,” 

Kavan said. 

Brom nodded. “You have earned it, much like your new reward.” 

The lich held up his hand. A book flew from a nearby shelf and into his decayed white fingers. He lowered the book down and placed it on his lap. 

“Since you have an aversion to creating abominations, I altered our plans slightly. I had to perfect the process of making golems,” 

Brom said before he let go of the book and it floated to the dragonkin. 

Kavan took hold of the book out of midair and placed it in his lap. 

“Everything you need to make various kinds of golems are in that tome. Take care of it, for it will allow you to build armies that will do your bidding.” 

Kavan bowed his head, “Thank you, Brom.” 

“Think nothing of it, my apprentice. The fates are once again beginning to turn. I have sensed a vibration along the celestial planes. The dragon gods have taken notice and it won’t be long before they begin moving their forces.” 

Shella spoke up, “You have acquired the starstone. We witnessed your triumph at the quarry and we are very pleased. You have enough starstone to create three small weapons. With Durzol’s skill and your dragon fire, the weapons can be crafted soon.” 

Kavan nodded. “Durzol and I will be working together to craft them, but it will take some time. We need to make sure we understand exactly how to craft them before we get started.” 

Brom waved his skeletal hand in the air like he was shooing away flies. “I’m confident you and Durzol will manage. What we are here to discuss is who gets the starstone weapons. With the possibility of avatars coming to Moonvale, our defense is paramount. 

Shella and I have discussed it at length and decided, you and Durzol will craft three starstone daggers. One for Shella, one for Onka, and one for you.” 

Kavan kept his features neutral. 

The old lich continued, “The dragonkin avatars are powerful and, with the help of their deities, can hide even from Shella and I’s combined power. We don’t know their locations or their true intentions. This requires us to be on the defensive until spring. Once the snow melts, the many peoples of Voldor will be eager and ready for the coming changes.” 

Brom looked over to Shella with a sliver of a loving gaze. “Shella has been informed of everything that has happened to this point. 

She knows you’re from another realm. She knows about the exiled. 

She knows Onka is the demon goddess of lust and madness. 

“Shella has agreed to join our crusade and aid in any way she can,” Brom finished. 

Kavan’s gaze moved from one lich to the other and back again to Brom. 

Brom gave a dark chuckle. “I don’t need to read your thoughts to know your hesitation, but I assure you, Shella has every reason to despise the dragon gods as I do.” 

“The dragon gods murdered the hudenns and many of the elves, but they were particularly cruel to many of the other races. It wasn’t just the demons that were hunted, the orcs and trolls were subjugated as well. 

“Before the celestial war, my people were on the verge of becoming a major power. Orcs and trolls let go of our barbaric past and began making towns and cities. We were ascending to become as powerful as the hudenn, elven, and dwarven races, until the war happened. Any progress made was lost. When the dragonkin swept across Voldor to indoctrinate the lesser races, orcs fought back,” 

Shella explained. 

The orc lich looked down. “We lost our way once again. Many families and tribes moved back to the old ways. We moved from place to place. We became like our ancestors again, feral and uncompromising. 

“I wasn’t there during this time, but our history carried on with our storytellers. The tribes are free, to a point, but many still lament on the future that was ripped away from us.” 

Kavan watched the sincerity in the orc lich’s eyes and felt a degree of understanding. 

Brom spoke up next, “My apprentice, if you dig deep enough, you will see most of the races desire the same thing. The old gods gave everyone freedom, for better or worse. Their actions would be judged when they passed on from the mortal coil, but on Voldor, a single person could live any life they wanted. Unlike the current arrangement, where on a whim, the dragonkin and their gods can wipe out whole towns and cities if the populace do not bend the knee.” 

The old lich’s expression took a serious edge, “This is why we work for a better future. The presence of the exiled is influencing the entire world. Shella has confirmed what I have felt. Quietly, many are deserting the dragon gods and secretly worshiping the old gods. 

There is a spring of hope the world hasn’t seen in over two thousand years.” 

The lich’s white eyes took on a dark shadow as he sat back in his chair. “Three daggers will be needed for our current defense. 

Shella has traveled a long way and lost everything, that is why she will have one of the daggers. 

“You, my apprentice, will have the second dagger. As a general and lord, it is important you have your own means to defend yourself against any divine beings or avatars that may come for you. 

“The last dagger will go to Onka. She may be a divine being, but she cannot use her power at this crucial time.” 

Kavan leaned forward as his heart beat like a drum in his chest. 

Brom looked at Kavan with strangely understanding eyes. 

“Kavan, you may be a soul from another realm, but you are still mortal. Your love for the goblin and goddess has created a life within

her womb. She cannot use her divine powers for, there may be a chance, however small, she will absorb the child. 

“She has suppressed her true self for so long, she has forgotten what it was like to be a goddess. She carries a child that is half mortal and half divine. She can never be truly mortal, but if she becomes her true self, the child will be drawn into her and become one with her, something none of us want to happen. Your child will bring hope to Voldor. All of your future children will bring a new hope to the world.” 

Kavan looked upon Brom with serious eyes. “Was this your plan from the beginning?” 

Brom’s decayed lips twisted into a wide smile and he laughed loud enough for it to echo through the arena cavern. 

Kavan waited patiently as the old lich gathered himself and chuckled lightly to himself. 

“I can see many things, but I cannot see what lurks in the hearts of the divine or the twists and turns of fate. My plan was to help you become powerful and give you the tools you needed to help liberate Voldor. 

“What happened between you and your love was a joyous accident. I knew the gods could love. I didn’t know that, if they truly wished it, they could bear children with mortals. There were tales from my youth of such things, but I never met a half-divine soul in the many years I have been here on Voldor.” 

Brom’s amusement quickly died. “Kavan, arm Onka with a starstone dagger. It will only help if she is backed into a corner. We know you will do everything to protect her, as will we, but she must have every advantage to make sure she and your son will survive and prosper.” 

Kavan closed his eyes. “It will be done.” 

Brom nodded. “Excellent. Do not concern yourself with enchanting the daggers. Their power is innate. Simply create them

and deliver one to Shella. Study the tome I gave you. Bring in your generals and heroes into your plans. This winter may be the last peaceful winter we have before the dragon gods move against us.” 

Kavan eyed the liches, “What about Timmon, the green dragonkin? Since he arrived, you both don’t seem that concerned. Is there something I should know as well?” 

Brom and Shella’s expressions didn’t change. 

Shella was the one to break the moment of silence, “As I said when we met, the life dragonkin was not among the invaders of my dungeon.” 

“I cannot sense any divine connections, which doesn’t mean they are not there. The green dragonkin has some interesting items, but we have not noticed any prayers to the dragon gods. The devout have a strong connection to their deities. I could sense it with the paladins and the Cult of Omyd, but I sense nothing from the life dragonkin. His thoughts have been simple and his actions true,” 

Brom added. 

“If we move against him, other dragonkin will arrive,” Shella stated. 

“Patience is the better part of valor, my apprentice. If he is a spy, his motives will be revealed. For now, we simply must continue to prepare for spring. The xykk queen has laid many eggs and her young have been hatching. Your xykk army will be vast. They will be the shock troopers to your forces.” 

A shadow touched Kavan’s heart. 

 This talk is just the beginning of war. Despite everything we have accomplished, it doesn’t feel like it's enough. The dragonkin and the dragon gods could wipe us out. It’s hard to believe with all their divine power, they don’t know or have a hint to what is happening. 

 Why haven’t they attacked? Why haven’t they marched on Moonvale and slaughtered every living creature here? What could stay their hand at such a crucial time? 

Kavan pushed away his concerned thoughts and looked up to the liches with renewed confidence. 

“With respect, Shella, I would like to speak with Brom, alone.” 

The orc lich stared at Kavan for a breath before she nodded. 

She stood up and bowed to Kavan and Brom. When she stood straight again, she turned and stepped away. Kavan watched her as she made it to a dark corridor and moved on beyond sight. He waited for a long moment before turning his gaze to the remaining lich. 

“We can’t win this war with just might,” Kavan said. 

“Something is there, in your voice. You have come up with another way to achieve victory,” Brom said matter of fact. 

Kavan nodded. “I think I do. I want to share it with you. I believe with my idea, Durzol’s blacksmithing skills, and your wisdom, we might have an edge we didn’t have before.” 

Brom’s eyes glowed with a pale blue light. “My apprentice, you are finally coming into your own. Gone is the child that asked for help and before me is a being of intelligence, strength, and skill. This is what I’ve always wanted for you and you are finally seeing your own potential. Yes, my apprentice, what do you wish to impart?” 

Kavan reached into his satchel and further into a mystical pocket. He pulled out a scroll as he stood up. The dragonkin walked over and sat in Shella’s chair. He unfurled the scroll of the rifle and pistol and held it between them so Brom could see. 

“It’s a weapon that may change the tide,” Kavan began before speaking to the rest. 

Brom listened with attentive eyes and senses. He never interrupted as Kavan gave every detail he could about the arcane weapon. He informed the lich of the possible drawbacks and benefits. When he was finished, Kavan noted the distilled curiosity in Brom’s dead eyes. 

“This weapon has grand potential. I can see how you drew from your own history from your realm and applied it here. Yes, I can see the divergences of fate. You were correct in your assumptions, the dragonkin and their allies have a great advantage, but a weapon such as this, could even the conflict, if used correctly,” Brom said before standing up and facing the red dragonkin. 

“I would be honored to assist in your designs,” the lich said and bowed. 

Kavan’s eyes widened in shock. The grumpy, rude, and crazy lich, who spent much of his time saying disparaging remarks and treating Kavan like a child had changed in the blink of an eye. There he bowed, not as a teacher or a master, but as a fellow confidante. 

Brom stood to his full height with intrigued eyes. “I am at your disposal. When do you wish to begin furthering your research?” 

Kavan stood up and smiled at the ancient lich. 

“Now is as good a time as any.” 

“Then, let us begin,” Brom said with an unusually wide smile. 

Fifteen

Two weeks stretched on as normalcy returned to the town of Moonvale. The townsfolk went about their days, running errands and staying warm. The Shouting Troll had been a favorite place to visit for most of the town. Warm spirits were served to chase away the chill in many resident’s bones. Kazko and Ammi were busy. The dryad was all smiles, helping the wild-haired troll, serving drinks from early morning to well into the night. 

Patrons often congregated at the Shouting Troll, while others visited the Blue Lantern during lunch. In the evenings, the Dragon’s Table was filled with patrons, eager to feast on Drayke’s sublime dishes and sip on wine. 

When Kavan was visiting town, he wished he could lay back, have a few drinks, and stumble home, but duty, work, and love kept him to his daily tasks. The red dragonkin often spent his mornings working with Dura and Lorta. The three of them worked to move stone and place it on the patch of land for the mansion. Dura directed as Kavan and Lorta moved stones and set up wood pillars. 

The mixture Dura had concocted aided keeping the stones in place and fusing them together. Mornings were cold as the trio worked. 

They dedicated a few morning hours every day and after two weeks, a strong foundation was coming together. 

Lunchtime was spent in the Woodhaven home. The family gathered together to eat and discuss the plans for the day. Kavan loved midday because he was able to eat alongside the women he loved, especially with Onka. The dragonkin often slipped off his chair to kneel at the side of her chair. Onka was all smiles as her belly grew bigger. She looked down with loving eyes as Kavan kissed her stomach and whispered to his son within. Kavan was often rewarded with a light kick to the side of Onka’s round belly and Kavan’s heart lifted in his chest. 

Dura, Lorta, Nava, and the taurs moved to Onka’s every whim, which Kavan found odd because she never asked or demanded for anything. The goblin started to waddle from the dining room, to the living room and to the water closet most days. When she tried to help, the others would gently and politely decline her help, quickly moving her to the couch. Kavan often smiled when he came in to see the goblin sitting up and sleeping. Her head was to the side as a thick, comfortable robe covered her body. Sometimes she would lay down on the couch, but many other times, she slept sitting up. Any attempt to move her was met with annoyed moans, so everyone was quiet as she slept most of the day away. 

After lunch, Kavan made his way to Durzol’s shop. The orc was always hard at work, but when Kavan arrived, he stopped whatever he was doing to greet his friend with a strong hug and bright smile. 

The pair would shortly after go to work. 

Orc and dragonkin discussed many things as they worked together, from what was happening in town to what the baby might look like. Kavan wasn’t sure if his child would be a goblin and dragonkin hybrid or if he would look like one or the other. Despite the speculation, both men knew he would be special and looked forward to the day he arrived, which was in a few weeks. 

The time spent with Durzol was not all discussion and rumor. 

The pair worked hard at the forges, helping to refine Kavan’s skill. 

Kavan took the extra step of connecting to the stone sphere. For the work they needed to do with the arcane weapon, he would need to be versed in the stone sphere to aid in making the prototype. It took no longer than a minute for the dragonkin to open his stone sphere and gain degrees over the two weeks. 

 You have unlocked the Stone Sphere! You have gained 1st Degree and 1 drop of mana! 

 You have gained 1 degree in the Stone Sphere! Stone Sphere is 2nd degree and you gain 1 drop of mana!  

 You have gained 1 degree in the Stone Sphere! Stone Sphere is 3rd degree and you gain 1 drop of mana!  

 You have gained 1 degree in Metal Smithing! Metal Smithing is now 7th degree, Experienced. 

When Kavan and Durzol were not hammering away at pieces of metal, the pair worked on the design of the arcane pistol. They carved out molds and wrote down their results. They worked with iron, creating each piece, fitting it together, and testing the small mechanics involved. A few times, pieces cracked or didn’t fit right. 

The two friends went back to carving out new molds and pouring molten iron into them to create new and stronger pieces so they would fit. 

Kavan was meticulous, writing down each phase, tools, and items needed for building the basic weapon. Frustration raised its ugly head a few times, but the two friends laughed it off and worked smarter from their mistakes. 

When late afternoon arrived, Kavan would leave Durzol’s shop and make his way deeper into town, visiting Shegga and making sure she was fine since her injuries. The kobold often scoffed at him when he entered her shop, but soon looked at him with affection when he left. 

If anyone was on the snowy streets, they would greet Kavan with wide smiles and waves. He greeted everyone as he walked through town. West Street was alive with residents, enjoying warm drinks in the cold air. Many more were inside, laughing and carrying on. 

The red dragonkin would make his way onto a side street, north of West Street. He walked up to a small building and nearly every time, Hagasa would open the door and wait for him with a smile. 

Kavan could not fight the glow in his spirit every time he was in her presence. The first few days carried an uncomfortable mood. 

Hagasa was happy to see him, but in the beginning was a little stiff. 

She often began talking and would stop herself, as if she had to remind herself Kavan was not her bonded. 

Kavan kept it light, trying to push past the awkwardness. Hagasa had offered to help him learn his dragonkin shapeshifting ability. The first three days proved difficult and frustrating. Kavan couldn’t concentrate and Hagasa tried to be gentle with her teachings. She often changed back to her dragonkin form and then into a troll, orc, and finally, her beautiful goblin form. Kavan was not having any luck at first. Despite knowing he could do it, his mind and heart were unaligned in Hagasa’s presence. It took a small break and a glass of wine to help him relax. It did the trick, because as he carried on with casual conversation with the beautiful goblin, he thought of Onka and his body changed. 

Kavan wasn’t sure what was happening as his body shrank. He quickly looked around in astonishment as his red skin and scales melted into his body. His bones shifted slightly and his muscles shortened. Hagasa smiled from pointed ear to pointed ear as Kavan sat on the couch in clothes way too big for him. He looked down at himself and saw green skin and small hands. Hagasa brought a mirror over and Kavan took it, seeing he was now a goblin. His nose was a little long and pointed. Long ears pointed out from the sides of his head. His yellow eyes blinked and short, red hair covered his head. 

 You have unlocked a natural dragonkin ability, Shape Shifting. 

During the rest of the two weeks, Kavan would visit Hagasa and practice shape changing into different races. After each time, the pair would celebrate with a glass of wine. When Kavan felt confident, he changed his shape into a goblin again. It was in that moment, Hagasa stepped closer and kissed him. 

The pair lingered in their intimate kiss. Kavan thought he would feel odd or strange. Instead, it didn’t bother him in the least. The two goblins held each other, kissing and squeezing each other close. 

When they parted, they looked into each other’s eyes with loving warmth. 

A shadow touched Hagasa’s eyes and she looked away. The beautiful goblin pulled away and asked Kavan to leave. Kavan’s

body shifted back to his true, dragonkin form. A sad understanding touched him as he turned to leave. When he reached the door, Hagasa grabbed his hand and stopped him from leaving. 

“Kavan, my heart yearns for you, but I don’t know if I should. I know you're not my bonded and I have put his spirit to rest in my heart. But this time together has changed so much. I… I want to love you. I want to…” Hagasa trailed off. 

Kavan stepped closer and looked down on the goblin with warm eyes. “Zondra, we all have started new lives here in Moonvale. I cannot deny the connection between us, but I will not force anything that may already be there. As you know, my life is complicated, but just as you have opened your home to me, my home is always open to you.” 

Hagasa’s eyes gleamed in the lantern light of the living room. 

She hugged the dragonkin and he hugged her back. Kavan looked down as Hagasa trembled against his waist. She sniffed and pulled back. A hand wiped a tear at the corner of her eye before looking up at Kavan with renewed confidence. 

“I have spoken with Onka and Dura. When it is time, I will be there to help assist with the delivery. Having three children makes me the most experienced in town, aside from some of the goblin families,” Hagasa informed. 

Kavan nodded. “I could think of no finer person to help bring my son into the world.” 

“Thank you, Kavan,” Hagasa whispered with affection. 

“Thank you, Zondra,” Kavan smiled before turning and leaving her home. 

Emotions swirled as the dragonkin grabbed hold of the amulet in his belt pouch. When no one was looking, he vanished from sight and appeared in Brom’s dungeon. 

Brom looked up from his work table. The table was covered in books, tools, and potions. The lich smiled upon seeing the dragonkin

and was quick to discuss the arcane weapon project. 

Late afternoons, Kavan spent time with Brom after his time with Hagasa. The pair worked out the enchantments needed to fortify the weapon. It was Brom who came up with a possible solution for forging pistol and rifle rounds. The lich showed Kavan his designs and the dragonkin mentioned it looked like a small press. He then would describe what a press was from Earth and how it worked, from what he could remember. 

Kavan couldn’t remember when the lich was so lucid for such long lengths of time. Brom took his design and Kavan’s explanation of an earth press and refined his design. The pair agreed the machine had to be simple to build and operate so it could be mass produced if needed. Brom mentioned enchanting a tiny piece of starstone with an arcane elemental symbol and adding a mana crystal to the spot above it in the machine. 

Brom created a working prototype, much to Kavan’s amazement. 

The handle would be pressed down, pushing the energy of the mana crystal into the rune design, creating a spell round and charging it at the same time. The enchantment was simple and easy to press on the end of the round. The mana crystal lost very little charge and was able to charge a dozen rounds before it shattered to dust. 

The rune tip could be changed out for other kinds of spell effects. 

The lich and dragonkin worked with a simple fire spell round with the bullet press. They made rudimentary hollow rounds as Brom explained, the mana had to be inside the round. The arcane symbol on the hammer would strike the back of the round, igniting the mana inside. The round would eject and explode once it left the barrel of the pistol, traveling on until it struck its target, in theory. 

Kavan knew he would have to test it soon. With Durzol working on the actual prototype pistol and Brom working on the spell round press, he would have to bring it together and see if it all worked in sync. 

When his time with Brom drew to a close in the evening, the lich gave a heartfelt goodbye as Kavan used the amulet to teleport back to his home. For two weeks, Kavan’s heart beat with loving warmth when he appeared at home. The moment he walked through the door, Abby, Myn, and Belle would rush to him and start talking about their day. Onka was sometimes awake or sleeping on the couch. 

She often stirred and smiled at him as he walked to her, knelt between her legs and kissed her stomach. 

Dura, Lorta, and Nava cooked dinner and everyone would step into the dining room. Kavan walked Onka, the goblin holding onto his arm as she waddled along. He would push her seat under her. When he sat at the end of the table, he drank in the sight of his family and absorbed stories of their day. Under the table. Onka would reach over and touch his hand. He would hold her hand, the pair giving each other loving squeezes. 

When the meal was over and everything cleaned up, Kavan would make his way down into his study in the basement. Despite full days since sun up to sun down, he toiled with practicing his enchantment skill, books, and a small pile of gems and rings to practice on. Sometimes, Nava would keep him company as he worked, but for the most part, the dragonkin was by himself, silently working and thinking about the gifts he had to present soon. 

Alerts filled his gaze over the two weeks as he worked well into the night, every night. 

 Enchantment skill has increased to 5th degree, Skilled. 

 Enchantment skill has increased to 6th degree, Advanced. 

 You may now create 2 enchantments per 1 item! 

 Jeweler Skill is now 4th degree, Proficient. 

The last alert appeared at the end of the two weeks. Kavan smiled to himself as he looked at several items before him. He sat back and let out a long sigh. Over half the winter season was over, 

and he finally felt ready to add the final touches to the gifts for his betrothed. He glanced at a tall cabinet by a bookshelf. 

 I hope they like them. I can’t picture any of them rejecting the gifts, but you never know. 

Kavan daydreamed for a moment, lost to imagined moments of presenting the gifts and seeing their happy faces. He worked hard on all of them in the evening or when he was practicing at Durzol’s shop. It was the only place he could work without the prying eyes of the taurs. Every time he was outside, working on the mansion, the taurs would watch from windows. 

The dragonkin chuckled to himself, remembering Abby, Myn, and Belle’s wide-eyed expressions as they stayed within the warm home while he worked in the cold and snow. 

The chuckles vanished as something touched Kavan’s mind. It was a distant knock on his thoughts, someone signaling they wanted to speak with him. 

 I know that knock. It’s Nuruc from Loduss. We haven’t spoken since we came back from Loduss at the end of Autumn. I wonder what he needs to discuss now, at this hour? 

 “I will be in the back, listening in,” Viz mentioned. 

Kavan nodded and connected to the mind bridge. A firm connection blazed bright before sinking down to the background. An image of a violet scaled dragonkin appeared within his thoughts, bowing to Kavan. 

 “Greetings, Lord Cynder. I hope I didn’t contact you at a bad time?” 

 “No. I was just taking a break from a project I’ve been working on. To what do I owe the visit?” 

 Nuruc stood up with a seriousness in his gaze. “I wanted to update you on the progress of Loduss. Hasal Dreameyes is quite an accomplished steward. She has quelled much of the fear and

 confusion here in Loduss. With my assistance, she has been very generous with her time and leadership. 

 “With Lord and Lady Bloodcoin gone, a peace has returned to Loduss. Many have looked to the ogre steward and there has been talk among the people of not allowing any of the Bloodcoin family line to return to the throne. 

 “That does sound like good news,” Kavan said. 

 Nuruc’s image nodded. “Normally it would be, until I received a letter today by raven. Prince Jall Bloodcoin has sent word he and his escort are making their return home to Loduss. Hasal has informed me the young prince was kinder than his parents. The snow storms have slowed his return home, but between breaks in the storms, he should be to Loduss by the end of winter, beginning of spring.” 

 “I assume this is a concern,” Kavan said. 

 “It is, that is why I am contacting you. How do you wish to proceed? Despite Hasal’s assurances, the prince will not be pleased that his parents were killed. Since Loduss falls under Moonvale’s territory now, it is your decision on what must be done next.” 

Kavan rubbed his jaw. 

 I wish there was a peaceful solution to explore, but this is Voldor. 

 I killed Jall’s parents and there will be no words or deeds that can excuse what was done, what I did. 

 “Have Hasal arrest the prince and his escort when they arrive. 

 Once they are in custody, I will make the journey to Loduss and see what can be done. I don’t expect the prince to listen to the dragonkin that murdered his father, but we must come to some agreement if he doesn’t want to spend the rest of his remaining years in prison,” 

 Kavan said with an edge. 

 “Very good. I will subtly guide the Steward of Loduss to your will,” Nuruc said and hesitated. 

 “Nuruc, is there anything more?” 

 The mental image of the violet dragonkin lowered his snout a little. “There is another matter I wish to discuss. I have received word from friends and allies in the Spire Kingdoms. There have been many discussions about you.” 

Kavan’s heart beat hard in his chest, but he maintained a cool confidence along the mind bridge. 

 Nuruc continued, “Winter has slowed down the world, but not the new fire in many hearts. You have become a celebrity among many dragonkin. Your conquest of Loduss has reached even the elders. 

 You have inspired many to desire following your actions. 

 “Until your conquest, the malaise that has infected the fledgling races has also crept into our own people. Many didn’t know they were not content until you conquered Loduss. Purposely walking into a trap and slaying your enemies has only further ignited the desire for conquest once again. 

 “Dragonkin from many walks of life want to follow your example. 

 Some elders have condemned your actions, but many more have agreed with them. It has turned into a daily debate on what should be done. Many desire to not only conquer Voldor once again, but the neighboring realms as well. It is not a question of having the ability to open portals to other realms, but of how far our people want to reach out. 

 “Seers have discussed having visions with the pantheon, the dragon gods willing to go to war with other deities on other realms. 

 Many more dragonkin discuss at length of taking up arms and spreading their peace and purpose across many realms on many worlds. 

 “Our people are watching you. They want to see you succeed. 

 They want you to show us the way, but do not wish to ask directly, not willing a chance tainting your own desires. I only speak of it with you because I felt you should know. I don’t know if you have your own confidants and spies within the Spire Kingdoms, but I do know, 

 you have no shortage of dragonkin who wish to follow you into war and conquest.” 

Kavan slowly blinked as the weight of Nuruc’s words hung heavy on his spirit. 

 “Lord Cynder, if you made a pilgrimage to the Spire Kingdoms, many would listen to you. I could be at your side and speak on your behalf if you wish it. You have many supporters on the council of elders. You could become a High General, leading our forces across alien worlds and putting them in their proper place, on their knees.” 

Kavan stared off as Nuruc’s words stabbed at him like a knife to the gut. His slitted eyes looked to the side, the sense of doom moving closer to him and his family. 

 “Nuruc, I have been considering many paths for the future. For now, I want Loduss secured before moving onto my next plans. 

 There are many kingdoms that may band together once Loduss is officially under my rule. Once Prince Jall is in custody, I will take my rightful place on Loduss’s throne. After that, I will decide on the kingdoms I want under my banner.” 

 Nuruc smiled and bowed his head, “Of course, Lord Cynder. I will guide Hasal in the right path. The game we are playing is most delicious and I look forward to spring. I will take my leave of you. 

 Have a pleasant evening and I will contact you when I have further updates.” 

The mind bridge disconnected and Kavan felt only his mind again. The dragonkin sank down in his chair and leaned his head back. A sigh floated up as he gazed at the ceiling. 

 I have no plans. Everything I said to him was taur shit. I’ve been focused on everyone here in Moonvale, I have barely given it a second thought as to what was happening across Voldor. 

 It also explains why the dragonkin haven’t simply shown up and attacked. They are distracted by my adventures. The dragon gods and the dragonkin have been dealing with their own internal politics

 and ambitions, they haven’t stared too hard to see that a goddess has been residing here in Moonvale for a very long time. 

 “It’s only a matter of time before Nuruc and other dragonkin will be expecting drastic action. Winter has given us a small reprieve, but come spring, many eyes will be watching what you do next,” Viz added. 

Kavan continued to stare at the ceiling. 

 Viz, on Earth, I used to dream of leading people to a better future. Before my accident, I wanted people to look up to me, knowing I was there to help them and lead them if they wanted it. 

 After my accident, I just wanted to lead a normal life, free of pain and sad eyes from strangers. 

 All those experiences were rooted in my core self. When I arrived here, I just wanted to survive. Then I met the people of Moonvale, and fell in love with the town and its residents. It became my home, my true home. I never want to go back to Earth. I never want to leave Voldor. I want to die of old age, in a home I built, with my family surrounding me. Now that I have a family and a child on the way, that dream has become my focal point and my entire reason for existing. 

 Now, I may have to march to war to protect the many people I love. There was a small time where I thought I could make this work without taking lives. But, Brom was right. He was always right. He knew from the very beginning this would happen. He knew, one way or another, the conflict would grow into an uncontrollable monster. 

 No matter what I do, there will be consequences. The presence of the exiled has subtly changed this world. And the goddess I have fallen in love with, carries my child in her divine womb. A demon goddess who has never known love, has felt it for the first time and will not deny its power and bond. 

 “Kavan, I see it every time you interact with the townsfolk, your friends and lovers. They care about you, support you, and will follow you. Brom is making an army for you. Everyone is banding together. 

 All you have to do is decide what is best for all. I’ve seen you, felt your emotions as you experienced them. You’re a good, kind, and strong soul. Whatever moral dilemmas you may be facing, always know, you have everyone’s best interests at heart. Where some would see cruelty, many would see strength. Where some would see a monster, to those who know you, you are a guardian angel. No matter what happens, you will be in the right,” Viz said with warm conviction. 

Kavan blinked as he looked at the ceiling. 

 I thought you were my guardian angel? 

Viz laughed among Kavan’s thoughts. 

 “Thank you for the compliment, but I am a terrible guardian angel. I couldn’t save you during the system failure.” 

 You did save me when I was unconscious during the battle of Loduss. 

 “True, I did do that,” Viz smiled. 

 Viz, thank you. Your counsel has always helped me to see through the gloom of my own doubt. 

 “It’s what guardian angels do,” Viz said with affection. 

Kavan sat up and looked down on the table before him. He picked up his scribe tool and glanced at several open books on the table. 

 “I can sense your confidence and determination,” Viz said. 

Kavan nodded as he picked up an iron ring. 

“I still have a lot of work to do for tomorrow. The gifts are nearly ready. All I have to do is add the final touches.” 

Kavan smiled to himself, “Tomorrow morning, I extend my heart to the women I love and hope they will accept my gifts. After that, maybe a celebration is in order.” 

The red dragonkin nodded to himself as he used the scribe tool on a ring, while his heart beat with divine purpose and his mind dreamt of the future. 

Sixteen

Warmth curled along her senses. Onka stirred as dreams fell away to the abyss. Her eyes fluttered as light filtered in from the windows. A faint scent of cooking eggs slipped into her nose and her eyes shot open. The goblin looked across the small space to Nava facing her. The siren was sleeping, the blanket pulled up to her chin and her whole body snuggled into it. 

Onka slowly blinked as the scent of eggs and meat ignited her hunger. The goblin moved her limbs, a great weight pressing against her insides. Slowly, she barely sat up and leaned back on her palms behind her. Her yellow eyes looked down at a round belly. The side pushed out a little, her son already stirring and kicking. 

Onka lifted one hand and touched her belly, the scent of cooking food getting stronger. 

“I know, I smell it too,” Onka whispered before looking at the bed again. 

Kavan was long gone, the space in the middle of the bed empty. 

Nava didn’t move as she slumbered. 

“I think he was in bed,” Onka said with a bewildered edge. 

Faint memories crawled into her waking thoughts. She barely remembered the dragonkin getting into bed, but he wasn’t there for long. 

The goblin reached over and touched Nava’s shoulder. The siren didn’t move. Onka’s eyes took on a hard edge and she gently shook the siren. Nava let out a small moan before covering her head in the blanket. The goblin smiled as she shook the siren harder, nearly shaking the bed. 

“I’m up,” Nava moaned from under the blanket. 

“I think Kavan is making the morning meal,” Onka said softly. 

“Good, I’m hungry,” Nava whispered. 

Onka swung her legs over the side of the bed, her feet nearly a foot off the floor. Arms stretched up as she yawned. A small kick in her belly caused her hands to fall and touch her round stomach. 

The goblin looked at the floor and for the first time ever in her life, she wasn’t sure she could hop off the bed without tipping and falling. 

“Nava, I need help getting up,” Onka said. 

The siren sighed under the blanket before she threw it off her head. Her stringy, disheveled hair covered her head and parts of her face. The siren was naked, just as Onka was. Nava scratched at her boob and lazily slipped off the bed. 

Onka watched patiently as Nava circled the bed and picked up two robes from hooks on the wall. She put one on and tried to smooth down her hair. Once she was finished, she put her arm out for Onka to grab. 

The goblin took hold and gently slid off the bed like a heavy ballerina. Once Onka had her footing, Nava put the goblin’s robe on her shoulders and Onka put her arms through the sleeves. The two women tied the strap around their waists. Nava put her arm out again as Onka took it to steady herself. 

Nava glanced down at the round, robust belly. The robe could not contain it as the top part of the robe was parted enough to show Onka’s deep cleavage. 

“He’s going to be big,” Nava smiled. 

“Either that or I am too small,” Onka laughed. “But he seems healthy and happy. He has been kicking up a storm over the last few nights. Soki and Hagasa have told me that is normal.” 

Nava nodded as she looked into Onka’s full face. “Let’s see what our love is cooking.” 

The pair slowly made their way to the bedchamber door and opened it. 

Much to the pair’s surprise, the other bedroom doors were open. 

Lorta and Dura stepped out of their room, wearing robes. Abby stood by her doorway, naked and rubbing her eyes. Myn thrust her hand out from the bedroom door, a robe in her fingers. 

“Put something on,” Myn growled. 

Abby yawned. “Mistress Onka can be naked around the house, why can’t I?” 

“I want to be naked too,” Belle said from further into the bedroom. 

“Put on the robes!” Myn said loudly. 

“You used to be so gentle and sweet,” Abby cooed with half-closed eyes. 

Myn thrust the robe into Abby’s chest. “That was only before I found out you only listen when I yell, so put it on!” 

Abby sighed as she took the robe and put her arms through the sleeves. 

“Is Kavan cooking?” Dura asked as she saw everyone there but her betrothed. 

“I think so,” Onka smiled. 

“He may need our help,” Lorta said. 

The seven women nodded and moved together toward the stairs. Nava helped Onka as she waddled. Dura and Lorta followed as they stepped down the stairs. The taurs followed, yawning the entire way. 

The group reached the bottom of the stairs and made their way along the corridor. When they reached the kitchen, they crowded around to look inside. Smiles bloomed as a red dragonkin moved with confident energy. 

Kavan rushed around the kitchen. He stirred a pot by the kitchen hearth before moving to the cook shelf and flipping harpy egg

omelets. He then moved to the kitchen island and began cutting up pieces of thawing fruit from the cold chests. The dragonkin was relaxed as he glanced up at the many faces and bodies crowding around at the kitchen doorway. 

“The meal is almost finished. The dining room table is already set. Everyone, please sit down and I will serve shortly,” Kavan said with a happy gleam in his eye. 

“We could help,” Lorta said with innocent helpfulness. 

“Thank you, but I have this. Sit down and I’ll bring out the dishes. 

I want the morning to be special and I need everyone sitting and bringing their appetites.” 

Everyone nodded and shuffled off except for Onka. The pregnant goblin remained at the doorway with a hand on her belly. 

“What are you up to?” Onka said with suspicious eyes. 

“I can’t simply make a feast for the women I love?” Kavan smirked. 

“No,” Onka said flatly. 

For a small moment, the dragonkin and goblin looked into each other’s eyes. In the next moment, they both laughed. 

The warm moment slipped to the background as Onka smiled at the dragonkin she loved. 

“Go sit down and rest. I made enough food to feed an army,” 

Kavan said with a loving and soothing edge. 

Onka nodded before she turned and waddled toward the dining room. 

The goblin stepped in as everyone was seated. Dura and Lorta stood up to help Onka along when she waved them down. The goblin waddled over to her chair, right of Kavan’s chair at the head of the table. She gently plopped down in her seat and glanced at the perfectly prepared table. Utensils, bowls, and plates were beside each other, each one perfectly aligned. Jugs of water and juice stood

a foot apart in the middle of the table. The hearth in the living room was alive with flames. Between the two hearths, the main floor of the home was toasty and warm. 

In the kitchen, Kavan slipped another omelet onto a plate with a pile of omelets. The moment the eggs settled, an alert touched his gaze. 

 You have gained 1 degree in Cook Skill! Cooking Skill is now 3rd degree, Above Average. 

 Better late than never. 

Kavan made his final touches to several serving plates before picking up two of them. He moved to the doorway connecting the kitchen to the dining room and stepped inside. 

Eyes widened a little as the red dragonkin stepped into the room with a serving plate in each hand. One had a pile of omelets stacked high on one and the other had strips of meat just as high. He placed them down in the center as everyone looked at the mountains of food. 

“That is a lot of food,” Nava blinked. 

“It’s not enough,” Onka said as she licked her lips. 

Kavan darted back into the kitchen and stepped back out a moment later. He had a large tray of cut fruit and placed it in the center. 

“One more thing,” the dragonkin said as he darted back into the kitchen. 

Everyone looked at the feast before them. Hunger reared its head as the seven women were ready to attack the food. 

Kavan stepped out with a hot pot. The dragonkin grinned as the hot metal didn’t burn his scaled hands. He stepped to the table and set it down. A ladle was in the pot of chunky, steamy soup. 

“I thought I would add a little something extra, to make sure everyone woke up warm and full.” 

Kavan picked up the ladle and began scooping and pouring soup into bowls. Onka looked down at the steamy soup, seeing it filled with vegetables and chunks of meat. She licked her lips again as Kavan stepped around and sat at the head of the table. 

“I want everyone to enjoy your meal. Afterwards, I want to speak with everyone in the living room. Now, feast!” Kavan grinned. 

Heads barely nodded before hands shot out with utensils. Eggs, meat, and fruit were thrown onto plates. The scent of the meal caused stomachs to growl. 

Kavan watched proudly as everyone began eating. Muffled coos touched the air as everyone seemed to be enjoying it. The dragonkin turned to Onka and his smile grew bigger. The goblin was shoveling food and soup into her mouth. When she took a moment to breathe, she guzzled down water before helping herself to more. 

 I could watch her eat all day. 

The slaughter of the morning meal continued its song. When almost all the food had disappeared and bodies sat back, Kavan smiled at his handiwork. A dazed look touched all of their eyes. Even Onka slowed after having her fifth helping. When utensils clattered on plates, Kavan slowly stood up. 

“Did everyone enjoy it?” the dragonkin asked. 

Heads nodded with dreamy gazes. 

Kavan smiled. “Let’s go into the living room. I have some surprises.” 

Everyone was up and filing into the living room. Kavan moved to Onka’s side. She curled her hand and arm around his as the loving couple slowly made their way to the living room. 

Nava and Dura patted the center of the couch. Kavan helped Onka waddle closer. The goblin turned and sat down, relief in her eyes. Lorta sat in another seat as the taurs were all on the floor, by the hearth. All eyes were on the dragonkin with attentive affection. 

Kavan picked up his satchel from the corridor closet door. He moved to the center of the room and placed the satchel on the floor beside his boot. He held his head high as he smiled and looked at each woman before him. 

“Since I came to Moonvale, I have fallen in love many times over. I never knew anyone could love like we do. It isn’t just the support we have for each other, but the deep understanding and love we all share. 

“When I proposed, it felt like my old life died and new life was born right before my eyes. It was a moment in time, waking my soul to endless possibilities. For four of you here, it means we will be living our lives as royalty and family.” 

Kavan looked down to the taurs, “For three of you, it means there is a bond. We may not be bonded in the eyes of the Voldor, but that doesn’t make you any less family.” 

Abby, Myn, and Belle stared with wide eyes. 

Kavan looked down with a hint of sorrow in his eyes. “For one of us, I will visit after I present my heart to everyone here.” 

Silence filled the room as Kavan turned his attention to Lorta. 

The troll sat with wide eyes as Kavan gave her a wicked smirk. 

“If you only had one choice, would you choose a sword or a spear?” Kavan asked. 

“A spear,” the troll said without hesitation. 

Kavan smiled. “I knew you would pick a spear.” 

The dragonkin stepped over to the hall closet and opened it. He pulled out a half-spear with a white spear blade at the top. He turned and walked toward Lorta. 

The troll stared at the spear. It wasn’t like Kavan’s spear. The shaft was ornamental with sleek designs, almost like vines running along the shaft. The white spearhead had a slight variation to the

design, giving it a sharper appearance. A rune was carved into the white metal as Kavan stood before the troll and held it sideways. 

Lorta’s gaze ran along the beautifully crafted spear. She saw another few runes on the shaft. 

Kavan knelt to one knee and held the half-spear to the troll. 

“Lorta, my love, I crafted this spear for you. I remember when I first came to Moonvale. You were shy around me, but you didn’t have a shy spirit. Your change was gradual, changing from a lonesome beauty into a ferocious warrior. Even when you felt you could not be strong, you came back stronger. You confided in me your doubts and I listened. I knew you could be more. 

“You trained and loved hard. You are not only beautiful, but strong and powerful. I could think of nothing else to give you that spoke to your skill and strength. The spear in my hands has a mithril spearhead. I added two enchantments, one for protection and the other for attack. 

“The spearhead is enchanted to create a fire stab effect. It cannot be used more than three times a day, but when you do, a powerful flame will stab out and last for several seconds, burning anything it touches.” 

Kavan held the spear up a little more to Lorta’s unblinking eyes. 

“The shaft has a life enchantment. When you activate it, it will surround you in a mana shield of medium strength. It can only be activated once a day, but it can protect you long enough to turn the tide in any battle.” 

The red dragonkin bowed his head to the beautiful troll. “I present this gift to you, if you wish to share our love and bond in this lifetime and beyond.” 

Lorta was frozen as she looked down on the spear and Kavan’s bowed head. Everyone else watched warmly as the troll lifted trembling hands and touched the spear. Lorta’s lip quivered as her fingers firmly took hold. She stood up and held the spear before her amazed eyes. She saw a line in the middle of the shaft. A knowing

smile filled her lips as she twisted each side of the shaft. The spear clicked and lengthened to its full height. 

Kavan looked up with a warm smile. “A real weapon for a beautiful warrior.” 

Lorta looked down with wet eyes and a loving smile. “I accept your gift and our bond.” 

Lorta stabbed the blunt end of the spear to the floor as she reached down with one hand. She grabbed Kavan by the shirt and lifted him back to his feet. The dragonkin grinned before the troll kissed him deeply, a tear streaking her cheek. 

Heat boiled between the troll and dragonkin before Lorta pulled back. She let go of Kavan and looked over her spear in amazed wonderment. 

Kavan turned to the three women sitting on the couch. Dura and Nava looked up with wide eyes. Onka was the only one looking at him with a love drunk gaze. 

Kavan moved to the satchel in the center of the room, he knelt down, opened the flap and dug inside. He pulled out a closed fist, stood up and walked over to Nava. The siren blinked as Kavan knelt to one knee and looked her in the eyes. 

“Nava, you have always been an honest spirit, even during dark times. Your heart is pure, even as you explored the darkness of Voldor. When I met you, I saw a beautiful spirit who only wished to be heard and learn. Your village denied you, demonized you. Brom didn’t hear you when you wished to learn necromancy. You became part of the town council so your voice could be heard. 

“You are a siren and yet, you felt in your heart you could not be heard. I want you to know, you are always heard. I listen to every word you speak and I take it as a song from our hearts.” 

Kavan opened his hand. Nava looked down to see an ear cuff with a dangling crescent moon. The metal of the cuff was a silver gray while the crescent moon was mithril white. 

“I crafted this gift. It is enchanted with a mind sphere enchantment. When you wear it, it can create a mind bridge to everyone in our family. The ear cuff is my way of saying, you will always be heard. You will always have others there for you. You will never be alone. 

“You will always have my ear and my heart. I present this gift to you, if you wish to share our love and bond in this lifetime and beyond.” 

Nava lifted a webbed hand. She placed her open palm on Kavan’s hand. A small whimper touched her throat as she closed her webbed hand and put it to her chest. She stared at Kavan’s slitted eyes, a heat surging up her neck and into her pale blue cheeks. 

“I accept your gift and our bond,” Nava whispered before she launched at the dragonkin. 

Kavan chuckled as he remained on his knee, the siren cuddling close and kissing his neck. The pair held each other for a long moment before she pulled away. Nava attached the beautiful ear cuff to her pointed blue ear. The crescent moon dangled. 

The dragonkin stood up and stepped back to the satchel. Onka, Dura, and the taurs watched with interested eyes. Kavan reached into the satchel and pulled out a book. He turned and approached Dura sitting beside Onka. He knelt to one knee and held the book out before him. 

Dura looked down on the leatherbound book. It had metal corners and a dark brown cover. Arcane symbols covered the leather work and metal corners. 

“Take it and look inside,” Kavan smiled. 

The orc reached out and took the book. She held it before her, turning it in her hands. The craftsmanship was beautiful and intricate. 

Dura opened it and saw that it was filled with blank, yellow pages. 

“It’s empty,” Dura stated. 

“Turn to the front page,” Kavan smiled. 

Dura flipped it to the first page and saw words scribbled on it. 

“The beginning of our story,” Dura read out loud. 

Kavan nodded. “The book will contain our story. Within these pages, you and I can write anything we wish. When we are bonded, this book will contain our thoughts, our passions, and our history, something we can pass down for generations. It will become part of our family’s legacy for our children and their children, for as long as our bloodline continues.” 

Kavan turned and reached back into the satchel. He pulled out a second book that looked exactly like the one in Dura’s hand. 

“The book in your hand is yours and this book is mine. They are a bonded pair and have special enchantments on them. The first enchantment is that both books are fortified to resist damage and will regenerate. The second enchantment is when you write on a page, the words will appear on my copy. When I write in my book, the words will appear in your copy. There will be no distance between us as we write the story of our love and our family. 

“I present this gift to you, if you wish to share our love and bond in this lifetime and beyond.” 

Dura clutched her book to her chest and bowed her head. 

Shadows covered her eyes for a moment as she was as silent and still as a statue. Kavan stayed on one knee, looking into the darkness of her eyes. When a tear fell onto the book, followed by another, the strong, beautiful orc lifted her face and stared into Kavan’s eyes. Her lip trembled as tears streaked her green cheeks. 

“When my mother died, all I had were stories told from others. I was too young to remember more than her death. It haunted me for many years, trying to hold onto those small memories. It was all I had of her and I knew when I started my family, I would never leave them with faded or fleeting memories.” 

Dura sniffled as she looked down on the arcane book in her hands. “But now, we can leave a record, something meaningful so

others may know our lives and our love. Our words will carry on through the ages about our family, ensuring our story is immortal.” 

Tears streamed down from Dura’s eyes as she fought off the urge to sob in happiness. A smile bloomed as she looked deeply into Kavan’s eyes. 

“Yes, I accept your gift and our bond. I accept it with every piece of my soul,” Dura said and sobbed in happiness. 

Kavan was on both knees as he leaned forward and hugged Dura. She cried into his shoulder, her usual calm strength weakened for the dragonkin and the family she loved. The sobbing and trembling shoulders continued as everyone looked at them with loving eyes. When Dura collected herself, she pulled back with the book still clutched to her chest. She held it close with one hand as she wiped away tears with the other. 

Kavan stood up and looked at Onka. The goblin was sitting with her hands on her belly. She practically glowed as she sat with a warm smile. 

Nava and Lorta moved to the side of the couch Dura was sitting on. The orc couldn’t hold back her tears as she tried to collect herself and failed. Onka lifted a hand and touched Dura’s thigh. The orc’s eyes widened and a long, cleansing sigh dripped from her parted lips. Dura sank into the couch as Lorta and Nava looked after her. 

Kavan stepped back to his satchel. He knelt down and stuck his hand into a magical deep pocket. He pulled his closed hand up and stepped back to the goblin. He knelt down to both knees as he looked into her full face. 

“I know you’ve said you would accept a pebble for our bond, but I could never give such a simple gift to the woman I love. We all know your power and true heritage. I know you are my goddess. 

What I couldn’t decide was on what to give a divine being that they don’t already have?” 

Kavan lifted his hand and opened his fingers. 

Onka looked down on two silver rings, each one carved with arcane runes. Kavan picked one ring up and held it between himself and Onka. 

“My gift to you is a simple one. I crafted these rings as a bonded pair. If you accept my gift and wear this ring, you will be able to feel my heartbeat, no matter the distance. With a strand of your hair and a drop of my blood already added to both rings, you will be able to feel my heartbeat whenever you desire. It will simply be my pulse, but you will always know, my heart beats for you. 

“With the other ring, I will be able to feel your heartbeat, no matter where we are on Voldor. I present this gift to you, if you wish to share our love and bond in this lifetime and beyond.” 

Onka’s eyes glowed. They turned from yellow, to a crimson red. 

She reached out and took the ring presented to her. She slipped it onto a finger as the red glow in her eyes faded back to her normal yellow. 

“Yes, I accept your gift and our bond, my handsome consort,” 

Onka said with an other-worldly voice. 

The goblin sighed as she struggled to sit up. She tried to lean forward to kiss the dragonkin, but her belly was in the way. Kavan gently reached forward, took hold of her and helped her to sit up further. Onka touched his cheek with her hand before their lips touched. Tongues slid into mouths as moans rose up throats. 

Everyone watched with loving eyes as the dragonkin and goblin kissed deeply. 

When they parted, Kavan slipped the second ring onto his right hand. With a thought, he could feel her steady pulse against his finger. 

Lorta, Nava, and Dura sniffled with wet eyes. The taurs watched with clasped hands and stars in their eyes. 

Kavan gently helped Onka to sit back. He then stood up and turned toward the three taurs by the hearth. 

“We may not be bonded, but we are family. I made gifts for the three of you, so you understand that you are all part of our household. 

Kavan dug into his belt pouch and pulled out his hand. He held up three rings, one with a ruby, one with a sapphire, and one with a pearl. 

Kavan handed the silver ring with a pearl to the rubenesque taur. 

“For you, Belle. The pearl signifies beauty.” 

Belle took the ring and slipped it on. Her pale cheeks glowed red as she smiled so much, her eyes were thin slits. 

Kavan turned to thin taur, “For you, Myn. The sapphire signifies your cool spirit and beauty.” 

Myn took the ring and slipped it on. She bowed her horned head to Kavan while looking at the beautiful ring. 

Kavan turned to the red-headed taur who was hopping on her knees. “For you, Abby. A ruby to signify your fiery spirit.” 

Abby snatched the ring from Kavan’s hand and immediately put it on. 

“I love it!” the taur squealed. 

Kavan smiled before he took a step back. The three taurs were to their cloven feet and rushing him. The dragonkin braced himself when Lorta and Nava intercepted the rushing taurs with their hands out. 

“Maybe you can mob him later,” Lorta said with a commanding edge. 

The three taurs blinked before they calmed down. 

“He will not escape us,” Abby said with an evil whisper. Myn and Belle nodded in agreement. 

Kavan turned to Onka as she looked up at him with loving eyes. 

“I must see Zellee next and offer my gift. I will need a witness to

accompany me. Afterwards, I need to speak with Kogan about your decisions.” 

Onka nodded. “Take Lorta with you. She can bear witness. After that, you can see Kogan. I only have one thing to ask of you and Lorta.” 

“Anything,” Kavan smiled. 

Onka’s eyes took on a shrewd edge. “Stop by Devilish Delights and pick up several pastries. I need sweets, from my sweets.” 

Kavan smiled. “As you will, my love.” 

Nava kept touching her earring cuff, “I can’t believe it. We are all going to be bonded.” 

Dura began sobbing again. Lorta moved to the orc and touched her cheek, gently wiping away her tears. 

Kavan drank in the beautiful moment as his heart lifted in his chest. 

 I am truly a lucky man. 

Kavan moved to the closet and took out his coat. Lorta stepped away and made for the stairs. Dura calmed down as she held the book to her chest. The taurs looked at their rings with stars in their eyes. Onka remained seated, her eyes half-closing like a fat lizard after eating a much larger creature. 

Kavan picked up his satchel and slung it onto his shoulder. He waited patiently until Lorta came down, fully dressed. The troll took her coat out of the closet and put it on. Kavan dug into his satchel and pulled out a magnetic sheath that looked just like his. The tall troll strapped it on and picked up her half-spear. She put it behind her and it pulled into the magnetic sheath. 

“Let’s pay a visit to Zellee,” Kavan said as he glanced at Onka. 

The goblin had a faraway look in her eyes, but the ring on Kavan’s spindly finger pulsed with love. 

Happy smiles filled the loving group as they said their small goodbyes. Kavan and Lorta stepped out the front door and into a bright, clear morning. The sky was a pale blue and the sun hovered over the eastern horizon, slowly making its way higher. 

Lorta closed the door and the troll and dragonkin made their way to the main gate. They stepped out onto the southern road and walked at a steady pace for the South Gate of Moonvale proper. 

Kavan glanced at Lorta, seeing the warm look in her eyes as she looked upon him. 

“I’m very happy,” the troll said with a shy tone. 

“Me too,” Kavan smiled at her. 

“Rest up for tonight,” Lorta said with a hungry edge. 

“I was just going to say the same thing to you,” Kavan winked. 

Heat touched the troll’s blue cheeks and she looked down with a shy smile. 

The pair reached the South Gate and walked through it onto the wet, cobblestone street. The town was alive with residents enjoying the bright morning. Warm beverages were in hands as townsfolk greeted the dragonkin and troll. 

Kavan was all smiles, nodding and giving heartfelt greetings. 

The pair made it to the center of town and turned to East Street. 

They stepped along until they reached Zellee’s shop. Kavan pulled out a key and inserted it into the lock. 

The door opened and a small heat spilled out. Troll and dragonkin stepped inside and closed the door behind them. They made their way deeper into the shop and the wide back doors. 

Kavan moved ahead, taking hold of the knob, turning it and stepping inside. 

A single lantern glowed in the dark room. Webs crisscrossed the large chamber as an arachnix slumbered on her side, covered in a fur blanket and wearing a robe. Zellee didn’t stir from her deep

slumber as Kavan approached. Lorta stayed by the door, observing with warm eyes. 

Kavan reached the web and lifted his hand. Zellee’s web kept her about five feet off the floor. She was still as a statue until Kavan touched her cheek. The arachnix’s eyes fluttered as Kavan stroked her smooth, pale cheek with two spindly fingers. The motion was soothing as Zellee reached up and touched his hand. She kissed it before hugging it to her cheek. 

“My love,” Zellee said with a sleepy tone. 

“It’s good to see you,” Kavan whispered. 

“It’s… good to see you,” Zellee said in a low whisper. 

“I have a gift for you,” Kavan smiled. 

“My bonding gift?” Zellee asked as she tried to keep her eyes open. 

Kavan nodded as his hand dipped into a mystical pocket of his satchel. 

“I should have come sooner. You have spent nearly the entire winter here and we missed you terribly.” 

Zellee gave a small nod. “I’ve missed everyone. I’ve missed you. 

I… needed this time alone… to sleep and dream.” 

Kavan nodded. “I know. I always knew. What happened to you was terrible. Taken prisoner and losing someone you cared for, can break the strongest soul.” 

Zellee’s smile faded a touch. “Time and our love will heal all wounds.” 

Kavan gave a single head nod before pulling his hand from his satchel. Zellee fought to stay awake as Kavan lifted a bracelet up. 

Arcane runes covered the silver bracelet as he held it before her eyes. 

“Zellee, since I met you, there aren’t enough words to express how I feel. There was not only a connection, but a deep bond. You have always been a dreamer, seeking the higher planes of creativity. 

Your kindness and love have touched everyone in Moonvale, but they have especially touched me. 

“I crafted this bracelet for you. It has two enchantments to bring you a sense of balance and safety.” 

Kavan picked up her arm and slipped the bracelet onto her wrist. 

Zellee slowly blinked until a prickling heat touched her wrist and flowed into her arm. The heated warmth traveled on, sinking into her chest and spreading out. It filled her limbs and surged into her spidery abdomen. It crawled along her long spider legs. The comforting warmth glowed and she started to wake up. 

Kavan stayed by her side as she shifted on her web. Energy filled the arachnix as she sat up and lowered herself onto the web. 

Her spider legs bent as she felt better than she had since the start of winter. She held up her arm with the bracelet and stared lovingly at it. Awe washed over her as the chill was gone and she was her normal self. 

Kavan smiled. “The first enchantment is a body sphere effect. As long as you wear the bracelet, you can warm or cool yourself. You don’t have to worry about sleeping the winter away or overheating during the summer. It will give you freedom to enjoy all seasons from now on.” 

Zellee smiled as she stared at the bracelet. 

Kavan continued with a sad tone, “I know I wasn’t there when you were taken. I don’t know if I will be around as things change. It has burned at me, knowing I can’t always be there. I know you’re strong. I know you can do more. The second enchantment is to ensure you have an edge, should there be any conflict where I cannot be there to protect you.” 

Zellee continued to stare at the bracelet. Before her eyes, the bracelet melted into a slithering liquid. It snaked around her wrist and into her palm. The arachnix stared in amazement as the silver liquid stabbed up and reformed into a dagger. Arcane runes covered it as it shined in the dim lantern light. 

“On command, the bracelet can change into a dagger. It is magical, so it can cut through most magical barriers and armors. It is my gift to you. Plus, I think the bracelet and dagger are pretty stylish. 

I thought of you as I made it. 

Zellee looked at Kavan with warm eyes. 

Kavan looked up to the beautiful arachnix, “I present this gift to you, if you wish to share our love and bond in this lifetime and beyond.” 

Zellee smiled. The dagger melted back into the arcane bracelet and hung on her wrist. Bent spider legs moved as the arachnix crawled off her web. Kavan backed up as Zellee touched the floor and lowered her body down so she could see the dragonkin, eye to eye. She moved closer and rested her arms on his broad shoulders. 

The couple looked deep into each other’s eyes. 

“I accept your gift and our bond, my handsome Kavan,” Zellee said with a sultry sweet tone before she leaned in and kissed him. 

Lorta sniffled by the bed chamber door as Kavan and Zellee kissed. Dragonkin and arachnix held onto each other as their tongues danced. The warmth between them was intoxicating as they remained close. When they slowly parted, they pressed their heads together in loving affection. 

“What a wonderful way to wake up,” Zellee smiled. 

Kavan nodded as his heart beat hard in his chest. 

“Have you given the betrothed gifts to the others?” Zellee asked. 

“I have.” 

The arachnix grinned from ear to ear. “Good. Now, we can plan for the bonding ceremony. I have dreamt of many clothing styles. I have to speak to my bonded sisters as we prepare for the ceremony.” 

Zellee pulled away from Kavan and stepped over to a closet. 

She opened the large closet and began rummaging through it. 

Kavan and Lorta watched as the arachnix pulled out a bag and began throwing articles of clothing, different dresses, and cloth swatches into it. When she was finished, she picked out a comfortable robe and changed. She slipped it on and turned around. 

She bent down, closed the bag and picked it up. 

“No time like the present,” Zellee said with joyful purpose. 

“We have to pick up pastries for Onka,” Lorta reminded the pair. 

Zellee’s eyes widened. “Onka must be far along in the pregnancy! I have to see her so we can plan her dress!” 

“I have to see Kogan and tell him everyone has accepted the betrothed gifts so he can get ready for the ceremony,” Kavan added. 

Lorta nodded as she stepped closer to the dragonkin and arachnix. “Zellee and I can get the pastries while you speak with Kogan. Take your time. I’m sure all of us will need to speak about the bonding ceremony.” 

Zellee nodded with bright enthusiasm. “Yes, much to discuss. 

We have to go. I’m bursting at the seams! I want to see everyone.” 

Kavan blinked as the eight-foot tall arachnix nearly charged for the doors. She grabbed her coat off a peg and slammed the doors open. Kavan and Lorta followed as Zellee rushed to the front doors of her shop and opened them so hard, they shuddered. 

The arachnix stepped out into the clear, sunny day and smiled. 

Sunlight touched her pale features as she closed her eyes to bask in it. A moment later, she opened them and looked around, the town of Moonvale covered mounds of snow and ice. The cobblestone streets

were wet, but clear. The bracelet kept her warm and with her long slumber over, she skittered down the street. 

Townsfolk stopped and smiled as the arachnix greeted everyone with a warm, happy smile. The enthusiastic glow of the awakened arachnix rippled along the townsfolk. The happy mood was infectious as Zellee barreled into the town center and waved to everyone she saw. 

Kavan and Lorta quickly followed, but stayed well behind as Zellee became the center of attention for the entire town. 

“I’ll stay with her. You go on to Kogan’s office,” Lorta said. 

Kavan nodded and smiled. Lorta touched his scaled cheek before walking toward the happy arachnix. A small crowd gathered around Zellee as she chatted about the bonding ceremony with Lord Cynder. All eyes and ears were on her, her excitement bleeding into their own. Lorta moved to Zellee’s side and some of the crowd stepped to her to offer congratulations. 

Kavan reached the mayor’s office and looked over to Zellee and Lorta. 

 Everything is going to change and I couldn’t be any happier. 

A happy sigh from his small snout before he opened the door and stepped into the mayor’s office. 

Kavan stepped past the small, wooden gate and entered Kogan’s office proper. The mayor looked up from many scrolls covering his desk. A wide smile bloomed as the large orc stood up. 

He stepped around his desk. Kogan lifted his large arms as the pair met in the middle of the office and embraced. When they parted, the orc with a small white beard looked upon the dragonkin with warm eyes. 

“Kavan, my boy, what brings you by on this surprisingly sunny day?” 

The red dragonkin smiled. “They accepted my gifts. All of them have agreed to the bonding.” 

Kogan’s smile grew brighter as he hugged the dragonkin again. 

“That is music to my ears,” Kogan said before he laughed. 

The large orc pulled away and rushed to the side of his desk. He stepped over to a cabinet and opened it. He pulled out a bottle with an amber liquid and two, finely crafted glasses. He placed them on the desk, uncorked the bottle and gave a generous pour into each glass. Bottle down, he lifted both glasses, stepped over to Kavan and handed one to him. 

“On this day, we truly become family. You are bonding with my daughter and she is bonding with you. It brings such a wondrous joy to this old orc’s heart. I was never sure I would see the day and now that it is here, I wish my bonded was here to enjoy it with us.” 

Kogan’s eyes watered as he lifted his glass. Dragonkin and orc clinked glasses before they took a deep sip of the warm spirit. 

Glasses were held at chest level as a warm glow filled their hearts. 

Kogan chuckled as a tear streaked his cheek. “Look at me, blithering like an old maid. They say crying is a sign of weakness, but I never believed it. Crying is the strongest way to express yourself and I embrace it. 

“You and Dura will be very happy together. You and all your ladies will be very happy! Your child will never know loneliness or be starved for affection. They will have a foundation to carry on your bloodline for the next ten thousand years!” 

“To family, love, and bloodlines!” Kavan smirked. 

Kogan’s eyes widened. “Yes! To family, love, and bloodlines!” 

The pair took another deep sip from their drinks. 

Kogan put his glass down on the desk and moved his hands about his desk, shifting scrolls and papers aside. 

“There is much to do! Spring is a mere two weeks away. We have to prepare for the ceremony. I have to find my speech. I have to

send out invitations! It is my duty as mayor to announce the bonding ceremony!” 

Kavan smiled as heat touched his cheeks. “I could help, to make it a little easier.” 

Kogan stopped shuffling papers and looked at Kavan with amused, but serious eyes. “Kavan, my son, there is a way we can announce to the town. Come with me!” 

The older orc grabbed his coat and hurried for the door. Kavan drank down the last of his drink, put the glass on the desk and followed. The pair burst out into the town center and Kogan started walking toward West Street. 

Kavan glanced around, seeing that Zellee, Lorta, and some of the townsfolk had deserted the town center. Kogan pushed on, his belly bouncing as he moved with steady purpose. 

The moment they made their way onto West Street, Kogan began bellowing loudly. 

“Everyone! Everyone! To the Shouting Troll! I have an announcement!” 

Townsfolk gathered on West Street turned to the approaching orc and dragonkin. Windows opened and heads poked out from several buildings. Drayke stepped out of the Dragon’s Table. The blue and black scaled dragonkin smiled as Kogan pressed on, shouting at the top of his lungs. 

Bodies spilled out onto the street as Kogan led the way. Kavan walked behind the charging orc as a crowd moved to his side. 

Curious eyes glanced at him and the orc, wondering what the commotion was. 

Many townsfolk stepped out of the Blue Lantern, including Rujin. 

“To the Shouting Troll!” Kogan roared and laughed. 

Devilish Delights stood by the Blue Lantern. Lorta, Zellee, and Nolla stepped out. Lorta was holding a bag of pastries when she

smiled at Kogan and Kavan. The dragonkin shrugged as he followed Mayor Sunaxe to the Shouting Troll Tavern. 

The front door opened as Kogan stepped in. Kavan stepped inside and was greeted by warmth and many faces within. Half the town was inside the crowded tavern. Conversations stopped as heads and upper bodies turned to the front. Shegga, Ammi, Tezzi, Oaks, Durzol, Raine, and Misty were already there. They lifted their drinks to the mayor and lord as they stepped further in. 

The crowd that followed spilled in. Nolla and Rujin were the last to step in as the tavern was crowded with bodies. A murmur rose up, everyone gathered curious to what the older orc had to say. 

Kogan grabbed a chair by the hearth and set it down. He lifted one boot onto it and stood up. The large orc tittered until a few patrons rushed to his side and held him steady. Once he gained his balance, he lifted his strong arms up and smiled. 

A hush fell over the crowd as all eyes and ears were aimed at the large orc. Kavan stood by the bar, the drink already starting to relax his spirit. 

“Gentle people of Moonvale! It is with grand enthusiasm I make an important announcement for our little town. Lord Kavan Cynder has given his bonding gifts to Lorta Ironheart, Dura Sunaxe, Nava Seadream, Zellee Orb, and Onka Treeclimber! He has asked these five women to become his ladies, to rule and love at his side, and they have accepted!” Kogan shouted. 

A boisterous and deafening cheer filled the tavern. Cups were held high as shouts, screams and cheers vibrated through the packed establishment. 

Kavan smiled as hands clapped on his shoulders. Drinks were shoved in his face and hands, eager for him to partake. Kazko was behind the bar, shouting and shooing the excited crowd as he pulled out a tall glass and plucked one of his finest spirits from the wall. He poured until the glass was nearly overflowing and pushed it to Kavan’s hand. 

The dragonkin took the tall glass, lifted it up and started guzzling it down. The crowd watched as the dragonkin gulped down the tall glass of spirits until the last drop splashed on his tongue. He slammed the glass down on the bar and the crowd let out another deafening cheer. 

 Gained a degree in Social Skill! Social Skill is now 7th degree, Experienced. 

Kogan waved his hands and the crowd quieted down. 

“As discussed, the bonding ceremony will be held on the 1st of spring. It will take place in the town center and all are invited! Bring your finest gifts as we make it official! The lord and ladies of Moonvale will bind their love for all to witness!” 

Kogan smirked as he looked over the crowd to the red dragonkin. “Since this is a momentaneous occasion, let the celebration continue! Drinks are on the Sunaxe account!” 

Roars and cheers filled the tavern once again. Kavan swayed as he looked at the empty glass and wondered why he drank it all at once. 

Ammi moved behind the bar and to Kazko’s side. The troll and dryad began pouring drinks as everyone continued to cheer. 

Kogan was helped down off the chair. 

Drinks were put on the bar before the red dragonkin. Kavan looked down on them, caught in the moment. He picked up one and began to drink. The murmur of the excited crowd flowed, as did the drinks. 

Durzol, Kogan, and Drayke moved to Kavan’s side. The four men held up their drinks and drank deeply. 

Drayke smiled as he looked at Kavan. “To the Lord of Moonvale! 

May his reign be long, his bed warm, and his cock strong enough to handle five beautiful women!” 

“AYE!'' The crowd cheered at Drayke’s words. 

The celebratory excitement stormed on as Kavan continued to drink. Thoughts shifted to the women he loved and his heart warmed. 


***

Several bodies shuffled out of the Shouting Troll and into the dark, cold street. Inside the tavern, a few lingering bodies remained, hunched over half empty mugs. Kazko and Ammi were behind the bar, trying to clean up. They had dazed expressions as they moved slowly to wipe down the bar counter. They missed many puddles as they could barely pay attention. 

At the back of the almost empty tavern, Kavan, Durzol, Kogan, Drayke, and Oaks sat. The five of them were sitting around a table, barely able to keep their heads up. Kavan’s eyes slowly opened and closed, the spirits in his stomach still speaking to him with drunken flair. Durzol’s head was forward and eyes closed. Kogan swayed in his seat, staring at nothing. Drayke picked up his drink, brought it close to his snout, held it for a moment and put it down, without taking a drink. The goblin, Oaks, was breathing hard like he had run several miles. 

“Love you guys,” Durzol said with a drunken whisper, his eyes still closed. 

“Love you too,” Kavan said with a sheepish gaze as he tried to stay sitting upright. 

The celebration lasted for most of the day and well into the night. 

The crowd had stayed for most of it, until they drank too much. Some left a few at a time, congratulating Kavan. As the hours passed, more of the townsfolk shuffled out to sleep off the impressive amount of drinking that took place. After sunset, the bar only had a small group of people as the celebration calmed down. 

Kogan burped before he leaned onto the table with his elbows and forearms. He stared at nothing as his lips began to move. 

“Kavan,” the older orc began. “You have to choose a Blood Brother to speak for you during the ceremony. Onka will have to choose a Blood Sister.” 

The older orc burped as his eyes glazed over, “I had a dream the other night you would have many children. Not… not five or six. I lost count after twenty… or was it thirty.” 

Durzol’s eyes fluttered a little as he lifted his head. “In orc culture… the more children you have… the greater your destiny.” 

Kavan parted his lips to speak when Oaks lifted his head and looked up with wide eyes. 

“I miss Hynrik. He was an amazing arachnix,” the goblin slurred. 

All eyes turned to the goblin as he swayed in his chair. 

The goblin slowly blinked. “I always had a place in my heart for him. He would never return it, but I could not deny my feelings.” 

Kavan blinked as he looked at the dazed goblin. Realization struck the dragonkin and he smiled. He reached over and clamped a hand on the goblin’s shoulder. 

“We all miss him. He was a true friend and protector,” Kavan said honestly. 

Oaks looked into Kavan’s eyes and nodded. He slipped off his chair and stood on short legs. He waved goodbye as he turned and made for the door. When he was gone, Kogan spoke up. 

“He always held a flame for Hynrik,” Kogan said as he struggled to breathe. 

Durzol looked over to Drayke and made a sloppy grin. “Soki, eh?” 

Drayke nodded as he tried to keep his head up. “Yep. It started at the end of autumn. I didn’t know until our first night how much I liked being squeezed.” 

Laughter erupted at the table. 

“Soki is amazing and beautiful. We’re happy for you,” Kavan smiled. 

Drayke nodded and lifted his cup to the red dragonkin. “The many women you are marrying are amazing and beautiful.” 

“What does marry mean?” Durzol asked with a confused look. 

“It’s a dragonkin thing. You wouldn’t understand,” Drayke winked at the orc. 

Durzol blinked before he let out a loud laugh and punched Drayke on the shoulder. The force of the blow was enough to send the blue dragonkin falling back and crashing onto the floor. Drayke, and everyone at the table, started belly laughing. 

Rujin and Nolla approached. The troll and succubus moved to Kavan. 

“Congratulations,” Rujin said with a drunken smile. 

“Truly, from both of us,” Nolla said as she bent down and kissed Kavan’s cheek. 

Durzol helped Drayke back up. The orc and dragonkin continued to laugh as they tried to pick up the chair and, confusingly, give directions on how a chair is supposed to stand. 

“Thank you,” Kavan said with a slight slur. 

Rujin put his arm around Nolla. The couple supported each other as they left the tavern. 

“I wish my Delia was here to witness our daughter’s bonding,” 

Kogan sniffed. 

Durzol looked over to his father with understanding eyes. He stood up and clamped a hand on his father’s shoulder. 

“Da, let’s go home,” Durzol said. 

Kogan nodded and tried to stand up. The younger Sunaxe helped his father to his feet. 

Kogan turned and looked at Kavan. “I’m very proud. Proud of you. Proud of Dura. Proud of Durzol. I’m proud of everyone in Moonvale. We have emerged from a terrible darkness and I only see warm light in our futures.” 

The older orc gave a genuine smile as he looked down on Kavan. “Goodnight, my son.” 

“Good night, Da,” Kavan smiled through the drunken haze. 

Kogan’s smile grew as Durzol helped him walk toward the front door. 

Drayke was next to stand up and he swayed on his feet. “I should be leaving as well. But before I go, are you going to tell me about your secret project you and Durzol have been working on?” 

Kavan blinked. “I wanted to wait until it was working properly.” 

Drayke nodded. “I want to be there when you test it. From what I’ve determined, you found a way to cheat destiny and I want to know every delicious morsel. I’ll be around. Get home safe.” 

Kavan watched the blue and black scaled dragonkin stumbled for the front door. 

Kavan sat by himself for a moment. His thumb touched his new ring and he felt Onka’s pulse push against it. The red dragonkin smiled to himself before he stood up. He waved to Kazko and Ammi as he walked toward the door. The troll and dryad gave him weak smiles and a simple wave, exhaustion etched into their faces. 

Kavan stumbled out of the Shouting Troll and made his way to the town center. 

Time came in weird twists and turns. He put one boot in front of the other until he arrived home. He stepped to the front door and fumbled for his key. The door opened and heat billowed out. 

Kavan stepped into his home as Lorta held the door. The living room was crowded with everyone he held dear. Onka was on the couch, hands on her belly. Zellee was by the couch, her legs curled

under her. Dura and Nava sat with drinks in their hands next to Onka. The taurs were laying by the hearth. 

“Had a good time?” Onka asked with a warm smile. 

“It was good, but being home is better,” Kavan said and swayed forward. 

Lorta reached out and grabbed the falling dragonkin. Kavan’s eyes were closed as she took off his satchel and coat. She then lifted him up and slung him over her shoulder. 

“What should I do with him?” Lorta asked Onka. 

The pregnant goblin gave Lorta a wicked grin. “Undress him and put him to bed. His regeneration should clear out the spirits soon and he will be up in an hour.” 

“The celebration is far from over,” Onka said with a hungry gleam in her eyes. 

Seventeen

Three days had passed since the announcement and celebration. Kavan and Onka held each other as they laid in bed. 

The dragonkin’s arms surrounded the goblin as she snuggled to his chest. Onka’s belly was between them, and only made the moment deeply intimate. The couple had been in bed together for a short time. The faint murmur of voices downstairs barely registered to the couple as the rest of the family prepared the morning meal. 

Kavan closed his eyes as he basked in Onka’s warmth. It soothed his nerves as he held her close. 

Onka snuggled as close as she could, lost to the dragonkin’s scent. It curled along her soul like a familiar song. Her eyes fluttered when there was a small kick in her belly. 

“Did you feel that?” Onka whispered. 

“I did,” Kavan said without opening his eyes. 

Onka ran a finger along Kavan’s strong chest. “Oaks is almost finished with the cradle. We should have it in a day or two.” 

Kavan opened his eyes slightly. “That’s good.” 

A comfortable silence flowed for a moment as the couple remained in a dreamy state. 

“I have an idea for a name,” Kavan said simply. 

Onka pulled her head back. Kavan tilted his head. The couple looked into each other’s eyes. 

Kavan continued, “It may sound a little strange, considering I am from another world, but I have always liked a certain name. I never thought I would have a child, but now, it seems to fit, since we are having a son.” 

“My love, I want to hear it,” the goblin smiled and slowly blinked. 

Kavan gave a small nod. “Where I come from, there was a book series called the Chronicles of Narnia. I loved the series and read it several times. There was a noble and heroic character who always stuck out to me. He was someone I wanted to aspire to, to do good, be honorable, and lead the good fight. 

“The character’s name is Caspian, spelt with a C. I thought it might make a good name, if we change the C to a K.” 

Onka stared at Kavan as a small smile bloomed. “Kaspian. It sounds like a wonderful name. It doesn’t matter where you heard it in your life, if it has a special meaning to you, then it has a special meaning to me.” 

Kavan blinked. “You really like it?” 

Onka nodded. “I do. I wish to give our son a middle name if we use Kaspian as his first name.” 

“What do you have in mind?” Kavan asked. 

Onka’s smile took on a wicked edge. “Hex.” 

Kavan stared at the beautiful, plump goblin. “Kaspian Hex Cynder. It sounds like a wonderful name.” 

Onka snuggled close. “I love that you didn’t question it. You know, just as I know, the implications of such a middle name. We could only speak it within our family, until it is safe to speak it to others.” 

Onka closed her eyes and let out a small exhale, the air touching Kavan’s bare chest. “After we are bonded, most of our family has chosen to keep their family names, to help avoid confusion, but I wanted to tell you, I will be taking your last name. Lady Cynder has a nice sound to it.” 

“I’m honored,” Kavan said as he held her close. 

Onka kept her eyes closed as a decision was made along her spirit. 

“Kavan, my love, I glimpsed the future,” Onka whispered. 

Kavan’s eyes opened a little wider as his heart began to beat like a drum. Onka touched his chest, her warm palm over his heart. The simple touch eased the dragonkin’s pulse and his eyes half closed. 

“I know your inner demons and monsters,” Onka said softly. “I know you only let them out sometimes, but keep them under tight control. On Voldor, we are all monsters, but some are more monstrous than others. The ability to control a monster is what separates us from ferals and beasts that prowl many worlds. 

“There will be a time, where your inner monsters will roar for blood. I must ask you, let them loose. Let them rage. Let them be free. It will change destiny, our destiny.” 

“What did you see?” Kavan asked with an even tone. 

Onka’s lip wrinkled, “I cannot say, but you will know when it happens.” 

“Hex…” Kavan began and was cut off. 

“Please, do not say my true name. It brings that part of me closer and I will not risk our son’s life at any cost. He is nearly fully formed and getting bigger. I feel every part of him coming together. He knows our voices. He knows our souls. I want him to have a normal life, even if we live in uncertain times.” 

“He will,” Kavan said with a soothing edge. 

Onka’s closed eyes trembled. “Lorta and Dura wish to have your child as well. We’ve spoken at length about it. Despite our intimate time together, they haven’t received the spark of life yet.” 

Kavan’s hand touched Onka’s belly and a kick greeted him. 

“I think I have a way to change that,” Kavan said and explained what he learned from Hagasa and his new shape shifting ability. 

Onka’s eyes stopped trembling and she smiled into the dragonkin’s chest. “When will you tell them?” 

“After the bonding ceremony. With Kaspian on the way and the bonding ceremony in two weeks, I think we should focus on all of us

before our family grows bigger.” 

Onka nodded. “I agree. It will be lovely when Kaspian has younger brothers and sisters.” 

The goblin pulled her head back and stretched her arm. “When will you invite Hagasa to join our family?” 

Kavan blinked and a smile formed. “Why do you think that?” 

Onka grinned. “She has been a gem. She’s visited us when you’ve been away. She has helped with advice for foods to eat to ensure a healthy child. She has touched my belly and I can see the love in her eyes. She remembers what it means to be a new mother, even if she hasn’t said anything outright. 

“Best of all, when she hears your name, a gleam fills her eyes. 

She may be a dragonkin in goblin form, but, despite her appearance, her heart glows for you. It glows for us.” 

“I don’t know,” Kavan said truthfully. “Maybe, when we have a moment’s peace, we can discuss it.” 

“Those moments of peace are small. Choose wisely before the wait sours,” Onka said with sage advice. 

Kavan smirked. “I will, but today will be a busy one. Durzol and Drayke are coming over in a few hours to test the arcane pistol. 

Brom and Durzol did an amazing job helping me put it together. With this kind of weapon, we may be able to change the tide against the dragon gods and their followers.” 

Onka nodded. “We better get up and eat. I want you to have a full stomach before changing the world.” 

Kavan gave a small nod before his slitted gaze lingered on the plump, goblin. 

Onka smiled as she knew that look. “Now? You still find me beautiful with this large belly?” 

“Yes, and don’t forget your large breasts. They have been extra fun,” Kavan winked. 

Onka gave the dragonkin a shy smile. “Okay, just take me from behind. It’s hard to move when I’m top and I don’t want your weight on my belly.” 

Kavan nodded. “As you wish.” 

Onka let her hand slide down Kavan’s chest and to his waist. 

“But first, I need to suck on something and I know just what I want.” 

When Onka’s hand touched Kavan’s rock hard member, she gently scooted down as he laid on his side. 

Kavan looked down with loving eyes as her lips wrapped around his member. 

 It’s good to be the king. 

 ***

Kavan, Durzol, Lorta, Nava, and Drayke stood in Kavan’s basement study. The four looked down on the main table, seeing a metal pistol, covered in arcane runes. Next to it, six spell shells stood up in a neat row. Next to the shells, an odd machine with a lever stood. Beside it, were several arcane attachments and a small pile of mana crystals. 

“We can’t test it down here,” Drayke stated. 

Everyone nodded. 

“I will arm the pistol and take it outside,” Kavan said before looking at his friends. “There is a chance it may blow up. Considering the different kinds of enchantments involved, it may take my hand or my whole arm. 

“During the first test, I will harden my body and summon my dragon armor. It should provide enough protection if anything goes wrong.” 

“Good idea. You should totally do that,” Drayke smirked. 

Durzol shot Drayke a glance. “I thought you wanted to be involved?” 

Drayke gave a dry chuckle. “I am involved. I am providing valuable insight and advice.” 

“It sounds like you're just here to watch from a safe distance,” 

Lorta said and elbowed the dragonkin. 

Drayke stumbled a foot and turned to the tall troll, his hand touching his own chest in faux outrage. 

“How dare you assume I care about my own skin more than our dear Lord of Moonvale.” 

“Show your loyalty by testing the weapon,” Lorta said with a wicked smirk. 

Drayke’s eyes half-closed. “I liked you more when you were shy.” 

“We all change,” Lorta said before glancing at Kavan, “And we all grow.” 

Kavan smiled at the beautiful troll before reaching down and picking up the pistol. He opened the chamber and looked it over, inspecting the protective arcane runes within. 

“I will never ask anyone to do anything I would not do myself,” 

Kavan said as he picked up the six spell rounds. 

Drayke, Nava, Lorta, and Durzol took a step back as the first shell slid in. 

Kavan glanced at them as he slid in the second shell, “What happened to brave loyalty?” 

“We are brave and loyal, but we’re not stupid,” Durzol said and let out a loud laugh. 

Everyone chuckled and smiled as Kavan finished putting the last shells into the pistol. Kavan closed it shut and held the weighted weapon in his hand. 

The dragonkin marveled at the intricate work. He, Durzol, and Brom spent most of the winter building the prototype. There were some frustrating times, but they managed to pull it all together to

something that could change the very tide of the conflict across Voldor. 

“Let’s get outside,” Kavan said as he pointed the pistol down by his leg and kept his finger against the side of the gun instead of on the trigger. 

The red dragonkin led the way and everyone else followed. They made their way upstairs and onto the main floor. When they entered the living room, everyone looked up at Kavan before their gazes fell on the odd weapon in his hand. Onka, Dura, Zellee and the taurs didn’t blink as they looked at the silver weapon. 

“Testing this outside. No one comes out until after we’re finished,” Kavan stated. 

Heads nodded as the rest of Kavan’s test group put on their coats. Kavan didn’t put on his coat as he opened the door and stepped outside. 

The sky was gray and snow covered the world. Steam blasted out from Kavan’s nostrils as he stepped off the porch and onto the deep snow. It reached his thighs as he pushed through, walking further away from the house. The small group followed the dragonkin as he pushed on. 

Kavan continued to walk through the snow-covered field by the house. He glanced over to the side, seeing the rocky bottom floor and many wooden support pillars. The mansion was falling behind schedule, but the snow and events over the winter were too big to ignore. Kavan guessed it would take well into the spring before the mansion was finished. With his son on the way, the dragonkin was determined to finish it sooner rather than later. 

Kavan stepped past the frozen pond on his property. The small group followed. When the red dragonkin reached the edge of his property, where many trees stood, he slowed to a stop. He eyed the thicket of trees and picked a big, strong one. Stumps stood along the edge where he and Lorta felled trees for the new home. It was now going to be his new testing area. 

The group stayed a healthy distance back. Curtains were pulled aside from the side of the house. Everyone in the house looked out with wide eyes. 

Kavan channeled 7 drops of mana into his body sphere. 
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Mana surged as he whispered the spell to harden his skin. Once the effect was firmly in place, Kavan summoned his dragon armor. 

Spines stabbed out along his body. Hard scales fanned out and flattened. Armor crawled along his head, giving his head a greater draconian appearance. 

“We believe in you,” Drayke said and took a long step back. 

Chuckles filled the area as Durzol, Lorta, and Nava shook their heads. 

Kavan simply nodded. He raised his right arm with the pistol in hand. The red dragonkin aimed it at the thick tree. He closed one eye and aimed it with his open eye. 

 Moment of truth. 

A spindly scaled finger curled over the trigger. Kavan let out a long exhale as he stared at the tree. Behind him, collective breaths were being held as everyone watched with unblinking eyes. 

The moment Kavan let the last exhale finish, he squeezed the trigger. 

The hammer cocked back with a rune symbol carved on it. It reached its apex in barely a blink before it snapped forward as the chamber rotated and a shell waited. The hammer struck the shell, a single spark rising up. Mana within the shell glowed before it blasted inside the barrel. The arcane symbol ignited the mana within as it

traveled the length of the barrel. When the mana emerged from the barrel it instantly changed into a blazing fireball. 

Kavan watched in stunned silence as a fireball bloomed from the end of the barrel. It grew to the size of a fist as it shot across the distance. All eyes watched the fireball streak over the snow. When it reached the thick trunk of the tree, it exploded into shards of fire. 

Smoke billowed up as Kavan stared. 

When the smoke began to clear, a black, burnt hole appeared. 

Kavan focused his gaze, seeing the hole was perfectly round and about eight inches deep. Strands of smoke rose up as embers cooled in the cold air. 

“It works!” Durzol said with a mighty shake of his fists. 

Before a cheer rose up, Kavan pulled the trigger in quick succession. The pistol clicked before a row of fireballs blasted out. 

They followed the same path of the first shell, striking and exploding. 

The entire tree shuddered as smoke and flames blasted at it. A terrible cracking could be heard as smoke billowed upwards. 

Everyone watched with wide eyes as the thick tree teetered. 

Loud cracks vibrated through the air before the tree tipped and crashed away from the dragonkin. 

Kavan looked down on the pistol and held it sideways. He channeled 3 drops of mana into his stone sphere and inspected the arcane weapon. 
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Kavan’s eyes glowed as he used mana to explore the pistol. He searched for cracks or damage, but there were none. The enchantment’s held. Despite some soot at the end of the pistol, it appeared the weapon could be reloaded and fired again. 

“It truly works,” Kavan said to himself before he shouted, “It truly works!” 

The group rushed to his side with cheers. From the windows of the house, arms went up and muffled cheers could be heard. 

Hands clamped on Kavan’s shoulders as Lorta stepped in and kissed him on his armored snout. Kavan smiled as he was surrounded by his friends, the pistol pointing down at his side. 

“It appears it is a success,” Drayke said with a wry lift of his boney eye ridge. 

Kavan nodded as everyone calmed down beside him. “I was worried about the first shot, but when it worked flawlessly, I had to see if the pistol could stay together after unloading the rest. It passed with flying banners. I could reload and fire off another six shots and I think it will be fine.” 

Durzol looked at the downed, smoking tree. “It blasted through the thickest part of the tree.” 

Kavan nodded. “Those were 4th degree fire rounds. I had to ensure they wouldn’t blow up the pistol. I can create attachments for the bullet press with higher degree rounds. We will have to test them out. I believe, as my enchantment skill grows, we can make stronger pistols and rifles. Anyone will be able to use magic for attack and defense.” 

“Voldor will change forever with this invention,” Drayke said. 

Heads nodded in agreement. 

“We will have to fine tune stronger rounds and finalize the process, but I think we can make more. We will need more raw materials if we want to mass produce such a weapon,” Kavan mentioned. 

“All in due time,” Drayke smiled. “Since we know it works, you dear Kavan, must focus on your coming child and bonding ceremony. I’m catering the event and we have a few short weeks before the blessed time arrives.” 

Kavan nodded before looking at Durzol. “We did it.” 

The orc grinned. “Yes, we did.” 

A small memory stabbed into Kavan’s mind and he smiled. 


“Durzol, with the bonding ceremony coming, I wanted to ask you to be my Blood Brother for the ceremony. Onka has asked Nolla to be her Blood Sister. The two of you will speak on our behalf during the ceremony.” 

Durzol’s eyes took on a deep warmth. “I would be honored, my brother.” 

Kavan stepped closer. The dragonkin and the orc embraced for a small moment before they pulled apart. 

Lorta and Nava looked upon the two with affectionate eyes. 

“Sentimental nonsense,” Drayke whispered as he turned away and smiled. 

Kavan called back his armor. Plates stood up and closed into spines. The spines retracted into his body, leaving small holes along his clothes. 

Drayke glanced at Kavan and his slightly ruined outfit. “I do have to learn how to summon that armor, but it will play havoc with my wardrobe.” 

Small chuckles filled the air before everyone turned around and started walking toward the house. 

Kavan led the way, walking at a steady pace as the excitement began to wear off and a chill crawled along his body. The mana making his skin tougher faded and disappeared. The group pushed on, but as they neared the house, all of them caught sight of a figure walking along the South Road to Kavan’s farm. 

Kavan moved the pistol behind his back and gave it a shake. 

Nava reached out with a webbed hand and took hold of it. She pulled it to her and hid it within her coat. 

The figure slowly came into view. A webbed green fin covered their head. Leather armor covered their body as they moved through the knee-deep snow. A bow was across their chest and a smile bloomed across their snout. 

“I’ll see what he wants and afterwards, meet everyone inside,” 

Kavan said in a low tone. 

“We should be at your side,” Lorta said in a hushed tone. 

Kavan shook his head. “If he was going to try something, he would have waited for all of you to leave. It seems he wants to talk and may not be as truthful with everyone standing around. Don’t worry. If anything happens, he knows all of you will come out.” 

Heads gave sheepish nods before bodies peeled away and walked toward the house. 

Kavan stepped to the front gate as Timmon slowly approached. 

The red dragonkin stood on his side of the gate and made no attempt to open it. Timmon walked up to the gate with a pleasant smile. 

“Greetings, Lord Cynder,” Timmon said with flair. 

“Greetings, Timmon. What brings you by on this cold winter’s day?” Kavan asked. 

The green dragonkin walked up to the gate and stood on the side opposite of Kavan. He made no move to open the gate and simply stood like a friendly neighbor passing by. 

“I heard the news about the bonding ceremony and had to offer my congratulations. I was off hunting when the news broke and missed the initial celebration. Since you and your town have been very hospitable with allowing me to stay for the winter, I thought it would be rude if I didn’t stop by and say something.” 

Kavan bowed his head slightly. “Thank you, Timmon. It is appreciated.” 

Timmon nodded. “Congratulating you is not the only reason I’m here. The whole town can’t stop talking about the ceremony on the first of spring. Since you have been so kind and generous, I wanted to offer something that cannot be crafted or bought with gold. 

“The hunting this season has been incredible. I have many dregger pelts, ready to bring to several towns and kingdoms. They will line my pockets with gold well into the next winter hunting season. But since I may not be this way in a very long time and your bonding ceremony is approaching, I thought I’d share what I’ve seen and, perhaps, help acquire a unique gift for your family.” 

Kavan eyed the green dragonkin as he listened. 

Timmon continued, “As you know, dreggers develop a furry brown or black pelt for the winter. But there is always a small chance, per winter, a dregger may develop a white pelt. They are elusive as they blend in perfectly with their background and extremely rare. 

“I have spotted and hunted such a rare dregger for the last two weeks. It has escaped me several times. Since you know the woods and forests here, I wanted to ask you to accompany me on a hunt. I believe I know where the white dregger may roam and if we can track it and kill it, it’s pelt would be a bonding gift for one of your lovely betrotheds. Its pelt would bring in a fortune in gold, but I thought it would show how much it means to me that you’ve allowed me to hunt in your lands.” 

Kavan kept his gaze on the green dragonkin. 

 He appears genuine, but I’ve had this dance before. The paladins that came to Moonvale came under the guise of helping and innocence when one of their own turned on them and tried to drag me and Drayke back to the spire kingdoms. 

 When the Bloodcoins sent their captain to escort us back to Loduss so they could spring their trap, they came off as polite and welcoming. 

 Voldor is changing, but the old ways of deceit still remain. 

 Timmon wants me to come on a hunting trip, where I’m sure he will spring some kind of trap or try to gain any information he can. I could deny him and simply watch him leave when spring arrives. 

 Viz spoke up, “Then we would not know what he knows. I hate to say this Kavan, but he may have information we need. If he is simply a hunter, then there is no harm done. But if he is working for the Spire Kingdoms and is a spy, he may have information on us he will speak to his confidants. He knows Shella and Brom are here. He has remained out of sight for nearly all of the time here in Moonvale. We may never have another chance to turn the tables against our enemies.” 

Timmon nodded. “I sense your hesitation. If I were in your boots, I would be very suspicious of anyone offering to help, but you know our laws among the dragonkin. You have carved out a wonderful community here on the edge and I, in no way, wish to disturb it. I seek no greater power or wish harm. 

“Since the end of the celestial war, the dragon gods had decreed no dragonkin may purposely kill another dragonkin. We are all brothers and sisters on Voldor. Our ancestors are gods of this realm. 

With conquest, there is always a suspicion of others that may try to take what you have rightfully conquered. Despite the talk and fierce debate in the Spire Kingdoms, you have become a hero to many of our people.” 

Timmon bowed deeply. “I wish you no harm, Lord Cynder. I am not a spy for any kingdoms. I am truly a hunter and following what speaks to my spirit. I wish to hunt with you so we may find and kill the rare white dregger. I wish to present it as a gift to your coming bonding ceremony. 

“If you do not wish to hunt together, I will respect your decision, without taking offense in any way. When the snow melts, I will be on my way. If you banish me from Moonvale, I will never return, out of respect for all you have earned.” 

Kavan looked down on the green dragonkin for a breath. 

“Timmon, swear to me you are not a spy. Swear to me you only wish to hunt together.” 

The green dragonkin stood up to his full height and nodded. “I swear it on my soul.” 

Shadows touched Kavan’s slitted eyes as he gave a simple nod. 

“I will join you on this hunt. When do you wish to proceed?” 

Timmon smiled wider. “It brings great happiness to my heart that you have agreed. We can meet before sunrise tomorrow, by the quarry. I have something to show you before we track the elusive beast.” 

The shadows pulled back from Kavan’s eyes and he smiled. “I will be there.” 

“This is truly a splendid moment. I believe we will find the beast, slay it, and prepare its pelt for your ceremony. I will no longer take any more of your precious time. Today, we will rest and tomorrow, we will go on a grand hunt.” 

The two dragonkin bowed to each other. When they stood up, Timmon stepped away while waving at Kavan. The red dragonkin watched as the green one turned and marched back to Moonvale. 

Kavan turned away and walked toward the house. Curtains fluttered back into place as he approached. When he stepped inside, everyone was standing with attentive eyes. 

“Timmon wants to go on a hunt with me,” Kavan started before telling him the rest of the conversation. 

When Kavan was finished, the living room was quiet. 

“This is a trap,” Drayke, Lorta, Durzol, Nava, Dura and Onka said at the same time. 

Kavan nodded. “Maybe. But we may be able to learn more about why he is here and what he knows. Be that as it may, I have a plan.” 

Kavan reached over to the side of the door and picked up his mithril bladed spear. He held it before him as he looked it over. 

“Let’s get downstairs and discuss it. Afterwards, I have something I have to work on. I’ve spent a lot of time enchanting items, but didn’t enchant my spear. I think it’s time to make it stronger. Don’t want to walk into a trap unprepared,” Kavan smirked. 

Everyone nodded in agreement before Kavan began speaking of his fledgling plan. 

Eighteen

A red dragonkin stood on the edge of a small cliff. Deep snow reached his knees as a dark gray sky filled the heavens from horizon to horizon. The air was still, so still, a pulse touched the dragonkin’s senses. His heart beat steady and firm as his mind wandered. 

Kavan continued to stand with the trees behind him. He looked down upon the quarry floor. White, powdery snow covered the edges of the quarry. Toward the mine entrance, a partially collapsed skull worm skeleton remained. Half of its boney remains were still in the mine. The rest was out in the open, white bones nearly blending in with the surrounding snow. 

Kavan’s slitted eyes ran along the remains. When he reached the oversized skull head, he stared down at a dregger as it sniffed around. The burly creature was large, reminding Kavan of a grizzly bear from Earth, but with a crocodile’s head and snout. The dregger shuffled along, looking for anything to scavenge. The crocodilian head moved from side to side as it shuffled around the immense skull and moved to several bones. Black fur covered most of the dregger’s body, except for its head and long snout. It used its snout to move bones aside, searching for any morsels of meat that may be left. 

Memories crashed on the shores of Kavan’s mind. A moment played out, fighting a dregger at the beach and nearly having his own head taken off by the powerfully strong creature. Another memory slid in of him fighting three of them when they came charging toward Moonvale, fleeing for their lives as xykks hunted them. The first month on Voldor was exciting and dangerous. Kavan never lost respect for the wild dreggers. They were animals and didn’t know any better. Despite their attempts to kill him, they were simply trying to survive. 

The dragonkin remained still as he watched the dregger grab a large bone. It held it under two clawed paws before biting at the

center of it. Bone shattered in the dregger’s powerful mouth before the beast began licking at the tiny amounts of marrow still inside. It hunkered down, enjoying the small meal. 

Kavan took his gaze off the dregger and glanced over his shoulder to the mithril spearhead sticking out past his shoulder. The white metal was not so white anymore. A crimson line ran through it and connected to a small set of arcane runes. It sparked a recent memory as Kavan’s gaze shifted back to the feeding dregger. 

The memory unfolded like a flower in his mind, standing in his study with his spear on the table. Just below it, his starstone scribe tool lay, with his enchantment book open and open scrolls beside it, notes written in his own hand. The dragonkin contemplated what enchantments he could add to it. His first thought was adding his most powerful mana spheres to the weapon he had grown fond of, but decided against it. He already had a powerful fire sphere and dragon fire at his disposal. He thought it over and knew he had to take things in a different direction. The arcane pistol was just the first weapon he would add to his arsenal, but it didn’t mean normal weapons would no longer be used. Despite the range and power, they suffered from limited ammunition. Medieval weapons would still be used and the dragonkin was going to remain prepared. 

The dragonkin sat down at the table, glanced at his notes and began carving into his cherished weapon. The first enchantment was from the mind sphere. Kavan worked meticulously, ensuring every line and carving was perfect. When he was finished with the first one, he moved to the mithril blade and began carving into the side of it. He accessed the body sphere and followed the same path, carving it perfectly to his design. Small thoughts snuck in, knowing the enchantments were permanent. He would be unable to upgrade it as he grew stronger. One day, he would have to discard the weapon to make a stronger one, but his current spear would always have a place on the mantle of his home, over the hearth. It would spark stories he could tell his son and children as they grew older. 

Kavan smiled warmly to himself as he finished his designs. 

Picking up the spear, he looked over his handiwork with deep pride. 

The shaft held an enchantment that would create four illusions of himself, to confuse his enemies. The enchantment allowed him to use it one to four times, depending on how many illusions were created. It would reset after a night, or twelve hours as Kavan figured out. 

The second enchantment was a little more insidious. Normal dragonkin regeneration worked when a dragonkin remained still or moved little. Body sphere regeneration helped offset healing during a battle, but Kavan took it a step further. With a 6th degree body sphere enchantment, when the mithril blade drew blood, it would trigger regeneration for anyone holding the spear. The taste of blood was needed to give the weapon balance. From Kavan’s small tests with jewels and stones, enchantment burnout often happened when the item consumed itself. With the spearhead tasting the blood of another, it would transfer that blood into regeneration, healing the wielder as they fought on, ensuring the spear would not burn to dust upon use. 

The enchantments on the mithril spear changed the dynamic of Kavan’s fighting style, adding a key element to make sure he could fight longer and be tougher than his enemies, which considering what was on the horizon, were many. 

Memories fell away like dying leaves as Kavan returned to the present. He blinked and looked down at the dregger. Its snout was turned to him, reptilian eyes staring directly at him. Dragonkin and dregger were perfectly still for a long moment. The dregger was first to break eye contact as it shuffled away, in search of another bone to break. 

“Magnificent creatures,” a voice floated up from the tree line behind the red dragonkin. 

Kavan turned to see Timmon stepping out of the woods with a small smile across his snout. The green dragonkin was dressed in

his brown leathers. Odd branches were sheathed along a thigh strap. A wood bow with arcane carvings was over his shoulder. 

Timmon eyed the red dragonkin, seeing the light leather armor underneath a long coat. A spearhead stabbed out from past a shoulder as a leather strap crossed his strong chest and led to a satchel at his hip. 

Kavan nodded. 

Timmon moved to Kavan’s side and looked down at the dregger as it grabbed another large bone and cracked it. 

“I wanted to meet here to tell you what I know about our quarry, not about the current quarry in the quarry,” Timmon chuckled. 

Kavan’s expression remained blank. 

Timmon glanced at the red dragonkin and shook his head. 

“Tough audience.” 

Kavan waited patiently. 

Timmon shrugged and continued, “After you killed the skull worm and I came back later to retrieve my staff, I was pleased to see two dozen dreggers in the quarry, feasting on the remains. It wouldn’t have been sporting to start attacking them and I deeply respect the balance in nature. The beasts wanted to feed and who was I to go down there and start slaughtering them? I’m a hunter, not a butcher. 

“For a time, I simply watched them, until I noticed a white dregger make its way down to the rest. It was much bigger and clearly stronger. Many of the dreggers moved aside to let the white one take a large portion of meat and begin eating. 

“After a time, and a full stomach, the white one left the quarry and I followed it. I noticed it was different from the other dreggers, aside from its white shaggy fur. I followed its tracks and saw that one of its paws had a small swirl in the imprints it left. I was elated, knowing I could hunt this dregger easily, but after a few days and some nights, the falling snow quickly covered its tracks and I lost it several times. 

“I know it's deep within the Dark Wild Forest to the west of your farm. I located a few nests and caves within. There are a few other creatures that lurk in that forest that don’t like to be bothered. We should be fine traveling through to hunt our quarry.” 

Timmon glanced at Kavan's spear, “I don’t see a bow, so it’s safe to assume you will be using your spear for the hunt.” 

“It is my favored weapon of choice,” Kavan stated. 

Timmon nodded. “We will have to move very close. Should we find the beast, I can wound it with my bow, long enough for you to go in for the kill.” 

“Sounds like a plan,” Kavan said plainly. 

Timmon eyed the dragonkin and gave a friendly smile. “Lord Cynder, I still sense a mistrust.” 

“Does that bother you?” Kavan asked. 

Timmon’s smile grew a little wider. “Not truly. It will keep us both on our toes as we hunt. But mark my words, after today, we will be much closer than we are now. Hunting is an ancient skill which brought many spirits together for a common goal. We will skin the dregger and feast on their body, as our ancient ancestors did when the world was new and all of our peoples were nothing more than children in the dark.” 

Kavan gave a single nod. “If that is our destiny, then let’s begin our hunt properly. Please, call me by my first name. A budding relationship should be free of regal titles. We are both hunters and should be on the same scroll.” 

Timmon nodded. “I will and thank you, Kavan.” 

The green dragonkin turned toward the woods behind them. 

“Let’s start our hunt. I have a good feeling luck will be on our side this day.” 

Timmon led the way and Kavan followed. 

 Viz, be sure to connect to my senses. If you discover anything slightly off, don’t hesitate to notify me. 

 “Of course,” Viz said across his mind. 

The early morning chill caressed their exposed faces as the two dragonkin moved through the woods. They passed the outside of the town of Moonvale, before proceeding into the Dark Wild Forest. 

Kavan noted their direction, passing the south road and entering the forest. To his right, through the trees and in the small distance, he caught sight of the Moonvale Cemetery before it slowly faded from view. 

Timmon continued to lead the way as Kavan hung back about eight feet. A scaled hand moved to his own belt, covered by his coat. 

He touched his starstone dagger sheathed at his hip. Memories poured along his thoughts, Kavan and Durzol working on the three starstone daggers. Durzol prepared his large forge, placing the chunk of starstone in a thick metal bucket. The forge was lit as the bucket was placed on a hook in the forge. Kavan brought his dragon fire, blasting into the forge with special heating stones. 

At first, the starstone didn’t melt, but with a small moment of time, it began to sink down as the dragonkin heated the bucket until it was white hot. Afterwards, dragonkin and orc poured the molten starstone into molds. When the molds were broken, the two friends picked up hammers and began working on further defining the daggers. 

 Gained a degree in Metal Smithing. Metal Smithing is now 8th degree, Expert. 

Kavan was proud he managed to bring his skill up another degree, making it the second strongest skill he had, next to his combat skill. 

“We are getting closer to the nesting areas. We will go around them and travel up the coast,” Timmon said in a low tone over his shoulder. 

Kavan woke from his memories and called up his stats. 

Kavan Cynder

Species: Dragonkin

Health: Normal

Mana: 31

Gold: 3,722



Attributes

Strength: 7

Intelligence: 6

Dexterity: 7

Constitution: 8

Willpower: 7



Natural Abilities

Claws

Regeneration

Dragon Scale Armor

Fire Spit

Breath Stream Attack

Shape Shifting



Mystic Abilities

Command Moonvale’s Xykks and Undead

Command Iron Golems (100)



Spheres

Fire: 7

Stone: 3

Body: 6

Life: 5

Dark: 1

Decay: 2

Mind: 4



Skills

Combat: 8

Tracking: 1

Farming: 5

Mining: 5

Social: 7

Fishing: 3

Wood Working: 7

Metal Smithing: 8

Enchantment Skill: 6

Jeweler Skill: 4

Cooking Skill: 3



The pair moved on as they were swallowed up by the forest. 

Kavan glanced around, taking in the naked, snow-covered trees. For the most part, the snow was not disturbed. The muffled crunch of their boots was the only thing that could be heard across the white landscape. Thick mist poured from the end of Timmon’s and Kavan’s snouts. The pair pressed on as they made their way deeper. 

“Do you worship any of the gods?” Timmon asked in a hushed tone over his shoulder. 

Kavan walked as soft as he could, ducking under a low, snow-covered branch. 

“I rarely have time for worship with my many duties,” Kavan said as truthfully as he could. 

Timmon nodded. “Dedicating one’s self to the gods is time consuming. It’s not enough to simply follow them. You have to follow their ways and creeds. 

“I tend to worship as I hunt, giving thanks on a good hunt and a good kill. Vildra, Goddess of the Hunt, has rewarded me with many successful hunts,” Timmon mentioned. 

The green dragonkin turned his head and looked to his right, “I do have to say, I am fascinated with your mysterious nature. Many of

our people worship one or many of the gods. You seem to be a new breed, focusing on conquest and protecting your town instead of achieving enlightenment.” 

Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he walked, “I have plenty of time to return to worship, but I would rather live in the moment for now.” 

Timmon nodded. “I heard that about you. You used to be a famous sculptor in the Spire Kingdoms. I have gazed on your sculptures and statutes many times. You have a gift, but I do understand when the gift no longer brings you joy and creations are like toxic ashes in your mouth.” 

“You know a lot about me,” Kavan said with a low tone. 

Timmon nodded. “When you move from kingdom to kingdom, town to town, you pick up on gossip. Many of the fledging races fear you, but some of them do admire you. There is much talk about reliving the old times. I would not doubt that many of the kingdoms are secretly creating alliances to ensure the crimson dragonkin will not conquer them and rape their women.” 

Kavan lifted a boney eye-ridge as Timmon looked back. 

The green dragonkin chuckled. “I knew when I first met you, you were not the barbaric kind. Rumor and speculation run rampant with the other races, but our people are above such small-minded desires. That is why many of our people are enjoying your story. You have given them a spark of something that has been missing for thousands of years.” 

Timmon smirked. “Do not think little of me for saying this, but I am truly honored you joined this hunt. I feel like I’m hunting with a celebrity. I do not wish to disappoint you for fear I may be looked upon as a lesser.” 

“Is that why you asked me to join you, not just for the hunt and the white dregger, but to have stories to tell of us?” 

Timmon gave a simple nod. “It sounds so childish, but who are we but a collection of stories. I must admit, I do enjoy visiting taverns

and telling of my adventures. I enjoy helping others join in, telling of their adventures to create a soup of experiences. It brings clarity to my soul.” 

The green dragonkin turned his head and lifted an open hand. 

Kavan stopped in his tracks. Timmon lowered his body and signaled with his hand. Kavan did the same, crouching down beside a tree. 

Timmon pointed and Kavan followed where his finger was pointing to. In the distance, a figure shambled through the woods. 

Kavan’s senses sharpened as he spotted an undead orc moving along the woods, away from them. When it vanished into the forest, Timmon slowly stood up, as did Kavan. 

“I have seen many undead moving through the forests around Moonvale. I assume your lich friend has them around to keep an eye on the territory.” 

Kavan was silent. 

“The lich, Brom, is famous across Voldor. It was wise to learn from him and become his apprentice. Do not concern yourself, I heard everything as I lay on the road when I arrived.” 

“Thank you for protecting Lorta. She is special to me,” Kavan said. 

Timmon nodded. “Everyone in Moonvale is special to you. I saw it in your eyes. As for the lich, many speak to you using the famous lich to grow your power. It is unthinkable for most of our people to do such a thing, but now, they see the wisdom in it. He has been on Voldor for over two thousand years and may carry secrets that would make the elders on the council blush. Their hubris gets the better of them.” 

Kavan’s eyes stared at the green dragonkin as they walked, 

“You mentioned that you don’t spend a lot of time in the Spire Kingdoms, but you seem to know a lot of what they speak upon.” 

“It’s rumor and hearsay, nothing more. If I was truly a spy for them, I wouldn’t be speaking so much and let you do all the talking. I

actually like talking to you. Hunting is a grand experience, but can be lonely at times.” 

“This isn’t some elaborate ruse to lure me out and slay me,” 

Kavan said with sharpened senses. 

Timmon stopped in his tracks. The green dragonkin turned and chuckled. He covered his snout and closed his eyes, as if he was afraid his laughter would spook every creature in the forest. 

Kavan watched the life dragon as he slowly calmed down. When he pulled his hand from his snout, a wide, toothy smile appeared. 

“Kavan, why would I slay the most interesting dragonkin in all of Voldor? To put it simply, I wouldn’t dare such a thing. You have armed yourself with a weapon with new enchantments. You have been silent and withdrawn, your suspicions plain as the sun. If I were to return to Moonvale without you, everyone in town would try to kill me. They love you so much, they would hunt for me. No, I am not simple or rude enough to take such a laughable action. It is so far removed from who I am, I cannot help but want to laugh more.” 

Kavan’s sharp eyes relaxed. He tilted his head forward and looked down. “It’s good to know. As you may have heard, paladins came to Moonvale to capture me and Drayke to take us back to the Spire Kingdoms. After that, the rulers of Loduss lured us to their kingdom under the guise of friendship and quickly sprung their trap, trying to slay my people and imprison me. You can understand why I am cautious.” 

Timmon nodded. “I do. I truly do. Conquest can be difficult. If it wasn’t, everyone would do it. No, you and Drayke have started a path that many wish to follow. Our people don’t care if you burn half of Voldor to the ground and enslave the population. As long as dragonkin law is followed, there will be peace between your actions and our people. Slay, rape, deceive, slaughter any or all the fledging races, it matters not. That is what they are here for. They are the livestock and peons to our people. They live to serve us and we may do as we wish, but you already know this, don’t you?” 

Kavan gave a grave nod. 

Timmon sighed. “It’s refreshing to speak plainly. You wouldn’t be the first dragonkin to form attachments with the fledgling races and you certainly won’t be the last. Moonvale is special to you and by proxy, it is special to me.” 

Timmon looked up to the gray sky with wondrous eyes. “Let us continue with the hunt. The day is getting shorter. If we are victorious, I’ll buy at the Shouting Troll. They serve delicious drinks.” 

Kavan nodded as shadows covered his eyes. 

Timmon turned and walked ahead as a chilly breeze passed through the trees. 


***

The sun sank lower to the horizon, behind the cloudy sky. The grayness darkened as a chill grew with the approaching evening. 

Kavan stepped along the snow, spear in hand and fully extended. About fifty feet ahead of him, Timmon walked silently and low, his bow in his hand and arrow notched. 

For most of the day, the two dragonkin moved slowly through the forest. They encountered tracks and kept hidden. Despite many hours, the pair didn’t travel more than several miles. Snow, trees, and tracking slowed their progress. When they happened on a track with a spiral imprint within it, Timmon pulled his bow and Kavan drew his spear. For the last hour, they had moved slowly, one foot in front of another. They didn’t speak or make a sound, moving through the primal forest in search of their quarry. 

Timmon had taken point. Kavan followed, keeping the life dragonkin in view at all times. 

The pair moved through the snow as senses sharpened. Hollow moans floated in the air as the wind passed through the trees. The crisp air was sucked into nostrils along snouts and exhaled in small misty streams. The world had become a cold, quiet place. The only thing Kavan could hear for certain was his heart beating in his chest. 

Timmon froze and Kavan did the same. The life dragonkin motioned with his head and Kavan looked through the trees. 

A strange mound stood in a tiny clearing. Branches were broken off trees and the light of dark gray sky illuminated the snow-covered mound. A large, dark hole was to the side of the mound. Within it, a large creature slumbered half out of its burrow. 

Kava’s heart beat like a drum. The white dregger was sleeping, its snout resting on its furry legs. It looked very much like an albino bear with a reptilian face and snout. Kavan noted its face was also white, the creature blending in with the snow around it. The red dragonkin wasn’t sure he would have spotted it this far out. If he was by himself, he may have accidently walked right up to it and not seen it until he was just a few feet away. 

Timmon signaled with another head movement. Kavan slowly approached, testing each step so he didn’t step on a twig under the snow. When he was beside Timmon, he bent down and stayed to his side. 

Kavan looked at the life dragonkin. Timmon glanced to his bow and then to Kavan’s spear. They had already come up with a plan to take down the beast, Timmon using his bow and Kavan going in for the kill. 

The moment took hold, Kavan hesitating at having his back to the green dragonkin, but the excitement of the hunt pushed him to give Timmon an understanding nod. Timmon nodded back as he pulled back his bowstring and closed one eye. 

The forest was silent as a grave as Timmon aimed an arrow at the sleeping dregger. Kavan’s grip tightened on his spear. Muscles were tense, ready to leap into battle as the red dragonkin stared ahead with unblinking eyes. 

 No mana. This has to be by my own hand. 

Timmon slowly exhaled. Time slowed down as the life dragonkin committed to the shot and let go. 

The bowstring snapped and the arrow flew. The dregger stirred just before the arrow sank into its shoulder. Pain flared as the dregger’s small eyes opened wide. The impressive beast was quickly up on all fours. It roared as Timmon pulled another arrow from his quiver, notched it and pulled back. 

“Now,” the life dragonkin hissed. 

Kavan bolted forward as the arrow shot from the bow. For barely a moment in time, Kavan and the arrow were side by side. As quick as it happened, the arrow shot forward and struck the same shoulder, next to the previous arrow. 

The dregger roared as it stood up on its hind legs. Kavan burst from the edge of the small clearing, spear in hand. The white dregger growled upon seeing the charging red dragonkin. It lifted a thick arm and swung it. Kavan skidded to a halt just before the monster’s long claws missed his chest by inches. Another arrow stabbed into the monster’s chest as Kavan bent low and drove his spear into the monster’s side. 

A fierce roar touched the air as the beast swung its arm back and backhanded Kavan across the arm. Kavan was knocked into the air, his spear pulling free. Blood spurted from the wound and soaked into white fur as Kavan landed on his rump, rolled backwards and was back onto his feet. 

The white dregger lunged at the dragonkin as another arrow struck its chest. The monster ignored it, it’s furious gaze locked on the red dragonkin. 

Kavan was calm as a summer spring. The large monster charged on two legs, coming for him. Kavan knew the beast didn’t have any formal fighting skills, relying on instinct to kill him. A sense of knowing and understanding guided his actions as he stepped toward the charging dregger. It tried to crash into him while swiping its long claws. Kavan ducked and spun away as the claws missed him by inches. When the dregger stepped past him, Kavan turned and with a firm thrust, drove his spear into the creature’s back. 

The white dregger turned with the spear in its back. Kavan ran with the turn while holding the spear. The monster roared in pain as Kavan pulled out his spear and stepped back. 

The dregger turned and stared down with hate-filled eyes. It launched at the dragonkin standing with bent knees. Kavan saw his opportunity. He stepped into the lunging beast and rammed his spear right under its jaw. The mithril point stabbed easily into the creature’s tough flesh. The tip of the spear stabbed into the dregger’s brain and stabbed out of the top of its head. A primal whimper touched the air before the dregger’s eyes rolled into its head. Kavan heaved to the side so the creature’s weight would not fall on him. Muscles bulged along his arms, back, and thighs as the white dregger teetered and fell onto the snow with a loud, heavy thud. 

Kavan was breathing hard as he looked down on the dead white dregger. Blood leaked from its wounds as it lay motionless on the snow. 

Timmon stepped from the woods with a wide smile. He approached as he slung his bow over his head and let it hang across his chest. 

“Well done!” Timmon said with enthusiasm. 

Kavan couldn’t help himself and smirked. He looked down on the dead dregger and spotted the spiral imprint on one of its front paws. 

“The goddess smiles on us this day!” Timmon grinned. 

Kavan gave a simple nod as he looked down on the dregger. 

A cold breeze slipped among the trees and the pair of dragonkin looked down on the end of a victorious hunt. 

“We can…” Kavan began when snow around him exploded upwards. 

Timmon stepped back as thick roots shot up by the dozens. 

Kavan stepped back, only for roots to circle and clamp down on his boots and legs. His spear slashed hard, cutting away a few roots

before more crawled up his body. They spiraled around his arms, preventing him from moving. The heat of the moment glowed in his throat, ready to breath a stream of fire and blast the roots to ash when a root circled his small snout and clamped it shut. 

Timmon stared with blank eyes as Kavan struggled. Roots covered the red dragonkin’s body, coiling over every limb. When they began to slow, Kavan growled as he was trapped within many thick roots. 

“I hope you can forgive me for my deception,” Timmon said with sorrow in his slitted eyes. 

Kavan thrashed and struggled against the iron strong roots. His legs were spread apart and his arms were held out. He held onto his spear as vines crawled along it, keeping it firmly in his closed fist. 

Timmon slowly approached with heartfelt sadness in his eyes. 

“I’m not here to kill you, if that’s your first thought,” Timmon said as he stood before Kavan. 

Kavan glared at the green dragonkin as roots crossed his face, snout and neck. 

“To clear the air, I was unaware of any attack on Shella’s dungeon. I am not working with the avatars that attacked her home. I came to Moonvale for a different reason,” Timmon said with a soft edge. 

Steam flowed up from the sides of Kavan’s muzzled snout. 

Timmon continued, “After the celestial war, the pantheon decided there would be laws in the new world. These laws were for the chosen people of Voldor, our people. One of them was a dragonkin killing another dragonkin is an unforgivable sin. It is one of our most treasured laws, but there are others we follow. 

“Vildra, Goddess of The Hunt, respect’s balance, as does most of the pantheon. It was long decreed, dragonkin could not bear children with the fledgling races.” 

Kavan’s eyes widened in fear. 

“It would upset the balance, breeding our power into the lesser races. It was acceptable to change our shape and breed with the lesser races because our blood is bred out with the generation after. 

If I shapeshifted into a troll, I could give another troll my seed and they would bear a child from our union. The child would have some dragon blood, but it would not go beyond them, keeping our bloodlines pure.” 

Kavan’s mind worked. 

 With my mouth and hands bound, I can’t perform a spell, but if I use my mind sphere, I might be able to get out of this! 

Kavan prepared a spell when Timmon moved a single finger through the air. Kavan tried to rush the spell and it fizzled just as a red aura appeared around Timmon’s hand. The life dragonkin reached over and tapped the top of Kavan’s head. Energy surged along Kavan before he lost his connection to mana. 

Timmon nodded. “I have locked your chakra mana points along your body. It is temporary and should be gone by tomorrow. More than enough time to complete what my goddess has tasked me to do.” 

Sorrow bled away from Timmon’s features as divine right touched his slitted eyes. 

“I am one of Vildra’s avatars. She has spoken with me, telling me of an unholy abomination. I was charged to come to Moonvale and root it out. It is my sacred duty to ensure balance within nature and our people.” 

Timmon turned and began to pace, back and forth in front of Kavan. The sky grew darker as afternoon bled into early evening. 

“You broke an important law,” Timmon admonished. “You bred with the goblin, Onka. You did what our kind has not done since long before the celestial war. You gave her your seed, your heart, and

your love. If she were a mere plaything, that would be acceptable, but no, you fell in love with an unclean lesser creature. 

“Worst yet, she isn’t what she appears. She has some connection to the divine, something not seen since the celestial war. 

No, this is wrong and the child within her womb is an abomination.” 

Timmon stopped pacing and looked at Kavan with heartfelt eyes. 

“I truly enjoyed our time together. I believe, after some time, we will be able to hunt together again. What I must do will hurt our friendship. I understand the attachment you have for her. She is beautiful, for such a simple being, but you allowed yourself to become too close and now, she carries a monster that must be put down.” 

Kavan’s muscles bulged as he thrashed against the roots. 

“You won’t break them, at least not in time to stop me. Kavan, you must understand, this is for your own good. If the fledgling races knew they could have children with us, they would use every deception, trick, or reason to be with us. They would think they are like us if they can have children who are part dragon. It would destroy the balance and allow chaos to sink its claws into our perfect world.” 

Kavan growled as he stared daggers into the green dragonkin. 

Timmon reached forward and opened a pouch along Kavan’s belt. Thin fingers slipped in and took hold of something. He pulled it out and held it up for Kavan to see. The red dragonkin looked upon the amulet Brom had given him as a gift. 

“We don’t want to involve your pet lich, now do we,” The green dragonkin smirked as a claw extended from a fingertip on his other hand. 

Kavan watched helplessly as the green dragonkin stabbed his claw into the amulet. He pressed down until it cracked and finally shattered. There was a small, muted magical flare before the pieces

turned black. The life dragonkin turned his hand and let the small shards fall to the snow-covered ground. 

Timmon’s gaze narrowed as he looked into Kavan’s eyes. “Vildra has decided the thing in Onka’s belly is not our way. It is against the balance we have cultivated on Voldor. 

“I must go to your home. I must corner your betrothed. I must rip out the thing in her belly and smash it on a rock so it never infects the world with its existence. I take no joy or pride in what must be done. I will ensure Onka lives, knowing the true lesson, she, and all of the other fledgling races on Voldor, are unworthy of our blood.” 

Panic swelled as Kavan thrashed. Cracks appeared along some roots, but they continued to hold him in place. 

“When this is all over and some time has passed, I hope we can be friends and laugh about this. I hope one day, you will know, this is the true path as we sip on spirits and speak of our adventures,” 

Timmon said with genuine eyes. 

Nineteen

Durzol stared out from the window. The landscape was white with snow and naked trees. Despite the white background, shadows lurked among the standing trees as the day slid into midafternoon. 

In the living room, Dura, Lorta, and the taurs moved around with urgency. Onka was sitting comfortably on the couch as everyone else was packing bags and essentials. Zellee appeared from the kitchen with a cup of tea and a gentle mist rising up from it. She moved to the side of the couch and handed it to the pregnant goblin. 

“Thank you,” Onka beamed as she took the tea and gently sipped it. 

Dura closed up a pack as she looked over to her brother, 

“Anything?” 

Durzol shook his head as he never took his eyes off the landscape. “Nothing yet.” 

“Kavan knows how to handle himself,” Onka said before taking another sip. 

Lorta moved to Durzol’s side and looked out the window with him, “Kavan gave specific orders, if he wasn’t back by the afternoon, we were to move you to the Lord’s Tower for everyone’s safety.” 

Onka watched as everyone fussed over her. Durzol was in his battle gear with his warhammer strapped to his back. Lorta had her new spear sheathed behind her and a sword at her hip. Dura was also armed with a short sword at her belt. Zellee was not armed, the arachnix moving to the packs and bags to help organize with the taurs. 

Abby, Myn, and Belle glanced around with nervous eyes. The three taurs were mostly quiet, helping to get everything ready. 

“Father should be arriving soon to help escort,” Durzol said in a low tone. 

Lorta nodded. “Nolla, Rujin, and Kazko will be guarding the tower, ensuring no one gets in or around it as we move Onka.” 

“It is late afternoon, but we still have an hour before sunset. 

Kavan is going to walk back at any time,” Onka grinned. 

Zellee glanced over to the smiling goblin. “Onka, are you okay?” 

The goblin touched her large belly and nodded. “I feel amazing. I don’t know what is happening with my body, but I want to hug everyone.” 

Dura looked at Onka with a small, understanding smile. “You’re going through one of the final stages of your pregnancy. You will feel wonderful for a week before the baby is ready to arrive.” 

“I never want this feeling to go away,” Onka said with an almost hypnotic gaze. 

Zellee looked at Dura, “Is it safe to move her? I can carry her on my abdomen.” 

Dura grinned. “She’s fine. She’s just extra cheery. We will have to move slowly, but the exercise will help calm the euphoria.” 

“I don’t want it to calm down,” Onka said with a dreamy edge. 

Chuckles and laughter filled the living room as the goblin beamed. 

Durzol looked to the road and spotted a familiar figure walking up to the gate. Kogan was dressed in orc armor which involved a breastplate, scale armor, and a thick, fur cape. The scale armor looked tight around his large stomach and the double-bladed war axe was sheathed behind his back. 

Kogan opened the gate and stepped in. He trudged through the snow until he reached the porch. Heavy boots thudded along the small porch before he reached the door. 

Lorta opened the door to the smiling mayor. 

“I’m here to escort Lady Cynder to the Lord’s Tower,” Kogan grinned. 

“She’s packed and ready to go,” Dura smiled at her father. 

Zellee grabbed Onka’s coat off a peg on the wall and walked over to the couch. Onka nodded and tried to get up. She moved from side to side, trying to reach the edge of the couch to get up, but it was slow going. Abby moved to Onka’s side, took her arm and helped her up. 

“Thank you,” Onka heaved as a hand rested on her belly. 

Zellee moved closer and helped put the coat on. When it was on Onka, the arachnix helped button from the front from the top down. 

When she reached to the half-way point of the belly, the buttons couldn’t get close enough to latch. 

“I’m fat,” Onka said with a wide grin. 

“You’re beautiful,” Zellee smiled. “I wish I had more time. I would have made you a coat that fit you right now,” the arachnix said as she glanced down to the starstone dagger at the side of Onka’s hip. 

“It’s okay. I’m so hot right now, the cold air will feel nice. We’re just walking to town,” Onka said plainly. 

“Let’s make this happen. Once Onka is secured, Durzol and Lorta will go hunting for Kavan and Timmon,” Kogan said before stepping to Onka and looking down on her with fatherly eyes. “The tower has been made quite comfortable for you and many in town will get you anything you need.” 

“That’s so sweet,” Onka said with a loving tone. 

“The sky is getting a little darker. We should be going,” Durzol said over his shoulder. 

Dura, Zellee, and the taurs picked up the packs and bags. Zellee lowered herself down and Onka wrapped her arm around the arachnix’s arm. 

Durzol, Lorta, and Kogan stepped out of the house and onto the porch. Durzol’s alert gaze scanned the area as he stepped down the small set of steps and onto the packed snow. The often-jovial orc was deadly serious, taking in the wintery landscape. 

Lorta and Kogan stepped down and did the same, scanning the area around them. Lorta walked over to the gate and opened it. 

Onka stepped out next, followed by Zellee. The arachnix took the goblin’s arm again as they made their way onto the snow. Dura and the taurs stepped out with packs and bags. 

The gray sky grew a little darker as everyone stood before the gate. 

“Let’s get moving,” Durzol said and led the way. 

Lorta and Kogan flanked Onka and Zellee. Dura and the taurs moved closer, senses on high alert. 

The group stepped beyond the gate when a small growl touched the air. 

The group froze for barely a moment when Durzol, Lorta, and Kogan drew their weapons. Gazes swept the area as the group surrounded Onka. 

Durzol’s eyes squinted at the forest across the road. Mounds shifted and dark shapes moved over the white snow. The entire forest shifted and moved as dozens of forms moved and shuffled. 

Growls touched the air, along with demonic hisses. 

Durzol stood his ground and watched as dreggers slowly reached the edge of the naked forest. Reptilian eyes and rough, crocodilian snouts pointed at the group. Thick, hunched bodies moved on all fours. The sound of crunching snow touched alert ears. 

The movement grew and grew. Dozens of large, bear-like monsters shuffled and stomped out of the forest. 

“Back in the house,” Durzol commanded. 

Zellee and Onka backed up. Dura stood between them and the others in front. Durzol, Kogan, and Lorta stood, weapons at the ready. Slowly, the entire group began to move back to the porch. 

Durzol was last to step back behind the gate and closed it. The orc stared with hard eyes at the dozens of dreggers as they stepped onto the road. Many of the monsters sat on their haunches. Others stood on all fours, their slitted gazes on the group. 

One by one, everyone stepped back into the house. When Durzol was the last one, he stood at the doorway, staring at the monsters on the road. 

“Dreggers never act like this,” Dura said with her hand on her short sword. 

“Something tells me that they are not normal dreggers,” Kogan said before looking at his son. “Durzol, come inside so we can come up with a new plan.” 

The orc shook his head. “I’m staying out here. These are only the ones we can see. I have to make sure others are not circling around.” 

Durzol stepped back outside as he spoke over his shoulder, 

“Guard Onka at all costs,” he commanded before shutting the door behind him. 

The orc stepped back onto the packed snow. He stared defiantly at the dreggers as they stared back with monstrous intentions. 

“Not one of you will touch my family,” Durzol said with a deep, threatening tone. 

The sky grew darker as evening approached. The large dreggers remained on the road, their gazes trained on the lone orc standing with his warhammer. 

Inside the home, Lorta and Kogan stood by the windows. Dura, Zellee, and taurs were around Onka. 

“We have to get you upstairs. We can better defend on this floor,” Dura said as she looked at Zellee, “You will have to go with her and defend her if any dreggers get past us.” 

Zellee gave a firm nod. 

Onka looked at everyone and fear slipped into her heart. She touched her belly as worry creased her brow. The goblin looked down at her ring and pressed her thumb to it. Kavan’s heartbeat was steady for a tiny moment before it instantly changed. The pulse quickened into a storm. 

“Kavan,” Onka whispered as her heart thudded in fear. 

Kogan took charge, “Move Onka upstairs as we clear everything on this floor. We need plenty of fighting room if they get…” the mayor said when he stopped. 

Everyone present felt something connect to their minds and a voice touched them with crystal clarity. 

 “Timmon has sprung his trap! He wants to kill Onka’s child!” 

 Nava shouted across their minds. 

Outside, Durzol’s heart thudded with confident power. The dreggers on the road were to their thick feet. A growl dripped from long, tooth-filled maws. 

The orc held his warhammer at the ready. The dreggers eyed the lone orc. Deadly intent flashed across the monsters on the road before they roared. 

Durzol took a stance as the dreggers charged the fence with a slathering fury. 


***

Kavan stared hard at Timmon. The green dragonkin remained before Kavan, his gaze filled with duty and dark intentions. The roots continued to curl around Kavan’s body, moving along to wrap around every limb and finger. The day was growing dark as the last of the

sun sank below the horizon, behind the gray sky. Shadows grew longer as Timmon slowly turned away. 

“Take all the time you need to grieve. When you understand what must be done, we can…” Timmon’s senses caught the sound of a small whistle. 

A green scaled hand shot up and caught an arrow just before it would have penetrated his throat. His slitted eyes glanced at the trees and his senses sharpened. The life dragon caught the hint of a dark, cloaked figure in the trees, pulling back on a bowstring with an arrow notched. 

“You didn’t think I ever trusted you,” Kavan growled with roots around his snout. 

Timmon’s body tensed as he threw the arrow aside. Another whistle touched the air and the green dragonkin leapt to the side. An arrow shot past and stabbed into a thick root curling around Kavan’s body. 

Timmon unslung his bow as his body contorted to the side. 

Another arrow shot past as a figure emerged from the forest. 

Drayke’s body moved with defined purpose. Sword in hand, he charged into the small clearing, his draconian gaze on the green dragonkin. 

“Don’t make this any harder than it needs to be,” Drayke growled and approached in a blink of an eye. 

Timmon’s bow shot up as Drayke’s sword slashed down. The metal blade struck the bow and glanced off. Timmon and Drayke moved to quick sword slices and the arcane bow parrying each other. An arrow whistled through the air as Timmon bent a knee and launched to the side. The arrow missed by several inches as the life dragonkin landed, turned and parried Drayke’s sword. 

The two dragonkin pushed at each other to a stalemate. 

“Wanting to harm an unborn child? I would call you depraved, but I would be insulting depraved monsters all across Voldor,” 

Drayke smirked before slamming his knee into Timmon’s gut. 

The green dragonkin grunted as he pushed off. Timmon bent at an odd angle as another arrow shot past him. A scaled hand stabbed out and the life dragonkin touched the snowy ground as his legs spun overhead. He landed, snatched an arrow from his quiver, turned and notched the arrow. 

Drayke took the advantage, charging and lifting his sword. 

Timmon was calm as a frozen pond, drawing back the bowstring as he set his sights on the shadow elf in the tree. 

Uriko pulled back her bowstring as Drayke charged the green dragonkin from behind. Time slowed down as Timmon and Uriko let go of their bowstrings. The moment the arrow left Timmon’s bow, he twisted and bent his body. Drayke’s sword came down, missing the dragonkin by an inch and slicing at the snowy ground. Uriko’s arrow slipped past the side of Drayke’s head and stabbed into the ground as Timmon’s arrow struck a branch by the shadow elf’s head. 

Drayke lifted his gaze to the shadow elf with a raised eye ridge. 

The shadow elf ignored the blue dragonkin as she pulled back another arrow on her bow. 

“We are brothers in this conflict. Don’t choose the wrong side,” 

Timmon pointed the comment at Drayke. 

Drayke turned to Timmon with his sword at the ready. “I’m already on the correct side. And as for not slaying a fellow dragonkin, I want to test it, just to see what happens,” Drayke smirked and charged. 

Timmon ducked down to one knee as another arrow shot past overhead. His arm moved with liquid ease as he drew an arrow, notched it, pulled back the bowstring and let go. The arrow shot across the small distance before Drayke’s sword flashed and knocked it away. 

“This is the best you can do? The dragon gods sent the weakest dragonkin to take us on? I’m not impressed,” Drayke quipped as he

charged. 

Timmon’s eyes narrowed as he slung his bow over his head and shoulder. The life dragonkin stood up while drawing an arcane branch from his thigh sheath. The branch elongated into a staff just before Drayke was to him. The blue and black scaled dragonkin lifted his blade and brought it hard across. The wood staff parried the blow, stopping it in its tracks. 

“I’m not here to impress you,” Timmon smirked before his staff moved in blurry strikes. 

Drayke’s body moved with skill, parrying staff strikes. He took a step back, caught on the defensive as the green dragonkin moved like a contained storm. An arrow shot out from the dark and Timmon’s staff spun up and knocked it away with ease. 

Kavan poured all his strength into opening his mouth. Roots cracked and shattered as his mouth was finally free. 

“Uriko! Cut me out of this!” Kavan shouted. 

The shadow elf leapt from her tree and landed in the snow. She pulled out a short sword from her belt as she darted into the small clearing. Her crimson eyes glanced at Drayke and Timmon as they exchanged blows. 

Drayke grunted as his sword clashed with the mystical staff. 

Timmon’s brow was firm as his staff moved in quick strikes. The clang of weapons rang out. Drayke stepped in and thrust, only for Timmon’s staff to knock away the sword and slam into the side of Drayke’s knee. The blow was enough for Drayke to grunt and step back. Timmon advanced with a flurry of strikes. 

Drayke took one backward step after another. The life dragonkin was a contained hurricane as his staff moved in quick blurs. The end of the staff hit the back of Drayke’ s sword hand and he cried out in pain as a delicate bone cracked. The blue dragonkin called upon his air sphere and whispered a trigger word. 

Timmon advanced on the retreating blue dragonkin when the wind gripped his body and lifted him up. Timmon’s eyes narrowed as Drayke lifted his sword and thrusted. The staff stabbed down to the ground and the green dragonkin used the leverage to pole-vault himself higher, the blade missing him. 

Drayke let out a sharp growl and the wind holding the green dragonkin shifted. Timmon was hurled across the small distance, his back striking a thick tree. Timmon slid to the ground and held his staff at the ready. 

“I’m sick of this! I have a bonding ceremony to plan and cater!” 

Drayke growled as he advanced on the green dragonkin. 

Uriko darted to Kavan’s side. Her short sword flashed and bit into a thick root, but didn’t sever it. The shadow elf grunted in dismay before she lifted her short sword and began chopping at the roots. 

Timmon closed his eyes as Drayke approached. “Vildra, guide my purpose.” 

“I don’t need a god or goddess to guide my sword,” Drayke leered before he thrust his sword at the green dragonkin’s chest. 

Timmon’s eyes flashed open as his staff easily knocked away Drayke’s attack. 

Drayke shifted his stance, ready to block when the end of the staff struck the side of his head. Pain flashed as the dragonkin stumbled to the side. Drayke corrected his stance just as a flurry of strikes rained down. The blue dragonkin’s arms moved in quick blurs, parrying each blow until his sword missed one. Timmon’s staff struck the top of his head and pain exploded. 

Energy touched Drayke’s throat as he stepped back. He opened his maw and a thick surge of lightning poured forth. Timmon’s body knelt to the side as lightning blasted past him and struck a tree. An explosion of light lit up the area as Drayke pulled his head back to unleash another breath attack. 

“You are strong,” Timmon said before he took a breath. 

Drayke stepped closer and unleashed another stream of lightning. Timmon ducked to the side as the area lit up with electrical light. He stepped in closer and blasted out a green mist. 

Drayke instinctually took a deep inhale as his lightning breath petered out. Green smoke slipped into his throat and the blue dragonkin’s eyes bulged. He stepped back as weakness pulled him down. His legs trembled as he tried to fight through the sudden attack. His sword arm quivered as he tried to keep it up. His eyelids slowly blinked as reality grew darker. 

“Sleep, my fellow dragonkin,” Timmon smiled before his staff swung in a wide arc. 

Drayke couldn’t lift his sword as the end of the staff struck the side of his head and sent him sprawling to the snow packed ground. 

Kavan’s eyes widened as he watched Drayke go down and Timmon turned his gaze on Uriko’s back. 

“Uriko, defend yourself!” Kavan shouted. 

The shadow elf stopped in mid-swing, turned and stood at the ready. 

Timmon chuckled. “Like you could stop me. Stay here and try to free Kavan. I have to return balance to Voldor.” 

Timmon took a step back when a figure darted out from the forest. The green dragonkin turned his head just as Nava was close to him, her lips parted. She took a deep breath and unleashed a deep, sonic scream. 

The shockwave struck the green dragonkin and sent him hurtling forward. His body flipped through the air until he slammed into a tree across the small clearing. Timmon’s back hit the tree hard before he fell to his feet. He heaved with annoyed eyes as Nava charged and took in a breath. 

“No, this is not over,” Timmon said as a green aura surrounded him. 

Kavan, Uriko, and Nava watched as the life dragonkin melted into the tree. Timmon stared at them with intense eyes before he was swallowed up by the tree and was gone. 

Kavan struggled among the thick roots around his body. “Get me out of here! He’s going for Onka!” 

Nava drew her blade from her hip and joined Uriko. The two of them began chopping at roots in quick strikes. 

Terrible thoughts stabbed at Kavan as he was helpless. Horrid images of Onka being attacked circled his mind and he growled in desperate fear. Muscles bulged as the red dragonkin fought against the strong roots. Uriko and Nava chopped at the roots, shards of wood falling to the ground, but making very little progress. 

 I have to get out of here! I have to get to Onka! 

Uriko huffed as they made little progress. She glanced at Drayke as he lay in the snow and an idea struck. The shadow elf turned and darted to the fallen dragonkin. She knelt down and grabbed his collar. She grunted as she tried to pull him, the dragonkin fast asleep. 

“Drayke, you piece of trash! Wake up! Wake up!” Uriko shouted. 

Drayke was limp as he was lifted only a few inches off the ground. 

Red eyes flashed with heat as Uriko screamed at him and lifted a hand. She brought it down and slapped the blue dragonkin hard across his face. 

Drayke’s eyes fluttered. 

Uriko’s eyes widened and slapped him again. 

“Ow!” Drayke said in a low tone as his hands and knees supported his weight. 

“Get up you pompous fucker and help us!” Uriko screamed as she pulled. 

Uriko pulled Drayke to his feet. The pair stumbled toward Kavan as Nava took a step back. 

“Use your breath!” Uriko shouted. 

Drayke didn’t think as he took in a breath and blasted out a stream of lightning. It streaked across the small distance and struck the base of the roots. Lightning burned and cut at the roots. Flames caught as pieces turned to ashes. 

“Again!” Uriko commanded. 

Drayke took in another breath and unleashed a stream of lightning. Energy cut and burned the roots instantly. 

Kavan’s muscles bulged as he roared. Roots cracked and blasted off him. Nava’s webbed hands shot up and grabbed Kavan as he stepped forward and fell. The siren slowed his fall to his knees. 

“We have to get back to the farm!” Kavan growled as he forced himself to his feet. 


***

Durzol roared as he lifted his left fist in the air. 

Dreggers rushed the wood fence when the ground began to shake. The monsters leapt into the air as the snowy ground exploded before them. A stone wall shot up. Stone spikes formed along the top as they stabbed upwards. Several dreggers made it over as many others were knocked back or impaled. Growls and moans touched the air as several dreggers landed on the inside of the wall. 

Lorta and Kogan charged outside. The pair glanced at either side, seeing a spikey, ten-foot wall surrounding the farm. They turned their attention back to Durzol as three dreggers charged him. 

Durzol’s mouth twisted into an amused smirk. He stepped toward the charging beasts, his warhammer cocked back. His thick arms bulged as a dregger leapt for him with teeth bared and claws out. The warhammer swung around and slammed under the

monster’s chin. Bone shattered and sent shards upwards. The dregger’s small eyes widened before bone shards stabbed up into veins leading to its head. The monster fell instantly as Durzol turned and swung hard again. 

A dregger stood on its hind legs and roared before the warhammer struck its robust chest and caved it in. The dregger stumbled back as blood poured from its shattered chest. 

Durzol turned to take down the third one when Lorta appeared at his side. The troll shouted her fury as she drove her mithril tipped spearhead into the monster’s side. She drove the spear deeper as she slammed her shoulder into the monster and sent it flying into the stone wall surrounding the farm. 

Durzol, Kogan, and Lota moved back and closer together as dreggers growled and hissed. 

On the outside of the protective wall, the monsters charged and slammed their bulky bodies against the wall. Cracks formed as they continued to assault the wall with immense strength, cracking it further. 

Dreggers moved to the side of the wall while other dreggers leapt onto their backs. Massive, clawed hands swiped at the standing spikes, many of them breaking off with a single strike. 

Shards of stone fell as dreggers climbed over the edge and glared at the two orcs and troll standing between them and the house. 

“We can’t hold back,” Kogan said with an edge. 

“We have no intention of holding back,” Lorta said with a dark tone before she prayed to her goddess. 

Inside the farmhouse, Onka’s eyes widened as she felt Lorta’s call. 

“Get Onka upstairs!” Dura shouted as she stood, short sword in hand, and facing the front door. 

“I’ll protect you,” Zellee said as she gently tugged at Onka’s hand. 

Onka blinked as she listened to Lorta’s prayer and granted her power from the dark sphere. 

Outside, the last of the day vanished behind the horizon. The dark evening crawled across Moonvale. Lorta felt her goddess grant her power. Shadows leapt up and clung to the tall troll. Shadows and darkness covered her body and reformed into armor. Shards of darkness flowed into the air and sharpened into points. 

Spikes stabbed up along Lorta’ black armor as she took a step forward. The stone wall cracked as dreggers crawled over the top. A section of wall crumbled as a dregger bashed their way through. The dregger charged in, followed by another and another. 

Lorta’s brow hardened behind her black helmet. Black shards aimed at the charging dreggers and shot forward. Sharp points stabbed into the thick coat of dreggers as they charged the trio of warriors. 

The monsters didn’t slow down as they charged. 

“Let’s earn our victory, my son,” Kogan said as he lifted his battle axe. 

Durzol nodded as he lifted his warhammer. 

Father and son let out a roar as they charged to meet the incoming dreggers. When both sides were within striking distance, axe and hammer swung down as claws slashed up. Blood spurted into the air as grunts and growls touched the area. 

Inside the farmhouse, Zellee helped Onka toward the stairs. 

Abby, Myn, and Belle were close by, fear in their eyes. Zellee looked at the stairs with determined eyes when a window shattered from the kitchen. 

“Quickly,” Zellee said as she tried to guide Onka to the stairs. 

Belle glanced into the kitchen and gasped as a hulking dregger crawled in. Its maw snapped at the sight of the taur. 

Windows shattered along the main floor as growls dripped in. 

Onka placed a foot on the stairs as Zellee broke from her side. 

The arachnix pulled Belle to her with one hand as she aimed another hand into the kitchen. The dregger had crawled in and another was halfway in the window. The stench of the vile beasts drifted in as Zellee opened her hand and a thick stream of webbing shot out. 

The bolt of webbing struck the first dregger on the face. It roared as it grabbed at it and tried to pull. Clawed hands stuck to its face as it struggled. Zellee unleashed strands of webbing, each one splashing and clinging to the dreggers trying to enter. 

“Abby! Get Onka upstairs!” Zellee shouted as she unleashed thick strands of spider web. 

Abby’s hands trembled as he rushed to Onka’s side. Onka was slow going up a step at a time. Myn and Belle whimpered as they stayed at the base of the stairs, guarding Onka and Abby. 

Zellee crawled back a little as more dreggers poured in. She unleashed webbing, slowing them down when windows shattered in the dining room. 

Dura turned and stalked over to the dining room doorway as several dreggers crawled in from the windows. The orc’s brow hardened as she held her sword at the ready. 

The orc let out a hellish war cry before launching herself into the dining room. Her short sword flashed before stabbing into a thick shoulder. The dregger swiped a thick paw at her and she lifted her left arm, blocking it. The orc grunted as she drew her sword back and stabbed it into the side of the monster’s neck. A primal whimper came up before Dura pulled the sword and blood spurted out. 

Furniture was knocked aside or smashed as several dreggers charged the orc. 

Dura turned to the dreggers with a madness in her eyes. She roared like a demon from the abyss before launching into the burly monsters and stabbing deep with unhinged fury. 

Onka and Abby were halfway up the stairs when the goblin turned and looked down. Zellee was backing up as burly dreggers pushed out of the kitchen and into the corridor. They moved with thick webbing on their faces, unable to see. Zellee cried out as she held up her right hand. An arcane bracelet turned liquid and slithered into her hand. It reformed into a dagger and flashed before Zellee stabbed a dregger in the neck and twisted the blade. The arachnix’s size and strength helped as she grabbed the dregger she just stabbed and knocked it aside. Another dregger pushed into the corridor and was met with a dagger deep in its small eye. 

A loud thrashing came from the dining room as Dura grunted and fought out of sight from the stairs. 

“We can’t leave them. I cannot desert my sisters!” Onka said. 

“Please, Mistress Onka, you have to get upstairs,” Abby said with fear in her voice. 

“I don’t want to die,” Belle whimpered at the bottom of the stairs. 

“I will protect you,” Myn said and pulled a dagger from her belt. 

Belle looked at Myn and new strength filled her eyes. She drew a dagger from her belt and stood side by side with her taur sister. 

Outside, Durzol, Kogan, and Lorta stabbed, slashed, and hammered at the dreggers. Thick bodies littered the snowy ground, marked with crimson splashes of spilt blood. Durzol roared as his warhammer smashed down on a dregger snout and broke it off. 

Blood burst from the monster’s ruined face as it clutched at it. Its life ended as Durzol lifted his warhammer and smashed it down on the top of the creature’s head. 

Kogan slammed his shoulder into a dregger before swinging hard and burying his battle axe into the side of the beast. Blood spurted and spilled as a clawed hand swiped at his head and smashed into it. Kogan stumbled back, pulling his axe back and lifting it up. The dregger stalked forward and was rewarded with the battle axe buried in its skull, between its eyes. 

Kogan heaved as he bled from claw marks across the side of his head. He wretched the axe out and swung it at another dregger that came in from the side. 

Lorta’s spear spun and stabbed with unforgiving strength. The powerful troll grunted as she pushed against large bodies, slamming the dead dregger on her spear into two more. The dreggers fell back as Lorta pulled her spear back and stabbed it into a dregger chest. 

The blade point stabbed into the monster’s heart, killing it instantly. 

Blood dripped from Lota’s black armor as she pulled her spear and rammed the shaft into another dregger’s open maw. It clamped down with a growl. Lorta turned the spear in the monster’s mouth, breaking teeth and knocking the creature aside. The troll lifted her boot as a black spike formed at the toe of her boot. She kicked upwards, stabbing the black tip into the monster’s throat and drawing it back. 

The dregger continued to fight as blood spurted onto the snow. 

Its movements grew weak as Lorta pulled back her spear and sliced hard across, severing the dregger’s lower jaw from its face. Blood splashed on the ground, followed by the dead dregger. 

A tree across the road from the farm house rippled. A green dragonkin stepped out of the tree with staff in hand. Timmon stared ahead, seeing a broken stone wall and dreggers clawing and climbing their way in. The sound of grunting and fighting filled the air. 

Timmon bent his legs and leaped high into the air. He landed on a thick branch and looked down on the chaos. He studied the two orcs and the troll as they fought against the dreggers under his control. He glanced up to see dreggers breaking and climbing into the farmhouse. 

“Climb to the second floor,” Timmon whispered as his staff shortened back into a branch. 

The green dragonkin slipped the branch into his thigh sheath before taking hold of his bow. He unslung it over his head into one hand as he reached over his shoulder to his quiver with the other. He

took hold of an arrow and notched it. The dragonkin drew it back as he looked down on the orcs and troll fighting in front of the house. 

Arcane runes glowed along the shaft of the arrow as Timmon pulled back the bowstring. His slitted eyes stared at the trio fighting. 

The dregger’s numbers began to dwindle with each passing moment. Blood and gore blended with the snow, creating a pink slush. Timmon felt each one wink out as the skilled warriors butchered them. 

“Vildra will reward your sacrifices,” Timmon whispered to himself as he held the bow and arrow with a calm demeanor. 

Inside the home, Dura heaved as two more dreggers crawled into the dining room. The orc was covered in deep slashes as her leather armor was covered in cuts. Blood dripped from her wounds, as she held her short sword, ready to attack. 

In the corridor, Zellee heaved as she stabbed a dregger in its neck. The arachnix crawled back as another dregger emerged from the kitchen. She glanced at the taurs at the bottom of the stairs and Onka still part way up the stairs. 

“Go!” the arachnix shouted as she shot a bolt of webbing into the face of the charging dregger. 

Onka was frozen on the steps, hand on her belly. Abby tried to pull her up the stairs when a window shattered from above. The floor above them creaked as something moved upstairs. 

“One of them is upstairs!” Abby said in a panic. 

Onka’s brow hardened. “Abby, get behind me!” 

“I have to protect you! I have to…” Abby cried when she looked up the stairs and her eyes widened. 

A dregger was at the top of the stairs. The bulky creature looked down as saliva dripped from its long maw. Claws stabbed into the wood at the top of the stairs as it looked down. Muscles tensed as a hungry gleam filled its small eyes. 

“No!” Abby shouted and charged up the stairs. 

Onka watched as the taur lowered her head. The dregger charged down the stairs to meet her when Abby’s horns slammed into the dregger. Her powerful thighs and legs worked as Abby grunted. The dregger pushed back at the strong taur, the two locked into a stalemate. A clawed paw rose up and swatted Abby along her shoulder. Blood bloomed as Abby was knocked to the side, hit the railing and flipped over the side. She fell and crashed on the bottom floor. 

“Sister!” Myn and Belle shouted as they charged up the stairs. 

Onka was against the wall as the two taurs rushed to the descending dregger. The three of them clashed close to Onka. 

Daggers rose up and stabbed down. The dregger swiped its massive claws, slashing across Myn’s arm. The pair of taurs screamed defiantly as they continued to stab at the monster. 

Onka took a step back and her foot slipped. Gravity took hold as she fell. The goblin curled into a ball, prepared to protect her child when thick strands of webbing caught her and stuck to the wall. 

Onka looked down as Zellee was partially up the stairs and reaching for her. The arachnix took hold of the goblin, turned her upper body and placed her on her abdomen. 

“Hold on,” Zellee said and she crawled back down the stairs to the sounds of chaotic violence. 

Toward the top of the stairs, the dregger collapsed as Myn and Belle continued to stab it. 

Outside, Durzol swung his warhammer down, caving in a dregger’s head. It fell into a heap and didn’t move as blood poured from its ruined head. 

“We’ve nearly beaten them,” Kogan huffed. 

Lorta nodded and heaved. 

A twang touched the air. 

The three of them turned to see a single arrow fly through the air. Glowing runes touched the arrow before it split into a storm of falling arrows. 

“Get down,” Lorta shouted as she threw herself onto Kogan and activated the mana shield from her spear. 

Time slowed as Kogan fell. He watched as Durzol also threw himself to the side as arrows fell. Each arrow struck what was left of the wall, and the ground. An arrow struck Durzol’s shoulder, the point sinking in. The orc hit the ground as arrows continued to sink into the snowy ground. 

“Da,” Durzol shouted as he summoned mana to his stone sphere. Rocks leapt up and covered the arrow as energy bloomed. 

Kogan hit the ground with Lorta over him. Arrows bounced off her green aura and were sent flying away from them. 

Timmon remained on the branch as explosions ripped through the area. The wall Durzol created was shattered to dust. Each arrow exploded with magical power. For a small moment, nothing could be seen except for exploding light. When the explosions dimmed, Timmon slung his bow over his head and shoulder. He grabbed another branch from his thigh strap. It lengthened and changed shape. The mystical branch turned into a sharp, wood sword. 

The life dragonkin leapt off the branch and landed on the snowy ground. He walked toward the house with even steps. 

Lorta moaned as she was on top of Kogan. The older orc stared across the small distance, seeing Durzol struggling to sit up. The younger orc clutched at his ruined shoulder, his last-ditch effort to mute the arrows destructive power was just enough to save most of his shoulder. 

Timmon appeared through the rising smoke as he approached. 

Kogan planted his large hands on the ground and pushed. Lorta slipped off his back and collapsed beside him. The older orc slowly stood up without a weapon in his hand. 

Timmon moved with steady confidence, wood sword in hand. 

Durzol sat up and slowly stood up. His left shoulder held a fist-sized wound as dark blood poured down. 

“Stay down,” Timmon said with a hard edge. 

Durzol lifted his warhammer with his right hand and leaned it on his own shoulder. “Death is the only thing that will stop me,” he growled. 

Timmon gave a slight nod. 

Durzol roared as he charged. 

“Son!” Kogan shouted as he took a step forward. 

Timmon stood his ground as the crazed orc lifted his warhammer up with one powerful arm. The warhammer flashed down and the green dragonkin sidestepped it. The hammer hit the ground with enough force to send up debris in the air. Durzol pulled his warhammer up to make another strike when Timmon bent low and drove his sword into the orc’s gut. 

Rage and madness ignited along Durzol’s senses as he felt the wood sword penetrate his body and the tip emerged out the other side. The orc let go of his warhammer and grabbed the dragonkin by the neck. He pulled him close as he reared back his head. Timmon’s eyes widened before Durzol’s head slammed against his head. 

Durzol roared as he slammed his head into the dragonkin’s head again and again. Blood spurted from Timmon’s head as he still held his sword. He twisted the wood blade and Durzol roared. 

Timmon’s palm struck Durzol’s chin. The orc let go and stumbled back. Timmon pulled his sword and slashed hard across Durzol’s throat. 

Kogan’s eyes became the size of saucers as a thin stream of blood splashed on the gore covered snow. 

Durzol stumbled back as his thick hands grabbed at his throat. 

Blood spilled onto his chest as he looked over to his father with wide

eyes. 

“Da,” was all Durzol managed to say before blood spilled into his lungs. 

The large orc fell to his knees and his head tilted forward, blood pulsing onto his chest. 

“DURZOL!” Kogan screamed as he charged. 

Timmon turned just as the large orc was on him. His sword went up as Kogan grabbed Timmon’s wrist and twisted it. Pain shot across his wrist as the wood sword fell away. Timmon took a step back as a thick fist slammed into his cheek. 

Kogan was unhinged as he frothed at the mouth. The large orc threw meaty fists in quick blurs, slamming them into the green dragonkin’s face and chest. Timmon pulled back, trying to move out of reach, but the orc charged like a mad taur and his arms worked like machines. 

There was no reason in Kogan’s eyes as he rained down fist strikes on the life dragonkin. There was only unmitigated and primal fury. 

Scales were knocked off Timmon’s snout. Blood blasted up from his nose as Kogan rammed fist after fist into him. The dragonkin planted his foot as claws flashed. Kogan roared as claws slashed across his armored belly and sent links of chainmail in different directions. 

“MY SON!” Kogan roared as he clamped his fists together over his head. 

Timmon looked up with stunned eyes as he braced himself for the orc’s crazed attack. 

Kogan roared when pain stabbed deep into his chest and up his arm. The crazed orc faltered as the pain stabbed at his entire body. 

He unclamped his fist and one hand clutched at his chest. The orc looked around with wide-eyed fear. Weakness seeped into his muscles and his legs trembled. 

Timmon took a step back and looked upon the orc with a knowing gaze. 

Kogan fell to his knees, breathing hard and clutching at his chest. He glanced at Durzol, who wasn’t moving. The orc was still on his knees and with his head bowed. His eyes stared at nothing. 

“Dur…zol,” Kogan grunted as the pain and weakness overwhelmed him. 

Timmon watched as the large orc fell on his side and struggled to breath. 

“Well fought,” Timmon said as he stepped over to his wood sword and picked it up. 

Kogan struggled to breath as he stared at his son’s cooling body. 

Timmon stepped toward the porch. The dragonkin climbed the small set of stairs and across the porch. He grabbed the handle to the front door. Muscles bulged as he ripped the door off the hinges and threw it aside. 

The green dragonkin stepped in. His slitted eyes stared at the group of women on the other side of the living room. Onka had her back to the wall as Dura, Zellee, Myn, and Belle stood before her. 

Each one was armed, their bodies covered in wounds of various sizes. 

“Step aside or all of you will be slaughtered,” Timmon said darkly. 

The four women stood their ground with weapons at the ready. 

Timmon sighed. “Do not forfeit your lives for the abomination in Onka’s belly.” 

“Step any closer and you're dead,” Dura growled. 

Timmon eyed them before shaking his head. “If you kill me, my people will raze Moonvale to ashes. What is one unborn life compared to a community of people who could live out the rest of their days?” 

Dura’s eyes narrowed. “That child’s life is greater than any dragonkin or dragon god.” 

Timmon eyed Dura, “All of you combined don’t have enough power to stop me. One way or another, I will rip that child from the goblin’s belly and sacrifice it to my goddess.” 

“They may not, but I do,” said an other-worldly voice. 

Timmon’s eyes widened as a black and purple portal appeared before the row of women protecting Onka. A decayed lich emerged from the portal. The portal collapsed behind the lich in tattered, regal robes. 

Timmon took a step back and held up his sword. “This is not your fight, lich.” 

Brom turned his head and looked over his shoulder. Between Dura and Myn, Onka looked upon Brom with relieved eyes. 

Brom turned and faced the green dragonkin. “That is where you are mistaken. As the child’s Guardian, I have every right to defend his body and spirit. 

“You have made your intentions known, but that does not give you the authority to hurt Lady Onka or her child. Your goddess is pathetic to send you. I have fought greater beings than you. And to be clear, everyone in Moonvale is under my protection, save you. 

“Retreat to your goddess or I will have a new soul to add to my collections,” Brom said with an evil smirk. 

Timmon pointed his wood sword at Brom’s chest. “Vildra will aid me in destroying you, lich.” 

Brom’s evil leer remained. “Then attack me, whelp. Let me show you why your dragon gods fear me,” the words hanging in the air with an icy chill. 

Twenty

Bodies charged through the dark forest. Sensitive eyes cut through the inky shadows and dim, ethereal light of the cloudy night sky. The chill deepened, but didn’t affect the four figures running through the thick woods. 

Kavan’s heart hammered in his chest, not from exhaustion, but with tendrils of deep fear. Horrific images stabbed at his reasoning and as much as he tried to push it away, the images remained of Timmon ripping Kavan’s son from Onka’s womb. 

Drayke, Uriko, and Nava ran alongside the dragonkin, ducking and weaving through the woods. 

Kavan tried again to use his mystical connection to the dead and golems under his control and struck the same barrier connected with his mana. He couldn’t sense or feel his army and they could not hear him. 

“Nava, summon the dead and golems to the farmhouse!” Kavan commanded as they charged through the forest. 

Nava nodded as she called on her connection. The siren felt the tendrils of control as the undead and golems heard her. She instructed them to march to the Woodhaven farm, as quickly as they could. 

Many miles away, the undead in watchtowers moved at once. 

They exited the towers and shuffled through the dark in the direction of the farm. 

The doors to Brom’s dungeon opened as a brigade of golems marched out and into the Misty Forest. 

“They are on their way but they are moving too slow. They are not built for speed,” Nava shouted in the dark forest. 

Kavan continued to pump his legs as a grim feeling slid along his soul. 

 We have to get to the farm at all costs. It’s only a few miles away. If I had access to my body sphere, I could get there quicker. I hope Durzol, Lorta, and Dura can hold him off until we arrive. 

Uriko started to pull ahead. “Kavan, I’m much quicker and can see in the dark. I’ll go ahead and help buy us some more time!” 

“Do it,” Kavan shouted. 

The shadow elf nodded as her legs began to pump faster. Uriko moved quickly, like an animal of the forest. She pulled ahead as she evened her breathing. In a small span of time, she was already much farther ahead and soon would be out of sight. 

“Kavan, I have an idea to move us, but I don’t know how well it will work out,” Drayke said as he ran alongside the red dragonkin. 

“I’m open for anything right now.” 

Drayke nodded. “I can use most of my mana to use the air sphere. I can’t fly us there, but we can make long jumps. It won’t work very well in a forest and we will be crashing through it, but it can help us cover ground quicker.” 

Drayke glanced at Nava, “At most, I can move two of us, but not three.” 

Nava glanced to the side as they charged through the forest. 

“Don’t worry about me. I have friends that can help, but I need to slow down to call upon them. Drayke, if you can get Kavan to the farm sooner, do it. I’ll be right behind you both.” 

Nava turned her gaze to Kavan, “Save Onka for all of us.” 

“I will,” Kavan said as his heart sank in his chest. 

Nava slowed down as the two dragonkin continued to run. The siren shifted into a walk as she called upon her decay sphere. Mana flowed into a spell she first discovered in her underwater cave. An image of skulls she collected from her previous life filled her thoughts. She had befriended the dead connected with the skulls and they in turn, loved her. 

“I need to call upon you, my friends. I will give you power as you race to protect our family,” Nava whispered and began the incantation. 

In an underwater cave by the coast, a shelf with eight skulls from different races rested. Mana surged into them and a glow touched their hollow eye sockets. When Nava whispered the trigger word, an aura surrounded the skulls. They slowly floated up, heeding their mistresses’ call. 

In a blink, the skulls screamed as they flew along the length of the cave and splashed into the freezing cold ocean water. Near the beach, skulls blasted up from the water and screamed as they moved like dark comets to the farmhouse in the distance. 

“Protect our family,” Nava whispered before she started running again. 

Further ahead, Drayke began an incantation. 

“This might hurt a little,” the blue and black scaled dragonkin said before uttering the trigger word. 

The air vibrated with power and before anything else could be said, the air took hold of the two dragonkin and launched them into the air. Their bodies crashed through branches before they were above the dark forest. The pair flew with the wind, Kavan looking out to see Moonvale in the distance and the roof of his home. 

“We’re coming,” Kavan whispered before the pair went crashing down into the trees. 

The dragonkin hit the ground hard, but didn’t stop pumping their legs. Drayke began another incantation and when he whispered the trigger word, the pair was launched into the air again. 


***

Timmon stood with his wood sword pointed at the lich. His slitted eyes held a fierce strength as Brom stood like a statue in a graveyard. 

“The dragon gods fear no one, especially a dead thing like you. 

Your reputation is nothing more than tales to tell children so they would behave. I am an avatar for Vildra, Goddess of the Hunt. I have a sacred duty to perform, sanctioned by the gods. Step aside or the child will not be the only thing destroyed tonight,” Timmon said with a hard edge. 

Brom kept his icy gaze on the green dragonkin. “I hear a lot of words. If you knew anything about me, you know I don’t fold to intimidation.” 

Timmon gave a single nod and lowered his sword. “I know you won’t. I will not disagree, you are powerful and I have taken pause, but that is all you have earned. The child will be sacrificed to Vildra and we will all move on with our lives.” 

Brom stared with undead eyes. “I sense your power. You’ve been holding back, not willing to give away your true strength.” 

Timmon smirked. “You can sense my degrees of power. You know Vildra lends her strength through the life, decay, and body spheres. She has blessed me and I can call upon what is needed to thwart you.” 

A dark aura surrounded Brom as he stood. 

A green aura surrounded Timmon. 

“Protect Lady Onka,” Brom said over his shoulder. 

Mana pumped into the life dragonkin’s body. His muscles hummed with power, but he kept his slender form. 

“The goddess has heard my call,” Timmon sneered before he launched forward like a green comet. 

Light filled the living room as Brom’s hand shot up and clamped onto Timmon’s face. Energy ripped and exploded as Brom moved with the power of a titan, slamming Timmon’s head against the wall by the door. An explosion rippled as part of the house was blasted to kindling, Brom and Timmon suspended in the air for a moment before the lich slammed the green dragonkin into the snowy ground. 

Emerald energy exploded from the dragonkin, knocking away Brom’s grip. The lich floated back a few feet as Timmon’s body curled forward. Orbs of purple and black energy filled Brom’s hands as Timmon launched at him with his wooden sword in hand. 

The lich aimed and unleashed torrents of dark energy. Streams struck Timmon’s green aura and reflected away as the dragonkin drove his wooden blade into Brom’s gut. The lich didn’t flinch as boney hands grabbed at the green aura and began to pull. The aura stretched like thick fabric and began to rip. 

Timmon drew his sword and sliced upwards at an arm. The blade bit into the fragile looking arm, but didn’t sever it. 

Brom’s decayed features began to take on a younger appearance as he ripped off a chunk of Timmon’s aura and it faded away. 

“Death is stronger than life,” Brom sneered as he lifted the dragonkin and threw him. 

Timmon righted himself in the air before torrents of dark energy slammed into him. The dragonkin went spiraling through the air and slammed into a tree across the dirt road. The tree was blasted apart from the impact, the top falling and crashing down into other trees. 

Timmon landed on his feet and one hand. He lifted his eyes and snout to the lich. Brom stalked forward, dark and purple energy leaking from his entire form. 

Timmon tensed when roots and stone blasted up around him. 

They clamped onto his limbs and coiled around his body. 

“I am master of all mana,” Brom said with a confident gleam in his now young, green eyes. 

Dura stood in the living room. Her eyes widened. The wall was destroyed and she saw for the first time, Durzol on his knees and not moving. Her father lay on his side, gasping for air. Lorta lay face down and not moving. 

Her sanity cracked as the orc saw her dead and dying family. 

Logic fell away as her grip tightened on her blade. 

Onka looked to Dura and understood immediately. “Dura, don’t!” 

The orc didn’t hear the goblin. She bent her legs and darted out of the house, a hellish scream filling the night sky. 

“Zellee, stop her!” Onka shouted. 

The arachnix pointed her hands and thick streams of webbing shot out. They crossed the distance and just before they were to strike the charging orc, Dura turned her direction and jumped forward. Webbing fell and struck the ground as the bleeding and wounded orc charged toward Brom and Timmon. 

Dura huffed as her unwavering gaze was on the now trapped dragonkin. Her legs pumped as she quickly approached. Brom raised his hands as energy rippled. Dura shot past him and jumped. 

Timmon looked up to see a look of pure determination in Dura’s eyes. She held her sword close to her cheek as she threw her entire form and every ounce of her strength into her attack. 

Timmon took a quick inhale and blasted out a green mist. The mist struck the flying orc and her senses dulled. Brom hesitated his attack and Timmon rose up, shattering his bonds. The green dragonkin lifted his arm and backhanded the orc across her chest. 

The power in the blow broke ribs and her chest as she was flung sideways like a ragdoll. 

Dura struck the ground and bounced before hitting the ground again and sliding to a stop across the snow. 

“Zellee, save Dura,” Onka commanded. 

The arachnix shook her head. “I must protect you and the baby. I will not leave your side,” she said with tears forming in her eyes. 

Timmon glared at the lich and took a step forward. 

“Foolish,” Brom said and made an arcane gesture with his hands. 

Three black orbs appeared around the green dragonkin. In a blink of an eye, immense gravity pulled in three different directions. 

Timmon was trapped between them, feeling the very fabric of his being pulled into each one. His aura flickered as light was being sucked into the orbs. Snow, dirt, and stone was pulled from the ground and into the black orbs. 

“Even a god would find it difficult to fight the power of a black hole, let alone three of them,” Brom chuckled. 

Timmon began to roar as his body was being slowly ripped apart in three directions. Scales and skin stretched as the dragonkin’s roars turned into screams. 

Brom lifted a hand and made an arcane gesture. A purple aura appeared over Timmon and the three black holes. The ground underneath was ripped up as Timmon fought with every ounce of his power. 

“Vildra! Lend me your power!” the green dragonkin screamed. 

Brom lifted an eyebrow as the green aura around Timmon turned into golden light. The dragonkin’s skin and scales gleamed with energy as he roared. Light touched the black holes and was pulled in. The black orbs shuddered as more and more energy slipped into them. Within moments, the orbs shuddered and collapsed into themselves. They shrank into pinpoints and winked out of existence. 

Timmon lowered his snout and looked upon Brom with kind eyes. “You never had a chance.” 

Golden energy rippled and exploded outwards. 

Brom stood his ground as shards of golden energy slammed into him. He was like a lighthouse against the surging storm, strong and unyielding. 

The storm of energy shards blasted out, many of them striking the farmhouse and barn. Walls were cracked while pieces were blown off into dust. The farmhouse took the worst of it as large holes were blasted through it. 

Zellee, Myn, and Belle grabbed Onka and pulled her down as energy shards punched through walls. The entire home was blasted and when the energy dimmed, the house creaked, barely standing up. 

Brom stared at the dragonkin with a golden aura. 

Timmon flexed his hands as he looked at them. He lifted his snout and looked upon the lich with warm eyes. 

“I am an avatar for Vildra. Her power courses through me,” 

Timmon chuckled. 

Brom kept his gaze steady. 

Timmon’s eyes flashed and something else slipped in. The warm gaze turned hard as power pulsed from the dragonkin’s golden aura. 

“Brom, you continue to meddle in cosmic affairs. We have allowed you to exist, a lesson to all of what was, but even you have strayed too far from your role on Voldor,” Timmon’s voice came out otherworldly and feminine. 

Brom’s eyes narrowed. “Dragon gods are not to meddle directly in mortal affairs, Vildra.” 

Timmon smirked. “I am a goddess, and I may do as I will. You, on the other hand, have forgotten your place.” 

“I know my place and it is standing on the corpses of the dragon pantheon.” 

Vildra continued to smirk. “So much hatred for such a natural process. The strong rule the weak. The intelligent manipulate the ignorant. The dead must stay dead as the living enjoy their lives. 

“With the thousands of years that have passed, surely you must be beyond such sentiment? The hudenns and the old gods stood in the way of paradise. If we had not stormed the celestial planes, you would have killed your family in petty jealousy.” 

“I know what my intentions were and I ask for no forgiveness. 

Where I would have killed a town or kingdom, you murdered an

entire people. You wiped them out and I am here to correct the balance. There is no other way. There will be no other way.” 

Vildra’s body pulsed with golden power. “As my avatar has said before, we don’t wish to destroy you, or the town. You are free to plot your schemes and entertain us, nothing more.” 

Vildra looked past Brom to Onka as she was slowly helped to her feet. “But what grows in her belly is sin incarnate. Purity is power and the children of such an unholy union will not be part of Voldor’s history.” 

Brom’s eyes narrowed. “The other dragon gods don’t know you’re here. You are breaking your own laws to smite a being born of love.” 

Vildra nodded. “Your insight is extraordinary, but it means little in what must be done. I have imparted a single tier of my power into my avatar. Even a lich of your power is no match. 

“Stand aside and let this night of tears begin.” 

Brom leered. “I will do no such thing.” 

Vildra within Timmon’s body turned their head as a black portal appeared behind her. An orc lich in a crimson dress stepped out. In her hand was a dagger with purple veins pulsating along it. 

A dark aura surrounded the orc lich as power vibrated off her body in waves. 

“Two liches better the odds,” Shella said with an evil smirk. 

“Foul creatures,” Vildra cursed. “I am the Goddess of the Hunt. I control the life, decay, and body spheres. Your power means nothing to me.” 

Scattered, dead dreggers began to twitch. Grotesque and mangled bodies lurched up as the dead dreggers pulled themselves together. Wet growls filled the air as dreggers turned their sights onto the liches and the bodies clustered in the half-destroyed home. 

“I wanted to simply slay the abomination, but it would appear, the entire town requires cleansing,” Vildra said darkly. 

Myn looked over her shoulder to Onka, “It was a wonderful life, spending it with you and Kavan.” 

The thin taur turned and gripped her dagger. “They will not get past us.” 

Zellee and Belle nodded. 

Dead dreggers shifted on their feet, glaring with undead eyes at the figures huddled in the destroyed home, when screams filled the air. 

Eight skulls shot down from the sky and struck the ground. Dirt and debris rose up as the skulls took phantom like forms. They continued to scream as they looked upon the dead dreggers. In an instant, they flew at the dreggers with shadow claws and ghostly swords. The dreggers charged into an attack and when both forces met, they clashed in chaotic bedlam. 

“Let’s even the odds,” Brom said and snapped his fingers. 

Portals appeared around the area. Twenty iron golems stepped out and charged into an attack. Screaming skulls and iron golems clawed, sliced, and pummeled the dead dreggers. Iron golems smashed the dreggers to paste as dregger claws sliced and sparked against the constructs. 

Timmon stepped forward as glowing light lit up the area. Shella launched at the dragonkin avatar, dark energy rippling along her open hand and her dagger at her side. Brom lifted his hands as black energy flared. The two lichs burst forward and met the golden dragonkin in the middle. A terrible explosion rippled through the area. 

Onka watched through the chaos. Vildra held Shella’s wrist with the dagger in one hand and had Brom by the throat with her other hand. Brom aimed his hands at point-blank-range, blasting out shadows and darkness against the golden aura. Shella growled as

she fought against the goddess’s power, the starstone dagger inches from her side. 

“You’re both overmatched,” Vildra sneered as she snapped Shella’s wrist. 

The dagger fell from her broken hand and instantly flew into Brom’s hand. The lich drove the blade to the goddess’s golden aura and the tip penetrated. Brom ground his teeth as his young form pushed against the waves of power. Vildra looked down with wide eyes as the lich resisted her divine power. She let go of Shella and grabbed Brom’s wrist. Auras clashed in a heated storm as Brom poured his entire being into pushing the dagger into Timmon’s stomach. 

“Check,” Brom hissed as power exploded. 

The golden aura parted as the starstone dagger stabbed into Vildra’s stomach. Her golden aura rippled and exploded. 

The goddess held Brom by the throat as golden light tore his body to shreds. Brom grunted as his arm was ripped off, followed by a leg. The lich cackled as he twisted the dagger still within the goddess. Vildra screamed as her divine energy was disrupted and distorted. Timmon’s face shifted in agony as energies rippled. 

“My beloved!” Shella shouted as she blasted through the storm of power with a shadow blade in her working hand. 

She stabbed at the golden aura, trying to pierce it as Brom’s body was ripped to pieces, sections at a time. 

“Insect,” Vildra said as she grabbed the starstone dagger in her belly and pulled it out. 

Vildra tossed what was left of Brom to the ground as she turned to the crazed lich. A flick of her wrist and the dagger shot up and into Shella’s throat. The orc lich’s head whipped back from the power of the blow as her body was sent hurtling backwards. She smashed into a tree and slumped to the ground, dagger in her neck. 

Golems and screaming skulls continued to fight as Vildra turned and set her sights on Onka in the destroyed home. 

“No,” Onka whimpered as she touched her belly. 

The goddess Vildra moved through Timmon’s body. 

“Brom thinks of this as a khess game, but you know as well as I, this is no game,” Vildra said as she stalked toward the house. 

Several undead dreggers broke away from the fighting and charged into the house. Their mangled undead bodies crashed through debris, ready to tear everyone inside to pieces. 

“Fight!” Myn shouted as she took a stance. 

A figure came out from the side of the stairs. The dreggers were nearly upon the small group when Abby appeared, arcane pistol in her hand and grim shadows under her eyes. 

“Leave my family alone!” The taur shouted as she pulled the trigger. 

Fire spell rounds blasted out in quick succession. Undead dreggers turned to the taur before fireballs blasted holes through them. Singed fur and the stench of burning meat touched the air as the dreggers were thrown back from the force of the spell rounds. 

The arcane pistol clicked empty as Abby stared in disbelief. The attacking dreggers were slumped to the floor and no longer moving. 

“Interesting item,” Vildra said before lifting her hand. 

Myn, Belle, Abby, and Zellee clutched at their chests. Hearts slowed down, unable to pump blood effectively. The taurs and arachnix collapsed, moaning and gasping for air. 

Vildra’s golden eyes stared at Onka, “They will witness my divine will.” 

Onka grabbed the starstone dagger at her belt and drew it. She held it up with a shaky arm, her other hand on her belly. Tears filled her eyes as she held the dagger up to the approaching goddess. 

“I won’t let you hurt my child!” Onka said with tears in her eyes. 

Vildra slowly approached. “You are a curious mongrel creature. I sense divine power, but it is so low, so distant, yet, it reeks of ancient mana. Have we met before?” 

Onka’s eyes flashed with heat as her arm stopped shaking. A mad grin appeared as she looked up at the goddess inhabiting the green dragonkin. 

“We met on the battlefield, you fucking dragon bitch!” Onka shouted. 

Vildra blinked. “Hexnia?” 

Outside of the ruined house, Lorta opened her eyes. Divine energy flowed into her as she stood up. The troll turned to see Timmon with a golden aura standing over Onka, her arm up and dagger out. 

A whisper touched her and Lorta smiled. 

“I will be your avatar, Goddess Hexnia,” Lorta whispered as power surged into her body. 

The troll burst forward as a figure darted to her side. The troll glanced over to Uriko, the shadow elf in a run and Shella’s dagger in her hand. Troll and shadow elf darted into the home. Uriko leapt into the air, silent as a ghost. She drifted forward and drove the starstone dagger into Vildra’s back. 

Timmon’s eyes widened as Vildra screamed. 

Onka stumbled forward and drove her dagger into Timmon’s belly. Screams grew louder as Lorta charged in, spear in hand. A hole in the aura opened along Timmon’s back from the starstone dagger. Lorta stabbed her spear point into the dragon avatar and fire stabbed into the body. Flames burst in muted power as Timmon was lifted up by the spear and thrown. 

Timmon slammed into the hearth, smashing it to rubble and slumping to the ground. 

Zellee and the taurs gasped for air as their hearts returned to normal. The group slowly stood up. 

Onka stared with hard eyes as Timmon slowly stood up. The possessed dragonkin reached behind and grabbed the dagger in their back. They pulled it out and threw it on the floor. Next, she grabbed the dagger in her belly, pulled it out and tossed it onto the floor. 

“Feeble,” Vildra huffed from within Timmon’s body. “You may be able to hurt me, but you can’t kill me or my divine will.” 

Vildra took one step forward when a pair of dragonkin landed by the edge of the house. 

Everyone turned their heads to Kavan and Drayke as they stepped inside, weapons in hand. 

Kavan looked over to Timmon as he glowed with golden power. 

There was no reason or logic. Pure purpose took hold of the red dragonkin as spines stabbed out from his body, fanned out and flattened into armor. Heat boiled in his throat as he glared at the green dragonkin with the golden aura. Muscles twitched and protective fire burned hotter than the sun. 

“Let’s, for a lack of a better term, fuck him up!” Drayke said before he pulled back his head and unleashed a torrent of lightning. 

Kavan launched into the air and blasted out a stream of his own dragon fire. 

Vildra stood, flames and lightning striking the aura and dispersing. 

“It’s the goddess Vildra within Timmon’s body!” Onka shouted. 

Kavan barely nodded as he landed and thrust with his spear. 

The point of the spear clanged against the golden aura as Kavan stepped in closer. 

“Even enchanted weapons won’t harm…” Vildra’s eyes widened in pain. 

Kavan stabbed his starstone dagger deep into Timmon’s side and twisted it. 

“I know what I’m doing,” Kavan hissed as he tried to draw the dagger back for another stab. 

Timmon’s arm shot up and backhanded Kavan across his armored chest. Armor shattered across his chest as he was thrown back, the dagger still in Vildra’s side. Lorta leapt to him, grabbed him from the air, heaved back, and threw the dragonkin with the power of a demonic goddess. 

Time slowed down as Kavan reached into his destroyed armor and fingers slipped into an inside coat pocket. 

Vildra grinned evilly as energy surged into her hands. 

 I have to make this count. 

Kavan drew his scribe tool made of starstone. His scaled hand shot up when he reached the goddess and stabbed it through her aura and into her neck. Power rippled and distorted as Vildra screamed. 

Kavan’s shoulder struck her, slamming her back into the destroyed fireplace. He spun his spear and leaned into a stab, aiming for her neck. The golden aura flickered as the mithril point broke through. Vildra’s eyes widened as the white spearpoint with the red line touched her neck and nicked it. 

“NO!” Vildra hissed. 

Kavan prepared to press his attack when divine energy and blood was sucked into his spear. It surged along and slammed into Kavan’s soul and spirit. When it curled along his heart, it blasted out into every cell in his body. 

The locks on his mana chakra points were shattered as mana flowed. More than mana flowed as divine energy snaked into every part of his body. Golden light filled the red dragonkin as he tasted godhood. 

 I feel… everything. 

A golden aura blazed bright around Kavan. He drew back his spear and threw it aside. Claws stabbed out from fingertips as a celestial growl rocked the area. 

Timmon was up and claws extended. 

“Foul creature!” Vildra seethed. 

Kavan burst forward and the two dragonkin connected in a carnival of carnage. They exploded through the rest of the hearth and landed outside. Kavan roared like a monster from the darkest abyss, claws slashing in blurry arcs. Vildra attacked in the same manner, the two dragonkin slicing and slashing at each other like primal monsters. 

“Fuck her up!” Drayke said and pumped his fist in the air. 

Claws slammed into each dragonkin so hard, shockwaves blasted out. Drayke and Lorta moved up with arms crossed, protecting Onka, Zellee and the taurs with their bodies. 

Kavan was unleashed as he poured every drop of hatred and monstrous power into each and every swing. Vildra backed up a foot at a time, unable to stand her ground. 

“YOU WANT TO SEE A MONSTER! I WILL SHOW YOU A

MONSTER!” Kavan roared like a titan. 

A claw swipe struck Vildra across her face. Scales were sliced off as her head turned in dismay. The golden aura surrounding Timmon’s body flickered. Kavan roared as he saw nothing but red, wanting to stomp the goddess to nothing. 

Vildra sighed as she stepped back. The goddess pulled her power away as she left her avatar. In turn, she pulled the power temporarily channeled into Kavan with her. 

Realization returned to Timmon’s eyes just as Kavan’s claws struck the side of his head again and sent drops of blood into the air. 

Weakness pulled on Kavan’s muscles as the divine energy left him. 

The two dragonkin fell. Timmon landed on his rear as Kavan landed on his hands and knees. The pair huffed in exhaustion. 

“How? How did you… become so powerful?” Timmon said aghast. 

Kavan heaved for air as he looked at the green dragonkin with hard eyes. “Monsters don’t ask for power, they take it.” 

Timmon’s eyes widened in fear. The green dragonkin barely managed to get to his feet. He glanced at the destroyed house to see Onka and the group looking down on him. The green dragonkin turned, stumbled, and ran in the opposite direction. 

“Lorta and Uriko, kill him,” Onka said with a wicked tone. 

Troll and shadow elf launched forward and broke into a run. 

Zellee and the taurs helped Onka down to the snowy ground. 

Kavan remained on his hands and knees, slowly regaining his breath. He turned and sat, looking up at the pregnant goblin as she approached. Tears streaked her cheeks as she sat down beside the dragonkin. Kavan wrapped his arms around her and held her close as she sobbed into his chest. 

“I’m here. I’m here,” Kavan said softly. 


***

Timmon stumbled through the dark, snow-covered forest. He huffed with wide eyes as two shadows chased after him. He glanced back, knowing if they reached him, he was as good as dead. 

“Vildra, please, save me from my enemies. I live to serve,” the life dragonkin prayed. 

He pushed on as he neither heard nor felt nothing from his goddess. His heart weakened as he continued to bleed from his many wounds. 

The dragonkin stumbled and tripped in the snow. He crashed down to the ground as a chill seeped further into his body. 

“Do not forsake me,” Timmon said in a low, defeated tone. 

The ground rumbled. Roots burst up from the ground and snow. 

They began to coil around the green dragonkin. 

“Thank you, my goddess,” Timmon said as he was quickly enveloped. 

The life dragonkin was covered in curling roots before he was pulled into the ground. Dirt, rocks, and snow quickly covered him and he was gone. 

Lorta and Uriko shot past the spot where Timmon was taken under, their eyes glancing around for any sign of him as they raced on into the dark. 


***

Kavan, Onka, and the rest of the family and friends moved to the front of the house. Nava appeared from the forest and stepped closer with wide eyes and a lifting heart. 

Zellee moved to Dura and lowered herself down. She helped the orc sit up and held her close, warming up her cold body. Dura’s eyes fluttered awake. She leaned in closer to the arachnix as they stayed on the snow. 

Kavan and Onka moved to Durzol and Kogan. The two orcs stared at nothing, their souls long gone. 

Kavan’s eyes gleamed as he looked at them. Abby, Myn, and Belle wailed in sorrow. Lorta fell to her knees with wet eyes. 

“I was too late,” Kavan said in a weak voice. 

Onka hugged the dragonkin around the waist as a tear ran down her green cheek. 

 “Kavan, if I may have a moment of your time?” 

Kavan’s eyes widened to Brom’s voice. The dragonkin broke away from Onka and stepped through the battlefield. He glanced around until he saw the partial form of the lich. 

Kavan fell to his knees beside Brom. The lich looked up, his face still young and handsome. Kavan looked down to see the lich was missing an arm, a leg, and part of his lower body. 

“I’ve had worse,” Brom said with an amused smirk. 

“Are you going to survive?” Kavan asked. 

Brom gave a small nod. “I will, in a way. I have taken too much damage and cannot hold my form together. This body will turn to ash and it will take time to reform a new body. 

“Older liches take longer to pull back all of their power. Since I am ancient, it may take a few weeks to a few months to reform. But that is not why I called you over.” 

A crowd gathered around Kavan on his knees and Brom laying in the bloody snow. Shella moved among them, stepped to Brom’s other side and looked down with sad eyes. 

Brom kept his relaxed gaze on Kavan. “Before I fade away, I want to tell you how proud I am to have you as my apprentice. You have become strong and skilled. Your intuition was correct to create enchantments that would further compliment your growing power. It gave you enough of an edge to send a dragon goddess to retreat. 

Bravo.” 

Brom glanced over to Shella, “My beloved will be residing in my dungeon until my return. Go to her with any questions you may have. 

She will continue what we’ve set in motion.” 

The lich looked over to Onka. “Lady Onka, I regret to inform you that I will be unable to fulfill my oath as guardian for a time. I hope you can forgive me?” 

Onka smiled. “There is nothing to forgive. Come back to us and resume your duty, when you’re ready.” 

“Thank you, beautiful goddess,” Brom whispered before looking at Kavan. 

“My apprentice, the path will only grow more treacherous from here. You and everyone here, have the tools to fight against the dragon gods. They will begin to muster their forces and you must take the fight to them. It is the only way to break their hold on this world. 

“I know your heart is a good one, but do not lose sight of what we have begun. The dragon gods and the dragonkin will not be so kind. Tonight, is proof of what they will do, given a chance.” 

Brom’s gaze fell to Kavan’s chest, seeing the chaotic pain in his heart. 

The lich smirked. “I impart a gift, something that will help ease the pain. What is a Lord of Moonvale without his honor guard?” 

Brom lifted a hand and snapped his fingers. 

Golden light bloomed close by. Everyone turned and looked over in disbelief. Golden auras surrounded Durzol and Kogan. The older orc stirred and gasped for air. He looked around with wild eyes as healing energy pulled his soul back into his body and mended his heart. 

The wound across Durzol’s throat mended close before he gasped for breath. His eyes were wide as his soul settled back in his body and spirit. 

Dura watched as her brother and father stirred to life. The orc jumped to her feet and darted across the small distance. She crashed into her brother and hugged him tight as he grunted in pain. 

Kogan slowly stood up and looked down on his two children. He stepped to them and fell to his knees. He coiled his arms around them and joined their sobs with his own, happy to be alive and together. 

Kavan smiled as he looked from the orcs to Brom. 

Brom nodded. “I may be a lich, but I am beyond good and evil. 

All there is left is purpose. Remember that as we prepare to restore Voldor to its former glory.” 

Brom’s eyes turned glassy. Kavan took Brom’s hand into his. 

“I’m proud to have you as my teacher,” Kavan said softly. 

Brom grinned. “I know.” 

Black lines crawled along the lich’s body. When they covered him completely, he winked at Kavan before his entire body turned into black ash. 

“See you soon, my friend,” Kavan whispered as ashes covered the white and pink snow. 

Onka hugged Kavan and he hugged her back. 

Alerts filled Kavan’s gaze as he looked down with loving eyes on the goblin. 

 You have gained a degree in Strength! Strength is now 8th degree. 

 You have gained a degree in Intelligence! Intelligence is now 7th degree. 

 You have gained a degree in Dexterity! Dexterity is now 8th degree. 

 You have gained a degree in Constitution! Constitution is now 9th degree. 

 You have gained a degree in Willpower! Willpower is now 8th degree. 

 You have gained a degree in the Mind Sphere! Mind Sphere is now 5th degree. 

 You have gained a degree in the Body Sphere! Body Sphere is now 8th degree. 

 You have gained 2 drops of mana to your mana pool! 

 You have gained a degree in Combat Skill! Combat Skill is 9th degree, Master. 

 You have gained a degree in Tracking Skill! Tracking Skill is 2nd degree, Average. 

The South Gate of Moonvale opened wide. Torchlight touched the air as the entire town marched down the dirt road and toward Kavan’s farm. Their eyes held courage and slivers of fear as they moved as one down the road. 

Kavan held Onka close, their hands on her belly. 

“I love you,” Onka whispered. 

“I love you too,” Kavan whispered back. 

Onka looked down at her belly. “I don’t know what the future holds for our son, but he will be loved and cared for.” 

“Yes, he will,” Kavan smiled. 

Kavan and Onka held each other tight as friends and family gathered around them with warm hearts and glowing spirits. 

Twenty One

The Lord’s Tower was abuzz with activity. The lower floor and the throne room were filled with many residents from town. Outside, a small crowd gathered, talking about last night’s events. Priest Raine and Priestess Misty tried to calm everyone down and organize what needed to be accomplished for the day, including giving the lord and his betrothed some time to collect themselves after last night’s tumultuous events. 

In a side room on the third floor of the tower, Kavan stood by a window, his back against the wall. The dragonkin had his arms crossed and his snout down as he looked at Kogan, Dura, and Durzol. The Sunaxe family were speaking about the events of last night. Despite the harrowing fight, love filled their eyes and joy touched their voices. 

“We saw your mother,” Kogan smiled at Dura. 

The beautiful orc’s eyes gleamed as she looked at her father and brother. 

Durzol nodded. “She was in the Fields of Paradise. Nephy guided us to her. She was so beautiful and happy.” 

Kogan nodded and glanced at Kavan. “We also saw Hynrik. I never knew the arachnix could smile so much.” 

Kavan stood up with a small look of surprise in his features. 

Kogan continued, “He wanted me to tell you, you have nothing to feel guilty over. He is where he belongs and he is overjoyed.” 

Dura wiped away a tear from the corner of her eye. “Thank you, but I need to know, are both of you alright? You both died last night.” 

Kogan and Durzol nodded and smiled. 

“We are fine,” Durzol said with kind eyes. 

“It’s hard to explain, but we felt the powerful pull in the afterlife. 

We were speaking with your mom for hours, and then we appeared

back in our bodies,” Kogan said warmly. 

“Hours?” Dura sighed. 

“It felt like hours,” Durzol smiled. 

Kogan took his daughter’s hands into his and gave them a gentle squeeze. “Your mother is so proud of the woman you have become. She gets glimpses of our lives and she is truly happy you have found love and will be bonding soon.” 

Dura nodded. “That can’t be all she said?” 

Kogan chuckled. “No, she also told me to lose weight and get some exercise. She also told me to not dwell on her death and move on with my life. She is very happy and looks forward to seeing us in the distant future. She understands, the same as many others in the afterlife, of what we are trying to accomplish on Voldor. 

“Delia, and many of the dead, are cheering us on to victory. They want to see Voldor free of the dragonkin and dragon gods.” 

Durzol spoke up, “I don’t know how Brom did it, but he pulled us back and told us we had to be here to help free Voldor. He told us this was the only time he could perform this resurrection for the time being. He clasped our forearms in the spirit realm before we appeared back in our bodies.” 

“Most likely because his body was destroyed and he has to reform a new one,” Kavan added. 

Everyone nodded in agreement. 

Kogan looked at Dura with fatherly eyes. “There is much to be done, but for the moment, we can rest to a degree. There is still a child on the way and a bonding ceremony to perform.” 

Dura’s eyes darkened as she looked down. “Do we have time for such things? Vildra knows Hexnia is here. We may be attacked at any time.” 

Kavan shook his head. “Last night, as Onka and I laid in bed, she explained that we may not be in as much danger as we may

think. Vildra was acting in her own motives, separate from the dragon pantheon. If she informed the pantheon of discovering one of the old gods, that knowledge would leak down to the faithful across Voldor. That piece of knowledge would ripple across the world and break down what is already established. 

“If the dragon gods lose some faith from followers, their power diminishes or fractures. It will open weaknesses and Vildra will not chance bringing doubt to their power. It, however, doesn’t mean Vildra will stop at trying to exact her revenge or try to change the course of fate behind the scenes. She is a strong and intelligent goddess. She may begin to move pieces against us, but they may be hidden or lurking in the shadows.” 

Kogan rubbed his bearded jaw, “That will give us some time, but not much. We will still have to come up with a plan. We will come together and speak on it, after the bonding ceremony, but for now, we must attend to our people and our town.” 

Kavan approached the three orcs with a warm smile. “I’m very happy for your return, Kogan and Durzol.” Kavan looked at Dura and his smile grew warmer. “And I am happy you didn’t leave the mortal coil, my love.” 

Dura smiled and heat touched her green cheeks. 

“We are happy to be here a little while longer,” Kogan winked. 

“But we should get on with what we need to do. Since the farmhouse is partially destroyed, you and your ladies will have to stay here in the tower. It’s much safer here and keeps the lovely Onka close by for when she is ready to give birth. 

“I have spoken with Grizz. The watchtowers were completed the other day. They have taken a look at your designs on the new home and will be able to pick up where you left off. They should have it completed within the first week of spring, with your permission or course.” 

Kavan nodded. “I freely give it. With the baby and the ceremony, I won’t have any time to work on the home. If the old house was still

standing, it would be different, but our family needs a home much sooner.” 

Kogan smiled. “I will be sure to give them the go ahead.” 

Durzol turned to Kavan, “Brother, you should be with Onka. We can handle everything else.” 

The dragonkin looked at his dear friend with sad eyes. “You should be resting too. You did die.” 

Durzol let out a hearty laugh like his father. “I rested in the Fields of Paradise. I’m ready to take on the world and make Voldor a better place for us and future generations. There are weapons and armor to craft and, as far as I know, I am the only available blacksmith at the moment.” 

Kavan clamped his hand on Durzol’s broad shoulder, “After the ceremony, we both will share that duty.” 

The red dragonkin and the orc embraced for a long moment before they pulled away. 

Kavan turned to the older orc. 

Kogan waved his hand at chest level. “Don’t worry about me. I feel like I have a second chance at living my life.” 

Kavan and Kogan embraced, the older orc patting the dragonkin’s back. When they pulled apart, Kavan looked into Dura’s eyes. 

Dura smiled. “I will join you in a moment. I want to talk to my father and brother a little while longer.” 

Kavan nodded and made for the door. When he stepped out and closed the door behind him, the three orcs took each other’s hands and stood in a triangle. They talked about their mother and wife with tears in their eyes. 

Kavan stepped through the corridor to the large bed chamber at the end. He opened the door and stepped in. His heart thudded with love in his chest as he saw Onka sitting up in bed, her hands on her

round belly. Nava was on the bed with her, the pair talking. Zellee was close by, knitting a small outfit for the coming baby. Lorta sat in a chair by the window, her spear across her lap. Abby, Belle, and Myn were on the rug at the base of the bed, lounging and laughing. 

All heads turned to the red dragonkin and smiles bloomed. 

Kavan stepped further in until he reached the bed. He sat down on the edge and looked into Onka’s oval eyes and plump face. 

“Are they okay?” Onka asked, referring to Dura, Durzol, and Kogan. 

“They are better than okay. They saw their mother and wife in the Fields of Paradise before they returned to their bodies. Dura wanted to spend a little more time with them before coming to see us.” 

Kavan looked at Onka. “How are you?” he asked before looking down at Onka’s belly, “And our son?” 

“I’m okay,” Onka smiled. She ran her hands over her belly. 

“Kaspian is doing well too. He will be arriving in a few days. I can feel him kicking harder. I think he’s ready to enter the world.” 

Onka’s eyes took on a sad edge. “I was very close to letting out my true self. I could barely control it, but I knew, if I did, I would have absorbed our son.” 

Onka glanced at Lorta. “Thankfully, I could still instill power into my avatar, and my precious sister.” 

“We are blessed,” Lorta smiled. 

Onka nodded with a smile before looking at her love. “We were so close to an alternative fate. I never want to get that close again.” 

Kavan nodded. “We won’t.  There will be no more hiding and hoping our enemies will not find us. Voldor is changing and we will be the ones to lead that change. The last year has had its moments, some high and some low, but we have grown closer with each passing day.” 

Kavan reached over and touched Onka’s knee. “No more defense. The dragon gods and their followers will be coming for all of us. I will not allow them to come so close to destroying our family again.” 

Onka slowly blinked, “I know, my love.” 

“We are ready,” Nava smiled. 

“They will fear us,” Lorta said with confidence. 

“We will change Voldor,” Zellee smiled as she knitted. 

“We are ready to fight!” Abby, Myn, and Belle shouted. 

Kavan looked around at all the beautiful women in his life. “Yes, we will,” the dragonkin said with heartfelt joy. 

Everyone came together to hug Kavan and Onka as the morning sun rose higher in the clear sky. 


***

“It hurts!” Onka half-shouted, half screamed. 

The bed chamber was filled with a few bodies as the dark of night touched the window. Kavan was at Onka’s side as she laid in bed. Her back was propped up and her legs spread. She wore a simple gown. Her brow was creased and her cheeks a hot pink. She breathed quickly as her hand was like an iron vice on Kavan’s spindly hand. 

Soki was on the bed, her hand on Onka’s belly as she looked down on her goblinhood. “I know. Keep pushing. Kaspian wants to come out to the world and he needs you to push.” 

“Don’t patronize me!” Onka said with a growl. 

On the other side of the chamber, Lorta stood with her spear, watching over the event. Nava was beside her. The siren couldn’t stay still as she heard Onka’s grunts, shouts, and howls. Dura and Hagasa were on the other side of the bed. A small table next to her had towels, a clean dagger, and a basin of warm water. 

Onka let out another painful shout and then tried to breathe. 

“Healer Soki, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to be rude,” the goblin said with pain in her eyes. 

Soki nodded as she continued to look down. “I have delivered babies before coming to Moonvale. What you’re going through is typical and I don’t take offense. Just keep pushing as I feel your heartbeats.” 

Nava winced as Onka let out a bloodcurdling scream. 

“I can’t stay for this. I’m sorry,” the siren said as she reached for the door handle. 

“Nava, it will be fine,” Lorta said and looked down at the siren. 

Nava’s light blue features were a pale white. “I know. Call me back when the baby is here.” 

Lorta smiled and nodded. “I will.” 

Nava barely gave a nod before pulling the door open and stepping outside. 

“You’re doing great,” Kavan said with wide eyes and a smile. 

“Doing great? Why don’t you take over and give birth! See how great it is!” Onka shouted. 

“I know you don’t mean any of that, but if it helps you get through this, say anything you wish. I will be here at your side,” Kavan grinned. 

Onka’s hand squeezed Kavan’s hand so tight, he grunted in pain. 

“You did this to me! If you get me pregnant again, I’m going to kill you!” Onka growled like a feral creature. 

“I would die a hundred deaths for you and our children,” Kavan grinned like an idiot. 

“If you weren’t so hot, I’d drive a dagger into your heart!” Onka wailed. 

“Keep speaking the truth, my love,” Kavan winked. 

Onka’s face contorted into one half rage and the other half joy. 

“Don’t make me laugh. It hurts toooooo…” Onka said as her eyes widened and she let out another scream. 

“He’s coming!” the goblin shouted at the top of her lungs. 

Hagasa was at Onka’s side. The goblin touched Onka’s neck. 

The pain in Onka’s eyes slipped away as her body relaxed. 

“The pressure point needs to be touched to ease the pain at the time of birth,” Hagasa said with a knowing gleam. 

Onka slowly blinked. “I feel better,” the goblin whispered and pushed. 

“I see the head,” Soki smiled. 

Lorta stood with tears in her eyes. Dura moved to Soki’s side with towels and a dagger. 

“Kavan,” Onka whispered. 

“I’m here,” Kavan said with tears in his eyes. 

“I can already feel his beautiful soul. I can feel his fate line. It will be long and glorious,” Onka whispered. 

Kavan nodded. “We will make sure it stays that way.” 

“One more push,” Soki said with a warm smile. 

“Push, dear Onka,” Hagasa whispered. 

“Push and bring our son into the world,” Kavan whispered. 

Onka’s eyes widened and she pushed. 

Fluids spilled out as a tiny form emerged. Soki gently took hold, helping to pull it from his mother’s womb. Dura was beside Soki, handing a thick towel to her and holding a dagger. 

“I don’t hear anything,” Kavan said with a fearful tone. 

Soki held the baby up and smacked its bottom. 

Time stood still in the chamber as everyone listened. A blink later, a pathetic whimper grew into a loud crying. 

Lorta sobbed in joy. Dura dipped a towel in warm water as Soki lifted the baby for all to see. 

Kavan and Onka stared up with wide eyes. Kaspian cried loudly. 

The baby’s skin was a light red. A small set of scales touched his little shoulders, along his neck and spread to his head. The scales were mostly crimson, but a few green scales covered him like freckles. A thin wax melted from two, tiny horns, revealing them in the lantern light. His body was that of a newborn, the rest of his skin smooth. His small clawed feet kicked and moved. 

Kavan and Onka looked at Kaspian’s small tail. It moved and waved as a wax-like substance melted from a sharp, arrow-like end of the tail. 

Kaspian’s tiny snout was open as he screamed into the world. 

Hagasa turned to Onka and smiled. “Well done.” 

Soki put the baby on a towel on the bed. The naga took the clean dagger and cut the cord with one quick motion. Dura moved in and began cleaning the afterbirth. Hagasa joined her with another wet towel. 

Onka and Kavan sobbed together. 

Kaspian continued to wail as he was cleaned and wrapped in a towel. Soki slithered off the bed and moved closer to the goblin and dragonkin. 

“He’s beautiful,” Soki said with a genuine smile and handed the screaming baby to Onka. 

Onka reached up and took Kaspian to her bosom. She pulled down the top of her shirt, exposing her breast and dark green nipple. 

Mother’s milk leaked as Kaspian latched on and stopped screaming. 

Kavan watched them with proud eyes as his son suckled on his mother’s breast. 

“He is beautiful,” Onka said warmly, lost in the moment. 

The door opened and Nava poked in her head. “Is it over?” 

“It is and a new beginning has started,” Lorta said with tears in her eyes. 

Kavan moved his head in close and kissed the top of his son’s head. Kaspian continued to suckle happily with closed eyes. 

Kavan’s heart glowed with love. “I never imagined this moment in my life. Now, I can’t imagine my life without this moment.” 

Onka gave a weak nod. “Tell everyone. We’ll be here.” 

Kavan gave a firm nod and was to his feet. 

The dragonkin rushed out of the bedchamber and down to the throne room. Kogan, Durzol, Priest Raine, and many others stood with drinks in their hands. 

“My son has arrived!” Kavan shouted with glee. 

Cheers filled the throne room as hands patted his shoulders. 

Kavan was all smiles as he stepped through the crowd and down the stairs. Many followed as he reached the bottom floor and rushed out into the cold, night air. 

“Kaspian has arrived! My son is beautiful!” Kavan shouted to a large crowd keeping vigil outside the tower. 

The crowd swarmed the dragonkin as congratulations and cheers of joy touched the air. 

Kavan smiled as the world spun around him. He pictured his love and his son together. His heart beat with new power as he threw his fists in the air and shouted to the heavens, his son was here and he is beautiful. 


***

Kavan stood in the center of the Church of Drogoss. Priest Raine stood before Kavan making sure the regal ceremony robe fit

him properly. The fae smoothed out the collar and checked that all the stitched runes of luck and prosperity were all plainly visible. 

A nervous vibration whipped down Kavan’s spine as he looked down on the fae making sure his outfit was ready for the ceremony. 

“Brom informed me to tell you, in the event he was unable to attend the ceremony, gifts will be brought to you and your family over the next few days,” Raine said simply. 

Kavan looked at the fae with curious eyes. “You really do admire him, don’t you?” 

Raine nodded as he ran his hands over Kavan’s shoulders. 

“Brom has traveled the world over many hundreds of years. He was a hero to some and a villain to others. To myself and Misty, he is a legendary hero. 

“Several generations ago, a group of zealot trolls wandered the countryside to spread the will of the dragon gods. My village was small, and my people cared little for religion, even before the celestial war. When the trolls arrived, they were quickly laughed at for their dedication. Fae can be a little rude when anyone takes anything too seriously. 

“It angered the trolls who felt they were doing the dragon god’s work. They began attacking our village and managed to murder a number of families in the name of their dragon gods.” 

Raine’s golden eyes took on a faraway gaze as he continued, 

“My ancestors would have been among those slain, if not for Brom wandering into our village. There was no mystical connection or some call to fate. Brom simply arrived that evening as my people were being killed. 

“He told Misty and I the story. He read the minds of the trolls and the fae. When he knew they were dragon god zealots, he made short work of them, saving the village. My people were so grateful, they chronicled his story and it was passed down for generations. 

That is when Misty and I came along. 

“We grew up hearing of his heroic deed. We were fascinated that a powerful undead would protect us instead of simply moving on. We took an interest in the old gods as Brom made it clear before he left, he had no love for the dragon gods. 

“When my sister and I were of age, we set out to find the heroic lich that saved our family. We searched for five years, until we arrived here. The town was recently settled by many of the people you already know. It was a pleasant surprise to find Brom among the populace, drinking at the Shouting Troll and telling his stories. 

“We knew early on his mind was not whole. He asked for his khess pieces every few days or nights. My sister and I tended to him, until one night, we found a khess piece in the church. 

“We brought it to him and his mind returned for a time. We told him of what he did for our ancestors and he told us in detail that very night. Afterwards, he asked us to help care for him. His mind would drift in and out of lucidity and he needed caretakers some of the time. 

“My sister and I agreed. To ease any suspicions to traveling visitors, we took up leading the faith here in Moonvale. Drogoss was the only god tolerated from the old pantheon and we became his priest and priestess, even though we did not worship him. In secret, we worshiped Umus and Vala, God of Light and Justice, and Goddess of Love and Lust. 

“When you came along, Brom wanted to ensure you had every opportunity to be part of this town, and the lovely Onka,” Raine smiled. 

Kavan nodded. “Thank you, for telling me.” 

Raine continued to smile, “Of course. It's our story and I’m happy to tell you, to help ease your mind off the ceremony. But we must be going. Everyone is waiting and I don’t wish to keep your betrothed waiting any longer.” 

Kavan blinked before he smirked. He saw the playful deception to take his mind off things in Raine’s eyes as he turned and walked for the main church doors. Kavan followed. 

The pair stepped out into the morning sunlight. It felt good on Kavan’s scales as the first day of spring touched the lands. The snow was gone, melting over the last few days and the sky had been clear and getting warmer. 

Raine led the way as Kavan followed. The dragonkin’s heart beat like a drum as he and Raine made their way down North Street, toward the town center. In the distance, Kavan’s slitted eyes could see a massive crowd in the town center and his pulse quickened. 

When the pair arrived at the town center, heads turned and smiled. A small sea of bodies parted as Raine stepped aside. 

Kavan walked into the parted crowd. He smiled as many faces smiled at him. He turned and looked up at a stage. Five women stood in white robes. Kavan’s heart lifted in his chest as he stared at them and they smiled down on him. 

The town center was filled with streamers, connecting from buildings to the fountain statue in the center. Everyone in the town center was dressed in their finest robes as they looked upon the Lord of Moonvale and the Ladies waiting on the stage. 

Kavan looked over to Drayke and Soki, the couple’s arms entwined. Drayke smiled and gave a deep nod of respect to the red dragonkin. Soki smiled as she hugged Drayke’s arm. 

In the crowd, Shegga, Tezzi, and Ammi smiled. Oaks was standing on a chair, the goblin wearing a fine robe and happy smile. 

Rujin and Kazko stood side by side with warm smiles. Glem, the ogre, blubbered. Misty was by his side and rubbing his thick arm. 

Even Esmeralda from Black Potions was out and smiling. 

Shella and Uriko stood to the back. The lich nodded to Kavan as the shadow elf waved. 

Kavan turned around, looking at everyone gathered until his eyes fell on long, vibrant red hair. Hagasa was in the crowd. The beautiful goblin nodded and blew him a kiss. 

Kavan smiled as he turned toward the stage. The crowd parted a little further as he approached. He stepped up the small steps and onto the stage. Durzol and Nolla stood on either side of him. The orc and succubus hugged him before stepping back to their proper places. 

Kavan approached the women he loved and Kogan standing between them in a regal, black robe. The dragonkin drank in the moment as he looked on each of his brides with deep love and affection. 

Zellee stood to the outside left. She had flowers in her hands and a crown of flowers on her head. She wore a lavish white robe with intricate designs. Her bent spider legs held sparkling thick rings with gems embedded in them. 

On the outside right, Lorta stood. The beautiful troll wore a white robe. Her hair was out and sculpted to frame her beautiful features. 

She held flowers and a crown of flowers on her head. She looked at Kavan with warm eyes and a dash of shyness. 

On the inside left, Dura stood. The beautiful orc wore a white robe, but instead of flowers, she held the special book Kavan crafted to chronicle their life and love together. She grinned and slowly blinked at him. 

On the inside right, Nava stood. The siren wore a white robe with blue lines. She held flowers as she looked at Kavan with nervous eyes. A crown of white and blue flowers covered her head. 

Close to the center, Onka stood in a simple white robe and held their son in her arms. The goblin beamed as baby Kaspian reached up a tiny hand to touch his mother’s face. 

Kavan stepped closer to the beautiful goblin and baby dragonkin in her arms. He moved to her side and looked down with loving eyes

as Onka smiled with deep love. 

Kogan cleared his throat and addressed the crowd. “Welcome all to the bonding ceremony. Before we begin, the Blood Brother and Blood Sister can say a few words. 

Durzol and Nolla glanced over at each other. Durzol bowed his head to the succubus and she smiled. 

Nolla turned to the crowd and parted her lips. “The universe can be a chaotic place. Despite this chaos, bonds still form. They strengthen over time and give beauty a chance to bloom. 

“Onka, Dura, Nava, Zellee, and Lorta have found their true bond with Lord Kavan Cynder. It has grown to an unbreakable chain, where the gods and goddesses could never sever. Their love is meant for the ages, bringing hope to all hearts. 

“As Blood Sister, it is my duty to speak these truths. If at this time, anyone wishes to dispute their bond, do it now.” 

The crowd was silent. 

Nolla nodded. “Good. I would have hated to chain anyone here, throw them into a basement and leave them to rot.” 

Chuckles and giggles filled the crowd. 

Nolla stepped down from the stage and took her place within the crowd. 

Durzol lifted his chin as he addressed the crowd. “It is rare to find the other halves of your soul. My brother, Kavan, found his missing pieces as his betrothed found their missing pieces with him. 

“As Blood Brother, I must speak on Lord Cynder’s triumphs and victories, but I believe we don’t need to say them because we all lived them. We have fought together and we have defied fate together. 

“Lord Cynder is my brother, in blood and spirit. Today, he will be joined with the women he loves. As per my duty, I too must ask the crowd if any wish to dispute his bond, to speak your mind.” 

The crowd was silent. 

Durzol nodded. “I too am happy to hear so much silence. I would hate to test out our new jail cells.” 

Laughter and giggles touched the air again. 

Durzol looked at Kavan and nodded. Kavan nodded back and smiled. Durzol turned his attention to Dura. The beautiful orc gave a single nod, a tear streaking her cheek. 

The large orc stepped down off the stage and took his place in the crowd. 

Mayor Sunaxe lifted his chin and chest as he addressed the crowd. 

“The lord and betrothed have asked for a simple, spring ceremony. I agreed only because we have to celebrate the next few days and nights. Also, the food will get cold,” Kogan grinned. 

Chuckles filled the attentive crowd. 

The betrothed moved in and closed around Kavan, Onka, and baby Kaspian. 

“To all gathered,” Kogan said loud enough for everyone to hear, 

“We are here to tie the bonds of blood, love, and souls. These ties will become the web of your family, ensuring all are connected for this lifetime and beyond. No matter what fate may declare, these bonds are meant to guide your souls in the dark and bring peace to your spirits. 

“Onka, Dura, Lorta, Nava, and Zellee, do you bind your souls to Kavan Cynder?” 

“We do,” all five women said in unison. 

Kogan nodded and looked at the red dragonkin. “Lord Kavan Cynder, do you bind your soul to Onka, Dura, Lorta, Nava, and Zellee?” 

“I do, with every piece of my soul,” Kavan said with heartfelt love. 

Kogan smiled wide. “I pronounce you bonded! Welcome Lord and Ladies of Moonvale!” 

Cheers and flowers shot up into the air. Clapping thundered as hands wiped away tears from eyes. 

Little Kaspian looked up with large eyes as Kavan and Onka kissed. Zellee and Dura kissed each other as Lorta and Nava kissed each other. When everyone parted, all of them moved in close, kissing each other in a frenzy of wild affection. 

Soki glanced up at Drayke. The blue and black dragonkin sniffled as a tear streaked his cheek. The naga smiled as she hugged his arm tight. 

Fists, clapping, and shouts filled the air and the happy family on the stage. 

The bonded party made their way down the stairs and into the crowd. Kogan looked on with pride and tears streaking his green cheeks. 

The crowd congratulated the happy family as flower petals filled the center of town. 

“I love you,” Kavan said to the ladies of Moonvale. 

“We love you,” Onka, Dura, Lorta, Nava, and Zellee said in unison. 

Abby and Belle cried in the crowd as Myn rubbed her hands on their backs. 

 “Congratulations,” Viz said warmly. 

 Thank you, Viz, but you’re part of this too. They may not know it yet, but you're part of this family as well. 

 “I will take my role with dignity and respect,” Viz grinned. 

Kavan looked down on Kaspian in Onka’s arms. The tiny dragonkin looked up with wide eyes. Kavan reached down and a

little hand grabbed his finger. It held on tight as the baby didn’t want to let go. 

“I know, my son. I will never let you go either,” Kavan smiled brightly. 

Something touched Kavan’s mind, knocking on the edge of his consciousness. The knock was familiar and he opened his mind to the mind bridge. 

 “Nuruc?” Kavan asked. 

 An image of the violet scaled dragonkin appeared and nodded. 

 “I’m sorry to have disturbed you, but I had to inform you at once. 

 Prince Jall Bloodcoin has arrived at Loduss earlier today with his escort. Steward Hasal attempted to apprehend him and his escort with the city guards. Prince Bloodcoin was prepared and launched his own attack. 

 “Many of the guards were slain, and those that survived dropped their weapons to plead to join the prince’s side. Hasal was quickly captured and her head was severed from her neck. Prince Bloodcoin has taken the palace and the city.” 

 Nuruc paused before he continued. “The game has ended here in Loduss. The prince has asked me to leave and I must abide by his wishes and return to the Spire Kingdoms. Despite our best efforts to control the city, the prince managed to gain favorable support for his return. 

 “I am currently in a carriage, leaving the city. Without support and your presence, I could not risk my life in the circumstances. The city has been taken and my influence broken there. 

 “Should you retake the city, I will offer my support once again. 

 Until then, I must return to my duties as ambassador. It is with regret, I must leave at this time.” 

Shadows touched Kavan’s eyes. 

 “I understand, Nuruc. Be safe and we will speak again.” 

 Nuruc nodded. “Before I go, what will you do with the information I have given?” 

 “I will do as anyone would do in my position, take back what is mine by conquest,” Kavan stated. 

 “Very good. I look forward to speaking again. I don’t wish to leave the game. My mind will always be open to you,” Nuruc finished and severed the connection. 

Kavan woke up and looked down upon Onka and Kaspian. 

“You seemed far away. Is everything okay?” Onka asked as she rocked little Kaspian in her arms. 

Kavan nodded and smiled. “All is well, for now. When the celebration is over, we will need to make preparations. I believe war is on the horizon,” Kavan said with confident purpose and his son still holding on tight to his finger. 

Twenty Two

Green buds touched branches. The sun glowed in the clear sky. 

A single carriage with a driver and four horses pressed on in the beautiful afternoon. 

Two figures sat within the carriage. Lilah was wearing a dark blue robe and a pretty smile on her lips. Her hair was tied back into a ponytail and she gently sat with her folded transparent wings pressed to the back of her seat. 

Across from her was a large ogre. He wore traveling clothes that adhered to his strong body. He was not fat nor had a large stomach, like most ogres. The one across from Lilah was fit, with wide shoulders, large arms, and large legs. A single, white horn graced the top of his head. Short, blondish hair covered the rest of his head and a blonde beard ran along his chiseled chin. An oversized hammer leaned close by, taking up the other seats in the carriage. 

“I hope this is worth it,” the ogre said. “It’s dangerous for any of us to be together for lengths of time. The scaly bastards may find us.” 

Lilah nodded and smiled. “I would not have sought you out if I didn’t think we had a chance again.” 

The ogre gave a gruff chuckle. “You’ve always been an optimist, I’ll give you that. But you and the others have been wrong before. 

Every time we are close to executing a plan, something has thwarted us. I expect the same to happen this time, no matter how much hope we may have.” 

“This time is different,” Lilah cooed. 

The ogre squinted an eye at her. “You’ve said that before too.” 

Lilah let out a haughty laugh as she touched the ogre’s knee with her hand. 

“This time it is different. Remember the plan to bring outsiders to help us in this realm? It worked better than expected. We ride for

Moonvale. A group of heroes has formed and bonded. We are closer to victory than we ever have been before. The group just needs a little push and I think you and I can provide that push. 

The ogre nodded with a sly smile. 

“I’ll take your word for it. If there is a chance to send those uppity lizards to the abyss they came from, I’ll be sure to bring the wrath of our fallen brothers and sisters to the fight. I swear it,” the ogre said with firm determination and a gleam of amused fury in his eyes. 

 ~Fin~
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