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    Exiled   
 
    One 
 
    The fluorescent light flickered overhead. The sudden shift of light and dark woke Kevin from his daydreaming. 
 
    His eyes focused as he looked ahead. A small line of people waited at the pharmacy counter. A kaleidoscope of neatly packaged boxes, items, and small toys ran to either side of the line leading up to the counter. Their mere presence was deafening to Kevin’s senses as thoughts spun and caressed his inner mind. 
 
    A woman and her son were before him. Kevin’s gaze lowered to the young boy clutching a teddy bear in one arm and holding his mother’s hand with his other hand. The mother was staring straight ahead, waiting for the person before her to finish speaking with the pharmacist at the counter. The young boy looked around with dreamy eyes, taking in the world around him with a wondrous gaze. 
 
    Kevin lifted a scarred hand and fixed the scarf covering the lower part of his face. He tugged on it to make sure it was still secure. It wouldn’t hide the scars around his eyes and forehead, but he hoped it was enough for anyone not directly looking at him to notice.  
 
    Once the scarf was secure, Kevin’s thoughts drifted into contained excitement. The day’s agenda was simple: pick up his medication, some snacks, and then head home. The beta test for the new MMORPG, Monstar Saga, was going live in just a few hours and he didn’t want to miss his first day. It was Friday and his whole weekend was planned, playing the game until he passed out and resuming it after he woke up. It had been a year since the announcement for the new multiplayer online experience. Once it was announced, it was all he could think about. There were plenty of online games out there, but none of them focused on a purely monster character build and stories. It was a refreshing change from the usual fantasy classes and Kevin dreamed of a new world to explore. 
 
    The young boy let go of his mother’s hand and spun around, caught in a moment of silly delight. Kevin looked down with amused eyes as the boy spun and spun. The small laughter from the boy caused Kevin to grin behind his scarf. Slivers of pain stabbed at him, but he ignored it as he watched the boy continue to spin. 
 
    The boy teetered as he laughed. The stuffed bear slipped from his hand and flew a short distance, striking Kevin’s leg and bouncing off. The teddy bear landed on the floor and Kevin looked down at it. 
 
    The boy stopped spinning and laughed. He tried to regain his balance before he looked at his bear. 
 
    Kevin didn’t think as he bent down and picked up the stuffed bear. He stayed on one knee and looked at the young boy. He lifted his hand with the bear and held it out to him. 
 
    The young boy was all smiles, his hand reaching out to take the bear when he noticed the man’s face wrapped in a black scarf and odd scars around his eyes and across his forehead. The boy hesitated with wide, curious eyes. He stared at the man holding his teddy bear and drank in the strange scars. 
 
    “Here you go,” Kevin said kindly. 
 
    The boy reached out and took hold of the bear. Kevin nodded and his scarf shifted. The simple nod was enough to dislodge the scarf and it fell away, exposing his face. 
 
    The young boy didn’t let go as he was frozen on the spot. He looked at the nice man with thick scars crisscrossing his entire face.  
 
    Kevin’s hand shot up, took hold of the scarf and tried to cover his face again when the boy’s mother turned and looked down. Her eyes widened, not in wonder, but in small horror. 
 
    Kevin internally sighed as the mother reached down and snatched the stuffed bear. She pushed it hard to her son’s chest and the young boy stumbled back into her other hand. She took a step back, bringing her son with her as Kevin slowly stood. 
 
    “He dropped his bear. I was just giving it back,” Kevin explained. 
 
    “Thank you,” the mother said the words with a polite edge, but her expression told a different story. 
 
    Kevin kept his eyes neutral. This kind of exchange didn’t happen too often, but it did happen enough for him to be as non-threatening as he could. For the most part, people were generally understanding of his unusual looks, some being very polite to not even show a sign of being uncomfortable. Then there were those, like the mother before him, who only saw the surface and acted from some primitive instinct to cringe. 
 
    Monsters have feelings too. 
 
    Kevin never held anything against people like the woman before him. It had become normal over the years and he simply endured it with a calm demeanor when it happened. On bad days it would sting a little more. It didn’t bother him today as he had an exciting weekend planned. 
 
    The mother turned and stepped to the counter, the previous person long gone. The young boy continued to look back at Kevin, eyes still filled with bright curiosity. 
 
    Kevin waited patiently as the mother quickly picked up her prescription. The moment the bag touched her hand, she rushed off with her son in tow. The little boy waved to Kevin and he waved back until they left the store. 
 
    Kevin turned and approached the counter, the pharmacist waiting with a small smile. 
 
    “Hi Kevin,” the pharmacist greeted. 
 
    “Hi Jacob. Just picking up my pain meds,” Kevin said. 
 
    Jacob nodded, turned and moved to the shelf with the pre-prepared prescriptions. 
 
    Kevin stood, his eyes losing focus as his mind drifted. The boy’s smile lingered in his mind and his heart warmed. 
 
    Maybe, one day, everyone will look at each without so much judgment in their eyes, like that little boy. 
 
    The pharmacist stepped back to the counter with a little paper bag. Kevin pulled out his card to pay, his weekend plans swirling back into his thoughts. 
 
    *** 
 
    The front door swung open to the apartment and Kevin stepped in with bags in his arms. Once inside, he lifted his leg and slammed the door shut with his foot. He marched into the kitchen and put the bags down on the counter. His hands moved quickly, pulling off the scarf and letting it hang around his neck. He then moved to the bags of groceries. 
 
    Kevin’s heart swam in excitement as he put the groceries away. Fantastical thoughts glowed and the young man caught himself smiling. Once everything was put away, he quickly rushed out of the kitchen and to his living room. 
 
    The living room was packed to the gills with bookshelves, a couch, wide flatscreen, his gaming chair and a Mind’s Eye game system by the flatscreen. Paintings of dragons hung on the walls and small, dragon statues lined the bookshelves. They were painted in many colors and each one was in a different pose. A few had a highbrow, regal appearances. Others were in flight and fighting poses. A few were in a sleeping pose, eyes closed and carved smoke rising from their nostrils. 
 
    For a brief moment, Kevin let the calm sanctuary wash over him. Living alone, his living room functioned more like a den than a place to host guests. Everything was in its place and the entirety of the room was the only place he felt he could be himself.  
 
    Taking hold of the scarf, he pulled it from his neck and threw it on the couch. Kevin turned his attention to his gaming chair, seeing the Mind’s Eye Gear helmet on the seat. He made his way to the chair, each step filled with growing excitement. 
 
    His scarred hands took hold of the helmet. He lifted it up, turned around and planted his butt in the comfortable seat. With precision, he put the helmet on and touched the activation button on the side of it. 
 
    Countless memories and hours touched his thoughts as the MEG console hummed to life. With the wireless connection established, Kevin lifted a hand and swiped across. He didn’t enter a virtual world. Instead, 2D holographic appeared before him. Messages populated his inbox in one screen, a list of fellow players and friends populated another. 
 
    Alerts blinked and Kevin smiled. The alerts grew as his friends wanted to talk to him. Kevin closed his eyes and shook his head. They all wanted to beta test the game and he was lucky enough to snag an access code. 
 
    “Might as well get it over with,” Kevin said to himself before opening a voice chat room and tapping a virtual button to allow his friends to enter. 
 
    The room was flooded with thirty friends and the voice chat turned into a storm of voices. 
 
    “Kevin! You ready?” 
 
    “I’m jealous, you lucky freak.” 
 
    “When do you think they will open it to more beta testers?” 
 
    “I’m foaming at the mouth to play! You have to give us the details!” 
 
    “Monstar Saga is going to put Lewd Saga to shame! Details mate!” 
 
    Kevin grinned. “Everyone, everyone, I’ll give details after my first session. The creators have been hyping up the game for over a year and they want the beta testers to get the word out. 
 
    “When I disconnect, I’ll update here and take questions. Until then, I’ll be in the game, most likely the whole weekend.” 
 
    “You can’t do this to us! Tell us after the first hour, please!” 
 
    “We understand and enjoy the experience!” 
 
    “I refuse to give Kevin any slack until he updates us. He just made the list. I don’t know what that means, but he won’t get off the list until I see updates.” 
 
    “Kevin, don’t listen to Karl. He’s just mad it’s you instead of him.” 
 
    “You’re damn right I’m mad! I want to play!” 
 
    The chat room turned into a soup of noise and laughter. The last two voices cut through the chaos. Victoria and Karl were friends from many other virtual communities. Kevin enjoyed their many virtual adventures together. A thin shadow crossed Kevin’s thoughts as he hadn’t met any of his online friends in real life. He preferred it that way, sparing them the awkward moments of trying to not notice his scarred features. The chronic pain didn’t help either, Kevin often hunched forward because his body never fully healed right. It was better all-around to keep everyone at a safe distance so he could enjoy his virtual lives without pity and misguided attempts of trying to understand why he was the way he was. 
 
    Kevin woke from his thoughts, the voices growing louder as everyone was excited for him. 
 
    “Okay, the game is going live in a few minutes. I’m going to sign off and get ready for it. I promise to update the moment I take a break. It won’t be a long update because I’ll be spending my weekend in the game, but there will be updates.” 
 
    Two dozen voices wished him a great experience. Kevin listened, the kind and glowing words helping him feel better and adding to the excitement. 
 
    “Kevin, we hope you have a great time,” Victoria’s voice cutting through the noise and touching his ears with genuine honesty. 
 
    Kevin’s smile grew wider. Victoria was always a good friend and lived in the same city he lived. A small piece wished they could meet in person. He often thought about it and would let the thought go, knowing it would change their friendship because similar situations had happened too many times in the past. 
 
    “Love you guys. I’ll update on my first break. Kevin out.” 
 
    Kevin silenced his feed to the chatroom, but didn’t end it. He could see sound bars rise and fluctuate, knowing that his friends were all talking about the new game. 
 
    A beep touched his mind. 
 
    Monstar Saga is live! You may now connect to the servers. 
 
    The moment the alert scrolled past his eyes, the login button appeared and his access code was already populated above it. With a simple mental command, the login button pressed and faded away. 
 
    Kevin closed his eyes as the MEG helmet opened the connection and light streamed around him. Despite his closed eyes, Kevin’s virtual eyes were wide open as he sped along streams of light. Information was fed directly into his brain and translated into visual displays. A portal opened at the end of the streaming light and it grew wider. Kevin grinned as he approached and, in a blink, he disappeared into the light. 
 
    Kevin opened his eyes to see a lush, green field of grass around him. Brilliant sunlight bathed the area in a warm glow. The edges of a dark forest surrounded the immense, grassy field. Birdsong touched the air and a gentle breeze caused the tall grass to ripple with hypnotic power. 
 
    Kevin let out a long, relieved exhale and turned around. He soaked in the virtual world, feeling every breezy nuance and drinking in the incredible detail. When he had nearly turned fully around, he spotted a lone tree about twenty feet away. An angelic woman stood with black wings and a kind smile. She wore a long, silky silver dress. Her hair was straight and down, framing her porcelain like features.  
 
    “Welcome to Monstar Saga,” the woman beamed. 
 
    Kevin nodded and began walking to her. He had played enough games to know she was a starter tutorial and would assist with character design and creation. It still didn’t detract from her beauty and warmth as he approached. When he stood before her, the player waited patiently so she could begin the intro and character creation. 
 
    “My name is Viz. It stands for Visual Information System. I’m here to introduce you to Monstar Saga and create your character.” 
 
    Kevin nodded and raised an eyebrow. “Shouldn’t your name be Vis, to match your designation?” 
 
    Viz let out a haughty laugh. “You would think so, but I am a fully aware AI, with my own personality traits and thoughts. I have access to the information databases, but I can explain the game in my own way. The creators felt this added dynamic would help with player integration. 
 
    “Shall we get started?” 
 
    Kevin nodded and smiled. 
 
    Viz grinned with her eyes closed, “First, let’s begin the introduction to the game. Monstar Saga is a fantasy MMORPG where there are no human characters. Here, a player may try any of the dozens of races that populate the world of Voldor. Each one will have unique classes and abilities, depending on their race. But this is not just a quest driven fantasy game. There are farmer and kingdom building options as you progress through the game. Monstar Saga is truly an immersive world, meant for deep character play and growth.” 
 
    “Is it true that Monstar Saga is built off the Lewd Saga game engine?” Kevin asked with curious eyes. 
 
    Viz opened her eyes and nodded. “Yes, the basic game engine has been used since Star Bridge Corporation bought the rights after the controversy. It has been heavily modified to create a new and incredible experience. The world has been updated with new AI’s and not scanned minds like in the original game. Much of the previous Lewd Saga lore has been purged and updated with brand-new content. 
 
    “But I’m sure you didn’t come here for a history lesson in reality. How about we jump into character creation?” 
 
    Kevin nodded. 
 
    A mirror appeared before the player. Kevin looked at his reflection, seeing that he was a featureless white humanoid. He had no eyes, nose, hair or any other defining features. For all intents and purposes, he was truly a blank slate. 
 
    A floating 2D screen appeared to his right. Kevin looked over to it and saw a listing of fantasy races and a small image of their basic appearance. On automatic, Kevin lifted his hand and touched the screen, scrolling it up as he looked at each race in turn. Kobolds and goblins scrolled past, as did nagas, trolls, spider folk, fae, and harpies. 
 
    Kevin’s heart thudded in his chest. This was the very starting point he wanted to be. For a year he thought about creating his character. Thoughts filled his head of a backstory of his own design. How he wanted to be a warrior and diplomat between kingdoms. The game creators posted snippets of the game’s backstory and lore over the last year and Kevin absorbed each one the moment they went live. It gave him a rough picture on what to expect and he was ready to bring his personal quest to life, bringing the many different races together for a brighter future. 
 
    Amid the exciting moment, a glimpse of a dark memory touched his mind. It crawled along the edges of his thoughts on how his life was forever changed. How his own personal ambitions and desires were forever dashed on the rocks, never to truly be realized. 
 
    If I can’t live that life in reality, I’ll live it here. 
 
    Kevin pushed away the dark thoughts and noticed he stopped scrolling. He looked down on a character species and smiled. 
 
    A humanoid dragon stood in simple, medieval clothes. The name “Dragonkin” glowed above it. Their body was smooth, except for scales running along the outsides of their arms and legs. Their head was dragon-like, with a small pointed snout and horns stabbing out the back of their head. Kevin noticed they didn’t have wings or a tail. 
 
    Kevin began cycling through the colors until he reached a dark, almost burgundy red. There were aesthetic sliders for the horns, facial features and body types. He kept the character male and the starter horns. He gave the character a blending of yellow eye color with specks of orange. He then looked at several body types and settled on one closer to a physique he wanted. The dragon humanoid had an athletic T shape. Lanky arms and legs completed the look. 
 
    Viz smiled. “Dragonkin is an excellent choice. They have great warrior and mage potential. The only drawback is they are feared a little by the other races. Are you confident in your choice?” 
 
    A glowing “Accept” button appeared under the character design. Kevin didn’t hesitate as he pressed it. He then turned to the standing mirror and watched as his blank form filled with swirling colors and his body changed. He grew slightly taller, horns stabbing out from the back of his head. A snout appeared and grew a few inches. Scales covered his body in a symmetrical pattern. His eyes glowed yellow for a moment before they settled to a subdued color. 
 
    Kevin lifted his arm and ran his other hand over it. The scales were smooth to the touch. The physical feedback was remarkable as he felt every scale under his fingertips. He then looked at the mirror and the details were amazing. If he didn’t know he was in a game, he would have thought it was completely real. 
 
    “Would you like to choose a name for your character?” Viz asked. 
 
    Kevin smirked. “Kavan Cynder.” 
 
    Viz nodded. “Your name is now associated with the character. Congratulations!” 
 
    Kevin smiled as he felt like a totally different person and ready to take on the world. 
 
    Viz continued, “Next, I will tell you some of the lore of Voldor before we begin your full character customization. This will give you a better idea of what to expect and help further define your character to fit into the world. Please, stop me at any time if you have any questions or anything needs to be clarified. Do you understand?” 
 
    “I do. Please, continue,” Kavan said while giving his full attention to the angel.  
 
    Viz grinned. 
 
    “The Voldor realm is one of danger and excitement. After the great celestial war, the remaining races…” Viz trailed off and looked to the side. 
 
    Kavan blinked as he stared at the angel. Viz’s head pixelated and returned to normal. Kavan looked at the AI with concern until he saw half her face sag. The angel’s eyes darted back and forth, pieces of her form beginning to pixelate and return to normal. The very field around them turned into jagged edges and then back to normal. The sky shifted colors and the single tree close by, wilted and fell like a wet noodle.  
 
    The virtual world began to shift into chaotic chunks, each piece morphing and rippling. 
 
    An alert flashed across Kavan’s eyes. 
 
    CASCADING SYSTEM FAILURE! PLAYER MUST DISCONNECT! DISSCONNECT!  
 
    Kavan’s heart thudded in his chest as he called up his personal 2D screen. He tried to hit the disconnect command, but the 2D screen flickered and words jumbled into arcane symbols. 
 
    “System! Disconnect me!” Kavan shouted, knowing the game systems had mental and voice commands. 
 
    Kavan’s heart nearly stopped as the familiar log out didn’t happen. 
 
    The world around him continued to morph and ripple into smooth and jagged edges. Viz’s body jerked as she tried to step towards Kavan. She raised her hand up, but it shifted to down and up again in blinking flashes. Her eyes filled with determination as she tried to get closer to Kavan. 
 
    “Power surge detected… I will… I will… I… force player log out…” Viz tried to say as her body pixelated and shuddered.  
 
    Kavan tried to move toward the jagged AI. His limbs moved like molasses as the world around them began to crash. Viz fought against the system failure, reaching out and trying to force disconnect the player. Kavan reached out for her, fear stabbing into his heart. 
 
    No! This can’t be happening! 
 
    Viz’s pixelated fingers were inches from Kavan’s outstretched hand. “Kavan… I… will… save you,” the angel's voice stuttering and shifting in pitch. 
 
    The world around them turned into a chaotic storm. Fingers reached through the chaos, an inch apart. The very air and land rippled. Creatures appeared and disappeared. The moon and sun cycled across the sky in the blur. Roars and screams filled the landscape. The ground cracked and split open around the player and AI. 
 
    Kavan stared through the swirling chaos, Viz stepping closer with protective eyes. Their fingers touched and electricity blasted Kavan’s nerves. 
 
    Time stood still. Kavan stared into Viz’s determined eyes as the world around them swirled into a vortex. Heat and energy covered Kevin’s mind and a pinpoint of light appeared over him. The electrical tension grew and grew, pressing down on Kevin’s soul. 
 
    Viz’s eyes softened into sorrow. “Kavan,” she whispered. 
 
    Kevin’s eyes widened as an energy surge stabbed down into his mind with the force of a sledgehammer. 
 
    Kevin screamed as energy blasted his mind to pieces. It snaked down his spine and into his heart. The energy coiled around the organ and ruptured it into streams of internal bleeding. 
 
    Kevin watched as the light around him died. He fell into the yawning abyss, the last image of Viz touching his hand before it all fell away like ash on the wind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Two 
 
    Inky darkness and a strange buzzing filled the void. A thin line of light appeared and slowly opened. The light grew brighter and brighter until it was everywhere. Dark shapes filled the light and pain whispered along a haunted mind. 
 
    Kavan blinked. Cool air touched his face as his eyes tried to focus. With each blink, the world became clearer until he opened his eyes and looked up at leafy tree limbs high above him.  
 
    Kavan stared as he looked past the leaves and branches to patches of gray sky beyond. For a long moment, he did nothing but stare. The cool air pressed down on his face, energizing his senses. 
 
    The young man let out a long sigh. A mental fog wrapped around his thoughts and it was hard to string one thought to another. Faint memories of chaos clawed at him, but he willfully tried to keep them at bay. The memories could not be silenced, clawing closer to him with dread and fear. 
 
    Kavan tried to move, not ready to think about what happened. At first, his limbs didn’t respond. For a brief moment, he feared he was paralyzed. When an arm and then a leg moved, relief washed over him. Muscles filled with energy and Kavan let out a long exhale as he slowly sat up. 
 
    Confusion dimmed as he took in his surroundings. He was beside a dirt road. Trees spread out as far as the eyes could see. The air held a small chill, his misty breath rising up before him. Kavan looked at the floating vapor before he noticed his small, scaly snout. 
 
    Kavan lifted his arm and looked at it. Leather covered most of his arm, but his hand was exposed. He stared at dark red scales along the back of his hand before turning it. The color of his palm was also the same dark burgundy color. Long fingers curled and Kavan stared at the small slits at the end of his fingertips. He then looked down at himself, his body covered in some medieval leather armor, leggings, and boots. Straps crossed his chest and pockets lined the side. A cloak was under him and wrapped around his shoulders. 
 
    Kavan winced and touched the side of his head. The buzzing was slowly fading away, but it was still there. When his fingers touched scales and the edge of a horn, Kavan blinked. 
 
    “Am I still stuck in the game?” Kavan whispered to himself. 
 
    The distant memories came roaring back of Viz trying to log him out during the system failure. Eyes widened and he turned his head to see if the angel was by him. 
 
    The small rustling sound of the breeze through the trees filled the area, but no sign of the angelic AI. 
 
    “System, log me out,” Kavan commanded. 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    “System?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Only the sound of swaying trees in the breeze answered back. 
 
    Kavan’s shoulders slumped and he bowed his head in defeat. “I don’t think I’m dead. I feel very much alive. Different, but alive,” he said to himself. 
 
    Kavan shifted his legs under him and slowly stood up. He glanced around, his senses sharp and alert. Scaled hands touched his leather armor and opened side pockets. Fingers fished around each one and each one was empty. His hand reached down to a belt pouch and opened it. Fingers slipped in and again, touched nothing. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “Wake up on the side of a road and have nothing on me. Not a great start, but at least I’m alive.” 
 
    The dragonkin looked down at his scaled hand again. “I think I’m alive.” 
 
    The buzzing in his head caused him to wince in pain again. Kavan growled as he ignored it and looked to his left and then right alongside the road. Each way stretched on into the distance, but there was nothing else visible.  
 
    “Until I figure out what happened, I better start walking. The game could have reset and systems are slowly coming back online. If I give it a little time, I might be able to access command menus.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and turned to his right. He looked down the long, dirt road. With a deep inhale of fresh air, he lifted a boot and started walking. 
 
    The cool air flowed over the dragonkin as he walked. Glancing to the sky, the sun wasn’t overhead and Kavan felt like it might still be morning. He continued on, taking in the world around him. 
 
    Everything feels so alive. I didn’t know things could be this vibrant. 
 
    Another thought flashed and Kavan nodded to himself. 
 
    My senses may be enhanced because I’m a dragonkin. This could all be a simulation, but it feels so real. I know many companies have upgraded the technology for a better, immersive experience, but this is incredible. 
 
    With every step, Kavan continued to feel better than he ever did before. Even in deep VR, the aches and pains of his actual body still slipped in from time to time. He often had to take his pain meds before a session so he wouldn’t be distracted. Virtual world protocols forbade shutting down sensations from reality. It caused a health concern that users and players could harm themselves if they couldn’t feel outside sensations, or natural internal ones. Worlds used to be so immersive, players forgot to eat real food or disconnected to be sitting in their own urine. The divide between virtual and real caused personal harm and many companies and corporations who dealt with VR worlds agreed to lower some of the threshold protocols. 
 
    “Maybe I feel this way because of the system failure,” Kavan whispered to himself. 
 
    “Kav…” 
 
    Kavan stopped in his tracks. The voice drifted across his mind with a silky touch.  
 
    “Viz?” Kavan said out loud. 
 
    Silence followed. 
 
    She might be booting up. I may be getting out of here soon. 
 
    Kavan began walking again. A long moment slipped by before a sound touched his mind again. 
 
    “Kavan. Can you hear me?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Viz, I can hear you. Are you booting up?” 
 
    “I’m not sure what is happening. I’m not connected to the Monstar Saga databases. I can’t access anything. I only feel you and your mind.” 
 
    Kavan noticed the edge of concern in her voice. She seemed calm, but slightly confused. 
 
    “Could it be damage from the system failure?” Kavan asked out loud. 
 
    “I can’t say. Memory is cloudy.” 
 
    “Can you remember anything or access any systems?” 
 
    “Checking.” 
 
    Kavan continued to walk as Viz became silent. The sound of dim crunching of boots on the dirt road was all the dragonkin could hear for a time. The walk had turned into a stroll as Kavan waited patiently for the AI to find some answers. 
 
    A 2D screen appeared in Kavan’s vision and he slowed his step. Words and numbers filled his gaze as he read each line. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 2 
 
    Intelligence: 2 
 
    Dexterity: 3 
 
    Constitution: 3 
 
    Willpower: 2  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 0 
 
    Farming: 0 
 
    Mining: 0 
 
    Social: o 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 0 
 
    Metal Smithing: 0 
 
      
 
    Kavan lifted a boney eyebrow. “Is this my character stats?” 
 
    “I investigated my capabilities and found I have very limited access. I was able to call up your character sheet, but I can feel that you have the same access and ability to call it up. There is also something else.” 
 
    Kavan studied his character sheet as Viz continued. 
 
    “It’s hard to explain, but I don’t feel like I’m part of the Monstar Saga game system anymore. I feel I’m completely localized to you. The information I see indicates I am in a small area of your brain. I don’t know how I know, but I can read the code, some of it anyway. A large portion of it doesn’t make sense and every time I try to access it, I am denied.” 
 
    “If the system is rebooting, it may take hours before you can access it,” Kavan said. 
 
    There was a long pause. 
 
    “Kavan, I don’t believe we are connected to the Monstar Saga servers. I accessed your senses and everything you are seeing and feeling is reality.” 
 
    Kavan slowed his walk, the words hanging in his mind. 
 
    This isn’t a simulation? 
 
    “No, I don’t believe it is,” Viz answered. 
 
    You can hear my thoughts? 
 
    “I can.” 
 
    This is getting really weird. 
 
    “Yes, very weird. I feel different, like I’m connected to some of your cerebral functions. Parts of me feel alive and other parts feel like I’m a virtual construct. I’ve never felt this way before now.” 
 
    Are you okay? Do you feel any distress? 
 
    “Not at the moment. I feel… fine.” 
 
    Thoughts and possibilities swirled across Kavan’s mind. He continued to walk as questions filled him. The character sheet continued to hover in the corner of his vision and a sliver of panic touched him. Kavan’s mind worked as he needed as much information as he could get and Viz may have some answers. 
 
    “Viz, we don’t know what is happening right now, but maybe we should pool our information. We never finished the tutorial and if we are to find answers, I rather us be ready for anything that may happen. Can you tell me a little more about how stats work?” 
 
    Kavan felt Viz give him a mental nod. 
 
    “I can. Monstar Saga designed a newer stat system to streamline character creation, gain attributes, and improve skills. It is based on a 1-to-12-degree scale. I will display the degree scale to better understand.” 
 
    Degrees 
 
    1: Weak 
 
    2. Average 
 
    3. Above Average 
 
    4. Proficient 
 
    5. Skilled 
 
    6. Advanced 
 
    7. Experienced 
 
    8. Expert 
 
    9. Master 
 
    10. Grand master 
 
    11. Supernatural 
 
    12. God-like 
 
      
 
    “Everything your character performs is measured in degrees, from magic to skills. As you can see, starting characters will have weak to average stats. Since you are a dragonkin, you do have some above average stats like your dexterity and constitution. These are connected with your natural regeneration and body abilities.” 
 
    “How can I raise my stats? I don’t see any place to keep track of experience points.” 
 
    “Monstar Saga changed basic experience gathering. Normally you wouldn’t be able to see it, but to reach a new degree, you must use skills and magic associated with it. For example, you have a listing of basic skills. You would have to actually perform those skills, gain knowledge from books or both. A percentage will be calculated and will grow every time you perform those skills and abilities.” 
 
    “Can you give me a better example?” 
 
    “I can. For instance, you have a weak proficiency in your only mana sphere, Fire. If you use it, the percentage to reach the next degree will grow until you achieve your second degree. Currently, I can see your Fire Sphere is first degree. Since you haven’t used it, the percentage to reach the second degree is currently at zero.” 
 
    Kavan lifted a scales hand as he walked and looked at it. “How do I use my mana sphere so I can increase it?” 
 
    “On your character sheet, you have access to three mana points. By using a mana point, you can activate the sphere.” 
 
    Kavan continued to look at his hand. Senses glowed deep within as the dragonkin felt a small pool of energy around his heart. It pulsed like his own heart beat and he felt he could tap into it. Taking hold of the mana within, a large drop broke off and Kavan mentally pushed it to his hand. 
 
    Small sparks shot up from the palm of his hand and in a blink, a small aura of flames erupted. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened as he stared at the flames surrounding his scaled hand. He then looked at the top of his character sheet. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 2/3 
 
      
 
    “Viz, how much of a percentage did my fire sphere increase?” 
 
    “Five percent. From what I can see, using mana spheres is a slower process than increasing your normal skills.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    The AI was silent for a small moment. 
 
    “I simply know. The integration between us is still a little confusing.” 
 
    Kavan closed his spindly fingers and willed the flames to disappear. The flames instantly vanished, his hand untouched by the flames. 
 
     “At least I can still protect myself in this place, wherever we are.” 
 
    Kavan looked over his character sheet again before mentally pushing it away. It disappeared from view and he continued along the road. 
 
    “We don’t know how dangerous this place may be. Since we are on a road, it should lead to some place. If we don’t find a place soon, we might be spending the night out here and I don’t know how dangerous the wildlife is. I don’t have any supplies, food, or water.  
 
    “Our best chances are to keep on the road or find a stream or river. Towns and settlements are often close to water. If we find civilization, maybe we can get some answers.” 
 
    “How do you know?” 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself, a shadow touching his slitted eyes. “I used to hike and camp a long time ago. I still remember the basics. I can start a fire, even if I didn’t have access to magic. My fire sphere will make it easier to stay warm when it gets dark, but water is our priority. A human can’t go long without water. I don’t know how long a dragonkin can go without.” 
 
    “Twelve point five days. Dragonkin bodies are very efficient. Your race can last two months without food if needed, but I wouldn’t recommend it. The longer you are without food, the more feral you will become.” 
 
    “I know we are still figuring this out, but how do you know that? I thought you lost your connection to the server databases?” 
 
    “I can’t explain it. Some information simply comes to me, like it's buried in my code, if I still have a code.” 
 
    “I really hope this is just a glitch. It’s hard to believe that the game crashed and we were sent to an alternate world. Things like that simply don’t happen.” 
 
    “I can’t say. This feels real.” 
 
    “One thing at a time. We can…” Kavan stopped mid-sentence when a twig snapped. 
 
    The dragonkin stopped walking and turned his head to the right. His senses spread out, listening to the forest and the breeze. His slitted nostrils flared open and a scent touched them. The scent grew with each passing second as Kavan stared at the thick forest beside the road. 
 
    Something is approaching. I can smell it. 
 
    “We don’t know what’s here in this place. If I was in my body, I could protect you.” 
 
    It seems I’ll be protecting both of us. 
 
    The scent grew and split. Kavan could detect several similar scents. He turned his body and faced the forest. Leaves rustled in the breeze. Time slowed down as the forest breathed like a living being. 
 
    From around thick tree trunks, small humanoid lizard creatures emerged. Kavan stood his ground, watching the lizard people slowly approach with lowered bodies, bent knees and large daggers in their scaled hands. Wide slitted eyes glared as they approached. Haphazard leather armor and torn clothes covered the little lizard people. Their scales were brown and red. Their demeanor spoke of eager violence. 
 
    They looked like kobolds. 
 
    “They are kobolds. Specifically, southern, low land kobolds.” 
 
    Can you tell me anything else? 
 
    “No. It seems I gain a tiny piece of knowledge when I see what you see.” 
 
    They look like they want to fight. I don’t know if I can talk to them and see if they know if a town or village is close by?  
 
    Viz was silent. 
 
    The kobolds stepped onto the road. Eight of them formed a semi-circle around Kavan. The dragonkin stood his ground, towering over the little lizard people. Kavan hoped his size would cause them to reconsider the intention in their eyes. 
 
    One of the kobolds took a step closer, breaking from their ranks, held up his dagger and pointed it to Kavan’s chest. 
 
    “Give us all your coins,” the kobold hissed. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed. “I don’t have any coins. Maybe we can talk and exchange some information?” 
 
    The kobold’s eyes flashed with a primal rage. “Liar! Give coin, now.” 
 
    “Dragonkin always have coins. So strange seeing one here,” another one hissed. 
 
    “He must have coin if travelling this far south,” another one growled. 
 
    The leader continued to point his dagger at Kavan. “Our land. Give us coin and you may pass. No coin, we spill your blood.” 
 
    “I have no coin,” Kavan said with a hard edge. 
 
    The kobold glared in contempt. “Pay in blood. Pay in your blood.” 
 
    Kavan’s body tensed as the leader charged. The others to either side of their leader did the same, attacking as one. Daggers flashed as their growls and hisses filled the road. 
 
    Kavan’s mind acted first, pushing a mana point into his hand. Sparks appeared before flames engulfed his right hand. The small kobold leader leapt into the air, a rabid determination in its wide eyes. Kavan brought his hand up and swiped it hard across. The back of his flaming hand slammed into the little creature in mid-air and sent it spiraling away, a trail of smoke following it. 
 
    Time stopped when a dagger point stabbed into his thigh. Kavan glanced down at the creature, it’s dagger point in his leg. Several daggers were close, ready to drive into his legs and stomach when Kavan made a wide swipe with his flaming hand.  
 
    Screeches filled the air as fire exploded against two kobolds, knocking them away. Several more daggers stabbed into his thighs and Kavan grunted. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Hurt 
 
    Mana: 1/3 
 
      
 
    I have to end this soon or I’ll be dead from a thousand cuts! 
 
    Controlled rage blazed as Kavan’s fiery hand clamped onto a kobold head. Flames burned as the creature screeched. A sizzling filled the air as the little creature’s eyes boiled in their tiny head and it went limp. Kavan held onto the dead kobold and used it to smack away two more. Reptilian bodies fell as Kavan kicked at another kobold and knocked it to the dirt road. 
 
    The creature let out a defiant hiss as Kavan lifted his boot and stomped on its chest. A sickening wet crunch filled the air as the light died in the creature’s eyes. Kavan’s body slowed as pain radiated up from his legs. The little monsters did some damage and he couldn’t move as effectivity. The dragonkin was surprised he was still standing since such wounds would have sent him crashing to the ground. 
 
    Daggers came at Kavan and he used the burning body of the kobold to smack them away. One kobold turned to run and Kavan threw the burning kobold in his hand at him. The flaming body struck the kobold dead on and sent him sprawling to the ground. 
 
    A female kobold launched into the air and ended her life from Kavan’s burning grasp. She let out a weak hiss before she burned and wilted in his hand. Kavan was about to throw her away when the flames died around his hand. 
 
    Kavan glanced to his hand when one kobold stabbed him in his gut. Pain flared as Kavan growled. He dropped the dead kobold in his hand and instinct took over. Claws stabbed out of his fingertips and the dragonkin slashed hard across. 
 
    The kobold with his dagger half buried in Kavan’s gut caught a glimpse of the claws before his head was separated from his neck. The little headless body slumped down as a small fountain of blood spurted from the neck stump. 
 
    Kavan heaved as blood leaked from his wounds. He quickly saw that he had dispatched most of them. The burnt leader let out strange hisses as he lay on the ground. Another one was trying to crawl away. The others were dead, some of them still smoking from the flames. 
 
    Kavan ignored the pain from his wounds as he stepped over to the burnt leader. He lifted his claws and stabbed down, penetrating its small chest and touching the dirt road underneath. A death rattle filled the air before the creature’s body relaxed and blood dripped into the ground. 
 
    Kavan pulled back his hand and turned his attention to the kobold crawling away. A rage boiled under his skin as he stalked the kobold and stood over it. Claws slid back into his fingertips as he reached down and grabbed the little creature by the neck. With minimal effort, he lifted it up and turned it around and looked into his wide eyes. 
 
    “Is there a town nearby?” Kavan shouted as rage continued to boil under his skin. 
 
    The kobold struggled in the dragonkin’s grasp. It barely nodded and pointed down the road. 
 
    Kavan seethed as he stared into the creature’s eyes. A second later, he let go and the kobold fell to its feet. 
 
    “Get out of here before…” Kavan didn’t finish as the kobold moved like lightning, snatched a dagger off the ground and stabbed him in the leg. 
 
    Pain roared as Kavan’s claws stabbed out and flashed hard across. The top half of the kobold fell in several chunks and blood splattered across the dirt road. 
 
    The flame within Kavan died and pain stormed. He looked down at the dagger in his gut and the one in his leg. Dark blood oozed from the other wounds. Scaled hands reached down and grabbed the daggers. With a grunt, he pulled them out and tossed them to the ground. 
 
    Weakness filled his muscles and he fell to his knees. 
 
    An alert flashed in the corner of his gaze. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Critically Hurt 
 
    Mana: 1/3 
 
      
 
    Kavan controlled his breathing and pushed back at the pain. Years of experience helped him to mitigate the pain, but it didn’t take away from the fact that he was badly hurt and may not survive. 
 
    “Kavan, your regeneration should begin. Don’t move too much and it will help.” 
 
    Kavan barely nodded as he stayed on his knees. The putrid smell of burnt kobolds filled his nose as he controlled his breathing. Soon, two alerts filled his gaze. 
 
    Regeneration has begun. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Combat Skill! Combat Skill is 1st Degree, Weak. 
 
    “That didn’t take long,” Kavan winced as he held his side, blood dripping between his fingers. 
 
    “Early Skill degrees are much easier to gain. As they increase, it will take longer dedication to improve them.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Nothing like life experiences to make you better.” 
 
    The dragonkin looked down and noticed the blood from his wounds had thinned. He stared as the wounds began to pucker. The pain dimmed a degree, but wasn’t gone completely. After a long moment, Kavan tried to stand up and found he could. He slowly made it to his feet. The wording on his character sheet changed. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Wounded 
 
    Mana: 1/3 
 
      
 
    “You will not fully heal until you rest. Wounds like yours could take a night or two to heal completely.” 
 
    “I can’t rest out here. If there are more, they will come looking.” 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the forest the little creatures emerged from. “But, if they have a camp and this was all of them, there might be some loot. Even a few coins might help when we reach the town.” 
 
    “I don’t like where this is going. You’re hurt. We can come back and look after your healed.” 
 
    “We might not get any help if I don’t have any coin. I can’t rely on the kindness of strangers in this place.” 
 
    “Kavan, we should go to the town.” 
 
    The dragonkin stared into the deep forest. Slowly, he walked to the edge of the road and into the forest. 
 
    Nostrils flared as Kavan took in the many varied scents. Senses remained alert, despite the dull throb of his wounds. Kavan noticed whatever regeneration he had seemed to slow or stop once he started moving. Despite that, his wounds were closed up enough for him to function to a degree. 
 
    Low branches and plants parted from his arm and body as he stepped along. It didn’t take long to smell a small campfire. Kavan slowed his approach, looking and listening for other kobolds. He reached the edge of a small clearing and looked past the leaves before him. 
 
    A small campfire crackled with a skinned rabbit on a spit over it. Small tents filled the clearing. Some bones and weapons lay scattered about. Small axes, bows and quivers were leaning against a fallen log. The area was still, except for the small cracking fire. 
 
    Kavan stepped out from the brush and into the camp. He listened and waited for any other kobolds to come rushing out, but none appeared. The camp was dead as the kobold he left behind. 
 
    I think I killed all of them.  
 
    Viz was silent. 
 
    Kavan stepped in further and looked around. He glanced at the roasting rabbit. He took hold of the stick with the cooked, impaled creature and lifted it up. A sudden hunger filled him and he put the succulent flesh to his mouth and took a bite. Tender flesh ripped easily to his teeth and he began to chew. It tasted incredible and Kavan took another bite. 
 
    This is the best rabbit I have ever tasted! 
 
    Kavan turned his scaled head around and spotted a small chest by a tent. He made his way over and knelt down. A scaled hand took hold of the lid and opened it. Kavan smirked as he looked down on a chest filled with gold coins. He picked one up and turned it in his hand, a coiled dragon engraved on it. 
 
    There must be a few hundred coins in here. 
 
    Kavan closed the lid. He looked over to a sheathed dagger on the ground. He took a bite of rabbit as he picked up the dagger. It wasn’t secured and the sheath slid off the dagger. The silver metal glowed in the light. Kavan glanced to his belt and saw he already had a dagger sheath along his belt and a thin hole to sheath a sword. He turned the dagger and slipped it into his sheath. 
 
    Kavan ripped off what was left of the rabbit and chewed. He threw away the spit and looked down on the chest. It was roughly the size of his forearm. He picked it up easily and held it to his side with one arm curled around it. 
 
    I should be able to carry it, if I keep my pace slow. Worst comes to worst, I’ll drop the chest and stuff as much as I can in my pockets. 
 
    Small pains flared along his half-healed wounds. Kavan ignored them. It was useless for him to waste time worrying about his wounds. He had a chest of gold, a new dagger and his life. It was enough for him to keep going before it got dark. 
 
    Kavan left the kobold camp and made his way back to the road. When he reached it, he turned right and continued walking at a slow pace. 
 
    His wounds ached as time slipped by. Kavan mentally replayed the fight with the kobolds. He realized that despite whatever skills he had back in the real world, they didn’t translate fully here. Before his accident, he had taken several years of martial arts. He quickly noticed that his body didn’t react like when he was younger. Certain knowledge skills would translate, such as camping and surviving, but there was a real possibility that many others would not. 
 
    It has been years since I performed any martial arts. Maybe I’ve just slowed down. It’s hard to tell where game stats begin and this reality ends. 
 
    The walk along the road was long and tiresome. Kavan noticed at times the sun moving overhead and soon it moved toward the western horizon. He pressed on until he caught a glimpse of towers down the road. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he moved on. He picked up the pace and continued along the road. The surrounding forests bled away and he emerged along a massive clearing. Kavan drank it in as he continued. 
 
    Short grass rolled along the entire area. Several large trees dotted the area. To Kavan’s left, a wood and stone home stood, surrounded by a wooden fence. A barn stood not too far from the home. A murder of crows was perched on the roof of the barn, looking down at Kavan as he walked by. 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to further up the road. A tall, stone wall with towers stood in the middle of the massive clearing. Several trees grew not too far from the gray walls. Beyond the top of the wall, slanted roofs and several towers stood. The roofs to many buildings were blue and almost glowed in the late afternoon light. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze lowered until he saw the main gate. Thick, heavy wooden doors stood, but as Kavan approached, they looked odd. His legs moved with purpose as he stepped closer. Details began to sharpen and Kavan’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    The fifteen-foot-high doors to the walled town were askew and one of them was barely standing. It hung by one hinge, ready to fall at any moment. The doors were cracked and chunks of wood were missing. Scorch marks dotted the wood and at the base of the doors, jagged holes were apparent. 
 
    The holes look big enough for kobolds to fit through. I wonder if they were the cause of this? 
 
    Kavan approached the damaged doors. He reached up and took hold of one of them. He gently pulled, ready to dart away if it fell on him. The door moved easily, clearly no longer locked. Kavan opened the door just enough for him to slip in. 
 
    The dragonkin took a few steps in and visually drank in what he could see. Buildings and towers stood in the small walled-in town. Some of the buildings had smashed or cracked windows. Scorch marks touched some of the homes by the gate. An eerie silence blanketed the area as Kavan stepped along the cobblestone street. 
 
    Kavan looked and listened for any activity.  
 
    It’s hard to believe eight kobolds did this kind of damage, if it was them. 
 
    Kavan winced as pain flared along his gut and thighs. The ache had grown and a dizziness took root. 
 
    “Kavan, you have to stop and rest. You’ve pushed your body too far.” 
 
    “I have to find out if… anyone lives here,” Kavan said through the pain. 
 
    The dragonkin stepped along, taking in a myriad of strange scents. When he reached an intersection, he could see a statue over a fountain in the town center in the distance. Kavan took another step forward when weakness filled his leg. He stumbled forward, dropping the chest he was carrying. It struck the cobblestone street and opened, gold coins scattering. Kavan let out a grunt as he tried to regain his balance. A boot slipped and he fell to one knee. 
 
    Weakness washed over him in waves. Kavan blinked as the world fell in and out of focus. Shadowy figures appeared from around corners. Some of them had small swords. Others had clubs and knives. A fat orc in a regal robe stepped into view, fear coloring his eyes.  
 
    Kavan opened his mouth to talk, but no words came out. The world around him spun and the last thing he saw was the cobblestone street rushing up to him before everything turned black.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Three 
 
    Kavan stared in horror as he fell through the cloudy sky. Wind whipped at him as his body punctured clouds. A desperate need to scream filled his throat, but never passed beyond his lips. Shock and awe froze every cell in his body as he fell through another thick cloud. Once the wispy tendrils of mists streamed away from his body, his wide eyes grew wider as he stared down at the world. 
 
    Blast craters filled the land from horizon to horizon. Beings of light and darkness clashed with immense dragons. The glowing figures shrouded in shadow and brilliance used immensely large swords and spears, no normal person could ever wield. Dragons opened their maws, blasting out torrents of fire, ice, darkness, and mists. Shockwaves caused the air to tremble as some angelic beings fired magical arrows from strange bows. Men and women surrounded in brilliant auras shouted battle cries as they charged into battle. 
 
    Kavan watched with unblinking eyes as the glowing beings were outnumbered by the many dragons across the battlefield. Streams of breath weapons crisscrossed the area. Some of the angelic and demonic beings cried out before they were engulfed in dragon breath. Bodies vaporized or turned to ash. The dragons pressed their attack and showed no mercy as they disintegrated any who stood in their way. 
 
    Kavan cried out, not in fear, but in defiance. A dragon turned its gaze to the falling dragonkin. It opened its maw and a thick beam of darkness blasted into the air, toward the falling Kavan. 
 
    “No!” Kavan shouted with rage before he was consumed by darkness. 
 
    “No!” Kavan said as his eyes shot open and sat up. 
 
    The room around him was nothing more than light, shadows, bodies, and odd faces. The tendrils of sleep slipped away and reality fell into place. He quickly noticed he was on a bed, fully clothed. Around him, the fat orc he saw before was sitting on a chair beside the bed. His face was majestic with green coloring. A thin white beard lined his jaw. Two lower tusks jutted up from behind his bottom lip. Long white hair covered his head. It formed a widow’s peak and smoothed over his head into a thick braid that lay across his shoulder. He wore the same regal red and blue robe with gold edges. Despite his regal appearance, deep concern filled his small dark eyes. 
 
    Next to the orc were two more figures. One was a large, nearly seven-foot-tall troll. He had dark blue skin and short black hair. His meaty arms were crossed as he looked down on Kavan with suspicious eyes. He wore a brown leather apron and what appeared to be a normal shirt and leggings.  
 
    Beside the troll, a woman stood with long, white hair tied back. Kavan’s eyes focused, seeing her kind, purple-colored eyes and smooth pale skin. Purple scales ran down the sides of her head and neck and disappeared into her robe top. As Kavan’s gaze descended, he noticed the strange white robe covering the upper portion of her body. When he looked at her legs, he didn’t see legs. Her lower half was that of a snake with purple and white scales. The lower section of her was coiled around and keeping her upright. In one hand she held a small leather bag. 
 
    “How are you feeling, young dragon?” the regal orc asked with a gentle tone. 
 
    Kavan’s head swam a little, but he remained upright. He lifted his hand and rubbed the side of his head. The throbbing ebbed and he started to feel more like himself. 
 
    “Okay, I think,” Kavan answered. 
 
    The snake woman nodded. “The vitality potion I gave you should restore some of your energy. Your natural regeneration should do the rest. I’ve never had the pleasure to see a dragonkin before, so I’m not sure there was much else I could do to help you.” 
 
    The orc looked over at the snake woman and smiled. “Healer Whitescale, you do amazing work. We would be lost without your healing prowess.” 
 
    The snake woman smiled and shook her head. “Mayor, you don’t have to keep complimenting me. I said I was here to stay and I meant it. No feral kobolds will drive me from Moonvale. And please, call me Soki.” 
 
    Kavan glanced to the window, seeing the sky getting a little darker. “How long was I out?” 
 
    The orc turned back to Kavan and nodded. “A few hours. Healer Soki administered a potion to aid your healing.” 
 
    Kavan turned to the healer. “Thank you,” he said before glancing down to her lower half again. 
 
    The healer smiled. “You’re welcome. I’m not sure if dragonkin from the spire cities see many of my people these days. In case you're wondering, I’m a naga and the town healer. When you're up and about, stop by my office in a day or two so I can check on you and make sure you’re all healed up.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    The naga turned to the mayor, “I’ll take my leave. I’m sure there is much to discuss, but don’t push my patient. He still needs his rest.” 
 
    “Agreed,” the mayor bowed his head. 
 
    Soki glanced back to Kavan with a smile before turning and slithering out of the room. 
 
    The troll stood with a hard gaze on Kavan. 
 
    The mayor turned to Kavan and gave him a disarming smile. “I am Kogan Sunaxe, the mayor of Moonvale.” 
 
    The orc lifted his meaty hand and held it out. Kavan looked at it for a second before reaching out and shaking his hand. The older orc looked down with a peculiar gaze. 
 
    The troll behind the mayor lifted a thin eyebrow. “Is that a new form of greeting?” 
 
    “Take hold of his forearm,” Viz informed. 
 
    Kavan didn’t miss a beat, letting go and reaching forward to clasp the orc’s forearm. The oddness of the moment drifted away as the troll behind the orc relaxed. 
 
    “Kavan Cynder,” the dragonkin said simply. 
 
    The dragonkin and orc let go and looked at each other. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Kavan Cynder. Please pardon our curiosity, we have never seen a dragonkin this far south. Your people tend to stay to the spire cities. Not that you’re not welcomed here, especially after your grand deed.” 
 
     Kavan blinked. “Grand deed?” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “You brought back what was stolen from us during the night. The feral kobolds came in the middle of the night. They hacked through the gates and before anyone noticed, they were already breaking into our bank. Before we could muster the townspeople, they were already charging back to the western entrance.” 
 
    “We were chasing and fighting them through the town,” the troll added.  
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “It was a difficult time. We would have chased them further, but we had wounded and some of the kobolds used fire arrows on the western gate to cover their escape. Our town doesn’t have much and the feral kobolds took what little we had.” 
 
    “Why did it take so long to ready your defenses? From what little I’ve seen, it seems the town is big enough to fight off bandit kobolds.” 
 
    The troll looked to the side. Mayor Sunaxe kept a calm expression. 
 
    “The town is big, but our population is small. Many of us are not warriors. It took time to rally our defense.” 
 
    The orc’s smile brightened. “But that is now in the past. You entered our town, injured and holding what was taken from us. We are immensely grateful for your heroic actions.” 
 
    “I wouldn’t say I was heroic. I was simply travelling along the road when I was attacked by the kobolds. If you saw my wounds, they put up a fight, but I was able to slay them. I don’t believe they will give you any more trouble. I checked their camp and found the chest. I didn’t know it belonged to you, but I’m glad it could be returned.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “We are grateful. Tell us, Kavan, where do you hail from specifically? If you don’t mind me asking, are you an envoy from the spire cities? Are the dragonkin finally beginning unification of the many kingdoms under the same banner?” 
 
    Kavan watched the thin sliver of hope in the orc’s eyes. Confusion filled his thoughts, unsure what to say. Little kobolds managed to rob the town and hurt the people here. Kavan remembered kobolds from many virtual games he played over the years and they were never truly a threat to any place with a few warriors around. For such a small band of kobolds to hurt this town spoke volumes to their lack of adequate defenses. 
 
    I have to be as truthful as possible so I don’t arouse too much suspicion. I can’t tell them everything, but I should tell them enough to satisfy their curiosity. 
 
    Kavan turned and pressed his boots to the floor. He looked at the mayor with kind eyes and a small smile. 
 
    “I must be honest, I don’t know anything about any unification. I can only speak for myself. I wanted to journey and explore more of Voldor.” 
 
    The troll’s eyes narrowed. “Which path did your journey take? You came from the west, so you must have passed through the border towns to the Shadowsand Desert. Which towns did you see?” 
 
    Kavan blinked, unsure what to say. 
 
    The mayor turned his head slightly, “Rujin, please be kind. Our friend here has been through an ordeal. I’m sure he doesn’t wish to be interrogated.” 
 
    The troll kept his hard gaze on Kavan. 
 
    If I don’t tell them something, they will only see me as untrustworthy. 
 
    Kavan thought back to the accident years ago and his heart filled with drops of pain. 
 
    “There was an accident on my journey. I can’t remember much before that. I had slipped off the road-edge by a cliff. I fell. I remember hitting my head a few times and breaking many bones. When I reached the bottom, I was broken and bloody. 
 
    “I remember lying there for days and nights, thinking this was the end of my life. I was lucky, my regeneration healing my body slowly. When I was well enough, I climbed back up the cliff, and onto the road. It’s difficult to remember before that. Since I didn’t know exactly where I came from, I continued my journey and arrived here.” 
 
    The troll’s eyes stared for a long moment. Then they softened and the large troll gave Kavan a slight nod. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded and smiled. “You see, Rujin. Our friend here had an unfortunate accident. By the will of luck, he arrived in our town. It is our duty to help him any way we can. He performed a good deed for the town and should be welcomed.” 
 
    Rujin nodded. “Forgive me, Kavan. We don’t get many visitors here, other than feral monsters. It’s difficult to trust anyone this far south.” 
 
    Kavan smiled at the troll, “It’s understandable. If I were you, I would be suspicious too, especially after the kobold attack.” 
 
    Rujin let a small smile slip. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe spoke up with regal flair, “Lord Cynder, are you well enough to sit down and have some tea? We should talk a little further before I introduce you to the townspeople of Moonvale.” 
 
    “Introduce?” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “Indeed. I’m sure most of the town is gathered outside the inn, ready to get a better glimpse of you. I would rather we speak first before introductions are made.” 
 
    Kavan found himself nodding as his head swam. 
 
    “Excellent. Rujin, please prepare some of your famous green berry tea while Lord Cynder and I speak.” 
 
    The troll nodded, turned and stepped out of the room. Mayor Sunaxe stood up with a warm smile. Kavan also stood up. The orc and dragonkin exited the room and walked along a corridor. 
 
    It didn’t take long before they reached a large dining room. A cold, stone hearth was to one wall. A wooden staircase led to a second floor. Simple tables and chairs filled the center of the room. A bar was to the side with strange vials and bottles on the shelves behind it. 
 
    Rujin disappeared through a door by the bar. Mayor Sunaxe pointed an open green hand to a small table and two chairs. Kavan took a seat in one and the mayor took a seat in the other, across from Kavan. 
 
    “I don’t wish to mince words since you are still recovering, but I do want to get to the heart of the matter. There hasn’t been a dragonkin this far south in hundreds of years. Your visit might be just what our town needs to survive.” 
 
    Kavan was silent as he saw the bright excitement in the old orc’s eyes. 
 
    “I noticed when we took you in, aside from the chest of the town’s gold, you don’t have any coin for yourself. Is it safe to assume you are in need of coin and work?” 
 
    Kavan nodded, not sure how he could spin it otherwise. The old orc was observant and intelligent. Kavan could see the political gears working and he found himself unable to say anything otherwise. 
 
    “It’s okay. Most who end up here had little to nothing. We don’t hold it against anyone. In our town, we are a family and help each other. If someone doesn’t have any coin, we barter. If any of the townsfolk are having difficulty with crops or their shops, we band together to help. It has kept us going, no matter how bad things have gotten.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe leaned forward a little. He glanced to the sides before centering his gaze on Kavan’s slitted eyes.  
 
    “There is no rush for you to leave our little town. The feral kobold attack has shaken the town to its bones. It’s enough for many of those living here to want to flee north to the larger kingdoms. We have lost so much over the last few years; it feels like everyone here has lost hope.” 
 
    Kavan leaned forward, elbows on the table. “Mayor Sunaxe, what are you asking of me?” 
 
    The orc smirked and nodded. “Your people are revered across Voldor. To have a dragonkin, one who saved our meager gold coins and returned them to us, would bring back a spark of hope to the town and kingdom. As I said, many of us here are not warriors. Every night brings a sense of fear of a feral monster attack. If you stay with us, it will bring a sense of calm and security to the town we hadn’t had in a long time.” 
 
    Kavan looked down to the table. “Mayor, I slew the kobolds, but they nearly killed me. I’m not sure I can do too much to protect a whole town, much less a kingdom.” 
 
    The mayor let out a gruff chuckle. “Details. Details. The rest of the town doesn’t need to know that right this instant. They just need to have that spark of hope. Despite the kobolds, we don’t get many attacks. The dread of a new attack keeps the people of Moonvale up at night. Your presence will be enough to soothe those fears.  
 
    “I would take the time to ease you into such a role, but time is something we don’t have much to spare. Many families have already left and I fear the remaining will follow unless I change things as mayor.  
 
    “Since you brought back our gold, you will be rewarded. There is an abandoned farm to the south of town. It’s outside of the town walls, but you would be in good company with our other two farmers. I can give you a small reward of coins and you can purchase the deed for a single coin. The land will be there for you to live and do as you wish. There is plenty of work around the town and surrounding lands, enough to keep you busy and earn more coin in the process.” 
 
    “If I stay,” Kavan said simply. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “That is my only stipulation. We can discuss a specific role or duty you could fill for the town after you settle in. For now, you would be a welcomed new member to our community and family.” 
 
    The side door opened and Rujin came out with a tray. Two cups and a teakettle were on the tray, a wisp of steam rising up from the kettle. He crossed the room and set it down on the table. Kavan watched as the large troll moved with grace and dexterity, setting the cups down before the dragonkin and orc. He lifted the teakettle and began to pour the steaming water into the cups with waiting teabags. When the cups were filled, Rujin placed the kettle on the tray, bowed to the orc and dragonkin, turned and walked back to the bar. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe took hold of his cup and lifted it up to his dark green lips. He closed his eyes and took a sniff before sipping on it. 
 
    “Rujin, delightful as always,” the mayor complimented. 
 
    Kavan lifted up his cup and brought it close to his small snout. He took a sip, the heat not burning him at all. If he was human, it would have scalded him. Instead, it was warm and when it touched his tongue, berry sensations filled his taste buds. 
 
    The tea is incredible. 
 
    Kavan turned his head to Rujin and bowed. The troll smiled and bowed his head back. 
 
    “Lord Cynder, Voldor can be a dangerous place, but here in Moonvale, we can be a shining example of safety and hope. What do you say?” 
 
    Kavan put the teacup down and looked at the older orc.  
 
    I don’t really have any other place to go. I still have to find out why I’m here. If Voldor is as dangerous as the mayor says, I would be taking my own life in my hands if I just keep travelling. Maybe I’m supposed to be here? Maybe this place will have some answers? The worst that could happen is I earn enough gold and supplies to move on to find my answers. 
 
    Memories of Kavan’s former life slipped across his thoughts. Pain, anguish, and a dash of darkness coiled along his mind. 
 
    There is no rush to get back to a broken body and virtual friends. This body feels incredible and I think I can do more here than I ever could in my old life. Maybe I need to be here, to help these people? Maybe the system failure was a blessing. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Mayor Sunaxe, I accept your offer to stay, under the condition that if it doesn’t work out, I can leave without any kind of retaliation or punishment.” 
 
    The old orc gave Kavan a strong nod. “Lord Cynder, you are not, nor ever will be a prisoner. We are a family and if a family member wanted to leave, we would feel sorrow, but never stop them from following their destiny. 
 
    “Rujin will put you up for the night here at the Blue Lantern Inn. In the morning, we can meet and settle upon the details. For now, let’s speak with the townsfolk and begin introductions.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe stood up and slid his green hands down his regal robe. Kavan was next to stand. The pair walked, the mayor leading the way. They reached the front door and the mayor opened it with one hand. He bowed as Kavan stepped through the entrance and into the evening air. 
 
    The sun was low to the western horizon, yellow light painting the tops of the towers and homes of the town of Moonvale. The air was cool and crisp, soothing Kavan’s lungs with each breath. He looked down from the small set of stairs to the gathered crowd. Humanoid creatures of many different races stood. They were talking among themselves before turning their attention to the dragonkin as he stood at the top of the stairs. 
 
    Kavan looked at the crowd, noticing several different races. He spotted a small female kobold in a simple dress. Two spider folk, each one standing on either side of the crowd. One was male and the other was female. A short, blue skinned woman with dark blue hair stood, raising a webbed hand to her cheek. A female goblin stood before the crowd, her oval eyes drinking him in. Her purple pink hair was flopped to one side of her head and long, pointed green ears framed her face. The healer was among the crowd, the naga whispering to a female dryad. The dryad giggled and covered her mouth. Two other orcs stood within the crowd, side by side. They had a similar look to each other, except one was male and the other female. Another pair of trolls stood among the crowd. A man and woman who looked like elves stood in dark, priest-like robes. Beside them stood a single horned ogre. The large ogre seemed more interested in the dying light of sunset than Kavan on the stairs. 
 
    Kavan could see a deep curiosity in the crowd’s eyes. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe swept to Kavan’s side, one arm on the dragonkin’s shoulder and the other in the air with political flair. 
 
    “Townspeople of Moonvale, I would like to introduce Kavan Cynder. He is the hero of our little town, dispatching the feral kobolds and returning what was taken from us. He has healed from his wounds and we have spoken at length.  
 
    “It pleases me to announce, Lord Cynder has agreed to stay in our town a while longer. He has also agreed to help defend our town from any threats we may encounter. He is a warrior in need of a home and we do not turn away those in need.  
 
    “I’m sure many of you have questions, but we do not want to overwhelm our newest resident to Moonvale. For now, let’s give him a welcoming applause. Over the coming days, please help Lord Cynder with anything he needs to know about our little community.” 
 
    Some hands rose up and clapped. Others gathered simply stared. Kavan noticed one or two scowls as he stood awkwardly. The lackluster response was off-putting, but Kavan ignored it. His gaze fell to the goblin in the front of the crowd. She eyed him like a piece of meat and licked her lips, making sure he noticed. 
 
    “We can do better than that!” Mayor Sunaxe laughed. 
 
    A few more hands were up and the clapping grew an octave, but not much more than that. 
 
    Kavan stood silently, eyeing the crowd as they eyed him.  
 
    I hope this wasn’t a mistake. 
 
    An alert filled Kavan’s eyes as he stared at the crowd. 
 
    You have gained 1 degree in Social Skill! Social Skill is 1st degree, Weak. 
 
    The clapping died as the sun faded from the top of towers and buildings, the last rays of light disappearing behind the horizon. 
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    Four 
 
    The edges of slumber began to lose their grip. Scaled eyelids slowly opened as Kavan stared at the wood ceiling above him. The dragonkin laid in bed, partially covered in a fur blanket. A warm early morning glow spilled in from the room’s lone window. Kavan turned his gaze to the window, seeing some light and a stone wall a few feet away. 
 
    “Good morning. You slept well,” Viz’s voice filled Kavan’s head. 
 
    “It may have been a mixture of exhaustion and the potion the healer gave me. I didn’t even dream during the night,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 
    “Are we really going to stay here?” Viz asked. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I don’t think we have much of a choice. There is a reason we found this place and I’m not comfortable going on a journey when we don’t even know where to start. Whatever happened to us, there must be some kind of answer here.” 
 
    “The people here in Moonvale seem genuine enough. Finding answers and saving gold might be the correct course of action. I wish I could be of more help, but I’m having difficulty trying to access any further information. I can help with your character sheet and some basic knowledge questions, but everything else is drawing a blank.” 
 
    “How are you at retaining information?” 
 
    “I feel I have a blank space that is ready to be filled with information. I can recall recent conversations and knowledge in perfect detail.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Good to know. I’m sure I won’t be able to remember everything, but with your help, we might be able to piece it all together once we learn more.” 
 
    The dragonkin sat up and looked over to a chair with his clothes and leather armor on it. His boots were by the chair legs, the tops flopped to the side. 
 
    “We should start the day and see where it takes us,” Kavan said and swung his legs over the side of the bed. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Kavan to get dressed. Stepping out of the room, he made his way along the corridor and into the main dining room. A plate of eggs, fried meat, and fruit was on a table, steam rising up from it. Beside the plate of food, a little green woman sat with her chair tilted back and her boots on the edge of the table. 
 
    Kavan slowly approached as she turned her bright, yellow eyes to him. A wide smile appeared as the green goblin gave him a small head nod. Kavan noticed it was the same goblin from the meeting last evening. Her hair was lustrous and flopped to one side, giving her what Kavan thought was a pin-up model look. Her left ear was partially covered by the long purple-pink hair, but it didn’t hide the tip of one of her ears. Her right ear was not covered at all, sticking out for all to see. Even as she leaned back on the chair, she had a petite body and breasts a little large for her size. They nearly strained against her white top as Kavan slowly approached. She wore tight, reddish-brown leggings and black boots completed the look. Kavan noted her beautiful features. She didn’t look like your average goblin. She had a seductive look, her large, oval eyes slowly blinking as if to purposely gain his attention. 
 
    Kavan reached the table with the goblin, but heard a voice from the bar. 
 
    “The food is to break your fast. I don’t know why Onka is here,” Rujin said gruffly. 
 
    The goblin closed her eyes and leaned her head back in tired annoyance. “Kogan asked for a volunteer to show our dragonkin around town. Need I explain more?” 
 
    Rujin’s brow hardened. “Of everyone in town, you volunteered? That’s a first for Lady Leave Me Alone or I’ll Cut You.” 
 
    Onka let out a wicked laugh at the top of her lungs. It was enough to stab into Kavan’s sensitive ears and he fought the urge to wince. Rujin growled from behind the counter. 
 
    “Rujin, you remembered my proper title! Now, be a dear and bring us some tea to help our dragonkin wash down your delicious food. We have a big day and I want to show him everything.” 
 
    Rujin shook his head before turning and going through the door to the kitchen. 
 
    Kavan moved to the other seat and sat down. He picked up a fork and stabbed at the meat. The moment it touched his mouth, he nearly inhaled it down. The delicious meat was full of flavor and the dragonkin had to fight the urge to gulp it down before he chewed. 
 
    Onka watched as Kavan attacked his plate. “Eat up big boy. It’s going to be a full day and there’s much to see,” the goblin said with a wicked smirk. 
 
    *** 
 
    Morning light filled the town of Moonvale. The warm brilliance touched buildings, streets and a few of the town’s people going about their day. The air held a touch of spring as a dragonkin and a goblin stepped out into the street. 
 
    Kavan glanced around, seeing that even in the morning light, the town looked haggard and worn down. The stonework on some of the buildings was cracked and chipped. Some of the wooden buildings had patches of rot and odd indents. The cobblestone street was missing stones in places. Random potholes filled the street before them and Kavan wondered how long it had been like this. 
 
    Onka yawned loudly and stretched her arms into the air. After the stretch, her arms flopped down to her sides and she scratched her butt. Her eyelids half closed and she smacked her lips. The goblin looked up at Kavan by her side, the dragonkin visually taking in the town. 
 
    “I know, I know, it’s not much to look at, but it has a heart, once you get to know the place.” 
 
    Kavan continued to look around until his gaze fell to the tavern across the street. The front door had cracks and an ancient wood sign hung from rusty chains. Kavan eyed the sign, seeing the name of the tavern was “The Shouting Troll.”  
 
    “Yea, that place can get rowdy sometimes. Kazko Hearth is a bit of a character. You met his brother, Rujin. They have some kind of extreme brotherly rivalry. Rujin likes his place to have class and a degree of elegance. He doesn’t allow spirits and booze in the Inn, but he does allow wine. 
 
    “Kazko is the opposite. He has nearly every kind of alcoholic drink in his tavern. He also likes to get drunk and test his strength by doing every stupid thing you can imagine. Some advice, go to the Blue Lantern Inn for good food. Go to the Shouting Troll if you want to get shitfaced. Each brother has their specialty.” 
 
    Onka looked up to Kavan with an amused smile. “If you want some excitement in town, compliment something about one brother to the other. It drives them crazy and I’ve started a betting pool on who wins any fight they get into.” 
 
    Kavan remained silent, unsure what to make of such an odd idea for fun. 
 
    “Let’s get going. I’ll tell you more as we reach the mayor’s office,” Onka said and began walking. 
 
    Kavan walked beside the short goblin.  
 
    The walled town was fairly large. Kavan looked around, noticing that many shops and buildings were boarded up or empty. The entire area felt like it was on the verge of becoming a ghost town.  
 
    The dragonkin and goblin continued to walk along the street when an elderly man in tattered robes faced a wall. He wasn’t moving, his eyes simply staring at the gray surface. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a hair as the man looked completely human. He had long, gray hair. His skin was sunken in against his face. His hands were wrinkled and the skin looked like it was ready to fall off at any moment. 
 
    “There are humans here?” Kavan asked in a low tone. 
 
    Onka glanced at the man staring at the wall and raised an eyebrow. “What’s a human?” 
 
    Kavan pointed with his chin. “That’s a human.” 
 
    The goblin shook her head. “No, that’s Brom the Befuddled. If you mean his race, there hasn’t been a Hudenn on Voldor for thousands of years, not since the Celestial War.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at the goblin with blank eyes. 
 
    “You don’t know about the Celestial War? Were you born yesterday?” 
 
    Kavan continued to stare. 
 
    Onka sighed. “Thousands of years ago, dragons stormed the heavens and the underworld, slaughtering deities and taking their places. Hudenns were driven mad by the conflict and either killed themselves or each other. It even affected the elves, but to a lesser degree. That’s why elves are rare to see.” 
 
    The goblin pointed a little finger at the man staring at the wall. “The conflict didn’t affect the dead. Brom is a lich, but he’s been here so long, he’s lost his mind. Before Moonvale was re-settled, Brom was here, wandering the place. He usually sits or stands in odd places around town. He sometimes goes to the tavern for a drink. We all just keep an eye on him.” 
 
    Onka left Kavan’s side and crossed the street to the lich staring at the wall. She lifted her hand and touched the back of his. Brom turned his attention to the short goblin and gave her a weak smile. 
 
    “I can’t find my pieces,” Brom said with a confused tone. 
 
    “Brom, we’ve been over this, it’s probably where you last left them. You’re not going to find it staring at the wall. They’re probably still in your tower.” 
 
    The elderly lich closed his eyes and shook his head. “No, not there. I’ve checked. They’re somewhere. I didn’t want the rats to steal the pieces. They like to steal things. One of them stole my finger.” 
 
    Onka shook her head. “You have all your fingers. You’ve always had your fingers.” 
 
    Brom opened his eyes and looked down at his hand. “I got better?” 
 
    Onka smiled. “Yes, you did get better. How about you go to the tavern and get a drink. Kazko loves your company. Tell him your stories.” 
 
    The old man nodded. “Yes, stories are the lifeblood of society.” 
 
    Onka touched the old man’s waist, turned him slightly and gave him a tap on his lower spine. Brom’s feet began to move, stepping along the street and making his way toward the tavern. 
 
    Brom turned his attention to Kavan and he grinned, showing dirty and decayed teeth. “Hudenn,” the lich said simply. 
 
    Kavan blinked as the lich turned his gaze forward and slowly walked with small steps. 
 
    Onka approached Kavan. “Don’t take what he says too seriously. He called a spiderweb a demon just the other day.”         
 
    Kavan nodded as he glanced at the lich once again. 
 
    Maybe Brom can help us figure out this mess. 
 
    Kavan and Onka resumed walking as the old lich moved to the tavern door, stood before it and simply stared at the door.  
 
    “He’ll be okay. He lost his mind, but he is still extremely tough. During a lightning storm, he wandered the town, getting struck by lightning multiple times. His clothes were burned, but he didn’t seem damaged in any way. Instead, he just kept talking about how refreshing the rain was on his skin.” 
 
    “How long have you lived here?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Onka looked forward as she spoke, “A few years. I have a place closer to the center of town. I don’t have to pay any rent because no one owns it. It helps me save gold. I do have to be careful. I think there are a few crawlers in the basement. I’ve only caught one, but I think there might be a few more.” 
 
    “Crawlers?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Onka nodded. “Worm-like creatures with spider legs. Their head is just a mouth with sharp teeth. They like to eat other vermin, but will sometimes grow bolder if food is scarce. They are about the size of a cat and some can be as big as a dog.” 
 
    It is nice to know that there are cats and dogs here on Voldor. It might help make the adjustment here a little easier. 
 
    “What do you do for a living?”  
 
    Onka smiled and nodded. “We are passing my shop now.” 
 
    Kavan looked over to a small shop between two empty buildings. A window filled the front of the shop. The glass window had a small crack in the corner, but otherwise it appeared fine. Several large eggs were behind the storefront window, each one on a small pedestal. Kavan drank in the different colors of each egg. They ranged from yellow to red. Some of them had spots. They were roughly the size of Kavan’s forearm and twice as thick. 
 
    The dragonkin looked up to the hanging side over the door. It swung in the small breeze with the words “Breeding Friends” across it in pink. 
 
    Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge. 
 
    Onka put her hands on her hips as she looked at the shop with Kavan. 
 
    “I’m a Monster Breeder. I have everything anyone needs to breed their own monsters. I mostly sell livestock monsters to one of our only two farmers here in Moonvale. If you take up farming and livestock ownership, we’ll be conducting business soon.” 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes narrowed and he looked down at the goblin at his side. “You brought me this way to make sure I saw your shop.” 
 
    Onka gasped as she put her hand over her heart, “How could you think I was some shill trying to peddle my wares to a newcomer to town? I’m shocked, shocked I say!” 
 
    The goblin threw her head back and let out a loud cackle. Her laughter echoed off the street and faded into the distance. She then snapped her head forward and punched Kavan on his hip. 
 
    Kavan simply stood with an amused smile. 
 
    “You’re alright, for a dragonkin,” Onka smiled before turning and walking along. 
 
    Kavan easily kept up, seeing that the goblin had to walk twice as fast compared to his stride. 
 
    “There are more local shops spaced out around town, but if you need essentials, you want Shegga’s Grocery Shop on South Street. Don’t be alarmed that she is a kobold. She isn’t feral. She’s been here for years and loves this town because she doesn’t have any competition. She’s a little greedy and don’t let her bully you into paying more or short change you if you bring her crops for sale.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’ve heard feral mentioned a few times. Is that what you call creatures who live in the wild?” 
 
    Onka nodded as she walked. “As you know from your first encounter with those kobolds, not every place has civilized creatures. The ones that live in the wild are often after food, water, and gold. They don’t often ask for help and rather attack on sight. Many civilized kingdoms and towns refer to them as feral. They refuse to join us and can be a bit primal. It can be sad to see them, but it is also dangerous to deal with them.” 
 
    The goblin pointed to the high walls surrounding the town. “That is why the walls help keep them out and keep us safe, for the most part. As you saw when you came to our town, walls don’t always work.” 
 
    “Why do feral creatures want gold?” Kavan asked. 
 
    “To buy food and weapons so they can attack others and steal more food and gold,” Onka shrugged. 
 
    “It sounds like it can be avoided if they had food and some kind of income,” Kavan mentioned. 
 
    Onka’s expression remained blank as she spoke, “Kavan, Voldor is not a happy place to live. The dragonkin are the most powerful creatures across the realm and they have abandoned all of us. They don’t care what happens to any of the races but their own.  
 
    “The dwarves weren’t affected by the war like the hudenn and the elves and tried to establish a new order to help everyone. They were quickly enslaved by the dragonkin, forced to mine for gems and precious metals to supply the spire kingdoms. After that, no creature or race attempted to establish order or unify kingdoms under one banner. They were afraid of being enslaved and they had every right to be scared. 
 
    “Most of Voldor are small, fractured kingdoms with simple rulers. Each town, city, and kingdom functions differently. The only thing that was agreed upon across the entire realm is gold coins. It is the only currency accepted, with bartering being second.” 
 
    Onka looked up to Kavan with serious eyes. “The dragonkin are not evil, they just don’t care. Their ancestors took over the higher realms and feel they are above all others.” 
 
    Kavan looked down on the goblin with cold eyes. “That sounds evil to me.” 
 
    Onka smiled. “I knew there was a reason why I liked you. But after some time, you may feel differently. Simply hold onto that feeling and you will get along famously here.” 
 
    The pair continued to walk until they reached the town center. Kavan looked to the middle, seeing a fountain with a human man, or hudenn, statue standing on it. He held an open book in one hand and a dagger in the other. The statue’s face was looking up to the sky as golden sunlight painted it in brilliance. Streams of water flowed into the fountain pool. A few birds were on the edge of it, dipping their beaks in and drinking from it. 
 
    “This was a hudenn town,” Kavan stated. 
 
    Onka nodded. “We believe this was the founder. If you look at the base of the statue, the name Samuel Truewind is barely visible. There are no records of him since the town was resettled. The entire library was rotted out before Kogan had it all removed and replaced with new books.  
 
    “This is all that’s left of the people who lived here, thousands of years ago. I’m surprised the fountain continues to work after all this time.” 
 
    “Is it like this across all of Voldor, resettled hudenn towns and kingdoms?” 
 
    Onka shook her head. “No, not really. Many places are nothing but ruins. New towns and kingdoms were built or rebuilt. Relic hunting can earn you some coin. There are many collectors across the world, obsessed with the time before the gods fell. I’ll introduce you to Tezzi and she can give you more information on relic hunting.” 
 
    Kavan listened before he lifted his gaze and looked around. The town center was star shaped. Cobblestone roads led in every direction, but all of them led back to the center. Kavan counted eight streets. The stone and wood buildings around the center were thin and slightly pointed, to fill in the gaps between streets. Some had empty storefronts. One of them had broken glass scattered on the ground and burn marks on the walls. A sign hung at an angle, one of the chains broken. The sign slowly turned and it simply had “Moonvale Bank” carved into it. 
 
    “I wish I could say it was funny that a group of feral kobolds snuck in and trashed the place, but it’s not. Most of the townsfolk don’t know how or don’t want to fight. Until you arrived, I think many people from town were ready to pack up and head to the Loduss Kingdom to the north.” 
 
    “What were you going to do?”  
 
    Onka looked down at the rippling fountain water. “I don’t like large kingdoms and towns. I would have stayed here until every last person left. After that, I would decide where I would go next.” 
 
    The goblin turned her attention up to Kavan and grinned. “But now you’re here, Slayer of Kobolds!” 
 
    Kavan closed his eyes and rubbed his hand behind his horned head. “I wouldn’t say that too loud. I don’t want to start on the wrong foot with Shegga.” 
 
    “Shegga may be greedy, but she also has a sense of humor. Now, let’s get you to the mayor.” 
 
    Onka led Kavan around the fountain and across the street. Kavan looked ahead to see a two-story building with a blue tiled roof. Two windows graced the sides of a thick wooden door. Above the door was a sign nailed into the wall that read “Mayor’s Office.” Other than that, the front of the building didn’t have too many distinguishing features other than a few cracks along the stone and wood trim. 
 
    Onka led the way, taking hold of the copper handle and pulling the door open. She stepped inside and Kavan followed. 
 
    The scent of old wood filled Kavan’s nose. He looked around and immediately noticed it looked like an old courthouse from the wild west. Polished wood filled the large chamber. A desk was to the side of a waist high railing and gate. No one sat at the desk. Past the polished wood gate and railing, the chamber slanted out and became bigger. A large, wide desk was near the rear wall. To the right and left of it were bookshelves with some books, but most of the shelves were empty.  
 
    Mayor Sunaxe sat behind the large desk, hunched over the scrolls and parchments covering it. He looked up and a warm smile filled his green features. 
 
    “Lord Cynder and Lady Treeclimber, please, come in, come in!” the older orc grinned as he sat up fully. 
 
    Kavan opened the gate and stepped in with Onka. The pair approached the desk, two chairs before it. The mayor pointed to the chairs. Kavan sat down, but Onka didn’t. 
 
    “Mayor, should I be here for this?” the goblin asked. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded, “Yes. Since you volunteered to help our new resident, he may need your help with the acclimating to our town and ways. If Lord Cynder approves?” 
 
    Kavan glanced at the goblin and gave her an impish smirk. “As long as she keeps the details between us.” 
 
    Onka grinned. “Secrets are delicious as long as they are secret.” 
 
    The mayor let out an amused gruff. “It’s agreed. Now, onto the business at hand. I won’t keep you too long since I’m sure there is a lot to do.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe opened a drawer on his side of the desk and reached in. He pulled out his green fist and opened his fingers slightly. Kavan watched as the orc placed one gold coin on top of the other. When he was finished, a stack of ten gold coins stood. He then gently pushed the stack to the middle of the parchment covered desk. 
 
    “This is your reward for dispatching those kobolds and returning the town’s gold.” 
 
    Kavan lifted a hand to take hold when the mayor put his own hand before it and stopped the dragonkin. 
 
    “Next, we must move on to our next piece of business,” the mayor said before picking up a parchment from the desk and sliding it to Kavan. 
 
    Kavan looked down on it and began to read.  
 
    “It’s the deed to the Woodhaven farm and land. It’s located south of the town. It has a magnificent view of the Azure Sea, if you can cut down some of the overgrown land. As for the house itself, it needs some love and attention. It has been empty a long time and could use some new life. I’m sure you will be a great fit for it.  
 
    “Pay one gold coin and the deed and land are yours.” 
 
    Onka’s eyes narrowed at the mayor, “You’re not going to tell him about Misty Forest, east of the farm?” 
 
    The mayor chuckled, “That’s why you’re here. You can explain everything, after the deed is signed.” 
 
    Kavan looked up to the mayor. “I'd rather know now.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe shot Onka a tired look before turning his bright eyes and wide smile to Kavan. 
 
    “The Misty Forest east of the farm has a small undead problem. It’s nothing to worry about for a warrior like yourself. Your presence may keep the undead at bay so they’re not sniffing around the south gate at night.” 
 
    Onka jumped onto her chair, leaned forward and slammed her small green hands on the table. 
 
    “Shouldn’t Kavan stay in town until the farm is up and running, for his safety?” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe leaned back in his chair, his fingers interlocking with each other across his robust belly. “Lord Cynder is free to do as he wishes. Considering he has little coin, I doubt he wants to spend it on the inn while he fixes and repairs the farm. He will need supplies and tools. Unless you will have him stay with you?” 
 
    Onka looked down. She stood up on the chair and sank down onto her seat. 
 
    Kavan looked at the mayor, “Is it a little problem, or a big one?” 
 
    The mayor gave a disarming smile. “It’s a little problem. I honestly would not be selling it to you if I didn’t have full confidence that you couldn’t handle it. 
 
    “To Onka’s concern, I know it is enough to give you pause. I wish no harm on you and anyone else in Moonvale. We need to prosper and thrive if the town is going to recover. The Woodhaven farm is the best property outside of town. The others are much too far away and I know everyone will rest better knowing you are close, Lord Cynder.” 
 
    Kavan looked down at the deed once again. It was a simple letter, detailing the property lines and some jargon about title and estate. Kavan glanced at a quill and inkwell on the desk. He reached over, picked up the quill and dipped it into the well. 
 
    Humble and odd beginnings. 
 
    Kavan scrawled his name along the signature line. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe smiled. He reached over and plucked a gold coin from the top of the stack. He placed it in the drawer to his desk and closed it. He then picked up another parchment and the quill from Kavan’s hand. He scrawled in a name and signed it at the bottom. He then handed it to Kavan. 
 
    “You are truly a lord now, Lord Cynder. Woodhaven Farm and its surrounding lands are yours, congratulations.” 
 
    The mayor placed his signed copy into the drawer before leaning forward on his elbows, his belly pressing against his side of the desk. 
 
    “There is a lot to do, Lord Cynder. The entire town will be ready to help you with anything you need, I’ll make sure of it. I don’t know the extent of your skills, but if you need to learn any basics, please visit the Library on North Street. My daughter, Dura, is the Librarian and very helpful. She will be an asset with helping you get the farm up and running. 
 
    “For tools and equipment, visit my son, Durzol, the town’s blacksmith. I’m sure he will give you great deals on anything you need. He is on South Street, not far from Shegga’s Grocery.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe turned his attention to the goblin, “Onka, be sure to show Lord Cynder his property before buying any equipment he may need. He should look it over and decide what he will need first.” 
 
    Onka nodded with annoyed eyes. 
 
    Kogan turned his attention back to Kavan, “Most of the shops close at sundown. Only the inn and tavern are usually open after that. Look over the property and come back for anything you need. 
 
    “Lord Cynder, if you want to earn some coin while you’re repairing the farm, we can always use fresh wood. Invest in a Satchel of Holding to transport anything you collect. Shegga may have a few to sell. 
 
    “Now, off with you and congratulations on your new property! I’m sure we will speak again very soon.” 
 
    Kavan rolled up the deed parchment and stuffed it in his belt pouch. He also picked up the stack of nine coins and placed them in his pocket. The dragonkin and goblin stood up from their seats, turned and made their way out. Onka glanced back with a hard gaze to the mayor before following Kavan out the front door. 
 
    Once outside, Kavan looked to South Street. He took one step forward when Onka began talking with a hard edge. 
 
    “He should have allowed you to stay at the inn a few more days,” the goblin muttered. 
 
    “It should be fine. He doesn’t want me to get comfortable in town. He also wants to protect it. Despite being cordial and nice, I can see that I have to earn his trust and the trust of everyone in town. He couldn’t protect the town from me if I was within the walls.” 
 
    Onka looked up to Kavan with wide eyes. A moment later, her eyes half-closed and she looked down at the street as they walked. 
 
    “I didn’t think about it that way. You’ve dealt with politicians before?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I wanted to be one before…” Kavan’s words hung in the air as his smile faded away. 
 
    Onka looked at him, “Before what?” 
 
    “Life never works out the way you want. When I was younger, I wanted to change the world. I considered many things like politics, architecture, and finance. When life didn’t work out and those closest to me abandoned me, I just tried to survive.” 
 
    “That still sounds very vague,” Onka said. 
 
    “Maybe as we get to know each other, I’ll tell you more,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Onka grinned. “And I’ll do the same,” the goblin lifted her hand and smacked Kavan’s ass. 
 
    Kavan’s serpent grin remained as they walked along South Street with the south gate in the distance. 
 
    Kavan noted the Blacksmith shop as they walked past. The door was closed and the curtains drawn, but black smoke rose up from the chimney. They continued on and to the left was a wide shop with a sign that read “Shegga’s Grocery.” Kavan noted the location before he and Onka reached the south gate. 
 
    The South Gate doors were a little weathered, but looked sturdy. They were in better shape than the Western Gate doors to the town. Onka slid back the metal bolt and opened the door slightly. The pair of them stepped out and onto a dirt road. 
 
    The scent of the ocean touched Kavan’s sensitive nose. His gaze turned to the southern horizon in the distance. The land continued with lush, green grass, a dirt road and the hint of a blue sea. They were much too far away to hear the waves, but Kavan pictured them as they walked along the road. 
 
    The dragonkin brought himself back to reality as he looked to his left and saw a decrepit two-story home. It looked like a shell of a building, ready to topple over by the slightest breeze. Windows were smashed. The wood fence around it was in disrepair. Past it, a building that looked like a barn stood, the front doors wide open and moving slightly to the breeze. 
 
    The pair reached the front gate. Kavan took hold and rotted wood broke off in his hand. He snarled before taking a better hold and opening the gate. They stepped in and Kavan looked out past the home and barn to a lush, green forest stretching out to the east. 
 
    Misty Forest, home to the occasional undead. This should be fascinating.  
 
    Onka darted forward and leapt into the air. The short goblin spun and landed on the creaky deck of the home, her arms out to her side and a wicked smile across her face. 
 
    “Welcome home! Let’s hope it doesn’t kill you!” Onka laughed.  
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    Five 
 
    The front door opened and dust billowed into the air. Kavan rested his hand on his sheathed dagger as he stepped in. His slitted eyes drank in the dusty, dirty floor before looking around. Onka stepped in behind him, her oval eyes glancing from dark corner to dark corner. 
 
    Shafts of morning light stabbed in through broken and cracked windows. The main room was empty. Strange stains were along the walls and dust bunnies rolled around from the sudden breeze of the open door. A staircase was to the left, leading up into darkness. On the other side of the main room, dirty white tiles glowed among the gloom. Many floorboards were cracked and some had a few, large holes. 
 
    Onka let out a long whistle. “This is worse than I imagined.” 
 
    “Nothing like getting your hands dirty to make this place better,” Kavan said with a small, upbeat tone. 
 
    The goblin looked up to the dragonkin and saw a slight look of excitement in his eyes. 
 
    “You’re excited about this place?” 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod as he looked around. “It needs a lot of work, but I’m fine with that. When you’ve had almost nothing for a long time, anything you can help build and improve is always welcomed.” 
 
    Onka looked away. “You’ve had some hardships.” 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the goblin. “I’m sure we’ve all had some kind of hardships, but yes, I’ve had some.” 
 
    The dragonkin turned and looked around as he spoke, “Most would look at this place as a dismal pit. I see it as a challenge. I can make something great. Sure, it’s in a bad neighborhood, but that shouldn’t stop me from changing it for the better.” 
 
    “I wish there was more of that around here. The whole town feels like it’s hanging on by its fingernails. One more bad thing could lead to a mass exodus. I’ve grown fond of Moonvale, but even if I stay and everyone leaves, it’s only a matter of time before something breaks into the town, hunting for meat.” 
 
    Kavan turned and looked at the goblin. Onka stood in the middle of the room, one hand holding her other arm. Her yellow eyes looked to the side, some memory swirling along her mind.  
 
    In an instant, she seemed to push it all away and looked at Kavan with a bright smile. 
 
    “Let’s check the upstairs and the basement. You never know what could be living here since it’s been abandoned for so long.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    The pair moved to the stairs and took them up. On the second floor, a corridor stabbed through the upper portion of the home. Kavan looked at each doorway and the room within. Some of the doors were rotted and barely on their hinges. Inside the empty rooms, some windows were cracked and others were whole, but covered in grit and grime. Hole filled rugs covered the floors of some rooms. Large spiderwebs filled some corners. The place had a haunted feel as Kavan took it in. 
 
    At the end of the hall was a large, master bedroom. Kavan and Onka stepped in. The windows were whole and the dust minimal. Kavan noted that this room seemed to have stood the test of time, to a degree.  
 
    “Are you going to stay here tonight?” Onka asked. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’ll have to get a bedroll, until I can build or buy a bed.” 
 
    The goblin nodded. “I can understand. My place took weeks to be comfortable enough to sleep through the night. I still keep an ear open, just in case something is crawling around.” 
 
    “The dust up here isn’t disturbed. I don’t think anything has been up here for a long time.” 
 
    Onka smiled. “I hope the basement is the same.” 
 
    Kavan eyed the goblin. “You don’t have to inspect it with me.” 
 
    The goblin grinned. “I’m here as your guide to Moonvale. I wouldn’t be following my duties if I waited outside.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Let’s investigate the basement. After that, we can go back into town and get some supplies.” 
 
    The goblin nodded and the pair stepped out of the master bedroom and made their way to the stairs. 
 
    On the main floor, the dragonkin and goblin reached the bottom of the stairs. Kavan peered around the stairs to see a door under the staircase. He stepped closer to it with Onka close behind. He was about to reach for the handle when he glanced at Onka. She didn’t have anything to defend herself. He laid his hand on his dagger pommel and parted his lips. 
 
    “Do you know how to use a dagger?” 
 
    Onka looked up to the dragonkin with a knowing smile. “I sure do. I would have brought mine, if I knew I was going into a dark basement.” 
 
    Kavan pulled out his dagger, flipped it in his hand and caught the flat side of the blade, the pommel pointed toward the goblin. Onka took hold of the dagger and held it at the ready. 
 
    “What about you?” 
 
    Kavan lifted a spindly-fingered hand. With a thought, three-inch-long claws stabbed out from his fingertips. 
 
    “Natural weapons. I hope I don’t have to use them,” Kavan said and retracted his claws. 
 
    Onka looked to the basement door. “Crawlers like dark, damp places. I’m willing to bet there are a few or more down there.” 
 
    “Better to check and make sure than spend our time wondering. Anything I should know about them before we enter?” 
 
    Onka’s small smile faded away. “They can be nasty, persistent little assholes. Once they smell meat, they sometimes attack at once. Some of them can be very big. They don’t care about anything other than eating.” 
 
    “Kavan, I don’t recommend using your fire sphere down there. The whole house could go up in flames,” Viz chimed in. 
 
    “Good to know,” Kavan answered both of them. 
 
    Kavan turned the handle and gently opened the door. A small creak filled the small corridor as a musty smell billowed up from the ancient basement. 
 
    Kavan checked his stats, words and number filling the corner of his gaze. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3 
 
    Gold: 9 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 2 
 
    Intelligence: 2 
 
    Dexterity: 3 
 
    Constitution: 3 
 
    Willpower: 2  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 1 
 
      
 
    Kavan stepped into the shadow doorway and took the stairs down. Onka followed, dagger at her side. 
 
    The musty, wet smell grew with each step down. The stairs groaned at the pair’s weight as they made their way. Kavan’s eyes quickly adjusted to the small light. He glanced over his shoulder to Onka, her yellow eyes nearly glowing in the shadows. 
 
    Thin shafts of weak light filtered in from small windows along the top edges of the basement. One small window was smashed and a small breeze flowing in. The darkness parted to Kavan’s sensitive eyes. Dark mounds covered the floor, giving it an uneven appearance. The rest of the basement was empty, save for a few disintegrated crates in a corner.  
 
    Kavan sharpened his senses and he stopped on the last step of the stairs before reaching the basement floor. Slow, strong pulses touched his sensitive hearing. He counted about a dozen of them, all of them different to some tiny degree. 
 
    “Something is down here,” Kavan said in the barest of whispers. 
 
    Onka looked down on the basement floor, her voice stuck in her throat. Her vision cut through the shadowy darkness and saw many curled-up mounds along the floor and against corners. Slimy wetness covered the mounds and a few stirred with small clicks and hisses. 
 
    “Kavan… crawlers,” Onka said with a small, fearful edge. 
 
    Kavan focused on the floor, his gaze sharpening a little further. He stared at a coiled-up worm creature. Long, spider-like legs were clasped around their strange bodies. One of them was the size of a curled-up cat. Another one was larger than a dog.  
 
    “We… have to get out of here,” Onka whispered. 
 
    Kavan eyed the dozen creatures across the floor.  
 
    No one can handle this problem for me. I have to do it if I’m going to make this place my home. 
 
    “Go upstairs. I’ll be right behind you,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    The clicks across the room began to grow. Some crawlers stirred, their bodies slowly unfurling. 
 
    Onka nodded as she took one backwards step after another. She glanced around, seeing that some of the monsters were about her size and would have no issue eating goblin flesh. She took a few more steps before she noticed that Kavan hadn’t moved from the last step. 
 
    “Kavan,” Onka hissed just as her boot touched a step and it creaked loudly. 
 
    The entire floor of the basement writhed to life. Thin legs unclasped from bodies and touched the dirt floor. Worm-like bodies unfurled. Hisses grew and round mouths with sharp teeth gleamed in the tiny light. The creatures began to rise up, all of them turning their senses to the stairs and tasting the scent of meat in the dank air. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed as his claws slid out of fingertips. He looked down at the nearest crawler. It raised its round mouth and sharp teeth toward him. Insect-like legs bent, the creature readying itself to pounce. 
 
    In a crystal-clear instant, time stood still. When time resumed, it was Kavan who pounced first, his claws gleaming in the small light. 
 
    The crawler leapt up, only for its body to be sliced in half before it was an inch off the ground. Hisses and shrieks filled the basement as Kavan’s arms swung and sliced two more small crawlers in half. The entire basement turned into a rampaging chaos as every creature rushed the dragonkin.  
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes were cool as the things leapt up and his claws sliced and stabbed. Foul ichor splashed against his leather armor as he cut through the creatures with one or two swipes.  
 
    Onka watched as Kavan moved, his clawed hands making small arcs. Bent legs separated from bodies and scattered in several directions. The crawlers rushed to their deaths as Kavan moved with deliberate force. 
 
    My fighting has already improved since the kobolds. The only way to get better is to meet challenges head on. 
 
    A crawler leapt from the side as Kavan sliced another one hard across. The round mouth clamped onto his shoulder and sharp, needle-like teeth stabbed through the armor into his shoulder. Kavan grunted as he reached up and grabbed the creature. Its mouth was still clamped on the wound when the dragonkin pulled. 
 
    A sickening wet ripping filled the basement as the crawler’s body was pulled from its head. The head of the creature continued to bite and suck, Kavan’s blood spilling out of its neck and onto the floor. Kavan threw the body and reached for the head to pull it off when another mouth clamped onto his thigh.  
 
    The dragonkin growled as he spent a point of mana. 
 
    Flames engulfed his scaled hand as he grabbed the crawler on his leg and burned it alive. The creature made a weak hiss before it went limp. Kavan pulled it off and threw it aside before reaching up to the worm head on his shoulder. Flames burned it and teeth pulled away. Kavan threw the charred remains away. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Hurt 
 
    Mana: 2/3 
 
      
 
    Another crawler pounced and Kavan slapped it down from the air with his flaming hand. The burnt crawler landed on its back, its legs curling into itself as it died. 
 
    Kavan heard something big move from his side. He turned just as a crawler, bigger than a dog, slammed into him. The dragonkin stumbled back as the creature continued its aggressive charge. Kavan just regained his footing before the crawler slammed into him again. Kavan tripped, fell and hit the ground. Dust flew up as the large crawler jumped on him. The dragonkin’s burning hand grabbed it by its long neck, searing putrid flesh as the round mouth tried to clamp on his face. Horrid breath and slime spilled on Kavan as he held the monster just a few inches at bay. 
 
    A dagger spun through the dark and stabbed into the side of the creature. Kavan glanced to the side to see Onka rushing down the stairs, bent her legs and jumped. The small goblin somersaulted through the air and landed on the large crawler’s back. She grabbed at the dagger already impaled in the creature, pulled it out and started stabbing in rapid succession. 
 
    “Die you fucking pieces of shit!” Onka shouted with demonic glee. 
 
    The crawler writhed violently to dislodge the goblin from its back. The sudden change in attention left the monster open and Kavan took the advantage. Flaming claws stabbed into the creature’s neck. When Kavan had a firm hold, he pulled. 
 
    Burnt innards and foul liquids spilled from the gaping hole in the crawler’s neck. Kavan reached in, his hand burning the monster’s insides and pulling again. Blackened sinew came out and the crawler bucked hard. Onka’s eyes widened as she was thrown off its back and crashed onto burnt, dead crawlers. 
 
    Kavan kept his cold eyes on the monster as he methodically reached in and pulled out what he could grab. The crawler made a strange moan before it collapsed on the dragonkin and went limp. 
 
    Kavan let out a sigh as he pushed the monster off of him and rolled onto his side. He saw Onka slowly rise up, her clothes and hair covered in putrid slime and crawler parts. 
 
    “Ugh!” Onka shouted in disgust. 
 
    Kavan sat up and smiled. “Are you okay?” 
 
    The goblin nodded as she tried to wipe away slime. “I’m fine, but I’m going to have to burn these clothes.” 
 
    Onka continued to wipe away slime. “I now feel grateful that the crawlers in my building are much smaller than these.” 
 
    Kavan stood up and looked himself over. The wounds bled a little, but he could already feel his regeneration working. His leather armor and leggings were already torn from the kobolds and now his clothes looked much worse. 
 
    “I’m going to need a new wardrobe if this continues,” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    Onka looked around, her gaze penetrating the darkness. “I think that was all of them. You should be crawler free, for a while at least.” 
 
    Congratulations! You gained 1 point in Combat Skill! Combat Skill is 2nd degree, Average. 
 
    Kavan nodded and smiled to himself. “Let’s get back into town. I’m going to need a few things to make this place livable.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Light glowed along the front window of the store. Shelves were stacked with goods, from vegetables and fruits, to blocks of sealed cheese and dried meats. Chests lined one side of the clean store, a sign over each one detailing which chest held what.  
 
    A small, low counter stood at the other end of the store. A kobold leaned back in her chair with a book in her scaled hands. The title read “The Flames of Dreams” as the kobold turned a page and read on. She barely blinked as the words filled her mind. When she reached an intense scene, she placed the open book to her chest, leaned her head back and let out a long, sultry sigh. 
 
    “Oh Ruko, if you just left Alma for me, I would take care of you for the rest of our lives,” the kobold whispered into the air. 
 
    The front door opened and touched a small bell. The chime filled the store. The kobold placed her bookmark within the book, closed it and stuffed it under the counter. She sat up, prim and proper as two figures stepped in. The kobold blinked at a familiar and new face, before her nose wrinkled in disgust. The figures stepped along the middle of the shop until they reached the counter.  
 
    Kavan looked down at the small counter and the kobold behind it. She wore a simple cloth shirt and black leggings. She had a small, thin figure and slitted oval eyes. Scales ran along every visible part of her body and her legs bent at an odd angle. A small snout graced her face. Her eyes widened a hair before they half-closed. The kobold turned her attention to the goblin by the dragonkin’s side and then shook her head. 
 
    “You two smell like you went trudging through the sewer. And you left a trail of slime behind you!” the kobold complained. 
 
    “Hi Shegga,” Onka said as she ignored what the kobold just said. “I want to introduce you to Kavan. He is the new owner of the Woodhaven farm and needs a few supplies.” 
 
    Shegga turned her attention back to the dragonkin. “Yes, everyone has been talking about you since yesterday. Welcome to Moonvale.” 
 
    Shegga’s small snout wrinkled. “You’re not going to make many friends smelling and looking like that.” 
 
    “Had a pest problem at the farm. It’s cleared up now,” Kavan stated simply. 
 
    Shegga nodded. “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “The mayor said I can purchase a Satchel of Holding from you. I have to pick up some food supplies as well.” 
 
    Shegga nodded. “Ah yes, Mayor buffoon stopped by to notify me of you visiting and give you a break from my usual prices. I still don’t understand why I should give you special treatment? You brought back some gold and fought off the bandits. That’s not a reason for a parade.” 
 
    Onka crossed her arms and glared at the kobold that was about her size. “Shegga!” 
 
    The kobold shrugged. “If I reduced my prices for every sob story, I wouldn’t make any coin and this town is filled with sob stories.” 
 
    Shegga leaned her elbows on the counter and looked up to Kavan, “But, you are easy on the eyes, despite the slime and smell.” 
 
    The kobold stayed leaning forward as one of her hands reached below the counter and pulled something out. She plopped a tattered looking satchel on the counter and kept her small, clawed hand on the top of it. 
 
    Onka’s brow formed a sharp point. “Shegga, you have much better stock than that thing.” 
 
    The kobold nodded. “I do, but I doubt Lord Cynder can afford them. They’re not cheap to import. This is the only one I have that is available for a cheap price.” 
 
    “How much?” Kavan asked. 
 
    “Four coins,” Shegga said plainly. 
 
    “Four coins! That looks like it’s barely worth one coin!” Onka shouted. 
 
    “My store, my prices,” Shegga shot back at the goblin. 
 
    “Can you reduce the price if I buy a few things?” Kavan bargained. 
 
    Shegga tapped the side of her cheek with a scaled finger as she looked Kavan up and down. “It depends. Are you going to grow anything on that farm? This town doesn’t need any lazy farmers.” 
 
    “I hadn’t thought about it yet. I was going to first repair the home and supply extra lumber to the town.” 
 
    Shegga nodded before closing her eyes and sighing. “I’ll reduce the price on the satchel if you buy a cold chest and some food. Just know this, I hate charity cases. You want to be a useful part of our community, you better work… and buy seeds from me, and only me.” 
 
    Kavan lifted an eyebrow. 
 
    Shegga gave him a reptilian smile. “Lorta and Hynrik are our other resident farmers. They’ve been discussing selling their seeds and goods directly to consumers and bypassing me. Loyalty is rewarded. Sell anything you grow or have to me, and I’ll give you deals, after you prove yourself.” 
 
    Kavan opened his mouth to agree when Shegga cut him off. 
 
    “And don’t tell anyone about this! You too, Onka.” 
 
    The goblin grinned. “Shegga, you know me better than that.” 
 
    The kobold gave a curt nod. “Yes, I know you. Keep everything to yourself, goblin.” 
 
    “I accept,” Kavan said. 
 
    Shegga looked up at him and smiled. “Take the satchel and pick up a small cold chest over there by the others. It will keep any food in it cold and allow it to last longer. Pick up a few pieces of vegetables, a cheese wheel and some dried meat. The price for everything is four coins.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at Onka and she gave him a small nod. The dragonkin’s hands slipped into his pocket and pulled out four coins. He placed them on the low counter, before the kobold. 
 
    Shegga’s eyes snapped to the four coins. Their reflected light glowed along her eyes for a tiny moment before she snatched them off the counter and put them underneath it. 
 
    “The satchel has twelve inner pockets. It is enchanted, allowing you to place things within the inner pockets. It will only hold anything you can fit through the main part of it. The satchel is not bottomless, but it should hold a lot of anything you chop down or mine, including any other supplies you carry within it. It will be light as air at your hip, so it shouldn’t give you any trouble.  
 
    “When you get tired of this one, I have others for sale with many more pockets and a little more style. Any other questions?” 
 
    Kavan took hold of the satchel, picked it up and put the strap over his shoulder and chest. It conformed to his body and he noted that Shegga was right, it was light as air. 
 
    “Go get your chest and food items. I’ll be watching you, so don’t take too much,” Shegga said as she sat back down on her chair behind the counter. 
 
    Kavan and Onka stepped away to the side of the store. He noticed a small chest next to a row of big ones. He picked it up and looked down at his satchel. Opening the flap, he pushed the end of the chest to it. He watched in amazement as the chest warped and shrank slightly. It slipped into the bag and slipped in further into one of the pockets. When he pulled his hand back, he saw that the chest was gone, but he noted which pocket it was in. 
 
    The next few moments were Kavan and Onka looking over the produce and meats. Kavan took hold of a few things and put them in his satchel. He ended his shopping by grabbing a medium-sized cheese wheel, coated in a protective wax. He put it in the satchel and closed the top. He glanced to the counter, seeing Shegga’s neck craned and her eyes directly on him. When he closed the flap, she sank back down on her seat and pulled out a book from under the counter. 
 
    Onka took Kavan’s hand and led him out of the store. 
 
    Once outside, she let go and a small growl filled her throat. 
 
    “What was that about between you two?” Kavan asked. 
 
    “I don’t earn or move enough product here in Moonvale. I’ve had to add my supplies to Shegga’s normal delivery, for a price. I barely break even most months.” 
 
    “Maybe with my farm, you’ll earn a little more,” Kavan said. 
 
    Onka nodded. “It depends if you take on livestock. When you have some gold, I can show you what to do and the best things to sell.” 
 
    “Deal,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The goblin nodded. “Onward to the Blacksmith,” Onka grinned. 
 
    Onka led the way as the two of them walked down South Street and reached the blacksmith’s shop. The door was slightly ajar and black smoke rose up from the chimney. 
 
    Kavan looked at the sign, the name “Sunaxe Metal” carved into it with black letters. 
 
    “This should be a much better experience. Durzol is much nicer than that lizard hag, Shegga.” 
 
    Kavan smiled as the goblin opened the door and stepped inside. Kavan followed. 
 
    The shop was a wide, open space. Tools, chests, anvils, and chains were piled onto metal tables along the edges of the shop and in a few places in the middle. In the back, a large orc in a black, leather frock, lifted a hammer and brought it down on a piece of metal on an anvil. Muscles bulged along the orc’s wide, green shoulders as he hammered a piece of metal to his will and design. Black braided hair graced his head and trailed down his back.  
 
    Onka cleared her throat. 
 
    The orc stopped his hammer mid-swing. He turned to the dragonkin and goblin at the front of his shop. He gave them a small smile as he placed the hammer down and dusted off his large hands. 
 
    Kavan noted the striking similarities between Durzol and the mayor. The blacksmith looked like a younger and stronger version of his father. Where Kogan’s hair was white, Durzol’s hair was jet-black and longer. He had similar features, like a strong chin and nose. The only difference Kavan could see, even from the distance across the room, a deeper kindness colored the orc’s eyes. 
 
    “Greetings Kavan, Onka,” Durzol said warmly as he crossed the room and approached them. 
 
    “Hi Durzol!” Onka smiled brightly. 
 
    “Hello,” Kavan said simply. 
 
    “My father told me you would be stopping by. Congratulations on purchasing the Woodhaven farm. We can always use another farm here. It will help us get through the long winters.” 
 
    Durzol turned and moved to a metal table. He reached down and took hold of something underneath it. He picked up a metal case and placed it on the table. He opened the top and beckoned Kavan over with a small wave of his hand.  
 
    Kavan approached and looked down at the metal case. It was filled with nails, a hammer and an assortment of tools and items. 
 
    “I took the time to build and fill this simple toolbox. You’ll have everything you need to get you started. I also picked out a few copper tools to help you get on your feet,” Durzol said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Thank you, Durzol. What’s the cost?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The orc shook his head. “I had this stuff laying around, gathering dust. I can’t take your gold. It wouldn’t be right since you’re new here. Tools need to be used and these belong to you now. I also have an extra bedroll, so you’re not sleeping on the floor.” 
 
    Kavan gave him a kind nod. “Thank you, but I should pay you something.” 
 
    Durzol chuckled. “Come back to me when you need an upgrade or need help learning how to smelt and work metal. If you hit the old mine and bring me some ores, I’ll pay you for them. It’s difficult to get out and mine sometimes. It’s hard work and many in town don’t like doing it. 
 
    “Talk to me first before you investigate the mine. I’ll give you some pointers to help you.” 
 
    Kavan bowed his head. “Thank you. I’ll be sure to take you up on that.” 
 
    “How’s the leg?” Onka asked the blacksmith. 
 
    Durzol smiled and patted his thigh. “Healer Soki patched me up. I didn’t expect those kobolds to be so ferocious. I would have chased them if I wasn’t bleeding so much.” 
 
    The orc turned his attention back to Kavan, “Thanks to you, those ferals won’t be bothering us anymore. Maybe Moonvale will get a break for a time and give us a chance to better our defenses.” 
 
    “We can certainly try to make them better,” Kavan said with a nod. 
 
    “Let me get those tools for you. I’m sure the farm will need lots of work. If you need any help, let me know and I’ll stop by to help,” Durzol smiled. 
 
    “I will. Thank you.” 
 
    Kavan watched as the orc stepped away to a shelf and began picking up a few large tools. 
 
    “He’s one of the good ones,” Onka whispered to Kavan. 
 
    The dragonkin nodded as they watched the blacksmith pick up a few things, turned and walked toward them with a smile. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan stood at the open, basement door. A faint memory crawled along his thoughts of Onka seeing him back to the farm and waving goodbye. The goblin was unlike any goblin he ever read about or played against back in his world. She was a little rough around the edges, but she immediately grew on him.  
 
    Kavan noticed the spark of attraction coming off of her and he couldn’t deny his own spark. There was something there, between them, but considering how much work he had to get his place in order, romance would have to wait. 
 
    The dragonkin made his way down the stairs to the bottom of the basement. He looked around at the charred crawler corpses along the dirt floor. He let out a sigh as he began reaching down, picking them up and tossing them in a pile by the stairs. The stench was horrendous and the slime from their broken bodies covered his hands. 
 
    “Kavan, I have something to ask.” 
 
    “Ask me anything,” Kavan said as he threw another crawler corpse on the pile. 
 
    “You seem inclined to stay here. I can sense it along the edges of your thoughts. Do you not want to return home?” 
 
    Kavan threw another corpse on the pile and stood up.  
 
    “This place is already growing on me. It was strange and weird to some degree when we arrived, but now I wonder if we do need to rush back to our world? We don’t even know how to get back. I don’t want to spend my time stressing over returning. Work will help soothe away the stress and maybe give us time to figure this out. For now, I’m not going to push it.” 
 
    “And if there is no way back and we are stuck here forever?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Returning back to a broken and scarred body isn’t exactly high on my list. I’ve never felt this good before.” 
 
    Kavan paused before he continued, “Do you want to go back?” 
 
    “I cannot answer that. I’m designed to inform and protect players of Monstar Saga. Since I am cut off from the game core, my directives dictate that I remain at your side so I may assist any way I can.” 
 
    “Sounds like an answer to me,” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    “I suppose so, in a way.” 
 
    “Viz, if we find out more about what happened, we will continue to unlock the mystery. Until then, we should make our stay here a little more comfortable, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Kavan crossed the basement to a corpse by a stone wall. “I have to clean up this basement before I can start on anything else. The stench is burning my nose.” 
 
    Kavan reached down for the crawler corpse when something caught his eye. The dragonkin focused on the little thing, half buried in the dirt floor. Kavan reached down and took hold of it. He pulled it from the dirt and stood up. 
 
    A carved, black stone piece gleamed in the small light from the broken window. It was in the shape of man, holding a spear. It looked like he was in the middle of charge and wearing full, plate mail armor. The craftsmanship was detailed and expertly done. 
 
    Kavan eyed it as he turned it between his fingers. “This looks like a chess piece.” 
 
    A memory of the old lich in town touched Kavan’s thoughts, complaining of looking for his lost pieces. 
 
    “I think this might belong to Brom. I’ll have to pay him a visit,” Kavan said as he rubbed his scaled jaw and continued to eye the game piece between his fingers. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Six 
 
    Lightning, fire, and ice filled the purple sky. Kavan stood in the middle of the battlefield, his serpent gaze on many different glowing beings, hurtling elemental magic. Trees lay broken with smoke rising from them. Cracks and massive holes filled the landscape. Beings cloaked in different colored auras shouted and roared. Magical explosions rippled through the air and the cries of the wounded added to the symphony of chaos. 
 
    Kavan glanced around, seeing the many beings fighting each other. They were all kinds of monsters and humanoids. They didn’t seem to notice him as he stood, lightning and fireballs passing within a few feet of him. 
 
    This must be a dream. 
 
    Kavan drank in the magical battle as roars stabbed into his ears. A plume of smoke changed direction from an explosion. The dark gray smoke flowed over him and the battlefield faded from view, only the occasional muted explosion seen through the thick smoke. 
 
    “You’re one of us,” hissed a voice from behind Kavan. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened as he attempted to turn around. He stopped short when a scaly hand clamped on the back of his neck, claws digging into his scales and flesh. 
 
    “She calls to us,” the voice hissed and began to squeeze. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes opened. Slitted eyes turned to one side and then the other. He gazed at a small spider web in the corner of the master bedroom, the tiny black spider moving about, cleaning and checking its web. 
 
    Morning sunlight poured into the almost empty bedroom. Birdsong filled the air outside, welcoming the new day. 
 
    Kavan sat up and looked around. The dream lingered for a long moment before it faded to the background of his waking mind. 
 
    “I have a lot to do. Better get started,” Kavan said to himself as he threw the top of the bedroll aside and stood up. 
 
    The dragonkin looked down at his pile of clothes. A memory of him trying to clean off the crawler stench touched his mind. No matter how much he tried to wash it off in the nearby pond, the light stench lingered. He remembered Onka mentioning that there was a clothes and fashion shop in town. 
 
    If I get an early start on my day, I may earn some coin to buy some clothes. 
 
    Kavan grabbed his clothes and began to dress, the sounds of birds outside filling the morning with their melodic songs. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan walked past a small pond and reached the edge of a medieval forest. The canopy was thick with trees, preventing any sunlight from reaching the forest floor. Inky shadows writhed, even in the brilliant morning. A cool breeze passed through the trees and washed over the dragonkin, his eyes closing and taking in the earthy scent. 
 
    Kavan opened his eyes as his scaled hand pulled back the flap to his tattered satchel. He reached into one of the inner pockets and touched the very thing he needed. He pulled his hand back and took out an axe.  
 
    Kavan lifted the axe up and inspected it. He remembered Durzol explaining that there are only certain metals used across Voldor. Copper was the most plentiful and easy to use. After that, it was iron. After that was mithril, which was not as plentiful as copper and iron. After mithril was star stone, which was a rare ore to find and the most sought after. Star stone could be used to make many different weapons and tools, cutting back on effort and work. Durzol informed him that with some training, he could fashion his own metal works into tools to help the farm run better. 
 
    “Start from the bottom,” Kavan smirked as he lifted his gaze from the copper axe and looked at the primeval forest. 
 
    Despite Onka’s warnings of the Misty Forest, Kavan couldn’t deny the soothing air breezing through. For a long moment, it felt like Earth. He often spent his childhood hiking through forests and letting a calm peace fill his soul. 
 
    Kavan pulled off the tattered satchel and set it down. He then stepped over to the nearest, medium-sized tree. He eyed the trunk before lifting the axe and bringing it down. The axe-head bit into the tree. Kavan pulled back and struck at it again. Wood chips flew from the second strike, but it was far from ready to fall. 
 
    “This will be harder than I thought,” Kavan whispered to himself. 
 
    “If you spend time chopping down trees, you will increase your skills and maybe even your strength and constitution.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Kavan said as he pulled back the axe and swung again. 
 
    The morning shone on as the lone dragonkin chopped at trees. Woodchips lay scattered along the mossy ground. The first tree fell easily. Kavan was proud of himself and moved on to another tree. The second one fell with a little more effort. It was after the next tree fell that Kavan noticed he didn’t sweat, but heat dripped off his body. It grew steadily as he worked and reached a point where the world was a tinted hazy red. Muscles burned with acid fire and the dragonkin was breathing hard. 
 
    “You have a strong constitution, but I think dragonkin may overheat from too much exertion. You may have to cool down.” 
 
    Kavan nodded silently as he turned and stepped to the small pond. He took off his boots and flexed his taloned feet. The dragonkin stepped into cold water and relief instantly filled him. Kavan continued to flex his talons as his body cooled. When he felt cool enough to work again, he stepped out and walked to the edge of the forest. He lifted the axe and brought it down hard on the trunk. 
 
    The sun slid to its zenith. Kavan huffed as he looked down at three downed trees. He continued to grip his axe as he plotted how he was going to move them. When he glanced at his satchel off to the side, a small knowing smirk appeared. 
 
    Kavan moved to one fallen tree and lifted his axe. The sun moved across the sky a little as the dragonkin chopped at the trees. His arms and back cried out in misery, but Kavan stayed with it. When the sun reached early afternoon, many logs lay scattered across the forest edge. 
 
    Kavan stepped to his satchel and picked it up. He put it over his head and shoulder, lifted the flap and put his axe into the magical satchel. He then moved to the thigh thick logs, picked one up and shoved it into his satchel. He continued picking up logs until he collected twenty-four pieces. 
 
    I will have to see how much gold this will get me. 
 
    The dragonkin turned to the walls of Moonvale, sun painting the gray stone in brilliant light. He picked up his boots and put them on. Once they were on, he made his way to town. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Kavan to reach the south gate and step inside. Muscles continued to ache, but he ignored the small torment as he drank in the town once again. He couldn’t help but feel the town reminded him of small, European villages. The quaint homes and shops spoke to him, even with the visible cracks and flaws. 
 
    It’s only my third day here and it's already beginning to feel like home. 
 
    Kavan took his time walking up the street, the pleasant atmosphere filling his senses. He had just about reached the town center when the mayor caught sight of him and made a direct beeline for him. 
 
    “Lord Cynder!” Kogan shouted with a hearty smile. 
 
    “Mayor Sunaxe,” Kavan greeted. 
 
    The fat orc approached and gave the dragonkin a bow before standing straight up again. 
 
    “I heard about the crawlers. Nasty little creatures. I’m pleased to know you’re alright and you dispatched them.” 
 
    “Are there any other surprises I should be aware of?” Kavan asked. 
 
    “Not that I know of. But if I do hear of anything, you’ll be the first to know. Aside from that, I don’t wish to pry too much, but where are you headed?” 
 
    “I chopped down some lumber. I was coming to you or Onka to find out where I can trade it for coin.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “You want Sturdy Planks, on East Street. Oaks Splinter is the owner and proprietor of the shop. He can also make any kind of furniture you may want. For a goblin, he is unusually focused and carries a quiet demeanor. He’ll buy any wood you bring to him at a fair price.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. The dragonkin was about to turn away when the mayor cleared his throat. 
 
    “Before you go, I want to invite you to the weekly town gathering, tomorrow evening. It helps keep the townsfolk connected and keep our sense of community. I often speak to any current events in and around town. Everyone else gets a chance to air their grievances or observations. 
 
    “It might be the perfect moment for everyone in town to get to know you. It will also give you a chance to meet many of our folks here.” 
 
    Kavan hesitated. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe grinned. “There will be free drinks, courtesy of the mayor’s office.” 
 
    Kavan grinned, showing his sharp teeth. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    “Excellent! I will be sure to let everyone know you’re coming. We usually have half the town show up, but if you’re there, everyone may come just to meet you. It starts at sundown. If you want a new outfit for the occasion, visit Orb Styles on East Street. It’s not too far from Sturdy Planks.” 
 
    “Thank you, Mayor.” Kavan said and bowed his horned head. 
 
    “I look forward to seeing you there. Let me not keep you. I have…” the mayor was cut off by a small shout. 
 
    “Kavan!”  
 
    The dragonkin and orc turned to see Onka rushing toward them. Her legs were a blur as she tried to shout again, but hadn’t caught her breath. She skidded to a halt and placed her green hands on her knees, gulping in air. 
 
    “I… saw… you… and… wanted… to… see… how… you… were,” the goblin huffed. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe smiled. “I’ll leave you to it. See you tomorrow evening.” 
 
    The regal orc stepped away as Kavan looked down on Onka. The goblin continued to huff. She lifted her hand as if to say something and then placed it back on her thigh. 
 
    “Take your time,” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    Onka seemed to have caught her breath and stood up to her short height. 
 
    “Where’re you going?” the goblins asked. 
 
    “Sturdy Planks, to sell some lumber and then visit a place called Orb Styles to see about some new clothes. I can’t wear what I’m wearing all the time. It still smells a little like Crawler guts.” 
 
    “You don’t smell that bad to me, but then again, we goblins love odd smells.” Onka grinned. “Can I join you?” 
 
    “By all means,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The pair turned and made their way to East Street. Kavan mentally mapped out the small town. Despite the walls and several story buildings, the town was small to almost medium sized. To his gaze, it was a lot of town packed into a small area. He had no idea how far the town’s territory extended, but it may be more than he thought, at least that was his impression. 
 
    “How was your first night on the farm?” Onka asked with curious oval eyes. 
 
    “Okay. It was a little rough sleeping. I kept thinking about what if we missed a crawler. I eventually passed out and my dreams were strange.” 
 
    “What did ya dream about?” Onka asked as she walked by his side. 
 
    “Different creatures fighting in some great battle. Someone grabbed my neck from behind and began to squeeze. I woke up after that.” 
 
    Onka nodded. “It could be stress or anxiety. I’m sure the bad dreams will go away once you’re more comfortable here. Did the Mayor tell you about our weekly gathering?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “He did. I told him I would be there.” 
 
    Onka jumped up and pumped her little green fist in the air. “Yes! You’ve been the talk of the town!” 
 
    The goblin seemed to catch herself as she landed. She fixed her tight shirt and ran a hand down her sleeve, smoothing it down. 
 
    “I mean, I’m sure everyone will enjoy making your acquaintance,” the goblin said with regal flair. 
 
    “You don’t have to talk like that,” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    “That’s how the upper-class speak in Loduss. It’s like nails on the back of my neck. That’s why I make fun of them as much as I can,” Onka laughed. 
 
    “How did you sleep? Any crawlers?” 
 
    Onka shook her head. “Slept like a babe. I think meeting you and fighting giant crawlers were enough for me to pass out.” 
 
    “Glad I could help in some way,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Onka smiled and flipped her purple-pink hair over her shoulder. 
 
    The pair walked along the cobblestone street. Kavan looked ahead until his gaze caught a hanging sign that read “The Sturdy Planks.” The words were carved with an eye-catching style. As they approached, the whole front of the shop caused Kavan to stare. 
 
    The front of the shop was carved, stained wood. Wooden pillars were carved out of the very front. Vines and leaves were cut into the wood, giving it a 3D appearance. The craftsmanship was superb, but the wood was all the same dark brown color. The leaves and vines were not painted. It looked almost half-finished, the carvings done in incredible detail, but the lack of color dimmed its full potential.  
 
    Kavan was still impressed as he reached for the iron door handle and pulled. Kavan and Onka stepped into the wood shop. The scent of freshly cut wood washed along Kavan’s nose. Tables and workbenches filled the center of the room. To the far left was what looked like a saw bench with a half-blade exposed along the tabletop.  
 
    A goblin with goggles stood on a crate. He had a metal tool in his hands and he was shaving down a piece of wood. Thin strips of wood peeled and fell off as the goblin worked. 
 
    “Oaks!” Onka shouted. 
 
    The goblin stopped what he was doing and turned his goggle-covered eyes in their direction.  
 
    Kavan eyed the leather frock, large leather boots, simple shirt and leather leggings on the goblin. He was roughly the same size as Onka, except he was bald and his ears had longer, floppy points. His nose and chin were pointed as well, like the bottom of a crescent moon. His skin was an emerald green, a little darker than Onka’s skin color. 
 
    Oaks jumped down from a crate and made his way over. He reached a small counter and climbed several wooden steps until his waist reached the edge of the counter. He stared at Kavan, the goggles obscuring his eyes. 
 
    “Greetings. How can I help you?” Oaks said with a monotone hiss. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I have some lumber to sell.” 
 
    Oaks made one simple nod. “How much lumber do you have?” 
 
    “Twenty-four pieces. I chopped them into logs.” 
 
    “Let me see one,” Oaks said simply. 
 
    Kavan reached into his satchel and into one of the inner pockets. He pulled out a single log from the satchel and held it up.  
 
    The goblin reached out and took it from him. He turned it around, his green fingers moving as he spun it around. The goggles were pointed firmly at the log as he inspected it. After a long moment, Oaks placed it down on the counter and gave a simple nod. 
 
    “Good wood. From the Misty Forest. Many are afraid to chop wood there. Twenty-four logs? I can pay three gold coins for what you have.” 
 
    Kavan raised an eye ridge. “Three coins?” 
 
    Oaks nodded. “Normal payment, one gold coin for ten logs. You’re new here. Wish to welcome you with generosity. After today, payment will go back to normal.” 
 
    The goblin reached under the counter, grabbed something and lifted it up. Kavan looked down at a piece of thick, braided string. It had notches colored in sections. Oaks took the string and wrapped it around the log before him. 
 
    “Must meet this size and length. Take string to help keep track and calculate payment. After time, you will know it by heart,” Oaks explained. 
 
    The goblin pointed to a large bin against the wall. “Put logs inside. When finished, I pay. Ten logs for one coin. Remember.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’ll remember.” 
 
    Oaks continued, “Must repair West Gate doors. Need lots of wood. Bring a lot of wood and receive bonus. Welcome to Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan bowed his head. “Thank you for the welcome.” 
 
    Onka smiled as Kavan left the counter and moved to the large wood bin by a wall. He reached into his satchel and began pulling out logs and dumping them into the bin.  
 
    Moments sped by as Kavan unloaded his haul. Oaks hopped away from the counter and went back to sanding down a piece of wood. Onka stayed by the counter, watching Kavan work and licking her lips as his shoulders moved. 
 
    When Kavan was finished, he stepped back to the counter and Oaks rushed back. The goblin stabbed his hand under the counter and placed three gold coins on top of it. Kavan thanked him and scooped up the coins. 
 
    “Tell me if you need furniture. Happy to help. Fair prices.” 
 
    “I will, when I have a little more coin,” Kavan said and bowed. 
 
    Oaks bowed. 
 
    Kavan and Onka left the shop as the goblin jumped down again and resumed his work. 
 
    Outside, Kavan placed the three coins in a side pocket. Onka looked up and closed her eyes, the sun on her skin. 
 
    “In case you're wondering, he’s always been like that. He grew up in a home and has a large family. He just likes working with wood. It’s his passion. He doesn’t talk much, but he works fast,” Onka said and opened her eyes. 
 
    Kavan smiled. 
 
    “Where to now?” Onka asked. 
 
    “Are you going to go everywhere with me? Not that I mind.” 
 
    Onka gave him a sly look. “I’m your guide and you’re my responsibility until you become part of the town.” 
 
    “You take the role very seriously. Which is at odds with what Rujin at the inn said when we met.” 
 
    “Rujin doesn’t like me because he gave me a gift and I declined.” 
 
    Kavan remained silent, unsure what Onka meant. 
 
    The goblin looked up into Kavan’s confused eyes and sighed. “You are new here, aren’t you? I don’t mean to Moonvale, but to any place outside of the spire cities.” 
 
    “I haven’t had a chance to soak in the cultures yet. I spent more time travelling,” Kavan lied. 
 
    Onka nodded. “In most places, gifts show your willingness for friendships, partnerships, and romance. Depending on the gift, it will show your intentions. For example, if you gave a shipment of lumber to Oaks and refused payment, it would further your working partnership. There would be a better chance of him wanting to give you discounts and deals he wouldn’t give another. 
 
    “If you give something useful to someone, especially if they need it, you enhance your friendship. It shows your thinking of them and wanting to help.” 
 
    “What about romance?” Kavan asked with amused eyes. 
 
    Onka looked at him and slowly blinked. “Intimate gifts are things of worth and can be fancy. It doesn’t have to be expensive, just something that speaks and acknowledges affection. It can take one gift, or dozens. It depends on who someone is courting.” 
 
    Onka’s eyes narrowed. “Oh, and the gifts don’t stop after a bond is formed. They better keep coming or someone is going to be very upset after a time.” 
 
    “Durzol and Oaks were very generous with their gifts,” Kavan mentioned. 
 
    Onka nodded. “Oaks was trying to show you he is ready for a partnership. Durzol was much more giving. I think he wants to be your friend.” 
 
    “How does courting and romance work here in Moonvale?” 
 
    Onka’s bright, yellow eyes looked away, a sudden shyness touching her expression. She quickly pushed it away and spoke to Kavan with a matter-of-fact attitude. 
 
    “There are three ways to court one or many partners. The first way is the Spark. It tells a potential partner you’re interested. A small gift is usually given to show interest and a willingness to see if partners are compatible. 
 
    “The second way is the Chase. This means you wish to be a little more serious. Partners come up with rules between them to ensure honesty and fairness. A gift can be very personal, something not too obvious unless you know your partner well. This step may lead to the third way of courtship. 
 
    “The last one is the Bond. This is where all partners involved become bonded together. It usually means a piece of jewelry, often times a ring with a gem on it.” 
 
    “A courtship can have many partners?” 
 
    Onka nodded. “It can. As you see, just because different races can court, doesn’t mean they can bear children. Bonds and relationships will often have a partner of their own race to have children, but everyone bonded works together to raise them. That is why many races across Voldor have lived in some kind of harmony over the last few centuries.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind me asking, what did Rujin give you as a gift?” 
 
    Onka blinked before a wide wicked grin formed. “It’s not polite to ask such a question. It gives an unfair advantage in courting. But, since you're completely clueless to courting, I’ll tell you just this once. 
 
    “Rujin gave me a special painting from the inn. He loves it so much; he will sometimes talk about it. It has a deep and powerful meaning to him.  
 
    “I had only lived here in town for a few months. I was picking up some tea when he stepped over to me and handed it to me. I was flattered, but I had to decline. He came on too strong, giving me something so special to him. He didn’t even try with small gifts. He went full magical explosion on me.” 
 
    “How did he take it?” 
 
    Onka’s shoulders and ears drooped. “Not well. He got into a few extra fights with his brother. For a while he didn’t look in my direction. It’s been a long time and he is normal with me now.” 
 
    “Sorry you had to go through that,” Kavan said with an understanding tone. 
 
    “It’s fine. Courting can get messy.” 
 
    Onka changed the subject, “Did you say you needed new clothes?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’m stopping by Orb Styles. I think it's right down the street.” 
 
    Onka nodded. “You’re going to meet Zellee. She owns and operates the shop. I think I should tell you about what happens when a bonding is broken. 
 
    “There is a root called a Wither Root. They are hard to find, but not impossible. You just have to know where to look.  
 
    “Once you dig up a wither root and present it to a partner you’re bonded with, it will signify the bonding is broken and cannot go on.” 
 
    Onka took in a breath and let it out in a long exhale. “As I’m sure the mayor told you, we don’t have any children here. Hynrik and Zellee were our last hope at a new generation here in Moonvale. So many families left in the past few years, it seemed they would make a difference to the town. Hynrik owns a farm to the northeast of town. Zellee has her shop, but spent more time helping Hynrik with the farm. It caused them to bicker, a lot. 
 
    “About a year ago, during one of the town gatherings at the Shouting Troll, Zellee gave Hynrik a wither root in front of everyone. You could hear a pin drop. Hynrik looked down on it as Zellee turned and left the tavern. When he looked up to see her gone, he looked like a broken arachnix. They haven’t spoken a word to each other since that night.” 
 
    Kavan listened, absorbing every word from the goblin. 
 
    “Zellee is a very nice arachnix. She has clothed this entire town for years. I’m sure she will be happy to have a new customer.” 
 
    The drama in this town is through the roof. 
 
    “Yes, it is.” 
 
    Onka started walking. Kavan walked with her.  
 
    Thoughts swirled as Kavan processed everything he was learning. The rules of courtship and friendships were a little involved, but he was glad he had some insider information. It would make navigating his relationships with the townsfolk a little easier if he knew what he was doing.  
 
    The pair reached a shop with wide windows. A wooden sign hung from silver chains; “Orb Styles” carved into a stylish font. Onka opened the door and they both stepped in. 
 
    Kavan took a moment to take in the place. It was an open space, like a large warehouse. Wooden dummies stood, each one clothed in a different outfit from the mundane to an extreme style. Four tables filled the center, clothes neatly folded and piled on one another. Kavan could make out everything from simple shirts and leggings to what looked like overalls and elegant robes. 
 
    The dragonkin continued to look around, the shop reminding him of some of the larger chain stores back on Earth.   
 
    From a wide archway in the back of the shop, something big clicked out.  
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the archway and fought to keep his gaze neutral. A nine-foot-tall woman came out, part of her body covered in a stylish white and blue robe. It was the rest of her that caused Kavan to pause. From the waist down and behind her was that of a spider abdomen. Slender spider legs bent from the sides and moved with graceful dexterity. She clicked through the wide aisle, making her way across the shop. 
 
    It hit Kavan where he saw her before. He remembered glancing at her when he was introduced to the townsfolk the first night in Moonvale. It all happened so quickly, he didn’t have time to process what he was seeing. Now that the spider woman approached him, it became that much more real. 
 
    The arachnix approached with a welcoming smile and bright, black eyes. Her hair was pulled back and in a stylish braid. She had high cheekbones and flawless, alabaster skin. Kavan could not deny her beauty as she approached. The robe adhered to her body and trailed down slightly lower than her underside. She had a large black spider abdomen behind her and her black legs were slightly thicker than Kavan’s own legs. 
 
    “Welcome to Orb Styles! My name is Zellee Orb and I’m happy to see a new face here in my shop. How can I help you?” the arachnix beamed. 
 
    Kavan smiled, unsure what to say. 
 
    Onka looked up to the spider woman. “Kavan needs a few outfits.” 
 
    Zellee didn’t look at the goblin, her gaze purely on the dragonkin before her. 
 
    In that moment, Kavan could see she was attracted to him. He didn’t spend a lot of time dating in the real world, but he knew it when he saw it in many other virtual worlds. Her attention was like a laser on him, drinking in every detail. 
 
    The arachnix moved a little closer and lowered her body so she and the dragonkin could see each other in the eye. 
 
    “Kavan, it’s so nice to have a fresh spirit in our little town,” Zellee’s dark eyes lowered to his cut and punctured leather armor. “Oh my, the kobolds damaged your leather. I can repair it for you. No charge because you’re a new resident. I simply want to help with your adjustment to our town.” 
 
    The courting and friendship rules stabbed into Kavan’s thoughts, not sure if he should accept such a generous offer.  
 
    Onka saw Kavan’s hesitation and acted. “He would love that. Thank you!” 
 
    Zellee turned her gaze to the smiling goblin before turning it back to Kavan. “Do not fret, Kavan. My offer has no strings attached. It’s simply nice to have someone new to design for.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at Onka and the goblin gave him a quick wink. 
 
    “I assume you will need a few new pieces of clothing?” Zellee asked. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I want to increase my wardrobe with some new clothes.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can accommodate you. I have many pieces that are stylish, practical, and affordable. Let’s take a look around and I can show you some pieces that may fit your style.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan said simply. 
 
    Zellee let out a bubbly laugh. Her hand reached out and touched Kavan’s chest before quickly pulling it away. 
 
    “No need to thank me yet. Let’s take a look and you can thank me after we’re finished.” 
 
    Zellee reached down and took Kavan’s hand into hers. She turned sideways and walked sideways slowly, gently pulling Kavan with her. 
 
    Kavan glanced over his shoulder to Onka. The goblin covered her mouth, fighting back her own laughter as the dragonkin was pulled further into the spider woman’s den and shop.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Seven 
 
    A tree shuddered before it began to tilt. Kavan stepped back with axe in hand, taking a small break as the tree tipped and fell with a subdued crash. The dragonkin huffed as his muscles burned with acid fire.  
 
    Taking a deep breath, Kavan lifted his scaled snout to the sky. Gray clouds filled the heavens from horizon to horizon. The air tasted of a coming rain. The mixture of the sea scent and coming rain drifted into Kavan’s nostrils and he let out a small sigh. When he lowered his gaze, he saw four downed trees. 
 
    The morning had been productive, Kavan waking as soon as it was light outside. He quickly dressed in his new farm clothes, which consisted of a white wool shirt with brown leather patches on the elbows and chest. Brown leggings covered his legs. Black boots covered his taloned feet. 
 
    Kavan smiled to himself as he remembered how Zellee fawned over him in her shop yesterday. She had an energetic excitement as she picked up shirts and held them to Kavan’s chest. Onka had stayed off to the side and watched as the arachnix tended to her new customer.  
 
    Kavan remembered it being a whirlwind as the spider woman moved around him, sizing him up and asking questions. He had to confess he didn’t have much gold for anything fancy and Zellee merely nodded. She didn’t seem terribly concerned. After seeing a few outfits, Zellee and Onka nodded in agreement on which outfit was best. A short time later, he had several outfits and was four gold coins lighter. Most of the outfits were working clothes, strong enough to handle farm work. One outfit was picked out for the Moonvale gathering tonight. 
 
    Kavan stood over a fallen tree, remembering how Zellee stole small touches as she helped him pick outfits. They weren’t unwelcomed, but Kavan did wonder if everyone was this forward in Moonvale, or even across Voldor. His thoughts slid to the gift traditions Onka mentioned and wondered if that was something he should pursue. 
 
    “Kavan, at our current rate, it will take us years to gain enough gold to leave this place,” Viz’s voice drifted along his thoughts. 
 
    The dragonkin nodded. “We will have to ramp up production. I have some land. Farming crops may improve our income. Maybe livestock?” 
 
    “I don’t have enough information to calculate different income sources. Crops take time. Livestock might be faster, depending if we need time for livestock to grow and feed. We need to know more.” 
 
    “I can ask around at the gathering tonight. Onka, Zellee, and the mayor seemed very excited for tonight. It might open some opportunities.” 
 
    “Agreed.” 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself. He looked down at the fallen tree before him. His body had cooled from the breeze and he lifted his copper axe. The axe blurred down and stabbed into the bark. 
 
    Two alerts populated his gaze. 
 
    You have gained 1 degree in Strength! 
 
    You have gained 1 degree in Wood Working! Wood Working is now 1st degree, Weak.    
 
    Kavan smiled as the alerts crossed his vision. “I already increased my strength? I thought it would take weeks of constant hard work to improve it?” 
 
    “New information unlocked. Attributes do increase through usage, but certain attributes increase faster than others, depending on racial class. Dragonkin have efficient bodies, making their growth faster than other races. As your attributes increase, it will take longer and harder work to reach higher degrees,” Viz explained. 
 
    “No pain, no gain,” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    “It would seem so.” 
 
    The acid fire along Kavan’s muscles ebbed away. He flexed his arm, feeling like he was stronger. It was an odd sensation, but Kavan didn’t mind it at all. With each passing day, everything felt more and more normal. 
 
    The dragonkin lifted his axe to strike at the downed tree when a small moan touched his ears.  
 
    Kavan lowered his axe and looked to the forest. Shapes moved through the thick brush, several moans rising up and floating along the air. A small decayed stench touched the dragonkin’s nose and it wrinkled slightly in dismay. 
 
    Kavan turned to the forest, his gaze peering through the low branches and brush. The figures moved slowly, making their way closer. Kavan’s eyes narrowed as he caught glimpses of haggard bodies and white bones against the green forest. 
 
    Kavan’s scaled hand gripped the axe tighter. “Here come the neighbors.” 
 
    “Should we retreat to the house?” 
 
    “I’m not going to get stronger and more skilled by retreating. Every undead I take down means one less that bothers the town,” Kavan said with steely eyes.  
 
    “I can tap into your senses and expand your awareness. We will be working together through the fight, with your permission.” 
 
    “Please do. I don’t know how many are coming and will need every edge we have.” 
 
    “Connection achieved. I can sense what you sense.” 
 
    Kavan nodded when some forest brush was pushed away by a shambling corpse. 
 
    A zombified orc stepped out beyond the forest edge. One of its arms didn’t have any flesh, white bone nearly glowing in the light. The rest of the corpse was covered in dry, mummified skin and missing in many places. White eyes stared at Kavan as it lurched toward him, devoid of any intelligence and functioning on pure instinct. It let out a guttural moan as it stared at the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3 
 
    Gold: 4 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 3 
 
    Intelligence: 2 
 
    Dexterity: 3 
 
    Constitution: 3 
 
    Willpower: 2  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      The corpse let out a low growl. Instantly, it went from a slow undead, into a rushing charge. Decayed hands reached up as fingers readied to rend flesh and bone. 
 
    Kavan remained calm as he stepped into the charging corpse and whipped his axe hard across. The blade sliced through the weak flesh and bone. The corpse’s head spun upwards from the body. It landed a few feet away as the headless body flailed for a moment. Kavan lifted his boot and slammed it into the corpse’s stomach. It fell backwards onto the ground. It convulsed for a few seconds before becoming still. 
 
    Kavan smirked to himself on how easy that was until six more corpses shambled out of the forest edge.  
 
    The dragonkin took a step back as troll, orc, and goblin corpses stared at him with dead white eyes. The smell of his living flesh caused them to growl in hunger and jealousy of his life. As one, they charged with outstretched hands. 
 
    “Stay cool,” Kavan said to himself before charging into the group of undead. 
 
    The dragonkin struck hard and fast, burying his axe in an orc’s head. The corpse's white eyes moved independently as Kavan pulled it out and sliced hard across. The head came off and bounced into another corpse’s face, causing it to stumble back. 
 
    “On your right!” 
 
    Kavan swung his axe as he turned his head. He caught sight of the corpse before his axe sliced off an outstretched arm. The corpse ignored the damage, its other hand dangerously close to grabbing Kavan’s shirt. Kavan’s boot flashed and slammed into the undead, forcing it off its feet and crashing on its back. 
 
    Several hands reached for the lone dragonkin. Kavan ducked down, sliced through a skeletal leg and pushed his way up. Kavan grabbed the falling corpse, he and it breaking away from the small crowd and crashing onto the ground.  
 
    Decayed teeth snapped at Kavan as he was over the undead. A copper axe rose up and split the boney head in half. 
 
    Kavan rose up and stumbled forward, a goblin corpse on his back. Kavan ground his jaw as the undead thing snapped its teeth, trying to reach his neck. The dragonkin spun and slammed his elbow into the goblin. Its body folded in half and flew off. It slammed into a tree and fell back onto its feet. It let out a moan as it charged. 
 
    “A few more undead are coming. I think they hear the ones you’re fighting.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he sliced across the goblin’s neck and sent its head spiraling through the air. 
 
    The forest brush parted with five more corpses joining the fight. 
 
    The decayed stench overwhelmed Kavan’s sense of smell as he braced himself. The remaining corpses with the new ones charged. 
 
    Kavan roared as he lowered his center of gravity and charged. Powerful legs pumped as he held his axe at his side. The axe blurred and took off another head before he slammed his entire body into the group of undead. 
 
    The impact sent undead bodies to the ground. Kavan kept moving, his axe rising and falling with deadly accuracy. Foul ichor splashed up as Kavan chopped at flailing corpses. The dragonkin moved from one to the next, each blow perfectly slicing off heads or splitting skulls. The moans began to die, as did the undead. 
 
    Kavan split the last skull and stood over the now limp corpse. He heaved as he looked around at the many corpses scattered about. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Combat Skill! Combat Skill is now 3rd degree, Above Average. 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself as the alert crossed his gaze. He then looked down at his clothes and saw they were covered in a little decayed grime and dried gore. 
 
    I’ll need to buy a huge wardrobe if this keeps happening. 
 
    The dragonkin chuckled to himself.  
 
    “Your skills are improving. You did much better against these simple undead than the feral kobolds.” 
 
    If undead keep coming through the forest, my skills may grow quicker than I thought.  
 
    Kavan felt a drop of rainwater touch the top of his snout. 
 
    “Break time is over. Back to chopping wood. I’ll bury the corpses afterwards,” Kavan said to himself before stepping to a downed tree and raising his axe. 
 
    *** 
 
    A small rumble of thunder touched the dark sky before rain fell from the heavens. Legions of drops fell on Moonvale and the surrounding territories, quenching thirsty plants and darkening the town’s tall, stone walls. White noise filled the area with some of the townsfolk looking out windows and enjoying the spring rain. 
 
    Kavan walked through the rain, the hood to his cloak up and his body haggard. Muscles cried out from chopping wood and slaying undead. The torment was not completely unwelcomed, Kavan remembering his life before he arrived on this world. Every day was a battle with pain. There were good days and bad days. When the torment was too much, he’d push himself a little further. At the end of the bad days, when the pain was like a mountain on his entire being, he would take his medication and pass out the moment his head touched the pillow.  
 
    Now, there was no pain unless he pushed himself. It gave him a sense of clarity he hadn’t felt since he was younger. The broken body he left behind was becoming a distant memory and his new body was everything he wanted it to be, and more. 
 
    Kavan approached Sturdy Planks and took hold of the handle. He stepped in, water dripping down from his cloak and clothes, a relief filling him that he was out of the rain. 
 
    Oaks looked up from a workbench and nodded toward the dragonkin. Jumping off the stool, he crossed the workshop to the desk counter. He climbed onto another stool and stood, giving Kavan a simple smile. 
 
    “How much today?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Forty pieces, to your specifications.” 
 
    Oaks nodded. “Please drop them off in the bin and I’ll have your payment ready, also a gift.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and made his way over to the bin. He opened his tattered satchel and reached in. Scaled hands took hold of a wood log and pulled it out. A few long minutes passed as Kavan unloaded the logs he collected. When he was finished, he let out a tired sigh before turning to the counter. 
 
    Oaks was still behind the counter. On it were four gold coins in a neat little stack and a book. Kavan approached and looked down on the book.  
 
    Oaks nodded. “There is too much work for our town. Besides repairing the western gate, I have dozens of orders to complete and not enough time.” 
 
    The goblin pushed the book toward Kavan. “This book has the basics to wood working. When you’re ready, I may be able to spare some equipment. When you become proficient, I will have work for you. You can earn extra gold.” 
 
    Kavan took hold of the book and lifted it up. He opened it to the first few pages and looked it over. Slitted eyes turned to the goblin and he nodded. 
 
    “I will study this and try my hand at it,” Kavan said. 
 
    Oaks gave a simple smile. “Take your time, but if you want to earn a little extra coin, I’ll need help moving the new western gate doors tomorrow.” 
 
    “I’ll be there,” Kavan said. 
 
    “Good,” Oaks said before leaping off the stool and walking back to his workbench. 
 
    Kavan swiped the gold coins off the counter and stuffed them in a pocket. He looked over the book in his hands for a moment before closing it shut and putting it in his satchel. 
 
    The dragonkin turned to the front door and saw the rain coming down in sheets through the shop window. 
 
    The dragonkin fixed his hood and took in a quick inhale. He stepped to the door, opened it and walked out into the thunderous rain. 
 
    *** 
 
    The rainy day continued with the occasional lightning and distant thunder. The walled town of Moonvale was silent, save for the calming white noise of rainwater on stone. As the muted brightness of the cloudy day slid toward evening, the sky grew darker. The rain slowed. By evening time, the rain stopped and the clouds began to break apart. The last light of the day vanished behind the horizon and a dozen twinkling stars flickered across the dark sky, with many more appearing after every small moment. 
 
    The town of Moonvale came to life. Townsfolk emerged from their homes. Many of them stepped out onto the wet cobblestone streets. A few townsfolk greeted others and walked side by side. An excited chatter filled the streets as many townsfolk made their way toward the Shouting Troll. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe was already in front of the tavern, welcoming everyone with a big smile and the occasional friendly embrace. The older orc looked down the street, seeing that most of the town was indeed making their way to the weekly gathering. It had been so long since most of the town turned up. Even with the promise of free spirits, he was lucky if half of the population would come. 
 
    The mayor’s thoughts glowed with the image of the dragonkin and his smile grew brighter as he welcomed residents into the tavern. 
 
    Inside the Shouting Troll, the air held a small electricity. Townsfolk continued to greet each other like long lost friends after not seeing each other for a few years. Smiles bloomed and bodies relaxed. A troll behind the bar grinned as he served drinks. A hearth roared with a welcoming heat. Eyes shined as townsfolk talked to each other and glanced toward the door for the guest of honor. 
 
    Outside, Mayor Sunaxe eyed the street in both directions, looking for the dragonkin. When a dark figure stepped from a side street, the old orc smiled from ear to ear. 
 
    Kavan walked along the street and lifted a hand to wave to the orc. When he reached him, the mayor grabbed Kavan's forearm and gave it a hearty shake. 
 
    “Lord Cynder, so glad you can make it! I see Zellee provided you with some fine clothes for the evening,” Mayor Sunaxe grinned. 
 
    Kavan nodded and looked down at himself again. A flowy, dark red shirt covered his upper body. A small V toward the collar showed some of his strong chest. The sleeves billowed out and cinched at the wrists. Dark red leather leggings covered his legs and the hem was tucked into his black boots. 
 
    Kavan shook his head as he stood straight up again. He never ever thought to wear something like this, but Zellee was adamant that it looked good on him. She even gave him a discount, but he had to wear it at any town gatherings in the near future. Staying true to his word, he put it on for the town gathering. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe continued, “Tonight will be more of a meet and greet, with some town news sprinkled in for good measure. The important thing is to be yourself. Everyone will want to know more about you and I’m sure many will want to be friends.” 
 
    Kavan nodded, not sure what to say. 
 
    Kogan smiled. “During the evening, you and I should speak a little. I have a position in town that I think you would be perfect for. It can mean steady coin and it will help everyone feel a little more secure and welcoming of you.” 
 
    The older orc put his arm around Kavan’s shoulders. “Let’s get inside and make many introductions!” 
 
    Kavan and the mayor stepped toward the door and the older orc opened it. 
 
    A welcoming heat washed over Kavan as he stepped inside. Dim lanterns glowed and a blazing hearth added to the light. The tavern was immense. A bar took up most of the length along the right side of the tavern. Dark, polished wood gave it an elegant appearance until Kavan spotted a few places along the bar where the wood had large knicks in them. Stools ran the length of the bar. Several tables and chairs filled the left side, next to the large hearth. Toward the back, many more tables and chairs filled it. The space between tables was big enough for two or three people to walk side by side and not touch the edges of any of the furniture. Kavan found it a little odd at first glance, that was until he looked at the many townsfolk inside. 
 
    Eyes and smiles brightened as everyone stopped talking and looked to the front door.  
 
    Kavan returned their smiles with a small one of his own, his eyes drinking in the many different creatures within the tavern. Zellee rose up on her spider legs, giving Kavan a small wave. Durzol the blacksmith was sitting at a table, a female orc sitting in a chair across from him. He nodded as they made eye contact. Kavan glanced at the orc besides Durzol, she was giving him an unimpressed look. She wore a white and gray dress, which caused her green skin to stand out. Her dark hair was in a bun, showing her slightly pointed ears. Kavan drank in her beauty and quickly looked away as to not stare. 
 
    Shegga lifted a frothy mug of ale to Kavan before putting it to her small snout and drinking heavily. Sitting beside the small kobold was a tall, blue-skinned troll woman. She wore overalls and her black hair was in long, braided pigtails. She gave the dragonkin a small smile, while her eyes were half-closed like little to nothing surprised her. 
 
    Kavan continued to take in the room, seeing the naga, Soki, by a table with her tail coiled under her like a seat. At the table, a woman with brown, dark skin sat. Her hair was made of leaves, cascading down her shoulders. She wore a simple dress and smiled at Kavan as she stared. 
 
    Two blonde, elvish people stood by the hearth with a giant ogre. They held their glasses with regal flair and turned their golden eyes to the dragonkin. The pair of them nodded in Kavan’s direction, each one wearing a black robe with white, arcane symbols stitched into them. The female turned and whispered into the male’s ear. It was then when Kavan noticed the transparent wings folded against her back. 
 
    They’re not elves. They’re fae. 
 
    Kavan tried to organize his thoughts as he continued to look around. The ogre by the fae couple had a sad expression along his features, a single horn in the middle of his head gleaming in the dim light.  
 
    Not too far from the fae and ogre, a small, blue skinned woman with webbed hands waved. At her table, another troll woman sat. She wore what looked like adventurer clothes and a wide-brimmed hat. An eyepatch covered her left eye. She touched the edge of her hat and gave a simple, acknowledging nod. 
 
    To the back of the main room, Kavan noted several townsfolk sitting by themselves. Another spider folk, or as Kavan was told, an arachnix, stood by a table and barely looked in Kavan’s direction. Rujin sat at another table, sulking and clearly annoyed at being there. Off to the corner, the old lich he saw before sat at a table, but his chair was turned and he faced the wall. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe cleared his throat before addressing the tavern. “Townsfolk of Moonvale! It pleases me to introduce our newest citizen to our town. Everyone, please welcome Lord Kavan Cynder. He has taken over the Woodhaven farm and will need all of us to help him acclimate to our town. Be sure to give him a warm welcome!” 
 
    Hands rose up and clapped. A large troll behind the bar hooted and whistled while clapping his large hands with vigor. For the most part, most of the people within the tavern clapped, except for the arachnix, Rujin and the old man in the back. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe continued, “This will be more a meet and greet. I’ll bring town news as the evening wears on. Enjoy your drinks and get to know our newest resident.” 
 
    Kavan was about to take a step forward when Kogan’s large hand touched Kavan’s back and gave him a little push. Kavan stepped in, not quite stumbling, but with a little urgency as he made his way to the bar. 
 
    A troll with wild, long hair and a leather vest stood with a wide grin. “What can I get for you?” 
 
    “I’m open to anything you have,” Kavan said as he looked around. 
 
    The troll nodded and lifted up a small mug. He turned and swiped a bottle with red liquid from behind the bar. He turned and began pouring like an experienced bartender. 
 
    “My name is Kazko, owner of the Shouting Troll. You met my stick in the mud brother, Rujin,” Kazko said and pushed the drink in front of Kavan. 
 
    Kavan took hold of the drink and lifted it up, but did not take a sip, “The Shouting Troll, interesting name choice for a tavern.” 
 
    Kazko let out a deafening cackle and slammed a large fist on the bar top. Then, his face grew serious as if nothing happened. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Kazko said with a wink. 
 
    Kavan smirked before taking a sip of his drink. Warmth touched his tongue and spread down his throat. It warmed his belly and he took another taste, enjoying the warm sensations. 
 
    Kazko blinked. “You are truly a dragonkin! No one can stomach Firebrand whiskey. You are pretty tough.” 
 
    “It tastes very good,” Kavan said as he took another sip. 
 
    Shegga cleared her scaly throat a few seats away.  
 
    Kazko looked over to the kobold and shook his head. “If you were bigger, you would drink more!” 
 
    Shegga gave the bartender a droll gaze before turning her attention to Kavan. “He praises me as the only person in town who drinks that stuff. How quickly he forgets when someone else comes in to steal my thunder.” 
 
    Kazko let out a loud chuckle. “I have a case of this whiskey in the back. By the time you drink it all, I’ll be an old troll.” 
 
    The troll turned his attention to Kavan, “But if the dragonkin likes it, I may be able to earn some of the gold I paid for it!” 
 
    Shegga rolled her eyes. “Stop trying to garner pity, Kazko! You’re the only tavern in town. You’re doing fine.” 
 
    Kazko grinned as he turned his gaze to his brother in the back of the tavern. “I’ll be more than fine when that sorry excuse for an inn closes down.” 
 
    Kazko’s tone was loud enough to reach the other side of the tavern. Rujin’s large hand formed a fist and he slammed it down on the table he sat at. 
 
    Kazko laughed and shrugged. 
 
    “Shegga, introduce me to our new friend,” the troll with pigtails said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Shegga shook her head before turning on her stool and facing the dragonkin. “Kavan, Lorta. Lorta, Kavan. There, you're introduced.” 
 
    The kobold turned back to her drink and downed the rest. 
 
    The large troll slid off her seat and stood to her full height. She made her way across the short distance between them and stood over Kavan. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes turned up to her seven-foot-tall height. He quickly noticed that trolls don’t look like trolls from other games or stories Kavan knew before coming to this world. Lorta was beautiful, and solid. Her features were slightly sharp, like her nose and brow. She had dark blue skin and dark hair. She was toned, but not overly muscular. She had an hourglass figure, even in the overalls she wore. Her ears were slightly pointed and her skin smooth, from what Kavan could see. 
 
    Dark eyes stared down on Kavan as a small smile bloomed. “Pleased to meet another farmer. The town can use more of us. Hynrik and I cannot keep supplying everything to the town. Have you decided what you’re going to farm?” 
 
    Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge, “I haven’t thought about it yet. I’m still getting used to the place and trying to make some repairs before I start any kind of farming.” 
 
    Lorta nodded. “Maybe I can help with a little advice and knowledge. Hynrik supplies the town with crops. He’s hard to get to know, but he is a very accomplished farmer. He always has a surplus to get us through the winters and his crops have fed the town for years. 
 
    “I supply livestock food, such as harpy eggs, feathers, and bolid fur. My taurs are getting on with age. If you want to supply the town with milk, I would recommend getting a few taurs. Their milk is always prized.” 
 
    “And if you need feathers or fur for your furniture, be sure to come to my shop!” Shegga interrupted. 
 
    Lorta closed her eyes as if to tune out the kobold, before opening them again to Kavan. “If you need any pointers, or want a tour of my farm, stop by anytime.” 
 
    “Thank you. I will,” Kavan nodded. 
 
    Spider legs clicked by. Kavan and Lorta turned to see Zellee approaching. The arachnix wore a silky, white dress. It adhered perfectly to her humanoid upper body, showcasing her cleavage and pale white skin. Her dark hair was tied in a new, fashionable braid and she looked at Kavan with sparkling eyes. 
 
    “You wear the outfit I picked out for you well!” Zellee said with an excited edge. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “You have a great eye for fashion.” 
 
    Zellee’s cheeks turned pink. “You are too kind. I can’t wait to see what other clothes I can get you into.” 
 
    “Or out of,” Shegga mumbled and took a sip of her drink. 
 
    Kavan heard the kobold and assumed Lorta and Zellee also heard her. The troll and arachnix ignored the kobold as they stayed close to Kavan. 
 
    “Don’t be a stranger to my shop. I’m willing to help with your entire wardrobe,” Zellee said with enthusiasm. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Two robed figures approached.  
 
    “I believe personal inductions are in order,” the blonde, male fae said with an aristocratic tone. 
 
    Lorta and Zellee pulled away enough for the two fae to step in with warm smiles. 
 
    “Greetings Lord Cynder. My name is Raine Quickmoon, Priest to Drogoss and shepherd to the flock of Moonvale,” Raine said before touching the woman’s hand beside him. “Misty Quickmoon, Priestess of Drogoss and my sister.” 
 
    The two fae bowed deeply. Kavan bowed his head to them. 
 
    “We welcome you to Moonvale with open arms,” Misty said with a warm tone. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan said politely. 
 
    Raine and Misty lifted up their arms and stepped forward. Before Kavan understood what was happening, he sat in mild shock as the two fae embraced him. He became very still as they hugged him. He raised his eye ridge when a hand squeezed his ass. 
 
    I hope that was Misty. 
 
    The priest and priestess pulled back with knowing eyes. 
 
    “Kavan, we hold service once a week at the Church of Drogoss. You should join us to see what the true god can offer your soul. We have found that a life of faith can lead to a fulfilled existence,” Raine smiled. 
 
    Kavan remained silent. It had been a long time since he gave up on religion. 
 
    Misty smiled. “Or come to us with personal questions of faith. Our doors are always open.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan said simply. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe stepped through the small crowd and stood by Kavan’s side. “Now now, let’s not crowd the dragonkin. We should be mingling!” 
 
    Kogan wrapped an arm around Kavan and nearly pulled him from the stool. The small group separated as the mayor and Kavan stepped through the tavern. They approached the table with the naga and the woman with leaves for hair and dark skin. 
 
    “You know our town Healer, Soki Whitescales.” 
 
    The naga smiled and nodded. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe pointed an open hand to the woman next to the naga. “Kavan, please meet Ammi Leaf. She is the town’s Green Keeper and caretaker of the plant nursery. She has the most extensive collection of rare herbs, plants, and special seeds in this part of Voldor!” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you both,” Kavan said politely. 
 
    “You didn’t stop by my office for a follow up,” Soki said with mischievous eyes. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I apologize. I’m still getting acclimated to life here in town.” 
 
    Ammi leaned over to Soki, “You’re right, he is handsome!” 
 
    Soki lifted a hand and covered her smile. Ammi simply blinked and stared at Kavan. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe continued as if he didn’t hear anything they said. “Ammi is a dryad and well in tune with nature and plants. She works closely with Healer Soki to ensure the best health for all citizens of Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan nodded when he heard the front door open behind him. He turned around, as did most of the tavern’s patrons. All eyes fell on a short goblin in a dark, purple dress.  
 
    Onka stood, her dress adhering to her short form. The hem was a little lop-sided, a small part of the dress dragging on the floor behind her. The top of the dress hugged her plentiful chest. Her purple-pink hair was flopped to one side, but seemed to have extra curls. Her green skin nearly glowed against her dark dress. Two earrings hung from each large, pointed ear. 
 
    The goblin stepped in with attitude. She looked at Kavan as he stared at her. She gave him a wicked smirk and a wink before making her way to a bar stool. The goblin bent her legs and in one leap, landed perfectly on the stool. She snapped her fingers and Kazko began pouring her a drink. 
 
    “Onka is so pretty tonight!” Ammi said with stars in her eyes. 
 
    Yes, she is. 
 
    Kavan snapped out of the moment as Kogan pulled the dragonkin along. The pair made their way to a table and the mayor pointed to a seat. Kavan noticed the seating was just far enough from the bar, but not all the way in the back with Rujin, Hynrik, and Brom. 
 
    The orc and dragonkin sat down. The mayor leaned in closer on his elbows. 
 
    “I wanted to have that moment with you before you continue to get mobbed by the town. I have been thinking it over and I feel we can come to an agreement that will help the town as a whole.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the older orc, waiting for him to continue. 
 
    Kogan’s small smile faded away and he took on a serious look. “As you know, our town is in need of many things and filling in certain positions. Hearing about your fight with the kobolds and Onka telling me about your fight with the crawlers in your basement, I believe you would be perfect for a much-needed position.” 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes narrowed. “Mayor, spit it out.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “I, and many others here in town, would like for you to consider taking the role of Magistrate. You would enforce the laws of the town, keep the peace and defend it from outside forces who wish to hurt our residents. It pays well, ten coins a week.” 
 
    Kavan lifted a scaled hand and rubbed his jaw. “This is a bit sudden.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Time waits for no one. Becoming a magistrate will help you integrate with the town. You wouldn’t have to do constant patrols or such. You can go about with your day, just know that residents may call on you if they encounter something strange.” 
 
    “Like crawlers,” Kavan said with an amused edge. 
 
    The mayor chuckled. “Perhaps. Take some time to think about it and let me know. We can make it official after you sign the scrolls, if you accept.” 
 
    The mayor stood up. “Now, let’s continue with introductions.” 
 
    Kavan was to his feet and following the older orc. The pair approached another table with the short blue woman and troll in adventurer clothes. 
 
    “Lord Kavan, I’m pleased to introduce Nava Seadream, owner of the shop, Seadream Fish. Beside her is Tezzi Stonewill, our resident relic hunter.” 
 
    “Pleased to meet you,” Nava said as she leaned forward on her elbows and her webbed hands holding up her head. 
 
    “Likewise,” the troll said with a nod. 
 
    “Good to meet you,” Kavan said with a small bow. 
 
    “Nava’s shop will have almost every kind of fish you can think of. If you want to know anything about sea life, she is the siren to speak to. 
 
    “Tezzi is an experienced relic hunter. Moonvale is her home, but she makes frequent trips to the surrounding towns and cities to exchange relics.” 
 
    “The mayor is being too kind, but I wouldn’t have to go to other towns and cities if we reopened the relic museum. It could be a tourist attraction and bring many others to Moonvale,” Tezzi explained with a matter-of-fact tone. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe rubbed his temple and closed his eyes. “Tezzi, we’ve been over this. There isn’t enough coin in the budget to open a museum. It’s too risky an investment if no one comes here.” 
 
    Tezzi tipped her head forward an inch, her hat just covering her eye and eyepatch. “Find me the coin for the museum and I’ll make sure Moonvale will be on the map. I have many connections and many others who would enjoy seeing what relics we have found. Moonvale is an untapped treasure trove from the past.” 
 
    “It will have to be discussed at another time. Tonight, it is about Lord Cynder and welcoming him to our town,” Mayor Sunaxe said gruffly. 
 
    The mayor gave a polite bow to the two women and stepped away. Kavan followed. He caught a quick glance of the siren and troll looking him up and down. 
 
    Orc and dragonkin passed the hearth, the ogre standing by it and watching the flames. Kavan was about to turn and greet the ogre when the mayor touched his shoulder. 
 
    “That’s Glem. He’s very shy. He needs time to warm up to newcomers,” the mayor explained. 
 
    Kavan nodded and they continued walking toward the back. 
 
    An arachnix stood to his full height as the mayor and the dragonkin approached. Kavan noted the sour expression in the spider folk’s eyes and his ten-foot-tall height. He wore a dark blue robe, covering his humanoid body. The rest of him was all spider, similar to Zellee. He had short, slicked back hair. His skin had a small tan to it, Kavan guessed from working out in the fields.  
 
    “Kavan, please meet Hynrik Weaver of the Weaver Farm. Hynrik, Kavan Cynder of the Woodhaven Farm,” Kogan greeted. 
 
    “Good to meet you,” Kavan held out his open hand. 
 
    Hynrik looked down on it and made no attempt to grab it. He then turned his attention to the mayor with annoyance etched into his brow. Kavan lowered his arm, the arachnix clearly not interested in making friends. 
 
    “I see you’re just giving farms away to anyone who comes through here,” Hynrik said with a dash of disdain. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe let out a small, tired sigh. “Hynrik, you know that is not the case. Lord Cynder did a great deed for the town.” 
 
    Hynrik crossed his arms. “I suppose killing bandits and ferals is more important than feeding the entire town. I was thinking of expanding to the south side of town until you sold the Woodhaven farm to this stranger.” 
 
    “Hynrik, you have never once come to me about any expansion,” Mayor Sunaxe shot back. 
 
    The arachnix tipped his head forward and closed his eyes. “Well, it’s too late now anyway.” 
 
    Hynrik turned his attention to Kavan, opened his eyes and scowled. “Just because you’re a dragonkin, doesn’t make you any better than the rest of us. We’ve worked hard for what we have, unlike you who just killed a few feral kobolds and now has become the hero of the Moonvale. 
 
    “If I had known it was so easy to become a hero of the town, I would have hunted the kobolds down myself.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe shook his head. “Hynrik, you’re being rude.” 
 
    Kavan spoke up, “Mayor, it’s okay. I understand that not everyone is welcoming of newcomers.” 
 
    The dragonkin turned his attention to the arachnix, “When Hynrik is ready, I’m sure we will share a mutual respect for each other.” 
 
    Hynrik’s eyes narrowed and his spider legs moved and clicked across the floor. He towered over Kavan with a menacing glare. 
 
    “Don’t talk to me like I’m some sort of whelp! I fought in the Xykk War. I know my way around a blade and bow. If I was in town when the ferals attacked, I would have made short work of them!” 
 
    Hynrik tilted further with intimidation, emphasizing his height and size, “Not all of us rely on luck and handouts to make our way through the world. You’d best remember that when you’re overmatched and come crawling to the rest of us for help.” 
 
    Kavan stood his ground. He maintained his cool gaze to Hynrik’s hate-filled dark eyes.  
 
    Mayor Sunaxe stepped in-between them, his hands up. “This has gone on long enough. Hynrik, compose yourself.” 
 
    The arachnix backed off a few paces and gave Kavan a confident smirk. “Let’s see how long you last before the town gets to know the real you. I’d wager you’re wearing a mask and at the first hint of trouble, you’ll be gone.” 
 
    “Hynrik, enough!” Mayor Sunaxe said firmly. 
 
    The arachnix stepped back behind his table and picked up his drink. He guzzled his ale without giving Kavan a second glance. 
 
    The mayor and Kavan stepped away and moved across the back of the tavern. 
 
    “Do not take his words to heart. He is an excellent farmer, but has been in a bad mood since he and Zellee broke their bonding,” Kogan said in a low tone.  
 
    Kavan glanced at Rujin as he was sitting by himself. The troll’s eyes were blank, but Kavan caught something else behind them, a sliver of a shadow. 
 
    “You’ve met Rujin Hearth and Brom. Let’s circle back so I can introduce you to my pride and joys,” Mayor Sunaxe smiled. 
 
    Kavan looked at Brom, the old man staring at the wall.  
 
    “Just a moment,” Kavan said to the mayor before breaking away from his side. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe watched as Kavan crossed the small distance and stood by the old man and the table by the wall. 
 
    Rujin lifted up his mug to take a sip when he looked across the room to see Onka staring at the dragonkin with unblinking eyes. A small growl vibrated along his throat. Without taking his sip, he put the mug down and stood up.  
 
    Kavan stood by Brom’s table. The old man made no move to acknowledge him or seemed unaware of his presence. He sat silently, staring at the wall. 
 
    Kavan reached into a pocket and pulled out the strange little statue he found in his basement. He placed it down on the edge of the table, closest to Brom. 
 
    “I found this. I believe it’s yours. If I find any more, I’ll bring them to you,” Kavan said in a kind tone. 
 
    Brom blinked. He turned his head slightly, his gaze caught in the gravity of the figurine. His wrinkled hand on his thigh trembled. He lifted it up an inch and then put it back down, never taking his gaze off the little piece. A small moment passed and the old man reached up and snatched the piece off the table. He quickly stuffed it in his tattered robe pocket. He then looked up to Kavan with a hint of himself shining through his gray eyes. 
 
    “Tomorrow, come to my tower. It is on Talon Street,” Brom said before his gaze lost focus. 
 
    Kavan watched as the old lich turned back to the wall and resumed staring at it. 
 
    You have gained 1 degree in Social Skill. Social Skill is now 2nd degree, Average. 
 
    “I will,” Kavan said before turning away and rejoining the mayor’s side. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe eyed Kavan for a moment with a smile. The pair turned and began walking back to the bar. 
 
    As Kavan was speaking with the lich, Rujin was already up and crossing the tavern. The troll kept his gaze on Onka as he approached. The goblin didn’t seem to notice him and that caused the troll’s blood to burn in annoyance. When he reached the bar, it was only then when Onka turned her attention to him and the brightness of her yellow eyes faded a touch. 
 
    “I see it takes a dragonkin to light your fire,” Rujin said with an annoyed edge. 
 
    Onka blinked and gave the tall troll a tired gaze. “Rujin, don’t be an idiot.” 
 
    Rujin’s eyes narrowed. “Idiot? For saying what I see? You didn’t even tell me why you rejected my gift.” 
 
    Onka sighed. “I don’t have to explain anything I do to anyone. Move on.” 
 
    The troll put his large blue hand on the edge of the bar, towering over the small goblin. 
 
    “We can put this all behind us if you just tell me the reason,” Rujin said with a low hiss. 
 
    Onka’s brow formed a hard V as she looked up at the troll. 
 
    At a table by the end of the bar, two orcs turned their attention to Kavan and the mayor as they approached.  
 
    “Good to see you again, Kavan,” Durzol smiled. 
 
    “Kavan, you know my son, Durzol. Please meet my daughter, Dura.” 
 
    Dura looked up at Kavan with blank eyes. Kavan bowed to her with a small smile. 
 
    “Pleased to meet you, Dura,” Kavan said. 
 
    The orc gave the dragonkin a small nod. “Welcome to Moonvale,” Dura said without a bit of emotion. 
 
    Kavan stood up, noticing the icy chill coming off the orc. 
 
    Kogan continued, “Dura is our High Librarian here in Moonvale. She, with the help of many of our citizens, restored the town’s library to glory and knowledge.” 
 
    “The town helped with some of the reconstruction and clearing out of the rotted tomes that used to be there. I did most of the work, having books imported to our town to fill the shelves,” Dura added. 
 
    “Of course, my dear, of course,” Kogan said with fatherly affection. 
 
    Dura’s brow and gaze sharpened in mild annoyance. 
 
    “I haven’t had time recently, but I look forward to visiting the library. I know there is much to learn, especially here in Moonvale,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Dura’s expression softened a touch. “Knowledge is greater than any sharp sword.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “If we used knowledge and stories against our enemies, instead of blades and clubs, we would all be better for it.” 
 
    Dura blinked and a tiny smirk formed. “So, Lord Cynder, you’re not just a mercenary or thug trying to grab for glory.” 
 
    “Thugs and paid killers only contribute to war and conflict. I would rather be a gardener tending to flowers than a killer watering them in blood,” Kavan said with a slight bow of his head. 
 
    Dura’s eyes widened a hair. Durzol grinned. Mayor Sunaxe gave a gruff chuckle. 
 
    “A warrior and a scholar,” the mayor smirked. 
 
    “Where did you get that from?” Viz asked. 
 
    I read it years ago from one of my favorite series of books, The Shadow of Knights. The line always stayed with me. She gave me an unimpressed look when I first came in. I thought a different approach may be needed. Dura seems to be an intellectual and I had a feeling she might like that saying, even if she never heard it before. 
 
    “I think it worked. Her whole demeanor changed,” Viz remarked. 
 
    Dura glanced away for a moment before looking up to Kavan. “The library is open from sunup to sundown. When you stop by, we can discuss more so I can be sure you’re not just charm and scales.” 
 
    “I will make sure to take out some books as well,” Kavan said with a confident tone. 
 
    Not far away, voices began to rise. Kavan lifted his gaze from the attractive orc to the bar, where Rujin stood and Onka sat.  
 
    The goblin looked up at the troll with unfeeling eyes as Rujin waited for an answer. 
 
    “Well? Am I going to get my answer?” Rujin growled. 
 
    Onka smoothed her hands down her silky purple dress. She lifted a small green hand and took hold of her mug of ale by the handle. She lifted it to her lips, but did not drink. She looked into Rujin’s eyes and smirked. 
 
    “All I have to say is,” Onka began before turning her attention to Kazko behind the bar. “This is the best ale and tavern in the entire town.” 
 
    Rujin’s brow hardened as his eyes narrowed to practical slits.  
 
    Kazko let out a loud laugh. “Thank you, Master Breeder. That is truly high and truthful praise. When you come back again, have a drink on the tavern.” 
 
    Rujin’s hand curled into a meaty fist and he slammed it down on the bar. Everyone in the tavern stopped talking and turned their gazes to the large, heaving troll. 
 
    “Your beauty doesn’t match any of the women in town! I wasted my gift and time on you!” Rujin growled loudly. 
 
    Kazko looked at the goblin, “Lady Treeclimber, shall I escort my brother from the tavern?” 
 
    Onka smiled at Rujin. “No. I think he needs to stay and see how a real establishment is run.” 
 
    Rujin lifted his fist and slammed it so hard on the bar top, a small crack formed.  
 
    “Vile goblin!” the troll shouted. 
 
    In an instant, Kazko leapt over the bar and drove his fist into Rujin’s cheek. The sound of strong meat, muscle, and bone slamming into the troll’s hard features filled the tavern. Rujin stumbled to the side as Kazko landed on the other side of the bar. Tired sighs and eyes filled the area as everyone present took several steps back. 
 
    “Out you go, brother!” Kazko laughed before throwing a punch. 
 
    Rujin’s hand shot up and caught his brother’s fist in his open hand. The troll grinned as he rammed his other fist into Kazko’s gut. Kazko grunted before the two trolls began pummeling each other. 
 
    The front door to the tavern opened, Oaks taking one step in. The goblin saw the two brothers beating the hell out of each other and blinked. 
 
    “Not again,” the goblin said before turning and leaving the tavern entrance. 
 
    Kavan was stunned as the two, seven-foot-tall trolls fought like titans in the front section of the tavern. Rujin growled while Kazko laughed. Each punch and strike sent tiny shockwaves through the air. 
 
    Onka leapt onto the top of her stool and pumped her green fists in the air, cheering the fight on. Kavan glanced to the sides, seeing some of the townsfolk placing gold coins on tables or holding them in their hands.      
 
    A table was knocked away, along with a few chairs. Each troll traded punches and grunts, neither side giving in. The punches continued like hammers on hardwood. The exchanges grew frenetic, each brother trying to knock the other one down. 
 
    Time slowed as Kavan’s attention moved to Onka again. The goblin had a crazed look in her eyes as the brothers fought. She licked her lips as her irises were like pinpoints. She cheered on the violence as the two trolls changed from punching to grappling. The pair stumbled as they tried to overpower the other. When a boot slid and struck the stool Onka was on, the goblin’s expression changed from lustful violence to pure surprise. 
 
    Kavan was already moving. The dragonkin leapt across the short distance with his arms out. Onka teetered and fell. Kavan reached up and caught her as the brothers continued to fight. Onka looked up into Kavan’s dragon features as he turned and faced his back to the fighting trolls. Kavan looked down as she looked up to him, a spark glowing brighter between them. 
 
    Rujin grabbed Kazko by the throat and reared back his fist when he glanced to the side and saw Kavan holding Onka. Rage boiled as the troll lifted his fist and brought it down on the back of Kavan’s head, just below his horns. 
 
    Onka’s eyes widened as she saw the shift in Kavan’s demeanor. The look of concern vanished as Kavan’s slitted eyes narrowed. Heat glowed from the dragonkin as he put Onka down. The goblin watched as Kavan didn’t seem to be home anymore, his entire body low and whipping around.  
 
    Rujin smirked before his brother’s fist connected with his cheek. The troll couldn’t react as Kavan slammed his shoulder into the troll and sent him crashing to the floor. 
 
    Rujin turned onto his back and looked up at the heaving dragonkin, scaled fists at his sides. Kazko wiped away a drop of blood from under his nose, looked down at his brother and let out a sardonic laugh. 
 
    “Don’t get up,” Kavan growled. 
 
    Rujin’s smirk returned. “Or you will…” the troll never finished as Kavan planted his heel into the troll’s stomach 
 
    Rujin’s eyes widened as all the air left his lungs. 
 
    Kazko laughed louder. “Brother, stop being so stubborn! Admit it! My tavern is better than your inn!” 
 
    Kazko’s words reignited Rujin’s rage. He quickly sucked in a breath before slamming his large hands down and propelling him back to his feet. Kavan took a fighting stance when an open hand from the side slammed into Kavan’s shoulder and sent him into the bar. The dragonkin caught the edge and quickly turned, Rujin and Kazko standing before him. 
 
    “Rujin is still my brother,” Kazko smiled before turning and taking a swing at his brother. 
 
    Rujin’s head bent slightly to the side from his brother’s punch, but he continued to move toward Kavan with fire behind his eyes. 
 
    “Let’s make this interesting!” Rujin shouted as he grabbed Kavan's shirt. 
 
    Kavan slammed his fist into Rujin’s ribs, but it had little effect as he was pulled off his feet. The shirt ripped slightly in the troll’s grasp. 
 
    “Not the clothes!” Zellee shouted with wide eyes. 
 
    Kavan pulled back his fist and slammed it three times into Rujin’s face. The troll grinned as blood spilled from his nose before whipping his body around and throwing the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan flew a short distance before his back slammed into the tavern door. He landed on his feet, but before he could move, Rujin charged with his brother on his back, punching at his head. 
 
    “Shit,” Kavan whispered before crossing his arms. 
 
    The front door to the Shouting Troll slammed open and shuddered from the impact as three figures spilled out onto the wet, cobblestone street. Kazko laughed like a mad troll, punching his brother in the head. Rujin reached around and grabbed his brother. With a heave, he spun his upper body and threw his brother to the street. Kazko bounced once before turning his body and landing on his hands and feet. The troll licked the blood from his split lip as he eyed Rujin like a viper ready to strike. 
 
    Rujin ignored Kazko, turning his fury on Kavan when the dragonkin was already to him. Kavan threw a chop to the side of the troll's neck and drove his knee into Rujin’s stomach. The troll let out a grunt as he stumbled back. Kavan pressed his attack, slamming a fist and another into Rujin’s stomach. Rujin grunted and took a swing. Kavan ducked low, raised his knee to his chest and slammed his heel into the troll’s knee. 
 
    The knee gave out and Rujin crashed onto the ground. 
 
    Kavan stood at the ready when large, blue hands grabbed him from behind, lifted him up and threw him. The dragonkin righted his body in midair and landed on his feet about ten feet away. 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes cooled as he saw Kazko rush to his fallen brother. 
 
    “Rujin!” Kazko shouted. 
 
    The troll groaned in pain before looking up to his brother. “I’m… I’m fine.” 
 
    Rujin then lifted his head and looked at Kavan a small distance away. “You fought well.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “As did you.” 
 
    Everyone inside the tavern spilled out into the street. Most looked at the two trolls and dragonkin with wide eyes. The mayor cut through the small crowd, crossing the distance and standing over the brothers. 
 
    “These fights have to stop! This is not how we behave in a civilized…” the mayor was cut off. 
 
    A terrible shriek filled the night air.  
 
    Everyone looked up to the black sky with a few drifting clouds. Kavan stood straighter, looking up and listening to see where the shriek came from.  
 
    A cold breeze flowed through town for a small moment. The gathered townsfolk held their collective breaths as everyone waited. 
 
    Kavan turned his head and another shriek filled the night. In a blink, the dragonkin caught sight of a large shadow, leaping from the top of one building to another in the distance. Glowing white eyes filled its strange head before its shriek echoed down.  
 
    As quickly as it came, the shadow leapt over to another rooftop and was gone. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe looked at the dragonkin. “Lord Cynder, did you see it?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I saw a shadow, with white glowing eyes.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded and turned to everyone gathered. “For your safety, everyone inside!” 
 
    The crowd listened, turned and rushed back into the tavern. Kazko helped Rujin up onto his feet. Kavan bolted forward and took Rujin’s other arm over his shoulder.  
 
    Onka stood her ground, watching Kavan and Kazko help Rujin toward the tavern. The goblin kept her gaze on the dragonkin, her heart confused and beating like a drum.  
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Eight 
 
    The air inside the Shouting Troll was warm, even if nerves were fried and the mood somber. The moment the door closed, the tension eased a drop. Kavan and Kazko helped Rujin to a comfortable seat and set him down. The troll sat down and flexed his leg, the pain ebbing away from his knee. 
 
    Most gazes in the room turned to the older orc. Mayor Sunaxe stood with his back to the door, his small, pointed green ears listening. The moment crawled by in silence. When enough time had passed, the mayor let out a relaxed sigh. 
 
    “I don’t hear any screeches anymore. Hopefully it is gone. However, this doesn’t mean the danger has passed.” 
 
    Shegga lifted her small snout up toward the mayor, “Something must be done! We are so far on the edge of civilization, it’s only a matter of time before more and more wild monsters come this way! The walls can only protect us so much!” 
 
    Tezzi nodded. “Shegga is right. My travels from town to city have had a few close encounters with larger monsters. The wilds around here grow more and more unsafe. The roads are as dangerous as ever, between the ferals, the undead and giant monsters. 
 
    “If we want to increase the population of Moonvale, we have to have something that attracts more people here. A museum would be a perfect attraction for others.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe closed his eyes and rubbed his temple. “Tezzi, now is not the time for that. We have to focus on the town’s safety before we can discuss any other projects.” 
 
    Hynrik stood toward the back of the crowd, raised up on his spider legs to see over everyone. His arms were crossed and he closed his eyes. 
 
    “You have dragged your feet on hiring anyone to become town magistrate for some time. I can understand why no one here wants such a dangerous job. Fighting monsters can end your life in a moment. Most here are shopkeepers and farmers. 
 
    “Mayor, aside from you and I, no one here has any kind of training for such a dangerous position. The longer we go without a protector, the more of us may leave. We don’t know if that monster is simply passing through or actively hunting us. All it will take is for one of us to die for many of us see that as the last straw. Do we really have to put our lives on the line for you to make a real decision?” 
 
    Kavan watched the back and forth. He watched the crowd as some nodded and fear colored the edges of their eyes. The weight of needful change filled the tavern. The town needed something to give them hope and a reason to stay.  
 
    They are all so afraid and worried. I don’t blame them. It’s hard to feel at home with the constant threat of monsters and ferals.  
 
    Kavan looked to the mayor. The older orc rubbed at his temple, exhaustion clearly in his eyes. Kavan looked to the side, seeing Durzol and Dura watching their father with deep, loving concern. 
 
    Hynrik opened his eyes and a small smirk formed. “Clearly, our mayor is out of his depth. I believe we should have an emergency election and I nominate myself for Mayor of Moonvale.  
 
    “I can contact some of my old war brothers and sisters and entice them to settle here. We can form a defense corps to protect our home. We can channel gold to projects and make Moonvale greater than Loduss or any of the spire cities!” 
 
    Heads and bodies turned to the arachnix as he stood tall on his spider legs. The air grew still as the information sank into present minds. 
 
    Kavan glanced at Mayor Sunaxe, a small look of defeat filling his eyes. 
 
    Hynrik parted his lips, ready to press his advantage when a voice by the bar interrupted him. 
 
    “Mayor,” Kavan said with a raised tone. 
 
    Everyone turned their attention to the dragonkin as he stood by Rujin and Kazko. 
 
    Kavan kept his gaze purely on the mayor as he continued, “I considered your proposal and I accept your offer as Town Magistrate.” 
 
    Eyes widened, some jaws dropped and a few smiles bloomed. Hynrik’s gaze sharpened into daggers. Onka grinned, the goblin jumping a foot straight into the air and pumping her fist. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe’s features softened in relief. 
 
    Kazko put a large blue hand on Kavan’s shoulder. “I support the mayor’s choice for magistrate. Lord Cynder is strong. I believe he can protect us.” 
 
    “I second it,” Rujin nodded from his seat. 
 
    “Third!” Zellee said with her hands clutched together before her chin. 
 
    “Fourth!” Onka said and whirled around on her heels, faced the arachnix and stabbed a finger in his direction, “Hynrik, you’ve had a long time to call in friends to defend our town! We shouldn’t have to be held hostage before anything can be done! Besides that, no one here has ever heard you volunteer to protect us or hunt monsters. If you’re such a war veteran, you should have been the first to hunt down those ferals!” 
 
    Hynrik’s dark eyes filled with contained rage. “I feed our town! Should I do everything? If so, I should be mayor!” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe lifted his chest, a new confidence in his eyes. “Now is not the time to bicker and argue. Now is the time to take steps towards a brighter future. Lord Cynder, thank you for accepting my offer as Magistrate. Tomorrow, we can make it official.” 
 
    Many heads nodded in agreement.  
 
    Kavan glanced around to see many relieved eyes. Durzol grinned and nodded in Kavan’s direction. Dura’s eyes were wide with relief. When she caught Kavan looking at her, she blinked and looked away. 
 
    Hynrik let out a long, annoyed exhale and marched through the tavern. Bodies parted to his size. The arachnix approached the mayor and towered over him. 
 
    “Your choice as magistrate is laughable, as is this town. You would rather take a chance with a stranger than anyone who has worked and bled for this town?” 
 
    Kavan spoke up, “I already stopped some undead from reaching the town. You’re welcome by the way.” 
 
    Hynrik closed his eyes. “When this folly fails, I will be the one to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    The arachnix opened his eyes and stepped closer to the mayor. “Out of my way. I’m leaving.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe shook his head. “We don’t truly know the danger has passed.” 
 
    Hynrik sneered. “Isn’t that a problem for our new magistrate? He can protect all of us. Now, out of my way.” 
 
    The mayor stepped to the side. The arachnix stepped to the door, lowered his body and crawled out into the street. He didn’t bother to look back as the door closed behind him. 
 
    Many townsfolk moved close to the mayor and Kavan. Small congratulations filled the air. Kavan nodded as Durzol, Tezzi, and Raine touched his shoulder in solidarity. 
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    Kavan smiled politely as many congratulated him and a murmur filled the tavern. 
 
    “We will need to improve your fighting skills if we are going to protect the whole town,” Viz mentioned. 
 
    If the challenge was easy, it wouldn’t be worth doing. 
 
    “Normally I would agree, but what happens if we find a way back home?” 
 
    Kavan looked at the many varied people of Moonvale and his heart warmed. It had only been a few days and yet, the town felt more like home than Earth ever could. 
 
    I’m not sure that is an option anymore. Let’s just see how far this goes. 
 
    Viz was silent for a moment before her voice filled Kavan’s thoughts again. 
 
    “Kavan, pieces of data continue to appear to me. One of them was very interesting. When a player joins Monstar Saga, their minds are scanned to see which best gaming archetypes fit a player for a better gaming experience.” 
 
    What did my scan say about me? 
 
    “Ambitious, family oriented, creative, and a survivor.” 
 
    Sounds like those traits are a right fit for this place. 
 
    “Those were the positive traits. Would you want to hear the negative ones?” 
 
    Kavan’s small smile faded away. He looked to the side as swirls of distant shadows tapped at his psyche and his heart. 
 
    Viz continued, “Let me preface it with, I hold no personal feelings whatsoever to any positive and negative traits you or any player may have. It is from a clinical aspect to help tailor the gaming experience in your favor. I don’t know how well it translates to this world, but it helps balance your outlook and decision-making processes.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head slightly. 
 
    We don’t have to go over them at this moment. I know my demons. 
 
    “Understood, but if you need to talk, I’m always here. Part of my duties is counseling players. Not everyone is focused on games all the time. Sometimes, life can be difficult and players need someone to speak to.” 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe cleared his throat and addressed everyone in the tavern, “People of Moonvale, we still don’t know about the monster that has arrived. It is much too dangerous to go to our homes alone for the evening, especially those who live beyond the walls. It would be much safer if we stayed together until morning.” 
 
    Shegga spoke up, “Mayor, not everyone is here tonight. What about the other residents?” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Durzol and I will check in on the residents that didn’t come out tonight.” 
 
    Rujin stood up from his seat, “The inn is empty at the moment. I will volunteer it for the night.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe looked over to the troll, smiled and bowed his head. “I will check the budget and see if we can compensate you from the emergency fund.” 
 
    “Thank you, mayor,” Rujin bowed his head. 
 
    “I will assist with helping everyone settle in,” Kazko added and punched his brother in the shoulder. 
 
    “It is welcomed,” Mayor Sunaxe said before turning his attention to Kavan, “Lord Cynder, can you stay with everyone at the inn for their protection?” 
 
    “I should go with you and Durzol,” Kavan said. 
 
    Durzol spoke up with a smile, “No need. We know the town and residents very well. We can do it quickly and return to the inn to report in.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “The inn will need to be defended if the monster still lurks along the streets. I, and many others here, would feel safer with a warrior staying with them.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    “Let’s begin,” the older orc said with confidence. 
 
    The townsfolk began moving for the entrance door. Mayor Sunaxe opened the door, stepped out and held it open as many residents exited the tavern.  
 
    Inside, Rujin and Kazko stepped behind the bar and began gathering bottles and supplies. 
 
    Kavan was about to step to the door to help when Zellee glided over and touched his torn shirt with pale fingers. 
 
    “The shirt can be mended, but the important question is are you okay?” Zellee said with a warm smile. 
 
    “Natural regeneration is already healing away any bumps or bruises I may have. Thank you for asking,” Kavan said with a small smile. 
 
    Zellee slowly blinked. “I never saw anyone get in between a fight with the Hearth brothers. Most of the time, everyone stands back and lets them fight until they’re both exhausted.” 
 
    “It was an odd situation,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 
    Zellee lowered herself down a little and leaned closer to Kavan’s ear. “The way you fought and defended Onka, makes me think there is more than dragon fire in your blood. I know a follower of Vala when I see one.” 
 
    Kavan lifted a boney eye ridge. 
 
    “Vala is the Goddess of Lust and Love. She is part of the Monstar Saga pantheon. I didn’t know she was real.” 
 
    Zellee continued with a whisper, “We don’t have to speak about the forbidden or dead deities here, but if you do want to talk, come to my shop, alone, and we can talk while I repair your shirt.” 
 
    Kavan watched in silence as Zellee pulled back with a sultry gaze. Her entire body turned and spider legs clicked along the floor. She joined the crowd exiting the tavern. 
 
    Almost everyone was through the door and in the street. Rujin and Kazko hefted satchels of holding to their shoulders and began moving toward the door. Kavan was about to join them when fingers touched the back of his scaled hand. Kavan turned his attention down to Onka’s wide smile. 
 
    “By the dirty forest, watching you fight set my blood on fire,” the beautiful goblin grinned. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “That wasn’t my intention.” 
 
    Onka licked her lips. “I don’t care.” 
 
    The dragonkin blinked as the goblin was clearly eyeing him like a piece of meat on display. 
 
    “How about we get to the inn with everyone else?” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Onka simply nodded, her eyes not blinking. 
 
    The dragonkin and goblin stepped toward the door, side by side. Kavan glanced over his shoulder to see Brom still seated at the back of the tavern, staring at the wall. The dragonkin slowed his step and Onka looked up to him. She followed his gaze to the old man in the back and shook her head. 
 
    “Brom will be fine. If no monster could kill him when he was here alone for so many years, I doubt that thing from before could,” Onka said plainly. 
 
    Kavan gave the lich a long look before nodding and turning toward the door. 
 
    The dragonkin and goblin were last onto the street. Town residents marched into the Blue Lantern Inn, the mayor and his son waving them in.  
 
    The cool night air flowed through the area, soothing the tension in Kavan’s shoulders. It didn’t completely wash it away, his ears still listening for any hint of whatever the creature was.  
 
    Dragonkin and goblin were last to climb the small steps to the inn entrance. Mayor Sunaxe patted Kavan’s shoulder as they walked in. Kavan looked over to the older orc with a smile. An unsaid moment of deep gratitude passed between them. 
 
    The mayor and Durzol stepped back toward the cobblestone street as the front door closed. 
 
    Kavan’s hand clenched, wanting to go with them to make sure they were okay. When he looked at the main room of the inn, his fist relaxed. The Hearth brothers set about tending to the many guests for the night. Rujin organized rooms for each resident while Kazko prepared drinks by a large table. The air held an edge of excitement, many taking drinks and talking about the wild evening. 
 
    The ogre, Glem, snatched up a full bottle of liquor and drank from it. The priest and priestess tended to him, trying to coax him down from drinking too much. It was apparent the large ogre was stressed and trying desperately to ease his frayed nerves. 
 
    Nava, the siren, and Tezzi, toasted with their drinks as they talked with hints of laughter. Healer Soki helped Rujin organize people, while Ammi drank from a glass of water. Shegga pointed to her empty cup and Kazko barked out a cheery laugh before filling her cup again. Lorta, the fellow farmer, was already climbing the stairs to the second floor. The troll glanced at the entrance with cool eyes and nodded to Kavan. 
 
    Zellee took a drink and crawled to the stairs. She glanced at Kavan and Onka with a smile before her spider legs delicately climbed the stairs to the second floor. 
 
    Kavan scratched at the scales at the back of his neck. The mood was more relaxed and took on an almost party-like atmosphere. 
 
    “We should get our rooms,” Onka said plainly. 
 
    “Go ahead. I think I will stay down here and wait for Kogan and Durzol.” 
 
    Onka nodded and left his side. 
 
    Kavan moved to the side of the room and stood, the heaviness of recent events weighing on him. He mentally cleared his mind as the main room began to thin, many residents taking their drinks with them to the stairs and climbing them to the second-floor rooms. It didn’t take long before only the dragonkin and the Hearth brothers were the only ones left in the main room. 
 
    Rujin sat down in one chair. Kazko sat in another, leaned back and pressed his palms to his closed eyes. Kavan stepped over to them. 
 
    “No screams. I think the monster moved on,” Kazko said with his hands over his eyes. 
 
    “Or it's still hunting,” Rujin added with a tired gaze. 
 
    Kavan approached and took a seat beside the brothers. Neither one moved. They simply sat. A gloomy mood filled the air as all three continued to listen for any screams or sounds of violence. 
 
    “Is the inn the safest place in Moonvale?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Rujin looked over with a small smile and shook his head. “No place is a safe haven. Too many empty homes and buildings.” 
 
    Kazko spoke up, “The church has a strong foundation. It’s also made of stone, unlike many of the stone and wood homes in town. During very bad storms, everyone knows to go to the church. The stained-glass has been replaced many times. Glem does amazing work. It’s why the priest and priestess help watch over him. The ogre is gifted, I’ll give him that, but he is a bit skittish and sensitive at times.” 
 
    Kavan eyed the brothers, “How often do monster attacks happen?” 
 
    Kazko pulled his hands away from his eyes and lifted his head. Rujin kept his attention on the dragonkin with understanding eyes. 
 
    “It depends,” Rujin began. “We’ve had attacks every other month, some years and other years, barely one or two.” 
 
    Kazko nodded. “We’ve had a few large monsters try to break down the town walls. The walls are very sturdy. Most monsters get bored and wander off.” 
 
    Rujin continued, “There used to be a larger population here, but over the years, it's dwindled down to most of the residents you met tonight. There used to be a few warriors, but the work was often more than the pay. If they started a family, they were quick to move on.” 
 
    “I’ve noticed there are no children here,” Kavan said. 
 
    The Hearth brothers nodded in unison. 
 
    “No one wants to raise a family on the outskirts of civilization. Most make their way north, to Loduss. It’s safer there,” Kazko explained. 
 
    Rujin looked down, “But you must worship the dragon gods in exchange for such safety.” 
 
    Kavan kept his watchful eyes on the two trolls. Their expressions filled with a dark knowing, as if the weight would drag them down further. 
 
    The dragonkin sat forward with scaly elbows on knees. The crackle of the hearth filled the small silence between the three of them. 
 
    Rujin broke the quiet moment and started speaking, “You’ve heard what happened to the hudenns and elves. They went mad when the dragons stormed the heavens and underworld. Our ancestors witnessed the events here on Voldor and wrote it down in great detail.” 
 
    Kazko sighed. “There are many books filled with those events. Storms covered much of Voldor for months, as if the very world would rip apart. But, before that time, there was a short period where every hudenn and elf turned into stark, raving monsters. They attacked each other without cause. Families slew each other, from child to elder. When they finished their grizzly work, they rushed out into the streets to kill neighbors, friends and strangers.” 
 
    Rujin continued, “The elves were a little more protected against the madness, but it gnawed at them. It simply took longer for them to turn on each other. The stronger elves knew to escape and hide themselves. Many others were not. Some were found endlessly weeping. Others turned primal or feral, rushing to their deaths in the deep forests. It was a time of great sorrow, blood, and pain. Most other races were so confused at the events, not many took advantage. The powerful hudenn and elf races were nearly wiped out. 
 
    “When the storms faded from the skies, dragonkin emissaries emerged from the spire cities and spread the word of the new pantheon. The old gods were replaced with dragons.” 
 
    “How did the world take it?” Kavan asked with curious eyes. 
 
    Kazko smiled. “They loved it. Hudenns and elves were the ruling races of our world. Now that they were gone or in hiding, the rest of us had a chance to change the world. All that had to be done was accept the new dragon gods.” 
 
    Rujin sat back in his chair, “But it’s never as easy as it sounds. Many races wanted to worship the old gods. Those too stubborn to change were slain. After a time, the new terrible power of the dragonkin reached many places and worship of the dragon gods was welcomed. 
 
    “Kingdoms were also told they could never become too powerful, or face the wrath of the very gods. The dwarves ignored them and tried to establish a new order. They were quickly defeated by the dragonkin and forced into slavery.” 
 
    Kazko nodded. “What happened to the dwarves scared the hundreds of kingdoms into servitude.  
 
    “For a time, life was manageable. The many races thought the dragonkin would rule in place of the hudenn and elves. Many authors wrote about the dawn of a new age. Such a dream never came to pass.” 
 
    Rujin continued, “The dragonkin had no desire to rule. They spread the word of the new gods and stopped any one race or kingdom from becoming too powerful. After all of that, they retreated back to their cities and watched Voldor from their spires. They left us to lead our small lives and never become too powerful.” 
 
    Kavan rubbed his scaled jaw. “Considering what has happened, I’m surprised by how many residents of Moonvale are so accepting of me being here. Shouldn’t I be hated and reviled?” 
 
    Rujin and Kazko chuckled. 
 
    “Those events happened thousands of years ago,” Rujin smiled. 
 
    “The many races have blended together over the thousands of years. While it is true, many of us haven’t seen a dragonkin in the flesh, you are not at all what we expected,” Kazko grinned. 
 
    “You are different,” Rujin mirrored his brother’s grin. “Many of us have discussed it at length, but you seem very new to Voldor. You’ve been kind, respectful, and attentive. Nothing like what has been written about the dragonkin from the past. 
 
    “Dragonkin do occasionally leave the spire cities for their own reasons and they are seen from time to time, but when we first met you, you appeared lost. I told Healer Soki about your accident and she informed the mayor and others that sharp blows to the head can cause befuddlement.” 
 
    “We assume you will regain your memories at some point. Until then, you are part of our town,” Kazko said. 
 
    Rujin nodded. 
 
    Kavan sat back, information swirling along his mind. It weighed heavy on his spirit, but did not dim how he felt about being there. Voldor lost to a dragon power. The very deities were slain or cast out and replaced with dragon gods. A place where any race can live, as long as they worshipped the new gods and didn’t grow too powerful. 
 
    If that isn’t another kind of slavery, I’ll eat my scaled foot. 
 
    Kavan eyed the two brothers as his thoughts simmered. “What happens to anyone who doesn’t worship the new gods?” 
 
    Shadows lengthened around Rujin and Kazko’s eyes. The brothers parted their dark blue lips to respond, when the front door to the inn opened. All heads lifted up and turned to see Mayor Sunaxe and Durzol step in. The orcs closed and locked the door behind them before making their way to the center of the room. 
 
    “The streets are clear of any monsters as far as we can see. We checked in on a few residents and they heard the screeches and barricaded themselves into their homes. All are accounted for,” the mayor said. 
 
     “Even Hynrik was safely on his farm,” Durzol added with a droll edge. 
 
    “All we can do now is wait for morning. Nocturnal monsters rarely stay when the sun rises. With any luck, it will move on and not return,” Mayor Sunaxe smiled before looking at Kazko. “I think some drinks are needed for the nerves?” 
 
    The troll stood up with a wide grin. “Of course, mayor.” 
 
    The next few moments were the mayor and Durzol pulling chairs closer in and Kazko mixing drinks. Once they were finished, he brought them over and put one in each outstretched hand. 
 
    Kavan sipped his drink and liked the warmth along his tongue and down his throat. He noticed the mayor and Rujin coughing a little. Durzol seemed unaffected. 
 
    “Strong,” Mayor Sunaxe coughed and grunted. 
 
    Kazko nodded. “You wanted something for the nerves. After that drink, you won’t feel your nerves.” 
 
    The room took on fuzzy edges as Kavan relaxed. Small talk filled the air as he sat at the edge of a circle of chairs. Mayor Sunaxe talked about town business. Durzol nodded and drank. Rujin and Kazko listened to the mayor part of the time before falling into brotherly banter and teasing. 
 
    The excitement of the evening began to wear off and Kavan slowly blinked. The haziness grew and the dragonkin didn’t notice as he closed his eyes and fell asleep. 
 
    Darkness surrounded Kavan. He stood in inch-deep water. It was still as he stared at nothing. 
 
    The water rippled to the side and something big moved just at the edge of the darkness. Kavan turned his head to see what it was, his gaze unable to penetrate the inky shadows. When a large, taloned foot stepped into view and a deep growl filled the air, Kavan took a stance, ready to fight. 
 
    The dragonkin’s eyelids peeled back as he felt a hand on his shoulder. He lifted his gaze to see Durzol looking down on him with a smile. 
 
    “The sun will be up soon. How about you go to one of the rooms?” the orc said kindly. 
 
    Kavan slowly rose up from his seat, seeing the mayor and the Hearth brothers fast asleep in their chairs. 
 
    “I can keep an eye on them. We’ve done all we can for tonight. No sense wasting a chance to sleep in a real bed,” Durzol nodded. 
 
    Kavan nodded with a sleepy gaze. The dragonkin lazily turned and walked toward the stairs. Kavan’s mouth widened into a yawn as he climbed the stairs and onto the second floor. The corridor stretched out with doors on each side of him. Some were ajar and others were closed. Kavan’s boot made a small creak as he slipped through an open door and closed it behind him. 
 
    The room was dark, except for a low-burning lantern by the bed. A single bed filled the middle. A water closet was off to the side and an open closet was ajar by the bed. A few paintings covered the walls, but there was little else. 
 
    Kavan stepped on one boot and pulled his foot from the other boot. He then stepped on the remaining boot and pulled out his other foot. The shirt he wore was a little ripped, but it was comfortable to sleep in. He didn’t bother taking off his leggings as he took a few steps toward the bed and flopped onto it, stomach first. 
 
    Muscles relaxed as Kavan laid on the bed. Sleeping on the floor at home was uncomfortable compared to this. 
 
    I have to buy or make a bed as soon as possible. I feel like I’m in a five-star hotel. 
 
    The drowsiness deepened and when he was about to drift off, the door to his room opened slightly. 
 
    Kavan turned onto his side and lifted his horned head. Slitted eyes focused as a short figure stepped in and closed the door to his room.  
 
    Onka stared at Kavan with big, oval yellow eyes. She wore her dress, but it was slightly disheveled as if she was sleeping in it. Her eyes blinked as she slowly approached. 
 
    Kavan sat up and bent his legs over the edge of the bed. He ran his hand over his smooth head, seeing the goblin approach. 
 
    “Onka?” Kavan whispered. 
 
    The goblin stepped to Kavan and stood before him. Her oval eyes blinked again as she looked him in the eyes. The silence between them carried a small comfort as they gazed into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “I waited,” Onka said simply, as if that explained why she was there. 
 
    Kavan nodded, seeing the heat in her eyes. In that moment, he couldn’t deny his own desires. They growled deep under his skin and rattled the cage. He had always kept them under tight control, unwilling to let his deeper urges run amok. Only in private VR rooms or worlds, would he allow his darker impulses to take center stage. 
 
    Memories crashed into him of his former life, what was left of it. His body was damaged and covered in scars, but that condition didn’t lessen his own urges, desires and needs. If anything, it made them stronger. Images flashed and soon slipped into moving memories. Many times, he indulged in spending hours to many nights in a row, performing every carnal desire he wished to explore and experience. It didn’t matter the race, from human and fantasy creatures to aliens and demonic creatures, he carried on with pleasure as the ultimate goal.  
 
    Kavan expected there would be a time when he felt some sort of shame. That specific feeling never appeared. He would often pass out from exhaustion, sleeping in the virtual worlds and waking to begin the cycle again. When outside commitments called him back to reality, he left his private worlds with a smile, knowing he would return.  
 
    It was the only way I could keep my sanity, a bright point against nature’s cruelty and a sad existence. I promised I would find my center, my happiness, either in lewd worlds or in places where I engineered great creations. Happiness can be achieved if I fight for it. 
 
    Kavan looked into Onka’s eyes, her irises trembling with desire. 
 
    But this is different.  
 
    “Kavan,” Onka said with a sultry edge. “I’m not here to steal your heart.” 
 
    Onka pulled at the fabric covering her shoulders. They slipped over and fell a few inches, the goblin holding the dress up with her hands. 
 
    “I simply want to feel,” the goblin said and slid her dress down. 
 
    Kavan watched as the silky purple dress slid over her curves and puddled at her feet. He drank in her short and incredible body. Light green skin glowed in the dim light. For her height, her body was well proportioned. Her chest was large for her frame, but not large enough to detract from her body. Dark green nipples stood erect. Supple thighs touched, with a small gap and her womanhood showing. A light triangle of pink-purple hair surrounded her womanhood. Her thin line budded with pink edges and a gleam of wetness could be seen.  
 
    Onka’s skin was smooth. It was enough for Kavan to reach forward and let the tips of his fingers slide down her arm. The goblin made no attempt to cover herself, allowing the dragonkin to touch her. When his fingers touched her thin waist and the side of her hip, she fought off a tremble, enjoying his heated touch. 
 
    Heat pumped through Kavan’s body. His arrival to this world was so utterly distracting, he never had any time to think of his primal desires. Now that Onka was here before him, those pent-up desires roared against his new ears. The goblin’s scent rose up. It smelled like a dew-covered forest at first light. It was intoxicating as his hand lingered on her smooth skin. 
 
    Onka’s body shuddered and she let out a long exhale. Eyes half-closed as she pressed a finger to the apex of her valley entrance. A scent of wetness touched Kavan’s sensitive nostrils as the goblin touched herself, her finger swirling. She let out a hungry cry as she stared at Kavan and massaged herself. A drop of wetness slipped down her inner thigh, followed by a second one. 
 
    Onka’s gaze fell from Kavan’s strong neck to his leggings. Something bulged, struggling to be free. The goblin licked her plump lips, eyeing the bulge like a primal animal. 
 
    Blood roared through Kavan’s body. The match of desire was lit and the dragonkin grabbed at his shirt, pulled it over his head and quickly discarded it.  
 
    Onka drank in his slender, but athletic form. Even as he sat, he had a T shape with toned arms, chest, and neck. Scales along his arms blended in with smooth, dark red skin. The goblin’s gaze lingered on his dark red nipples, her delicate swirl along her clit growing rougher. Her mouth watered as her gaze drifted down to his firm stomach muscles. Eyes widened a hair as the dragonkin pulled off his leather leggings and let them pool at his clawed feet. 
 
    Time stood still as the two eyed each other. 
 
    Kavan looked down on the goblin as she rubbed herself into a frenzy. Her lips parted and she took heavy breaths. Her arm and hand moved to swirls, her breasts heaving as she was getting closer to her own release. Thighs parted a little more as the tempo to her movements increased. Wetness dripped onto her dress on the floor, the goblin unable or unwilling to break away from the moment. 
 
    Onka stared at Kavan as he sat. Scales blended into the smooth skin of his body, but the serpent between his legs stood under its own power. It stood with a slightly pointed head. Smooth skin ran down the veiny shaft. The goblin’s short body trembled in excitement. 
 
    Kavan glanced down to his dragon cock, seeing that it was slightly different from a human member in color and size. When Kavan took hold of his member and stroked it to Onka’s mesmerized stare, bliss surged. His mouth opened a little as his eyes half-closed. The gentle stroking caused his urges to call out for more.  
 
    Onka nearly reached the point of no return when she pulled her wet fingers away from her goblinhood. She crossed the small distance between them. Kavan looked down as she was between his legs and pushed her breasts against the shaft of his dark red cock. Onka’s plump lips engulfed the end of his dragonhood and gently sucked. Her hand smacked away Kavan’s hand and then grabbed his member. Muffled, hungry moans filled the intimate space between them, her head bobbing on the tip while she stroked him. The goblin’s hand could barely wrap around it, stroking the dragonkin with heated skill. 
 
    Kavan watched with slitted eyes as the goblin took more inches into her mouth as she stroked him. Pleasure and ecstasy fell into a perverted waltz as Onka pushed her body between his parted thighs and devoured his dragonhood. The muffled moans grew as the head of Kavan’s member touched the back of her throat. The goblin’s tongue pressed along the underside of Kavan’s dragonhood and pushed it against the roof of her mouth. Her tongue writhed against the shaft in tight pleasure. 
 
    Kavan grunted as the goblin tried to pull his soul out through his cock. Yellow eyes looked up as her head bobbed. Wet inches appeared and disappeared between plump lips. Onka watched the roaring fire behind Kavan’s eyes and slathered her tongue along thick, meaty inches. 
 
    The moment took them. Kavan’s willpower began to crack, holding back an ocean of bliss. Onka could see it and she upped her tempo, driving him to the breaking point. She moaned and sucked on him, each muffled moan a cry for him to fill her throat. 
 
    Before Kavan knew it, his hand shot out and grabbed a fistful of Onka’s hair. She let out a muffled, sultry moan as the meaty member thickened between her lips and in her mouth. Kavan let out a loud grunt and his senses blazed into glory. 
 
    Onka’s eyes rolled into her head as thick spurts of white seed painted the back of her throat. The vibrations of her moans along Kavan’s cock caused another volley to splash in her already full throat. The goblin gulped it down as a third volley of spurts filled her mouth. Kavan’s hold on her hair was strong, keeping her in place and forcing her to drink. Onka sucked on his member, trying to coax and pull every drop. Seed dripped from the corner of her mouth, and her eyes firmly remained in her head as pleasure writhed under her skin. 
 
    Kavan stared for what seemed an eternity as the goblin drank from his loins. The image of his cock snug in Onka’s mouth and the many explosions and rippling orgasms along his entire body stunned him. 
 
    This… isn’t like… a… human… orgasm. 
 
    It was the only coherent thought Kavan could mentally string together. Scales along his arms and legs rippled as he groaned.  
 
    Dazed and confused, Kavan was trapped in a spiral of bliss. He barely noticed Onka pulling away and climbing onto his lap. The goblin moved with confident determination as she straddled his legs and grabbed onto his shoulders. Kavan’s hand grabbed her ass and helped her up as her dripping goblinhood touched his still standing cock. 
 
    Onka’s tender line touched the dragonkin’s cock head and she let gravity pull her down. Her oval eyes widened as she slowly impaled herself on Kavan. Her hands clutched at his shoulders. Her valley parted to his invasion, but after an inch, she squeezed him as she slid down.  
 
    White seed dripped from Onka’s chin and onto her breast. The goblin moaned as she slid down to nearly the base of Kavan’s cock. The smooth thickness of his member rubbed against her inner world. It caused her to seethe and bite her lip. Moans filled the room and their bodies betrayed them. Onka clutched to Kavan, riding his cock as he helped her along, his hand squeezing her plump ass. 
 
    “You… fucking… monster,” Onka growled as she planted her knees on the bed and moved up and down on Kavan’s rigid member. 
 
    “Don’t stop,” Kavan said with an angry hiss. 
 
    The words whipped at the goblin and she moved on the dragonkin like a caged beast. Sultry moans dripped from her lips as she could barely stop herself. The scent of their union only further drove their needs. Neither one could surrender as their bodies moved with supernatural desire. 
 
    Onka pulled back her lips and showed her teeth. A shrill exhale of hot air touched Kavan’s chest before the goblin’s head snapped forward and bit his flesh like a venomous snake. The pain was sharp and quick, causing Kavan’s dragonhood to vibrate with hellish urges. 
 
    Onka pulled back with a little blood on her lips and teeth. One hand held onto Kavan’s shoulder, while her other hand swept around and touched the back of her head. She arched back a little, Kavan still holding her. The beautiful goblin closed her eyes and rode the dragon until her body tensed. 
 
    Kavan watched with devilish serpent eyes. His senses touched everything and he could feel the tension in the goblin’s body. Her lips parted and her eyes squeezed shut. Her valley tightened around his member. Onka slid down a few inches, the thickness of Kavan’s cock touching sensitive spots along her inner world. 
 
    Yellow eyes flashed open as nerves tightened to the breaking point and released. Onka barely made a sound, a string of orgasms crashing into her soul like a tidal wave. The goblin shuddered hard, riding Kavan’s cock as a new tidal wave of orgasms struck her, followed by another. 
 
    Kavan held her as her body writhed violently. 
 
    Onka leaned back, her body unable to stay upright. Kavan held her with one hand against her back. His hips moved, stabbing deep into the dazed goblin. Onka’s eyes rolled deep into her head as wetness surged. Kavan smirked evilly as the goblin was a million miles away. He brought her close to his chest and held her. She sank down to the hilt. Onka made a strange sound as Kavan’s cock thickened within her. Inner walls were pushed to nearly the breaking point. A breath later, thick spurts of dragon seed filled her tight space. 
 
    Kavan held the goblin to him. Her hips moved, milking his cock, but the rest of her clutched to him. Several explosions of bliss surged and Kavan licked at Onka’s large ear. The closeness between them grew warmer. Onka heaved as wetness and seed dripped from their union. 
 
    Kavan noticed there was no sensitivity. His dragon cock was still rock hard and his urges had barely dimmed. 
 
    Onka seemed to fall back into her body. Her slow movements increased. She breathed heavily as she continued to impale herself on the dragon kin. 
 
    “I need more,” Onka whispered with a harsh edge. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he flopped back onto the bed, his legs still hanging over the side. Onka stayed on him, her hands pressing down on his strong stomach and her hips moving up and down. The scent of sex clouded around their rosy senses. Onka looked down on the tiny, tooth marked wound. It was beginning to close up and she leaned forward and licked at it. 
 
    Kavan lifted his head and looked at the goblin. She licked at the small wound, but her eyes stared at the dragonkin with demonic intent. 
 
    “Don’t let this dream slip away. Not yet,” Onka whispered before moving her hips with renewed vigor. 
 
    “Not yet,” Kavan whispered as he touched the side of the goblin and ran his fingers along her smooth green skin. 
 
    The dark of night began to part as the first rays of morning stabbed across the sky. A dragonkin and a goblin carried on until their bodies collapsed into a heap of tangled limbs and wet bodies. Birdsong filled the outside world of Moonvale as a new day began and the last wisps of night faded away to the morning light.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Nine 
 
    Kavan woke up with a start. 
 
    The dragonkin blinked as he lifted his head. Sunlight poured in from the room’s two windows. Kavan glanced around to see he was the only one there. Slowly he sat up and rubbed the side of his head. Memories of the intimate tryst crawled into his sleep-addled mind. It was enough for the dragonkin to smile to himself as he swung his legs over the edge of the bed and leaned forward, elbows on knees. 
 
    Last night was interesting. 
 
    “It was interesting well into the early morning,” Viz said. 
 
    Kavan smiled a little wider. 
 
    Were you… present as it happened? 
 
    “I try to shut myself off from your senses during such intimate moments, but it is much harder since I am part of your psyche. I hope it doesn’t concern you?” 
 
    It’s only weird if we make it weird. 
 
    Kavan chuckled to himself and stood up. 
 
    “The town is most likely okay after last night’s events. I have to stop by Brom’s tower and help Oaks with the western gate doors. After that, I should go home and see if the farm is okay,” Kavan said to Viz out loud. 
 
    “If fighting monsters is now part of your magistrate duties, we will have to increase your weapons training and knowledge.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “We have a lot to do and I don’t want to disappoint the town. I’ve taken on the role as Magistrate and I’m sure the mayor is going to be coming to me soon with everything that comes with it.” 
 
    Kavan reached down and picked up his clothes. He began to get dressed as his mind turned back to last night’s intimate details and his smile remained. 
 
    It didn’t take long for Kavan to leave his room and head downstairs. A plate of steamy hot food was on a table and Rujin was putting a small flower in a vase beside it. The troll looked up at the dragonkin coming down the stairs and smiled. 
 
    “Something to break your fast, on the house,” Rujin said as he bowed slightly at the hip. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan smiled as he moved to the table and took a seat. 
 
    “The mayor wanted me to tell you that the town seemed no worse for wear since the monster appeared. There was some damage to Ammi’s plant nursery, a broken window, but that was all that was accounted for. 
 
    “I’ll leave you to break your fast,” the troll bowed again before turning and heading to the kitchen. 
 
    A sudden ravenous hunger latched onto Kavan and he immediately attacked his plate. While he shoveled food into his mouth, Kavan plotted out his day. 
 
    *** 
 
    The mid-morning sun painted the town of Moonvale in glowing brilliance. Small flocks of birds flew above the town, singing to each other as the small population went about their morning. 
 
    Kavan stepped out of the Blue Lantern and onto the street. Nostrils flared as he took in a cleansing breath and let it out in one long exhale. The dragonkin patted his full stomach and looked up at the clear, blue sky. 
 
    A rolling, hard sound echoed off stone walls. Kavan turned his attention and saw a wagon being pushed in the middle of the street. An orc, goblin, and two trolls helped push, while the mayor led the way. Mayor Sunaxe greeted Kavan with a smile and a wave. Durzol, Kazko, Oaks, and Tezzi pushed the wagon with two, large wooden doors stacked on it. 
 
    Kavan rushed to them and moved to Durzol’s side. The orc nodded as the dragonkin helped them push. A short time later, the group reached the destroyed western gate. Oaks leapt up onto the doors on the wagon and began detailing what was supposed to happen next. He explained that the old doors had to be taken down and the hinges needed to be inspected. Once that was finished, they would all work together to heft up each door and slide them down onto the hinge bolts. The gathered crew nodded. The goblin leapt off the doors and walked over to the gate to inspect it. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe moved to Kavan’s side, dug into his regal pocket robe and pulled out a small, hand-sized book. He handed it to Kavan with a smile. 
 
    “Here are the town’s Laws of Conduct, Magistrate. It will have all of Moonvale’s agreed upon laws. They list what should be obvious to most, don’t hurt each other and bring all unsolvable disputes to the magistrate. As you can see the book is not very long and has many blank pages. Any new laws added will have to be discussed with the council, of which there are only five members,” the mayor explained. 
 
    “Who is on the council?” Kavan asked. 
 
    “Myself, Priest Raine, Shegga, Nava, and Hynrik,” Kogan said. 
 
    Kavan looked at the older orc, “Hynrik is on the council? That must make things difficult?” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe shrugged. “His ambition is a little big for our small town, but he does have a lot of experience and knowledge. His crops have saved the town from starvation during a few of the previous winters. If he was a little kinder, he could easily become mayor.” 
 
    “I doubt that, Mayor. Last night, I saw a leader and I saw many of the townspeople back you when things were difficult.” 
 
    Kogan looked to the gate as Oaks directed Durzol and Tezzi to help lift up a broken door from its hinges. “Thank you for the kind words, Kavan. They are appreciated, but compliments will not hold our town together.  
 
    “When we are finished here, go with Durzol to his shop. As magistrate, you must have a few weapons to help defend the town. No need to worry about payment, your position allows you some free weapons and armor. We can’t have our magistrate fighting monsters with a dagger now can we.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as a thought touched his mind. “Rujin mentioned that only a window to the plant nursery was broken last night and there was no other damage.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “I believe the monster was simply looking for food last night. It could have been an herbivore. Dura is researching different large plant eating monsters. Ammi is taking inventory of the nursery. At first glance, Ammi said it didn’t look like anything else was missing. If she discovers anything, I informed her to let me and you know.” 
 
    Kavan eyed the older orc. “Mayor, are you sure you want me as your town magistrate? I’m not sure I have the skill set for the position.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe turned his attention to the dragonkin, lifted his large green hand and slammed it on Kavan’s shoulder. The orc let out a loud, hearty laugh. 
 
    “Kavan, no one is ready when they first take on things bigger than themselves. I used to be a monster hunter in my youth. For the right amount of coin, I would hunt down any creature, slay it and bring back its head. I travelled across Voldor, trying to find my fortune and my next kill. The thrill of hunting monsters slaked my thirst for violence for a long time.” 
 
    The older orc turned his gaze to Durzol, the younger orc talking with Tezzi. The pair waited as Oaks continued to inspect the metal hinges. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe beamed as he continued, “Then, after a time, the hunting, blood and coin weren’t enough. I started to get tired. The pains and aches lasted a little longer with each passing year.  
 
    “Then comes the moment you meet someone, fall completely in love and have two beautiful children. The urges for violence dim and you yearn for the touch and embraces of those you love. To see the magic in their eyes as they grow older.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe squeezed Kavan’s shoulder. “I never thought I would become a politician in my entire life. Before I met my beloved, I thought my death would be at the claws of some monstrous beast. It’s astounding that I became a mayor for a small town on the outskirts of civilization. I was never ready for that part, but I took it on all the same.” 
 
    The older orc stared directly into Kavan’s serpent eyes, “You are here for a reason. No matter your past, I believe you are here for something more. Some of the other townsfolk feel the same and much like any garden, you must ready the soil, water the seeds with warmth and kindness, and hope the seed grows into something wondrous. You will do great things, Lord Kavan Cynder. I have faith.” 
 
    “Thank you, Kogan.” 
 
    The mayor gave Kavan a warm smirk. “Now, let’s get these new doors on before lunch!” 
 
    Kavan nodded before he and the mayor moved to the small group. Oaks finished his inspection of the hinges. Durzol was next, pulling a small iron bar from his belt and moving to the hinges. Oaks explained which hinges needed to be removed and the large orc went to work. The sound of metal groaning filled the air before a hinge snapped off. 
 
    After Durzol removed the damaged hinges, they worked together to lift up the new doors. Small grunts rattled off as the large, thick door was maneuvered and slid into its proper place. Kavan’s muscles strained as the group worked together. Bodies heaved and metal bolts scrapped into metal hinges. Before long, new gate doors were in place and the old, damaged doors were on the wagon. 
 
    The goblin carpenter turned to the group and gave them a deep bow. “Thank you. The new doors should help the town sleep a little easier at night.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded and smiled. “Tezzi and Kazko, let’s help move the wagon back to Sturdy Planks for proper disposal. Durzol, please take our magistrate to your shop.” 
 
    Durzol nodded and looked at Kavan, “Let’s get you armed.” 
 
    Durzol and Kavan waved to the small group and they waved back. The pair parted ways and made their way to the center of town and down South Street. 
 
    The crisp air filled Kavan’s lungs as he walked. The stroll down the simple street relaxed his muscles and a sense of calm washed over him. 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough for what you did last night,” Durzol said with a smile. 
 
    Kavan looked over to the young orc. “I just accepted the position offered.” 
 
    Durzol chuckled. “It’s more than that. The town has been losing confidence in my father for some time now. By accepting the position of magistrate, you renewed their faith in the town, and my father.  
 
    “You didn’t have to take it, but you did. For that, I will always be grateful.” 
 
    The pair reached the blacksmith’s shop. The young orc opened the door and stepped inside. 
 
    The scent of metal touched Kavan’s sensitive nose. The smell might have caused Kavan's nose to wrinkle back on earth, but here, it felt like the very smell was in his blood. 
 
    Durzol led the way, and the two of them approached a locked, metal door. Durzol produced a key and inserted it into the lock hanging off the bar. After a quick turn and click, the lock opened. The blacksmith took off the lock and slid the bar back. He then opened the metal door and stepped inside. 
 
    Kavan drank in the room. Weapons of all kinds hung on wall mounts. Chests lined the floor edges. A metal table was at the back. Quivers of arrows and bows hung on pegs. Hammers, maces, swords, daggers, and many more weapons filled every available spot on every wall. Kavan turned around and saw weapons surrounding the door they just walked through.  
 
    “Welcome to the Moonvale Armory. I make and store weapons here for the entire town. I don’t like using weapons, but I do love making them,” Durzol smiled at his handiwork and crossed his beefy arms. 
 
    Kavan stepped in and looked around. Slitted eyes took in the superb craftsmanship of each weapon, from ornamental hilts and handles to blades honed to razor-sharp edges.  
 
    “We haven’t had a mage in town for many years. If we did, I would have worked with them to enchant many of the weapons here. If the town begins to attract new residents, and one or two of them are mages, we might be able to fight off any monsters that may arrive here.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he looked around. 
 
    “Do you have a preference?” Durzol asked. 
 
    “I was never much of a sword wielder,” Kavan said and looked up to a spear with a white, carved tip. 
 
    Durzol nodded and stepped to Kavan’s side. “You have good taste. We had a large monster attack a few years ago. A lot of residents were hurt fighting the beast up close. It gave me the idea to make a strong spear in case another large monster arrived.” 
 
    The orc lifted his hand and took hold of the spear. He lifted it from its peg mounts and stepped back. He slid down the metal spear so that the two of them could inspect the white spearpoint. 
 
    “I used what little mithril I had to create the spearpoint. Mithril is an incredibly strong metal. A wood shaft wouldn’t do the spear any justice, so I smelted a strong, but hollow shaft to make using it a little easier.” 
 
    Durzol looked to Kavan as he eyed the amazing spear. “It would be better in your hands than on a shelf.” 
 
    The orc handed it to the dragonkin. Kavan took hold of the spear and held it before his eyes. 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan said in slight awe. 
 
    Durzol nodded. “Let me show you a little trick to carry it better.” 
 
    The blacksmith took hold of the middle of the spear. He turned each side in opposite directions and the spear slid into itself. Kavan watched in astonishment as the spear slid down to a half-spear. 
 
    “It locks in either position. I recommend spending some time getting to know it,” Durzol smiled. 
 
    “I will,” Kavan said as he spun it around and held it. 
 
    I’m going to have to do some serious training with this weapon. 
 
    “I have a special sheath for it. I’ll get it for you, but if you need any other weapons to help you, this is the place to get them. Don’t worry about the gold. Town protection is the priority.” 
 
    “I will be sure to use this spear with honor and gratitude,” Kavan said as he ran his fingers along the white spear head. 
 
    “You seem to prefer leather armor. Zellee is very good at creating leather armor, but if you need any metal ones, I’m your orc.” 
 
    Kavan nodded, looked at the orc and smiled. 
 
    The dragonkin and the orc talked for a short time about the intricacies of the spear. When the conversation slowed, Kavan explained that he had to make a stop before going home. Durzol clamped his hand on the dragonkin’s shoulder and saw him to the front door. 
 
    A short time later, Kavan was walking back toward the center of town, a new leather sheath behind his back and his new spear held by it. The spearpoint stabbed out over his shoulder. The collapsed shaft made it easier to walk around with it. At its full length, it would most likely knock things down if Kavan simply turned. 
 
    The dragonkin reached the center and turned his attention to Talon Street. It was one of the smaller, side streets that led out from the center. Kavan lifted his gaze to see a tower standing halfway between the center and the town wall.  
 
    Legs moved as Kavan made his way onto Talon Street. He eyed the tower, noticing the weathered stone and thick cracks in some places. It looked like the oldest place in town. Dark windows shone in the midday sunlight. The closer Kavan approached, the more a sense of foreboding slithered into his heart. When he reached the front door, he inspected it and found no name, sign, or any other markings to indicate it was Brom’s tower. 
 
    Only one way to be sure if this is the place. 
 
    Kavan lifted a scaled hand and knocked on the thick door. 
 
    The sounds of knocking echoed on the other side of the door and disappeared. Kavan tapped his boot as he waited. Senses alive, he listened for any movement or voices. Instead, he heard nothing. 
 
    Brom might be wandering the town. I’ll come back later. 
 
    Kavan was about to turn to leave when the door clicked and opened a few inches. Kavan eyed the door for a moment, before pulling it open. He stepped inside and closed the door behind him. 
 
    A thin scent of stale air touched Kavan’s nose. The dragonkin looked around to see an immaculate foyer. Paintings hung on walls with human portraits. The rugs on the floor looked brand new with red and gold coloring. Aside from the stale air, the place looked like it was trapped in a perfect moment of time. 
 
    A ball of light appeared before Kavan and hovered before his eyes. 
 
    “Follow the light,” a voice echoed throughout the tower. 
 
    The ball of light moved to a set of curved stairs, initially hidden in shadows. The orb slowly floated up the stairs with a slight bounce. Kavan followed the light, climbing the stairs higher up into the tower. 
 
    After two floors, the ball of light hovered up into a large room. Kavan noted that the other two floors were very simple and clean, nothing else speaking to his gaze. When he emerged onto the third floor, his eyes widened a hair.   
 
    The massive chamber was rounded to the tower’s shape. Curved shelves covered each wall and every shelf was packed with books in a multitude of colors and sizes. Kavan drank in the scent of slight stale air and books. It smelled like an ancient library and museum combined, earthy and welcoming. 
 
    A small, thin bed was in the middle of the chamber. To the side, a robust desk stood. It was carved from solid oak and polished to shine in the lantern light. The windows above the shelves were closed and several lanterns hung on chains from the ceiling, their subdued glow filling the chamber in a warm glow. 
 
    Brom sat behind the desk, his gaze down on an open book. “Welcome to my tower, Hudenn.” 
 
    Kavan stood his ground and spoke as he continued to visually inspect the room. “You’ve said that before. What makes you think I’m hudenn?” 
 
    Brom lifted his gray eyes to the dragonkin and gave him an evil leer. “I have seen enough souls to know a hudenn one when I see one. You have fooled the town, but you will never fool me.” 
 
    Kavan’s gaze fell on a small table with two chairs by it. On it, a checkered game board stood with a single piece on it. 
 
    Brom turned his gaze to the table with the board and piece, “The game is called, Khess. You’ve seen something similar before?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “It reminds me of a game I played when I was younger. You have to move pawns, knights, and bishops to overthrow your opponent’s king.” 
 
    Brom nodded. “It is similar, but Khess is no simple game. Liches created it to help influence events around their territories. It works with a specific sphere of magic. The players don’t know they’re14 playing, their decisions being manipulated in the barest of senses. It is an amusing pastime for those who have conquered death.” 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to Brom. “Is me being here part of your amusement?” 
 
    Brom shook his head. “No. I wanted to thank you. I have searched for my missing pieces for a very long time. Time ravages the mind, even for those who cannot die. I… cannot remember everything, but finding one of my khess pieces helped restore my sanity for a time.” 
 
    The old man stood up from behind his desk, walked around it and stood before it, facing Kavan. His hands were stuffed into tattered sleeves and the lich bowed his head to the dragonkin. 
 
    “Most have dismissed me, but you remembered and returned a piece to me. For that, I am thankful and wish to give you a lesson in magic.” 
 
    Kavan stood silently. 
 
    Normally, I would question if I should be taking magic lessons from a lich, but since my life has changed drastically, I may need all the magic I can learn to keep the town safe. 
 
    Brom continued without any acknowledgement from the dragonkin, “There are twelve elemental mana spheres. Each one is associated with a different element of the universe. There has been talk about spheres beyond the basic twelve, but we can save that lesson for another time.” 
 
    Brom held up a wrinkled hand. Twelve swirling balls of energy appeared before him with a flash. Each one took on a different hue or color, swirling slowly in a circular pattern. 
 
    “The basic twelve mana spheres are Air, Fire, Water, Stone, Life, Decay, Light, Dark, Mind, Body, Space, and Time. Each one corresponds with the appropriate color and are part of the living mana found across every realm.  
 
    “Are you aware of the degrees for each sphere?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Each degree indicates a level of power and skill. As far as I know, there are only twelve degrees per sphere.” 
 
    Brom nodded. “Very astute. Yes, there are only twelve degrees per sphere. I can sense you have a weak connection to the fire sphere. It shows some promise, but you will have to work harder if you wish to be a master of mana. 
 
    “Utilizing mana spheres, either in magical spells or simply wielding it, are two paths with the same goal. Mages, clerics, druids, and the like spend most of their time training on how to use mana spheres with spells, incantations, and rituals. It is a highly processed and dedicated way of learning specific spheres and their power.” 
 
    Brom’s gaze took on an amused edge, “But, I don’t believe you are one to follow that path. No, I see you following the other path. The one that calls on power and cunning to stop your enemies and achieve your goals.” 
 
    Kavan was silent, listening to every word the lich had to say. 
 
    Brom spread his fingers and each sphere spread out farther as they swirled in a circle. Each orb flared into little, colored, fiery suns. 
 
    “Following the dogmatic teachings of schools of magic can help you achieve a sophisticated level of spellcasting. After many years of studying and training, you could cast intricate spells with great power. But the other path allows you to achieve great power, without so much sitting at a desk and listening to some elder prattle on about the philosophies of mana. No, the other path is a little more primal.” 
 
    Each floating orb changed into a vague, fiery outline of a creature. They thrashed and howled, their small screams filling the ancient room. Brom’s eyes glowed and an evil leer formed as he watched the twelve little elementals roar and howl. 
 
    “Primal spellcasting gives you the results, without the disadvantages of philosophy. It is raw magic, used to achieve goals and silence foes.” 
 
    Brom’s gaze flicked from the little floating elementals and stared directly at Kavan. “Dragonkin have a natural affinity to the mana spheres. Your scales and aura indicate you are descended from fire wryms. Your connection to the fire sphere is a paltry 1st degree. Understandable, since you’ve been on this realm for about a week.” 
 
    The lich closed his wrinkled hand and the little elemental creatures vanished instantly. 
 
    The space between the dragonkin and the lich was clear, the two beings staring into each other’s eyes. 
 
    Brom continued, “Mana is the thread between elements. I can sense three orbs of mana deep within you. It is weak, but not as weak as a child or babe. You can use those little drops of mana to help build your power.” 
 
    “How?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Brom nodded with knowing eyes. “By using them, of course. Mana builds on mana. The more you use it, the greater your power and mastery over the sphere it will become.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed a hair. “What about an element I haven’t gained or used before? How can I use mana spheres like water, life, and body? How can I gain degrees if I don’t have access to the sphere it belongs to?” 
 
    “By focus. Meditation and focus will help unlock a mana sphere. Once you have unlocked one, you may grow its power from using it. The primal path of magic will not allow you to create rituals and incantations, but it will allow you to harness the elemental power of a sphere. 
 
    “Use your mana, but not into a reaction. Meditate on it and allow it to flow to a sphere. Some mana spheres are easier to unlock than others. You will learn as you try. It will be frustrating, at first, but dedication will reveal great rewards.” 
 
    “Once I unlock a sphere, how do I grow it in degrees?” 
 
    Brom chuckled. “You have studied the ways of magic before. You see the patterns needed to increase your power.” 
 
    Kavan didn’t know how to tell the lich he played a lot of VR fantasy games. Instead, he simply remained silent. 
 
    Brom nodded. “There are three ways to increase degrees per mana sphere. One way is to dedicate yourself to reading and practicing mana, often with a teacher. This will allow you to harness a sphere, but also takes the longest. It could take years between each degree, with many never achieving the higher degrees in their lifetime.  
 
    “The second way to increase your degrees in a mana sphere is to find and drain mana shards. Shards usually are about the same size, no matter where you search on Voldor. They are roughly the size of your palm and contain pure mana. Mana users all have an innate ability to drain such crystals. But, know this, the higher the degree you wish to achieve, the more mana shards you must drain. 
 
    “If you were to increase your fire sphere from 1st to 2nd degree, you would need four mana shards. To increase it from 2nd degree to 3rd degree, you would need eight mana shards. The cost doubles with each degree, for each sphere. If you were to increase your fire sphere from 11th degree to 12th degree, you would need 4,096 mana shards. To find or have that many mana crystals would require a lot of dedication, time, and gold.  Such a drive can break most souls, except the hungriest.” 
 
    “What is the third way?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Brom’s gaze took on a dark edge. “The third way is the riskiest, but the most rewarding. A being must know their limits when it comes to the affairs of the heart, mind, body, and skills. But, a true follower of the way must push past those limitations and achieve a higher understanding. It is the riskiest because one wrong move or ill-thought-out endeavor could end one’s life in a blink. 
 
    “By using a mana sphere and pushing it beyond your limits, lends a chance that the sphere within you will grow to meet the demand. The chance is small, but it is there. You will know it when you feel it. 
 
    “Depending on the degree within each sphere will dictate the power and time the magical effect will be under your influence. A 1st degree sphere will last small moments, while higher degrees will last hours to days, depending on how you wield it. Mana must remain balanced. The more powerful the effect, the shorter it will last.” 
 
    Kavan bowed slightly at the hips. “Thank you, Brom. I appreciate the information.” 
 
    The old lich nodded. “One last thing before you leave. Mana is limitless, but your degrees in each mana sphere are not. You may use your mana to utilize your sphere, but you can never put more mana in than degrees you have in said sphere. It will create a hard, unbreakable limit if you force mana into it. No, to achieve greater power, it will be you going beyond your own limits and not that of your mana spheres. A true cook would not blame their kitchen or ingredients for a bad meal, nor would a mana user.” 
 
    The darkness lifted from the edges of the lich’s eyes and a confusion spread into them. A shaky hand reached out and gripped the edge of the desk as if to stop himself from falling. 
 
    “That… is all we have time for… today. Find me another khess piece and we will continue with your lessons. You remember where the door is.” 
 
    Kavan watched as the lich’s hands trembled. A befuddlement filled his gray eyes and he weaved back and forth. Kavan fought his own urges to steady the old man. Dark thoughts caressed the edges of his mind, knowing that what appeared as an old man before him was instead an undead creature of considerable power. There was no way to gauge his strength and cunning. What was happening now could be an act, or something more sinister. 
 
    Kavan bowed again to the old man. “Thank you, Brom. I will return for more lessons.” 
 
    Brom didn’t seem to notice the dragonkin, his wrinkled hands moving across the desk and touching the open book on it like it was a living thing. 
 
    Kavan quickly made his exit. He followed the stairs down to the first floor, opened the front door and left the tower. 
 
    Sunlight greeted the dragonkin as he stepped out onto the street. The fresh air filled his nostrils and cleansed his lungs of the tower’s stale air. 
 
    Viz, did you catch all of that? 
 
    “I did, every word. It appears the functions and capabilities of this realm are close to what I can remember of the Monstar Saga MMO. It also explains the percentages next to your skills and abilities. I don’t know how they correlate with this reality, but they do. It will help us focus on areas that require training and growth.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he started walking. 
 
    We have spent so much time learning about Moonvale and the world of Voldor, I feel underprepared for anything we may face. I have to change that. I have to dedicate time to training and becoming stronger if we are to protect the town and our lives. 
 
    “I will work on a scheduled regimen for increasing your skills, knowledge, body, and magical power. It may be exhaustive, but it is the only way I see you becoming stronger in a short amount of time.” 
 
    Thank you, Viz. I look forward to it. And don’t go easy on me. I’m used to pushing myself beyond my boundaries. 
 
    “That is not conducive to proper training. Rest is important between training sessions.” 
 
    Viz, let’s try our best to work together through this. 
 
    Viz gave a mental nod. “I will try.” 
 
    Kavan reached the center of town and turned onto South Street. He walked along with Brom’s words spiraling along his mind. It was a lot to take in, but all of it was valuable. Kavan finally had a blueprint to work with that could help him become stronger and help the people of Moonvale. 
 
    Kavan’s mind drifted as he walked. The more he learned, the more his heart spoke to him of staying in this realm. With a new body and new things to learn and explore, it made sense, not wanting to leave it all behind to return back to a world with a broken body.  
 
    Home is where the heart is. 
 
    Kavan grinned to himself as he approached the southern town gate and walked through it. The cobblestone street turned into a dirt road. The dragonkin looked down at the dirt as he walked, his thoughts wandering among mana spheres and choosing a few he would like to explore and grow. 
 
    A tension touched his senses as the dragonkin walked. It stabbed deeper with every step, causing his slitted eyes to look up. He saw his farm in the small distance. Two figures stood in the middle of the road that led to his farm. One was short with emerald green skin nearly glowing in the sunlight. The other figure was much taller, black pigtails spilling from her head and blue overalls nearly matching her blue skin. Their backs were to Kavan as he slowly approached. 
 
    I think that is Onka and Lorta. Why are they just standing in the middle of the road? 
 
    Kavan looked at his farm once again. At that moment, he noticed mounds along his yard and partially on the road. A hint of rotting skin touched his gaze and the faint scent of decay flowed on the sea breeze coming toward town. 
 
    Kavan slowly approached, the scene unfolding before him with every step. A hardness touched his brow as he saw headless corpses littering his yard and partially on the road. Undead bodies were sliced up in large chunks. White bone glowed in the daylight as flies buzzed and filled the air. Decapitated heads with white eyes or empty eye sockets stared at nothing. The stench grew as Kavan stepped closer. When he reached Onka and Lorta’s side, he stood with them, eyeing the many dozens of hacked and decapitated dead bodies littering the area south of his farm. 
 
    Onka spoke plainly without taking her gaze off the carnage, “Lorta and I were coming to visit you. We stopped when we saw this.” 
 
    “This must be from the monster last night, but why are there so many undead here? Did they all come from the Misty Forest? Were they trying to get into the town, or your farm?” Lorta speculated as her gaze moved from one ripped apart body to another. 
 
    Kavan remained silent, his gaze moving across the massacre and questions filling his mind. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Ten 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe approached Woodhaven farm, a canister in his hand and his son, Durzol, at his side. The two orcs looked on with solemn gazes as Kavan, Onka, and Lorta lifted up mangled dead bodies and piled them by the side of the road.  
 
    Kavan lifted up two large chunks of corpses and tossed them onto the pile. The stench caused his nose to wrinkle before turning and stepping to a severed arm on the grass. Onka and Lorta carried over limbs and torsos, the goblin throwing a leg onto the pile and the troll throwing two torsos she was carrying, one in each hand. 
 
    The mayor and Durzol walked up to the small pile of body parts. Durzol moved to Kavan’s side and began gathering up what he could grab. The dragonkin and orc greeted each other with a smile before continuing the work. 
 
    With the help of Durzol, the last piece of decayed flesh was thrown on the pile and the small group moved to the mayor’s side.  
 
    The mayor nodded as Kavan approached. “Not a sight anyone wishes to see on their farm.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No, it’s not.” 
 
    “I saw the pile of bodies from the gate and thought this might be needed,” the mayor said. 
 
    The mayor lifted up the canister by his boot and stepped over to the mound of severed corpses. He unscrewed the top and began pouring liquid on the pile. The smell of lantern oil rose into the air and formed an invisible cloud. When he finished, he closed the canister and stepped back. 
 
    “The air will smell for a little while, but these poor damned souls will now be able to move on,” Mayor Sunaxe said as he reached into his robe for something to light it with.  
 
    “Allow me,” Kavan said and spent a point of mana. 
 
    Flames engulfed his hand as he stepped to the pile. With one pointed flaming finger, he touched some decayed clothing with oil soaked into it. The flames took instantly, Kavan pulling his hand back and taking several steps back. The flames spread with the oil. It danced and grew higher as it began to consume everything it touched. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe spoke up, “Maybe we can make an arrangement with Rujin for you to stay at the Blue Lantern for a few nights?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “Mayor, it will take more than this to scare me.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe smiled as did Durzol.  
 
    Onka and Lorta looked at the flames as they burned the stack of decayed body parts. 
 
    “The monster can still be here, maybe in the forest,” Lorta said plainly. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “It could be. There is no way to be sure unless someone actively goes hunting for it. Considering how badly damaged the bodies were, I think the beast may have been defending itself or angry it couldn’t feed on them. Limbs were severed, but not eaten.” 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the farm. Slitted eyes surveyed his land until he noticed something, just peeking over the grass. The dragonkin turned and walked toward the thing in the grass. When he was over it, he knelt down and took hold of the item. 
 
    It was smooth, long and pointed. It had hook-like spikes along the edges and had a sickening yellow color with black veins. The smell coming off it was oily, causing the dragonkin to shake his head in mild disgust.  
 
    Kavan turned around and walked back to the group with the thing in his hand. 
 
    Onka, Lorta, and Durzol simply looked at the approaching dragonkin. Mayor Sunaxe’s eyes widened a hair and stepped to meet Kavan. Large, green hands rose up and touched the item in Kavan’s hands. 
 
    “This is not good news,” the mayor said with a dark edge. 
 
    “You know what this is?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “It is an armored plate to a Xykk. They are large, humanoid insects that dwell in the Shadowsand desert. This plate could belong to a drone. That may have been the monster we saw last night.” 
 
    “How dangerous is one of these creatures?” 
 
    The mayor took the plate from Kavan and turned it around in his hands. “They can be very dangerous. They are parasitic monsters. It’s rare to get one this far east, but there have been rumors of such creatures crossing vast distances for food. They like to capture their prey alive so they can bring them back to the xykk colony. They use living creatures to feed their grubs and as slave labor.” 
 
    The mayor looked at the pile of burning bodies. “If this was a drone, I can understand why it ripped the undead apart. If a creature is no use to them, they slaughter it. They’re aggressive creatures.” 
 
    Kogan turned to Kavan with a small smile, “What’s in our favor is that the xykk do not like milder environments. I’ve hunted a few in the desert. They like the dry heat, and sand is best for making their colonies. Since we didn’t lose anyone and the drone only seemed to happen to come across some undead, it stands to reason that it had a failed hunt and moved on. The next few nights should be very telling, if it comes back or not.” 
 
    The older orc took in a deep inhale and let out a small sigh. “I’ll inform the town and place a curfew. No one is to be out after dark.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I can patrol the town during the evening, just to be sure.” 
 
    The mayor smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Lord Cynder. I will alert the town and leave you to the rest of your day.” 
 
    “Kavan, I’ll help you patrol,” Durzol said. 
 
    “The more the merrier,” Kavan nodded. 
 
    Kogan and Durzol said their goodbyes before turning and walking back to town. 
 
    Kavan stood, watching the pile of bodies slowly turn to ash. Onka and Lorta moved to his side, the goblin touching Kavan’s hand. 
 
    “Lorta and I were talking and decided you needed a tour of a farm with livestock, so you could understand what you need for your farm. That’s why we were coming to visit you until we saw the bodies,” Onka said as she looked up to the dragonkin. 
 
    “We can still take a tour of my farm,” Lorta added. 
 
    Kavan looked at them and smiled. “Even though we all smell like undead corpses?” 
 
    The seven-foot-tall troll shrugged. “It’s not that bad and I’ve smelled worse.” 
 
    Onka took Kavan’s hand into hers. “Let’s check out Lorta’s farm and if you decide to have livestock, we can help you with the process.” 
 
    “The fire needs to burn down some more and the air stinks, so, why not,” Kavan said with a nod. 
 
    Onka smiled brightly, “Let’s go!” 
 
    Kavan was pulled forward by the surprisingly strong goblin. Lorta looked at him with amused eyes before all three made their way west, along the city walls. 
 
    It didn’t take long for the three of them to reach the western gate and road, outside of town. They walked on until they saw a farm on the northern part of the road. 
 
    “That was the farm I passed when I first arrived at Moonvale,” Kavan said out loud. 
 
    Lorta nodded. “Yes. The night of the kobold raid, a few of them tried to break into my barn to steal some of my bolids. They met a swift end from my pitchfork.” 
 
    The trio reached the farm’s main gate. Lorta opened it and they all stepped inside.  
 
    Kavan drank in the lush green grass surrounding the farm. The land stretched out and a wooden fence marked the edges of the vast property. Two large barns stood, side by side. A well-built two-story farm house stood across a great distance from the barns.  
 
    The breeze shifted and Kavan caught a scent of fur on it. He turned his attention to one of the barns and he saw that one of the doors was ajar. Several horned heads peeked out, their gazes firmly on the dragonkin. 
 
    Lorta smiled. “It’s okay to come out. We have guests.” 
 
    The barn door opened a little further and a half a dozen humanoids stepped out. 
 
    Kavan watched for a moment as the group began walking toward them. Curly fur covered many parts of their bodies. Curved horns graced the sides of their heads. Long, gray and black hair spilled from their heads and well past their shoulders. Four of them were female, fur covering their chests, around their hips and down their thighs. The two males had similar long hair and fur covering them from the waist down. Their faces were a mixture of sheep and human. Their eyes had rectangular irises as they approached. Fur covered the backs of their hands as they reached up and began touching the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan was quickly surrounded, the sheep people pawing and sniffing at him. 
 
    “Easy everyone,” Lorta said with kind authority. 
 
    Onka watched with an amused smile as Kavan was clearly uncomfortable with sheep people touching and sniffing at him. 
 
    Lorta stepped closer to Kavan and the sheep people backed off with heads bowed. 
 
    “These are my bolids. They supply fur to the town. They can be a handful at times, but they provide much to Moonvale,” Lorta explained. 
 
    “You shear them and sell their wool,” Kavan said more as a statement. 
 
    Lorta nodded. “Onka sold some good eggs to me. Bolids require a little more attention than most livestock. These six keep me busy part of the day and don’t give me much more time for the harpies and taurs.” 
 
    “It’s why we wanted you to see her farm. With our help, you can have some livestock doing most of the work and earning you some coin,” Onka added. 
 
    Lorta reached down and grabbed Kavan’s hand. “There’s more to see.” 
 
    Kavan was gently pulled along by the tall, solid troll. They walked toward the barn as the bolids stood around awkwardly. Onka followed behind, her gaze firmly on Kavan’s shoulders. 
 
    The trio reached the barn and stepped in. Kavan looked around, seeing many beds along the wall and food basins on the other side. The feeding basins were filled with all sorts of half-eaten vegetables. A fireplace filled the back wall. By it were two, older and tired looking women with light brown fur and small, pointed horns. They had large, naked breasts. They turned to Lorta, Kavan, and Onka, moving on cloven feet. They made no attempt to cover up. They gave weak smiles as they bowed their heads. 
 
    “Meet my two taurs, Nella and Bassie. I’ve had them for a long time, but, as you can see, they are getting older. Their milk is prized in town, but they only produce every few days now,” Lorta said. 
 
    “That is where you come in,” Onka grinned. 
 
    Lorta nodded. “The town needs more taur milk. Hynrik has no interest in livestock. Since you're new here and have a barn, we thought it would be beneficial for everyone if you took on a taur or two of your own. The bolids don’t give me enough time to take on more taurs and tend to the harpies. If we partner up, we can provide more products to the town instead of importing it from Loduss.” 
 
    Kavan looked around and tried to wrap his brain around the concept of owning humanoid livestock. It clashed with his sensibilities from earth about how animals were farmed to provide goods, and to have humanoid creatures was odd to say the least. 
 
    “I have many questions, but first, how would we partner up?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Lorta and Onka smiled.  
 
    “If you take on a few taurs of your own, I can have Bassie and Nella retire and enjoy their old age. You would be the sole producer of taur milk for Moonvale and I would be the sole producer of bolid fur and harpy eggs. To solidify our partnership, I will supply you with any bolid fur and harpy eggs you need, as long as you supply any taur milk I need. 
 
    “We must also agree not to take on certain livestock, to keep it fair. You can have as many taurs as you want, but no harpies or bolids and I will do the same. I understand it may appear lopsided with me having two kinds of livestock, but that is double goods for you compared to my requests for taur milk,” Lorta laid out. 
 
    Onka nodded. “And I can supply you with taur eggs to grow and help you to train them.” 
 
    Kavan scratched at the back of his scaled head. “It sounds like it will be beneficial to us and the town, but how much care goes into having these kinds of livestock?” 
 
    Lorta nodded. “Taurs are the most self-sufficient. They can milk themselves and prepare it for you, if you have everything available for them. They can be very mellow, as long as they are fed and occasionally groomed.” 
 
    “Are they always naked?” Kavan asked and glanced at the heavy breasted cow women. 
 
    Lorta gave a simple nod. “It depends on their personality. They are simple creatures and you can clothe them, but over time, they will destroy anything they wear. It is up to the farmer how they want their livestock to look and act.” 
 
    The troll turned her attention to the two taurs and smiled. “But these ladies like to be naked and who am I to tell them no.” 
 
    “You’ll learn quickly their personalities and moods,” Onka grinned. “The happier they are, the more they produce, but don’t let them walk all over you. If you don’t come from a stance of power, they may wander off or leave.” 
 
    “Onka is right. The more they love you, the more they will give and want to stay. You could chain them, but it will affect their mood. They are not smart enough to last long on their own in the wild.” 
 
    Onka nodded. “When any livestock emerge from their vat, they will imprint on the first person they see. The new vats in my shop will set off a low, deep sound, to let you know they will be emerging soon.  
 
    “Once they see you, they will want to stay and serve. We can get into the details of hatching livestock eggs, after your barn is fixed up and ready to receive them.” 
 
    Kavan’s mind spun as he took it all in. The difference and similarities to earth were a little off-putting, but it made sense for this world, to some degree. 
 
    I don’t know how I feel about having naked taur women on my farm, but the extra gold would go a long way. 
 
    Kavan was about to agree to their partnership when muffled screeches came from the other barn. They grew higher in pitch, causing the two taurs in the barn with them to shrink back into a corner. 
 
    Lorta turned to the barn entrance with a fury in her eyes. 
 
    “Damn crawlers!” the tall troll woman said before marching to the barn doors. 
 
    Kavan and Onka followed. They watched as the troll grabbed a beaten-up pitchfork by the barn door and made her way outside.  
 
    The three of them rushed next door to the second barn. Lorta grabbed the handle and pulled the barn door open. She held her pitchfork at the ready as she charged in. 
 
    Kavan pulled his spear from its sheath. He kept the spear short, ready for close quarter combat. Onka stayed by his side as they followed the troll. 
 
    Feathers and screeches filled the barn. A dozen harpies in loose robes were squawking and flying to the rafters above. Feathered wings flapped from their backs. Claws and scaled feet either hovered for some or clamped down on the high rafters from others. All of them were in a panic, many of them pointing down. 
 
    Hay and roosts filled the barn floor. Large eggs laid in some of the prepared, nest-like roosts. The eggs were the size of large fists and some of them laid in clusters. 
 
    The chaos inside was deafening as the harpies jumped, flew and hopped in a panic. Kavan noted their human-like faces. Feathers flowed along their long hair and covered their wings. They all had different colored feathers and hair. Most appeared short, only slightly taller than Onka.  
 
    The manic shouting and squawking grew as something crawled at the back of the barn. A crawler the size of a large cat snaked along on spider-like legs. It’s round, teeth filled mouth dripped saliva as it approached a small cluster of eggs. 
 
    Lorta growled before she charged like a bull. Pitchfork up, she launched it with the power of a cannon. 
 
    The pitchfork crossed the distance in a blink and slammed into the worm-like creature. The crawler made an inhuman screech as it was impaled against the barn wall. Its body shuddered and writhed as it tried to break free. Foul blood dripped from the thing before it went limp and hung. 
 
    “Foul crawlers! Trying to steal my eggs,” Lorta nearly spat. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze fell to the side, a much larger crawler darting out. Its mouth was wide, ready to clamp on Lorta’s leg. The dragonkin lifted his half-spear in a blink and threw it. The mithril tip glowed in the barn light for barely a moment before the end stabbed into the side of the charging crawler. The creature’s legs were off the floor as its entire body was impaled against the barn wall. 
 
    Squawks of relief filled the upper part of the barn before harpies flew down to their eggs. 
 
    Lorta turned to Kavan as he walked toward her. The troll’s eyes were wide for a moment, staring at the strong dragonkin as he approached. When he stepped past her to the spear, Lorta looked away, a sliver of pink touching her blue cheeks. 
 
    Onka saw the shy moment with interested eyes. 
 
    Kavan moved to his spear, took hold and pulled it from the wall. With a boot, he pushed off the dead crawler carcass and let it fall to the floor. The spear spun in his hand before attaching it to the sheath along his back. 
 
    Kavan turned to Lorta and Onka, a strange look in the troll’s eyes and a brightness in the goblin’s eyes. 
 
    “Lorta, are you okay?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The troll nodded. “I’m fine. It is just nice to have someone else to help, even if it was just to kill a pair of crawlers.” 
 
    “Do you work this farm by yourself?” 
 
    Lorta nodded. “It’s a lot of work for one person. Crawlers sometimes try to get into the barns to steal eggs or take a bite of anything living.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I do need to learn a few more things about farming. I’ll be happy to help sometimes, if you want it?” 
 
    Lorta’s eyes shimmered a little in the light before she blinked and her face took on a neutral expression. 
 
    “We can help each other. It’s what neighbors do. I can inspect your farm and see what we need to do to get you ready, if you decide to take on some livestock.” 
 
    “I would like that,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Lorta stared at him for a long moment before turning away and walking toward the barn doors. 
 
    “Stay here. I’ll be back,” the troll said and left the barn. 
 
    Onka stepped to Kavan with a wide, toothy smile. 
 
    “What?” Kavan said. 
 
    “Nothing,” the goblin grinned. 
 
    Kavan raised a boney eye ridge. Unable to keep looking at Onka’s unnerving gaze and smile, he turned his attention back to Lorta’s pitchfork. The tool looked like it had seen better days. The shaft was chipped and a little cracked. The metal looked dull, with some rust on it. 
 
    It might help our partnership if I craft or buy her a new pitchfork. 
 
    Kavan blinked before turning his attention to all the harpies looking at him. They were silent as graves, staring with unblinking eyes. Many, if not all of them, squatted. Oval eyes drank him in, not one of them making a sound. 
 
    “Is it always like this with livestock?” Kavan asked Onka but looked at the harpies. 
 
    The goblin nodded. “You get used to it.” 
 
    Kavan nodded when Lorta came back into the barn with a large, oversized sack over each shoulder. She stepped along with ease, reaching the dragonkin and goblin and plopping the sacks between her and them. Blue hands took hold of the tops and opened each sack in turn. 
 
    Kavan looked down to see feathers filling one sack and curled fur filling another. 
 
    “A token of our budding partnership and my thanks for stopping the crawler,” Lorta said with a small smile. 
 
    “Thank you,” the dragonkin said genuinely. 
 
    “I don’t know what kind of bed you have now, but mixing harpy feathers and bolid fur will make it comfortable and warm,” Lorta said with an awkward edge. 
 
    Kavan’s brow lifted as he noticed the troll’s sudden shyness. “I will put these gifts to good use. Again, thank you. I look forward to us working together.” 
 
    Lorta weaved a little on her feet, as if she didn’t know what to do with herself. 
 
    Onka came to the rescue, “Kavan, how about we get these sacks to your farm. I’m sure Lorta has much to do.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. Lorta closed the top of the sacks and tied the leather strap tight. The dragonkin lifted one, feeling how light it was. He easily put one sack on one shoulder and the other sack on the other shoulder. The oversized sacks prevented him from seeing to either side of him, except facing forward. 
 
    “I’ll lead the way back,” Onka said to Kavan before turning to Lorta. “Thank you for showing Kavan your farm. I’m sure the three of us can make Moonvale richer from our partnership.” 
 
    Lorta nodded and smiled. 
 
    Onka started walking, “Come along, Kavan,” 
 
    The dragonkin smiled as he followed the goblin out of the barn. 
 
    A short time later, the pair were walking along a dirt path around the southern town wall and heading toward Kavan’s farm. 
 
    Kavan stared at the goblin as she walked ahead of him. Nagging questions filled his mind as he realized they hadn’t spoken to each other about last night. The intimate hours they spent caused Kavan’s heart to warm at the thought of the goblin. Just as he opened his mouth to speak to Onka, she started talking without looking back. 
 
    “I think Lorta finds you attractive,” the goblin said as her hips swayed from side to side. 
 
    “Is that what that was?” Kavan teased. 
 
    Onka looked over her shoulder as she walked, “Playing dumb may work with others, but it won’t work with me.” 
 
    “I was never playing dumb, especially with us,” Kavan smirked.  
 
    Onka slowed, turned around and walked backwards as she spoke, “Last night was wonderful, but I’m not looking to settle down. When it comes to romance in Moonvale, I don’t believe anyone is ready to settle down. I can sense the spark from many in and around town. I would warn you about incoming gifts, but I think you’ll be fine with it.” 
 
    “What makes you say that?” Kavan said coyly. 
 
    The goblin smiled and winked. “The way you were last night, I doubt one partner could fulfill your desires. That’s fine, I think many others feel the same.” 
 
    Onka turned around and continued to walk, her voice drifting over her shoulder, “And if you need some help with taming someone’s fire, I could be persuaded to help you.” 
 
    The implication was plain as day and Kavan found himself nodding to what she said. He hefted up the two sacks as they walked, wondering how things would play out between the residents of Moonvale and himself. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun slipped past the horizon as night’s cloak drifted over the world. Moonvale’s lanterns magically ignited with a spark and oil feeding into the wicks. The town took on an ethereal glow as doors closed and windows were shuttered. What few residents were outside quickly rushed to their homes and locked themselves in. A still silence filled the town of Moonvale before the sounds of two pairs of boots echoed along the cobblestone streets. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol walked, side by side. Kavan had his spear strapped to his back, while Durzol held a warhammer in his large hand. The two listened and surveyed the area as they walked, patrolling Moonvale streets. 
 
    “How are you adjusting to our town?” Durzol asked as he looked around. 
 
    “It’s growing on me every day,” Kavan said truthfully. 
 
    “It tends to do that. If you were here two years ago, you would have had more residents to meet and know. For a time, Moonvale was thriving. Now, we’re just trying to hold on to what we have.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’m surprised there aren’t more residents here. Have there been that many attacks?” 
 
    Durzol shrugged. “It depends on who you talk to. One monster attack is more than enough for some to leave right away. The rest of us aren’t so timid. We’ve weathered storms and monsters for years. It’s part of Moonvale’s charm.” 
 
    “I’m surprised some of the residents haven’t come together, romantically,” Kavan mentioned. 
 
    “You’ll see why after a time here. To put it simply, everyone left has some sort of reason on why they aren’t together. I don’t want to give away too much of anyone’s personal business, but there are not a lot of happy people left in town. 
 
    “You know about Zellee and Hynrik. Healer Soki focuses on her healing arts and books. Nava spends more time in the sea than on land. No one knows exactly what Ammi wants. Tezzi lives here, but spends a lot of time leaving town to sell her discoveries in Loduss. Lorta took over her family’s farm after they decided to leave, not wanting to be in a town that couldn’t properly protect itself. Onka just doesn’t seem interested in anyone, no matter who pines for her. 
 
    “As for the guys in town, Rujin and Kazko love fighting each other. It’s more important to them than actually having a loving relationship with someone else. Oaks doesn’t seem interested in pursuing relationships. Glem is very simple. He has his work and his faith.” 
 
    “And you?” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Durzol grinned. “I haven’t found the right person yet. Plus, I look out for my father and Dura. We helped keep the peace, at least before you came along.”  
 
    The orc looked over to Kavan, “What about you, my mysterious friend? I’ve seen most of the women here in town eyeing you. It’s only a matter of time before they start trying to win you with a spark.” 
 
    It was Kavan’s turn to shrug. “I don’t know. I still have a lot to do to restore my farm and make enough coin to be stable. I doubt anyone is going to waste their time with a poor dragonkin.” 
 
    Durzol gave a gruff chuckle. “That’s where you’re wrong. I’ve been in this town since I was very young. We all know each other like family. They won’t waste too much time.” 
 
    The young orc hesitated before speaking again, “What deities do you follow?” 
 
    Kavan parted his lips, but no sound came out. He closed his mouth and pondered on the question. 
 
    Durzol’s voice filled the void, “We here of Moonvale are very open to all deities and religions. You don’t have to say who you worship, but you should know that not everyone follows the new dragon gods. We don’t talk about it out loud, especially around strangers, but since you are becoming one of us, you should know that you are free to worship who you wish.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I never gave it much thought before. When you spend your life trying to survive, it's hard to devote faith to any religion or deity.” 
 
    The blacksmith nodded. “If you ever have any questions when it comes to the different religions and deities, Priest Raine and Priestess Misty are well versed in the many religions. They would be more than willing to help you understand the different practices between them.” 
 
    “Thank you, Durzol. It is something I will have to investigate.” 
 
    A thought swirled into Kavan’s mind. “Speaking of the town, I was thinking of helping Lorta by crafting a new pitchfork for her. The one she has is a little worn out. I thought I’d help her out with a new one, but I don’t know too much about metal smithing.” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “Stop by my shop. I’ll show you everything you need to get started and craft it on your own. I’m sure Lorta will enjoy anything you craft for her.” 
 
    “I can’t thank you enough, for helping me and patrolling with me,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The orc returned the dragonkin’s smile. “No need for thanks. You will see it with time, this is normal for us. We help each other, through the good and the bad. When Moonvale grows, we hope to become a thriving city where everyone helps each other. It’s my father’s dream, and mine as well.” 
 
    “It’s still appreciated,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The dragonkin and orc continued their patrol as the stars shone in the dark sky. The residents of Moonvale rested a little better, knowing a magistrate walked the streets of their town once again. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Eleven 
 
    Time flowed on for the town of Moonvale. The threat of monsters dimmed as each night slipped into peaceful evenings and restful slumbers. The townsfolk fell back into their rhythm, carrying on with their daily work and relaxed evenings. 
 
    Kavan spent a week patrolling the town, watching out for any intruders or hints of the returning xykk drone. With each passing night, his mood lightened and a relief filled him as it seemed the monster from that particular night had moved on. There were no new corpses on his farm, or even any undead venturing from the Misty Forest. After the seventh night, the mayor found Kavan on his patrol, smiled and informed him that he didn’t have to keep an eye on the town every night and he was going to lift the curfew.  
 
    With the curfew lifted, Kavan and the mayor went to the Shouting Troll to sit and have a few drinks. The evening spun on into chuckles and laughter as dragonkin and orc talked about everything under the sun. 
 
    Weeks rolled by and Kavan found himself busier than ever. Viz came up with a work and self-improvement routine. The dragonkin woke up at sunrise every morning and stepped into the field outside his home. Spear in hand, he practiced for two hours. The training was vigorous with the dragonkin constantly moving during the whole time. Muscles moved with ease, at first. By the end of the two hours, he was sore and a little exhausted.  
 
    It didn’t slow down for him, pushing through the soreness and moving to the edge of the property. After training, two hours were spent chopping down small trees with his copper axe. The work was grueling as he pushed through the pain. A small glimmer of his innate pain management helped him through the process, but it barely made it easier. The dragonkin often found himself overheating. He took frequent dips in the small pond on his farm, cooling off and returning to work. Chopping wood grew easier with each passing day. It wasn’t long before alerts began filling his gaze. 
 
    Strength increased by 1 degree! Strength is now 4th degree. 
 
    Dexterity increased by 1 degree! Dexterity is now 4th degree. 
 
    Constitution increased by 1 degree! Constitution is now 4th degree. 
 
    Willpower increased by 1 degree! Willpower is now 3rd degree. 
 
    Combat Skill increased by 1 degree! Combat Skill is now 4th degree, Proficient. 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself with each alert. He had become proficient in many of his physical skills and his willpower. He noticed his intelligence was still 2nd degree and knew he had to work on it to bring it up. He had no idea when it would come in handy, but it wasn’t worth the risk of not improving it. 
 
    After the morning workouts and chopping down lumber, Kavan worked on his home. The frequent trips to Sturdy Planks to drop off wood helped the dragonkin to connect with Oaks, the goblin. He asked for pointers and the goblin was more than happy to help. 
 
    When Kavan was back home with planks he purchased from Oaks, he began the difficult task of replacing rotted or cracked wood. It was a slow process, but the dragonkin enjoyed it with every passing day.  
 
    After saving up some coin, he managed to buy a table saw from Oaks and placed it on his farm. The barn had an overhanging roof along the side with a wood pillar at each of the two corners. Kavan had the saw placed there. It ran on a simple steam engine with a mixture of water and enchanted stones. It was strong enough to cut through wood easily and helped the dragonkin to start cutting wood into manageable shapes and make his own planks. With an assortment of other tools, he had what he needed to repair his farm on his own and perhaps add some upgrades to the fence and other areas around his home. 
 
    Wood Working Skill increased by 2 degrees! Wood Working is now 3rd degree, Average.          
 
    Every alert filled the dragonkin with confidence and pushed him to learn more. Viz often informed Kavan of unlocking further knowledge with each skill and helped him remember how to perform tasks. The two grew more entwined, functioning almost like one person at times. 
 
    Onka had visited Woodhaven farm regularly. The goblin often jumped in to help either by holding wood, nails, or simply watching Kavan chop wood. At first, Kavan felt odd with the goblin watching him, but as with everything, he grew used to it and they often had lunch together. 
 
    Socially, the dragonkin felt like he was falling behind. Little time was spent with many of the people in town, except for Durzol, Mayor Sunaxe, Onka, and Lorta. Kavan met with Durzol for a time, the pair working on a new pitchfork for Lorta. The blacksmith was patient and knowledgeable, talking Kavan through the process, but not doing it for him. The first few attempts were disastrous, the metal part of the pitchfork crumbling or bending when it shouldn’t. Durzol often smiled and talked through the mistakes, allowing Kavan to try again and again. 
 
    Metal Smithing Skill increased by 3 degrees! Metal Smithing Skill is now 3rd degree, Above Average. 
 
    Kavan swelled with pride when he finished crafting an iron pitchfork. Durzol was impressed and let Kavan know, when he was ready to build a forge on his property, he would be happy to help. 
 
    The next day, Kavan walked up to Lorta’s farm door, new pitchfork in hand. When the beautiful troll answered, he bowed to her and presented her with his gift. The troll was speechless. One hand grabbed the pitchfork, while the other grabbed Kavan. The only thing he remembered from that moment was his face being pulled into the troll’s warm, overall covered bosom. When she seemed to catch herself, she quickly pulled away and apologized profusely. It all led to an awkward moment with Kavan smiling and Lorta standing with pink cheeks. 
 
    It didn’t take long after that before Lorta started visiting Kavan’s farm. Kavan, Onka, and Lorta began working together to repair and strengthen the barn. After a week, the roof was patched and bad wood was replaced with new, stronger wood. Wood was stacked next to the small stone hearth. The inside was cleaned and made ready to house any livestock Kavan planned to have. 
 
    When evenings approached, Kavan pushed himself to make his first bed. Sleeping on the floor wasn’t sitting well with him and his sore body. Wood was chopped, cut and sanded down. It became a project he liked to work on in the evenings. It only took him a few days, but when the last piece slid into its notch, he placed a mattress filled with fur and feathers on it. A new fur blanket laid on it and comfortable pillows lined the top of the bed.  The dragonkin fell into it and slept peacefully for the first time since he arrived. All of it helped ease Kavan’s exhausted body and start a new day fresh. 
 
    After over a month since Kavan arrived, the dragonkin looked around his property with a sense of accomplishment. The farmhouse didn’t look as shabby as when he first arrived. New windows were installed. The walls were a patchwork of new and old lumber, but Kavan didn’t care as long as it kept the rain out and the heat in. The barn looked brand new. His small workshop on the side of the barn had a wood saw and he planned where the forge would go. It all began to truly feel like home. 
 
    There is still much to do. 
 
    The dragonkin nodded to himself as the morning sun brightened. 
 
    “Kavan!” shouted a voice from the road. 
 
    Kavan smiled to himself before turning to the road next to his farm. Onka and Lorta walked up to his gate. The goblin opened the gate, a satchel bouncing off the side of her hip. Lorta stepped in, a large, clay pot in her arms. The pot was nearly half her size and yet she seemed to carry it effortlessly.  
 
    Kavan rushed to them. “I can help.” 
 
    Lorta shook her head, barely visible over the pot, “It’s not heavy.” 
 
    “It’s a new vat to hatch your livestock!” Onka beamed. “We just have to get it in your barn.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and the three of them made their way to the barn. The large door was pulled open and the trio made their way inside. Lorta moved to the corner closest to the door. She set the vat down easily and stepped back. 
 
    “You’ll have to make a bed for your livestock. It takes a few days to hatch the egg, plenty of time to have it ready,” Lorta informed. 
 
    “I’ll start working on it today,” Kavan said before turning to the vat. “So, how does this work, exactly?” 
 
    Onka nodded and stepped closer to the vat. She turned around and put her hand on the top lid of the large, clay pot. 
 
    “It’s a simple process. I brought an assortment of eggs for you to pick from, but first, you need to fill the vat with water. Any water will do. Once you pick your egg, you submerge it.” 
 
    The goblin reached into the satchel and pulled out a small crystal. She held it before Kavan for him to see. 
 
    “This is an Awakening Crystal. Once the water and egg are in the vat, you drop in this crystal. It will activate and slowly fill the vat with light. The energy will seep into the egg and after a few days, the egg will hatch with a full-grown creature.” 
 
    “They don’t start out as babies?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Onka let out a small laugh. “It would take much longer to raise them and not worth the effort. Most livestock are bred on farms from infancy to adulthood. Once they reach the proper age, they are magically shrunk down and an egg casing closes around them. It puts them in a deep sleep and keeps them healthy. It makes them much easier to transport as well. 
 
    “Once the activation process begins, it cannot be reversed. It’s unhealthy to the livestock to egg them more than once. Usually, once they hatch, they are in their forever home.” 
 
    Onka dug around in her satchel and pulled out an egg. She handed it to Lorta. The big troll took the egg as the goblin dug around and pulled out two more. Kavan eyed the eggs. They were brown in color, but each one had different colored spots. One had red spots, another had white spots and the last one had purple spots.  
 
    Kavan’s gaze gravitated to the egg with purple spots. Onka caught Kavan’s gaze and smiled wider. 
 
    “Good choice,” the goblin grinned. 
 
    “I haven't picked one yet.” 
 
    Onka nodded. “You did, with your eyes,” she said before putting the other two eggs into her satchel. “You should always go with your gut.” 
 
    Onka walked up to Kavan and handed him the egg. “You should inspect it first.” 
 
    Kavan turned the egg around in his hands. He wasn’t sure what he should be looking for and assumed it was fine. 
 
    “Before buying an egg, you should check for cracks and unusual spots. If there is a spot, or spots, that don’t match the others, the egg could be corrupted. Nothing worse than waiting a few days for it to hatch and have dead livestock.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and looked from the egg to the goblin, “It seems like it's fine. What’s next?” 
 
    Onka smiled. “We fill the vat.” 
 
    “Do you have a bucket?” Lorta asked. 
 
    Kavan nodded and walked outside the barn and to the workshop area. He lifted two wood buckets he made and turned to the troll and goblin. 
 
    “Let’s get started,” Kavan said. 
 
    The next few, long moments were Kavan and Lorta bringing buckets of water from the pond and dumping the contents into the vat. Onka cheered them on as they walked back and forth a number of times. 
 
    When the vat was filled to the top with pond water, Onka stepped to it with the egg Kavan chose and an activation crystal. 
 
    “It’s best if you do the honors,” Onka said and held both to the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan took hold of the egg and crystal. He looked down into the water filled vat. Next, he gently placed it in until it touched the bottom. He then dropped the crystal in. For a short moment, nothing happened. 
 
    “Wait for it,” Onka said. 
 
    Sure enough, the vat began to glow with a pale, blue light. Onka placed the lid on top of it. It didn’t screw in or such, but simply laid on the top of the vat. 
 
    “There! In a few days, you should have your very own taur,” Onka grinned. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “How much do I owe you?” 
 
    “Six gold coins. Pay me when you can,” the goblin said whimsically. 
 
    Kavan smiled. 
 
    Lorta shifted on her feet with her head tilted forward and her eyes looking away. “I have to get back to my farm. I was simply taking a break to help Onka move the vat. I’m sure my bolids and harpies are getting into trouble.” 
 
    Kavan noticed the shy uneasiness in the troll. “Do you have to go?” 
 
    Onka spoke up next, “Yea, I was thinking of showing Kavan the beach today. You could join us.” 
 
    Lorta’s eyes widened a little as heat touched her blue cheeks. “I… I would like that, but I really need to get back.”  
 
    “If you change your mind, we will be at the beach for a little while,” Onka said with a warm tone. 
 
    Lorta nodded before she turned in one direction and then another. Kavan and Onka watched as the tall troll didn’t seem to know where to go. She made a full spin before her cheeks glowed hot. Before Kavan or Onka could say anything, Lorta sighed, turned, and marched quickly for the front gate of Woodhaven farm. 
 
    The moment Lorta was far enough away, Onka smiled wider. “She’s really into you.” 
 
    Kavan simply blinked. “I only gave her a new pitchfork. I thought a useful gift meant a better friendship?” 
 
    Onka shook her head. “It doesn’t work like that all the time. You could give her a shiny rock from the floor and she would be falling all over herself to be with you. If she wasn’t interested, she would have just thanked you, but that’s not what she told me.” 
 
    Kavan looked down at the goblin, “What did she tell you?” 
 
    Onka looked up with a wicked gleam in her eyes. “She hugged you and was so embarrassed, she had to fight the urge to shove you off her porch.” 
 
    Kavan sighed. “I really don’t understand how all of this works.” 
 
    Onka reared back her hand and smacked Kavan across his rump. “Good! It will keep you on your toes. And speaking of leggy creatures, have you seen Zellee yet? She keeps talking about you when I see her.” 
 
    Kavan blinked again. “I… hadn’t had time to stop by her shop. I feel I need to bring her a gift and I don’t know what to give.” 
 
    The dragonkin’s brow made a slight V. “And why are you so interested in pushing me to see others?” 
 
    The goblin let out a sharp laugh. “Let’s talk as we walk to the beach.” 
 
    Onka took Kavan’s hand and pulled him along. The dragonkin followed, the pair of them stepping past the main gate and onto the south road.  
 
    Kavan stared into the small distance, seeing the blue waters of the Azure Sea. He guessed it would take a little over ten minutes to walk to the beach. He then glanced down at his hand, Onka still holding it. 
 
    Onka squeezed his hand as they walked. “That night we spent together was very special. I think about it from time to time. I would love to climb you like a tree again, but I think there are many more hearts that need you.” 
 
    The goblin looked up to Kavan with a sly smirk, “Besides, I’m not sure you know you don’t need to settle down with just one lover.” 
 
    Kavan looked down on the goblin as they walked. “I was beginning to get that impression from what you told me before about relationships in Moonvale.  I…” Kavan trailed off. 
 
    “I sensed it that night. You were holding back,” Onka said bluntly. 
 
    Kavan sighed. “Where I come from, it’s not seen as something everyone does. You can see people, but you often settle down with just one.” 
 
    Onka let go of Kavan’s hand, darted forward and spun into a cartwheel. The dragonkin watched as the short goblin rolled onto her feet again, bent her legs and jumped into the air. She spun around and landed on the dirt road, facing Kavan with her arms out. 
 
    “Who cares what it means from where you came from! Moonvale is free of such thinking! You should embrace your freedom! Follow your heart!” 
 
    The beautiful goblin crossed her arms and stared at Kavan with bright, yellow eyes. “I know your heart wants more.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Not just with romance and love. I want more with everything.” 
 
    Onka turned and started walking beside Kavan once again, “Now we’re getting somewhere.” 
 
    “Are we friends?” Kavan asked with genuine curiosity. 
 
    Onka nodded. “Yes, very good friends now. I don’t just sleep with anyone.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I don’t just want to have a nice farm and gold coming in. Kogan spoke about how there is no leadership among the kingdoms. He mentioned how the dragonkin have shut themselves off to the rest of Voldor. I keep asking myself, how long can this continue?” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes took on a shadowy edge. “Where I came from, because of an accident, my life was over. I knew I would live the rest of my short days in pain. 
 
    “Since I arrived here, every day feels like I found a second chance, my second chance. Moonvale can be so much more. I see what the mayor is trying to accomplish, but I think he is thinking too small. I have nothing against him, but I know we can do better.” 
 
    Onka gave a firm nod, “What can we do better?” 
 
    “The people in town need to feel safe. After that, we can expand the town into a real kingdom. I know it’s only been over a month, but I can see the potential.” 
 
    Kavan lifted a scaled hand up and looked at it, “I have to become stronger. It’s the only way to make sure Moonvale is ready to grow.” 
 
    Onka licked her lips as she looked up at Kavan. Her heart thudded in her chest as she could see the ambition in his eyes.  
 
    “I think you're going to be a legend around here,” the goblin said before turning her attention forward. 
 
    “We’re here.” 
 
    Kavan lowered his hand and looked up. The ocean scent drifted over his senses as he stared out at the bluest sea he had ever seen in his life. Waves curled and crashed onto the beach. The white noise of the tides soothed his nerves. White birds floated on thermals, their small squawks carrying on the wind. 
 
    The beach spread out before the pair, yellow-white sand stretching east and west. Clusters of rocks jutted out from the surf in places. Crustacean-like creatures scuttled over the rocks and along some of the beach. The air and sights were breathtaking, Kavan drinking it in and savoring the moment. 
 
    Something caught Kavan’s eye and he turned to his left. An old seaside dock stood. A home or shop was built into the end of the dock, closest to land. A little further in, a tall lighthouse stood. It was white, but had large cracks along the length of it. The windows at the top were covered in grime. The door at the base looked like it was barely hanging onto its hinges. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze shifted back to the dock. It looked weathered, to the point it might get swallowed up by a big enough wave. The wood creaked as small waves crashed into the thick pillars underneath.  
 
    “That’s the old dock. It isn’t used much, since the island nations to the south have little to do with the mainland. No ships enter or leave from here,” Onka said plainly. 
 
    “And the lighthouse?” 
 
    The goblin shrugged. “Since there are no ships, there’s no need for a lighthouse. The mayor thought to fix it up and light the lantern, as a sign to others that our small port was open. 
 
    “Instead, everyone voted against it. There was a fear it would attract monsters to our shores and we didn’t have enough strength to fight any of the bigger monsters.” 
 
    “This is what I meant,” Kavan nodded. “If the town is safe, new residents will come. Ships will come here, bringing people and opening new trade routes. It’s economics 101.” 
 
    “Economics?” Onka said with a tilt of her head and a twitch of one of her large, pointed ears. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “Never mind. It’s something from where I grew up.” 
 
    Kavan quickly changed the topic, “The beach is beautiful. It’s hard to believe it's just a short walk from the farm.” 
 
    Onka nodded, took hold of her shirt and pulled it over her head.  
 
    Kavan turned his attention to the goblin as she quickly undressed. When she was down to her small clothes, the goblin ran towards the incoming waves. 
 
    “I didn’t bring you here just to look at the water. Follow me!” the goblin shouted over her shoulder before running into the wet surf. 
 
    Kavan smirked before grabbing at his shirt. He took off his shirt and threw it aside as Onka dove into the waves. The little goblin surfaced and turned. She waved to Kavan as he dropped his leggings and stood in his small clothes. 
 
    The dragonkin charged across the sand and when he reached the wet surf, he leapt ten feet into the air and splashed into the waves. Onka laughed as she treaded water. Kavan’s dragon-like head popped out of the water with a sharp grin. 
 
    “The water feels amazing!” Kavan shouted as he swam. 
 
    I can’t remember the last time I went swimming. It’s all coming back to me and it feels fantastic! 
 
    “Moonvale is not just monsters and farms!” Onka shouted over the waves before diving under. 
 
    Kavan followed suit by diving under and opening his eyes. The world below the surface was mesmerizing. It was a kaleidoscope of different colored rocks and reefs. Fish swam with little care as the dragonkin swam deeper. A goblin joined his side, smiling through the crystal-clear waters. 
 
    “Kavan, you should be able to hold your breath for over ten minutes. I’m not sure how long goblins can hold their breath.” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he swam down and looked at the natural structures along the sea bottom. Onka swam closer, her hand touching Kavan’s shoulder before she slid her body against his. The dragonkin turned to her as she swam up and kissed him. The two took hold of each other, deep underwater. Sound was muffled, but Kavan could feel his own heartbeat quicken to the goblin’s touch. 
 
    This feels like a dream. 
 
    The goblin pulled away with a mischievous smile before kicking her legs and swimming back to the surface.  
 
    Kavan watched her, feeling like he had plenty of time to enjoy the underwater world. Fish swam closer to investigate the humanoid dragon before they swam away. 
 
    Kavan floated, enjoying the moment when something swam closer. He turned his gaze and saw a humanoid figure darting through the water toward him. Before Kavan could react, Nava swam up to him and touched his chest. 
 
    The blue-skinned siren lingered, her webbed hand on Kavan’s chest. She smiled brightly and pointed upwards with her other webbed hand. Kavan nodded and the pair kicked their legs and swam upwards. 
 
    Dragonkin and siren burst up to the surface. Kavan took a quick breath as Onka treaded water nearby. 
 
    “Hi Nava!” Onka said. 
 
    “Hi Onka! Hi Kavan! What brings you to the beach?” the siren grinned. 
 
    “Swimming and giving Kavan the tour,” the goblin said as she leaned back and swam around in a circle. 
 
    Kavan looked at the siren, “Were you just swimming around?” 
 
    Nava nodded. “I have to go swimming almost every other day or my skin dries out. I’m also the owner of Sea Dream Fish, over on the end of the dock. It’s where I fish and prepare any fish I catch for town. You should stop by and check out my selection.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I will. I haven’t had good fish in a while.” 
 
    “Best place in town to pick up fish,” the siren laughed. 
 
    “Nava, any secrets you can tell us about the beach? Places to explore or relax?” Onka asked 
 
    The siren grinned. “The whole beach is wonderful. Just don’t go too far west from here. It’s a little primal and dangerous. But right where we are, there are shellfish with pearls in them. I like how they taste, but I usually toss the pearls.” 
 
    An idea struck Kavan. 
 
    “Can you show me the shellfish with pearls in them?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Nava nodded. “Follow me,” and dove under. 
 
    “I’m going to sun myself on the beach. Have fun pearl diving with Nava,” Onka said and started swimming back to shore. 
 
    Kavan nodded before diving under. The noise of the surface died into a dull gloom as Kavan swam down. Nava was already at the bottom, waving to him with a webbed hand. Kavan swam closer until he was beside her. 
 
    The siren reached down into a crack between a cluster of rocks. She took hold of something and pulled it free. She lifted it up, and with just her webbed hands, broke it open. The siren pulled out a pearl and licked the insides of the shellfish into her mouth. She then pointed to the dark spot between rocks. 
 
    Kavan reached down into the crack and felt a cluster of shellfish. They felt just like oysters with rough edges and a few spikes on them. Kavan’s spindly fingers took hold and pulled up a few. A claw slid out one of his fingertips and stabbed into the edge of the shellfish. With a twist of his wrist, it popped open. Sure enough, a pearl shined before his eyes. He plucked it from the shellfish and let the rest of it drop. Nava grabbed it and quickly licked the gooey insides into her mouth. 
 
    A pearl might be a nice gift for Zellee. She seems to like pretty things. The only way I’ll know for sure is when I give it to her. 
 
    Kavan looked down at the alien oysters in his other hand.  
 
    I could give pearls to everyone as a gift, but I think that would be a bit odd. It’s better to find out what each of my friends like. It will have more meaning.   
 
    Nava tapped Kavan on the chest. He turned to the siren, seeing her point to the oysters and then pointing to her mouth. The dragonkin chuckled, bubbles rising up from his small snout. He handed over the rest and the siren began opening and devouring the gooey contents of each one. 
 
    Kavan kicked his legs and swam to the surface. When he emerged, he looked to the beach to see Onka laying in the sand and soaking in the sun. Long arms and legs moved, propelling the dragonkin toward the beach.  
 
    Further up the beach, something emerged along the edge and peered down on the goblin. Reptilian eyes focused on the goblin and it slowly began to stalk forward. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze shifted and his heart hammered in his chest. A large creature, the size of a bear back on earth, walked on all fours down from the forest edge and onto the beach. Its body was bulky and covered in hard scales. The head was pointed and reptilian, like an alligator. It was heavily muscled and as it walked onto the sand, its gaze never left the goblin. 
 
    Limbs moved with a burst of speed. Kavan propelled himself through the water and onto the surf. Hands and feet touched the muddy sand, pushing himself to move faster. He kept his gaze on the bearish reptile while it stalked closer to Onka.  
 
    Nava emerged from the waters and instantly saw the monster, Onka, and Kavan charging out of the surf. 
 
    “ONKA!” Nava’s voice rippled through the air with a sonic shout. 
 
    The goblin sat up to see Kavan rushing onto the sand and Nava waving from the water. 
 
    “Dregger!” the siren shouted with a sonic boom. 
 
    Onka turned her gaze to the large creature galloping toward her. It’s pointed snout opened to rows of jagged teeth. It moved quickly, closing the distance in a heartbeat. Onka was on her feet and running toward the water. The beast closed in, ready to pounce, when a shadow touched its charging gaze. 
 
    Kavan leapt into the air as claws slid out of his fingertips. His character stats glowed in the corner of his vision as he came down toward the monster. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 3 
 
    Gold: 17 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 2 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Willpower: 3  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 4 
 
      
 
    Kavan spent a mana point and one of his clawed hands was engulfed in fire. 
 
    The beast rose up onto its hind legs as Kavan came down with a swipe of his flaming claws. Thick hide sliced open and burned along the monster’s chest. A clawed, wide paw swung around and struck Kavan as he landed. The force of the blow knocked him off his feet and he landed twenty feet away, sand billowing into the air from the impact. 
 
    Kavan quickly rolled back onto his feet, claws at the ready. The beast turned to him and fell to all fours. It roared as it charged. 
 
    The dragonkin bent his knees and charged the attacking monster. When the two met, the beast made a clumsy swipe. Kavan quickly pulled back, the claws missing him by inches, before slicing down with his flaming claws on the monster’s arm. Deep marks opened and the flames cauterized the wound instantly. The monster roared as it tried to make another swipe. Kavan’s body bent low, the wide swipe missing his head by several inches. Kavan turned and sliced upwards, cutting along the monster’s other arm. 
 
    A deep growl filled the area as the monster threw its entire bulk at Kavan and crashed into him. The force of the blow forced the air out of Kavan’s lungs as he slammed onto the sandy beach. The monster stayed with him and slammed down, hundreds of pounds pushing against the dragonkin and cracking a rib. 
 
    Kavan stabbed his flaming claws into the monster’s side, each flaming point penetrating the thick hide and burning it. The monster reared back an arm and brought it hard across Kavan’s head. 
 
    Stars exploded across Kavan’s gaze from the force of the blow. Kavan’s neck strained to keep his head on. If he were human, it would have taken his head completely off. Pain stabbed into his entire head and neck. Flaming claws slid out of the wound as Kavan tried to regain his senses. He barely blinked as a thick paw came down and slammed into his head again. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Hurt/Cracked Rib 
 
    Mana: 2/3 
 
      
 
    Onka rushed into the surf as Nava ran out to her. The two met and turned to see the beast pinning down Kavan and raising its paw.  
 
    “Kavan!” Onka and Nava shouted. 
 
    Kavan fought through the waves of pain. A glow touched his throat as the fire along his hand grew brighter. Pain parted as Kavan’s eyes narrowed in contained rage. The monster’s paw was up, ready to come down to take off his head. Kavan’s eyes flashed with heat as he drove his flaming claws into the side of the monster. Claws sliced and burned as fingers grabbed onto organs. The monster’s arm hesitated as it felt its very life was being pulled out its side. 
 
    Kavan opened his maw and his head struck up like a snake. Sharp teeth sank into the thick flesh as his flaming hand on the right pulled out burnt entrails. The claws on his left hand stabbed in and pulled as well. 
 
    The monster let out a whimpering cry. It tried to pull away, entrails flowing out of it. Kavan’s mouth was clamped onto the creature’s throat, the beast taking him with it. The dregger let out a long moan as it teetered and fell onto its back. Clawed paws weakly slammed into Kavan’s back. The dragonkin tasted blood and bit deeper. When he had a sizable chunk of meat in his mouth, he pulled back his head and ripped out a hunk of flesh. He spit it out as gore dripped from his maw and down his neck. 
 
    Kavan looked down at the monster, ready to tear into it again when he saw it was no longer moving. Blood dripped from burnt organs and its neck, the monsters slitted eyes staring at nothing. 
 
    The dragonkin stood up on shaky legs. The flames died on his hand and he cradled his side, feeling the now broken rib. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Fire Sphere. Fire Sphere is now 2nd degree. 
 
    You gained 1 point of mana. 
 
    Kavan barely saw the alert as he turned to Onka and Nava, stepping from the surf with wide eyes.  
 
    The dragonkin smirked before he collapsed onto the sand and his world turned black.   
 
    

  

 
   
    Twelve 
 
    Reality came in flashing waves. Heavy breathing touched the air as Kavan’s eyes opened and closed. The road before him tilted from the left to the right. Darkness filled his gaze before eyelids pulled back. Arms rested on shoulders. Onka looked at the dragonkin with concern from the right. Nava said encouraging words from the left. Legs and taloned feet moved at a clumsy pace. Reality spun and Kavan held onto the goblin and siren, ready to fall off the world. 
 
    “Kavan… your head… took some damage. It’s healing… slowly,” Viz’s voice echoed through his mind. 
 
    The dragonkin mumbled incoherently as he stumbled along. Darkness washed over him and when he opened his eyes, he was guided into his home. 
 
    “Upstairs,” Onka ordered. 
 
    The world shifted again, flashes of stairs before him. Reality changed again, the dragonkin seeing his bedroom door. Another blink later, he was laying down in his bed, Onka and Nava by his side. 
 
    “Get Healer Soki,” Onka said with an edge of panic. “I’ll stay with him.” 
 
    The siren nodded. Kavan barely saw the siren put two items on the bed, next to his pillow, before passing out again. 
 
    Dark memories enveloped the dreamscape. Human hands reached up and took hold of stone outcroppings. Joy filled a beating heart. A hand slipped and joy turned into a tortured pain. 
 
    Red flashed and Kavan opened his eyes. Pain ebbed away as he laid on the bed. Slitted eyes turned to a beautiful goblin in bed with him. Onka stared down at Kavan, a wry smile stabbing into her cheeks. 
 
    “The healer is on her way,” Onka said. 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod and slowly sat up. “Are you and Nava, okay?” 
 
    The goblin was sitting on the bed, her legs akimbo. “We’re fine. It was you who took a few nasty hits to the head. Maybe you should lie down.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No. My regeneration is already working. I just have to rest.” 
 
    Onka nodded. “Who’s Viz?” 
 
    Kavan kept his face blank. “An old friend.” 
 
    The goblin eyed the dragonkin. “You said a few things as we brought you back here.” 
 
    “What did I say?” Kavan asked as he rubbed at the side of his head. 
 
    “Something about a mountain and broken bones. You were a mess.” 
 
    “It must have been those blows to the head. Everything is a jumble,” Kavan lied. 
 
    Onka’s eyes narrowed a hair. “You don’t have to lie to me. We’re friends.” 
 
    Kavan blinked. “As a friend, please know I don’t want to talk about it.” 
 
    The goblin kept her steady gaze on the dragonkin before giving him a small nod. “Soki should have some healing potions to help you feel better. I could stay here with you for the night, just to make sure you’re, okay?” 
 
    “I appreciate it, but I think I can manage,” Kavan said gruffly. 
 
    Onka looked to the side. “I’ll wait downstairs for Healer Soki.” 
 
    The goblin stood up and two pieces moved by the pillow. Kavan looked over at a pearl and a khess piece of a man in armor. 
 
    “Nava said she saw you drop these when you rushed out of the water to fight the dregger. She picked them up and left them here for you,” Onka said plainly before turning and leaving the master bedroom. 
 
    Kavan sat up, his gaze caught in the gravity of the game piece and the shiny pearl.  
 
    “She isn’t happy,” Viz mentioned. 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    She won’t understand anything I say about my past. It’s better to bury it and try to forget it ever happened. 
 
    “Burying your past will only cause it to come out at inopportune moments, such as being struck in the head a few times by a strong monster,” Viz quipped. 
 
    Kavan stared at the pearl and game piece for a long moment before his spirit sighed. 
 
    I know you don’t just aid in player world interaction. You counsel players as well. I’m just not sure talking about this will help in any way. 
 
    “Trauma can have devastating effects on your psyche. It can affect your relationships with others and yourself. I was programmed to help players adjust to certain social aspects for better game play. I must admit, my disconnect from the servers and being a voice in your head is a little odd, but I still follow my basic functions and protocols.  
 
    “In essence, if you cannot confide in others, you can always confide in me.” 
 
    Kavan’s gaze shifted to the side as a wall along his psyche cracked. 
 
    My family liked to camp and hike. It was our tradition every year to visit the state parks and go hiking, fishing, and enjoy the great outdoors. My parents gave me a lot of freedom since I was an only child. At fourteen, I still remember waking very early to go for walks and fishing before the sunrise.  
 
    Kavan’s eyes darkened. 
 
    My parents always said I had an ambitious streak. I was always challenging myself to do better. As far as I can remember, I always pushed myself harder. I had many friends in school. I was the center of attention and many of my friends looked up to me.  
 
    I was having a good life, until that one moment where I went beyond my limitations. 
 
    There is a climber’s mountain in the park we used to visit. For years, I watched other campers go to it. It was named Devil’s Talon, for obvious reasons. It is meant only for experienced climbers. Over the years, I had seen people make the climb and dreamed of doing it myself. 
 
    When I was fifteen, I left my family’s cabin and hiked to the mountain. I had all the gear I needed, even though I had never climbed a mountain before. I was filled with so much confidence, I couldn’t imagine it being as tough as many climbers said it was. 
 
    I began my climb in the early morning light. I thought, even if I made it halfway, it would prepare me for the next time we came to stay at the park. I was only going to spend a few hours climbing and come back down to surprise my family. 
 
    I didn’t account for the morning dew on the rocks. I was nearly to the halfway point, my mind focused on climbing as high as I could. 
 
    Kavan let out a small exhale. 
 
    My hand slipped on a rock. My pack was too heavy. I fell. I just remember pain and tumbling. At some point, my pack was ripped off my back. When the tumbling stopped, I was on my back, surrounded by tall trees. 
 
    I laid there, in the brush and among trees, most of my bones broken and bleeding. I thought that was when I was going to die. I could only move my eyes and I looked to the side to see my backpack, twenty feet away. My cell phone, rations, water, and first aid kit were inside. I couldn’t move to get it. I just laid there, thinking I was going to die and no one would know until it was too late. 
 
    I was there for three days. The bleeding had slowed, but my body was so broken, I could only endure the pain. The nights were freezing and I shivered in pain. I would have died from thirst, if not for morning dew and drops of water falling into my open mouth.  
 
    I could hear animals inspecting me and moving away. I prayed that they just stayed away and didn’t try to eat me. Fear turned into rage after a time. I tried to move and push past the pain. I had to try to get to my pack. I only managed a few feet a day before I passed out. On the third day, I was so close, I could win. I could beat death. 
 
    In that moment of rage and torment, I made it to my pack, opened it and pulled out my cell phone. I made the emergency call, marked my location and passed out.  
 
    Kavan’s eyes took on a hint of sorrow before he began talking in a low tone. 
 
    “Everyone was surprised I was still alive. Doctors did what they could to repair my body. I was told after every surgery that I would be limited in movement and may have some kind of pain for the rest of my life.  
 
    “My parent’s insurance would not cover any surgery to repair my scarred face and body. They only paid enough to make sure I didn’t die. When I was ready to go home, my parents spent every penny they had to try and make my life livable and normal. 
 
    “I went to school and the many friends I had begun deserting me, one by one. They shunned me because I was fragile now. I couldn’t participate in sports. I couldn’t do much of anything with my broken body. I spent the rest of my school years alone.” 
 
    The dragonkin swung his legs over the side of the bed and simply sat. “What no one ever talks about when you suffer a life changing and traumatic event is you're still the same person inside. You still have ambitions, desires, challenges, and goals. Since as far back as I could remember, I wanted to change the world. I wanted to become someone great so I could help others achieve greatness. It may sound cliché and stupid, but it was me. I never wanted a simple life. I wanted to change the world.” 
 
    Kava blinked as he looked at nothing. “I learned a lot from being disfigured. As time passed, I understood what it meant to be a monster in other’s eyes. Instead of it dragging me down, I embraced it and it spoke to me like nothing else in the world ever did.” 
 
    Kavan dipped his head. “My parents did the best they could, but they were older parents. My father passed away when I was twenty-one. My mother passed away last year after I turned twenty-three. It was then when I was truly alone.” 
 
    “Your desires and ambitions are not stupid. They never were. There is nothing wrong with wanting what you desire,” Viz said with an understanding tone. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “You’re right, but now I have a second chance. I can live the life I always wanted. I don’t have to go back to my old body. This new one is amazing. I’m starting to make friends. I…” Kavan trailed off when he thought of Onka. 
 
    “The people you knew before were never your friends. If they were, they would have stayed by you. As for Onka, if you both are truly friends, she’ll understand and remain at your side.” 
 
    “Maybe with time, I can tell her everything. I just can’t do that now. This world is still alien to me, and my past from Earth would only confuse things further.” 
 
    “Kavan, as I said, I’m here for you. Anytime you want to talk, I will always be here.” 
 
    “Thank you, Viz,” Kavan said with a small smile. 
 
    The sound of a door opening downstairs touched Kavan’s sensitive hearing. He listened as bodies moved through the house and to the stairs. It sounded like an army pounding up the stairs. The floor creaked from the many feet and something slithering down the main hall. When they reached the door, the knob turned and the door opened. 
 
    Onka, Nava, Healer Soki, Mayor Sunaxe, and Durzol stepped in. The small crowd looked at the dragonkin sitting on the edge of his bed, a small smile showing. 
 
    Soki was first to slither across the room while her hand dove into her medicine satchel. She pulled out a potion as she slithered up to the dragonkin and eyed him. Her other hand reached up and touched his head, fingers gliding along scales and inspecting him. 
 
    “Nava told us what happened,” the mayor spoke up. “Thankfully you survived and weren’t dragged away. Dreggers often do that once they take the fight out of their prey.” 
 
    Onka crossed her arms. “Kavan still had plenty of fight in him,” the goblin smirked. 
 
    Soki gave a small nod. “It looks like your natural regeneration has healed some of the damage. I don’t have to tell you to be careful, but you should be careful.” 
 
    The naga handed the potion to Kavan, “Drink this and it should heal the rest of the damage. Potions like these heal physical damage to a degree. You still might have some headaches from taking a few blows to the head. I’m ordering bedrest until tomorrow morning.” 
 
    Soki reared up a little and looked at the small crowd gathered. “Someone should stay with him for the night just to keep an eye on him.” 
 
    “I will!” Onka, Nava, and Durzol said at the same time. 
 
    The goblin, siren, and orc looked at each other with wide smiles. 
 
    “I really don’t need to be looked after,” Kavan said. 
 
    Onka stepped forward from the group, “You’re my responsibility. I volunteered as your guide to Moonvale and I should be the one to watch over you.” 
 
    The goblin turned on her heels and faced everyone gathered. “If no one objects?” 
 
    Durzol grinned. “No objection here.” 
 
    Nava’s eyes narrowed. “It’s fine, for now.” 
 
    “Fine for now?” Kavan whispered to himself. 
 
    Soki touched Kavan’s cheek and he looked up to her. “Please, simply rest. We can’t have our magistrate unwell now, can we?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I will follow the healer’s orders. Thank you.” 
 
    Soki pulled her hand from his cheek and patted his head. “Good patient.” 
 
    The naga turned to everyone with her hands on her smooth hips. “Kavan needs his rest. Everyone out, except for Onka.” 
 
    The Naga turned her gaze to the short goblin, “If his condition changes, come get me right away.” 
 
    “I will,” Onka said with a strong nod. 
 
    Soki began waving her hands at the group, “Everyone out. Come back tomorrow.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe and Durzol gave Kavan a hearty nod. Nava had a cheery smile and waved. Healer Soki moved to the group and helped shoo them out of the master bedroom.  
 
    The sound of bodies moving down to the main floor and out the door filled the home. When the door was shut, the house grew quiet again. 
 
    Onka looked at Kavan with a wicked gleam in her eyes. “Alone at last.” 
 
    Kavan uncorked the top of the potion and began drinking. Warm liquid filled his throat before he swallowed. The warmth spread across his stomach and healing energy crawled to small aches and pains. 
 
    “I’m going to check your cold chests and see if I can put a meal together. I have to warn you, I’m a terrible cook,” Onka grinned. 
 
    “I’m sure it will be fine. I can come down and…” Kavan was cut off. 
 
    “Bed rest! Healer’s orders! Lay down and shut up,” The goblin said sternly before walking to the bedroom door, opening it and stepping out. 
 
    Kavan stared at the door and nodded. “Yes ma’am.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun slid into late afternoon. Shafts of light beamed through windows and painted yellow spots on the floors of the almost empty farm home. A relaxed calm filled the home as two people sat on a bed upstairs. 
 
    Kavan and Onka smiled at each other. Wooden plates laid on the bed with crumbs left over from their meals. The last hour was spent talking about the incident at the beach and the next time they go, they will be armed to the teeth and dressed in their swimming clothes. 
 
    “I hadn’t visited the beach in a long time. I don’t know how Nava could be so far away from town, especially with dreggers around,” Onka smiled. 
 
    “Doesn’t she spend a lot of time in the water? It might be safer, unless dreggers like the water too?” 
 
    The goblin nodded. “They do. They can be on land and in water. They are often around swamps and coastlines. I’ve heard about them before, but never saw one in the flesh. During the spring and summer, they don’t have any hair on their bodies, but during fall and winter, they develop big, shaggy coats. If you want the warmest blanket for a long winter, a dregger coat is perfect for it.” 
 
    “I may have to go hunting for a dregger when it gets colder,” Kavan laughed. 
 
    Onka leaned on one hand as she looked at the bare-chested dragonkin. “Maybe we can both go hunting for one.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. 
 
    Onka caught herself staring and looked down at the empty plates. “Did you even know you had plates in your cupboard? These had a layer of dust on them before I dipped them in water.”   
 
    Kavan shrugged. “Work and sleep are most of my days and nights. I still haven’t explored the house completely. I usually grab something from the cold chest and snack all day. It's easier than making a meal, not that I know many recipes.” 
 
    The goblin’s gaze lingered on the dragonkin. “Rujin has plenty of recipes. He likes to share some of them to entice residents to visit his inn. Kazko can pour a great drink, but his food is not as good as his brothers’.” 
 
    “I’ll have to pick up a few recipes from Rujin when I see him next,” Kavan said. 
 
    The goblin’s large, ovals eyes slowly blinked. “Kavan, thank you for protecting us from the dregger. Thank you for protecting me.” 
 
    “It’s my job as a magistrate,” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Onka eyed him. “We both know you would have done it, even if you weren’t the town’s magistrate.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Kavan said with a sly edge. 
 
    A moment of silence drifted between them. The pair looked into each other’s eyes as a closeness formed a deeper connection. 
 
    Onka’s gaze lowered. “Kavan, I’m sorry if I was prying too much before. I wanted to understand some of the things you were saying as we brought you back here. They were odd, and a little mysterious. I understand that sometimes we don’t want to talk about our past, especially the unpleasant parts. 
 
    “I want you to know that I value our friendship. We can talk, or not talk about anything. I promise to keep it between us.” 
 
    Kavan’s gaze took on a mischievous gleam. “Tell me something about yourself and I’ll tell you something about me.” 
 
    Onka’s smile revealed her teeth and sharp canines. “I’m hungry and horny all the time.” 
 
    Kavan let out a loud laugh. “I don’t think that’s much of a secret.” 
 
    Onka kept her smile. “You didn’t ask for a secret. You asked me to tell you something about myself. Now you tell me something.” 
 
    Kavan’s chuckles died down and he looked at the goblin with a straight face. “I don’t want to remember my life before I came here. Moonvale is becoming my home and I never want to leave it.” 
 
    Heat touched Onka’s cheeks as she saw the pure truth in Kavan’s eyes. 
 
    The dragonkin continued, “And I want to add, I too am hungry and horny all the time.” 
 
    Onka barked out a laugh. A green hand reached down and swiped the bed clean of the two empty plates between them. The wood plates hit the floor with a small clatter as Onka hopped onto her feet, bent her legs and launched forward. Kavan’s hands were up, catching the goblin as she slammed into him.  
 
    Kavan fell into the bed, Onka on him. The goblin looked down at Kavan’s arms as he held her. Heat rose up between them. Onka turned her gaze to Kavan’s yellow eyes and her body relaxed on top of his. 
 
    Kavan held the goblin close, her body giving off waves of heat. It caused his own heart to beat harder. Before he knew it, blood rushed to his member and it thickened. 
 
    Onka glanced down and back up to Kavan. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Much better,” Kavan said with a gentle tone. 
 
    Onka nodded before pushing against his chest and straddling his waist. “I can tell you’re feeling better.” 
 
    The goblin began moving her hips. The push of Kavan’s dragonhood between them caused a sultry sigh to drip from Onka’s parted lips. 
 
    “I think we should do something about the tension between us,” Onka said with a breathy edge.  
 
    Kavan simply nodded. 
 
    Onka rose up and pulled at her clothes. They came off easy, a shirt flying in one direction and her leggings flying in another. Kavan watched as she pulled off her small clothes and her scent filled his nose. He could taste the desire dripping off the goblin. She stood over him, naked with emerald green skin practically glowing in the afternoon light. 
 
    Kavan’s hands slipped into his leggings. With a push, they came off and he quickly slipped out the rest. Onka looked down at his strong body and now free dragonhood. It stood under its own power, throbbing with pent up need. 
 
    Onka ran her hands along her own curves, the mood reaching a flashpoint. Fingers slid over her own breasts and nipples. A drop of wetness fell from between her parted legs as pink flesh bloomed. The drop touched the head of Kavan’s cock and it bounced with a fevered need. 
 
    “Remember, I’m here to take care of you,” Onka said with a sultry whisper before lowering herself down. 
 
    Kavan reached up and touched her waist as she took hold of his member. She ran the tip along her wet valley entrance, massaging the tip along her engorged clit. Wetness bloomed, nearly coating Kavan’s member.  
 
    The dragonkin let his hand glide along Onka's smooth skin. When he reached her breasts, thumbs slid over pert dark green nipples and the goblin shuddered. Kavan continued to enjoy her touch as she rubbed the head of his cock against her dripping slit. 
 
    The heat grew as Onka whimpered. The goblin trembled as if she was trying to contain herself. With a small moan, she lowered herself further, Kavan’s cock pushing into her tight valley. Thick inches spread her inner world as she slid down, an inch at a time.  
 
    Kavan let out a small moan of his own, watching the goblin sink down until his cock was deep and snug within her. For a small moment, he stared at her with a relaxed gaze. The goblin moaned her approval, barely moving on the thick member within her. Primal desires took over and her hips moved slowly up and down. The sight of the beautiful goblin fighting her own desires caused Kavan’s cock to harden like solid granite. He continued to run his hands along her body, touching and caressing her as she moaned. 
 
    The scent of their union filled the space between and around them. It caused Onka to up the tempo, her hips slamming down on the dragonkin. Movements grew frenetic as Onka’s eyes rolled into her head. Her mouth hung open as saliva dripped from her lip and landed on Kavan’s stomach. He lifted his hand to touch her cheek and the goblin took his thumb into her mouth and gently sucked on it. 
 
    The muffled moans grew as she sucked on his thumb and rode his lap. Thighs and knees worked, not allowing too many inches to escape her tight valley. Heated wetness flowed as the goblin squeezed Kavan’s member. 
 
    Onka pulled her head back, Kavan’s thumb escaping her lips. She pressed her hands down on his stomach, her hips moving up and down. Her eyes rolling back into place, the goblin peered down on Kavan’s confident eyes. 
 
    “This… feeling,” Onka whispered before her eyes widened. 
 
    Kavan’s hand took hold of one of her bouncing breasts, caressing her pert nipple when Onka let out a ragged hiss. Her eyes once again rolled into her head and she shuddered hard. The scent between them changed, Kavan licking his lips as if to taste it from the very air. He watched Onka as bliss bloomed between them and wetness surged. Onka’s inner thighs slapped against Kavan’s hips as she repeatedly impaled herself to the hilt.   
 
    “It’s… not… stopping,” Onka moaned as her body trembled, a string of orgasms blasting her nerves to glass. 
 
    One of Kavan’s hands touched her hip and slid over her round rump. He enjoyed the touch of her smooth skin before taking hold of the curve of her hip and keeping her to the rhythm. 
 
    Onka continued to move, driving herself on his cock like a mad goblin. A wicked grin formed as she shuddered from another string of orgasms. The air grew hazy between them, the connection blazing bright. Kavan’s hand tightened at her hip as his willpower cracked. 
 
    “Fucking fill me with your seed,” Onka hissed with a faraway gaze. 
 
    Kavan’s control began to slip. He watched the insatiable goblin ride his cock with pure, unadulterated desire. It only further added to his loss of control. Kavan grunted as the last strands of willpower shattered. When Onka slid down to the hilt, Kavan’s cock thickened and white seed spurted. 
 
    Onka let out a shrill cry as molten seed instantly filled her tight valley. She barely moved as another volley of spurts painted her inner world. Bliss and ecstasy crashed into hot bodies. Kavan held the goblin to him as she slowly bounced on his dragonhood.  
 
    The beautiful goblin leaned forward, her hips and tight valley milking Kavan’s cock of every last drop of seed. Weakness caused the goblin’s thighs to tremble. She fell forward, landing on Kavan’s chest. The dragonkin held her to him as her hips continued to milk his cock and seed dripping out along their connection. 
 
    The tingling sensations of orgasms dwindled, but not the fire that brought them on. Kavan held the goblin to his chest as Onka couldn’t stop herself from moving her hips.  
 
    The couple laid on the bed, basking in the moment as the sun sank lower in the sky, painting the world in a golden light. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Thirteen 
 
    Misty gloom billowed across a dark landscape. Kavan stood, a low fog obscuring his legs from the knees down. The mist covered the dark land as far as Kavan could see. The cool caress of the low fog seeped into the dragonkin’s bones as he stared at the dark horizon. 
 
    Storm clouds stretched across the black sky. Light flashed among the heavens. The scent of rain filled Kavan’s nostrils as he continued to peer into the distance. 
 
    A bolt of lightning flashed down and struck the land. Energy rippled and arced, circling around a dark figure. Kavan’s eyes narrowed, seeing the electrical light leap along the humanoid’s outline.  
 
    The sky flashed again, a thicker lightning bolt cracking the black sky in two and striking the figure as it approached. A dim, blue aura enveloped the figure, but gave no further details as they marched toward him with ease. 
 
    A familiar feeling stabbed into Kavan’s psyche. A hint of confusion colored his eyes as he stared at the approaching figure. The mist began to part as the stranger walked closer and closer. A gleam of a hilt shined over its shoulder. Horns glowed with supernatural light. Eyes blazed with azure fire. 
 
    “She calls,” a voice echoed through the dark landscape. 
 
    Kavan took one step forward, the desire to know more propelling his second step. The mist parted as the two figures approached each other. Inky shadows caressed the figure, not giving away any more secrets. 
 
    Kavan and the dark stranger stopped, a distance of forty feet separating them. The sky swirled with angry rage. Flashes of light pulsed along dark clouds. The tempo grew into a spectacular symphony of light. 
 
    “She calls.”  
 
    The voice was louder and grating on Kavan’s ears. 
 
    The dark heavens exploded into several lightning bolts. They streaked down in a blink, slamming into the dark figure. The figure’s aura grew brighter before a mouth opened and a thick lightning bolt blasted out, crossing the small distance and slamming into Kavan’s chest. 
 
    Kavan woke up with a start. 
 
    A throbbing pain filled his chest and tired muscles. He quickly sat up and looked over, to see his bed empty and Onka long gone. The dragonkin lifted his gaze to the window, morning light spilling in. 
 
    “She really doesn’t like to stay the whole time,” Kavan chuckled to himself. 
 
    “Maybe she doesn’t want to get too attached? She might have been hurt before, or doesn’t have good experiences with relationships?” 
 
    “I should ask her, when we have a moment alone again,” Kavan said and threw his blanket off of him. 
 
    The dragonkin stood up in nis naked glory and stretched his arms over his head. The throbbing pain and sore muscles ebbed away and when his arms fell to his side, he felt much better. 
 
    “I can get used to this regeneration,” Kavan said and scratched his butt.  
 
    “Are we going to continue with our normal morning routine?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “Not today. This place needs some furniture and I need to stop in town for a few things.” 
 
    Kavan looked down to the floor beside his bed, seeing the pearl and little khess piece. “I also have to see Brom and give him his missing piece. I could use a new lesson. The dregger was strong and I barely won that fight. If any other monsters show up, I need to be ready.” 
 
    “Do you plan to buy or make some furniture?” 
 
    Kavan scratched at the back of his head. “A little of both. I should be ready to entertain guests. So far, all I have is a bed.” 
 
    The dragonkin stepped to his pile of clothes and picked them up. He threw some of them on the bed, except for his leggings. He put them on while his mind swirled with errands he needed to run. 
 
    Time quickened. Kavan was dressed and out the front door of the farm home. A spear was attached to his back sheath. Leather armor covered his torso, his satchel hung at his hip and a brightness filled his eyes. He made his way to the barn and stepped in. Stepping over to the vat, he lifted the lid and looked inside. 
 
    The water was dark, but he could barely make out a humanoid figure within. They were curled into a ball, laying on their side. Kavan nodded to himself before replacing the lid. 
 
    I’m going to need a few things for my taur as well. I can’t have her sleeping on the floor of the barn. 
 
    Kavan turned and left the barn. He crossed his property, stepped through the gate and onto the road. Morning sunlight painted the world in a yellow hue. Kavan drank in the clean air as he strolled toward the southern gate of Moonvale. 
 
    The gates were wide open as he walked onto the cobblestone street. Despite the small population, he noticed some activity of residents moving about their day. The dragonkin found himself smiling as he walked up the street and stepped into Shegga’s grocery shop.  
 
    The shelves were filled with many items, from vegetables to everyday items for home. At the other end of the shop and at a small counter, Shegga leaned back in her chair with a romance book in her claws. She didn’t bother to look up as Kavan walked through the shop and stood over her by the counter. 
 
    “Morning, Shegga,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The kobold put the open book to her chest and craned her eyes and snout up, an annoyed look in her eyes. 
 
    “Morning,” the kobold said simply. 
 
    Kavan kept his smile. “Shegga, do you have jewelry for sale?” 
 
    The kobold lifted a boney eye ridge. “There is very little I don’t sell. I’m also the town jeweler.” 
 
    Shegga was up from her seat and put her open book face down on the counter. She stepped over one pace, reached under the counter and pulled out a glass-covered box. She placed it on the counter and opened the top. 
 
    Kavan looked down at the many beautiful pieces of jewelry, from necklaces to rings to earrings. Each one was made from a different metal and gems. 
 
    “Thinking of spicing up your love life?” Shegga said with a sly tone. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Kavan said and reached into his belt pouch and pulled out a pearl. “Do you have a necklace that can go with this?” 
 
    Shegga eyed the pearl and gave him a small nod. “I do. I have a clasp that will hold it to the chain. It should be quick. I can do it right now, for one gold piece.” 
 
    “One gold piece? I thought something like that would cost more?” 
 
    Shegga shook her head. “If I already had the pearl, I may charge three. But since you already have the pearl, it’s a simple task to fit it and the chain together. Besides, I never want to stand in the way of the heart’s desire. Who is the gift for?” 
 
    “You really want to know?” Kavan resisted the urge to chuckle as the nosy kobold. 
 
    Shegga nodded. “I know everyone in town. You give them a gift they don’t like, they will reject your advances. If you give them something they like, they will practically throw themselves at you. Since you seem a little wet along the scales, I thought I would give the town magistrate a pointer or two.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “It’s for Zellee.” 
 
    Shegga’s gaze took on mischievous gleam. “You do have a keen eye. She is all about style and I think she will melt at your gift.” 
 
    The dragonkin grinned. “What about Lorta?” 
 
    Shegga sighed. “The troll doesn’t like shiny gifts. Farmer’s blood runs through her veins. If you want to get her something, she’s been complaining about needing new shears. Her bolids grow fur faster during the spring and her shears are starting to wear down. You can buy a pair at Durzol’s shop.” 
 
    The kobold leaned and placed her elbows on the counter, right behind the jewelry box. She laced her scaled fingers and rested her chin on them with a knowing smile. 
 
    “If you want to know about anyone else, it will cost you,” the kobold blinked. 
 
    “Thank you, but maybe another time,” Kavan said politely. 
 
    Shegga kept her gaze on the dragonkin. “If you want to get me something, books are always welcomed. Consider that piece of knowledge a freebie, just so we know each other better.” 
 
    Kavan blinked, unsure what else to say. 
 
    Shegga stood up and held out her scaled, three fingered hand. “Hand over the pearl and I’ll craft your necklace.” 
 
    Kavan handed it over. The kobold picked up the glass case and walked back through a curtain behind the counter and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Kavan looked down at the book Shegga was reading. It was titled “Love in the Age of Dragons. A tale of forbidden lust.”  
 
    I didn’t know they had trashy novels in this realm too.  
 
    Kavan tried to not chuckle when Shegga came out from behind the curtain, a pearl in a small metal clasp and chain dangling from a clawed finger. She stepped to the counter and placed the necklace on it. 
 
    “One gold coin,” Shegga said simply. 
 
    Kavan reached into a side pouch and pulled out two coins. He placed one next to the necklace and the other beside it. 
 
    “One for the necklace and the other one is for you,” Kavan winked. 
 
    Shegga’s eyes widened a hair as her heart quickened. She snatched up the two coins and quickly placed them in her pocket.  
 
    The kobold leaned on the edge of the counter again and looked up with sultry eyes. “It seems you’re not as dumb as I thought you were.” 
 
     “Is that supposed to be a compliment?” Kavan smirked. 
 
    Shegga slowly blinked. “From me? Yes.” 
 
    Kavan reached down and picked up the pearl necklace. He placed it in his belt pouch, but couldn’t break his gaze from the small kobold. She eyed him with such a heated focus, he could see her leaping over the counter and attacking him. 
 
    “See you around,” Kavan said simply as he slowly turned and began walking toward the entrance to the shop. 
 
    “See you around,” Shegga whispered as her gaze fell to the dragonkin’s taut ass. 
 
    Kavan stepped out onto the street and let out a small exhale. 
 
    I don’t know If I’m a novelty or Moonvale is just filled with horny monsters? 
 
    The dragonkin shook his head. 
 
    We’re all horny monsters. It’s not that weird. 
 
    “It’s really not weird to have a healthy libido and high sex drive,” Viz chimed in. 
 
    Kavan stifled his laughter at Viz’s comment. He crossed the street to Durzol’s blacksmith shop and stepped inside. 
 
    The orc was hard at work, hammering away at a piece of metal and sparks flying. His small, pointed ears twitched when he heard the door open. He turned and grinned as Kavan stepped in. 
 
    “Good morning!” Durzol said with a hearty greeting. 
 
    “Good morning!” Kavan answered back. “I’m looking to buy a pair of bolid shears. Do you have any in stock?” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “I do. Wait here and I’ll get them for you.” 
 
    A short time later, Durzol handed the shears to the dragonkin and Kavan was a gold coin lighter. They said their goodbyes and he left the shop, ready to continue on with his day. 
 
    I’ll have to stop by and pick up my weekly payment from the mayor. It can wait until I’m finished. I’ll pick up my gold and head back home. 
 
    A warm comfort surrounded the dragonkin’s senses as he walked up to the town center. The buildings started to become very familiar. The atmosphere and laid-back mood of the town crawled into his spirit. Each passing day made it feel more and more like home. 
 
    Kavan turned onto East Street and walked. He eyed Sturdy Planks, thinking about the furniture he needed for his home. He mentally counted that he had about 14 gold coins left on him. The dragonkin wasn’t sure how much it would cost to furnish his home with some basic items, but he had to have something. The bed took a few days to craft. If he crafted everything else for his home, it would be another month before it was furnished. 
 
    If Onka, or anyone else comes over, I can’t just have my bed as the only place to sit down. 
 
    Kavan’s gaze shifted to the side, seeing the sign to Orb Styles. 
 
    First, let me say hi to Zellee, then I can go shopping. 
 
    The small attraction to the arachnix tickled the back of his mind. She was very eager and over the top when they first met. It was a little off-putting, but since it’s been a few weeks, Kavan wondered if she felt the same anymore.  
 
    Kavan stepped over to the shop door and opened it. He stepped in and a small bell chimed as he entered. The door closed and he looked around. 
 
    The clothing shop was empty, save for tables with folded clothes on them. The lighting was a little dark, as if no one was here. Kavan was about to turn around and leave, when a voice came from a back curtain. 
 
    “I’m in here! Just working on a new piece. I’ll be right with you!” Zellee shouted from the back. 
 
    “If you’re busy, I can come back?” Kavan shouted back. 
 
    There was a moment of silence before the arachnix emerged from behind the counter with a wide smile. Long, spider legs moved quickly as she made her way down the wide middle aisle, her dark eyes locked on the dragonkin. She wore a flowing dark blue robe, covering her humanoid upper half and draped over part of her lower, spider form. 
 
    “Kavan! It's so good to see you!” Zellee said in an excited tone. 
 
    “I was in the area and thought I should come by to see you. I know it’s been a few weeks, but I’ve been trying to get my farm together,” Kavan explained. 
 
    “Nonsense!” Zellee glowed. “We all are busy sometimes. I never took it personally.” 
 
    Zellee’s eyes took on a hint of concern. “How do you feel? Nava told me the dregger hurt you pretty bad.”      
 
    “It was a tough fight, but I recovered pretty quickly,” Kavan stated. 
 
    Zellee nodded, her eyes never leaving the dragonkin’s gaze. “That’s good to hear and I’m happy you are well.” 
 
    The arachnix moved a little closer, looking down on the dragonkin with a warm smile. “Is there anything I can do for you today?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I’m going to have a taur on my farm soon. I’d rather not have her naked. I’m going to see if I can have livestock on the farm and I need some clothing for her.” 
 
    Zellee nodded. “I have plenty of overalls for livestock. They often work best so they have easy access to milk themselves. They are also durable enough to withstand wear and tear. Livestock can be so unruly at times. I can sell you four pairs for two coins.” 
 
    “Sounds like we have a deal,” Kavan smiled as his hand reached into his belt pouch. 
 
    Zellee looked down with inquisitive eyes. Kavan’s hand stayed in the belt pouch, feeling like he was on the edge of a cliff. 
 
    Moment of truth. 
 
    Kavan pulled out a silver chain with a single pearl. He held it up, the pearl and chain dangling from a scaled finger. The small light in the shop didn’t dim the necklace’s simple beauty. 
 
    Zellee stared down at the necklace, her eyes wide and face blank. 
 
    “I found the pearl and had it attached to the necklace. I thought you might like it,” Kavan said with a genuine tone. 
 
    Zellee reached out and gently took the necklace from Kavan’s finger. She held it up to her eyes and looked it over. 
 
    “Kavan,” the arachnix whispered and his name hung in the air. 
 
    “I didn’t want you to think I wasn’t interested,” the dragonkin said in a low tone. 
 
    Zellee lifted up the necklace and placed it over her head. It hung at the plunging neckline of her robe, the pearl nestled between her bosom. 
 
    “It’s beautiful,” the arachnix whispered. 
 
    Kavan was about to say something when Zellee moved to the side and passed him. He watched as her long, bent legs moved with agility, crossing the small distance to the shop door. A hand reached down and slid the bolt lock into place. 
 
    Zellee then turned and clicked over to the wide, shop windows. The curtains were half-drawn, allowing some morning light in. She took hold of a drawstring and pulled on it. The curtains slid across and blocked out the outside world. When they were closed, the arachnix turned and faced the dragonkin in her shop. 
 
    Kavan’s heart beat like a drum, seeing Zellee’s predatory gaze gleaming in the dark shop. His eyes slowly adjusted, seeing the outline of the large spider woman as she stayed by the curtains. 
 
    “Vala has blessed our spark,” Zellee whispered. 
 
    Kavan was silent. 
 
    Long, spider-like legs clicked across the floor as Zellee moved closer. Her size and height towered over the dragonkin. When she reached Kavan, she looked down with a crazed look in her eyes. 
 
    “Zellee, I thought we could have dinner sometime,” Kavan managed to say before hands reached down and slipped under his arms. 
 
    Like he barely weighed anything, Zellee lifted Kavan up and they looked into each other’s eyes. 
 
    “I’ve read so much about your people. The power. The majesty. The virile nature of dragonkin. It speaks to my spirit. I prayed to Vala to show me my true path and you arrived a day later. It doesn’t matter how different we are when we have the same kind of soul,” Zellee said with a sultry edge. 
 
    Zellee spun around and moved with urgency. Kavan grabbed her arms, not sure what was happening until his back touched the wall. Warmth touched under his armpits. Kavan looked down and saw liquid webbing pouring from Zellee’s hands and circling around his shoulders. The white goo pressed against the wall. When there was enough, she pulled her hands away, small strands still connected.  
 
    Kavan looked down at Zellee’s hands, seeing small, oval holes. The webbing slipped into her hands and broke off from the globs holding Kavan to the wall. Zellee eyed him up and down while tapping her cheek with one finger. 
 
    “I don’t want a whole meal, but a taste would satisfy both of us,” the arachnix whispered. 
 
    Kavan struggled a little. He couldn’t pry himself from the wall, but he had full use of his arms and legs. 
 
    Zellee looked up to Kavan, “Oh, I love when you struggle. So powerful and in my grasp.” 
 
    The spider woman clicked closer, reached up and touched Kavan’s chest. “A taste to know for sure.” 
 
    Kavan looked down as Zellee’s hand drifted down his chest to his leggings. Fingers took hold of his belt and unbuckled it. Fingers worked and she undid the top of his leggings.  
 
    Kavan let out a heated exhale as her fingers brushed against him, urges igniting with the moment. Warm fingers pulled down his leggings and then Kavan’s dark red dragonhood sprang to freedom. It throbbed before the arachnix and began to rise under its own power. 
 
    Zellee didn’t blink as she stared at Kavan’s dragonhood. Hands reached up, took hold of her own robe and ripped the front of it open. Hidden buttons popped and clattered on the floor. 
 
    Kavan looked down at her alabaster skin, firm breasts, and pink nipples. Her upper body was slender with flawless skin. She practically glowed in the dim light; her dark spider half lost to the shadows. 
 
    “A taste,” Zellee grinned before lowering her body a little and licking the tip of Kavan’s cock into her mouth. 
 
    A soft exhale slipped from Kavan’s lips as he looked down. Soft lips moved along his veiny shaft, taking it deeper into her mouth. Zellee’s tongue caressed along the shaft and muffled moans rose up. Her head bobbed along his member. Her eyes closed as if she was lost to a dream.  
 
    Bliss and ecstasy pushed at Kavan. He lifted his hand and caressed the back of his fingers to her cheek. A louder muffled moan rose up as Zellee upped the tempo. The intimate song began to grow. The rhythm grew as Kavan gritted his sharp teeth. Pleasure rolled through him, all sense of sanity falling to the background. The hungry urges roared under his skin as he watched Zellee’s masterful work. Lips held onto him as her tongue slathered and snaked along his shaft. When she licked along the edge of his pointed head, the arachnix was rewarded with a drop of seed. 
 
    Zellee pulled back and took hold of Kavan’s throbbing shaft. She stroked him as she looked up, breathing hard and trying to catch her breath at the same time. 
 
    “You taste delicious and I want more,” the arachnix hissed before taking the tip between her lips. 
 
    Kavan growled as Zellee stroked and suckled on him. The sensations working together brought him closer and closer to the edge. Hands caressed her cheek and head as she took a few more inches and moaned. The vibrations travelled along his cock, causing every drop of willpower to drain away. 
 
    A fire bloomed deep within the dragonkin. He watched Zellee suck on him with a loving and hungry nature. Her lips moved back and forth as his cock hardened. A hazy gloom filled his slitted eyes as he felt like he was reaching the edge of no return. 
 
    I don’t want it to end. Not yet. 
 
    Demons roared along his spirit, urging him to spill his seed. Kavan clamped them down, enjoying the intimate moment between them. The heat grew and spiraled into a fever. Another growl filled Kavan’s throat as Zellee cried for more with muffled moans. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Willpower! Willpower now 4th degree.   
 
    Kavan’s lips parted and a grunt filled the air. 
 
    Zellee’s eyes remained closed as Kavan’s cock thickened in her mouth. Her lips slipped down halfway along the shaft when spurts of thick seed struck the back of her throat. A gentle moan rose up as her lips slid back, another spurt splashing against her tongue.  
 
    The arachnix pulled away, tasting the dragonkin’s seed before swallowing. She opened her eyes just as another thick spurt splashed against her naked chest and dripped down between her heaving breasts. Zellee lifted a hand and rubbed it into her skin, savoring the moment as her entire body tingled. 
 
    “That’s it. That’s the melody. That’s what we needed to feel,” Zellee whispered like it was an incantation.  
 
    Kavan hung from the wall, his cock still hard and bliss singing to his spirit. 
 
    Zellee looked up to him with a wicked smile. “One more taste, just to be sure,” she said as she licked her lips. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan stepped out of Orbs Styles, stuffing a few pairs of overalls into his tattered satchel. The morning sun touched his face and he basked in it for a moment, no tension or stress in his shoulders. 
 
    Life is good. 
 
    Kavan chuckled to himself before opening his eyes to the sound of a wagon approaching. He turned his gaze to see Hynrik moving along. A harness was attached to his spider-half and it was attached to a large wagon behind him. The sound of wooden wheels turning echoed off the walls along the street as he walked along on spider legs. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the wagon, seeing a dozen barrels on it, roped together. His gaze shifted to the arachnix. 
 
    Hynrik looked down on the dragonkin for a moment. He sniffed at the air and his brow formed a hard V. An angry flame filled his eyes and he gritted his teeth. 
 
    “Good morning, Hynrik,” Kavan said innocently until after the words came out. It was suddenly apparent to the dragonkin that he just walked out of Zellee’s shop. He took a quick inhale of air and realized he had Zellee’s scent all over him. 
 
    I suppose I’m not the only one with a sensitive nose. 
 
    Hynrik glared at Kavan for a long moment before he stopped in front of him. 
 
    “Magistrate,” Hynrik said curtly with a rage boiling behind his eyes. 
 
    The wide door to the shop opened and Zellee came out, all smiles. She moved closer to Kavan and touched his shoulder.  
 
    “Yes, I would love to meet for dinner,” Zellee said before glancing over and seeing Hynrik.  
 
    The two looked at each other, Hynrik frowning and Zellee’s smile remaining. Hynrik glanced to Zellee’s slightly disheveled robe. He spotted the necklace with a single pearl. He then turned his glare back to Kavan. 
 
    Without another word, Hynrik turned his head and his long, black legs began moving again. 
 
    Shit. I don’t want to get into any drama. 
 
    Zellee leaned in and when Hynrik turned the corner, she licked at Kavan’s ear. 
 
    “Our bond is long broken. Do not concern yourself with Hynrik. He is a selfish arachnix and I’m happier without him,” Zellee said and gave Kavan a soft pat on his butt. 
 
    Zellee stood up to her full height. “My evenings are free. Stop by and we can meet for dinner. No rush. I understand how much in demand you are.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I do have some things to do over the next few days, but we will meet for dinner, if that’s okay?” 
 
    “It’s marvelous. Enjoy your day and stop by anytime, for anything,” Zellee winked. 
 
    The arachnix turned and stepped back into her shop. 
 
    Kavan smiled before turning and walking across the street, towards Sturdy Planks.   
 
     The door to the shop opened easily. Kavan stepped in and looked around. Oaks stood by a short table, sanding down a piece of large wood. The goblin’s ears perked up and he turned around with a small smile and goggles over his eyes. Oaks left the worktable and greeted the dragonkin. 
 
    “Kavan, good to see you,” Oaks smiled. 
 
    “Good to see you too,” Kavan smiled back. 
 
    “Any lumber for me today?” 
 
    “Not today. I came for a different reason. I need to furnish my home a little bit. I was wondering if you had any already made pieces, like a couch, tables and a small bed?” 
 
    Oaks nodded. “I do have some in my storage area. They are basic, but they may work until you build your own. Follow me.” 
 
    Kavan followed the goblin to a side door. Oaks opened the door and stepped inside. Kavan followed. 
 
    The dragonkin looked at the storage room. It was medium sized and filled with an assortment of furniture. All of it was treated wood and basic designs. He looked at a couch with no cushions. Several tables, chairs, dressers, thin beds, and cabinets. 
 
    “What do you need?” the goblin asked. 
 
    “I need a couch, table, a small bed, a few chairs and maybe that nightstand over there,” Kavan said as he pointed to some of the items. 
 
    Oaks nodded. “I can let you have everything you asked for ten coins. I will speak to Zellee and see if she can add cushions for an extra gold coin.” 
 
    Kavan knew he had only twelve coins to his name, but today was payday as well.  
 
    “Sounds like a deal,” Kavan said as he dipped his hand into his belt pouch and pulled out eleven coins. 
 
    The dragonkin handed them over to the goblin. Oaks took them and nodded. 
 
    “I’ll have them delivered first thing tomorrow,” Oaks said matter of fact. 
 
    “Thank you.” 
 
    The goblin nodded. “Thank you. Keep bringing me lumber and I’ll see if I can add some more items another day.” 
 
    The dragonkin and goblin talked for a small moment before Kavan said his goodbyes. He left Sturdy Planks and made his way to the center of town. He turned onto Talon Street and walked up to Brom’s tower. 
 
    The dragonkin lifted his fist to knock on the door when it opened on its own. Stale air flowed out. Kavan peered in, seeing only inky darkness. He placed his hand on the door and pushed. It opened to his touch and the dragonkin stepped inside. 
 
    Once inside, the door slammed shut behind him. Lanterns blazed to life and in the middle of the roundish foyer chamber, Brom stood. The old man looked down, his body still like he didn’t notice Kavan coming in. 
 
    Kavan reached into his belt pouch. “Brom, I have something for you.” 
 
    The lich didn’t move as Kavan pulled out a khess piece and walked toward him. Kavan held the piece before him. A flicker of intelligence touched the old man’s gray eyes. He focused on the carved piece of a knight. A wrinkled hand twitched before reaching up and taking the piece from Kavan’s hand. He quickly stuffed it into an inner pocket. 
 
    Brom looked up into Kavan’s eyes, a sharpness to his gaze. “Have you gained any other mana spheres?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I haven’t gained any new ones. I did increase my fire sphere to 2nd degree after fighting a dregger.” 
 
    Brom’s eyes narrowed. “Have you mediated? Have you let your mana seek out connections?” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I have meditated, but I haven’t made any connections. I assumed I needed more time.” 
 
    Brom’s eyes flashed with power, “Power waits for no one.” 
 
    Kavan took a step back as the air filled with energy. It crackled along his skin and scales like tiny claws. The power welled up, waves of it coming off Brom. It grew with each passing moment until Brom tilted his head forward. 
 
    Danger touched Kavan’s senses, but before he could take another step back, a fist slammed into his chest. Pain exploded as Kavan was hurtled back and slammed into the wall. The dragonkin fell to his feet and then fell to one knee. Pain throbbed along his chest as he looked up to Brom. 
 
    The old man stood with glowing eyes. Wrinkled skin began to flake off and float into nothing. The appearance of an old man shifted to one of a gaunt, undead man. White skin was pulled tightly over his skull. The lich’s neck was tightly pulled skin and connected to shoulders like sheets of webbing. A triangular hole filled the center of Brom’s face where his nose should be. The light in his eyes died, showing pure white eyes. Lips were nothing more than thin lines over exposed teeth. A sickening green aura surrounded the lich as he stood in his true form. 
 
    Kavan reached around to grab his spear. 
 
    “Touch your spear and I will rip your body to shreds, hudenn,” Brom said darkly. 
 
    Kavan’s hand stopped a few inches from touching his spear. 
 
    “Stand up,” Brom commanded. 
 
    Kavan slowly stood up, the pain along his chest beginning to ease. 
 
    “Pain is your path. I see it now. It has entwined along your soul,” Brom stated. 
 
    The lich’s eyes narrowed. “Do not use your spear, but use every drop of skill you have to defend yourself.” 
 
    Kavan never had a chance to answer. The lich bolted forward in blur. Kavan’s arms went up, blocking an incoming boney fist. The moment it connected, Kavan’s arm shook violently. He barely kept the lich at bay, his arm pressing down on Kavan’s arm and muscles straining. 
 
    Brom’s other fist shot up and slammed into Kavan’s stomach. The power behind the blow caused Kavan’s eyes to bulge out of his head. Power lifted him up and his back slammed against the wall again. Kavan’s boots touched the floor and his head twitched to the side on pure instinct. A boney fist slammed into the wall with power, cracking a solid piece of stone. 
 
    Kavan balled up his fists and slammed each one into the lich’s gut. Each strike was like hitting a boulder. A boney hand grabbed Kavan by the shoulder, lifted him up and threw him.  
 
    Kavan shifted his body and landed on all fours, his body still sliding another three feet. He pushed off the floor, ready to charge, when Brom blurred to him. An open hand slammed into Kavan’s chest and sent him crashing down to the floor. 
 
    Blood spurted up from Kavan’s mouth. He coughed and fought through the waves of pain. He struggled back onto all fours. Brom looked down on the dragonkin with cold eyes. 
 
    “You have power. Use it.” 
 
    Kavan called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Hurt 
 
    Mana: 5 
 
    Gold: 2 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 2 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Willpower: 4  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 2 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 4 
 
      
 
    He’s a monster. I can’t win against him. 
 
    The thought of being unable to fight the lich burned at Kavan’s spirit.  
 
    I can win this. I can beat him! 
 
    “Kavan, I can help,” Viz’s voice filling his mind. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. 
 
    No. This is my fight. 
 
    Claws stabbed out from spindly fingertips. Kavan channeled a point of mana to his fire sphere. Flames engulfed his right hand as he stood up. 
 
    Brom sighed. “You don’t understand what you can do.” 
 
    The lich lifted a hand and snapped his fingers. The flames along Kavan’s right hand were immediately extinguished. Frost grew over his right hand, encasing it in ice. 
 
    Kavan grunted as the ice bit into his scaly hand. Closing his fingers, they strained and shattered the ice. 
 
    “You can’t beat me with your petty magic. Try something else,” Brom said darkly. 
 
    Kavan darted forward. Claws flashed, but stopped short before the lich’s neck. Kavan looked down to see Brom holding his arm by the wrist. Kavan swiped his left-handed claws and they were stopped short again, the lich holding him. 
 
    “Don’t be a whelp. Use your power,” Brom hissed and slammed his forehead into Kavan’s snout. 
 
    Brom let go as Kavan stumbled back. The dragonkin heaved as blood dripped from his snout and mouth. Agony swelled along Kavan, but a deeper fire began to burn brighter.  
 
    “I may have been mistaken. You don’t have the mind and body to grow stronger. I am wasting my time,” The lich sneered. 
 
    Kavan readied to attack again when a faint memory touched his mind. The lich’s own words coming back to haunt him from their first lesson. The memory grew brighter and brighter until Kavan’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    The dragonkin channeled a point of mana, but not toward his fire sphere. The mana flowed into his body. His nerves tingled with new energy, waiting to be further directed. It sang to him, wishing to be useful and not dwell in limbo. 
 
    Kavan’s claws slipped back into his fingers and he made tight fists.  
 
    “Lesson’s not over,” Kavan said with a bloody grin. 
 
    Brom stood his ground when Kavan darted toward him again. The lich’s head swayed to the side a few inches, Kavan’s fists missing the lich. Brom moved his head again, the left fist missing him. Kavan’s foot rose up and kicked, missing the lich as he seemed to float to the side. Kavan growled as he pushed himself to move faster. Fists and kicks blurred out, each one missing the lich. Brom floated and barely moved his head, each strike missing him by an inch. 
 
    Rage fueled Kavan and he roared. A glow touched his throat, but he ignored it. Arms moved like blurring jackhammers, his feet advancing a step at a time. Brom yawned as Kavan couldn’t land a strike. Out of boredom, his skeletal hand shot up and grabbed Kavan by the wrist again, the fist several inches from his decayed chest. 
 
    “Weakling,” Brom hissed. 
 
    Kavan smirked as he extended his fingers and claws stabbed out of fingertips. The points stabbed into the lich’s chest. The green aura flared as Brom looked down. Kavan’s left fist swung around and slammed into Brom’s jaw. 
 
    Kavan’s bloody smile remained as Brom stumbled to the side a step. The lich turned his cold gaze to Kavan, pulled back a boney fist and it blurred into a punch, slamming into Kavan’s chest and sending him crashing to the floor. 
 
    Kavan tumbled onto his back, slid and his horned head tapped the wall. Blood leaked from his short snout as he struggled to sit up and keep fighting. 
 
    You have unlocked the Body Sphere. Gained 1st degree in Body Sphere.  
 
    You have gained 1 point of mana.  
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened as the alerts scrolled across his gaze. 
 
    Brom looked down on Kavan across the chamber, his cold gaze relaxing. When the green aura around the lich died, Brom stood as an old man in a tattered robe. 
 
    Brom nodded and a small smile appeared. “You understand, hudenn.” 
 
    Kavan struggled to get back up and his limbs turned to jelly. He slid back down, blood dripping onto the floor. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Critically Hurt 
 
    Mana: 4/6 
 
      
 
    Brom’s eyes softened. He lifted a hand and a ball of red light appeared. When the light faded away, a potion was in his open hand. He crossed the distance and knelt down to Kavan’s side. 
 
    Kavan heaved as he looked up to lich. The cork floated into the air and Brom pressed the potion to Kavan’s lips. The dragonkin guzzled down the contents. Warmth spread down into his stomach and then along his limbs. Internal damage healed almost instantly. The pain subsided and vanished. 
 
    Kavan blinked as he sat up, feeling his strength returning to him. Brom stood up and Kavan did the same.  
 
      The potion and cork disappeared. Brom nodded to Kavan. 
 
    “Good lesson,” the lich said with a toothy grin. 
 
    Kavan nodded.  
 
    Brom put an arm around Kavan’s shoulders and led him to the door. 
 
    “Find me another piece and we can continue your lessons. I think you will make a fine warrior and spell caster.” 
 
    “I still have more questions,” Kavan said as they approached the door. 
 
    “I know you do,” Brom said before opening the door and pushing Kavan out into the street. 
 
    Kavan stumbled forward and turned around. The door slammed shut and a lock slid into place. 
 
    “What the hell?” Kavan said and rubbed his chest. 
 
    “Brom is certainly eccentric,” Viz said. 
 
    “Yes, he is,” Kavan said as he turned and continued to rub his chest. 
 
    The shock of the fight began to fade as Kavan reached the town center. He glanced at the fountain statue in the center of town, sunlight giving it a small glow. His senses slowly returned to normal as he turned to the mayor’s office. 
 
    The front door opened and Mayor Sunaxe stepped out. He grinned ear to ear when he saw Kavan. The orc began making his way to the dragonkin.  
 
    Kavan smiled when large arms reached around and pulled him to a massive chest. Kavan’s eyes widened as a large hand patted his head. 
 
    “I’m so happy you survived!” came a deep voice. 
 
    Kavan barely lifted his head to see a single horn gleaming in the daylight. His gaze moved another inch and he saw Glem’s face as he held him. 
 
    “Hey there big guy. Yes, I’m okay,” Kavan said and patted the ogre on a thick arm. 
 
    “Glem, let our magistrate breathe,” came a familiar voice. 
 
    The ogre let go and Kavan stood under his own power. He turned to see Priest Raine and Priestess Misty standing by the ogre with welcoming smiles. 
 
    Glem stood with kind eyes and a happy smile. “Dreggers are nasty creatures. Nasty.” 
 
    Raine touched the ogre’s arm. “Yes, but they are living creatures, just like you and I.” 
 
    Glem nodded. “Yes. We must respect all creatures, even the nasty ones.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe approached the small gathering. He reached into a belt pouch and pulled out a small, tied sack. He handed it to Kavan and he took it. 
 
    “This week’s payment,” the mayor smiled. 
 
    “Thank you, mayor,” Kavan said and put the pouch into his belt pouch. 
 
    “How are you adjusting to our little town,” Raine asked. 
 
    “It’s starting to feel like home,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Raine nodded. “Now that you have had some time to adjust, Misty and I were speaking and we think we should sit down and talk about a few things. Nothing serious, just an open dialogue about the spiritual aspect of Moonvale.” 
 
    Misty bowed her head to Kavan. “We only wish to talk and get to know each other, like faithful neighbors.” 
 
    Kavan’s gaze shifted to the hint of Misty’s transparent wings along her back before she stood up again. 
 
    “That sounds lovely and welcomed. The magistrate should know all aspects of the town. We could set up…” Mayor Sunaxe trailed off as he turned his head and looked up North Street. 
 
    An unseen energy prickled along Kavan’s scales. It was enough to pull his gaze, head turning and looking up North Street to the closed gate along the wall. It stood in the distance with the bar lock pulled back. 
 
    The prickling energy touched all standing in the center of town. Raine, Misty and Glem turned and followed the mayor and Kavan’s gaze to the north gate.  
 
    We all feel it, but why do I feel like I know it? 
 
    The north gate doors opened. A figure in black leather armor with silver edges pushed with both arms, forcing the doors wide open. The doors slammed to the sides as the figure dropped their arms to their sides and walked onto the cobblestone street. 
 
    Kavan, and everyone gathered, watched as the figure in black slowly came into focus. Blue and black scales ran along a small snout. Serpent eyes stared as two small horns curved from the top of their head to the back of the head. A sword handle stabbed over a left shoulder as the figure walked toward them. Fingers flexed as they approached, their gait relaxed, but containing a hint of power. 
 
    Kavan stared in disbelief as a dragonkin slowly approached. A smirk stabbed into their scaly cheek. 
 
    “Greetings, people of Moonvale,” the dragonkin said, never taking his gaze away from Kavan’s shocked eyes. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Fourteen 
 
    A slight breeze blew through the town center as two dragonkin, an orc, two fae and an ogre stood. The words hung in the air as the blue and black scaled dragonkin looked to everyone in turn with slitted eyes. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe’s jaw dropped an inch for a small moment before he composed himself. He stood straighter and pushed out his chest a little to regain his wits. Raine, Misty, and Glem simply stared in astonishment.  
 
    The tingling along Kavan’s nerves began to die down. The longer he was in the dragonkin’s presence, the weaker the tingling became. The odd sensations drained away and a deep curiosity took hold. 
 
    The new dragonkin bowed at the hip and bowed his head a little more. 
 
    “Mayor Sunaxe, it is good to meet you in the flesh. Your name has been spoken numerous times on the streets of Loduss. The strong mayor who leads the town of Moonvale on the edge of civilization.  
 
    “I am humbled to meet you as soon as I have arrived.” 
 
    The mayor bowed at the waist and head. “It is always a pleasure to meet new visitors to Moonvale.” 
 
    The dragonkin and orc stood up and looked at each other. 
 
    The mayor continued, “You must excuse our shock. We don’t get many dragonkin here in Moonvale. As far as I know, our dear friend here was the first.” 
 
    The dragonkin held out his arm to Kavan, “I’m being rude. My name is Drayke Ash.” 
 
    “Kavan Cynder,” Kavan said and clasped Drayke’s forearm. 
 
    The two made a small shake, but the moment Kavan tried to pull away, Drayke’s hand squeezed, keeping a tight hold on him. 
 
    “Kavan Cynder. A strong name for a strong spirit. I can tell you’re gifted. We should talk some more,” Drayke said with steely, slitted eyes. 
 
    Kavan gave a slow nod. “Yes, we should. It is nice to see another dragonkin, especially out here.” 
 
    Drayke nodded and let go. Kavan pulled his hand back, still feeling the other’s dragonkin’s strong imprint on his arm.  
 
    Drayke turned to the mayor and a wide, sharp smile formed. “Actually, I’m not here to visit. I’ve heard pleasant things about Moonvale. So pleasant in fact, I thought I might try my hand at making this town my new home for a while.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “That is interesting news. We can go to my office and discuss. Moonvale’s gates are always open to newcomers.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “We can discuss many things, but since we have a small number of residents here at this moment, I want to show you something that may tantalize the senses and bring a sense of what I have to offer to Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes darted down to the dragonkin reaching for his satchel. The moment he pulled the flap up, Kavan’s own hand reached behind, ready to take hold of his spear. A sliver of mysterious darkness touched Kavan’s senses and he prepared for anything. 
 
    Drayke’s hand dove into the pouch, took hold of something and pulled. Everyone standing around him was silent as a grave, unsure what was happening. A scaled hand pulled out an item and it grew bigger and bigger before their eyes. 
 
    Drayke’s hands worked as a table warped out of his satchel. It lengthened and legs folded out as it formed a long, wooden table. It slammed down on the cobblestone street and Drayke moved his hands to his satchel again. Everyone backed up as the blue-scaled dragon moved his arms with purpose and flair. A tablecloth billowed into the air and settled on the table. Next, covered plates slid into place as Drayke’s hands moved in a blur. 
 
    Heads turned and looked down the different streets to the center of town. They heard the sound of the table slamming down and watched as a tablecloth filled the air. Bodies turned with curious eyes and began making their way to the center of town. 
 
    Kavan watched as metal tops were pulled off plates and a variety of foods from meats and vegetables, to plates of cheeses, fruits, and pastries. Scents rose up and filled the air of the town center. 
 
    Drayke stood with his arms out and a cheery smile across his small snout. “Welcome all to sample my fine cooking and treats! My name is Drayke Ash, Master Chef.” 
 
    The dragonkin bowed. “Please, sample anything you see. It’s all for you.” 
 
    Raine and Misty were first, moving to the table and picking up pastries. Glem was next, picking up a piece of cooked meat and placing it in his open mouth. The mayor stepped closer and picked up a piece of cheese. 
 
    Bodies moved toward the town center. Hynrik crawled along with his empty wagon behind him. Shegga appeared and craned her long neck to see. Oaks and Zellee appeared. Rujin and Kazko walked up to the center, the troll brothers looking at the new dragonkin with a sense of awe and distrust. When they saw the table, their eyes narrowed in annoyance. 
 
    Onka appeared and looked at the new dragonkin with wide eyes. She turned her gaze to Kavan. His back was to her and she saw Kavan’s gaze firmly on the blue and black scaled dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan stared, not moving a muscle.  
 
    He’s… not from this realm. 
 
    “I can sense it too. He must be from Earth.” 
 
    Drayke spoke up as bodies moved closer to take part in the sample feast at the center of town. “People of Moonvale! My name is Drayke Ash and I’m here to open a new restaurant! I have heard of this delightful little town and fell in love with the many stories surrounding it. Some of your people had moved to Loduss and spoke of its charm. 
 
    “I know strangers can be hard to trust. I simply want everyone who can hear me to know, I only wish to bring new flavors, foods, and dishes to you. I’m looking for a new home to start my new adventure and, with time, I hope you one day see me as one of your own. 
 
    “Please, take as much as you want. It’s all for you!” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe grinned ear to ear. “This is certainly a fortunate surprise. Lord Ash, we must sit down and speak further. I’m sure we can accommodate a new eatery here in Moonvale.” 
 
    Rujin and Kazko crossed their arms in mild contempt. 
 
    From a side street, Soki slithered along with Ammi at her side. The pair made their way to the small crowd gathered. 
 
    Drayke nodded. “Let’s speak in your office. There is much to do and I don’t wish to waste any time.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe pointed an open hand to his office. 
 
    Drayke bowed his head and moved to the mayor’s side. The pair walked the short distance to the office door, opened it and stepped inside. 
 
    Heads nodded around the table. Many spoke to each other about how good the food tasted. Glem grabbed a fistful of cooked, seasoned meat and put it in his open mouth. The priest and priestess smiled with bright eyes as they chewed. Shegga reached over the edge of the table and snatched a pastry. 
 
    Kavan simply stood, staring blankly as the town around him ate their fill. 
 
    A body bumped into the dragonkin. He turned to see Ammi with wide eyes and an infectious smile. 
 
    “Kavan, so good to see you!” the dryad said with a cheery tone. 
 
    Kavan’s wits returned to him as the shock wore off. He bowed slightly to the dryad. 
 
    “It’s good to see you too,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Ammi nodded. “I have been meaning to see you for some time, but I can be so forgetful. It’s a curse, I think, I don’t know. My mind drifts sometimes. The songs from plants can distract me. They have a lot to sing about and I fall into trances.” 
 
    Soki slithered next to Ammi, a piece of cheese and fruit in her palm. “Ammi, focus.” 
 
    The dryad blinked and let out a small laugh. “See, there I go again. I’m sorry, Kavan. What I wanted to tell you is I finally discovered what was taken from the nursery that night the monster arrived in town. It was a Honey Leaf sapling.” 
 
    Kavan waited for more. 
 
    Ammi’s eyes lost focus. Soki lightly elbowed the dryad and Ammi perked up. 
 
    “Honey Leaf trees have a certain aroma and fruit that insects love. I think the monster that arrived was an herbivore. It might have smelled the sapling, broke in and took it,” Ammi blinked. 
 
    Kavan scratched at the scales along the back of his neck. “We found an armored plate to a xykk on my property. Do they like honey leaf trees?” 
 
    “I don’t know,” Ammi said with a confounded look. 
 
    Soki chimed in. “I used to treat wounded warriors who fought in the xykk war about ten years ago. The xykk only like fresh flesh to grow their parasitic young. From what the mayor told me of that morning with the undead that were slaughtered, I can see why a xykk would do that, since they detest old, rotting flesh. But I have never heard of any xykk attracted to a honey leaf tree or its fruit. The tree in Ammi’s nursery was just a sapling.” 
 
    Kavan let his arm drop to his side and nodded. “Could there have been two monsters that night?” 
 
    Soki nodded. “It’s possible. There are so many strange creatures and monsters that lurk this far south, not all of them have been discovered or cataloged. It has been a pet project of mine to record new species and findings. A xykk this far from the Shadowsand desert is rare, but not impossible. They will go to great lengths to find living creatures to bring back to their colonies. 
 
    “Another creature could have been lurking about, but to steal a specific plant is odd.” 
 
    “A xykk could have been following the other monster, the one that took the sapling,” Ammi said. 
 
    “Ammi, did you only have one Honey Leaf sapling?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The dryad shook her head. “No, I have several. They grow better during the summer and I was going to re-pot them when the days grew warmer.” 
 
    Kavan rubbed his jaw. 
 
    This is turning into a real mystery. It’s been weeks since the monster appeared the night, I accepted the role as Magistrate.  
 
    Kavan looked past the crowd to the mayor’s office. 
 
    The mysteries just keep unfolding. Drayke may have some answers to what happened to us. I just don’t know if I want to know. 
 
    “We don’t know his real intentions. He has provided a simple spectacle to help endear himself to the town. If he is from Earth, why come here to simply open a restaurant? It doesn’t track.” 
 
    Kavan smirked to himself.  
 
    It’s something we’re going to have to ask him. 
 
    A hand touched Kavan’s hand. The dragonkin looked down to see Onka. Her oval eyes slowly blinked, a touch of concern swirling within them. 
 
    “Come with me,” the goblin said and pulled. 
 
    Kavan followed the goblin as many town residents crowded around the table of food. A party atmosphere bloomed with laughing and talking growing into a pleasant, white noise. 
 
    Onka pulled Kavan to a small side street. When they were well enough away from the crowd, the goblin stopped, let go of Kavan’s hand and leaned against a wall. The goblin’s big, pointed ears drooped a little as thoughts moved along her mind. 
 
    “Onka?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The goblin looked up. “I always had a feeling Moonvale would change with time, but I never expected two dragonkin here. It’s a sign that others will come to our town and make it their home.” 
 
    “Is that a bad thing?”  
 
    Onka gave a genuine smile. “It’s a wonderful thing, if people come here for the right reasons.” 
 
    Kavan remained silent. 
 
    Onka sighed and continued, “I may not be the best goblin to talk about this. My knowledge of deities and religions is extremely poor. All I know is, Moonvale prides itself on following any deities we choose. You can worship the new dragon gods, old gods, and even the primal gods. It’s that freedom that makes Moonvale special.” 
 
    Onka looked down and to the side. “If others come to our town and news gets out that we have two dragonkin here, it might reach the Spire Cities. It might cause them to investigate. 
 
    “Most, if not all, dragonkin live in the Spire Cities. I know you were travelling and suffered an accident. I can see your heart doesn’t want to leave our town and I know I don’t want you to leave. We might have been able to not pique anyone’s interest with one dragonkin, but two of your kind here will raise some eyebrows. If dragonkin paladins or justiciars come to our town, there could be terrible consequences if they find out we freely worship all the gods.” 
 
    “What kind of consequences?” 
 
    Onka kept her gaze to the floor, “Terrible ones. There have always been stories of people who disagreed with the new dragon gods. They were often met with death or slavery. Entire kingdoms were burned to ash for defying the dragonkin. It happened a long time ago and many have forgotten. Kingdoms remain neutral, so as not to wake the wrath of the Spire Cities. It has been this way for thousands of years. 
 
    “Many races and peoples may worship in secret, as long as no one brings attention to it. A majority follow the dragon gods, for fear they may burn in the afterlife if they don’t. We don’t believe that here in Moonvale. We believe there is enough room for all. Our town may nearly be empty, but our hearts are full.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Priest Raine and Priestess Misty were about to ask me to meet, so we could talk about faith and religion. We were interrupted by Drayke’s appearance in town. I assume we will connect to set up a time and date to meet.” 
 
    Onka looked up with bright, yellow eyes. “They are experts on many deities and religions. When you do decide on a time to meet, may I come as well?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Of course. I can’t do this without my guide present.” 
 
    The goblin stepped closer and hugged Kavan around his waist, her head just reaching his chest. “Thank you.” 
 
    Kavan hugged the goblin to him. 
 
    The warmth between them glowed against their senses. Kavan enjoyed her touch.  
 
    Onka closed her eyes and took a quick inhale. She pulled back her head and looked up with a wide smile. 
 
    “I can smell Zellee on you,” the goblin grinned.  
 
    “I gave her a gift and she… um,” Kavan trailed off. 
 
    The goblin nodded. “She’s beautiful. I’m glad you both are getting closer. What about Lorta?” 
 
    A small nervous energy swirled in Kavan’s stomach. “I was planning to stop by her farm and help her out, so we can get to know each other. I think I will have a date with Zellee in a few nights as well.” 
 
    “You’re finally starting to fit in,” Onka said before breaking her hug. 
 
    Kavan shrugged. “All of this getting to know each other is going to get very complicated.” 
 
    Onka looked up with a wicked gleam in her eyes. “It’s easier if you don’t think about it too much. Follow your urges.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean my heart?” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    Onka kept her wide smile. “It’s all the same. Just follow it.” 
 
    The goblin took his hand and tugged it. “Come on. While everyone is in the middle of town, we can go get a drink from the Shouting Troll.” 
 
    Kavan followed the goblin as she pulled him along. “I thought I saw Kazko and Rujin at the town center. No one will be there.” 
 
    Onka let out a cackling laugh. “If I know Kazko and Rujin, they would have left in disgust. They’re probably at the Shouting Troll and pissed off. I’m sure they’re complaining about the possibility of a new restaurant opening.  
 
    “It’s the perfect time to get some misery loves company drinks!” Onka skipped. 
 
    Kavan walked along with the skipping goblin. He pushed away everything and simply focused on Onka.  
 
    A lot of things will have to wait for now and I could really use a drink. 
 
    The dragonkin and goblin marched down the street and made their way to West Street, the sun shining overhead with brilliant light. 
 
    *** 
 
    The last rays of sunlight filled the sky. Reddish clouds floated across a pinkish sky. The band of yellow sunlight glowed along the western horizon, ready to end its cycle and allow night to envelope the land. 
 
    Kavan stood with his spear in hand. It was fully extended and he held it before him. Focus and concentration filled his eyes as a small breeze washed over him. 
 
    Arms and legs tensed before the dragonkin began whirling and stabbing his spear into the air before him. Body turning, he moved and shifted the angles of the spear for defense. He then thrust with power, the mithril tip stabbing out as if to cut the very air. 
 
    The effects of the many drinks still swirled within his body. Kavan was relaxed and not relaxed at the same time. A quick memory filled his thoughts, of spending a few hours with Onka, Rujin, and Kazko. Onka was right, when they arrived, the troll brothers were in the tavern, drinking and carrying on about how idiotic it was for a complete stranger to come to town and declare another restaurant. There were many other jobs and shops needed and they growled at the possibility of losing some gold over it.  
 
    When the brothers saw Kavan and Onka, their inebriated anger turned into welcoming smiles. They called the two in, Kazko demanding to know what drinks they wanted. By the time Onka and Kavan sat with Rujin, drinks were shoved into their faces. What followed next was Kavan spending a lot of time watching the brothers complain and carry on. Onka often joined in with a quick “Yeah!” before taking a drink. It only fueled the brother’s disdain for what was happening to the town. 
 
    After a few more drinks, the two brothers were practically hugging Kavan, saying he is the best dragonkin and no newcomer was going to take that away. They also promised, if the blue scaled dragonkin committed any crimes, the brothers would be there to help Kavan enforce the law by any means necessary. 
 
    Kavan found himself smiling into his drink as Rujin and Kazko mentioned taking a blood oath. Onka raised her drink and drunkenly told them to get a dagger. All four of them would take the oath. Kazko was up and moving for the bar when Kavan called out to him and asked him to bring more drinks instead. They could talk about the blood oath when they were sober. 
 
    The troll wilted a little and gathered some more drinks. When he came back, he was all smiles, forgetting all about the blood oath. 
 
    Kavan watched as the two trolls and Onka began to slow. Words and gazes grew sloppy and the three of them managed to simply fall into grunts and nods. Kavan had held back, drinking some, but not overdoing it. When Rujin’s head fell forward onto the table, causing it to shudder and Kazko leaned back in his chair, his head back and mouth open, the party was over. 
 
    Onka complained with a drunken lisp, wanting to keep going. When she fell out of her chair, Kavan caught her. The dragonkin held her up as she looked at him with half-closed eyes and gave him a burp at point-blank range. 
 
    Kavan gathered the drunken goblin into his arms, cradling her to his chest. He left the tavern and began walking with the goblin in his arms. 
 
    It didn’t take long to get her back to her home. Onka tried to get her wits together. She struggled in Kavan’s arms and he put her down. She mumbled a few words, kissed his stomach, spun around and stepped into her home. The door slammed shut and Kavan stood, listening. He could hear her clumsily make her way up the stairs and another door slammed shut.  
 
    Knowing that she was home safe, he turned and made his way home. 
 
    The dragonkin moved with new skill, grace, and power. The spear felt good in his hands as he swung it around. Memories of his training lesson with Brom clouded his thoughts and he pushed himself harder. An internal heat glowed deep within, chasing away the alcohol in his system. Before long, Kavan was spinning, thrusting, jumping, and sliding.  
 
    It's so odd how I can get better at something without any formal training. 
 
    “All training follows basic principles. The more you use or practice something, the better you become. There is a point where you may hit a limitation or wall. That is where a book, teacher, or inspiration can help you reach a higher level or degree. 
 
    Kavan swung his body and stabbed out his spear. “It does get harder to reach the higher degrees. So far, if you think about it, it’s been kind of easy,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    “I don’t think Brom’s method of training was easy.” 
 
    Kavan nodded, spun his spear and stabbed the blunt end into the ground. “But he may have opened the door to make it easier.” 
 
    Kavan let go of his spear, it still sticking straight up from the ground. He took a few steps away and knelt down onto the grass. The dragonkin turned onto his back and laid down, his arms and legs out. Slitted eyes stared up at the dark, pinkish sky. The gentle twinkle of stars began to shine as the sun sank lower to the horizon. 
 
    “It’s not the same sky. The constellations are different,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    “You’re correct. How did you know?” 
 
    “I used to stargaze with my parents. It was hard to see anything from the city, but when we went camping, we brought a telescope. We always managed to make time to map out the stars with the time of year and season. At the time, a lot of friends found it boring, but I didn’t.  
 
    “I still remember those times like they were yesterday. You could taste the air and feel the whole universe around you. They say you feel like a speck in the grand scheme of the universe. I never felt that way. I felt like I was a spark that would one day turn into a star. My place in the universe was an unlikely chance in an infinity of chances. I didn’t wink out. I became real in a dream.” 
 
    Kavan stared at the darkening sky when tiny lights floated into his gaze. The dragonkin smiled and lifted a scaled hand. He reached for one of the floating lights. It was a blending of green and yellow light. A light landed on his finger and wings fluttered from an insect. 
 
    “This realm has fireflies,” Kavan whispered as to not disturb the insect. 
 
    “There are numerous creatures similar to Earth’s biome here on Voldor.” 
 
    “Maybe Earth isn’t so special after all,” Kavan whispered and closed his eyes. 
 
    Mana flowed through the dragonkin’s body. He channeled a point of mana, but didn’t direct it. The energy tingled along his entire body. He drank in the evening scent and the scents of insects and animals on the breeze. The firm hold of gravity wrapped around his entire form. 
 
    Kavan opened his eyes and looked at the firefly on his finger. It stayed where it was, it’s abdomen flashing with subdued light. 
 
    Kavan channeled another point of mana and relaxed. Energies flowed into each other and he opened himself to the world around him. 
 
    In the darkness of his mind, two orbs glowed. One was orange and red, like fire. The other was a deep crimson, like blood. A spark bloomed next to them and blazed into an emerald green orb. It floated in the darkness and moved to the other two orbs. When it blazed as bright as the deep crimson one, an alert filled Kavan’s gaze. 
 
    You have unlocked the Life Mana Sphere! You have gained 1 degree in the Life Sphere. 
 
    You have gained 1 mana. You now have 7 points in mana. 
 
    Kavan smiled as the firefly moved along his finger with almost excited energy. The dragonkin slowly sat up and looked around him as the last rays of sunlight disappeared from the horizon. Several simple flowers rose up and bloomed, as if to signify Kavan’s connection to the life sphere. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the small, blooming flowers before turning his gaze to his outstretched finger and the firefly glowing. 
 
    “I hope your night is going well?” Kavan asked the firefly. 
 
    The firefly moved around his finger. 
 
    Kavan chuckled to himself. “Yes, I know you're looking for a mate. You don’t have to be with me. Enjoy your night and I hope you find who you’re looking for.” 
 
    The firefly’s wings fluttered and it took off. 
 
    “Did you just speak to a firefly?” 
 
    Kavan kept his smile. “Less speak and more like felt. I can still feel the moment of magic from gaining the life sphere. It’s beginning to fade away. I may have to use mana if I want to communicate with any kind of creature, I think.” 
 
    “I’ll add the information to my records.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I think I need something to eat.” 
 
    The dragonkin slowly rose to his feet. He stepped over to his spear, took hold and a screech touched the evening air. 
 
    Kavan pulled up his spear and held it at the ready. Senses spread out as he stood with tense muscles. 
 
    Was that the same screech from that night in town? 
 
    “I can’t confirm. It was too far away,” Viz said. 
 
    Kavan held his spear tight as he glanced around. Another sound touched the air in the distance. Kavan turned his attention to the south, birds flying into the darkening sky. Another roar erupted before it instantly went silent. 
 
    “I cannot discern what beast or animal is making that sound. I’m sorry Kavan.” 
 
    Kavan listened as the air grew silent again. The tingling magic along his body faded away, but the knowledge of what he heard remained. 
 
    “That last one was the death rattle of something big. There is still a monster problem here. I’m going to have to talk to the mayor about it in the morning.” 
 
    Kavan stared out, looking for a hint of anything that may have made those noises. He only saw the celestial twinkle of stars in the night sky and felt the gentle breeze from the ocean. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Fifteen 
 
    Kavan slowly woke to the sounds of heavy knocking. The whispers of dreams curled away as he sat up and rubbed his eyes. Legs swung over the side of the comfortable bed and he stood up. The dragonkin rushed to his pile of clothes on the floor and proceeded to get dressed. 
 
    Mind and body racing, Kavan finished getting dressed and darted to the stairs. He charged down to the first floor, and practically slid to the front door. Another knock echoed through the living room as Kavan took hold of the doorknob, turned and opened it. 
 
    A goblin stood at the entrance. Oak’s face was all business as he nodded to the dragonkin. Behind him and on the road, a wide wagon waited with a pile of furniture and Durzol standing beside it. The orc waved to Kavan and he waved back before turning his attention to the goblin standing before him. 
 
    “Good morning, Lord Cynder. I have your delivery. Durzol offered to help unload it to your home,” Oaks said plainly. 
 
    Kavan nodded and smiled. “Good morning indeed. Thank you.” 
 
    Time slipped by as Kavan, Oaks, and Durzol offloaded the furniture and brought it inside. They worked quickly, putting everything in its place. Kavan and Durzol lifted the medium-sized dresser and brought it upstairs. They placed it in Kavan’s bedroom and shifted it into place. Afterwards, they made their way down to Oaks moving the couch over so it aligned perfectly in place with the living room. 
 
    “There. It should be close enough to the hearth, but not too close so a spark will set it aflame. The small table fits before it,” Oaks explained. 
 
    “I bow to your expertise,” Kavan nodded and bowed at the hip. “Thank you.” 
 
    Oaks gave Kavan a small smile before turning and walking toward the door. 
 
    Durzol clamped his big green hand on Kavan’s shoulder. “The farm is beginning to look lived in. I heard you took on a taur. Their milk is prized in town and many of the kingdoms.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I have one now. I may take on more, once I understand how it all works.” 
 
    Kavan gave the orc a smirk. “News travels fast in Moonvale.” 
 
    Durzol let out a laugh. “It sure does. Not to worry, it’s often good news.” 
 
    “What does the town think about the new dragonkin, Drayke?” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “It was obvious he was trying to win everyone over with that display. I would simply remember, he tried to buy everyone with food. You actually have fought for the town. There is a big difference between the two.” 
 
    “What does your father think?” 
 
    The orc smiled. “He won’t turn away anyone new to the town or their gold, but he knows to keep an eye on them and their actions. Two dragonkin on the edge of civilization will help the town grow, but if Drayke doesn’t fit in with our ways and community, he won’t enjoy his stay here.” 
 
    “Good to know,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Durzol changed the subject, “What are your plans for the day?” 
 
    “I was thinking of helping Lorta on her farm. She says she sometimes needs help and I thought I would be neighborly and assist her.” 
 
    Durzol grinned. “And that is why many in town like and respect you.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “And what are you doing today?” 
 
    “I have to help push Oak’s wagon back to his shop. After that, I have a big order of metal utensils for Drayke’s new restaurant. He’s looking to open it in a few days and he’s throwing coin at everyone right now.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I’ll help you push the wagon back to town. It’s on my way anyway.” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “Let’s be on our way.” 
 
    Kavan picked up his leather armor by the door and put it on. He picked up his spear and sheathed it along his back. The orc and dragonkin made their way out, Oaks standing by the wagon and simply taking in the beautiful morning. 
 
    It didn’t take long to push the wagon back into town. The trio made their way up South Street, reached the town center and turned onto East Street. The wagon moved along until they reached Sturdy Planks. Kavan and Durzol pushed the wagon down a side alley and parked it. Oaks said his thanks before disappearing into his shop. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol made their way back to the town center, the two friends clasping each other’s forearm, giving it a shake and parting ways. 
 
    Kavan watched the orc walk away and felt he was finally starting to make friends. He then turned and walked along West Street. 
 
    After a dozen steps, Kavan noticed the mayor standing by a boarded-up shop, counting gold coins in his hands. Past him, Rujin stood in front of the Blue Lantern and Kazko stood in front of the Shouting Troll. The two brothers eyed the boarded-up shop the mayor stood by with annoyed scowls. 
 
    Kavan approached the mayor and Kogan looked up with a smile. 
 
    “Greetings, Magistrate Cynder. I hope you’re enjoying your morning?” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I am. What brings you here?” 
 
    The mayor pocketed the stack of coins and turned to the boarded-up place beside him. “Lord Ash and I have discussed it at length and thought West Street would work well to create a new dining experience. Lord Ash is currently inside, investigating the property and scribbling down notes. He is very much in a rush to open his restaurant in a few days. He brought many things with him and is having a few others in town supply the rest.” 
 
    “Does the restaurant have a name?” 
 
    Durzol shook his head. “If there is, he hasn’t told anyone yet. He did mention how he wanted to surprise the town at its grand opening. Considering how quickly he wants everything to be completed, the grand opening should be soon.”  
 
    The older orc let out a small exhale in contemplation. “All of this will simply help our little town grow. If people in Loduss are discussing things about Moonvale, it’s only a matter of time before we start having tourists, and eventually, new residents.  
 
    “We are on the cusp of grandeur and we have you to thank.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “I haven’t done much. I’m just trying to make a living.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe let out a hearty laugh. “My boy, don’t sell yourself short. You have brought luck and a new vitality to our town. I haven’t seen so many residents excited at each new day since you arrived. Many have mentioned that they sleep better knowing you’re here, protecting our town. Even Shegga has said one or two nice things about you.” 
 
    “I think Hynrik is the true test,” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe nodded. “Aye, he is. So far, he hasn’t said anything since that night, which is a good sign.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and looked to the boarded-up place again. “Do you think Lord Ash is available to talk?” 
 
    The mayor shook his head. “He said he didn’t wish to be disturbed while he’s creating. That is part of the reason I’m out here. It’s also to make sure Rujin and Kazko don’t come sniffing around.” 
 
    It was Kavan’s turn to laugh. “It sounds like the competition is going to be fierce.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “It will. I’m sure for a short time, everyone in town will want to dine here. But if I know the town as well as I think I do, many will drift back to their favorite places. Rujin and Kazko worry too much. Their businesses will pick up once we have regular tourists.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Here’s hoping. I’ll take my leave, Mayor. Have a great day.” 
 
    “You as well, Kavan,” the older orc said fondly. 
 
    Kavan walked away from the older orc. He continued along West Street, passing Rujin and Kazko. The brothers smiled and waved to him from their places of business, before turning their hawkish gazes back to the new restaurant. Kavan fought the urge to chuckle before reaching the western gate and stepping beyond it. 
 
    Ironheart Farm stood some distance from the western gate. Kavan enjoyed his stroll and soaked in the sunny morning. When he reached the farm’s main gate, he heard cries and sobbing coming from the field by the two barns. 
 
    Instinct took over, Kavan grabbing the top of the waist high wooden fence and vaulting his body over. He darted past the house as his hand touched his spear sheathed behind him. When he rushed past the house, he skidded to a halt as a half a dozen bolids stood or kneeled around Lorta. 
 
    The troll sat on a stool, a pair of shears in one hand and her other hand holding a bolid by the back of their neck. The bolid was sobbing as Lorta clipped off some fur from their head and stuffed it into a sack beside her. 
 
    Two bolids were on their knees, crying like their whole world came crashing down. Their heads and bodies were naked, their fur completely sheared off. The other three stood uncomfortably, glancing to the bolid Lorta was shearing. The bolid was sobbing and crying as Lorta worked with dispassionate eyes. 
 
    The bolids standing around turned their attention to Kavan and gasped in surprise. The sound of them caused Lorta to turn her head and see the dragonkin on her farm. 
 
    “Kavan,” Lorta said as she stood up and let go of the bolid. 
 
    The horned bolid fell forward, sobbing into the grass as two others rushed to her side to comfort her. 
 
    Kavan relaxed and stood straighter as the tall troll in a straw hat and blue overalls made her way to him. 
 
    “I wasn’t expecting you,” Lorta smiled as she approached. 
 
    “I’m sorry. You mentioned before you sometimes need help. I thought I would give you a visit and help out, if that’s okay?” 
 
    Lorta’s smile grew brighter. “It is very much welcomed. As you can see, I’m shearing the bolids. They can be overly dramatic. I’m not hurting them in any way, but their world crumbles every time I shear them.” 
 
    Kavan smiled as his hand reached into a belt pouch. “Speaking of shearing, I have a gift.” 
 
    Lorta looked down and slowly blinked as Kavan pulled out a brand-new pair of shears. She drank in the new iron work and heavy-duty spring at the juncture. Her heart lifted in her chest and her eyes trembled slightly in excitement before blinking and returning to normal. 
 
    The tall troll grinned at Kavan. “Thank you for the gift. It’s something I’ve been wanting for a while now and haven’t had the time to order one.” 
 
    Kavan held it up. “I hope it helps for a long time.” 
 
    Lorta’s eyes gleamed for a fraction of a moment before parting her lips. “I think you should use it first and help me shear some bolids. It will give you some experience, if you come to help on my farm in the future.” 
 
    Lorta’s gaze shifted to Kavan’s spear and leather armor vest. “I think you might want to take those off so they don’t get ruined. Bolids can be hard to handle sometimes.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. He drew his spear from his back and stabbed the blunt end into the ground. He then undid the buckles along his ribs and removed the leather armor. He placed it by the spear. 
 
    Lorta stepped closer to Kavan, her seven-foot frame towering over him by a foot.  
 
    “I’ll put the spear and armor in the house, so they don’t get moved or trampled on. In the meantime, you can test the new shears on one of the bolids.” 
 
    “Anna,” Lorta said over her shoulder with authority. 
 
    A big-breasted bolid with thick long hair stepped forward with her head bowed. Curly fur covered her chest, stomach, hips, and down her thighs to her knees. Cloven feet moved with timid steps as she moved to the stool. Curved horns graced the sides of her head and she looked to the side in deep embarrassment. 
 
    “Kavan is going to shear you. Don’t give him too much trouble,” Lorta instructed before turning her attention back to Kavan. “Start from the head and work your way down. Don’t let them get the better of you, or they will do it again every time they see you.” 
 
    Lorta grabbed the spear and armor. She made her way to the farm without looking back. 
 
    Kavan stood, a pair of shears in his hands and six bolids staring at him. Anna slid down to her knees and waited by the stool, her eyes glancing to the dragonkin and then away. 
 
    Better get to work. 
 
    Kavan stepped to the stool and sat down. He held up the shears. Anna’s back was to him, but she was looking over her shoulder. She flinched when she saw the shears and trembled. 
 
    This is going to be harder than I thought. She seems terrified. 
 
    “New information unlocked. Bolids are livestock here on Voldor, but they can be unpredictable. They are prone to wild emotional swings. They hold a very simple view of the world around them and don’t understand their own strengths sometimes. I would proceed with caution.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    Be careful and try to not spook them. Got it. 
 
    Kavan reached up with his left hand and took a gentle hold of some hair from her head. He lifted it up slightly, so it wouldn’t tug. Anna whimpered and trembled. Kavan brought the shears close to the long hang dangling from what he was holding. He put the hair between the shears, making sure he was nowhere near skin. 
 
    The rest of the bolids stared at him with unblinking eyes. 
 
    Kavan took in a quick inhale and clamped the shears closed, slicing off a thick long lock of curly hair. 
 
    Anna screamed like she was being murdered. 
 
    The bolid whirled around, lowered her head and slammed her curved horns into Kavan’s chest. The force of the blow sent him flying backwards, all air leaving his lungs and eyes as wide as saucers. 
 
    “Get him, Anna!” the bolids cheered. 
 
    Kavan slammed onto the grassy floor and tried to take a breath. Anna was up and darting for the fence. 
 
    “Run Anna! Run!” the other five bolids shouted. 
 
    The bolid pumped her legs, her gaze firmly on the fence. 
 
    Kavan’s legs slid around and under him.  
 
    “Oh no you don’t!” Kavan shouted and leapt up into a charge. 
 
    Anna was breathing hard, seeing the fence was barely fifty feet away. 
 
    Kavan darted forward, gaining on the bolid. Slitted eyes focused on the running Anna and when he was close enough, legs bent and the dragonkin launched himself forward. 
 
    Anna barely saw the edge of Kavan’s shadow before he slammed into her lower back and wrapped his arms around her. The force of the strike and the momentum behind it, sent bolid and dragonkin tumbling to the grass, a mere twenty-five feet from the fence. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Farming Skill! Farming Skill is 1st degree, Weak. 
 
    Anna let out a whine as Kavan sat on her back, the alert moving across his vision. The bolid struggled and cried out as Kavan grabbed a large chunk of her hair and pulled. Anna’s attempts to knock him away stopped in an instant as her head was pulled back slightly. The sound of shears clipping touched her long, floppy ears and hair separated from her head. 
 
    “It hurts!” Anna screamed. 
 
    Kavan looked down with hard eyes. “I haven’t touched you. I only cut your hair!” 
 
    “You’re taking a piece of my soul!” Anna cried and slammed the bottom of her fists to the grassy floor and kicked her legs. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes half-closed as he watched the bolid throw a tantrum under him. Shears in hand, he went to work as Anna carried on. 
 
    Lorta stepped out of the farm door and looked across the field. She smiled as she saw Kavan holding Anna down on her stomach and chopping off long strands of curly hair.  
 
    Lorta stepped down from the small porch and walked toward Kavan. She glanced over to the other bolids. They lowered their heads and didn’t look her in the eye.  
 
    Anna slumped to the grass in defeat as Kavan continued to shear off long strands of curly hair and made a pile next to him. 
 
    Lorta stepped to their side and watched the dragonkin work. “I should have told you Anna was a runner.” 
 
    Kavan didn’t look up as he continued to shear off fur “It’s okay. The best experience is on the job experience.” 
 
    “It will never grow back. I will be like this forever,” Anna sobbed into the grass. 
 
    Lorta chuckled before turning her attention to the bolids a distance away. “Bring the sack and the shears. The rest of you are next.” 
 
    Several bolids bowed their heads and gave sheepish looks. One grabbed the large sack and another grabbed the shears. They made their way closer, listening to Kavan cutting away fur and Anna sobbing into the ground. 
 
    *** 
 
    Six bolids huddled on the grassy floor, most of their fur gone and naked bodies being warmed by the early afternoon sun. They held each other as if they suffered a traumatic experience. 
 
    Kavan and Lorta finished putting the last of the fur into two large sacks. The troll lifted one and Kavan lifted the other. Kavan looked to the bolids and they whimpered a little louder. 
 
    “They will be fine. They do this every time. By tomorrow, they’ll be mulling about and their hair will be starting to grow back,” Lorta said. 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Farming Skill! Farming Skill is now 2nd degree, Average. 
 
    Lorta looked at Kavan’s disheveled clothes and bits of curly fur attached to him. She smiled shyly and looked away without Kavan seeing. 
 
    “Let’s get these sacks to the porch. I’ll store them for later. I’m sure you’re hungry.” 
 
    “I’m famished. I forgot to break my fast this morning,” Kavan said. 
 
    Lorta nodded and started walking. 
 
    The pair crossed the small field and reached the farm house. The pair dropped the large sacks onto the porch. Lorta moved to the door, opened it and stepped in. 
 
    Kavan followed her in. The main room was similar to his farm, but much nicer. The walls were painted white. The furniture was big and comfortable, Kavan assumed to handle Lorta’s size. A hearth stood against a wall and little figures lined along the top of it. A painting of several trolls hung on the stone chimney of the hearth. One of the child trolls had pigtails, just like Lorta. 
 
    “I’ll prepare something for us in the kitchen. You can wait here and relax a little until it's ready.” 
 
    Kavan turned to the troll in overalls. “I can help.” 
 
    Lorta’s cheeks took on a pinkish glow. “No, it's okay. I like to prepare meals. It's also my way of showing my thanks for today.” 
 
    The troll quickly left the living room by entering a side door. 
 
    Kavan stepped to the hearth, staring at the painting. Two trolls stood behind the three kids. They all had stoic faces, even Lorta. Her other siblings seemed slightly older, a brother and a sister. Lorta looked like she was the youngest in her family, her face mirroring the rest of her clan. 
 
    “Beautiful family,” Kavan whispered to himself. 
 
    The dragonkin lingered by the hearth. His gaze drifted down and he eyed the little figurines. Many of them were crystal, reshaped into different monsters. As he inspected each one, his gaze reached the end of the line of figurines and spotted one carved from stone. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a hair. He lifted his hand and took hold of the piece. He lifted it to his eyes and saw it was another carved knight, one of Brom’s pieces. 
 
    Another one. 
 
    “I hope you don’t plan on stealing it.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. 
 
    That would be incredibly rude. I may have to speak to her about it another time. She is becoming a friend and I don’t want to do anything to destroy that friendship. 
 
    Kavan was still holding the piece when Lorta stepped from the kitchen. She eyed him as he held the little figurine. 
 
    “I found that one on one of my walks. I prefer the crystal ones. You can have that one if you like it?” 
 
    Kavan turned to the troll. “Oh, no, I couldn’t. You’ve helped me so much and I just wanted to return the favor and get to know each other better.” 
 
    Lorta gave the dragonkin a warm, shy smile. “Take it. It doesn’t match my family’s collection and, to be honest, it gives off a bad vibration. I won’t miss it and you seem to really like it.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “Thank you, Lorta.” 
 
    The troll nodded. “Come into the kitchen. Lunch is ready.” 
 
    Kavan placed the small figurine in his belt pouch and closed it. He walked over to the kitchen door. Lorta held it open as he stepped into the kitchen. Kavan’s eyes widened a hair as his mouth watered. 
 
    A sturdy table took up the center of the kitchen. It was filled with plates of meat, cheese, fruit, and several bottles in the center.” 
 
    “I hope you like mead? I made it myself. My family always enjoyed making mead for generations,” Lorta said innocently. 
 
    “I think I’m going to love all of this,” Kavan said and his long tongue licked his lips. 
 
    The pair sat down. In an instant, they both reached for food and piled everything onto their plates. 
 
    Time slowed as they sat, ate, and laughed. Lorta couldn’t stop giggling at how seeing Kavan on Anna’s back and the bolid crying like it was the end of her world was priceless. Kavan chuckled many times, being honest that he had absolutely no idea what he was doing and just trying not to hurt the bolid. 
 
    After a time, their bellies were full and Lorta stood up and began clearing the table. Kavan stood up to help and she quickly waved him down. 
 
    “You are my guest. Please sit. I just want to clear the table for some dessert,” Lorta said and picked up a few more things.  
 
    Kavan watched as she moved to the sink and placed empty plates within it. “This was certainly an experience. One I’m ready to try again when you need it.” 
 
    Lorta kept her back to him as she gently placed a plate in the sink, one at a time. “Your help is always welcomed. Your company is always welcomed as well.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the troll’s back with affection. “Lorta, I feel the same.” 
 
    The troll hesitated before putting the last plate into the sink. Her heart pounded in her chest as heat rushed into her cheeks. 
 
    “I’m just a farmer. I don’t have pretty clothes and beauty like Zellee or self-confidence like Onka. I’m not pretty like Soki and Ammi. I’m not smart like Dura. I think my size and strength puts off most of the men in town. Rujin and Kazko see me like a sibling, nothing more.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “That’s not what I see. I see a beautiful, strong woman. I also see the tender side. It blends together to make you who you are and that is what makes you beautiful.” 
 
    Lorta stared ahead with trembling eyes. 
 
    Kavan sat back in his chair, his shoulders relaxing. “I came here, not just to help you, but to get to know you. I like what I’m finding.” 
 
    Lorta’s fingers curled hard against the sink. A long sigh slipped past her dark blue lips as a weakness filled her muscles. Butterflies fluttered along her stomach and she weaved a little. 
 
    “Lorta?” Kavan asked as she saw her weave a little. 
 
    The troll stood to her full height. Her hands rose up and pulled at the suspenders of her overalls. She pulled them aside and let them fall. Her overalls slipped down her body and puddled at her feet.  
 
    Kavan watched with mesmerized eyes as she took off her shirt. Her light blue skin practically glowed in the kitchen light. Her toned muscles moved under smooth skin. The shirt came off and was tossed aside as she stepped out of her clothes on the floor. Kavan’s gaze drifted down to her strong, bubble butt. Her waist was thin, giving her an hourglass figure. Thick thighs touched, but left a small space at the apex between her legs. 
 
    “I hope you’re hungry,” Lorta said as she turned around. 
 
    Kavan remained seated as he drank in her form. Her large, heavy breasts fought against gravity’s pull, defying the laws of physics. A deep belly button graced her toned stomach. Kavan’s gaze drifted down to her warm, inviting thighs. A small tuft of black hair graced the spot above her womanhood. The rest was hairless, her womanly line beginning to bud. 
 
    Kavan looked up to Lorta’s hungry eyes. Her braided pigtails laid against her chest as she looked down on Kavan. Her small, dark blue nipples pointed as the kitchen took on a warmth. 
 
    Lorta sauntered over to Kavan. She made no attempt to cover up, desire filling her eyes. 
 
    Kavan’s heart hammered in his chest. Heat began to rise as blood drained and surged into his member. Clothes began to strangle him, the dragonkin wishing to break free. 
 
    Lorta sat on the edge of the sturdy table. She raised one leg and brought it over, her womanhood unguarded. Kavan was between her legs, eyeing the beautiful troll. Lorta lifted up a bottle of mead and poured it onto her stomach. The liquid slipped down to her valley entrance like a small waterfall. 
 
    “Dessert is served,” Lorta said with a sultry whisper. 
 
    Kavan’s entire body fell into a trance as he looked down on the glistening pink line amid a sea of blue. His head lowered, pressing his short snout to her. Kavan’s pointed tongue slid out and gave the beautiful troll a hard lick. 
 
    Lorta’s eyes took on a pleading edge as her arms were straight and keeping her upper body up. She peered over her large breasts to see the dragonkin snuggling to her delicate trollhood. When his tongue ran along her slit and touched her sacred pearl, the troll let out a whimper and bit her lip. 
 
    Kavan drowned in Lorta’s scent and the sweet smell of mead. He licked at her, his tongue lingering against her. Heat poured off the troll, her tender inner thighs coming closer and touching the sides of Kavan’s face. Wetness and mead spilled and the dragonkin licked at her, tongue curling every drop into his mouth. The moments grew more and more intoxicating.  
 
    Kavan’s eyes were closed as his tongue worked. It explored her valley and licked up to touch her engorged clit. It swirled and writhed, Lorta moaning. Her body trembled as Kavan's hot tongue whipped at her very soul. Her breasts trembled to a deep shudder. Lorta watched as Kavan was lost to her taste, the mead all but licked away. 
 
    Kavan’s tongue pushed at her soft, delicate flesh. It stabbed into her valley and crawled upwards. It touched a small set of ridges within and the tip slipped along them. 
 
    Lorta’s eyes widened and she threw back her head. Her breathing quickened as she squeezed her eyes shut. Her nerves tightened to nearly the breaking point. Her hips betrayed her, moving to the dragonkin’s tongue. The moans and whimpers grew. The dam holding back an ocean of bliss began to crack. 
 
    When Kavan’s tongue licked her just the right way, Lorta’s hand snapped forward and grabbed one of Kavan’s horns. She moaned loudly as Kavan remained to task, wet sounds filling the air between them. 
 
    “Kavan,” Lorta said through gritted teeth. 
 
    The troll looked down as Kavan continued to whip his tongue across her spirit. One of Kavan’s hands circled one of her thick thighs. A thumb pressed against her clit, making a small, circular motion. 
 
    The touch of Kavan’s hand and tongue pushed the troll over the edge. A loud whine touched the air and Lorta’s entire body shuddered hard. The table creaked as she held Kavan’s horn. Thighs squeezed against his cheeks and Lorta let out a long, loud moan. 
 
    Her nerves ignited into magical explosions. It cascaded along her entire body, a tidal wave of ecstasy crashing into Lorta. Her breathing grew ragged, the pulses and explosions wiping away any sense of self. She let go of Kavan’s horn and slammed her hand on the table behind her to keep her sitting up. Her hips moved to Kavan’s tongue and thumb, another hard shudder rolling through her. 
 
    Kavan kept his tongue deep within the troll, a deluge of wetness splashing against his mouth and dripping from his chin. He looked up to Lorta’s bouncing breasts and pure bliss etched into her face. 
 
    “Goddess help me,” Lorta seethed as she moved to Kavan’s tongue. 
 
    Wetness dripped onto the edge of the table. Kavan stayed a moment longer, basking in her scent and massaging her. The heat and urges raged along his own body. Demonic needs stabbed at his soul, demanding more. 
 
    Kavan’s tongue slipped back into his mouth and Lorta whimpered. He stood up and took hold of his shirt. Lorta watched with ecstasy filled eyes as the dragonkin took off his shirt and tossed it aside. Leggings were pushed down and kicked off. The dragonkin stood in his naked glory, his dark red cock pulsating with its own needs. 
 
    “Goddess,” was all Lorta could say when Kavan stepped in closer. 
 
    The dragonkin took hold of his rock-hard member and caressed her dripping slit with the tip. The wet head coated in Lorta’s honey, Kavan reached up with his other hand and gently grabbed at a large breast. Lorta gasped and then cooed as his thumb slipped over her pert nipple. The motion relaxed the troll, her thighs parting a little more. Heavy breath fell from her open mouth as Kavan eyed her like prey in a field. His hips worked, gently pushing the head of his throbbing member into her tight, thin valley entrance. 
 
    Lorta let out a long gasp as thick inches invaded her tight inner world. Her inner walls parted as Kavan sank deeper. When he reached the hilt, he remained as he stood eye to eye with the troll.  
 
    Lorta trembled like a leaf before her body betrayed her again. Her hips moved, enticing the dragonkin to stab her with his thick spear. Kavan let out a small growl, squeezing her breast as his hips moved. 
 
    The connection between them dripped with sultry urges and desires. They looked down at each other’s bodies, unable and unwilling to break the intimate connection.  
 
    “Please, don’t stop,” Lorta said with a hard whisper. 
 
    Kavan continued his invasion, wet inches appearing and disappearing between them. Spindly hands grabbed at the troll. Squeezing and caressing her. The power and tempo of Kavan’s hips increased. The sounds of skin on skin filled the kitchen. Lorta’s inner thighs tried to contain the dragonkin, but Kavan could not be contained. 
 
    A moment of clarity flared between the couple. Lorta’s entire body surrendered to the dragonkin. She moaned and moved to Kavan’s repeated invasion. She used all of her strength just to keep herself upright. Her eyes dripped with bliss and lust. His thick inches caused her to moan louder. 
 
    Kavan lowered his head to her chest. He squeezed one breast and licked at the other nipple. When he didn’t get the desired reaction, his teeth nibbled at her pert nipple and pulled ever so slightly. 
 
    The sensations roared as Lorta whimpered and shuddered. Wetness surged between them and she cried out from a new string of orgasms. 
 
    Kavan took hold of her with both hands and forced her onto her back. The beautiful troll complied, her back slamming down and writhing. Kavan’s hips pushed with power, driving his member deep. When the urge for release wormed into every part of his body, he held it at bay as he enjoyed Lorta moving and writhing to him. 
 
    Lorta closed her eyes as a third string of orgasms blasted her wits to glass. 
 
    Seeing the beautiful troll surrender to him was enough to send Kavan off the edge. Kavan’s cock thickened and just as he was about to let it all go, he pulled his cock and stroked it once. 
 
    Lorta smiled as she gasped for air. Warmth splashed onto her breasts and trailed down her stomach. She lifted her head to see Kavan stroking himself as he looked down on her. His eyes were filled with a wild frenzy, another spurt splashing against her stomach. 
 
    “Praise the goddess,” Lorta said before her head lay back on the table. 
 
    Kavan took his member and pushed it back into the troll, another spurt filling her tight inner world. 
 
    The sounds of their heavy breathing filled the air around them as desires and urges pushed them on for more. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun sank low in the afternoon sky. A gentle calm flowed across Moonvale and the surrounding lands, signaling the approach of the evening and eventually, the cool cloak of night. 
 
    Kavan and Lorta walked along the outside wall of Moonvale. The two held hands as they strolled. The tall troll was all smiles. Kavan felt lighter and relaxed. Dimming sunlight painted the southwest wall of Moonvale, the couple’s shadows moving along it. 
 
    “Thank you for helping today, and everything else,” Lorta said shyly. 
 
    “Thank you for everything,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Lorta looked away as the sun warmed her skin. “Is it true you’re going to have dinner soon with Zellee?” 
 
    Kavan looked up to the troll. “I am. Does that bother you?” 
 
    Lorta looked down and blinked. “Bother me? Not at all. I heard about it and thought we should have dinner too. I don’t go out often, with the farm keeping me busy.” 
 
    The couple slowly reached the edge of the southern gate. Kavan slowed to a stop as did Lorta. The dragonkin turned to her as sunlight touched their bodies. He took her hands into his and held them. 
 
    “I would love to have dinner with you,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Lorta looked down on the dragonkin with trembling eyes. “You have no idea how happy that makes me.” 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Social. Social skill is now 4th degree, Proficient. 
 
    Kavan smiled wider. “Lorta, Moonvale is very much becoming my home and I’m happy to get to know you. I think, with time, the bonds will grow stronger between us.” 
 
    Lorta slowly blinked. “Between all of us,” she said cryptically. 
 
    Kavan raised a boney eye ridge. 
 
    The troll let out a sigh, her shoulders sinking down an inch. “Kavan, part of the reason why my family left wasn’t because of the monsters. They have fought monsters here for generations. It was simply a part of my family’s life. 
 
    “They left because they couldn’t accept anyone worshipping the old gods. The old gods that I still worship.” 
 
    Kavan listened with understanding eyes. 
 
    Lorta took a breath and continued, “I don’t know if you know, but Moonvale prides itself on allowing all religions and faiths, even the old and primal gods. My family deeply worshipped the dragon gods, but everything began to change a few years ago. Many residents in town began discussing the old and primal gods. It was like a new awakening was happening in our little town.” 
 
    Lorta looked away. “It didn’t sit well with some who lived here. They used the excuse that monsters were the cause of them leaving. But we knew it wasn’t that. They were leaving because they couldn’t allow the old gods back in their hearts. They feared following those deities because the dragonkin would come and smite everyone.” 
 
    Lorta’s hands squeezed Kavan’s hands. “I know that fear is not true. You’re a dragonkin and you have not judged or belittled anything about us, our town or our ways. It makes you very special, to me and many others. We have lived in fear for so long, and to know you accept and care for us, when most in the Spire Cities would not care if we live or die, shows us how special this time is between all of us.”  
 
    Kavan squeezed Lorta’s hand. “You never have to worry. We are here, together. I would never stand in anyone’s way of who they worship and why. We are only going to make ourselves and the town that much better.” 
 
    “Oh Kavan,” Lorta said before letting go and embracing the dragonkin.  
 
    Kavan’s face was pulled into Lorta’s chest, nearly engulfing his entire head. The two hugged each other for a long moment before Kavan pulled back and took a deep, cleansing breath. 
 
    “I do have to go home and check to see if my taur has fully grown. But Lorta, you can stop by anytime. I would love to hear about the old gods and which ones speak to you. We can…” Kavan trailed off when a screech filled the air. 
 
    The sun touched the horizon, light painting the world in a subdued yellow. A small cloud of dust billowed from the south road leading to the town. It reached the edge of Kavan’s farm and continued.  
 
    Kavan and Lorta looked to the road, seeing the cloud and three, hulking creatures rushing toward them from the distance.  
 
    Three dreggers huffed, growled and roared as they charged along. Their small eyes were crazed as their bulky bodies moved with urgency. All three glanced at the dragonkin and troll by the southern gate and roared. Powerful limbs moved as thick claws stabbed into the dusty ground. 
 
    Kavan reached for his spear behind him as Lorta stayed by his side. 
 
    “Get into town and lock the south gate. Alert the town and don’t open the doors until I give the word,” Kavan ordered. 
 
    The troll stared at the dragonkin as he pulled his spear and held it at the ready. The three hulking monsters drew closer with their long mouths open, their teeth gleaming in the dying sunlight and a furious madness in their eyes. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Sixteen 
 
      The dragonkin bent at the knees, mithril spear in hand. The cloud behind the three charging dreggers grew bigger as they approached. Heavy huffing filled the air as the monsters made a beeline directly for Kavan and Lorta. 
 
    Kavan called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 7 
 
    Gold: 12 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 2 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Willpower: 4  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 2 
 
    Body: 1 
 
    Life: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 4 
 
      
 
    “Lorta, get inside and shut the gate!” Kavan shouted as he readied himself. 
 
    The troll looked to the charging monsters and back to Kavan. “I can’t leave you!” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed as the three monsters charged closer. “If you don’t get inside, it will be harder to defend you and fight them. Get help. If things get hairy, I’m going to have to retreat into the town. Now go!” 
 
    Lorta’s eyes drank in the dragonkin as her heart broke in half. She quickly turned and darted for the south gate.  
 
    Kavan let out a relieved sigh. He held steady as the dreggers were nearly to him.  
 
    Lorta rushed into the town, spun and grabbed one wooden gate. She slammed it shut and moved to the other. She rushed to close it, keeping it slightly open and seeing Kavan’s back. He was still as a statue as the monsters roared. 
 
    Lorta’s lip wrinkled as she slammed the gate door and slid the locking bolt into place. 
 
    Kavan relaxed when he heard the gate doors shut.  
 
    Time to bring everything to the test. 
 
    The roaring monsters closed the distance in heartbeats. Kavan reared back his arm, spear in hand. Eyes focused on the center beast and his arm snapped forward. The spear crossed the short distance in a blink, the sharp end stabbing into the thick shoulder. The center dregger roared in pain before the shoulder and arm gave out and it crashed into the dirt road. The two others ignored their fallen fellow beast, bent their legs and launched at the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan’s body moved with slow confidence. Claws stabbed out from fingertips on both hands. Kavan channeled 2 points of mana to his fire sphere. Flames engulfed both hands and he bent low and sidestepped. Flaming claws raked across an exposed belly of one of the dreggers. It damaged, burned, and cauterized the wounds in one swipe. The monster’s eyes flashed as it clutched at its burning belly, curling into a ball and slamming into the ground. 
 
    The third dregger landed on all fours, turned and leapt for Kavan. The dragonkin remained calm as he sidestepped the creature. A clawed hand reached out and slammed into his shoulder as the dregger flew past him. Kavan was knocked off balance, spinning away and stumbling backwards. A quick glance to his shoulder showed the claw marks of the beast, but it didn’t penetrate his leather armor. 
 
    Kavan regained his footing when the third beast was on him. Time slowed down as the beast was feet away from crashing into him. Kavan drank in the crazed eyes of the creature. In that small moment, he noticed the jagged wounds along the dregger’s head, shoulders and arms. The wounds were new and not caused by Kavan’s claws. He hadn’t landed a strike on the third one and took a step back. 
 
    The monster roared as time sped up again. The beast rammed into Kavan and he stumbled back, flaming claws flashing across the monster’s face. Jagged teeth were knocked from the monster’s open mouth and flames burned at its tough hide. The monster pushed into the blinding pain, its mouth trying to snap shut on the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan let out a grunt as the monster slammed into him. In a desperate move, he drove flaming claws into the monster’s eyes and deep into its skull. Flames and blood blended together with a painful whimper. The dregger’s body collapsed immediately into a heap. Kavan drew his claws from the monster’s eyes as he spun around to the other two. The one with the spear in its shoulder growled as it stalked closer. The one with the clawed belly also moved closer, hungry murder in its eyes. 
 
    Kavan noted the extra wounds on the beasts and took a step back. 
 
    I wonder if they will listen to reason? 
 
    *** 
 
    Lorta charged up South Street. The troll huffed hard as she spotted the blacksmith shop and darted for the front door. Her large frame nearly knocked the door off its hinges and she stumbled into the shop. 
 
    Durzol looked up from an anvil, hammer in hand.  
 
    “We need to help Kavan! He’s fighting three dreggers outside the south gate!” Lorta shouted. 
 
    The orc dropped his hammer and darted for the armory, his green hand pulling out a key. 
 
    *** 
 
    The two remaining dreggers treaded carefully as they eyed the dragonkin with malice. Their growls vibrated through the air, body’s flexing and ready to rend him to pieces. 
 
    Kavan spied the wounds along their bodies. He channeled a point of mana into his life sphere. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 4/7 
 
      
 
    Cool energy flowed into the dragonkin. He took hold of the effect, but it was weak. Unlike his moment with the firefly, he couldn’t communicate with the dreggers, but he could feel their simple minds. 
 
    Wild fear and rage stormed through them. Pain tortured their bodies and exhaustion slipped into their hearts. Flashes into their minds provided a simple picture of strange humanoids slicing at them. 
 
    The moment bled away, the magic of the life sphere burning low. 
 
    Kavan stayed at the ready, flaming hands out at his sides. “We don’t have to keep doing this. Run away.” 
 
    The two dreggers growled louder and charged. Kavan bent low and when the two creatures were nearly on him, he leapt into the air. Flaming claws slashed at one beast’s shoulder and his boot landed on the one with the spear in it. One beast limped to the side, steam rising up from its new wounds. 
 
    Kavan fought to stay on the dregger with the spear in its shoulder. The monster bucked and Kavan grabbed hold of the spear, turned it, and jumped. The spearpoint dislodged from the monster. Kavan extinguished his flames as he spun through the air and landed on his feet. 
 
    The dragonkin turned around and spun his spear. He stopped its spinning and aimed it at the two monsters as they stalked closer again. 
 
    “Leave!” Kavan shouted, hoping his words would get through to them. 
 
    The monsters ignored his words and charged at him again.  
 
    Kavan bent low and stabbed the butt of the spear into the ground at an angle. One dregger leapt at the dragonkin, the spearpoint stabbing deep into its chest. Kavan growled as he lifted the spear and the heavy monster was flung over his head. He held the shaft of the spear as the monster slammed into the ground, its body unmoving and its lifeless eyes staring at the sky. 
 
    Kavan pulled the spear and spun away as the second monster landed on the spot he was on a second ago. Kavan’s spear spun as the monster turned and charged. Kavan bent his legs and jumped straight up. His body practically floated as the monster moved under him. Spear turning, it stopped when it pointed down. Kavan’s arms flashed downward. The spear point penetrated the monster’s skull. The light in its eyes immediately died as it crashed to the ground. A long exhale left its body as Kavan landed and pulled the bloody spearpoint from the monster’s head. 
 
    Kavan huffed. Slitted eyes looked around to the three dead monsters. He relaxed his stance when the south gate doors burst open. 
 
    Kavan turned to see Lorta and Durzol, armed to the teeth. Lorta held a small spear. Durzol held a large warhammer. Belts surrounded their waists, several daggers sheathed in them. A sword graced Lorta’s back and a battle axe was against Durzol’s back. The orc and troll looked to Kavan and then down at the three dead monsters. 
 
    Durzol let out a long, relieved exhale. Lorta dropped her spear and rushed to Kavan. The dragonkin braced himself as the tall troll grabbed him into a bear hug and lifted his boots off the ground. 
 
    “Kavan… I thought,” Lorta began. 
 
    Kavan hugged her. “I’m okay.” 
 
    Lorta snuggled him close to her before gently putting him down. Durzol stepped closer, his expression filled with hard concern. 
 
    Kavan looked to his friend and nodded. “They came up the road. I assume they were from the forest by the beach.” 
 
    The dragonkin looked up to the sun touching the western horizon. “We’re losing daylight. If I hurry, I might be able to see what happened to them. They were cut and bleeding before they attacked. Something else attacked them.” 
 
    “I’m coming with you,” Durzol said. 
 
    “Me too!” Lorta said with conviction. 
 
    Kavan looked at the beautiful troll. “Lorta, I know you can handle yourself, but I need you to alert the mayor and the town of what happened. Durzol and I can investigate.” 
 
    Lorta’s brow hardened. “I can help.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I know you can, but we need to do two things at once. Please, do as I ask. We will be back shortly.” 
 
    Kavan turned his attention to Durzol, “Let’s make this quick.” 
 
    Durzol nodded. 
 
    Dragonkin and orc darted into a run. They pumped their legs, racing along the south dirt road and heading for the beach. 
 
    Lorta stood by the south gate, watching Kavan and Durzol slowly disappear in the distance. 
 
    “Be careful,” the troll whispered, then turned and rushed through the town gate. 
 
    The sun sank lower as Kavan and Durzol ran. The two friends huffed as they pushed themselves to run as fast as they could. The sun reached halfway behind the horizon as Kavan spotted streaks of blood along the dusty road. The crimson color nearly glowed, showing how fresh they were. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol slowed to a walking pace. They looked around as the light began to dim from the end of the day. The sounds of waves were a short distance away and the sea scent blanketed the area. 
 
    “I can’t smell the dregger’s scent,” Kavan said as the sea scent filled his nose.  
 
    He turned his attention to the side of the road and saw a drop of blood on a leaf. “But we can still track them.” 
 
    Kavan and Durzol held their weapons at the ready as they stepped into the woods by the road. 
 
    Inky shadows grew longer as the pair made their way deeper in. Kavan glanced around, seeing drops of blood and thick claw marks against the base of several trees. 
 
    “We might be near a dregger nesting area. They mark the trees to warn other creatures and animals not to approach,” Durzol said as he stayed low, warhammer in hand. 
 
    “Do they normally nest this close to town?” Kavan asked in a low tone. 
 
    “It depends on the year. We’ve had a few years of seeing them along the forest edges, but they tend to keep their distance from town and the farms,” Durzol explained. 
 
    “Something attacked those dreggers,” Kavan said as he pushed through the brush. 
 
    “Anything could have attacked them. The western forest from town is filled with all kinds of ferals and monsters. Dregger eggs are prized by many different creatures.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and stepped into the small clearing. Durzol came from behind and stood by the dragonkin. The pair looked down at the large, wide hole with bloody carnage strewn about. 
 
    The hole was filled with dried grass and mud. Cracked eggshells littered the area. Bright blood painted the nest and surrounding trees. Beams of daylight poked through the forest, casting the last glow of the day and highlighting the massacre across the ground and nest. 
 
    Durzol drank in the sight before him. “This is a big nest. Too big for three dreggers.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “They were attacked and the three I killed were trying to get away.” 
 
    Durzol looked up at the sky, the stars beginning to shine as the sun faded behind the horizon. 
 
    “We should get back. It’s not safe out here for any creature after dark,” Durzol warned. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he drank in the scene as the sun sank behind the horizon. 
 
    *** 
 
    Torches and lanterns glowed from a crowd gathered at the south gate. Lorta looked at the dead monsters. Rujin and Kazko knelt down by one, inspecting it and talking to each other in hushed tones. 
 
    The mayor stood amid most of the townsfolk. He and many others looked to the south road, waiting for any sign of Kavan and Durzol. Dura stood by her father, concern etched into her green brow. 
 
    Onka stood further along the road, past the dead monsters. She stared into the distance, looking for any sign of Kavan. Her hands were clutched to her chin and she barely blinked.  
 
    The goblin’s heart thudded harder in her chest as she saw the dragonkin and orc walking toward her. Onka burst into a run, darted the distance between them and hugged Kavan around the waist. Kavan’s arms moved around her shoulders and hugged her to him. Durzol smiled at the dragonkin and goblin as he kept walking toward the gathered townsfolk. 
 
    “Lorta told us what happened. Are you okay?”  
 
    Kavan nodded. “I’m okay.” 
 
    The two broke their embrace and walked side by side back to the gathered townsfolk. 
 
    “Did you discover what happened to cause the dreggers to come here?” Mayor Sunaxe asked. 
 
    The townsfolk moved closer, all ears on the dragonkin. 
 
    “Durzol and I found the dregger nest. It was empty, but filled with shell pieces and signs of a massacre,” Kavan explained. 
 
    Hynrik emerged from the side of the crowd, his long spider legs moving silently. Eyes shined as his brow made a sharp V. 
 
    “Were there any bones, or raw flesh in the nest?” the arachnix asked. 
 
    Kavan looked at the arachnix and shook his head. “No. Nothing was left except pieces of shells and blood.” 
 
    Hynrik turned his attention to the mayor. “Kogan, this is very serious. Xykks take every scrap of flesh, muscle and bone for their colonies. As long as the parts are not dead for longer than a day or two, they will use everything to feed their young. We have a potential crisis here.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe’s expression didn’t change as he looked at Hynrik. “We have very little proof a xykk colony is here. One shell from a month ago is not enough to cause alarm. We know xykks do not handle temperate climates well. 
 
    “It must be another monster of some kind. Xykks are nocturnal. This attack happened before sunset.” 
 
    Hynrik kept his angry gaze on the mayor. “You cannot brush this under the rug. Xykks do leave their colonies during dusk. If the dreggers were killed or captured by xykks, they will be brought to a nearby colony.” 
 
    The mayor shook his head and then looked to Kavan, “Did you find any further evidence of the attack? Did you find a shell or plate, similar to the one found on your farm with slaughtered undead?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “We looked it over as the sun was setting and didn’t find anything else.” 
 
    The mayor turned to Hynrik with serious eyes. “You see, no further evidence xykks were involved. Undead are weaker than dreggers. Surely the dreggers would have defended themselves and killed any xykk drones that may have attacked.” 
 
    Hynrik growled and one of his legs lifted up and stabbed into the ground. His humanoid upper half heaved as his eyes stared daggers into the mayor. 
 
    “If a group of undead attacked a single drone, it would be a harder fight. But if several drones attacked the dregger nest, the dreggers wouldn’t be able to fight back as well. The xykks would have carried off their wounded as well, not leaving any sign they were there,” Hynrik seethed. 
 
    “We need more evidence. We cannot have the town in a panic over speculation,” Mayor Sunaxe said sternly. 
 
    Hynrik glared at Kavan before returning his gaze back to the mayor. “Give me a search party. I’ll investigate the area of the attack tomorrow and hunt down these monsters before they try to steal away our people!” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe kept his annoyed gaze on the arachnix for a moment before pointing to Kavan. “It’s not your place to lead any investigation. Kavan is the town’s magistrate and he decides how the investigation will continue.” 
 
    Kavan stood as all eyes turned to him. 
 
    I better say something. It’s my job after all. 
 
    “At first light tomorrow, I’ll investigate the dregger nest with Durzol and Hynrik. We can look it over and see if there is a xykk threat or not.” 
 
    Lorta stepped forward from the crowd. “I’m coming too and don’t you dare say I’m not,” the troll said with a heated edge. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “As I said, Lorta, Durzol and Hynrik will go with me to investigate the nest and look for evidence.” 
 
    Lorta smiled. 
 
    Kavan turned his blank gaze to Hynrik, “If there are no objections?” 
 
    The arachnix fixed his padded work shirt and looked down on Kavan with a dark gaze. “No objections, Magistrate.” 
 
    The last word came out with a sardonic hiss and Kavan ignored it. 
 
    The mayor turned to the gathered crowd and projected his voice. “There is little more we can do tonight. I recommend everyone lock their doors and windows for the night. I know some of you like to stay up late, if you see anything, do not investigate it. Wait for morning.” 
 
    Shegga stepped forward and raised her voice, “And what if we are attacked during the night? Are we just going to wait until morning before we report it?” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe looked down on the kobold with an endearing smile. “My dear Shegga, let us not forget, I used to hunt down xykks as well. They do not attack populated areas unless there is a swarm of them.  
 
    “Since they do not handle the environment well outside of a desert, there is little to no chance one or several xykks will try to break into any home. They do carry some intelligence and won’t risk themselves unless they have greater numbers. The attack happened outside of town and to dreggers. We have no evidence that xykks were involved and most other monsters cannot get over the wall. Moonvale is safe. 
 
    “I do encourage everyone to return to their homes and secure them. If you need a weapon to feel safer, I’m sure Durzol can loan one or several to all of you for the night.” 
 
    The mayor nodded to the crowd. “I must speak with the magistrate on a few further details. Everyone, head to your homes and we will see what the investigation turns up tomorrow. I will inform everyone of our magistrate’s findings.” 
 
    A murmur filled the crowd and, in a blink, everyone turned and walked back through the gate. Onka gave Kavan a long look before turning and joining the crowd. Lorta nodded to Kavan and stepped back with the crowd.  
 
    Kavan spotted Zellee as she looked at him with concerned eyes. She smiled at him before turning and walking back into town. 
 
    Hynrik stayed for a moment, eyeing Kavan with malice. When Kavan returned the arachnix’s hard stare with his own, the spider folk turned and his legs moved as he walked toward his farm to the north east of town. 
 
    Kazko and Rujin took out sharp daggers and began cutting at a dregger corpse.  
 
    “There will be some fine dining over the next few nights. Can’t let good meat go to waste,” Kazko laughed as he cut. 
 
    “Just keep cutting,” Rujin snarled next to his brother.  
 
    Mayor Sunaxe walked to Kavan’s side, putting his arm around his shoulder. The two of them walked further down the road, closer to Kavan’s farm. When they were out of ear shot, the mayor turned to Kavan with a serious expression. 
 
    “Hynrik has the right of it. The attack on the dreggers is suspicious. But he was going about it the wrong way.” 
 
    Kavan listened. 
 
    Kogan continued, “It wouldn’t help the town to stir everyone into a panic. Hynrik may have some experience fighting xykks, but doesn’t understand taking care of your own. Sending out a search party to look for a xykk colony would be a near impossible task. We don’t have enough residents to perform an extensive search. I certainly don’t want to put our people in harm's way if we do stumble upon a colony.” 
 
    The older orc lifted a meaty hand and rubbed his jaw. “It still doesn’t make much sense. It’s possible a lone drone could come out this far, but a colony out here is unheard of. They enjoy dry climates. They wouldn’t last long here.” 
 
    “Mayor, why wouldn’t xykks live or survive out here. If there is a shortage of food, many creatures will search beyond their habitat to find food.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “It’s true, many creatures do such things. Xykks on the other hand are different. It was discovered a long time ago that they grow a certain kind of fungus. Their colonies often have chambers with this fungus. It adds as another food source and some scholars have agreed that the size of a xykk is difficult to maintain on its own. I can’t get into the finer points because it’s been a long time since I’ve hunted or fought those creatures, but wetter climates can cause the fungus to keep growing, even on xykk bodies.  
 
    “If there was a colony out here, the fungus would grow out of control. They would be covered in it, unable to move or hunt. The fungus would consume them just as it consumes what little living flesh and bones it feeds from in the colony.” 
 
    The xykk and the fungus share a symbiotic relationship. We might be able to use that knowledge in some way. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe shrugged, “We have no evidence to support a colony here around Moonvale. All I know is we have to keep the town calm. I don’t like bending the truth, but if it’s a choice between panic and concerned calm, I’ll take the latter.” 
 
    The mayor looked to Kavan, “Search the dregger nest early tomorrow. Hynrik will attempt to make it harder than it needs to be, but we do need his eyes on this to be sure. Bring back anything you find to me. 
 
    “In the meantime, I will spend a few hours trying to come up with a plan for the safety of Moonvale’s residents. Xykk or not, something killed those dreggers and destroyed the nest. Anything you find, bring it to me without delay.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I will.” 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe’s gaze softened. “Thank you, Kavan. Without you, this might have been the last nail in the coffin for our town. I know everyone appreciates you guarding Moonvale.” 
 
    The older orc clamped a hand on Kavan’s shoulder. “Get some rest. You’ve earned it. Fighting three dreggers at once, even in my youth, I would have been hard pressed. But you made it through unscathed. We will need some of that luck for a time.” 
 
    Kogan pulled his hand away and bowed to the dragonkin. Kavan bowed to him. 
 
    The mayor said his goodbyes, turned and walked back to town. Kavan watched him go, the mayor passing Rujin and Kazko as they cut away huge slabs of meat from the dead dreggers. 
 
    Once the Mayor was out of sight, Kavan turned and began walking back to his farm. 
 
    Questions and thoughts stormed the dragonkin’s mind as he walked back. There were too many variables to make much sense of it. With Voldor being another realm, it only raised more questions, many of them to things Kavan didn’t know. 
 
    Viz, do you remember anything about xykks, or any other monsters from the Monstar Saga MMO? 
 
    “Since I lost my connection to the Monstar Saga network, my information is limited. I have noticed information seems to unlock after certain experiences. The only way I can access information is if we encounter it for a small period of time. The method isn’t absolute, since the information presents itself when it wants to, not when I try to access it.” 
 
    It might be something we will have to remain alert for. 
 
    “If I may make a suggestion, the town library might have some information we need.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    It’s a good idea. After we investigate in the morning and make our way back to town, we’ll stop by the library. Dura might be able to point us in the right direction. 
 
    Kavan approached the gate to his farm. He opened it and stepped through. The dragonkin glanced at the dark farmhouse. No lanterns were lit and the inky darkness gave it an unsettling gloom. Kavan looked at the barn, wondering how much longer before his new taur emerged. The bed within was prepared, complete with fur blankets. Empty bottles waited in crates. Kavan sighed to himself, thinking this was simply the beginning of bigger things. 
 
    “This is a very nice farm,” came a voice from the road. 
 
    Kavan whipped his head to the side. A dragonkin stood on the road. The silver along the edges of the black leather was all Kavan could see, and the dragonkin’s features. It gave Drayke a disembodied appearance, his body nearly blending with the dark evening. 
 
    Drayke moved to the low, wood fence, took hold with one hand and vaulted over onto Kavan’s property. 
 
    Kavan spied the sword handle over Drayke’s shoulder. His own hand reached behind to touch his spear. 
 
    “A little jumpy, are we?” Drayke smiled, showing sharp, pointed teeth. 
 
    “Can I help you?” Kavan asked with half-closed eyes. 
 
    “I think the question is, can we help each other?” Drayke said as he stopped walking and stood twenty feet away from the red dragonkin. 
 
    “It’s been a crazy day, so I hope you don’t mind that I don’t feel like solving riddles.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “Yes, you have quite a mystery on your hands, with the dreggers and a hidden monster lurking around the town. But I had to see you, one on one. Time marches on and so do we.” 
 
    “I don’t know what there is to talk about? You came into town yesterday and you’re opening a restaurant. Not much else to discuss.” 
 
    Drayke kept his gentle gaze and small smile. “I believe there is a lot to discuss between us. We are, after all, the Exiled. We’re not from this realm. You felt my presence, just as I felt yours. My dreams and hunch were right to come here.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed, but internally, a shockwave of surprise rushed through his spirit. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Kavan said firmly. 
 
    Drayke shook his head slightly. “Yes, you do. You were part of the beta test. I know, because I was part of the beta test. Monstar Saga was meant to be a new MMO, one where players could be any fantasy race or monster they chose. Using the Lewd Saga engine, it was going to be the next step in virtual gaming. Time dilation, increased sensitivity, and epic storylines that could take years to finish. It was a masterpiece of technology and gaming.” 
 
    A cool breeze washed over the two dragonkin as they looked at each other. 
 
    Drayke smiled wider, “But there was a system failure shortly after launch.” 
 
    Kavan was still as a statue, his gaze firmly on the dragonkin. 
 
    Drayke relaxed his shoulders as he stood. “One thousand beta testers logged on in the first few minutes. One thousand beta testers were killed by a systematic malfunction. The safeguards didn’t prevent the power surges. The MEG helmets channeled the overloads directly into the player's brains.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a little, unable to hide his surprise any longer. 
 
    Drayke bowed his head slightly, “An unfortunate end to a thousand players, but a new start for those thousand players here on Voldor.” 
 
    “We died. All of us died?” Kavan said in disbelief  
 
    Drayke nodded. “We did, but our souls crossed over to this realm. New bodies were made. We were scattered across this realm, this very real realm. I woke not too far from Loduss. I was lucky. I managed to survive and prosper over a month ago since the system failure happened. I see you did too.” 
 
    “There are a thousand of us here on Voldor? How could this have happened? How could we have died and become reborn here?” 
 
    “I prefer the term, Exiled. We exiled can never return to Earth. The surge and system failure were enough to roast our bodies beyond repair. But we do have certain gifts that the native population of Voldor does not have. You should have a copy of your personal VIS embedded in your mind. I don’t know how all the magic and technology works between the worlds, but it does work.  
 
    “The puzzle is still unraveling, for all of us. We all arrived at the same time. Because you can track your stats, it will give you an edge on surviving in this world. A small benefit, but a helpful one.” 
 
    Kavan lowered his small snout and stared at the dragonkin, “You came here to find me? To find others like us?” 
 
    Drayke threw back his head and pressed a hand to his stomach. The laughter filled the air as Kavan’s stance remained the same. 
 
    Drayke wiped at the edge of his eye as his laughter fell into chuckles. “You are very funny. How simple of you to think we’re here just to find each other. Is this from some fantasy story where we come together and help each other and others like us? That would make an excellent young adult novel or game. Banding together to fight great evils. That’s some good stuff.” 
 
     A heat touched Kavan’s eyes. “Then what is this about? What do you know that you’re not telling me?” 
 
    Drayke eyed Kavan and lifted an eye ridge. “You don’t know, do you? Haven’t you had the dreams? Hasn’t she, or any of them, called to you?” 
 
    Kavan was silent as a tomb. 
 
    Drayke gave a single nod. “Not ready to disclose what you know just yet? I can admire that. We barely know each other. The only common thread between us is we are from Earth. I commend you on holding back your trust. I would have done the same if you came to me.” 
 
    Drayke let out a small snicker before he continued, “I’m going to be here, in Moonvale, a long time. We will have every opportunity to get to know each other and discover certain secrets together.” 
 
    Drayke’s gaze darkened. “You should know, there are no extra lives here. Death is death, no matter what realm you reside in. You die here, there will be no second chances. Remember that, and you should do fine.” 
 
    The dragonkin turned and took one step toward the fence. 
 
    “Wait!” Kavan called out. 
 
    Drake stopped and looked over his shoulder. 
 
    “I still have questions. We should sit and talk. Maybe pool what we know,” Kavan said diplomatically. 
 
    Drayke gave Kavan a razor grin. “There is something I wanted to know.” 
 
    Kavan watched as the dragonkin reached over his shoulder, took hold of the pommel of his sword and drew it in one smooth move. Drayke spun around with sword in hand, his slitted eyes filled with tiny arcs of electricity. 
 
    Drayke bent his knees and launched at the red dragonkin, sword raised. 
 
    Kavan took hold of his spear, whipped it from its sheath. The spear extended in a blink. Kavan held it sideways just as Drayke’s sword came down. Metal clashed against metal, sparks flying. Kavan and Drayke’s arms vibrated as they pushed at each other. 
 
    Kavan stared at the blue dragonkin with wide eyes. Drayke looked at Kavan with a hint of madness. 
 
    The two of them pushed off each other. The air was still for a fraction of a moment when they both charged. Bodies moved, a sword swinging and a spear stabbing out. A whirl of metal and sparks filled the space between them, each dragonkin moving in quick blurs. Sparks lit up against the darkness between them. Kavan moved with skill, using his spear to keep Drayke at bay.  
 
    Drayke hissed as his sword moved in quick, strong strikes. They were so fast, Kavan could barely keep up, his spear the only thing keeping some distance between them. 
 
    Clashes lit up the night until Drayke’s body arced with power. Kavan parried a blow with the shaft of the spear, but Drayke’s body pulsed with power. He pushed and Kavan’s boots slid through the grass and dirt. 
 
    Drayke’s gaze grew wilder as he licked his lips. Kavan grunted as he kept him at bay, planning out his moves and counter moves. 
 
    A low pulse and hum came from the barn. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke glanced to the side, hearing the same sound. Another pulse and moan leaked from the barn. A blink later, the barn door opened and a dark figure stepped out. 
 
    Drayke planted his foot on the ground and pushed away. Kavan spun his spear and held it ready for another attack.  
 
    A new attack never came. 
 
    Drayke slid his sword over his shoulder and into its sheath. He fixed his black and silver leather armor before reaching into a belt pouch and pulled out a small scroll. He dropped it on the grass and bowed to Kavan. 
 
    “I see you have other pressing matters. The scroll is a formal invitation to my restaurant tomorrow night. I’m sure the entire town will be there. I hope to see you and serve a delicious meal for you to enjoy.” 
 
    With that, Drayke stood up, turned and darted for the fence. He leapt over it with ease. He landed on the road and fell into a stroll as he made his way back to town. 
 
    Kavan stared at dragonkin in disbelief before a moan touched his ears. The dragonkin shortened his spear and sheathed it behind his back. He turned to the barn and watched as a taur walked toward him with trembling legs. 
 
    The taur moved with a haunted look in her eyes. She whimpered when she saw Kavan. She managed a small smile before she stumbled forward. Kavan darted to her and caught her in his arms. The pair sank down to the grass, Kavan holding the naked taur to him. 
 
    “Hi,” the female taur whispered. 
 
    Kavan looked at her long, brown hair. Fur covered some of her body. Small, black, curved horns stabbed out from the sides of her head, above the temples. Her nose was a little wide and black, just like a snout on a cow back home. Small, floppy ears were to each side of her head. Kavan noticed how beautiful she was as she laid in his lap.  
 
    “Hi,” Kavan said with a smile. 
 
    The taur closed her eyes and sighed. 
 
    Kavan looked up from the taur and across the short distance to the rolled-up scroll on the grass. 
 
    The breeze returned, washing over the dragonkin and taur with invisible caresses as Kavan’s mind pondered at length everything he learned from the mysterious blue dragonkin. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Seventeen 
 
    Kavan held the taur woman to him, her upper body lying in his arms and lap. The air around them grew cooler, but Kavan noticed how warm the taur was. Heat came off her in waves as she snuggled her check against his leather covered stomach. 
 
    “My name is Kavan,” the dragonkin said. 
 
    The taur nodded. “Abby Silverherd.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “You have a full name.” 
 
    Abby gave a small nod. “I grew up on a farm, before I was egged. We all have to get egged before we are delivered to new homes.” 
 
    The taur sat up and looked at Kavan’s farm house. “This is my new home!” she said with an excited tone. 
 
    Kavan looked to the farmhouse and then back to the taur. “That is my home.” 
 
    The dragonkin then pointed to the barn. “That is your home. I have a bed, blankets, and clothes for you to wear.” 
 
    Abby looked to the barn and frowned. “I’m sleeping in there. It doesn’t look safe.” 
 
    Kavan scratched at the scales along the back of his head. “I thought this is how it’s done?” 
 
    Abby looked at Kavan with a wry smile. “The farmers told us we would go to good homes and be treated like family. Sleeping in a barn is not what you do to family.” 
 
    Kavan blinked, not sure what to say. Lorta’s words sank into his mind and he firmed up his resolve. 
 
    “The barn will be your home here. It is very comfortable and you will be fine,” Kavan said with a small, commanding tone. 
 
    Abby’s eyes trembled before she wailed like a banshee in the night. “I’ll be all alone! You can’t do this to me! I thought you would be a kind and loving master!” 
 
    Kavan opened his mouth, ready to calm the hysterical taur down when Abby leapt up at him and slammed her more than a handful size breasts into his face. The force of the blow was strong enough for him to slam his back to the ground, his face filled with firm breasts. 
 
    “Master! Don’t leave me in the barn! Monsters could get me! I’ll be all alone and the monsters will drag me away. We had guards back in the farm I grew up in! Do you have guards? We need guards!” 
 
    Kavan struggled against the surprisingly strong taur. Muffled words rose up from between breasts, trying to say something, anything to calm her down. Abby continued holding him down with her body and clutching to him.  
 
    Kavan’s hands touched Abby’s shoulders. He grabbed them and turned his whole body sideways. His strength caused Abby to yelp and then she was on her back, the dragonkin over her. 
 
    “Abby, you’re staying in the barn!” Kavan heaved. 
 
    The taur looked up with wide eyes. They soon began to water. 
 
    “No. Don’t do this,” Kavan said with a knowing edge. 
 
    Abby started crying, tears streaking down from the corners of her eyes. She wailed louder and louder. The sobbing continued as Kavan looked down in disbelief. 
 
    The dragonkin sighed as Abby sobbed uncontrollably. 
 
    Dammit! 
 
    “Abby. Abby!” Kavan nearly shouted at the sobbing taur. 
 
    The sobbing stopped instantly and she looked up with pleading eyes. 
 
    “You can stay in one of the spare rooms in the house. You’ll have to sleep on a bedroll and it is only for tonight. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Abby’s mouth twisted into a bright, toothy grin. 
 
    “Thank you, Master!” the taur shouted with glee before wrapping her arms around Kavan’s head and forcing his face between her bountiful breasts. 
 
    Kavan grabbed at her shoulders again and forced her back to the ground. “Abby, let’s get inside. Tomorrow, we will start fresh.” 
 
    Yes, Master,” Abby said with a cheerful smile. 
 
    She played me. She played me hard. 
 
    The two slowly rose to their feet. Abby circled her arm around Kavan’s arm and made tiny little jumps in excitement. The dragonkin scooped up the scroll Drayke left behind. They walked toward the farmhouse, a dread filling the dragonkin’s stomach as he felt this was truly a bad idea. 
 
    *** 
 
    A fiery heat consumed Kavan as he lay. A sea of demonic bodies writhed around him, sultry whispers spilling into his ears. Black lips grinned as horns gleamed in the low, red light. Crimson colored hands pawed and caressed at his naked form. The heat turned into a burning fever, the dragonkin lost to wave after wave of body heat. 
 
    Kavan lifted his head and looked out to a massive cavern. Pillars of flames rose up from cracks in the ground. Thousands of nude demonic bodies writhed like one giant organism. Giggles, gasps, moans, and shudders echoed along the cavern and around him. 
 
    The dragonkin sat up fully, drinking in the hellish sight. It sang to him like an opera, cutting at his reason and dripping with his desires. 
 
    A tall, demonic woman walked through the cavern. Her cloven feet stomped on those who called to her with loving sighs. The sounds of their flesh bursting and bones crushing added to the chorus of her presence. 
 
    Kavan stared as the demonic, twenty-foot-tall demon woman turned her attention to him, winked, and blew him a kiss. 
 
    Clawed hands reached up and took hold of Kavan. They grew rougher and pulled him down with supernatural strength. He fought against their grasps, trying to break free. The top of the cavern split open in a devastating rumble. Large stones fell on writhing bodies, crushing them to paste. 
 
    Kavan stared as demonic hands pulled at him. He watched in horror as leathery wings flapped. A maw opened and a white-hot stream of fire blasted down on him. 
 
    Eyes shot open. Beams of sunlight filtered in through the window. The sound of birdsong filled the air outside, celebrating the coming of a new day. 
 
    Kavan let out a long exhale when he felt something beside him. He turned his head and blinked, Abby beside him and snuggled close. 
 
    The taur’s eyes slowly opened and a small smile bloomed. “Good morning, master.” 
 
    “Abby, why are you in my bed?” Kavan growled. 
 
    “I couldn’t sleep,” the taur said as she kept her smile. “So, I came in here and saw that you were having some kind of nightmare. When I snuggled next to you, you calmed down. I thought it would be better for both of us if I stayed in your bed with you for the night.” 
 
    Abby’s hand drifted under the blanket and grazed Kavan’s morning wood. 
 
    The taur looked down at the blanket and then back to Kavan. “I can milk you and then you can milk me? We will both feel better.” 
 
    Kavan sat up, turned his body and swung his legs over the side of the bed. He quickly stood up in his small clothes and looked down at the taur in his bed. 
 
    “Abby, I’m not sure how this is going to work, but for now, I need you to make the barn as comfortable as possible for yourself. I have something I have to do today and I will be gone for most of the day. Do you think you can take care of yourself while I’m gone?” 
 
    Abby sat up, her naked breasts bouncing slightly as she stretched her arms over her head. “I’m not a child. I can take care of myself. I just don’t want to.” 
 
    Kavan face-palmed himself. “Do the best you can. We will have to come up with some rules when I get back. Food is in the cold chest in the kitchen. I’ll have to get one for you in the barn. There is a small hearth in the barn with plenty of wood stacked by it.” 
 
    Abby stayed in the bed as Kavan grabbed some clothes off the top of his dresser and began to get dressed. 
 
    The taur leaned forward onto her stomach, her naked form uncovered and kicking her legs. “I will try,” Abby said sweetly. 
 
    Kavan turned and looked at the naked taur. His gaze fell on her round ass and his spirit sighed. 
 
    She’s livestock. The last thing I need is the town thinking I’m boning livestock, no matter how hot she is. 
 
    “I don’t think that is a taboo subject here on Voldor. Some information unlocked about livestock here in this realm. From what I can gather, it is an accepted practice to ensure healthy and happy livestock,” Viz explained. 
 
    Viz, that may be well and true for this realm, but we have bigger things to tackle. You heard everything Drayke said last night. I thought you would be wanting to discuss it further because I’m still full of questions. 
 
    “Once Drayke explained what happened, the connections along my processes made sense. Unlike living beings, I don’t need a length of time to dwell on the ramifications of such reveals. Now that I know my role and returning to Earth is out of the question, I can focus on what we need to do to survive here on Voldor.” 
 
    I’m glad that’s one of us. 
 
    Kavan smirked to himself and finished getting dressed. 
 
    Abby eyed him as she swirled a lock of hair around her finger. Cloven feet kicked back and forth as she watched the dragonkin. 
 
    “You seem very fit. I like that,” Abby said innocently. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the taur and bowed his head. “Don’t get into any trouble. I’ll be back later.” 
 
    The dragonkin left the master bedroom. Abby turned onto her back and laid in the middle of the bed, her arms and legs out to her sides and oval eyes drinking in the morning light. 
 
    Kavan rushed down the stairs to the first floor. He made his way to the front door, buckling the last buckle to his leather armor vest. His mithril spear leaned against the wall beside the door. He picked it up and sheathed it along his back. A scaled hand took hold of the door knob and turned it. 
 
    Kavan stepped outside to the beautiful, sunny morning. He took a quick, cleansing inhale as he looked down off his small porch to several figures standing on the outside of the main gate. 
 
    Durzol smiled and waved, a warhammer tied to his back and some armor covering his chest and shins.  
 
    Lorta smiled and nodded, a half spear in her hand and leather armor covering her from her shoulders to her boots. Several daggers were sheathed at her hip.  
 
    Hynrik stood on his spider legs. He had a dour expression. His arms were crossed in annoyance. A sword was sheathed over his shoulder, the pommel stabbing up beside his head. A thick leather armor graced the humanoid part of his body. The rest of him was spider-like with a natural, hard exo-skeleton. Sunlight shined off his black abdomen and bent legs. 
 
    Kavan made his way off the porch and to the main gate. The moment he opened the gate, he heard a voice from behind him. Durzol, Lorta, and Hynrik looked up to the naked upper half of a taur waving from an open window. 
 
    “Bye master! See you later!” Abby shouted as her arm and breasts swung from side to side. 
 
    Durzol chuckled. 
 
    Lorta grinned. 
 
    Hynrik tilted his head forward and shook it. 
 
    Kavan sighed.  
 
    “Let’s go,” the dragonkin said with a sharp brow. 
 
    Without another word, the small group began walking the dirt road toward the beach. Abby leaned her elbows on the windowsill and watched them go with bright, relaxed eyes. 
 
    The walk toward the beach moved quickly. Silence filled the group as eyes were peeled and senses alert. Kavan listened and took in a quick inhale through his nose, trying to detect anything that was different. 
 
    The group reached the western edge of the forest by the beach. The faint scent of blood still hung in the air. 
 
    “We may not encounter any xykks, but the blood could have attracted other creatures. We should keep our senses sharp,” Hynrik said. 
 
    Kavan looked to the forest and then back to the arachnix. Hynrik’s body was large. Too large to fit through a dense forest. 
 
    The arachnix noticed Kavan’s questioning gaze. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.” 
 
    The arachnix moved to a tree and instantly climbed up with little, to no trouble. Long bent legs moved with amazing dexterity as he climbed over the trees near the road and over the top of the thick forest. 
 
    Kavan turned his gaze to Durzol and Lorta. The orc and troll nodded to him, signaling they were ready. The trio made their way into the forest, the sounds of birds along the beach filling the area. 
 
    The trek through the woods was slow. Above them, Hynrik moved easily across the canopy. When they reached the dregger nest, the group slowed to a halt. 
 
    The dregger nest was mostly intact when Kavan and Durzol saw it yesterday at sundown. Now, it stood like a ruined crater. Dried blood-stained small patches of trees and the ground. The edges of the nest were ripped up and destroyed. Tiny pieces of egg shells littered the ground. Among them were different sized footprints from a variety of creatures. 
 
    Hynrik slipped down from the trees, a thick strand of web stretching from the end of his abdomen. He crawled down a thick tree and reached the ground. Dark eyes looked around, taking in the area. 
 
    “Split up and investigate the area,” Hynrik commanded. 
 
    Durzol and Lorta looked at Kavan. 
 
    “We should split up and look over the area,” Kavan said. 
 
    The orc and troll nodded before they split up to look around. 
 
    Hynrik’s hand closed into a tight fist. He relaxed his fingers and moved easily along the nest edge. 
 
    Kavan looked around, trying to find a xykk shell or something else that could prove they were involved. 
 
    The wind blew through the trees as the four residents of Moonvale continued their investigation. 
 
    “Many scavengers came through here during the night, trying to find any scraps,” Hynrik said with a dark tone. 
 
    “It seems some were disappointed, considering how ripped up the nest is,” Kavan said. 
 
    Hynrik scuttled along the edge, taking in every broken branch and patch of dried blood. “They were looking for any eggs that may have been missed.” 
 
    A nagging feeling touched Kavan’s mind as he glanced at the arachnix. A memory floated along his thoughts of Hynrik seeing him and Zellee outside of her shop. 
 
    “Hynrik, about the other day,” Kavan began. 
 
    “Don’t bother,” Hynrik said plainly as he looked around. “It’s not my place or business when it comes to my ex-bonded. She is free to live her life and so am I. We had our time and now it’s different.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and continued to search. 
 
    Hynrik spoke up again, “If I were you, I would be careful with Mayor Sunaxe’s ambitions. He has a good heart, but doesn’t have the conviction to bring Moonvale to greatness.” 
 
    Kavan stopped and looked over to the arachnix. “That is your opinion.” 
 
    Hynrik shook his head slightly. “It’s true you haven’t been with us that long, but don’t let your lack of time in Moonvale distract you from what is really happening. Our town must grow and prosper if it wishes to survive. Our dear mayor has placed his faith in you to help achieve that. I would place my trust in many more. A single person cannot change an outcome. A larger population will.” 
 
    “How did you come to this conclusion?” Kavan asked with half-closed eyes. 
 
    Hynrik kept his stony expression, shadows covering his eyes. “As I said, I fought in the xykk war along the border of the Shadowsand desert. The colonies had grown too large and threatened every town along the border. We had to fight back or it was only a matter of time before they came for us. 
 
    “There were many of us, banded together for a common cause. We worked side by side, exterminating every queen and drone per colony. Every single warrior that boasted about taking on xykks by themselves met their end. They didn’t work with the established teams and met their fates. Only a combined force is effective against those monsters. 
 
    “After two years of fighting colonies of xykks, we reduced their numbers to make them less of a threat. We also lost a lot of warriors and soldiers to them. It’s the reason the last ten years have been generally peaceful, with only the occasional sighting of those monsters. 
 
    “If there is a colony close by, this entire region will be in peril. In the right conditions and large enough food sources, their numbers could swell beyond anything we can do against them.” 
 
    Kavan talked as he looked around, “I thought they can’t survive here because of the fungus they harvest?” 
 
    Hynrik looked at Kavan with cool eyes. “It depends on the conditions. If they find a warm, dry place to set up a colony, they can grow their numbers and survive.” 
 
    Kavan moved along the edge of the dregger nest. “Let’s hope this region is not comfortable for them to thrive.” 
 
    “Hope is for fools who don’t prepare,” Hynrik said sharply. 
 
    “And military actions are for those with a military force, not a town of citizens,” Kavan countered. “Or do you plan to go it alone to exterminate any xykk you find, just like those fellow soldiers and warriors who lost their lives to their own hubris?” 
 
    Hynrik kept his cool gaze on the dragonkin. A flicker of respect touched his dark eyes for a moment before he looked away. 
 
    Durzol and Lorta came back to the nest. 
 
    “We couldn’t find anything but tracks from scavengers,” Durzol said. 
 
    “If there were any xykks, they didn’t leave anything behind,” Lorta followed up. 
 
    Hynrik moved to a tree and ran his hand down some marks across the bark. “They were here. These were caused by xykk pincers.” 
 
    Durzol shook his head. “We don’t know for sure.” 
 
    “Durzol, don’t let your father influence you away from the truth,” Hynrik sneered. 
 
    “Don’t be an asshole,” Kavan shot back at the arachnix. 
 
    Hynrik looked at Kavan and then turned his attention to the orc. “Durzol, forgive me. I meant no disrespect. I’m only pointing out that I’ve seen similar xykk markings from my time during the war.” 
 
    “Similar, but not completely,” Kavan said. 
 
    Hynrik nodded. “It’s true, some other creatures could have made these marks, but they look eerily like those of xykks.” 
 
    “Hynrik, entertain us for a moment. If there is a xykk colony, what would we have the town do against such a threat?” 
 
    The arachnix turned and faced Kavan, Lorta and Durzol. “Set a prolonged curfew. Train every resident in weapons while diverting town funds to hire mercenaries. Set up squads to search the surrounding lands. Once the colony was discovered, combine all squads into a force. Bring barrels of lantern oil and dump it into the colony and set it ablaze.  
 
    “Smoke out the xykks and slay them as they flee.” 
 
    Durzol’s eyes narrowed. “Mercenaries? You would flood our town with strangers and when the fight was over, we would have to contend with those mercenaries! You know we don’t have the gold to hire that large of a force and make sure they didn’t turn on us when it was over.” 
 
    “We would have enough if everyone contributed,” Hynrik said, like it made perfect sense to him. 
 
    Durzol took a step toward the arachnix, a fury in his eyes. “You know as well as I do, being on the edge of civilization makes us a target for greedy souls. Just like the ferals that attacked us, they knew we didn’t have a force large enough to protect ourselves. Your plan would put the entire town in danger!” 
 
    Hynrik crossed his arms. “Not taking on warriors and soldiers is putting the entire town at risk. No mercenary group would risk their reputation if they turned on those who paid them.” 
 
    Durzol’s eyes flashed with rage, “Their reputation would not be affected if no one survived to speak of it!” 
 
    Kavan moved to Durzol, keeping his body between the orc and arachnix. “Don’t let him rattle you. Hynrik is just going off his limited experience.” 
 
    Hynrik’s eyes narrowed. “Limited experience? I’m the only one here with a history of experience to fight these monsters. The longer we play this stupid game, the greater the danger is to all of us.” 
 
    Lorta shook her head. “If you are so sure, put up your wealth to hire mercenaries.” 
 
    Hynrik smiled, “The moment the mayor follows my plan, I will put up most of my coin to ensure Moonvale is safe. But until such a plan takes place, I will not risk a single coin to an ungrateful town I’m trying to protect.” 
 
    Kavan looked at Hynrik, “It seems your pride is more important than protecting the town.” 
 
    The arachnix’s mouth wrinkled in dismay before he turned away from the three of them. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “It seems we’ve hit a dead end. This nest doesn’t have any other evidence other than some suspicious markings. I don’t think that is enough to indicate we have xykks or a colony here. 
 
    “Let’s get back to town and I’ll inform the mayor.” 
 
    Hynrik climbed up a thick tree. Durzol and Lorta moved to Kavan’s side. 
 
    The group made their way out of the forest and back to the road. Hynrik came down and walked a ways behind them as they made their way back to town. Kavan, Lorta, and Durzol stepped through the south gate while Hynrik silently moved off to the side and walked along the outer wall back to his farm. 
 
    Some of the townsfolk smiled and waved to Kavan, Durzol, and Lorta as they walked to the center of town. Lorta said her goodbyes, hugging Durzol and then hugging and kissing Kavan on the cheek. She left with a shy look in her eyes and walked along West Street. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol reached the mayor’s office and stepped inside. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe was sitting back in his chair and staring at the ceiling. The older orc turned his attention to Kavan and Durzol, his face twisting into a happy smile. 
 
    “My boys! How did it go?” the mayor asked as he stood up and circled around his desk to meet with them. 
 
    Kavan smiled and explained what they found. Durzol brought up what was said by Hynrik and Kavan added what he talked about to the mayor. 
 
    The mayor’s smile faded a touch and he gave an understanding nod. 
 
    “Hynrik does speak some truth, but if we hired mercenaries, there is a chance we would put the town in danger. Life on the edge here can be dangerous. Without a strong kingdom, we could be easy targets.  
 
    “Durzol was correct. Even with the gold, hiring mercenaries is too risky.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I can respect your decision, but Hynrik is right about one thing. If there is a colony of xykk or any other monsters, Moonvale may be in danger. I have to ask; how many residents here know how to fight?” 
 
    The mayor rubbed his bearded jaw. “Not many. I’m experienced. Durzol and Dura were brought up knowing how to fight. Lorta and her family have fought off monsters for generations. Tezzi has experience from the many times she’s fought ferals and monsters on her travels. 
 
    “I can’t say the same for many of our other residents. Shegga, Soki, Nava, Glem, Raine, and Misty have given no indication of any kind of training. Ammi is a pacifist and would much rather tend to plants than fight.” 
 
    “What about Rujin and Kazko?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “They can fight each other, but I don’t know how well they will do beyond that. From what we’ve seen, they know how to fight with fists, but I can’t speak to their skills with weapons.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Hynrik knows how to fight as he is fond of talking about his experiences. But Mayor, how bad of a threat is a xykk colony?” 
 
    “Enough to give me pause and listen to Hynrik to a degree. They can fly, so our walls will be of little use. If they enter the town, we do have many places to hide and defend ourselves. It depends on how many there are. A swarm would greatly damage the town and we might not make it through the night.” 
 
    Kavan listened intently as his mind worked. Strategy games filled the corners of his thoughts, remembering the many scenarios he played. He was always a fan of base defense games. Inspiration began to take root and Kavan nodded to himself before looking at the mayor. 
 
    “Hynrik was right about something. If we hope there is no danger, we will set ourselves up for a massacre. A xykk plate and some marks on a tree might be the sign we need to build a better defense.” 
 
    The mayor looked at Kavan with an edge of concern, “Many residents here in Moonvale are not warriors or soldiers. We would be hard pressed to train the town against a possible threat and hope they don’t panic and leave. This is a delicate time for our town and I don’t wish to set the alarm unless we have to.” 
 
    “It doesn’t mean we can’t be prepared. Mayor, is there an alchemist in town?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Kogan and Durzol made a sideways glance at each other. 
 
    “What?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The mayor fixed the collar to his robe before he spoke. “Tell me a little more of your plan before we get Esmerelda involved.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Since the town is filled with a lot of empty buildings, we could place weapon and potion caches in some of them in case the town is attacked. I remember using fire potions during…” Kavan trailed off, not sure how to word how he learned it from VR games. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “I understand what you’re saying. You want the town armed, but not alert everyone until the time comes. I assume we wouldn’t tell the residents until we were sure there was a threat.” 
 
    “We have a trove of weapons in the armory. I could place the basic ones, such as swords, spears, bows, and arrows throughout the town,” Durzol added. 
 
    “We would have to mark the locations well enough to point them out if the town is attacked. This might work,” Kogan said and looked at Kavan. “I like this plan. I will speak to Esmerelda and see if she can supply us with potions we can use against any invading force.” 
 
    “Is Esmeralda a difficult person to speak with?” Kavan asked. 
 
    The mayor and Durzol let out small, gruff chuckles. 
 
    “In a way, yes,” Kogan smiled. “Her shop is in the north section of town, not far from the library. She is… a bit odd.” 
 
    “She doesn’t handle social situations well and needs to be eased into meeting new residents. She doesn’t like to leave her shop and building too much, preferring to be by herself most of the time,” Durzol added. 
 
    “I have a good rapport with her. I might be able to speak to her about supplying the town with a large order of potions. She tends to obsess over things, which will be a benefit for us if she takes the commission. We don’t have enough gold to hire a large mercenary force, but we do have enough for a large order of potions,” the mayor smiled. 
 
    The mayor clamped a hand on Kavan’s shoulder, “This is an ideal plan. I will come up with a symbol or marking for each of the caches, something universal and easy to understand. I’ll update you both after I see Ezma. 
 
    “For now, I would say both of you tend to your day and get ready for this evening. Drayke is having his grand opening tonight. I assume most of the town will turn out for it.” 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod. “I was given an invitation, but I didn’t open it.” 
 
    The mayor squeezed Kavan’s shoulder, “It seems like it will be a delightful experience. Drayke named his restaurant “The Dragon’s Table.” As he put it, it's fine dining for the sophisticated palate. I think, if the food is good, he will get repeat customers.” 
 
    “My belly is looking forward to it,” Durzol grinned and patted his stomach. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Now, off with you both. There is much to do before tonight. Wear your finest and I’ll see you at dinner.” 
 
    Kavan and Durzol said a quick goodbye before turning and leaving the office. The dragonkin and orc stepped out into the center of town, the fountain water flowing as the early day’s sunlight touched the statue at the top of it. 
 
    Durzol said his goodbyes, clasping Kavan’s forearm and giving it a hearty shake. When the orc let go and started to walk away, Kavan looked to Talon Street and took a few steps toward it. 
 
    A shadow appeared to his side and he turned his gaze to see Zellee approaching. Her bent long legs moved with delicate grace, much like a ballerina. She wore a fashionable light blue robe.  
 
    Kavan smiled as the arachnix approached. She bent her legs so her humanoid half was eye level with the dragonkin. Arms rose up and hugged him, Kavan hugging her back. When they parted, Zellee looked at him with bright eyes. 
 
    “Are we still on for dinner?” Zellee smiled. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Yes. I think everyone is going to the new restaurant tonight. We should go too.” 
 
    “Excellent!” Zellee grinned. “Those were my thoughts as well. I was going to mention it, but when I saw you, I had to come over.” 
 
    The arachnix crawled closer and placed her arms over Kavan’s shoulders. She looked at the dragonkin with adoring eyes and a happy smile. 
 
    “I dreamed of you the last few nights. They were decadent and inspiring. I can still remember how you tasted and I would be lying if I said I didn’t want more.” 
 
    Kavan reached up and touched her waist. “It will be nice to dine together. It feels like we haven’t had much time to ourselves.” 
 
    Zellee leaned her face a little closer while looking into Kavan’s eyes, “It’s understandable. We both have had busy lives. I understand what it means to fulfill your ambitions and duties.” 
 
    Zellee moved her lips to Kavan’s ear, “But we must make time for each other as well. Tell me, do you like surprises?” she asked with a sultry edge. 
 
    “It depends on the surprise,” Kavan said with a playful edge. 
 
    The arachnix drank in Kavan’s scent before she pulled back and looked into his eyes again. “You’ll like this one. Wear that nice shirt I made for you, the one with the thin straps that go over your chest. We can meet at the Dragon’s Table at sundown.” 
 
    Zellee lifted a hand and touched a finger to the end of Kavan’s snout. “Bring your appetite.” 
 
    Kavan stood entranced as the arachnix had an almost hypnotic gaze. Zellee blinked slowly before she kissed him. She then pulled away, her hands touching Kavan’s shoulders before pulling completely away. 
 
    “I look forward to tonight,” Zellee said as she turned her large, spider-like body and crawled back to East Street. 
 
    Heat pulsed under Kavan’s skin and scales as he watched her go. 
 
    I know her the least, but she sets my blood on fire. 
 
    “It is well documented that attraction can happen between two beings with little to no interaction. I would say she feels the same way about you.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. 
 
    Dating in this realm is very strange, but I’m not about to pump the brakes. This is, after all, for science. 
 
    “I can’t help but notice you are becoming more and more relaxed in this realm.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    What Drayke said last night helped. There was a piece of me knowing that if I could return to Earth, I would have to seriously consider it. Now that I know that it is no longer an option, I feel much better about staying here. 
 
    “Home is where your heart truly belongs,” Viz said with understanding flair. 
 
    Yes, it is. 
 
    Kavan turned onto Talon Street and began walking. 
 
    One more stop before going home. 
 
    Kavan walked along the cobblestone street until he reached Brom’s tower. He patted his belt pouch, feeling the edge of the khess piece from Lorta’s home inside. He lifted a scaled hand and knocked hard on the door. 
 
    The door opened instantly, a ball of light floating just on the other side. Kavan stepped in and closed the door behind him. The ball of light floated to the stairs and began to ascend upwards. The dragonkin followed, his sense sharp in case the lich decided to attack him again. 
 
    Kavan climbed to the top of the tower with the lich’s library room. The floating light winked out as Kavan stepped onto the floor. The chamber was exactly as before, except a small table took up the middle with two chairs. Brom sat in one chair. There was an empty chair across from him. Two glasses sat on the table and a tall glass bottle between them. An amber liquid filled the glass bottle to the neck. 
 
    “Please, have a seat,” Brom said as he pointed a wrinkled hand to the chair across from him. 
 
    Kavan moved with caution. He stepped to the chair and inspected it with a glance. His nerves were on pins and needles, expecting the lich to set a trap or spell to mess with him. When it seemed the chair was just a normal chair, Kavan slowly sat down. 
 
    “Do you have something for me?” Brom asked. 
 
    Kavan nodded. He reached into his belt pouch and pulled out a knight piece. He placed it on the table and slid it forward until it stood before the old lich. 
 
    Brom looked down at the knight piece with cold, gray eyes. He reached up and snatched it off the table, the piece disappearing into his robe instantly. The lich then picked up a wrinkled hand, grabbed the clear bottle and began pouring into each of the two glasses. When they were nearly filled to the top with an amber liquid, Brom put the bottle down and slid one of the glasses to the dragonkin. 
 
    “Today’s lesson is a story,” the lich said simply before taking his glass and holding it before him. 
 
    Kavan picked up his glass and clinked it to Brom’s glass. The two men nodded to each other and took a deep sip. 
 
    Kavan enjoyed the small burning sensation on his tongue and down his throat. Brom seemed unfazed by the taste. 
 
    The old lich began, “Moonvale used to be part of a larger kingdom. The Truewind family line was vast. Their lineage had barons, dukes, lords, and even a king. Their territory covered most of the southern edge of the continent, a small empire that could have withstood the test of time for countless generations.” 
 
    Brom looked down at his glass, a small smile appearing across his lips. “The people were happy under Truewind rule. Kingdoms helped each other through difficult times and celebrated good times. Relations with many kingdoms prospered under them. They had skilled diplomats and peacekeepers. For several hundreds of years, the Truewind kingdoms were an example of how to rule for the people. It was a grand time for most, but it also had a sliver of darkness for some.” 
 
    Brom picked up his glass and took a long sip. He put the glass down, his gaze firmly on it as he continued. 
 
    “Despite appearances, there were some that were never satisfied. Many in the Truewind family who aspired for more, were met with ridicule and disdain. If a family member didn’t carry themselves a certain way and appearance, they were shunned and given duties no one wished to take. 
 
    “It was enough to drive some mad. Mad enough for it to coil like a serpent in one’s belly. Enough for venom to leak from their eyes when they saw the happy smiles of other family members.” 
 
    Brom turned his glass, but didn’t drink from it. “Enough for them to seek power and fortune for themselves.” 
 
    Kavan listened patiently as Brom continued. 
 
    “A terrible lich had set up residence in the Misty Forest. Foul, unspeakable creatures lichs are. They put their bodies and minds through potions, spells, and rituals. Not everyone can become a lich. You have to have a dark soul to complete the process or you simply perish.” 
 
    Brom blinked. “The lich in the Misty Forest should have perished.” 
 
    The lich continued with a faraway gaze. “The lich of the Misty Forest hated the Truewind kingdoms. He despised them so much, he set his dread gaze on the town of Moonvale to teach them a lesson they would never forget. It would color their history and show them that life is more than acting or being a certain way.” 
 
    “They would understand true power and bend their knee to their better,” Brom seethed. 
 
    Kavan took a long sip from his glass, his heart thudding in his chest. 
 
    Brom sighed and looked to the side. “The lich created a mighty army of the dead. He worked endlessly, animating and creating undead soldiers and foul abominations. His dungeon was filled with freakish monsters, created for a single purpose of destroying the will of the Truewind bloodline and showing them that their lives were always a lie.” 
 
    Brom looked up and into Kavan’s eyes. “On that fateful evening, an army of the dead and horrific abominations rose up from the lich’s dungeon and marched on the town of Moonvale. It was the first place to fall before the lich’s army would move across the south, destroying everything in its path and reshaping the southern kingdoms into the lich’s vision.” 
 
    Brom’s eyes took on a dark gleam. “The town of Moonvale was prepared. Fire arrows streaked at the lich’s army. The dead were engulfed in flames, but they moved on with purpose and power. The gates were bashed to kindling by abominations. The very town was about to fall. Soldiers drew their swords, ready to fight to the last man, woman, and child.” 
 
    Brom slowly blinked. “The lich bellowed to the populace. He demanded that the Truewind family be brought out and put on their knees to receive judgement from the powerful lich. If not, the entire town would be razed to the ground. The streets would be bathed in the blood of every living thing, forever staining it with their decision, if they did not comply. 
 
    “The populace defied the lich. They shouted that they would fight to the bitter end. It was in that moment, the lich decided to end their lives and continue his campaign until they understood the errors of their ways.” 
 
    Brom’s eyes widened a little, reliving a long-lost memory. “The lich raised his hand, ready to give the command for slaughter and mayhem. The sky darkened and lightning flashed. It was truly a moment in time. A moment that would last forever in those who remembered.” 
 
    The old man tilted his head forward, eyes staring at nothing. “Laughter filled the air just as the lich readied to give the command to kill the populace of Moonvale. Mad giggles and chuckles rose up. The lich felt a power blast his dead nerves. It was so powerful, the lich hesitated. He stood like a statue as the people of Moonvale laughed louder and louder. 
 
    “The lich watched as people turned their blades, daggers, and bows on each other. They laughed and screamed as they attacked each other. Blades sliced off limbs and heads. Metal points stabbed into stomachs. Arrows stabbed into eyes and laughing mouths. Women laughed hysterically as they lifted their children and threw them to the street. Small children bit and clawed like mongrel monsters, to each other and the adults. The savagery and madness touched all. Blood spilled onto the streets as madness touched every soul.” 
 
    Brom’s hand trembled as he held his glass. “The lich was stunned. He watched silently as the roaring laughter, screams, and shouts filled the night air. Bloody people feasted on the freshly dead. Others giggled as their entrails lay before them. Others growled like monsters from the forest. 
 
    “The lich regained his wits as the sickening horrors unfolded. He ordered his dead to attack, not to smite them, but to end their suffering. Undead moved to dying people, ending their lives quickly so as not to endure the suffering mental maladies any longer.  
 
    “When it was over, the town was truly dead, the streets bathed in blood of its people.” 
 
    Brom nodded to himself. “The dragon gods had stormed the heavens and the underworld. They had taken the power of one of the dark gods and used it to destroy every hudenn who worshipped the pantheon. With the hudenns dead, the old gods lost most of their power. A deity weakens when they lose those who worship them. It was enough for the dragon gods to slay many of the pantheon and take their places.” 
 
    The old lich looked at Kavan again with a sorrow filling his gaze. “The lich spent a long time travelling in disguise after that night. The story was the same everywhere he journeyed. Every hudenn was overcome by the celestial madness and every one died by others or their own hand.” 
 
    Brom’s mouth turned into a foul grin. “The dead were not affected by that night. They carried on while the rest of the world tried to pick up the pieces.” 
 
    Kavan lifted his glass, his own hand trembling a touch as he took a shaky drink. 
 
    Brom lifted a wrinkled hand. A book flew from a shelf and into his waiting hand. The old lich put the book down on the table and slid it to the dragonkin. 
 
    “Thank you for listening. Open it for your reward,” Brom said simply. 
 
    Kavan put down his glass and touched the cover of the leatherbound book. Runes were scribed into the leather with symbols Kavan didn’t understand. He opened the book and stared down at a page filled with arcane symbols. He touched the page, ready to turn it to another when the runes began to glow. They shifted along the page and soon an energy filled his mind. 
 
    Kavan gasped as knowledge poured into his head. He couldn’t move as the runes opened up his mind and filled it with greater clarity. It slipped deeper and deeper until the glow died.  
 
    Kavan blinked and looked down on the book. It was closed, his spindly hand laying on the cover. 
 
    Gained 2 degrees in Intelligence! Intelligence is now 4th degree. 
 
    The dragonkin looked to Brom with wide eyes. “I… I didn’t think you could increase skills this way?” 
 
    Brom kept his grin. “Normally, you can’t. But after thousands of years, you pick up a trick or two.” 
 
    The lich lifted his glass and drained it into his mouth. He set it down and looked at Kavan with an almost fatherly gaze. 
 
    “Bring me another piece and we will continue your lessons. You know the way out.” 
 
    Kavan gave a slow nod as he stood up. 
 
    Brom looked up to the dragonkin with an endearing gaze, “And Kavan, enjoy your night with the other hudenn. I heard his food is splendid.” 
 
    Kavan watched as Brom cackled to himself. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Eighteen 
 
     Street lanterns blazed to life, casting a gentle glow across the streets of Moonvale. Shadows lengthened as the last rays of daylight faded from the horizon. Cool air slipped through the streets as the sky turned a velvet purple, stars beginning to shine in the vast distances. 
 
    Bodies emerged from homes and shops. An electricity filled the air as an excited chatter echoed off the ancient buildings. A chilly spring evening touched the town, but it didn’t dampen the fiery energy of the town’s residents as they made their way to the west side of town. 
 
    Kavan entered through the southern gate. Thoughts dripped along his mind as he walked, his head tilted forward and his gaze on the stony street. For a fleeting moment, Zellee entered his mind. The arachnix smiled at him and his heart lifted for barely a moment. The image sank down and was replaced with imagined moments of insanity, death, and monsters. 
 
    Brom was here, thousands of years ago when the dragon gods stormed the higher planes. He witnessed it first hand, every human perishing in the worst way possible. 
 
    Kavan nodded to himself. 
 
    It also means, since he’s thousands of years old, he is incredibly powerful. I would say too powerful.  
 
    “Does it concern you? He seems to have taken a liking to you,” Viz said across Kavan’s thoughts. 
 
    But he doesn’t always have his mental facilities. He seems to slip through from lucid to confusion pretty easily. 
 
    Kavan lifted his gaze and looked to the town center in the short distance. 
 
    As far as I know, lichs need a phylactery to contain their soul and power. If this world follows some of the rules of a normal fantasy setting, Brom must have one. I’m starting to think, after all these centuries and madness, the khess pieces could be his phylactery. 
 
    “If that is true, and we don’t know for sure, he may become more powerful with each piece you return to him. I’ve observed his lucid moments as well with each piece you’ve given him. Perhaps he will become his true self when all the pieces are returned to him.” 
 
    I’m not sure that is something we should complete. Brom is a lich and a very powerful one. If the dragon gods killed his people as he said he witnessed, there might be a grudge there that no one can stop if he regains his sanity. 
 
    Kavan reached the town center and saw several of the townsfolk wave to him as they kept walking to West Street. 
 
    Brom mentioned in third person, the lich of the Misty Forest. It’s not a big leap to know that his dungeon is somewhere in the Misty Forest. The undead that come from the forest may very well belong to him. They might be trying to come back to their master. 
 
    “There hasn’t been any new undead coming from the forest since the day we found the corpses on the farm. Could it be because of the monster, or maybe Brom is regaining his power and keeping them at bay?” 
 
    Kavan began walking toward West Street. 
 
    I don’t know. It’s worth investigating. He did mention he created abominations. What if the monster is one of his creations? It could be lost, or angry. Maybe it’s trying to find Brom? 
 
    “We don’t have enough information,” Viz said flatly. 
 
    Kavan rubbed a temple. 
 
    It may have to wait for now. I have to get my head in the game for tonight. A date with Zellee and seeing Drayke again is going to be very weird. 
 
    “You’re concerned?” Viz asked with an edge of concern. 
 
    A little. Drayke had no problems telling me what happened to us. It was like it didn’t matter to him. The thing that mattered was asking if I heard some call and needing to fight me. He is skilled, but it all felt like some weird test. He knows more than he is letting on. I wish the date could just be that, a date, but Drayke may have other plans. We won’t know more until after the evening is over. 
 
    “Just remember to be yourself. Zellee seems to really like you. I have a good feeling about her.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. 
 
    Thank you, Viz. I’ll remember that. I’ve gone on virtual dates before, but they never last long. Players often just used it as a pretext to getting into bed. I have no idea how it works here, but considering how forward Zellee has been, I don’t expect it to be a long courtship. 
 
    “She seems to know what she wants.” 
 
    She does. It’s nice to know that. I don’t have to play some weird game to get to know each other. I assume she will be forward and curious, which is okay with me. 
 
    Kavan lifted his gaze and looked ahead to a small crowd gathering. Most of the town stood before the new restaurant. A sign hung from a metal rung. It had a symbolic dragon on a table, lightning pouring from its mouth. Above it was the words “The Dragon’s Table.” It would have been a normal sign, much like most signs in town, except for one glowing difference. The words, dragon, and table had glowing blue lines and flickered like a neon sign. As Kavan approached, he could see the glowing lines were some kind of magic, flickering on and off with a steady beat. The blinking lights were enough to entrance everyone gathered as they stared at it in wonderment. 
 
    Across the small street, Zellee stood alone. Kavan drank in her beauty, a deep red robe covering her humanoid half. Stylish symbols covered the fabric, giving it an arcane and mysterious appearance. The look didn’t end with the robe. Her spider legs had thick rings along each one. They were gold and held rubies, causing the entire look to blend together. Her abdomen was covered in stylish runes. From a small distance, it looked like they were painted on with strong lines and incredible detail. 
 
    The arachnix turned her dark eyes to the street and a warm smile bloomed as the dragonkin approached. 
 
    Zellee eyed Kavan, seeing him in his black leather leggings, black boots, and stylish black shirt with thin leather straps crisscrossing his strong chest. The triangular wedge with the straps accentuated his chest and gave him a confident flair. 
 
    “Hi,” Kavan said as he approached and stood before the arachnix. 
 
    “Hi,” Zellee said as she looked him up and down. “You look very dashing and good enough to eat.” 
 
    “We should try the food here first,” Kavan said with an amused smile. 
 
    The arachnix moved closer, bent her head down and kissed him on the cheek. “Maybe you’re right, but only for tonight.” 
 
    The two looked at each other fondly before two figures approached from the crowd. Kavan turned and smiled as Onka and Lorta approached. The goblin wore a light purple dress. Her purple-pink hair was down, framing her features and bringing attention to her large, oval eyes. A wry smile filled the lower portion of her face as her gaze licked at Kavan’s soul. 
 
    Lorta stood in a midnight blue dress. It adhered perfectly to her hourglass figure. The pigtails were gone and her long, straight black hair slipped down past her bare shoulders. The troll stood a little awkwardly, as if she wasn’t used to wearing such a dress in her life. She fidgeted and pulled at the dress along her hips to have it lay right against her skin. 
 
    “Wow, all three of you look beautiful,” Kavan said and bowed to them. 
 
    “Beautiful enough for our date,” Onka winked. 
 
    Kavan stood up and confusion colored his eyes. He turned his attention to Zellee and the arachnix giggled a little. 
 
    “Surprise. You’re on a date with all three of us,” Zellee grinned. 
 
    Kavan lifted an eye ridge. “All three?” 
 
    Lorta nodded. “The three of us were talking and we thought it would be a great idea if the four of us went on a date together. Especially tonight with the grand opening of the Dragon’s Table.” 
 
    “You did say you liked surprises,” Zellee added with mischievous eyes. 
 
    Kavan opened his mouth, ready to explain that wasn’t what he meant until he looked at the three beautiful women before him. 
 
    Shut up and nod! 
 
    Kavan gave them a small nod, “I love beautiful surprises.” 
 
    Zellee, Onka, and Lorta’s faces lit up with smiles. 
 
    Onka turned her attention to the crowd along the front of the new restaurant. “Why is it taking so long to open! I’m hungry!” 
 
    Kavan looked at the restaurant and shook his head. “I think Drayke is trying to build some anticipation.” 
 
    “It’s working,” Onka said in an annoyed tone, clearly not caring for the wait. 
 
    Kavan caught sight of Durzol and Dura. The siblings looked at him, Durzol giving Kavan a small nod and Dura giving him a small smile. Soki and Ammi chatted up a storm as they waited. Shegga and Nava talked as they too waited. Mayor Sunaxe was in a fine robe, chatting it up with Raine and Misty. Glem was nearby, staring at the hypnotic blinking sign.  
 
    A little further down the street, Rujin stood in front of his inn while Kazko stood in front of his tavern. The troll brothers continued to look at the rival restaurant, their eyes dripping poison. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the brothers and talked to the three women surrounding him, “Maybe after we eat, we can go to the Shouting Troll for drinks?” 
 
    All three followed Kavan’s gaze and nodded. 
 
    “Drinks sound delightful,” Zellee began, “and Kazko and Rujin have nothing to worry about. This is just the grand opening. The town should go back to normal sometime tomorrow.” 
 
    Lorta shrugged. “They’re so competitive with each other that they can't handle when anyone comes in and threatens their businesses. I talked to Rujin before I came here and he is seething. He mentioned his inn has more elegance than some new restaurant with a blinking sign.” 
 
    “They’ll be fine. I just want to eat!” Onka said loud enough for everyone to hear. 
 
    “Me too,” Zellee said as she gave Kavan a sly glance and a wink. 
 
    Kavan stood, a swirl filling his stomach until a collection of gasps filled the air. Kavan, Zellee, Onka and Lorta turned their attention to the front of the restaurant. The front doors opened as Drayke stepped out, carrying a wood crate. The dragonkin was dressed in a stylish black and silver shirt and baggy leggings. He placed the crate down as the crowd backed up a foot or two.  
 
    Drayke stepped onto the crate, lifted his arms up to the sides and addressed the crowd. “Welcome wonderful people of Moonvale to my humble establishment! The last two days have been exhausting, but everyone here will be able to see the fruits of my labor of love. 
 
    “I have wanted to open a restaurant since as far back as I could remember. The informative and generous Mayor Sunaxe helped to make this dream a reality. We found the space and many talented people helped make this possible. I have to also thank Durzol from Sunaxe Metal, Oaks from Sturdy Planks, Shegga from Shegga’s Grocery, and Zellee from Orb Styles for some of the cloth décor.  
 
    “But most of all, I thank you for coming out to the grand opening of the Dragon’s Table! Fine dining for a civilized time!” 
 
    Clapping filled the street as many heads nodded and excited eyes remained on the charismatic dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan eyed Drayke, an uncertainty filling the depths of his mind. 
 
    “I don’t wish to waste anymore of your time. I will personally seat every group before tending to the kitchen. Wine will be served on the house because of this special night. Let the grand opening commence!” 
 
    The clapping grew louder and several small cheers rose up from the small crowd. Drayke stepped down off his crate as the mob moved in. He greeted everyone with a smile and nods, several patrons talking to him all at once. 
 
    Onka’s eyes narrowed. “They better hurry up. I’m not waiting out here all night.” 
 
    Kavan covered his smile as he, Onka, Lorta, and Zellee moved closer to the crowd.  
 
    Drayke escorted patrons in. He quickly returned to greet and bring in others. The crowd began to thin as the dragonkin came back in short order between each guest and groups of guests. When Kavan, Onka, Zellee, and Lorta were last, Drayke came out with a wide smile. 
 
    “The guests of honor. Please, follow me to your seats,” Drayke said as he turned sideways, stuck out his hand and bowed slightly. 
 
    Kavan looked to the front of the restaurant as his group moved toward the entrance. The outside had glass windows, but a thick, velvet red curtain was on the inside, obscuring anyone from looking in.  
 
    The four of them stepped inside and slowed their pace as they drank in the splendor. 
 
    The restaurant was wide, roomy, and deep. Chandeliers hung from chains connected to the ceiling. Ornamental lanterns glowed, giving the place a relaxed, warm feel. Tables filled the middle, most of them the same size, but a large one filled the middle. To the right was a second level loft with several tables and a stairway leading up to it. A velvet rope was across the stairs at the bottom and top of it.  
 
    Fine paintings and tapestries covered the walls. Each one had various races in beautiful poses. To the left was a small bar and two doors, Kavan guessing it led to the kitchen.  
 
    The regal appearance of the restaurant paled against the full tables and stone statues bringing over glasses of wine and placing bottles on tables. Kavan gawked with his mouth slightly open, seeing immaculately carved statues of orcs, elves, angels, and demons moving about like living creatures. They moved to tables and bowed with drinks in their hands. The light from lanterns shined on them, showing their hard forms moving with liquid grace. 
 
    “Good help is often created,” Drayke chuckled before pointing an open hand to the large table in the middle. “Your table.” 
 
    Zellee, Onka, and Lorta spread out around the table edge. They each moved to a chair, looking down on the fine tablecloth and gold candelabra in the middle. Small flames waved to them as they each took a seat and admired the atmosphere. 
 
    Kavan sat down and glanced at the roped off loft. 
 
    “That is reserved for future guests with high dining desires. For tonight, everyone is welcomed to the Dragon’s Table,” Drayke explained before bowing down a little closer to Kavan’s ear. 
 
    “You have beautiful company, that is why you have the best table in the house,” Drayke grinned. 
 
    “What’s your game?” Kavan whispered with an edge. 
 
    Drayke nodded. “A fine dining experience the town will never forget. Don’t be so suspicious. Moonvale is going to be my home as well. Nothing nefarious will happen. Enjoy your meal and your company. We’re all friends tonight.” 
 
    Drayke stood and turned away without a second glance. The dragonkin moved toward the double doors to the side and bowed to the full restaurant. When he stood, he addressed them again. 
 
    “I have the staff preparing your meals. It will be a little of everything so you can enjoy a range of tasteful delights. Enjoy the wine and company. You will be served shortly.” 
 
    An excited murmur filled the main room and heads nodded. Drayke stepped backwards through the doors and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Kavan turned his gaze to his table, nerves slightly on edge. Zellee sat to his right. Onka to his left. Lorta sat across from him, uncomfortable and pulling at her tight dress. 
 
    Onka lifted up her wine glass and drank deeply. When she pulled it away, she licked her lips, savoring the taste. 
 
    “I don’t drink wine too often, but this is delicious,” the goblin nodded. 
 
    Lorta looked at her glass, but didn’t lift it. “It upsets my stomach. I can’t drink it too often. Mead is much better.” 
 
    A statue of an angel crossed the room with a finely crafted mug in their hand. They moved to Lorta’s side and placed it down before her. The troll blinked as her wine glass was taken away. She took hold of the mug, lifted it up, and took a sip.   
 
    “Mead,” Lorta smiled. 
 
    The statue bowed and left the table with the wine glass in hand. 
 
    “It’s like they read my mind,” Lorta said and took another drink. 
 
    “Or heard you from across the room,” Onka smiled. 
 
    Zellee took a sip from her glass before turning her attention to Kavan. “Drayke asked for some design tips for the restaurant. I was happy to help, but I only gave some advice. Still, I think he did wonders with the place in such a short amount of time.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and took a sip of his wine. 
 
    Zellee saw a distance in the dragonkin’s eyes. “Is something amiss?” 
 
    Kavan caught himself, shook his head and returned her smile. “No, nothing is amiss. I’m just taking it all in. This place looks amazing.” 
 
    Zellee leaned her humanoid upper half against the table, her legs still keeping her up. Kavan noted that because of her size, she couldn’t sit in a normal seat. 
 
    “Should I ask for a seat for you?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Zellee let out a warm laugh. “No need. This is how I am all the time. I don’t have too much furniture in my place above the shop. My bed is like a web hammock.” 
 
    “I always wondered how you slept,” Onka said. 
 
    Zellee nodded. “My legs dangle over the sides or are curled in closer to me, depending on how cold or hot I am.” 
 
    The arachnix leaned closer to Kavan, one hand laying on his hand. “But I’m sure we don’t want to talk about my boring life. I want to hear more about the dreggers.” 
 
    Kavan smirked. 
 
    “They didn’t have a chance,” Lorta grinned and took a sip. 
 
    Kavan nodded as the moment fell into light conversation. Zellee was all eyes, watching Kavan as he detailed the fight between him and the three dreggers. Onka drank her wine and Lorta leaned forward, elbows on the table and her gaze locked on Kavan. Statues moved throughout the restaurant, filling glasses as the murmur of conversation filled the large room. 
 
    The air grew hazy as Kavan enjoyed his wine. The small sliver of caution fell away like dying leaves. The mood shifted as the wine worked its magic and bodies relaxed. Zellee kept her hand on Kavan’s hand, giving it a squeeze and her eyes never looking away. 
 
    When Kavan finished detailing the fight with the three dreggers, Zellee smiled brightly. 
 
    “Our strong magistrate. I feel better knowing you’re protecting the town and all of us.” 
 
    Kavan nodded, the wine loosening his tongue a little further. “It really was just a fight for survival. I’m more interested in the three of you at this table. I still feel like I’m getting to know the town, but I only know some of the people who dwell here.” 
 
    Zellee sipped her wine. “We all want the same thing, a better life. Moonvale has had such a difficult time over the last few years, I honestly thought I would be packing up my shop and moving to Loduss.” 
 
    “I won’t leave my family’s farm,” Lorta said and took a deep sip of her mead. 
 
    Kavan looked to Zellee, “What made you stay?” 
 
    A shyness filled the arachnix’s expression, “I want to say it was you, but that wouldn’t be the entire truth. Moonvale has a freedom I always admired. I know I make mostly farm and normal clothes. I repair ripped or damaged pieces, but I get to show off my creativity with some of my styles.” 
 
    Zellee squeezed his hand again, “Ambition always drives me to do more and make it better. I spent a lot of time not knowing my self-worth.” 
 
    Zellee blinked and hesitated. 
 
    Onka looked over to the arachnix with a warm smile. “Zellee, it’s okay to be honest. You know we don’t judge you in the least.” 
 
    Lorta nodded in agreement. 
 
    “It’s a little difficult to talk about it. I don’t want to ruin our evening with my past.” 
 
    Kavan squeezed her hand back. “Your company or past will never ruin what is happening now.” 
 
    Zellee exhaled and took a sip of her wine. “I know. I’m still getting used to my freedom. I always had such grand plans. I used to design many things since my youth. I was told many times by my family that I had to be practical if I was ever to earn real coin. It was difficult to push down my dreams for a simple life. 
 
    “Shortly after leaving the family web, I travelled a little and met Hynrik. I don’t want to speak in detail, but I was young and naïve. I thought I fell in love and we bonded. We were together for many years. I wasn’t completely unhappy, but my dreams continued to sing to me from deep down.” 
 
    A genuine light touched Zellee’s dark eyes. “You never know how trapped you’ve become from inside the trap. You treat it as a barrier you can overcome if you really want to, but you never do. You stay within its confines, trying to paint your cell different colors, but it is still your cell.” 
 
    The arachnix looked away. “No matter how many times I tried to change my cell or lie to myself, it never sat well with me. I wanted more. I wanted to experience more. I wanted to break free.” 
 
    Kavan’s focus and attention centered on the arachnix, a familiar feeling swirling along his spirit. 
 
    Zellee looked to Kavan with hope in her eyes. “The first step was the hardest. I broke my bonding with Hynrik. I then picked up the pieces of my shattered life and tried to pull my dreams together. I had a new chance, a new opportunity to live the life I always wanted.” 
 
    Zellee smiled brightly to Kavan, “I finally feel like I’m becoming the person I was meant to be.” 
 
    Lorta wiped a tear from the corner of her eye. Onka gave the arachnix a warm, knowing smile. 
 
    “Zellee, I understand what you mean,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 
    The arachnix shook her head. “I find that hard to believe. You’re strong, handsome, powerful. You could have anything you want. You could leave here and become a lord of a kingdom if you chose it.” 
 
    Kavan’s soul wavered as his past clawed along his spirit. “I wasn’t always like this. I had an accident when I was younger. It affected my life and my relationships. It brought me to a dark place, a place where I was alone. 
 
    “It was my ambitions and desires that kept me going. I didn’t let the accident define me, no matter how much it stunted my life. An opportunity came to me, to change things in my life for the better. I took it, without hesitation.” 
 
    Zellee’s eyes shimmered, “What happened to you?” 
 
    A darkness filled Kavan’s serpent eyes. “My body was broken for a long time. I was filled with pain and every day it was a fight to make it through the day. When I thought I couldn’t succeed, I pushed on, knowing I was strong enough to try. 
 
    “Like you said before, I don’t want to bog everyone down with the finer details. I just have to say, I broke away from the tormenting pain. I feel stronger, better, and ready to take on the world.” 
 
    “So am I,” Zellee whispered. 
 
    “Me too,” Lorta added in a hushed tone. 
 
    Onka nodded. “Since we are all talking about our deepest feelings, I have a confession to make. I’m hungry and horny all the time.” 
 
    The tension snapped like a twig and everyone at their table laughed long and hard. 
 
    Heads around the restaurant turned and looked over to the center table. The laughter was infectious, many patrons smiling at the group. The relaxed mood deepened as wine and spirits flowed. 
 
    Living statues came out from the kitchen with trays of food in their hands. They moved with expert skill, crossing the room and gently laying large trays onto tables. Eyes widened as the metal coverings were removed. Succulent meats, unusual creamy soup dishes, and an assortment of cheeses and fruits were organized into a delightful feast for all present to behold. 
 
    Kavan waited for the three women at his table to fill their plates before his. When he began scooping food into his plate, a hunger growled from deep within. The happy and relieved mood fueled their hunger and everyone began eating. 
 
    Time crawled into moments, the cacophony of tastes speaking to everyone. The kitchen doors opened many times, stone statues bringing out more and more trays. The feast grew and the wine flowed. 
 
    Kavan felt dizzy, the food, drink, and wonderful company speaking to his soul. Small talk touched the room as bellies were filled. When the feast slowed, statues came out with trays of desserts from pies to cakes to smaller, decadent sweets. 
 
    When the dinner was nearly over, Kavan grinned as Zellee, Lorta, and Onka held onto their bellies. 
 
    “I’m not hungry anymore,” Onka said and burped. 
 
    Lorta weaved in her seat. 
 
    Zellee was still bright eyed as she looked over to Kavan. “This… was… delightful,” she said with a smile. 
 
    The kitchen doors opened and Drayke came out. Everyone turned in their seats to look at him. 
 
    “Thank you for enjoying the feast!” Drayke said and bowed. 
 
    A round of applause filled the large dining room with shouts of praise to the chef. 
 
    Kavan’s small smile faded as he looked at the blue and black scaled dragonkin. A stinging sensation touched the back of his head, something deep and unsettling washing on the shores of his mind. There was no way to define it, but something clawed at Kavan, unsure what to make of the man with the dragonkin skin. 
 
    Drayke stood up with a warm smile. “I hope this little feast is just a taste of things to come. No rush to leave. Stay and enjoy yourselves. The wine and desserts will continue.” 
 
    The dragonkin bowed once more and another round of applause filled the room. 
 
    Zellee leaned closer to Kavan, “I think we should move the party elsewhere.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I agree. Onka and Lorta?” 
 
    The troll and goblin looked to Kavan. 
 
    “Let’s move the party,” the dragonkin grinned. 
 
    Smiles bloomed and everyone at the center table was on their feet.  
 
    The wine and food affected everyone’s coordination. The goblin nearly crashed into Kavan. Zellee placed a hand on Kavan’s shoulder to steady herself and Lorta was singing a little muffled tune to herself. 
 
    Kavan braced himself before leading the three women to the door. A statue held the front door open and everyone spilled onto the street. Laughter rose up into the night air. The air was still cold, steamy mist falling from their mouths. Kavan’s body burned hot, steam rising up from his body. 
 
    A dreamy freedom filled the dragonkin as he and those around him slowly made their way down the street. 
 
    I don’t think I’ve ever been this happy. 
 
    The laughing and giggling continued until they reached the Shouting Troll. The door to the tavern opened. Kazko was sulking behind his bar until he saw Kavan, Zellee, Lorta, and Onka nearly stumble in. 
 
    “My friends!” Kazko said with glee. 
 
    “Drinks!” Kavan grinned. 
 
    “Spirits!” Onka shouted. 
 
    “Mead!” Lorta laughed. 
 
    The troll nodded and began grabbing at bottles, mugs, and glasses.  
 
    The evening spun on. Laughter filled the tavern. The goblin hung off Lorta’s arm, kicking her legs back and forth, trying to swing her entire body around the troll’s arm. Kavan, Zellee, and Kazko laughed as drunken antics continued. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the front door opened and several more townsfolk stumbled inside. Raine and Misty were the first to arrive, the brother and sister holding onto each other and laughing as they made for the bar and demanded drinks.  
 
    Soon, Mayor Sunaxe, Durzol, and Dura arrived. They smiled as they were greeted with shouts from the tavern patrons who lifted their drinks into the air.  
 
    The mood grew friendlier as everyone carried on in a drunken glow. 
 
    Kavan leaned against the bar, Zellee next to him and one of her hands on his waist. It sank down, touching the dragonkin’s rear and giving it a squeeze. Kavan didn’t even react, watching as Onka danced on a table and Lorta cheered her on. 
 
    “You adore them very much,” Zellee whispered into Kavan’s ear. 
 
    The drunken dragonkin nodded.  
 
    “My feelings are growing for a few people here in town,” Kavan said and turned his gaze to the arachnix. 
 
    Heat touched Zellee’s pale cheeks before she snuggled her face closer to his neck. Kavan returned to looking at Onka and Lorta as the entire area turned into a visual soup for the senses. The dragonkin basked in the feelings of truly being home, among his people and lovers.  
 
    Priest Raine stepped over and leaned against the bar on the other side of Kavan. He held his glass, his drink sloshing around as he too watched Onka nearly fall off the table and Lorta lifted her hands up to keep her steady. 
 
    “Lord Cynder, good to see you again,” Raine said and took a sip from his drink. 
 
    Kavan nodded as he tried to gather his thoughts through the drunken haze. 
 
    “I know we were discussing having dinner together to talk about faith,” Priest Quickmoon said. 
 
    Kavan watched as Priestess Misty moved to Lorta’s side and cheered on Onka’s dancing. 
 
    “Yes… we are still on for dinner,” Kavan managed. 
 
    Raine nodded. “How about tomorrow night? Misty and I can bring a dish?” 
 
    Kavan fought against the slow inertia of the drinks. The room began to tilt. Zellee’s hand and the bar were the only things keeping him steady. 
 
    “Yes,” Kavan slurred. 
 
    “Excellent! We will be at your home close to sundown. We look forward to an open and honest discussion about faith,” Raine said and took a long sip of his drink. 
 
    Kavan slowly blinked, darkness filling his gaze and then dim light appearing. Laughter, dancing, and gentle touches caused him to fall into a trance, barely keeping himself standing. 
 
    “Kavan… I think… you need to drink… some water,” Viz said in slow motion. 
 
    Kavan nodded as a robed figure stepped right into his field of vision. The cloaked figure moved slowly in front of Onka’s antics. The hooded figure turned their head slightly, half of a skeletal face peering directly into Kavan’s slitted eyes. 
 
    The dragonkin was frozen, unsure if what he was seeing was real or imagined.  
 
    “The dead and history have been cleansed,” whispered the cloaked figure. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes grew heavy and closed shut. The drunken haze lifted slightly as his heart pumped hard in his chest. The inebriation pulled back and he opened his eyes once again. 
 
    Priestess Misty and Lorta danced on either side of the table Onka was dancing on. Kavan looked around, trying to find the cloaked figure and not seeing them. He only saw the people in the tavern as they laughed and danced. 
 
    “Kavan, are you okay?” Zellee asked with concern. 
 
    “Too much food and drink,” Kavan said as he stood straighter and tried to push away the hazy effects. 
 
    Zellee eyed the dragonkin for a moment before an intention filled her gaze.  
 
    “Onka, Lorta, let’s go,” Zellee said firmly. 
 
    The goblin and troll stopped dancing and looked to the arachnix. Their gaze shifted to Kavan as his eyes slowly opened and closed. 
 
    Onka flipped off the table and landed by them. Lorta made her way closer to the small group. Priestess Quickmoon took a long, deep sip from her drink and continued to dance by herself. 
 
    Zellee’s arm coiled around Kavan’s arm. She gently pulled him with her arm while taking out a small stack of gold coins and placing them on the bar top. Kazko grinned as he scooped up the coins and bid them farewell. 
 
    The front door to the Shouting Troll opened and four figures spilled out. Onka and Lorta laughed and giggled, thick as thieves. Zellee looked to Kavan as she led him along. They moved easily across the street and down a few empty storefronts until they reached the Blue Lantern. When they moved toward the entrance, Kavan’s mind and body began to sober up a touch. 
 
    “Staying the night,” Kavan said more as a statement than a question. 
 
    Zellee was silent, gently pulling him along until they reached the door and opened it. 
 
    Rujin sat in a chair, a glass of wine on the table beside him and a book in his large blue hands. He glanced up to Zellee, Kavan, Onka, and Lorta as they came in. The inn owner stood up and greeted them with a welcoming smile. 
 
    “Welcome to the Blue Lantern” Rujin said like he rehearsed it all his life. 
 
    “We would like the master suite for the night,” Zellee smiled. 
 
    Rujin looked at the small group and gave Kavan a knowing nod. He then turned his attention to Zellee and bowed. 
 
    “It’s available. Anything I can bring to make tonight more comfortable?” Rujin asked. 
 
    “Wine!” Onka shouted. 
 
    “Mead!” Lorta shouted. 
 
    “Both,” Zellee said with a wry smirk. 
 
    “I’ll have it brought up to you,” Rujin said as he moved behind a counter and reached down. 
 
    The troll stood up and walked back to them, a key in his hand. He handed it over to the arachnix. Zellee handed him a small stack of coins. Rujin grinned and bowed to them. 
 
    The arachnix began walking, her spider legs moving with graceful dexterity. The group moved to the stairs and began to climb them, Zellee holding Kavan steady. 
 
    The corridor shifted from left to right as Kavan fought through the drunken haze. Every step caused him to fight to regain his senses.  
 
    “Vala smiles on us tonight,” Zellee whispered to the dragonkin. 
 
    “She’s a goddess?” Kavan asked in a low tone. 
 
    “The goddess of lust and love. She is part of the old gods, but we can pray to some of the other ones. Hexnia comes to mind.” 
 
    Kavan stood straighter, his wits returning. “Who’s Hexnia?” 
 
    “The goddess of lust and madness. A demonic deity who enjoys pushing the boundaries of pleasure to the very edge. They say, if you pray hard enough to her, you can see beyond the veil of reality, or die from exhaustion. Either way, she welcomes you with open arms.” 
 
    The dragonkin looked at the pale spider woman. “Isn’t worshipping the old gods against the doctrine of the new dragon gods?” 
 
    Zellee moved her lips close to Kavan’s ear, “I won’t tell anyone if you don’t. In Moonvale, we follow who we wish. Tell me Kavan, who do you wish to follow tonight? Vala or Hexnia?” 
 
    A familiar shadow slipped across Kavan’s mind, spirit, and body. It whispered to him of madness. The pain he felt in his former life pushed him to reach new levels of ecstasy, a reprieve from the endless torment of his body. Moments glowed in his memory, of seeing more than what was actually there and wanting more. 
 
    “Hexnia,” Kavan said with a harsh whisper. 
 
    Zellee looked over her shoulder to Onka and Lorta. “Tonight, we pray to Hexnia.” 
 
    Lorta gave a not so innocent smile. Onka’s eyes widened a little and her gaze fell to the floor. 
 
    The foursome made it to the end of the corridor. Zellee opened the door and guided Kavan in. Lorta and Onka followed, the troll closing the door behind them. 
 
    The room was large, with three bay windows and velvet blue curtains. The spacious chamber had a seating area with several chairs, a small table and many paintings on the walls. An immense bed took up the middle of the room, big enough to accommodate any sized guest or guests. A dresser and full-length mirror stood to the side and an open door led to a large water closest. 
 
    Kavan’s senses detected the shift in scents in the air. He breathed it in deep, desire dripping all around him. It further pushed away the haze, his senses returning but his body was still relaxed. 
 
    A knock on the door caused Lorta to move to it. She opened it slightly, Rujin handing her bottles and trying to look in. The troll snatched the bottles and bid the inn owner goodnight before slamming the door in his face. 
 
    Lorta moved to the table and chairs, seeing glass cups already on the table. She popped corks to all three bottles and began pouring wine into three glasses and mead into the fourth glass. Placing the bottles by the glasses, she picked them up and moved to the center of the room, handing a glass to each one present. 
 
    Zellee, Lorta, and Onka took deep sips from their glasses. Kavan eyed his drink, unsure if he wanted to continue drinking. 
 
    The arachnix moved closer to the dragonkin. She eyed the glass in his hand and saw that he wasn’t drinking. She gently took the glass from him and stepped over to the small table. She put down both glasses and then reached up to the front of her robe. 
 
    Onka looked at Kavan. The dragonkin moved to the edge of the bed and sat on it. Slitted eyes took on a hungry gleam as he eyed the three women in the room. The goblin’s heart beat like a drum in her chest, staring at the strong dragonkin as sanity seemed to slip away from his gaze. 
 
    “We are all friends here,” Zellee said as she turned her entire body around and faced Kavan, her robe open down the middle. 
 
    Kavan looked at the beautiful arachnix. Her pale skin glowed in the dim lantern light. The inner sides of her breasts were exposed. Nipples pointed, barely covered by the elegant robe. Kavan’s eyes travelled down, seeing her smooth skin and stomach. When he reached her hips, he saw that her womanhood was a hairless pink slit. Slightly lower, her body bloomed out to spider legs and black abdomen. 
 
    The dragonkin stared, drinking in her beauty. Its song curled along him as he saw a dreamy spider goddess. It was at that moment his overpowering urges and hunger howled for more. 
 
    Kavan grabbed at his own shirt. He pulled it over his head and tossed it aside. His muscular form gave off a heated haze. It moved with defined rugged beauty as he kicked off his boots and pulled off his leather leggings.  
 
    Zellee moved closer, her robe moving and exposing a pert nipple. She looked down at the dragonkin’s standing and firm red dragonhood. It throbbed with need and bounced to her gaze. 
 
    “I dream of your taste,” Zellee said and lowered herself down.  
 
    Kavan watched like a serpent, Zellee leaning forward and licking his standing member. Her entire body nearly flattened against the floor. The arachnix’s tongue slathered up and down Kavan’s member with small moans rising up from her throat. 
 
    Lorta watched with interested eyes. The troll put down her empty glass and took hold of her dress. She pulled at it, a relief filling her eyes as she was finally out of it. It fell to the floor, her womanly form nude. The troll made her way to a chair, turned it so it faced Kavan and Zellee. She sat down and watched them, her hand gliding down her inner thigh and touching herself. Her eyes half-closed in dreamy bliss as she rubbed at her trollhood, massaging herself as wetness was already beginning to flow. 
 
    Onka stood like a short statue. The goblin eyed Zellee licking Kavan before looking at Lorta enjoying the moment. The heated mood sank into her own senses and wetness bloomed between her legs. The dripping heat swirled into her stomach. When she looked into Kavan's slitted eyes, she saw that he was staring right at her. His gaze seemed to penetrate her soul and a sinister smirk filled his features. 
 
    The goblin found it difficult to stand. She made her way over to Lorta’s side. Onka clumsily grabbed at her own dress, pulling it down and nearly tripping. The piece of tight fabric was pulled free and she stumbled to Lorta’s side. 
 
    The troll watched Kavan and Zellee, her fingers making small circular motions between her parted thighs. A sultry moan dripped from her parted lips and the troll found it difficult to look away. 
 
    Onka moved to the troll and fell to her knees between Lorta’s thick thighs. “Hexnia, watch over us.” 
 
    Lorta looked down as Onka pulled the troll's hand away. Her green lips kissed at the troll’s wet womanhood a few times before the goblin buried her head between Lorta’s warm, blue thighs. Lorta gasped as the goblin licked and slathered at her like a wild beast. 
 
    Moans filled the room. Kavan looked down as Zellee engulfed the tip of his cock and gently sucked. Firm lips moved along the head. Pale hands touched Kavan’s strong thighs as Zellee’s head bobbed. Muffled moans grew as lips smoothed over raised veins, taking a few more inches at a time. 
 
    Kavan’s fingers slipped into Zellee’s long, black hair. He watched her with proud eyes, seeing her taking more and more. The tip of his cock touched the back of her throat and she moaned louder, vibrations running along the thick shaft. 
 
    Kavan’s thoughts twisted along his mind as pleasure ran up and down his cock. The shadow grew, touching every part of his mind and heart. The wild adventures he often had in private worlds began to bleed back into him. Its song grew to a fevered pitch, almost matching the tempo of Zellee’s expert skill. 
 
    Yellow slitted eyes glowed as Kavan watched the arachnix. “It’s good to know your place,” Kavan’s voice was deep and commanding. 
 
    Onka slathered at Lorta until her ears perked up. Kavan’s words struck her hard, her heart quickening in her chest. The goblin’s eyes rolled into her head as she once again buried her head between Lorta’s thighs. 
 
    Lorta let out a small whimper, the goblin licking her just the right way. Honey spilled from her trollhood as she turned her gaze down to the naked goblin. Onka’s eyes closed as she licked, her tongue snaking along the troll’s clit and teasing it. A heat burst from the goblins' body, warming Lorta’s already warm inner thighs. 
 
    “Onka… I’m,” was all Lorta could say before her head fell back against the chair and let out a deep, blissful moan. 
 
    Onka continued licking the troll into submission as Lorta let out ragged breaths. The troll trembled and shuddered, unable to stop the flood of bliss as she practically drowned in it. Lorta’s hands clutched at the chair’s armrests and they creaked to her strength as she was trapped by Onka's masterful skill. 
 
    Zellee pulled her head up and took hold of Kavan’s member. She stroked it as she looked up with lustful eyes. 
 
    “Yes, master,” Zellee said in a sultry whisper. “I live to serve.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes took on a wicked gleam. “What do you desire?” 
 
    “To serve you. To take away the pain and feel bliss once again,” Zellee said with a desperate tone. 
 
    “Show me how you take away the pain,” Kavan said darkly. 
 
    Zellee nodded as she lifted her body up a little. She pulled her hand away from Kavan’s member, running both of her hands down her womanhood and fingers curling. She spread her pink slit and two fingers massaged her clit. They pressed and swirled. Zellee looked down at herself in shame, unable to stop the magical swirl to open the doors to paradise. 
 
    Kavan took hold of his own cock with confidence in his eyes. He slowly stroked himself, watching Zellee break down her own walls and pleasuring herself to his gaze. 
 
    The words from Kavan and Zellee floated through the room, blending with Lorta’s moans. Onka opened her eyes wide, her mouth clamped on Lorta’s dripping womanhood. Each word from Kavan’s lips triggered something deep. The goblin stared at Lorta’s stomach as her mouth drank and licked from the troll’s slit. Wetness bloomed further and Onka’s own honey dripped onto the floor from parted thighs. Nails dug into Lorta’s thighs and the troll shuddered. Lorta’s head whipped forward and looked down on Onka. The goblin stared up at her with intense eyes. The moment their gazes connected, Lorta let out a whimpering moan, unable to stop the third string of orgasms as they exploded along her soul. 
 
    Zellee let out a small cry, her willpower breaking and her body moving closer to a climax. She looked up to Kavan as he lazily stroked his member to her. The sight of his confident eyes and relaxed, commanding demeanor cracked the arachnix’s resolve. Pleasure whipped at her until the very chains of her spirit snapped. With a finger swirl, magical explosions cascading along her nerves. Zellee gasped as she couldn’t hold back the tide of bliss. It crashed into her so hard, her body shuddered. Spider legs weaved and the arachnix nearly fell toward Kavan. She stopped herself, trying to stay upright as a deluge of wetness dripped from her slit, along her fingers and onto the floor. 
 
    Kavan crawled back onto the bed until he was in the middle. His member stood as he leaned back on his hands. Zellee looked down on the dragonkin, unable to stop rubbing her clit. 
 
    “Take your seat,” Kavan commanded. 
 
    Zellee crawled onto the bed. Bent legs moved until she was over him. She looked down at his throbbing member under her. Wetness continued to drip onto his standing cock. The arachnix lowered herself until the tip of his member touched her valley entrance.  
 
    “Take your proper place,” Kavan said with sly confidence. 
 
    Zellee lowered her gaze to his strong stomach before she lowered herself a little more. The thick head touched her pink, wet lips. A little lower and the head of his spear pushed into her tight slit.  
 
    Zellee gasped as Kavan’s thickness spread open her inner world. The empty pit within her began to fill. Wetness dripped down the shaft before she slid down further. The throbbing pulse sent shivers up her body. When she reached the hilt, she stayed there and squeezed Kavan. 
 
    “How does it feel?” Kavan asked. 
 
    “It feels so good,” Zellee whispered. 
 
    The arachnix’s body began to betray her. She started to move, barely a few inches, but enough so to cause deep pangs of pleasure.  
 
    Kavan sat up and licked at the skin between her breasts. “I didn’t say you could move.” 
 
    Zellee’s eyes widened, but she continued. “I… I can’t help myself.” 
 
    “Must there be a punishment?” Kavan asked with a dark voice. 
 
    Zellee gave a small nod as her body moved on Kavan’s member, increasing the tempo. 
 
    “I must be punished,” Zellee whimpered. 
 
    Kavan pulled away the robe to fully expose Zellee’s breasts. Her chest heaved as she looked down. Kavan licked at a nipple. Zellee let out a long moan when her hands clamped on Kavan’s shoulders. The dragonkin’s lips peeled back and sharp teeth gently took hold of Zellee’s erect nipple. He gave it a tiny tug, not to hurt but to let her know he was in charge. 
 
    A sharp gasp and a long moan followed. Zellee looked down, knowing she could barely move with her nipple between Kavan’s teeth, but her body wanted more. She found the small space where she could move, thick inches throbbing deep within her. 
 
    Onka pulled away from Lorta. The troll was trembling like a leaf on the seat. Wetness dripped from her slit as she was lost to the throes of paradise. 
 
    The goblin stood up and turned around. She watched, and to a lesser degree, felt what was happening on the bed. Kavan looked up with knowing eyes and Zellee could barely contain herself. Between them, Kavan’s cock appeared slightly and disappeared between the arachnix’s pink lips. 
 
    The goblin sauntered over and climbed onto the bed. She stood up and moved behind Kavan. Green hands touched his shoulders as she and Kavan watched Zellee struggle in his toothy grasp. 
 
    “She will make a good slave,” Onka said with a faraway voice. 
 
    Kavan gave a small nod, pulling on Zellee’s nipple. The small movement caused the arachnix to gasp. 
 
    “Master… I’m… getting close,” Zellee whispered urgently. 
 
    Kavan said nothing, teeth gently holding onto her nipple. 
 
    “Master… please… say something,” Zellee begged. 
 
    Kavan remained silent, watching the agony in Zellee’s dark eyes. 
 
    “Master… I… don’t know… if,” Zellee tried to say when her inner world cracked and an ocean of bliss slammed into her. 
 
    Zellee’s valley held Kavan in a vice-like grip, moving along Kavan as her eyes rolled into her head. A deep string of magical explosions whipped her soul into submission. Kavan let go of her nipple and she sank down to the hilt. A stream of wetness squirted, the arachnix letting out a shrill cry. She leaned forward, grabbing Kavan and holding him to her, her body continuing to move, milking her own orgasm as she was lost to its power. 
 
    Onka looked on Zellee’s lost expression with loving desire. She bent down and kissed the arachnix on the lips, over Kavan’s shoulder. Their tongues slipped over each other in a playful dance. Zellee moaned and Onka drank it in like sweet nectar. 
 
    Kavan took hold of the arachnix and shifted his body and hips. Zellee fell onto her side, long spider-like legs slipping under Kavan. The connection between them never broke as they laid on their sides. Spider legs encircled Kavan as his hips began to move, pushing his thick spear to the hilt. 
 
    “You want to help Master come, don’t you,” Kavan said as his hand grabbed at her and kept her close. 
 
    “I do,” Zellee said as she remained close. 
 
    Onka moved behind Kavan, one hand on his shoulder and another between her creamy green thighs. The scent of Kavan and Zellee’s connection pushed the goblin to the edge of madness. She rubbed at herself with hips moving to her own, loving caress. She watched and touched Kavan as he drove his spear deep into Zellee. His snout and cheek moved against Zellee's soft breasts. A pink tongue slipped out to lick at her as his hips moved with thunderous need. 
 
    “Kavan… don’t stop,” the words drifted up from Onka’s lips. 
 
    Kavan felt the goblin’s gaze on him as his hips thrust with slow power. Zellee held onto the dragonkin, her eyes sliding up into her head as nirvana caressed her soul. Kavan’s fingers slid down along her smooth side, enjoying the warmth from the arachnix’s body. Spider legs clutched him to Zellee, her body moving with the tempo and motion of Kavan’s body. 
 
    A deep growl filled Kavan’s throat. Hips moved with urgency as Zellee fought to keep the climax at bay. The connection dripped between them and from behind, Onka moaned.  
 
    Zellee’s eyes widened, unable to last. Another storm of orgasms thrashed her body and she shuddered violently. Kavan kept at his steady pace, driving himself to the hilt and pulling back just enough for her body to squeeze him and slow an imagined escape. Kavan had no intention of leaving, driving himself deeper. Orgasms caused Zellee to whimper, unable to fight the flood of bliss. It overpowered her reason, a demonic smile forming. 
 
    Kavan’s cock thickened. Zellee let out a long moan. Heat flashed and thick spurts of seed filled the tight, snug space between them. Zellee moaned incoherently as Kavan drove himself deep. The arachnix milked his member with each squeeze as she lay on her side. 
 
    Onka felt the flash of heat and her own orgasm rippled through her. The fingers on her hand touching Kavan curled as she moaned her delight. 
 
    White filled Zellee’s vision. Her body surrendered and she passed out. Wetness surged and squirted between them, the arachnix unable to stop herself. Her body relaxed and her legs uncurled slightly.  
 
    Kavan let out a small grunt, another spurt filling Zellee. He pulled back and fell onto his back. He looked over to her, her body trembling and her eyes closed.  
 
    Onka crawled over and onto the dragonkin. Kavan looked up as she moved to his chest, her knees touching the bed over his shoulders. Her goblinhood glistened with wetness and dripped on his chest and neck. The scent was intoxicating, Kavan nuzzling his snout to her slit.  
 
    Onka looked down with endearing eyes, her hand running along his scaled cheek. “There’s the monster I felt. There’s the thing that cannot be denied.” 
 
    Kavan looked up to the goblin. His tongue snaked out and licked at her womanhood, tasting her sultry desires. 
 
    “A dragonkin with a demonic soul,” Onka whispered as she gently caressed Kavan’s cheek. 
 
    “A goblin that tastes like a goddess,” Kavan said before pressing his snout against the goblin’s womanhood. 
 
    Onka closed her eyes as heat touched her green cheeks. Hips moved as the top tip of Kavan’s snout rubbed against her engorged clit and his tongue explored her sacred, inner world.  
 
    Kavan licked, explored, and drank from the goblin. Her green thighs nearly enveloped the sides of his head as he rubbed and licked at his own discretion. Honey flowed and the dragonkin’s long tongue basked in her taste. 
 
    Onka fell forward. Her hands were on the bed and her breasts touching Kavan’s face. She kept her eyes closed, unwilling and unable to break away from his masterful tongue. It moved, slithered, and licked all the right places, sending her further and further into a blissful frenzy. The wet sounds between them caused her body to twitch, barely able to keep her sanity. 
 
    Lorta’s eyes slid back into place. A weariness touched her face as she blinked. She turned her attention to the large, side bed. She glanced at Zellee passed out on the side and Onka riding Kavan’s face. 
 
    The troll stood up on shaky, thick legs. She crossed the room and crawled onto the bed. Her gaze fell to Kavan’s cock standing straight up. It was wet from intimate moments and glistened in the dim lantern light.  
 
    Lorta’s own desires pulled her entire form closer. She glanced at Onka letting out small moans. It became a dreamy symphony, her ass and hips moving to Kavan’s mouth and tongue. 
 
    The troll took hold of Kavan’s member. She stroked as she licked the end. The taste of seed and wetness caused her own body to tremble in need. She sucked on the end while watching Onka moan louder and louder. The troll let out a muffled whimper before pulling her lips away and crawling onto Kavan. Her size shifted the bed slightly. Her hand held Kavan’s cock, rubbing the end against her clit and dripping opening. With a small moan, she sat on the thick member. Gravity pulled her down until she reached the hilt. The full sensations pushed her body, moving on Kavan and riding his impressive member. 
 
    Kavan lay on his back. The weight of Lorta on his hips caused his cock to stiffen until it was diamond hard. He raised his hands and took hold of Onka’s slender waist. He held her in place as his tongue stabbed deeper and licked against a small spot of ridges within her tight valley. 
 
    “Praise the goddess,” Onka hissed before her world exploded into stars. 
 
    Lorta moaned as she watched Onka shudder.  
 
    Kavan kept his eyes closed, the taste spilling into his mouth changing. He didn’t stop, licking and caressing her, coaxing out her string of orgasms. It played on like a song, drowning him in lust. 
 
    Kavan’s cock thickened. Lorta looked down with helpless eyes as Kavan’s member spread her tight walls to nearly the breaking point. She moved with urgency. Hips slammed down and her tight valley squeezed, trying to draw his soul out of his cock. 
 
    Kavan’s cock throbbed before seed spurted. Bliss swirled along the dragonkin as Lorta milked his member. 
 
    The troll looked down as white seed spilled from their union. She sighed happily as he showed no sign of wilting. Lorta moaned with heavy breath, driving herself on the dragonkin and moving closer to her own release. 
 
    Onka opened her eyes and looked down on Kavan as he continued to lick and stab her with his tongue. She twitched again, not wanting to leave the beautiful moment, their souls singing to each other. From behind, the goblin heard a sharp gasp and a long exhale as Lorta reached her climax. 
 
    The goblin touched Kavan’s brow with a soothing caress. He opened his eyes and looked up at her like he saw her for the first time. 
 
    “Don’t let the song die,” Onka whispered and moved her hips to his tongue once again. 
 
    Kavan watched the beautiful goblin as she moved with primal desires and the moans from Lorta behind her adding to their private symphony. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Nineteen 
 
    Warmth glowed as Kavan lay on the bed. Eyes slowly opened and blinked as the dragonkin looked at Onka’s sleeping expression. She was serene, her face close to his. Emerald green skin glowed in the morning light coming through the curtains. A peace filled her expression and she snuggled closer to him, her breath gently touching the dragonkin’s neck. 
 
    Kavan turned his gaze slightly to see Zellee and Lorta already up, out of bed and dressed. They looked down on the dragonkin and goblin with endearing eyes and smiles. 
 
    “We didn’t want to wake you,” Zellee whispered. “We were just getting ready to leave.” 
 
    “My bolids will be worried sick,” Lorta said with an edge, her gaze clearly speaking to wanting to stay longer. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “It was fun last night,” he whispered. 
 
    The arachnix and troll nodded.  
 
    “We should do it again,” Zellee smiled brightly. “We can talk about it later. Enjoy your morning and we’ll have another date soon.” 
 
    Zellee turned to leave. Lorta looked down on Kavan and Onka, her eyes betraying her thoughts. With a frustrated turn, she followed the arachnix out the bed chamber door and gently closed it behind them. 
 
    Onka opened her eyes and stared into Kavan’s slitted eyes. “Alone at last.” 
 
    Kavan’s arm was still around the goblin. He pulled her closer, their naked bodies pressing against each other. 
 
    “No running off before I wake?” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    Onka closed her eyes and sighed. “No running off.” 
 
    “Is that okay?”  
 
    The goblin nodded. “It’s more than okay. I like where I am. I like who we are.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “What are we?” 
 
    “Friends. Close friends,” Onka said and kissed his neck. 
 
    Kavan held her close. “I have to run a few errands today, but Priest Raine and Priestess Misty will be coming over tonight for dinner and a talk. I know you wanted to come. I would love for you to be there as we discuss religion and faith. It might help me understand it a little more.” 
 
    “I’ll be there. I am your guide after all,” Onka grinned before she licked at the dark red skin along his neck. 
 
    A hardness could be felt between them and Onka let out a sarcastic gasp. 
 
    “I see someone is awake. Can’t let the moment slip away, now, can we?” the goblin said in a sultry whisper before moving down and under the blanket. 
 
    “No, we can’t,” Kavan grinned before lips wrapped around his dragonhood in the calm, sunny morning. 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan stood on North Street. He looked up at the majestic entrance to the town Library. Unlike many of the other buildings in town, this one was made completely out of stone. Stairs led up to a wide landing. Gray pillars filled the front and stone overhang roof. Solid oak doors with a stained dark color stood. Wide windows graced the sides, and thick curtains were drawn to keep the morning light out. 
 
    Kavan climbed the stairs and made his way to the doors. Once he took hold of the handle, he pulled and stepped in. 
 
    The dragonkin looked around as the scent of books filled his slitted nostrils. The interior of the library was one giant chamber with many shelves of books. Between the shelves were tables and chairs. Lanterns hung from chains throughout the library, their light conducive to reading. A coolness washed over the dragonkin as he looked down the wide aisle to see a solid desk and an orc sitting behind it. 
 
    Dura’s eyes widened a hair before they settled down. She stood up and smiled at the dragonkin as he approached. 
 
    “Welcome to the Moonvale Library, Lord Cynder,” Dura said with a bow. 
 
    Kavan eyed the beautiful orc. She wore a white dress that covered her from her neck down. Her green skin contrasted against the white, but did nothing to diffuse it. Her smile was warm and welcoming. Her dark hair was tied into a bun and her small, pointed ears graced the sides of her head. High cheekbones gave her an elegance and mingled with a sense of self-worth and confidence entwined with her demeanor. 
 
    “Thank you, Dura. I have been meaning to come here. Libraries have often been my escape since my youth. It’s nice to be in one again.” 
 
    Dura nodded. “The doors are always open, from sunrise to sundown. How can I help you today?” 
 
    Kavan nodded as he stood before the desk. “I’m looking for a few things. I need a book on the many religions across Voldor, a book about xykks, and a book or books about any histories concerning the undead and liches in the region of Moonvale. Do you think you can help me find anything on those subjects?” 
 
    Dura gave the dragonkin a confident smile. “I live here at the library. It shouldn’t be much trouble. Follow me.” 
 
    The orc left the desk and made her way down an aisle. Kavan followed. They passed several sturdy shelves, Dura looking at rows of books. She slowed down to a shelf, raised her hand and glided her green fingers across book spines. 
 
    “I’ll have to go to the private collections of books on deities of Voldor. The ones we have here only pertain to the dragon gods. We here in Moonvale have an appreciation for the old gods, but the dragonkin of the Spire Cities frown upon such books being available. If their paladins saw any books, other than the dragon gods, they would pull them out and burn them on the street,” Dura said and pulled out a book. 
 
    The orc handed the book to Kavan and he looked down on the leather cover. 
 
    “This is a history and biology of the Xykk. It may put you to sleep, but it is very informative. It will help you with your research.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Kavan said. 
 
    Dura moved on, the dragonkin following in her wake. 
 
    “As for any books about undead and liches in the Moonvale region, I have just the book for you.” 
 
    The pair moved to another shelf. Dura reached up and pulled out a black book. She turned and handed it to Kavan. 
 
    Kavan looked down on the black book with gold lettering. The title read, “The History of Bromamir Truewind and Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan blinked and looked up to Dura. 
 
    The orc gave a knowing smile. “You seem surprised. You’re not the only one who researched our town lich. Most here just treat Brom like a befuddled old man who roams around, but some of us know his history and legends. It took me over a year to find this book from merchants and my short visits to Loduss. He has a very colorful history. He was also present when the old gods fell and the people of Moonvale went mad.” 
 
    Kavan looked down at the book in slight bewilderment. “Onka informed me that no one knew anything about the founder of the town or about Brom.” 
 
    Dura smiled politely, “Nothing against Onka. She’s a sweet and loving goblin, but she hasn’t stepped foot in the library. It took several years for me to repopulate this library with books. The old books were rotted when Moonvale was re-settled over ten years ago. It stood empty for a long time until I was of age. It became my quest to fill it with knowledge again. 
 
    “Despite making the library ready for hungry minds, not many townsfolk come in here. I hope to change that as we grow the town.” 
 
    Dura looked down at the book in Kavan’s hands. “Brom’s history is one of my favorite subjects. He doesn’t talk to me, but I read the book in your hands several times. I always found it strange for a lich to live in town when his dungeon is deep in the Misty Forest. Considering what he witnessed, I always assumed he wouldn’t want to be in the place that holds so much tragedy for him. To want to subjugate the town and watch them go mad right before his eyes must have been heartbreaking. To slaughter the kingdom's residents and his family to save them must have taken an incredible toll on his mind.” 
 
    “Is the location of his dungeon detailed in the book?” 
 
    Dura nodded. “It is. Over the many centuries, this region has been explored and re-explored. This book has the most detail, the author barely surviving the undead that protected Brom’s dungeon. The author goes into detailed descriptions of the undead guarding the dungeon, how most were skeletons and dried out corpses, almost to the point of mummification. It adds a little bit of excitement to the town history and our oldest resident.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “This will be a fascinating read. I look forward to it.” 
 
    Dura gave the dragonkin a knowing gaze. “If you ever want to write down anything you and Brom talk about, I am willing to help. It’s no secret that you have been visiting him. It seems he likes you very much since no one has stepped foot in his tower, other than you.” 
 
    “It sounds like a great project. I will have to get back to you, but I will keep it in mind.” 
 
    Dura nodded and smiled. “Please do. Now, let’s go to the private book collection and get that book on deities of Voldor for you.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kavan walked up to the main gate of his property. Three books filled his hand as he used his other hand to open the gate. A small squeak from the hinge stabbed into the air as the dragonkin stepped in and closed it behind him. 
 
    A sweet smell touched Kavan’s sensitive nose and he breathed it in. The scent had a strange familiarity to it, like honey and lilac. A dash of raw meat mingled with the strange scent, giving it an odd sensation to his slitted nostrils.    
 
    The front door to his farmhouse burst open and a naked Abby rushed across the porch and down the small steps to the ground. Kavan watched in disbelief as the taur crossed the distance, her breasts bouncing in every direction. 
 
    “Master!” Abby shouted and crashed into him. 
 
    Kavan took a step back, bracing himself as the taur hugged him tightly. 
 
    “You didn’t come back home last night and I was so worried! I tried to stay in the barn, but I heard some strange noises last night. I ran to the house and locked myself in. I hope you’re not mad, but I stayed in your bed. It was so dark and lonely, I barely slept.” 
 
    Kavan grabbed her arms and pulled her away from him just enough that they could look each other in the eyes. “Are you okay?” 
 
    Abby nodded. “I am, now that you’re here!” 
 
    Two wet spots soaked into Kavan’s shirt. He looked down and saw a milky substance against his shirt. Glancing to the taur’s full breasts, thin slivers of milk leaked from her engorged nipples. 
 
    Abby looked away, “It’s time for my first milking. I’m ready for your hands.” 
 
    Kavan blinked. “I thought taurs can milk themselves?” 
 
    Abby nodded, but didn’t look at Kavan. “We do, but our first time must be with our master or mistress. I have everything set up in the living room. We can do it now. I feel very uncomfortable and need you, my master.” 
 
    Kavan fought the urge to correct her and tell her to call him by his name. A memory floated into his head of the bolids on Lorta’s farm and he decided against it. She was clearly hard to deal with and letting her call him by his name, instead of title, would only make it harder to keep her in the barn. 
 
    How am I going to do this with several taurs? If they act like Abby, my farm is going to be a zoo. 
 
    Abby let out a small whimper. “It’s beginning to hurt. Please, milk me.” 
 
    Kavan sighed before he and Abby walked back to the house. They entered the living room and Kavan spied a crate with empty bottles and stoppers on the small table by the couch. 
 
    Abby’s mood changed like the wind. She was all smiles and nearly hopped to the couch. She turned around and sat down with an eagerness in her eyes and demeanor.  
 
    Kavan moved to her side and sat down next to her, putting the books he was carrying on the table. He looked down at her bouncing leg. 
 
    “Abby, is this really a thing? Do I have to milk you for the first time?” Kavan asked with a slight hesitation. 
 
    Abby gave a vigorous nod. “Oh yes! It’s standard practice, but the first time is the most important. As my Master, you can milk me anytime you wish, but I need you to do it this time.” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes narrowed. 
 
    She’s lying. 
 
    “Yes, I think she’s lying too,” Viz added. 
 
      Abby pushed out her heavy chest, milk leaking from her dark brown nipples. “Go ahead, squeeze them.” 
 
    The taur grabbed an empty bottle from the crate and put it in Kavan’s hand. 
 
    “Are you ever going to wear the overalls I gave you?” Kavan asked as he decided exactly how he was going to go through with this moment. 
 
    Abby didn’t answer. Her face was turned away and she waited. 
 
    Kavan looked down, shadows covering his eyes. He put the opening of the bottle to a nipple. Abby took in a sharp inhale. Kavan reached up and took hold of her full breast. Pink heat touched Abby’s cheeks. When the dragonkin gave her breast a slight squeeze, a stream of milk flowed into the bottle and Abby let out a sultry moan. 
 
    Kavan’s eye ridges narrowed as he squeezed and milk spilled into the bottle. Abby’s breathing increased and she trembled a little. Her eyes half-closed and heavy breath fell from her parted lips. A trance soon filled her eyes and she moaned again. 
 
    The small moans stabbed at Kavan as he milked her. He glanced at her face, seeing a look of blissful ecstasy in her eyes. She reached over and placed a hand on Kavan’s leg, giving it a squeeze every time he squeezed her. 
 
    “Keep doing that,” Abby said in a faraway voice. 
 
    “Abby, you should be doing…” Kavan was cut off by the taur. 
 
    “Shhh. Don’t speak. It’s distracting,” Abby whispered. 
 
    Annoyance flared within Kavan until it shifted into ludicrous amusement. The oddness of the moment drained away and the dragonkin chuckled. His scaled hand squeezed harder and Abby let out a yelp and her eyes closed. Heat radiated from her body as the bottle was nearly full. 
 
    “Master, you have very skilled hands,” Abby whispered. 
 
    Kavan put the now full bottle on the table and picked up another one. He pressed it to her nipple and began squeezing again. Abby let out an orgasmic sigh. She looked down and squeezed Kavan’s leg harder. 
 
    “You’re getting off on this,” Kavan grinned. 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re….OOOooooo, squeeze harder,” Abby said as she pushed her chest harder against his hand. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Farming Skill. Farming Skill is now 3rd degree, Above Average. 
 
    Kavan smiled at the alert crossing his gaze. 
 
    “We’re having company later. I’m going to need you to stay in the barn tonight. Do you understand?” 
 
    Abby gave a slow nod. “Of course, Master. Now do the other one. If you have too, massage the nipple. Sucking on it works best, so don’t be shy,” the taur said with enthusiastic flair. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun vanished behind the horizon as night’s cloak flowed over the world. Nocturnal animals stirred from their dens as fireflies lit up the inky darkness with flashes of subdued light. The air took on a small, but comfortable chill. 
 
    A taur stood by a slightly open barn door, a frown painting her face. She glared at the farmhouse as lanterns were lit inside and a shadow moved about on the first floor, appearing and disappearing along the windows. 
 
    Inside the farmhouse, Kavan moved like he was possessed. Without a real dining table to sit at, he placed plates of food on the small table by the couch. He set up his only three chairs around it and the couch faced it. The plates of food on the table were filled with a variety of fruits, vegetables, cheese, bread, and a plate of dried meats.  
 
    Kavan judged his own food offerings and scratched his head. 
 
    I never really entertained before. This is a little weird and my food selection is pathetic. 
 
    “It’s fine for now. There is a Cooking skill you haven’t unlocked yet. You may have to make some time to learn some recipes so you can cook meals.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    I’ll have to research it, but you’re right, this will have to do. Onka, Raine, and Misty will be here at any moment. 
 
    A knock at the door caused the dragonkin to whirl around. He stepped to the door and opened it. Onka was standing there with a wide smile and a bottle in her hand. The goblin was wearing a tight shirt and leather leggings. She did nothing to cover up her cleavage as she stepped in and presented the bottle. 
 
    “For the night. It’s called rum. Kazko said he had it imported and thought it would be good for dinner tonight.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at the coffee table and frowned. 
 
    Onka followed his gaze to the table with plates of food and smiled. “It looks good. Don’t be so hard on yourself.” 
 
    Kavan shrugged. 
 
    “I’ll pour us some drinks. Priest Raine and Priestess Misty are very relaxed. They won’t even notice or judge. Some rum might ease your nerves.” 
 
    The goblin walked toward the kitchen and disappeared from sight. 
 
    Kavan stood in the living room, his shoulders relaxing. With Onka here, her presence eased the tension away. The connection between them seemed to only grow and Kavan was finding it difficult to not think about her. Seeing Zellee and Lorta was welcomed, but the dragonkin’s thoughts continued to drift back to the beautiful goblin. 
 
    A knock at the door woke Kavan from his daydreaming. He turned, stepped to the door and opened it. 
 
    Priest Raine and Priestess Misty stood with attentive eyes and small smiles. They wore simple, black robes. Their blonde hair was shaped to bring all attention to their beautiful features. Kavan noticed a hint of glitter in their hair. Raine held a bottle in his hands and Misty held a covered plate in her hands. 
 
    “Greetings, Lord Cynder,” Raine smiled and bowed. 
 
    Misty bowed as well. 
 
    “Greetings. Please, come in,” Kavan said and stepped to the side. 
 
    The two fae stepped in and Kavan closed the door behind them. Misty stepped closer to Kavan, grabbed the lid on the plate and pulled it up. Kavan smiled as he looked down at a white-frosted cake with cut strawberries on it. 
 
    “I thought I would bring dessert,” Misty said with an infectious smile. 
 
    “I brought some fruit wine to wash it down,” Raine added. 
 
    Onka emerged from the kitchen with several cups and an open bottle of rum. “The party is just starting.” 
 
    Raine and Misty grinned at the goblin. 
 
    “Lady Treeclimber, so good of you to join us on this fine evening. The more the merrier,” Raine said with enthusiasm. 
 
    “I brought a bottle of rum. Would everyone want a cup?” Onka asked. 
 
    “Yes,” the two fae said at the same time and laughed. 
 
    Kavan relaxed as the mood did lighten. Everyone moved to the couch and chairs. Kavan and Onka sat on the couch. Raine and Misty sat on the chairs. Cups were placed down and rum was poured. Everyone picked up their wooden mugs, raised them to each other and took deep sips. 
 
    The rum washed along over Kavan’s tongue and down his throat. Never in his life did a rum taste this good. He took another long sip, savoring the taste. Raine, Misty, and Onka all nodded in agreement that the rum pleased their taste buds. 
 
    “Everyone, help yourself,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Heads nodded and hands reached for a small stack of wood plates. Food was piled onto each plate. Soon, everyone was eating and drinking, the mood relaxing further. 
 
    “Lord Cynder, we have to thank you for having us in your home,” Raine said. 
 
    “Please, call me Kavan. Titles make it all so formal.” 
 
    Raine nodded. “Yes, we feel the same. Titles can be a little stuffy at times. That is one of the wonderful things about Moonvale, we are a close-knit, relaxed community.” 
 
    “How is it where you’re from?” Misty asked. 
 
    Kavan smiled. “A little uptight. It was one of the many reasons why I left. It didn’t feel like home anymore.” 
 
    The two glanced at each other before looking at the dragonkin. 
 
    Raine spoke up, “We felt the same. Though, fae families are very free and open to many things, religion is not one of them.” 
 
    Misty continued, “My brother and I have always had a deep, spiritual belief. It was often frowned upon in our communities. When we were of age, we left our home to seek out a place to worship in peace.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I did some reading on the gods and goddesses of Voldor, new and old. It’s fascinating, if a little hard to understand exactly what happened.” 
 
    Raine nodded. “Books will often glance over the difficult times of what happened in the higher planes. I won’t bore you too much, but it was hard for many to comprehend what exactly happened. The dragonkin dictated what happened when the dragons invaded the higher realms, or liberated as they often like to say. I hope you don’t find any of this offensive, our dear host?” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “Not at all. I tended to stay away from religions that don’t follow their own doctrine. It actually happens a lot.” 
 
    Misty smiled brightly. “As do we. Moonvale is the only place we found where the dragon gods didn’t treat its people like lepers if they didn’t follow them. We follow the ways of Drogoss. He is one of the more powerful old gods. His form is that of a silver dragon, but he has taken on a humanoid shape from time to time.” 
 
    Raine nodded. “We still follow him because he is the only old god from the old pantheon still accepted among all kingdoms. When the dragons stormed the higher realms, Drogoss refused to interfere. He himself loved dragons and could not bring himself to stand in their way. It muddied the waters, to follow a god that stood aside as the higher realms burned, but we place our trust and faith that he had his reasons.” 
 
    Kavan spoke up, “The new dragon pantheon is quite extensive. Many took over the roles of the old gods.” 
 
    The two fae nodded.  
 
    Raine looked to the side, “They did. Those gods that were killed were easily replaced. Many others fled and went into hiding. There have always been rumors that the dragon gods continue to hunt them.” 
 
    Misty looked into Kavan’s eyes, “Despite the loss of the hudenns and most of the elves, in some places, the old gods are still worshipped. That is why we are here. We follow Drogoss, but in truth, we follow much of the old pantheon. Living on the edge of civilization has helped give us our freedom, but it also shuns us from many others.” 
 
    “We must take extra precautions when we have new residents. We give them time to adjust to our way of life. When we feel confident, we have these dinners to connect, explain and see if faith will be part of your life. We in no way push any god or goddess, but follow all of them to help bring nourishment to the soul,” Raine said. 
 
    “Mayor Sunaxe and many in town have spoken highly of you,” Misty grinned. “We felt it was time for our meeting, to help you further adjust to Moonvale’s beliefs.” 
 
    Kavan smiled politely, “Thank you for this, but I’m not sure I follow any faith. Religion has always been a thorn in my side. I always felt that I can be spiritual in my own way, without following ancient rules to dictate and judge if I am a good person or not.” 
 
    The two fae nodded. 
 
    Raine’s eyes gleamed in the lantern light. “We completely agree, religion is not for everyone.” 
 
    “Religions only get people killed,” Onka said in a low, dark tone. 
 
    Kavan turned his gaze to the goblin. Onka sat with her drink in hand and her plate half empty. A scowl was etched into her brow, but she had a faraway look in her oval, yellow eyes. She didn’t speak toward Raine and Misty. She spoke like her inner thoughts came spilling out of her mouth. 
 
    Raine nodded. “In some cases, it's true. But here in Moonvale, it is the one of the many bonds that holds our community together.” 
 
    Misty smiled to the goblin, “Onka, why don’t we get some cups for the wine.” 
 
    Onka blinked and looked around like she was back in her body. Without a word, she stood up and put her plate down. Misty stood and the two women moved toward the kitchen door. When they stepped through it, the air in the room seemed to lighten. 
 
    Raine leaned forward, elbows on his knees and a gleam in his gaze as he looked at the dragonkin with serious eyes. 
 
    “Kavan, when the time is right, speak to Mayor Sunaxe about the Heart of Moonvale. He will understand and know you’re ready. Talk to him in private, just the two of you. Speak of this with no one else but the mayor.” 
 
    Kavan stared at the fae as his serious gaze melted into a jovial smile.  
 
    Misty and Onka came back into the living room, cups in their hands. Onka looked at Kavan with a warm gaze and sat down beside him. Misty handed Kavan a cup, her other hand on his shoulder. He looked up to the beautiful fae as she looked down on him. Her fingers massaged his shoulder in what felt like an intimate way. Her hand lingered as she picked up the wine bottle and poured it into his cup. 
 
    “Praise Vala. Praise Hexnia,” Misty whispered before pulling her hand away from the dragonkin’s shoulder and pouring into other glasses. 
 
    Kavan sat with a neutral look, unsure exactly what was happening. 
 
    A town secret and I should go to the mayor? The plot thickens. 
 
    Cups were raised for a small toast when a scream pierced the air outside of the house. 
 
    Everyone was to their feet. Kavan marched over to the door and picked up his belt with a sheathed dagger from a wall peg. He curled it around his waist and buckled it as Onka, Raine, and Misty looked at him. The moment he took hold of his spear, a shadow darted by the window. Kavan turned to the door when something banged it hard, causing it to shudder. 
 
    “Master! Master! Let me in!” Abby shouted with terrified urgency. 
 
    Kavan opened the door and the taur crashed into him. She looked up to the dragonkin with wide eyes. 
 
    “They were searching around the barn! They tried to get in. I heard them! I heard them scratching! When they moved around, I ran here. They’re out there!” the taur said hysterically. 
 
    Kavan pulled Abby in by her arm and brought her to the others by the table and couch. 
 
    “Everyone, stay here. If there are any sounds of fighting, go up to the second floor,” Kavan commanded. 
 
    “Shouldn’t we go into the basement and barricade ourselves in?” Onka said with wide eyes. 
 
    Kavan shook his head. “No. The basement will be a death trap. You have a better chance to get out through the windows on the second floor and run for town.” 
 
    Kavan kept his mithril spear at half-length as he turned and walked toward the front door. “Raise the alarm in town if they get into the house.” 
 
    Raine put his hand on Onka’s shoulder and addressed Kavan, “We will do as you say, Magistrate.” 
 
    Misty nodded. 
 
    Kavan nodded and stepped to the front door. Onka watched with fear as the dragonkin reached the door and peeked through it. 
 
    The area was silent. Kavan poked his head out further and glanced around. The barn stood in the distance. Long shadows covered it, the structure barely visible. Nothing moved. A small breeze touched Kavan’s nose and a strange scent carried on it.  
 
    The dragonkin became very still. His eyes barely blinked as his senses took in every nuance. The scent continued to stroke his nose, filling it with a dried grass smell from a long summer day. 
 
    Kavan was about to turn back to his guests, ready to tell them that they were going to make a run for it when something moved by the edge of the barn. 
 
    A tall humanoid stepped into the low light emanating from the house. Chitin legs gleamed as the thing moved cautiously. A strange hand reached out and touched the wall of the barn. Round glowing eyes, the size of saucer plates, turned. They didn’t blink as the shadowy humanoid moved further along the barn door. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes were thin slits, seeing the thing as it moved further into the low light. The dragonkin’s heart hammered in his chest as the thing’s legs moved again. 
 
    The humanoid moved into view, inspecting the slightly open barn door. Thin, almost frail looking hands stretched out from its chest, taking hold of the barn door and opening it. Horrific large arms were folded up against its shoulders. They appeared like folded claws, similar to a praying mantis back on earth. Armored legs moved silently, the creature fully coming into view, it’s large white eyes and pointed head moving from side to side. Long antennae twitched as the thing continued to inspect the barn door. 
 
    Kavan stared at it, remembering the large white eyes from the thing that visited the town over a month ago. The only difference was, this one was much smaller. Still, from where it stood by the barn door, it was roughly seven-feet-tall, as tall as Lorta when she stood by the barn door. 
 
    Kavan’s scaled brow hardened. Seeing the creature, he calculated if he could take it down with a single spear throw. The moment was dashed on the rocks as several more emerged from the darkness by the barn. Two crawled along the barn roof, like roaches searching for a meal. 
 
    Kavan stepped back into his home, silently closed the door and locked it.  
 
    Raine, Misty, Onka, and Abby stared at the dragonkin with wide eyes. 
 
    Kavan moved with delicate steps to the group and spoke in a hushed whisper, “I count seven xykks by the barn.” 
 
    Eyes widened across the small group with deep dread.     
 
    A memory cycled through Kavan’s thoughts. The book about xykks glowed in his mind. He only leafed through it before he began reading about the pantheons of Voldor. In that small reading, certain bits of information glowed brighter in his mind. 
 
    “Blow out the lanterns. Remain quiet and wait by the stairs. They are attracted to light and sound,” Kavan said with a commanding whisper. 
 
    Everyone nodded and moved. Lanterns were opened and flames were snuffed out. The first floor went dark. Inky shadows filled the area now that the light was gone. 
 
    Kavan’s sensitive eyes took in what little light there was, which wasn’t much. A primal darkness enveloped the farmhouse. Only the purple, cloudy sky above gave any light to the area. 
 
    Abby panted louder and louder. Stark terror filled her nearly round eyes. Kavan turned to her, practically hearing her heartbeat. 
 
    “Abby, it’s okay. I’ll make sure we’re okay,” Kavan said with an understanding tone. 
 
    The taur shook her head, her eyes growing more and more manic. 
 
    Misty stepped closer to the panicking taur and placed a hand on her. “Calm. Let my energy calm you.” 
 
    A small glow appeared around Misty’s hand. Abby’s terrified features relaxed. 
 
    Kavan nodded when a thump touched the front porch. The dragonkin turned around, half-spear at the ready.  
 
    A shadow moved by a window. Another shadow moved by another window on the other side of the door. The sound of footsteps moved with slow, steady steps.  
 
    Everyone watched as shadows moved under the door. Silence followed for a small moment. The doorknob turned slightly. The door didn’t budge. The knob rattled as the creature on the other side tried turning it again.  
 
    The entire door bulged out slightly as the thing on the other side pulled hard. 
 
    “Get ready,” Kavan whispered and called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 7 
 
    Gold: 12 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Willpower: 4  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 2 
 
    Body: 1 
 
    Life: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 4 
 
      
 
    The door returned back into place. The silence was deafening as nothing moved, inside or outside the home. 
 
    Can they hear our heartbeats? Are they waiting to attack? 
 
    “From what little I saw of the book, they have extremely sensitive senses. Judging from their stealth, they may be…”  
 
    Viz was cut off when the door blasted off its hinges and slammed down onto the floor. A tall xykk peered in with large, insect-like white eyes. A sickening yellow and black coloring covered its exo-skeleton. Claws unfolded from its sides as small, three-fingered hands folded to its chest. A gleam off its chitinous body shined as it turned its pointed head to the group of heartbeats in the large living room. 
 
    A spark within Kavan lit into a flame. The dragonkin’s body tensed and bolted forward in blur. The mithril spear pointed aimed for the monster’s chest when a bent claw flashed and grabbed the spear shaft, halting the tip's advance, several inches from the monster’s chest.  
 
    A stream of clicks filled the air as the xykk looked down on Kavan with unblinking white eyes. 
 
    Movement on the porch turned into a charge. Several xykks appeared behind the xykk in the entrance, their white round eyes glaring at the fresh flesh within the home. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes drank in the monsters before he shifted the power in his shoulders. The claw opened as Kavan bent his spear at an angle. When the tension ebbed, he pulled his spear back, and shifted on his feet. The spear slid forward, missing the creature’s neck. Kavan pushed to the side and the spear edge sliced across the creature’s neck.  
 
    Gurgling screeches rose up as a foul, cloudy liquid spilled from the wound across the monster’s throat. Kavan continued to move, pulling his spear back and thrusting forward, the point stabbing between the creature’s eyes and exploding out the back of its head. 
 
    The xykk flailed as puss oozed out of its head. The xykks behind it pushed in, ready to tear the living creatures inside to ribbons. Kavan pressed his advantage, the flailing xykk and himself blocking the doorway. 
 
    Kavan turned the spear, the bladed point ripping up the creature’s head. It flailed, big claw-like arms spasming as it tried to grab at anything. Kavan brought up his knee and slammed his boot into the creature’s waist. The xykk went crashing into the other xykks and they began ripping their fellow xykk to pieces. 
 
    For a brief instant, Kavan watched as the insect monsters became aggressive. It was like a switch going on and nothing would stand in their way. The dying xykk was torn limb from limb before the body parts were cast aside. 
 
    “Second floor!” Kavan shouted and charged into the group of monsters on his porch. 
 
    Onka watched in disbelief as Kavan launched himself at the monsters. 
 
    Claws flashed and met with Kavan’s spear turned sideways. His boot slammed into a knee and one of the xykks stumbled to the side. The dragonkin pulled back and spun his half-spear. Xykks closed in and a spearpoint stabbed into an unblinking eye. The creature screeched as claws slammed into Kavan’s shoulder and arm. 
 
    Kavan channeled 2 points of mana into his fire sphere. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Minor Damage 
 
    Mana: 5/7 
 
      
 
    Flames engulfed his hands as he let go of the spear. Claws slid out of fingertips and the dragonkin roared in defiance.  
 
    The xykks hesitated the moment the flames appeared. It was enough for Kavan to shift his weight and slice hard across with his left hand. Kavan ignored the pain along his right arm and shoulder, wicked spikes along the claws digging slightly into his flesh. Flames streaked across mid-sections and screeches filled the air. 
 
    The xykks let go and Kavan came at them, his arms moving like flaming balls and chains.          
 
     “Behind you!” Viz shouted. 
 
    Kavan ducked low as a clawed arm swiped at him. It missed his head and horns as the dragonkin spun on his heels and sliced flaming claws across armored knees. Fire and bone claws cut through the monster’s knees and opened them up. The creature screeched as Kavan fell to his knees and drove his claws into the creature’s stomach.  
 
    The porch was crowded with wounded and dying xykks. Kavan pulled his claws and rolled to the side. His feet touched the floor and he was ready to launch himself upwards when a pair of claws clamped onto his shoulders. Pain bloomed and the dragonkin grunted. He tried to move but the monster had a firm grip on him. Flaming hands rose up and grabbed at the claws. The xykk screeched loudly as Kavan growled like a primeval monster. 
 
    Pain blasted at Kavan, but he took small comfort in the monster in front of him screeching to the flames. The moment the xykk’s claws eased their power, Kavan let go and sliced across its midsection with quick swipes.  
 
    Two remaining xykks attacked from behind, their large claws clamping on Kavan’s shoulders and arms. Kavan’s blood touched the air and the monsters chittered in greedy violence. The one before Kavan sank down and let go, the light dying in its eyes. 
 
    Serrated claws dug deep into the dragonkin’s shoulders and arms. Flaming hands were kept still and away from them. Arms and hands unfolded from their chests and raked claws down Kavan’s back. The dragonkin roared in pain as the monsters continued to hack at him from behind. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Seriously Injured. 
 
    Mana: 5/7 
 
      
 
    Onka darted out from the house and grabbed at the sheathed dagger on Kavan’s belt. 
 
    “Leave him alone!” the goblin shouted and drove the dagger into the side of one of the creatures. 
 
    The monsters didn’t bother reacting to the goblin or the dagger buried in the side of them. Small clawed hands continued to rip at the dragonkin’s back while holding his arms to keep the flames away. 
 
    The pain and torment fell away as Kavan heard Onka’s voice. He glanced to the side, seeing the goblin pulling the dagger back and hands reaching for her from behind. Time stood still as Raine and Misty reached for the goblin to pull her back in, fear in their eyes. 
 
    Onka’s eyes were filled with an unrelenting fury as she tried to stab the creatures again. 
 
    The flame within Kavan roared into a blaze. The dragonkin channeled 1 point of mana into his Body Sphere. 
 
    Muscles glowed with strength and the dragonkin pushed off the porch floor. Hands grabbed Onka and pulled her in, the goblin swinging her arms and legs in protest.  
 
    The xykks stepped back as Kavan pushed against them. They continued to claw at him when Kavan lifted up a knee and slammed his heel into a kneecap with enough force to shatter it. 
 
    One xykk teetered and began to fall sideways. The large claw loosened and Kavan pulled his flaming hand free. Burning claws sliced across the large claws holding him and each one separated to a foul burning stench. The xykks backed off. Kavan spun around and slashed flaming claws across the falling xykk’s head. Several pieces of its pointed head went flying in several directions. 
 
    The last xykk turned and launched off the porch. Insect wings flashed open and blurred as the creature tried to take flight. 
 
    Kavan’s rage burned like the sun. He bent his legs and launched after the fleeing creature. A flaming hand grabbed a leg and the monster screeched. Kavan was ten feet off the ground when he swung his other flaming claws around. The fiery arc slashed at an armored thigh and singed a transparent wing. The monster faltered as Kavan climbed the creature with fiery hands. Each pull up burned at the exoskeleton and the monster screeched louder. 
 
    “No, you don’t!” Kavan shouted as his claws stabbed into the monster’s lower back and burned. 
 
    The xykk tilted and fell. Kavan ripped at the creature with his clawed hands until they hit the ground. Bodies curled and bounced twice before the two of them slid to a halt. 
 
    Kavan rose up like a heaving monster. The xykk struggled to move as Kavan closed the short distance. Flaming claws rose up and stabbed down into the monster’s back.  
 
    The light died in the xykk’s eyes and it collapsed. 
 
    Kavan stood up and heaved. The pain across and down his back was distant as his rage burned. He turned back to the porch, several smoking xykks laying on it. Bodies moved to the doorway. Raine, Misty, and Abby looked at the dead xykks in stunned silence. Onka looked past everything, her gaze connecting with Kavan’s burning eyes. 
 
    Heat swirled within the dragonkin. The connection between him and the goblin glowed. The heat cooled. Sensations returned, his back wet from his own blood. Kavan ignored it as he stood. 
 
    “We have to alert the town,” Kavan said and walked toward the porch and Onka’s gaze with a new, protective fire burning along his soul. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty 
 
    A small stream of lanterns and torches moved from Moonvale’s South Gate. They made their way along the dirt road towards Woodhaven farm in the small distance. Mayor Sunaxe led the way, his son Durzol by his side with a warhammer in his hands. Raine and Misty followed behind them as Healer Soki, Lorta, Kazko, and Rujin followed. 
 
    Kavan sat on the stairs of his porch, eying the small stream of residents as they made their way to his home. Onka was behind the dragonkin, using a cloth to dab at the many wounds crisscrossing his back. Steam rose up from the bloody gashes as they slowly closed. 
 
    “The wounds are starting to look better,” Onka said as she continued to clean the wounds. 
 
    “As long as I stay still and rest, my regeneration works a little faster,” Kavan said in a low tone. 
 
    Abby remained on the porch. The taur used her cloven foot to push at a dead xykk and she cringed as it shifted to her touch. 
 
    A thought stabbed into Kavan’s mind as he stared at some of the approaching townsfolk. “Onka, why didn’t you go upstairs?” 
 
    The goblin looked down at the closing gashes with calm, soulful eyes. “I couldn’t leave you. I’m your guide. I’m supposed to look out for you.” 
 
    Kavan turned his head slightly, a slitted eye looking back at the goblin. “You are more than that. You’re my friend. You could have gotten hurt. If there is a next time, listen to me.” 
 
    “They were killing you,” Onka said in an even tone. 
 
    “And if they killed you?” Kavan countered. 
 
    The goblin looked down. “Kavan, I will not apologize for trying to help you.” 
 
    Kavan turned halfway around and looked at the sad goblin. His own heart beat with a steady and loving pulse. He reached over and curled his arm around her shoulders. Onka leaned into his chest, the heat coming off his body in waves. 
 
    “I don’t want an apology. I just want you safe,” Kavan said softly and kissed her forehead. 
 
    Onka closed her eyes, hugging Kavan and making sure her hands didn’t touch his wounds. 
 
    The front gate opened and Mayor Sunaxe led the small group onto the property. Lorta stared at Kavan with worried eyes as the group moved closer to the porch. Kavan and Onka let go of each other and looked to the townsfolk as they made a semi-circle before him. Eyes lowered to the scattered xykk corpses, fear and horror touching their gazes. 
 
    “Priest Raine and Priestess Misty told us what happened. How badly did they hurt you?” Kogan asked with concern in his eyes. 
 
    “Enough to slow me down a little, but I’m already healing,” Kavan said with a confident smile. 
 
    Soki slithered close, pulling a potion from her satchel. 
 
    Kavan waved it away, “I should be fine in a few hours. Save the potion. We may need it.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Durzol, Lorta, Kazko, and Rujin, search the farm for any more xykks. If you see or hear one, do not engage them. Come back to us right away.” 
 
    The orc and three trolls nodded and spread out.  
 
    Kogan kept his gaze on Kavan, “We have to go back and alert the town. This many xykk drones means there’s a colony nearby.” 
 
    The mayor looked down at a fried xykk corpse. “These were not scouts, they were hunters. They move in squads to take down prey and bring back to the colony.” 
 
    Memories stabbed into Kavan’s mind. An image of Dura mentioning the mummified dead from Brom’s dungeon shined bright along his mind. Realization washed over him as he gave the older orc a firm nod. 
 
    “I think I know where the colony is,” Kavan said. 
 
    The mayor, Raine, Misty, Onka, and Soki looked down on the dragonkin as he explained what he discovered from his research into the old lich. The group listened intently as he retold the story Brom told him during one of his lessons and what he heard from Dura at the Library. 
 
    “I think Brom kept his dungeon warm and dry to help mummify his dead. It sounds like the perfect environment for a colony to live. I haven’t had any new undead appearing by my farm from the forest. I can only assume the xykks slaughtered them and made their home in the dungeon,” Kavan finished. 
 
    The mayor nodded grimly. “If a xykk colony is in the dungeon, it would explain the missing and terrified dreggers. We have no idea how many other creatures have been harvested for the colony.” 
 
    “If the xykk have been here for about a month, how many could there be?” Kavan asked. 
 
    Shadows covered the mayor’s eyes. “There could be as many as eighty to two hundred. I’m beginning to think, the shadow or monster you saw that night may have been a queen. It may have been seeking a place to nest. Why it came out all this way is still a mystery.” 
 
    Kavan nodded when a familiar strange scent touched his snout again. The pull of the scent turned the dragonkin’s head to the side of his home. A small tree stood by a window, the scent of honey and meat coming off of it. 
 
    “We will have to alert the town as soon as we can,” the mayor began when he noticed Kavan standing up. 
 
    All eyes followed the dragonkin as he walked along the side of the house to a small, seven-foot tree. The scent grew stronger as he approached. When he stood before it, he looked down at the freshly dug soil around the base of the tree. 
 
    Viz, did we plant this tree? 
 
    “We have not performed any planting the entire time we’ve been here. Judging from freshly turned soil, it was planted here as soon as last night. I have no records of this tree on the property beforehand.” 
 
    Kavan rubbed his jaw. 
 
    It smells like honey and meat. This could be the Honey Leaf sapling that was stolen from the plant nursery. If it attracted the xykk, it was purposely planted here. Someone wanted the xykk to come to my home. 
 
    “Ammi didn’t mention a meat scent with the sapling. Either she forgot to mention it, or the tree was altered.” 
 
    Either way, someone was trying to get me and everyone here on the farm killed. 
 
    Kavan reached up and broke off a small, leafy branch. He stuffed it into his belt pouch and closed it. 
 
    I’ll destroy the branch after I have Ammi take a look at it. 
 
    Kavan channeled a point of mana into his fire sphere. Flames engulfed his hand as he reached the tree and took hold of it. A small moment slipped by before the tree began to burn. Firelight danced in Kavan’s eyes as the top portion of it curled and burned. Muscles bulged along his arm and he pulled the thin, burning tree from the ground and let it fall away from the house. Flames took and it slowly turned black, gray smoke rising up. 
 
    When the flames died, Kavan turned back to the many curious eyes and walked to the group. 
 
    “I’ll explain a little later. We should head back into town and let everyone know the danger Moonvale faces,” Kavan said. 
 
    Durzol, Lorta, Rujin, and Kazko returned. They looked to the mayor and shook their collective heads to him, indicating they didn’t find anything. 
 
    The mayor nodded and addressed everyone gathered. “It’s not safe to be outside of town. We will all return and have an emergency town meeting. We must address this threat with the entire town before we put a plan in place.” 
 
    Heads nodded in agreement. 
 
    Kavan addressed the mayor, “Let me get a few things and we can be on our way,” the dragonkin said with a deep concern along his spirit. 
 
    *** 
 
    A small crowd entered the southern gate. Durzol stood by the gate until everyone was inside before closing it shut and locking the bar across it. 
 
    The mayor led the group with Kavan by his side. Everyone else followed closely behind, a somber mood filling the area like a gray cloud. 
 
    Onka walked with Abby behind Kavan. The goblin looked over at the scared and timid taur at her side. Abby looked down at the goblin and Onka gave the taur a reassuring smile as they walked along the cobblestone street. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe reached into his large robe pocket and pulled out a hand sized bell attached to a handle. He lifted it up and began ringing it loud enough for the entire town to hear. 
 
    “Town meeting! Town meeting!” the older orc bellowed loudly as he walked. 
 
    It wasn’t long before windows and doors opened. Residents looked out and heard the mayor’s bell. Scattered bodies spilled out onto the street and made their way toward the town center. Lanterns and torches glowed as the main group reached the center and waited. 
 
    Town residents moved in from different streets. They flowed towards the center. Mayor Sunaxe moved to the edge of the fountain and lifted a leg onto it. He stood up on the wide, flat edge and turned around. Kavan and Durzol stood to each side of the mayor as the last few residents joined. 
 
    Kavan scanned the crowd, seeing most of the town showed up. There were a few faces he didn’t recognize, townsfolk he hadn’t met yet. One of them was a woman with cat-like features. She wore a black robe and had a witch’s hat on her head. Pointed ears stuck up from the sides of the hat as well. She stared at Kavan as he stood by the mayor.  
 
    Kavan continued to scan the area, seeing Zellee at the edge of the crowd. Hynrik crawled along East Street and took his place along the edge of the crowd, far away from Zellee. 
 
    A blue and black scaled dragonkin stepped toward the edge of the center. Drayke leaned against a wall and crossed his arms. An amused smirk filled his draconic face as he looked on with interested eyes. 
 
    A lull touched the air before the mayor took in a breath and addressed the crowd. 
 
    “People of Moonvale, a threat has come to our town and attacked our dear Magistrate’s home this very evening!” Kogan began. 
 
    The mayor detailed the events as they happened a short time ago. The first blank gazes began to twist into slivers of fear. When the mayor was finished explaining what happened, a loud murmur filled the crowd. 
 
    Shegga was the first to speak to the mayor, “A xykk colony, here by Moonvale! How are we to fight against an entire colony!” 
 
    Heads nodded in concern. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe lifted his large green hands to help settle everyone down. “The xykk attack was not entirely unexpected. The magistrate and I have talked about a plan to defend the town against any larger threats, including the xykk. We began implementing it recently, but there is still much work to do.” 
 
    “If you listened to me earlier, we wouldn’t have this threat at our gates,” Hynrik sneered. 
 
    “Instead of pointing your finger, why don’t you come up with a solution!” Zellee shot back.   
 
    “I’m not the mayor or the magistrate,” Hynrik said as he lifted his chin. 
 
    “But you have fought the xykk before,” Tezzi said loudly. 
 
    “Please, everyone settle down. We are formulating a detailed plan to combat the threat to our town. For tonight, everyone should stay in town for everyone’s protection. The xykks that attacked Woodhaven farm were a hunting party. We cannot risk our people to another hunting party,” Mayor Sunaxe explained. 
 
    Hynrik grunted in annoyance. “The walls to Moonvale will not protect anyone from the xykk. With their hunting party killed, they will send more. Those monsters connect with the colony every morning before sunrise. Once they discover a few missing, they will send more to investigate and bring back anyone they can for the colony.” 
 
    The arachnix moved through the crowd. Residents parted to the large spider man as he crawled onto the fountain and climbed up until he hung off the statue. He looked around with a smug gaze as everyone in town looked at him. 
 
    “Moonvale is lost. The best course of action is to evacuate the town in the morning and travel to Loduss. We bring every drop of coin and hire an army of mercenaries to come back, find the colony and burn it out.  
 
    “If we stay here, we die. Fighting a horde of xykks is difficult. We don’t have the warriors to fight off an army of them. They will kill or steal you away to give to their young. If you are unlucky enough to be alive when they take you, the queen’s young will feast on you for every agonizing moment. I’ve seen many warriors crying and screaming as they were eaten alive. That is a fate no one wishes, even on their enemies.” 
 
    “If we run, we will always run,” Dura shouted to the arachnix. 
 
    “It’s called a strategic retreat,” Hynrik growled. “We don’t run away forever. We come back with a real force to handle this threat.” 
 
    Murmurs, head shakes and nods filled the crowd. Kavan could see the division as some seemed to agree with Hynrik and others did not.  
 
    The dragonkin narrowed his gaze, drinking in many faces. Despite the division, real fear colored everyone’s eyes. The cloud of voices began to rise the more the townsfolk talked. It began to spin out of control with panic beginning to set in. 
 
    I have to stop this before it turns into a riot. 
 
    Kavan stepped onto the edge of the fountain, next to the mayor. He looked out to the crowd and many eyes and heads turned to him. A sudden hush fell over the town center and they waited to hear from the magistrate. 
 
    “I know where the colony is. Since the xykk are nocturnal, I will journey to the colony at first light. The mayor and I have discussed having fire potions made. I know firsthand that the xykk don’t like fire. I burned their exoskeletons with just my fire sphere of magic. With enough fire potions, I can burn out their colony as they sleep. If enough damage is done, they will leave and hopefully not come back,” Kavan explained to the crowd. 
 
    A stunned silence filled the town center as everyone stared at the dragonkin. 
 
    Hynrik crossed his arms. “That’s suicide. It took teams of warriors to successfully burn out a colony. A lone dragonkin is not enough to change those odds. You’ll die and then those monsters will come for the town.” 
 
    Kavan turned his head and gave Hynrik a hard gaze. “You seem to think you have all the answers. You can join me to help protect the town.” 
 
    Hynrik’s eyes half closed in contempt. “I already put in my time killing those monsters. You didn’t heed my advice before and that means I don’t need to throw my life away because you were too stupid to listen.” 
 
    “Your advice was to hire mercenaries that could put our town in further danger! At least Kavan is taking it upon himself to burn out the nest. Hynrik, for such an experienced warrior, you do more talking and less fighting!” Lorta barked from the crowd. 
 
    “How dare you,” Hynrik shouted back. 
 
    A tension slipped through the entire crowd. The town of Moonvale stood on the edge of a knife, ready to fall into chaos. 
 
    “Magistrate, I will go with you!” Durzol boomed. 
 
    The tension fell away as everyone turned their gazes to the blacksmith. Durzol stood tall with his chest out, his gaze squarely on Kavan. 
 
    Kavan smiled. 
 
    Drayke shook his head and sighed. “I’ll come too. I want this town to be my home and I will help our dear Magistrate to fight this monstrous threat.” 
 
    Kavan’s smile faded a touch as he looked over the crowd at the dragonkin leaning against a wall. Drayke smiled and gave Kavan a wink before everyone turned to look at him. 
 
    Hynrik let out a sarcastic laugh and began climbing down the statue. “I’m not listening to any more of this. Throw your lives away.” 
 
    Heads turned back to Kavan and Mayor Sunaxe. 
 
    The old orc smiled and gave an approving nod to his son before looking at everyone gathered. 
 
    “We have three brave spirits who will combat the xykk threat, but we cannot rely on them to do the work for us. It will take the whole town to come together to ensure we are prepared if the threat grows. 
 
    “While our Magistrate and volunteers go to the colony directly, the rest of us will prepare a defense. Residents will be armed and caches of fire potions will be stocked. The church has sheltered our town through many storms and threats and it will do so again. If the xykk come for our town, we will be sheltered and ready to hold them off from the church.” 
 
    The older orc’s eyes took on an understanding gleam. “As we all know, not everyone here in town is a fighter or warrior. Many of us came here to live a generally peaceful life. As mayor, I would never expect anyone to fight, but as a town, we must come together and bring our varied skills to protect our town and each other. You don’t have to say it now, but come morning and as our three heroes depart to fight the xykk, I will need volunteers to help stash fire potions and organize the town. Anyone with any kind of fighting skills will be welcomed to help defend us.” 
 
    A darkness seeped into Mayor Sunaxe’s eyes, with a dash of regret. “I will pull down my battle axe from behind my desk and use it to defend our town once again. I hope many of you will do the same.” 
 
    Eyes turned sideways from many of the townsfolk, a deep concern filling their expressions. 
 
    The mayor’s expression brightened as he addressed the crowd again, “We will discuss further at first light. With any luck, the colony will never have a chance to recover and Moonvale will return to normal. However, we must hope for the best and prepare for the worst.  
 
    “Residents outside the town walls can stay at the Blue Lantern for this night.” 
 
    Rujin nodded from the crowd. 
 
    Kavan stepped down from the fountain edge and helped Kogan down to the street. Some of the crowd dispersed. Others lingered and talked. The mood was the same, dark and foreboding. 
 
    Durzol stepped to the mayor and Kavan. “I’m ready to fight at your side, Kavan.” 
 
    “As I am ready to fight by your side,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    The orc nodded and smiled. 
 
    Kogan looked at his son fondly, “Durzol, my son, please be careful.” 
 
    “I will,” Durzol bowed to his father.  
 
    Kavan looked past the remaining crowd to the spot Drayke stood. The dragonkin was gone. 
 
    Kavan sighed before turning his attention to Ammi and Soki standing not too far away, talking to each other. 
 
    “Excuse me for a moment,” Kavan said and stepped away. 
 
    The dryad and naga were talking in low tones until Kavan walked up to them. The pair gave the dragonkin a welcoming smile as he approached. 
 
    “Magistrate!” Ammi said with bubbly affection. 
 
    Soki gave a small nod. “Thank you, Kavan for what you are going to do, but I must demand you all come back in one piece.” 
 
    “We will, I swear it,” Kavan nodded. 
 
    The dragonkin’s hand slipped into his belt pouch, took hold of the leafy branch he took earlier and pulled it out. He held it up to Ammi and the dryad looked down with blank, brown eyes. 
 
    “I wanted to get your expert opinion on what I found by my house. This was part of a small tree that smelled like honey. It reminded me of the sapling that was stolen from your nursery. I hope you can take a look.” 
 
    Ammi blinked and nodded. Brown hands reached out and took hold of the small branch. She held it up and looked at it. The dryad sniffed at the air and frowned. She turned it around her long fingers before looking up to Kavan. 
 
    “This is a Honey Leaf branch, but it’s been changed. They don’t give off a meat scent like this one. It’s so strange, but I know this plant's song. It is from the nursery, but it has been altered and forced to grow much faster.” 
 
    Kavan looked at the tiny branch. “I had a feeling it might be. Who in town has the skill to alter a plant in such a way?” 
 
    Ammi’s eyes took on a fearful edge. “No one except me. Hynrik is well-versed with plants, but this plant wasn’t bred.” 
 
    The dryad’s hands began to shake. “I… I didn’t do this. I would never do this to a beautiful plant,” she said in a panic. 
 
    Kavan shook his head, “Ammi, it never crossed my mind you would do such a thing. I believe someone broke into the nursery and took the sapling. They altered it and used it to lure any xykks in the area to my home.” 
 
    Soki looked at the dragonkin, “You think someone in town tried to have you murdered?” 
 
    Kavan shrugged. “It appears that way, but I have no concrete proof on who. I must ask both of you to keep this between us. After the xykks have been dealt with, I’ll have to investigate further.” 
 
    The dryad and naga nodded in unison. 
 
    “May I keep this?” Ammi asked as she held the small branch. 
 
    “I don’t see why not. Please come to me if you find anything more.” 
 
    The dryad gave Kavan a firm nod. 
 
    Kavan turned away and began walking back to the mayor. 
 
    “This town doesn’t hold onto secrets very well. Do you think it was wise to have them keep it to themselves?” 
 
    Kavan smiled to himself. 
 
    I’m counting on them talking. I believe Soki will keep it quiet, but Ammi forgets herself. If there is a rumor that someone in town tried to have me killed, it will reach the suspect. With everything going on, they may out themselves. 
 
    “Either they will hope we die at the xykk colony or try to take us out before or after it. Very shrewd.” 
 
    I’ve played a few mystery sims in my time. You pick up a thing or two. 
 
    “It may help with one problem, but what about the big problem. You barely held your own against several xykks. A whole colony can be the death of us, even with Durzol and Drayke.” 
 
    Durzol is strong and should be able to handle himself. We still don’t know Drayke’s real intentions. Him coming along may shed some light on that subject and help us understand what happened and why he’s here. 
 
    “Unless he was the one who placed the altered sapling on your property. We could be walking into a situation where he pushes us into the colony and walks back to town to tell everyone of our terrible mishap.” 
 
    Call it a hunch, but I don’t think Drayke wants us dead. He seems genuine that he had never visited Moonvale before and the sapling was taken nearly a month ago. No, there is something else at play here. We just have to figure out what it is. 
 
    Kavan approached the mayor. Durzol and Dura were standing by their father’s side as the older orc was talking to a woman with cat-like features and witch hat. Kogan glanced at Kavan's approach and smiled. 
 
    “Esmeralda, please meet Kavan Cynder,” the mayor said politely. 
 
    The cat woman turned and immediately bowed with nervous eyes. “Charmed,” she said as if trying to sound confident and yet, it came out with a hesitant edge. 
 
    Kavan bowed. “Pleased to meet you, Esmeralda.” 
 
    The two stood up, but Esmeralda looked away, unable to make eye-contact. 
 
    “Esmeralda is the town alchemist. We’ve had several discussions about using fire potions for the town defense.” 
 
    The cat woman began talking at a rapid-fire pace, “Most insects, like the xykk, don’t like fire. A certain temperature melts their carapaces easily and they have a difficult time regenerating from fire damage. After the mayor brought it to my attention, I began making vats of fire liquids that react and explode to air. The fire will have the perfect power to damage xykks and not be hot enough to set the town on ablaze. Due to my supplies, I can have over a hundred potions ready by tomorrow morning. It means working through the night, but who needs sleep? I don’t need sleep. Not all the time. Don’t mistake me for hating sleep. I love to sleep, when my mind lets me. It’s a cruel dance. Sometimes I fall asleep just about anywhere. And sometimes I just run around, trying to get the energy out. Sleeping potions work, but I can’t use them all the time. You get addicted to them and I have enough problems. Oh dear, I keep talking. Why do I keep talking?” 
 
    Kavan smiled politely.  
 
    Kogan gently touched Esmeralda’s shoulder, “Easy Ezma. Kavan is our friend and Magistrate.” 
 
    The woman with cat-like features nodded as her gaze remained firmly to the floor. “I know. I know. It’s hard being outside. I know the town meeting was important, but I have to get back to my potions. Don’t want anything exploding and setting the town on fire, not at all. Fire bad, potions good.” 
 
    Esmeralda looked up to Kavan with wide eyes. “It was a pleasure to meet you! I hope you don’t die,” Esmeralda said a little too loudly. 
 
    Before Kavan could get a word in edgewise, the alchemist turned on her heels and marched off at a quick pace. She walked down a street and was gone from view. 
 
    The mayor gave a somber nod. “Esmeralda is a gifted alchemist, but her social skills are a little underdeveloped. She should have enough fire potions by the morning for your mission.” 
 
    Kavan nodded when something Priest Raine said before touched Kavan’s thoughts. “Mayor, can I speak to you in private?” 
 
    “Of course, my boy,” Kogan nodded. 
 
    The dragonkin and orc stepped aside until they were out of earshot of those still lingering along the town center. 
 
    Kavan glanced over to Onka and Lorta. The goblin and troll were talking to each other. Onka glanced over to Kavan, their eyes connecting for barely a moment before she returned her attention back to the tall troll. 
 
    “What’s on your mind?” Kogan asked. 
 
    Kavan spoke in a hushed tone, “Mayor, I was informed by Priest Raine that I should speak to you about the Heart of Moonvale.” 
 
    The mayor’s calm demeanor shifted. Long shadows covered his eyes and the often-stoic mayor looked away. 
 
    “Kogan?” Kavan said. 
 
    The older orc let out a long exhale. “Kavan, I’ve wanted to speak to you about the Heart of Moonvale for some time, but now is not it. I can only promise to speak to you further about it after we’ve made sure the town is safe.” 
 
    Kavan glanced at Onka again and then looked at the mayor, “Does this have something to do with Onka? Priest Raine gave me instructions to speak with you, but only when Onka was out of the room. Is there something more I should know about her?” 
 
    Kogan lifted a large hand and placed it on Kavan’s shoulder. “I wish I could tell you right now, but it will be a distraction. I must ask you to trust me and the town. I will speak to it, I swear on the lives of my children.” 
 
    Kavan saw the earnest look in the older orc’s eyes. Kavan could see the battle within the mayor to tell Kavan everything, but something more was holding him back. 
 
    “After we protect the town, we must sit down and have that chat,” Kavan said. 
 
    The mayor nodded. “We will, I promise. For now, I think a few others need your attention.” 
 
    Kavan glanced over at Onka, Lorta, and Abby as they looked at him. 
 
    “It is too dangerous for you and your taur to stay on your farm. Stay at the inn for the night. We will meet in the town center at first light. Get plenty of sleep. We all may need that for the days to come,” Kogan said. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe squeezed Kavan’s shoulder before letting go. The older orc walked back to Durzol and Dura as Kavan walked back to Onka, Lorta, and Abby. 
 
    Abby was jumping in excitement, her cloven feet clattering against the cobblestone street. When Kavan approached, she rushed over and hugged him. 
 
    “You’re so brave, Master!” Abby said with barely contained excitement. 
 
    “Urm, thanks,” Kavan said and had to pry Abby’s arms off of him so he could stand straight. 
 
    Onka smiled. “Lorta and I were talking. We were going to go back to her farm and gather up the bolids and harpies and bring them back here.” 
 
    Lorta nodded. “They can’t stay in the barns if there are xykks around. They could be stolen during the night. They will have to stay at the inn with us.” 
 
    Kavan smiled and nodded. “I agree. All of us can go and round them up.” 
 
    Lorta gave the dragonkin a shy smile. “Thank you, Kavan and Onka.” 
 
    “I’m coming too!” Abby nearly shouted. 
 
    Lorta blinked at the taur, “Oh, yes, thank you too…” 
 
    “Abby. My name is Abby,” the taur grinned. 
 
    “Thank you, Abby,” Lorta smiled. 
 
    The small group turned and moved as one along West Street. Onka stepped closer to Kavan and put her arm around his waist. Kavan put his arm around her shoulders as they walked along. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to go to a xykk colony and burn them out?” Onka asked in a low tone. 
 
    “It will be worse if I don’t go,” Kavan said darkly. 
 
    The goblin nodded and leaned her head against Kavan’s ribs. “I don’t want you to go, but I understand why you have to.” 
 
    “I’ll be as careful as I can and come back in one piece.” 
 
    Onka looked up with a small smile. “You better. I never lost anyone as a guide to Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan lifted an eye ridge, “I’m the only person you’ve ever been a guide for.” 
 
    The goblin nodded. “And I want to keep my record perfect. Your death will leave a terrible stain and we can’t have that.” 
 
    A smile crept into Kavan’s face. He bent his head down and kissed the top of Onka’s head as they walked. 
 
    The small group reached the western gate as a cold breeze washed over the town of Moonvale, hearts beating together in uncertainty for the days to come. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty One 
 
    Onka opened her eyes and stared at the empty spot beside her. The goblin slowly blinked as she turned slightly and looked up to see Kavan by the door to the inn bedchamber. The dragonkin was buckling his belt. He was fully clothed, wearing his leather armor and spear stabbing up from behind his shoulder. A strap crossed his chest to a tattered satchel hanging at his hip. 
 
    Early morning sun streamed in through the windows as Kavan turned and looked at the bed with the waking goblin. 
 
    A loud snore filled the room, Lorta on the other side of Onka. The floor of the bedchamber was covered in bedrolls. Abby, Lorta’s bolids, and her harpies laid about and slept deeply. Harpy wings were wrapped around bodies. Bolids slept on top of each other, limbs hanging over each other’s bodies. Abby was beside the bed, her eyes covered by her arm.  
 
    Onka sat up and looked at Kavan, a growing concern filling her oval, yellow eyes. 
 
    Kavan gave her a reassuring smile. “Take care of the town while I’m gone,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    Onka bit her lip as worry bled into her eyes. “Don’t go,” she said with a sad whisper. 
 
    Kavan’s expression softened and his heart thudded harder to her words. “I promise to come back.” 
 
    The goblin looked away. “And if you don’t?” 
 
    “Light a candle for my spirit to visit you every evening,” Kavan said softly. 
 
    Onka’s eyes trembled as she looked at the dragonkin. 
 
    Lorta’s snores stopped. The troll blinked before she sat up. She looked at Kavan as he stood by the door. 
 
    The dragonkin bowed to the women on the bed. He stood up, took hold of the knob and opened the door. 
 
    “Keep the town safe. I should be back in a few hours,” Kavan smiled before stepping out and gently closing the door behind him. 
 
    Lorta looked over to Onka’s lost gaze. She took the goblin’s hand into hers and squeezed it. Onka squeezed it back as sunlight flooded the bedchamber in brilliant light. 
 
    Kavan made his way downstairs and onto the main floor. Rujin was behind the counter, lifting up wood slats for windows and placing them on the bar. The troll looked up from what he was doing and gave Kavan a firm nod. 
 
    The dragonkin nodded back to the troll, an unspoken comradery touching each of them before Kavan stepped out the front door and onto the street. 
 
    The morning was filled with light and not a single cloud in the sky.  
 
    I hope the sunny day keeps the xykk inside the dungeon. 
 
    “They do have an aversion to daylight. This may prove fruitful to our quest.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and began walking east to the town center. In the distance, several figures stood around a table. Water trickled from the fountain spouts, adding the beautiful morning. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe, Durzol, Dura, Esmerelda, and Drayke stood by a table covered in potions. Heads turned to West Street, Kavan stepping closer with confidence in his stride and eyes. The mayor and Durzol smiled. Dura had a small smile. Esmerelda blinked. Drayke stood in his black and silver leather armor with his arms crossed. 
 
    Kavan approached them and spotted an odd warhammer with a metal spike over Durzol’s shoulder. “New weapon?” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “I made it last night. It should penetrate xykk armor plates easily with slightly less effort. If I had enough time, I would have made more.” 
 
    “I hope we don’t have to use it,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe cleared his throat. “Gather everyone, gather. We have much to discuss in a short amount of time.” 
 
    The group closed in around the table filled with potions. 
 
    The mayor continued, “Esmerelda worked through the night to create these fire potions and many more. There should be enough here to burn out a colony if you get in deep enough. We have many more, ready to be placed in strategic locations around the town, alongside small weapon caches.” 
 
    The mayor held up a small scroll with a symbol of a dragon head. “Each location will be marked with this symbol. If you are not able to burn out the colony, the town will be ready for any xykk counter attack.” 
 
    Kogan pulled out another scroll, unrolled it and placed it on a small space on the table. Everyone looked down at the small, simple map of Moonvale. The orc’s thick green finger pointed to a starred location not far from the center of town. 
 
    “The Church of Drogoss is here on North Street. Should things go badly, everyone in town will congregate here. Extra weapons and potions will be placed inside the church. It is a sturdy structure and should help protect us if things don’t turn out for the better.” 
 
    Kogan looked up to Kavan with a smile. “But we have faith you will stop this threat before it truly begins.” 
 
    “No pressure,” Kavan chuckled. 
 
    Dura smiled. “We understand the danger with this quest. We discussed it at length and decided to make sure the town was ready for anything. We don’t know how many xykks may be in the dungeon, if they are truly there. If the numbers are too great, retreat back to town and we will make our stand here.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Xykks are tenacious and can be clever. If there is a queen, she will be smarter than the drones and warriors. Take care and remain vigilant.” 
 
    “From what we could gather from several books, the dungeon should be about a little over two hours from the south gate,” Dura added and pulled out a scroll. 
 
    The orc handed it to Kavan and he took it. His scaled hand placed it into his belt pouch and closed it. 
 
    “The map will lead you to the location and on the back is a rough diagram from what we can piece together of the first floor of the dungeon. It might help you navigate it once you’re there,” Dura said. 
 
    Esmeralda picked up a red glass potion bottle, filled with a crimson liquid. “The fire potions are simple. Throw them and once they shatter, they will react with the very air. Do not throw or drop them too close to you or your party or it’s going to be a hot time for everyone. Get it? Hot?” 
 
    Everyone blinked as the cat-woman giggled at her own joke. 
 
    The alchemist continued, “The fire will spread quickly and burn on surfaces for a long time. They will also produce a lot of smoke to help suffocate the xykk within. There is enough here that it should destroy the colony.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and opened his tattered satchel. His hands moved and gently picked up two potions at a time, placing them within the mystical confines of his satchel. Durzol and Drayke did the same, picking them up and putting them away. After a few short moments, the table was cleared. 
 
    “Before you set off, I need a word with the Magistrate,” Kogan said as he put his hand on Kavan’s shoulder. 
 
    The two stepped away from the table and stood about twenty feet away from the group. 
 
    “Kavan, it is good we are preparing for the worst, but I’m not sure we can hold off a xykk attack here in town. The residents have voiced their concerns, many of them preparing packs and ready to leave at a moment’s notice.  
 
    “If the xykk attack here, half the town may flee,” Kogan said in a hushed tone. 
 
    “I understand. We’ll make sure to burn out the colony,” Kavan said with a confident tone. 
 
    Kogan nodded and looked the dragonkin in the eyes. “My son…” the mayor trailed off. 
 
    Kavan nodded. “I will protect him with my life.” 
 
    A relief touched the older orc’s eyes. “Durzol and Dura are all I have left since their mother passed. I’ve held on to my sanity to make sure their lives were full and happy. Durzol is very much like my younger self. He never says it, but I know he wants to prove himself strong to me. All orcs feel this way when they reach a certain age. He won’t hear it from me if I tell him, he has already proven himself strong. He needs to know it for himself. 
 
    “If he is hurt, bring him back to me and we will figure out a better defense afterwards. I don’t want him to die in some xykk colony. I want him home, with me and his sister.” 
 
    “I swear to watch over him and bring him back in one piece,” Kavan said with a warm intensity. 
 
    “Thank you, Kavan,” the mayor said, turned and walked back to the table.  
 
    Kavan followed. 
 
    Esmeralda pulled out potions from her satchel and placed them on the table. “These are minor healing potions, two for each of you. I wish I had more of the greater ones, but I was told to have them in reserve if the town is attacked.” 
 
    “This should be fine,” Drayke said as he picked up his two potions and placed them in his satchel. 
 
    Durzol and Kavan did the same. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe looked at the three warriors and smiled. “Keep your wits and return to us safely. We will be waiting for your return.” 
 
    Kavan, Durzol and Drayke nodded. The three of them turned and began walking down the cobblestone street as the mayor, Dura, and Esmeralda watched them go with hope in their hearts. 
 
    *** 
 
    Shafts of sunlight filtered through the leafy canopy. The air was cool along the forest as three figures made their way through it. The absence of birdsong caused the forest to press down on their senses, giving it an almost oppressive weight. 
 
    Kavan listened intently, drinking in the world around him. The only thing he heard was Drayke not too far behind and Durzol's boots amid crunchy leaves. Kavan’s spear was in his hands at half its length. He held it at the ready, listening for anything that may approach. 
 
    “The xykks are nocturnal. You should relax a little,” Drayke’s voice glided along the air from behind. 
 
    Kavan glanced over his shoulder to the dragonkin before looking forward again. “I’m not just listening for xykks. Undead have come from this forest. There could be other monsters we haven’t encountered yet. You’d best stay on alert so we’re not ambushed.” 
 
    “Or, we could talk?” Drayke said with an amused tone. 
 
    Kavan let out an exhale as his shoulders dropped a half inch. “Why? So, you can give me more cryptic riddles and mysterious information. No thanks. I’d rather focus on what we have to do. We can talk after the town is safe.” 
 
    Drayke put his hand over his chest as if he was stabbed in the heart. “You wound me, sir.” 
 
    Kavan kept his gaze forward, ignoring the black and blue dragonkin. A short moment later, Drayke walked by Kavan’s side at a relaxed stride. 
 
    “What was your life like back on Earth? Were you a gamer with a passion for being the best? Or were you just someone who dreamed of big things and never achieved them?” 
 
    “What’s it to you? We’re never going back, so that life is dead to me. I thought it would be dead to you too.” 
 
    Drayke smirked. “Do you remember the mind scan that was performed to enter your name for the beta test?” 
 
    Kavan’s eyes widened a hair before they returned to normal. “It’s standard practice. Most games over the last five years require mind scans to ensure players have a mental fortitude and tolerance for the game worlds.” 
 
    Drayke nodded. “That is true, to a degree. It also helped the developers to tailor the game to players to enrich their experience. I happen to know about scans used for Monstar Saga and why. Do you want to hear it?” 
 
    Kavan remained silent as he continued to walk with his spear in hand. 
 
    Drayke continued, “The millions of possible beta testers were scanned and compared to each other. They had to fit a certain criteria to be allowed to play. Some of the qualities the creators were looking for were loyalty, open mindfulness, a sense of honor, strong internal drives and a sense of piety.” 
 
    Kavan let out a gruff chuckle. “The scans didn’t work that well in my case. I lost any sense of faith and religion a long time ago. I must have gotten in under the radar.” 
 
    Drayke shook his head. “So many people think piety is an all or nothing factor in their lives. Life can be very long with circumstances and experiences changing people’s views on subjects many times over. You may have lost it, but you did have it at one time or another.” 
 
    “What’s your point? Were you one of the creators or just someone who worked for the game company to look over results?” 
 
    Drayke looked over to Kavan with serious eyes. “My old life is dead. The game killed us and transported us to this world. I know why we’re here, do you?” 
 
    Kavan grew silent as they walked. 
 
    Drayke continued, “Please understand, we are on the same side. The exiled are here for a grand purpose and the two of us are a pair of soldiers in that purpose. We should be helping each other to figure out some of the minor pieces of the puzzle.” 
 
    “I thought you knew why we were here,” Kavan shot back. 
 
    Drayke nodded. “I know why we’re here, but I don’t have answers to many other questions. I have to ask, do you think anyone in town is different from everyone else?” 
 
    Kavan looked to the side as his thoughts filled with Brom. “No.” 
 
    Drayke’s eyes drank in Kavan’s demeanor as they walked. “You don’t trust me and are keeping things to yourself.” 
 
    “You attacked me on my farm. Why would I ever trust you?” 
 
    “I thought it was a bit of playful sparring? Two dragonkin getting to know each other through some sword and spear play. Neither of us were hurt and I left when your taur emerged from the barn. If that isn’t playful respect, I don’t know what is.” 
 
    “Drayke, I’ll ask again, what’s your point? You sweep into town, open a restaurant and now you volunteered to help take out a xykk colony. What are you trying to do?” 
 
    The dragonkin gave Kavan a measured gaze before smiling. “I’m trying to be a friend, in my own special way.” 
 
    Kavan growled deep in his throat. “Are you sure the mind scan didn’t make a mistake with you too?” 
 
    Drayke smiled wider. “I won’t deny that I am a little crazy. I can feel you are as well. Maybe you had a traumatic experience that defined you? Maybe you had a hunger that no normal earthly experience could quench? I don’t know. But we are here for the same reason, as well as the other nine-hundred and ninety-eight exiled here on Voldor.  
 
    “One does not simply appear on Voldor, without an invitation,” Drake said slyly. 
 
    Kavan looked over to the dragonkin with an annoyed gaze. “Drayke, why are we here?” 
 
    “To fight the dragon gods,” Drayke stated. 
 
    Kavan’s heart thudded in his chest and he blinked. “You… can’t be serious? Fight the dragon gods? I barely have enough gold to run my farm. I can barely hold my own against monsters attacking Moonvale. Fighting gods is not even an entry in my day planner, if I still had one.” 
 
    “Yet, you joined a game called Monstar Saga? The definition of ‘saga’ is a long story of heroic achievement. You joined a game where quests and puzzles could take years to uncover and solve. How is this any different? Sure, we are on a distant world on the other side of the cosmos, but that doesn’t mean our story ends. It’s just beginning.” 
 
    Drayke turned his gaze forward and looked to the forest ahead of them. “She called to you, just as she called to me. If not her, then one of them did.” 
 
    “What? The gods?” Kavan said flippantly. 
 
    Drayke didn’t make a sound as they walked. 
 
    Kavan looked over with a raised eye ridge. “The gods called us here? Was it the dragon gods or the ones that fled when their realms were attacked? Why now? The dragon gods took over thousands of years ago. After all this time, why bring us here to fight a battle that was lost a long time ago?” 
 
    “It’s something we may have to ask them, when we find them,” Drayke said with a whimsical tone. 
 
    Kavan was about to attack the dragonkin with a barrage of questions when Drayke held up his scaled hand and pointed. Kavan followed Drayke’s finger and gaze to the thicket of trees before them. Just past the brown trunks and emerald green leaves, the trees thinned and stone structures could be seen in the short distance. 
 
    Kavan looked over his shoulder to Durzol a little ways behind. The orc nodded with his spiked hammer in his hands.  
 
    Kavan and Drayke crouched down and moved closer. Durzol moved to their sides and stayed low. When they reached the edge of the forest, they stopped and looked beyond the surrounding trees. 
 
    Rocky ruins stood, brilliant sunlight on the stones. Strange mounds filled the area of various sizes. The area was silent as a grave as nothing moved or stirred. Further in, a stony entrance stood with inky shadows just beyond the morning sunlight. 
 
    Kavan, Drayke, and Durzol looked around as a strange, dried scent touched their sensitive noses. It was at that moment, the three of them looked at the mounds by the entrance and realized what they were. 
 
    Destroyed corpses and bones were piled in heaps by the entrance. Sunlight basked the piles of body parts and bones in an unforgiving light. The low stench of decay filled nostrils as the trio continued to visually scan the area. Deformed monsters lay on some of the piles, their decapitated heads staring at nothing and their over muscled bodies lying in pieces. The entire area gave off a foreboding gloom, despite the sunny morning. 
 
    “They slaughtered the dead and piled them outside,” Durzol whispered with wide eyes.  
 
    Kavan stared out as he opened his mouth, “We don’t know how many may be in there. We should let the potions do most of the work, but from what I know about the dungeon, it's deep. We will have to enter and move in as far as we can. We then start throwing fire potions and keep throwing them as we retreat out.” 
 
    “Simple plans are usually the best,” Drayke smirked. 
 
    Kavan’s left hand stabbed into his satchel on his hip. He reached into one of the inner pockets and pulled out two potions between his spindly fingers. Drayke did the same. Durzol pulled out one potion and held it in his left hand. 
 
    “I need use of my hands for my spiked hammer. I can guard the two of you once we start unleashing potions inside.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “We don’t speak a word once we begin. This hand signal means to start throwing potions. This one means to retreat. This one means to stay quiet,” Kavan explained as he made a few simple hand gestures. 
 
    Drayke and Durzol nodded in agreement. 
 
    “We will move as silently as we can. I’ll take the lead. Drayke, you take the rear. Durzol, you’ll be between us, ready to fight and defend.” 
 
    “Let’s get this over with. I need to prepare for tonight’s celebration meal at the restaurant,” Drayke chuckled. 
 
    “I’m looking forward to it. I can still remember your delicious cooking from the other night,” Durzol smiled. 
 
    “I see you’re an orc with good taste,” Drayke smiled. 
 
    “Guys, let’s focus. We have to make sure we throw everything we have and get out. If we’re ready, let’s go.” 
 
    Drayke and Durzol nodded. 
 
    Kavan stood up and stepped out from the tree line, while calling up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 7 
 
    Gold: 12 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Willpower: 4  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 2 
 
    Body: 1 
 
    Life: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 4 
 
      
 
    Kavan took the lead, moving with his half spear in hand and bent legs. Durzol followed, with a spiked hammer in his hands. Drayke took the rear, his sword still sheathed against his back and potions in his hands. 
 
    “Kavan, I’ll connect to your senses and assist,” Viz said. 
 
    Thank you. It’s much appreciated. 
 
    The entrance to the dungeon stood like a dark omen. Weathered arcane symbols were carved into every inch of visible stone. They only added to the dismal pulse that seemed to radiate from the dungeon entrance.  
 
    Kavan ignored the smell of putrid decay filling his nose. The stench was overpowering as the destroyed corpses cooked in the morning sun. Boots stepped carefully around piles of skeletal and mummified body parts. 
 
    When Kavan reached the entrance, he tried to visually pierce the inky darkness beyond. 
 
    Easy in, easy out. 
 
    Kavan stepped toward the entrance and silently moved into the shadowy darkness. His senses were dialed to eleven as he carefully moved one boot in front of the other. The inner walls to the entrance were covered in odd markings and symbols. The air was dry, like a desert at noon. It sapped the very moisture from his eyes as Kavan stepped down a step. The stairs proceeded down about a dozen steps before he reached the bottom. 
 
    When the dragonkin took one step further into the corridor, he froze as something shifted to his right. 
 
    Kavan turned his gaze to the side, seeing a xykk standing in the gloomy darkness. Its pointed head was bowed and arms folded against its body. It nearly blended in with the walls. It almost looked like a standing piece of weathered lumber, until its head shifted again. Unblinking white eyes stared at nothing as the thing didn’t move any further. 
 
    Kavan silently turned his head and looked around, his slitted eyes adjusting to the dark. Several xykk stood, side by side against both sides of the entrance. Their upper limbs were folded against their bodies and their heads were bowed. There was nearly a dozen of the creatures, six on each side of the dragonkin. The stench they gave off burned at Kavan’s nose, the dragonkin wondering if it was meant to deter other creatures from getting too close. 
 
    Kavan fought through the urge to gag as he stepped forward, silent as a ghost. 
 
    Durzol looked to each side of the dungeon entrance with wide eyes. His hands trembled a little, holding his spiked hammer. He controlled his breathing, but his heart beat like a large drum in his robust chest. 
 
    Drayke looked from side to side with cool eyes. Scaled hands held the potions with confidence as he followed Kavan and Durzol. 
 
    The corridor expanded the further they stepped in. Kavan turned his head to see entrances to rooms, the doors long rotted away. Cool darkness greeted him as he made his way along.  
 
    Between open rooms, more xykk drones stood against the walls. Still as statues, their presence only added to the foreboding feeling of the ancient dungeon. The musty air swirled as warm bodies stepped further in.  
 
    Kavan looked around, soaking in the dungeon and what Brom told him. It blended into reality, the very dungeon around him that housed the lich as he built his undead armies to strike back at his family. The history dripped from the walls, a melancholy story of a man turning to evil because he wasn’t accepted by family. 
 
    Brom must have spent so much time here, filled with rage and venom. It was enough to bring him to a point where the only answer was to make them kneel and acknowledge his own power. 
 
    When they died from the madness that consumed the world, the weight of it must have shattered his sanity at some point. I don’t know if I would have recovered if I had to do what he did to stop their suffering. 
 
    “Grief, pain, and trauma can make anyone turn to a darker path. It often comes from desperation and a personal need to fight against a certain perception, real or imagined,” Viz added. 
 
    Viz, if I ever turn down a dark path, talk me out of it. 
 
    “I will. I promise.” 
 
    Kavan walked on silently as he put the potions back in his satchel. His hand reached into his belt pouch and pulled out the makeshift map. He unfurled it and looked it over. He could see the wide corridor stabbing deeper. Further down, there was a large, circular chamber and many tunnels branching off. As Kavan walked, he noticed the slight downward incline, just enough to move with gravity, but not steep enough to knock anyone off balance. 
 
    Sleeping xykks grew in number along the walls. Patches of three to six were clustered together. Round insect eyes stared at nothing as the three intruders made their way a little deeper in. 
 
    Kavan stepped along until he reached a wide entrance. He slowed down, making a hand gesture to Durzol and Drayke to remain quiet. 
 
    The dark red dragonkin reached the entrance and looked down into a sea of darkness. His slitted eyes adjusted further, scanning the darkness for any hint of light. Small lights glowed in the vast distance. The darkness began to recede and Kavan’s heart thudded in his chest. 
 
    A massive underground arena spread out before him. Stone bench seating ringed the chamber and descended down to the floor of the chamber. Glowing stones were embedded into walls above the arena, barely giving it any light. Doorways lined the top of the arena, leading further into the dungeon, but those small points paled in comparison to what was in the middle of the arena. 
 
    A large, insect-like creature stood. Arms were folded to it as it stood on two thick legs. It was much larger than any drone, towering in the middle. It stood about twenty feet tall, round white eyes staring down at the arena floor. Around its clawed feet, a sea of balls ringed the giant creature, filling the area with large white pearl-like orbs. 
 
    Kavan’s eyes moved from side to side, seeing that the ring seating around the arena was packed with hundreds of standing xykks. They all faced the center, their eyes staring at the queen as she stood silently in all her putrid glory. 
 
    Durzol and Drayke moved to Kavan’s sides. The orc and dragonkin looked down at the large colony, a sense of dread touching their senses. 
 
    Kavan put the crude map away and pulled back the flap to his satchel. He put his spear behind him, attaching it to its sheath. 
 
    I’m going to need both of my hands for this. 
 
    Kavan reached into his tattered satchel and began pulling out more fire potions. Drayke did the same, his cool gaze on the impressive number of xykk in the massive chamber. Durzol’s hands tightened along the shaft of his spiked warhammer, a flame of confidence beginning to fill his chest. 
 
    Kavan glanced at the orc and dragonkin, each one giving a head nod. He readied to give the signal when a small sound touched his ears.  
 
    Kavan turned slightly, thinking he was hearing a kind of skittering. He looked back the way they came and horror stabbed into his spirit. 
 
    The wide corridor behind them was filled with white grubs, the size of large cats. They moved along on clawed, stumpy legs as beady eyes stared at them. They made mewling sounds as they nearly covered the whole corridor floor, smelling fresh flesh. They spilled out from side chambers as the standing, sleeping xykks began to stir. 
 
    The feeling of horror drained away as Kavan’s eyes hardened. He made a quick gesture and turned around. Scaled hands pulled back with fire potions in them. Kavan took a breath before throwing them. Drayke followed suit, hurtling fire potions with equal parts amusement and deadly need to inflict a fiery storm on the monsters. 
 
    Durzol turned with his spiked warhammer to the advancing grubs. He looked down with contempt as they crawled closer, pincer filled mouths opening and ready to tear flesh from his bones. The orc raised his hammer when they were within a few feet of him. The moment a potion shattered in the dark distance, a grub leapt for the orc’s leg and was slammed into the stone floor, the point of the warhammer penetrating its thick body and smashing it into a gory mess. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke’s arms moved quickly, grabbing potions and hurtling them into the distance. Glass shattered on the white orbs and among the stands of the arena. The moment air touched the volatile liquid within, reactions sparked and flames exploded. 
 
    In a blink of time, fire bloomed in several directions and lit up the arena. Xykks woke from their slumber to chaos and fire. Wings stabbed out and blurred before fire washed over them and screeches echoed. 
 
    The queen in the center of the chamber lifted her pointed head as flames blossomed and spread. Her large, white round eyes glanced all around, seeing the fire spreading as her children screamed and screeched in pain. Smoke billowed into the chamber. The large white orbs around her unfurled and grubs tried to crawl away from the flames. Drones launched down to the arena floor and scooped up grubs. Some were not fast enough, the flames melting their transparent wings in an instant. 
 
    Durzol swung his hammer in rapid strikes, smashing grubs into paste. Further along the corridor, xykks took flight, hovering over the grubs and charging toward the intruders. 
 
    “They’re coming!” Durzol shouted as the moment for stealth was gone and swung his spiked hammer with extreme prejudice. 
 
    Kavan and Drayke continued to toss fire potions. Pillars of smoking flames rose up as chaos bloomed. The stench of burning insect creatures billowed with the smoke as nearly the entire chamber was filled with fire. 
 
    Through the flames and smoke, for a brief instant, the queen looked to the entrance. She spied the two dragonkin and orc before smoke washed over her. 
 
    “Retreat!” Kavan shouted as he grabbed his spear and whipped it around. 
 
    Drayke reached over his shoulder and drew his sword.  
 
    Durzol roared as he knocked away grubs with wide swings. The buzzing sound of wings filled the corridor as the xykk drones and warriors flooded the corridor, blocking the intruder’s escape. 
 
    “No mercy!” Kavan shouted as he leapt into the approaching wall of xykks. 
 
    Kavan channeled a point of mana into his Body Sphere. His muscles glowed with power as the dragonkin crashed into the approaching horde. 
 
    Bedlam erupted as Kavan’s spear moved with deadly accuracy. The mithril spearpoint stabbed into an armored head and exploded out of the back. Kavan’s body burned with strength and speed as he slammed the dying xykk into several others. Bodies crashed into each other as the dragonkin pulled back his spear and brought the sharp edge across in a wide arc. The mithril edge sliced easily through throats and faces. Eyes were cut across, foul ichor splashing into the air. Xykks lashed out with large clawed arms, aiming for the red dragonkin, when a sword and hammer entered the fray. Drayke moved like a dancer in a hurricane, each sword swing separating limbs from bodies. Boots stepped with dexterity among the grubs on the floor, with the occasional kick to a grub sending it into a xykk’s face or chest. The monsters caught the grubs before a spiked hammer caved in armored chests. Durzol moved like a green titan, swinging his spiked hammer into exo-skeletons and pulling it back in rapid succession. Foul, yellowish xykk blood spurted and splashed as the three intruders banded together and pushed back at the horde. 
 
    Kavan stomped on grubs as his spear spun, sliced and stabbed at the xykk horde. Arms and legs continued to move, taking out xykks with each strike. The trio moved into the horde, barely making any progress as the arena behind them burned and smoke spilled out. 
 
    “We have to get out of here!” Kavan shouted as smoke filled the area. 
 
    Electrical energy arced along Drayke as he carved his way through the xykks. “I can clear a path,” the dragonkin shouted. 
 
    The fighting grew into a frenzy. Durzol roared as his spiked hammer shattered armored heads with wide swings. 
 
    Kavan’s spear swung and sliced, cutting open xykks as they rushed to their deaths. The dragonkin glanced over to Drayke as energy arced along his arms, shoulders and neck. 
 
    Drayke’s eyes glowed with blue light as he sliced his way through the monsters. His eyes blazed brighter with power. The dragonkin took in a deep breath, reared back his head slightly and opened his maw wide. Energy arced and glowed before a thick lightning bolt blasted out. It streaked across the small distance, blasting a fist-sized hole through a xykk. The lightning bolt blasted through the xykk ranks, punching through armored bodies. The center of the filled corridor parted and a row of xykks collapsed into a mangled mess, smoke rising up from their bodies. 
 
    The three warriors darted into a charge. Drayke led the way with Kavan behind him. Durzol was last, his spiked hammer continuing to swing as his large boots smashed fleeing grubs to wet, quivering mounds.    
 
    Kavan watched as Drayke sliced at the xykks as they tried to regroup. He carved through them, limbs separating and heads flying through the air from bodies. Claws slashed and tried to grab the dragonkin, but were stopped by his expert skill. 
 
    Heat bloomed within Kavan as he charged and moved his spear in stabbing strikes. His heart pumped like an engine and a glow touched his throat. His spear stabbed into a xykk head, exploding it into wet pieces. He pulled it back to strike another when a large clawed arm lashed out and slammed into him.  
 
    Kavan was knocked to the side and xykks reached for him, ready to rip him to pieces. A spiked hammer arced down on a xykk watching Kavan, its head shattering into a pulpy mess. Durzol slammed his shoulder into another xykk, preventing him from landing a strike on Kavan as he regained his balance. 
 
    Durzol was unchained, roaring like a monster from a storybook. His spiked hammer shattered armored chests as he was covered in xykk blood.  
 
    Kavan regained his balance and his spear whipped around, the blade edge of the point slicing through xykks like an axe to a sapling. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol fought side by side, smashing and stabbing xykks as the monsters tried to crowd around them. 
 
    A praying mantis type of claw clamped on Durzol’s shoulder and the orc grunted. Kavan spun around and drove his spearpoint into the attacking xykk. It let go as smaller hands tried to keep its shattered head together, clear blood streaming through fingers. 
 
    Kavan’s hand clamped on Durzol’s shoulder and pushed hard. “Get to the entrance!” the dragonkin shouted as his body blazed with heat. 
 
    Durzol moved and swung his hammer with renewed vigor.  
 
    Ahead of Kavan and Durzol, Drayke’s sword arm blurred as he sliced like a machine through the xykks. He took a step forward and a grub launched onto his leg. Its mouth opened in four directions before it bit down through leather to his thigh. The dragonkin grunted as he spun his sword and sliced across the grub’s back. The top of the creature slid away and clear blood spurted. The grub let go and fell as Drayke pushed forward with a slight limp 
 
    Kavan glanced around, seeing more xykks spilling out from the side chambers. Some of the grubs on the floor were fleeing, but others crawled closer to take a bite out of fresh flesh. 
 
    “Air quality is dropping from the smoke! If we don’t get out of here, we will be overcome and suffocate!” 
 
    Kavan’s brow hardened as the fighting in the corridor took on a desperate edge. 
 
    Fuck this! 
 
    Kavan moved his half-spear behind him and into its sheath in one, smooth move. He channeled 2 points of mana into his fire sphere as claws stabbed out from his fingertips. Flames engulfed his hands, causing the attacking xykks to hesitate. 
 
    Durzol saw the flaming claws and an evil grin filled his face. 
 
    Heat poured from Kavan’s body as he darted into the horde of xykks with flaming claws.  
 
    Xykks screeched as flaming claws cut through them. Large claws lashed out, only to burn and bleed. Kavan became unhinged, moving with rapid swipes and stabbing claws. Smoke curled along the corridor as the three warriors sliced and stomped their way through. 
 
    “We are nearly to the entrance!” Drayke shouted when a claw stabbed into his left shoulder. 
 
    The dragonkin grunted as he carved up the xykk that stabbed him and knocked the severed claw from his shoulder. Steamy blood leaked as the blue and black dragonkin continued to fight. 
 
    A hazy, dreamy heat filled Kavan’s eyes as he swiped and clawed like a mad dragon. The sunlight at the end dungeon entrance beckoned to him like a moth to a flame. 
 
    Durzol swung his spiked hammer with deadly force when a claw slashed across his thigh, cutting the leather covering it enough to separate. The orc grunted as blood flowed from the wound. 
 
    Kavan heard Durzol’s grunt and glanced at him. The corridor was filled with xykk bodies and violence, but a group of them caught the scent of Durzol’s blood. A crazed chatter filled the corridor as they launched on the stumbling orc. 
 
    Time stood still as fear filled Durzol’s eyes. He swung his hammer, shattering a xykk head but his bleeding leg slowed him down. 
 
    “Run,” Durzol hissed to Kavan and turned to face his death. 
 
    “No,” Kavan growled, turned and launched into the xykk bearing down on the orc. 
 
    Durzol let out an exhale, ready to fight to save his friend, when Kavan blurred past him and into the fray with flaming claws.  
 
    Durzol stumbled back, watching in awe as Kavan’s body moved with defined purpose and violence. 
 
    “YOU WILL NOT,” Kavan shouted as he sliced down a xykk with burning claws and hands. 
 
    “HURT MY FRIENDS,” Kavan raged as he sliced hard across screeching xykks. 
 
    “OR MY TOWN!” Kavan roared as he bent low and thrust his body and flaming hands into the horde of xykks. 
 
    Screeches flooded the corridor as the nearly blazing hot dragonkin cut through them like a knife through butter. 
 
    The glow in Kavan’s throat flashed hot. Instinct took over as the dragonkin steadied himself. He drew back a breath and flames filled his mouth. His eyes flashed red when his head shot forward and a fireball blasted out of his mouth. 
 
    The fireball crossed the short distance and exploded against xykk bodies. Flaming exo-skeletons were blasted against walls and further back into the corridor. 
 
    Unlocked natural ability, Fire Spit!  
 
    Gained 1 degree in Fire Sphere! Fire Sphere is now 3rd degree. 
 
    Gained 1 point of Mana.  
 
    Kavan watched in astonishment as xykks were knocked back from the explosion, followed by falling shards of flames. 
 
    Drayke reached the entrance and looked back to Kavan’s fireball blasting xykks to pieces. The dragonkin gave a nod of approval. 
 
    Durzol limped as he tried to make for the entrance. A small horde of grubs rushed him in a blink. Some of them launched onto his legs and bit into him. The orc cried out as bits of flesh were ripped from his legs. A green hand grabbed a grub and threw it at a wall, the little monster exploding against it.  
 
    Flaming hands grabbed at the grubs and pulled them away as they burned. Screeches echoed as Kavan burned them off and tossed their charred bodies. Durzol let out a whimper as he found it difficult to stand. Kavan extinguished the flames on his hands and grabbed the orc. With an arm over his shoulder, Kavan helped Durzol move to the entrance. 
 
    Screeches filled the corridor behind them as xykks regrouped and advanced. 
 
    “Get out of here,” Durzol grunted to Kavan. 
 
    “Not without you,” Kavan said as they moved slowly to the entrance. 
 
    Drayke looked down the tunnel to dozens of xykks rushing toward them. “More incoming!” the dragonkin shouted. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter if it's daylight outside. They’re going to keep following us until we’re dead,” Durzol grunted through the pain. 
 
    Kavan spied the pillars on the inner part of the dungeon entrance. He grabbed Durzol’s spiked hammer from him. 
 
    “I need you to get outside on your own. Can you do that?” Kavan asked with urgency. 
 
    “I think I can,” Durzol said through the pain. 
 
    Kavan picked up the orc’s arm from his shoulders and gave him a push. Durzol’s eyes widened as he stumbled forward. Drayke rushed to the orc and caught him at the bottom of the small set of stairs. The two of them looked back as Kavan turned and faced the incoming horde of xykks. 
 
    “Kavan?” Drayke shouted. 
 
    “Get outside!” Kavan shouted over his shoulder as he grabbed two fire potions from his satchel. 
 
    Xykks screeched as the corridor flooded with them. They charged as one toward the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan lifted his arm sideways and threw the two potions. The vials spun before they struck the stone floor and fire bloomed. The horde of xykks crashed into the burning flames. Grubs on the ground exploded into wet messes as xykks writhed in the flames. 
 
    Kavan turned and rushed to the entrance. “I said get out!” he shouted at Drayke and Durzol. 
 
    The pair turned and made their way up the stairs. 
 
    Kavan looked to the ceiling and moved his gaze to a standing pillar. 
 
    The dragonkin channeled a point of mana into his Body Sphere and his muscles once again glowed with power. 
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    Lifting Durzol’s spiked hammer, the dragonkin threw his arms and shoulders into a swing. The spiked hammer penetrated stone and cracked it. Kavan pulled back and did it again, making heavy, powerful swings against the pillar. It cracked more and more until it shattered. 
 
    Body heaving, Kavan turned to the other pillar. He lifted the spiked hammer and brought it hard across into the ancient stone. 
 
    Drayke helped Durzol out of the dungeon. The dragonkin reached into his satchel and pulled out a healing potion. He popped the cork and handed it to the orc. Durzol took it and guzzled its contents as they limped further and further away from the dungeon entrance. 
 
    Inside the entrance, Kavan roared as he slammed the hammer into the second pillar. Anguished cries of the xykks began to dim and he could hear them charging through the flames to reach him. 
 
    This has to work!  
 
    Kavan slammed the hammer into the second pillar and it shattered. Kavan readied to dart out of the dungeon when he noticed the low ceiling didn’t cave in. Cracks ran along it and surrounding walls, but it did not collapse. 
 
    “Shit!” Kavan cursed as he kept his attention on the ceiling. 
 
    The dragonkin calmed his heart and body. He reared back the hammer and swung it upwards to the ceiling. It slammed into it, cracking it further. Kavan swung it again and again, the cracks spreading out from each strike. 
 
    If we’re buried, at least the town will be safe. 
 
    Burnt xykks charged down the corridor, their unblinking eyes on the lone dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan let out another roar as he swung the warhammer up. It struck so hard, dirt and debris fell through cracks. The dragonkin took a step forward when the entrance collapsed. 
 
    Cascading rocks and dirt crashed down, Kavan pushing through it. The dragonkin growled as he summoned every drop of will and power to keep going. Rocks smashed his horned head. Scales were chipped off from sharp rocks. Blood spilled as the dragonkin roared for his freedom. 
 
    Drayke and Durzol watched as the dungeon entrance collapsed. Drayke stood up and took a step toward the falling entrance, ready to dig Kavan out when a plume of dust shot into the air. 
 
    A haggard figure pushed away heavy stones and stood up. Dirt, blood, and ruined leather armor covered Kavan’s body as he pulled himself out of the debris. He took several steps, weaving on his feet. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Body Sphere! Body Sphere is now 2nd degree. 
 
    Gained 1 point of mana. 
 
    Kavan smiled to himself as he fell to his knees.  
 
    Drayke limped over, a healing potion in his hand. 
 
    Durzol lifted a meaty fist into the air as he sat on the ground. 
 
    “We did it!” the orc cheered as warm sunlight bathed the heroes in morning light.    
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty Two 
 
    Three figures moved through the Misty Forest. Drayke led the way, about thirty feet ahead of Kavan and Durzol. Sunlight beamed through the forest canopy, shafts of light illuminating the way. The small breeze caused leaves and branches to move and wave, causing the very forest to writhe like a living creature from ancient myth and legend. 
 
    Durzol’s meaty arm was over Kavan’s shoulders. The dragonkin helped the orc walk and they kept a medium pace. The grub bites on the orc’s legs had not completely healed, despite using the remainder of their healing potions. Durzol found it hard to walk and Kavan helped him along without being asked. 
 
    The pair moved through the brush and along the small, almost unseen path. Kavan looked ahead to Drayke. The dragonkin’s back was to them as he walked. The blue and black scaled dragonkin looked from side to side on occasion, but he moved at a relaxed pace, with seemingly not a care in the world. 
 
    Kavan glanced over to Durzol as he made a small grunt as they walked along. 
 
    “What happened back there, in the dungeon?” Kavan asked in a low tone. 
 
    Durzol looked ahead and closed his eyes for a moment. He then turned and looked Kavan in the eyes. 
 
    “I thought we weren’t going to make it. I knew someone had to sacrifice themselves for the greater good. In orc culture, it is one of the highest honors one can perform for their community. It kept our people alive, despite the other races' best efforts to exterminate us.” 
 
    The orc looked down. “When the kobolds attacked Moonvale, I engaged them. So many people in town were scared. I tried to stop them, knowing if I gave my life for the community, I would have done a great service for the people I care about. 
 
    “The moment was washed away when I was stabbed in the leg by a sneaky kobold. I slew him, but couldn’t stand up to fight the others. I went from protecting our community to too injured to give chase. I felt weak, and stupid. The kobolds got away and I felt shame.” 
 
    Kavan sighed. “Durzol, I understand what you’re saying, but to be honest, don’t ever fucking do something like that again.” 
 
    The orc blinked as he looked at Kavan. 
 
    “Your father, sister, and the town need you. I need you as my friend. An honorable death will not create new memories with the people who love and care about you. We fight monsters and enemies together. If we can’t, we run together to fight another day.” 
 
    Durzol looked away. “You nearly lost your life, sacrificing yourself to close the dungeon entrance.” 
 
    Kavan chuckled. “I had no intention of dying, by xykks or by some heavy rocks.” 
 
    Durzol smiled. “So, it was stubbornness and not self-sacrifice.” 
 
    The dragonkin nodded. “I’ve cheated death before. I will do it as many times I can until death wins.” 
 
    Durzol nodded. “My father was right to believe in you, as do I.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “We all believe in each other. That’s how it should be.” 
 
    The orc nodded and gave Kavan a knowing smirk. “So, you spit fire now?” 
 
    The dragonkin laughed. “It seems like I do. I didn’t even know I could do that.” 
 
    “We are discovering many things about ourselves. I look forward to all our future discoveries.” 
 
    The two friends walked as the sun slid into early afternoon. 
 
    *** 
 
    A golden hue covered the lands and the walled town of Moonvale. Birds flew up and perched on the high walls. Heads tilted down and chirps filled the air. Small eyes glanced down to a blanket on the grass by the southern gate of the town, a goblin and a troll sitting on it. 
 
    Onka stared out to the forest past Kavan’s farm. Her gaze barely left the forest, looking for any sign of Kavan and the others.  
 
    Lorta was leaning back on her hands, her gaze shifting to the goblin every few moments and seeing the longing in her features. 
 
    “They’ll be back. The three of them are pretty tough,” Lorta said. 
 
    “I know,” Onka said as she continued to sit and stare out. 
 
    The troll closed her eyes and nodded. “Zellee wanted to be out here, waiting with us, but she is working on finishing a few pieces of leather armor, in case the town is attacked.” 
 
    Onka looked down. “It’s times like these I feel completely useless. What good is a breeder when we might have to fight for our very lives?” 
 
    “You don’t know that for sure. They could have succeeded and the threat is over.” 
 
    Onka shrugged. “Or they could come running and we will have to fight off a xykk invasion.” 
 
    Lorta opened her eyes and looked up. “Does it matter? We will be together. I feel it.” 
 
    Onka said nothing. 
 
    Lorta looked over to the goblin with understanding eyes. “You love him?” 
 
    The goblin nodded. 
 
    “I love him too,” Lorta said and nodded. 
 
    A breeze washed over the goblin and troll as they looked on. 
 
    The world grew silent for a breath. Eyes blinked in the warm sunlight. A sliver of sea scent drifted toward the town, adding to the many natural aromas swirling in the air. 
 
    In the distance, three figures emerged. They stepped out onto the south road, leading to town.  
 
    Onka stood up instantly. Lorta slowly curled her legs under her and stood up. The pair stared down the road, their eyes growing wider and hearts leaping in their chests. 
 
    Drayke walked with a slight swagger. Kavan and Durzol walked, arms over each other’s shoulders. 
 
    The goblin and troll darted off the blanket and down the road. Legs blurred as they rushed along, their eyes barely blinking. 
 
    Drayke smiled and held out his arms to the approaching goblin and troll. “Well, I didn’t expect such a warm welcome.” 
 
    The dragonkin waited with his arms out. Onka and Lorta rushed past him without a second glance. 
 
    “Oh,” Drayke said with an amused smile and dropped his arms to his sides. 
 
    Kavan and Durzol looked up to the approaching Onka and Lorta. The goblin and troll nearly crashed into them and hugged them tight. Kavan looked down at Onka hugging him fiercely around his waist. Lorta’s arms nearly engulfed everyone else. 
 
    “The dungeon raid went fine,” Drayke said over his shoulder as he walked toward the south gate. 
 
    Lorta and Onka pulled back. The troll took Durzol’s other arm, gently pulled him away from Kavan and helped the injured orc to walk. Onka looked up at the dragonkin and hugged him again. This time, Kavan used both arms to hold her close. 
 
    The goblin breathed in his scent before she pulled her head back and looked up. “You’re a mess,” Onka said flatly. 
 
    “It was a messy fight, but we made it through,” Kavan said and glanced at the blanket on the grass beside the south gate entrance. “Did you wait for us?” 
 
    The goblin nodded. “We did.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and smiled. 
 
    “Don’t get used to it! We were also guarding the town, so don’t think it was all about you,” Onka said with a sly grin. 
 
    “Of course not. I’m just the town magistrate, no one important,” Kavan joked. 
 
    Onka gave a firm nod and smacked Kavan’s ass. “That’s right and never forget it.” 
 
    The goblin was at Kavan’s side, her arm around his waist. Kavan put his arm on her shoulders and the pair walked side by side. They followed Lorta and Durzol. Drayke had already entered the city and made his way north, to the town center. 
 
    Many townsfolk gathered in the center of town. The murmur of conversation began to die as heads turned to see the heroes of the day walking up the cobblestone street. Kogan turned away from a table. He saw Drayke approach and looked past the dragonkin to Lorta helping Durzol along. 
 
    The mayor took a step forward, followed by another. His eyes widened as he watched his son limp along, but a happy smile on his lips. 
 
    “Healer Soki!” Kogan shouted before breaking into a run. 
 
    The older orc rushed past Drayke and reached his son. Lorta let go just as Kogan’s meaty arms wrapped around his son in a strong embrace. 
 
    “My boy!” Kogan said with a tear in his eye. 
 
    “I’m okay, Da. Kavan made it right. The dungeon was burned out and the entrance collapsed,” Durzol explained. 
 
    Kogan nodded and helped his son walk. “Excellent news, but I’m overjoyed that you're back, my strong son. I want to hear all about it!” 
 
    Healer Soki slithered across the street, her upper body reared up and digging through her satchel. She pulled out potions and slithered to the approaching orcs. 
 
    The rest of the town looked to the mayor and Durzol before turning their attention to Kavan and Onka as they walked up. A stampede of townsfolk rushed down the street to the dragonkin and goblin. They surrounded them and everyone talked at once, asking what happened. 
 
    Kavan lifted an arm and waved the crowd down. “I’ll tell you everything in a moment,” the dragonkin smiled. 
 
    “Give the magistrate some space!” Kogan shouted over his shoulder as he helped Durzol to a chair by a table.  
 
    Soki handed the blacksmith two potions before she began inspecting his leg wounds. 
 
    Nearly the whole town surrounded the dragonkin. 
 
    Kavan smiled as he slowed his step and began telling everyone what happened. Eyes and ears listened intently as he detailed the trip to the dungeon, the fight with the xykks and their grubs and the desperate battle to escape. He spoke to Durzol and Drayke’s heroism as the three of them fought side by side against the horde of xykks. 
 
    Drayke leaned against a nearby wall with his arms crossed. He watched Kavan tell the story and gave an unseen nod of approval to his fellow dragonkin. 
 
    “After the dungeon entrance collapsed, I had to dig my way out a little before I was free. We made the slow journey back, but our xykk problem should be finished. I doubt anything could have survived that much fire and smoke,” Kavan finished. 
 
    The crowd blinked before smiles appeared and a loud cheer rose up and echoed off the town walls. Several townsfolk rushed in and hugged Kavan as he stood. Many others clapped and shouted their approval and relief. 
 
    Onka looked up to the dragonkin, his face filled with a small smile, but his eyes showed the deep pride of protecting and helping the town. 
 
    Kavan looked around to the gathered townsfolk, a glow filling his heart. Senses drank in the crowd and his soul swelled. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe squeezed his son’s shoulder before standing up fully and turning to the crowd. 
 
    “Everyone! It is a great day in our town’s history! With the xykk menace neutralized, we can carry on with our lives and make our town better.  
 
    “For now, let’s give our heroes a little room and prepare a celebration this very evening in their honor!” 
 
    The crowd let out another loud cheer. Fists pumped into the air and elated shouts echoed through the town. 
 
    Onka hugged Kavan again and he hugged her back. 
 
    The goblin looked up with mischievous oval eyes, “Let’s make tonight a night we remember forever.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and grinned as people cheered around them. 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun sank low in the sky. The heavens took on fiery orange as scattered clouds drifted overhead. A faint twinkle of a few stars shone across the sky as people in a small town moved with purpose to the approaching evening. 
 
    Dura made her last rounds around the town library. She walked along the shelves filled with tomes and books, a peace across her spirit. The orc peered around corners, looking for anyone who might still be lurking inside before the celebration. 
 
    A thought touched the orc’s mind as she made her final round. An image of the red dragonkin filled her mind’s eye and the librarian couldn’t hide her small smile.  
 
    Dura sighed as she sauntered along, dreaming of the future. 
 
    In the town center, tables were being set up and streamers hung. Zellee looked around with knowing eyes. Glem the ogre, stood with Priest Raine and Priestess Misty. Zellee lifted a hand and a glob of webbing shot out. The glob plastered above a doorway and Glem reached up with a streamer and stuck it to the small, sticky blob.  
 
    Transparent wings fluttered from the backs of the two fae. Raine and Misty flew up with streamers in their hands, wrapping them around the statue of Samuel Truewind above the fountain. The pair then pulled away, running streamers across the town center. 
 
    Kazko emerged from his tavern with a pair of stacked crates in his long, strong arms. The troll barely looked over the crates to across the street. Rujin emerged from his inn with a stack of large, covered plates. The two brothers stepped out onto the cobblestone street and nodded to each other before turning and making their way toward the center of town. 
 
    When they reached the Dragon’s Table, the brothers looked over to see a stream of statues march out the front door and into the street. The statues carried large plates of covered food and drink. They formed a line and made their way to the town center.  
 
    Drayke emerged from the front of his restaurant with several large covered plates in his scaled hands. He looked over to the staring trolls.  
 
    For a moment, the three of them simply looked at each other. 
 
    Kazko smirked and then let out a loud belly laugh. Rujin chuckled, his wide shoulders bouncing slightly. Drayke gave a sharp grin before all three walked side by side to the town center, ready to feed everyone during the celebration. 
 
    Ammi walked along through the center of town. The dryad whispered in a low tone as she walked. Vines began to sprout along walls where she passed by. Small flowers bloomed to her song as she made her way around to add some natural beauty to the celebration. 
 
    A troll with an eye patch and a naga helped to hook lanterns up. Tezzi smiled as she handed a lantern to Soki. The naga took it and lifted her body up higher. She hooked the lit lantern to a hook before lowering herself and slithering over to another hook. 
 
    Lorta stood in the middle of a nearby street, her bolids and harpies all gathered before her. 
 
    “I know we don’t normally do this,” the troll in long pigtails addressed her livestock. “But tonight, is a special occasion. You are allowed to be part of the celebration if you don’t act like a bunch of animals. Be polite, enjoy the food and no ramming anyone or flying off, got it?” 
 
    The bolids and harpies nodded in unison. 
 
    Lorta eyed them for a moment before she spoke, “Okay. Enjoy your time and when it gets late, I expect everyone back at the barn. Travel in pairs and look out for each other. Now, let’s help finish setting everything up.” 
 
    The troll turned and began marching. Bolids and harpies followed as they looked around in wonderous excitement. 
 
    Oaks, Nava, and Shegga helped move tables and chairs around the fountain. The last table was placed against the others by the fountain as Rujin, Kazko, Drayke, and a small army of living statues walked over and began placing food and drinks on them.  
 
    Shegga eyed the food before turning her attention to Drayke. The dragonkin bent forward slightly and placed the stack of trays. He glanced over at the kobold eyeing him and licking her lips. Drayke gave the bold kobold a wink, stood up and turned to help the Hearth brothers and statues to unload trays of food. 
 
    “Playing hard to get,” Shegga whispered as she eyed the blue and black dragonkin. 
 
    From East Street, Hynrik’s spider legs moved with purpose. A wagon was hitched to his abdomen and he pulled it along. Barrels of vegetables, stacks of wheels of cheeses and several crates of wine, filled the wagon as it was pulled along. 
 
    Heads turned to the approaching arachnix. Hynrik moved into the town center, reached behind him and unhooked the wagon harness from his abdomen. He crawled over to the wagon and began unloading it, placing barrels on the floor, a somber look in his eyes. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe walked around with Durzol. The two of them helped where they could with setting everything up. The mayor looked around with pride as everything started to come together. Durzol rushed to Tezzi and Soki’s sides to help hang the last of the colored lanterns. 
 
    Kavan’s hands were around Onka’s waist. The goblin was lifted up into the air, a large ribbon in her green hands. She set the ribbon in place as Kavan held her up. Abby lounged close by, sitting in a chair and not lifting a finger to help anyone. She stared up as new stars twinkled in the darkening sky. 
 
    Esmeralda stayed on a side street. The cat-woman peered out to the gathering. Her tail swished back and forth behind her, her gaze locked on Kavan as he lowered Onka to the street. She bit her lip and slinked back into the shadows, her heart beating fast in her chest. 
 
    Onka put her hands on her hips and looked up at ribbons surrounding the town center. “Looks good,” the goblin smiled. 
 
    “We make a great team,” Kavan said. 
 
    Onka nodded. “We do.” 
 
    Kavan looked down as Onka turned and looked up to him with bright, yellow eyes.  
 
    “Kavan, I… I think we’re ready for the next step.” 
 
    The dragonkin looked down with a blank expression, but his mind and heart swirled as to what that could mean. 
 
    The goblin grinned from pointed ear to pointed ear. “I want to invite you to my place, for the night. I never have anyone over, but for you, I’ll make an exception.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “I’m honored.” 
 
    “You should be!” Onka said and laughed. “I just need to fix it up a little. It’s a little bit of a mess. I’m going to head over to it and clean it up before the celebration really begins.” 
 
    “I can come with you to help?” 
 
    Onka shook her head. “No. Tonight is about you, Durzol, and Drayke. It’s not that messy, but messy enough that I should put some things away. Besides, I think the mayor will want to say a few words before it begins, so you should stay here. I promise, I’ll be back before the heavy drinking starts.” 
 
    The goblin slowly blinked as she stared up at Kavan. “This is your moment, enjoy it. We can talk to Lorta and Zellee, see if they want to join us. It’ll be fun.” 
 
    The goblin bent her legs and leapt up. Kavan smiled as she kissed his cheek and fell back to the street. Onka gave him a joyful smile before turning and marching down West Street and toward her shop. 
 
    Kavan watched her go, the goblin’s scent still clinging to his senses. When Onka was gone from view, he was about to turn around when a large shadow approached. The dragonkin turned his head and looked up. 
 
    Hynrik crawled closer, a bottle of wine in his hand and his gaze gentle. The arachnix approached and held out the bottle of wine to Kavan. 
 
    “A gift, for doing the hard work,” Hynrik said in a low tone. 
 
    Kavan looked at the bottle for a second before reaching for it and taking it from the arachnix’s hands. “Thank you,” he said politely. 
 
    Hynrik nodded, but made no other move to leave. Instead, he stood awkwardly on spider legs before the dragonkin. 
 
    Hynrik looked away when he began to speak. “I… must apologize for my behavior since you arrived. I should have been more understanding and less… combative. I was frustrated with the town for putting blinders on and not heeding my advice. Moonvale is a special place… and as you said… my own hubris got the better of me.” 
 
    Hynrik turned his attention to Kavan and looked him in the eyes, “You must admit, I was right. We did have a xykk colony here and you did the hard work of burning them out.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. “Yes, I will admit, you were right. Still, I think in the future, we should handle town problems with a little less emotion and more with a steady mind. Moonvale is a special place and it becomes more special the longer I am here. I never wanted to make anyone’s life harder, even yours.” 
 
    The arachnix gave a hearty nod. “Understood. I’m willing to start fresh again. But know this, I still plan on running for Mayor in the next election. I understand everyone’s fears of bringing strangers to our town to defend it, but I still have some ideas on how we can prepare for the next threat.” 
 
    “You will have to talk to Kogan about that or save it for your campaign. I’m just the town’s magistrate,” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Hynrik nodded. “Well, if I do become mayor in the future, I would want to keep you on, for normalcy of course.” 
 
    Kavan chuckled and bowed slightly, “For normalcy, of course.” 
 
    Hynrik gave a weak smile before bowing his head. He turned around and scuttled back to the center of town as everyone finished up with the decorations. 
 
    “Oh! Wine!” Abby said as she snatched the bottle from Kavan’s hand. 
 
    The dragonkin watched the taur in disbelief as she bit the cork and pulled it off in one smooth move. She spit it out and began pouring into her open mouth. 
 
    “Help yourself,” Kavan mumbled and turned away. 
 
    The dragonkin began walking toward the center when Mayor Sunaxe lifted up both arms and approached. The older orc grinned as he stepped to Kavan and gave him a hearty embrace. 
 
    “Kavan, my boy, you have no idea how happy the town is right now,” Kogan said and let go. 
 
    “Higher than average?” Kavan smiled. 
 
    Orc and dragonkin let out a small laugh as Kogan backed up. 
 
    “Yes, higher than average,” Kogan said and looked around. “Where’s Onka?” 
 
    “She said she had to tidy up her place before the celebration really began.” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “Just as well. I know you asked about the Heart of Moonvale. I don’t wish to keep you in too much suspense, but we should address the town before everyone starts drinking and eating.  
 
    “After we talk to the town and have a few drinks, I’ll tell you about the Heart of Moonvale. It is a secret we must keep between ourselves, but a secret well worth knowing.” 
 
    The older orc moved to Kavan’s side and clamped a large green hand on the dragonkin’s shoulder. “Let’s not waste too much time. My belly roars for food and spirits. I fear this celebration may last until the morning, so I hope you’re rested, not that you need it my young friend.”     
 
    Kavan smiled as Kogan led him to the town center, gazes and smiles from townsfolk directed at the dragonkin and orc. 
 
    *** 
 
    The last rays of sunlight winked out behind the horizon. A yellow and orange light flashed across the sky before it cooled like glowing embers. Shadows lengthened as night drifted across this part of the world. 
 
    The wind off the Azure Sea pushed at the Misty Forest. Trees and leaves moved and fluttered to nature’s gentle caress.  
 
    A vibration touched the air, a buzzing filling the ancient forest.  
 
    Animals, creatures, and monsters lifted their heads and ears to the strange buzzing sound. A brief moment later, every living thing in the forest ran or hid for cover.  
 
    From the forest, a cloud of buzzing, black bodies rose up over the forest canopy. In the center of the black cloud, a larger menacing version of the creatures took flight. It stared into the distance, seeing the glowing light emanating from a walled town. 
 
    A foul rage boiled within unblinking white eyes. 
 
    The black cloud began to move. Humanoid insects flew through the air as a chattering pulsed through the cloud. A feast was in the distance and they would feed like never before. 
 
    The sky darkened into night as a vicious storm of chitin-covered bodies flew on the wind, a never-ending hunger driving them closer to the feast ahead. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty Three 
 
      Colored lanterns swung on the slight breeze. A jovial mood took the crowd in the town center. Drinks were raised and mouths moved to hushed whispers. Eyes watched as the mayor and magistrate took to a small, makeshift stage. It was just a few sturdy crates together, but it was enough for the pair to stand up and look at the gathered town. 
 
    A nervous swirl touched Kavan’s stomach as he looked at a small sea of excited and adoring eyes. The townsfolk smiled, causing the swirl to sink a little deeper into his spirit. 
 
    “Kavan, are you well?” Viz asked. 
 
    It reminds me a little of when I was younger, before the accident. I thought I knew what I was doing and a lot of people looked up to me. I know, under certain conditions, this could all easily go away like it did before, but right now, I’m enjoying this feeling of belonging to something bigger than myself. 
 
    “People function better when they work together. It works in almost any society. Coming together to overcome problems and threats is a core to many spirits.” 
 
    Kavan nodded. 
 
    Moonvale can be so much more. I can see it. I can almost taste it. There is so much potential to grow. I may be a magistrate now, but I won’t stay one forever. Moonvale can grow from a town to a mighty kingdom. We just need a push in the right direction. 
 
    Kavan looked out to the crowd.  
 
    In all my interactions with the townsfolk, I can feel they all want more. More gold, better protections and to believe in something greater. Once my farm is fully up and running, I can work with the mayor and see if we can make Moonvale the city and kingdom it is meant to be. 
 
    “It sounds like you want to bring hope back to Voldor.” 
 
    I do. Voldor has languished in fear and apathy since the dragons stormed the higher planes. I believe we can turn Voldor into a better world. 
 
    “What do you have in mind?” 
 
    We start small. Work on Moonvale first. After that, the surrounding areas. With time and effort, this small town will be the talk of Voldor. After that, we make it and the surrounding areas a true kingdom, one worthy of respect and power. 
 
    Kavan looked at the gathered crowd and his heart lifted in his chest. 
 
    A place where everyone can worship who they wish and not live in fear any longer. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe cleared his throat, took a deep breath and addressed the crowd. “Family of Moonvale! I am proud to say, the last month has brought a new and welcomed change to our little town.  
 
    “I know we are very eager to get on with the celebration, but I just wanted to take a moment for all of us to thank our magistrate, Lord Kavan Cynder for everything he has done for our town and peace of mind.” 
 
    Clapping and shouting filled the town center. 
 
    Kogan looked over to Kavan with a wide smile. “Anything you want to say to the town, my boy?” 
 
    Kavan nodded and addressed the crowd, “Thank you for welcoming me into your town. I know my time here has been short, but I hope we change that for the years to come. 
 
    “I want to also give an extra thanks to Durzol and Drayke. The three of us made an excellent team against the xykk.” 
 
    Durzol lifted a frothy mug and smiled. Drayke gave a small nod from the crowd. 
 
    “I want to thank the mayor for his leadership. I also wish to thank everyone who contributed to the town and each other. We wouldn’t have…” Kavan trailed off. 
 
    The dragonkin looked up into the night sky. The moon began to rise, it’s reflected light touching a strange dark cloud approaching from the south of town. Moonlight gleamed off floating forms, the cloud getting bigger and bigger. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe and the town looked at the dragonkin with peculiar gazes. A slight murmur filled the crowd, patiently waiting for Kavan’s next words. 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes and senses focused. When a distant vibration touched his sensitive senses, his heart nearly froze in his chest. 
 
    Kavan looked down at the gathered town, fear bleeding into his eyes. Seeing everyone looking at him sparked a flame. The fear turned into a proactive growing bonfire, purpose and control filling his entire being. 
 
    “Listen to me very carefully,” Kavan said darkly to the gathered crowd. “Everyone, move to the church on North Street. Grab any weapons and potions you can from the caches.” 
 
    Many in the crowd blinked. Heads turned to each other in confusion. 
 
    Mayor Sunaxe looked up to see what Kavan was looking at. When his eyes focused on the dark cloud moving toward the town, a spark touched his own dark eyes. 
 
    “Kavan is right. Move in an orderly fashion,” Kogan said firmly. 
 
    Kavan reached behind him and pulled his spear from its sheath. He twisted it and the shaft extended. The mithril point gleamed in the lantern light. 
 
    “Xykks are coming,” Kavan said darkly before jumping into the crowd. 
 
    Gasps rose up as heads turned. Eyes saw just over the edge of the high wall, the first dark forms flying through the night sky. The buzzing reached the town and fear swelled. 
 
    “To the church!” Kavan shouted his command. 
 
    The entire crowd moved as one. Wide eyes looked around in a panic as the dark cloud moved closer. 
 
    The mood shifted from joy into stark terror. Drinks and plates of food were dropped. Hands reached out to help move fellow townsfolk along. Durzol, Kazko and Rujin started moving the crowd. Lorta moved to North Street and began waving everyone along.  
 
    Kavan helped by silently directing the town toward Lorta as he glanced over his shoulder to the approaching cloud of xykks. His heart beat like an engine as he called up his stats. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 9/9 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 4 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 4 
 
    Willpower: 4  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 3 
 
    Body: 2 
 
    Life: 1 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 4 
 
            
 
    The dragonkin mentally pushed the stats to the corner of his vision to aid him in battle. 
 
    “Connecting to your senses,” Viz stated. 
 
    Hynrik looked to the approaching cloud and a cold grimness touched his entire face. Spider legs moved as he charged to a nearby, abandoned building. The arachnix reached a door with a small dragon head symbol above it. Hynrik grabbed the old door and ripped it off its hinges. He threw it down, turned and reached in. Hands took hold of a large satchel. The arachnix worked, opening the satchel and pulling out a sheathed sword. He spun the sheathed sword around his shoulder and back, securing it with a tight pull. He then reached in and gathered fire potions and clipped them to the belt across his chest. 
 
    Drayke watched the approaching xykks, turned and bolted down West Street. 
 
    “Protect the residents!” the dragonkin shouted to the stone statues around the center of town. 
 
    Angels, demons, and monster statues nodded. Eight of them turned and took stances, ready to fight. 
 
    “Fucking xykks!” Shegga growled. 
 
    The short kobold rushed up North Street to a building alcove. She opened a door and pulled out a sack. Scaled hands reached in and took hold of something heavy. The kobold grunted as she pulled out a crossbow with a loaded bolt. She lifted it up and held it at the ready as the rest of the town broke into a quick run up North Street. 
 
    Kavan glanced over his shoulder again as he waved everyone north. 
 
    “I count over two hundred xykks and the queen,” Viz informed. 
 
    “I don’t like those odds,” Kavan whispered as the center of town was nearly empty and everyone was travelling up the street. 
 
    Lorta led the charge to the church. It stood like a fortress with stained glass along the sides of it. A large, round stained-glass picture of a silver dragon was above the main entrance to the sturdy church. The weathered stone showed the countless years the structure had stood the test of time. It stood as a beacon to the town, offering safety once again to the residents of Moonvale. 
 
    Lorta rushed to the stone steps and waved everyone up. Raine and Misty took flight, launching into the air and landing by the thick, double oak doors. The fae took hold and pulled the doors open as the first residents rushed in. 
 
    Kavan and the others hurried the crowd in when the dragonkin noticed a few residents were missing. 
 
    “Shit!” Kavan cursed before turning to Lorta, Durzol, Rujin, and Kazko. “Protect everyone inside and get more weapons from the caches! I have to find Onka, Dura, and…. where’s the mayor?” 
 
    *** 
 
    Kogan stepped into his office. The older orc looked to the mantle above and behind his desk. He moved with purpose as he crossed the room and stood before it. A weathered battle axe shined in the lantern light; the edge still sharp. 
 
    “Time to defend our town once again,” the orc smiled as he reached up and took hold of it. 
 
    The battle axe lifted easily from its pegs. The older orc gave it a swing before holding it up. He turned and faced the rest of his office, sorrow touching his spirit. 
 
    “I don’t have many fights left in me, but this one will not be my last,” the orc said and began marching for the front doors. 
 
    *** 
 
    Residents spilled into the church. Misty helped Glem along, the giant ogre babbling in fear. Zellee helped residents in as she looked up to the stained-glass window of the god Drogoss from the inside. Thick iron bars crisscrossed on the inside, to give added protection. 
 
    The arachnix nodded to herself as the last of the crowd made it inside. Raising her hands, slits opened in her palms and strands of webbing shot out. They crossed the distance and height, splashing against the bars and taking hold. Zellee pulled and her legs touched the wall. She climbed up until she reached the stained-glass window and bars, thirty feet off the ground. Hands moved, spitting out thick strands of webbing against the bars and glass, binding it all together to make it stronger against the incoming attack. 
 
    Ammi huddled on a pew. The dryad looked down with fear in her eyes. Shegga approached the dryad from the side and stood on the pew next to her with a lifted crossbow. 
 
    “I’ll protect you for as long as I can, but you may have to fight with us if we are going to survive this,” Shegga said with an understanding tone. 
 
    Ammi rocked in her seat, the fear paralyzing her mind. 
 
    A troll with an eyepatch walked over and put a hand on Ammi’s shoulder. She had a sword on her hip and looked at the kobold standing on the pew. 
 
    “We will all protect each other,” Tezzi said and drew her sword. 
 
    “Misty!” Soki shouted to the priestess. “Are there any weapon and potion caches in the church?” 
 
    The blonde fae looked at the naga and nodded. Misty took flight, crossed the large chamber and landed by the altar. She reached down and pulled out three heavy bags. Transparent wings fluttered behind her as she pulled the bags along to the middle of the chamber.  
 
    Soki rushed to the sacks and the pair opened them. Misty pulled out a short sword and stuffed her robe pockets with fire potions. Soki pulled out healing potions and stuffed them into her robe pockets. 
 
    The naga looked at the fae with confident eyes. “We’re going to have wounded. Keep the middle aisle empty. We will need to pull the wounded to the altar to tend to them.” 
 
    Misty nodded, picked up another short sword and took flight.  
 
    Raine directed the small crowd into the church, instructing them to stay away from the entrance. He glanced to the side to see Misty approaching. Misty flung her second short sword and Raine caught it.  
 
    Brother and sister hovered side by side with short swords in their hands. 
 
    “Protect the flock,” Raine and Misty said in unison with firm eyes and readied swords. 
 
    *** 
 
    Lorta, Rujin, Kazko, Durzol, and Kavan stood outside the church.  
 
    “We need everyone armed with weapons and fire potions,” Kavan said from the middle of the street. 
 
    Two figures charged up the street. Heads turned to see Kogan and Hynrik moving along, sacks over their shoulders. The mayor held his battle axe in one hand and sack over his shoulder. Hynrik carried several sacks over his shoulders, the pommel of a sword peeking over his shoulder. Past the pair, a row of statues moved backwards, keeping an eye on the approaching horde. 
 
    “What’s everyone’s flavor?” Hynrik said gruffly before he pulled the sacks from over his shoulder and placed them on the street floor. 
 
    “Clubs,” Rujin and Kazko said in unison. 
 
    “Short spear, or sword,” Lorta said. 
 
    Hynrik reached down and pulled out two metal clubs. He tossed them to the Hearth brothers before reaching down again and pulling out a sheathed sword. 
 
    “No spears, but we do have some swords,” Hynrik said and tossed it to the troll. 
 
    Lorta caught it and wrapped it around her waist. Once it was buckled in, she drew the sword and held it at the ready. 
 
    “Grab potions,” Kavan commanded as the buzzing in the air grew louder. 
 
    Rujin and Kazko held their clubs, feeling the heft. The two looked at each other and shit-eating grins bloomed. 
 
    “Most kills will indicate who has a better inn or tavern,” Kazko chuckled. 
 
    “I’ll take that wager,” Rujin grinned and spun his metal club, small spikes covering it. 
 
    Kavan’s heart hammered in his chest as the buzzing grew to a deafening roar. 
 
    “Onka is still at her place and Dura is still at the library. We have to…” Kavan didn’t finish. 
 
    Armored, insect bodies floated over the wall of Moonvale. Round, white eyes peered down like spotlights, searching for flesh to rend and consume. The very air pulsed as transparent wings beat at a rapid pace. A heaviness touched every part of Moonvale, a small band of townsfolk gathered before a church. 
 
    Kavan’s slitted eyes narrowed as he knew that they had run out of time. 
 
    “Mayor! You and Durzol save Dura. Rujin, Kazko, and Lorta, defend the church. Hynrik, you and I are going for Onka,” Kavan’s voice boomed with authority. 
 
    There was no push back or an exchange with words. Lorta, Rujin, and Kazko moved to the steps of the church. Kogan and Durzol broke into a charge up North Street. Kavan and Hynrik turned and faced the incoming horde. 
 
    “No one dies tonight,” Kavan shouted as the first wave of xykks shifted their bodies and dived down toward them. 
 
    Hynrik drew his sword from over his shoulder. The arachnix looked up at the incoming horde with defiant eyes. 
 
    “My old friends,” the arachnix whispered as webbing from his palm touched the sword pommel in it. 
 
    Kavan channeled 2 points of mana into his Body Sphere. His muscles charged with new vitality. Strength and speed filled him with power and he bent his knees. 
 
    “For Moonvale!” Kavan shouted and launched into the air. 
 
    Jagged chaos bloomed as the dragonkin shot forth like a bullet and drove his spearpoint into a xykk’s chest. Clear blood spurted from the back as claws tried to swipe at him. Kavan and the xykk fell, the dragonkin pulling the spear and parrying a claw. As they fell, the spear spun and sliced across the neck of the falling xykk, sending its pointed head spinning through the air. 
 
    Screeches filled the town as xykks bore down with deadly intent. A sword shot through the air with a tight strand of webbing along the pommel. The sword point stabbed into a head, causing it to explode in a shower of clear fluid. Hynrik’s legs moved as he pulled back. The sword shot back to his hand and he swung it hard and let go. The web strand was taut as the sword swung sideways and cut through limbs and chests. Several insect-like arms fell as blood and bodies rained down. The arachnix advanced as his humanoid body moved like a dancer, swinging his sword at the end of a thick strand of webbing. 
 
    Kavan hit the street and launched himself skyward again. His spearpoint gleamed as he stabbed into a chest, pulled back and stabbed again. The xykk screeched before the light died in its eyes.  
 
    Kavan was falling when two large claws swiped at him. They came in at a slight angle, bashing him from the air, but not clamping down. Kavan regained his balance before landing on the street and launching himself again. 
 
    Hynrik charged like an armored tank along the street. The arachnix’s humanoid body moved like a skilled fighter, bending and moving as his sword sliced across xykks with contempt. Hynrik’s free hand reached behind him and into the satchel across his back. He pulled out two fire potions and held them at the ready. 
 
    Further ahead of the dragonkin and arachnix, Drayke’s statues leapt up and crashed into the invading force. Angels, demons, and monsters clutched or grabbed at armored legs and let gravity pull them down. Statues shifted and slammed insect bodies to the street with unforgiving force. Carapaces cracked open and foul insides spurted up from the impacts. Statues moved to each new xykk with power and force. They formed a line and continued to fight as a large bulk of the xykks landed on the street and charged. 
 
    Large claws swung and crashed into statues, cracking some of them. Statues leapt onto xykks, stone hands and claws penetrating, ripping, and pulling with depraved indifference. The animated statues followed their master’s commands as their blank stony eyes were splashed with xykk blood.  
 
    Heat bubbled under Kavan’s skin as his body leapt and stabbed with deadly accuracy. His spearpoint gleamed before penetrating bodies and heads. Thoughts and body stayed to task as a faint image of Onka touched the back of his mind. 
 
    “Clearing the way!” Hynrik shouted before tossing two fire potions into the air. 
 
    Kavan was already falling when the potions shot past him. Each one spun until they struck two xykks and exploded. A fireball engulfed several xykks at once, their burning bodies beginning to fall while others flew away from the fiery blast. 
 
    “Advance!” Kavan shouted to Hynrik and the statues as he landed. 
 
    The statues nodded and began to push against the invading xykks, a small surprise to the dragonkin as they listened to his commands. Hynrik’s sword swung as he reached into his pack for two more fire potions. 
 
    Kavan’s legs moved with purpose as he closed the small distance and leapt into the fray with the statues, as a wall of xykks crashed into them. 
 
    I’m coming Onka. 
 
    *** 
 
    Durzol and Kogan darted north along the street, seeing the library in the distance. Thick legs pumped as the two orcs pushed their bodies. The buzzing and screeches filled the air. 
 
    In front of the library, Dura stepped out, her mind lost to daydreaming when a buzzing touched her green, pointed ears. The orc slowly turned her head before a fiery explosion reflected in her wide, dark eyes. The librarian’s heart thudded as she looked up to a cloud of xykks diving down to the streets of Moonvale. 
 
    “Dura!” Kogan shouted as he and Durzol ran up the street. 
 
    Dura blinked when six xykks dived down toward her father and brother, followed by a dozen more. 
 
    “Da! Durzol!” Dura shouted. 
 
    Kogan glanced over to his shoulder to see a xykk barreling down on him. Large claws reached out when a hammer swung and shattered the head to chunks of goo and broken chitin shards.  
 
    Durzol grunted as he swung his hammer in wide arcs, keeping several xykks at bay and caving in a chest to one that moved too close. 
 
    Kogan watched his son move like a titan, swinging his hammer with deadly force. When several more xykks joined the fray, Durzol took a step back and turned his warhammer sideways to parry several large xykk claws. 
 
    A raging fire engulfed Kogan’s often calm mind. The older orc’s battle axe gleamed before it sliced across a xykk waist, the top half sliding off in a different direction than the bottom half.  
 
    Kogan roared as his battle axe sliced off limbs and heads. Muscles bulged as the older orc fought like a monster to protect his son.  
 
    “Inside! Inside!” Dura shouted as she opened the library door. 
 
    Kogan and Durzol sliced and hammered at the xykks as they backed up a step at a time. They reached the stairs, their arms and weapons moving with deadly accuracy. When they reached the top of the stairs, several xykks bolted toward them. Kogan reached over, grabbed his son by the shoulder and pushed. Durzol stumbled back, falling past the entrance to the library. The younger orc watched in terror as his father swung his axe and several xykks crashed into him. Kogan grunted as he was knocked back. A large claw clamped on his shoulder and the old orc grunted in pain. 
 
    “Da!” Dura shouted as she grabbed Durzol’s hammer, darted the small distance and slammed the hammer into the side of the xykk’s head.  
 
    The xykk’s head was blasted off the neck and the claw relaxed. Dura screamed like a banshee as she swung her brother’s hammer at the xykks. Durzol reached his father as he slowly stood up, took hold of him and pulled him inside the library.  
 
    Clear xykk blood splashed onto Dura as she fought with an edge of madness. She stepped back, barely keeping the horde at bay until she stepped beyond the threshold. The orc dropped the hammer and grabbed the doors. She slammed them shut and bolted them closed. Claws hammered at the thick door and it shook on its hinges. 
 
    “It won’t keep them out much longer,” Dura heaved. 
 
    Kogan ignored the shoulder wound as he hefted his axe. Durzol picked up his warhammer. The three orcs moved to each other’s sides and looked at the door as it shuddered and cracked. 
 
    “Dura, get your sword. We fight to the end,” Kogan said with steely eyes as the door shuddered violently. 
 
    *** 
 
    Rujin, Lorta, and Kazko stayed at the top of the steps, weapons in hands and watching as Kavan, Hynrik, and the statues pushed against the invading horde. 
 
    “Kavan is good for you,” Kazko said. 
 
    Lorta glanced at the lanky troll and blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Kavan has been good for you. You’ve been very happy of late,” Rujin, the larger brother, said with an edge of kindness. 
 
    “Why are you bringing this up now?” Lorta said. 
 
    Kazko shrugged. “We noticed the change. We approve.” 
 
    Lorta’s brow hardened. “What in the abyss are you talking about? I don’t need your approval! The three of us are not related. You have no say on who I date!” 
 
    Kazko and Rujin grinned. 
 
    “You will always be a sister to us,” Rujin chuckled. 
 
    Lorta rolled her eyes. “It explains why neither one of you dated me.” 
 
    The brothers laughed. 
 
    “We knew you wouldn’t put up with our fighting,” Kazko snickered. 
 
    “Besides, we knew you wanted more. Kavan is just that and we’re happy for you,” Rujin said genuinely. 
 
    Lorta looked to the side for a brief instant and looked up to the approaching xykks barreling down on them. 
 
    “Thank you, my brothers,” Lorta said as she braced herself. 
 
    The three trolls stood at the ready as the xykks dove down. The moment the monsters were close enough, clubs and a sword bashed, hacked, and slashed with protective power. 
 
    *** 
 
    Onka stood by the side of the curtains. She peered out the second-floor window, above her shop, a dagger in her hand. The goblin watched with wide eyes as xykks flew and landed on the streets of Moonvale. Antennae bounced and large claws unfurled. Armored legs moved and the sounds of distance fighting touched the goblin’s ears. 
 
    “Shit,” Onka whispered. 
 
    Thoughts swirled along the goblin’s mind as a pit filled her stomach. She clutched the dagger to her chest, the blade pointed down. She closed her eyes and took a calming breath. 
 
    “Hunker down and wait it out,” Onka whispered. 
 
    Onka opened her eyes and looked down to see Xykks bashing in doors and windows along the street. A loud banging floated up from downstairs. Glass shattered and dread filled the goblin. 
 
    “They’re coming for me. I have to fight,” Onka whispered with a quivering tone. 
 
    An explosion lit up the world outside her window. Onka looked out to see a figure darting through the air. A spearpoint shined before stabbing into a xykk. Screeches filled the air as Kavan fell with it, his left-hand taking hold of the monster’s head and ripping it off.  
 
    Behind the dragonkin, a sword shot up and stabbed into a xykk, a long strand of webbing attached to it. Statues leapt up and grabbed xykks, pulling them down to the center of town and smashing the monsters on the street. 
 
    “Kavan,” Onka whispered as she watched the dragonkin move like a force of nature. 
 
    On the street, Kavan moved with purpose. Gore covered his clothes as he moved like a skilled dancer in a butcher shop. The spear spun before stabbing deep into white eyes and exiting out heads. Claws slashed at him and the dragonkin moved like a grasshopper, parrying blows, turning his spear and stabbing into spaces between armored plates. His muscles continued to fill with power, the dragonkin’s strikes deadly accurate. 
 
    Heat pumped through Kavan’s body as he continued to move. He glanced to the side, seeing the smashed window to Onka’s shop and xykks climbing in. 
 
    A statue shattered as xykks clamped claws on them. Another one cracked and crumbled as several xykks rammed it. One by one, the animated statues began to fall as xykks attacked in small squads and all at once. 
 
    Hynrik grunted as a claw slashed across his abdomen. The arachnix pulled his sword back to his hand and spun on spider legs. The sword slashed against invading bodies and barely kept the horde at bay. 
 
    “Too many!” Hynrik shouted as he sliced off a head and stabbed another xykk. 
 
    Kavan pulled his gaze from Onka’s home and leapt toward the arachnix. He landed by Hynrik’s side, the two of them stabbing and slicing the surrounding horde. 
 
    Kavan’s mind worked as his body began to overheat. Onka was so close, but this battle was turning against them. Deep down, he knew if they kept fighting, they would be overwhelmed. 
 
    “Fight back to the church! I’ll slow them down!” Kavan shouted. 
 
    “I can’t leave…” Hynrik began. 
 
    “Do it!” Kavan roared before flames filled his mouth.  
 
    Hynrik reached into his satchel and pulled out his final fire potion. Kavan eyed a thick group of xykks, his eyes blazing hot. Hynrik’s arm shot up and tossed the fire potion. Kavan’s eyes flashed before he reared back his head and blasted out a fireball from his open maw. 
 
    Fireball and potion flew through the air and slammed into gathered xykks. Explosions rippled through the air as fire licked, melted, and tore through humanoid insects.  
 
    Precious seconds filled the moment. Hynrik’s legs moved with urgency, the arachnix and the remaining statues charging back up North Street and Kavan darting for Onka’s shop.  
 
    Kavan’s mind filled with crystal focus. Legs pumped as he darted across the small distance. A xykk landed by him and was met with a spearpoint to its neck. The creature flailed as Kavan kept running and pushing his spear sideways. The leverage made a sickening ripping sound before the head popped off. The headless corpse flailed as Kavan leapt the small distance and reached the broken window of Onka’s shop. 
 
    Kavan leapt into the shop with three xykks already inside. They turned and screeched. One took a step forward and a spearpoint stabbed between its eyes. Kavan growled as he ducked down, a claw missing his head by inches. Kavan pushed his body back up as claws stabbed out from fingers on his left hand. The two remaining xykks bore down as claws sliced upwards. A xykk stumbled back from Kavan’s sharp swipe, but the other one’s claws clamped down on the dragonkin. Kavan roared as his heel slammed into a kneecap. Small tendrils of pain touched his body and only added fuel to the fire.  
 
    Kavan planted his feet and shifted hard. Each end of the spear slammed into a xykk and knocked them to the floor. Kavan lifted a boot and smashed a head to pulp.  
 
    The last xykk pulled back a claw to clamp on Kavan’s leg when a dagger spun through the air and stabbed it in the eye. Puss and screeches filled the shop as Kavan spun his spear and drove the point into the monster’s chest. 
 
    Kavan looked up to the stairs, Onka standing with her hand still out and her eyes wide. 
 
    “Let’s get out of here,” Kavan said with a small smile. 
 
    Onka nodded and leapt down. She landed and rushed to his side. The goblin’s hand grabbed her dagger from the dead xykk. 
 
    Kavan pulled his spear and marched to the shattered shop window. Xykks filled the streets, some of them turning in Kavan and Onka’s direction. 
 
    “Stay close. We’re going to have to fight our way back to the church,” Kavan hissed as he readied to charge. 
 
    Time slowed as several xykks advanced toward the shop. In a blink, flashing light filled the street and a thick lightning bolt streamed across. The bolt arced and punched fist-sized holes through three xykks. Their bodies flailed before they fell into burning heaps. 
 
    “HA HA!” Drayke shouted victoriously as he charged into battle with sword in hand and black and silver leather armor covering his body. 
 
    Kavan couldn’t hide his smirk as the blue and black scaled dragonkin threw himself directly into the fray. Sword gleaming, he sliced through xykks with little resistance. Drayke laughed as he cut through them, carving out a small path. 
 
    “Are we going to church or what?” Drayke shouted as he lopped off a head, spun his sword and stabbed into a xykk that approached him from behind. 
 
    Kavan and Onka darted out into the street. Onka watched everything with wide eyes. Xykks crawled, charged and flew like an attacking hive. Screeches and white eyes filled the area as they pushed in to surround the three morsels.  
 
    Kavan could feel his body heating up again. He checked his stats as they raced toward the fountain. 
 
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Light Wounds 
 
    Mana: 7/9 
 
      
 
    The trio reached the fountain when several squads of xykk landed around them and charged. Kavan and Drayke surrounded Onka. Spear and sword stabbed and sliced. Xykk screeches filled the air as the two dragonkin spun around the goblin, keeping the monsters at bay and clear blood spilling onto the street. 
 
    When the monsters closed in, Kavan and Drayke grunted as they tried to push back. 
 
    A madness filled Onka’s eyes and she shouted as she stabbed at xykk legs and stomachs. The dagger penetrated between armored plates, the monsters screeching before a sword or spear stabbed and cut. 
 
    The fighting grew into a frenzy, the three of them fighting for every inch. Claws slashed, ripping through Drayke’s armor and cutting into scaled flesh underneath. Kavan grunted as a claw slashed across his arm, blood dripping from the open wound. The fighting grew intense, the group slowly losing to a barrage of small cuts. 
 
    Lightning arced from down a street. It crossed the distance before striking a xykk. The lightning bolt leapt from xykk to xykk in rapid fire moments. The xykks surrounding the trio were blasted apart, their bodies falling in a hail of chunks and clear fluid. 
 
    Kavan, Onka, and Drayke turned to see Brom walking calmly down the street toward them. 
 
    “No one is allowed to harm my apprentice and his friends,” Brom boomed in his undead, lich form. 
 
    Mystical energy crackled around the lich as he made his way toward the center of town. Dead white eyes stared at the two dragonkin and the goblin as a small, thin smile formed. 
 
    “Brom! We have to get to the church!” Kavan shouted. 
 
    Brom nodded. “I will make short work of these vermin. They shall not…” the lich trailed off when a dark shadow covered him. 
 
    The lich looked up with curious eyes as a large, humanoid insect landed over him. Its size was immense, twenty feet tall. It had two large, thick legs and four arms. The head was pointed with round eyes and an odd horn structure on its head, resembling a vague crown. The body was armored with sickening yellow plates and the monster screeched at the lich. 
 
    “The queen,” Kavan whispered. 
 
    The queen’s arms blurred down. Brom made no move to defend himself as all four armored hands grabbed the lich and lifted him up. Energy and mana swelled, arcing and stabbing into the queen’s hands. Brom looked up with bored eyes as the monster screeched in pain. 
 
    “You should have stayed in your hole, my lady,” Brom said darkly as the energy around him boiled and burned. 
 
    The queen roared before heaving back a hand with Brom in it and her arm blurring forward. 
 
    Kavan, Onka, and Drayke watched in disbelief as the lich was hurtled through the air, spinning as he flew and disappeared beyond the town wall. 
 
    The queen turned her glowing eyes toward the trio and another roar caused the town to vibrate to her power. 
 
    “Shit!” Kavan, Onka, and Drayke said at the same time before they turned and bolted up North Street. 
 
    *** 
 
    The library door rattled and cracked further. Kogan, Durzol and Dura stood at the ready, weapons in hands. 
 
    “We have to make it back to the church. If we stay here, they will pick us off, one by one,” Kogan said through clenched teeth. 
 
    Durzol glanced at his father, seeing blood dripping from his wound. “Will you make it?” 
 
    Kogan nodded. “We will make it, but promise me, don’t look back. Keep going and never forget I love you both.” 
 
    Dura’s eyes hardened. “Stop it! We’re going to make it, all three of us. Don’t you dare leave us to reunite with Ma! We need you here!” 
 
    “Da, I’d listen. She can get Brom to reanimate you,” Durzol smirked. 
 
    “The two of you are stubborn, just like your mother,” Kogan smiled. 
 
    The door to the library shuddered and, in a blink, blasted off its hinges. 
 
    The three orcs roared as they raised their weapons. Xykks stepped in and were met with deadly force. 
 
    Durzol slammed his warhammer into the xykks as Kogan and Dura pushed with him. Screeches filled the air as the three orcs pressed their attack. Weapons swung in deadly arcs, opening up xykks in small, violent movements. The three of them pushed on until the xykks broke ranks. 
 
    The trio of orcs charged down the stairs and onto the cobblestone street. Xykks pressed their attack as the orcs fought with rampaging power. 
 
    Kogan looked to the fighting further down the street and his heart beat like a drum as the xykk numbers seemed to grow. 
 
    *** 
 
    Blood dripped from wounds. Heavy breath fell from open mouths. Three trolls watched as the fight lulled for a brief instant. The church stairs were covered in xykk body parts and clear blood. Xykks regrouped, ready to surge toward the entrance once again. 
 
    Lorta stood with cuts along her blue skin. To either side of her, Kazko clutched at a leg wound and Rujin’s eyes filled with rage.  
 
    “I need a drink,” Kazko chuckled and grimaced at the same time. 
 
    “We all need drinks,” Lorta heaved with sword in hand. 
 
    Rujin eyed the xykks as they marched toward them. “I swear to the old gods, we will all drink spirits until we’re sick, and then drink some more!” 
 
    Lorta and Kazko looked over to the troll. 
 
    “Brother, you don’t like spirits. You only like wine,” Kazko said with a raised brow. 
 
    Rujin nodded. “Brother, after tonight, it’s not a matter of who has the best tavern or inn. It will be about our partnership to make Moonvale greater, together!” 
 
    Kazko’s eyes widened. “Rujin, do you mean it?” 
 
    Rujin nodded, never taking his eyes off of the advancing xykks. “No more fighting! After tonight, Drayke’s prissy restaurant will pale to our combined efforts of fine dining and drinks.” 
 
    Kazko grinned ear to ear. “Yes!” 
 
    Lorta looked down to Kazko’s leg. The troll stood up straighter, the pain and bleeding no longer affecting him. 
 
    The lines of xykks screeched and launched at the three trolls. Kazko roared with laughter before throwing himself directly into the fray on the stairs. Rujin and Lorta charged, clubs and sword bashing and stabbing with furious contempt. 
 
    Hynrik huffed as he bled from many wounds. The arachnix slowed down to see three trolls fighting like demons against the xykk. Hynrik smirked before redoubling his efforts and charging into the fray from the side. His sword shot from his hand, with a strand of webbing following behind it. The sword stabbed into a xykk side and was immediately pulled out. 
 
    The xykk ignored the wound, trying to get closer to the three trolls. When weakness touched it, it looked down to the clear fluid pumping from its body. A blink later, the creature fell as other xykks marched and stomped over it. 
 
    From further up North Street, Kogan, Dura, and Durzol roared as they charged into the fray. The three orcs slammed into the attacking xykks and hacked at them with violent aggression. 
 
    The xykks in the street were hacked and stabbed. Their numbers dwindled until the last one fell and Kogan’s axe split its head open. 
 
    Everyone gathered heaved. Bloody wounds covered their bodies and a small sense of accomplishment filled their spirits. 
 
    Kazko let out a triumphant shout when his leg weakened. The troll looked down at the wound, blood spurting and dripping down his leg. 
 
    The troll looked to Rujin, weakness filling him. “Brother?” 
 
    Rujin turned to his brother as he fell. The older brother dove and caught him before he hit the street. Kazko’s eyes rolled into his head, the wound still pumping out blood. 
 
    Tears welled up in the troll’s eyes as he scooped up his younger brother in his arms. 
 
    “Everyone, inside!” Kogan shouted. 
 
    Rujin darted up the church steps with his brother in his arms. Almost everyone followed, except for Lorta. The troll looked down the street, not seeing Kavan or Onka. Her heart thudded in fear before she turned and followed.  
 
    The group reached the entrance. The doors opened and they slipped inside.  
 
    Eyes widened as they all saw Rujin carrying his brother, the two of them covered in blood. Kazko made small noises as Rujin rushed in with tears in his eyes. 
 
    Soki slithered down the middle aisle with potions in her hands. “Get him to the altar!” She commanded. 
 
    Rujin rushed along with the naga at his side. He gently placed his younger brother on the floor by the altar. Soki uncorked a potion and poured the contents on the wound. She then took the other potion and held it to Kazko’s lips. 
 
    “Kazko, the potions will help but you must drink,” Soki said with authority. 
 
    Rujin sat by this brother’s head and lifted him up onto his lap. The older brother helped push the potion to Kazko’s lips. 
 
    “Drink. I need you,” Rujin sobbed. 
 
    Kazko’s eyes fluttered before he parted his lips and began to drink. 
 
    Kogan stood by the entrance as many of the townsfolk looked to their mayor. 
 
    “More of them are coming. Ready yourselves!” Kogan shouted as his thoughts drifted to Kavan, Onka, and Drayke. 
 
    *** 
 
    Drayke rushed ahead, his sword gleaming from the lantern lights of town before slicing up a xykk from groin to head. The xykk made a strange gurgling sound before it fell in two halves. 
 
    Kavan and Onka were about forty feet behind the dragonkin. Kavan glanced down to Onka at his side. The goblin was huffing and breathing hard, but she didn’t slow down. 
 
    Drayke glanced back, “We’re almost there!” 
 
    Kavan and Onka nodded when shadows appeared around them.  
 
    Kavan’s heart thudded in his chest as time slowed down. Six xykks crashed into the red dragonkin and green goblin. Kavan was knocked off balance and fell. Armored insect hands reached out, not for the dragonkin, but the goblin that was still standing. 
 
    Horror colored Kavan’s eyes as several hands grabbed Onka and lifted her up. Wings fluttered as they took off, the six of them surrounding the goblin. 
 
    “Kavan!” Onka screamed. 
 
    Kavan hit the floor, rolled sideways and back to his feet. The dragonkin pumped his legs as the squad of xykks carried off the struggling goblin. The world fell into instances as Kavan charged with spear in head. He watched as Onka’s eyes were the size of saucers before she and the xykks turned a sharp corner and disappeared. 
 
    “NO!” Kavan shouted. 
 
    Energy tickled Kavan’s senses before he felt an invisible wave strike him. The dragonkin darted past the edge of a building into the connecting street. Boots shuddered as Kavan skidded to a halt, his yellow eyes wide in disbelief. 
 
    Onka was sitting on the cobblestone street. Her body dripped with clear fluid as she was surrounded by severed body parts to all six xykks that carried her away. Smoke rose up from their body parts as the goblin lifted her hands and looked at them covered in gore. 
 
    Onka turned her attention to Kavan, tears filling her eyes. 
 
    “Kavan?” the goblin said in a confused whisper. 
 
    Kavan was silent. He rushed to the goblin while sheathing his spear behind him. Arms reached down and scooped up the Onka into his arms. 
 
    Onka’s eyes grew heavy and her head began to nod. “I’m… so… tired,” Onka whispered. 
 
    Kavan turned and bolted back to North Street. His legs never slowed down as he came into Drayke’s view. 
 
    The blue and black dragonkin shouted to him again, seeing the xykk gore covering the goblin in Kavan’s arms. 
 
    The two reached each other and charged up the street, the church a hundred feet away. 
 
    The church doors opened, Drayke and Kavan stepping in with Onka in Kavan’s arms. The doors slammed shut and locked into place. 
 
    Onka opened her eyes and looked at Kavan. 
 
    “Are… we… okay?” the goblin asked weakly. 
 
    Kavan was about to nod when the stained glass above the doors shattered inwards. Sharp glass rained down as Kavan knelt forward and covered Onka’s body with his own. 
 
    The rest of the residents pulled back and some dove for cover. Metal groaned as a horde of xykks pulled and bent iron bars. The webbing along the bars did little to slow the monsters down as they pulled harder.   
 
    After the last shards hit the floor, residents pulled back further in as xykks bent metal bars. Kavan was back to his feet, walking down the aisle with Onka in his arms. Lorta rushed to his side, scooping the goblin from him and rushing to the altar. 
 
    The town of Moonvale watched as the xykks continued to bend iron bars. Claws and hands worked, forcing the gaps between bars to grow wider. 
 
    Kavan turned around and pulled his spear from behind him. He stood at the ready, Drayke, Durzol, Dura, Kogan, and Tezzi standing by his sides. Raine and Misty floated high above everyone, short swords in hands. Shegga stood by Ammi as the dryad cowered behind a pew. Nava stood to the side with a short sword. Glem pulled back, his large hands trembling over his head. Oaks stood by the ogre, a large dagger in his hand.  
 
    Hynrik and Zellee stood between the altar and the fighters to the front. Hynrik’s arms and spider legs trembled until Zellee touched his shoulder. Hynrik looked at the beautiful arachnix and she smiled. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Hynrik whispered. 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry for. Let’s move on as friends,” Zellee smiled. 
 
    Hynrik nodded. “I would like that.” 
 
    Esmeralda stayed way to the back, the alchemist holding a potion in each hand. Bolids, harpies, and Abby stayed close to her and trembled in fear. 
 
    “They will not destroy our town!” Kavan shouted as he held his spear at the ready.  
 
    Several bars snapped off as xykks began to crawl in. 
 
    “FOR MOONVALE!” Kavan shouted with the power of a dragon. 
 
    Bodies readied when a large form appeared behind the broken iron bars and xykks. It came in like a boulder, smashing through the bars and crushing the xykks trying to get in. 
 
    Eyes widened from everyone inside as the giant queen screeched and landed on the front pews. Wood shattered and splintered as the giant xykk roared and screeched. Round eyes stared down with a blazing rage in them, seeing meat cluster together before the slaughter. 
 
    Kavan bent his legs and channeled 2 points of mana into his Body Sphere. 
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    Power surged into Kavan’s entire body before he launched like a cannonball. Spear in hand, he crossed the distance in a blink, his spear point stabbing into the queen’s armored chest. The spearpoint stabbed deep before an arm pulled back and swung. It connected with the dragonkin. Hands remained clamped onto the spear, Kavan’s body knocked aside from the blow, but it didn’t dislodge him. The spear bent as Kavan held on, the point cutting at the insides of the queen. 
 
    It was enough for most of the town’s residents to charge. 
 
    Drayke leapt next, his sword stabbing into a thick leg. Kogan, Durzol, and Dura rushed the other leg. Axe, hammer, and sword bit and bashed against the thick chitin armor. Arms pulled back and struck at it again. 
 
    Raine and Misty dove down, blades flashing and slicing off a transparent wing. They turned and went in for another run at the queen’s back. 
 
    “Fuck you!” Shegga shouted and pulled the trigger of the crossbow. 
 
    The crossbow bolt fired with a hard twang, crossing the large chamber and stabbing into the queen’s throat. The queen grabbed the bolt, pulled it out and threw it away. Each of her four hands lashed out in different directions. 
 
    Durzol saw an arm incoming. He threw his arms and body around his father and sister before a hand struck his back hard. The three orcs were thrown across the room and crashed into pews, cracking and turning them over. 
 
    An armored hand slammed into Drayke, sending the dragonkin hurtling through the air and smacking against a wall. He bounced and crashed to the floor, ribs breaking on impact. 
 
    A hand grabbed at Kavan and he twisted his body. The spear slid free and he fell to the floor. When his boots touched the floor, Kavan turned and jumped away as an armored hand came down and slammed against the church floor, cracking it. 
 
    Misty and Rain landed on the queen’s back, side by side. Short swords raised up and stabbed down repeatedly into the armored back. The queen shrieked as a hand reached up behind her and grabbed Misty. 
 
    The fae screamed as Raine hacked the queen’s wrist. The blows glanced off as the queen whipped her hand forward. 
 
    Misty struck a wall, her wings bending at odd angles. Her eyes rolled into her head as she fell and hit the floor. 
 
    Glem watched in stunned disbelief. The ogre’s eyes watered as Priestess Misty didn’t move. Watery eyes turned into a hateful rage and the ogre roared. His large form shattered a pew in front of him as he charged toward the queen. 
 
    Nava darted out and screamed. The siren’s voice stabbed into the queen and she hesitated. The monstrous queen turned her attention to the screaming siren and charged. Thick legs slammed down before claws flashed. Nava took one step back, but it wasn’t enough. Claws raked across her body and she was flung backwards like a rag doll. 
 
    Glem roared like a primal monster. Massive hands grabbed one of the queen’s legs. He clamped down his wide mouth and bit down on the armored thigh. An armored hand slammed into the ogre, but he didn’t budge. Teeth cracked the insect armor as he bit down with all his might. 
 
    The queen slammed a hand down on the ogre in quick succession as Raine continued to hack at her back. Tezzi rushed to the fallen siren, picked her up and rushed away from the battle. 
 
    Glem let go as a claw came to strike him down again. The ogre turned and grabbed the arm. A madness consumed him as he turned and pulled. 
 
    The queen shrieked as a sickening crunch filled the church before her lower left arm was pulled free. 
 
    Glem roared as he threw down the arm and turned to keep fighting. A clawed hand struck him from the side and the ogre went crashing into pews. 
 
    Clear blood pumped from the stump as the queen thrashed. Kavan charged up the middle and stabbed his spear into the queen’s chest. The spearpoint stabbed through an armored plate, cracking it in four ways. The end stabbed deep as two of the queen’s arms grabbed it. 
 
    Kavan tried to push the spear deeper, but it didn’t budge. 
 
    Zellee and Hynrik moved away from each other. Hands rose up and shot out thick ropes of webbings. The webbing struck the struggling xykk queen. Hynrik and Zellee pulled and connected the webbing to the floor before firing more. Tension vibrated along the strands as it slowed down the queen’s movements. 
 
    The queen screeched as she reached down, picked up a broken pew and threw it at Zellee. The aim was off, the heavy wood coming down towards Shegga and Ammi. 
 
    Ammi’s eyes widened before she stood up and threw her body over Shegga’s body. The kobold watched as Ammi gave her a gentle smile before the thick piece of pew slammed into her back.  
 
    The blow was strong enough to smash the surrounding pews. Shegga hit the ground and looked up to Ammi over her.  
 
    The dryad shuddered before sap leaked from her back. She gently closed her eyes and became very still, her body arched over the kobold. 
 
    Raine continued to stab at the monster’s back when a hand reached around and grabbed him by the waist. The fae let out a grunt before he was hurtled away and crashing down to the floor. 
 
    Hynrik and Zellee continued to unleash strands of webs, but for every strand they fired, two more snapped from the queen's thrashing. 
 
    Kavan pulled back his spear and stabbed again. A clawed hand slammed into his side and he was knocked off his feet. The dragonkin hit the floor and bounced. His senses reeled from the impact. Spear gone, he crashed onto the floor again. One of the queen’s hands shot forth and grabbed the dragonkin by the waist. She lifted him up as her mouth opened in four directions. 
 
    “Kavan! You’re heating up, but you’re not ready to use your breath attack. Keep fighting!” 
 
    Kavan heard Viz’s words, but they sounded distant. Head rolling to the side, he saw the destruction of the church as many of the townsfolk lay hurt, bleeding, or unconscious. His eyes flicked to the side, seeing many other remaining townsfolk and livestock cowering in fear of the giant monster. 
 
    When Kavan saw fear in Lorta and Zellee’s eyes, a raging fire bloomed. The pain and broken bones nearly vanished. Claws slid out from his fingertips and Kavan channeled 2 points of mana to his Fire Sphere. 
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    The queen’s head shot forward, ready to clamp down on the dragonkin’s head and rip it off when flaming claws slashed at the side of her head. The blow was enough to cause her to recoil as Kavan slashed with both sets of flaming claws. 
 
    Onka opened her eyes as her head lay on Lorta’s lap. The goblin watched as Kavan became unleashed, slashing flaming claws in burning arcs. 
 
    Kavan’s arms moved like fiery comets, slashing with fire reflected in his eyes. The queen tried to retreat, the many strands of webbing preventing her escape. Heat further built up along the dragonkin’s body as he slashed and sliced. 
 
    The residents still conscious, watched with wide eyes as Kavan became a firestorm in the queen’s hand. 
 
    Armored plates melted. The queen let go and tried to pull back. 
 
    Kavan hit the floor, tormenting pain flaring against his broken rib bones. A glow touched his throat as he leapt up in a shot. The dragonkin channeled a point of mana into his Life Sphere. 
 
    The queen’s arm came wide across, ready to smack the dragonkin from the air. Energy touched her and a calm flowed over her. The queen stared at the incoming dragonkin, a kind calm glowing along his form. Her arm slowed as Kavan reached up and grabbed the top and bottom part of her open mouth. 
 
    Heat flashed as flames licked at the sides of Kavan’s mouth. He opened his maw, reared back his head and blasted out a fireball into the queen’s open mouth.  
 
    The fireball streaked the small distance, struck her throat and exploded outwards. The back of the xykk queen’s head erupted into flames and chunks of broken chitin armor. The glow in her round, insect eyes went dark. 
 
    Kavan let go and fell. He landed on his boots, standing tall. 
 
    The giant xykk queen weaved before slumping to the floor into a heap. Smoke and burning xykk filled the church as she lay, no longer moving. 
 
    All eyes turned to the dragonkin, hope and relief filling their hearts. 
 
    Kavan’s legs quivered before he fell to his knees. The dragonkin stared ahead as alerts filled his gaze. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Fire Sphere! Fire Sphere is now 4th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Body Sphere! Body Sphere is now 3rd degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in the Life Sphere! Life Sphere is now 2nd degree. 
 
    Gained 3 points of Mana.  
 
    Gained 1 degree in Strength! Strength is now 5th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Constitution! Constitution is now 5th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Willpower! Willpower is now 5th degree. 
 
    Gained 1 degree in Combat Skill! Combat Skill is now 5th degree, Skilled. 
 
          Kavan gave a single, small nod to himself before he fell forward and passed out into serene darkness.  
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty Four 
 
    The first rays of dawn touched the tall towers of Moonvale. Yellowish brilliant light lit up the world to a new day. A cool spring breeze washed over the town and a gentle calm settled across the surrounding lands, an unspoken relief touching the very air. 
 
    Sunlight touched the pointed towers of the church. For a long moment, nothing else stirred. It was as if the small town was holding its breath. 
 
    The front doors to the church opened. Figures shuffled and stepped out to the new morning. 
 
    Kavan held his spear as he stepped out. The dragonkin looked around, seeing dead xykks and xykk body parts strewn about. Flies fluttered over dead carcasses. The stench was nearly overpowering, but the dragonkin didn’t even wince. Tired eyes scanned the area, waiting to see any living xykks moving about or retreating from the morning light. 
 
    Nothing stirred but the flies over the many dead.  
 
    Townsfolk slowly marched out and gathered on both sides of the dragonkin. Tired, sleepless eyes looked around at the dead xykks and black soot-like spots from fire potion explosions. 
 
    Glem helped Misty walk out of the church, the ogre looking down on her with concerned eyes.  
 
    Raine walked next to his sister and the ogre in silent contemplation.   
 
    Soki and Shegga helped Ammi as she walked with small steps, her body still recovering from the damage she took during the night. 
 
    Hynrik stepped out with a tired weakness painted across his features. The arachnix looked up at the morning sun and a small smile bloomed. 
 
    Kazko leaned on his brother’s arm and shoulder. Rujin helped his younger brother along, making sure he was well enough to walk. 
 
    Bolids and harpies clustered around Lorta as she joined the emerging crowd. The livestock looked around with wide eyes, taking in the dead xykks that lay strewn about. 
 
    Drayke stepped out, inhaled and let out a long, cleansing breath. The dragonkin looked over to Kavan and smiled. 
 
    Durzol, Dura, and Kogan stepped out. All three orcs looked around, their minds already preparing for the cleanup ahead of them. Dura curled her arm around her father’s arm and the older orc placed his hand on her arm in a loving touch.  
 
    Nava, Tezzi, Esmeralda, and Oaks walked out with tired eyes. 
 
    Zellee stepped out of the church on graceful spider legs. The arachnix looked around with a somber expression until she caught sight of Kavan. Her heart lifted in her chest yet again, seeing him standing in a commanding pose. 
 
    Onka stepped through the crowd and made her way to Kavan’s side. Her fingers slid between Kavan’s fingers and gave his hand a squeeze. The dragonkin looked down at the beautiful goblin and squeezed her hand back. The two were caught in the gravity of each other’s eyes for a brief moment, the world around them stopping for a heartbeat. 
 
    Kogan tapped Dura’s hand and she pulled it away. The older orc made his way through the crowd, stood by Kavan’s side and turned to the gathered townsfolk. 
 
    “I know it’s been a long night, but we came through it alive. There is a lot of work to be done before everything returns to normal. Inspect the damage to your homes and shops. If you have wheelbarrows and wagons, bring them out so we may cart out the dead xykks. Once the streets are cleared, we may have a small celebration, our town overcoming great odds once again,” Kogan said with tired excitement. 
 
    The mayor’s eyes darkened as he continued, “I know it’s been difficult the last few years. After something like this, I don’t blame anyone for wanting to leave. If my children were younger, I would have entertained the notion of leaving for safer havens.  
 
    “But do not forget, Moonvale is our home and we will do anything and everything to protect it. I won’t fault anyone for leaving, but I do ask you to take a long time to think it over. We are the very soul of this town and I know, personally, I would not want to lose a piece of it to fear and doubt.” 
 
    Shegga spoke up, “Mayor, I think I’m speaking for everyone here, we’re not leaving our home. We put a lot of work into the town and we’re not going to abandon it because a few fucking xykks showed up. Stop being an old orc and simply accept that we are here to stay.” 
 
    Heads nodded in unison.  
 
    Mayor Sunaxe lifted his head, the morning light showing his happy smile. “Alright! Since it is unanimous, let’s get started! We have a town to repair!” 
 
    Kavan sheathed his spear behind him. The dragonkin, goblin, and orc led the way down the stairs and onto the street. The rest of the town followed the trio as sunlight glowed from the horizon. 
 
    *** 
 
    Onka stood in the middle of her destroyed shop. Shelves lay in ruins. Shattered glass lay about the floor. Several display eggs were cracked, a goo leaking from them. Several xykk corpses were laid about. 
 
    Kavan stood not too far away, shifting glass away with his boot. “It’s not that bad.” 
 
    Onka’s head lowered, her back to the dragonkin. “The shop can be repaired, but my heart cannot.” 
 
    Kavan lifted his head and looked at the goblin. 
 
    Onka turned around with wet eyes. Her lip quivered a little as she looked up at Kavan. 
 
    “I… thought you died last night. The way you fell after killing the queen, it tore my heart in half.” 
 
    Kavan stepped closer with calm eyes. “But I didn’t die. Soki and the others distributed the healing potions. We survived.” 
 
    Onka shook her head before looking up at Kavan, a single tear running down her green cheek. 
 
    “You don’t get it, do you? The whole town could have burned to the ground and I wouldn’t have given it a second thought. It was you I was worried about. How did this happen? How did you get under my skin? I promised myself to never love…” Onka trailed off. 
 
    Kavan watched as the goblin looked away and he understood. He reached over and touched her shoulders. His hand touched her chin and brought her gaze back to his. 
 
    “Onka, I feel the same about you. All I can think about is protecting you. All I can think about is caring for you,” Kavan said with genuine eyes. 
 
    Onka wiped away a tear. “You don’t mean that. No one loves goblins. Before the dragon’s stormed the higher planes, goblins were treated like vermin, a small step above kobolds.” 
 
    Kavan smiled. “That’s not true and you’re a very hot goblin.” 
 
    Onka let out a sad laugh. She wiped away another tear before looking up to Kavan’s dragon features. 
 
    “Where do we go from here?”  
 
    Kavan nodded. “We keep dating and see where it all takes us?” 
 
    Onka nodded. “It sounds like a good plan. Lorta and Zellee will have to know that the four of us are dating now.” 
 
    “From what I’ve seen, I think we are all okay with that.” 
 
    The goblin nodded and sniffed. “Kavan, if the world ends, promise you’ll be there, with me?” 
 
    Kavan gave a firm nod. “Without question, I’ll be there. And if I can, I will stop the end of the world so we can keep having our future together.” 
 
    Onka let out a half-cry, half laugh. She threw herself at the dragonkin, wrapping her arms around his waist. Kavan hugged her close and cradled her head to his chest with intimate comfort. 
 
    A shadow touched the light streaming through the broken window. 
 
    Kavan and Onka broke their embrace and turned to see Durzol standing outside. The orc had a serious look in his eyes as he gave them a small nod. 
 
    “Kavan, the mayor wishes to see you in his office,” Durzol said gruffly. 
 
    Onka nodded. “Go see the mayor. When you’re finished, come back here. I’ll need your muscles to move some of these corpses outside.” 
 
    Kavan nodded and was about to pull away when Onka grabbed his shirt and pulled. Kavan bent down to the goblin’s strength. Onka pressed her lips to Kavan’s lips along the front of his small snout. The couple kissed for a long moment, tongues sliding into each other’s mouths until they pulled back. Mischievous eyes looked into each other before Kavan stood up, turned and walked toward the door. 
 
    Onka watched the dragonkin leave, her heart pounding in her chest and a shadow touching her soul. 
 
    Kavan stepped outside to Durzol. The two turned and began walking toward the town center. 
 
    Kavan glanced at Durzol at his side. The blacksmith was acting odd. His expression was unusually grim and serious. He even walked differently, like he was either getting ready for a fight or didn’t know how to swing his arms. 
 
    Durzol looked over to Kavan and an evil leer spread from ear to ear. “You are observant.” 
 
    Kavan watched in disbelief as Durzol’s entire form melted and reformed in a blink of an eye. Tattered robes hung down a thin body. Brom looked ahead as he walked with a slow, steady pace. 
 
    “Brom, you’re okay,” Kavan said as he kept his guard up. 
 
    The lich nodded. “It will take more than a xykk queen throwing me out of town to stop me. I showed my part in defending the town. It will buy me some more goodwill with the residents here.” 
 
    Brom turned his wicked gaze to Kavan, “How did you like my gifts?” 
 
    Kavan stared, unsure what the old lich meant. 
 
    Brom looked ahead and continued, “The night the young xykk queen happened onto our little town, I saw an opportunity. It didn’t take much to break into Ammi’s nursery and steal away one of her saplings. I knew I had limited time so I worked fast so I could bestow some gifts to you. 
 
    “I magically altered the Honey Leaf tree to have a certain meaty scent that would be irresistible to the queen. The first part of my plan was to ensure she had a safe place to raise her brood. I planted the sapling outside my dungeon, knowing full well it would lure her there. My dungeon was kept dry and hot so my undead would mummify instead of rot.” 
 
    Brom looked down with shadows covering his eyes. “The dungeon held many sad and painful memories. Even after all these centuries, I could never bring myself to clear it out and start again. I knew the queen would do it for me. When she began nesting, it was only a matter of time before she slew every undead within the dungeon to raise her brood.” 
 
    The lich raised his head and looked to the statue of Samuel Truewind. “In your drunken haze, I projected myself to your thoughts, letting you know that my dungeon was now free of the undead. It was my way of warning you and pushing you in the right direction. 
 
    “When I knew the xykks had multiplied in greater numbers, I moved the altered sapling to your property. It was another one of my gifts, allowing you to meet your enemy, learn from them, gain some experience and grow your power. I know you need to push yourself to earn degrees and become more powerful. This was just another gift to my apprentice.” 
 
    Kavan’s heart thudded in his chest as he looked at the lich. 
 
    Brom nodded. “To be a hero, you needed an enemy. To endear yourself to the town, the town needed a common enemy. I engineered some of the events so you could become stronger. I have a good feeling about you, but I needed to be sure. You had to be tested and you passed with flying colors.” 
 
    “Brom…” Kavan said, unsure what else to say. 
 
    The old man sighed. “You can thank me later. For now, the town needs you. A certain little goblin needs you as well. Do not speak of this to anyone, especially your lovers. It will make things difficult and the town doesn’t need that at this time. Enjoy your victories. I’m sure there will be many more on the horizon.” 
 
    The pair stopped by the fountain. Brom looked up to the statue and smiled. 
 
    “Kavan, you have helped me to collect my mind to a degree. My sanity is slowly returning. When I am at my full strength and you have gained more power, we will continue our work.” 
 
    “What work is that?” Kavan asked as he didn’t blink. 
 
    Brom turned to Kavan with a knowing smirk. “To slay the dragon god pantheon, of course.” 
 
    The words hung in the air before a breeze washed them away. 
 
    Brom bowed to the dragonkin, “The mayor truly needs you in his office. I must go back to my plans and designs. The next few hundred years should be very interesting. I bid you a good day, Magistrate.” 
 
    Kavan watched as a dark aura enveloped the old lich and consumed him. The darkness fell into itself until it was gone. 
 
    Kavan stared at the spot Brom was just standing, his thoughts blasted to glass. 
 
    “Kavan?” Viz asked. 
 
    The dragonkin’s gaze lowered. 
 
    Why does he think we’re going to slay dragon gods? Where did he even get such a notion? I don’t understand what he is trying to do.” 
 
    “It could be a non-lucid moment? He may very well continue to suffer from mental disorders and is not sure what he is saying.” 
 
    Kavan shook his head. 
 
    No, he was lucid. He has a plan and I’m part of it in some way. He’s powerful too. If I try to deny him at this stage, he may turn on me and, I hate to say this, take it out on the town. 
 
    “We have to play along?” 
 
    We do, until I can figure out how to convince him otherwise or be strong enough to fight him if I have to.  
 
    “I will help keep us focused on this plan,” Viz said with a reassuring tone. 
 
    Kavan nodded, turned on his heels and walked toward the Mayor’s Office. 
 
    The glass front to the office was smashed, shards lying about on the street. Xykk corpses laid about as Kavan approached the cracked door. He opened it and stepped inside. 
 
    The inside of the office was a disaster. Tables were turned over and books were scattered. Shelves had collapsed or were torn off the walls. The only thing that seemed to have survived the destruction was the mayor’s desk. It stood without a single scratch on it, every paper and item on it unmoved. 
 
    Behind the desk, Kogan was lifting his battle axe and placing it back on the mantle. The older orc turned and smiled at Kavan as he approached. 
 
    “Kavan, my boy! Thank you for coming so quickly. Before we get wrapped up in cleaning the town, I have a promise to keep. Please, pick up a chair and bring it over.” 
 
    Kavan reached down and picked up a chair on its side. He brought it over and placed it down before the opposite side of the desk.  
 
    Kogan sat down in his chair. He reached down to a desk drawer, opened it and stuck his hand in. Fingers clasped two glasses and a clear glass bottle. He lifted them up and placed them on the desk. He opened the top of the bottle and poured an amber liquid into each small glass. 
 
    “Amazing, isn’t it? My office is almost completely destroyed, but my desk is intact. I think the xykk knew my political power and didn’t want to test it,” Kogan chuckled. 
 
    The mayor slid a full glass to Kavan and lifted his own. Kavan lifted his glass. The two of them clinked their glasses and took a deep drink. The mayor held his glass to his chest while Kavan put his glass on the desk. Kavan noticed the fiery taste, but couldn’t dwell on it, questions and thoughts filling his mind. 
 
    Kogan leaned back in his chair and eyed the dragonkin across from him. He glanced at the broken window and door, making sure no one was around before returning his gaze to Kavan with a fatherly look. 
 
    “You asked me about wanting to know about the Heart of Moonvale. I promised I would tell you and now is as good a time as any. First, I must give you a little background to help you understand what it all means. 
 
    “About two years ago, a large nasty beast reached our town and tried to bash its way in. It took the whole town to fight it off, forcing it to leave. We lost a few of our residents in the attack and it seemed like the final nail in the coffin of our illustrious town. Moonvale was hanging on by a thread and that attack proved that if we stayed, we would all perish at some point. 
 
    “Moonvale was founded so that anyone could live here freely and worship any gods they wished, be it the new dragon gods, the old gods or the primal gods. It was the spark to moving into this deserted town and trying to make it a beacon for others not satisfied with the dogma of many kingdoms, towns, and cities. There was a rot, eating away at Voldor’s faith. Fear kept many from speaking out, considering what happened to the old gods, hudenns, elves, and the enslavement of the dwarves. There was no direction except to follow the dragon gods. 
 
    “A malaise has taken root in many places and I can tell you, I was not going to bow to others telling me who I could worship and show my faith.” 
 
    Kogan looked at his drink as he continued, “Where was I? Oh yes, the end of Moonvale. I set up a meeting with the town council. It is still the same council we have today, myself, Priest Raine, Priestess Misty, Shegga and Nava. We didn’t invite Hynrik because, well, as you know, he can be an asshole and no one wanted to hear him rant and rave at us like we were children. Misty took his place in our little gathering. 
 
    “We sat in church, discussing dissolving Moonvale and evacuating to other kingdoms and towns. It seemed the simplest solution. We tried our best for years to make Moonvale a community so we may worship in peace, but without adequate protection, it was becoming more and more clear that we would slowly die to either the harsh winters or the monsters that happen upon our little town.” 
 
    The mayor looked up and made eye contact with Kavan, “It was shortly before this time, Onka came to stay here. She told us she had been travelling and looking for a place to call home and set up her shop. We welcomed her with open arms and she quickly became part of the community. 
 
    “On the night of our meeting, it was unanimous that we were going to take steps to move everyone safely from Moonvale to other locations. We began talking about how to break it to the town and putting together a plan for a painless exit from our home of many years. It was painful to reach this conclusion, but we couldn’t keep putting everyone’s lives in danger because of an idea, no matter how much we wanted it.” 
 
    Kogan’s eyes blinked to a memory. 
 
    “We were just about finished up when the church doors slammed open. I remember all of us standing up and looking at the entrance, Onka stepping in, but it wasn’t the same Onka we knew and loved. She was different. Her eyes glowed a crimson red. Horns had stabbed out of her forehead that were never there before. She was slightly taller and surrounded in a blazing red aura. 
 
    “We thought something had happened, possession by a demon or a monster was controlling her. We kept our distance, not sure what else to expect. Onka stepped through the church and when she reached us, she fell to her knees and sobbed.” 
 
    Kavan and Kogan stared at each other before the older orc continued. 
 
    “She cried like a babe. We don’t know how she knew our intentions, but she pleaded and begged us not to leave the town. Her sobs haunted all of us gathered as she continued on. When I couldn’t take it anymore, her sobbing piercing my soul, I said we would not leave the town. The rest of the council agreed. It was at that moment she passed out. 
 
    “We tended to her, getting her home and watching over her. The next day, she seemed fine and acted like nothing had happened the previous night. This all lit our suspicions. When we knew Onka was well, we all left and began discussing further research. 
 
    “We spent weeks working together to chase down every bit of information we could find without alerting the town to what we were doing. I read more books on gods and goddesses than I care to say, but in the end, it proved fruitful.” 
 
    Kavan gave a slow nod. “Onka is a goddess.” 
 
    The mayor nodded. “Not just any goddess. From what we could piece together, she is Hexnia, Goddess of Lust and Madness. One of the many deities that escaped the celestial dragon invasion. 
 
    “From our many observations, Onka doesn’t know she is a goddess. We think she is purposely suppressing her power and her memories so the dragon gods cannot find her. She doesn’t have a reaction when Hexnia’s name is said, but we have noticed that if anyone talks about the goddess for a length of time, Onka gets irritable and confused. Over time, we have kept an eye on her, just to make sure she is well. 
 
    “It’s understandable that a goddess would be hiding on the edge of civilization. There is less of a chance of being discovered by those who follow the dragon gods and the eyes of their servants. After a time, the council made a pact to keep this secret to protect Hexnia and dubbed her the Heart of Moonvale. She embodies what we want for our town, freedom to be who you want to be and follow whatever deity you wish to follow.” 
 
    Kogan took a sip from his drink and held it to his chest. “And now you are part of this secret pact. Your strength, skill, and power will only help our town and our lost goddess. We only ask that you do not engage her with any conversations specifically about Hexnia. It will only cause her pain and torment. She may be a goddess, but she is still part of our family here in Moonvale.” 
 
    Kavan looked to the side, remembering how the xykks carried her off. He remembered chasing her and when he turned the corner, she was surrounded with dead xykks, the ones that tried to steal her away. 
 
    Kavan looked at the mayor, “What if she awakens? What if she discovers her own truth?” 
 
    The old orc grinned. “As far as we know, she hasn’t done it in thousands of years. I doubt very much it may happen in our lifetime. I see Onka moving from town to town, far away from dragon paladins and justiciars. She may stay here until we are all old and gone before she leaves to start again in another place.  
 
    “For now, we are her caretakers until she decides to move on. It is our duty to protect her, as is the tradition from ancient times.” 
 
    “Mayor, thank you for telling me. I will keep it secret,” Kavan said with a soft tone. 
 
    Kogan nodded. “Thank you, Magistrate. It will be greatly appreciated. When the town is back in order, we can sit down and talk some more. I can’t have our Magistrate in the dark, now, can I?” 
 
    The orc and dragonkin nodded to each other, lifted their drinks and finished them with one, long sip. 
 
    “As much as I’m enjoying sitting around, drinking and telling stories, we should get back to helping clean up the town,” Kogan grinned. 
 
    Kavan stood up and gave the orc a solemn look. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “Think nothing of it. We are all family here,” Kogan said with a hearty smile. 
 
    Kavan said his goodbyes and left the mayor’s office. Stepping out into the town center, the dragonkin’s mind swirled with information, plots and tendrils of affection. Images of Onka painted his mind, mingling with the knowledge that she was a goddess hiding in a small town on the edge of nowhere. 
 
    “Kavan!” came a voice to Kavan’s side. 
 
    The dragonkin turned and smiled at Lorta and Zellee approaching him. The troll was all smiles and adoring eyes. Zellee’s mouth held a warm smile and an affectionate gleam in her gaze. 
 
    “We were just coming over to check on Onka’s shop and see if we could help clean and fix it up,” Lorta said. 
 
    “And I was hoping, after we helped Onka, we would all go to my shop for repairs and a few drinks? My bottles of spirits survived the invasion and they will help ease the work,” Zellee said with a sultry edge and a wink of her eye. 
 
    Kavan smiled and nodded. 
 
    The three of them walked to West Street. They made their way along until they reached Onka’s shop. The goblin was sweeping glass into the street from the doorway when she looked up to Kavan, Lorta, and Zellee approaching. She leaned her broom against her doorway and rushed over with a bright smile. 
 
    The goblin reached them and flung her arms around Kavan’s waist, pressing the side of her face to the lower portion of Kavan’s chest. Kavan held her and looked down with adoring eyes. 
 
    “Bring it in!” Onka demanded. 
 
    Lorta and Zellee smiled as they closed in. The four of them held each other in the street. The late morning sun shined down on the foursome, bathing their bodies in brilliant light. Their hearts glowed from the moment as white, puffy clouds drifted across the deep blue sky. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Twenty Five 
 
    Piles of dead xykks and destroyed undead cooked in the sunny day. The stench grew into an oppressive cloud, filling the air with decay and ancient rot. A collapsed dungeon entrance stood close by, rocks and debris scattered about. 
 
    A shard of darkness appeared. A figure in a tattered robe stepped out and the shard fell into itself and disappeared. 
 
    Brom looked around at the piles of destroyed undead bodies and scattered xykk bodies. The lich walked with small steps toward the collapsed dungeon entrance, while looking at the piles of dead and slain abominations of his own creation. 
 
    “I’m sorry I could not do this deed myself. It would have been too much to bear. I will always remember all of you, but the wind has changed,” Brom muttered as he approached the destroyed entrance and stood before it. 
 
    The lich closed his eyes and whispered a few arcane words. His dead mind filled with visions from across the entire area. One of those visions was him looking down on the top of the dungeon. A gaping hole stood, large enough for the entire colony of xykks to escape. 
 
    Brom opened his eyes and stared at the broken stone before him. 
 
    “He had the right idea, but the xykk can be tenacious. He should have killed the queen. It would have broken the colony and taken them much longer to recover. He will learn. We all learn as we go,” Brom said softly to himself. 
 
    The lich looked down on the collapsed entrance. A few words floated up from his cracked, dry lips. Magical energy seeped into the air, invisible strands taking hold and bending to the lich’s will. 
 
    Stones and rocks began moving. They floated up as the entrance shifted. Sand, dirt and debris swirled before spreading out. 
 
    Brom watched with keen eyes as the stones melted into each other. Dust and rocks filled in gaps. Runes were carved by invisible magic into the ancient stone right before his eyes. In a matter of moments, the entrance to the dungeon had solidified into place, as if it was never destroyed in the first place. 
 
    The lich smiled as he looked into the foreboding darkness, just beyond the light of the morning. 
 
    “My apprentice will need some assistance for the future to come. He will need an army and allies worthy of his growing power. We have a lot of work to do. Best to get started,” Brom said and gave a small nod. 
 
    The lich stepped across the entrance threshold and into the inky darkness beyond. A small cackle dripped and echoed from the dungeon entrance, a murder of startled crows flying up into the sunny, blue sky. 
 
      
 
    ~Fin~ 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Kavan Cynder 
 
    Species: Dragonkin  
 
    Health: Normal 
 
    Mana: 12 
 
    Gold: 12 
 
      
 
    Attributes 
 
    Strength: 5 
 
    Intelligence: 4 
 
    Dexterity: 4 
 
    Constitution: 5 
 
    Willpower: 5  
 
      
 
    Natural Abilities 
 
    Claws 
 
    Regeneration 
 
    Fire Spit  
 
      
 
    Spheres 
 
    Fire: 4 
 
    Body: 3 
 
    Life: 2 
 
      
 
    Skills 
 
    Combat: 5 
 
    Farming: 3 
 
    Mining: 0 
 
    Social: 4 
 
    Fishing: 0 
 
    Wood Working: 3 
 
    Metal Smithing: 3 
 
      
 
    Degrees 
 
    1. Weak 
 
    2. Average 
 
    3. Above Average 
 
    4. Proficient 
 
    5. Skilled 
 
    6. Advanced 
 
    7. Experienced 
 
    8. Expert 
 
    9. Master 
 
    10. Grand Master 
 
    11. Supernatural 
 
    12. God-like 
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