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Chapter 1

Sunset

I stared at the dreary walled-town in the distance. The air grew cooler with each passing moment, but my anger flared in the pit of my stomach. My muscles ached from the long journey, but the end of my travels was before me, and my revenge was just beginning.

The sun hovered over the western horizon. I caught a scent of the ocean on the breeze. Shadows grew longer as I stood in the middle of the dirt road. I was finally here, and despite my weary body, a gleam of excitement filled my eyes.

My name is Oona Nightlore. I’m a shadow elf from the Southern Isles. Many ignorant people across Valoria call my people dark elves. They could barely be bothered to know the true names of my people, which only added to my ancestral rage.

The walled town in the distance is known as Gravestone. A simple town, nearly a hundred miles south of Summer Spire. During my travels, the town of Gravestone was mentioned to be a short stop on one’s journey to better places along the coast. From what I could see, they were right. It was hard to imagine that the ancestors of this miserable town caused my family to flee our true home over two hundred years ago. I was but a child when it happened. I barely remember the events, but it didn’t take away what happened to my family’s caverns and lands.

My heart beat like a war drum in my chest. I closed my eyes, trying to calm my spirit. In doing so, I could feel the dead in the distance as well. They languished in torment, but I wasn’t here for them. I was here for a different purpose.

My pulse slowed. I locked away my anger, gathered my thoughts, and took my first step to right a great wrong.

I walked normally as the sun sank lower in the sky. The cursed blue of the heavens shifted to a dull, ember orange. Clouds drifted high across the sky. The air cooled further as I kept an even pace.

The town walls became more defined as I walked closer to them, but my gaze drifted to my right. A wrought-iron spiked fence surrounded what looked like the largest cemetery I had ever seen. The road split the sight before me, town to the left, cemetery to the right. It looked like it went on for miles. Behind it were some weathered hills, and a small mountain.

A sense of home filled me. It was an instinct from a long time ago. Somewhere in those hills was the home of my family, and the families of our community. Those who survived that horrid time fled south. As my mother told me, we took as many gems as we could, and paid for our journey to the isles. It was the only place we would be welcomed, when no one else would take us in.

A piece of my spirit wilted. The anger burned at me, but a sadness would wash it away, leaving me to wonder if this dark quest was meant for me? I could never answer myself truthfully, so I continued with my plans. Be pleasant. Find a job. Endear many of the populace to me. Find and return what belonged to my family line.

I whispered an incantation. Mystical energy floated through me, and eventually bled from my eyes as I gazed upon the cemetery. When the energy faded, renewed purpose filled me as I walked.

My hand touched my hip satchel. I had enough gold and gems to buy half the town, but that would arouse suspicions. I had to play it off. I had to be meek, and friendly, so the townspeople wouldn’t have a reason to chase me out of town, or worse. No, I had to play the part. My dark skin color, red eyes, and long white hair will already cause for alarm. I had to be pleasant, and perhaps a little seductive. It was the only way to ensure I am accepted by the people who murdered some of my family.

The sun touched the horizon as I reached the south gate. I glanced around, seeing that it was already closed for the night. I heard some of the rumors of the town. The dead were restless here. They often left their graves to bang on the doors, or steal away those who stayed out too late. I didn’t fear the dead, but I didn’t want to spend the whole night outside as it became colder.

I lifted a hand and slammed the soft part of my fist against it. I did that a few times, but there was no answer.

I glanced around and saw a rope hanging by the edge of the entrance. I stepped over to it, and pulled. A bell sounded off on the other side of the thirty-foot-tall wall. After I rang it a few times, I simply waited.

A small rectangular eyehole slid open. Yellow eyes looked out, looking from side to side before they centered on me and my warm smile.

“I seek lodgings for the night,” I smiled.

“Shadow elf,” the figure on the other side whispered.

There was a moment of silence as I waited patiently.

“You should keep traveling. They barely tolerate goblins and orcs here in Gravestone. They may not welcome you,” said the voice behind the eyes.

I sighed as my shoulders wilted.

“I’ve traveled a great distance, and I’m exhausted. Every place I’ve been to along the main road has accepted my coin. Are people like me not welcomed in Gravestone?”

The person on the other side stared at me. After a few moments, they had a look of resignation. They closed the eyehole.

Time crawled along. I feared they would not let me in, and I would have to backtrack to the last town, which was ten miles away. I didn’t want to come back in the morning. They had to let me in.

The sound of a thick lock sliding caused my pointed ears to perk up. I watched as one of the heavy doors parted, and a goblin looked up at me with wide eyes.

“Quickly, come in before the dead stir,” the goblin beckoned with a green finger.

I stepped in sideways through the door. Once inside, I turned to see the goblin close the door, and slide a thick metal bar across it. He latched it close, and stuck a large key into the keyhole. He turned it and locked the bar into place. When he was finished, he turned and faced me with a deep bow.

“Grenn, Doorkeeper,” the goblin said.

“Thank you, Grenn,” I said as I bowed to him.

We both stood up and looked at each other. Instantly, the goblin’s gaze fell to my cleavage and breasts. It happened so much during my travels, I barely noticed it at times.

“You may wish to only spend a night here,” Grenn said as he tried to make eye contact with me.

“Is the town dangerous?” I asked like an innocent coming in from the dark.

Grenn shook his head. “Not to most of the races, but they do dislike shadow elves. I fear they may be rude to you, so you should not spend a lot of time here.”

“But they do like goblins guarding the town’s doors?” I asked.

Grenn looked away. “They don’t want to be bothered with such work. They feel a goblin can do it. I take job because I have nowhere else to go.”

“Oh, I didn’t mean,” I began.

The goblin lifted a hand to stop me.

“No worry. I accept my role in Gravestone,” Grenn said before pointing down the cobblestone street. “You will find the Winter’s Haven Tavern and Inn. Thalia has rooms for travelers. Good food and mead.”

“Thank you, Grenn. I will not forget your kindness,” I smiled.

The goblin gave me a small smile, before turning away and walking toward something I could only describe as a shed. He opened the door and stepped in. I heard the turning of the lock before silence filled the area.

I turned toward the street and drank in the details. The street was made of cobblestones. The buildings and dwellings were finely crafted with wood and stone. Posts stood with lanterns on the tops of them. Arcane symbols ran down the shafts of posts. A dim light glowed within each lantern, but it wasn’t fueled with oil. The town had some mystical things about it, which brought me some relief. Traveling through towns with barely any modern magical items, it was harder to relax.

Without ceremony, I started walking down the deserted street.

I looked from side to side, taking in many more details. The town was barely a few generations old, and it showed. The stonework was still finely cut, instead of weathered down. Some of the dwellings had lights glowing behind curtains. Smoke rose from chimneys. The townspeople were well protected against the night.

I looked up to see the last rays of daylight vanish from the sky. Night’s cloak flowed over the lands, and I was trapped in a town filled with enemies.

As I walked, I spotted a large building. There was a sign hanging from chains. The words “Winter’s Haven Tavern & Inn” swayed to a small breeze. Light glowed from many windows as I approached. It had a small set of stone stairs leading up to a single, wide door. I took the steps up until I reached the door. I put my hand on the brass handle, and let out a long exhale.

“No matter what happens, stay the path,” I whispered to myself.

I gathered my inner strength, and pulled the door open.

I was greeted with light, heat, and the scent of food. I stepped into it, my tired muscles enjoying the heat. When the door closed behind me, I looked around.

The main chamber of the tavern and inn was immense. It had a roaring hearth, heating the entire room. A large bar was to the right, as tables and chairs took up the middle. Along the left side of the chamber, table booths were built into the wall, but what I saw was only a small part of what was happening.

A blonde woman was behind the bar, a wood mug in hand, and a rag in the other. She stared at me with wide eyes. Behind her was a large painting on the wall. It had six figures, in adventurer garb, posing, and holding weapons. I turned from it, and looked at the tables in the middle where several people were sitting, enjoying a meal and some ale. All their heads had turned to me, shock painting their expressions. A man with silvery white hair was at the bar. He had weathered, hard features. He remained on a stool, but his gaze burned into my soul.

Something within me trembled, but I fought through it. Stay on the path.

I raised my hand, smiled, and waved at everyone staring at me.

“Hi,” I said with a friendly tone and happy eyes.


Chapter 2

A Place to Stay

Eyes stared at me for an unnervingly long time. The few people scattered around the main room didn’t move. Their eyes drank me in with disbelief. It was safe to say they hadn’t had many shadow elf visitors to their town, and it showed.

The man with short white hair turned in his seat and eyed me. He wore a red shirt, with a black vest and black leather leggings. His hard features didn’t relax, but I did notice his hand moved to his sheathed sword at his hip. A black jacket laid on a stool seat behind him.

“Can I get you anything?” the woman behind the bar said with a half-smile.

I walked in further, and toward the bar. The man with short white hair watched me like I was some bear grazing through his trash. His hand remained on his blade, ring covered fingers gently tapping it. I wasn’t going to give him the satisfaction of trying to intimidate me, so I walked over to the other stool beside him, and sat down.

“During my travels, I heard Gravestone’s mead is the best along the coast,” I said with a calm, but light tone.

The bartender nodded. She was beautiful, with long blonde hair tied back into a ponytail. She had sapphire blue eyes. Her expression was relaxed, but I could sense from her features, she had an attitude. If I managed to get through this, she seemed the type to be a friend, if she was innocent of any spilled shadow elf blood.

The bartender smiled. “It is the best,” she said and put a mug in front of me.

I kept my gaze on the mug as the bartender lifted a large bottle and pulled the cork. She poured the creamy yellow mead into my mug. The man with white hair beside me continued to stare at me with blank eyes.

I took out a gold piece and slid it across the bar to the bartender.

“This should be enough to cover my drink, and a drink for my friend here,” I said as I tapped the bar in front of the white-haired man.

“We haven’t said one word to each other, and yet you’re buying me a drink?” the man said with smooth confidence.

I nodded as I lifted the mug close to my lips, but didn’t drink.

“We’re speaking now, aren’t we?” I said before taking a sip of mead.

The moment the mead touched my lips, my eyes widened a hair. It truly was delicious, the best I’ve ever had. But to be fair, I didn’t drink the stuff much, but I couldn’t deny the taste either.

The man chuckled with an amused smirk.

“I can’t tell if you’re pretending to be innocent, or pretending to be friendly,” he said with a firm gaze.

I put my mug down, and turned in my seat to face the white-haired man.

“We all wear masks, but some masks are better than others. I see you have a blade at your hip. You’re comfortable here, like you visit all the time. I can sense you like being in control of everything you do. You have an eye for detail, one I am grateful for because it means you’re protective of yourself, and the town.

“That said, I can hazard a guess that you’re the town’s magistrate.”

“Am I now?” the man said with a chuckle.

“Give it up, Aldric. She described you perfectly,” the bartender laughed as she placed a full mug of mead on the bar before him.

Aldric gave the bartender a sideways glance. “Thalia, you’re not helping.”

The bartender laughed a little more.

“Helping with what? You trying to intimidate a patron to my establishment? Rough up the dead and the drunks outside. Leave me to watch over my place of business.”

A sliver of anger touched Aldric’s brow, before it smoothed away. He looked down at my hand on his thigh.

“I meant no harm,” I said with a silky tone. “It’s difficult traveling the road by one’s self. It’s even harder for a shadow elf this far north.”

Aldric looked at my hand on his thigh for a moment. He stood up by his chair, and scooped up his black leather jacket. He put it on, and then looked at me with cool eyes.

“Life is hard for everyone, but considering you didn’t announce your arrival, I will have to escort you out of town. We can’t have strange elves staying in our peaceful township.”

Thalia’s eyes widened. “Aldric, don’t do this. She meant no harm.”

I glanced over to the large man staring at us with wide, scared eyes. He sat at his table, but his hands twitched, like he wanted to say something. I watched as his courage faltered, and he lowered his gaze to the table.

“I wasn’t aware I had to announce myself. Surely, we can discuss this further?” I pleaded with a smile.

Aldric shook his head, his mind already made up.

“Maybe tomorrow, but not for tonight. All elves must announce themselves when entering Gravestone. It’s in the town charter. Ignorance of the law is not an excuse.”

Before I could get a word in edgewise, the magistrate grabbed my arm and pulled. I stumbled to my feet before I was dragged toward the door.

There were a dozen ways I could have him unhand me, and twice as many ways to kill him on the spot, but I relented. If this played out like I planned, this little encounter might benefit me more than I expected.

“Aldric!” Thalis shouted.

“It’s Magistrate Silverbrook. And if you want me to keep turning a blind eye to aspects of your business, I suggest you remain silent.”

Thalia’s lips parted, but then closed again.

“Please, Magistrate Silverbrook,” I pleaded as I was escorted to the door.

Aldric didn’t listen as he opened the door and shoved me out.

I stumbled into the cold evening air. I glanced around in a panic, before Aldric’s strong hand took hold of my arm again. He marched me toward the South Gate of town.

“Grenn!” Aldric shouted.

A door opened to a small shed. Grenn stepped out with wide eyes, and put on his coat.

“Open the gate,” Aldric ordered.

“Magistrate, it’s after dark. The dead could be near,” Grenn pleaded.

Aldric laughed as we walked closer.

“They don’t come out until the dead of night. Our visitor will have some time to get far away from here. She can come back in the morning, if she makes it through the night.”

Grenn looked at me with helpless eyes. I looked at him with fear.

The goblin lowered his head as he took out his key. He inserted it into the lock, and slid away the metal bar. He touched the door handle and pulled while averting his gaze from mine.

I knew what was to come. I simply had to be ready.

Aldric took hold of the door with his other hand. He let go of my arm and pressed his hand to my back. With the final insult, he pushed me out the open gate door and onto the dirt road.

I stumbled out a few feet before I whirled around and stared at Aldric in disbelief.

“There could have been more, between us,” Aldric grinned and winked.

Aldric slowly closed the door as he watched me with a pettiness in his eyes. Before the door could close fully, a skeletal hand grabbed at the edge.

I watched as six skeletons shambled closer from along the wall.

Aldric’s eyes widened as he continued to try to close the door, while also trying to draw his sword.

I pulled my dagger from my belt and shot forward in a blur.

A skull peered along the side of the open door, staring at Aldric with empty eye sockets. The skeletal hand had a firm grip on the door, Aldric barely able to keep it half-closed and finally drawing his sword. As he planted his boots to give a strong swing at the undead, my dagger penetrated the back of the skeleton’s skull, shattering it.

I moved like a dancer in a storm as the skeletons converged on me. Boney hands reached out, but my dagger and kicks were faster. Skulls and thigh bones shattered as I moved through the crowding undead. They barely had a chance to move, before I shattered each one in turn. Bones fell, or went flying in different directions. I was silent as a grave as I slammed my boot heel into an unguarded jawbone, sending the entire skull spinning through the air as the bones of the rest of the body fell into a heap.

I spun around, dagger pointed along my forearm and eyes alert for any further attacks, but the attacks didn’t come. I glanced down at my handiwork, seeing piles of bones around me.

I slowly turned to see Aldric and Grenn staring at me from the half open entrance. The goblin’s jaw hung in disbelief. Aldric looked at me like he met a legend he had only heard about from his childhood.

I bowed to the man and goblin while sheathing my dagger.

“Please forgive me. The instinct to fight overcomes me at times,” I lied.

Aldric blinked a few times.

I watched as a sudden internal conflict played across his features. He knew I just did his dirty work. He wondered if he was slowing down since I dispatched the skeletons so quickly. His honor was coming into play. I could see it as his eyes stared at me. My only concern was if he was a man with, or without honor.

Aldric opened the gate door a little more, and bowed to me.

“Please forgive me. I may have been a little hasty with enforcing an outdated town law. Come back in. I will escort you back to the Winter’s Haven, and ensure Thalia gives you one of her best rooms.”

“Thank you, Magistrate,” I said with a small smile.

“Magistrate is much too formal. Please, Aldric will do,” Aldric said as he stood to his full height.

I stepped back in. Grenn quickly shut the door, slid the bar back into place, and locked it shut.

“My name is Oona Thornkiss,” I said, telling him a fake family name so as not to arouse suspicion.

Aldric put his arm out to me. “It’s good to meet you, Lady Thornkiss. I fear there is much I must amend for.”

I curled my arm into his.

“No need. I understand I’m a stranger to your town. But I am curious as to such a town law pertaining to elves?”

Shadows colored Aldric’s eyes as we walked, side by side.

“We’ve had some dealings with elves. Most of those interactions were less than positive. When the town was first struggling to exist, we had some issues with some wood elves, and shadow elves.”

I didn’t correct his lie. There are no wood elves in the area. There hadn’t been any wood elves this far north for over a millennium, unless they were simply adventurers passing through. The town magistrate was trying to cover up their sins, but as I said earlier, I had to play the part if I was going to rightfully take back what was stolen from my family.

We walked back into Winter’s Haven. Aldric uncoiled his arm from mine just before we entered.

When the doors opened, we spotted several patrons sitting at the bar, talking to the owner and bartender. Voices hushed as Thalia stood straighter. Several people at the bar looked at me and the magistrate as we walked toward the bar.

“There was a terrible misunderstanding earlier. Lady Thornkiss and I spoke, and cleared much confusion.”

I nodded. “The Magistrate has been most gracious, and understanding.”

“Thalia, please ensure our special guest has the best room in the place. I will put up the coin for her stay here,” Aldric offered.

“Oh no, I dare not take a copper from your generosity,” I smiled.

“Nonsense, I won’t hear any more of it. Please stay in our lovely town, and accept my paltry offering. It’s the least I can do for my rudeness earlier.”

I had seen it before, with others in positions of power. My people were always well versed in the ways of politics, etiquette, and power. I grew up with many lessons in power dynamics. The town magistrate was being generous on the surface, but he was using his power, and coin, to keep me happy, and honorable. He would use his generosity against me if I so much as raise my voice at him, or return his rudeness. Little did he know, I engineered the skeleton attack. My power and skill with necromancy has grown with my age. I summoned the weakest of undead for the ruse, and it paid off. Now, I had to keep the façade going, to ensure my dark designs continued.

“Thank you, Magistrate. I accept your gift, and your kindness,” I said with a small bow.

“You are most welcome, Lady Thornkiss,” Aldric said before turning his attention to the bar and bartender. “Thalia, a round of drinks for everyone here, especially for the lady. She should know the grand hospitality of Gravestone, despite the many rumors on the roads and towns.”

Thalia nodded, and shifted her gaze to me. She smirked as her eyes held a gleam of amusement.

I walked up to the bar and sat down on a stool. Aldric sat beside me, while the few other patrons at the bar smiled at me with excited eyes.

A drink was placed before me, and I took hold. My thoughts spiraled on to deeper plans, satisfied that my attempt to gain a foothold in the town had worked. Now, I had to ensure my stay here would not be a short one.

“To new friends,” Aldric said as he lifted his glass.

“To new friends,” I said, as did the few other people at the bar, and Thalia.

I took a long sip of my ale as my mind continued to plan for the future.


Chapter 3

Foothold

The evening drifted on. The magistrate Aldric was the center of attention as everyone around us seemed to be entranced with his stories of high adventure, and dealing with the dead that came to the town. Since the magistrate was paying for drinks, those around us drank more than their full. Eyes wandered, or took on sleepy edges as the magistrate continued to speak to an audience, he thought was under his story teller spell.

I sipped, or pretended to sip my drink. I had to be clear-minded if I was going to ease myself into the town’s graces. Being a shadow elf was already a mark against me, but I knew I had many more skills and coin to solidify my place here. Helping the magistrate was my first step, but I still had much to do.

“Never had I seen a lich cower so much when I had his phylactery in my hand. I was ready to smash it on the floor as he begged for his un-life,” Aldric said with haughty flair.

I glanced over to Thalia. From what I observed, she drank very little. She was a good hostess, ensuring she kept her mind clear. What I also noticed was her glances at me. I could see it in her eyes, she was intrigued. I mean, she may have thought to never see me again after the magistrate escorted me out. When we returned, Aldric was quick to say there was a misunderstanding. It seemed to affect Thalia in an uncomfortable way. It was obvious the town was lorded over in a certain way, especially against elves, but it appeared such generational hate didn’t seep too deeply into the current younger generation of the town.

“So of course, I smashed it in his dead face, making sure every shard of his phylactery penetrated him so his soul never forgot what I did to him,” Aldric laughed.

The large man with short hair nodded his approval. A woman at the bar clapped as her rosy cheeks glowed. A few others lifted their drinks to the man of the hour.

I simply smiled as the magistrate’s drunken eyes wandered to me. His gaze then dropped down to my waist, and my thighs.

I could feel the intentions he had for my body. At any other time, I would have insulted him to establish my dominance, but he was not a shadow elf, nor were we in shadow elf society. I was in their world, and had to be firm, and mysterious.

Aldric stood up and weaved a little. He dug into his belt pouch and pulled out about twelve gold coins. He put them on the counter as he looked at Thalia with drunken eyes.

“This should cover the evening,” he said to Thalia before he turned to me and bowed.

Aldric took my hand, lifted it up, and kissed the back of it. He then lifted his chin and looked at me with devilish eyes.

“I hope you stay in our town for a time,” Aldric said before kissing the back of my hand again.

“Maybe I will,” I said, keeping him interested.

The magistrate let go with a confident smirk. He then turned and walked for the front doors.

The moment he left the tavern and inn, I relaxed a hair. There was no doubt in my mind he was going to inform the ruling class of Gravestone. He would tell them everything about me, from my appearance to my personality. There was a bigger chance he will follow me or insert himself into my time here. It was something I was counting on.

The few people at the bar lingered for a little while. They finished their drinks, and peeled away one by one because they didn’t want to use their own coin to pay for any more drinks.

I sipped my drink for a time as Thalia said her goodbyes to the patrons. I glanced over to see the large, handsome man still a few seats away from me. When I looked over and smiled, he glanced at me with nervous eyes before looking down at his drink.

From what I could see, and gather from his scent, he worked at a smithy. I caught the faint scent of iron. His clothes did have some black smudges, which was normal for a blacksmith. They were the kind of people who were work focused, and strong at their craft. He had a youthful face, with large eyes. His arms and shoulders were pleasant to look at, big, beefy, and strong. He was sitting down, but I could see that he was over six feet tall.

Despite his size, and handsome features, he was clearly a shy soul. During the evening, he said little to nothing. He was the type that listened to everything, but didn’t add anything to conversations.

“Theron, need another drink?” Thalia asked the blacksmith.

Theron lifted his head like he was startled. He quickly shook his head, and stood up. There was little left in his drink, but he didn’t bother to finish it. Instead, he simply put his leather jacket on and walked out without giving Thalia, or myself, a second glance.

When the door closed behind him, I turned to Thalia standing on the other side of the bar, looking at me with a warm smile.

“It has been an exciting evening. I hope Aldric didn’t scare you in any way.”

I returned her smile. “No, he didn’t. I’ve seen all types and kinds of people on my journeys. He’s just another person who judges before he has all the information.”

Thalia nodded. “And what do you think of our little town? Do you need more information?”

“I do,” I said with a small tone. “But to be honest, I am looking for a place to stay for a time. Adventure life and traveling is difficult. I was on my way to Summer Spire, but thought to stay someplace for a time, until I’m ready to travel again.”

Thalia’s smile faded a touch as she looked at me. “Gravestone might not be that place, sadly.”

“For people like me,” saying out loud what she was thinking.

Thalia seemed to gather her thoughts as she stood a little straighter. “Gravestone is a strange place. Some of the older townsfolk have a deep-seated hatred for elves of any kind. My generation is a little more indifferent about it.

“To be honest, as long as the coin keeps flowing, I don’t care where anyone is from. Myself, and many others in town, simply want to live our lives.”

I nodded. “As long as we are being honest, I have enough coin to last me a few nights, and I may be looking for work soon. Adventure life doesn’t pay as much as I hoped.”

Thalia gave me a snarky grin. “You’re here only for a few hours, and already looking for work? I’m impressed.”

“Impressed?”

The bartender and owner nodded with her knowing smile. “You did something to change Aldric’s view of you, and caught everyone’s attention. I’m sure by tomorrow afternoon, you’ll be the talk of the town. I, for one, am glad you’re staying for a time. You’re nothing like what I’ve read about, or heard from stories.”

“As long as we’re being honest and friendly, Aldric was going to send me out into the night and close the main gate doors behind me, until some of the undead attacked.”

Thalia’s eyes widened. “There was an undead attack, so early in the evening?”

I nodded. “It caught Aldric off guard, but I acted quickly. I subdued the dead before they could enter the town.”

“Aldric will never breathe a word of that to anyone else. That’s why he’s being so nice to you. Despite his less than stellar attitude, he is a man of honor.”

“Don’t tell him I said anything to you. I don’t want him getting angry at me,” I said with feigned concern.

Thalia leaned a little closer to me. “Your secret is safe with me.”

Knowing what happens in small towns, I knew the secret would not remain with her. At some point, the information will leak, and I was fine with it.

As I looked at Thalia, I could feel her gaze upon me. At that moment, I felt a spark between us. There was an excitement of the moment, and it stirred into a bubbling soup.

“It might be nice if you stay with us for a time,” Thalia said with an edge of affection.

“I’m not sure the whole town would approve,” I said as I put my hand on the bar top, close to my drink, but not touching it.

Thalia eyed me for a moment. She then leaned on the bar top, her hand close to mine, but not touching.

“It doesn’t matter if they approve. I think it could do good, showing others in town that elves are not the threat they appear to be.”

My pulse increased as I sensed her intentions. I didn’t expect such a thing to happen so quickly. Despite my plans, my own affections and desires were demanding in a different way.

“At this time of night, I don’t have any regulars. I could show you to your room. I could even stay for a time,” Thalia said above a whisper, her fingers moving closer and touching my fingers.

I slipped my fingers between hers, touching my palm to hers. Heat glowed from our touch. Traveling alone did stir my own needs for contact. I still needed allies here, and Thalia was being forward with her intentions.

I let out a heated exhale as my eyes weakened to her touch. I played innocent as Thalia squeezed my hand a little.

Nothing else was said as Thalia let go, and walked around from behind the bar to the front of it. She approached me with a sultry gaze, before taking my hand again. I stood up like one of the undead. She gently pulled me along, and I followed.

We reached the stairs, and climbed them. When we entered a long corridor, with doors lining each side, I assumed this is where visitors often stayed. We walked to nearly the end of the corridor, and reached a side door.

“This is one of our finest rooms. My room is at the end of the corridor,” she said with a deeper meaning to her words.

I watched as she fished a key out of her pocket, inserted it into the lock, turned it, and the door opened.

We stepped into a dark room. Thalia let go of my hand, and moved into the dark. My people could see in the dark. I drank in the room as Thalia stepped to a lantern on a table. It was a cozy room, with a large, comfortable bed. There was a window, closet, and an open door to a water closet. A table and chair were off to the side. It looked clean and comfortable, considering some of the places I stayed at.

The lantern light glowed, and I blinked away the brightness.

“There is a door that leads to a washroom, if you need it,” Thalia said as she turned around.

The owner of the tavern and inn looked at me with wide eyes.

My satchel was already on the floor. I slipped my feet out of my boots, and shed my jacket. I took hold of the tops of my dress, and pulled them over my shoulders. The fabric slipped down my body, pooling at my ankles. I stepped out of it and sauntered to Thalia.

I couldn’t hide my hard, dark nipples. I was hungry, but not for food. My appetites often blinded me at times, and I had to be careful with my plans for the town, and the people in it. I couldn’t afford to love any of them for it would make it difficult to gain what was taken from me and my family.

When I reached Thalia, I pressed my body to hers. Her hands reached up and touched my smooth skin. I pressed my lips to hers, but it was her tongue that invaded my mouth. She molded her body to mine. Our tongues danced as we held each other. My inner fire grew as my hips betrayed me. I writhed against her, eager to release a tension I didn’t know I had a short time before.

Tongues slipped back, and lips pulled away. Thalia took hold of her own clothes and began to undress. I watched her as my hands glided along my own skin. I rubbed a nipple as I saw Thalia’s clothes fall to the floor. Her body glowed with feminine beauty. Her eyes held a sultry seduction. As she stood before me, I cupped her naked breast, running my thumb over her erect brown nipple. Thalia let out a relieved exhale as she leaned into my touch.

I took hold of her hand and gently pulled her to the bed. When we reached the edge, I didn’t expect her to push me onto it. I fell onto the soft bed as she climbed in after me.

“I want to taste you,” Thalia whispered before she lowered her head between my parted thighs. 

I didn’t stop her as her lips kissed my slit. I felt her tongue slip out and touch me. I gasped before my body relaxed. A tingling tickle turned into a river of wetness. I watched her with helpless eyes as she buried herself between my thighs, licking the tension away. Wet sounds rose up as my hands grasped at the blanket under me. My body writhed to her intimate kiss. Bliss grew with each passing moment, and my breathing deepened.

I couldn’t remember the last time I was intimate with another soul. I was often so distracted with my plans, I didn’t think about much else. But when I arrived here, maybe it was part of the excitement of being here. The tingling in my stomach grew, and I tried to be quiet. With each passing moment, it grew more difficult to hold back the inner tension.

Thalia leaned her lips and tongue a little deeper, and my eyes fluttered. My entire body trembled with needs and urges. The more she explored, the more I moaned. Her tongue lapped and whipped at my clit and my thigh trembled. I tried to keep some semblance of control, but she was speaking an intimate language that shattered my fortitude.

Before I could stop myself, I let go of the blanket and touched her head. I gently pressed down on the back of her head, keeping her to task as I was getting closer to climax.

No names or words were spoken. Thalia didn’t seem to mind at all that I was keeping her to me. My thighs trembled again, barely able to hold back the incoming tsunami. My eyes rolled into my head as my lips formed a perfect oval.

Heat flooded my entire body as the beautiful woman licked me just the right way. My form spasmed as I let out a whimpering moan. Blissful explosions ripped my spirit to shreds. My tight nerves released with fiery power. Shockwaves battered me as multiple orgasms turned my nerves to glass. A pressure had built up within, and it released beyond my control.

Wetness squirted and dripped from me. I couldn’t lift my head as I was helpless to pleasure's embrace. My eyes fluttered as my moans sang on. It had been some time since I was intimate because I couldn’t gather my thoughts. My body shuddered hard as bliss leaked from every part of my soul. I felt Thalia move, and I lifted my head, fighting through the tendrils of ecstasy.

The lower half of Thalia’s face dripped with wetness. She looked at me with hungry eyes as she licked her lips.

I felt no shame squirting, and it appeared, neither did she for receiving it. Thalia moved up beside me. She brushed her naked skin against mine. I tried to regain my breath, when fingers slid along my bare thigh. I turned slightly to Thalia as she looked at me with warm affection. When her fingers touched my dripping slit, I gasped. Fingers found my abused pearl easily, and she began massaging it.

A small moan dripped from my lips. Her touch was firm, but delicate. I could tell she was experienced by how she touched me. As I laid on my side with slightly parted thighs, my hands began to explore her body. Her skin was silky smooth, and warm. She looked at me with understanding eyes as my fingers explored her body.

“You’re beautiful,” Thalia whispered as she rubbed my clit.

My fingers slid along her thigh until I touched her tender, inner thigh. My fingers continued to explore until I touched wet honey. Fingers parted her lips, and I discovered her pearl. When I touched her as she touched me, we both let out small moans as we writhed to each other’s touch.

I gently massaged her as moans dripped from the two of us. We stayed close, not letting the other get away. A playfulness caressed our spirits, trying to make the other gasp. We smiled at times, before our lips parted to heated gasps. Thalia’s eyes weakened as I rubbed her just the right way.

Among my people, sensual touch and lovemaking was an important skill. It aided my people with everything, from negotiations, to sacred bonds. When a shadow elf was of age, it was important for us to be taught the finer methods of seduction, pleasure, and affection. Those skills allowed for my people to change the winds of war, or drive politics in a new direction.     

For this moment, I had to make allies deep in enemy territory.

I let out a deep, sultry moan. Thalia watched me with half-closed eyes, her breathing quickening. I moaned again, lost to her touch. I pulled away all barriers to my spirit and allowed myself to orgasm again.

I could sense the moment striking Thalia deeper. She gasped as wetness surged from between my thighs. My moans, and dripping urges whipped her into such a frenzy, she was blinded by a string of exploding orgasms. Thalia’s eyes rolled into her head as I rubbed her throbbing clit. She spasmed as all self-control instantly vanished. Her other hand clutched at my arm as I rubbed her clit, forcing her into enjoying every drop of her climaxes.

“I need…to taste you,” I whispered as I gently pushed her onto her back.

Thalia’s eyes fluttered as she was lost to thundering orgasms. Her entire body glowed with heat as she twitched and shuddered into bliss’s embrace.

I slid down along the side of her body. I turned over until I was between her parted legs. I looked down on wetness dripping from her slit as another shudder ran through her body.

In that moment, I planted a seed for her mind, and her body.

“Friendship begins with a deep kiss,” I said before burying my face between her thighs.

I closed my eyes and licked at her slit. My tongue explored pink folds until I grazed her clit. There, I gently whipped my tongue at her clit as her hips bucked. My lips closed on her, massaging her as my tongue played with her soul. I didn’t have to see what I felt in the moment. Thalia’s entire soul flared with lustful delight and passion. She let out a soul shattering whimper as her body betrayed her. My hands ran along her body as she whimpered, unable to stop the barrage of ecstasy flooding her senses.

Thalia’s taste changed as I licked her further into submission. Wetness dripped from my chin as I lovingly slathered across her pearl.

I had gained my foothold. Now, I had to pursue the rest of my dark designs.

The night was still young. Thalia and I had plenty of time to deepen our relationship, and future.

Thalia moaned loudly. I opened my eyes and looked up at her heaving breasts as I continued to lick her further into submission.      


Chapter 4

Exploring Death

Dawn’s early light is a curse. I woke up to a direct beam of sunlight touching the skin of my shoulder. It was warm, too warm. I reached for my blanket and pulled it over my head, blocking out the light’s brilliance.

My mind still swam in half-dreams. I enjoyed sleeping late, because night time has always been the natural time of my people. Shadow elves relied on glowing moss, and magical lanterns for light. They always glowed, but my people often stirred halfway through a surface day, and bleed into the deep night on the surface. We didn’t need to live as many people did on the surface, and it was always a blessing.

Night on the surface of Valoria was dangerous for many reasons. The nocturnal monsters, and savage races, often moved during those times, in search of food, or victims. It was a time of fear. Those who lived in secure towns or cities, had it better than those out in the wilderness, but only by a margin.

The caverns and tunnels of the shadow elves were a little easier to defend than on the surface. Special mosses kept away some of the burrow worms, or dire insects. The moss would sink into the rock, bleeding a terrible odor, an odor that my people could not detect. It would poison the rock, so if a burrow worm came close, it would turn away. It was one of the many advantages we had in our underground towns and cities.

I stared at the blanket a few inches away, as my mind continued to wake up. Two days had passed since my arrival to Gravestone. During that time, I explored the town for a few hours before going back to Winter’s Haven for a few drinks.

During my time in town, everywhere I went, townsfolk stopped what they were doing and looked at me. Conversations would stop. Heads would turn. For some, their eyes took on an edge of disdain that a shadow elf would be in their precious town. If only they knew what laid in my heart. They would have every reason to fear me. But instead, I tried a different approach. I simply smiled at some townsfolk, and waved at others. Each action was not well received, the people moving on with their day, farther away from me.

It didn’t matter. I wasn’t here to make friends.

I blinked under the blanket, my thoughts shifting to Thalia. That first night was incredible. Much of the tension had left my body, but I was concerned that she would follow my every step, like a lost kitten without their mother. I was surprised that she treated me like any other visitor to her tavern and inn. She would shoot me an occasional wry glance, or small smile, but it quickly vanished as she tended to patrons of her tavern. She didn’t come to my room last night. She didn’t even ask, and I was grateful. I had much to do, despite taking my time to slowly be part of this town.

I knew it would take a lot of time for me to be accepted here. I did think about raising all the dead from the cemetery and invading the town, but that would only complete one objective, and not the other.

This was not about simply regaining my ancestral home. The town had an heirloom, a precious item, that belonged to my family. I had heard many rumors about it. It was broken into several pieces. It was flung into some well, long forgotten. Or my favorite, it was sold for a bottle of wine, and twenty gold coins. Myself, and many of my family members never believed such an item would have been destroyed, or sold. It was known, to access the caverns an amulet was needed to enter our ancestral home. It is why, if I am to succeed, I needed it back.

I pushed the blanket off my face and inhaled air. I stared at the ceiling of my modest room, knowing none of this was going to be easy. I already assumed I would have a shadow, watching my every move. I had to let them watch me because if I stopped them in anyway, I would be run out of town for the simple fact I’m a shadow elf.

I sat up, white locks tumbling down the sides of my face.

“Time for a walk,” I whispered.

***

The sun slid into mid-afternoon. I walked the desolate east road, toward the Gravestone Cemetery.

My thoughts drifted to the day. I had a lovely morning meal, and a pleasant conversation with Thalia. A few of the town’s regulars came in for their meals, drink, and gossip. As I sat at the bar, I could feel their eyes on me, but I ignored them as Thalia told me a little more about the town.

Afterwards, I wandered the town again and drank in every part of it. I made mental notes of the town wall, the gates, and many of the old buildings. I kept an excitement in my eyes as I looked around, so anyone following me thought I was simply taking in the sights, which Gravestone had little to offer.

When I was finished, I headed out of town on a leisurely stroll.

Grenn was at the East Gate when I stepped out. He was quick to remind me to be back in before sunset. I gave him a gold piece before I left to ensure he would not lock me out should I be late. The goblin gave me a small nod, as he pocketed the coin.

The sun sank lower in the sky as I walked a deserted road. The area was truly quiet, like a tomb at midnight. I enjoyed it, for the most part, but my mind worked on possible designs for the future.

When I caught a glimpse of a wrought-iron gate, my pulse increased. I walked up to the main gate of the Gravestone Cemetery. One side of the gate was open, and I slipped in.

The stench of death filled my nose, bringing a sinister smile to my lips. There has always been an affinity between my spirit, and the dead. Two halves of the same rotting coin, I took to necromancy like it was always part of me. I often longed for the dead places because it was where I belonged.

I gazed upon weathered tombstones, and simple mausoleums. Rows of graves stretched on, almost from my view. For such a small town to reside by a cemetery this large, only spoke to the gloomy reality that death was no stranger to this place.

Weak sunlight painted some of the graves. In between rows, gnarled Grim Trees dotted the area. Grim trees only grow in graveyards, cemeteries, and ancient battlegrounds. They were black, and rarely had leaves. Most druids and mages believed the trees consumed the nutrients from rotting corpses. It was not unusual to find roots growing into caskets, the corpse inside long turned to dust, or gone completely. To chop down a grim tree was a fool’s errand. Cutting one down, meant two more would appear in its place, often years after the fact. The seeds of grim trees can never be dug up because they were difficult to find, often resembling a black, boney fingertip. They were small, and blended in well, making them difficult to remove from the soil.

I walked further in, enjoying the invisible caress of the dead as they yearned for the night. When I caught something in the corner of my eye, I slowed my already slow pace, and looked over.

A thin, but fit man was down on a knee, before two side by side gravestones. A bouquet of flowers resting between the graves. He had short, blondish hair. His gaze was not one sorrow, but of resignation. If he noticed me, he didn’t let it show. He kept his gaze down, and I caught a glimpse of his lips moving.

I didn’t want to disturb him. With light steps, I continued to walk the main path through the cemetery. I glanced again at the young man, and caught him looking at me. He gave me a kind smile, to match his kind eyes. I quickly looked away and continued to walk.

The cemetery stretched on. I walked over to a grim tree, turned, put my back to it, and slid down until I was sitting. I looked around with comforted eyes, feeling like I was already home.

The sun slid a little more across the sky. Time drifted as I stared at nothing, keeping to my thoughts. When the sun hovered over the horizon, my senses noticed a pulsating darkness.

I lowered my gaze back to the rows of tombstones around me. I prepared a spell in my mind, ready to speak with the dead, when a dark voice dripped from behind me.

I turned my head to see a dark thing floating from around the tree I was leaning against. It moved like a shadow, and had an almost humanoid form, like a man with a cloak. A writhing hood was around its head. A face was barely visible within the dark confines of the hood. Their features were angular, a decaying gray in color, and intense dark eyes. I couldn’t see any feet as it floated to my side, and looked down on me with those haunting eyes. Past the eyes, I caught the hint of black, pointed ears.

My pulse never increased as I turned my head and looked up at the floating dead thing. I didn’t gasp in horror as it looked down on me like death itself. I simply maintained my gaze on its gaze, showing that I was in control.

The thing gave me an amused smile as it continued to float next to me.

“I didn’t think any of the clan families would return, much less one skilled in the arts of necromancy,” the thing said in perfect common.

“There are ears and eyes in the cemetery. Speak in Shadarr,” I said in perfect Shadarr, the language of our people.

The cloaked figure nodded.

It was rare to see wraiths that still retained their minds. Not long after becoming a wraith, they tend to be singular with their hunger, only wishing to feed on precious life.

“You need not fear the Miller’s son. He has already paid his respect and has left the cemetery. He is the only one I don’t terrorize when he visits. He’s a good soul, despite his family’s bloodline.”

“A wraith with a heart? You are rare,” I said with a small smile.

The wraith nodded.

“I still have my honor, even in this form. Death hasn’t changed me, much.”

I turned a little more to face him as the sun sank lower to the western horizon.

“To have honor with others who would spit on ours is not something I’ve witnessed before.”

“I died here, when the adventurers burned us out of our caverns. In over two-hundred years of haunting this place, I have seen much.”

I smiled, knowing he was exactly what I was looking for.

“What’s your name?” I asked in Shadarr.

The wraith bowed graciously to me.

“Vezhul Nightblade,” Vezhul said simply.

My eyes widened a hair. “Truly? Your family and mine were close. My name is Oona Nightlore.”

The shadow elf wraith straightened up and looked at me with warm eyes for one of the undead.

“Yes, I remember the Nightlore’s. Our families are distant cousins. Tell me, has my bloodline thrived since the night of fire and swords?”

I nodded with a small smile. “Many Nightblades made it out. They live with the other clan families, across the Serpent Sea, and on the Shadow Islands.”

“This brings me much joy. Thank you for telling me, dear cousin.”

It wasn’t unheard of for close families to address each other as cousin. It was a term of affection, even if we were not of the same bloodline.

Vezhul continued, “But I must ask, why have you come back here? I thought our families gave up the cause to reclaim our ancestral home.”

“That is the reason why I’m here. Where most of our families back home gave up with reclaiming our caverns, I have not. I made the journey here, and wish to take it back.”

The wraith stared at me with his haunting gaze.

“My dear cousin, the cause is lost. In the two hundred years I’ve lingered here, I’ve only seen the humans further entrench themselves here. They mined all the precious gems and metals they could from our home, before closing it up for good. What wasn’t taken, was destroyed.

“I fear, you’ve come back to a shell of our former glory.”

My eyes trembled, not in sadness, but in rage.

“It was never about gems and precious metals. It has always been about taking back what was stolen from us.”

Vezhul eyed me as he floated.

“Considering from what I can determine, you were a babe when this happened?”

I nodded. “Barely two years of age.”

The wraith gave me an understanding nod.

“So young to witness such brutality. The scars will remain, even if you reclaim our home.”

My small smile faded as a burning green light filled my eyes.

“I didn’t come here to heal the scars on my soul. I’m here to correct an injustice, even if I must sacrifice myself to do it.”

Vezhul stared at me with his undead eyes. He showed no emotion, but I could feel his dead, cracked soul. It pulsed with regret and sorrow.

“If you aid me, I can release your soul from undeath. I can send you to join our ancestors.”

Interest filled the wraith’s eyes.

“I’m listening, Lady Nightlore.”

“How well do you know the townsfolk of Gravestone?”

“I know them well,” Vezhul said with a sinister sneer. “They brave the cemetery only during the day, to visit dead loved ones. They speak freely, thinking no one is listening, but I’m always listening.”

The wraith floated down. Rudimentary legs made of shadow crossed. Vezhul sat akimbo, his skeletal hands on his knees. He looked me in the eyes with shadowy affection. I could already sense his hunger for my living energy, but it pulsed off him in a different way.

“What would you like to know?”

“What’s the condition of the town’s nobles, and the town itself?”

Vezhul looked to the side, deep in thought.

“The town itself has grown over the years, but most of the core descendants of original adventurers remain.

“There are a few characters of note. The magistrate, Aldric Silverbrook, is a man of decadent tastes. He leads a small lust cult. They worship each other’s bodies, even in places, such as this cemetery. He is also a capable fighter, for I’ve seen him fight off various undead and monsters.

“He also reports to the town mayor, James Hallowell.”

Vezhul’s undead eyes twitched as he mentioned the name. There are only a few things the dead fear, fire, healing light, and holy symbols. The way his eyes twitched, I could sense he feared him.

“You fear a living man?” I asked.

Vezhul looked at me, and gave a defeated smile. “When you meet him, you will understand. He was elected as the town mayor, but his heart is greedy for more power. There have been whispers from some that he seeks to become Gravestone’s first lord, and lord of the coast from Summer Spire to Mist Valley.

“As you may have seen on your travels, there is nothing stopping a strong lord from laying claim to it. The towns along the coast are disorganized, and small. If a lord or lady were strong enough, they could easily take control in the name of prosperity and security.”

“I care not for the mayor’s aspirations. What I do care about is the Nightlore family amulet. Does the mayor, or anyone else in town still possess it?”

Vezhul looked at me with cold eyes.

“From what I remember, it still exists, but you may not wish to hear the history.”

My brow wrinkled in annoyance. “Speak, or I will draw it out of you, piece by piece.”

Vezhul chuckled with a haunted flair.

“Calm, dear cousin. I don’t say this to be dramatic. I say this because if you are coming back to take what belongs to us, then you must be clear headed with your goals. Speaking of the past may further awaken your burning rage. I only wish to ease you into what I witnessed long ago.”

Vezhul lowered his gaze to the floor as I listened.

“Shortly after my death, I awoke to a grand hunger. I still had some of my wits, and moved to the nearby forests to drain the life of any animals that wandered there. I would come back and listen as men and women spoke of the future.

“Each family had an amulet to open the main doors to our home. To be a Keeper was an honorable position. After the slaughter, the adventurers had gathered up the eight amulets. It could not be decided which adventurer should have one to open and close the mystical doors, so seven of the amulets were destroyed.”

My heart dropped in my chest.

The wraith continued, “One was left, and it happened to belong to your family, cousin.

“Since they knew they would mine the caverns for every piece of precious metal and gems, they needed to keep a tight rein on who was allowed access. The mage with them was an enchanter, and was able to split the amulet into three pieces. Each piece was given to three of the most powerful adventurers in the group. From there, these three must come together to assemble the amulet to let anyone in, or out.

“This led to the foundation of the town known as Gravestone. It was a small in the beginning, but as people came to mine the mysterious Syldoric Caverns, the town grew with the passage of time.”

The Syldoric Caverns. It was the name of our home we didn’t utter anymore. Despite my surviving family escaping, we talked little of what happened. The name was forbidden to speak, because it would bring up questions, and our shame for fleeing. It was kept a secret, whispered at times, or not at all.

The wraith continued, “People came from far and wide to mine the cavern and gain a chance at fortune. Many of the miners did earn some wealth, but the original adventurers gathered greater wealth. They were able to sink some of the wealth into the town, growing it, and creating a wall around it.

“As with all good things, after a few decades, the mine was culled of its riches. The door was sealed, and the town remained.”

Vezhul gave me an evil grin. “Of course, I could not let this stand. Before I died, I placed a curse on the land before the caverns. The dead would never rest until our people regained our homeland.

“After the curse, I raised a small army of dead to help defend our caverns, but it was too late, and I perished during the final battle. But I was satisfied that my curse remained strong, plaguing the town with fear, and torment.”

“You were the one to curse this place? You were a necromancer as well?”

Vezhul gave a simple nod. “I was. Now, as a wraith, taken by my own curse, I haunt these lands. My dreams of lichdom have been thwarted, but my purpose remains, to inflict as much pain and fear on the people who did this to us.”

I narrowed my eyes. “But you don’t inflict pain on the good ones, like the Miller’s son?”

Vezhul shrugged. “I’ve seen much, even in death. I can tell the good ones from those who still carry hatred in their hearts. Not everyone in town is filled with greedy evil. Many of the people in town are third or fourth generation from the founders, never knowing such an evil. All I see is boredom in their eyes, and a small sadness.”

I leaned back against the grim tree, eyeing the wraith. Vezhul kept some of his looks in death, but he spoke like an elder who lost their zeal for life. Undeath can do that to the brightest of souls. I couldn’t hold it against him. He fought and died defending our home. For that, he will always have my respect, but now was not the time to dwell on the philosophies of life and death. I needed more information, and further my own designs.

“Vezhul, do you know the families that have each piece of the amulet?”

The wraith nodded. “I do, for I have seen them when they came to open the entrance, time and time again. I even know the names of those people’s descendants.”

I nodded with a small, wicked smile.

“Tell me their names, and anything else you know about them, and their families. There is still much work to do.”

“Of course, Lady Nightlore,” the wraith said with a small bow of his head, the sun touching the horizon in the distance.


Chapter 5

Casual Interrogations

I knocked on the metal gate door twice. A bar slid back, and the door opened. I looked down on Grenn. The goblin was wide-eyed, and nervous. He beckoned me in as I stepped in. Once inside, he quickly shut the door and locked it.

“The dead,” the goblin said, as that was explanation enough.

I looked down on him with a relaxed gaze.

“Grenn, do they treat you well here?”

The goblin looked down, his eyes filled with lonesome sadness.

“It’s my job to handle the doors. And…” I cut him off.

“Do they treat you well?” I asked again.

The goblin shrugged. “Everything could always be better,” he said, dodging my question.

I glanced around to ensure no one was around us. With night fallen, the cobblestone streets were empty, save for myself and the goblin.

“Grenn, if you keep my explorations, and the times of when I leave and come back, between us. There will be not only more gold, my respect for you will not waver,” I smiled.

The goblin’s mouth twitched, like he wanted to smile, but dared not. Instead, he lowered his head to me as if accepting defeat.

“I was told once, a long time ago, if my loyalty strayed, and was discovered, there would be a fate worse than exile, or death. You have been kind to Grenn for the last few days, and the coin is welcomed, but my loyalty is still to Gravestone, and its people.”

I stared at the goblin as my thoughts churned. The propaganda and fear were palatable. I could almost taste it on the cool evening air. Vezhul was telling me the truth about many of the town’s secrets. Despite the knowledge he parted to me, it was only a thimble full compared to what was not known. Gravestone was an enigma, nestled between destinations. If I were to dig my roots deeper, I had to play by their rules.

“Then I shall be a member of the town,” I smiled.

Grenn looked up at me with disbelief painting his yellow eyes.

“Kind Mistress, Gravestone is not for us, especially your people. I can feel it from their glances, and whispers. They wait for you to leave, and never come back. They despise elves of all kinds, but especially shadow elves. The longer you stay, the greater the chance they will be unkind to you.”

I sensed the threat in his words. Since I arrived, I knew the majority of people here were biding their time, and watching what I was up to. If I make a wrong move, they will come for me. I knew I had to make myself part of the town, and the dark underbelly was a place to start.

“Do not fear. I seek a home, and many friends. We will speak at another time,” I said as I patted his shoulder.

Grenn looked at me like he forgot what physical contact was.

I smiled before I turned, and made my way along the cobblestone street.

My mind swam with information and small secrets. Vezhul was a fountain of knowledge. It was enough to get a better bearing on my plans. He was only able to watch from the cemetery, often hearing in on conversations of those who would visit. He kept to dark shadows, or mausoleums, staying away from the sunlight. I knew wraiths could move by day, but they were very weak. It was only during nightfall when their strength was powerful.

My thoughts shifted to the nuggets of knowledge Vezhul parted to me. The town of Gravestone did swim in secrets. There truly was a lust cult in town, and Vezhul informed me of some of the players. He also told me which families had the pieces of the amulet, but was unsure who had them now. It seemed, over the many decades, ownership of the amulet pieces was traded to other families within the community, for either coin, or status. It created a mysterious soup, for the wraith had an idea, but no confirmation.

What the wraith really spoke upon, was the gossip of the town. Many within the town would visit the cemetery to speak without prying ears. It would seem, the entire town enjoyed listening in on everyone within the walls, which made it hard to keep secrets. The cemetery had a greater chance of keeping those secrets because most believed it was cursed.

I smiled at myself, knowing that the cemetery was cursed, but in a different way. If they knew what I knew, they could easily end it by burning and salting the cemetery, and surrounding area. Even a cleric’s exorcism would break the curse easily, but it seemed many dwelled in ignorance, which was fine with me. If I were to keep an edge, I needed the dead to come to my aid when I called.

What struck my mind as Vezhul spoke, was how many secrets were in the town. Aside from the lust cult, there were those who had secret trysts. There was some kind of market for special items and ingredients. There is a descendant from the mage that divided my family’s amulet, and she often purchased strange and odd items from traveling merchants. Their purpose, Vezhul was unsure of, but the merchants often left with satisfied smiles, and their purses bulging.

What was truly peculiar for the town that hates elves, is that they have one who resides here. There is an elven cleric at the local temple, and she is the town healer, and religious leader. But she is so demure, and submissive, the townsfolk only go to her for healings, and little else. She was so shy, she barely spoke.

The town is mostly human, but there is also an orc who resides here as well. It only spoke to the unusual unspoken rules of the town, and I needed to learn more.

A sudden weariness fell over me as I approached Winter’s Haven. I climbed a few steps to the tavern door. I opened the door and was greeted with a wave of warmth. I stepped in to see that the place only had a few people inside.

Thalia was behind the bar, serving someone a drink. I glanced over to the tables in the center of the large room. Only one had the large man from the other night sitting at it. His head was bowed as he had a plate full of food, and a tall drink. He didn’t touch either as he lifted his gaze to meet mine.

Vezhul informed me of the town’s blacksmith. His name is Theron Ashford. He was fourth generation, and had worked the smithy with his family since he could walk. He only recently took over the business, his aging parents and relatives moving to Summer Spire. He was tasked with keeping the forge hot until after he had raised children. Only then, he could pass it down, and leave Gravestone if he wished.

What is well known about Theron was, despite his impressive height, and strength, was his complete lack of courage. Vezhul went into depth of what the town thought of him. He was a scrawny child, and easily frightened. His family was cruel, often telling him if he misbehaved, he would be thrown into the cemetery for the ghouls to feast on. The man never gained his courage with so much fear in his life. He wasn’t simple. He was skilled at the forge, and a heavy reader. But it didn’t make his life easier, as many into town treated him like a weakling.

When I saw him, I knew I had to speak with him.

I approached the large, handsome younger man. He looked at me with nervous eyes as I reached his table.

“Hi. You must be, Theron, is it? My name is Oona,” I said with a small bow.

I watched him. His lip quivered, before he sat straight up in his seat.

“How…do you know my name?” he asked with a quiver to his voice.

I smiled as I sat down in the chair across from him, at the same table.

“I have been exploring your charming little town, and overhead it being said,” I lied. “Are you the town’s blacksmith?”

Theron gave me a single nod.

I leaned forward a little, ensuring he saw my cleavage. He glanced down, and back at my eyes. At least he had the passion of a true man.

“It’s okay, I don’t bite,” I said with a genuine smile.

“I…I shouldn’t be talking to you,” he said with a quivering voice again.

“I know,” I said with a soft tone. “I know the town doesn’t like elves.”

Theron’s eyes softened, like I struck a nerve.

“No, not that,” he said and quickly trailed off.

I decided to keep it light.

“I’ve seen you here the last few nights I’ve been here. Do you like being here, in the tavern?”

Theron gave me a small nod.

“I like the food…and the drink,” he stammered.

“It is tasty,” I grinned.

There was a moment of silence between us. Theron looked down at his food and drink, but not eating.

“I didn’t mean to disturb your dinner. Please, eat.”

Theron’s eyes widened. “You…you give me permission?”

It was an odd thing to say, but I didn’t let it show on my face.

“Of course. Enjoy what you like. I’ll be at the bar. Once you’re finished, we can,” I stopped talking as the large, muscled man began to shovel food into his mouth.

I was caught off guard, watching him eat like he hadn’t eaten all day.

“I’ll be at the bar, if you want to talk,” I said.

Theron glanced up at me, and then back down to his food. I saw something in his eyes, but it wasn’t fear.

“Do you…enjoy passion?” the blacksmith said between mouthfuls.

I was silent as I was taken aback. It was a very odd question he asked while stuffing his face. I decided not to answer. If he wanted to talk, or ask questions, I wanted him to come to me.

I simply stood up, bowed to him, turned, and walked toward the bar.

Thalia was there, cleaning a glass as she waited for me to approach. I sat down on a barstool with confused eyes.

“Don’t mind Theron. His family was very rough with his upbringing. Under that six-foot-six frame of muscle, is a kind, helpful soul,” Thalia said as she finished cleaning a glass, and put it down.

I simply nodded.

“What will you have to drink?” Thalia asked with warm eyes.

Before I could answer, the front doors of the tavern opened. Thalia and I turned our heads to see Aldric step in with a smile. His gaze fell on me at the bar, and his smile grew a little brighter.

“Oona, just the beauty I was looking for,” the town magistrate grinned before turning his attention to Thalia. “Oona and I will be taking the back room for a private discussion. Please bring us something tasty from the menu, and two bottles of special spirits.”

Thalia barely nodded as Aldric looked at me.

“I apologize for the abruptness of my entry, but we should speak in private. There is nothing to fear, but I rather speak with no listening ears.”

“Of course, Magistrate,” I said as I stood up from the stool.

Aldric bowed, and extended his hand, “Shall we.”

I followed his pointing open hand. There was a small corridor, next to the roaring hearth. I could see a few doors there, most likely private meeting rooms, or for private dinners.

Aldric stood up and walked by my side as we made for the backrooms. I glanced down to still see his sword sheathed at his belt. He was armed, but I didn’t sense a trap. I still had to keep my wits about me. I had no idea why he wanted to talk in private, but to some degree, I knew it would happen at some point.

We reached the small corridor. Aldric put his hand on one door and pushed it open. I stepped in, my heart pounding in my chest.

The room was medium in size. It had a rectangular table, with six chairs. There was a lit lantern, but no windows. A small cabinet took up a corner, most likely filled with cutlery and other items for dining. Other than that, not much else.

The door closed behind me, before Aldric walked past me. I watched as he sat down on one of the seats, and turned it slightly. He pointed his open hand to a seat at the head of the table.

“Please, have a seat.”

I stepped over, turned, and sat down. I remained calm as my thoughts played out moments of fighting for my life, fleeing the tavern, and making for the southern gate entrance. It was the closest exit from this part of town, and if I had to fight my way out, I would make for it.

Aldric looked at me with attentive eyes.

“I hope your stay here has earned you some rest?”

This was the part where he was going to use some excuse to kick me out of town.

“It has been a restful few days, and nights.”

Aldric nodded, but he never took his eyes off mine. It was like he was trying to pierce my soul, searching for some hidden truth.

“That is good to hear. I am curious, how long is your planned stay in Gravestone?”

I put one leg over the other as I relaxed in my seat.

“I haven’t thought about my departure just yet. Traveling the road was exhausting, and I’m not eager to get back to it just yet. But you have nothing to concern yourself with. I will continue my journey north. I simply hadn’t planned the day of my departure.”

Aldric sat back in his chair, equally relaxed.

The door opened. We looked over to Thalia as she stepped in with a tray of food, and two bottles under her arm. She made it to our table, and put down the tray. It was filled with fruits, bread, and small chunks of meat. She placed the two bottles on the table, next to the tray.

“Thank you, Thalia. I know where the cups are,” Aldric smiled.

Thalia bowed to the magistrate, but she gave me a quick glance. It was subtle, but it spoke more than words. I may have gained another ally.

Thalia left the room, and closed the door behind her.

Aldric stood up and walked over to the cabinet. He pulled out a pair of forks, two plates, and two wood mugs.

“As a magistrate, it is my duty to inquire about many things with travelers passing through. There was a question that circled my mind after I left here the other night, and my mind could not be still because of it,” Aldric said as he came back to the table, put the items down, and picked up a bottle of spirits.

“I have nothing to hide, Magistrate,” I lied.

“Please, call me Aldric. Magistrate is much too formal,” the mature man said as he pulled the cork, and poured a liquid into our mugs.

I watched the liquid, clear as running water.

Aldric sat in his seat again, and put the bottle down. He lifted his mug and held it up for a toast. I picked up my mug and touched it to his in a silent toast. Aldric nodded before he took a deep sip.

I watched him, not drinking from mine until I was sure there was no poison. His sip turned to a gulp, and I was satisfied enough to drink mine. The taste was smooth, with a subtle burn. I instantly liked it, for it would put most dwarven ale, or spirits, to shame.

Aldric put his cup down, and looked at me with bright eyes.

“How do you like it?”

I put the cup down, eager for more.

“It’s delicious. I’ve never had a spirit like this before. What is it?”

“It’s called Demon Tears. It’s not for those with a weak constitution. Drinking a whole bottle can blind you. It’s best to have it with food, and water,” Aldric said as he placed his hand on the open bottle. “This bottle is for us, at this moment,” he said before putting his hand on the other bottle. “This is a gift for you.”

“A gift?” I said with a smarmy smile. “But I didn’t get you anything.”

“A moment of your time is all I ask,” the man said with a hint of charm.

The drink was delicious, but I was concerned he was trying to get me drunk so I could speak more. I readied myself to ease my consumption of food and drink, to see where the evening was leading to.

“Lady Oona, why are you really here in Gravestone?”

I didn’t let the shock bleed into my features. I simply picked up my drink, and took another sip. He wasn’t wasting any time with the interrogation. Either he was a fool, or much more devious than he seemed.

“Is there an answer that would satisfy your curiosity?” I said with a sly edge.

“The truth will satisfy me, but lies make it interesting,” Aldric said with his own sly smirk.

I simply looked at the man, sensing he was enjoying the chase. I had to admit, I liked the chase too, in a different way. Despite my need for vengeance, I knew not everyone was blackhearted as the original adventurers. The town magistrate was an enigma, to say the least. He was going to toss me out to the wolves and undead, until I did something to impress him. Fighting the dead I summoned may have given me a toehold into the town, but if I was going to get any deeper, I had to give him something he would believe.

“I’m looking for meaning,” I said.

“Aren’t we all,” Aldric said as he relaxed in his chair.

I sipped my drink as I kept my gaze as innocent as I could.

“Yes, but let us not fool ourselves. I sought adventure, and found it many times, but I feel a little weary from my journey. I’ve heard the stories about this area, and I was intrigued.

“My plan was to stay here for a small time, before continuing to Summer Spire. The guilds are always looking for adventurers, and I thought I would heed their calls. I wanted to do my part to help lift Valoria from our dark ages, but the journey was a little harder than I expected. I would be lying if I didn’t question my quest to join the guilds.”

Aldric regarded my every word. He was trying to discern what I was saying as fact, or fiction. Little did he know, I was speaking the truth, to a degree. Adventure life is difficult. I would be taking my life into my own hands if I joined a guild in search of adventure and uplifting our world from the world quake that nearly destroyed it.

The magistrate eyed me, before shadows touched his gaze.

“Your stay here wouldn’t have anything to do with the history of the founding of the town?” he asked plainly, without emotion.

I gave him my best smile.

“Magistrate, I know what happened here a few hundred years ago. I heard the stories, among many stories across Valoria. I am so far removed, it doesn’t affect me like it would to those who witnessed, or were punished by it. I wasn’t even born during the events that happened so long ago,” I lied.

Aldric eyed me, trying to pierce my soul for the truth. He could think anything he wished, but the best lies are the ones that are half-truth, half fiction. I had no intention of hurting innocent people, or the entire town. What I wanted was to find those still loyal to the original founders, and punish them. I wanted to reclaim my family’s caverns, and right the great wrong.

I looked down in contemplation.

“But if you feel I am a danger to the community because of something far in the past, I can leave for Summer Spire in the morning.”

The shadows bled away from Aldric’s eyes, and a small brightness filled them once again. He leaned forward a little in his chair, looking at me with strong, kind eyes.

“Lady Oona, it would be a tragedy if you departed our town in the morning. As magistrate, I must ask uncomfortable questions, and enforce laws I sometimes disagree with. We haven’t had a shadow elf here in a long time, and I for one, welcome you to our little town.”

The magistrate sat back again, lifted his drink, and took a sip. His eyes were filled with wicked amusement, and a cunning I couldn’t ignore.

“You may have guessed, I had to speak to the mayor, and town elders, of your presence. I feared they would have asked me to escort you from town, and lock the gate doors behind you. To send such beauty into the dark world would be a crime, one I never want to see come to pass, since you are not only a capable fighter, but a beautiful woman as well.”

He used beautiful twice. I must say, I do like his flirtations.

Aldric continued, “Much to my surprise, the mayor and elders didn’t lash out in anger, or command me to do such rude things to a guest in our town. Instead, they encouraged me to speak to you, and ask you to stay awhile. A small gesture of goodwill.”

I watched Aldric as he spoke. My people are very good at lying, and discerning lies. The way Aldric spoke, he was either telling the truth, or he himself learned those skills from my people. I wish I could say my people were good at lying, but no matter the race, there will be good and bad liars. If I refused his offer, I would have to leave soon. If I accept his offer to stay, I could be falling deeper into a trap of some kind. I decided to test what was truly taking place here.

“Thank you, Magistrate.”

“Please, call me Aldric.”

“Thank you, Aldric, but in the short few days and nights I’ve been here, I sense I’m not completely welcomed, not by all. I’ve already disrupted the town’s people enough, and don’t wish to be a bother of any kind. I plan to stay only another day or two, before continuing my journey to Summer Spire. After a few days, I should be refreshed enough to make the last of the journey, and start my new life there,” I finished as I put my cup down on the table, but kept my fingers on it.

Aldric’s brow lifted a little in surprise. I could see the sliver of panic, and he quickly smoothed it away.

“Please forgive the town if anyone appeared uncomfortable at your presence. As for you leaving, I was told to make an offer so you can stay with us a while longer. It isn’t anything underhanded. There have been sins in the past that need correcting. The mayor believes we should make your stay as comfortable as possible, and change a great wrong that happened to your people.

“There is a home that stands empty, close to the eastern gate. It is no longer owned by anyone, and no one has purchased it. The mayor and elders have agreed that it can be your home for a lengthy stay here at Gravestone.”

“Am I being detained?” I asked truthfully.

Aldric’s eyes widened a hair. “Not at all, Lady Oona. You are free to come and go as you please. You are not obligated to take it, but like I said, there are sins to atone. Consider it a gift, for what happened between our peoples, so long ago.

“The only thing the mayor asks, if you stay in our town for a time, is to give us a chance to show you a different Gravestone than what was in the past.”

I watched as Aldric’s hand slid across the table, touching his fingers to my fingers as I was still holding my cup.

“To add, I very much would like for you to stay with us for a time.”

I couldn’t fight the heat crawling up my neck, despite his creepy advance. When I first arrived, I could sense Aldric was a man who liked to chase, and subdue his prey. He saw me as a prize to be won, and wanted more time to see if he could have his conquest. But if this game was going to bear fruit, I had to ensure a proper chase.

I pulled my hand back. I watched Aldric as his eyes took on a gleam. He instantly saw me as a challenge, and I would not disappoint him.

“Aldric, is there something here beyond simple good will?”

“Yes, but only if you’re willing,” the handsome man said with such a truth, I felt it.

“I’m intrigued,” I said with a small, wicked smirk.

“As am I,” the man said with a devilish gleam in his eyes. “If I was rude, I do apologize. I sense something, but perhaps, it was just my mind playing tricks on me.”

“Does it play tricks on you often?”

Aldric chuckled. “Honestly, this is the first time.”

My eyes half-closed as I looked at him. “Tricks of the mind speak to a deeper instinct. You seem like a man of refined instincts, knowing who is good, and who is not. What do your instincts tell you of me?”

Aldric regarded me with cool eyes. “You’re deeper than what your beautiful surface says. You have an intelligent mind, which matches your experienced skill. But I do sense something else, an inner war between what is right, and what is desired.

“That said, I don’t wish to put you at unease. I very much want the opposite. And if I must earn it, I don’t see the harm in working for your attention.”

“My attention?” I said, tilting my head slightly to the side. “You have it,” I smiled. “I am entertaining the town’s offer. May I sleep on it, and tell you in the morning?”

Aldric grinned, knowing I was giving an answer, and not giving one to him.

“I’ll have the home cleaned and readied for your stay. I will come by in the morning, and walk you over to it, if you agree?”

“I agree to your company,” I nodded.

Aldric’s eyes took on a wicked edge as he smiled. “Excellent. I will see you in the morning.”

The magistrate stood, and lifted his cup to his lips. He took a long drink, before putting the mug down on the table.

“Leaving so soon?” I asked. “There is still another bottle of spirits to drink.”

Aldric smiled. “I do not wish to part, but much needs to be done to ensure your proper welcome to our town. But before I go, may I ask you a question?”

“Certainly,” I smiled.

“Do you enjoy passion?”

The words struck me hard enough to hesitate. It was the same words Theron said as I was speaking to him. A chill ran down my spine, knowing I was getting deeper into something mysterious, and enticing.

“Passion makes our lives worth living. But to answer your question, yes, I do, because life without passion is no life at all.”

“Good to hear,” Aldric said as he stepped closer to me.

I was about to stand up to bid him farewell, when he took hold of my hand and lifted it up. I stared as he pressed his lips to the back of my hand, while looking directly in my eyes. It was only for a moment, before he closed them, and pulled his lips away.

My heart thudded in my chest as I looked at him. The warmth of his fingers faded away as he let go. I put my hand down as he turned, and walked out of the room without giving me a second glance.

At that point, I simply stared as the door closed. I had to give him credit. He has played this kind of game before, and he played it well.

I sat back in my chair, lifted my cup, and sipped from it. The drink stung as it slipped down my throat, but I was distracted by my thoughts on the casual interrogation. I wasn’t sure I could believe many in town were trying to atone for what their ancestors did to mine, but I was curious. All of this could have been some seductive game by Aldric, or the town could mean what the magistrate said. Time can change hearts and minds, but I wasn’t going to let my purpose slip away simply because the town was feeling any kind of regret. No, I was seeing this to the end, and if I had to break a few hearts, so be it.


Chapter 6

A Gift

I glanced around the main room on the ground floor. Aldric stood a little way from me, allowing me to soak it all in.

Sunlight filtered in from a window. There was no sign of dust or dirt. A few pieces of furniture dotted the room. Everything looked neat, and in its place.

“The bedchambers are upstairs, including a large wash room,” Aldric smiled. “Also, many in town donated items to make your stay here a little more comfortable. There are fresh linens in the closet upstairs. Cutlery, cups, and plates in the kitchen cupboard. Everything you need for a proper stay here.”

I looked around while feeling Aldric’s eyes glancing at my body. The morning was a simple one. I broke my fast, and enjoyed a little chit chat with Thalia. I told her some of what happened, and she quickly nodded, saying that what Aldric said was true. Many in town were interested in my stay, and donated to the magistrate’s requests.

Despite that knowledge, I was still deeply unsettled by such a grand welcome. Life was difficult across most of Valoria, but to be so generous, to an obvious stranger and shadow elf, was beyond peculiar. There has been such a long history of hate for shadow elves in this town, for it to change overnight was too drastic to go unnoticed. Either that, or they thought I was a fool. In either case, this was as unnatural as it felt.

“I know this is a lot,” Aldric said, as if he read my mind. “The first two nights after you arrived, there was much discussion. Some thought our old laws were archaic, and from a different time. The mayor echoed those thoughts.”

I turned to the magistrate with amused eyes. “Did you echo those thoughts?”

Aldric smirked as he gave me a single nod. “I did. I also told them how well you fought the undead, despite me preparing to throw you out of town.”

“That was a brave thing for your ego,” I smiled.

Aldric nodded. “It was, but I hope it shows we mean what we say.”

I couldn’t deny the moment of attraction. Despite his words, the magistrate stood with confidence. There was no hesitation in his explanations. He was direct, and forthcoming, which meant he was speaking from the heart, but that didn’t mean he was speaking the whole truth.

I turned away, looking at the large room again, my gaze drifting to the cold hearth.

“I cannot accept this, for I would be deeply in your debt. Even if you deny it, it will remain unspoken between us,” I said.

“You hesitate because if you accept, you feel I would use it as leverage against you, which is not the intention.”

I turned my gaze to him. “Since we are speaking plainly, what is the intention?”

“The house is not yours to keep. It is merely a proper dwelling rather than staying at the inn. Thalia runs a clean place, but I can sense you are a woman of higher stature, and refined tastes.”

The magistrate stepped closer, his thin white beard defining his strong jaw.

“And it would pain me to see you go.”

“You don’t know me,” I retorted.

“I want to know you,” Aldric said with a warm tone.

I could smell his musk as he stood before me. It was a blend of cinnamon with a hint of his soul. At that moment, I wanted to drink it further. I knew my abilities and mystical skill could overwhelm him, but maybe that is what he felt as well. Did he sense my power? Was he drawn to it, knowing I would not cow down to his advances?

“But if this is all too unsettling, please, continue to stay at the Winter’s Haven. The town will not treat you any different,” Aldric said, his gray eyes taking on an impish gleam.

I let out a small exhale.

“This is much to consider.”

Aldric nodded. “Then consider it here, under a strong roof, and a warm home. If you stay long enough with us, you may purchase this home as your own. Until then, consider it one of many gifts as we try to change a dark history into a bright future.”

Part of me hated his confidence. Another part of me wanted to ride it.

Aldric stayed close as he looked at me with knowing eyes.

“I do not wish to shift the subject too much, but Theron told me you gave him permission to eat his meal. Is this true?”

“It is,” I said without hesitation.

Aldric nodded as his eyes took on a serious gleam.

“Theron is a friend. He often needs direction, and permission. Few in town are allowed those two things with him. You showed him kindness, and for that, you will be one of the few that can give him direction, and permission. Do what you will with that.”

There was an undercurrent to his words. He was telling me, and not telling me something at the same time. His doublespeak was not lost on me. In every shadow elf community, there are lechery caverns dedicated to carnal acts, and perversions. Nothing was directly spoken about the activities beyond those caverns, but everyone knew what they meant. The urges and hungers of my people verged on the demonic. If not satisfied, those urges bled over into other matters.

The caverns allowed all to go and satisfy those urges, and hungers. It was a means to a peaceful mind, body, and soul. The way Aldric spoke, it was almost like he visited those same caverns, and spoke the secret language of such places.

There was a small silence between us.

“I know you mistrust me. I look forward to changing your mind, if you allow it,” Aldric said with such a bite, it cut at my spirit.

I had no words as the magistrate turned and headed for the door.

“Make yourself at home. I will be sending a gift to you later. You have full authority to accept, or reject it. I hope you at least consider it.”

And with that, he left, closing the door behind him.

I was silent as I stood there, staring at the door. Odd emotions crawled along my spirit. His advances wouldn’t deter my goals, but I did entertain the thought of enjoying my vengeance a little more than I expected. I still had no idea if Aldric was my enemy, or a friend. I knew I needed to learn much of the town before I implemented my designs.

I turned back to the main room and looked at it with my hands on my hips.

“I might as well enjoy some comfort,” I whispered as my thoughts drifted back to the handsome magistrate.

***

The afternoon air was cool, as the sun was annoyingly bright. I walked the cobblestone street with a sack of supplies cradled in one arm, and a wine bottle in the other.

My plans for the evening were simple. Have a nice meal, drink a glass of wine, and perform some dark magic.

Navigating the town was fairly easy. Each house and structure had a unique appearance, and combinations of color. Before I arrived, I very much pictured the town to be gray and dreary, like its name. I was happy that I was wrong. It boasted an unusual look, like most of the early townsfolk had a different idea for each home, and built them without consulting the others. It didn’t look ostentatious, but came off subtle in odd ways, which only added to the character of the town.

As I approached my new residence, I slowed my pace as I saw a tall, beefy man standing before it. His head was bowed at the door, like he was greeting it. He didn’t move, standing like a statue in a park. Even from the side, I could tell it was Theron, the town’s blacksmith. It continued to baffle me how someone so incredibly handsome, tall, and strong, could be so submissive. Not that I hadn’t met my share of submissive shadow elf men at home, and on my travels, but for him, it seemed strange. When I approached, only then did he turn and face me, his head still bowed.

“Greetings, Lady Thornkiss,” the large man said softly.

“Greetings, Theron. What brings you by?” I asked just as Aldric’s words haunted me, and I knew why the blacksmith was here.

“I’ve come to you, as a gift. May we go inside?” he asked with his head still bowed.

I couldn’t hide my smirk. I moved to the door, inserted the key, and turned it. The door unlocked, and we stepped in, me leading the way.

I walked over to a side table in the main chamber. I placed the sack and wine bottle on the table. When I turned around, my eyes widened a little in shock.

The door was closed, and Theron was on his knees, his head still bowed.

“I was commanded to come here, and serve you in any way needed,” Theron said simply.

“Serve me?” I said with an amused tone. “I seem rather popular in a town that hates elves.”

Theron remained on his knees as he spoke, “Things have changed here in Gravestone. Many people my age do not hate elves like our elder generations. We occasionally get visitors from Summer Spire. They often bring stories to the tavern about how different things are now. Many of us have grown up hearing those stories, and understanding the world has changed.”

My first thought as Theron spoke was how concise his speech was, experienced, and apparently well-informed. He was not a weakling, or simple-minded. He was a man who simply needed to be dominated.

It did make my heart flutter a little, seeing him so submissive, and telling me anything I wanted to know. I had better put him to good use.

“Did Aldric send you?” I asked.

“Yes,” Theron nodded.

“And what gift are you truly here to give me?”

“To serve a beautiful goddess among mortal men and women,” Theron said without hesitation.

I looked down on Theron with fascinated eyes. Aldric was playing a game, and I was very interested. To have a submissive to do as I will was tantalizing, but also a double-edged sword. I could gather as much information I wanted, but he could also turn around and report back anything I asked. He would divulge my requests by a simple command, and I wondered if this was part of Aldric’s plan from the beginning.

“A goddess? Such a high compliment. Are those words from you, or your masters?”

“From me,” Theron said with his head still bowed.

“Theron, look at me,” I whispered my command.

Theron lifted his head, and looked directly in my eyes.

“Of course, Goddess.”

A thrill ran through me as I looked down upon the man on his knees. I couldn’t stop my imagination as lewd scenarios played on like an intimate song. I didn’t show it in my expression, but the heat was there, and easily detectable if he was closer to me.

“Theron, do you have a pet, or servant name?”

“I take on any name you command me to have.”

My heart danced with possibilities, but I had to focus.

“Theron, you know I’m new to Gravestone, but I wish to know more about the town. I have need of a guide, and a servant. Would you be that for me? Would you spend some of your time assisting me?”

The man nodded.

“Of course. I will bend to your wishes, desires, and needs.”

My mind worked to ferry out information that was meant for my pointed ears, and not come off as diving too deep in knowledge to give me away.

“I heard a rumor of a lust cult. Are you part of such a thing, if it is true?”

Theron nodded again. “It is true, but I cannot speak of it beyond those who are not authorized.”

“Am I authorized to hear it?”

“Yes,” Theron said without hesitation.

Aldric is playing a delightful game.

“Does this cult have a name?”

“The Silver Chain.”

Aldric must have created it, his ego inserting itself with part of his family name.

“How many members are part of the Silver Chain?”

“Four, but we also take on guests, for a time.”

“How does one become a member of your hidden society?”

Theron looked down, and to the side. “I can tell you many things, but some things can only be answered by Master Silverbrook. I am forbidden to impart such secrets, but you, and only you, may speak to Master Silverbrook, and he will give you answers.”

Interesting, but I needed more.

“Who are your members?”

“Aldric Silverbrook is our leader, and master. I am a member, Anara Spinner, the town’s tailor, and Elowen Brightstar, the town cleric.”

My interest was piqued. It was a small, intimate cult. It was safe to assume that Theron was sent here to help entice me to find out more.

Lust cults are common in certain circles, just as harems are. They are sects bent on exploring the many aspects of love, and lust making. Generally, these cults were not looked down upon. Instead, they were a normal way of life for many. It simply wasn’t talked about in casual, or royal settings. For many people, it was secretly encouraged to create such societies and sects to bring about deep bonding for those who could not deny their baser urges.

I stepped closer to the man on his knees. He averted his eyes again, being submissive to me.

“Theron, is there something you will not do, if asked?”

“I cannot give you secrets of our family, that is all.”

Heat crawled up my neck as I looked down on him.

“I love to see a man pleasure himself, in worship of what he finds divine. You called me goddess. Would you worship me as one?”

“Without hesitation, my goddess.”

A tingling feeling filled my stomach, alongside moths dancing within. I was excited, and curious as to how submissive Theron truly was. But such activities would have to wait for now. Such distractions are welcomed, most of the time, but I still needed more information.

I placed my hand on his wide shoulder.

“Theron, tomorrow you will come by in the afternoon. Until then, I want you to think about me. Look forward to your visit. Feel good, and well. Get your rest, for I may have much for you to do for me. Can you do that?”

Theron nodded. “Yes, my goddess.”

I let go of his shoulder. I wanted to command him at that moment to do lurid things, and please me as I wished, but there were things I had to accomplish before I relieved any tension along my spirit.

“You may go,” I commanded.

Theron stood up, turned, and stepped for the door. I watched as there were no goodbyes. He was truly a submissive, following my commands to the letter. It further tantalized me to prepare for tomorrow, so we could enjoy our time together.

When the door closed, I let out a long exhale. I fanned my neck a little, as I tried to push Theron’s handsome image from my thoughts.

I turned back to my supplies and wine.

“First thing’s first,” I said as I mentally prepared for my evening.


Chapter 7

Hate and Sorrow

I ran a piece of chalk across the floor, curving it to where I started. When the circle was complete, I began creating arcane lines, and symbols within.

The hearth burned only a few feet from me. It warmed the main chamber as I continued my preparations. Not far from the circle was my worn, leather spellbook, and a glass of wine.

The curtains were drawn across the dark windows. Night had fallen, giving me the blessed peace I had been craving for. After Theron had left, I sat on the couch, thinking about the evening. There was much to discover in Gravestone, but the endless play of trying to discover that information only led my mind to exhaustion. Vezhul was a tremendous help with what he learned while haunting the cemetery, but I needed a source of information from within the town itself.

Despite common belief, necromancy, like all magic, was not all snapping of fingers to command the elements, or such. Some of it took preparation, and time. I did have some spells that I knew by heart, other spells required re-reading.

Glancing at my spellbook, I followed the designs for a ritual version of a spell I often used. Unlike the simple skeletons I summoned when I first arrived, I required a spirit which kept most of its intelligence. It would make my time here easier if I knew a little more about the town’s secrets.

I was taking a risky chance. The dead were capable of harboring great sorrow, and greater hate. They despised and hungered for the living. Even with my skills and knowledge, I could be a target of their malice. I do have the power to burn their decayed souls from this plane of existence, but a true necromancer needed the dead, just as the dead needed us. Necromancers were the few skilled enough to speak with souls between planes, and that is why the dead treasured us, most of the dead that is.

I finished drawing out the symbols. I put the piece of chalk down, and scooped up the glass of red wine. I took a deep sip as I looked over my work. I ensured all the lines connected. If there were any breaks in the designs, the dead could escape, and try to harm me.

When I finished inspecting the arcane design, I took another deep sip, and then placed my glass on the floor. I glanced at the mystical words on the open page of my spellbook. I committed them to memory as I turned my gaze back to the circle, and began to recite the verses perfectly.

The fire within the hearth began to dim. The air grew colder in the chamber as I continued to recite the words. Shadows lengthened as I felt several spirits beyond the walls of my temporary home. Several turned to dozens, their incorporeal heads turning in my direction. I could feel the strands, and chains, anchoring the dead to this place. Seeing them in my mind’s eye, I was overwhelmed by the many spirits containing large swaths of knowledge.

One dead heart beat with sorrow, and hatred. This meant they could be easily manipulated to tell me what I needed to know. I centered my mind on the one weeping soul. With an invisible whip, it lashed at them, coiled around them, and pulled. My mind dragged the unwilling spirit until it was close to the house. With one last surge of power, I pulled the spirit into the circle, and arcane words within the circle glowed with supernatural light.

I watched as a ghostly apparition appeared within the confines of the circle. At first, it looked like an older woman, wearing a nightgown. She looked at me with sad, pain filled eyes, before her face contorted into a skull like visage, mouth agape like she was silently screaming.

“How dare you, shadow elf!” the spirit whispered even though its mouth didn’t move.

“I dare,” I said, not cowering to the angry spirit. “I have summoned you to answer my questions. After which, I will release you, and return you to your lingering afterlife.”

The spirit’s face returned to the sad woman’s expression. She looked at me with heavy eyes, her torment plain across her features.

“You demons don’t belong in Gravestone,” the spirit said with melancholy eyes.

“I didn’t summon you here for your opinion. I require your knowledge of the town, and its people. I know you have seen much, even in death. Your spirit reeks of it. Tell me, who is the ruling party of the town?”

The spirit hesitated, but I pushed my power into them, and they spoke truthfully because I commanded it.

“Mayor James Hallowell is the true power and influence of Gravestone. He…” the spirit trailed off.

My white eyebrow quirked. I could sense a power preventing the spirit from speaking something.

“Who in town is loyal to the mayor?”

The spirit’s lips trembled.

“No one is loyal to him. They fear him.”

“Why do they fear him?”

“They…they,” she tried to speak, but the words didn’t come out.

My suspicious mind churned. Someone of great power must be silencing the spirits, even from me. This was going to be more challenging than I thought.

“Tell me what you know about the town’s founding? I know you were there in the beginning. Your spirit drips with history, and pain.”

The spirit spoke against its will, “The town was built when the evil shadow elves were killed. The founders told us how they slaughtered you creatures, running you through like you deserved. The treasures of your caverns would make everyone wealthy. Some of it would be used to build our town, so others would have to visit on their way to Summer Spire, or leaving it.”

I could taste the disdain in the spirit's tone as she spoke to me. I ignored her hatred and continued.

“You have lingered here for nearly two-hundred years. I must know, is Aldric Silverbrook trustworthy?”

The spirit’s eyes flashed with rage.

“He is an honorable man. He keeps his word. He treats those around him well. He has great courage, but even he carries fear in his heart. He’s good at hiding it, but he knows what side his bread is buttered,” the spirit said with a sad giggle.

“And Theron?” I asked.

The spirit’s eyes widened a hair, before she looked down.

“Theron is a good boy. He never deserved the treatment from those of our bloodline.”

Bloodline? “Tell me your name.”

The spirit looked at me with a mixture of fury, and sorrow.

“Margaret Ashford, ancestor to Theron Ashford.”

A relative from the distant past. I could use this.

“What happened to Theron?” I commanded.

The spirit looked away.

“His parents had a cruel darkness in their hearts. It was inherited through marriage a generation before. He was thin, and scrawny. They beat him, disparaged him. They never allowed him a victory.

“I watched over him during those times. He found comfort in misery, and servitude. He still carries that pain, seeking true acceptance, and love.”

My heart beat for Theron. I could see his pain, even if he didn’t outwardly show it. The spirit only confirmed my suspicions.

“Tell me about Anara, and Elowen.”

“Anara is the town’s tailor. She is always hungry for carnal acts. She appears sweet, but she has an unholy hunger for intimacy.

“Elowen is an elf from Rose Haven. She seeks to heal the lesser races, but her perversions are known to many. She enjoys being an object, or toy, for those seeking to inflict cruelty.”

The more I listened, the more I felt like I belonged in Gravestone. A long time ago in my people’s history, lying, cheating, blackmail, skullduggery, and nefarious acts were typical of my people. After the World Quake, the city caverns my people inhabited caved in, and crushed many lives. My people survived, depending on where they were during the quake that lasted three whole days.

Afterwards, my people knew, we didn’t have the population enough to carry on with such deceitful and harmful ways. To survive, we changed, becoming more helpful, and willing to bargain with the other races. After thousands of years, it became a way of life for us, living as a better people. But some things didn’t go away with how we were perceived. Our lusts, our needs for secrets, and knowledge, had remained. We changed our past evil cruelty, and turned it into something a little more benign. But who we are was always there, under our skin. Gravestone had many secrets, and I was drawn to such dark, forbidden knowledge.

“Tell me the secrets of Gravestone,” I commanded.

The spirit stared at me as she spoke, “Demon Tears is being sold to black markets within Summer Spire. The elders of Summer Spire forbade its sale within the city walls because it caused several deaths from its potency.

“There are those in town who deal in poisons, amnesia potions, and skull powder.”

I listened as I mentally made notes. Everything Margert mentioned was illegal in one form, another. Summer Spire has always had a high standard when it came to high fashion, drinks, and mystical items. Many other kingdoms emulated Summer Spire, not allowing certain items within city, or nearby town limits.

Amnesia potions, otherwise known as Forget Me potions, were a particular bane of society. Those who drank them felt euphoric as they began to forget everything before they consumed the potion. I often heard it was like being free for the first time, every time. It had become illegal because those who drank one too many amnesia potions never regained their memories. They wandered places like lost ghosts, not knowing where they were from, or where they were going. Some families would help those who lost all their memories, and aiding them in building a new life. Other times, those poor souls would be chased from towns, often dying from the elements, or by monsters.

Skull powder was dangerous. Those who snorted it were able to see spirits and ghosts. It created a serene, calming effect. It enhanced the senses enough to see the spirit realm. Many used it to gain knowledge, speak to loved ones long passed, or simply for the calm it brought to a turbulent life. What is never spoken about it, was how it was made in the first place.

Ghouls are not undead creatures, contrary to popular belief. They are gray, hairless humanoids that scavenge the dead. They consume every part of a corpse, from dried skin to bone. I don’t know how it was discovered, but if a ghoul’s head was crushed into a paste, and dried into a powder, it became skull powder. It had to be the whole head of skin, muscle, brain, and bone.

Slavery was outlawed up and down the coast, but there were some gray areas. Ghouls have no society, and are a bane to most cemeteries. They are primal monsters, often put to death once discovered. Unscrupulous people would chain up ghouls, breed them, and take their heads to make more skull powder. It was a horrific act, but one people cared little for, because given a chance, a ghoul would kill someone, drag their body away, allow them to rot a little, and start eating the remains.

“Who is leading these shadowy black-market operations?”

The ghost hesitated.

“I don’t know, and I couldn’t tell you if I did know,” she said flatly.

There was something to her tone I could not simply ignore.

“Thank you, Margaret. We are almost finished here. I only have one more question for you, and then I will set you free.”

The ghost simply stared at me with sad eyes.

I needed to be sure if Vezhul was giving me the correct information from what he witnessed during his time in the cemetery.

“Who still carries the three pieces of an amulet to the Syldoric Caverns?”

The ghost didn’t blink as it spoke, “Hadrian Dusk of the Dusk Farm. He is a descendant from Lord Dusk, an original founder of the town.

“Anara Spinner, the town’s tailor. Her family was entrusted with a piece of the amulet.

“And Aldric Silverbrook, the town magistrate.”

I eyed the spirit as I found out Vezhul was mistaken, to a degree. The wraith told me of the many times different families were caretakers of the pieces of the amulet, but he wasn’t sure who in town actually had each piece at the moment. He mentioned Hadrian, and Anara, but he was mistaken on the last one, saying it was the mayor who had it. Instead, it was the very magistrate trying to lure me close to him. This didn’t sit well with me, but it did provide an opportunity. If I could get closer to Aldric, then gaining the part of the amulet might happen quicker than I thought.

I hadn’t met Hadrian, but I would have to arrange to meet him.

“You said you would free me,” the ghost said, floating above the circle.

I simply nodded.

“I will break the circle, and you will be free to return to where I plucked you from. Go in peace, or I will burn what is left of your soul to ashes, do you understand?”

The ghost nodded with defeated eyes.

I moved my toe to the edge of the circle, and swiped it across a few inches to break the spell. I looked up to a shimmer, the barrier falling away to shards of nothing.

The ghost remained, floating above the floor in the chamber.

“You’re free,” I reiterated.

There was a moment of silence. The spirit looked at me with those sorrow filled eyes. I could feel her pain and regret flow over me, like water over a stone.

In a blink, her face contorted. Pale fingers curled as the spirit launched at me, moaning her torment.

There was no fear in my eyes, only resignation.

I lifted my hand and whispered an arcane word. Green fire filled my open palm, just as the spirit was reaching for my throat, ready to drain my very life force. The green flame flared before blasting upwards.

The instant my Bane Fire struck the spirit, she screamed. Emerald flames ate away at her spectral body. Her face changed, and she sobbed just before the flames burned away her entire ghostly body until she was gone.

I stared at the air. I knew she had it in her to attack me. Despite being a necromancer, there are still some dead that will never understand balances of power. My bane fire freed Margaret’s cracked soul. She will move on to different planes of existence, or reincarnate here on Valoria. It mattered little to me. She gave me information I could use.

I had a faint thought to summon another spirit, but I disregarded it. Maybe it was the wine, or exhaustion, I couldn’t say.

I looked down on the broken arcane circle. I will clean it up in the morning. Rest called me to bed, like a lover in need.

My own needs curled with desire. I knew the games I had to play, but I couldn’t dive too deep into them, for fear of losing myself in the process.

My thoughts shifted to Theron. I felt the soft spot for him the moment I met him. He was a gift, one I very much wanted to enjoy. I must always remember why I’m here, and what needed to be done.

Faces painted my mind’s eye, and I knew what I’m trying to accomplish will be much more difficult than I imagined.               


Chapter 8

Dress for Vengeance

A river of dreams flowed over me as I slept. Moments played out of shouting, sobbing, and death rattles of loved ones being run through. Other moments played on of hard bodies, pushing and pulling against me, in me. I was entangled in limbs, and close bodies, never wanting to leave their warmth. The back and forth between the two overwhelmed me, the dead kissing my naked skin before they started tearing pieces off.

My eyes opened. A thin shaft of sunlight penetrated the curtain, giving my dark room a small glow.

I resisted the urge to put the blanket over my head. Instead, I sat up, my long white hair tangled around me like some squid creature on my head. My arms went up as I yawned. When they flopped down to my sides, I stared at nothing, while silently hating the bright light of day.

It takes a few days, to a few weeks for a shadow elf’s eyes to adjust to daylight. It is always a painful process the first time, but after that, your eyes adjust to it much sooner. The daylight still bothered me because I only wanted the glow of luminous mushrooms and moss. The light they gave off was calmer, unlike the searing brilliant light of the sun.

I shifted to the side of the bed, and put my bare feet on the cool floor. I looked around, thankful the house was warm enough during the rest of the night. Shadow elf caverns were always warm. That was why we barely wore clothes at times. Naked skin always felt better in hot caverns.

I thought about my day, and my thoughts didn’t get very far. The town of Gravestone had a dark, and mysterious underbelly, but I wasn’t here for that. I needed the three parts of the amulet to reclaim my home. My gaze dropped to the floor because part of my design was to get revenge on the people who took my family’s home away. Humans had such short lives, the people here in town were not the people who performed such terrible deeds in the past. They were innocent of such evil, and I was conflicted. I wasn’t here to kill everyone for something that happened long ago in the past. I was here to get back what was rightfully mine. So why did I feel a sliver of guilt?

I closed my eyes, and calmed my mind. I was going to claim my family’s caverns once again, but before I arrived, there was a part of me wishing the town would fight back. I wanted them to give me a reason to lay them all to waste. Now, I just wanted what was always mine.

My eyes opened as new confidence filled me. While I didn’t have to slay the descendants of the original founders, that didn’t mean my quest would end. The dark underbelly of Gravestone might be just the place for me to worm myself deeper into their graces. I know many people in the town are not idiots. Aldric was cunning, and may already have an idea why I’m truly here. Despite his musings, if he is as attracted to me as it seemed, even he cannot fight the idea that I may want to be part of town, and its dark enterprises.

There is also a part of me that wanted to know more. It was my weakness, delving into dark knowledge, and less than pure activities. It was a song I found irresistible, and I wanted to explore it more. There was no timeframe for my plans and designs, only a goal to complete.

I stood up in my naked glory. I glanced at my open closet, seeing the few clothing items I had. I remembered the town tailor, Anara. It needed a new wardrobe, and maybe get to know the town tailor a little more.

***

Thick clouds reached across the sky, slowly obscuring the sun. They came with the wind from the ocean, the air growing cooler with each passing moment.

I was thankful for the clouds. They brought me some relief as I stood before the tailor shop. The shop itself was plain, without any outstanding features. It had a simple hanging sign that read “Tailor Spinner.” The lack of imagination was obvious, but that didn’t mean they didn’t do good work.

My gaze fell on some of the dresses and outfits in the window. The outside was nothing spectacular, but the clothing behind the window was incredible. There were some designs that I could see back on the isles.

Inside, a woman came out of a backroom, with a small stack of clothes in her arms. She had dirty blonde hair tied back into a bun. She was slender, and beautiful. When she glanced at me through the window, she smiled.

I returned her smile, before moving to the front door and taking hold of the door handle.

A bell chimed as I stepped in. I glanced around at all the clothes on shelves, and hanging on hooks. The air smelled of fabric, and inspiration.

“Welcome to Tailor Spinner. How can I help you today?” the woman beamed.

“Hi,” I said with a bright smile. “I’m looking for some new clothes to purchase. Life on the road is hard, and I need some new outfits. Maybe you can help me?”

The woman nodded, keeping her smile. She came from around the counter and bowed to me.

“Of course, Lady Thornkiss,” she said and stood up straighter. “We haven’t met, but I’ve heard about you from many others. I’m Anara Spinner.”

Word always travels fast in small towns.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Lady Spinner.”

“Please, Anara is fine,” she said before she hesitated, and then continued, “I have never met a shadow elf in person. I’m sorry if this sounds strange, but I am very happy to meet you.”

“Oh?” I said with cautious eyes.

Anara nodded. “I’m always curious about fashions along the coast, and islands. I would love to discuss shadow elf fashions, if I’m not being too forward?”

“You’re not being too forward. I would love to discuss anything you like, but I also wish to purchase some of your fine clothing.”

“Of course,” Anara said with excitement in her eyes. “Let me show you a few pieces. When you pick out a few you like, I can hem and adjust them as we discuss.”

“Lovely,” I said, wondering if this who she truly is, or a façade to get in my good graces?

It wasn’t lost on me that she was part of Aldric’s lust cult. She may know more about me than I know about her, but if she is truly trying to get closer to me, she will reveal a little more about herself with time.

“This way,” Anara said with her hand pointed at a table filled with folded clothes.

“Thank you,” I said as we walked over to it, my mind drinking in everything.

***

Rain started to pour from the sky.

I rushed along the now deserted streets of Gravestone. My cloak billowed as I carried a wrapped package under my arm. My hood was over my head, barely keeping the rain off my face.

Time at Anara’s shop slowed to a crawl. As she hemmed my new outfits, we talked like we knew each other our entire lives. We couldn’t stop chatting about fashion, life on the road, and how busy Anara was since she was the only tailor in town. I was guarded with what I told her, keeping things vague. It seemed to not matter to the tailor. I think she was happy to talk to someone new other than the regulars in town.

There was an underlying current with our chatting. She looked at me with the eyes of a secret soul. The surface Anara was different, her eyes betraying her other side. There was an immediate attraction, but it wasn’t from me. I could sense Anara had two, or more sides to her, and I was happy to indulge, if only to sink my claws deeper into the town.

My boot splashed in a deep puddle. I continued, running through the rain, eager to get home and dry off. When I turned down my street, I slowed to a halt.

Theron stood before my door, his head bowed and rain pouring over him.

A sudden memory stabbed into my mind, remembering that I told him to come by today and assist me. My conversations with Anara went on longer than I expected, and I had forgotten the blacksmith was coming to my place.

I rushed to the hulking man.

“Theron,” I said.

He turned his head in the rain, looked at me, and a small smile bloomed.

“You told me to come here. I thought you were inside, testing my words, and commitment.”

I quickly pulled the key from a belt pouch, inserted it into the lock, and opened the door.

“Quickly, inside,” I commanded.

Theron walked in before me. I stepped in after him, but not before looking both ways along the street to see if anyone else was there. When I saw no one, I closed the door and locked it.

I turned to Theron a few feet from me, water dripping off his clothes, and puddling on the floor. A rumble of thunder sounded off in the distance.

“Take off your cloak, and hang it. I will search for something to dry you off.”

Theron did as I said, taking off his soaking wet cloak and hanging it on a peg by the door.

I put the package down on a small table by the entrance. When I glanced at Theron at my side, my gaze drank in his strong form. Seeing a drop of water slide down his strong neck, stunned me.

Theron was silent, with his head still bowed to me.

I woke up from my trance, and darted to the stairs. I climbed them to the second floor, and rushed into my room.

Realization struck me when I was in my room. I had no towels, or dried cloth. I had purchased supplies, a few items, and new clothes, but little else. I glanced at my robe in the closet, and I had a terrible idea.

I grabbed the robe, and rushed out of my room and down the stairs.

When I reached the bottom of the stairs, I approached the dripping blacksmith. I lifted my black robe in my hands, and presented it to him.

“I don’t have any spare cloths to dry you. Please, use my robe.”

Theron didn’t hesitate to take my robe, but what he did next caught me off guard.

The large man put the robe close to his face, and took a deep inhale.

“Your scent is beautiful,” the blacksmith said. “I don’t wish to soil it with my scent.”

Time slowed to a halt as I stared at the handsome blacksmith. A haze fell over my eyes, body, and spirit. His gaze was a mixture of innocence, and strength. He didn’t care that he was wet, or had to wait in the rain. He only cared about not soiling a robe I gave him freely to dry himself off.

Theron looked down, sadness returning to his eyes.

“Please, forgive me. I spoke my thoughts. I should not have done that without your permission.”

I suddenly felt warm, despite cold wet spots along my legs.

“Theron, you have permission to speak your thoughts with me,” I said with a tone that came off sultrier than I intended.

Theron nodded as he looked at me.

“I am here to assist you. I can light your hearth.”

I blinked as heat flowed into my cheeks. I had to keep it together, at least a little bit. What was he doing to me?

“Yes, light my hearth, while I get us something to drink,” I said and turned away so I wasn’t trapped in his handsome gaze.

I walked into the kitchen, trying to collect my wits. My mind worked to stitch myself together. Theron may be here by my whims, but he is also submissive, and needs a commanding guidance.

Memories splashed on the shores of my mind, sitting in a lechery cavern with several males, and a few females at my feet. They enjoyed being commanded, and I enjoyed commanding them at times. I wasn’t always the mistress to the servants. There were times where I enjoyed being taken like an object and used for pleasure. Most of my people were like that, enjoying both sides of the same coin. Why would it be different here?

I took control of myself. I walked over to a cabinet, opened it, and pulled out a bottle of spirits. I picked up two cups from another cabinet, and walked back into the main chamber.

Heat already started to flow into the medium-sized room. Theron hovered by the hearth, using a wrought iron poker to aid the flames. The white noise of rain outside further calmed my nerves. I put the bottle of spirits on a small table before the couch, and then the cups. I stood up, unbuttoning my wet cloak, and hung it on a peg next to Theron’s cloak.

I was wearing my traveling clothes and boots. I quickly stepped out of each boot by the door. I glanced at my robe, neatly folded, and beside my wrapped package on the small table by the door. He even folded it for me, and it was still dry.

I turned to the room, Theron standing beside the hearth, water still dripping off his short hair.

“Are you cold?” Asked with concerned eyes as I stepped closer to him.

“No,” Theron said plainly. “Working by a forge, I’m rarely cold.”

I walked to him, and looked up into his kind, blue eyes.

“I have a bottle of spirits to warm us both up in this dreary weather,” I said with a soft exhale.

“I will do anything you ask, or command. I am your assistant, and servant.”

A wicked urge lashed at my spirit.

“I should name you,” I smiled.

Theron simply looked at me.

I tapped my cheek with a finger as I visually drank in his hulking form.

“Thrall doesn’t seem to fit. You’re more of a stud. A stud I can put to work. But your kind eyes speak another name,” I said as I pressed my hand to his cheek.

“I will be whatever you desire.”

“We may have to discover it together,” I said with a sultry edge. “For this evening, I simply want to get to know you, and enjoy you.”

“As you will,” Theron said with submissive eyes.

I leaned in a little closer, taking my hand from his cheek and pressing it against his strong chest.

“Call me, Mistress.”

“Yes, Mistress,” Theron said.

“Let’s start simple,” I cooed. “Undress for me. I want to see all of you.”

Theron nodded as he reached for his clothes.

I stepped back. I made my way around the table and sat down on the couch. As I sat down, I watched as Theron took off his leather jacket, followed by his shirt. When his chest was uncovered, I couldn’t help but stare at him. He looked strong enough to twist me into knots, but the evening was just beginning, and maybe I would save that for later.

When his leggings came off, I couldn’t hide my surprise. I was speechless as a sea serpent monster hung from between his legs. It was already half hard, and getting harder the longer I stared at it.

Theron folded his clothes, and put them on a nearby chair. He then returned to the middle of the room, standing before me stark naked.

I could feel myself return to the present, despite his hypnotic manhood battering my imagination.

“Pour us some drinks.”

Theron moved to the table and knelt to it. He picked up the bottle and pulled the cork. He poured into each cup in turn. When finished, he placed the open bottle down. He then took hold and lifted a cup to me.

I took the cup as I watched him. He took a cup in his hand, but didn’t drink.

“Do you enjoy spirits?” I asked.

“Only when I’m told to enjoy them,” he answered.

“I want you to be honest, will you enjoy having spirits with me?”

Theron nodded.

“I will, but I worry I will lose myself if I drink too much, Mistress.”

I gave him a sultry smile.

“My pet, I will never allow you to lose yourself. If you worship me, I will always be there, like a goddess to a cleric.”

Theron bowed his head to me while on his knees. “Then I will be a loyal cleric to my beautiful goddess.”

A tingling filled my belly as heat crawled into my cheeks.

“Mistress will be my title in front of others, but in private, you will call me Goddess.”

“Yes, Goddess.”

“Drink, my handsome cleric,” I commanded.

Theron lifted the cup to his lips, and I watched him drink. I drank from my cup. The spirits burned my tongue and throat with a soothing heat. It was enough to warm me more than I already was. A sudden urge for more filled me as I felt my nipples press against the cloth of my traveling shirt.

The heat in the room only grew as I watched Theron’s cock lazily fight gravity’s pull.

“Cleric, I must be confident of your devotion.”

“Anything, my Goddess.”

“I want you to show me your devotion. Stroke your cock until I tell you to stop.”

Theron nodded as he took hold of his thick member.

I relaxed in my seat, watching the young man kneel, and slowly, gently stroked himself to my command. His big, strong hand wrapped around it, stroking it to my gaze. A small moan filled his throat as he continued to debase himself before me.

“You may moan if you wish,” I said and took a sip of my drink.

A louder moan filled his throat, turning into a half whimper as he stroked his veiny staff.

The air took on further intimacy as I felt a swirl in my belly. It had been some time since a man stormed my inner cathedral. As much as I liked his display of affection, I couldn’t push away the thoughts of him on me, if I commanded it.

When I looked into his eyes, they may have been looking down, but I could still catch a gleam of ecstasy within them. He was truly turned on, and enjoying himself. For him, it was about pleasing those he chose, or were ordered to be, dominate.

Heat glowed along my body as the mood wrapped around me. Theron lifted his gaze, holding his cock down and stroking it, the tip pointed to the floor.

I watched as his cock thickened by simply looking at me. He moaned a little louder, his tempo increasing a little.

Urges pushed me to stand over him. He looked at me, a foot away, and moaned.

I took hold of my shirt, and began to unbutton it. I smiled as I slowly undid each button. When I reached the last one, I opened it. Warm air touched my breasts, and sensitive nipples. I took hold of my leggings, and pushed them down. My clothes puddled at my feet as Theron’s moans turned to muffled grunts.

“Tell me, cleric, what do you see?” I asked as I stood before him naked.

Theron lifted his gaze to my body, weakness bleeding further into his eyes.

“I see a place of worship, where my tongue would lick your holy honey. I see mountains with peaks I wish to suckle on. I see thighs I dream of touching. I see a goddess I will kneel before and bask in her loving warmth,” he confessed.

The blacksmith was also a poet, which only made me want to enslave him to me further.

“Kiss the entrance to my cathedral,” I whispered.

Theron leaned forward, pressing his lips to my slit. The moment he touched me, a small moan dripped from my own parted lips. The tingling grew, and an emptiness yawned within me, needing to be filled. As his lips pressed with his intimate kiss, I gasped as I rubbed my womanhood on his lips.

“Dirty cleric. Have you no shame,” I said with a sultry whisper as I used his lips and mouth to rub myself further into bliss.

Theron was silent except for the growing tempo of his stroking. The poor man was abusing himself and I could sense he wanted release more than anything.

“I am a loving goddess,” I said as I pulled away and sat down.

I spread my thighs before him, my fingers sliding down my stomach to touch the top of my valley entrance. Fingers slid into pink folds, touching my aching pearl.

Theron stared at me as wetness covered his lips. He didn’t blink as I gently played with myself.

“I…wish to anoint you, my handsome cleric,” I whispered as my hips moved to my own touch. Stroke yourself as you lick at my divine pearl. Drink my honey, and you will be favored to my heart.”

Theron leaned forward, one hand on the ground, while his other hand continued to stroke his hard, throbbing manhood. He crawled closer to my parted thighs. My eyes were half-closed, enjoying the moment of passionate lust. When he crawled between my tender inner thighs, I was silent. Lips touched my slit, followed by his tongue. I let out my own moan as pleasure ran through me.

My hungry cleric pushed his entire face between my thighs, licking and slathering at me like a hungry animal. The heat in the room only grew as I watched him with loving eyes. His arm moved at a rapid pace. The way he licked at me sent spirals of pleasure along my entire body. My hips betrayed me, pushing against his mouth and invading tongue. Muffled moans and hot breath flooded my dripping entrance and inner thighs. The tingling along each nipple only grew. I had to touch my nipple to stop the sensitivity from distracting me.

Theron continued to abuse himself as he licked and kissed me. It occurred to me that he may have been waiting for a command of release. I needed to know how much he wanted me. If he became hard again after he came, then I knew his feelings for me were genuine.

“Come for your goddess. Show your worth,” I said with a harsh whisper.

Theron grunted as he slathered his tongue against my clit. Heat poured off his muscled body. I grabbed his hair and held him to me, licking me as he came.

When his arm slowed, I knew the moment had come. I looked down on him, still holding his hair to keep him to task. He didn’t slow his masterful slathering, but his arm was moving slower.

“I will see your devotion,” I commanded.

Theron pulled back and was upright on his knees.

I leaned forward, my fingers rubbing my clit to keep the bliss filling my every nerve.

On the floor was a small puddle of white seed. It dripped from his half hard member, his hand still gripping it. He was extremely healthy. If he came within me, he would have drowned my valley in his come.

I lifted my gaze to his eyes. Theron stared at me, lost in deep bliss. Everything we did, or what I did to him, spoke to his soul.

“My brave, loving cleric,” I whispered.

Theron blinked, and his meaty member began to harden again.

His devotion was genuine.

“On your back, cleric,” I commanded.

Theron leaned back until his back touched the floor. His legs stabbed out, his whole body laying down, but his cock rising upwards.

The hunger was too much as I was on him. I straddled his thighs as I took his member into my hands. I stroked him and it instantly stiffened in my hands. A drop of come dripped from the tip, and on my fingers. I smiled as I rubbed it on his standing cock.

“I accept your devotion, but now I must test your spirit,” I said as I rose up a little and rubbed the head of his cock against my slit.

“Anything, for you,” Theron said with loving eyes.

“Touch me. Worship me, but you are not allowed any release until after I have climaxed,” I said as I allowed gravity to pull me down a little, his thick head pushing aside my pink folds.

“Yes, my goddess,” Theron whispered.

A gasp escaped my lips as I tried to impale myself on him. His girth was challenging, but I was hungry for his cock. I wanted him to spread my inner world to his staff.

Wetness dripped down his rigid member. I exhaled and relaxed. That was enough for him to push into me. I slid down, each inch opening my valley. Inner walls were pushed to my limit by his veiny manhood. My eyes rolled into my head, pleasure growing with each inch.

I was half-way down his member, and my thighs began to move. Moans sang as I rode his thick member. The more I relaxed, the deeper he went. When his strong hands grabbed at my breasts, I was lost to deeper sensations. The tides of paradise crashed into me. My entire soul swirled as I tried to steer through the storm.

Strong fingers played, or squeezed my nipples. A white edge touched my vision. I bounced on him, his throbbing cock unyielding like an iron rod. One of his hands drifted from a breast and fingers glided down my side. I could barely keep a thought as my hips betrayed me, riding his cock like we were running from the world.

“You…feel…divine,” Theron whispered in awe.

I barely heard him as his soul throbbed within me, singing to my soul. My nerves coiled to the breaking point, and all I wanted to do was scream into the void.

“I serve…my goddess,” Theron said like a helpless man at sea, caught in a storm that would take his life.

His words lit my soul on fire. A long moan escaped my parted lips as my eyes stayed rolled into my head. Pleasure bloomed into inner explosions, ripping me to pieces. My body shuddered as wetness surged. I cared not that I was soaking the man under me, in me. I only cared for that moment of pure ecstasy.

The explosions continued until they began to dim. I fell from the darkness, tumbling down beyond my control.

I opened my eyes and looked down, slowly moving on his thick cock. His lips found one of my nipples, and I clutched his head to me. His tongue licked and danced along my sensitive nipple, and I shuddered my approval.

“Come…my handsome cleric,” I whispered.

Theron continued to suck on my nipple as his cock thickened. My mouth made a perfect oval as a surge of bliss glowed brighter. A grunt filled his throat as spurts of heat quickly flooded my abused inner valley.

I slowly rode his cock, squeezing and milking it. Seed dripped from our connection, and a hazy heat enveloped us.

I looked down on Theron as he suckled on my nipple.

“We have a long night ahead of us, my handsome cleric,” I smiled as my own desires sang for more. 


Chapter 9

An Invitation 

I floated through the dreamscape like a leaf on the breeze. I saw dozens of family members below me, smiling and waving at me. I waved at them as I spun. I smiled brightly as I drank in the moment.

The dreamscape bled away to darkness. I sighed just before I floated back into my body. When I opened my eyes, I saw a pair of eyes staring back at me, with a warm smile.

Gray light filtered into my bedroom as the cobwebs were brushed away from my mind. Beside the bed, a naked Theron was on his knees, staring at me like I was his only light in the darkness.

I let out a small moan and stretch, before turning on my side. I was still laying down as I looked at him.

“You could have stayed in bed with me. Maybe wake me up by pushing that monster into me,” I said warmly.

“I could never do that without your permission,” Theron said with a soft voice.

I couldn’t contain my grin. Last night was the most fun I had in a long time. Theron may be a submissive, but he was an attentive one. After the first few times, his stamina only grew. I think I orgasmed more than he did. And whatever I asked him to do, he did it without question. He was calm, polite, and strong. He treated me like a true goddess, and I had to say, I liked it very much.

“You have my permission,” I said with a sleepy grin. “If I’m sleeping, it’s okay to wake me up with that delicious cock.”

“As you will, my goddess,” Theron said and bowed his head.

I liked Theron’s attentive behavior, but I did wish he let loose a little. I didn’t mind being treated like an object, as long as I knew he really cared. From what we experienced last night, he cared more than I expected, especially after only knowing each other a few days.

My gaze fell to his muscular, naked body. I licked my lips as I saw his manhood standing at attention.

“Is that because of the morning, or me?” I asked as I reached down, took hold, and gently stroked him.

“For you,” Theron said with a warm gleam in his eyes.

I was instantly wet as I stroked him.

“Do you have to leave soon?”

“Not right now, but soon. I must get to the forge, and for that, I am sorry,” Theron said with sad eyes.

My heart melted.

“Don’t be sorry. Let us use this time to have a long goodbye. Get in bed and show me how much you’ll miss me.”

Theron didn’t hesitate to climb into bed with me. I let go of his cock as I turned onto my stomach. I relaxed as I felt him over me. He parted my thighs with his knees, before he was on top of me.

I enjoyed feeling his strong body over me. His thick staff lay between my cheeks. Rubbing slowly, which only made me wetter. When I let out a sigh. I felt him maneuver himself. When his throbbing head touched me, I let out a long, relaxed exhale as he pushed into my tight slit.

Pleasure bloomed as he spread my inner world to his unyielding member. All coherent thought slipped away as I arched up to give him better access. His slow invasion caused my fingers to grab at the blankets. I bit my pillow, and closed my eyes as a growing rhythm and tempo took over.

The sound of skin on skin was music to my ears. I could get used to this treatment and attention. The soft spot I felt for the robust man only grew. Maybe Vezhul was right. Maybe some of the townsfolk were not monsters like their ancestors. It did dampen my plans a little, but would never be enough to stop me. Maybe I could keep Theron as a pet. I think he would like that, considering how enthusiastic he was with me.

I was no fool. This all could be a game to lower my guard. But it was a game I was willing to play for a time.

“Your goddess is pleased,” I half whispered, half mumbled.

“I live to serve,” Theron said with his lips close to my pointed ear.

Feeling his strong body gave me greater comfort as he stabbed me again and again with firm thrusts.  

“Keep going. After I finish, you can finish, on my back, or in me, your choice,” I whispered.

“In you, my goddess,” Theron whispered.

I moaned my approval as the sounds of chirping birds filled the morning world beyond the curtained window.

***

I opened the door as Theron hovered close to me. He gave me a charming smile before bowing to me. I touched his shoulder, already not wanting him to leave. When he stood up, he stepped out into the gloomy morning.

I watched him go as I leaned on the side of the entrance. My entire body was relaxed as I watched Theron make his way down the street, turn a corner, and vanish from my sight. I bit my lip as I stepped back into my new home, and closed the door behind me.

I lingered by the closed door, my mind drifting to moments of last night, and this morning. This was dangerous, having feelings for Theron. Once you're intimate with someone, no matter how casual, there is some connection, or bond. I wasn’t going to throw everything I planned away for one man, no matter how big his cock, or how well he used it.

A sigh fell from my lips. I learned a lot about the town, yet I felt I needed to learn more. There were so many secrets just under the surface, and I felt like I only touched upon a few. Knowing who had the pieces of my family’s amulet was one thing, finding and acquiring each one was another matter altogether. The moment I broke into a house, or confronted anyone with an amulet piece, the town would be up in arms, ready to run me out. If I killed anyone, the blame would fall on me. I’m the only new person in town, and I’m sure I’m being watched to some degree.

My thumb caressed a ring on my finger. I purchased it some time ago. It was enchanted, preventing anyone from reading or hearing my thoughts. My mind was the safest place for my plans. It would take a skilled mage to figure out I was protected, which meant time was fleeting the longer I stayed here. If there are black-markets and skullduggery in Gravestone, there might be others with skills to discover my true purpose here.

A knock at the door woke me from my inner thoughts. I moved to the door and opened it, to see the Magistrate of Gravestone looking at me with confident eyes.

“Good morning, Lady Thornkiss,” Aldric smiled.

“Good morning, Magistrate Silverbrook. Please, come in,” I said as I invited him in.

Aldric gave me a small bow, before standing up and stepping in. I closed the door behind him.

“What brings you by?” I asked.

“Does a man need a reason to visit a beautiful woman on a gloomy morning?” Aldric smiled.

“It depends on his intentions, Magistrate.”

“I’m not here in an official capacity, only a friendly one. I caught a glimpse of Theron leaving your home. Was my gift to you satisfactory?”

A thrill ran through me as I kept an amused expression.

“He was delightful, vigorous, and charming, in his way. You have my thanks,” I said as I walked further into the main room. “Do you want some tea?”

Aldric lifted his hand, palm out to me, and shook his head.

“No, thank you. I must make my rounds, and see if any of the dead tried to crawl over the wall last night. It doesn’t happen often, but it has happened on rare occasions.”

I nodded as my gaze fell to Aldric’s fine leather coat. It was open down the middle, and I caught a hint of a sword pommel. When he shifted on his feet, the coat parted a little more to reveal a short sword, with runes along the pommel.

“Like my short sword?” Aldric smirked.

“I was just admiring the craftsmanship. You didn’t have that when we first met,” I remarked.

Aldric held his coat open and shifted to give me a better look.

“This is Bright Blade. It’s an enchanted holy short sword. It is most effective against the dead. I have had it for over ten years, but rarely bring it out. The skeletons are easy to dispatch, but I have noticed some odd movement in the cemetery. It is merely a precaution.”

“The threat of the undead is very real here,” I said, pretending to sound interested.

Aldric nodded. “It is. The few times we let our guard down, a family paid the price. But I didn’t come here to spoil your morning with tales of sadness and horror. The true reason why I’m here is to invite you to a gathering, at the Winter’s Haven.”

“Gathering? Me?” I said with curious eyes.

Aldric nodded. “Yes, you. It’s nothing fancy. Once a month, many of us gather at the tavern for drinks, stories, and laughter. Gravestone isn’t always about the dead and gloom. We do enjoy ourselves, from time to time.

“There will be a minstrel, and plenty of food and drink. I thought it would be nice to invite you, so you can get to know some of the townspeople a little more.”

I couldn’t hide my smile. “And here I thought you were going to invite me to your little lust cult gatherings. I assumed I must earn my way in?” I said, not dancing around the subject any longer.

Aldric’s gaze took on a mischievous gleam. “Lust cult? That is a very serious accusation. I will have to perform a thorough investigation. It may mean some long nights, trying to find their hideouts, and nefarious activities.”

“Maybe I can aid you in such investigations?”

Aldric stepped closer to me, only a foot of space between us.

“I could use a capable partner,” he said with stern amusement.

I looked into his eyes, and I could swear I saw his mind filled with all kinds of intimate positions with the two of us.

Aldric’s expression shifted, as a serious gleam filled his eyes.

“Lust cult is such a vulgar term. I always preferred private society. But it is easy to guess that either you heard a whisper, or Theron told you something. Either way, I am glad it is not a surprise.”

“It could be a surprise, depending on what happens at such a private society meeting,” I said with a playful tone.

Aldric lifted his hand and touched my arm. Electricity ran up and down my spine from his touch. His thumb moved along my skin with affection. There was an unseen intensity between us, and it was enough for me to not pull away.

“Oona, all towns, and cities have their secrets. I instructed Theron to tell you some, but not all. It was for me to guide you on a darker, private journey.”

I watched as his eyes took on an honest shine.

“I was rude with your arrival. It was enough for me to re-think how I approach certain matters, and people. I cannot lie, your beauty and skill shifted my thinking. My honor demands I make amends, and I will happily do so, with you.

“I do wish to bring you deeper into hidden things, but, like everything, it takes time. I want to know you. I want to show you, not everyone thinks like they did hundreds of years ago.”

I stepped in closer, looking up into his gray eyes.

“I want to believe you, and I want to know you,” I said as I touched his chest. “I know things take time, and I have no desire to rush things. I am enjoying my stay here in Gravestone. Where once I thought I would simply pass through, I’ve reconsidered a longer stay,” the last sentence a half-lie.

“Your words comfort me,” Aldric said warmly. “But I still haven’t heard your answer for the gathering this evening,” he said with a deflective smirk.

My eyes narrowed, but my smile remained.

“Will you be there?”

“Of course,” the magistrate winked.

“Then yes, I will make an appearance. Is there anything else I should know before I arrive?”

“Simply be yourself,” Aldric said as he squeezed my arm and let go. “The gatherings are often only a half a dozen people, but with you in town, it may be more.”

“The people are eager to know more about me,” I smiled as my hand slipped off his strong chest.

Aldric nodded. “This is why you enchant me. You don’t hide behind naive innocence. I knew you would question Theron, just as I know, you’re not shy to speak your mind. It’s refreshing, to me.”

Concern swirled in my stomach. It was difficult to decipher if he knew something more about me, or was simply attracted to me. Either way, I had to remain cautious. Despite his flirtations and promises, it all could be a ruse to drop my guard.

“It’s nice to meet a man who can admit he is wrong, and try to make amends. It’s a rarity, one I welcome, especially from a strong, honorable man such as yourself.”

“Careful, flattery will get you everywhere,” Aldric said with a small smile.

“I’ll remember that,” I said with a slow blink.

Aldric eyed me, and I could see in his eyes he was fighting his very real urges. If we knew each other a little more, it was safe to assume he would have attacked me, ripped my clothes off, and pushed his urges deep into me.

There was a tingling within me, wishing he would.

Aldric’s gray eyes took on a sliver of defeat.

“My duties call to me,” he said with resignation.

“I understand, Magistrate,” I said with a teasing tone. “I will see you tonight.”

Aldric nodded. “And we will see where it takes us,” he said cryptically.

I watched as he bowed to me. He stood up and stepped to the front door. He opened it, gray light bathing his handsome features as he gave me a faint smile. He then stepped out and closed the door behind him.

The tension fell away as I simply stood there. Moths fluttered in my stomach as I had a dreadful feeling, I was going to be put on display for many of the townsfolk. I didn’t wish to be a spectacle, but if I didn’t go, their suspicions would only grow. This was one situation I could not back out. I would have to see it out to the end.

My thoughts drifted to Theron, a part of me looking forward to seeing him at the gathering. Another part of me wondered what I could learn from the people of Gravestone.


Chapter 10

The Gathering 

The evening took on a cold chill. I walked down the cobblestone street with new leggings, my boots, and a new robe. The hood was up, surrounding my features. It adhered to my waist, giving me a fuller figure than my normal traveling clothes, or robes. It was a dark gray in color, blending with my naturally violet skin color. When I looked in the mirror, it softened my appearance, something every shadow elf knew about themselves. We had a natural look of mistrust, and this robe made me much more approachable, at least in my mind.

Anara did a wonderful job with the outfit. She was a master at her craft, and I found myself thinking of visiting her again to add more to my wardrobe.

My internal delight soured. What was I thinking? I’m not here to make friends. I was here to regain my family’s caverns, and punish those who took it in the first place. But as I grew to know some of the people here, maybe my vengeance had turned a shade petty? Before I arrived here, my mind was painted of faces and people who were evil, murderous monsters. I should have known better, my own mind creating evil where, as far as I could see, evil had long gone. The people of Gravestone had begun to welcome me, perhaps out of guilt, or some need to atone. Aside from Aldric’s rudeness when I arrived, everyone else has been pleasant, and understanding. Even Aldric was treating me like I belonged, and I was having mixed feelings.

My fist tightened at my side. I was not going to let anything dissuade me from my quest. I will hold true and get back what was taken from us, from me.

I approached the Winter’s Haven tavern. Lights glowed from windows, and the faint sound of laughing carried on the small breeze. It looked warm, and inviting. My tight fist loosened as I walked toward the entrance.

“I’m happy you came,” said a voice to the side.

I turned and smiled at Aldric. The magistrate was wearing a leather coat, flowing white shirt, and black leggings. He was neat, and proper as he approached me. His gray eyes held a glow I hadn’t seen before, and it was making me melt.

When he reached me, he looked at my new clothes with dreamy serious eyes.

“You look incredible,” he said like his breath was taken away.

“You like it?” I said as I held my hands out a little to the sides to give him the full view. “Anara made it, and tailored it to me.”

“She does amazing work. She caught every hint of your beauty,” Aldric said as he rubbed his bearded chin like he was admiring a work of art.

I put my hands down and looked at him.

He looked at me, his gaze softening.

“You’re nervous,” he stated.

I nodded.

“I feel like I will be on display, instead of the person I am.”

“Some will only see the surface. Others will see you for who you are. I see you as a beautiful woman with a cunning intelligence.”

I smiled. “Cunning intelligence? Do you see me as a threat?”

Aldric shook his head. “I’m sure you could do your share of damage to anyone who crossed you, but no, not a threat. More like beauty incarnate.”

“I see you are using your flattery and charm,” I giggled.

Aldric smiled. “Is it working?”

I stepped closer to him, putting my lips close to his ear.

“We will have to see,” I whispered.

Aldric blinked as I pulled back. I could see the hint of red along his pale features, before it was gone. I’m making a deeper impression on him. I wondered when he would make a deeper impression in me.

“Shall we?” Aldric said with a slight bow, his open hand pointed at the front door of the tavern.

I smiled and gave a single nod, before we both walked toward the front.

When he reached the doors, Aldric opened one, and I was blasted with warm heat. I stepped into a small crowd, drinking, laughing, and discussing in the dim comfortable glow of the tavern.

Conversations stopped. Heads turned and eyes looked at me. I stepped in, remaining calm as images played out in my mind of being attacked on sight. There was a moment of silence, before smiles appeared and words of welcome spilled from people’s lips.

Heat glowed along my face as I stepped in, the crowd moving toward me, and everyone excited to see me. It was unnerving to say the least.

I noticed a few faces within the small crowd. Theron was there, with the Miller young man I saw at the cemetery. Anara was there, saying hi and admiring her work clothing my body. Thalia waved from behind the bar with a happy smile.

I returned smiles until a large man moved between the people and stood before me. He was tall enough to cast a shadow on me, and my smile faded a touch. I looked up into his intense eyes, and almost creepy smile. He was dressed in a regal robe, covered in embroidered gold symbols, indicating his position as mayor.

“Greetings Lady Thornkiss,” the man said with the demeanor of a wolf in sheep's clothing. “It brings me great pleasure to meet you in person.”

I simply looked up at the large man, unsure if I should return his greeting, or step back out of reach of his thick arms and large hands.

“Mayor Hollowell, please let me introduce Oona Thornkiss,” Aldric said with a slight bow.

I regained my composure and bowed to the large man.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Mayor Hallowell.”

When I stood up, the group parted to the tables, each one filled with full pitchers, and sturdy mugs.

The mayor moved to my side, took my hand, and curled it into his large arm. We walked the short distance together to the tables.

“Thank you for coming to our little celebrations. I understand how intimidating this could be to a newcomer like yourself.”

“It’s intimidating because I am a shadow elf in a town that forced my people to leave,” I said without a hint of holding back. I was here with a purpose, but that didn’t mean I couldn’t call him out on it.

The mayor simply nodded.

“Yes, that was some foul business from long ago. For that, I apologize for our ancestor’s bigotry, and the pain they have caused,” the mayor said without hesitation.

I hid my shock. I didn’t expect him to be so open, especially in front of a crowd. I glanced at faces alongside us, their nods sharing the mayor’s sentiment.

When we reached the main table, the mayor pulled out my seat. I sat down as he slid it under me. Aldric sat on one side of me, while Anara sat on the other side of me. I watched as the mayor made his way around the big table, and sat across from us. Theron and Charles sat beside each other. A blonde elf with a white robe sat down at the table. A short, voluptuous woman also sat at the main table.

My gaze was drawn to other tables, and the bar. A thin, muscular orc sat at the bar. He had short black hair, and two lower tucks jutting up from behind his bottom lip. He smiled and nodded at me. Thalia watched me with interested eyes from behind the bar.

I glanced at the back of the tavern. A woman in a black robe sat by herself. She didn’t even look our way, a frothy mug of ale before her, untouched.

“Let’s begin with a toast, to our new visitor!” the mayor said as he lifted his cup.

Everyone, including me, lifted their mugs high in the air.

I mentally braced myself as cups came close to mouths, and poured divine ale down throats.

***

Hours floated by. I felt tipsy, even as I paced myself with the drinks. The evening had become something I didn’t expect, pleasurable.

Everyone who sat at the big table talked about stories from their youth, or adventures. The drinks flowed as laughter ensued. The mayor often regaled everyone with harrowing tales of his adventure days as a fighter with a literal ax to grind.

What didn’t happen during the night was any kind of interrogation. I was a fly on the wall, watching and enjoying the stories, and company. It was surreal, these were the same descendants of monsters that took my home. They were normal townsfolk, simply living out their lives.

During the gleeful fun, I often glanced at the blonde elf. She smiled, and even laughed a few times, but her gaze drifted to me. She often smiled warmly, something I wasn’t used to from sun elves. Our peoples have hated each other since the dawn of time, where their kind separated from us to live on the surface. They often told stories of how it was the shadow elves that separated and went underground. It was endlessly debated between our cultures.

When I wasn’t glancing at the town cleric, my gaze often wandered to Theron and Charles. The pair may have acted casual, but I could tell they were fast friends. Charles was quick to add to stories about the town, but he spent most of his time simply speaking with his shyer friend. Theron was quiet, except when he talked with Charles, but his gaze often turned in my direction, making sure I was having a good time. And a good time was had.

While I listened to tales of bravery, or foolishness, a strong hand touched my thigh under the table. I didn’t glance over to Aldric, knowing it was him. I didn’t want him to stop, so I ignored him as his fingers caressed me. The longer I ignored him, the bolder he grew, fingers sliding up to my inner thigh.

When I sighed to his touch, he stopped moving further, remaining on my tender inner thigh. I had to admit, he was driving me crazy. The good mood, and drinks, turned everything into a blur. I woke up when the mayor spoke to me directly.

“Lady Thornkiss, it’s been a pleasure, but I wish more of the town showed up. This has been a delightful evening. I hope you have been enjoying yourself?”

I looked at the rosy cheeked mayor and smiled. “I’m having a delightful time. Thank you for the invitation.”

The mayor nodded, mug in hand. “For the time you are here, you’re always welcomed to our gatherings. We do this once a month for the whole town to connect. Sometimes it’s a packed tavern. Other times, there may be five of us, sitting around and enjoying a fine drink.”

The mayor’s glassy eyes softened. “I hope our stories didn’t make you uncomfortable?”

I glanced around the table to everyone’s gaze on me. They looked genuinely concerned.

“No need to concern yourselves. I’m having a splendid time,” I smiled.

Heads nodded as cheers bloomed. I caught Thalia behind the bar giggling to the high excitement.

The mayor lifted his drink with a shaky hand. “To Oona. May her visit bring us closer to a better future!”

“Here here!” everyone said as they lifted their mugs before taking deep drinks.

I did the same, enjoying the moment.

For a brief instance of time, I felt like the weight of vengeance was lifted off my soul. To harbor so much hate, for so long, it had wormed into my very spirit. It pushed me to work harder, learning everything I could to prepare myself for this journey. Now, I sat at a table, many descendants from the town’s founders treating me to an enjoyable night. Had I come here with cruel intentions for sins from long ago? Was I mistaken, my designs only bringing more pain to a town of people who didn’t share what people cared for generations ago?

I mentally played with the thought of having a private meeting with the mayor, to work out some way to gain my family’s caverns back. He might be open to reason. Perhaps, something could be arranged, or brokered?

All those thoughts vanished in an instant as I felt a dreadful sensation crawl along my spirit.

I sensed the dead, and they were close.

The mayor wiped a few drops of sweat from his brow. “I believe it is my time to depart. It has been a wonderful evening, but I…” the mayor was cut off as his kind eyes took on a sharp gleam.

“Magistrate,” the mayor said in a calm voice.

Aldric and I had our backs to the front entrance. We both turned around to see long, black fingers curled onto the partially open door. The fingers gave off black wisps of smoke as the door opened further.

Aldric let go of my thigh, and was to his feet. He drew his enchanted sword, and pointed the blade down.

“Everyone! To the back rooms!” the magistrate ordered.

Fear grasped at almost everyone in the tavern. Bodies were up, and stepping back. Theron was to my side, his hand touching my arm.

“Please, come with us. We will protect you,” Theron said with fearful eyes, his friend Charles at his side with equally scared eyes.

Before I could respond, the front doors swung open.

Time stopped as I watched in horror. The undead and their ilk never frightened me in the least, but this moment caused a chill to stab my heart.

Three black figures floated in. Wisps of black, and smoky tendrils trailed along their bodies. Horrific moans dripped from their black faces. White, ghostly eyes stared at all the living flesh and heat in the tavern, but their eyes centered on me.

I was silent, with wide eyes staring at three wraiths. They were no ordinary wraiths, for long, pointed black ears graced the sides of their heads.

These wraiths were some of my long dead family members, and they looked at me with hunger, and rage.    


Chapter 11

A Wrath of Wraiths 

Time sped up as Aldric charged the three wraiths, while I darted for the bar.

I wasn’t thinking, only reacting. I knew I could dispatch the undead easily, but that would reveal to the town I was a skilled necromancer. No, if my deception was to remain true, I had to end this attack in another manner.

I had nearly reached the bar when I glanced back. Aldric leapt into the fray, slicing his enchanted blade in quick, broad strikes. The wraiths floated just out of range of his sword swings, their ghostly eyes on him, and on me. Someone sent the dead here, to this place, to kill everyone, or just kill me.

I darted for the bar, seeing Thalia staring with wide, horror-filled eyes. Pillars were before the bar, each one with a hanging lantern.

I reached the bar with my hand out to Thalia. “A bottle of spirits, now!” I commanded, a small idea forming.

Thalia didn’t hesitate as she grabbed a clear bottle with a brown liquid within. I took hold and whirled around to see the wraiths slashing at Aldric, the magistrate barely dodging their black hands. I glanced to the side to see the mayor holding everyone back, with his beefy arms out to his sides. Theron and Charles were with him, their wide eyes on the wraiths, the magistrate, and me.

I turned back to the fight. Aldric slashed at the air, the wraiths staying away from his attacks. They had split up, creating a half-circle around the magistrate. Aldric feinted to the side and slashed hard across. The tip of Bright Blade slashed across a wraith’s arm, separating it. The wraith screeched as its arm dissipated into black smoke. If Aldric continued to hack away at them, their souls would not rest. The chains anchoring them to this place needed to be severed after I took the cavern back from the town’s grip. I had to alter the fight.

In the heat of the moment, my idea bloomed further. I needed them together, if this was going to work.

“Aldric! To me, and slice at the bottle!” I shouted as I heaved back the bottle of spirits, and threw it.

Aldric heard my words as he turned in my direction. A connection filled with understanding appeared in his eyes as he bolted from the undead, toward me, and the flying bottle. His short sword shifted his hand. As the bottle was halfway across the room, Aldric’s sword gleamed with power, before it sliced through the flying bottle.

Glass shattered as the bottle broke into pieces, the amber liquid still flying, and spreading out to the three wraiths. The undead turned to me, just as liquid, and shards of glass struck their partially ghostly forms. Spirits dripped from their floating bodies as they flew toward me with rage in their undead white eyes.

I reached for a lantern on a pillar, and unhooked it. I swung it around once as Aldric reached my side. I let go, the lantern floating in the air for a moment, before smashing on the floor.

Oil and flame burst outwards. Shards of flames caught the amber liquid dripping from the three wraiths, their flammable presence catching to the drops of fire.

Flames roared upwards, engulfing one wraith, and catching on the other two. Strange screeches filled the tavern as the three wraiths burned.

Aldric was before me in a battle stance, ready to defend me, but the moment never came.

The three wraiths turned and flew for the front doors. They bashed through the doors as the flames dissipated.

Aldric and I rushed after them. When we reached the entrance side by side, we saw the smoky trails of the wraiths as they flew into the sky. The trio faded away from sight, and were gone.

Aldric and I looked at each other, happy neither of us were hurt. When the smell of smoke filled our noses, we turned to the tavern burning.

A large flame grew as the wood floor took. It began to spread, everyone inside trapped. I turned to rush in, when Aldric’s arm curled around my waist.

“They’ll be okay,” he said to me.

I heard a mystical command before a cone of freezing cold blasted the fire. The flames were snuffed out instantly, frost growing along the floor.

I looked past the cone of frost to see the woman who sat by herself, up and cold air blasting from her hand. When the fire was extinguished, the cone of frost stopped, and the woman looked on with shy eyes.

I drank in her appearance. She was pale, with long black hair, and emerald green eyes.

“Thank you, Lyra,” the mayor said with relief in his eyes.

The woman gave a single nod, her eyes looking down, and not making eye contact.

“Lyra is the town mage,” Aldric said in my ear. “She is very shy, but don’t let her shyness fool you. She is very adept at the spheres of magic.”

I turned to Aldric looking down on me, his hand on my hip.

“Are you okay?” he asked with such a husky whisper, I wanted to melt.

“I’m well. Are you okay?” I asked.

Aldric gave me a small smile as he nodded. “As long as you’re not harmed, then I am more than well.”

I smiled as I felt the crowd slowly approach us.

“Have the dead ever come this far into town before?” I asked.

The magistrate gave me a grim look. “No, not since shortly after the town was founded. There are records of undead attacks this deep in town, but they were well before the time of this generation.

“I have handled skeletons, and the occasional zombie, but nothing like this during my tenure here as magistrate.”

Before I could utter another word, Theron was to us. His eyes were wild with fear as he stared at me. His hand touched my arm, not in a controlling way, but to simply know I was alright.

“Mistress, are you harmed?” Theron asked with wild eyes.

“Theron, I’m well, and unharmed,” I said with a soft, relaxed tone. “Take heart no one was hurt.”

Thalia walked over to the burnt and frosted part of her destroyed floor. She sank to her knees and looked at the damage in disbelief.

“My tavern floor,” she said as her eyes watered, and her lip trembled.

“Thalia,” the mayor said as he stepped to her side, and put his hand on her shoulder. “My office will pay for any damages to your tavern and inn.”

The bartender and owner flopped her head forward, and nodded.

I glanced over to the crowd beside the mayor and Thalia. Everyone had a look of relief, except for the mage. She looked on with the same, sad expression.

The mayor let go of Thalia’s shoulder, and walked to me, Aldric, and Theron. His gaze was locked on mine as he approached.

“That was some quick thinking, Lady Thornkiss. I commend you, and our Magistrate, on defending the people of the town to the best of your abilities.”

“I…I was merely trying to make sure no one was hurt,” I stammered, trying to collect my wits after what happened.

“Heroic. We were wise to ask you to stay for a time. Tonight, could have been much worse. I’ve fought wraiths before, and their ability to drain the very life of the living is something no one should experience.”

The mayor turned his attention to Aldric. “Magistrate, we will have to investigate this event.”

“Yes, Mayor, we will,” Aldric said before turning to me and Theron. “Our night will have to be cut short,” he said to me. “I would see you home, but I must tend to this. Theron, will you ensure Oona gets home safely?”

“With my life,” the young man said with determination in his eyes.

“I’ll accompany you both. Strength in numbers,” Charles said as he approached.

Aldric nodded. “Good, it’s settled then,” he said, taking his hand off my hip.

I didn’t want to leave. I wanted to stay and investigate as well. Only another necromancer could have summoned three wraiths such as tonight. Wraiths were often solitary undead, and never worked together. They were under someone else’s control.

I glanced at the crowd, everyone talking and relieved nothing worse happened. The mayor was easing everyone’s nerves, as the mage, Lyra, looked away in silence. Mages often studied elemental magic, but they could learn from the sphere of decay as well, but it was unlikely. Necromancy was focused on knowledge of the decay sphere of magic.

When I glanced at the mayor, and others, I could not find any signs of deception. Often eyes become shifty, or they couldn’t stop fidgeting. Very good liars can be very deceptive, but there was always a tell, you just had to look for it. Looking over the crowd revealed nothing out of the ordinary. The necromancer who took control of the wraiths wasn’t here, as far as I could tell, which only made matters worse.

“Those wraiths were shadow elves,” whispered a voice among the crowd.

I glanced in the direction of the whisper, seeing the orc eyeing me, and then looking away as he stood beside the baker of Gravestone. During the evening, I found out her name was Gwen Baxter, the town baker. Perhaps I was mistaken. The necromancer could be right before my eyes.

“Ready to go?” Theron asked with a small voice.

I nodded and walked toward the tavern entrance.

Theron and Charles flanked my sides as we departed. Once outside, the night air cooled my senses. The three of us walked down a street, headed to my home.

I was silent as my mind spun. My people were still here, as the undead. I had to protect them from whoever was manipulating them. If I summoned all of them to me, all their voices would drown each other out in noise. No, I had to take a smaller approach to this. I was caught between two worlds, one of the living, and one of the dead. My designs and plans started to crack. There was a part of me who wanted to hate the people of this town for what their founders did to us, but another part of me began to fall for their charms. Where I thought I would be treated like a lesser, they have instead gone out of their way to welcome me. Things were no longer black or white, but a muted gray.

“Our town doesn’t have many exciting evenings, like tonight,” said a calm voice to my side.

I turned my gaze to Charles as he walked alongside me, with a comforting smile.

“Please don’t judge us on what happened tonight,” Charles said with innocent eyes.

“I understand tonight was a fluke. I hold no ill will towards the people who showed me such hospitality, and kindness,” I said, wondering if I was telling the truth.

“It’s good to know. The whole town has been talking about you, in a good way. After tonight, the town will treat you like a hero for driving off the undead.”

I looked at Charles and kept my smile. He looked at me with fond eyes. I noticed his gaze upon me numerous times during the night. Part of it was fascination, and the other part was lust. I didn’t fault him for his desires. He was a handsome young man, much like Theron.

I looked ahead as my mind swam with moments of the two young men, and myself, caught in a tangled tryst of bodies. I didn’t push away the thoughts because they were splendid to swim in. My inner self whispered to invite them in to keep me company for the night, but I had to stop that way of thinking. There were things I had to attend to, and I couldn’t allow any witnesses.

We reached my place. I turned around and looked at both young men with affectionate eyes.

“I could come in, to ensure your safety,” Theron said with innocent eyes.

“We could come in,” Charles added.

Theron looked at his friend, and then looked back at me. I could read his expression. He had no issues with his friend coming in. He was waiting for my answer, and permission.

“Thank you, both of you, but I will be fine. The evening took more out of me than expected. I think a night’s rest is just what I need.”

Theron and Charles nodded. Charles eyed me with desire.

I had to fight my own urges. Charles was handsome, with short dirty blonde hair, and deep blue eyes. He wasn’t as large as Theron, but his slim build was strong. His neck had defined muscle, and I pictured him with a thin, wiry body. The pair of them would keep me warm and busy for some time, but I fought temptation’s touch.

I opened the door. “Please, both of you be safe going home.”

“I can check on you in the morning,” Theron said quickly.

“We could check on you,” Charles added.

My spirit squirmed at the two attentive young men, using that excuse to barge in and have their way with me. I fought down the heat along my soul, but I let the thought linger.

“I won’t say no to the pair of you checking on me,” I said with a heat in my tone, knowing they would take the deeper meaning to my words.

Theron smiled and bowed. Charles’s eyes widened a hair, and he bowed.

I bid them a goodnight, entered my home, and closed the door, locking it shut.

I pressed my back to the door, heat filling my chest and cheeks. A tingling filled me, fighting the urge to open the door and call to them to return. The mood was thick, but I couldn’t have them here for what I needed to do. The town of Gravestone was filled with mysteries, and dark plots. I needed someone I could trust to spy for me.

I stepped into the living room, and moved some of the furniture back. I grabbed a pouch with my ritual tools and supplies. I knelt to the floor before the fireplace, pulled out a piece of chalk, and began drawing a large circle.

I worked feverishly to complete the summoning circle. When it was finished, I stood up and looked down, ensuring there were no mistakes.

Dark, mystical words dripped from my lips as a green light filled my eyes. Each word came out with an otherworldly tone, as my mind focused on one being.

When the incantation was nearly complete, I whispered the name, “Vezhul Nightblade.”

The circle and arcane symbols within glowed with supernatural light. A shadow appeared within, getting bigger and reforming into a humanoid form. There was a dark flash, and a barrier column appeared, with a floating wraith within its confines.

Vezhul looked at me with wary eyes. He then looked at the barrier, and then back to me. He crossed his smoky dark arms, looking down on me like a disappointed father.”

“I was nearly on a bear that wandered close to town. You stole me from my meal,” the wraith said with hard eyes.

“I had to, it was important,” I said with serious eyes.

Vezhul shook his head.

“I have great affection and devotion to our families, but what could be so important to pull me into this town? If anyone happens upon us, you will be killed, and I will be slain. I don’t want either.”

“Vezhul, your information was slightly off about who has the amulet pieces.”

The wraith shrugged. “I haunt a cemetery outside of the town. You’ll have to forgive me for not getting every detail correct.”

My eyes narrowed. “And three wraiths were summoned to the tavern, and attacked us.”

Vezhul’s demeanor shifted into surprised concern. “It wasn’t your doing?”

It was my turn to shake my head. “No, it was not. I summoned a spirit that inhabited the town the other night. It could not speak on certain things, which meant, there was another influence in the town. A powerful influence. They had enough power to prevent the dead from answering certain questions.”

“I can understand why. The dead within town never communicate with the dead outside of town,” Vezhul said.

“That can only mean there is another necromancer here. Can you tell me who they may be?”

The wraith looked me in the eyes for a moment, before bowing his head to me.

“I cannot. There have always been strange dealings here within town. It’s why I never venture too close. The magistrate has a holy blade. There is also the cleric, and the mage. I may be dead, but I’m not stupid. Why put myself in harm’s way when I can make their lives miserable every time they visit the cemetery?

“An undead resistance is still a resistance.”

“If the cemetery is filled with undead, why hasn't the town come out and consecrated it? Why allow the dead to roam, when they can force all of you to simply leave?”

Vezhul’s eyes half-closed. “It’s because it keeps anyone from sniffing too close to the caverns. There are only a select few that walk through the cemetery without fear, making their way to the caverns, at least in the past.

“The only ones I’ve seen recently in the past year are the magistrate, the mayor, and the cleric.”

My pulse quickened. Despite my affections for Aldric, he was part of whatever was happening within Gravestone.

“As you know, the caverns, and the entrance, are guarded by ancient magic. I couldn’t get in, even if I wanted to. Neither could any ghost or spirit,” the wraith continued.

My mind worked as my heart settled on a decision.

“Vezhul, there are things happening within town that speak of a secret syndicate, or black-market guilds. I need to learn more of what is happening behind closed doors, to aid me in my designs. The ghosts and spirits that haunt Gravestone cannot speak on certain matters, but since you are from outside of town, you shouldn’t be affected.”

The wraith’s eyes looked upon me darkly. “You know as well as I do, as a necromancer, to prevent others from stopping me, we must be bound, wraith to necromancer. I would be under your influence, and therefore, protected from other necromancers.”

“I know,” I said as I took hold of my robe, and undid hidden buttons.

“Oona, I haven’t fed. I may drain too much during the act of bonding.”

“You will have to be careful. If you cannot control yourself, I will have to blast you with bane fire,” I said as I finished undressing.

I stood in the living room, naked to his white gaze. Even in death, I could see, and feel his hunger for my flesh. What I was about to do was dangerous, but needed to be done, if I were to gain an upper hand.

“Oona, despite your protections, if I am caught within the town, I will be destroyed.”

“Don’t get caught, and you will be fine,” I said as I stood before his floating form.

I felt his gaze on me, moving along my curves. I was wagering his lust would be greater than his hunger. I was also betting our family’s shared histories would hold off his urges to feed on every drop of my living soul. But if he went too far, I did have a spell that could drain his spiritual energy, and turn it back into mana. It was a last resort, and for now, I needed him.

“After the bonding is complete, you will settle in the cellar during the day. At night, I want you to stay in the shadows, investigating suspicious activities, and coming back to me with what you find. Do you understand?”

The wraith nodded. “I do, sweet Oona. But before we begin, know this, our families were always close. What we are doing, I know, is to further your agenda. I just want you to know, I will be whatever you need to see our caverns returned to us.”

“I know, Vezhul,” I said as a tingling grew within me.

“Vezhul Nightblade, I bind you to my spirit until I release you. Do you accept?”

“I do,” the wraith’s voice came out dark, and sinister.

I moved my bare foot closer to the circle, and used my toes to brush away a small part of the circle. The column of light vanished around the wraith.

Vezhul’s pale tongue licked black lips. He floated closer to me, the smoky darkness reforming into his shadow elf body. He was thin, but muscular. He had handsome features as he looked down on me with pale white eyes.

“I care for you, Oona,” was all he said, before he was on me.

Black smoky hands grabbed me, and pulled me to him. I didn’t resist as his lips found mine. My tongue slipped into his mouth as his tongue slid into mine. I felt his fingers run along my body as I was lost to his taste. The scent of decay and death overwhelmed me, and I was nearly limp to his grasp. Something hard touched my thigh as I was lost to his kiss.

I knew what to expect, but it still rarely prepares you for the actual moment. Every touch and caress from the wraith, felt like he was pulling tendrils of my soul to him. I let the dangerous undead have his way with me, and I grew a thin degree weaker from him. Whether he wanted to drain me, or not, his form did drink from the living spring of my soul. For Vezhul to be bonded to me, it required him to unleash his undead seed within me, to chain him to my soul.

I didn’t fight him as his black hand ran down my skin, to my thigh. He lingered for a moment, before his hand moved between my legs. Black fingertips touched my inner thigh, before touching my womanhood. There, he probed me with his intimate touch, a finger sliding in as his thumb pressed and moved on my aching clit.

I couldn’t fight the moan. His tongue licked and slathered in my mouth, and his finger and thumb rubbed me in a way that caused my surrender. I opened myself to him, and he greedily broke me down a little at a time.

The wraith pulled his lips and tongue back. White eyes looked down on me as I clutched at him. I remained standing, wetness dripping from his touch. My fingers stabbed into his black, smoky arms. The more he slid his finger, and massaged my pink pearl, the more I trembled. He was toying with me. I expected him to simply force his undead cock into me, but I could feel he was enjoying the moment.

“It has been so long since I touched a living being in this way. I want to enjoy it,” he whispered to me.

“Just…fuck me,” I demanded with a breathy whisper.

“No,” Vezhul chuckled as he pushed me back to the couch.

When the back of my legs touched the edge of the couch, I was forced to sit down. The wraith stayed close, floating above me as his finger and thumb upped the tempo. I gasped as pleasure surged. The tingling only grew as I whimpered. An emptiness roared within me, needing to be filled.

The longer he touched and played with me, the weaker I became. I moaned and gasped as tendrils of bliss seeped deeper into me. Wetness flowed to his touch. When I looked down on his hand between my parted thighs, I cried out in desire.

My hips betrayed me, moving to his deep touch as his thumb rubbed my clit just the right way. I looked up to him hovering over me, and bit my lip. His white eyes stared into my soul.

“I love seeing you squirm, little one,” the wraith hissed with a leer.

I glanced at his floating form, seeing his thick, black cock hard as stone. The longer he touched me, the more my warmth spilled into him. He fed lightly on me, but he was still feeding. With time, he will be drunk on my living energy. If I don't get him to bond with me soon, I may become too weak to wake for a few days.

“Please, show me how to behave,” I whined.

The floating wraith chuckled. “Behave? My dear Oona, I thought you enjoyed power, and control?”

“I do, sometimes,” I said before I gasped. I was getting closer the longer he rubbed my clit.

“But I like to be a play thing too,” I whispered as my eyes fluttered from pleasure’s embrace.

Vezhul’s eyes narrowed. “You’re trying to manipulate me?”

“No,” I whimpered. “I just need you to fuck me like the plaything I am.”

I saw the shift in his eyes, unable to deny my whimpers. His hand pulled away and I gasped. Black hands grabbed me and forced me down onto my stomach. I barely lifted my head as his hands grabbed my hips and pulled them up. A black hand touched the back of my head and forced my face down. I saw nothing but darkness, but I felt the tip of something hard touch me.

My inner self smiled before I let out a long, muffled moan. Fingers curled into my white hair and pulled. My face was lifted as his thick undead cock pushed into my tight, inner valley. Pleasure surged as my hungry elfhood devoured his black cock. He felt so good, I moaned louder. His grip on my hair tightened as he moved his hips. I could feel his urges overwhelm him as he fucked me raw, and deep.

Pleasure and weakness danced within me. My eyes rolled into my head, his rigid member taming my desires. He pushed deep, his cock drawing on my lifeforce with each pull, and push. His thrusts grew as a small moan fell from his lips.

I was trapped, but I cared not to be free. I arched my back, giving him full access to stab me with his member. I squeezed him, tempting him to come. Another groan touched the air as I begged for more.

“Vezhul,” I whispered as my willpower weakened.

“Little one…I’m…I’m coming,” the wraith said in defeat as he realized I did manipulate him.

But it was too late. I squeezed him again as he punished me from behind. His grasp on my hair weakened, and I turned my head, looking back at him with weak eyes.

“Temptress,” was all the wraith managed before a loud, moaning groan filled the air.

I surrendered to his repeated invasions, and my willpower shattered. I cried out as he moaned. I felt everything at the same time, explosions filling my body, as his cock spurted his dark energy. Black seed quickly filled my thin, tight valley. Wetness mingled with his seed, our mingled affections leaking from our union.

The wraith could not stop. His member didn’t weaken as he continued to rail me. Pleasure rippled along my body as I felt it drawn from me. Vezhul was drinking in the energy of my climax, feeding him more than he expected.

“What…what is happening to me?” the wraith moaned as he barely pulled away.

I pushed up onto my hands and knees, before shifting and sitting down on the couch. I rubbed my clit as I was breathing hard. I watched the wraith as he slunk back to a dark corner, his white eyes unable to focus.

“You’re drunk on my energy. I thought you would have known that?”

Vezhul looked around in bewilderment.

“I…I…it may have slipped my long dead mind. I…fucked the undead, but never knew such pleasure from the living side. I…can’t regain my control.”

“You won’t, not for a time,” I said as I rubbed my clit. “We are now bonded. You belong to me.”

Vezhul’s eyes widened, before they lowered.

“Yes, Mistress,” he said in defeat.

“Come to me. I have need of your tongue,” I said with a sweet command.

The wraith crawled along the floor to me, until his head was between my legs.

“Lick me until I tell you to stop,” I whispered, and pulled my wet fingers away.

Vezhul nodded before he buried his face between my thighs.

My hand touched the top of his head, as his tongue licked at me, running over my engorged clit, and leaking slit. I shuddered as he stayed to task, licking me like a good servant. I kept my hand on his head, showing him I was his mistress, and in control.

“Enjoy the taste of my honey, for tomorrow night you will be very busy,” I said.

The wraith said nothing, licking my slit and clit like a good undead boy.

I leaned my head back, enjoying our bond, and his tongue. I let out a soft exhale, thinking about Theron, Charles, and Aldric, as wet sounds floated up. There was much to do, and I still needed allies on my side if I was to unravel the mysteries of Gravestone.    


Chapter 12

Allies 

A loud knocking woke me from deep sleep. Weakness pulled at me as I tried to sit up. The pounding continued as I tried to gather my thoughts.

Moments from last night curled along my waking mind. They played out as I struggled to get out of bed. Once the bond was secure, Vezhul had become mine. He did everything I commanded him to do. I lost count of the number of orgasms I experienced during the evening, and well into the night. Despite the waves of pleasure, Vezhul’s form still weakened me. He fed on my pleasure, and my soul. As the evening progressed, I grew weaker until I could barely keep my eyes open. I whispered a command as I laid on my back, heaving from overwhelming pleasure. Vezhul picked me up in my arms, and brought me to my room, and my bed. After he put me down, he touched my body with loving caresses before he slinked away to rest in the cellar.

I was on shaky legs as the pounding downstairs continued. I was so out of it, I simply left my room and made my way down the stairs, completely naked.

The pounding was coming from the front door. I stepped like one of the dead to it, pulled back the lock, and opened the door just enough to look out, while hiding my body behind the door.

I saw Theron’s worried expression. Just behind him, Charles looked at me with wide eyes.

“I feared the worst, Mistress,” Theron said.

I suddenly remembered that the two young men were supposed to check on me in the morning. The bright light beyond them nearly blinded me as I stepped back into the dark house.

“Come in,” I said with a tired tone.

I hunted for my robe as the two men entered, and closed the door behind me.

“Should we come back later?” Charles said as he looked at my naked body with wide eyes.

I lazily looked around for my robe, not caring if they stared at me. In shadow elf culture, we were never taught to be ashamed of our bodies. To be naked around others was a sign of comfort, and trust. I trusted Theron. As for Charles, I trusted him because Vezhul trusted his kind heart.

I found my robe on the floor by the couch. I picked it up, but instead of putting it on, I draped it over the back of the couch.

Theron moved to me. He towered over me with concerned eyes.

“I’m fine,” I said, knowing he was worried.

“The whole town is concerned, and some of them are saying you’re the cause of the wraiths invading our town.”

I sighed as I leaned my hip against the back of the couch.

“I knew it would be too good to last.”

“Not everyone thinks you’re the cause,” Charles said as he couldn’t pry his gaze from my breasts.

“That’s good to know,” I said with a weak smile.

“Are you well?” Theron asked.

“I’m tired. I had a fitful sleep,” I lied.

I caught Charles glancing over at the arcane circle on the floor. Damnation, I didn’t clean it up.

“It’s a protection sigil,” I lied. “After last night, I couldn’t take any chances.”

“You’re a mage?” Charles asked with curious eyes.

“All shadow elves know some kind of magic,” I yawned.

Theron nodded. “We came to not only check on you, but to tell you there are some of us on your side. Last night was not the first time the dead have crawled over the wall, and it won’t be the last.”

I touched his handsome cheek. “Thank you. It makes me happy to know there are others seeing last night as some strange coincidence.”

His eyes filled with dedicated attention. The blacksmith had fallen for me, and I could not deny my attraction to him. He wanted someone to tell him what to do, and I had no qualms about being his mistress, and goddess.

I glanced at Charles, seeing his gaze once again on my naked body. After last night, I thought I would be sated for a time, but having these two, strong, young men in my home, lit the flame of my desires once again. What better way to distract them from my arcane circle, then to make them accomplices, and allies.

“How long have you two been friends?” I asked as I looked at Charles, but stepped closer to Theron.

“All our lives,” Theron said, and Charles nodded.

My heart pumped as warmth filled me once again. It chased away the mental cobwebs as I pressed my body to Theron’s strong form. His hand slid around my waist, keeping me to him.

“Have you shared much during your lives?” I asked as I put my arms around Theron’s waist, my hand squeezing his ass cheek.

Pink touched Charle’s face as he looked away, clearly uncomfortable.

“We have shared much, from time, to experiences,” Theron said.

I looked at him and smiled.

“Have you shared a woman together?” I asked as his body heat glowed against me.

“On occasion,” Charles said, trying to muster his courage.

I looked at Charles, my heart beating with desire. “Then you must know that your friend likes to be told what to do. Likes to be commanded,” I said with a sultry whisper.

Charles simply nodded.

I looked up at Theron with warm eyes.

“I want Charles to join us,” I said to Theron.

“Yes, Mistress,” Theron said with weak eyes.

My spirit squirmed as a tingling filled me. My desires bloomed further, needing the comfort of two young, strong, virile men.

When I looked over at Charles, I could see the unmistakable urges of his body language. He shifted on his feet, uncomfortable, but not letting that stop him. His leggings bulged a little, and I could see him fighting himself from adjusting his hard on. All the blood in his mind pooled into the loins, keeping him distracted from asking too many questions.

I took Theron’s hand and led him to the stairs. The large man followed like a devoted pet. We began to climb them together. I glanced back to see Charles following us.

We reached the upper floor, and made my way to my bedchamber. When we entered, I let go of Theron’s hand, and sauntered over to the bed.

“Undress,” I commanded as I turned around and sat down on the edge of the bed.

Theron didn’t hesitate taking off his clothes.

Charles stood by the bedroom doorway, his gaze fixed on my naked body.

“You too, Charles,” I said with a sultry edge.

Charles hesitated until he looked at Theron. The large blacksmith was already undressed, his clothes in a pile on the floor. I looked at Theron’s thick member, already hard, and throbbing.

“Kneel and lick me until I say otherwise,” I said as my finger moved between my thighs, rubbing my clit.

Theron walked to me and knelt between my parted thighs. His mouth pressed to my wet slit, his tongue licking at me like some wild animal. I pulled my hand away and looked down on him. He was so eager to please. His tongue lingered on my clit, sending tendrils of bliss through me. I let out a small gasp as he deepened his licking, burying his face between my thighs like I was the only source of water for hundreds of miles.

I glanced up at Charles. He continued to look at me with desire, and trepidation.

“It’s okay. I don’t bite, unless that’s what you’re into,” my voice dripping with ecstasy.

My eyes fluttered as Theron moaned against me, licking, and lightly nibbling my clit. One of my hands touched his head, fingers moving through his hair as I moved my hips to his mouth.

“Charles, undress,” I whispered as I enjoyed myself.

Saying the words again was enough. He began undoing his belt before taking his shirt and pulling it over his head.

I watched with a seductive gaze as he took off a piece of clothing at a time. When his upper body was revealed, I licked my lips. He was fit, and athletic. When he pulled down his leggings, his cock bounced into view. It was almost as large as Theron’s monster. It stood at attention, defying gravity’s pull.

When I looked up to his gaze, he glanced to the side with a nervous edge.

“Come to me. I promise, you’ll feel much better,” I said as I fought to stay in control.

Theron’s moans and licks against me were driving me crazy. I swore he had gotten better since the other day. Maybe he was more relaxed around me, but it didn’t matter. I was enjoying his attention enough, but I wanted more in the moment.

Charles stepped closer to me, his cock bouncing with needs. When he was beside the bed, I lifted a hand and gently caressed his manhood. I smiled when I heard him gasp. I didn’t need to look up to know he had finally surrendered to me.

“Lovely,” I whispered, my breath touching his cock.

It bounced with approval.

I lowered my head and kissed the shaft. Charles let out a low moan as I let my lips linger on the shaft.

“You see, nothing to worry about. Now, let’s see how you taste,” I whispered before kissing the bulbous tip, and giving it a little lick.

I caught sight of Charle’s hands clenching at his sides.

“You can touch me,” I whispered before licking the tip again.

Charles reached down and cupped one of my tits. He rubbed his thumb along my sensitive nipple and I moaned my approval. I teased his cock with kisses. I wanted to drive him crazy enough he couldn’t control himself. It seemed to be working because his hips pushed a little, trying to stuff his throbbing member into my mouth. When I closed my lips around the tip, Charles groaned as his hips betrayed him

Thick inches slid between my lips as I looked up at him with innocent eyes. He looked down on me with such a blinding hunger, it caused me to shudder hard. Between his cock in my mouth, and Theron licking me into submission, I was on the verge of my own, blinding orgasm.

“You’re so beautiful,” Charles said.

His cock grew a little thicker in my mouth, so I knew he was speaking his truth. I bobbed my head while pressing my tongue along the underside of his shaft. I pressed his cock to the roof of my mouth, making it tighter. He gasped again as I held his cock hostage in my mouth. I doubted he minded. When I tasted his pre-come, I knew he didn’t mind at all.

The swirl along my nerves deepened. Every nerve curled into tight knots as I was getting closer. My hips and head moved to the two young men. Each moment only cracked my willpower, a piece at a time. The tension only grew as we all worked together to enjoy ourselves.

I must have been weaker than I thought because the pressure built to a crescendo. I moaned with my mouth full, as Theron licked me just the right way. The dam shattered and my thighs quivered. White touched the edges of my gaze, before my eyes rolled into my head.

Explosions blasted my nerves to glass. I moaned louder, only for Charles’s cock to go a little deeper. I shuddered hard, as wetness squirted. My entire body shuddered again, a string of magical explosions caused my toes to curl. I must have been sight to Charles, my red eyes rolled into my head as he stuffed his cock down my throat. Heat burst from my body, and I didn’t care. A river of bliss slammed into me, and I tumbled away with current.

I lost track of time and reality. It came in blinks, me falling away from Charle’s manhood. My back touching the bed. The bed shifted as Theron crawled on, his chin and cheeks soaking wet. He nestled between my thighs, resuming his work. I wanted to order him to fuck me, but a cock pushed into my mouth. I looked up to see Charles on his knees beside my head, feeding his manhood to me.

I sucked on him, unable to redirect the moment. I was trapped, but I didn’t fight to be free. Instead, I grabbed at the shaft at the base of Charle’s manhood, and stroked him as I sucked on him. The young man sucked in a breath. I could see him trying to control himself, and losing.

I clamped my thighs around Theron’s head, keeping that marvelous tongue to my cunt. I felt his lips, tongue, and breath. I felt and heard his moans as his arms curled around my thighs.

The moment sank its claws into me as I was lost to swirls of paradise.

“I’m coming,” Charles said through clenched teeth.

I upped the tempo, stroking and sucking on him. I wanted to taste his soul. I wanted his allegiance to me. I wanted him to surrender.

Charles stared at me as his cock thickened in my mouth. I sucked harder, trying to pull his soul through his member.

Charles let out the deepest grunt of his life as I stroked and sucked his steel hard erection. Thick spurts of seed painted my throat, before ropes of come splashed. I sucked down his seed, his cock spurting more. I milked him, stroking every drop of salty seed on my tongue, while moaning my approval.

The young man wilted as his urges drained into my throat. When I pulled my mouth away, I continued to stroke him.

“Delicious,” I moaned, his cock still hard in my hand. “Does it still feel sensitive?”

Charles nodded through gritted teeth.

“Good,” I said as I sucked on the tip while still stroking him.

I continued to suck on him, as a trio of orgasms blasted my already frayed nerves. I moved on my back like a seductive feline, needing more.

I pulled Charle’s cock from my mouth.

“I need you both,” I whispered.

Theron lifted his head from between my legs. Charles whimpered as I stroked him, not letting him go.

I looked up at Charles with sultry, evil eyes. “Charles, I need you to fuck my cunt.”

I turned my attention to Theron, “While you fuck my ass.”

I let go of them and simply laid on my back, catching my breath.

The two young men moved on me without hesitation. Theron pushed me onto my side. He snuggled closer from behind, his meaty cock between my cheeks. Charles laid next to me, facing me. His cock was still hard as he gently grabbed at one of my breasts, running his thumb over an erect nipple.

“Theron, wet your cock with my honey.”

The large man took hold of his member and pressed it to my thin slit. He lifted one of my legs, and held it, as he slowly pushed his cock into me. My eyes fluttered from his girth, but I felt Charles eagerly wanting to fuck me.

“You’ll be in me soon,” I cooed.

Charles took the moment to clamp his mouth around one of my nipples, and sucked it, while playing with it with his tongue. Tendrils of bliss ran through me as I clutched his head to me, keeping him to task. His attention to my nipples was welcomed, and I moaned my approval.

Theron’s monster cock slipped from me. I felt him take hold, and pushed the tip to my wrinkled void. He was big, so it would be nice and snug within me. I moved my hips to his throbbing head, relaxing against him. I moaned a little, when his cock-head stretched my asshole. When his cock head pushed in, I moaned louder than I expected. My mouth made a perfect oval as he opened my world. Veiny inches pushed at me, a little at a time. He took his time, spearing my void with loving care.

I was so lost in the sensations, I barely felt Charles pull his mouth away from my nipple. He took hold of his cock, and pressed it to my pale pink folds. Honey flowed, and he pushed in, an inch at a time.

I moaned louder, the two young men pushing deeper into me. I was trapped between them, lost in tidal waves of ecstasy. It felt so good, magical explosions went off, but I didn’t want to stop. I moaned and moved my hips to their invasions.

“You feel so fucking good,” Charles said with a harsh whisper.

“Divine,” Theron said as his thick member opened me wider than I ever experienced before.

“Wicked boys…don’t stop.”

“I can be your wicked boy,” Charles whispered as he thrusted and pulled back.

“Wicked boys are always rewarded,” I said with fluttering eyes.

“Mistress, please, let me come,” Theron begged.

“No, not yet,” I said, being greedy at the moment.

Grunts and moans blended with the symphony of our bodies. The pushing and pulling between us was intoxicating. I curled one hand behind me to Theron’s head, while I curled my other hand behind Charles’s head. Their focus alone brought me close to the edge of bliss. At this point, there was little I could do but enjoy their hungry urges for release. If they wanted more, I couldn’t say no, nor would I. I loved being where I was, caught between two strong, handsome men.

“Please,” Theron begged.

My eyes fluttered as I fought through the waves of bliss. I tried to think, but it was so difficult being caught between their bodies.

“Charles…are you close?” I asked with a whisper.

“Yes,” was all Charles could say as he pumped and thrusted into me.

I bit my lips as they used me, and fucked me like I belong to them. If I didn’t allow them some release, they would not follow my commands. I had to be merciful, kind, and loving, and they would follow me to the end of time.

“Theron…come when Charles comes,” I commanded as my eyes rolled into my head, and my toes curled.

It didn’t take long before Charles let out a soul shattering groan.

I felt both of their cock thickened as they pushed into me at the same time. I clutched to Charles, before thick spurts filled me. My own string of orgasms ripped me to pieces. I bit Charle’s shoulder, unable to keep a coherent thought. I moaned and shuddered as I milked their cocks. Seed dripped from our unions, and yet, I couldn’t stop milking them. Theron kissed the back of my neck, which sent me spiraling out of control.

I shuddered, lost to waves of pleasure. A fog touched my mind, body, and senses. I cooed to the universe, lost in numbing sensations of bliss.

“I want to fuck her ass,” said one voice.

“If she allows it,” said another voice.

“Beg,” I said while floating on a cloud.

“Please, Mistress, may I fuck your ass?” Charles begged.

“Mistress, may I fuck your pussy,” Theron begged.

“Wicked boys…yes, you may fuck me as you wish,” I whispered as I continued to float on clouds of ecstasy.

I felt the pair of them pull out of me. Strong hands grabbed at me, turning me around. I giggled as I was manhandled. They were still horny and eager. How could I say no? They needed to drain themselves in me, and I was happy to help them along.

Seed dripped from me as I tried to regain my wits. When Theron’s thick head touched my abused slit, I moaned. He pushed into me, his Charle’s seed coating his cock. I felt Charles push at my wrinkled void, dripping come. He pushed in, Theron’s come coating his cock. They were truly friends, not afraid to share.

I adjusted and moved for the best fit. It didn’t take long before they both began pushing and pulling from me. Hands grabbed at my flesh, caressing, and touching me. I was lost to their thick cocks, and lewd touches.

My body bounced and shuddered to them. Wet inches appeared and disappeared into me. Each young man was rigid, and unyielding. They were so turned on, they couldn’t think straight.

My mind wandered in clouds of pleasure. Theron had taken to me, and now, his best friend had taken to me as well. After last night, there would be those who wanted me gone. But now, I had some who would fight tooth and nail to keep me here.

“Wicked boys,” I murmured as I was lost to blissful tsunamis.

A stray thought crawled into my mind. I had to find out more about the attack before the town became further agitated. With that, it may bring me a step closer to achieving my goals.

Charles grunted and moaned. I could feel him getting closer, and I squeezed his cock, keeping him within my ass. I also squeezed Theron’s thick cock, not wanting him to leave.

“There’s no hurry. We have all day,” I whispered before more moans and grunts filled the bedchamber with intimate ecstasy.


Chapter 13

Night’s Cloak 

The breeze was cold against my features. I walked alone along the cobblestone street, making my way to Winter's Haven. There was a part of me that had to show I was not afraid of what happened, and another part me knew my presence would be noted as my spy worked this very night.

The sky was black, with only a few of the brightest stars gleaming in the night. I continued to walk at a brisk pace, connecting my mind to Vezhul’s undead mind. The wraith had been cooped up in the cellar, and I needed to put him to work. Now that he was completely under my power, I was going to direct him to search out for more information.

What Theron and Charles told me, as we laid in bed together naked and exhausted, caused me to take pause. They further informed me of some of the darker things that take place in Gravestone. I listened as the two young men spoke about black market influences in the town. Charles spoke a little more on the subject, hinting at criminal enterprises. A location slipped from his lips and he quickly tried to recover by changing the subject. Theron was silent at that moment, but I glanced at him, seeing the corner of his lip grimace before he smoothed it away.

It felt like they were trying to include me, or their collective guard was down. Either way, I could sense they wanted me to stay. It made sense because I was new, and different in a town that hated elves for generations, especially shadow elves.

I let out a small, soothing exhale. My breath turned into wispy smoke before it vanished in the breeze. I was no closer to my objective than when I first stepped into town. I have gained a few allies, but with the appearance of wraiths, someone, or several people, were trying to sow discord into my stay here.

I looked to the side as I walked. My mind wandered to goals again. Vengeance can blind you at times. I wanted my people’s caverns back. My original plan was to kill everyone in town, and bring back the families forced out of it, but the longer I was here, the more I knew that could not happen as envisioned. Summer Spire, and the surrounding towns would not let something like this go, especially this close to the coast. These territories were safer than the untamed badlands to the east. There would be questions, and inquiries. If I brought the families back, it would only be a matter of time before more adventurers would come here, and either force us out, or kill all of us. No, things had to be different, and my plans needed to change.

As I walked, a stronger breeze washed over me. It was enough to chill my bones. When I closed my collar to keep my neck warm, I spotted some words written on a wall.

I stopped in my tracks and looked down at the words. They were small, barely noticeable by the edge of an alley. They were painted in yellow, the words coming together to spell, “We are the Dreamers.”   

“We are the Dreamers,” I repeated in a whisper. Was there more happening within this town than I previously thought?

I couldn’t say as I continued walking. There was a darker undercurrent to the whole town, but I was still a stranger here.

I emerged from a street to see the Winter’s Haven across from me. My heart glowed as bright as the lights from the windows. I was starting to like it here, my thoughts shifting to Aldric, Thalia, Theron, Charles, and others.

A wicked thought slipped in as I looked upon the tavern in the small distance. There was nothing stopping me from conquering the town. The cemetery held my army, but my influence could change everything, if I was willing. That was the crux of the problem, and the ultimate benefit. The founders of this town stole everything from my family, and friends. If I were to ascend to becoming a secret hand behind people, and events, I could ensure my people’s safe return, and some stability to the area. Gravestone could be a haven for my people, and others willing to do business. I only had to work out how. The more secrets I uncovered, the more power I could gain.

I opened my mind, connecting to Vezhul.

Have you reached the location?

“I am nearly there. It has been difficult remaining unseen, and staying in the shadows. There have been a few living souls walking about,” the wraith answered via our mind bridge.

I whispered an incantation. My crimson eyes glowed a little, before I could see through Vezhul’s undead eyes.

He moved from rooftop to rooftop. I caught flashes of him making impossible leaps across and above streets. He moved with liquid stealth, staying in the shadows. He often peeked over rooftop edges, seeing people walking down streets. Some of them seemed like local townsfolk, unaware of his presence. They carried on without a care in the world, while a few others walked with shifting gazes, and tense shoulders. Those people looked like they were up to no good, which only deepened my curiosity.

“Those types of visitors. I’ve seen them enter, and leave Gravestone, from time to time,” Vezhul answered as if he was reading my thoughts.

Tell me when you reach the location. I’m going to have a drink or two to ensure it is known I was here.

“Yes, Mistress,” Vezhul said across my mind.

My gaze re-focused, cutting the connection to the wraith. I took a step forward, toward the tavern, when I felt a presence behind me.

“Coming back to the scene of the crime, are we, lass,” came a sardonic voice.

I turned as a large man approached me. I took note of his wide shoulders, and short, flaming red hair. He has a square jaw, but his eyes betrayed him, filled with undisguised contempt. He wore a long, leather coat. I assumed he had one, or several weapons hidden within. His gait was one of confidence, and cruel intent. The small scars along his features spoke of a man seasoned in the ways of war, torment, and violence.

I immediately took a step back, a spell resting on my tongue.

The man stopped about five feet away from me. He eyed me with amusement, like I was some helpless kitten before him. His overconfidence wouldn’t help him if I unleashed two torrents of bane fire on him.

“I thought you would have had more sense than that. But I may have been expecting too much from a dark elf,” the man sneered.

I remained silent. I could see the urges of violence in his eyes. He was baiting me so he had some excuse to hurt me. I wasn’t going to play his game.

“A quiet one? I’m sure you will scream and moan like so many others in the past.”

I couldn’t hide my gaze of disgust.

The man glanced around as he spoke, “No blacksmith, or magistrate to escort you? That is a bit of bad luck. How about I accompany you to the tavern?”

“I don’t know you,” I said with calm eyes.

“But I know you, Oona,” the man said with an evil grin. “You’re Aldric’s new plaything, and quite an exotic one. There haven’t been any dark elves here in…well…you know.”

My pulse quickened. I wasn’t going to let him intimidate me, but if I used my sorcery, in town, or close to the tavern, he, and others would see my necromancy. I couldn’t tip my hand just yet, not when there was still so much to do.

“I have plenty of coin. How much for a night?” he asked and licked his lips.

“You couldn’t afford me,” I hissed as I mentally calculated how quickly I could reach the tavern if he took this moment too far.

A gleam filled the man’s eyes. “If I can’t afford you, then I just have to take you.”

My pulse hammered in my chest. He wasn’t going to let me go. His whole purpose for being here was to capture me.

“When Aldric finds out,” I began before I was cut off.

“Aldric is influential, but not as much as my master,” the man said as he drew a dagger from inside his long coat.

I glanced down to see the blade gleam in the street lantern lights. The corners of my mouth twitched, and I began laughing.

“A dagger? Here I thought you had something larger than a pitiful dagger,” I laughed as I took another step back.

“Laugh all you wish, you dark cunt. I know a few people in Summer Spire that would pay a lot of coin for a lust slave like you,” the man said as he took a step toward me.

I whispered a mystical command of my Chill Touch spell. My hands took on a cool edge as the man lunged at me. My hand arced, smacking him across the face hard enough to stop his charge. There was a flash of pain, not from him, but along my arm. I winced as I stepped back, the man grunting as frost covered half his face. I glanced down to see a small cut along my robe sleeve, and forearm, blood trickling into the fabric.

“You bitch,” he hissed before he started chuckling.

I took another shaky step back, my muscles weakening. My thighs and knees trembled as I found it difficult to stand up. My entire body began to wilt as my strength bled away.

The frost on the man’s face began to melt away. He lifted the dagger before my eyes. It had mystical runes along the hilt and pommel.

“When you’re a former adventurer, you toughen up to such magic.

“As for the dagger, it has a slumber enchantment to make you nice and docile.”

I took another step back, but my legs couldn’t support my weight. I fell onto the cobblestone street. I glanced around for anyone as my eyelids grew heavier. The spell had taken effect, and I was falling into a deep slumber. I tried to connect my mind to Vezhul, but the last of my strength gave out.

I fell into a deep darkness as the man reached for me with a sinister gleam in his eyes.


Chapter 14

Fighting Fate 

The darkness was soothing as I floated in it. My mind drifted as I tried to catch my fleeting thoughts. A sense of shame washed over me. How could I have let this happen? I’m deep in enemy territory, and one of them managed to catch me off-guard. Such a mistake cost me dearly.

And just like that, the thoughts floated away. I sensed myself waking up, and I had to turn my current disadvantage to an advantage.

Slumber slipped away. I kept my eyes closed as I felt I was tied to a chair. The ropes were snug around me, keeping me in place. I listened to the sounds of people moving large objects. Some voices were low, as if to ensure they wouldn’t wake me, but one voice I knew as it stood out from the rest.

“Get the wagons filled. I want these crates out of here,” said the voice of my abductor.

I continued to listen as things were continuing to be moved.

A dark presence touched me, and I opened my mind to it.

“Mistress, I am here. I can see you from my hidden spot,” Vezhul whispered across my mind.

Vezhul? Why are you here?

“I should ask you the same question. This is the location you sent me to. I slipped inside, and watched, just as you ordered me to. This is a half-way location. The men and women are moving crates with potions, bottles, and leather pouches onto wagons. It’s safe to assume these are black market items for transport.”

Can you reach me, undo the rope?

I felt the wraith shake his head.

“There are over twenty people here. If I attempt to move closer to you, it will raise the alarm. They are all on edge, except for the red-headed man. He seems like a leader here.”

I heard footsteps move closer to me.

“Are you awake?” the man asked before his hand struck the side of my face.

Pain flashed as I was knocked to the floor, still tied to the chair. My head bounced against the stone floor, throbbing pain pulsing through my head, causing me to moan. I tasted blood.

“You’re awake,” said the same voice as hands grabbed at me and the chair, and lifted me upright once again.

I opened my eyes and looked up at my abductor. He smiled evilly as he towered over me.

“Did that take the fight out of you?” he asked.

I spit a glob of blood on his boot.

“This is tame for foreplay,” I smirked as I looked up at him with furious eyes.

The man nodded.

“A fighter. I like that. It makes the acts I plan much more enticing, feeling you squirm.”

“You like an audience?” I asked as I glanced over at men and women glancing over at us, as they worked.

“No. I like to make sure the lust slaves I sell are good for the market. Some of the people here in town will miss you, but they will forget about you, over time.”

The man leaned over me with a confident smirk. “Not that you will remember this conversation. Our Forget Me potions do wonders for those with a lot of mental scars. I will do what I wish to you, and then make you drink one. Afterwards, you’ll feel like nothing bad has ever happened to you before.”

I winced as he was close to my face, his breath touching my nose.

“At least I’ll forget the stench of your breath,” I said in disgust.

“You’ll forget a lot of things,” the man said before he ran a finger along my chin.

I pulled away. He grabbed my hair with his other hand, holding me in place. I glared at him as he looked at me with hungry eyes.

“Mistress, I’m coming to your aid. The man before you is Hadrian Dusk. He is a farmer, and a direct descendant from the adventurers, and founders of Gravestone,” Vezhul whispered into my mind.

No! Stay where you are. No matter what happens, don’t save me. If any word gets out there is a wraith here, in this secret place, they won’t rest until they find you.

“I can’t let him harm you. I will drain every drop of his soul!”

Stay where you are!

I said the last thought with a firm command. I was on the edge of truly being discovered, and I couldn’t allow it. I could see it in the man’s eyes. He suspected me of being more than I am, and he was right. If I added more evidence to that suspicion, I was as good as dead. He, and his gang, would not hesitate to kill me, chop up my body, and feed it to the creatures in the wild.

I had to play this a different way.

I allowed my features to show a hint of fear. It was enough for the man to smirk a little more.

“Others know I came to Gravestone. They will come looking for me if I don’t make it to Summer Spire,” I lied.

“Oh, you’re going to Summer Spire, to be sold to the highest bidder,” Hadrian said as he licked his lips.

“You can’t do this to me. I was only traveling through. Please, don’t do this. Give me a Forget Me potion, and send me on my way. I won’t be able to remember being here, seeing your face, or this place.”

“You will forget everything, and still be sold, my sweet dark sugar.”

“Please, please don’t do this,” my lip quivered as I mentally prepared my Wither Touch spell.

The man put his boot on the edge of my seat. He rubbed his bulge as he looked down on me with lecherous eyes. I caught a glimpse of a short sword at his hip, like one Aldric wore the night before, when the wraiths attacked. Was he one of Aldric’s men? Was this place known to Aldric?

The man’s eyes glowered with heat, and urges.

“If you sob as you suck my cock, I might be lenient. Maybe a few less bruises than what I have planned.”

“You like when we cry,” I said in feigned defeat.

The man nodded once.

“You shadow elves are sexy when you’re on your knees. Who knows, if you do a good job, maybe I will keep you locked up in my cellar as my pet.”

“Aldric will know,” I said with blank eyes.

The man laughed as he rubbed his bulge in front of me.

“Know? He ordered me to capture you.”

My heart cracked in half. I never sensed this from him, and I was a fool to think we shared a bond of the heart.

“There are powerful people here in Gravestone, and all of them want greater power. You are nothing more than a reminder of an ancient past. They will sing my praises when you’re gone.”

My hands were tied behind the back of the chair. I wrapped my fingers around the rope, while flexing my other hand, ready to use it.

“Anything you need to say before I stuff your mouth,” the man said with a sinister gleam in his eyes.

“Everyone will know what you did here, tonight, Hadrian,” I hissed.

Hadrian’s eyes widened in shock for I knew his name. In that moment of shock, I whispered a mystical command.

A decaying darkness filled my hands. The rope in one of my hands withered and snapped. The rope loosened as I tried to get my other hand out to strike him with my wither touch.

Hadrian recovered quickly, his fist slamming into my cheek. The force behind the blow was enough for me to see stars as I hit the ground, freed from the ropes and chair.

“Fight, you mewling bitch,” Hadrian said as he reached down and grabbed the collar of my robe.

My hand came around to smack him, when his other hand caught my wrist mid-strike.

“Oh no you don’t,” Hadrian said as he picked up his boot and slammed it into my stomach.

Pain flared as I cried out in pain. I moved through the pain as I grabbed the wrist holding me. Hadrian let out a grunt as his skin withered to my grasp. He then drove his boot into my stomach again, but I held on.

I couldn’t form any words as I tried to keep fighting. I clawed at him, my fingers scratching at skin along his arm, and chest. I felt his lifeforce weakened to such strikes, my wither spell weakening him a little, but he was telling the truth that he was an adventurer. He had encountered such attacks before, and his body resisted my spell.

A fist struck my cheek just as I slammed my heel into his knee. I saw stars as I heard Hadrian stumble back in pain.

I scrambled to my feet, seeing that the people in the area were watching us, but making no move to aid, or run for help. They stared like they weren’t sure what to do.

“Slippery dark elf,” Hadrian said as he stalked toward me.

My wither spell began to fade, but with so many eyes on me, I couldn’t use most of my magic. Instead, I backed up a step, taking a fighting stance.

Hadrian stalked closer, a look of dark enjoyment in his eyes.

I kept my gaze on him, but from behind the approaching man, I saw a shadow drift into view. Vezhul’s eyes were a bloodless white, but his ghostly form was ready to strike.

“No,” I shouted at Vezhul, as I burst forward at Hadrian.

I feinted with my fist, Hadrian’s hand reaching to catch it, but missed. I used my heel on the same knee I hit him before. If I struck it a few more times, he wouldn’t be much of a threat.

My heel connected. There was a sharp grunt as Hadrian twisted in pain. I pointed my hand, using the ridge to strike his neck. I thought that was going to take him out for sure, when his elbow shot up, striking my chin. The force of the blow was enough to lift my body an inch off the ground before I hit the floor, and stumbled back.

The taste of blood in my mouth thickened and I spit out a glob of crimson onto the floor.

“You’re skilled, I’ll give you that,” Hadrian said before he launched at me again.

I backed up another step. When he was nearly on me, I drove the point of my combined fingers into his throat. The man choked in pain, but his hand landed on my shoulder, and strong fingers took hold.

A sliver of pain ran through me. He outweighed me, and was stronger. When I pulled away, he held me firm. I barely saw the fist before it connected with my face. My head was knocked back, but I couldn’t get away. A shockwave of pain ran through my face as he punched me again, and again.

My body grew weak as I tried to fight through the pain. Another punch caused me to cry out. He let go, and I barely stood on shaky legs. I looked at him in a daze, when he reared back his hand. He struck me with the back of his hand, and I fell to the floor, moaning.

My willpower stayed strong, even though I was fighting for my life. If I was to make it through this, I needed to be sure the people of the town didn’t suspect my true purpose here in Gravestone.

I felt blood drip from my busted lip. One of my eyes began to swell close as I crawled back on weak hands and feet. Hadrian followed me, watching every drop of pain in my features. I could tell, it excited him, but I couldn’t do much to change that. If he was going to send me away to be sold, I had to bide my time until I could break free, perhaps on the road. Or, I would have to kill Hadrian, and everyone else here. It would help me in the short term, but would bring about too many questions, and put me under further scrutiny. I had to wait and see what happened next, if he didn’t kill me first.

“Now, you look exquisite,” Hadrian said with demonic eyes.

I wanted to give a retort, but my jaw was swollen, and not working properly. Instead, I continued to crawl back, to stay just out of reach of him.

“Fucking dark elves. How can you be so beautiful, and so fucking terrible at the same time. I blame you for what I’m going to do next. You should have just let me fuck you. Now, you will be my new toy, in a place no one will find you.”

I prepared my bane fire spell. It didn’t matter anymore. He was going to do terrible things, and I couldn’t hold back any more.

I lifted my hand, not for asking mercy, but for unleashing all my bane fire on this monster piece of trash. The mystical words began to form between my swollen lips, when I heard a door open from behind.

Hadrian looked up, and his face paled.

I turned my head to see Aldric standing at an open door, his wide eyes on me. For a moment, I thought this was the end. He was going to join them in torturing, and killing me. My heart ached that our bond was not what I felt, or imagined.

The Magistrate lifted his gaze upwards to Hadrian, and his face shifted into silent fury.

I barely blinked and Aldric had already passed me, his fist raised. Hadrian put his hands up, palms to the incoming magistrate. He barely said a word, when a fist connected with his jaw. Hadrian stumbled back, just as another fist slammed into his nose. Blood spurted as Aldric moved like a silent titan. Meaty sounds filled the air with each strike. Blood spurted, drops painting Aldric’s features as he punched Hadrian so hard, the man went sideways, hitting the floor.

I watched with unblinking eyes as Aldric grabbed Hadrian by the collar, and punched him again and again. Two of Hadrian's teeth clattered on the stone floor. The man’s face was bloody, and unrecognizable.

Hadrian didn’t put up a fight. He moaned with blood dripping from his ruined face.

Aldric dragged the man closer to me, and let go. Hadrian hit the floor. There, he shuddered and groaned in pain.

“Oona, what will you have me do with him? If you want him dead, I will be sure to place his severed head on a platter for you,” Aldric growled with dark eyes.

I stared, unable to form words.

“Please…Oona…forgive…me,” Hadrian said through bloody, swollen lips.

I wanted the man dead, but not by another’s hand. It would have never sat well with me if another took his life. No, I wanted to be the one to snuff out the light in his eyes.

“Spare…him,” I managed before I slumped back onto the floor.

I stared at the ceiling, lost in numbing pain and the taste of blood.

“If you touch her, or even look at her wrong, I will ensure your body is never recovered,” I heard Aldric growl at the fallen, beaten man.

“Yes…Magistrate,” Hadrian said and coughed up blood.

“Clean him up, and drag him to his farm,” Aldric shouted to the workers watching the whole thing.

After that, all I heard was scrambling of feet.

My eyes fluttered. I was passing out. I fought it, but it was a losing battle. A calm floated over me as I tried to stay awake.

I barely witnessed Aldric stepping into my view. I looked at him with blank eyes as he lowered himself to my side. I felt his strong hands and arms move under me. Then, I was lifted like I weighed nothing.

I looked at Aldric as he held me close. My forehead rested on his neck, feeling his warmth.

Darkness flooded my senses as I passed out. My final thought was, I was safe, for now.


Chapter 15

Questionable Intentions  

There were no dreams as I hovered in the serene darkness of my mind. I had no thoughts, other than survival. But try as I might, I couldn’t wake from the darkness. I must have been hurt more than I thought. There will always be physical pain, but the mental scars of holding back remained. To fight such an overwhelming urge to destroy an enemy was against my people’s very nature. We were born to fight, love, and seduce. Not to take punishment from others, especially our enemies.

I always knew I couldn’t win every fight, conflict, or affairs of the heart, but that didn’t stop me from trying.

My quest was simple, take back what was stolen from my people.

What happened at the warehouse proved that there were some that could not be redeemed, or forgiven. I would be the hand of justice against those who wronged me, or my people.

Something warm touched me. The small turmoil of my soul weakened to the warm touch. It began to guide me from the darkness. I rose from my dark dream, and my eyes opened.

I blinked in the dim light. There was a presence near me. I was lying on a soft bed. Lanterns glowed in the room. Dark, mahogany walls surrounded me. Thick curtains covered windows. The room was lavish, with ornamental furniture and lanterns. I managed to turn my head, and looked up at Aldrian as he smiled. His hand was on my arm, warm and inviting.

“You’ve returned to us,” Aldric said with a soothing voice.

I stirred a little, the aches along my body small.

“Elowyn healed you of your injuries. But like all healing magic, it doesn’t heal every drop of it. You’ll be sore for another day.”

“Where am I?” I asked as I tried to sit up.

Aldric held my arm, helping me to sit up.

I was in a daze, blinking away the cobwebs of slumber. I had to keep my wits about me. Aldric may have happened onto me, but the way he gave orders after he beat Hadrian to a pulp, spoke volumes. He knew about the operation, and the people. They followed his orders to the letter, which meant he was either in charge, or was high up on the food chain.

“Why am I still alive?” I asked the question, probing deeper than the obvious.

“Because, most here in Gravestone want you here, alive and well,” Aldric said softly.

“Is this some kind of game?” I asked as I formed a plan of escape.

“No game,” Aldric said as he turned a little more to the side to get a better look at me.

I glanced down at myself, in a white, flowing nightgown. It could barely contain my top, my cleavage plain for all to see. I didn’t mind the Magistrate seeing me, but I didn’t know how long I was here, and who else might be lurking about.

“You must have many questions. That is why I’m here, to answer them,” Aldric smiled.

“Where am I?” I asked with sharp eyes.

“My home,” Aldric stated simply.

“For how long?”

“A night and a day. Evening is approaching, and you were hurt pretty badly.”

I blinked, my wits returning.

“I didn’t go to that place of my own free will.”

Aldric nodded. “I know you didn’t. Hadrian brought you there. The others working there told me what transpired. I wish to make it clear, Hadrian was not following anyone’s orders but his own. He has, and will be punished for what he did to you.”

The Magistrate stood up, and stepped over to a nightstand. On it was a glass pitcher of water, and a glass. He picked up both, pouring clear water into the glass. He put down the pitcher, and presented me with a full glass of water.

“You must be thirsty, after losing so much blood,” Aldric said with a kind smile.

There was a dryness in my throat. I quickly took the glass and gulped the water down.

“Take your time. There is plenty of food and drink for my beautiful guest.”

I lowered the glass down a little, and looked at him with stern eyes.

“Am I your prisoner?”

“No, not at all,” Aldric said while still standing. “But if you want to know more about the underbelly of Gravestone, then I would ask you to stay as my guest. I swear, no more harm will come to you, especially under my roof.”

I hated to think about it, but I was curious about what he alluded to. Aldric was clearly part of some hidden operation. He wanted me to know about it, so there was more about this than what was said. If I could use it to my advantage, I needed to know more.

“You may have already known, Gravestone is trying to change with the times,” Aldric said as he sat on the edge of the bed again. “No shadow elf has visited the town in nearly two-hundred years. The original founders put in laws that many followed, but no action was ever truly taken.

“There have been elves of different races come through, adventurers like yourself. As long as they were announced, they were allowed to stay, resupply, and move on. Gravestone had become a town to visit on everyone’s journey to, and away from Summer Spire.”

Aldric looked upon me with warm eyes. “But you, my dear, are the first shadow elf to visit here in a long time. After your initial night, the town elders spoke about your visit, and stay. It was agreed by many, you were not a threat to our way of life, and should be treated with welcoming respect. That is why you were allowed to stay in one of the homes, and invited to our town gathering. Many believe you are a sign of a new future for Gravestone.”

I finished drinking the rest of my water, putting the empty glass in my lap.

“I’m simply an adventurer, passing through. I’m not here for anything beyond that.”

Aldric gave me an impish smirk. “Come now, Oona, we both know that is not true. Let us spare any pretense, and bring light to shadows. You’re here to re-claim your people’s caverns.”

A tension ran through my body. I mentally prepared spells, and planned a route to fight my way out of town. I could make for Summer Spire, and be under their protection until I can change my plans.

“Easy,” Aldric said as he put his hand over mine. “We came to that conclusion the very night you arrived. It would not be happenstance for a shadow elf to arrive, just passing through. But as you can attest, no action was taken against you, except for Hadrian, and that was not sanctioned.”

I pulled my hand away from his touch, and moved back slightly on the bed.

“You allowed this farce to continue. This was all a game to you, and the entire town?”

Aldric shook his head with concerned eyes.

“No, not at all. I meant what I said, Gravestone needs to enter a greater future.

“It is no secret that our town is shunned by many of the other races. Our initial bigotry is well known over many territories. If our town was to survive, it needed to enter a new way of thinking and being.”

My mind connected the dots.

“You all want that because it would be better for business, your black-market business.”

Aldric nodded, not bothering to hide what this was truly all about.

“We have clients that don’t enjoy working with us, because of our reputation. They have influence with others, especially the Dagger Syndicate.”

The Dagger Syndicate? I knew of them. They were the largest black-market guild along the coast, run by elves. They never allowed any of the other races to join them, but had operations, and alliances with other syndicate guilds. They were infamous for running profitable, and cutthroat operations, trades, and goods. There was almost nothing that they couldn’t find, and sell at a high price.

My eyes narrowed. “So, am I to be your token shadow elf, here to show others how open and kind you are to elves? Don’t make me laugh.”

“Your laughter brings warmth to my soul,” Aldric said slyly before he continued, “But no, not as much. The caverns your family came from had run dry of riches a long time ago, but that didn’t mean the caverns were not useful. We continue to use them to aid in our operations here in Gravestone.

“The mayor had planned to speak with you about the caverns, and maybe come to some agreement for the future. All of this was meant to take some time, so as to not rush, or scare you away.”

“Hadrian disrupted those plans,” I said plainly.

Aldric gave a single nod. “He did, and for that, I am truly sorry. Despite the future most of us want, there are still some that hold on to the old hatreds. Hadrian’s family line is descended from one of the original founders. He is very much a spitting image of those who first dwelled here, after your people were forced out.”

“You mean killed, and the survivors exiled.”

“Yes,” Aldric agreed, without making any amends for it.

Conflict raged in my heart. Despite Aldric telling me the truth of the town’s intentions, there was still a sliver of hate within me. Everything I held onto, decades of hate and bile, was washed away with just some words from a human man that I was attracted to. When my thoughts shifted to others, such as Theron, Thalia, and Charles, that hate weakened a little more.

There was a spark in me to raze the entire town to the ground, but I snuffed it out, for now.

I relaxed on the bed, letting the tension bleed away. I looked upon Aldric with a sultry gaze, knowing I had another option when it came to achieving my goals.

“Aldric, you could have brought me to my place, and had Theron watch over me. Why bring me to your home?”

Aldric looked at me with warm eyes. “I wanted to be sure you were truly safe. Theron is a capable protector, but I wanted to watch over you, and get to know you a little more. I know it may appear selfish…”

“It is,” I said, cutting him off.

Aldric gave me such a grin, I wanted to melt.

“Yes, I selfishly wanted you to myself, and maybe a few, trusted others.”

“You mean to have me passed around,” I said with a flirtatious edge.

“No, worshiped would be the proper word for what I have in mind.”

“I’m intrigued,” I said with a light tone.

“I hope so,” Aldric said as he glanced at my cleavage. “But before we get into the evening, I wanted you to know, I will tell you more of our operations here in Gravestone, if you give us a chance. With some time, all will be revealed, and perchance an accord of some kind.”

The handsome man held out his hand to me. “But until then, we could spend some time together, and truly get to know one another. You’re free to leave at any time, but I would very much like to spend dinner, and the rest of the night, enjoying each other’s company.”

I looked down at his outstretched hand. I had hoped to keep an innocent mask, to allow the people of Gravestone to accept me, before I stabbed them in the back. But it would appear, my mask has fallen away. I didn’t get the impression Aldric, or anyone else, knew the extent of my mystical skills, but they may suspect. Either way, they had some kind of plan to make me the face of change in their old town. I cared little for such changes, but I did see an opportunity here.

Their black-market operations continued to intrigue me. If I could tap into it, there was a chance for greater power and influence on the coast. Most of my people were exiled away to the islands to the south. Our influence on the mainland is small, almost insignificant. This may be a greater opportunity to change that, if I played the game right. I could do more than simply regain my family’s home. I could be an unseen hand of influence along the whole coast.

I lifted my hand and took Aldric’s hand. I felt his fingers squeeze me a little as he guided me to the edge of the bed. I stood up under my own power, feeling stronger with each passing moment. The cleric did her job well. I would have to thank her the next time I saw her.

“Let’s see how the evening goes,” I said with sultry charm.

Aldric nodded, and kissed the back of my hand. He stood up straighter, looking me in the eyes.

“Dinner should be ready soon. I had Anara make you a dress for the evening, if I’m not being too forward.”

“It’s fine. I doubted I could enjoy dinner in a simple nightgown. On the other hand, nude may be fine as well,” I said with a wicked tone.

“The evening is early, but I’m not against it. But try the dress on. After dinner, we can see where the evening takes us.”

“I’m sure it will be marvelous,” I said with my own mischievous gleam in my eyes.


Chapter 16

Hunger and Satisfaction  

I walked down a lavish corridor, my arm curled around Aldric’s thick, strong arm. He was dressed in a fine garb, a white shirt with a black vest. He had on black leather leggings, and matching black boots. His white hair was stylized, as was his thin beard. He held himself in a regal manner, and I wasn’t not fond of it.

I glanced down at myself, the red silk dress adhering to my form like I had worn it for decades. It felt nice against my naked skin as we continued down the corridor. My hair was up in a bun, a single lock of white hair curled down beside my right temple.

When Aldric showed me the dress, I was stunned. It was beautiful, admiring it as I held it in my hands. The Magistrate waited outside of my room to allow me to dress, which was a little disappointing, since I didn’t mind if he watched me dress. No matter, if the evening went as I envisioned, I wouldn’t be wearing it for very long.

And therein lay the rub, I was in the home of the town’s Magistrate, and walking to supper to discuss nefarious activities in Gravestone. There is also to be a discussion about how my presence here can change the town’s dark reputation. I understood the need for building a hidden empire, but if I were to be only a silent face, Aldric, and the rest of the town will be sorely disappointed.

Still, my mind schemed. I did have a few stray thoughts whisper how I could work this all to my advantage. To take back my ancestral caverns, and lead a black market this close to Summer Spire, would be an envious achievement. One that could begin a new age for shadow elves, and many others.

The World Quake destroyed so much, many thousands of years ago. Society, and kingdoms, still held on by a string. One more apocalypse would surely doom everyone, except maybe, the elves. Those sun lovers seemed to survive anything, while the rest of Valoria wallowed in the mud. Oh, how things could change if I played my cards right.

I woke from my thoughts as he reached a wide archway. He halted under the arch, taking in the scene before us.

The dining room was large, and long. It had a long, polished, dark wood table. Cushioned chairs surrounded it, enough to seat twenty, but only a few people were sitting in a few chairs. The walls were covered in fine tapestries. Lanterns glowed with a calm illumination.

The table itself had long oval trays of food, from succulent meats, to cheeses, fruits, breads, and greens. Theron was there, standing up to our presence. Anara, the town tailor, was next to stand up, with a welcoming smile. The last to stand up was Elowen, the elf cleric.

Theron was wearing some fine clothes, looking rather dapper. It did make my heart melt seeing how attentive his gaze was on me.

Anara was in a fine, silky purple dress. She is truly a master at her craft, for it fit her perfectly. A plunging neckline, and a pearl necklace completed her outfit. Her blonde hair was in a stylish bun. I could almost sense like she didn’t dress like this often, and was happy to indulge.

Elowen bowed in my direction. The beautiful elf cleric stood up with almost sad eyes, but a welcoming smile. She was dressed in a white dress, but I could see she wore nothing underneath. The dress itself barely covered her. It hung from her shoulders, but it was sleeveless. Her plunging neckline was down to her bellybutton. I could see the top of her hips on the sides. One shrug, and the dress would fall away like an apple from a tree.

“Good evening, my pets,” Aldric said with refined flair.

“Good evening, Father,” the three of them said in unison, like they had practiced it all their lives.

“Father?” I said as I looked up to him, our arms still entwined.

“We have titles in our society. I am their father and leader, and they worship the ground I walk on,” he said before turning his gaze to the three at the dining table, “Isn’t that right?”

“Yes, Father,” the trio said once again in perfect unison.

Aldric nodded. “Before we delve into the evening, let it be known, there are no secrets tonight. Oona is our guest, and a special one at that. If she has a question, answer it truthfully.”

He turned his attention to me, “And I hope, if we have any questions, you will answer it truthfully to us. Anything said, will remain a secret within our little family.”

I looked at him with amused eyes.

“I will do my best,” I answered truthfully. Just because they were open to me, didn’t mean I had to return the favor. It would take much more than a dress, and a meal, to spill my heart to everyone here.

“That's all we can ask. Shall we?” Aldric said as he pointed to the dining table.

“Please,” I said with a small curtsey. 

Aldric led me to the end of the table. He pulled out the high-backed chair to the right of the end of the table. I sat down, the Magistrate pushing my chair in behind me. I watched as he stepped to the chair at the head of the table, pulled it out, and sat down.

“You may all sit,” he said.

Theron, Anara, and Elowen sat down.

Everyone was not seated next to each other, unlike Aldric and I. Theron was farther away on the left. Anara was only two seats away on the left side of the table. Elowyn was in the middle on the right side, the same side I sat by.

“Elowen, please serve us,” Aldric said with a commanding tone.

“Yes, Father,” the elf cleric said as she stood up and moved to the plates stacked at the end of the feast.

Aldric reached over, placed his hand over mine on the table. “Is there anything special you desire at the moment? Elowen would happily attend to your every need.”

“No, not at the moment,” I said as I glanced at Theron.

Theron looked at me with longing eyes. I could tell he wanted to attend to me, and not Elowen. But if I was being honest with myself, I would have a hard time concentrating if he was by me. Instead, I shifted all of my attention to Aldric.

“If we are asking questions, and getting to know one another, why did you create your society?”

“Good question,” Aldric said with such confidence. “There has always been a hunger for more than a mundane life, and I have an attraction for lost souls.

“As you know, our dear Theron was treated terribly by his family for a long time. I could not bear to see him so tortured, so I invited him here, with a few women of the night. It was meant to be a man’s evening of discussion, and fornication, but as soon as the evening started, I caught a glimpse of the true Theron. He couldn’t assert himself, despite having two women all over him. It took a few commands from me for him to enjoy himself, and even then, only when he was told to do it.

“I knew, with time, there would be those who would take further advantage of him, so I took him under my wing, as it were.”

I looked over at Theron, and his head was bowed in respect.

Aldric shifted his attention to Anara. “Lovely Anara. I was on my way to pick up a few new outfits one morning. She assured me they would be ready that morning, so it was a typical day for me. But when I reached her shop, the door was still locked. I looked in through the window, seeing a lantern light in the back, past an open door. I knocked, but no answer. I was about to turn away, when a shadow moved about in a frantic fashion. I acted, breaking the glass on her shop door, and unlocking the door.

“I stormed in, my hand on my blade. I was expecting a kidnapping in progress, or some vile act taking place. Instead, I walked into the back room to find Anara naked, and tied up, her hands surrounded by tangled knots. She had a cloth tied tight around her mouth.

“I pulled a dagger from my belt, and proceeded to cut her loose. When I pulled away the gag, I asked her what happened. I wasn’t expecting what she told me. In a moment of honesty, she confessed she tied herself up, and tangled up her wrists in the process. She enjoyed tying herself up for pleasure.”

Anara spoke up with a smile, “Seeing him rush to my rescue, and already tied up, I could never deny the attraction I had at that very moment. I confessed everything, and when he didn’t judge me, I knew there was more to explore.”

The tailor was quite pleased with herself. There was not a drop of shame, and I could only respect her more for it.

Aldric turned his attention to the cleric elf, putting down plates of food before each of us in turn.

“And there is our sweet Elowen. A cleric for the dragon goddess, she has been with the town for over a hundred years, but she had her own secrets. Elowen, why don’t you tell Oona what brought us together.”

The elf stood beside me, looking at me with sad eyes and a small smile.

“There is more than spiritual pain in Gravestone. The people here succumb to the grayness of this place. Many would come to the church to confess their pain, or dark thoughts. I have always been a giving soul.

“I knew healing came in different ways. When men and women came with their frustrations, they would speak with me. It was only a moment, but it changed everything. A man complained about his desires not being met, and I knew I could help him feel better. So, I moved onto my knees, pulled out his cock, and sucked on it with holy prayers on my mind.”

I watched as a gleam of knowing happiness filled Elowen’s oval eyes.

“After that time, others came to me, begging for my healing kiss. I couldn’t, wouldn’t say no. I healed their gloom and misery my own way.”

“I found our cleric, on her knees in an alley, with three men from town. They each took turns, fucking her mouth. When I arrived, they quickly explained, but I sent them on their way. I gathered Elowen up, and took her to the temple. She explained to me that she loved helping others, even if they used her. I knew, I had to watch over her before the whole town used her for their own desires,” Aldric finished.

“It brings me joy to serve Father, and anyone he commands to please,” Elowen said with a new brightness in her eyes.

I turned my gaze to Aldric with a wicked gleam. “Am I a lost soul, to add to your collection?”

Aldric looked at me with such a firm gaze, I had to fight off a shudder.

“No, not at all. Oona, you are not a lost soul, and it is something to admire,” he said while squeezing my hand. “Theron, Anara, and Elowen can be gifts to you, if you wish them. They know their place in our society, but you are different.”

“An exotic pet, perhaps?” I asked.

Aldric’s eyes took on a smolder that melted iron. “No, a goddess. A goddess to be worshiped. A goddess to love. A goddess to be fucked until the heavens fall.”

I couldn’t hide my surprise. His words sliced through me, causing a shudder. I misjudged him, and my own self. The attraction was there, but it wasn’t just me. He felt it too, and it whispered to my soul.

In my people’s culture, there is a truth of the heart. Two, or more hearts, can connect in a way that is undeniable. It crosses bodies, and minds. A connection that grows stronger, when souls, and words mingle.

Still, I could not let him gain the upper hand.

“I’m not some wide-eyed youth, seeking a mentor who wants to bounce me on his lap. Men have said much to gain what they desired. At least with a woman, we understand where we stand. I do not seek to be a nursemaid because of some pretty words, and displays of power.”

Aldric’s silver eyes gleamed as he leaned a little closer to me, a sly smile across his lips.

“Nor do I. If I wanted another pet to suck my cock, I would have from here, or many others. No, I desire an equal. A kindred soul not afraid of affairs of the flesh, or dealings in the dark. I can sense your ambition, and it sings to me. That is why, among many other reasons, you belong here, in your caverns, and here in Gravestone.”

I kept my amused expression, while internally, I was taken aback. If he was telling the truth, he was willing to throw it all away for us to be together. He was either very confident, or a fool. This town was an oddity I never imagined. I thought I would have to fight and slay masters of war and magic when I arrived here. Instead, there are those in town who would do anything for me to stay. This certainly wasn’t the conflict I prepared for on my journey here.

I narrowed my eyes at Aldric. If he spoke honestly, then I could use it in my favor.

“That is all well and good, but if you understand my ambitions, then you know I want more.”

“Don’t we all,” the man smirked. “But please, ask me anything you desire, and I will answer it.”

“What is the name of the guild that you lead here?”

“The Founders Guild. We have business dealings with many in Summer Spire, and the many towns along the coast. We seek to expand further south, and north. We cannot go too far north, due to the Dagger Guild.

“As for leadership, myself, and the mayor, lead the guild. We have a few private partners, but we are sworn to keep their names from public knowledge. Do not press any further for their names, for my honor demands I keep them secret,” Aldric answered plainly.

“And, pray tell, how do I truly fit in your designs for the future?”

Aldric’s gaze took on a softer glow. “You are to be one of us. You’re the answer to questions we’ve had, as a town, for decades.

“Beyond that, you are to be loved, and supported. Many in town would welcome back your people to the caverns. Minds, and hearts have changed for the many here in Gravestone. We seek a new future, and we believe you are the key to it. But if you told me honestly, to have no part in our dark dealings, I would welcome you here all the same.”

I squirmed at his blunt honesty, if he was being honest.

“And am I to be chained to your harem? To be only allowed lovers under your watchful gaze?”

Aldric chuckled as his eyes contained mild amusement. “We both know you don’t want that. Neither do I. Once you get to know us, you will see, we are free with our bodies, and desires. Enslave the entire town to your ethereal beauty, and I doubt I could stop you, even if I tried.”

“Would you submit to me?” I asked as I watched him.

Aldric laughed. “No, I would not. Respect means we treat each other as equals. If I wanted my cock sucked, it would get sucked. By you, or others. I will not hide that from you.”

He shifted in his seat to better face me. He scooped up my hand into both of his. Thumbs moved across the back of my hand, caressing it.

“But don’t think of me as some cad. I would focus all my time, energy, and will, on your divine body. I would not rest until you knew such heights of pleasure, it would make the gods jealous. And after we touched the heavens, we would enjoy moments of intellectual thought, and discussion until our urges called for more.”

I bit my lip in desire, and annoyance. Fuck, he was saying all the right things. There are those who want to rule, and those who need to be ruled, but few ever want a partner in ruling, or serving. If he was speaking the truth, I could gain more than simple revenge. I could lead my people to a proper place of power on the coast once again. It was nearly too good to be true, and then my suspicions reared their ugly heads.

All of this could be a ruse to manipulate me. I had to test him, simply to be sure.

I parted my lips to speak, when Aldric spoke up, interrupting me.

“Before you test my honor, and my resolve, let us enjoy a nice meal first. Afterwards, you can see for yourself, if I am speaking from a place of deception, or beautiful ambition.”

I stared at him, hiding my mild shock. He did that on purpose, testing me. How dare he use my plans against me. I wanted to ignore him, and make demands, but I relented. Aldric was no clueless man in town no one desires to remain. He was more than I expected, and enough to cause my inner world to quiver in obscene desire. 

“Shall we?” Aldric said as he turned to his plate, and stabbed a piece of meat with his fork.

I watched him place the piece in his mouth, and chew like I was not there. He basked in the taste, enjoying the moment in blissful satisfaction.

The Magistrate would feel my wrath, and I knew within my heart, he would enjoy it.


Chapter 17

Dark Urges  

“Mistress! I sensed your mind. Are you well? Should I come for you?”

I dabbed the corner of my mouth with a cloth napkin, my plate nearly empty.

I am well, Vezhul. You don’t have to come for me, for I believe I am in a safe location.

“Mistress, I feared the worst. It pleases my dead heart that you are well. I lingered around the Magistrate’s home until sunrise. I fled to home, and the cellar, to wait out the day. I heard sounds upstairs, like someone was knocking, but I didn’t show myself. I am at your service, if you require it.

Vezhul was being overprotective, which I was fine with. Most undead, especially after a bonding, tend to be very attached. There was little he could do, and I needed him to watch the house. If others come looking for me, he can notify me.

Vezhul, you may roam the house tonight, but don’t let your presence be known. If anyone comes to the house, inform me of who they are, or a description. Do you understand?

“I do, Mistress. I will guard your home, and report any who approach,” he said and faded from my mind.

I sat back in my own satisfaction. The meal was tremendous. The use of spices and garlic sang to my palette. When I looked across the table, Anara, Elowen, and Theron sat back in satisfaction, and their plates nearly empty.

I glanced at Aldric, and his gaze was on me while his plate was empty.

“I do hope the meal has not exhausted you from enjoying the rest of the evening?”

I gave him a wicked smile. “It will take more than a lovely meal to exhaust me.”

“Excellent,” Aldric said with a demonic gleam in his eyes. “Shall we relax in the parlor?”

“Yes,” I said.

The Magistrate nodded. “Anara, please clear off the table. The rest of you, accompany us to the parlor.”

Bodies stood up at once. Anara had a fanatical gleam in her eyes, as she rushed to clean off the table. Elowen and Theron moved to us, as we stood up and stepped away from our seats.

Aldric took my hand, and led the way. I trailed behind him a little, as Theron and the cleric trailed behind me. We stepped to a pair of double doors. Aldric let go, took hold of the doors, and slid them wide. The doors slid into the walls, revealing a posh parlor.

The chamber was filled with lavish furniture, made of fine fabrics and dark, polished wood. There were no windows, only more expensive tapestries, and bookshelves. The seating consisted of deep couches, chairs, love seats, and small tables. A stone hearth took up the wall on the other side of the chamber. Colors ranged from a crimson and gold, to dark browns, and pale greens. To my gaze, it was a combination of comfort, and dreams.

“Theron, please light the hearth,” Aldric commanded.

The large blacksmith made his way across the chamber. He knelt to the cold hearth, pulled out a tinder box from a hidden section of the fireplace, and began placing kindling among the several logs of wood already inside the hearth.

Aldric gently pulled me with him. We reached a loveseat facing the entire room. I sat down first, before Aldric sat down next. I glanced around, the chamber’s scent thick in the air. It smelled of old wood, cigars, and dark spirits. I imagined the many meetings Aldric had here with many others from town.

The mood grew relaxed as I sat back in the seat. I knew what Aldric was trying to convey by coming in here. He wanted to show me his displays of power and wealth. I was amused, for he didn’t have to do such things, but there was another part of me that wanted to see how far he would go with it. These displays were welcomed in my culture, because who didn’t love power and wealth. Well, maybe the hobkins of Valoria. Those short people with hairy feet simply adored their simple love of food and drink. It was a little domestic, but it appealed to them, and I wasn’t one to crush the simple joys of others.

It didn’t take Anara long to come into the parlor, and slide the doors closed behind her. The tailor had a weakness in her eyes, like she was reliving many memories in this very room.

“Elowen, please bring Oona and myself some wine. Theron, when you’re finished with the hearth, undress. Anara, please use Theron as you will.

“Yes, Father,” the three of them said in unison before moving in different directions.

I watched as everything unfolded before me. The hearth was lit, a glow growing a little brighter after each passing moment. Theron turned around to see Anara removing her clothes. The blacksmith did the same, taking his clothes off a piece at a time.

Elowen poured red wine into two glasses. She picked them up, and walked toward us. The elf looked at us with sleepy, seductive eyes as she handed a glass to me, and then Aldric. I sipped the delicious wine as Aldric sipped his.

The mood began to shift as Anara, and Theron were now both naked. Anara was much smaller than Theron, but that did nothing to slow her enthusiasm. She walked up to Theron, reached for his member, and coiled her fingers around it.

“I want to hear your whimpers,” Anara said as she slowly began to stroke him.

Theron merely nodded as he stood, letting the shorter woman stroke life into his manhood.

Elowen shrugged off her dress. It puddled on the floor, and she stepped out of it. She sauntered to the pair, running her hands along their bodies. Anara looked down at Theron’s rigid member. Theron let out little whimpers, like he was being hurt. The sounds he made struck a chord with me, and I couldn’t stop my thighs from rubbing together.

“May we speak as they enjoy themselves?” Aldric asked politely.

I nodded as I sipped my wine.

“I know you don’t trust me, nor should you. This is all happening very fast, but my intentions are clear.”

“And what are your intentions?”

Aldric eyed me like I was a beautiful statue. His gaze ran along my curves, and cleavage, not hiding what he desired.

“To understand you a little more, so I can please you,” he said before his gaze met mine. “I also know, we would make splendid partners.”

“What about what I think?” I asked as I sipped my wine again. The spark was there between us, but I needed something a little more than flattery.

Aldric’s hand touched my thigh, sliding up my dress slightly.

“Come now, we both know you don’t truly care what others think.”

Damn it. He did understand me.

Aldric’s hand slid up my dress a little more. He was being confident, creepy, and lecherous, with a wicked wit. The four things that turned me on more than many other things. I hated him for it, but my body responded to his presence as a tingling filled me, and wetness began to flow. He understood that I would only allow a person I’m interested in to do such things to me. If it was anyone else, I would have broken their hand the moment they touched me, or give them a face full of bane fire. No, this was us courting each other, and I was having a difficult time keeping my composure.

The hem of my dress appeared at my knees. His hand continued to gently slide it up further revealing my thighs. I made no move to stop him, but I did turn slightly to him, drink in hand, and my lips curved into a wicked smile.

“If we are going to have a working relationship, there are some things we should be clear on,” I said as his hand pulled my dress up further.

“Straight to business, I like that,” Aldric whispered as he was close to me, his fingers touching the flesh of my thigh.

I sipped my wine before I continued, “I am not your prize, nor do I work for you.”

“Agreed,” Aldric said as his hand moved to my tender, inner thigh.

Heat bloomed, and filled my chest as the world around us grew hazy. I could hear Theron whimpering. I glanced over to see him now on his back, with Anara deep throating his manhood as she lay comfortable between his parted legs. Elowen was nearby, on her knees. One hand was on Theron’s chest, while her other hand was between her naked thighs, massaging herself to the pair before her. Moans dripped from her lips as she looked weakly on Anara, and Theron.

I turned my gaze back to Aldric, the man looking into my eyes as his fingers brushed against my leaking slit. I shuddered, and sipped my drink.

“When, not if, the caverns are returned to myself, and my people, I will be the liaison between the town, and the caverns.”

Aldric’s fingers touched me. They began to explore, when he brushed against my nub. I let out a heated exhale, trying to keep my control.

“I cannot be the one to grant such a title, but I will bring it to the mayor, and the town elders at our next meeting.”

I writhed a little, finding it difficult to breathe. The chamber was hot, and dripping with growing ecstasy. Pleasure whispered to my body and soul, as his fingers moved like he was an expert mage. His fingers touched me in just the right ways, causing my hips to betray me. The sounds of whimpers and moans grew as I put wineglass down on a table beside the loveseat.

“Then…we can discuss it further, after such a meeting,” I said, trying to catch my breath.

“Understood. Is there anything else?” he said with dreamy confidence.

I nodded as I began to lose my train of thought.

“There will always be more,” I whispered as his fingers massaged my clit. My eyes fluttered as my breath deepened. “But for now, know that I am a switch, submissive and dominant.”

“I know,” he whispered in my pointed ear as he rubbed me a little deeper.

“You…beast,” I hissed as I moved to his touch.

“I knew you were both after I saw you fight the skeletons, and how gracious you were afterwards. It smelled like an act, but it betrayed your sensual intentions. You like to be pleased, and you like to please, when the mood strikes.

“I can say the same. Not with my current family writhing on the floor, mind you. They are mine to command, but if we enjoy what you and I have, they can be yours to command as well. I know you have affections for Theron, but Anara and Elowen can please you as well.”

Aldric was close, playing me like a musical instrument he practiced his entire life. It was nice to have a man who knew how to please a woman.

The Magistrate touched my neck with one hand, as his fingers rubbed me, coated in my dripping honey. He played with every sensation, and I found it difficult to speak, much less think.

His lips moved close to my ear again as a small moan escaped my lips.

“This is but a taste of the evening to come. I desire you. I want to fuck you. I want see your trembling legs before I fuck you again. I will mark you, my seed dripping on your skin. I want to taste you, licking you further into submission. And if you fall asleep, I will fuck you awake again, your moans music to my ears.”

My body shuddered hard as I was getting closer. The tingling within grew to a fevered pitch. I grabbed his wrist, keeping his fingers focused on my clit. I didn’t let him move as I was reaching the point of no return. His words whipped at my soul because we both knew we wanted this.

I couldn’t lie to myself anymore. Aldric was the enemy, and I wanted him to fuck me until I passed out. The whole town of Gravestone had to atone for what they did to my people, yet, I wanted to be the one handing out the punishments, whipping them as they begged for more. Mixed emotions overwhelmed me, and I was pushed off the cliff.

There was no moan, as my eyes widened. Rising bliss exploded across my nerves. Magical explosions tumbled my spirit as a deluge of lust surged. I kept an iron grip on his wrist, while sensations blasted my soul with light. My body quivered as another series of smaller explosions ripped me to pieces. Weakness crawled across my body as I wilted a little. A strong hand touched me, slowly pushing me to relax on the seat. My thighs trembled as wetness seeped into my dress. I didn’t care as I was lost to fuzzy vibrations. Heat curled along my body as I relaxed. His fingers continued to toy with me, and I moaned to his touch.

Aldric pulled his fingers away. He lifted one up, covered in my lust. He parted his lips and ran his wet finger over his tongue. His eyes fluttered like he tasted ambrosia.

“Yes, much better than any fine wine I have tasted,” he whispered to me.

I could hardly sit up as my urges hungered for me. It wasn’t simply his touch, but his words, and presence. His confidence flowed over me like a strong river, and all I wanted to do was bask in it. My willpower was weak, and I wanted more.

Aldric turned his gaze to the trio on the floor, moaning and whimpering in pleasure.

“Oona and I will be in my bedchamber. After everyone orgasms twice, come join us,” he ordered before he gently slipped his arm around the back of waist.

I felt him help me up. I stood on shaky legs, wetness dripping down my inner thighs. It was hard to focus as he helped me to walk. I clutched at his strong arm, trying to find my own balance.

Time bled together in strange moments. There was a hallway, and then some stairs. I walked in the dark until we reached a door. I stepped into the abyss, his hands guiding me. When we stopped, he guided me onto a bed. His hands slipped away, and I simply laid there, my mind slowly recovering.

A light appeared from a shaded lantern. The room took on a dim and comforting glow. I looked up to see Aldric taking off his clothes, a piece at a time.

Strength returned to me as his chest was now bare, his shirt and vest on the floor. A strong chest, covered in a few thick scars filled my gaze. He was lean, strong, and defined. He had a wiriness about his form that spoke of battles, and experience. It only made the flame of desire within me to grow brighter. When he took hold of his belt, my body moved against my will.

I slipped off the bed, and onto all fours. I crawled to him as his belt fell to the lavish rug. He took hold of his leggings, undid a few buttons, and he slipped them down over narrow hips.

I crawled closer, my gaze caught in the gravity of his hanging, veiny member. It was nearly as large as Theron’s swinging cock. Aldric was not as wide and tall as Theron. He was close to the blacksmith’s height, but he had a slender, athletic build, which made his cock much more enticing.

When I was before him, I lowered my butt to the floor and stood up on my knees. I looked up into Aldric’s approving eyes, his cock thickening and rising under its own power. I pressed my cheek to it, while looking up at him.

I didn’t need to read his mind to know what we both wanted. My tongue slipped out, running up the veiny shaft until I reached the tip. The tip of my tongue played with the tip of his cock, licking at his piss and come slit like a beast in heat. There was no pretense between us. We both felt it, and liked it.

“Such a divine beauty,” he said as he touched the tip of my pointed ear.

A tendril of bliss ran through me before I closed my lips around the head of his throbbing manhood. Taste and hunger overcame me as I gently sucked on the tip. His musky taste turned my inner flame of desire into a roaring blaze. I moaned as a few more inches pushed past my tight lips. My hands were on his hips, and I could feel him fighting his urges. He wanted to enjoy it as much as I wanted too.

I ran my lips slowly over his cock, my tongue pressing under it. I made my mouth tight as my head moved back and forth. I expected him to put his hand on my head, but he didn’t, which made me like him even more. His hips however, pushed his cock a little deeper.

I moaned with my mouth full, sucking on his erection, trying to draw out the poison of lust. I tasted a drop of his come, and it made me want more. We worked together, his hips pushing and pulling, as my mouth held him firm, and tight.

I moaned again, wanting to hear his defeat and surrender. The small grunt, or whimper, was music to my pointed ears. How I longed for it as I slobbered on his thick member. My own fingers reached between my parted thighs, rubbing my pearl as I sucked on his iron hard manhood. Pleasure swirled as a muffled moan tried to escape my full mouth.

I was so lost to my task, and pleasure, that when he suddenly pulled his cock from me, I nearly fell forward. He gently grabbed me by my hair and pulled up. I stood up instantly and he let go of my hair. I saw such a hunger in his eyes, it was frightening. It was so frightening, more honey dripped down my inner thigh. His strong hands grabbed at me, holding, and pushing me at the same time to the bed. With a final push, he let go and I fell onto the bed. My eyes were wide as he grabbed my knees and parted them.

Nothing was said as he looked down at my dripping slit. A tiny moment later, his head struck at me like a serpent attacking its prey. I gasped as his tongue attacked and slathered against me. My eyes rolled into my head as I tried to stay on my elbows. My leg twitched as a moan filled the air. His tongue curled and licked. He whipped my clit like it stole something precious from him. I tried to roll my eyes back into place to watch him, but his furious licking only caused me to moan more.

“Fuck,” I hissed before I bit my lip.

The man was speaking arcane words as his lips massaged my entire valley entrance. His skill was so powerful, it was my hand clamping on his head, keeping him in place.

“Don’t…stop,” I said weakly as he whipped me further into submission.

Despite my command, he ignored me. He worked me into a growing frenzy, and I was losing my internal battle of control. My thighs clamped onto the sides of his head, keeping him in the perfect place to worship my cunt. He attacked further, pressing his mouth and tongue to me. The blissful torture continued, my hips writhing and pushing to his mouth and tongue. My mouth made a perfect oval as my eyes rolled further into my head. How could a man be so handsome, and so demonic. A brute was under his calm demeanor, and I wanted to enjoy every moment of it.

A sudden surge caused my entire body to tense. A fever whipped me into a frenzy, and when my inner world exploded, reality took on a white hue as I grew silent.

Magical explosions ripped my soul to pieces again. They came, one after the other, some surging at the same time. My whole body shuddered hard as I was speechless, caught in the gravity of so many explosions. I was engulfed in their light, and I called out to them with loving bliss.

Time lost all meaning. I felt hands on me, turning me over. I tried to regain my wits as strong hands caressed my flesh. Fingers pinched my sensitive nipple, before sliding along the side of my body. Those very same hands grabbed my hips, and pulled them up until I was on my knees. My upper body was against the bed, my face buried in the blanket. I felt something touch my sensitive entrance. It was only for a moment, before it pushed into me slowly, an inch at a time.

“You’re beautifully tight,” I heard.

My fingers curled into the blankets as my inner world was stretched open. This throbbing cock was unyielding as he invaded me. I whimpered because it felt so good. His cock seemed to thicken more, pushing a little deeper.

“Oh, my sweet shadow elf, how good you feel,” he said before he began moving his hips with a small tempo.

I moaned as I held onto the blankets for dear life. He broke down my barriers until I couldn’t fight back, not that I would have. I wanted him to take me as he wanted, he just had to work for it in the right way, which he did. Making my cunt the center of his attention was enough, and I leaned into his slow thrusts. The emptiness I felt within was gone, filled with his thick confidence.

I couldn’t hide my moans anymore. My body moved slightly to his thrusts. The tempo began to grow with each thrust, spending waves of pleasure through me. The sound of skin on skin grew. The scent of our bodies swirled further into passion. His firm grip on my hips added to the moment, causing me to moan louder.

The tempo increased, his hips slamming into my ass. I bit the blanket and closed my eyes, lost to his thunderous thrusts. My entire body shuddered to each hard thrust. I squeezed him, trying to draw out his seed. I heard a door open, but I couldn’t open my eyes just yet, as I reached the precipice of ecstasy once again.

“Father, you’re so powerful,” Anara giggled.

“Please, fuck me after your finished with her,” Elowen begged.

“Father, may I assist you,” Theron said with a small voice.

“Soon, very soon,” Aldric huffed as he punished me from behind. “I just want to welcome her to our small family.

The way they spoke about us, wanting, needing to please, struck me in such a way, I lost all control. In that very moment, I heard Aldric grunt, and his cock thickened. I squeezed him as I bit the blanket harder. My body flashed with heat, and a strangled grunt left Aldric’s lips.

Stars filled my now open, wide eyes. I felt our souls mingle close, as thick spurts of seed filled me. I let go of the blanket, a deep, sultry moan escaping my throat. I moaned like a wild animal in heat, the man behind me still pushing his come and cock into me. It was too much as I felt it drip from my slit, his manhood still snug within. My eyes trembled as I fought for air.

When the last of his seed pushed into me, he pulled his cock from me. My thighs trembled before I fell on my side, huffing for air. The world was out of focus as bliss curled my toes. There were no words to define how I felt in this moment. I was lost in a dream, swimming in calm waters under a full moon.

My senses began to come back. I felt hands on me, pushing me until I was on my back. Bodies moved onto the bed as I blinked. When reality fell back into place, I looked up to four faces looking down on me. They all held a sultry amusement. Anara licked her lips. Elowen let out a desperate moan. Theron looked down on me with loving eyes. But Aldric looked down on me like he was far from finished.

“Let’s continue to welcome Oona to the family,” Aldric said with a smug smirk, his finger massaging my abused clit as seed dripped from my cunt.


Chapter 18

Tangled Souls  

Time lost all meaning as the night continued. Everything had turned into sensations, moans, grunts, and caresses.

I was on my back, with Aldric’s cock in my mouth. I sucked on him as Theron was over me, pushing his thick member into me. His thrusts were gentle, but his size was anything but. He moaned as his strong hips touched my inner thighs.

A mouth was clamped on each of my nipples. They sucked and licked at me, moans dripping as their hands caressed my body. I had been the center of attention for some time. I was unsure for how long, and I didn’t care.

I looked up at Aldric. He was on his knees beside my bed. He looked down at me with loving, yet firm eyes, making sure I was sucking his cock how he liked it, which was nice and slow. I did as he liked, because I was too exhausted to put up much of a fight. With Theron pushing and pulling from me, and the others licking my nipples, or squeezed my breasts, I could be nothing more than a play thing to them.

I lost count of how many orgasms I experienced. I also lost count of how many times Aldric and Theron came in me, and on me. Elowen was a hungry elf, licking the come off my skin like it was a favored treat. Anara humped my thigh, coming and squirting a few times against me. She truly had no shame, resuming after a moment of rest, like her orgasm never happened. 

“I’m coming,” Aldric whispered as his cock thickened, trying to spring from my mouth.

I held his cock firmly between my lips, trying to drain his soul again. There was a sharp grunt, and then thick spurts of seed painted my throat. I sucked his manhood, ropes of come filling my throat. I gulped it down, and was rewarded with more. How could such a man contain so much seed, I may never know. When his grunts faded, he pulled his cock and fell onto the bed.

I pushed myself up onto my elbows. Anara and Elowen continued to suck on my sore nipples. Theron had his hands on my knees, his cock punishing my valley. Tendrils of pleasure ran through me, but my gaze wandered to Aldric.

The man was on his back, propped up on pillows. He had one arm behind his head, resting his head against it. His other hand was wrapped around his half hard cock. He stroked it as he looked at us, at me. He had an amused smile, slowly stroking life back into his manhood.

“Mistress,” Theron said with urgency as his thrusts grew rougher.

I looked at him with sultry eyes. My feelings for him had only grown. He needed to be told what to do, how to be. It was something I found endearing, and he snaked into my heart.

“Theron, when you are ready to come, come on Anara’s face. Elowen, when he finishes, lick the come off Anara’s face. After that, I want you three to have more fun,” I said with a sultry command.

Theron’s eyes widened as he pulled out and took hold of his cock. Anara let go of my nipple and moved to Theron as he stroked his cock. She opened her mouth, and slid out her tongue, just as the large man grunted. Thick spurts of come splashed against her face, lips, and tongue. It dripped down her features as another barrage of seed splashed on her features.

Elowen let go of my other nipple and crawled over me to Anara. The elf licked at her face, curling her tongue with seed on it, into her mouth. The elf remained, licking all she could.

I slipped from them, watching Theron huff as both women began sucking on his leaking cock. He whimpered in soreness, unwilling to break away.

I crawled over to Aldric, and straddled his lap. He let go of his cock, and I took hold with both hands, gently stroking him. His member thickened in my hands as he grunted.

“My sore Magistrate. I’m here to soothe away your pain,” I giggled.

“I can endure the pain for you,” he said with a relaxed demeanor.

I rubbed the tip of his erection to my leaking slit. Soft moans dripped as I moved my hips to him, soothing away his soreness. His thick member stiffened in my hands, and the head rubbed against my thin entrance. With a small coo, I slowly impaled myself on him, an inch at a time.

Aldric moaned his approval as I slid down his rigid manhood.

“It’s okay,” I whispered. “Doesn’t this feel much better.”

“You do feel much better,” he said as I slid to the hilt, and remained there.

I moved my hips a little, with my hands on his rock-hard stomach. I rocked back and forth, squeezing him. When I leaned forward a little, I looked at him with demonic eyes.

“The more we fuck, the more you become mine,” I said with a mischievous, and sultry grin.

Aldric placed his hands on my hips, taking control of the rocking. He slowed the tempo, and I could tell he was enjoying the attention.

“Is there a number of times to reach such a welcomed status, or is it different each time?” he asked with a small smile.

“It’s something I know, and I know alone,” I said and let out a gasp. He felt so good, I could ride him all night.

“Mysterious,” Aldric said as he upped the tempo.

I lifted a little on my knees, and leaned a little more to him. I couldn’t hide my enjoyment as I moved my hips up and down, our bodies connected by his manhood. I slid along his throbbing cock, enjoying the sensations running through me.

I felt before I saw them. The rest of our lovers had moved closer to watch us. They gazed upon our bodies with loving attention. They didn’t interfere, allowing me to hump the Magistrate’s cock.

The soreness I felt was washed away in deep bliss. Everything fell into a dreamy state, our bodies moving to our snug connection. Inches of his cock appeared and disappeared between us. When his hands moved from my hips to my breasts, I moaned my pleasure as he squeezed them, and massaged my nipples.

Aldric looked at me with loving eyes. The more I humped his rigid member, the more I felt he was telling the truth. He, and others, wanted a partnership of some kind. It may be in the name of coin, but it would be beneficial for all of us. I could send ravens to my family, and others, to come back to our caverns. We could establish ourselves again. We would realize a dream that has drifted in our minds for the last two hundred years.

I was getting closer, and I upped the tempo. Aldric played with my tits as his cock thickened. The tingling swirl in me threaten to spill over.

A wicked thought did cross my mind. I could burn Aldric, and everyone in this room to ashes. I could raze the whole town in a single night. But if I did such a thing, Summer Spire, and the surrounding towns would eventually know. They would send adventures to retake the town, and either kill me, or imprison me. I doubt I could get my people here in time. The journey would take many weeks, to months. No, I was on my own, and I had to play this game.

Aldric let go of one of my breasts, reached up, and gripped my hair from behind. His eyes took on a sinister gleam as he held me in his iron grip.

“Come for me, my beautiful shadow elf. Show me how you truly feel,” he commanded.

The strength in his fingers, the way his voice took a commanding tone, his manhood thick in me, ready to burst, I couldn’t stop it if I wanted to. I let out a long, animalistic moan as pleasure exploded along my body. My thighs shuddered as my moan turned into a scream. The intoxicating moment struck me like a fist, and wetness splashed between our connection. I cried out, feeling myself leaking all over his cock and hips, yet I could not stop. I slid down to the hilt, squeezing and weeping in joy. Pleasure poured over me, and my entire body trembled in joy.

Aldric let go of my hair and grabbed me. He pulled me on top of him, embracing me. He held me close as he thrust his cock deeper into me. I trembled in his grasp, as he fucked me.

“Shhhh, it’s okay. I’m here for you, my beauty. I will make sure you’re always okay. Such a good girl. Such a loving whore. I will fuck you, and make you feel good,” he whispered in my pointed ear.

I moaned and whimpered, another surge of magical explosions ripping my soul to pieces. I did have to worry with the Magistrate, because there was a chance I could fall for him, and I was uneasy with that thought.

“I’m coming,” Aldric whispered in my ear.

I moaned as he stretched my inner world. I whimpered as I felt thick bolts of seed flood my inner valley. He slowed, but each thrust remained strong. He grunted in my ear, as I was trapped in his embrace. It felt magical as he fucked me, and I fucked him.

“We’ll have so much to learn from each other,” he whispered.

I gasped for air as his seed leaked from our tight connection. I slowly blinked, trying to regain my senses.

When his fingers ran through my hair, I relaxed a little more. It was soothing, and comforting. I enjoyed his strong arms around me, and his fingers moving tenderly through my long, white hair.

“Rest, my sweet, for we are far from finished.”

I nodded as bliss bloomed along my whole body, and the hands of the others touched me in loving caresses.

***

Dawn’s early light burned my tired eyes. I walked on shaky legs, back to my home. Exhaustion curled along every muscle. I barely had any sleep, and I had to leave Aldric’s home, or we would continue to be caught in loving embraces, and lewd positions.

The town was stirring in the early light. I saw very few people on the street, but a few shops began to open their doors. I needed a long rest before I could make sense of everything that happened.

It certainly was a lot to process in such a short amount of time. I had not forgotten, nor forgiven what Hadrian did to me, and what he had planned. I simply had to create a design that hurt him greatly, without alerting the town.

My thoughts wandered again to last night. There have been a few times where I fell into lust’s embrace for many nights in a row. But last night felt slightly different. It never seemed like it was pleasure’s sake, but an audition for what was to come. Aldric wanted to ensure we had a relationship, especially for the future. If he came back to me, the town elders agreeing to my demands, there was the possibility it could work.

My paranoid mind whispered such foul ideas. The town wants my people here to enslave us, or mis-use us. But it seemed unlikely. The families that would return were not meek, and powerless. Many of them trained in greater magic, motivated by taking our home back. We also had warriors, each one worth two or three of their warriors here. Unless there was something left unsaid that could turn the tide of power against us, they would be fools putting such a strong people, with a dark history, so close to them.

I woke from my inner thoughts to see the door to my new home close. I made my way down the street, thinking of my bed. I should have had Theron accompany me. He could have stayed in my bed, tending to my every whim, but the poor man was passed out when I got up to leave. He was such a good sub, he needed plenty of rest for when I called on him again.

I reached the front door, and inserted my key into the lock. With the door opened, I slipped in and closed it behind me. I locked it from the inside, turned around, and sighed in relief.

The place was dark, and the curtains drawn. I sensed one of the undead before the shadows took on a smoky edge.

“Mistress,” Vezhul hissed.

I stood in the dark, eyeing the wraith.

Vezhul took on his humanoid form. He knelt, and bowed his head to me.

“I could have slain that man. Why didn’t you allow it?”

I kept my gaze steady on him, showing no emotion.

“I don’t have to explain myself to you.”

Vezhul looked up with black eyes. “It is true, you don’t have to tell me anything, for I am your servant, and bonded to you, but I am also a shadow elf from our shared home.”

I kept my face blank, as my heart beat for him. Vezhul wasn’t just a bonded undead servant to me. He was one of my people, and he deserved an answer.

“I didn’t want you to get hurt. I didn’t want you to die a second time.”

“It is my duty, and honor, to serve you, Mistress. I would gladly die a second death, as long as I knew you were safe.”

My heart cracked. What he said went beyond our bond. He wanted me to succeed. He wanted me to get revenge on the people of this town. I couldn’t blame him. If he was alive, we would be in this together anyway, servant or not.

I knelt to him, and touched his smoky, dark cheek. Vezhul looked into my eyes with sadness, and rage.

“Forgive me, Vezhul. I sometimes forget why we are here in our shared destiny. There will be plenty of time to take back what is ours, and punish those who have harmed us. For now, I need to know everything that happened after I passed out at the warehouse.”

I stood up, and the wraith did the same.

“I stayed hidden, but everyone within the warehouse was distracted by what happened. Many didn’t agree, as they spoke in hushed whispers. They thought Hadrian had gone too far, but they seemed afraid to speak out.

“After you were taken away, I stayed a little longer. I observed as they loaded crates onto covered wagons. I even investigated some of the crates, seeing potions, jars of powder, and leather pouches. I managed to take a potion from one of the crates before it was sealed, and left the warehouse, returning home.”

The wraith reached into his dark body, and pulled out a potion bottle.

I took it from him, and turned it over. The words “Forget Me,” were carved on it in an elegant script. It was one of those amnesia potions. One swig from this potion, would cause a person to forget their entire life for a few hours. The memories would return, piece by piece. The potion itself was a means to forget the troubles and responsibilities of life. A weight taken off their shoulders. I had heard stories of people feeling child-like after drinking this kind of potion. It was a precious reprieve from difficult times.

“Thank you, Vezhul,” I said as I held onto the potion. “Is there anything else?”

The wraith nodded. “Yes, Charles Miller has come by several times. He tried to look in, to see if you were here. He looked upset, and wide-eyed.”

Charles Miller. He mentioned the location I sent Vezhul to investigate. My suspicions only grew, wondering if he meant for me to find out what was happening there, or for me to be captured by Hadrian and others? I didn’t know the reasons, but I was going to find out.

“Thank you. Guard the house as I rest. If anyone tries to break in, slay them. I will not risk another attack from anyone,” I said as I walked toward the stairs.

“As you will, Mistress,” Vezhul said with a deep bow.

I climbed the stairs, one step at a time. I was tired, and would need plenty of rest before I uncovered secrets, and bent the town of Gravestone to my will.


Chapter 19

Dead Eyes  

I stood in the shadow of an old tree, hidden from view. My gaze crossed the small field to the cemetery, and a lone figure within. Charles was on his knees, before his parent’s graves. His head was bowed, and I thought I saw his lips moving, as if he was speaking to the dead.

The day was a gloomy one. I spent most of it sleeping, and only rose to make my way here. Vezhul informed me I had no visitors, but his words didn’t put me at ease. The mysteries of Gravestone only sank deeper in the mud of reality.

When I woke, my mind was clear. As I prepared for the evening, I couldn’t help but review the events over the last few days. Something bothered me about Hadrian Dusk. He appeared just as I was walking toward the Winter’s Haven Tavern. I couldn’t fight the itch that someone sent him. He was ordered to find me, and hurt me.

The mysteries only spiraled deeper. Aldric, and his small cult, were desperate to get me involved. As much as I adored Aldric and Theron, I couldn’t help but question their motives. The Magistrate often told me how the town elders wanted to change Gravestone for the better, yet, I had not seen, nor met any of the town elders. They remained mysterious, giving orders from the shadows. It didn’t sit well with me why they were so eager to recruit me. I was told it was because of business, and the town’s bad reputation, but I found it hard to believe that was their only intentions. The whole town gave off a gloom of secrets within secrets. I would be a fool to simply agree, and help shape the town for the better. No, there was something else there, hidden away from prying eyes and ears.

I noticed my gaze shifted away in thought. I looked at Charles, and he was standing up. He looked around, before turning and heading for the south path of the cemetery. I was far enough away to watch him, unnoticed. When he walked a little further, I followed.

The air grew cooler as evening slowly approached. I stayed in the growing shadows, as I enjoyed the scent of death in the air. I had to admit, I loved the decayed scent. I’m sure the inhabitants in the area grew accustomed to it a long time ago, but I could still smell it, fresh in the breeze.

Time slipped away as Charles was on the road, making his way south to his mill, and home. Vezhul told me the miller lived in the southeast direction, away from the town. As the evening light slowly died, my eyes almost glowed to the coming night.

Charles reached another road turning east. He walked along, seemingly lost in thought. He didn’t take in his surroundings, so it was easy to follow him. When he reached a two-story home, with a miller’s tower not far from it, I slowed my pace a bit.

Charles knew something more than he was telling. His slip of the tongue when he was at my place with Theron, was enough to cast suspicion. Was he trying to get me captured, or was he using me to try and expose the dark parts of the town? I couldn’t say. That is why I’m here, following him.

My first plan was to tie him up, and torture him to get the answers, but I decided against it. It would be too messy, and after he answered my questions, I would have to slay him to keep him quiet. But the young man had won some affection from me, so I had to try something else.

The front door to his home closed shut.

My hood was over my head as I stayed where I was. I glanced around, the stench of decay growing. It meant there were some undead nearby, which is exactly what I needed. I whispered a string of arcane words. My gaze glowed for a moment, before settling back to its normal, crimson hue.

I saw several ghostly spirits mindlessly floating about, lost in their eternal torments.

I used a ritual spell to summon the dead to me to ask questions. It was needed if there were no spirits in the immediate area. The spell version was a simpler incantation, as long as the dead were in line of sight. I whispered the arcane words, focusing on one of the floating ghosts.

My power latched onto the spirit, and it let out a sad moan. It turned and floated toward me with defeated eyes.

When the ghost was before me, it simply stared at me.

“Go into the home. You will be my eyes,” I commanded the spirit.

The ghost nodded. It turned and floated toward the house. When it reached the front door, the ghost vanished as it went through a wall.

I casted Death Sight. My eyes grew a little darker, before reality melted away, and I saw that I was hovering through a hallway.

The house was immaculate. Everything was neat, tidy, and in its place. The walls were made of wood. Paintings hung on the dark brown surfaces as the ghost floated along. When it was close to the main room on the first floor, voices began to rise.

“I didn’t want her to get hurt,” Charles said, clearly distraught.

“It wasn’t your fault. From our sources, she wasn’t anywhere near the warehouse. She was captured, and brought there,” said another, feminine voice.

I watched and listened intently as the ghost hovered into the main room. Comfortable furniture filled the room, including small tables, paintings, and a hearth. Two people sat on a couch. One I recognized immediately as Charles. The other escaped me.

A plump, rubenesque woman sat beside Charles on the couch. Even though she was sitting, she looked only to be about five-feet-tall. She wore the clothes of a shopkeeper, yet, I feel like I had seen her before.

“Truly?” Charles said with wide eyes.

The woman nodded with a small, kind smile.

“You did your part well, letting it slip about the location of the warehouse. I only wished more was accomplished from revealing it,” the woman said as she remained attentive to Charles.

“Gwen, I’m not sure I can go through with this anymore. She may discover our involvement. She will hate me, or worse, kill me.”

Gwen? Oh, now I recognized her from the town gathering at the tavern. She introduced herself as Gwen Baxter, the town baker.

“You care for her,” Gwen said plainly.

Charles nodded with sad eyes. “She is attractive, and cares little for what others think. It’s refreshing in our dreary town.”

Gwen put her hand on Charles’s thigh. “Not all of us here in town want it to remain dreary.”

Charles looked at Gwen for a moment, before putting his hand on hers.

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to say,” Charles trailed off.

“No offense was taken,” Gwen said with a small smile. “We are all allowed to love and desire who we wish. I enjoy our times together, but your time with her is special. She needs to know what is happening here in town.

“It is well known that she is here to take back her people’s caverns. She doesn’t know how they have been used since all the treasures were taken so long ago. With her help, we can end these dark times. Gravestone can enter the light once again.”

I watched through the spirit’s eyes, seeing the baker massage Charle’s thigh. There was more than a simple plot going on before my gaze.

“Charles, you need to continue being very close to her. Feign ignorance, or speak about the darker side of the town. If she becomes receptive, she may join our side.”

Charles looked into Gwen’s eyes. “Will we help her get her caverns to her and her people?”

Gwen nodded. “We will, this I promise. The dark hold on our town goes beyond the elders and the dead. From what you told me of the drawn symbols you witnessed, she’s a necromancer. She might be able to help us uncover, or stop, the dead from rising come nightfall. This place is cursed, and it is up to us to stop it.”

Gwen squeezed his thigh again. “We are the Dreamers for a brighter future. If we don’t stay to our purpose, we might as well desert our beloved town forever.”

It didn’t take long for others to discover my dark knowledge of the dead. I knew I couldn’t keep it a secret forever. The question now was, did that knowledge compromise my stay here.

“Charles, remain friends with her. Watch out for her, protect her if you have too. It will only aid our cause.”

“I will,” Charles said with a firm, single nod.

Gwen eyed him with affectionate eyes. “I can feel the tension within you. Let me help you forget your troubles.”

Charles watched the woman as she stood up and was before him. Her long hair was tied back as she grabbed at her top. She pulled down her top, her large breasts spilling out to the younger man. She then pulled down her dress until it puddled at her feet.

I had gotten everything I needed, yet, I could not break the connection with the invisible spirit. My internal wick was lit, and voyeuristic curiosity bit into me. I watched as Gwen knelt before Charles, her hands taking hold of his leggings. He made no move to stop her, as she undid them, and flared the top of his leggings open. His impressive member was already hard as it sprang from its containment.

“I will make you forget your troubles,” the baker said with a wicked gleam in her eyes.

I watched as she bowed her head to his lap, taking his throbbing member between her lips. Charles let out a soothing exhale, relaxing to Gwen’s bobbing head. Wet inches appeared and disappeared as she lovingly sucked his cock.

Heat crawled up from my chest and neck, into my cheeks. Electricity ran through my nerves as Charles looked down on Gwen with half-closed eyes. A moan dripped from his parted lips, clearly enjoying the baker’s skilled mouth.

Gwen lifted her head with a small gasp. She took hold of her breasts, and enveloped Charle’s standing member, the tip barely showing. She began stroking his cock with her full cleavage while looking at him with seductive eyes.

“I know you care for her. I care for you too. I like feeling you in me. I love sucking your cock. When you come on me, it makes me feel alive,” Gwen said as she continued to stroke him.

“You feel so good,” Charles said as he watched her.

Gwen huffed as she stroked him with her cleavage. She occasionally bent her head forward, and sucked on the tip.

“Will you come for me? Will you spray your seed all over my tits?” Gwen asked with a sultry tone.

“Yes,” Charles managed as I could tell, he was getting closer to release.

“You can fuck me, before, or after seeing her. I don’t mind, nor care. You’re a handsome man. You make me happy,” Gwen cooed.

“I’m…coming,” Charles said through clenched teeth.

“That’s it. Come all over my fat tits. After that I will sit on that hard cock, and ride it the rest of the night,” Gwen promised.

Charles threw his head back with a loud groan. I didn’t blink as I watched through the ghost’s eyes, seeing thick spurts of come splash against Gwen’s chin. More spurts landed on her breasts as she continued to massage his cock with them.

“Such a good boy,” Gwen cooed as she bent her head and licked some come into her mouth.

The flame of desire grew within me as I simply watched. Gwen crawled onto the sitting Charles. She took his half-hard cock, rubbing the head against her slit. In a matter of moments, his manhood grew rigid again. The plump woman moaned as she impaled herself on him, pushing her breasts into his face. Charles’s hand took hold of one, lifting the nipple to his mouth. He began to suck and lick her erect nipple.

Gwen looked down on him with seductive eyes.

“Stay on the true path, and you can have her, and me,” the town baker whispered with loving eyes.

I focused on Charles’s expression as he licked at her. His eyes were closed, but the small contours of his features showed he agreed with Gwen. They were on this path together, and it seemed like there were more like-minded people within Gravestone, wishing to end the dreaded curse on the town.

I released both spells on the ghost. The sight vanished, as did my hold over them.

I blinked as I looked up. A leafy branch was over my head, but I could see between the leaves, the stars appearing across the celestial night.   

I let out a soft exhale. The evening and night were far from over. I had more questions brewing in the back of my mind, but my quest for tonight would answer more of those questions. The one thing I was certain about, I was finished with being the town’s pawn. They wanted me to tip the scales in some way, and I had to take control.

The wind flowed through the trees, rustling the leaves. I turned and walked into the darkness of night, my heart thudding with true purpose once again.


Chapter 20

A Dark Lesson  

I walked easily through the night air. The dead moved away from me as I took every step. They knew I could burn them away with a word, or a thought, but I had my sights not on the dead, but on one of the living.

I strolled through the thick shadows and night air. I wasn’t sure how long I walked, but it didn’t matter, I had all night. Instead, I enjoyed the fresh air and imagined moments of torment and despair.

When I reached a two-beam fence, I glanced around. The area was silent. Not even the crickets sang their nightly tune in the place. I wasn’t far from the immense cemetery, crickets not wanting to be around the dead that haunted this area.

I climbed over the fence easily. My hand touched my satchel. It lay against my hip, still clasped shut with nothing falling out. I patted it before I continued my small journey.

It didn’t take long to see a large farmhouse in a small clearing. My eyes easily adjusted to the darkness of night. I saw fields of crops behind the large house. When I centered my gaze on the structure, it was made of a combination of wood and stone. The base of it was made of hard, ancient stone. The rest of the house had stone edges, with wood between them. The house itself looked like it stood for over two-hundred years, and I didn’t doubt that it was one of the first houses built after my people were forced to flee for their lives.

Smoke billowed from the top of a chimney. Light glowed along closed inner curtains. There was an odd scent in the air. It was partially familiar, but I couldn’t place it. No matter, I needed to teach a lesson tonight, and I had to stay focused.

I walked up to the front porch. I climbed the steps nimbly, without making a sound. I approached the front door, lifted my fist, and knocked.

My body vibrated with the thoughts of violence. When the door opened, a very surprised Hadrian looked at me with wide eyes. He was fully dressed, a cup of tea in his hand.

“You…” was all he managed to say as I slammed the tips of my fingers at his throat.

I couldn’t hide my amused smile as he dropped his teacup. It shattered as he clutched at his throat, choking from the blow. I stepped in, planted one foot, and drove my other heel into his stomach.

The man crumbled like a corn stalk to a scythe.

I closed the door behind me, and locked it. I looked down on the struggling man, trying to regain his breath through the pain. He feebly tried to get back up, but I lifted my heel and slammed it down on his hand.

Hadrian made a choking cry as he crumbled again, clutching his hand. I may have broken a few delicate bones in his hand, but he’ll heal.

“Evening Lord Dusk. I dislike showing up unannounced, but I doubt you would have listened to my questions otherwise.”

“You…bitch,” he managed to choke out through the pain.

I rolled my eyes. “Yes, all men call women bitches when they lose the upper hand. How sad for you,” I said like a devious child pulling legs off an insect.

“Wha…what do you want?” he demanded as spittle flew as he was on his side.

“I have a few questions for you,” I said before slamming my heel into his groin.

The man’s eyes bulged as he grabbed at his tender balls. He curled into a ball, whimpering like a whipped dog.

I knelt beside his head, my eyes dripping with delicious cruelty.

“You may be a strong, former adventurer, but even the most skilled and experienced have difficulty with surprises,” I hissed.

He looked at me with helpless eyes as I lifted my hand and whispered an incantation.

My Wither Touch spell took effect. I lowered my hand to his face, and caressed his cheek. Life energy drained into my hand as he wheezed weakly. His eyes sank in a little, as wrinkles grew longer. His skin paled as I held my hand over his cheek.

“If you answer my questions, you may yet live,” I said with a razor smile.

The man’s head snapped forward, a glob of spit striking my cheek.

I remained silent as I touched his cheek again. This time, I lingered as his life energy drained into my hand. He was strong and robust, but with enough time, I would make him a husk of a man.

When I pulled my hand away, he gasped like it was the greatest release of his life.

“Who sent you to capture me?” I asked.

He shook his head, his eyes filling with fear.

I lowered my hand toward his cheek again, and he blubbered out a few words.

“She’ll kill me!” he shouted.

A she? Now we were getting somewhere.

“I don’t think you understand how this works. If you don’t tell me everything, you won’t live to see another sunrise.”

“They will know it was you. They will come for you!” he said with a grimace.

“Maybe,” I said, tilting my head to the side. “And let them come. I fear no one in this town.”

“You should! There are powerful people here. They will gut,” he said and his hand shot up to my neck.

My hand blurred and caught his hand by the wrist. I didn’t have the strength to stop him, but my spell did. He cried out in torment as my wither spell continued to drain his strength, and his life.

“I’m not here for a debate. You have one of the pieces of the amulet. You will be handing it over tonight. And you will answer my questions,” I growled as his hand began to wither to my touch.

“Yes!” he cried out, and nodded quickly.

I let go with a contemptuous look.

“Get up and take me to the amulet piece,” I commanded.

Hadrian slowly curled onto his knees, clutching his withered hand to his chest. His hand would heal over a few days, but I wasn’t going to tell him that.

The large man was on his feet, whimpering. He glanced at me, and I held up my hand, curling my fingers one by one.

“Move, I will take more of your life,” I warned, and drew my dagger.

Hadrian moved along the small corridor until we reached a door. His good hand slipped into a pocket. He pulled out an arcane key, and slipped it into the lock. He turned it, and it sounded like a large bar slid away. He put the key away and opened the door, his other withered hand against his chest.

I glanced past the open door to stone steps leading down. Lanterns glowed to life, as if by command. Hadrian has some magical lanterns. I wondered what else he had down there.

“Lead the way,” I said with a smarmy smile.

The man nodded as he made his way down the cellar steps.

The scent of death and decay grew. I didn’t have to use a spell to hear the cries and howls of the dead souls that haunted this place. Many of the dead growled and gnashed their teeth, like they wanted to rip Hadrian’s soul to pieces.

When we reached the bottom, I didn’t expect to see what was before me.

The cellar was immense, and wide. Six tables filled the middle, complete with chained cuffs. On the wall, rusty metal saws, axes, and tools hung on small hooks. The stench was overwhelming, like a slaughterhouse, but there was a decayed difference. Barrels lined one side, while a worktable stood at the other end. Crates were by the large table. Even at a distance, I could see one open, with empty glass vials within.   

“What have you been doing down here?” I asked as Hadrian led the way between tables, toward the table in the back.

“You have no idea what you’ve stirred,” he said, trying to sound threatening.

“Then tell me. After that, I will decide how dangerous your threats really are,” I said, baiting him.

The man moved clumsily between the long tables, still clutching his hand to his chest.

“Gravestone has many ties with many guilds. Once they find out, they will tear you to pieces.”

I pretended to yawn. “Spare me your vague threats. I already know the town deals in illicit goods, from Skull Powder to Fairy Dust. You think I never encountered such items, and more, in my travels?”

“We are a hub to the entire coast,” Hadrian growled as we reached the worktable in the back.

The man turned, still clutching his hand. He glared at me like I would melt like a wax candle. I didn’t, of course.

“Hadrian, my sweet,” I said with a sardonic tone. “You think I don’t know what you’re known for in Gravestone? I know skull powder is made from the decapitated heads of ghouls. To create it, you must saw the head off, and crush it into a fine powder.

“I also know this town deals in Forget Me potions. They are made from a particular fungus that only grows in certain locations, deep underground.”

I leaned in a little more to the frightened man, my eyes filled with amused malice.

“My people often made Forget Me potions. Our caverns grow the mushrooms needed for the potion. And if I had to guess, your town is using the caverns to grow the fungi, and to house ghouls, needed for the Skull Powder.

“I do wonder, if you have any fairies imprisoned within the caverns as well?”

Hadrian’s eyes narrowed. “Then you know, the town elders, and your lover, the Magistrate, won’t let that all go away. You’re one dark elf, against a whole town. The odds are against you.”

I whispered an incantation. The Wither Touch spell faded away, and was replaced with a Chill Touch spell. I lifted my left hand up, while still holding my dagger down by my thigh. I brought my fingers close to his face, and he pulled back, fear in his eyes.

“Hadrian, the term dark elf is offensive to my people. We were born in shadows. We are not evil, or good, but simply people wishing to live our lives. When you say ‘dark elf,’ you are calling us something we are not, and it makes me lose focus.

“You see, I’m not here to torture you. I’m here to take back what belongs to me, and my people. There could be a simple, easy exchange, but the more I lose focus, the more I will hurt you, and we both don’t want that, do we?”

Hadrian’s eyes widened a hair. “You’re insane,” he sputtered.

“I thought I was fun, once you get to know me,” I said with an evil grin. “Now, hand over the piece of the amulet, and I will take my leave. Do anything else, and I won’t be held responsible for what happens next.”

“The Magistrate will put you in a cell!”

“The Magistrate is my lover. He beat your ass in front of me. Do you think he will side with you, or me?”

Hadrian looked into my eyes, before he looked away.

“Good boy,” I chided him. “Now, hand over the amulet piece.”

Hadrian turned and touched the wall over his desk. A panel pushed in, and slid to the side. I looked over his shoulder, seeing a small hidden compartment. Within it were some pouches, several gems, and a broken piece of carved stone.

I didn’t wait for him to reach for it because he may use that moment to attack me. So, I touched his back with my Chill Touch spell in effect.

Hadrian let out a shivering grunt. His entire body trembled as I touched my palm to him. It was enough for his legs to turn to jelly, and he fell onto the stone floor.

I reached into the compartment, and took hold of the piece. I held it up to my gaze, seeing, and feeling the mystical energy within. The amulet piece held arcane runes, and curved markings. It was like I touched a piece of home, and my heart soared.

“They…will…kill…you,” the man shivered on the floor.

I slipped the amulet piece into my satchel, and closed the flap. I then turned to the shivering man on the floor, a demonic gleam in my eyes.

“Now, before I go, who are the town elders?” I asked.

“Fuck off,” Hadrian growled.

I knelt to him, and touched his thigh. The chill sank deeper into him as he grunted in torment.

“Tell me,” I asked softly.

“They will kill me,” he shivered.

“Would you rather die by my hand?” I said with cold eyes.

Hadrian blinked, before his eyes took on a scared gleam.

“For an adventurer, this town has made you soft. What happened to the man who ambushed me? What happened to the man who was going to fuck me before he sold me to others? All I see is a coward, blubbering for his life.”

I reached into my satchel, and pulled out a potion. I held it up so he could see it.

“You’ve seen this before. A Forget Me potion. It has all kinds of effects, like losing hours of your memory. At first, you will forget your whole life after drinking it. It’s a liberating experience, from what I’ve been told. No worries. No emotional pain. It is a blessing to those haunted by the past.”

I narrowed my eyes as I looked at him. “But there are some bad side effects. Hours after drinking, your long-term memories return, unless you drink too many of these potions over a short period of time. If you have one too many, you may forget all of your previous life, forever. But if you drink it once, you will not remember the hours you were under the influence. That means, I can force you to drink this, and do unspeakable things, and you won’t remember any of it. You may not remember if I was here, or not. How sad for you.”

“Please, don’t do this,” Hadrian begged. “If I don’t have the amulet piece, they will torture me. She will split my mind open to get the answers.”

“You said ‘she’ before. Who is she? What is she to you, and the town?”

“Take the amulet. Take anything you want, but I will not say anymore!” Hadrian said in a panic.

At that moment, I felt his panic. He was terrified of a woman that would split his mind open. He was willing to end his life, not to speak her name. There was obviously something deeper happening under the surface of Gravestone, but he was unwilling to talk.

I sheathed my dagger. I then pulled the cork from the top of the potion. Hadrian looked at me with wide eyes. I touched his chest, the chill seeping deeper into him. He opened his mouth in a painful gasp, and I poured the Forget Me potion between his parted lips.

The man choked, but he drank it down as well. It only needed to be a mouthful, but I poured half of it, making sure he would forget everything that happened. When the potion bottle was half-empty, I re-corked it, and put it in my satchel.

A glazed look filled Hadrian’s eyes. He stared at nothing, as his memories were washed away.

I stood up, remaining over him to ensure the potion had taken full effect. Seeing his glazed eyes, and blank expression, meant he forgot everything, even why I was here.

I simply slipped away, making my way to the stairs.

It didn’t take long for me to climb the stairs, and leave his house. I walked in the dark night, a cool breeze washing over me.

Hadrian was right. The potion was only a minor advantage to my plans. It will slow down the investigation, once they discover a piece of the amulet is missing, which was by design. Tomorrow night, I had to acquire the other two pieces, before marching to the caverns, and opening the mystical doors. Afterwards, I would seal myself in until the next evening, where I would raise the entire cemetery, and summon the dead that haunt the area, to attack anyone who came for me.

I wasn’t going to play their game any longer. I liked many of the people from the town. Despite their hospitality, they still held my people’s home from us. Once I had the caverns back, then, and only then, would we speak as equals. I wasn’t going to be some pathetic beggar, hoping they would give me what was already mine. If there is to be any future with my people’s caverns, and the town, we will do this as partners, not as lord and subjects.

I sensed the dead among the shadows. Ghosts, wraiths, and several skeletons watched me from a distance. I walked with my head held high. There was not a drop of fear as I walked along the dirt path, surrounded by woods.

As I passed some of the dead, they bowed to me. Heads and bodies bowed to my presence, sensing my power of necromancy.

The clock had nearly run out. Tomorrow, I will realize my victory. The only question left was, would it lead to a prosperous future with the town, or their final demise?


Chapter 21

Misstep  

I woke to heavy knocking. I sat up in bed and listened, as the knocking continued in short bursts.

Concern dripped into me as I slipped out of bed, and grabbed a robe. I put it on, and made my way out of the bedroom, and down the stairs.

“Mistress, I am ready to defend you,” Vezhul said through our bond.

No need. Simply be ready if I call on you.

I made my way to the bottom of the stairs, and looked at the front door. The very frame shook from the powerful knocking. Was it Theron with urgent news, or someone else?

I knew there was a chance my designs may falter to chaotic chance, but so soon? It may be something else entirely, but I had to remain calm, and in control.

I reached the door, pulled back the lock, and opened it to the gray morning.

My eyes adjusted to the sight of Aldric standing before me. He was dressed in a fine shirt, vest, black leggings, and long leather coat. He looked upon me with warm affection, and a warmer smile.

“Good morning, Oona. You look beautiful,” he said with a gleam in his eyes.

I loved the compliment, even though I did nothing with my hair. It was a tangled mess, and I was in a simple robe, hardly the beauty he was complimenting me of.

“Good morning, Magistrate,” I said with a happy smile. “What brings you by this beautiful gray morning?”

“Any excuse to see you is reason enough. May I come in?” he said with warm eyes.

I stepped aside. “Please do.”

Aldric stepped in and I closed the door behind him. If he discovered what I had done to Hadrian, he might lock me away in a cell. I really didn’t want to slay him. I really liked him.

I smoothed my white hair with my fingers. Aldric looked around, as if he was trying to find anyone hiding.

“Are we alone?” he asked.

“We are,” I purred as I approached him.

The Magistrate turned to face me. He looked at me brightly, before his gaze shifted to a darker gray.

“I was doing my morning patrol on the outside of the town wall. I do it every morning, checking to see if the dead made any attempts to enter the town.

“I was surprised to see Hadrian walking aimlessly in the cemetery this morning. He was barely wearing any clothes, and his hand had a few broken bones.”

My heart leapt into my throat, but I didn’t let it show.

“What happened to him?” I asked with concern.

“That is what I’m investigating. He had no memory of last night. I brought him to Elowen to heal his hand. Afterwards, I escorted him back to his place. Hadrian was in a daze as I checked his home. To me, it seemed like he had taken a Forget Me potion, considering how relaxed he was, and not remembering the night.”

I simply looked at Aldric, but I was studying him as well. He is connected to the town’s illicit dealings. He knows who has the pieces of the amulet. He wasn’t a dumb man. If he asks me about Hadrian’s basement, and the missing piece, he is making me his prime suspect. If he tried to apprehend me, I would have to kill him, and store his body in the basement.

I stepped closer to Aldric. I looked up at him with sultry eyes, and he looked down on me with an unyielding gaze.

“Let me guess, since you know so many people in town, and don’t know me very well, I must be a suspect,” I purred.

Aldric smirked. “Trying to seduce me during an inquiry?”

Had I made a misstep? Was he waiting for me to slip up? I wasn’t sure, but I allowed my seductive confidence to flow.

“I could seduce you, after your inquiry?” I purred.

Aldric’s smirk turned into a smile. He gently grabbed my arms, holding me close.

“Nothing was taken from his home, but I had to be diligent. I checked with Grenn, and he didn’t see anyone enter, or leave after nightfall. But I did speak with someone in town who told me they saw you walking the street last night, coming from the direction of the eastern gate.”

Grenn didn’t tattle on me. I owed him a bigger tip. As for any other eyes on me, I didn’t notice anyone on the street. Either he was bluffing, or he knew more than he was saying.

“Magistrate Silverbrook, you do know, night is the time of my people, when we are about on the surface. I was enjoying a nice walk around the town. I thought about going to Winter’s Haven for a drink, but decided against it because I could enjoy a nice glass of spirits at home.”

I snuggled up to him a little more. “But if I need to be further interrogated, I wouldn’t mind if it was you,” I said with a seductive whisper.

Aldric stared into my eyes for a small moment, before his entire face relaxed, as did his grip on me.

“I had to ask. Hadrian may have fallen on his hand, breaking it. Honestly, it wouldn’t be the first time. He likes to drink. He’s not one to use Forget Me potions, but I know his ego. The other night, when I taught him a lesson for hurting you, I’m sure it was difficult to ignore what happened, and wanted to forget it, for a time. He has a lot of pride.

“Since nothing was taken, and no one else was hurt, I can end the investigation.”

My eyes gleamed with desire, as my pulse slowed in relief.

“A happy ending, of sorts,” I smiled.

“A good ending, but hardly a happy one. You haven’t decided if you’re going to be staying in our town, and ensuring an accord between your people, and the town.”

I felt a sliver of sadness drip along my soul. I pulled away from him, and walked further into the common room.

I looked over my shoulder, keeping my back to him. “There are two hundred years of mistrust between your town, and my people. You don’t expect me to jump at such an agreement right away?

“I would have to return home, and convince a lot of my people it was safe to return. It won’t be easy, and will take time.”

Aldric approached me from behind, and put his hands on my shoulders. He gave me a small, comforting squeeze.

“Oona, nothing would please me more than knowing you were always close. I know, when your people come back, there will be a divide between us, for a time. I hope, in the not-too-distant future, you and I can show everyone there can be peace again, righting a great wrong from the past. There are others who want this accord to happen. I want it to happen.”

I looked to the side, the terrible truth filling my soul.

“My people hold longer grudges than humans. I don’t know if an accord can happen,” I said, truthfully.

“We can make amends, just as I made amends with you, when I attempted to escort you beyond the town gate, and into the dark night.”

I turned to Aldric, as he lowered to his knees. He took my hand, and kissed the back of it. He then looked up at me with honest eyes.

“All beings make mistakes. Allow me to be the first to change that. Let our town show you and your people, things can change, and be forgiven.”

I stared at him, fighting my melting heart. He got under my skin, and I wasn’t burning him away like a bad infection. Was he being honest, or was he being manipulated? I couldn’t say. All I knew in this moment was, there was something between us I couldn’t ignore anymore.

“Aldric,” I said as he stood up, still holding my hand.

“We can talk, after we fuck each other,” he said with the confidence of a charging bull.

I didn’t say anything as he gently pulled me by my hand. I followed, my heart continuing to melt, and that deep tingling filling my entire body. The moment grabbed with its intoxicating touch. Was I falling for this man, others, and the town? Could I become the villain, when they only wanted to show me love?

We climbed the stairs to the second floor. He led the way to my bedroom, and once we were inside, he gently whipped me around until I faced him. Aldric looked at me with amorous eyes as he took hold of my robe, and opened it. I was nude before him as he tossed the robe aside. His hands touched me, exploring my skin. Goosebumps raised along my flesh as he eyed me.

I lifted my hands and took hold of his belt. He was taking too long, and I needed to be fucked, hard. I undid his belt, and pulled his shirt from his leggings. He grabbed my wrists, lifted them up, and pushed me onto the bed.

I bounced after I landed on the bed. When I settled down, I was on my elbows, holding my upper body up. I watched with sultry eyes as he removed his clothes, folded them, and put them down on a nearby table.

My gaze fell to his rigid member. It throbbed with need as he moved closer. When he crawled onto the bed, I took hold of his cock, and pulled gently, bringing him on me. Aldric’s strong, scarred body was over me, his hands on my flesh as I moaned to his cock head touching my dripping valley entrance. I whimpered, needing him inside me.

“No playtime before?” he asked with a smirk.

I shook my head. I didn’t want foreplay, I wanted the whole damn play! I needed him to fuck me, now! Afterwards, he could play with me for our next one, and the one after that.

“Please,” I begged.

He gave me a single nod, before this thick member pushed at my thin slit.

My eyes and parted lips widened. I clutched at him as his erection forced me open, and inch at a time. He was slow, and deliberate, invading me like I was already his. My eyes rolled into my head as I held onto him. I bit his shoulder, and he pushed deeper. Pleasure sang deeply as I trembled. When he reached the hilt, he stayed there for a moment. My hips betrayed me, moving to his throbbing member. In that moment, he moved his hips, our tempo and rhythm matching.

I couldn’t string any thoughts together as he let his demons out on my body. Each thrust sent ripples of pleasure through me. Each of his small grunts pushed me closer to the edge. His hips struck my tender inner thighs like a powerful hammer, and I wanted more. When his mouth found my erect nipple, it caused the deepest moan of my life. Was this love? I didn’t know because I never felt it before. To allow myself to feel for this man, was beyond logic and reason.

When an image played out of him beating Hadrian to a pulp, and then asking me if he should be slain, and his head put on a silver platter for me, sent me flailing over the edge of my slim control. I moaned like a forest animal in heat, while he drove his love and affection into my sacred valley.

Explosions flared along my spirit. I let go of his shoulder, and moaned louder. I fell back onto the bed, his cock buried in me, and his lips sucking on my nipple. His tongue whipped at it like it was his. The sounds of his thrusts were like music to my pointed ears. The force of each thrust sent ripples along my soul. The string of orgasms sent a deeper tingling, my toes curling. I let out a whimper as I squirted at his repeated invasion. The man on me didn’t slow down, fucking me raw, and deep.

“You fucking…animal,” I said with a harsh whisper, feeling a new surge of orgasms getting closer.

Aldric ignored me, sucking on my tit while fucking me harder.

I fell into a trance of rising bliss, and a series of inner explosions. A velvet hue fell over me. Time lost all meaning as each tidal wave sent me spiraling away in heavenly bliss.

Aldric let go of my nipple, and looked at me with loving, hard eyes.

“On you, or in you?” he asked.

Words left my lips before I could think, “In me.”

My lover increased the tempo. My eyes and mouth widened as his cock thickened. My inner walls could barely contain him as the tempo reached a fevered pitch. I rode his strong thrusts, looking at him with wicked, sultry eyes.

Aldric let out a small grunt, followed by a louder one. I felt his very soul flood my valley. Thick spurts of seed shattered my willpower, by body trembling to another orgasm, his and mine. Another deeper grunt dripped from his parted lips as he thrusted deep, pumping more of his seed into me.

Our snug connection leaked. My body burned with desire. He didn’t wilt as he continued to push every last drop of his seed into me.

Strong arms curved around, and under me. The man embraced me, and I felt small in his arms. I felt something I hadn’t felt in a long time, protected. What we had wasn't simply sex. It went beyond, and a piece of me worried deeply about it.

I couldn’t let him cloud my judgment, but was it too late?

“If you don’t want to trust us, that’s fine. Just know, I will be here for you, on whatever you decide,” he whispered in my ear.

My eyes trembled. I could tell he was telling the truth, because his cock was still thick and hard within me.

“Shut up and keep fucking me,” I teased.

Aldric lifted his head and looked me in the eyes with a knowing smile.

“As you wish,” he whispered as his hips began working again.

My heart soared as he resumed his task of keeping me happy. My eyes fluttered from how good his attention felt in me.

Aldric kissed my neck. I moaned in delight. The outside world drifted away, only our hearts and bodies caught in each other’s gravity as we continued to enjoy the morning.

***

I pulled on my second boot. My mind worked out the possibilities as I stood up from a chair. The plan fell into focus, as I readied for the evening. There were two locations I had to break in, to get the last two pieces of the amulet. I would strike Anara’s home for one piece, and then Aldric’s home for the last one. I knew Aldric would be making his rounds for the evening, so his location would be easier. I sent Vezhul to watch Anara’s home, while I made my way to Aldric’s place. With any luck, I would have both pieces in a few hours, and be at the cavern entrance by midnight. I still had half of the Forget Me potion left. If I had to use it on Anara, that was a risk I was willing to take.

I picked up my satchel, and put the strap over my head, and across my chest. The satchel itself was at my hip. I was wearing one of my new, form-fitted robes. It would help me move easier through the night. I wore a belt, a dagger sheathed at the hip.

I was ready to take my people’s caverns back.

Before I made a step toward the door, my thoughts drifted back to Aldric. We spent hours making love. When we were exhausted, he kissed my forehead, saying he had to get dressed and return to his duties as magistrate. I was fine with letting him go. I needed to rest for what I had planned. After he left, I passed out. I dreamed of a new future, and being home.

I woke from my thoughts, and walked toward the front door. It was late into the evening, and there would be plenty of nightly cover to aid me in the final part of this dark play.

I reached the door, slid back the bolt, and opened it. My eyes widened in surprise as a large man was standing on the other side of the door, his fist up, ready to knock.

Mayor Hallowell eyed me with kind eyes, and a small smile.

“Good evening, Lady Thornkiss. I hope I didn’t catch you at a bad time?”

“Oh, no. I was just going out for an evening walk. Getting some fresh air,” I lied.

The mayor nodded. “Good, that means we can talk about something important.”

My white eyebrow lifted. “Something important?”

The mayor nodded again.

“Yes,” he said as his hand delved into his robe pocket.

I tensed. Was I found out? Was Aldric here to distract, or find out something I missed. Was the mayor here to tell me others were coming to take me away?

The mayor pulled out two arcane pieces of stone. My gaze fell to them, drinking in the details. They were two pieces of runes, and covered symbols. When he held them up a little more, so I could get a better look, my heart stopped.

“I understand you have the third piece. I thought I would make things easier, by bringing the other two pieces to you,” the mayor said with a smile.

I lifted my gaze to his, my body ready for a fight.

“There is much to discuss. We should talk about it as we walk to your people’s caverns,” he said with understanding eyes.


Chapter 22

Caverns of Truth  

The silence was deafening as the mayor and I walked out the eastern gate of town.

I often glanced at the mayor, walking with me. He stared ahead with a warm smile, and bright, almost maddening eyes. I couldn’t tell if he was plotting something, or experiencing some kind of deep relief, one he was keeping for years. Either way, I was very uncomfortable.

Part of the reason for silence was because the mayor handed over the other two pieces of the amulet to me. I now had all three. I thought I would be happy, but a sense of doom floated over me.

“It is a little bit of a journey to your home, Oona. You’re free to ask me any questions you may have,” the mayor said, as if he read my mind.

“Is this a trap?” I asked.

The mayor chuckled. “Would you believe any answer I would give?”

“No,” I said truthfully.

“You’re a very smart, capable shadow elf. I respect your intelligence, and your instincts. But to put your mind at ease, no, it’s not a trap. The town elders saw fit to give back what rightfully belongs to you, and your people. Consider is a first step to a deeper, more fulfilling relationship.”

“A relationship built on slaughter, and exile,” I said, unable to keep the venom from my tone.

“Show me a perfect place, people, or historic event, and I will call them all lies. Everything in our world was built on blood and bones. As I recall, shadow elves and sun elves had quite the tumultuous beginnings, eons ago. I believe there was slaughter on both sides. Correct me if I’m wrong.”

I didn’t answer, because he was right. All the peoples of Valoria had to endure heartache, pain, and loss. No one could say otherwise, the truth plain as the moon in the night’s sky.

The mayor continued, “That said, it doesn’t mean we can’t build a better future. Your people get their ancestral caverns back, and you become a liaison between both of our worlds.”

“I know you want my people here to help bridge a gap between your guild, and the Dagger Guild.”

The mayor nodded. “We do, but there is so much more.”

“Like what?” I asked with a shrewd gaze.

“There is plenty to discuss, when we reach the caverns,” he said.

It was obvious he was holding something back, but I wasn’t going to wait for him to explain it all.

“How did you know I acquired one of the three pieces to the amulet?”

“The town elders have been keeping a close eye on you. As for the Magistrate, he doesn’t know. No one beyond myself, and the elders know what you did.

“Do not fear, nothing will be said beyond us. It can be our little secret. Aldric is good at what he does, but he is blinded by his attraction to you. Many in town like, and are attracted to you. You are quite the celebrity, and we didn’t want to tarnish their view of you.”

My blood began to boil. “You, and the elders, have been watching me this whole time. What kind of game is this?”

Despite my anger, I applauded their devious observations of me. If I had more mystical knowledge, I would have done the same against them.

“A simple one,” the mayor chuckled.

We reached the cemetery gate entrance. We walked under it, and deeper into the graveyard.

I spread out my senses. I could feel the dead lurking in the darkness, but there was something else I felt, and it tasted like fear. The dead in the cemetery were afraid.

“Who sent Hadrian?” I asked as I felt the dead shirk away.

“It will be explained after we reach the caverns.”

I was still armed with spells, and my dagger. There was nothing stopping me from slicing the mayor’s throat open, and running to the caverns. Once inside, the town wouldn’t be able to reach me.

A nagging thought kept needling me. Something deeper was at play here, and my curiosity was getting the better of me. I stayed my hand, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t unleash my fury if I was tested.

“Is any of it true, beyond dealings with the Dagger Guild? Do the people of Gravestone want to enter a new era where your people, and mine, co-exist?”

The mayor gave a single nod.

“What happened over two-hundred years ago was a crime of greed, and lack of empathy. The elders wish to make it right. By forming a relationship, and a bond, civilization can only grow.

“Summer Spire is seen as the greatest human city in Valoria. While true, it doesn’t match the majesty of the elven Empire, but it is a step closer to reaching it. There are many places who wish to return to a grand empire, but lack the resources to do it. Cooperation is the key to building a new future.

“If humans and shadow elves, among other races, come together, we can build an empire that rivals the Druris Empire.”

I couldn’t hide my giggle.

The mayor turned his head to me as we walked. “Do you doubt such a future?”

“It will take more than simply my people returning to these caverns. The World Quake destroyed many of my people’s homes a long time ago. The entire world is broken. I doubt anything we do here will change much over the next thousand years.”

“You lack faith,” the mayor sighed.

“I lack proof of such a dream happening,” I said with an edge. “Gravestone is not going to be the location of a new future. You run illicit trades through your town. Your people are besieged by simple undead. They fear the night. I don’t see any grandiose plan to change the world.”

“It’s because it hasn’t been revealed yet,” the mayor stated.

I looked at him with curious eyes, before I laughed.

“You doubt much,” the mayor chuckled. “Already the wheels are in motion. There is a new academy of alchemy taking students just outside of Summer Spire. There are networks working tirelessly to set solid foundations for this new future. The elders see your potential, and they think you will be an asset in the future.” 

“Elders? You might as well be speaking of ghosts. I’ve not met your elders.”

“You will, soon” the large, broad-shouldered mayor said with an impish smile.

We exited the cemetery and continued on the well-worn dirt path. My mind spun with possibilities as to the mayor’s cryptic responses, but I kept my wits about me. No matter what he said, I was surely walking into a trap, but the temptation is too great. I hated this moment because I had no idea what was going to happen next.

We made our way between large stones, and woods flanking each side of the path. The closer we were to the cavern entrance, the more familiar everything came to be. Distant memories surfaced, of being a child in my mother’s arms, while many of my family took night walks on the surface. I remembered the stars, and the night sky, and I found them beautiful, even at such a young age. It tormented me to know I was so close, and yet, still in danger.

We followed a bend in the dirt path. We passed a large, ancient stone, and my red eyes widened as my heart swelled.

A set of double, rune covered doors stood embedded in a small, rocky hillside. They were a blend of gray and black. Black, metal vines filled the spaces between large runes. My senses picked up on the elder magic bleeding from it. The doors to my people’s caverns were so hardened against physical, and mystical attacks, it was our one, true protection against the surface world. There was a part of my youth where I thought I would never see them again, and here I was, before them.

My eyes watered, but I did not cry. Anger began to fester and grow. The vile deeds that changed the lives of so many, came roaring back like a monster emerging from the dark.

“Go ahead, open them,” the mayor encouraged.

I walked toward the doors. When I stood before them, I put my hand on it, soaking in the magic, and history of my people. I fought back tears as my other hand dug into my satchel, and pulled out the amulet. I spied the triangular imprint for the amulet.

My heart was racing as I lifted the amulet, and pressed it into the imprint. The effect was instant, dark energy filling it like blood in veins. The doors pulsed as the mystical energy filled every line and rune. There was a faraway click, and something heavy moving across on the other side. When it stopped, I stepped back as the doors opened wide.

My nose wrinkled as a burst of foul air filled the air, and my lungs. It was putrid, like the dung of some foul creature.

“Follow me,” the mayor said as he walked in.

I reluctantly followed.

Stepping in about ten feet, we were greeted with stairs, leading down into darkness. Mystical torches flared to life, like they always did from as far back as I could remember. The mayor led the way down as I followed.

The stench grew more and more. The walls were rocky, but the stairs were immaculately carved stone. It didn’t take long for us to reach the bottom, and the Great Hall.

My eyes widened as I visually drank it in. Two rows of massive, rune-covered pillars ran down the center of the massive hall. The floor was polished stone, with intricate markings of my people. The walls held immense, carved scenes of my people, showing our history of carving out this place, and making it our home a long time ago. Gold and silver lines ran along, forming the edges of black stone pictographs of my people in various poses. The ruby gems that were in their eyes were long gone. But what I saw next turned everything into distilled horror.

Chained to walls were ghoulish humanoids. They had thick metal collars around their necks, with thick chains anchored to the walls. The ghouls made feral grunting sounds as they moved out on all fours, as far as the chains would let them. Metal clinked and echoed through the Great Hall, as the ghouls looked at us silently. Filth, and bones littered against the bottom of the walls. The stench was overpowering, making my stomach turn.

“Welcome home,” the mayor said with a small smile as he stood beside me.


Chapter 23

A Dark Decision  

My suspicions were true.

“You…used my home as a prison for ghouls,” I said with a hard whisper, not taking my gaze off the hundred or so ghouls looking in our direction.

“The ghouls needed to be housed somewhere. We knew if we kept them anywhere else, there was too great a chance of them escaping, and hurting the town, or surrounding areas,” the mayor explained.

I turned to him, my hands in tight fists by my sides. “This is monstrous.”

“It was a means to an end,” the mayor shrugged. “Of course, the ghouls will be removed before you send word for your people to return.”

I turned to the mayor with a gleam of rage in my eyes. “Why show me this? Why show me how despicable your town has been to my home? It doesn’t make sense.”

“As I said on the way here, all will be revealed.”

“Then reveal it,” I nearly shouted.

The mayor turned his attention to the Great Hall. I followed his gaze, and saw at the other side, a woman was walking down the middle, toward us. She wore a simple black robe. Long black hair framed her pale features. Even at a distance, her green eyes nearly glowed in the dim lighting.

The ghouls by the pillars shrank away in fear. They pressed themselves as close as they could to the walls, as the woman walked toward us.

I focused on her features, and my eyes narrowed.

“Lyra,” I whispered as I watched the town mage and alchemist walk toward us.

The memory of her at the town gathering splashed on my mind. She was the shy woman who remained silent, and to herself. She put out the fire with an arcane word. Beyond that, I never saw, or heard from her again. To have her walking toward me, something in my mind clicked.

Lyra approached the bottom of the stairs, and looked up at me with calm, knowing eyes.

“Greetings, Oona Nightlore,” the mage said with a small smile, saying my true last family name.

“You’re the town elders,” I said with half-closed eyes, putting it all together.

Lyra nodded. “I knew you would figure it out sooner, or later. That is why we are here, now. Once you took possession of a piece of the amulet, I knew your plan would mean to get the other two pieces fairly quickly. That is why Anara, and Aldric, handed their pieces over to the mayor, no questions asked.

“But please, come to me so we can discuss the future.”

I hesitated. She was playing a much larger game than I had any notion of one. I doubt I could simply escape. She would have prepared for it. No, I had to entertain whatever strange plan to bring Gravestone into a brighter future. I needed to know more, if I was going to strike back against her.

I made my way down to the bottom of the wide stairs. I stood before Lyra, the two of us looking each other in the eyes.

“First, I must apologize for Hadrian. I sent for him to collect you, and show you our operations. It was meant to give you another viewpoint, aside from Aldric. I didn’t know Hadrian’s bigotry was so far deep under his skin.”

“You didn’t know?” I said with a raised white eyebrow. “You are not instilling a grand confidence for a shared future if you didn’t know a bigot was in your midst.”

Lyra nodded. “True, but even I cannot be everywhere at once, or know what lurks in everyone’s hearts. There are times, where people act one way in front of you, and another way behind your back.

“I have been a resident here for two-hundred years, and sometimes, you forget the little things while pursuing greater things.”

“Two-hundred years,” I whispered as I eyed her. She didn’t look any older than thirty in human years.

Lyra smiled. “It is time I reveal everything.”

I watched as her skin began to sink in. Darkness surrounded her pale green eyes. A small scent of decay drifted off of her form. Her hair grew stringy, and a silvery gray. Lips thinned and pulled back, to reveal her teeth.

There was no surprise in my eyes. I began to connect the dots, which only further set my soul on fire with rage.

“You’re a lich,” I said with hard eyes.

Lyra giggled. “Very observant, but not yet. I require a few more potions to complete the process. It normally takes ten years to fully become a lich. The process had slowed for me, due to certain circumstances.”

Lichs are powerful undead mages. The process takes time, and if the person follows the path to become a lich, they may lose their mind to the pain and torment of the transformation. There are a host of ingredients needed to make potions, and specific spells to become a lich. I was finally understanding what this was all about.

“You want me to aid you in completing the transformation.”

Lyra shook her head, which surprised me.

“I already have everything I need to complete the transformation. But there is something else, you and your people can aid all of Valoria. It requires cooperation, and dedication.”

The mage turned and looked at the Great Hall with knowing eyes.

“Oona, I sensed your power and skill of necromancy when you arrived in town. It licked at my broken soul like a lover in the dark. Many of the old ways were lost to the World Quake. Our world is clawing back to what it once was, but there is still a vacuum of power that needs to be filled.

“The elves already know they are the greatest power on Valoria. It is only a matter of time before they push south, and conquer all.”

“They had thousands of years to do that. Why now?” I asked.

Lyra turned her head and looked at me. Her features were young and vibrant again.

“Because the threats are growing. The Eastern Badlands have had more and more monsters coming westward. The potion farms are surpassing anything the elves can create. Most of the mystical items scavenged from ruins and ancient dungeons are growing.

“The peoples along the coast are gaining more power every day, and there have been whispers of the Druris Empire preparing for war.”

“The way the sun elves make preparations, it could be another hundred, to two-hundred years before they actually act,” I quipped.

“You are correct in your assumption,” Lyra said with deadly serious eyes. “The elves don’t want to subjugate the other races. They are quite content in their lands, not truly bothering with anything beyond their borders. But if they sense tiny beginnings to any change, they will take steps to stop it.”

The mage sighed. “I didn’t bring you here for possible long-term futures. I had you brought here to plan our future together.”

“I’m listening,” I said as I folded my arms along my stomach.

“It pains me to be here so long, knowing what we did to your people, and your home. Over the years, I have read the remaining books in your libraries. I have walked the chambers where your people lived in peace. We made mistakes, taking all of this from your people.”

I listened intently as it all became clear.

“Two-hundred years ago? You were here. You’re one of the founders.”

Lyra looked up as she spoke, “It was terrible what we did in the name of greed. The seven of us didn’t have an army, so I raised one. We were all experienced adventurers, but the call of coin and gems was too much to ignore. We wanted to change our destinies, and we didn’t care who we hurt in the process.”

“One of the seven? In the painting at the Winter’s Haven, there are only six.”

Lyra nodded. “I made sure I was not part of the founding of the town, but I remained in the shadows. My fellow guild-mates settled down, creating Gravestone. They were wealthy, and wanted their bloodlines to have it better than they had.

“While they pilfered your caverns, I studied this place. I read your books, your histories. After a time, I realized, we were the monsters to your home. That is why, the caverns are being returned to their rightful people.”

“But this isn’t just about returning our home to us, is it? You’ve already established your activities here. To grow, you need partners.”

“It is a necessary stipulation,” Lyra said with a small nod.

Emotions ripped me apart, but I kept my face still, with hints of anger. They destroyed so much, and guilt had changed one of the very people who killed many of my people, my family.

“I know you are thinking about killing me. Please, don’t consider it. I know many different spheres of magic. I have had time to study powerful magic, even greater necromancy. You’re out of your depth, and I wish for us to be friends.”

“How many murderers are your friends?” I asked sharply.

“Many,” Lyra said simply. “They have their uses, and I shouldn’t judge them for the life they chose.”

“You expect me to not judge you?”

“I only ask if we can see past our differences, and maybe a future where others didn’t have to murder each other to reach a better world.”

Lyra stepped ahead a little, taking in the majesty of the Great Hall again.

“Your people have many garden caverns here. There are many mushrooms and plants that can only be grown in this kind of environment. I took a deep interest in those garden caverns because you have mushrooms needed for potions to change a living being into an undead lich.”

My eyes widened a hair.

“I already took what I needed for my transformation to lichdom, but there’s an opportunity here, for all of us.”

The weight of her words, and her intentions, struck me like a hammer.

“You want to create more lichs,” I whispered in shock.

Lyra turned to me with knowing eyes. “The process is documented in many hard-to-find books. There are ingredients needed to create the potions needed to fulfill the transformation.

“I tried my hand at cultivating these mushrooms, but each attempt failed. Even reading many books your libraries had on farming and gardens, I could not ensure the mushrooms would reach their full potential. The Bone Ichor mushroom in particular.”

The Bone Ichor Mushroom is a rare mushroom, used in many different medicines. It took skilled gardeners many decades to successfully grow batches of them.

I looked at the cowering ghouls, and returned my gaze to Lyra. “You want to make it easier for others to become lichs. That is madness, and you know it. Lichs always hunger for life. If there are too many, they will drain our world to ash.”

“Perhaps before the World Quake, but not today. There is a doom of lichs, working together to help bring Valoria into a new age. They control their hunger, and only seek to create a better world.”

I let out a hysterical laugh. “Good lichs? There is no such thing! They crave power, and life. That is what they are. I have studied necromancy for many years. I know the temptations of such power. There is even a chance I may become one when I die. Necromancers have a small chance of naturally becoming a lich, but I also know the madness of becoming one.”

“True,” Lyra said with a wicked smile. “Before the World Quake, lichs were a bane to every race, but the milk farms have changed much of the old ways. The lichs I correspond with tell me of potions that allow them to keep the madness away.”

Lyra’s eyes darkened as she gave me an unnerving stare. “That is why you’re here. It is beyond returning your home to your people and making the world a better place. You have great skill, and knowledge, for one so young for your people. That is why, I want you to not only be a liaison between your people and mine, but to become my apprentice.”

I took a step back in shock.

“Don’t be so surprised. I know your people love power, like many others. We can change everything, for the better. Become my apprentice, and you will gain everything you ever wanted, and more.”

I could taste the temptation on my tongue. To be powerful, and enact change, would be wonderful, and needed. I could carve out new beginnings. I could make my people as powerful as the elf, and human nations. We would be like it was before.

The notion quickly died. Despite my need for vengeance, the blood of the innocent would spill just as quickly as the blood of the guilty. I would be a gear in the machine of change, rolling over anyone who opposed it. There would be no peaceful change. As much as I wanted to hate everyone in the town of Gravestone, I started to have an affection for many who dwelled there.

Could I be the queen, or empress of Valoria? Could I mend a broken world?

“You don’t have to answer me at this time,” Lyra said and snapped her fingers.

I glanced over as the collars around the ghoul’s necks clicked open, and fell.

I took another step back as the ghouls were now free. They hesitantly looked around, before gathering into groups. Small growls began to fill the Great Hall. Many of the ghouls looked at me with feral eyes.

Lyra whispered an arcane word. The ghouls stopped growling, and became very still.

“Oona, you need time to consider my proposal. In that time, I will make you the hero of Gravestone.

“As we speak, I have already raised all the dead in the cemetery. The town bell should be ringing now, alerting every one of the small army of undead.”

The ghouls moved as one. Their gray, hunched bodies moved toward the stairs, and climbed them. Skin was pulled tight over bones, as their eyes stared at nothing.

“Ghouls are often cowardly creatures, only wanting to feast on the decayed remains of animals and people. But I am filling these ghouls with rage, and hunger. They will join the undead, and attack the town. This is where you come in.

“With your mystical knowledge, you would be a force of nature against the army of the dead. If you go now, and fight with the town, you will be a hero. Or, if you stay, and let the dead and ghouls kill everyone, you would get the delicious vengeance you always wanted for your people. Either way, you will come away victorious. You will still get your caverns back, but the town of Gravestone will be changed, one way, or another. I leave this choice to you.”

I blinked in disbelief. She placed me in a corner, and was forcing me to choose. For years I dreamed of razing the town of Gravestone to the ground. I wanted the people to suffer for what they did, but now, it has all changed. My heart had fallen for some in town. It was becoming a place I could visit many times over my lifespan.”

Lyra looked at me with a wicked gleam in her eyes. “We both know what you’re going to do. You simply must do it.”

My heart trembled in my chest. Images of people appeared in my mind’s eye. I imagined my people coming back to our ancestral home. It was all too much to bear at once.

Without a word, I turned, and raced up the stairs. When I reached the top, I heard a faint whisper in the back of my mind.

“Good girl,” was all that was said.

I ran as fast as my legs could carry me, as I darted out of the main entrance, and into the night.            


Chapter 24

Burning the Dead  

The ghouls broke into a charge before me. They were fast, for I was barely keeping up.

I pumped my legs, my heart hammering in my chest. It wasn’t from the running, but from the fear I felt. My thoughts glowed with Aldric. The moment where he was going to kill someone he knew, for me, caused me to run faster. The image of Theron snuggling to me like we always belonged together, caused me to focus on the task before me.

My senses picked up the dead. They marched westward as one. I couldn’t hear their thoughts, much less control them. Lyra had complete control of the undead. An unwritten rule between necromancy was, the first to animate the dead is the one in control. I could use every spell I had, but it couldn’t break the bond of the dead if they were controlled by another.

“Mistress,” Vezhul whispered into my mind.

Vezhul, where are you?

“I am on the eastern town wall. I am watching many of the town’s guards lining up outside the wall. They are wearing armor, and brandishing short swords and torches.

They knew what was coming and prepared for it. The swords could do some damage, but the torches would do far more. As for Vezhul, we bonded first, so Lyra would have no control over him.

Stay where you are. I’m going to see through your eyes.

I didn’t wait for a response as I whispered a Death Sight incantation, and my eyes glowed a little in the dark night.

I saw two things at once. One was me running along the path, the other was through Vezhul’s undead eyes. A small force was gathered in front of the Eastern Gate. They stood steadfast, Aldric ensuring everyone was equipped and ready. My heart leapt in my chest, seeing Theron, and Thalia, among the guard force. Theron was dressed in plate mail, while wielding a giant, spiked hammer. Thalia was in leather armor, and wearing a cloak. She had two long daggers, one in each hand.

“We are the only line of defense!” Aldric shouted as he paced before the force of fifty. “If they get past us, they will break the gate doors, or climb over the wall. The dead are not like the living. They feel no fear. They do not tire. They only hunger for the living!”

Aldric pulled Bright Blade from its sheath. The blade glowed with a pale-yellow light.

“Gravestone is our home, but it will not be our tomb! Fight for your families, fight for each other, and fight for a better future for all!” Aldric shouted at the top of his lungs.

“Gravestone!” the force shouted, and slammed the flat side of their swords to their own armored chests.

I watched as Aldric turned around, smoke rising from his breath. Vezhul took his attention off Aldric, and looked in the distance.

I continued to run as I saw the dead shamble out of the graveyard. They were in various states of decay, but most were skeletal. Some of them, former warriors, were buried with their blades and armor. They were rusted, but still of use as the dead formed up into a line. They stared with hollow eyes at the living force, the people outnumbered by the dead, three to one.

With the ghouls approaching, and Aldric not knowing about them, it was going to be a slaughter.

Lyra planned this from the beginning, and I hated her for it. She knew, with time, I would choose them. How I would turn from vengeful spirit, to falling for them.

Vezhul, when the fighting begins, defend the people of Gravestone.

“But Mistress, my abilities will not affect the dead.”

You can still pick up a blade. If a town guard falls, pick up their blade and join the fight. I will be there shortly to end all of this.

And with that, I cut off the connection for now. I had to concentrate. I only had a certain amount of mana for spells. The more I used my spells, the weaker I would become. I had to reserve as much as I could to turn the battle, or many people of Gravestone were going to lose their lives.

I rushed along the path, my senses drinking everything in. I tasted the decay on the wind. I felt the dark energy all around me. The glow of stars illuminated the world like it was daytime. I saw and felt everything, and I had to be ready to slay everything in my path.

I caught sight of the ghouls before me. They charged through the cemetery, but the dead began to march. They moved in formation, approaching the town as a unified front.

It struck me what was happening. The dead were blocking the view of the ghouls. If they timed it right, the ghouls would be the surprise attack before the dead reached town. I spread my senses out further, detecting the thin lines of darkness, all of them flowing back past me, in the direction of the caverns.

Lyra was controlling everything. She wasn’t going to risk a marginal victory by the town. She was going to make them all hurt with violence, and pain.

I emerged into the cemetery, but the dead army and ghouls had already moved forward. I watched from the rear of their forces as the ghouls stayed low. Aldric stood before his force, firm confidence etched into his brow. He put on a helmet, and lifted his sword.

“Stand your ground!” Aldric shouted.

Theron held his hammer at the ready. Thalia bent her knees, blades gleaming in the starlight.

The dead force turned into a charge, and just as they did, the ghouls burst between the lines of undead, charging into battle like mongrel monsters.

“Archers!” Aldric shouted.

Between each armored town guard, men, and women in leather armor, stepped out with pulled bowstrings. They aimed with arrow points gleaming.

“Loose!” Aldric shouted.

There was a twang of strings as arrows loosed. A small wave of arrows arced and slammed into charging ghouls. Some of them fell from arrows to eyes. Others took a few arrow points to their bodies, but others continued to charge.

“Archer’s back! Warriors to the front!” Aldric shouted.

The archers moved back as armored guards formed a line. Theron was among the defensive line, hammer at the ready.

Time slowed down as I started running. The ghouls reached the warrior line, and leapt into battle. Swords and hammers sliced up, or sideways, striking the charging ghouls. For a brief instant, it looked like they could hold. That feeling went away when I heard the first fearful shout from the line.

Blood spurted up as clawed hands grabbed at necks, or pulled off warrior helmets. Ghouls attacked with wicked ferocity, like they poured every drop of hate into their attacks. Warriors shattered ghoul skulls, or sliced off limbs, but the ghouls broke the line, and attacked at will. The undead force was close to reaching the carnage, weapons raised.

“No!” I shouted as I ran with the swiftness of the wind.

An incantation spilled from my lips. The moment I whispered the command word, green fire filled my hands. I reached the rear of the undead force and leapt, twin streams of bane fire blasting out.

The undead never turned as bane fire shattered them to pieces. Rusted armor and white bone were sent flying in different directions. I landed and moved with steady steps toward the undead force. My eyes were thin slits of protective rage. I poured out bane fire, moving the streams from side to side. The dead began to fall, green flames engulfing them.

I heard the clashing or weapons, and the cries of the dying. The chaos only grew, and I couldn’t keep my attention on those I cared about. The bonds that tie us only caused me to fight harder. I poured my mana into the bane fire, trying to take as many down as I could.

A crossbow bolt struck my shoulder, and I stumbled back a step. I looked at it, the bolt impaled in me, the point sticking out of my back. I looked up to see an armored skeleton with a crossbow in his skeletal fingers. He had reloaded another, and lifted the crossbow up to fire again.

I whipped my hand forward, a stream of green flame engulfing the skeleton. Bones shattered as armor began to melt.

A throbbing pain filled me as my left arm wasn’t working. It went limp at my side as I pointed my right hand, unleashing a torrent of bane fire. All I saw were burning dead, and green fire. The screams and cries became a song of discord as the fighting continued.

Out of all my spells, my bane fire was the only one that would aid me in this battle. My other spells can drain, or chill the living. The dead are supposed to be under my command, but as long as Lyra controlled them, I could do nothing but burn them to ashes.

Weakness bled into me. I could feel my mana draining the more I poured on the flames. I had to keep going, if only to burn enough of the dead to turn the side. The stream of bane fire thinned. I was going to lose the spell soon if I didn’t hold something back.

I let out a soft cry as I stopped the stream of bane fire. I used my weakening mana to form an aura of bane fire around my right fist. I glanced to the side, three undead approaching me with rusty swords.

Arrow in my shoulder, I tried to focus. The moment the dead were upon me, and their swords raised high, I slammed my burning fist into a ribcage, shattering it to pieces. The skeleton fell into a heap. Two rusty swords came down, and I dodged to the side. I moved easily among them, curving my burning fist, and slamming into the back of the skeleton. The dead shattered, but the final skeleton brought his sword down. I leapt away, and searing pain slashed down along my thigh. I landed, my left thigh bleeding, and my leg trembling, trying to keep me up.

At this pace, I was going to be dead soon. There were simply too many, and I was losing mana, and blood.

I backed up as the skeletal warrior approached me. He lifted his sword again, ready to strike me down. A shadow appeared behind him, and it leapt up. Two daggers appeared before they struck, one to the head, the other to the spine. The skeleton warrior shattered to pieces and fell, Thalia standing over the pile of bones.

My leg started to give out, and I stumbled. Thalia rushed to me, a potion in her hand. She pressed it onto my hand as my bane fire vanished.

“Drink it will I tend to the bolt,” she said as she reached for the head of the arrow, and snapped it off.

I drank the potion, and instantly I started to feel better. Thalia then pulled the bolt from me so quickly, I could only let out a tiny yelp.

“I can’t have my friend leaving the party just yet,” Thalia winked.

I couldn’t hide my smirk as some of my mana returned from the potion. I spoke arcane words, bane fire filling my hands again.

“Let’s save the town!” Thalia shouted as she turned to the dead.

I nodded. Thalia and I roared with power as she leapt into the fray, and I unleashed twin streams of bane fire.

Skeletons fell from our attacks, bones and armor crashing to the grassy ground. We pushed into the fray, when something big smashed through the undead line, toward us.

For a moment, I feared some other kind of monstrosity had entered the battle. There was a small sense of relief as Theron bashed through the dead like a titan.

“I’m here for you, Mistress!” the man shouted as his spiked hammer shattered three skeletons with one swing.

“Mistress is here for you!” I shouted back as I blasted several skeletons to burning dust as they tried to attack Theron from behind.

I charged in with a full heart, my back to Theron’s back, while Thalia cut through the skeletons around us. Theron swung his hammer with unyielding power, shattering skeletons to flying bones. I screamed as I blasted the undead to pieces.

My pointed ears perked up as I felt death approaching. I turned to see a wraith reaching for Theron’s neck, ready to drain his life. I turned and blasted the wraith with bane fire.

The wraith hissed, but it managed to touch the large Theron. His entire body trembled as his life force was pulled from him, He grunted and struggled as I burned the wraith to nothing. I turned to Theron, the large man falling to one knee, huffing for breath.

“I won’t let them hurt you anymore, my cleric,” I said as I burned dead away from us.

“Thank you, Goddess,” Theron huffed as he tried to regain his strength and wits.

Thalia let out a sharp grunt. I looked over to the bartender, backing off as several more wraiths advanced.

“Down!” I shouted.

Thalia threw herself to the ground, and I unleashed twin streams of green flames. Wraiths darted away in different directions, my bane fire only burning two of them away. A few more wraiths dove into the battle, and I could hear the cries of people, losing their life force to the hungry undead.

The chaos only grew as I blasted the dead with bane fire, but a gleam of hopelessness filled my heart.

Time stood still as I saw we were losing. Despite the heroics, the dead still outnumbered the living. The wraiths tipped the scales further to the dead’s side. I felt living souls leave bodies, floating to the great beyond.

My spirit calmed, as I had enough mana to let out a bane fire surge. It would use the last of my mana, and my life. I glanced at Theron, and Thalia. They fought for me, by my side. They didn’t flee, fighting with every ounce of their strength they had left.

Was I going to do this? Was I going to give up my life for people I barely knew? What has become of me, and my grand vengeance. It all felt like a dream from long ago.

I readied to use the last of my mana to purge the battleground of the dead. I said one arcane word, and instantly stopped. I saw Vezhul flying toward me, his ghostly gaze upon me.

“Mistress, I sense what you’re going to do. I forbid it! Convert my dark soul into more mana.”

I blinked with wet eyes.

I cannot! It will destroy you!

Vezhul chuckled through our bond.

“I’ve been here much too long for my tastes. I’m ready to move on. My final act, aiding a beautiful shadow elf, who is also my friend.”

“Vezhul,” I whispered as he reached me, his black ghostly hands on my shoulders.

“Do it, and save everyone,” the wraith said with a dark, ghostly smile.

“I will always remember you,” I whispered before I recited the incantation to my Dark Mana Conversation spell.

Vezhul simply looked upon me with adoring eyes, before the spell took effect. He began to fade as his dark energy turned into mana. It flowed into my body, replenishing it. I grew stronger, more powerful.

I watched as Vezhul faded away, his cracked soul vanishing to nothing.

I let out the longest scream of my life. He was not just a wraith, he was one of my people, a friend, and a lover. Bane fire engulfed my body as I lifted my hands. I roared with contempt as the green fire flashed, and exploded outwards from me.

Theron and Thalia dove for the ground, as a ring of bane fire blasted out from my body. It struck the dead, shattering them in half, at the waist.        

Green fire leaked from my eyes as I tried to keep my concentration. My mana weakened again. My scream stopped, and weakness filled my entire body.

I slumped to my knees. The glow of bane fire faded away from my eyes, and around my body. My head hung forward, tears filling my eyes. I wanted Vezhul to see our people come home. I wanted him to smile as they walked back into our home caverns. To whatever plane of existence he vanished to, I hope he can still see us as our people return home.

I weaved on my knees, slowly blinking. I was very weak, ready to fall over. I lifted my gaze, the battlefield filled with piles of bones, old armor, and bodies of Gravestones brave people, fighting to their deaths.

I turned my gaze to a lone wraith, floating toward me, its hand out-stretched. It was making one last effort to drain the last of my life. In a blink, I would be dead.

Theron and Thalia closed in before me. Their backs were to me as they faced the incoming wraith. They readied to fight to the dead, as I was helpless behind them. I looked between their bodies, the wraith nearly on them, when a glowing blade appeared, stabbing out of the wraith’s chest. The undead looked down at the glowing blade, before it faded away with a long moan.

Standing with his sword pointed out, was Aldric. He was battered, and bloody, huffing for air as he looked at us with concerned eyes.

Theron and Thalia fell to their knees, the battle over.

Aldric stepped to the pair, sheathing his blade, and putting his hand on their shoulders. They nodded they were okay. He then walked past them to me.

I fell forward, and his hands caught me. The man was on his knees, me half cradled in his arms. I looked up at him with weak eyes, as he looked down on me with warm affection, blood dripping down from his brow.

“You turned the tide,” he whispered.

“I couldn’t let them march on the town. I couldn’t,” I said and trailed off.

“I have you,” Aldric whispered.

“Yes, you do,” I whispered before I passed out in his strong arms.

I floated in the darkness, my heart relieved and filled with pain at the same time. 


Chapter 25

Home  

The town suffered little damage during the undead attack. Little did I know, the elf cleric, Elowen, was behind the eastern gate with a smaller force. Once they heard the call, they were to repel any undead that climbed over the walls. The attack never came, the rest of us fighting for our lives on the outside of the town walls.

After the battle, of the fifty town guards, only twenty remained. There was much sobbing, and wails of loss as townsfolk gathered their dead, men, and women alike.

The ghouls were all slain, Aldric and many others cutting them down. The way Aldric spoke of it, the ghouls fought to the last one. He knew where they came from, but didn’t know how they escaped. He asked me if I was the one to let them free? I told him the truth, I wasn’t the one, but someone who had gathered the pieces of the amulet, and opened the doors to the caverns did it. I gave him a faulty description, and the Magistrate simply nodded. I wasn’t sure if he believed me, but he didn’t press. There was no way he could, after what I did to turn the tide of the battle.

I slowly blinked as I looked up at the dimming sky. The sun was setting, and shadows growing longer across the land. I let out a soft exhale, before lowering my gaze to the front entrance to my ancestral caverns. The mayor and Aldric stood before the entrance, talking a little. Theron, Anara, Elowen, and Thalia, stood off not far from them. They were talking about everything that happened, some of them giving me occasional glances.

I was by a tree, partially hidden by growing shadows. I needed a moment to myself, before everything became official. My heart beat with a steady rhythm, but my mind drifted to Vezhul. I wished he was here, to witness this. The town was making good on what was promised, the return of the Syldoric Caverns to my people. It was going to be a small ceremony, with only a few people attending as witnesses. Anara, Theron, and Elowen wished to be there, supporting me. I was happy to see Thalia joining them, showing her support.

I let out another cleansing sigh, when I felt a presence not far from me. I turned my head to see Charles walking toward me. His eyes were filled with guilt, but he approached me anyway.

“Greetings, Charles,” I said with a soothing tone.

“Greetings,” he said and bowed his head. “I wanted to see you, and make sure you were okay. I caught sight of the gathering from the cemetery. I heard what you did, and I apologize for the dead that were my family. They rose up to attack the town, and now, they can rest for eternity.”

I stepped to him, lifted my hand, and cupped his cheek. He looked down on me with sorrow-filled eyes, leaning his head to my touch.

“All is well as it can be. Have no fear. When it comes to the dead, I don’t take it personally.”

There was a part of me who wanted to ask him about the Dreamers. To ask what their mission was, and why they needed me? But the question never came. There was too much to do, and I would have to save those questions for another time. I simply held his cheek, as I looked at him with adoring eyes.

“It’s alright to keep secrets. You don’t have to tell me everything,” I said.

The man blinked. “What do you mean?”

I simply smiled. “When you’re ready to talk, you know where to look for me.”

I gave his cheek another small squeeze, and pulled my hand away.

Charles stared at me, before lowering his gaze.

“I don’t want to further interrupt your ceremony. I will take my leave,” Charles said with shadows under his eyes.

I watched him as he turned and walked the way he came. There was much for him to explain to me, but it could wait. I had much to do.

I turned and walked toward Aldric and the Mayor. The two men turned to me, and smiled.

As I walked, Lyra filled my mind. The things she said crawled further into my thoughts. She has nearly become a lich, and there is a doom of lichs bent on repairing our broken world. She wants me to be her apprentice, and teach each other how to brew potions that could create more lichs. It was an ambitious plan, but considering how she manipulated events, I couldn’t help but feel she was holding back much more. For now, I would play the game, but, if she showed any signs of weakness, or any plans that would hurt me, or my people, she would pay for what she did two-hundred years ago, I swear it.

“Are you ready?” Aldric asked me as he stood in fine clothes, and a finer smile on his lips.

“I am,” I said as I faced the mayor.

The mayor had the fully assembled amulet in his hands. He lifted it up, to show the transference of the town’s possession, into my hands.

I lifted my hands to receive the amulet.

The mayor spoke with a calm tone, “Oona, we ask for your forgiveness from sins long ago. We seek to build a better future for all of us, human, and shadow elf. We cannot undo the past, but we can change the present.

“I bequeath the amulet of your people, to you. The town of Gravestone, welcomes you back to your ancestral home. We look forward to your people returning, and building a new relationship, built on a new trust, and cooperation.”

The mayor placed the amulet in my hands.

The mayor, Aldric, and the others, bowed to me with respect, and honor.

I bowed to them, thankful for this transition.

When we all stood up, everyone smiled.

“It is done,” the mayor boomed. “Ravens will be sent to the southern isles, for your clans and families to return to the caverns. Oona Nightlore, you will be the liaison between the Syldoric Caverns, and the town of Gravestone.”

“Thank you,” I said, with a brightness to my red eyes.

The sun set behind the horizon. A flash of light filled the sky, before it faded away to dusk. Stars began to appear across the heavens, twinkling into view.

“It is done,” the mayor smiled at me, but I could see the darkness in his eyes.

I guessed Lyra was watching me, and I winked at the mayor, making sure she saw me.

The mayor simply looked at me, his smiling expression unchanged.

Suddenly, an arm curled around my neck. I was brought closer to Thalia as she smiled from ear to ear.

“Time to celebrate! Drinks are on me!” Thalia shouted loud enough to wake the dead.

Chuckles and laughter filled the area, before we all moved as one.

I enjoyed Thalia’s touch as she leaned on me as we walked. I looked at her smiling face. I glanced back at Aldric and Theron, walking behind us. Aldric grinned, while Theron looked at me with a small, loving smile. The mayor, Anara, and Elowen trailed behind all of us, with small smiles.

I turned my head forward, looking at the road before us, leading to town. There was still much to do. I had to welcome my people back to the caverns, while getting to know the town of Gravestone a little more. A relationship had started, and I was going to see it as far as it would go. In my heart, I hoped Lyra, and the people of Gravestone wanted a better future for all. In the meantime, I would make sure everyone remained honorable.

We walked back to town, the moon rising to a beautiful new night along the coast, my heart filled with joy, and a new destiny on the dark horizon.

~Fin~
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