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The minotaur stopped at the edge of the great pit. Consuming the scant light in the tunnel, it threatened to swallow him as well. He rubbed his right horn, feeling the cool gilded tip against his fingers. Alongside him, Kale kicked a stone into the hole. It clattered against the sides as it fell. After searching for an alternate route, the minotaur determined descending the hole as the only way forward.

"Come on, Pancras!" The diminutive lizard-like creature, who, according to legend, descended from dragons, gestured for his friend to follow him. The minotaur sighed, running his hoof along the edge of the precipice. The black-and-red striped drak jumped into the unnaturally dark void. "It's not that deep! You were right!" Kale's voice echoed up from below.

Pancras suspected the darkness was magical in nature. Dwarven lights, powered by the Soul Forge, dotted the tunnels of the city, illuminating the upper part of cavities such as the one before him. Shaking his head, he tapped a piece of rubble at the edge. It vanished into the blackness. Sometimes I think Kale is braver than he is smart.

The scraping of a boot behind him interrupted his mental debate on the prudence of following Kale. Smoothing the front of his gold-trimmed violet robes, he faced the hairy creature behind him.

"I'm Edric. I've been ordered to go with you." The dwarf ran his fingers through the frayed braids of his beard, evidence that he had not groomed himself in days. 

Inadvertently standing downwind, Pancras wrinkled his nose as the pervasive odor of stale ale, which clung to the dwarf, wafted past him. He and Kale could handle whatever they encountered, but since the dwarves sent a helper, he would put Edric to work. The smelly bugger can distract the ghouls at least. He nodded, pointing toward the darkness. "Fine. Get in then."

Edric shrank away from Pancras. "That hole? Why in the name of Adranus's beard would I do that?" Easing forward, he peered over the edge into the blackness, running his fingers through his facial hair. "What's down there?"

Pancras sighed. "Were you not told why we're here?"

The dwarf shook his head. "Nah. They don't tell us much when we're being punished. You fellas are from Drak-Anor, right? I figured you being here with us dwarves was your punishment for something or other, and I got stuck here with you."

I suppose being here is a punishment of sorts. "Lord Sarvesh asked Kale and I to help your Seer-King with this ghoul problem as a gesture of goodwill."

"Ghouls?" Edric stepped away from the hole. "I heard about some problems down here, but nobody mentioned ghouls. I don't mess with no undead beasties."

"Well, that's the job." He gripped Edric’s collar. The dwarf squirmed, thrashing. Holding him at arm's length, Pancras dropped him into the hole. After taking a deep breath, he jumped in after the dwarf. For a brief moment darkness enveloped him.

Unprepared for the impact of hooves to ground, he collapsed onto his knees. Kale, busy helping Edric to his feet, shook the dwarf off his arm, then rushed to his friend. Pancras waved him off. There wasn't much Kale could do to help him up anyway since he stood only as high as the minotaur's waist.

"When did we get a dwarf?"

"He arrived just after you jumped down the hole. Ordered to help us." There was a time not so long ago when Pancras would have needed a translator to understand the dwarf’s language. However, when Lord Sarvesh became leader of Drak-Anor, he required his closest advisors, and anyone else who was interested, to learn Dwarvish.

"Help us, huh?" Kale offered a clawed hand to the dwarf. "I'm Kale."

Staring at the proffered hand as if it might bite, the dwarf shook it with obvious reluctance. "Edric."

Pancras eyed the rocky ceiling above them, noting the dark void encompassed only the hole. Hmm. It is indeed magical. Standing in an unlit, rough-hewn tunnel wide enough for only two side-by-side, the minotaur crouched to keep the tips of his horns from scraping the ceiling.

Shaking his head, Edric examined the walls with a gloved hand. "This is not dwarven work. Look at these markings." He pointed to a pattern on the wall. "This tunnel was dug by claws."

Kale probed the area with a clawed finger, then faced Pancras. "Dug? So the ghouls came in from outside Ironkrag?"

"Yes. We have ghouls coming in from outside. Ghouls of goblin, drak, oroq, and dwarven origins, yes?" Ticking his fingers, Pancras recited the names.

"That's what Sarvesh said." Kale drew one of the many daggers from his bandolier. "But where do they come from? The dwarf ghouls, I mean. Dwarves turn to stone when they're dead, right?"

Edric nodded. "Yes. Fuel for the Soul Forge. I have never heard of a dwarf being so afflicted." He regarded the black hole above them. "I wish I'd repaid that bastard moneylender now. They sent me here to get rid of me."

Grinning, Kale raised himself on tiptoes to put his arm around the dwarf's shoulder. "Don't worry. Pancras and I have some experience with this. Ghouls are nothing."

The dwarf pulled away from Kale. "It ain't the ghouls I'm worried about. It's what's making them."

Pancras nodded, chewing his upper lip. "Edric speaks wisely. A vampire could do this. Perhaps a necromancer. There are older and fouler things that could so corrupt a dwarf as well. The ghouls are a symptom of the problem. Our true foe is much more dangerous than a pack of mindless flesh-eaters."

A clicking sound from up ahead interrupted his musings. Although a variety of creatures made their homes in dark places of the world, Pancras had not encountered any that made such a distinctive sound.

Dropping to a fighting stance, Kale peered ahead. "What's that?"

Pancras eyed Edric. The dwarf shrugged. The minotaur drew magical energies to him, preparing them for use on whatever lay ahead, the tips of his horns glowing with emerald light as the swirling tendrils of aether converged.

He nodded. "Let's proceed then."

Moving alongside Kale, Edric drew his sword, a short and angular weapon designed primarily for chopping and slashing, typical of the type of brute-force weaponry dwarves preferred. They crept forward, guided by light from the magical foci on Pancras's horns. Although the minotaur was accustomed to living underground, he noticed the air in this tunnel felt uncharacteristically oppressive and thick.

The tunnel descended as they advanced. The subtle downward slope became more pronounced the farther from Ironkrag they explored. Pancras sniffed the air, recognizing the faint stench of decay. The clicking in the distance continued, growing louder.

"This is worse than Deep Road patrol," the dwarf complained.

With every step forward, the clicking sound grew louder and the odor became stronger. 

Stopping, Edric held up his hand. "Feel that?"

Pancras and Kale stood motionless. The minotaur felt nothing out of the ordinary. "What?"

"Vibrations. In the stone. Feels like machinery ahead."

Kale nodded at the minotaur. "Hey, maybe it's not such a bad idea to have a dwarf along after all, huh?"

Pancras frowned. "I never said it was."

"Where do you suppose this tunnel goes, anyway?" Kale peered into the darkness. "We've walked a ways already, and we're going deeper and deeper. I'll bet we're already below Deep Road."

The underground thoroughfare connected most of the dwarven cities, from Dwegerthon in the Iron Gate Mountains to Ironkrag and Korbaddan in the Dragon Spine mountains in the northwest. Although he was unsure how far under the mountain Deep Road extended, Pancras agreed Kale was probably correct.

"Let's keep going." Gesturing for Kale and Edric to lead the way, he concentrated on keeping his magic at the ready, cursing himself for not bringing Kale's sister who specialized in combat sorcery.

The tunnel continued its descent, turning sharply before opening into a cavern. The misty glow of phosphorescent moss covering the distant ceiling looked like purple clouds in an impossibly dark sky. The clicking echoed throughout the chasm.

"Whew! I thought something stank." Kale waved his hand in front of his snout. "It reeks in here."

"Oh." Edric sniffed the air. "I thought that was the two of you!"

"Ghouls are close." Pancras pushed past his smaller companions. "Be on your guard."

As they moved deeper into the cavern, the minotaur felt the ground vibrating through his hooves. Ahead, boulders the size of drak houses dotted the chamber, and a shadowed recess lay at the center of the floor. Upon reaching the end of the path leading to the depression, he peered over the edge into a shaft.

Downward pointing spikes lined the sides of the pit. A pool of scarlet liquid churned at the bottom. The bloodlike substance rose to the sides, creeping upward almost like ivy, yet it moved in a way that suggested thought, purpose.

It was then Pancras realized: the spikes were teeth.

***
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"What is that?" Kale bumped into Pancras. Gasping, the minotaur took hold of him. The drak observed spikes and a red morass at the bottom of the pit. Pulling on Kale’s bandolier, Pancras dragged him away from the edge.

“Bloodmaw.”

“What?” Kale adjusted his dagger belt. 

“It is a beast born of chaos.” Pancras stroked his chin. “It should not be in this world."

Edric looked over the edge. "That thing's making the ghouls?" The clicking noise echoed up the bloodmaw's pit.

"No, no. I don't think so. It can corrupt, though, corrupt and devour. When the world was sundered, the shards of Calliome were surrounded by elemental chaos. Scholars called it the Maelstrom. Those rifts were all sealed with the healing of the world, but as with all grievous wounds, some of the scars festered and allowed bits of chaos to seep through, much like the portal to the Fae Realm in Drak-Anor. They allow what's on the other side passage to our world. This chaos beast"—Pancras gestured to the bloodmaw's pit—"must have come through one of those festering sores."

"How does it make that—?" Kale noticed movement out of the corner of his eye. Dozens of ghouls, hunched over with their knuckles touching the ground, shuffled toward them out of the darkness. Their dirty, elongated nails resembled talons. Ghouls that were once dwarves, draks, and even minotaurs and humans, trudged toward them. He tapped Pancras on the hand.

"We have company."

The dwarf spun, brandishing his sword. 

Pancras faced the ghoul horde. "Aita's bloody bones!"

Ghouls closed in from all sides, moving toward them with purpose. Kale drew a second dagger, crouching into a combat stance. "Why aren't they attacking?"

The glow from the tips of Pancras's horns intensified. "They are being controlled."

"Indeed." A mellifluous, malicious voice answered. The language it spoke sounded strange to Kale; yet somehow he understood it. The air around them grew ranker and as cold as the deep of winter. A shadow rose from behind the pack of ghouls surrounding them. 

"Welcome, Necromancer. Come to join my ever-growing army?" 

Kale shuddered, his stomach twisting in knots. Every fiber of his being screamed for him to run and hide or cower in fear at this twisted abomination in the shadow. Yet, his brain commanded him to stand fast with Pancras.

The minotaur stepped forward, interposing himself between Kale and the shadow. "We come to destroy it."

The shadow laughed. "The three of you? You would make fine additions, despite your foolishness." The figure moved forward, revealing its true form: that of a slime-covered humanoid. Shadows cloaked it like billowy clouds of soot and ash. Kale found himself instinctively shrinking away from it, although he had never seen anything like it. Its slavering maw snapped. Hissing at the trio, it bared its teeth.

Pancras planted his hooves firmly into the ground. The emerald glow at the tips of his horns flared. 

Kale shielded his eyes against the glare as Pancras threw open his arms, chanting, "Aita pairnei piso tee dyaenamee pou eiche klapei."

Growling, the shadow charged the minotaur. Kale leapt forward, throwing a dagger in its direction. He threw two more from his bandolier before touching down. The daggers punched holes through the shadow. Hissing, the wounds sealed themselves with a puff of greasy smoke.

"Ypoloipo, nekrees psychees. Peegainete sto aionio yeapno sas!"

A burst of emerald flame cascaded across the ranks of ghouls. Screeching, they clawed at their skin as brilliant green flames consumed them. Edric stood at the edge of the bloodmaw pit. Although his legs trembled, he stood fast. Together, Kale and his companions held their ground.

The minotaur's horns continued to glow. "Aspida tou ravematos." The shadow beast slammed to a stop inches from Pancras's face. A thin shell with a kaleidoscope of colors playing across its surface, like the rainbow on a bubble of soap, surrounded his friend. 

Stepping back, the shadow creature shook itself. Growling, it swiped at Edric, as one might swat a fly. The dwarf dove to the side, rolling into a crouch, then pointed the tip of his sword at the shadow.

"You are a worthy opponent, Necromancer. You speak with the voice of Aita. A pity. You could be so much more than you are." The shadow beast's sugary tone crawled under Kale's skin. He shivered, feeling the desperate need for a bath.

"What I am is enough for me."

Kale poised his daggers for another throw. For all the good it will do. The shadow beast lunged forward attempting to drive Pancras into the bloodmaw.

"Skia veema." The minotaur vanished just as the beast reached him. Unable to stop its momentum, it tumbled over the edge. Pancras reappeared next to Kale. The trio listened to the beast howl in rage at the bottom of the pit.

"Fooled by a childhood trick." Tugging at Kale's bandolier, Pancras gestured at Edric. "Come, we must find a way to seal the rift before it climbs out. The bloodmaw won't devour that thing. They're probably working together."

***
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Pancras easily destroyed the undead, simply by recalling the energy used to create them. Channeling that energy, he erected a shield before the shadow reached him, but the demon was strong, and its impact against the shield nearly caused its collapse. Luckily, he used the demon's own shadow to step through and avoid its next charge.

His cleverness did not come without cost, though. Pancras, tired and hungry, felt as if his last sleep and meal were weeks ago; when, in reality, they were but a few hours past. Magic taxed the wielder, particularly when fighting a strong foe and using different effects in rapid succession. Pancras willed his legs to carry him forward.

A shadow demon, a chaos rift, a bloodmaw. I hope those hairy little cretins appreciate this. No wonder the Seer-King didn't send his own dwarves down here. I'll bet the old bastard suspected something like this and asked for Sarvesh's help because he views us as expendable.

"How in the name of Pacha's blue bollocks are we going to destroy those things?" Edric jogged to keep up with Pancras.

"That is a very good question." The minotaur slowed his pace. One for which I do not have an answer. I can seal the rift... if we can find it.

The three skirted the edge of the bloodmaw's pit. Pancras heard the shadow demon scrambling against the sides, roaring. He hoped the downward-pointing teeth hindered its progress long enough for them to find something, anything useful to hinder it from following them.

He stumbled over a boulder, exposing a cave rat that then scurried for cover. Pancras saw a glint of metal up ahead. He surged forward to find part of an unattended digging apparatus churning away at the rock. Locked in place, the digging bit spun fruitlessly just above the dirt as it had for gods know how long. It appeared to be dwarven in make, but it was a style he had never seen.

Edric approached it. "Wow, this thing is old. There are a few of these back in the city, but we don't use them anymore." He ran his hands along the machine. "These date back to before the Sundering." 

"Wow." Kale's widening eyes gleamed with the wonder of a child experiencing their first snowfall. "How does it work?"

Edric climbed onto it. "I'm not sure. These are from before my time. The controls don't look that different than some of the machines we have now. Well, except it feels different, if that makes sense? Can you feel it?"

When Pancras placed his hand on the machine, he felt arcane energy running through it. "The magic is old. How do the ones you have currently work?"

"There's a bunch of springs, clockwork gears, that sort of thing. I think they draw power from the Soul Forge, but I don't really know much about that." Edric pulled a lever. The machine lurched forward, spewing bits of rock and dirt and leaving a gouge in its wake. After he pulled another lever, the machine turned toward the bloodmaw pit, chewing its way forward.

Edric jumped off the machine. "Seems a shame to waste such fine craftsmanship, but I suppose it might do some damage if we let that beastie chew on it a bit, eh?"

Pancras nodded. "It should buy us some time. I'm sure that shadow demon won't be pleased when a giant dwarven machine falls on its head."

"I don't know. My daggers went right through it like it wasn't even there." Kale tugged at Pancras's sleeve. "Hey, look! There's another tunnel behind the machine!"

Phosphorescent fungi covering the cavern walls and ceiling spiraled into the tunnel, like a whirlpool. 

Pancras led Edric and Kale into the passage through curves that descended deeper underground. The weight of the earth above pressed in all around them. Suddenly, the ground shook, and they heard high-pitched wailing.

Grinning, Edric eyed Pancras. "I'm guessing that bloodmaw beast didn't like the meal I gave it."

Shaking off the debris that smacked him in the head when it fell from the ceiling of the passage, Pancras continued forward. He tapped his hoof against the ground, noting the surface felt more like metal than packed dirt.

"Eww! Pancras, the wall is furry!" Kale recoiled, bumping the minotaur and pushing him into the opposite wall with a squish.

Pancras came away with bits of fur stuck to his robes. "We're close to the rift. See its effect on the environment?"

The tunnel grew brighter as they followed it to its termination in a small chamber. At its center, a glowing slash hovered about a drak's height from the floor. Pancras moved closer to examine the coruscating, writhing river of light.

The floor beneath the rift churned. It bubbled as if the metal were boiling, but Pancras did not feel heat from the seemingly molten metal. He found it difficult to look directly into it; yet he felt it tugging and pulling at his eyes. Piercing the ceiling of the chamber, dozens of shadowy tendrils rose like smoke. A thick fleshy column descended from the ceiling into the heart of the pulsing light.

"There! The bloodmaw is still connected to the rift." Standing before the swirling miasma, Pancras gathered threads of magical energy. He spread his arms, looking over his shoulder at Kale and Edric. "I'm going to close it. Whatever happens, you must make sure nothing interrupts me."

Kale drew two daggers. "What happens to the bloodmaw if you close the rift while it's still in it?"

"It might be cut in half. It might be ejected all together."

"Ejected?" Edric, adjusting his grip on his sword, stood next to Kale. "On our side or the other?"

"Yes." Pancras moved his hands in the complex patterns the ritual required. Sealing the rift should be like sealing any other magical portal... I just hope I have strength enough left to do it. He chanted under his breath, raising the volume of his voice to match the intensity of the arcane energy. "Stenee pyealee, stenee pyealee..."

***
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As Kale listened to the minotaur chanting, he wished his sister could be with them. Deli would burninate anything that attacked us right now! He flipped one of his daggers in the air, catching it by the handle.

Shuffling his feet, Edric fiddled with the hilt of his sword. The dwarf muttered to himself. "Should've stayed at the pub. Never dealt with this stuff at the bottom of a bottle. Warm beds, happy whores, maybe get a job, pay off my debts, but not this. Never this."

The air crackled. Kale surveyed the room. The walls seemed to undulate, but he wasn't sure if that was an effect of the energy in the air or if the walls were actually moving. Reflecting he understood little about raw chaos, he wished Pancras would hurry.

Gelatinous sludge squished between his toes as the floor oozed up around his feet. Yelping, he shook the goo off them in a sort of hopping dance. One of the walls erupted in a shower of blood and ichor, swirling toward the rift like a tornado.

"You have to stop him, Kale."

The drak gasped. Delilah, his twin sister, appeared before him. Her crimson and ebony scales appeared dull and ashen in the sickly light of the rift. Leaning on her skull-topped staff, she flashed her eyes at him.

"Come, Kale." Smiling, Delilah held out her arm for him. "Let's leave this nasty place. Come away with me."

Kale glanced over his shoulder at Pancras. The necromancer gave no indication he saw or heard her. It sounds like Deli... but it doesn't. He stepped toward her. Putting her arm around him, she hugged him close, tickling his ear with her muzzle.

"It ain't real!"

Deli jerked backward, squealing, when Edric hacked her arm with his sword. Black ichor spewed from the ragged stump as he sliced through skin and bone.

"Deli!" Kale lunged toward Edric.

The dwarf caught the drak's arm poised to stab him with a dagger. "I told you, it ain't real. Look!"

As Kale's attention wavered, Delilah’s form dissolved into a tentacle that retracted into the wall. Shuddering, he pushed Edric away. Two more tentacles shot from the wall toward Pancras. Shouting, Kale leapt toward them, slashing with his daggers.

Tentacles descending from the ceiling snagged Edric. Muttering a string of expletives, the dwarf raised his sword. Each slice produced a splash of ichor, like grease from plump sausages. One of the tentacles wrapped around Kale's ankle, then hoisted him into the air.

Slashing at the tentacle that held him, Kale’s dagger drew a line of burning fire across his leg. He cursed at his clumsiness. The tentacle flicked him like a bit of mud on a shoe. Screaming, he sailed through the air into the rift.

Kale's vision exploded into flashes of green, yellow, and silver. He wheeled through what seemed like eternity in a realm where up and down were the same as left and right. He could see the flavor of ripe apples and roasted meat. When he opened his mouth, Kale found he could not cry out. He could only smell the sound of Pancras's chanting.

Through to the other side of the rift he flew. After crashing into a metallic wall, Kale's world went dark. 

***
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Pancras caught a glimpse of the little drak dangling by his ankle. If he stopped to help Kale, the incantation he wove to seal the rift would be ruined, and he would have to start over.

Suppressing uncertainty the ritual would work, he repeated the words, continuously. He poured every bit of arcane energy he could muster into the rift. "Stenee pyealee, stenee pyealee." He had encountered only one magical portal in Drak-Anor, and although he studied it intermittently over the last several years with the help of the sorceress Delilah, he never tried to close it. The theory behind the process, until now, he had not tested.

Through the air, Kale sailed past him into the rift. Pancras's heart skipped a beat, but he willed himself to concentrate on the task at hand. If he sealed the rift with Kale inside it, the drak would be trapped in elemental chaos for eternity. However, leaving the rift open risked destruction to Ironkrag and maybe even Drak-Anor. As much as it pained him to admit it, closing the rift was worth the life of one drak or even all three of them.

The air crackled as lightning arced across the room. The kaleidoscope of colors caused Pancras's head to ache. He saw no sign of Kale but noticed Edric struggling with a veritable forest of toothed, suckered tentacles. Pancras felt the portal’s tenuous connection with the Mortal Realm weaken. 

The wispy tendrils of shadowy smoke coalesced into a familiar, demonic form. Pancras redoubled his efforts to end the ritual. "STENEE PYEALEE!"

Splurrrt-woosh! Air rushed past them as the rift contracted with a sucking sound. Pancras felt a force slam into him, driving the breath from his lungs. After a flash of light, the chamber fell still. Edric's sword clanged to the ground as the tentacles he fought vanished. The closing rift bisected the bloodmaw: the part in the rift no longer visible, and the part still within Calliome mortally wounded. After slithering through the hole in the ceiling, it crashed to the floor with a grotesque, wet plop.

Working to catch his breath, Pancras fell to his knees. Smokey tendrils wafted from his limbs, gradually growing nebulous until they vanished completely. Although the shadow demon disappeared when he closed the rift, it was no guarantee he eliminated the threat. He heard the dwarf getting to his feet behind him. He didn’t see the drak. "Kale?" Pancras called in a raspy voice.

"Ow."

Upon stepping around the bloodmaw's carcass, Pancras found Kale curled up against the wall, holding his head and moaning. Kneeling down next to him, the minotaur put his hand on Kale's shoulder. The drak's scales felt feverish and uncomfortable to the touch.

"Kale? Can you move?"

"Can I?" Kale lifted his head as if lead weights were attached to it. His eyes seemed different to Pancras, although their color had not changed. "Yes, but I don't want to. I hurt, Pancras. I feel like I'm burning up from the inside out."

"It'll pass." He helped Kale to his feet. I hope.

"What now?" Edric poked at the remains of the bloodmaw with his sword. The angular blade sank into the carcass like a knife through a quivering bowl of jelly. Grimacing, he yanked it free, then shook the slime off it.

Pancras scanned the room. There was still no sign of the shadow demon. "Let's try to head back to Ironkrag. You dwarves can probably deal with any remaining beasties down here. I recommend collapsing these caverns entirely." Although he figured the dwarves would ignore his advice, he gave it anyway.

"They sent me down here to get rid of me. I bet they never thought I'd come back."

"Why is the room all twisty?" Staggering, Kale held his head. Pancras moved to lift him, reaching under the drak’s arm. Given his propensity for sausages and cheese, Pancras expected the drak to feel heavier.

"If nothing else, you have quite a tale to tell."

"Aye."

The three made their way up the twisting tunnel into the main chamber where Pancras had destroyed the ghouls. The cavern was quiet and still, with only the phosphorescent glow of fungus providing light, no creatures stirring, not even cave rats. In comparison to the cacophony in the cave earlier, to Pancras's ears the trio’s breathing was deafening.

By the time they returned to the tunnel leading to Ironkrag, Kale’s body had cooled. He demanded he be allowed to stand on his own.

"I can walk! You can't carry me into Ironkrag. We'd never live it down!"

Pancras lowered Kale to the ground before the drak, risking injury, squirmed free of his arms. He kept a close eye on him, nevertheless, in case the effects of the chaos rift were permanent. 

He took a deep breath as the area of darkness at the end of the tunnel came into view. "Let's just get this report to the dwarves over with. Then we can go home."
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Chapter 2
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After several hours asking the same questions over and over again in the Dwarf Council chamber, the Seer-King seemed satisfied with the group's resolution of the problem. Pancras declined an invitation to stay and feast with the dwarves, so he and Kale could get an early start on the multi-day trek home. As they trudged up the mountain path, the forged, black gates of Drak-Anor came into view. Deep shadows shrouded the pass as the sun descended behind the mountains. A cold wind blew down from the peaks, heralding the approach of winter.

Pancras welcomed the coming snow. It blocked the mountain passes, making the city quiet without innumerable travelers afoot. Although many found winter boring in comparison to the other seasons, he looked forward to the time it afforded for contemplation and relaxation in front of a crackling hearth.

He sighed. He wanted nothing more right now than a goblet of mulled wine and a warm bed, but Sarvesh would want to be apprised of their mission under Ironkrag. With Kale bouncing alongside him, the minotaur wished for some way to tap into the drak's boundless energy. He continued forward, heartened by Kale’s seemingly complete recovery from exposure to the energies of the rift.

"Come on, Pancras! We're home!" Kale bounded ahead, waving for the minotaur to keep up. Pancras smiled.

"Go on ahead." He waved for the drak to go without him. "Find your sister and have a drink. I must meet with Sarvesh."

As he passed through the gate, the guards nodded in recognition. Most of his minotaur kin gave him a wide berth, but they always treated him with respect. Pancras suspected it was more out of fear that he would turn them into zombies than actual admiration for his abilities.

Of course, I would never turn them without their permission. Pancras rolled his neck. He had not created undead in several years, not since the Battle of the East Gate. Pancras allowed his thoughts to wander to that day when the forces of Drak-Anor defeated the warlock and his army of oroqs who wanted the underground city and its resources for themselves. The citizens transformed Twilight Dungeon, a destination ruled by whomever wielded the most power, into Drak-Anor, an independent city interested in trade and goodwill with its neighbors. That was the day the Earth Dragon came.

Terrakaptis made his lair in the caldera of the extinct volcano above Drak-Anor. He tended the new World Tree growing in the rich soil. Pancras didn't see the Earth Dragon much. He felt uncomfortable, like a potential meal, around a creature who was only one generation removed from the gods, and he suspected his necromancy made the dragon uncomfortable as well.

"Pancras! Oh, Pancras!"

Releasing the memory, the minotaur focused his attention on the three-legged, tentacled creature waddling toward him. Bargle was one of several Golguthrons who kept Drak-Anor clean, eager to eat the refuse, cast-off, and sewage created by the myriad creatures living in the city. 'Tis a motley bunch we have living here.

"Bargle. I'm on my way to see Sarvesh now." He hoped the revelation would stave off conversation.

No such luck. 

"There are some men here to see you. I think they're waiting with Sarvesh."

"Who?" 

"Men. Humans, I mean. I thought they were dwarves at first, but they're tall, like the werewolf girl."

Aeryn. Probably off scouting the lower trails. "Then what makes them dwarf-like?" Pancras scratched his head. He often found Bargle's logic difficult to follow.

"They're hairy. Great long beards!" Bargle waggled his tentacles to demonstrate. "What do they want?"

Pancras frowned, shrugging. "I have no idea; I haven't spoken to them yet. I certainly didn't invite them here. I don't know any humans."

The last bit wasn't strictly true. It would have been more accurate for Pancras to say he didn't know any humans who would visit him unannounced. 

"All right, thanks, Bargle. I will see what they want."

Pancras left the golguthron and continued on his way. The minotaur wound his way through the city market, ignoring merchants hawking their wares at him. Sarvesh, an Unseelie Fae, preferred to spend much of his time in the chamber where councilors from Drak-Anor's various districts of mostly minotaurs and draks gathered. Because he did not want to be seen as a ruler disconnected from his people, Lord Sarvesh involved himself in the daily affairs of the city, unlike the previous ruler. 

Erected from hewn stone blocks, the council tower stood only a few stories above the tallest buildings at the far end of the city market. Because it was barely half the height of the cavern in which it sat, an outsider might overlook it.

Pancras entered the tower, then followed the outer corridor toward the stairs that led upward. Poking his head into the council chamber, he hoped, despite the late hour, to find Sarvesh there. Indeed, towering over two humans attired in mouse-grey robes, Sarvesh flapped his wings at a lazy pace. A flame danced on the end of his tail.

Taking in a deep breath, he strode into the council chamber. "I have returned from Ironkrag, Lord Sarvesh. The ghouls are no more." He spoke in the Drak language, unconcerned with whether the humans understood him.

"Pancras!" Spreading his arms, Sarvesh met the minotaur halfway across the room, then embraced him. "I assume by your demeanor that all went well?"

Pancras shrugged, noticing out of the corner of his eye, the humans vying for their attention. He ignored them. "As well as could be expected. There was a shadow demon, an army of ghouls, a chaos rift, and a chaos beast." Pancras scratched his chin. "Nothing we couldn't handle."

Sarvesh's smile faded. Stepping closer, he lowered his voice. "By the gods, my friend... Are you putting on a show for the humans?"

Pancras nodded. "Of course. They might not understand my words, but I don’t want to appear as exhausted as I am. It was unexpectedly challenging. We were fortunate."

Sarvesh smiled. "I knew I could count on you." He clapped Pancras on the shoulder. "Now then, these humans say you must answer charges of some sort." Sarvesh moved behind them.

The shorter human, a man with a long, grey-streaked blond beard, cleared his throat. "We represent the Arcane University." His voice, shrill and uneven, possessed no trace of accent as he spoke in Drak, "You are delinquent on your dues and, thus, are in violation of the oath you swore when you accepted our training."

Pancras ground his teeth. Seriously? They traveled all this way to collect my dues. Since when did they care about that? "Fine, I'll pay them. How much?" He reached into his money pouch, searching for coins.

The taller human's shaggy, brown beard bounced as he spoke, "One thousand, three hundred eleven crowns, after penalties, fees, and expenses."

Nodding, Pancras fumbled with his pouch for a moment before his eyes widened. "Crowns? Gold crowns?" 

Sarvesh whistled. "At ten to one silver to gold, that's over thirteen thousand talons. No wonder there are so few wizards. Who can afford the fees?"

"The money"—the blond-bearded human waved his hand—"is inconsequential at this point. Your negligence in paying the dues, as I mentioned earlier, is a violation of the Wizard's Oath."

Rubbing his right horn, Pancras chewed his lip. He hadn’t expected officials from the Mages Guild to come after him. "You never seemed to care about this before. What's different now?"

"Our Lord, Archmage Vilkan Icebreaker, the Manless, has instituted some changes with the blessing of the Duke of Muncifer."

Pancras bit his lip until he tasted blood. "What happened to old umm"—he snapped his fingers—"What was his name? Archmage Golovin?"

The brown-bearded human's eyebrow rose. "Oh, he died. Several years ago."

"Pancras is my valued advisor." Drawing himself up to his full height, Sarvesh spread his wings. Flames trickled along their edges. "As you no doubt overheard, he just returned from an expedition helping our neighbors in Ironkrag with a sticky situation." 

Examining Sarvesh’s expression, Pancras could not determine whether the display was in anger or an attempt to intimidate the humans.

The blond-bearded human did not back down. "Which is why he is being given the option to present himself before a tribunal. If he were considered a true renegade, we would be authorized to kill him."

"Fine." Pancras spread his arms, bowing. "I present myself before you for judgment. I apologize for my neglect and will be happy to pay any penalties and fees as well as my dues forward for at least a decade." I have no idea where I’ll obtain that amount of money, but hopefully Sarvesh will back me.

Brown Beard chuckled. "That's very nice, but we are not your tribunal. You are to present yourself to the Tribunal of the One at the Arcane University in Muncifer on the first day of Spring's Dawning."

"Muncifer? Spring's Dawning?" Pancras's mouth dropped open. "That will require me to leave in the middle of winter to have even a prayer of reaching Muncifer in time."

Blond Beard nodded. "Hm, yes. I imagine the snows can close down these mountain passes. I expect you should leave quite a bit sooner than midwinter. If you do not appear at your tribunal, you will be branded a renegade and hunted down. Understand?"

Pancras’s ears flattened. Although he could dispatch one or two Slayers, wizard hunters employed by the university, he understood how the Arcane University handled renegades. One or two Slayers would be followed by others, endlessly. He would never be able to show his face in the civilized world again, not that he had any intention of leaving Drak-Anor. However, now, it appeared he would not have any say in the matter.

"Very good, then." Clasping his hands together, Brown Beard nodded. "Be well and have a safe journey!" The two humans exited the council chamber, leaving Pancras alone with Sarvesh.

"If it was that important, you'd think they'd clap you in irons and lead you to Muncifer themselves." Sarvesh stared after the men. 

"That's too crude for them. They assume every user of the arcane arts will be mindful of their oaths and do the honorable thing." Pancras scuffed the tip of his hoof on the floor. "They were quite serious about sending Slayers."

Sarvesh put his hand on his friend's shoulder. "They'd have to get through our gates to get to you."

"Yes." Pancras nodded. "I can't endanger anyone here over thirteen hundred crowns. I'll just go, pay the fine, and return here as quickly as possible."

"And the punishment?"

The minotaur shrugged. "How bad can it be? If they kill me or somehow render me unable to use magic, they're not going to get any more money from me. What's the expression? One cannot squeeze blood from a stone?"

"Famous last words."

***
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To Kale, entering the Bloody Spike was like coming home, more so than was stepping through the gates of Drak-Anor. He and his sister spent most of their free time in the pub; it was his happy place, and after what he experienced in the chaos rift, he needed his happy place.

He didn't want to admit it to Pancras, but he still felt as if his blood were on fire, and his vision had not yet returned to normal either. He saw auras around everyone. Although he didn't understand their significance, he decided to ignore them until after he had an ale with his sister. Besides, Deli might be able to tell me something. She's smart about this magic stuff.

He found Delilah at their regular table and her staff resting against an adjacent one. Where Kale was striped black and red, Delilah was striped red and black, although she was quick to correct anyone that her coloring was actually crimson and ebony. The skull topping her staff appeared to stare at the mug of ale in front of her and the steaming plate of sausages in the center of the table.

Leaning an elbow on the tabletop, the drak seated alongside Delilah cradled his chin in his hand. He stared into her eyes, enthralled. A golden glow surrounded each of them, but it faded after Kale rubbed his eyes. The aroma of sausages wafted past Kale's nose, causing his stomach to grumble. He felt as if he hadn't eaten in days. Since Sarvesh engaged in trade agreements with Celtangate and Ironkrag, the quality of food available in Drak-Anor improved immeasurably. Kale wasn't sure he wanted the other drak sitting so close to his sister. Narrowing his eyes at the stranger, he approached, realizing, only after seating himself, that he knew the dark-scaled drak.

"Welcome home! How did helping the dwarves work out for you?" The drak raised his mug.

"You remember Zarach, don't you, Kale?" Smiling, Delilah squeezed her brother’s hand. Kale reached toward the plate of sausages.

"Watch out! They're hot." Delilah swatted at Kale, but he snatched up a sausage before her hand reached his.

"They're not so hot." Kale bit into the roasted tube of meat. Grease spurted down his chin, dripping onto the table.

He felt Delilah's eyes on him. Zarach waved over one of the servers, then pushed a mug of ale toward Kale. "Are you all right?"

Kale shrugged, chewing on the savory meat. "I watched Pancras kill hundreds of ghouls, ran from a demon, got tossed through a chaos rift, you know, just a regular, boring day."

His sister stared at him. "You... were tossed through a chaos rift? What happened?"

Kale regaled them with the story of finding the rift and fighting off aberrations as Pancras closed the fissure and killed the bloodmaw. "We never did find out what happened to the shadow demon. Maybe it got sucked back through the rift."

Delilah nodded. "That's possible. Maybe it's out there still, pestering the dwarves."

"Maybe." Kale hoped it didn't follow them home. Grimacing, he arched his back. He felt sore and stiff, probably from hitting the wall. At least the food is good. He examined the mug of ale Zarach gave him, sniffing it before taking a sip. To his surprise, it tasted like ale humans brewed—crisp, bready, and refreshing, like rays of sunshine after a week-long storm. Years of drinking that fermented mushroom juice, reminiscent of soggy, moldy paper that the dwarves called ale, pained his palate.

Stabbing pain shot through Kale's head. Squeezing his eyes shut, he whimpered, stifling his reaction in front of Zarach. He felt his sister grip his hand again.

"Kale, are you sure you're okay? What's wrong?"

He shook his head. "It's nothing. Nothing. Just sore from getting tossed around." When he opened his eyes, the auras disappeared, but his throat and lungs burned when he inhaled.

"Nothing, my butt. You're ashen and panting." Delilah picked up her staff. Wisps of blue aether swirled around her. "Ageliofedros." A fuzzy blue boggin, little more than an orb of teeth with legs, popped into existence on the table. Delilah snapped her fingers in front of it. "Fetch Jared. Tell him my brother is sick."

The boggin yipped, hopped off the table, and sped out of the pub. "I don't need a healer. I just need to rest. And food. More food." Kale tore into another sausage.

Kale changed the subject to one of his sister’s favorite topics: herself. "So, what's with you two?"

"We're just enjoying a drink together." Delilah set down her staff.

"And sausages, huh?" Kale ate another one. "Was this your idea, Zarach?"

Zarach's eyes flicked from Kale to Delilah. His mouth opened and closed and then opened and closed again wordlessly. He seemed unsure of what to say. Delilah patted Kale's arm. "Why are you acting like this?"

"Why? Why?" Kale felt a flash of anger toward his sister. "I... you—" Another pain lanced through his head. He dropped the sausage, then clutched at his face. His skull throbbed as if impaled by a sword. Then, as quickly as it was upon him, the pain disappeared. Panting, Kale found himself on the floor. He stared at his sister who crouched over him.

"Hey."

"Kale!" Delilah cradled his head.

"Get off me! Help me up!" Kale struggled to his feet. Zarach and Delilah sat him in the chair. The Bloody Spike seemed quieter than he remembered. Looking around the tavern and feeling the glare of onlookers, he blushed.

"I'm okay. The pain's gone. Sorry about that. I don't know what's happening."

"That's why I called Jared." Delilah pulled her chair next to Kale's, keeping a firm hold on his arm. Kale nodded. Was I mad at her? Why was I mad at her?

"You don't look well." Zarach stood next to Delilah. "Maybe I should go see what's keeping Jared."

Kale waved a hand in protest. "No, it's only been a few minutes. Sit down. I'm sorry if I said anything that—"

"No, it's fine. I know you and your sister are close."

"What's all this then?" The human’s Drak words cut through the silence of the tavern. Relieved everyone's attention turned toward the entrance, Kale reached for a sausage. Two robed, bearded humans approached them.

Delilah moved toward her staff. Upon noticing it lay beyond her reach, Zarach passed it to her. "What are humans doing here?"

"We're from the Arcane University. We saw your messenger, a clever, if unorthodox conjuration." Raising an eyebrow, the brown-bearded human scratched his chin. "Where did you learn it?"

"Not from the Arcane University, hmm?" The other human leaned forward, staring at Delilah.

"No, I've lived here all my life." The eye sockets of Delilah's staff glowed blue, and Kale noticed thin tendrils of aether forming around it. "I learned from books, scrolls, and relics left behind by people like you who used to invade our homes and slaughter our people."

"Natural talent?" Cocking an eyebrow, Brown Beard glanced at Blond Beard. "Impressive but not unheard of among draks."

"It falls under the third statute of the Rose Concordat as enacted by Gerold the Craven. You know, The Manless will want his code enforced."

Kale looked from human to human. He had neither heard of the Rose Concordat nor the Craven Mage. He glanced at his sister. 

Delilah regarded the men through narrowed eyes, baring her teeth. "We're not beholden to your laws, no matter where you're from."

Blond Beard shook his head. "All practitioners of the arcane arts are beholden to the Rose Concordat. It is what enables us to coexist with the Slayers. To be a renegade, is to always be hunted."

Brown Beard nodded in agreement. "The archmage will show lenience toward you, of course, since your ability is natural and he has a soft spot for dragon kin." He ran his fingers through his beard. "Why, I bet he would allow this drak to simply begin paying dues from this point forward and take the oath."

Delilah tapped the butt of her staff on the ground. "I'm not taking any oath."

"Indeed?" Brown Beard cocked an eyebrow. "Do you know the minotaur Pancras?"

She nodded. What does Pancras have to do with all this?

"Speak to him. He will be traveling to Muncifer very soon to face his tribunal for negligence of his oath. I suggest you accompany him."

Blond Beard wagged a finger. "It would be most unfortunate if we had to enter you into the rolls of the renegades. Once the Slayers hunt you, there are no second chances."

Kale heard the sound of leathery scales sliding across the floor behind him. Suri, the medusa who ran the Bloody Spike and snake-haired consort of Sarvesh, slithered up to the two men.

"How dare you come into my establishment and threaten one of my customers!" She toyed with the chain holding her veil in place, a subtle threat Kale knew from experience she carried out on unruly patrons.

The two men bowed to Suri. Brown Beard spread his hands. "We offer no threat. We suspected this drak was unaware of the Slayers and the Arcane University's renewed position on renegades. We sought to educate and encourage, not threaten."

Blond Beard nodded first at his companion, then at Delilah. "As we said, if you present yourself at Pancras's tribunal, we can resolve this with a minimum of fuss. We are all comrades, we who weave the mystical fabric of the arcane. There is no reason for hostility between us."

Brown Beard bowed again. "We shall take our leave. We must be on our way to Celtangate in the morning."

After turning in unison, they left. Suri turned to Delilah. "What was that all about, anyway?"

Jared entered the Bloody Spike, carrying his satchel of herbs and medicines. Kale slumped in his chair. This relaxing evening is anything but.

***
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The next morning, Delilah visited Pancras to tell of her encounter with the two wizards. She berated him for not letting Kale and her know about his predicament. "When were you going to tell us? Or were you just going to leave without saying goodbye?"

The necromancer puttered about his laboratory, organizing the things he wanted to take with him on his journey and deciding the fate of the things he must leave behind. He had always dabbled in alchemy, but since he stopped creating undead years ago, his collection of instruments and reagents more than doubled. Noting the unsuitability of most of it for travel, he wavered with indecision over taking any of it.

Sighing, Pancras leafed through his scrolls. "It was late. I was tired, tapped out. After telling Sarvesh about what happened under Ironkrag and dealing with those humans, I came straight back here and went to sleep." He smiled at Delilah. "Believe me. It never crossed my mind to leave without saying goodbye. Anything I can do to delay my departure is welcome."

Placing a hand on her hip, Delilah pointed her staff at Pancras. "Ever thought of not going?"

Yes. For a moment. "Not really, no. It's not worth the trouble the Slayers would bring here were I branded a renegade."

"The city would band together for you." Delilah tapped the butt of her staff against the floor. "For us. We wouldn't stand alone."

"And they would die for us because we didn't pay a fine." Pancras sighed, pulling three scrolls out of the pile. After carrying them over to a small chest, he placed them inside. "No, no, I will not ask anyone to do that for me. Nor should you. It is unfortunate they discovered you. I hoped you would be spared the petty tribulations of the Arcane University and the Mages Guild, but what is done is done. We must deal with it."

"Do you really think they would send these Slayers after us? Just for a bit of coin?"

"There was a time when I would have said no. That's why I haven't paid in so long. I don't know anything about this Manless chap, the new archmage. I am not willing to call his bluff."

Delilah slumped. "I guess I need to go with you, then. How far away is Muncifer?"

Pancras rifled through a trunk until he located an object to help him navigate throughout his journey: a teardrop-shaped lodestone suspended from a string. "A long way. A couple of months overland if we can secure some horses or mules. If we have to walk the entire way?" He threw up his hands. "We'll never get there on time."

"When are we leaving then? Today?"

Pancras shook his head. "No, I need to get my affairs in order. Probably tomorrow." He groaned. Setting a departure date felt final.

"I'll be ready." Delilah left him to his packing. He took stock of his beakers and decanters, his jars of reagents, boxes of scrolls, and his wardrobe. He would have to leave behind almost all of it. He shuffled through his robes. Because of their weight, he couldn’t take more than a few extra sets. Fingering the gold trim on his purple robes, he decided to take the dark malachite ones with silver trim for daily wear. The black-and-silver and purple-and-gold ones would do for more formal occasions. Will I ever see my possessions again? It's a long way to go.

***
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Delilah stomped past the guards at the entrance of the minotaur labyrinth where Pancras lived. Stupid humans and their stupid rules. Who are they to dictate to us? She understood his point of view, though. The minotaur was right; the guards and warriors of Drak-Anor would fight Slayers who came for them, and neither of them had the right to ask anyone to risk death for them. She thought they could evade these Slayers indefinitely, but she decided to defer to Pancras's judgment.

Her brother was her more immediate concern, his erratic behavior and pallid scales the obvious result of being tossed through a chaos rift. She needed to ascertain he would be all right before she left him.

Delilah and Kale did not spend much time apart, and the thought of leaving her brother for months twisted her stomach into knots. She moved toward the city market, past the Bloody Spike and the series of caverns where the draks made their homes, although the twins had not lived within the drak community for most of their lives. Shortly after they were hatched, they were cast out of their own clan for superstitious nonsense regarding their status as twins hatched from the same egg.

She arrived at the small home she shared with Kale at the far end of the market near the council tower. What was once little more than a hole in the ground, another antechamber in the vast system of caverns, tunnels, and lava tubes that made up Drak-Anor, was now a homey hole, filled with Kale's tools, half-completed machines, and the scrolls and books from which she taught herself sorcery. Her eyes lingered on a beat-up codex she acquired from a trader a few years ago, a lexicon for the common trade language used by surfacers. She picked it up. I guess I need to buckle down and study this.

Kale lay in his bed. They slept in the back room, each on opposite sides of the hearth. Perking up when she stuck her head through the door, he shoved aside his blankets.

"Hey. What's going on?"

Sitting on the edge of her bed, Delilah flipped through the lexicon. "I'm leaving with Pancras tomorrow."

Furrowing his brow, Kale sat upright. "I thought you weren't going?"

"Stupid Pancras made me feel guilty." She shut the book, then tossed it on her pillow. "He made a good point: if they send Slayers after us, a lot of people will die in the fight."

"Oh, well, then I'm going with you!" Kale rolled out of bed, bouncing into Delilah.

She put a hand on his chest. "Jared said you needed rest."

"If you were going to Ironkrag or maybe even Celtangate, I'd let you go without me, but Muncifer might as well be the other side of the world. Do you even know how far away it is?"

Delilah slumped. "Pancras said a couple of months. If we can find horses." Resting her elbows on her knees, Delilah held her head in her hands.

Kale sat next to her on the bed. He put his arm around her, then rested his head on her shoulder. "We need to stick together, Deli. We're a team."

Delilah loved her brother, but his determination to tag along now twisted her guts more than the thought of leaving him behind. She thought of Zarach and the conversation her brother interrupted last night.

"Kale, have you ever thought about taking a mate? Maybe starting a family?"

He lifted his head off her shoulder. "Well, sure, but none of the clans here in Drak-Anor want anything to do with us." He picked at his claws.

"That's not exactly true. The Stoneclaw clan might."

"Might what?" Cocking his head, his eyes widened. "Hey! That's Zarach's clan!" He leapt to his feet. "Did you mate with him? Were you going to abandon me?"

Delilah stood, placing her hands on her hips. "Kale! What I do with him is none of your business, and I would never abandon you!"

"You did, didn't you!" He peered at her stomach. "Are you going to hatch a bunch of draklings?"

Throwing up her hands, Delilah groaned. "No! I told him if anything like that were to happen, Stoneclaw would have to take you in too." She took his hands. "It's like you said: we're a team."

Kale curled his lips. "I'm not mating with Zarach and you."

"Don't be stupid. He's not coming with us. It'll be Pancras, you, and me. Apparently." Delilah dropped Kale's hands, then left the bedchamber. She rooted through the closest pile of books and scrolls.

"Do..." Kale leaned against the doorway. "Do you think Stoneclaw clan has any females for me?"

"Probably." Delilah didn't want to spend the rest of the day talking about a possible future with the Stoneclaws. Sighing, she moved to another pile. "Look, why don't you go talk to Terrakaptis?"

"Oh, yeah, good idea. Let him know we're leaving." Kale strapped his bandolier across his body. "Maybe he'll give us a lift. Muncifer is a lot closer if you're flying!"

Delilah nodded. Fat chance of that, but at least you're out of my scales for a while.
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Chapter 3
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With his anxieties over his sister's blossoming relationship with Zarach Stoneclaw forgotten, Kale raced through the tunnels leading upward from Drak-Anor to the caldera of Bloodplume.

The tunnel led to a ledge which wound around the interior of the main lava shaft. Sunlight streamed in through the opening at the top, giving warmth to the cool, late-autumn air. Boughs of the World Tree, its violet leaves as bright and vibrant as the day it sprouted, cloaked part of the shaft in shadow.

Kale climbed the path until it terminated in the caldera. The sloping sides of the crater cradled the World Tree like a stone cup. Underneath, the Earth Dragon’s treasures glittered in the sunlight, sparkling in the dappled shade of the tree like stars on a moonless night.

The dragon lay on a boulder in the sun, soaking up the warmth like a cat. His scales, gleaming like polished rosewood, appeared supple and yielding, but they were harder than forged iron. The Earth Dragon, offspring of Rannos Dragonsire and Gaia the Earth Mother, lived through the Sundering over seven hundred fifty years ago, but he had not revealed his exact age to Kale.

Clearing his throat, Kale hoped the sound would rouse Terrakaptis. The dragon's eye snapped open. Upon seeing Kale, he stretched.

"Ah, my little drak. Come to see me again? How long have I slept?" He sat up.

"About six months this time."

Lowering his head, the dragon studied Kale. "Not so long, then."

"My sister and I have to leave for a while." Kale explained about the human wizards and their upcoming journey to Muncifer. "I'm sorry we'll have to put off the adventure you talk about a bit longer."

"It is I who must apologize. You've waited patiently to travel with me for years. It takes time to fully awaken from centuries of slumber." Terrakaptis yawned, displaying teeth as big as Kale. "When you return, you will be ready to journey with me to wake my brothers and sisters."

It was supposed to be the very next spring. Then the next, and the next. Kale shrugged. "I don't know how long it will be. Muncifer is a long way."

"No matter how long you take, it will be a short while to me."

"I don't suppose"—Kale shuffled his feet—"I don't suppose you could fly us there?"

Terrakaptis shook his head. "No, little one. Robbing you of this journey would do you a disservice. I sense something about you, a coming change. I smell... chaos. You need this time. Besides"—Terrakaptis drew himself up, covering the drak with his shadow—"I am a dragon, not a pony."

Kale bowed, remaining prostrate. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to offend. I just thought... it can't hurt to ask"—he peeked up at Terrakaptis—"right?"

The dragon's deep, booming laugh shook the leaves of the World Tree. "Of course not, little drak."

He turned his back to the drak to rifle through the piles of treasure surrounding the base of the tree. "I have something here to aid you on your journey." The dragon’s head disappeared from sight. Kale dodged platters and goblets made of precious metals that the dragon flung over his shoulder.

"Ah ha!" Terrakaptis emerged from the pile, holding a golden box dwarfed by his claws. He placed it on the ground before Kale. Intricate carvings covered its surfaces, and cutaways in the side panels revealed complex mechanisms within. Kale picked it up with one hand, noting the box felt lighter than he expected.

"What is it?" Kale inspected each side, turning it over in his hands.

"A puzzle box, created by a drak craftsman during the Age of Legend."

"Before the Sundering?" Kale whistled. If what the dragon said was true, the box was over a thousand years old, yet it appeared to have been recently crafted. He could not find a latch. "What's in it? How do I open it?"

"I do not know." Terrakaptis stretched, bringing his head near Kale. He flicked through another pile with one claw. "It's a puzzle. The challenge and reward, I suspect, lies in solving it. The contents could be even older than the box, or newer. It might be nothing, or a trinket, or a forgotten memory. I'm sure you have tools with which to tinker during your journey. I have something for your sister as well."

Kale stood transfixed by the box. Through the cutaways, he observed clockwork mechanisms below the gears and wheels, which must have taken tiny hands years to install.
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