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A chilly blast of air greeted Pancras as he opened the doors that led to the walkway. The waning twin moons of Calliome, the King and Queen, hung low in the sky, their soft light reflecting off the snow-covered Almerian rooftops. The minotaur’s eyes scanned to the left and right. Upon seeing the arcade empty, he gave the all clear.

The three draks and the dwarf followed him as they made their way toward the main hall. Sneaking out in the middle of the night was Kali’s idea. She assured them she knew the way through the palace’s undercroft into the catacombs and from there into the city. By the time Princess Valene and Lady Milena awakened the next morning and noticed their absence, they would be miles away from the city.

Assuming they successfully avoided the Royal Guard.

Almeria should have provided them a safe shelter from the harsh winter. It should have been a place in which to lie low and keep warm for several months. The luck of Dolios had not been with them however, and they found rampant political corruption in the city. Still, they might have ignored it had they not been pulled into the affairs of the prince and learned of noblemen using slave labor in salt mines. While Pancras believed the princess would keep her word and allow them to leave in peace, he didn’t want to take any chances.

Delilah took point as they descended the stairs leading to the main hall. She pointed her staff at the floor. As the eyes of the rodent skull atop her focus glowed blue, she whispered an incantation, “Kalee’steen enoch leetiké goyna.”

A dozen boggins materialized, then scampered into the main hall, yipping and gnashing their teeth. Were it not for the armored greaves worn by all the Royal Guards, Pancras would not have agreed to loosing the furry balls of hunger in the palace. He hoped their steel armor would be up to the challenge of boggin teeth.

Each downward step sent a new wave of pain into Pancras’s leg. Even a day off it would help the wound he incurred the previous morning, but there was no time for healing if they wanted to leave the city before the real fallout from Princess Valene’s coup began.

Once the shouts of alarm and clanks of running armored guards receded, the minotaur led the group across the main hall. They crossed without being spotted, and, as usual, found the door to the undercroft unguarded.

Kali chuckled as Kale pulled out his tools and set to work picking the lock. “They never guard the rooms where they store all their junk.”

“Dwarves do.” Edric grunted as he kept watch around the corner for patrolling guards.

“Dwarves post guards to their privies.” Kali snorted. A click from the lock heralded Kale’s success.

“Yeah, well, some of those nobles crap gold, you know.”

“Enough.” The minotaur ushered the draks through the door, snapping his fingers to attract Edric’s attention. The dwarf pulled the door closed after hurrying through it.

Kale locked the door behind them. “That should slow them down.”

The glow from Delilah’s staff illuminated the dusty, crate-filled alcoves. Deep shadows hid the tops of the arches that supported the ceiling, creating the illusion that the room was larger than it was. They heard distant shouts and the sounds of scuffling through the ceiling as guards chased down Delilah’s boggins. Vibration from the commotion above them knocked loose a layer of fine dust from the ceiling, which hung in the air like faerie glitter.

“I don’t suppose you can banish the boggins you summoned now that we no longer need the distraction?” Pancras followed the path in the dusty floor left by Kale and Delilah’s repeated trips to the catacombs some weeks earlier.

“Oh, probably. I never learned how to do that, though.” Shrugging, Delilah pointed out the new wrought-iron barricade bolt crossing the door that led to the catacombs. “’Guess they wanted to be sure undead things couldn’t enter the palace.”

The minotaur pursed his lips, lifting the bar out of the way. “You might look into that. I’m not keen on leaving a bunch of angry, hungry boggins for others to deal with.”

Delilah ducked under his arm when he opened the door. “I won’t learn it in time to help here, so don’t worry about it. You thought it was a good idea when I suggested it.”

“We need to learn some illusions.” Pancras waited for Kali, Kale, and Edric to pass before closing the door. He couldn’t replace the barricade bar from the catacomb side, a typical limitation of such crude door-barring methods.

“Wait...” Kali held up her hand.

“What?” Kale placed his hand on her shoulder to keep from bumping into her.

“I thought I heard something.”

Pancras cocked his head. As if that’s going to help. He held his breath as he strained to hear anything more than Edric’s heavy breathing and the commotion still audible from the palace guards chasing boggins.

He ran his hand down the cold, stone catacomb wall. “Close walls like these cause strange echoes. Could it have been noise from the palace?”

Kali glanced up at him. The orange-scaled drak wrinkled her nose and shrugged. “Yeah, it’s probably nothing.” She patted Kale’s hand. “Let’s go. The way I got in should still be open. It’ll be tight for the minotaur, but I think he’ll make it.”

The thought of squeezing into an even tighter space pained Pancras. He stooped to keep his horns from scraping the top of the tunnel. Their packs made the catacomb passageways seem even more cramped. If anyone were down here with them, they would surely be alerted to the presence of Pancras and his companions by the scraping of their packs against the walls.

“All those ghosts and whatnot you draks riled up a few weeks ago are gone, yeah?” Edric gripped the haft of his axe with white-knuckled fingers. He peeked around a corner, jumping as Pancras brushed past him.

“I can handle anything down here, Edric.” Pancras held aloft his focus, creating light with the same incantation Delilah used. Pulling Kali to the front of the pack with him, he led the way. He took note of the various twists and turns of the catacombs. One gift bestowed by the gods to his people was the ability to unerringly navigate labyrinths, and the layout of the catacombs was more straightforward than the labyrinths minotaurs occupied in Drak-Anor. He still needed a guide to show him the correct way to their destination; however, he would remember the way back should they need to retreat.

“Shh!” Kali held up a clawed hand to silence the whispered bickering of the drak twins. “I hear it again.”

Pancras heard it, too: the sound of voices echoing off the stone walls of the catacombs. It was impossible to pinpoint its origin, but the minotaur was certain what he heard was not the echoes of Kale and Delilah’s discussion. The source of the noise drew closer and became more distinct. He turned toward Edric.

“Are dwarves good at locating the sources of sounds underground? I hear three distinct voices.”

The dwarf snorted, tugging at his beard. “Maybe some, but not me.”

Pancras shook his head and proceeded down the corridor with caution. It figures I’d travel with the only dwarf who is terrible at being a dwarf.

* * *
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“Kale and I will scout ahead.” Kali took Kale’s hand. “Don’t follow us too closely.”

Kale shuffled along behind her. After withdrawing his hand from her grip, he drew his daggers as they ducked around a corner. He found it difficult to determine the difference between the sounds of his friends behind him and the others in the catacombs. One thing was certain: the sounds from those who were not his friends grew louder.

The stone walls and bone-filled niches of the labyrinthine catacombs couched their secrets in cobwebs and shadow. Kale peered into each alcove as they passed, hoping to see some sort of treasure unneeded by the catacomb's long-dead occupants.

Kali held out a clawed hand. She placed it on his chest when Kale continued to shuffle forward, oblivious to the intent of her gesture. She held a finger up to her lips, before pulling him by the arm into one of the compartments.

The others were close. He heard them clearly now, their voices rising above the scraping of leather on stone and the clink of metal against metal.

“Are you sure this is the way?” The voice sounded familiar to Kale, but he couldn’t place it.

“Of course not, Highness. I know the draks used these tunnels to enter my mine, so there’s no reason we cannot escape your palace by the same route.”

“I shouldn’t have to escape from my own damned palace. We’re coming back soon, Reznik, to deal with that woman and the rest of the traitors.”

Reznik and Gavril! Kale didn’t take the time to wonder how the men gained entry to the catacombs. The former mine owner and the former prince didn’t seem terribly close during the trial, but Kale was not good at deciphering human body language.

Kali placed her arm across his chest to restrain him as the two men walked past the niche they occupied. Although they glanced quickly at each alcove, they did not linger long enough to detect the draks hiding in the shadows. Several men garbed in chain shirts and armed with crossbows followed.

Once the humans passed them, Kali released Kale. He crept forward, daggers ready, and peered around the corner. The men stopped at an intersection, whispered, and pointed, clearly disagreeing about which direction they should go.

“They’re going to run right into Pancras and the others,” Kali hissed in Kale’s ear.

Kale nodded, glancing in the direction they had come. It seemed clear. “We should lead them away.” He pulled a clay pot out of one of the niches, then let it crash to the floor, sending hundreds of razor-sharp shards into the pathway.

As they heard the cries of alarm from the humans behind them, the two draks took off. Kali shouted directions as they ran. I hope we don’t end up lost down here.

The draks skidded around a corner, claws scraping on the stone floor, and found themselves facing a door. Kali cursed, and Kale whipped out his tools as he examined the locking mechanism.

“Hurry, Kale!”

Kale poked at the lock with a probe. It was an older-style lock, but it was more complex than most of the mechanisms he encountered in Almeria’s palace during their stay there. Furthermore, his initial examination revealed that the lock was corroded and would not be easily coaxed into unlocking.

Behind him, he heard a metallic twang just before a crossbow bolt embedded itself in the door next to his cheek.

“Time’s up, little draks.”

* * *
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“I heard it that time.” Delilah cocked her head toward the commotion.

“The dead could have heard that.” Edric picked his teeth with a fingernail as he leaned against the wall.

The drak sorceress eyed Pancras. The minotaur stepped forward, peeked around the corner, and then returned to the group. “The way is clear now, but I don’t see Kale or Kali.”

“Pah! We’ll be wandering down here for days without our guide.” Edric spat on the floor.

“We’ll not become lost, but I don’t know the way out.” Pancras crept forward, tracing Kale and Kali’s path and motioning for them to follow.

Delilah was confident in the minotaur’s ability to keep his bearings in the catacombs, but she did not relish the idea of being surrounded by dead bones for any longer than necessary.

The echoes of the disturbance nearby made it difficult to determine if they were headed toward or away from it. The drak sorceress dragged a claw along the wall as they walked, digging a gouge so she would detect if they doubled-back along the same passageways or became separated from Pancras.

Pancras held up his hand and turned to face his entourage. “I can hear them just up ahead. They’ve cornered Kale and Kali. Ready yourselves.”

The drak sorceress tightened her grip on her staff. Being mindful of her brother’s position behind the humans, she contemplated what spell wouldn’t endanger him. The humans ahead made no effort to be quiet.

“Where’s the minotaur, Drak?”

Delilah recognized the voice of the former Prince of Almeria, Gavril. Pancras slipped his new rod from his belt. It glowed with emerald light as he stepped around the corner.

“Right behind you, Gavril.”

“Kaléste gi stoicheiaki.” Delilah concentrated on the stone surface behind Pancras as coils of azure aether swirled forth from the top of her staff. A rocky fist punched its way through the floor, and then another. Stepping out from behind the corner, she observed Gavril and his cronies leveling their weapons at Pancras. Kale and Kali crouched behind them, their backs against a door.

The rock creature pulled itself out of the floor, leaving a collapsed, sunken depression of stone and dirt in its wake. Gavril’s eyes widened. He stepped backward as the creature advanced. The former prince’s lackeys shuffled, glancing at each other. Among them, Delilah spotted the slight man who once controlled Almeria’s largest salt mine, Reznik.

“Looks like we’re both trying to slink away in the night, Gavril.” The minotaur crossed his chest with his arms.

“You see, Reznik?” Gavril glanced over his shoulder at the balding man. “Princess Bitch has turned on him, too.” He drew a short, broad-bladed sword. “Fear not. The pain of her betrayal will be over quickly. Kill them all.”

Whooping, Gavril’s men charged.

Edric moved forward to meet them, axe raised. The dwarf slashed at the legs of the nearest guard as a ray of emerald energy shot over his head. After the ray struck the man in the chest, his face grew ashen, then withered. He collapsed, gasping and howling in pain.

Delilah’s rock creature waded into the crowd, its rocky fists smashing men as if pounding wooden pegs into the dirt. She scrambled backward as Pancras moved between her and Gavril.

She directed the creature to clear a path to Kale and Kali, keeping an eye on any humans intent on making her a target. Controlling the rock creature required more concentration than Delilah expected. She was linked to its mind, such as it was, and she understood it wanted nothing more than to pulverize everything and everyone in its vicinity, her friends included. Even a momentary lapse to defend herself might cause it to smash one of her allies.

* * *
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Pancras resisted the urge to marvel at the rock creature pounding its way through Gavril’s men. What else has Delilah learned this winter? He had heard of such conjurations, of course, but never witnessed them in action. As the former prince approached, Pancras cut his ruminations short. 

“I’ll gut you this time, Necromancer.”

The minotaur ignored the taunt. Raising his rod, he jumped to the side as a flicker of motion in his periphery foretold an attack on his flank by Reznik. He ducked under a guard sent flying over his head by the mighty fists of the rock creature Delilah controlled. The man hit the wall with a crunch and slid down, resting motionless on the floor. Reznik and Gavril lunged at Pancras.

“Skia veema.” The multitude of shadows swallowed him, and the minotaur stepped out of an alcove further down the hall. He leveled his rod at Reznik. “Klepstee dynami tis zois.” 

A verdant ray struck the wiry man in the face. His hair whitened, his eyes became cloudy, and his skin desiccated and withered. He let out a strangled cry, falling backward. Clutching at his aged face, he backed into a guard. Kali seized the opportunity when the two fell prone to leap upon him and Reznik. She stabbed with her daggers until both men lay in pools of blood.

Gavril kicked Reznik’s legs out of the way and advanced on Pancras, his eyes burning with rage. The minotaur’s wounded leg ached, and he realized he would not be able to evade the murderous human forever. “Angigma tou tafou!”

The former prince dove forward, ducking under the green ray. It struck one of the guards instead. The man screamed as ghostly hands grasped at him from the floor and walls, holding him in place. Kale ran by him, slashing at his legs.

Pancras kicked, connecting with Gavril’s face as the human rose in front of him. Gavril stumbled back and spat a gobbet of blood onto the floor. He growled, lunging again.

“Skia—” Gavril’s blade caught the minotaur’s side before he finished the spell. Pancras brought his head down and butted the human. Gavril fell backward, reaching out and grabbing the front of Pancras’s robe. The human’s weight jerked Pancras forward, wrenching his wounded leg.

Pancras gasped in pain. He cried out as a sharp fire bloomed in his gut. Tipping his head, he noticed Gavril’s sword protruding from his belly. The human grimaced with bloody teeth as he twisted the blade. Pancras’s legs became numb, then buckled under him.

Gavril held his grip on Pancras’s robe as the minotaur succumbed. He used the necromancer’s weight as a lever to right himself. 

Pancras heard Kale cry his name. 

From his position over Pancras, Gavril yanked his sword from the minotaur’s stomach, spraying the corridor crimson. The former sovereign then plunged the blade between the minotaur’s ribs into his chest.

Screaming, Kale and Kali stabbed Gavril, knocking him off Pancras. 

The world grew dim as the minotaur’s sight failed him. He heard Delilah call his name, and he felt a burst of heat just before the catacombs fell silent.

Darkness took him.

* * *
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“Pancras! Pancras!” Kale tripped over the bloody corpse of Gavril in his haste to reach the minotaur’s side. His daggers flew from his hands, clattering across the corridor. Already, the minotaur’s limbs were limp, and his blood mingled with dust on the floor. Shaking Pancras, he called his name, but the minotaur did not respond.

“Don’t do this. Don’t die on us!” Delilah knelt on the other side of Pancras. A bloody gash marred her side.

“Damn you, Drak!” Edric kicked one of the dead guards on his way to them. “Ya nearly incinerated me when ya let off that spell. Oh—” He stopped when he saw Pancras.

Kali probed Pancras’s wounds with a claw, then shook her head. Kale’s eyes burned with tears he blinked away. His sister stroked the minotaur’s hand as she repeated one word again and again. “No.”

The nightmare of being alone in a strange city clouded Kale’s thoughts. Without Pancras, we’re lost. What do we do? What do we do? Seizing the minotaur’s shoulders, he shook him, as if the violent action would awaken him from the slumber of death. In the recesses of his mind, he heard the clanking of mail and armored boots on the stone floor.

His heart pounded in his ears. Barely aware of Edric’s cursing, he didn’t react when rough hands grabbed him, then hauled him to his feet. He struggled when they pulled him away from Pancras.

“Stop. Release them!” The voice of Lady Milena broke through his grief. “By the gods, what happened here?”

The Royal Guard Captain’s eyes were puffy; she had obviously been roused from sleep. Kale tried to speak, but his words were barely a hoarse croak. He stared at his feet as tears fell from his eyes.

“We grew tired of your hospitality, so we were leaving.” Kali took Kale’s hand. “Gavril and Reznik had the same idea and attacked us.”

Milena stepped over to Gavril’s body and prodded it with her toe. “He was supposed to be locked up.” She glared at her guards. “Find out who released him and arrest them immediately.”

The guards released the draks, then saluted, before they exited through the catacombs. Milena sighed, rubbing her temples, before kneeling in front of the four. “I understand why you might have thought this was your best option. Believe me. I do understand.”

“We just wanted to be on our way.” Delilah spat the words through sobs.

“Come back to your suite. I’ll have my brother tend to your wounds. We’ll take care of Pancras. The princess and I bear him no ill will. He deserves a proper burial or whatever you think is appropriate. I’ll see to it personally you’re given sufficient supplies to last until you arrive at your next destination. You can leave whenever you like.”

She glanced over her shoulder at Pancras. “He was a decent man... minotaur. I grieve with you.”

“Let’s get going, then. I want to walk or sleep.” Edric stopped at Pancras. “Go with Aita, Minotaur. You were better than I expected.”

They followed Lady Milena through the catacombs and to the undercroft. She locked the undercroft door behind them before they returned to the palace. “I’ll have the guards collect Pancras’s body and place it in our mausoleum while you decide what is appropriate for him.”

In the main hall, Milena instructed guards to clean up the bodies in the catacombs and sent one to fetch her brother Arnost. They did not have to wait long in their chambers before the priest of Apellon arrived. Only Delilah suffered from more than bumps and bruises, the gash in her side superficial, appearing far worse than it actually was. By the time the human finished mending their wounds, the rush of battle and the grief of Pancras’s death caught up with Kale, and he fell into a fitful sleep.
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Pancras felt himself falling. He felt the wind roaring and sensed the world around him passing by. There was no light rushing closer, and although it was dark, he sensed the darkness deepening, growing darker, if such a thing were possible.

The wound in his stomach should ache, yet it did not, nor did his knee. The further he fell, the fewer physical sensations he felt, and he was overcome with a sense of disappointment; yet he felt oddly at peace. At last, a creeping shadow engulfed him. He wanted to struggle, to shout, to fight, but he couldn’t move. He couldn’t feel.

He was dead.

The shadow enveloped him in a cold embrace of total, utter darkness. Yet, even in the stark absence of illumination, he sensed a smile from within it. You have not evaded me, Necromancer. You will yet serve my queen.

Pancras wanted to cry out, to deny the dark creature that kept his spirit in thrall. His body was heavy, as though a lead weight pressed down on him. His mind wanted to scream, yet in death, he could not form even one thought.

Your suppositions are wrong. You live and die at the whim of my queen now, Necromancer. Her power grows, and your struggles to deny her, to deny me, are in vain. Feel her glory. Live again, as she desires.

Gasping, he snapped open his eyes to find a white veil obscuring his vision. For a moment, he panicked, unable to move. His body felt as though pins and needles coursed through it. After sliding the veil off his face, he assessed the small, stone-walled room in which he lay on a marble slab. Bolting upright, he screamed. Excruciating pain like that from the fiery heart of a forge lanced through his arm. He pulled it up and across his bare chest, gaping at the limb as it blackened, withering, and his fingers curled into sharp, black talons. As suddenly as it began, the pain stopped. He felt the shadow tickle the back of his mind, but it seemed content to fade into the deep recesses of his memory.

“What in the name of Tinian’s lance?” Two guards threw open the door, then dashed into the room. After taking one look at Pancras sitting upright, they fled.

Pancras panted, trying to catch his breath. The air smelled, tasting musty and stale, like the air in the undercroft. He felt as if he had been asleep for days. Darkness hovered at the edge of his vision, a fleeting phantasm that vanished when he tried to focus on it.

A dim light dangled from the ceiling, and he saw a shrouded body lying on another slab next to him. He could just reach it if he stretched, and a quick peek under confirmed it was Prince Gavril. He suppressed a shiver generated by the cold stone and heard approaching footsteps.

Arnost pushed the door open, his hand clutching the symbol of Apellon at his neck. The color drained from his face as he came upon Pancras, and he held the golden lyre before him. “By the light of Apellon, be thou cleansed, foul creature!”

The power of Apellon radiated from the symbol, washing over Pancras. It warmed his body, though the brightness hurt his eyes. He squinted and held up his withered hand to block the light.

“I don’t think that’s doing what you want it to do. It’s quite warm. It feels nice.” The absurdity of it struck Pancras, and he laughed. Gathering the shroud around his waist, he swung his legs over the edge of the slab and yawned. 

“You are not dead? Or undead?”

Pancras stretched his legs and arched his back. “No. No, I don’t think I am. I thought I was.” The minotaur flexed his still-bandaged knee. “Huh, it doesn’t hurt anymore.”

“You were most assuredly dead.” Arnost glanced behind him, frowning. “I must report this. Wait here?”

“I have no desire to walk around the palace naked, clutching this burial shroud around my waist.”

Pancras remained seated on the slab as Arnost departed. He examined his withered hand. Blackened and leathery, its condition did not seem to impair its function. Colder than his other hand, the nails had lengthened into talons, and it appeared mummified. He ran his good hand over his belly and found no evidence of the wound that claimed his life.

“What sorcery is this?” Princess Valene entered the chamber, Arnost and Milena hot on her heels. The princess wore a black gown of mourning and a lace veil. Pancras noticed the bleak color poorly matched her rich, sepia-toned skin. Milena’s armor blazed orange with reflected candlelight.

“Necromancy!” Milena began to draw her sword, but Arnost placed his hand on her arm to stop her.

“By some great fortune, I am not dead. I was, but I am now not.” Pancras felt he stated the obvious, but some people needed to hear the obvious when they were in shock.

“Arnost?” Princess Valene addressed Milena’s brother.

“The light of Apellon had no effect on him. He appears to be alive and”—Arnost examined Pancras’s belly—“unharmed.”

“This complicates matters. Arnost, you may leave. Milena?”

Milena nodded to her brother as he ascended the stairs. She turned to the princess. “Yes, Your Highness?”

“Inform the draks and bring them here.” She took Milena’s hand. “Be discreet.”

“It will be done.” Milena brought Princess Valene’s hand to her lips and bowed. Turning, she left the princess alone with her dead husband and Pancras.

“What now am I to do with you, Minotaur? You have killed the sovereign ruler of Etrunia.” Sighing, she crossed her arms over her chest. “Such a crime cannot go unpunished.” She regarded him, a slight smile lingering at the corners of her mouth.

“He did kill me first.” By Pancras’s reckoning, it was a closed-and-shut case. The law, of course, probably would not side with a minotaur, a foreigner at that.

Valene laughed, waving her hand. “Clearly self-defense. Your actions have freed me and this once-great nation from an odious, vile, petty little man. Two of them, actually. I understand Reznik was found amongst the dead. I suspected he would try to save his prince. He probably wanted to retreat with Gavril, regroup, and attempt a coup in the spring. I suppose I’ll have to launch an investigation to know for certain.

“You have effected great change here.” She paced as she spoke, stopping alongside her husband’s body before turning her back to it to regard Pancras.

“That was not my intention when I arrived. My friends and I sought only safety and warmth during the winter.”

Princess Valene reached behind, moved her husband’s dangling arm out of the way, and then leaned against the stone slab upon which he lay. “I intended to reward your service once things settled down, before you left. I am pleased you’re not dead, you know. I enjoyed our shared constitutionals in the mornings. I’m curious how you accomplished this resurrection.”

Pancras wanted those answers for himself, as well. He had a suspicion, which lingered at the edges of his memory. A gnawing, twisting feeling deep in his gut indicated he was not free of the shadow creature. He needed more time to research the matter before making any claims, however. “Perhaps the fetish I failed to create properly had some effect after all?”

“Is that possible?”

Pancras shrugged before rolling his neck in an attempt to loosen the muscles. “There are very few impossible things when it comes to the arcane arts. I have heard of ways to cheat death, but I have never tried any of them myself.”

“Under the circumstances, I think it best if you keep a low profile. Some of the guards will not understand.” Princess Valene circled the slab upon which Pancras rested, her heels clicking on the stone floor. “In a few days, I will have completed my purge of those loyal to Gavril, after which I should think you can move freely again. Besides, there was another snowstorm while you were... away. No one will be able to leave the palace again until tomorrow at the earliest.”

“Snow? How long was I... dead?” Intellectually, Pancras realized time must have passed in between the confrontation in the throne room and awakening on a slab, but he had no sense of it.

“You died the day before yesterday. The snow came upon us quickly; otherwise, we might have prepared you for internment in the catacombs by now.”

Pancras’s head reeled. He swayed, grasping the slab to steady himself. Princess Valene touched his shoulder.

“Easy. Your friends will be here shortly. Rest now.”

* * *
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“Firk—blast it, ye scaly—By Adranus’s beard!” Edric’s sputtering cut through Delilah’s concentration like an axe splitting a log. She slammed her grimoire shut and glared over her shoulder at the dwarf. He sat in the center of the parlor with her brother and Kali.

“How am I supposed to get anything done with the three of you making so much noise all the time?” Delilah hopped out of the armchair, then picked up a poker from the side of the hearth. She wanted to wrap it around the dwarf’s head but settled on stabbing the smoldering logs in the fireplace.

“Come on, Deli. We’re just having some fun.” 

Her brother, Kale, always wanted to have fun. How can he think of fun at a time like this? That’s why I’m in charge now, I guess. I’m the only one who realizes we have serious business to take care of.

“Is that magic book of yours going to teach you how to melt the snow away?” Edric stood, then walked over to the table. He poured himself a goblet of wine.

“No.” Delilah pointed the poker at Edric. “But it’ll teach me how to burn that beard of yours right off!”

A knock at the doors interrupted his retort. Delilah threw the poker to the floor before crossing the room to find out who disturbed them. Lady Milena bowed as the drak invited her in. The humans had kept their distance since Pancras’s death; Delilah waited for the Captain of the Royal Guard to speak first.

She stared at the human. Behind her, Kale coughed. “Deli?”

Delilah raised her eyebrows. She was determined not to extend any niceties.

“Pardon my intrusion. The princess needs to see you and your brother immediately.”

Narrowing her eyes, Delilah stepped away from the door. She reached behind her, fumbling at the armchair for her staff. “What for now?”

Lady Milena regarded the dwarf and draks staring at her. “I’m not at liberty to say. It’s... it’s about Pancras. It’s important.”

Kali took Kale’s arm. “Then we’re all going. We’re sticking together until we leave this city.” She eyed Edric and then Delilah. “Right?”

“Yes.” After locating her staff, Delilah tapped the butt of it on the floor. “We all go, or none of us do.”

Lady Milena bowed her head. “As you wish.” She gestured to the hallway. “If you please?”

The hallway outside their chambers was open to the palace courtyard on one side. From three floors up, one could look out over the city. The fresh, white blanket of snow covering Almeria reflected the sun’s light, nearly blinding Delilah as she emerged through the doors. A gust of wind slammed one of the doors shut behind them, and she closed the other one.

Delilah ignored Edric’s grumbles about how underground folk should stay underground when the weather turned bad. Her thoughts turned toward Pancras and how he bled out with his head in her lap. When they left Drak-Anor, she thought their excursion would be a fun trip to the far south and then back home. Instead, she ended up involved in a slave revolt and witnessed the only wizard in Drak-Anor murdered by a petty tyrant.

Lady Milena led the draks and the dwarf through the main hall, down the hallway to the undercroft, and through the dusty, cobweb-filled halls to stairs that spiraled down.

Delilah pondered why the knight led them into the bowels of the palace, but all thoughts of betrayal fled when she saw Pancras seated upright on the edge of the marble slab, chatting with Princess Valene.

As Delilah stood frozen, her mouth agape, Kale ran past her and jumped up on the slab to hug Pancras. “I knew you’d find a way to beat them!”

Kali and Edric stared. Edric spat on the floor and stepped backward. “What foul sorcery is this?”

Delilah held up her hand to silence the dwarf. “Not every magical thing you don’t understand is ‘foul sorcery’!”

She stepped around the slab, touching Pancras as she circled him. Delilah wasn’t as confident as her brother, and she viewed Pancras through narrowed eyes. “How did you come back? There was a lot of blood. Are you undead?”

He shifted, covering his right arm. “I feel alive.” Pancras rubbed his arm through the sheet. “Mostly.”

The drak sorceress examined him. “No cravings for flesh or blood or anything like that?”

Pancras rested his hand on his stomach. “I am a bit hungry now that you mention it, but I think bread and wine would do nicely for a first course. Perhaps some fruit?”

“Sounds like he’s okay to me, Deli.” Kale released his grip on Pancras long enough to turn and face his sister.

“Indeed.” Princess Valene nodded in agreement. “I’ve never heard of the dead feasting on bread and wine. Lady Milena and I will leave you to your reunion. A guard will be just outside in case you need assistance returning to your chambers.”

Delilah tilted her head in acknowledgement. After the two humans departed, Kali and Edric entered the room, then closed the door behind them. The drak sorceress spun on Pancras. “Okay, spill it! How did you do it? You died in our arms.”

She joined with her brother in standing before Pancras, stared up at him, and awaited an answer.

“I do not know.” The minotaur sighed and shook his head. After uncovering his withered arm, Pancras flexed his fingers. His friends gasped at the skin cracking and creaking like old, dry leather. “It was not without a cost, it seems.” 

“Is that... are ya diseased?” Edric backpedaled at the sight of Pancras’s arm.

“I’m not certain. I suspect whatever force is responsible for my revivification exacted this”—He waved his withered hand—“perhaps as a reminder?” He slid off the slab, knees buckling as his hooves touched the floor.

Clutching the top of the slab to remain upright, Pancras chuckled. “Looks like I might need some help to our chambers.”

* * *
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Pancras regained his strength in only a few days, but additional snowstorms further delayed their departure. The minotaur took the opportunity to rest and study the route to Muncifer. Kale was happy to see his friend up and moving around again, though he didn’t understand how Pancras was alive. In the end, Kale was satisfied that the mysteries of magic were beyond his understanding. Being alive was better than being dead, in Kale’s opinion, and distancing themselves from Almeria and the dangerous political games the humans liked to play was the best way the drak could think of to ensure that all of them remained alive.

As the weeks passed, the snows of winter melted, fading crystal white vistas into dirty slush and muddy streets. The soggy, wet chill soaked into peoples’ bones, and he was grateful for the chaos that gave him wings and fire-breath, which kept a warm flame within him.

With the help of Edric and Kali, Kale visited every tavern, alehouse, and gambling den in Almeria while leaving his sister to study her grimoire. Though she didn’t say it, he understood she appreciated the solitude. Pancras kept to himself most of the time, poring over scrolls and tomes Lady Milena and her brother brought him as he sought an answer to the question they all wanted answered: why was he alive?

It was a question Kale intended to leave to those smarter than he. In truth, he was eager to return to the road. Of the five of them, only Pancras had been to Muncifer before, and the stories he told at dinner piqued Kale’s curiosity.

“Muncifer was once a proud dwarven city.”

Edric raised his goblet at the declaration.

“It was until the Sundering, that is. When the world broke, Muncifer was exposed. Great rifts and cracks in the earth opened up. Half of the city fell away into the Maelstrom. When the world was healed, it remained exposed. Most of the dwarves left, seeking solace with their brethren living under the mountains.”

This was a familiar story for Kale. It nearly destroyed the world. He wasn’t sure what caused it; some said it was the death of one of the gods, Rannos, the Dragon Father. The fae fled, arcane energies infusing the world diffused, and whole nations were destroyed. Since the healing of the world began, magic returned and the fae reappeared, but in every corner of Calliome, evidence of the Sundering remained. The chaos rift through which he was thrown before they left Drak-Anor was one such scar.

“Aye, the dwarves left, and the minotaurs moved in.” After draining his goblet, Edric belched.

“Minotaurs and humans.” Pancras reached across the table and helped himself to another slab of meat from the roast the kitchen sent up. “There were some draks and a few dwarven traders now and again.”

“Draks?” Kali perked up. “What clans?”

“I don’t know, Kali. I didn’t pay much attention to draks in those days.”

Delilah elbowed her brother in the ribs. “And now he can’t get enough of us.”

“Are we going to be able to make it there by Spring’s Dawning, Pancras?” The more the snow melted, the more Kale worried about their timetable. “It’s a long way away, and it’s getting warmer.”

“About six weeks away, by my reckoning.” Edric poured himself another goblet of wine.

“Spring’s Dawning is marked by the rise of The Plow, Kale.” Pancras offered half of the slab of meat he had to Delilah. “Tinian’s Eye is still in the sky, and The Plow doesn’t appear until that’s been gone several weeks.” The drak sorceress declined with a shake of her head.

Terrakaptis taught Kale about the constellations of stars in the sky, or tried to. There were so many to remember, each with their own story, and Kale had trouble recalling all of them. “Do you really think the humans will let us leave?”

Pancras glanced at each of them as he considered the question. “Yes, I believe they will. The princess has been very gracious these last few weeks.”

Pancras’s confidence assuaged Kale’s concerns. He couldn’t overlook, though, that it was his friendship with Kali that involved them in Almeria’s politics to begin with.

Kali cleared her throat. “We should acquire mounts, I think.” She eyed Kale from across the table, her burnt-orange scales flashing in the light from the room’s candles and lanterns.

Edric grunted. “I hate horses.”

Delilah squinted at her brother. “We’ve never ridden them.”

“I have an idea about that.” Kali nodded at Pancras. “The Firescale village is a few days west of the city. They have mounts that won’t be jittery around draks and minotaurs, and they’ll give us a better price than anyone here will. With mounts, we’ll easily make up the time it takes to detour.”

Pancras scratched his chin, nodding. “All right. I like that idea. Let’s spend a few days wrapping up our affairs here and then resume our journey.”

Kale raised his goblet. “Hear, hear!” The others joined him in his toast.

After dinner, he walked down to the palace grounds with Kali. Since the gardens were soggy from melting snow, they kept to the paved paths. The two walked arm in arm through the garden. Between the spongy grasses and bare flowerbeds, there wasn’t much to see, but it was a diversion from being cooped up within their quarters.

“It’ll be nice to get back on the road.” As bored as he was hanging around the palace, Kale hoped for an uneventful journey to Muncifer.

“I’m nervous about returning to the village. It’s been years.” Kali shook her head and kicked a rock off the path. “I fear seeing the damage Reznik did.”

Lord Reznik’s salt mine under the city enslaved most of the draks from Kali’s home village. Disrupting that operation and freeing the slaves were memories Kale could take away from Almeria and be proud of. “I wish we could stay and help rebuild.”

“Maybe you and your sister can come back with me when all this business with the wizards is over.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Kale wondered if his sister would be interested in relocating to a village of draks and leaving behind their friends in Drak-Anor. The thought appealed to him, but he would have preferred for the Firescale village to be farther away from Almeria.

“One thing’s for sure: I’ll be glad to get away from all these humans.”

Kali laughed in agreement.

* * *
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Pancras kept to himself in the weeks following his apparent resurrection. He didn’t eschew dining with his friends or socializing when they approached him, but he did not seek out the company of others. Instead, he reflected on his experience, despite having no memory of death itself.

That he had no memory of it troubled him.

His withered right arm and the dark haze at the edges of his vision troubled him as well. While he attended the Arcane University, Pancras learned that rites existed to resurrect the dead, but the specific rituals associated with those rites were lost with the Sundering, and all carried with them terrible costs. Pancras couldn’t recall anything in those rituals that resembled what happened to him.

On warmer days, he scoured local book sellers and temple libraries for volumes that might hold the answers he sought. It was clear after a few failures that Almeria was light on resources and those educated about certain arcane matters. There were temples aplenty, but none dedicated to the goddess of magic, Selene. 

“They don’t have an Arcane University, though, do they?” Delilah glanced up from her grimoire as he groused to her in front of the fire. “Why would they have a temple of Selene?”

“She’s not an obscure or dead god, Delilah. She’s the daughter of Tinian, sister of Apellon and Anetha. They’re well-represented here.” 

“Yeah, well, they also say they’re civilized; yet they had a salt mine under the city staffed by slaves that no one knew about.”

“You make a good point.” Pancras slumped in his chair and sighed, rubbing his right arm. The warmth of the fire crackling in the hearth did not seem to affect the chill that lingered in his withered limb. He decided to change the subject before she buried her snout in her grimoire.

“I think it’s time we return to the road. The worst of the winter’s storms should be over.”

“Good. The sooner this business is over with, the better. I want to go home, Pancras.”

Pancras agreed.

A gust of wind from the opening doors caused the hearth to flicker. Kale and Kali bounded into the room, laughing. Delilah forced a smile onto her face and snapped her grimoire shut. The other two draks took no notice of Delilah and Pancras and helped themselves to some wine from a jug on the dinner table.

Pancras gestured to the grimoire. “Learn anything new lately?”

“As a matter of fact, I’ve been learning tons of earth magic. Some water magic, too. I don’t know how the book decides what to show me.” She opened the book to the page she last read. The symbols and writing were still undecipherable to Pancras.

“Perhaps you’re just learning techniques in the order in which Gil-Li wrote the book?” That made the most sense to Pancras.

“Maybe.” Delilah leaned over to peer around Pancras’s chair. “Hey, lovebirds! Pancras says we’re leaving soon, so separate yourselves and get to packing!”

“Packing?” Kale brought his goblet of wine over to the chairs in front of the fire. “We’re leaving tonight?”

“No, not tonight,” Pancras shook his head. “Nor tomorrow. Possibly the day after. I still have a few errands I’d like to run in town.” He pointed a withered finger at Kale. “And you still have to pick up my horn tips from that jeweler.”

“I forgot!” Kale smacked his forehead. “Things got so crazy with you dying and all. I’ll go get them first thing.”

Pancras smiled. In truth, he’d forgotten, too. “I’ll go with you. I need to find something to cover this arm with. Maybe a leatherworker has a sleeve or something with a glove.”

“A black glove?” Kale poked at Pancras’s arm with a clawed finger. “You can be mysterious with it.”

“That’s what I need: to draw attention to myself.” Pancras smacked the digit away.

“Will it matter much where we’re going?” Kali cocked her head. “Muncifer is more of a minotaur city than human, right?”

Pancras faced her. “About fifty-fifty. Or it was twenty-five years ago. The humans there tend to be more tolerant than they are here.” He hoped the situation in Muncifer had not changed drastically since he was last there. A lot can change in a quarter-century. 

* * *
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The next morning, Delilah busied herself with packing, while Kale and Pancras went into town to take care of last-minute errands. Meanwhile, Kali volunteered to track down Edric. Half of the time, the dwarf didn’t return to the palace at night and staggered with a hangover into their quarters in the middle of the following day.

Delilah took the liberty of sending a messenger to fetch Lady Milena so she could inform the humans of their plans. Delilah didn’t feel any obligation to be polite to the knight and the princess, but she figured they’d want to be notified Pancras was leaving. To their credit, the humans were true to their word and didn’t try to convince Pancras, or any of them for that matter, to undertake any tasks or favors over the last several weeks.

Lady Milena arrived before any of the group returned from their errands. She seemed surprised to find Delilah alone. “Where is everyone else?” Her armor clanked as she entered the room. To Delilah, the thought of having to be clothed in that constrictive, noisy metal all day was incomprehensible. The knight cocked an eyebrow at Delilah, resting one hand on the hilt of her sword.

“They’re running errands. We’re leaving in the morning. Weather permitting.”

Lady Milena blinked, then crossed her arms. “Tomorrow? The princess wanted to have a banquet for all of you before you left. I don’t think there’s time to prepare now.”

A banquet? I wonder if Pancras will delay our departure for a party. “Tomorrow. That’s the plan, anyway. I suppose it could change by the time Pancras returns.”

“This seems sudden.” A frown crept across Lady Milena’s face as she listened to Delilah.

“We have until Spring’s Dawning to get to Muncifer. We have no mounts, so unless you can magically whisk us away or are going to give us horses or something, we need to get on the road. Plus, it’ll be safer the sooner we are out of your hair.” As soon as Delilah said it, she realized the implications of her insult. She shook her head, turning toward her bedroom.

“As you wish. I will inform the princess.” If Lady Milena took offense from Delilah’s words, she gave no indication of it. “I’ll see what we can do about arranging mounts for you, though I must caution you not to have high hopes. Almeria’s liveries are tight fisted.”

Delilah paused, expecting Lady Milena would follow her. The knight left their chambers instead, pulling the doors shut in her wake. Delilah peeked into the parlor to ensure she was really gone. “Well, Deli-girl. Pancras would’ve dealt with that differently, probably, but he’s not here, right?”
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Chapter 3
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Now that the day of departure was upon them and the chilly breeze served as a grim reminder that winter may yet have a few more statements to make, Pancras wasn’t so sure he wanted to return to the road. Guards watched over their possessions at the palace gates while the minotaur, draks, and dwarf said their farewells to the princess.

Princess Valene sat on the throne formerly occupied by her husband. Resplendent in a shimmering, green gown, she observed Pancras leading the draks and Edric across the throne room. A tight braid of her ebony hair fell across her shoulder, dangling between her arm and her body. Lady Milena stood in a relaxed stance to one side, two steps down from the top of the throne’s dais. Guards, garbed in the tabards of the new regime, were posted on either side of the platform, flanking each door leading into the throne room.

Flexing his withered hand, Pancras became aware of how loudly his new leather gauntlet creaked in contrast to the relative silence of the throne room. He disliked gloves and other apparel that covered his forearms and hands, but he preferred the gauntlet over having a constant visual reminder that whatever returned him to life exacted a horrible price on his body, a toll he was not entirely certain was paid.

The princess tilted her head toward the group approaching her throne. Pancras stopped and bowed before her, gesturing with his good hand for the draks and Edric to follow suit. “It is time for us to depart and continue our journey, Your Highness. We are eternally grateful for your hospitality and grace.” The words felt awkward on the minotaur’s tongue. Although Sarvesh disliked such platitudes, despite being the ruler of Drak-Anor, Pancras understood humans tended to appreciate such niceties.

“So Lady Milena tells me.” The princess nodded at the knight standing by her side. “Pity we had no time to prepare a farewell feast for you.”

Pancras’s stomach grumbled at the mention of food. “My apologies, but I fear if we do not depart immediately, I’ll lose my nerve and delay our departure until reaching Muncifer on time is impossible.”

“I understand.” The princess gestured, and Lady Milena stepped forward to present Pancras with a piece of rolled-up parchment. “I have arranged a team of horses and wagon for you. Present this at the livery outside the city gates. If you stick to the roads, it should speed your journey.”

Pancras bowed again. “You have our thanks.” He turned, stopping to address the princess one final time. “May Anetha grant you the wisdom to enjoy a long, prosperous rule.”

“You will be welcome guests any time you come to Almeria. May Dolios watch over your journey.”

As Pancras bowed and exited the throne room, he reflected with dismay that Dolios was not only the god of travel, but also of luck, both good and bad.

* * *
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Kale reached under his hat to scratch his head as he circled the wagon and team of horses Princess Valene provided for them. The chestnut-colored horses clomped toward him, stomping and snorting, their breath pluming smoke in the cold morning air. Edric grunted as he climbed onto the bench at the front of the wagon. His stubby legs kicked as he struggled to maintain balance while reaching down to grab the reins.

“You know how to drive one of these?” Pancras regarded Edric who offered Delilah a hand to assist her into the wagon. From the ground Kali boosted Delilah up, even as the sorceress tried to brush away her helping hands. The sorceress reached for one of the wooden rails that arced over the bed of the wagon. A canvas cover was rolled up and secured to one side of the bed, intended for use as protection during foul weather. Kale hoped they’d seen the last of rain or snow for a while, but the puffy, rain-laden clouds drifting overhead threatened to dash those hopes.

“Sure. My sister used to have one, though hers was drawn by a mule instead of two horses. She ditched it when the wheel broke, but she kept the mule. I might be rusty, but I think it’ll come back to me.”

Pancras offered a hand to help Kali into the wagon. Kale gave her a boost before passing their belongings up to be stowed away. He doubted Edric’s ability, given that the dwarf’s feet dangled in the air above the floorboard, but he kept his misgivings to himself.

“Up here, Longshanks.” Edric patted the bench next to him. “I’m going to need your long arms and legs until we can modify this thing to fit me better.”

After Pancras helped Kale up and into the back of the wagon, he took his place up front next to Edric. The wagon lurched forward as Edric cracked his whip. Unprepared for such a jolt, Kale fell backward, grasping at the rails for support. Kali grabbed his arm and helped to right him. 

She glanced toward the front of the wagon. “I still think we should detour to my village and see about getting some proper mounts for the rest of us.”

Pancras looked over his shoulder at her, nodding. “Agreed. We’ll move faster on separate mounts, and we’re traveling light enough that this wagon is overkill. What’s our route, Kali?”

Kali clambered past the drak twins to stand at the front of the wagon. Her head barely came to Pancras’s shoulder as she stuck her snout in between the dwarf and the minotaur. “Turn south where the road splits. There should be a marked trail branching off from that after a ways that leads back toward Almeria. It cuts through some farms outside the south side of the city. We’ll have to stay on the trail overnight, but we should reach Honeywater by tomorrow night.”

“Honeywater? That’s the name of your village?” Delilah snorted. “Home of the Firescale draks?”

Kali glared at the laughing sorceress. “There’s a lake and lots of beehives.” She turned to watch the road, lowering her voice. “At least there were before the humans started enslaving us. The lake is still there, but few tend the hives these days.”

Kale elbowed his sister in the ribs. She clicked her teeth. “What?”

“Lay off, huh?”

Delilah leaned toward her brother, her voice a hissing whisper. “It’s a stupid name!”

“No stupider than ‘Twilight Dungeon.’ Who lives in a dungeon? You live in a place like that, and you’re asking for people to start trouble!” Kale had years to think about it. Drak-Anor was a much more respectable name. It even meant “Home of the Draks.” He liked to think he and Delilah contributed to Sarvesh’s suggestion of that name.

Delilah huffed and crossed her arms over her chest, scowling at Kale. “Yeah, well, you’re not wrong about that, but you’re still wrong!” She huffed again, pulling her grimoire from her pack.

Smiling, Kale slapped her knee before shifting in his seat to gaze at Almeria. As the wagon bounced along the road, Kali’s voice droned on, regaling Edric and Pancras with stories about Honeywater. 

* * *
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Gisella adjusted her grip on her spear as she pushed her prisoner forward. Like most Watchfolk, she possessed a sword, an heirloom from her father, but she preferred to keep her quarry at length. He stumbled, but he remained upright, defiant. With the butt of her spear, she whacked him on the back of his knees, causing him to fall prone. In the Court of Wizardry, defiance was not tolerated from any prisoners when facing the archmage. Gisella sighed. Archmage. What a pompous git. The court’s guards stood at attention, hands resting on their swords, ready to leap into action if the prisoner showed any signs of aggression.

The Archmage, Vilkan Icebreaker, The Manless, was a hulking man of great girth and vicious temperament. Standing, he tugged at his beard before sweeping the wrinkled folds of his gold-trimmed blue robe to the side with a wide motion of his arms. The high wizards of the court attired in colored robes looked on as he descended the steps, their masked faces concealing their contempt. However, their body language belied their silent approval. Their attitude was a matter of great debate among the lesser peoples of the court. Many said their disapproval was for The Manless himself, though Gisella believed they were disdainful of all who were not high wizards, but especially of The Manless since he ascended to the position of archmage and was not himself a high wizard.

Politics of court did not concern Gisella, however. As one of the court’s slayers, she was tasked with glorious purpose: to track down and bring to justice those branded renegades by the court, such as the man she brought before them today. Alik Ironstaff was a mewling worm in the best of times, in her opinion. Nevertheless, seeing him receive his due and likely being the one to carry out his punishment brought no pleasure.

Alik prostrated himself before Archmage Vilkan. “Great merciful one, I beg you. This”—he cast a glance over his shoulder at Gisella—“this golden harpy has accused me unjustly. I’ve done nothing wrong.”

“Nothing? Ha!” The archmage seized Alik by his throat, then lifted the man to his feet. “Who do you think sent her after you? The slayers do nothing without my leave. Especially the Golden Slayer.”

Gisella observed in stony silence. Oh, what you do not know, Manless.

“I am—innocent—” Alik’s protest turned into a choking cough as the archmage tightened his grip. 

He threw the squirming man to the floor. “Innocent? Not one among us is innocent. And you”—he thrust his pudgy finger into Alik’s face—“you left my sister with a child. A child who killed her from within!”

Alik splayed his hands on the floor, spreading his arms as far as his shackles would allow. “It is no crime to love!”

Gisella’s eyes flicked toward the archmage and then down at Alik. She was not aware of Alik’s exact crime until this moment, though it made little difference to her. She was bound to obey the court’s edicts, regardless of her personal feelings on the matter.

For now.

Eyeing Gisella, Archmage Vilkan drew his finger across his throat. He spun, the hem of his robe sweeping over Alik’s prone form. Gisella stepped forward, frowning. She thrust her spear into Alik’s back, twisting it as she lunged forward, stopping only when she felt the tip of her spear hit the stone floor. Squirming, Alik cried out, but she held fast, planting her boot on his backside for support. She yanked, and, with a spray of blood, pulled the broad tip out. He twitched for a moment on the floor. Then he lay still.

Taking his seat, the archmage regarded his dour-faced comrades and then nodded at Gisella. “Reliable as always. Have you anything to add to the proceedings?”

Always the same. “Nothing, Archmage. If there is nothing else, I have other business to which I must attend.”

Archmage Vilkan’s face twisted into a scowl. “Yes, of course. There is nothing further today, then. I may have something for you tomorrow.” He gestured for the guards to dispose of Alik.

Gisella wasted no time exiting the court. When she was beyond the chamber doors, she removed her helmet, then tucked it under her arm. She rested her spear in the crook of the same arm as she loosened her hair, allowing her golden tresses freedom to fall around her shoulders. A fellow slayer, Grímar Blackthorne eyed her, fingering the moon pendant around his neck.

“Always a pleasure to see the Golden Slayer release her treasured locks.”

Grímar, Gisella, and Archmage Vilkan were all Watchfolk: hardy people from the frozen lands beyond the Iron Gate Mountains to the south of Muncifer, which comprised the Four Watches. Gisella considered Grímar a friend and comrade, however, unlike Archmage Vilkan.

“Vilkan was in a poor state of mind today. Your doing?” She took up her spear and continued her walk. Grímar fell in step beside her. They crossed the courtyard toward a small, half-timbered building from which smoke drifted up its dual chimneys. The Blood Oak stretched its bare arms across the courtyard, winter having stolen its leaves. Soon, it would be alive with new foliage, shading the courtyard with its building-spanning canopy.

“I had nothing to do with it.”

She thumped his arm as they continued on. “I find that hard to believe.”

They turned into the compound’s tavern. After ordering tankards of mead from the barman, they found an unoccupied long table. Grímar smacked his lips after taking a long draft and seated himself. “There are dark rumors flying. Have you heard?”

There were always rumors. They were always dark. They always portended doom and destruction. Folk in Muncifer seemed to have little to gossip about except the Court of Wizardry and their superstitions.

“I try to pay them little mind. What is it this time? An army of giants about to descend from the mountains to pillage Muncifer? A dragon, perhaps? Like the one spotted up north near, where was it? Ironslag?”

“Ironkrag.” Grímar laughed. “No, though I have heard the one about the giants. Unrest in the cemeteries up north. Mad Magda says a shadow reaches from the mountains to Vlorey, the shadow of the Lich Queen’s withered old hand.”

Gisella stopped, mead sloshing against her lips. She peered over the rim of her tankard at Grímar. He continued, heedless of her reaction. “Can you imagine? The Lich Queen? Again? These folks are as cracked as the land around here.”

History told of the Lich Queen’s ultimate defeat decades ago, and of the Witch Queen’s defeat a decade or more before that, even. After the Witch Queen died, from her tomb arose the Lich Queen. At the conclusion of a devastating war, she was said to have been utterly destroyed, and from her ashes, nothing could rise. Of course, Gisella knew better than to take the stories from that war literally, no matter how popular they were. The affairs of wizards contained many mysteries and unexplainable phenomenon.

She set down her tankard. “A new world tree in the Dragon Spine Mountains. More different types of fae folk emerging into the world, dragons, too. The healing of the world has well and truly begun. I could believe almost anything.”

Grímar waved over a servant and ordered a plate of sausages. “But the Lich Queen? Again? How many times must someone die before they’re truly dead?”

Gisella picked up her tankard and drained the sweet mead before replying, “Some people don’t have the sense to stay dead, you know.”

* * *
[image: ]


After a day and a half of bouncing along on a hard wooden bench at the mercy of Edric’s driving, Delilah decided she’d walk all the way to Muncifer if need be. She feared her backside might never be the same again and winced when the wagon bounced, dropping from the road onto the stone bridge that led to Honeywater.

On the other side of the bridge, as they made their way to Honeywater’s market square, human guards wearing the livery of Almeria’s Royal Guard flagged down the wagon, grabbing the horses’ reins as Edric brought the team to a halt.

“What’s your business here, travelers?” The guard, a tall, lanky human with a weathered face and scraggly beard peered at the draks in the back of the wagon.

Kali poked her head up between Pancras and Edric. “I’m a Firescale from this village. We’re heading south and need to trade for supplies.”

“All right. No funny business, though. We’re watching.”

Edric maneuvered the team and wagon toward the location indicated by the guard. As soon as the wagon stopped, Delilah scrambled out to plant her feet in the grass, barely resisting the urge to fall to her knees and kiss the land.

“I guess Princess Valene is serious about fixing this town, huh?” Kale hopped down next to his sister.

“Looks that way.” Kali climbed out of the wagon. “I figured she’d send a few guards to
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